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  Abstract 
Black and Wiliam’s seminal review elicited an impressive effect size (d= 0.4-0.7) 
for the efficacy of formative assessment, which in turn became the very foundation 
for the prevalence of formative assessment in theory, policy and practice around 
the globe. This effect size, however, has been questioned by meta-analyses from 
America, French and Spanish sources. With an eye on the policy transfer across 
borders and cultures, this paper explored, via a meta-analysis, how, if yes, the effi-
cacy of formative assessment has been transferred in English as a Foreign Lan-
guage (EFL) education area in the Chinese context. Analysis of 33 effect sizes 
from eligible 27 studies revealed a medium-sized positive effect of formative as-
sessment on Chinese students’ EFL learning (0.46). Subsequent moderator analysis 
showed that formative assessment seemed to work better on students’ vocabulary 
learning (0.84) and spoken language achievement (0.65) than reading, writing and 
listening, and on small-sized groups (0.69) than larger ones (-0.12). Implications 
for pedagogy and future policy-making were derived therefrom. 
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1. Introduction 
Black and Wiliam (1998a; 1998b) concluded out of a systematic review of 250 studies published in English journals 

that formative assessment could lead to substantial learning gains (effect size of 0.4-0.7), and was hence one of “the 
most powerful tools” to raise educational standards. This conclusion has brought formative assessment to the fore, and 
is seen as responsible, in a large part, for the globe-wide assessment-related innovations in the past two decades (Berry 
& Admson, 2011; Brown et al., 2019). This conclusion, however, is not without critiques. For instance, Hattie and 
Timperley (2007) and Shute (2007), while confirming the potential power of formative feedback on learning achieve-
ment, have highlighted the complexities involved over the process, and noted that it need to satisfy necessary conditions 
and have proper mechanisms before its power could be realised in practice. Dunn and Mulvenon (2009), on the other 
hand, critiqued the methodologies and findings of the eight major studies that Black and Wiliam (1998a) relied heavily 
on in their review and nine empirical studies published over the following decade, and commented that the scientific 
evidence of the learning potentials of formative assessment was “limited”, and need to be further supported. Likewise, 
Bennett (2011, p. 5) argued that Black and Wiliam’s (1998a) efficacy argument of formative assessment was far from 
conclusive, since the scientific sources it derived from, particularly those quantitative studies, were “untraceable, flawed, 
dated, or unpublished”. All these critiques give rise to the concern to what degree, if yes, the adoption and adaptation of 
formative assessment in multiple educational settings could lead to a positive transfer of the effect size, and more im-
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portantly, its learning promises. 
The transfer of formative assessment and its learning potentials across contexts have been the focus of a few investi-

gations. The analysis of 105 studies from French speaking settings (including France, Belgium, Canada, and Switzer-
land) (Allal & Lopez, 2005) revealed that only four studies presented conservative and inconsistent findings on the ef-
fectiveness of formative assessment. The first study showcased positive effects in the first semester, yet failed to main-
tain it later on; the second study witnessed a substantial improvement of student attitudes toward assessment but a rela-
tively small effect on spelling scores; the third, a quasi-experimental study carried out in Québec, reported a positive 
effect size of 0.56 for achievement in subjects like French and mathematics, but little information on the methodologies 
were available to prove its validity. The last one failed to rule out influences from diagnostic technology. In brief, em-
pirical evidence of formative assessment’s positive effects on learning was rather limited from French sources. 

In America context, Kinston and Nash’s (2011) meta-analysis of 13 eligible literature on formative assessment’s im-
pact on the K-12 students revealed a mean effect size of (d= 0.20), and an estimated effect of 0.32, 0.17, and 0.09 for 
English language arts, mathematics or science subjects respectively. Later, Klute et al. (2017) derived 30 effect sizes 
from 19 eligible studies on elementary school students and revealed a mean positive effect of formative assessment (d= 
0.26), which varied by subject areas: mathematics (d= 0.36) and reading (d= 0.22). Lee et al.’s (2020) review of a larger 
number of and more recent literature (33) yielded a slightly higher mean effect size (d= 0.29) of formative assessment 
on the American K-12 students’ learning and individual effect of 0.34 in mathematics, 0.33 in literacy, and 0.29 in arts. 
All these were much lower than the 0.40 to 0.70 value that was identified in Black and Wiliam (1998b). Their fellow 
American, Graham et al. (2015), however, presented a different picture. He analysed 27 studies on the impact of forma-
tive feedback on American 1 to 8 graders’ writing performance and computed an overall effect size of 0.61, which was 
comparable to that Black and Wiliam (1998a) generated from the English sources. These findings from American con-
text point to the possibility that the learning potentials of formative assessment might as well be discipline or subject 
dependent. 

Indeed, Flórez and Sammons’ (2013) qualitative analysis of 33 highly relevant literature of English and Spanish 
sources from 1998 to 2010 revealed that while the positive effects of formative assessment on student learning and 
achievement were well perceived by participants, solid statistical evidence from this setting was confined to a few ex-
perimental studies only. For further research, he emphasised the significance of rooting within specific content domains. 

This study was thus designed to investigate the effects of formative assessment on students’ learning in the English as 
a Foreign Language (EFL) area of Chinese context with literature of English and Chinese sources. Given the sociocul-
tural, historical and system discrepancies of the Chinese context from the Anglophone contexts that the formative as-
sessment principles were originated and developed, this meta-analysis hopes to add to nuanced understanding about the 
complexities involved in the policy transfer of formative assessment across borders and cultures. 

2. Background 
Starting from early 2000s on, the Chinese Ministry of Education (CMoE) has endeavored to introduce formative as-

sessment to its education of various disciplines. The EFL area, for example, has seen the issuing of national syllabi such 
as National English Curriculum Standards for Basic Education (CMoE, 2001), National English Curriculum Standards 
for Senior High School (CMoE, 2003), and College English Curriculum Requirement (CMoE, 2007) for EFL education 
of basic (year 1-9), secondary (year 10-12), and tertiary level respectively. All these documents advocated formative 
assessment for the purpose of improved teaching and learning, as well as better implemented curricula. 

Formative assessment, while gaining a legitimate way into the EFL area of China via these documents, was con-
fronted with a deeply-entrenched testing dominated regime. Indeed, assessment in this area was virtually equivalent to 
testing, or standardised testing more exactly (Jin & Sun, 2020). Multiple-choice questions abound in EFL tests from 
primary to tertiary and beyond. Particularly, English took up a handsome share (15%-20%) of the Senior High Entrance 
Examination (referred to as zhōngkǎo), the National College Entrance Examination (referred to as gāokǎo), and the 
National Graduate Entrance Examination (kǎoyán), the gate-keeping examinations to senior high, university and grad-
uate schools. As students’ performance in these tests contributed to, if not determined, their chances of success to next 
level of education, these examinations tended to control the EFL teaching and learning as a virtual curriculum (Chen et 
al., 2014; Qi, 2007). More importantly, a mindset which highlighted the utilitarian values of education, the key role of 
examination in education and the one-off result of assessment (Han & Yang, 2001) is widely accepted in the context 
(Cheng & Curtis, 2009). In other words, a testing culture prevails in the EFL classrooms and, more generally, in the 
wider context of Chinese society.  

The adoption of formative assessment against this backdrop, therefore, has led to “two competing assessment dis-
courses”, that is, the existing summative and the emergent formative, in the EFL education area of China (Liu & Xu, 
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2017, p. 22). While the former aimed for accountability and selection purposes, the latter was striving for learning en-
hancement. The resultant tensions had put stake-holders such as teachers and students in a dilemmatic circumstances 
(Rea-Dickins, 2004), and made it very hard for the formative assessment initiatives to establish and effect the change(s) 
as intended in the initiatives (Carless & Lam, 2014). 

3. The inroads of formative assessment in the EFL area of China 
The hard-going inroads of formative assessment into the Chinese EFL context are recaptured in a few literature re-

views. Huang and Luo’s (2014) synthesis of the published articles, monographs in Chinese journals and educational 
newspapers and unpublished PhD dissertations from 2001 to 2012 concluded that formative assessment in China was 
faced up with multiple contextual challenges, logistic constraints as well as the obsolescence of pedagogy and assess-
ment literacy and other predicaments. Regardless of the arising policy and scholarly passion, they found formative as-
sessment in China was still in “a budding stage” (Huang & Luo, 2014, p. 24), and was “inadequately researched, poorly 
understood and improperly implemented” (Huang & Luo, 2014, p. 19). They saw in their review little attending to the 
effects of formative assessment in the Chinese context. In contrast, their more recent review of 97 publications from the 
Chinese high-ranking journals shed a different light: the effects of formative assessment seemed optimistic and promis-
ing and were evidenced with nearly all experimental studies included in the review (Huang, Luo, & Lin, 2019). Pitifully, 
they failed to go deep in this regards. Yuan and Shu’s (2017) review, which included 158 articles published in 18 key 
journals of the EFL field from 2002 to 2016, touched upon the efficacy of formative assessment in China as well. They 
did not go deep either except a cautionary note that the largely positive findings of the 21 empirical studies need to be 
further verified. 

Likewise, the efficacy of formative assessment in China was presented in Jin and Sun’s (2020) review of articles 
published in 5 SSCI and 9 CSSCI journals during the period of 2007-2018 in a brief and reserved way as a theme: being 
positive in oral and writing classes yet not quite salient with College English learning outcomes. Min et al. (2020) 
commented with their review of most recent English language assessment literature of Chinese source that the value of 
formative assessment was yet to be recognized and how to maximize learning gains through assessment was yet to be 
explored in the Chinese contexts. These reviews seem to reach a consensus that regardless of the policy and scholarly 
inspirations for formative assessment and its for-learning promises, the inroads of formative assessment into the Chi-
nese context have been difficult and complicated, and so far, the efficacy of formative assessment in the EFL area of 
China remains an agenda underexplored. This study hence endeavors to fill in the gap with a focused meta-analytic in-
vestigation into the association of formative assessment interventions and its learning potential in this particular context. 

As such, the present analysis synthesized the results of available and relevant studies to address two research ques-
tions: 

1) How has formative assessment impacted on Chinese students’ English learning achievement? 
2) How has the efficacy of formative assessment on Chinese students’ English learning been moderated? 

4. Methodology 
4.1 A meta-analysis approach 

Meta-analysis is a statistical tool often used to (1) synthesis the quantitative results of a set of empirical studies con-
ducted to answer the same research question(s) to obtain a mean effect size as “a proxy of the population effect” and (2) 
identify the moderating factors across studies so as to explain the variations of the effects and/or relationships therein 
(Li & Wang, 2018, p. 133). It suits well this study’s need for an overall evaluation of the effectiveness of formative as-
sessment in the Chinese EFL context and a tentative investigation into the possible influences. Also, it is the method 
that many of the reviews of other sources (Allal & Lopez, 2005; Kinston & Nash, 2011; Klute et al., 2017) used to ar-
gue for or against the efficacy of formative assessment. This study chose meta-analysis so that its results can be com-
pared with that of other reviews. 

To address the research problem, this meta-analysis has amalgamated the findings of available studies that focus on 
the impact of formative assessment on Chinese EFL students’ achievement, and has gone through a set of rigorous pro-
cedures: searching for and selecting/excluding studies in the synthesis, coding, analysing, and writing up (Li & Wang, 
2018), which is detailed below. 

4.2 Literature search and criteria for inclusion 
The database search, as a common search strategy in meta-analysis (Li & Wang, 2018), was adopted to locate litera-

ture to be included. Specifically, we cross-searched with keywords “formative assessment/formative evalua-
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tion/assessment for learning”, “English” and “China” on ERIC, EBSCO, two large scale databases of English source. 
Then, we cross-searched with key words “Formative evaluation/formative evaluation/learning promotion evaluation” 
and “English” on CNKI, the most influential Chinese database in China. The time span was set between “2000” and 
“present” because formative assessment was introduced to China after 2000, and few research was available before the 
time. It needed noting that we limited the search on CNKI to CSSCI, which was the up-to standards journal list of Chi-
nese sources acknowledged in the academic field of China, to ensure the included studies were up to standards as well.  

The database retrieval from English and Chinese sources firstly identified 2,248 articles. Then, title and abstract of 
these articles were scanned through, which narrowed the dataset down to 201 relevant articles. The methodology and 
finding sections of these studies were then read closely referring to four criteria: 1) description of the intervention of 
formative assessment/evaluation or assessment for learning, with a focus on its effects on student learning achievements 
particularly; 2) empirical studies of quantitative nature; 3) control group or comparison group design; 4) inclusion of 
appropriate statistics for the calculation of effect sizes. The process, as shown in the flow chart (Figure 1), identified 27 
eligible articles to be included in the meta-analysis. 

 
Figure 1. PRISMA Flow Chart (adapted from Moher et al., 2009). 

4.3 Coding scheme 
The 27 identified articles were read in full and coded. The coding firstly revealed treatment types of various emphas-

es (see Table 1). 

Table 1. Treatment type emphases 

Treatment Frequencies 
Engaging Student in assessment 11 

Use of feedback 11 
Portfolio 8 

Computer-based formative system 7 
Curriculum-embedded assessment 2 

Others (Conferencing, Logs, journals or Observation of assessment activities) 10 
As can be seen from the table, the 27 studies have employed formative strategies such as student engagement in as-

sessment, feedback, portfolio, computer-based formative system, curriculum-embedded assessment etc. The use of 
these strategies indicated that these studies did involve formative intervention. It needed noting, however, that individu-
al studies adopted most often more than one treatment type, and the findings of the 27 studies were presumably the 
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combined results of treatments employed. 
The 27 articles were also coded on dimensions such as subject area, educational level, sample size, and experiment 

duration. In the coding process, four studies emerged, which reported data of different non-overlapping demographics, 
such as multiple subjects (Wang, 2006; Chen, 2007), different classrooms (Tang & Zhang, 2007) or academic years 
(Wang, 2011). As Borenstein et al. (2009) viewed groups as superior to the calculation of an average effect size for the 
study as a whole because groups differed across potential moderator variables. These subgroups (10 altogether) were 
therefore treated as statistically independent in this study. This meta-analysis hence ended up with 33 items in total (see 
Table 2). 

Table 2. Studies included in the meta-analysis & their demographics as coded 

Author and year Subject area Sample size Educational level Duration 
Sheng (2005) Comprehensive English 58 Senior 3 semesters 

Wang (2006) 
Subject 1 Listening 

301 Tertiary 2 years Subject 2 Reading 
Subject 3 Writing 

Wang & Ma (2006) Reading 301 Tertiary 1 semester 

Chen (2007) 
Subject 1 Comprehensive English 

104 Tertiary 1 semester 
Subject 2 Spoken English 

Tang & Zhang (2007) 
Group 1 Writing 

559 Tertiary 12 weeks 
Group 2 Writing 

Mo (2007) Writing 49 Tertiary 7 weeks 
Zhang (2008) Comprehensive English 117 Senior 1 semester 
Cao et al. (2008) Comprehensive English 1000 Tertiary 15 weeks 
Xiao & Cao (2009) Listening 60 Tertiary 1 year 
Zhang (2010) Comprehensive English 120 Tertiary 1 year 
Man (2011) Comprehensive English 77 Senior 1 semester 

Wang (2011) 
Group 1 Writing 

900 Tertiary 8 weeks Group 2 Writing 
Group 3 Writing 

Zhou (2011) Comprehensive English 43 Tertiary 1 year 
Jiang (2011) Writing 92 Tertiary 1 semester 
Feng & Gao (2012) Writing 63 Tertiary 1 year 
Yu (2013) Listening 195 Tertiary 1 year 
Zheng & Li (2014) Spoken English 56 Tertiary 16 weeks 
Li (2014) Comprehensive English 48 Tertiary 2 years 
Tang (2014) Writing 303 Senior 2 semesters 
Huang (2015) Writing 149 Tertiary 15 months 
Zhang & Wei (2015) Spoken English 76 Senior 1 year 
Feng (2015) Vocabulary 66 Senior Not reported 
Bi (2017a) Vocabulary 70 Tertiary 6 weeks 
Bi (2017b) Listening 66 Tertiary 12 weeks 
Zhang (2017) Writing 59 Tertiary 1 semester 
Chen & Li (2017) Writing 57 Tertiary 1 year 
Zhang & John (2020) Writing 198 Tertiary 15 weeks 
As Table 2 shows, six of the 33 groups involved students of senior level and 27 (81.8%) of tertiary level. That is, eli-

gible studies on formative assessment at the elementary level were rare. 14 out of 33 groups were based on English 
writing, eight on comprehensive English, four on English listening, three on spoken English, and two on English read-
ing and vocabulary, covering most of the subareas of the English subject. Duration ranged from six weeks to two years, 
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with those lasting for one semester (9) or one year (7) being the most frequent. Sample sizes varied too from 43 to 1,000 
student participants. These variations were likely to make this study more robust. These data were then put into the 
Comprehensive Meta-Analysis (CMA)1

 
Figure 2. Effect sizes calculated and forest plot. 

 software (3.0) as covariates to investigate the issue in focus. 

4.4 Analysis 
The data went through a four-stage analysis. Firstly, calculate the effect sizes. Based on Cohen’s d Effect Size (ES) 

calculation (Cohen, 1988), which is most frequently used in meta-analysis. We ran CMA to compute unbiased d 
(namely, standardized differences in means). Secondly, test the heterogeneity. The test was taken to check if the per-
centage of variation across studies was due to heterogeneity rather than chance (Borenstein et al., 2009). We assessed 
the heterogeneity between these effect sizes and determine the relationships among study variations using the Q value 
and I-squared index (I²) (Borenstein et al., 2009). Thirdly, analyse publication bias. We assessed publication bias with 
visual inspection of a funnel plot, which was plotted with effect size on the x-axis and standard errors of the effect size 
on the y-axis (Borenstein et al., 2009). Lastly, meta regression and moderator analysis. Given the significant hetero-
geneity between studies, we used a meta-regression analysis to identify possible moderating variables and the degree of 
the moderation to explain potential study heterogeneity (Borenstein et al., 2009). The four-stage process generated re-
sults regarding the effectiveness of formative assessment in the English education area of China as below. 

5. Results 
5.1 Effect sizes calculation 

An effect size, that is, the differences between means, was calculated with CMA for each of the 33 studies to quantify 
the relationships between the independent variable (use of formative assessment strategies) and dependent variable 
(student achievement). Consequently, 33 effect sizes and a forest plot of the studies were resulted (Figure 2). 

As Figure 2 showed, the weighted mean effect size across studies was d= 0.46 with a 95% confidence interval of 0.30 
to 0.61. In the forest plot, the effect sizes, which varied substantially from one study to another, were depicted as point 
estimates bounded by its confidence interval. And all but four effect sizes, that is 29, were positive. The 29 positive 
effect sizes out of the 33 indicated that formative assessment interventions most likely have affected Chinese students’ 
                                                           
1Comprehensive Meta-Analysis, as the name suggests, is an indispensable tool for conducting a meta-analysis, it is particularly convenient for com-
puting the effect size automatically with summary data such as sample size, means and standard deviations or p-value or t-value, and assessing the 
heterogeneity of these effect sizes and the impact of moderator variables (Borenstein et al., 2009). 
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EFL learning achievements positively. 

5.2 Heterogeneity test 

This result was then put to a heterogeneity test to verify the variation across studies was due to heterogeneity rather 
than chance (Borenstein et al., 2009). A running of CMA presented a result as showcased in Table 3. 

Table 3. The Heterogeneity Test 

Heterogeneity 

Q P I² 

259.90 0.000 87.69 
The Q statistic of 259.90 indicated that the variances among effect sizes were far greater than expected by chance (p

＜0.001). The I² value2

 
Figure 3. Formative assessment and students’ achievement—funnel plot. 

Visual inspection of the funnel plot revealed a potential publication bias because the observed studies, shown as open 
circles, were distributed quite asymmetrically around the mean (d = 0.16). This necessitated the running of an Egger’s 
test, which was usually used to declare the statistical significance of publication bias (Borenstein et al., 2009). Egger’s 
test revealed a statistically significant p value of 0.0000 (Table 4), which confirmed the existence of publication bias. 

Table 4. Egger’s test 

 of 87.69, which was above the 75% benchmark, similarly suggested 87.69% of the variation of 
effect sizes could not be explained by the sampling distribution of study participants. That means a significant hetero-
geneity existed across the studies. Put differently, the 33 studies were largely heterogeneous, their effect sizes could be 
treated as samples from different but related populations of experiments. This result supported the use of a random ef-
fect approach to the meta-analysis.  

5.3 Publication bias analysis 

Following the meta-analysis procedures (Borenstein et al., 2009), publication bias of these studies was firstly as-
sessed using the funnel plot for asymmetry (Figure 3). 

95% Confidence Interval 
Standard Error P 

lower mean upper 

2.46 3.90 5.33 0.70 0.000 
The trim-and-fill and Rosenthal’s fail-safe N were further employed to assess whether the bias would influence the 

results of meta-analysis. The trim-and-fill adjustment showed that eight imputed studies (shown as filled circle in  

                                                           
2The value of I² ranges of 25%, 50%, and 75% have been suggested as benchmarks of low, moderate, and high heterogeneity. That is, if I²<50%, all 
the studies are homogeneous, then a fixed effect size model could be used for combined analysis; I²≥50%, on the other hand, means a significant 
heterogeneity among the studies, which indicates some variabilities among the individual effect sizes and a further need to focus on the causes. In 
such cases, a random-effects model is applicable (Borenstein et al., 2009). 
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Figure 3) were needed on the left side to make the funnel plot symmetrical (Duval & Tweedie, 2000). That means the 
publication bias needed eight more studies to be leveled off. The results from Rosenthal’s fail-safe N, on the other hand, 
indicated that a non-significant p value needed 719 additional studies to be produced (Table 5). 

Table 5. Rosenthal’s fail-safe N 

Rosenthal’s fail-safe N 
Observed studies Missing studies P 

33 1,251 0.000 
The number of 1,251, however, far exceeded Rosenthal’s criterion of 5k+10=175 (with k referring to the effect size 

number, k = 33 in this case), indicating that publication bias has little influence on the results of meta-analysis in this 
study.  

With heterogeneity test and publication bias both verified, it is now safe to say that formative assessment was largely 
effective in the English education area of China with a mean effect size of d = 0.46. 

5.4 Moderator and meta-regression analysis 

The four covariates (subject area, educational level, sample size and duration) revealed in the coding process were 
regressed to account for the excess variability, that is, to test whether they could explain some of the between-study 
variation in the (uncorrected) correlations (Borenstein et al., 2009). A meta-regression analysis via random-effect model 
identified the possible moderators to the effectiveness of formative assessment in the English education area of China as 
below (Table 6). 

Table 6. R-squared for each model 

Model 
R-squared for each model 

Total variance Not explained by model Explained by model R-squared 

duration 0.1257 0.1257 0.0000 0.00 
educational level 0.1257 0.1254 0.0003 0.00 

subject area 0.1257 0.1121 0.0136 0.11 

sample size 0.1257 0.0343 0.0914 0.73 

According to Cohen’s (1988) criterion of correlation coefficient R2, the duration and education level variables were 
basically not correlated (0.00) with the results regarding efficacy of formative assessment in the English area of China; 
subject area was weakly correlated (0.11); yet, sample size was strongly correlated (0.73). That is to say, the educational 
level and duration did not account for a significant amount of the variability of effect sizes. Or say, formative assess-
ment could be effective to the Chinese students English learning no matter how long or how short it was and no matter 
which educational level the subjects were from. Two correlated variables (subject and sample size) were adopted as 
significant moderators to further explore the relationship between study features and students learning achievement. The 
results of analysis were showcased respectively in Tables 7 and 8. 

Table 7. Moderator analysis for subject area 

Effect Size and 95% Confidence Interval 
Subject type n Lower Mean Upper Standard Error Variance 

Writing 14 0.10 0.23 0.36 0.13 0.02 

Comprehensive English 8 -0.33 0.44 1.21 0.70 0.30 

Listening 4 -0.02 0.46 0.93 0.24 0.60 

Spoken English 3 0.03 0.65 1.27 0.32 0.10 

Vocabulary 2 0.13 0.84 1.55 0.36 0.13 

Reading 2 -0.48 0.44 1.36 0.46 0.21 

Total 33 0.28 0.49 0.69 0.10 0.01 
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Table 8. Moderator analysis for sample size 

Effect Size and 95% Confidence Interval 

Sample size n Lower Mean Upper Standard Error Variance 

＜100 15 0.52 0.69 0.85 0.08 0.00 

100-500 12 0.34 0.48 0.62 0.07 0.01 

500-1,000 6 -0.31 -0.12 0.07 0.10 0.01 

Total 33 -0.08 0.35 0.78 0.22 0.05 

As Table 7 shows, formative assessment interventions seemed to work on all the involved subject areas, only with 
varied degrees. Specifically, formative assessment worked the best on Chinese students’ English vocabulary learning (d 
= 0.84) and spoken language achievement (0.65), moderately on comprehensive English (0.44) and reading (0.44), and 
listening (0.46), and not so well on English writing subject (0.23).  

Table 8, on the other hand, revealed that formative assessment interventions seemed to work progressively better on 
smaller samples, with sample size of less than 100 being the best (0.69), followed by sample size of 100-500 (0.48), and 
then sample size of 500-1,000 (-0.12). It needs noting that -0.12 value means, when sample size goes between 
500-1,000, formative assessment would affect student learning negatively rather than positively. 

6. Discussion 
The above results were synthesised to address the two research questions as below: 

6.1 Discussion related to the first research question 
The question “How has formative assessment impacted on Chinese students’ English learning achievement?” aimed 

for the overall evaluation of the efficacy of formative assessment in the Chinese EFL learning context. As presented 
above in the result section, the calculation of 33 effect sizes from 27 studies has revealed a mean effect size of 0.46. 
This value falls between the classic 0.4-0.7 range that Black and Wiliam (1998a) reported in their seminal review, close 
to the low end though. With this result being verified by heterogeneity test and publication bias analysis, it tends to ad-
dress the first research question in a positive way. That is, formative assessment did and could impact on the Chinese 
students’ English learning positively. 

Considering the testing-dominance within the EFL discipline (Jin & Sun, 2020; Cheng & Curtis, 2009) and the ex-
amination tradition (Han & Yang, 2001; Kennedy, 2016) in the Chinese context, this result is rather encouraging, and 
indicates, in some sense, that two decades’ policy efforts seems to have yielded some good produces in the Chinese 
context. This result is rather promising as well, given the formative assessment in China is still in a “budding stage” 
(Huang & Luo, 2014, p. 24) and the Chinese government is keen to trigger off a changing climate to the educational 
assessment, with the new round of assessment reform (CPC, 2020) under way. This, however, is not a reason good 
enough for optimism yet, because cautions against the reliability and validity of these formative assessment-related stu-
dies are many (Huang & Luo, 2014; Yuan & Shu, 2017; Huang, Luo, & Lin, 2019). Moreover, the multiple challenges 
and contextual constraints that formative assessment had to face up within the context, such as high-stakes testing, li-
mited assessment literacy, obsolescent pedagogy, and particularly, the deep-rooted ideologies and mindsets (Carless & 
Lam, 2014; Chen, 2016; Liu & Xu, 2017; Poole, 2016) are not to be resolved within a short period of time. That means 
a lot still need to be done before the learning promises of formative assessment are realised in the Chinese context. A 
good news is the Chinese government (2020), well aware of the issues and keen to remove the barriers to its education 
quality, has lately issued a policy—“The overall plan for deepening the reform of education evaluation in the new era”. 
With this new move, a system wise innovation was launched to effect ground-breaking changes on its educational as-
sessment in terms of mechanism, orientation, and more importantly, assessment culture. Hopefully, the overall assess-
ment environment in the Chinese context will be able to afford rather than constrain the uptake of formative assessment. 

6.2 Discussion related to the second research question 
The second research question “How has the efficacy of formative assessment on Chinese students’ English learning 

been moderated?” focused on the possible influences on the efficacy of formative assessment in the selected area. Mod-
erator analysis in above section showed that the results were not influenced by variables such as duration and educa-
tional level, yet correlated slightly with subject area (0.11) and significantly with sample size (0.73). 

Further analysis revealed that formative assessment was effective to all the subject areas in varied degrees. Of the 
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many subject areas, English vocabulary learning (0.84) and speaking (0.65) appear to be more sensitive to formative 
interventions than comprehensive English (0.44), reading (0.44), listening (0.46), and English writing (0.23). This find-
ing agrees with Yuan and Shu’s (2017) observation that formative assessment largely has a positive impact on Chinese 
students’ EFL learning, yet consistent only in part with Jin and Sun’s (2020) finding that formative assessment is posi-
tive with Chinese EFL oral and writing class, but not quite obvious with College English (that is equivalent to compre-
hensive English in this study) learning outcomes. While the inclusion of different sources with different criteria might 
account for the difference, the quality of the experiment and teachers’ different implementation of formative assessment 
could be another possible reason for the different effects on different subjects (Yin, 2005). Kingston and Nash (2011) 
and Wiliam (2018), on the other hand, have unanimously presumed that the different effects may lie in the nature of 
content areas, which means, different subjects may have varied sensitivity to the effects of formative assessment inter-
ventions. This we agree, and observe from these findings that formative assessment seems to work better with areas 
which are easy to operate, such as vocabulary, than writing, which is widely acknowledged as the hardest of the four 
English language skills (Darwish & Sadeqi, 2016). This observation, however, contradicts with the 0.61 value of Gra-
ham et al. (2015) with American students of primary level. The fact that none of the studies included in this paper are of 
primary level and writing proficiency improvement at the beginning stage is more visible and detectable than that of 
higher levels could explain this discrepancy in part. Also notable is that, in contrast to American students’ using English 
as a native tongue, the Chinese students learn English as a foreign language. Since it is well-acknowledged that differ-
ent English learning contexts such as inner circle, outer circle and expanding circle might lead to totally different Eng-
lish learning approach and results (Kachru, 1996), we assume the different language learning contexts are a likely ex-
planation for the different efficacy in American and Chinese students’ English writing as well. The correlation of this 
difference with the low/high efficacy of formative assessment needs, however, further and more focused investigation 
to verify. 

The exploratory analysis also found that the efficacy of formative assessment tends to decrease with the sample size. 
Smaller sample size is more likely to achieve better formative assessment efficacy; large sample size (500-1,000, for 
instance), on the other hand, might induce negative (-0.12) rather than positive effect on students’ English learning. This 
finding confirms the challenges that large class size poses to formative assessment practice (Liu & Xu, 2017; Xu & 
Harfitt, 2018) and in a sense reveal a pre-requistie for effective formative assessment: the class size needs to be small. 
Otherwise, all the efforts could be in vain, or worse still, lead to reverse effects. 

7. Conclusion 
Results as such point to the conclusion that despite all the challenges and contextual constraints, the for-learning 

function of formative assessment has been transferred to China, in some degree, and in the English education area at 
least. In other words, the learning potentials of formative assessment is transferable across contexts and cultures. This 
encouraging note could in turn boost deeper and wider application of formative assessment in the Chinese and other 
contexts. 

The results imply a lot for classroom pedagogy and policy which are keen to bring the for-learning promises of for-
mative assessment into reality. Firstly, formative assessment may not work well with big class; small class could be 
necessary to optimize feedback and classroom interactions, and hence better learning. Secondly, formative assessment 
practice in different subject areas may need to be tailored according to their different sensitivity degrees. Thirdly, as-
sessment policy and its orientation might lead to totally different responses and learning outcomes. The No Child Left 
Behind Policy (2001), which highlighted the accountability purpose of assessment could be responsible for the low ef-
ficacy of formative assessment in the American context. The proactive policy and active practice in the Chinese context, 
on the other hand, are closely linked to the encouraging results as revealed in this study.  

This findings also points to a few areas for further researches. For example, subjects other than EFL in China could 
be a good area for future exploration so as to present a fuller scenario about the efficacy of formative assessment in the 
context. For another example, China-based studies could put more attention to students of lower educational levels such 
as primary and junior high, so as to provide deeper and aggregated insights into the efficacy of formative assessment in 
the context and beyond. Also, more moderators could be explored to reveal the possible influences on the formative 
assessment efficacy, such as the gender, treatment type, teacher factor, etc. The possible influence of different English 
learning contexts, that is, learning English as a foreign language, a second language or a native language, on the forma-
tive assessment could be an area for exploration as well. 
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