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Abstract. Taking Jiangsu Gaokao from 2021 to 2024 as an example, this study 

aims to analyze the changes in the English reading comprehension tests from the 

perspective of subject literacy under the Gaokao Assessment Framework and the 

new course standard. We examined the reading comprehension tests of English 

Gaokao based on subject literacy in the Gaokao Assessment Framework and the 

New Course Standard, and found that attention to subject literacy fluctuates in 

different indicators of this concept. In general, information acquisition, research 

and exploration, and scientific thinking are more important in subject literacy. 

The study deepens the understanding of the implementation of the high school 

English evaluation system. The study provides guidance for English teaching in 

secondary schools, helping teachers optimize their teaching methods and adjust 

their teaching focus. The study helps students prepare for the examination more 

effectively.  
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1 Introduction 

A series of policies provide clear guidance for the reform of Gaokao. In January 2020, 

the Examination Center of the Ministry of Education of the People's Republic of China 

released China's Gaokao Assessment Framework (Gaokao Assessment Frame-

work)[1]. It systematically elaborates on the core functions, evaluation and evaluation 

requirements of Gaokao. The “four layers” (core values, subject literacy, key abilities, 

and necessary knowledge) in the Gaokao Assessment Framework answer the question 

of “what is tested” in Gaokao. Subject literacy is the comprehensive quality of students 

in recognizing, analyzing, and solving problems in a high-quality, rational and scien-

tific manner, effectively integrating knowledge related to the English language subject, 

and applying subject knowledge to solving problems. Another policy important for 

Gaokao of the English subject is “English Curriculum Standards for Senior High 

Schools (2017 Edition, 2020 Revision)”[2] (the New Course Standard) by the Ministry 

of Education of the People's Republic of China in 2020. This policy provides guidance  
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on teaching and learning practices for the realization of the Gaokao Assessment 
Framework. In this context, the development of Gaokao of the English language sub-
ject is also constantly reformed and adjusted to help colleges and universities to select 
more outstanding talents. At the same time, the reform promotes the in-depth devel-
opment of the subject literacy of secondary school students. Taking reading compre-
hension tests as an example, the value of the reading comprehension tests increases 
from 40 to 50 points reflecting Gaokao reform of the English language subject in many 
provinces[3]. 

At present, most research on the English reading test of Gaokao focuses on the “one 
core” (moral education, serving talent selection, and guiding teaching) and the “four 
wings” (basis, comprehensiveness, application, and innovation) of the Gaokao As-
sessment Framework. However, there is less research on the “four layers” (core values, 
subject literacy, key abilities, and necessary knowledge), especially on the subject 
literacy [4]. In addition, most of the studies on the Gaokao English reading compre-
hension tests are conceptual and theoretical, and there is a lack of studies based on 
empirical analysis. 

Based on the Gaokao Assessment Framework and the New Course Standard, this 
study aims to analyze the changes in the English reading comprehension tests of 
Jiangsu Gaokao from 2021 to 2024 in terms of the changes in the cultivation of subject 
literacy. Specifically, this study analyzes in depth the changes in the English reading 
content, including the adjustments in texts and questions. These changes reflect the 
emphasis on subject literacy in the Gaokao Assessment Framework and the New 
Course Standard and the new requirements for secondary school English teaching.  

As such, this study contributes to current literature and teaching in several ways. 
Firstly, this study helps with a deeper understanding of the Gaokao Assessment 
Framework and the implementation mechanism of the cultivation objectives, subject 
core literacy, and course objectives in the New Course Standard. It further provides 
support for the improvement of reading test development. Secondly, this study helps to 
provide a clear direction and specific guidance for English teaching in secondary 
schools. Finally, this study can provide students with more effective guidance for test 
preparation.  

2 Literature Review 

The design of Gaokao emphasizes the orientation of subject literacy, focuses on cul-
tivating key abilities and necessary knowledge in problem-solving[5]. Subject literacy 
is students’ comprehensive qualifications in recognizing, analyzing, and solving 
problems with high quality under the guidance of proper values, rational use of scien-
tific ways of thinking, effective integration of knowledge related to subjects, and the 
application of abilities related to subjects when facing problems. Subject literacy in 
Gaokao integrates the core literacy requirements in the New Course Standard and the 
literacy connotations in the talent selection requirements, and through theoretical and 
logic analysis and empirical research results. A content system is constructed suitable 
for verbal expression and measurement in the examination. The system includes three 
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primary indicators and nine secondary indicators, of which the primary indicators are 
learning mastery, practical exploration, and thinking methods (Table 1). In terms of 
subject literacy, the reading comprehension tests test students' language proficiency, 
cultural awareness, and cross-cultural communication skills through a variety of text 
types and themes. 

Learning and mastery covers information acquisition, comprehension, and 
knowledge integration. According to the New Course Standard, information acquisi-
tion is reflected in the independent and efficient handling of learning resources and 
effective information, innovative learning methods, and the possession of clear learn-
ing objectives and effective planning of learning tasks. As for comprehension, it em-
phasizes the mastery of basic knowledge adapted to the development needs of the 
times, the enrichment of humanistic deposits, the development of rational thinking, and 
the continuous improvement of humanistic and scientific literacy. Knowledge integra-
tion focuses on further improving comprehensive quality and developing core literacy, 
extracting the main information and ideas from the discourse and understanding the 
main meaning of the discourse. 

Practical exploration involves research and exploration, operation and application, 
and language expression. Research and exploration are reflected in the courage to 
question and explore problem-solving critically. Operation and application is reflected 
in the ability to be diligent and reflective, to understand and express meaning in con-
texts by reading, watching, and writing. In language expression, the development of 
intercultural communication skills through learning and applying basic knowledge and 
basic skills of English; focusing on the development of the ability to understand 
meaning in social contexts; and demonstrating correct values and good intercultural 
communication skills in intercultural communication. 

Thinking methods include scientific thinking, humanistic thinking, and creative 
thinking. Scientific thinking is reflected in the possession of scientific and cultural 
literacy, the mastery of basic knowledge and basic skills adapted to the needs of the 
times, and the development of rational thinking. Humanistic thinking embodies the 
establishment of a sense of community of human destiny and multiculturalism, the 
formation of an open and tolerant attitude, the development of healthy aesthetic inter-
ests and good appreciation, the understanding of Chinese and foreign cultures, and the 
recognition of outstanding culture. Creative thinking embodies a certain spirit of in-
novation; constructing new concepts, analyzing and inferring the logical relationship of 
information, and correctly judging various ideas and opinions. 

Table 1. Subject Literacy Framework 

Handling learning resources and the acquisition of effective
information independently and efficiently 

Information 
Innovative learning methods 

Subject 
literacy 

Learning 
and mastery 

acquisition 
Possessing clear learning objectives and effective planning of
learning tasks 

Understanding 
and mastery 

The mastery of basic knowledge adapted to the development
needs of the times, the enrichment of humanistic deposits, the
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development of rational thinking, and the continuous im-
provement of humanistic and scientific literacy 

Knowledge 
Improving comprehensive quality and developing core literacy 
further 

integration Extracting the main information and ideas from the discourse 
and understanding the main meaning of the discourse 

Research and
exploration 

 
The courage to question and explore problem-solving critically 

The ability to be diligent and reflective 

Practical 
Operational 
application 

Understanding and expressing meaning in contexts by reading, 
watching, and writing 

exploration 
Developing intercultural communication skills 

Language Developing the ability to understand meaning in social contexts 
expression Demonstrating correct values and good intercultural commu-

nication skills in intercultural communication. 
Possessing scientific and cultural literacy 

Scientific 
thinking 

Mastering basic knowledge and skills adapted to the needs of 
the times 
Developing rational thinking 

Methods of Humanistic 

Establishing a sense of community of human destiny and 
multiculturalism, forming an open and tolerant attitude, devel-
oping healthy aesthetic interests and good appreciation 

thinking thinking 
Understanding Chinese and foreign cultures, and recognizing 
outstanding culture 
Obsessing a certain spirit of innovation 

Creative 
thinking 

Constructing new concepts, analyzing and inferring the logical 
relationship of information, and correctly judging various ideas 
and opinions 

3 Methodology 

3.1 Research Materials and Tools 

The reading comprehension tests questions of the Jiangsu Gaokao papers in the English 
language subject selected for this study from 2021 to 2024 were obtained from XKW 
(Beijing) CO., LTD (https://www.zxxk.com/). The platform provides rich and author-
itative teaching resources for this study. The platform provides rich and authoritative 
teaching resources for this study, ensuring the reliability and validity of the research 
object. 

In this study, NVivo15 was used as a tool for qualitative analysis of data. Its func-
tionality is divided into three main sections: coding and data analysis of imported 
information, data processing and analysis, and data visualization and export. The 
powerful data processing capabilities of the software provided strong support for this 
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study, enabling researchers to conduct a systematic and in-depth analysis of the various 
types of data collected[6]. 

3.2 Research Process 

In this study, reading comprehension tests were first imported and the content of the 
imported test questions was coded using a coding system suitable for this study. Based 
on data splitting and coding, the number and coverage of node codes were integrated. 
Finally, the statistically integrated data were presented in the form of graphs to visu-
alize the data. The specific operation methods are as follows: 

(1) Create a project and import materials. Open the software and create a new pro-
ject, named “Gaokao Assessment Framework and New Course Standard”, which will 
be 2021 to 2024 of the Jiangsu college entrance examination in English reading com-
prehension tests questions were imported into the project; (2) Creating codes. The 
nodes in the NVivo15 are the theoretical framework codes. Create a new code in the 
menu bar and name it “Ideal Beliefs”; (3) Reading comprehension tests content coding. 
The coding of the reading comprehension tests content was achieved by using the 
already established code system to code each sentence in the content; (4) Data organ-
ization and comparative analysis of coded data. Analyzing through the final presenta-
tion of reference points. The number of reference points is the frequency of occurrence 
of each level 1, level 2, and level 3 indicator. Each sentence in the content corresponds 
to a level 4 indicator, which can be coded with the content of the level 3 indicator, and 
the reference points of the level 2 and level 1 indicators can be obtained by compiling 
the word code from the sub-item totals. 

4 Results and Discussion 

Table 2. Subject literacy indicator frequency across 2021-2024 in Gaokao for English Reading 
comprehension 

Primary indicators Secondary indicators 2021 2022 2023 2024 
Learning and mastery Information acquisition 9 9 10 11 

Understanding and mastery 3 2 8 5 
Knowledge integration 3 1 2 3 

Practical exploration Research and exploration 5 1 5 7 
Operational application 2 0 2 4 
Language expression 0 1 0 0 

Methods of thinking Scientific thinking 5 0 1 4 
Humanistic thinking 0 0 1 0 
Creative thinking 2 5 1 1 

As shown in Table 2, the frequency of subject literacy indicators shows a certain 
fluctuating trend in different indicators. Regarding learning and mastery, the frequency 
of information acquisition has been increasing yearly, showing a growing emphasis on 
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information acquisition skills. The frequency is relatively stable, high and steady. The 
frequency of understanding and mastery fluctuates but still receives attention in gen-
eral. It is worth noting that the frequency of understanding and mastery growth in 2023 
surged to eight, reflecting the high priority given to this skill in that year. The frequency 
of knowledge integration has decreased in some years, but has maintained a certain 
level of attention overall. 

With regard to practical exploration, the reference point for research and exploration 
increases significantly after experiencing a decline, indicating a gradual increase in the 
emphasis placed on research and exploration skills. The reference point for operational 
application has declined in some years but has maintained a certain level of attention 
overall. Frequency of language expression showed some increase each year but was 
relatively low and stable overall. 

In terms of methods of thinking, the reference points for scientific thinking recov-
ered after experiencing a decline, showing minimal emphasis on scientific thinking 
skills in 2022 and 2023, but a return to focus in 2024. The reference points for hu-
manistic thinking were reflected in individual years but did not show continuity overall, 
was stable and rare. The reference points for creative thinking fluctuated but generally 
continued to receive some attention. The sudden increase in attention to it in 2022 
reflects a greater focus on it in that year. 

Overall, although there are fluctuations in the level of attention to different indica-
tors across the years, competencies such as information acquisition, research and ex-
ploration, and scientific thinking have consistently maintained a high level of attention, 
while competencies such as language expression and humanistic thinking have re-
ceived relatively low levels of attention. This suggests that competencies such as in-
formation acquisition, research exploration, and scientific thinking are more important 
in terms of subject literacy in reading comprehension. It is worth noting that infor-
mation acquisition is specifically reflected in the new standards as acquiring learning 
resources through multiple channels and learning independently and efficiently; at-
taching importance to the application of modern information technology and enriching 
the learning resources of the English course; having clear learning objectives, being 
able to manage time and learn tasks effectively. Research and exploration are specifi-
cally reflected in the New Course Standard as the courage to critically question and 
explore solutions to problems. Scientific thinking is embodied in the New Course 
Standard as having scientific and cultural literacy and lifelong learning ability, and 
mastering the basic knowledge and basic skills needed for the development of the 
times, as well as developing rational thinking [2]. 

5 Conclusion 

By analyzing the data from 2021 to 2024, this study found that subject literacy showed 
some fluctuation in the attention given to the different indicators. However, the overall 
trend shows that access to information acquisition, research and exploration, and sci-
entific thinking are considered more important in subject literacy. 
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5.1 Pedagogical Revelations 

In the process of teaching reading comprehension, teachers have to be committed to 
cultivating subject literacy centered on information acquisition, research and explora-
tion, and scientific thinking, using more student-centered teaching methods like pro-
ject-based learning design practices[7]. In terms of information acquisition, teachers 
should focus on cultivating students' ability to adjust learning methods. For example, 
teachers can pre-train students in information gathering and assessment with a focus on 
project information. At the same time, they should cultivate students' ability to have 
clear learning objectives and to effectively plan learning tasks. Specifically, teachers 
can clarify the teaching objectives and guide students to set reasonable learning ob-
jectives according to their own learning levels. However, for the cultivation of research 
and exploration, emphasis should be placed on encouraging students to dare to criti-
cally question and actively solve problems. For instance, teachers may teach students 
how to look critically at problems and how to conduct a self-reflection session after 
completing the entire project. It is worth noting that in the cultivation of scientific 
thinking, teachers can pay attention to the development of students' scientific and 
cultural literacy, focusing on guiding students to master the basic knowledge and basic 
skills needed to adapt to the development of the times, and then develop rational 
thinking, so that students can analyze and solve problems in a scientific way of think-
ing. 

5.2 Research Limitations 

There are some limitations in the scope of this study. Firstly, the study only focused on 
the subject literacy in the “four tiers” (core values, subject literacy, key abilities, and 
necessary knowledge) of the system, and the other parts of the Gaokao Assessment 
Framework have not yet been studied, which limits the exploration of the comprehen-
siveness of the system to a certain extent. 

Secondly, in terms of question types, this study only analyzed the reading compre-
hension test materials with multiple-choice questions (reading materials and question 
items) in the test papers. However, other reading-related questions such as blank filling 
and five-out-of-seven multiple choices were not included in the study, which affected 
the generalizability of the conclusions in the area of reading to a certain extent. 

In addition, some of the indicators are absent in the reading comprehension test in 
Gaokao for English in most years. It may imply the existence of incomplete data cov-
erage or the failure of the research topic to be adequately and comprehensively repre-
sented, thus affecting the accuracy and reliability of the research conclusions. 

5.3 Future Research Direction 

To address the limitations of this study, future research can be expanded and deepened 
in several ways. In terms of the scope of the study, other parts of the Gaokao Assess-
ment Framework can be included, to conduct a more systematic study. Thus, the overall 
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structure and internal logic of the college entrance examination evaluation system and 
the new curriculum standard can be more accurately grasped. 

In terms of question type selection, the research scope is expanded to cover a wide 
range of reading-related question types, such as completing the blanks. Through a 
comparative analysis of different question types, we can provide more targeted sug-
gestions for reading teaching and test design. 

At the same time, for the problem that the reference points of some indicators have 
been zero for a long time, the follow-up research may further improve the data collec-
tion and analysis methods. The new methodology ensures the comprehensiveness and 
accuracy of the data, so that the theme of the study can be more fully reflected, thus 
providing stronger support and guarantee for the study of the Gaokao Assessment 
Framework. 
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