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Exploring Factors Influencing Alignment Between Curriculum Standard and English 
Exam Content 

Xiaomeng Li1, Wei Xiong2* 

A R T I C L E   I N F O A B S T R A C T 

The factors influencing the alignment between English 
curriculum standards and examination content remain 
inadequately understood. This study seeks to enhance 
understanding by examining the perspectives of 
English language instruction and research specialists, 
alongside junior English teachers within the context of 
Chinese junior high schools. A qualitative case study 
design was employed, with 15 participants selected 
from Chinese junior high schools. Thematic analysis of 
the data revealed four primary themes and their 
associated sub-themes: (1) the curriculum standard 
itself, primarily encompassing its practicality and 
clarity; (2) internal school factors, including sub-themes 
such as students’ learning conditions, school support, 
and teachers' initiative, with the latter covering 

teachers’ knowledge, beliefs, and cultural attitudes; (3) external factors, such as government 
educational policies and the cognitive and supportive role of learners' families in English learning; and 
(4) the nature of English examinations. Among these, students’ English learning conditions emerged 
as the most influential factor, as indicated by all interview participants. Notably, the nature of the 
English examination was identified as a new primary theme, with sub-themes distinct from those 
highlighted in existing literature on factors influencing alignment. The themes identified in this study 
address a research gap, as no prior studies have examined factors affecting alignment between English 
curriculum standards and examination content. This new component is anticipated to stimulate 
further research on alignment factors within standard-based education studies. 

© 2024 Ani Publishing Ltd. All rights reserved. 

Introduction 

In line with the global trend towards standards-based education reform, alignment studies are 
gaining increased attention within the education sector. The assessment of students' learning 
outcomes, the implementation of curriculum standards, and teacher professional development are 
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all closely interconnected with curriculum standards (Yu et al., 2022). Researchers such as 
Hamilton et al. (2008) and Porter (2002) have emphasised the importance of understanding the 
impact of standards-based reforms on student learning by investigating the alignment between 
curriculum standards, instructional content, and assessment methods. This highlights the pivotal 
role of assessment within the framework of standards-based educational reforms.  

China also places significant emphasis on standards-based education reform. In 2001, the 
Outline of Basic Education Curriculum Reform (for Trial Implementation), issued by the state, 
explicitly stated that curriculum standards are fundamental for developing teaching materials, 
guiding instruction, and formulating assessments and examination questions. These standards 
serve as the foundation for the state’s management and evaluation of the curriculum. In 2014, the 
State Council of China released the Deepening the Implementation of the Reform of the 
Examination and Enrolment System, mandating that National Matriculation Test questions be 
strictly aligned with curriculum standards. In 2022, the revised compulsory education English 
curriculum standards were officially enacted and implemented (Ministry of Education of the 
People's Republic of China, 2022).  

Standards-based education reform centres on aligning curriculum standards with 
instructional materials, including assessments, textbooks, and teaching methods (Rouffet et al., 
2023). This alignment is vital for ensuring the validity and fairness of evaluations (Savage & 
O’Connor, 2019). In English language education, alignment holds particular significance due to 
the fundamental importance of fostering communication, comprehension, and critical thinking 
skills. However, achieving alignment between curriculum standards and examination 
assessments poses a complex challenge for educators, policymakers, and other stakeholders. 
Numerous studies report substantial misalignment between English curriculum standards and 
large-scale, high-stakes English assessments (Chen & Park, 2021; Liyuan, 2020; Yiwei et al., 2019). 
Such misalignment can distort assessment accuracy, encourage inappropriate curriculum 
practices, and ultimately detract from educational goals (Atuhurra & Kaffenberger, 2022). Despite 
these issues, there is limited research investigating the underlying factors that lead to 
misalignment. This paper aims to examine the complex factors influencing alignment between 
English curriculum standards and examination content, delving into the challenges, nuances, and 
approaches that facilitate this alignment. Our objective is to clarify how educators can better equip 
students with the essential skills and knowledge needed for both academic achievement and 
broader success. At the core of this discussion lies a critical question: How can we ensure that the 
requirements outlined in the curriculum standards are accurately and effectively represented in 
the assessments undertaken by students? 

China’s Compulsory Education System 

China’s revised compulsory education English curriculum standard, implemented in 2022, 
primarily serves the compulsory education sector. China’s basic education system encompasses 
12 years of schooling, comprising six years of primary education, three years of junior high school, 
and three years of senior high school. After completing junior high school, students who meet the 
standardised scores on the Grade 9 exit examination proceed to senior high school, while those 
who do not meet these scores are directed to secondary vocational and technical schools (Wu, 
2015). The six years of primary education and three years of junior high school form the basis of 
China’s “nine-year compulsory education” programme. This study focuses specifically on junior 
high school (Grades 7 to 9) and the requirements of the junior English curriculum. 
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Literature Review 

English Curriculum Standard 

The English curriculum standard acts as a foundational framework for the assessment of 
English, the creation of textbooks, and the delivery of classroom instruction. China has two distinct 
English curriculum standards: one designed for the nine-year compulsory education programme 
(comprising six years of primary education and three years of junior high school) and another for 
senior high school. This study focuses on the former, which is applied to junior high school 
education across mainland China. First introduced in 2011 and updated in 2022, the compulsory 
education English curriculum standard places a strong emphasis on core competencies, 
prioritising academic quality while integrating the processes of teaching, learning, and evaluation 
(Zou et al., 2024). 

Research on curriculum standards in China primarily focuses on formulation, 
implementation, and core competencies. This study specifically examines the alignment between 
curriculum standards and their implementation, an area gaining increasing attention as theory is 
applied in practice. For example, Pak et al. (2020) offer insights for educational leaders addressing 
alignment between teaching and standards. Atuhurra and Kaffenberger (2022) assess the 
alignment of curriculum standards, assessments, and teacher instruction in English and 
mathematics. Massell and Perrault (2014) highlight the critical role of alignment in standards-
based reform, while Chen and Wei (2015) investigates alignment in junior middle school 
chemistry teaching. Despite this, few studies have explored factors influencing curriculum 
standard implementation from an exam perspective. 

Alignment Studies 

Alignment is fundamental in standards-based education, playing a key role in validating 
assessment results and informing accountability decisions. Scholars such as La Marca (2001), 
Rothman (2004), Koretz and Hamilton (2006), and Haertel and Herman (2005) highlight its 
significance. Alignment is widely applicable across education, spanning instructional practices 
and curriculum research, and should integrate content standards, assessments, textbooks, and 
classroom instruction (Porter et al., 2007). It promotes reflective thinking by offering a structured 
approach to addressing discrepancies (Porter et al., 2007). 

Alignment is typically classified as vertical and horizontal, or internal and external (Porter, 
2002; Porter et al., 2007). Horizontal alignment takes place within a single level of government, 
while vertical alignment spans across different levels, including government, schools, and 
classrooms (Porter et al., 2007). Internal alignment focuses on the consistency between assessment 
papers and curriculum standards (Polikoff et al., 2011), whereas external alignment concerns how 
this relationship is perceived and evaluated by stakeholders, such as students, teachers, and those 
involved in assessments. 

High-Stake English Exams in China 

The Junior English Exit Exam, developed in 1980, is coordinated by provincial education 
departments and based on curriculum standards issued by the Ministry of Education (MOE). It is 
designed for Grade 9 students, also known as zhongkao, and is one of the key entrance exams in 
China, alongside the gaokao and the National Matriculation English Test (NMET) (Liu, 2010). 
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After nine years of compulsory education, students take this exam, which assesses their English 
proficiency and influences their future educational paths (Song, 2023). High-achieving students 
may enter regular senior high schools, while others are directed to vocational schools (Wu, 2015). 
Research indicates that high-stakes tests, like the Junior English Exit Exam, have a significant 
washback effect on educational practices (Sultana, 2018; Tsang & Isaacs, 2022). This study focuses 
on the impact of the Junior English Exit Exam. 

Factors Influencing Alignment 

Numerous factors affect alignment, including the curriculum standard itself, internal school 
factors, and external influences. The design of high-stakes exam content is a key mechanism for 
effectively implementing curriculum standards (Lijing & Yunpeng, 2022). The alignment between 
curriculum, instruction, and assessments (CIA) essentially reflects the implementation of 
curriculum standards (Pak et al., 2020). The factors influencing alignment are, in essence, those 
that affect the implementation of the curriculum standard. This study examines the formal 
curriculum and the factors that influence its implementation. 

Fullan (2011) identified three key groups of factors influencing curriculum implementation: 
the characteristics of the innovation, the characteristics of the adopting unit, and external factors. 
Expanding on this, Snyder et al. (1992) outlined four categories comprising 15 factors. Liangfang 
(1996) categorised these factors into five main areas: the characteristics of the curriculum program, 
communication and collaboration between developers and implementers, organisational and 
leadership roles of educational authorities and school leaders, teacher training, and support from 
external factors. Ma et al. (2009) grouped the factors into three levels, identifying nine specific 
factors. Analysis of these frameworks reveals three main categories: internal factors, external 
factors, and the influence of reform characteristics. This study will investigate the factors affecting 
the implementation of the English curriculum standard in China from these perspectives. 

Internal factors within schools, particularly those related to teachers, are crucial in the 
successful implementation of curriculum standards (Karakus, 2021). Teachers' beliefs, knowledge, 
and cultural perspectives significantly shape how curriculum standards are translated into 
practice. In the context of educational reforms, teachers' knowledge becomes even more critical, as 
each reform introduces new demands. The extent to which teachers are equipped with the 
necessary knowledge is a key determinant of the success of these reforms (Karakus, 2021). Teacher 
beliefs significantly influence their responses to and implementation of reform-based curricula. 
For example, Roehrig et al. (2007) identified four key beliefs that impact the enactment of the 
English curriculum: the transmission of knowledge, efficiency, maintaining curriculum rigor, and 
preparing students for success in examinations. Zembylas (2005) describes teacher beliefs as 
convictions shaped by personal experiences, emotions, and evaluations, with cognitive 
components playing a crucial role in their formation. Teacher culture, as defined by Sachs and 
Smith (1988), refers to the values, beliefs, and behavioural norms surrounding education and 
teaching, shaped through extensive professional practice.  

Effective curriculum reform requires not only changes in educational materials and methods 
but also a shift in the underlying curriculum value system, representing a transformation in 
curriculum culture. Despite various reforms, China's basic education system remains rooted in an 
exam-oriented approach, largely due to its cultural foundations. Examining these issues from a 
cultural perspective is essential, as it underscores the complexity and challenges of curriculum 
reform. Therefore, this study seeks to explore factors influencing the implementation of 
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curriculum standards from the teachers' perspective. While previous research has explored factors 
influencing alignment between educational components like curriculum standards and 
instruction, few studies have focused on large-scale, high-stakes exams. The factors affecting 
alignment between curriculum standards and exam content remain underexplored. This study 
aims to fill this gap by investigating the alignment between the junior English exit exam and the 
curriculum standard. 

Conceptual Framework of the Current Study  

The study of alignment between curriculum standards inherently pertains to their 
implementation, which forms part of large-scale educational reform influenced by various factors. 
To explore these influences, this study will be guided by Fullan's change theory, which provides 
a comprehensive framework for understanding the multiple dimensions impacting educational 
change, particularly in relation to assessment. Fullan (2007) change theory posits that educational 
change is non-linear and complex, characterised by unpredictability and uncertainty. Change does 
not follow a straightforward path from initiation to institutionalisation, with a range of factors 
interacting at each stage. Fullan also asserts that "change is learning," where learning arises as an 
adaptive response to the challenges of change. Building on this framework, numerous scholars 
have examined factors affecting educational reform, categorising them into internal factors, 
external factors, and the characteristics of the reform programme itself. Accordingly, this study 
will investigate the factors influencing the implementation of the English curriculum standard in 
China from the perspective of assessment. 

Methodology 

Sample 

This study employs the interview method to explore the factors influencing the alignment 
between the junior English curriculum standard and the Junior English Exit Exam. To achieve this, 
purposive sampling is utilised to select participants with specific characteristics relevant to the 
study. Purposive sampling focuses on individuals who possess knowledge and experience 
pertinent to the phenomenon being investigated (Etikan et al., 2016). This approach allows the 
researcher to identify and select participants who are well-informed about the topic under study. 
In this study, interview participants include junior English teachers responsible for Grade 9 
students (as these students will sit the Junior English Exit Exam the following year) and English 
language research and instruction specialists involved in the design of the exam content. For junior 
English teachers, participants must meet specific criteria: they should be familiar with the 
interpretation of the curriculum standards and have experience using previous Junior English Exit 
Exam papers annually to help students prepare. English language research and instruction 
specialists, who play a key role in the Chinese education system as "gatekeepers," directly 
contribute to the design of high-stakes exams like the Junior English Exit Exam and the National 
College Entrance Examination.  

These specialists are typically based in educational institutions or schools, with at least six years 
of teaching experience. They are relatively few in number, with top schools having one or two 
specialists, and some working in Provincial Institutes of Educational Testing and Research. 
Following the identification of the participant characteristics, nine individuals were selected for 
the interviews: six junior English teachers and three research and instruction specialists. The 
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participants represent schools from three regions of China: Gansu (a less developed province), 
Jiangsu (a developed province), and Guizhou (a developing province). While various researchers 
suggest different guidelines for the number of participants (Lowe et al., 2018), the final count 
should be based on data saturation, which occurs when information becomes repetitive (Francis 
et al., 2010; Naeem et al., 2024). In this study, data saturation was achieved with 9 participants. 
Participant details are provided in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Details of Interview Participants 

Teacher 
Codes 

Qualification Teaching 
Experience 

T-1 Grade 9 Junior English Teacher with Intermediate Title 5 Years 

T-2 Grade 9 Junior English Senior Teacher 15 Years 

T-3 Grade 9 Junior English Senior Teacher 10 Years 

T-4 Grade 9 Junior English Teacher with Intermediate Title 5 Years 

T-5 Grade 9 Junior English Senior Teacher 12 Years 

T-6 Grade 9 Junior English Teacher with Intermediate Title 6 Years 

T-7 English Language Research and Instruction Specialist 20 Years 

T-8 English Language Research and Instruction Specialist 15 Years 

T-9 English Language Research and Instruction Specialist 18 Years 

Data Collection 

Prior to the interviews, consent was obtained from the administration of each selected school. 
Participants were informed about the study's purpose, dissemination of findings, their rights, the 
option to withdraw, benefits, and the assurance of anonymity and confidentiality, as outlined by 
Creswell and Poth (2016). Participants were provided with materials verifying the researcher's 
identity and signed informed consent before the interview. Due to time and space constraints, 
online interviews were conducted, with a rehearsal session to ensure participants understood the 
questions. Each formal interview lasted approximately 30 minutes and was audio-recorded, using 
open-ended questions to prevent researcher bias (Brubacher et al., 2015).  

Data Analysis 

The data was analysed using the six-phase thematic analysis process outlined by Clarke and 
Braun (2017). Thematic analysis involves identifying patterns or themes within qualitative data 
and is considered foundational for learning other qualitative analysis methods (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). It involves generating themes, analysing patterns within the data, and uncovering 
underlying meanings (Byrne, 2022). The process begins with reading and re-reading the full 
dataset to become familiar with it. Next, codes and themes are generated, followed by defining 
and naming the themes, and ultimately, the creation of the report. 

To ensure the trustworthiness of the findings, this study employed multiple data sources, 
investigators, and member checking strategies for data triangulation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). 
The data was gathered from junior high school Grade 9 teachers in various roles and English 
language instruction specialists. Multiple investigators, including two English language experts, 
independently analysed the same interview data, with subsequent comparison of findings 
(Patton, 2014). Finally, member checking was conducted to gather feedback from participants on 
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the preliminary findings, ensuring the accuracy of the interpretation of the interview data 
(Maxwell, 2013). 

Findings of the Study 

After conducting the semi-structured interviews, the researchers coded and analysed the data 
for emerging themes using the six-phase analytical process of thematic analysis by Clarke and 
Braun (2017). This analysis revealed five major themes with corresponding sub-themes: (1) the 
curriculum standard itself (practicality and clarity), (2) internal school factors (learners’ English 
learning situation, school support, teachers’ initiative), (3) external factors (educational policies, 
learners’ family cognition and support for English learning), (4) the nature of English exams. The 
most influential factor, identified by all participants, was learners’ English learning situation. 
Figure 1 below illustrates the factors and sub-factors influencing alignment. 

 
Figure 1: Factors and Sub-Factors Influencing Alignment  

Curriculum Standard Itself 

The clarity, comprehensibility, and practicality of curriculum standards directly influence how 
educators interpret, perceive, and implement these standards. Interview data reveals that certain 
aspects of the curriculum standards lack clarity, and a noticeable gap remains between the 
standards and their practical application. As articulated by T-2, 

In this case, I think these requirements in the curriculum standards may be a little challenging for our 
children here. It is quite difficult to expect them to reach a certain level by the end of primary school and 
another level by the end of junior high school. .... 

The participant noted that the requirements in the curriculum standard are challenging, 
making it difficult for both teachers and students to achieve the final goals outlined due to limited 
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class hours and the constrained English learning environment at school and home. T4 also 
emphasised this issue, 

Personally, I feel that the establishment of the goal system in curriculum standard seems to be a blind 
spot for front-line teachers. We know it exists, but we're not quite clear on the specifics.  

As mentioned by the participant, certain aspects of the junior English curriculum standard are 
clear, but others, such as the unit education blueprint, are ambiguous and lack sufficient detail for 
frontline teachers to implement effectively. The clarity of the statements in the curriculum 
standard directly impacts its implementation. If these statements are unclear, the alignment 
between the curriculum standard and its implementation activities, such as exam content design, 
instruction, and textbook compilation, will be negatively affected. 

Internal Factors of School 

Based on the interview data, the internal factors influencing the alignment between the 
curriculum standard and the junior English exit exam content include students' learning 
situations, school support, and teachers' initiative. The analysis revealed that, in designing the exit 
exam content, priority is given to the varying learner situations across different regions. In less 
developed areas, such as Gansu, students tend to have a weaker academic foundation and lower 
cognitive levels. As a result, the exit exam content is designed with lower difficulty, which may 
lead to a misalignment with the curriculum standard. In contrast, more developed regions, with 
richer educational resources and higher student cognitive levels, tend to design more challenging 
exam content, creating a further disconnect between the exit exam content and the curriculum 
standard. As explained by T-1,  

The examination questions in our region are relatively simple. We formulate our own questions 
independently because we take into account the weak foundation of our students... 

Similarly, T-2 clarified that,  

I think the main reason for the possible misalignment lies in the students’ actual English proficiency and 
abilities. According to the curriculum standards, students should have a vocabulary of 3000 words upon 
completing junior high school. But in reality, our students may not reach that level upon graduating from 
junior high school. 

 Based on teachers' responses, it is evident that designing the junior English exam content 
requires not only adherence to the curriculum standards but also consideration of students' actual 
learning conditions across different regions. The learning situation of students plays a critical role 
in the design process. In implementing the curriculum standards, a gap often exists between the 
stipulated requirements and the reality of students' learning environments, with students' learning 
conditions acting as a barrier to alignment. School support, defined as the creation of a conducive 
environment for teachers to understand and apply the curriculum standards (e.g., through exam 
content design, lesson planning, and instruction), also influences alignment. Additionally, 
teachers' initiative in engaging with the curriculum standards affects their interpretation and, 
consequently, the alignment between the curriculum and its implementation. Data from the study 
reveals that teachers' initiative is influenced by three factors: their knowledge, beliefs, and culture, 
all of which significantly impact alignment. Teachers' knowledge refers to a deep understanding 
of both the curriculum standards and the English subject matter, while their beliefs represent their 
perspectives and opinions during the process of curriculum implementation.  
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As explained by T-2, 

The teacher's personal initiative is crucial. Specifically, if a teacher is not familiar with the curriculum 
standard, he won’t know what the new curriculum standards require them to teach students. They may 
continue to stick to the previous approach, focusing on grammar and vocabulary. Some teachers may even 
neglect aspects like pronunciation, let alone high-level thinking and cultural awareness. 

One participant noted that teachers' initiative plays a crucial role in facilitating the 
implementation of curriculum standards. Teachers' initiative refers to their internal motivation to 
engage with the curriculum standards, which enables them to develop a deeper understanding of 
these standards. English language and instruction specialists T-7, T-8, and T-9 emphasized the 
importance of teachers' knowledge in English language and their understanding of curriculum 
standard implementation, particularly in the area of assessment. As T-7 explained,  

In addition to being familiar with the curriculum standards, crafting exam questions also requires an 
understanding of testing principles. I wasn't very knowledgeable about testing when I first started. So, I 
relied on experience and referred to some teaching materials. ... 

T-9 also expressed a similar viewpoint regarding the importance of teachers' knowledge, 

The curriculum standards are relatively easy to grasp, but without an understanding of testing 
principles, crafting exam questions can become chaotic, lacking in structure.... 

The first key point is that all English language and instruction specialists emphasize the 
importance of understanding curriculum standards, which they consider foundational 
knowledge. However, they place greater emphasis on testing knowledge. While they have some 
understanding of testing, there is a need for deeper knowledge. The interview data reveals that, 
due to their frequent involvement in formal exam question design, English language and 
instruction specialists generally have more experience and a better understanding of testing 
knowledge compared to regular teachers. The second point highlights the insufficient pre-service 
training and weak motivation for in-service learning. Some educational research officers possess 
low assessment literacy, which can be attributed to factors such as a lack of systematic learning, 
misconceptions, and insufficient theoretical awareness. Moreover, participants also expressed 
negative beliefs regarding the challenges encountered during the implementation of the 
curriculum standards. A prevailing sense of passive helplessness was evident, with many 
participants feeling that teachers alone are unable to resolve these issues. As T-6 noted, 

It seems like breaking through this situation is really challenging, and we feel incapable of helping them.... 
Teachers can only guide them by imparting study methods and knowledge they have acquired... 

In the process of implementing curriculum standards, despite the various external factors that 
may influence teachers, these factors must ultimately be filtered through teachers' decisions and 
judgments before affecting classroom teaching. The degree of implementation and other related 
concerns are directly tied to teachers. Teachers' understanding of curriculum reform, particularly 
their beliefs about it, plays a pivotal role in the successful implementation of curriculum standards. 
Additionally, participants highlighted the influence of teacher culture, which is shaped by an 
exam-oriented mindset. This mindset emphasizes developing skills and knowledge aimed at 
preparing students for exams. As T-4 mentioned, 

...Many aspects of school organization and institutional development are also designed to enhance 
students' exam-taking abilities or skills.... Through long- term practice, the majority of middle school teachers 
are able to grasp some basic content or techniques related to exam preparation. Gradually, a widely accepted 
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and shared cognitive framework on how to deal with exams emerges within schools. 

Based on the interview data, it is evident that the exam-oriented mindset significantly impacts 
the implementation of English curriculum principles. The aim of the English reading curriculum 
is to enhance students' core competencies, which necessitates assessment methods, approaches, 
and content that align with its objectives. Without this alignment, achieving the curriculum’s goals 
becomes challenging. When discussing the English curriculum standard, most teachers 
highlighted the contradiction between the curriculum's objectives and current exam practices, 
expressing concerns about the potential impact on the Junior English Exit Exam. As a result, 
teachers strongly associate the implementation of the English reading curriculum with exams, 
admission rates, and other related factors. 

Regarding school support, participants emphasized that schools offer various training 
programs on curriculum standards, including those held in other provinces, to improve teachers' 
understanding and practical application of the standards. Teacher research groups regularly meet 
to discuss teaching methodologies, and experienced teachers mentor newcomers. Based on 
participants' statements, curriculum standard training is crucial for its effective implementation. 
The frequency of training sessions is a key factor in helping teachers accurately grasp the core 
concepts and challenges of the curriculum. The more frequently teachers receive training, the more 
effectively they can apply the curriculum standards in their teaching. 

T3 share similar ideas,  

Our school's curriculum standards training is quite comprehensive. The training is categorized into 
several types. ... Every week, teachers gather for collaborative lesson planning sessions to discuss any issues 
they encounter. ... 

The effective integration of centralized training with collaborative, practical exploration 
among teachers is crucial for helping them understand and embrace the objectives of the 
curriculum standards. This approach fosters the development of an implementation pathway that 
aligns with both the school's goals and teachers' needs. However, many of the surveyed teachers 
report that the short-term theoretical training they receive only offers a basic overview of the new 
curriculum's fundamental concepts and design principles, without addressing specific strategies 
for its implementation. As a result, teachers are often left to implement the new curriculum 
without sufficient preparation. While they may feel obligated to adopt the curriculum due to 
administrative mandates, there is a lack of emotional buy-in, as they do not fully support its 
implementation.  

External Factors Influencing Alignment 

  Frequent changes in educational policies are part of the government's efforts to effectively 
implement curriculum standards, which can facilitate better alignment between the curriculum 
and exit exam content. Additionally, the support and understanding of learners' families also play 
a significant role in influencing the alignment between curriculum standards and exam content. 
As T-5 noted, the impact of educational policy changes on this alignment is noteworthy, 

...Their understanding of the curriculum standards might differ, resulting in uneven levels of question 
difficulty. .... 

Educational policy changes aim to enhance the alignment between curriculum standards and 
their implementation by centralizing educational resources and facilitating more discussions 
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among exam paper design experts. This collaborative approach helps deepen their understanding 
and interpretation of curriculum standards, thereby promoting alignment between the curriculum 
and exam content. However, these policy changes can also have negative effects on alignment, as 
highlighted by T2,  

... However, many administrative departments still evaluate based on the standards of Junior English 
Exit Exam.... many teachers find themselves in a dilemma: while advocating for new approaches on one hand, 
they end up resorting to old methods to cope with the examinations on the other hand... 

In an educational setting focused on preparing students for standardized entrance exams, the 
junior English Exit Exam (JEEE) plays a critical role in shaping instructional priorities. Teachers 
are evaluated based on their students' performance, which leads them to prioritize exam readiness. 
Interviews reveal that balancing new curricula with standardized testing requirements influences 
teaching practices. Teachers are most likely to adopt methods that align with exam score goals and 
the preferences of key stakeholders. Additionally, T-4 emphasized the impact of family cognition 
and support on the alignment between curriculum standards and exam content, 

What you are talking about is that our objective environment...They don’t really care about the purpose 
of learning English is, such as gaining another perspective on the world. Moreover, due to limited exposure, 
in addition to receiving English knowledge from teachers at school, parents don’t actively enhance their 
children’s English abilities in their free time.  

According to the participant, when families have a strong understanding of the importance of 
English learning, they actively engage in enhancing their children's language skills outside of 
school, leading to an improvement in students' English proficiency. In an environment where this 
support is prevalent, exam content can be better aligned with the curriculum standards, 
incorporating higher-order cognitive skills that reflect the actual capabilities of the learners. 
Therefore, the level of family support and understanding directly affects students' learning 
outcomes, which subsequently influences the alignment between the curriculum standards and 
the content of English exams. 

Nature of Exams 

The degree of alignment with curriculum standards is also influenced by the nature of the 
exams. The Junior English Exit Exam is a pass/fail assessment designed to ensure that 50% of 
students qualify for admission to senior high school based on the current enrollment rate. To 
accommodate the majority, the exam questions must be neither too difficult nor too easy, aiming 
for an even distribution of students passing and failing. As emphasized by T-6, this approach is 
central to maintaining fairness and balance in the exam outcomes.  

The junior English exit exam is passing in its nature. Of which the most difficult questions in the exit 
exam may account for about 20%. The ratio of medium difficulty questions, difficult questions, and simple 
questions is typically 7:2:1. 

As T1 expounded,  

In junior English exit exam, the aim is to ensure that almost 80% of the students can pass the exam. On 
the other hand, I think they try to make most people secure admission to high school. 

According to the interview data, the structure of the exam contributes to discrepancies with 
the curriculum standards. Given that the Junior English Exit Exam is designed as a pass/fail test, 
exam designers must consider students' learning levels and aim to maintain a specific enrolment 
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rate. As a result, the distribution of question difficulty is adjusted to ensure an equitable outcome, 
which can lead to misalignment and divergence from the original curriculum standards. 

Discussion 

Factors Influencing Alignment 

  The findings from the interviews revealed four key factors influencing the alignment between 
the Junior English Curriculum Standard and the reading questions in the JEEE. These include the 
curriculum standard itself, internal school factors, external school factors, and the nature of the 
exam. While the first three factors align with the findings of Farrell et al. (2017) the current study 
differs in two significant ways. First, it introduces an additional factor—the nature of the English 
exam—not emphasised in the aforementioned studies, and the sub-dimensions of these factors 
vary slightly. Second, drawing on Fullan (2011) interpretation of change theory, the study 
acknowledges that curriculum standard implementation is a complex and uncertain process, 
influenced by various context-specific factors at each stage. This context-based variation helps 
explain the differences between studies. Hargreaves (2004) highlights the importance of context in 
educational change, further suggesting that the factors affecting curriculum standard 
implementation can vary depending on the specific context. Additionally, while Fulmer’s change 
theory offers a broad explanation of the factors influencing curriculum standard implementation 
across all stages, the current study focuses solely on one aspect—exam content. As such, the 
influencing factors may differ based on the context and stage of implementation, which will be 
further discussed in the following sections.  

Curriculum Standard Itself 

The interview data in this study reveal that the clarity and practicality of the Junior English 
Curriculum Standard are inadequate. Specifically, the standard represents an ideal that is difficult 
to achieve, with a disconnect between its theoretical framework and its actual implementation. 
These findings echo those of Atuhurra and Kaffenberger (2022), who noted that there is room for 
improvement in making curriculum standards more coherent. According to their research, this 
misalignment arises from poorly structured and organised standards, which fail to align with the 
needs of students in the classroom. Many countries have set overly ambitious curriculum 
standards that are not commensurate with the pace at which children learn. Junhua (2015) 
expressed a similar view, highlighting that parts of the curriculum standards remain unclear. 
Teachers' lack of understanding of these standards is partly due to their generality and lack of 
actionable guidance. While teachers may conceptually identify with the new curriculum, their 
understanding of how to implement it in practice remains limited. This ambiguity in practical 
application contributes to teachers' resistance and complaints regarding the new curriculum. 
Fulmer (2011) emphasised that the characteristics of educational reform significantly influence its 
implementation, a notion also reflected in Hongbiao (2017) study. Yin found that while teachers 
found the concepts of the curriculum standard easy to accept, they struggled with translating these 
concepts into actionable teaching practices, leading to a low recognition of the curriculum’s 
instrumental value. 

 Internal Factors of School Level  

Nearly all researchers on curriculum implementation (Farrell et al., 2017; Fullan, 2011; Snyder 
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et al., 1992; Zhang & Liu, 2013) have highlighted external factors influencing its success. Interview 
data from this study reveal that students' actual learning situations significantly affect the 
alignment between curriculum standards and exam content, a factor often overlooked in prior 
studies focused on teachers. This is particularly evident in less developed areas, where challenges 
such as weak English foundations, negative attitudes towards learning English, and individual 
differences hinder teachers' ability to align curriculum goals with students' capabilities. Scholars 
like Atuhurra and Kaffenberger (2022) and Wixson et al. (2002) stress the need to address these 
learning conditions to better align instruction and exams with students' needs, facilitating more 
effective curriculum implementation. 

Some scholars offer a different perspective on teacher training for curriculum implementation, 
arguing that while governmental training programs are essential for teacher development, they 
often fail to integrate effectively with teachers' prior experiences and the specific context of school 
environments. This critique highlights the challenges in supporting teachers' efforts to implement 
the curriculum effectively (Harris & Sass, 2011). Another key internal factor is teachers' initiative, 
encompassing their knowledge, beliefs, and culture. In this study, teacher knowledge refers to 
their understanding of the junior English curriculum standard and subject-specific English 
reading. The findings suggest that while some teachers continue to rely on outdated assessment 
content and lack a deep understanding of the curriculum, others demonstrate insufficient 
assessment literacy. This knowledge gap significantly impacts the alignment between the 
curriculum standard and exam content, hindering effective implementation (Erarslan, 2019). 

English language and instruction specialists play a crucial role in facilitating the 
implementation of new curriculum standards, acting as intermediaries who guide and support 
English teachers in adapting to educational reforms (Pak et al., 2020). However, interview data 
suggests a need for improvement in assessment literacy, with specialists identifying gaps in 
teachers' understanding. Shaoyong (2021) notes that many teachers lack pre-service training in 
assessments, with some unaware of fundamental assessment principles. Kane (2013) further 
argues that teachers must possess comprehensive knowledge of assessment principles, 
particularly in large-scale, high-stakes assessments, to accurately evaluate assessment validity and 
address the social accountability associated with assessment outcomes. Additionally, teachers' 
beliefs, explored as part of their initiative, are an important factor in curriculum implementation. 
Negative beliefs were evident in the current study, with teachers expressing feelings of 
powerlessness due to the perceived inadequacy of their efforts to bridge the gap between 
curriculum requirements and students' learning situations. Teachers' beliefs about the curriculum 
play a vital role in its successful implementation, as positive beliefs can help teachers overcome 
challenges during the process, as noted by Clerc (2019).   

Teachers' culture, shaped by values, beliefs, and norms from their educational experiences 
(Austin & Roegman, 2021), was found to be collaborative in this study, focusing on information 
and resource sharing within schools to build instructional confidence. However, inter-school 
communication was limited (Jin, 2020). An exam-oriented culture also emerged, with a strong 
focus on improving students' grades, which influenced teaching practices and aligned them with 
exam demands (Junhua, 2015). This culture has shaped educational leadership and pedagogy, 
often conflating curriculum standards with exam outcomes (Yang & May, 2023), making it 
difficult to achieve the junior English curriculum's goal of enhancing core competencies without 
aligning assessment methods with curriculum objectives. 
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External Factors of School 

External factors influencing the alignment between curriculum standards and reading exam 
content are explored in two aspects: government educational policies and learners’ cognition and 
support for English learning. Previous research (Farrell et al., 2017; Fullan, 2011; Lijing & Yunpeng, 
2022; Snyder et al., 1992) has highlighted the role of external factors such as educational 
administrative attitudes and family support. In the current study, however, only learners’ family 
and educational administrative factors are considered. Interview data reveals that educational 
policies, particularly recent changes like standardized exam content, are seen positively by 
participants. While frequent policy changes can negatively affect alignment (Bay, 2016), 
participants believe these changes will improve alignment by addressing regional discrepancies 
in exam content and students' learning situations. As Lacey et al. (2017) suggest, centralized 
standardized exam content ensures effective communication of national reform intentions to 
grassroots schools.  

Learners' family cognition and support for English learning are identified as factors 
influencing the alignment between curriculum standards and exam content. According to 
interview data from teachers, parent-teacher dialogues reveal that most parents view English 
learning as unnecessary, while a small proportion consider it a tool for communication. The former 
group tends to neglect their children’s education and English learning, providing limited 
opportunities for language use, whereas the latter offer resources such as storybooks and compact 
discs to facilitate independent learning. Similar findings are noted in Junhua (2015) study, which 
highlights that most parents lack a deep understanding of English learning, often equating 
proficiency with high exam scores. This score-centric view contrasts with the evaluation methods 
outlined in the curriculum standards. In such a context, teachers struggle to incorporate the new 
curriculum standards into assessment practices, resulting in misalignment or deviation from the 
intended curriculum framework. 

Nature of English Exams 

The nature of the English exam is identified as a factor affecting the alignment between the 
junior English curriculum standard and exam content, a dimension not explored in previous 
studies (Aron-Salvacion, 2023; Farrell et al., 2017; Fullan, 2011). This new perspective arises 
because, unlike these studies that cover various stages of curriculum implementation, this study 
specifically examines the junior English exit exam. According to interview data, the exam 
functions primarily as a pass-fail mechanism, with its pass nature outweighing its selection role. 
As approximately half of students must enter senior high school, the exam content is designed to 
be accessible to the majority, with difficulty levels carefully controlled at a ratio of 8:1:1, as noted 
by Yiwei et al. (2019). This structure leads to discrepancies in the cognitive levels of the exam 
questions, especially in relation to the curriculum standards' requirements for application and 
analysis.  

Conclusion  

Factors influencing alignment were explored across four key aspects: the curriculum standard 
itself, internal school factors, external school factors, and the nature of the exam. Each of these main 
dimensions contains distinct sub-dimensions. Under the curriculum standard, the sub-
dimensions identified include clarity and practicality. Internal factors encompass students' 
learning situations, school support, and teacher initiative, which is further influenced by teacher 



Xiaomeng Li &  Wei Xiong / Eurasian Journal of Educational Research 113 (2024) 290-309 304 
 

knowledge, beliefs, and culture. External factors include educational policies enacted by the 
government, as well as learners' family cognition and support for English learning.  

Implications 

Based on the findings, exam content designers exhibit varying and incomplete interpretations 
of the junior English curriculum standards. Participants believe that a uniform approach to exam 
content proposition results in higher-quality exams compared to independent proposals. 
Therefore, the junior English exam content proposition team should be unified to ensure the 
consistency and quality of the exam papers. Educational departments should place greater 
emphasis on the selection and training of exam content designers, focusing not only on teaching 
experience but also on their understanding of curriculum standards and testing knowledge. 
Designers should be selected for their deep comprehension of the curriculum standards and their 
ability to accurately apply these concepts. Providing professional training will further enhance 
their test-setting capabilities.  

Moreover, the study highlights the importance of providing more specific and actionable 
descriptions of certain aspects of the curriculum standards, along with examples, to make them 
clearer for implementation. The research also reveals that students' learning situations represent 
the greatest barrier to alignment, yet these situations can provide valuable insights for exam 
content design. School decision-making departments should strengthen their analysis of students’ 
learning conditions to address regional disparities. Additionally, fostering inter-school 
cooperation and establishing learning organizations will help promote professional growth. 
Creating a positive atmosphere that encourages open communication, trust, support, and 
knowledge-sharing is crucial in enhancing teacher beliefs, culture, and knowledge, thereby 
contributing to a more effective implementation of curriculum standards. 

Limitations and Future Research 

The participants in this study were junior English experts with extensive experience in 
compiling English papers; however, the sample size was relatively small, which limits the 
generalizability of findings. Including a broader range of experts from various regions in China 
could enhance the applicability of the results. Several recommendations for future research 
emerge from this study. One suggestion is to examine English instruction in the classroom to 
identify additional factors affecting alignment. While this study focused on curriculum standards 
implementation from the perspective of assessment practices, examining instructional practices is 
essential to gain a more comprehensive understanding of alignment factors in the EFL context. 
Additionally, future studies could collect quantitative data to explore the relationships between 
the four factors identified here. Quantitative analysis would validate these relationships, offering 
theoretical support and enhancing the robustness of findings. 
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