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ABSTRACT

In response to government’s policy to improve English language proficiency of
university students, some Taiwanese universities now require their students to reach a
certain level of proficiency, as evidenced through scores obtained from formal
language tests, before they are allowed to graduate. Various English language

proficiency tests are dictated in the requirements of different universities. This study
examined the impact of such requirements on the English for Academic Purposes

curriculum for non-English majors, on the English classroom teaching and learning
and on the students themselves. Data were collected from two universities, one with
the graduation requirement, and the other without, through classroom observations of
sixteen English lessons and interviews with seven teachers and nineteen students. In
addition, the learning power of a selective sample of 454 students (including the

Interviewees) from these two universities was assessed, using the Effective Lifelong
Learning Inventory.

The research findings indicate that the washback of the locally-developed English
proficiency test, the General English Proficiency Test (GEPT), on teaching and

learning was evident, although limited. The influence of other language tests was
minimal. Furthermore, the GEPT washback seemed to have resulted less from the
implementation of the requirement per se, than the importance of the test as viewed
by the general public. The implementation of the requirement seemed to have
reinforced the influence of the GEPT in universities. The students’ learning power can
offer some insights into understanding their varied perceptions of the graduation
requirement and its impact. Students with stronger learning power, and in particular
those with a higher level of resilience to challenges and difficulties were more likely
to priontise their English learmning and test taking over simply fulfilling the
requirement. Those with weaker learning power and lower resilience experienced a

higher level of anxiety in taking English language tests to meet the graduation
requirement.

This present study is significant in two ways. Conceptually, it took into consideration
the social agenda of a language test, a crucial factor in understanding the impact of the
graduation requirement and the test. Methodologically, the exploration of students’

learning power offered opportunities to better understand their varied perceptions of
test impact.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

CHAPTER 1 Introduction

1.10verview

This study is an exploration of how the implementation of the requirement for English
proficiency for graduation affects the university students and the English curriculum.
The majority of the students in Taiwanese universities, the non-English majors, are
required to provide formal evidence of English proficiency from one of a number of
English proficiency tests in order to receive their degrees. The effects of the
requirement on the students and their English for Academic Purposes (EAP)

curriculum are explored through the washback and the impact of those tests.

In this chapter, I will describe the research context of this study, and explain what
motivated me to conduct this study. An overview of how this study is situated in the

washback literature is then presented. At the end of the chapter, the structure of this

dissertation is outlined.

1.2 Background

It has been more than a decade that language testing researchers acknowledged the lack
of empirical evidence to this long-asserted phenomenon, washback (Alderson and Wall,
1993), test influence on teaching and learning. Since then, empirical washback studies
in different educational contexts incorporating a variety of research methods have
flourished, ranging from quantitative survey studies (e.g. Shohamy et al. 1996; Stecher
et al., 2004), qualitative and ethnographic classroom observations (e.g. Wall and

Alderson, 1993; Burrows, 2004; Read and Hayes, 2004; Watanabe, 2004) to studies
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that employ both quantitative and qualitative research methods (e.g. Cheng, 2005;
Green, 2006a,b, 2007a,b). These studies have revealed that the nature of washback is
complex and multi-faceted: it is not as simple as the assertion that a test will influence
teaching and learning. There can be washback from exams on various areas of teaching

and learning but the washback effects may vary in ‘form’ and ‘intensity’ (Cheng, 1997;

2005) 1n probably unpredictable manners. Manifestation of washback effects of a test
varies between individual stakeholders within the same stakeholder group, and between

different groups of stakeholders (Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1993; Green, 2006a,b,
2007a,b). It has been a general trend as seen in the previous studies on washback of
language tests that the research focus tended to be more on teachers than learners — the
central stakeholder group in education. As Broadfoot (2005) argues that learners and
learning should be given higher priority in washback research because the most
important purpose of tests and assessment practices 1s to enhance learning. Yet, not
enough evidence has been collected on the impact of language testing on learers. The

current study thus seeks to explore the less explored, washback to the learners.

As mentioned above, the majority of previous washback studies explored the washback
processes 1n relation to teaching; with learners as ‘peripheral’ (Green, 2006a, 2007b). A

few recent studies that had a focus on learners contributed substantially to our
understanding of washback process and also presented some important conceptual
development in washback studies (e.g., Green, 2006a,b, 2007a,b; Gosa, 2004; Scott,
2005; Shih, 2006, 2007; Tsagari, 2006). Firstly, learners are treated as equally

important in the washback process as teachers because they play a major role in the
presence or absence of washback to learners (Gosa, 2004; Shih. 2006, 2007; Tsagari,

2006). Secondly, it is acknowledged that leamers, like teachers, may demonstrate
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individual differences in their experiences of exam influences (Gosa, 2004; Scott, 2005;
Shih, 2006, 2007; Tsagari, 2006) but their expectations of a course and their

perceptions of washback may differ greatly from those of teachers (Green, 2006a,

2007b). Lastly, the relationship between different stakeholders involved 1n the

washback process is dynamic and interactive (Tsagari, 2006) and thus, to understand

washback on learning, the role of schools, teachers, courses and parents should also
be considered as they may be influential in shaping washback to learners (Green, 20064,
2007b; Scott, 2005; Shih, 2007; Tsagari, 2006). The limitations of these studies,
however, lie in the methods they have used to elicit students’ perceptions and attitudes.
The student diaries in Gosa (2004) and Tsagari’s (2006) studies were indeed useful 1n
revealing individual differences among students. However, they had the drawbacks of
having very limited number of participants, uncontrollability of diary contents and
difficulty in differentiating washback from influences of other factors (e.g. other tests
not in the scope of the study). Likewise, the interviews as the only tool in eliciting
students’ views in Shih’s (2007) study also revealed individual differences but
nonetheless, 1t was not easy to develop a consensus among the diverse perceptions and
attitudes. Green’s survey study allowed for a large number of participants across
several schools. Yet, to probe the relationship between the teachers, programmes and
the learners further, he indicated the need to use more sensitive instruments in
conjunction with qualitative methods for in-depth investigation. These methodological
limitations of the previous studies call for mixed-method approach in order to capture a

more elaborated picture of washback on leamners and their learning while allowing

depth and individual variety.

One aspect of test influences on leamers yet to be explored is the role of learner’s
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individuality in determining the different extent of washback they perceive and
experience. Thus, this study aims to investigate washback to learners by proposing a

quantitative measure of students’ learning power along with interviews that elicit their

perceptions towards the requirement and the tests included in the requirement (see 2.5,

3.6.4).

The educational context of this study (to be described in section 1.3) presents two

Interesting topics that have received little attention in washback studies so far. The
requirement accepts scores of not just one English proficiency test, rather, students can
provide evidence of their English language proficiency from any of the English
proficiency tests listed in the requirement (1.3.1). Most previous studies centre on the
influences of one particular high-stakes test or assessment system, which is closely
related to the curriculum (Cheng 2005; Watanabe 1996; Wall & Alderson 1993; Green
2007; Wall 1996; Alderson & Hamp-Lyons 1996). In the very few studies that have
probed into effects of more than one test (Shohamy, 1993; Shohamy et al., 1996;

Watanabe, 1996, 1997, 2001, 2004), the contents of those tests are still aligned with the
prescribed curriculum. However, none of the tests stated in the graduation requirement
in this research context (See 1.3) are developed according to Taiwanese university
English curriculum. This presents an interesting and rare opportunity to explore which

test among the list of English proficiency tests has the strongest degree of washback

and why.

Secondly, the implementation of the English requirement for graduation is one of the
recent developments in English curriculum in Taiwanese universities (Shih, 2007) and

has received little formal research. Recent washback studies in Taiwan have
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investigated more in the context of high schools than in that of universities (Chen, 2002;
Huang, 2004; Wu and Chin, 2006). Both Chen (2002) and Huang (2004) studied
washback of the Basi¢ Competence Test in English (that is linked to the junior high
school curriculum) on teaching in junior high schools while Wu and Chin (2006)

explored the potential washback of the General English Proficiency Test (GEPT) on

sentor high school English curriculum. The latest study by Shih (2006, 2007, 2009,
2010), which related closely to the present study, also investigated the GEPT washback

on learning in the context of higher education. The context of his study was similar to
mine¢ but he chose to investigate solely on washback from the GEPT. His study
revealed that the GEPT only brought about limited degree of washback on leaming.
One possible explanation for this was that the participants in Shih’s studies were all
English majors. How the GEPT may influence the majority of university students, the
non-English majors, is left unexplored. Another difference worth pointing out here is
that he studied GEPT impact on students from universities of technology in Taiwanese
higher education system. It will be interesting to examine the potential difference in the

manifestation of washback of the graduation requirement on students from

comprehensive universities. (For further review, see Chapter 2).

1.3 Research context

Alderson and Wall (1993), in their seminal washback article, argue that the educational
context in which the test is used should be looked at because there may be forces other
than the test that might affect the nature of washback. The educational context this
study entails 1s a highly complex one. The implementation of graduation requirement
for English proficiency relates to several aspects, including language educational

policies, university assessment, university autonomy and a number of English
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proficiency tests, which will be described in the next sections of this chapter.

1.3.1 The implementation of the graduation requirement for English proficiency
The implementation of the graduation requirement for English proficiency can be

considered as a reactive action towards several language educational policies in Taiwan.

In the past decade, the Ministry of Education (MOE) announced a series of policies
concerning the English proficiency of university students. These policies can be
presented in three stages: 1) The initial stage: e-Generation Man Power Cultivation

Plan, 2) The development stage: Adoption of the Common European Framework of

Reference, 3) The assessment stage: Projection 2005-2008.

The concept of the graduation requirement for English proficiency can be traced back
to the ‘e-Generation Man Power Cultivation Plan’, a sub-plan in the national
development plan, ‘Challenge 2008, which started from 2002 (see
www.moe.gov.edu.tw). In order to promote international competitiveness, at the level
of universities, the plan suggested the establishment of a common index of English

proficiency for university students. Since 2002, a number of prestigious universities
began to require their students, both English majors and non-English majors, to reach

certain level of English language proficiency in order to obtain their degrees. The
implementation of such regulations was controversial and seriously debated because it
was not the MOE’s intention to align English proficiency tests which were external to
the university English curriculum with students’ graduation. As a result, instead of

pushing every university to establish the requirement, the MOE adopted a less

controversial approach by asking the universities to encourage their students to reach a

certain level of English proficiency instead of enforcing a requirement nationwide.
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In 2005, the MOE adopted the Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages: learning, teaching, assessment (CEFR) (Council of Europe, 2001) as its
source to establish the target levels of English proficiency for the English leamers 1n
Taiwan (See also Wu and Wu, 2007). How the scores of the available English

proficiency tests in Taiwan were mapped against each level of the CEFR was made

public. At around the same time, in the projection 2005-2008, the MOE started to
materialise the promotion of English proficiency among university students by setting a
target percentage, each year, of students passing English proficiency tests at the level
nght for them. It was expected that by the end of the year 2008, 55% of university

graduates would meet the threshold of English proficiency equivalent to the CEFR-B1

level by proof of English proficiency test scores. In order to see whether the target had
been met, each university was required to report to the MOE the percentage of their
students 1n taking an English proficiency test and the percentage of them reaching the
targeted standard. In addition, how each university ‘performed’ on this dimension
would be taken into account in the evaluation of a university. As a result, there was an

Increase 1n the number of universities implementing the graduation requirement so that

it would help push their students’ performance in English proficiency tests to achieve

the target set by the MOE.

However, the complex nature of higher education complicates the seemingly simple
goal of establishing a common index of English proficiency for university students. The
complexity lies in the fact that universities enjoy a larger degree of autonomy than
schools that provide compulsory education (primary school to senior high school).
There are some universities that reject the idea of implementing English graduation

requirement, arguing that universities are not cram schools and that the English
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curriculum should not be exam-oriented. They prefer to require their students to attend
more English courses instead. Furthermore, there are currently 165 universities,
colleges, institutes or universities of technology providing equivalent degrees that
accept students with diversified levels of English proficiency. It becomes a huge
challenge for universities to ask all their students to reach the same standard of
proficiency before they graduate. In some universities, it is obligatory only for students
from language-related departments to meet the requirement; some universities allow
students who have already met the requirement to waive credits on compulsory English
courses while others create additional courses in their curriculum to assist students at
lower levels of proficiency. In short, the universities differ in their approaches to
attending the MOE policies. The English graduation requirement implemented by
different universities may also be different in the detailed regulations (e.g. curriculum

change, compensation plans) and in the targeted student population (e.g. English

majors or non-English majors).

Despite the possible differences as stated above, the main message of the graduation
requirements 1s similar: it is about which English proficiency tests are accepted and
what test scores are set as threshold. As an example, undergraduates in the National
Taiwan University (National Taiwan University -Guidelines for Advanced English
Study, 2002, amended in 2008, 2009) have to meet one of the standards stated below
before being awarded the Bachelor’s degree:

® High-Intermediate Level of General English Proficiency Test Stage 1
® TOEFL 550 and above

® Computer-Based TOEFL (CBT) 213 and above or TOEFL iBT 79 and above

® IELTS 6.0 and above
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® Foreign Language Proficiency Test (FLPT) each written test 70 and above

® (Cambridge ESOL FCE Level B and above

® Other English proficiency tests that are approved by the Advanced English
Study planning group and the centre for general education

® A degree received from universities in English speaking countries that are

recognised by the Ministry of Education

Other universities may have different standards for their students, but most of the tests

included in the requirement are indeed English proficiency tests that are not tied to any

university English curriculum.

Among the tests clearly stated in the above requirement, the General English
Proficiency Test (GEPT; Shih, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2010) seems to be one of the most
important tests because of its popularity. Although the FLPT is the first English
proficiency test developed in Taiwan (since 1965), it is not as popular as the GEPT.
According to statistics of the Language Training and Testing Centre, which develop

both tests, there were altogether 348,378 GEPT test takers of all five levels in 2008,

(over 81,000 college and university students) (GEPT Elementary Level, Intermediate

Level, High-Intermediate Level Scores Statistical Report, 2008, LTTC Annual Report,
2008; see 1.3.2 for further descriptions of GEPT) while the total number of test takers
for the FLPT was 4694 (LTTC Annual Report, 2008). There are quite a number of
university graduates taking the TOEFL/CBT/iBT or the IELTS to study abroad. Yet
according to the statistics provided by Bureau of International Cultural Educational
Relations, 23,665 people applied student visa for studies the United States, the United

Kingdom and Australia in 2009. This number was likely to include the number of test
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takers for both TOEFL and IELTS and also those who were not university students. .

My search of the graduation requirement implemented by different universities on the

internet revealed two other English proficiency tests that have been recognised by

Taiwanese universities: College Student English Proficiency Test (CSEPT) and TOEIC.

The CSEPT is a test the LTTC has developed particularly for Taiwanese college and
university students. The official statistical report of the CSEPT showed that in 2008, the
number of test takers was 43,638 (CSEPT Statistical Report, 2008), including students

from general universities, universities and institutes of technology. The test that also,
receives high populanty among university students is TOEIC, with a total of 186,649

test takers (over 73,000 college and university students) in 2003

(http://www.toeic.com.tw/toeic_news_02.ijsp, TOEIC Scores Statistical Report, 2008).

The numbers stated above have shown that among those tests recognised by the English
graduation requirement, the GEPT and the TOEIC could be more influential to

Taiwanese undergraduates than other English proficiency tests.

As TOEIC has been discussed more widely in the testing literature (Robb and
Ercanbrack, 1999; Newfields, 2005; see more studies on ETS TOEIC research), the

following section will introduce the GEPT, the locally-developed test that has a record

of over 3.8 million test takers in a decade.

1.3.2 The General English Proficiency Test
The GEPT is an English proficiency test developed by the Language Training
and Testing Centre in 1999, commissioned by the Ministry of Education with the goal

of promoting life-long learning and encouraging English study. According to the annual

10
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report provided by the Language Training and Testing Centre (2004), the test aims at
providing authenticity in its items and thus, the test contents are able to reflect the living
experiences within the local Taiwanese culture. It is a criterion-referenced test with five
levels: Elementary, Intermediate, High-Intermediate, Advanced and Superior. Each

level is differentiated by criterion levels of English proficiency, which is made clear by

a general description of the English proficiency expected at that level and a detailed
skill-area description specifically for the four components of the test, listening, reading,
writing and speaking. The Superior level, which has the criterion of native proficiency

1n dealing with advanced academic language, is provided on demand by institutions,
rather than individuals. For the other four levels, there are two stages of the test, and

test takers have to pass the first stage in order to be advanced to the second stage. The

first stage consists of the listening and reading components while the second stage

consists of the writing and speaking components.

As what Roever and Pan (2008) have reviewed, the five levels can be divided into two
groups according to the similarity of task types. For the three lower levels (Elementary,

Intermediate, High-Intermediate), all the listening and reading components consist
exclusively of multiple choices. The task types for the listening component include the
selection of a correct description to a picture (Elementary and Intermediate), the

appropriate response to a question, and the comprehension of a short conversation.

Except for the High-Intermediate level, the picture description is replaced by the
comprehenston of a short talk. In the reading component, the task types are vocabulary,
cloze and short passage reading comprehension for all three levels. The speaking
component 1s ‘tape-based’ (Roever and Pan, ibid.), not interview-based. Test takers are

asked to produce responses in the form of repetition (Elementary), read-aloud

11
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(sentences for Elementary and short passages for Intermediate), short answers to
pre-recorded questions (all three lower levels), picture description (Intermediate and
High-Intermediate) and topic discussion (High-Intermediate). In the Elementary level
writing component, test takers have to write sentences for tasks including rearranging

scrambled sentences, combining sentences and rephrasing. They also have to compose

a short paragraph to describe a picture. Differently, the Intermediate and
High-Intermediate level consist of a Chinese to English, paragraph translation task and

an extended paragraph writing task for an indicated topic.

The Advanced and Superior level are different as they are more academically oriented
and consist of tasks other than multiple choice items. For the Advanced level, the
listening component remains multiple-choice with longer conversations and talks. The
reading component comprises other task types including matching, short answer,
fill-in-the-blank and summary, which require reading for gist or for specific details. For
the speaking component, test takers face an interviewer, either engaging in monologic
self-introduction, short talk on a topic, or in dialogic information exchange task or topic
discussion. For the writing component, there is no translation task but two guided
writing tasks, which require summary of texts or interpretation of visually presented
information as charts or graphs before further discussions of the issues presented.

Different from other levels, the Superior level consists only of two sections, which
assess 1ntegrated skills. The first section requires reading a long article and listening to
a long talk before summarising the main ideas and writing an essay. Based on the ideas
of the listening and reading input, in the second section, test takers make an oral

presentation and answer questions raised by the interviewer concerning what they have

presented.

12
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The immense popularity of the GEPT among the Taiwanese citizens including the
university students indicates the likelihood of strong GEPT influences on the students’
English learning. The reason why the GEPT receives greater attention than other
available English proficiency tests may be because of its good publicity from the media

and also the support from the government and the MOE. It is not only recognised by the

government agencies as a criterion for promotion, but also used by the MOE as a
criterion to evaluate the English proficiency of the applicants to its scholarship program.
In addition, its popularity is also fuelled by its status as an English proficiency test that
targets at all English learners, with little restriction on age (except on children under 12),
profession, or education backgrounds. The GEPT can be considered as one of the most
well-known English proficiency tests in Taiwan. Therefore, by exploring the impact of
the graduation requirement for English proficiency on university students and their
English curriculum, this study aims to investigate whether the GEPT has brought about
strong extent of washback as reflected from its popularity. However, judging from the
number of university students taking other tests, such as TOEIC or CSEPT, the GEPT
should not be the only test that can have washback on the students and their learning.

This study will thus also explore whether there is washback and impact of other tests in

the universities.

As stated in the general description of the High-Intermediate level (see Appendix A for
the construct of the GEPT High-Intermediate level), test takers who pass this level
have the proficiency equivalent to that of a non-English major undergraduate (see also
Vongpumivitch, 2010). A search of the requirement regulations in Taiwanese
universities also shows that universities with a ranking above average mostly set up the

High-Intermediate level of the GEPT as the standard in their requirement. Universities

13
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with lower ranking may accept a pass at the GEPT Intermediate level, which is
equivalent to a high school graduate’s English proficiency or even the Elementary level,

which is equivalent to that of a junior high school graduate, as the threshold.

What facets of GEPT washback will be expected in relation to the test constructs and

design characteristics of the Intermediate and High-Intermediate level will be discussed

in 3.6.2.

1.4 Personal experiences

My motivation to do this research derived from my previous experience as a full-time
instructor for the English department in a Taiwanese university from 2002 to 2006. It
was during that period when the GEPT was just introduced and started to receive
attention from the media, society and educational institutions. Around the same time,
policies concerning the common standard of English proficiency among Taiwanese
university students were also announced. Over the course of my four years dealing with
both academic and administrative affairs in the university, I have been involved in
several discussions with colleagues over the feasibility of establishing the English

graduation requirement for students. I have also attended a panel discussion, as a
representative of the department, and discussed the requirement with representatives of

English departments from other universities in Southern Taiwan. Two important 1ssues

that emerged from those discussions attracted my attention: the dilemmas and the

consequences.

First, I have found that there was far more complexity than I expected in putting
educational policies into real practice in universities, and the introduction to such

requirements could face serious dilemmas and challenges. On the one hand, I realised

14
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that the establishment of the requirement was essential for the universities and the
English departments to comply with the policies and to receive good evaluation in the
university assessment. As a teaching member, I also felt the pressure to boost the
number of our students to pass an English proficiency test and knew that the

requirement would be helpful to some extent. On the other hand, I acknowledged the

huge difficulty for students with their relatively low levels of proficiency to pass
English proficiency tests. I could also understand the challenges the universities would
face if the majority of their students failed to meet the requirement in their fourth year,

the last year of university. It was thus a huge challenge for the English departments and

the university authorities to determine whether or not to implement the graduation
requirement, and what regulations should be included, considering what would be the

best for the universities, the departments and the students.

Secondly, I have realised that despite numerous debates and discussions being made on
the topic, insufficient attention has been paid to the consequences that the
implementation of such requirement could bring to the university English curriculum,

the teachers and especially the students. Although the discussions of the dilemmas and
challenges included some considerations of possible consequences, the consequences

referred to were more related to the consequences that universities would confront in
the face of university assessment, reputations or student performances. There have not
been many concerns about how the requirement might eventually influence actual
English teaching and learning in the universities, which I regard as more important, or
at least, equally important. [ believe that as an English instructor who can be involved in
making important decisions for all the students in the university, we have the

responsibility to understand what happens after a decisions has been made. I hope that
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this study may provide a glimpse of the ‘after’ scene and stimulate much more
discussions among teachers and researchers to move beyond the implementation, to
focus more on the consequences the implementation of the requirement bring. I am
particularly concemned about what the consequences are for the university students. A

review of literature (Chapter 2) has also identified the need for more studies to shed

light on washback to the learners and thus, a key focus of this study is to understand to
what extent the learers have been affected by being compelled to take and pass an

external English proficiency test for graduation.

1.5 Overall research aims

The central aim of the present study is to explore the impact of the implementation of
graduation requirement for English proficiency in Taiwan on the university students
and the English curriculum for them. University students for the purpose of this
research refer to only non-English majors. English learning for them becomes more
than merely attending and passing the basic required courses. Since one important
focus of this study is on the leamers, another aim of the study is to explore the

relationship between learning power (Deakin Crick et al., 2004; Deakin Crick, 2007,
Deakin Crick and Yu, 2008') and washback to the learners. Therefore, this study will

attempt to explore the following:
1) To what extent and in what ways has the English graduation requirement influenced

the English for Academic Purposes (EAP) curriculum for non-English majors?
2) To what extent and in what ways has the English graduation requirement influenced

non-English majors?

3) Inwhat ways can a learner’s learning power inform an understanding of the process

of washback to learners?
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1.6 Structure of the dissertation

The structure of the dissertation is as follows

Chapter 2 - Literature Review: This chapter reviews the literature on the main theme of

the study: washback/impact and learning power. The review of washback/impact
studies from both general education and language testing fields lay out the theoretical
framework of this study and highlight the gap that this study attempts to fill. The review

of approaches to learning and learning power provides a theoretical link between

learning power of students and the washback of tests on them.

Chapter 3 — Methodology: This chapter first presents the philosophical position this
study takes on, describing the post-modemist influences on the epistemological and
methodological considerations underlying the study with the complementary positivist
element, especially on the systematic presentation of learner characteristics, as defined
by learning power. It delineates the research approach of this study; presents the

research questions and different methods of data collection and the methods of analysis.

It also includes a discussion of the attempts to achieve trustworthiness and of the ethical

1ssues that impinge on the conduct of this study.

Chapter 4 — Impact of the graduation requirement on English curriculum for
non-English majors: This chapter provides an analysis of the impact of the requirement
on teaching and reveals GEPT washback mainly on teaching materials and testing
matenals. The findings also highlight the role of stakeholders other than teachers and

learners 1n the washback mechanism.
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Chapter 5 — Impact of the graduation requirement of non-English majors: This chapter
focuses on an analysis of learners’ perceptions of and attitudes towards the requirement.
The findings reveal students’ individual difference in perceiving the impact of the

requirement and the differences that may result from the threshold level, their learner

characteristics as defined by learning power, and influence from other stakeholders.

Chapter 6 — Discussions: This chapter presents discussions of two major issues
emerging from the findings in Chapter 4 and 5. The first concemns the social impact of
GEPT, which has been reinforced by the graduation requirement in the university
settings. The second presents a further operationalisation of washback to the learners

and washback on leaming by relating the findings of this study to the previous

conceptualisation of washback.

Chapter 7 - Conclusion: This chapter provides a summary of the main findings in
accordance with each research question, a critique of the strengths and limitations of

the study, directions for further research, and lastly, implications for the different
stakeholders related to the graduation requirement, ranging from policy makers to

teachers and learners in the classrooms.
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CHAPTER 2 Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

In this chapter, I review the literature relevant to this research in four sub-sections
(Section 2.2~2.5). Section 2.2 defines the key terms (washback and impact) used in
this study (2.2.1) and discusses the impacts of educational and language policies in
particular, policies related to language tests, in different contexts (2.2.2). It further
reviews the key issues of washback, e.g. the direction of washback (2.2.3), washback
variability (2.2.4) and washback intensity (2.2.5), washback mechanism and different
conceptualisations of washback in the literature (2.2.6). Section 2.3 presents a critical
analysis of empirical studies on washback on teaching (2.3.1) and learning (2.3.2), and
highlights the research gaps this study aims to fill. In Section 2.4, I review a limited
number of washback conducted in the same educational and research context of this
study. The last section (2.5) situates the ELLI in the literature of assessment and
approaches to learning and describes the theoretical underpinnings and the seven
dimensions of the Effective Lifelong Learning Inventory (ELLI) which is used to

assess the student participants’ learning powers. This section provides a rationale for

the use of this tool in this washback study.

2.2 Theoretical framework

2.2.1 Definition of key terms: washback and impact

In the fields of general education and language testing, there are a number of terms with
similar definitions that all refer to the influences of a test (Cheng, 2005). The term that
has gained wide currency in applied linguistics is ‘washback’. Other preferred terms in

applied linguistics include ‘consequential validity’ (Messick, 1989, 1996) and test
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impact (Bachman and Palmer, 1996; Shohamy, 2001). Related terms in the general
education measurement literature date back to Popham’s (1987) notion of
‘measurement-driven instruction’ in referring to the role of tests in driving teaching and
learning. Another term that is similar to Popham’s is the alignment of the content and
format of the curriculum to those of the test, which Shepard refers to as ‘curriculum
alignment’ (1993). While Madaus (1988) argues against ‘teaching to the test’, as this
will result in detrimental effects that may outweigh short-term benefits, Frederiksen
and Collins (1989) have a more positive view of the curricular and instructional

changes, according to what a test is designed to measure, and propose the concept of
‘systemic validity’ of a test for such deliberate positive alignment. Following Green

(2007) on acknowledging the implicit differences of approach in the terminology, I

believe it is also important to differentiate the terms used in this study from other terms

in the literature.

There is a diverse view in applied linguistics of what the term ‘washback’ should
encompass. The various definitions given to the term reveal differences in “scope, actor

and intentionality’ (Spratt, 2005). Washback, generally defined, is the influence of
testing on teaching and learning (Alderson and Wall, 1993; Bailey, 1996; Hughes, 1988,

2003). Messick (1996) further refines the definition to “the extent to which the test
influences language teachers and learners to do things they would not otherwise
necessarily do” (p.241). Cheng (1997) adds another dimension to the definition of
washback as she uses the term as “an active direction and function of intended
curriculum change by means of the change of public examinations” (p.38), arguing that
not only “accidental side-effects of examinations” (Spolsky, 1994, cited in Cheng, 1997)

can be considered as washback. However, she (ibid.) also points out that in a complex
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situation such as curriculum development, intended curriculum change would also

bring about unintended and accidental side effects.

Some researchers consider washback to lie within the scope of a larger phenomenon,

test impact. Bachman and Palmer (1996) do not use the word ‘washback’, but refer to

the effect of test on individual students and teachers as the micro level of test impact,
which comes under the macro level of test use and its social impact. Hamp-Lyons (1997)
also argues against the limitation of focusing test effect on teaching and learning and
refers washback as one dimension of test impact, which “pervades every aspect of our
instruments and scoring procedures” (p.299). Wall (1997) makes a distinction between
impact and washback, referring the former to “any of the effects that a test may have on
individuals, policies or practices, within the classroom, the school, the educational
system or society as whole” and the latter to “the effects of tests on teaching and
learning” (p.291). Some researchers do not take on the distinction between the two

terms, and refer to both test effects at the micro and macro level as washback (Andrews

et. al, 2002, Scott, 2005).

Regardless of the different conceptualisations of washback and impact, many language

testing researchers now locate both concepts within Messick’s theoretical notion of
‘consequential validity’, in which washback is an instance of the consequential aspect

of a test’s construct validity. Messick further explains that the consequential aspect of

test validity includes:

evidence and rationales for evaluating the intended and unintended consequences of score

Interpretation and use in both the short- and long-term, especially those associated with

bias in scoring and interpretation, with unfairness in test use, and with positive or negative
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washback effects on teaching and learning. (1996, p.251)
He also emphasises that neither washback as only one form of social consequence of
testing, nor test consequences, can be viewed alone as a separate aspect of test validity.
Other researchers have also associated washback with test validity such as the concept

of ‘washback validity’ by Morrow (1986) and ‘systemic validity’ proposed by
Fredericksen and Collins (1989), both asserting the importance to evaluate test validity

according to 1ts effect on teaching and learning. However, in echoing Alderson and

Wall’s (1993) serious doubt on the direct link between washback to test validity,

Messick (1996) emphasises that washback is a test consequence ‘that bears on validity

only if it can be evidentially shown to be an effect of the test and not of other forces

operative on the educational scene’ (p.242). Thus, he argues about the need to ‘seek

validity by design as a likely basis for washback’ instead of considering washback as a

sign of test validity (p.252).

In line with McNamara (2000) and Shohamy (2001), both ‘washback’ and ‘impact’ are
used in this study, adopting Wall’s (1997) distinction between the two concepts with

small adaptation to this particular educational and research context. ‘Washback’ is
narrowly defined as referring to the effects of any test stated in the graduation

requirement on teaching and learning. The term ‘impact’ encompasses two major
aspects: (1) the influences a test may bring to the stakeholders involved within the

classrooms, the universities, the educational system and the society, (2) the influences

of the graduation requirement in the universities.

2.2.2 Language tests and related policies

Language tests are not merely tools that measure language proficiency, but are
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instruments embedded in educational, social and political contexts. Shohamy (1993,
1996, 1998, 2001) calls for attention to the complex agendas that language tests can
entail:
Cnitical language testing assumes that the act of testing is not neutral. Rather, it is both a
product and an agent of cultural, social, political, educational and ideological agendas that
shape the lives of individual participant, teachers and learners. (Shohamy, 1998, p. 332)
She further argues as to how tests could be used for power and control in creating
intended washback and impact such as manipulating certain language knowledge,

behaviours or pedagogy when high-stakes decisions are made based on the test results

(1996, 2001, 2007).

In this decade, there are a number of empirical studies which have examined how tests
have been used to bring intended effects by the authorities concerned. Some focused on
the role of tests in curriculum innovation (Chapman and Synder, 2000; Andrews et al,,
2002; Burrows, 2004; Ferman, 2004; Stecher et al., 2004; Cheng, 2005; Qi, 2004, 2007)
while others were more concerned about the political agendas of tests (Shohamy, 2004;

Evans and Homnburger, 2005; McNamara, 2005; McNamara and Roever, 2006;

Menken, 2006, 2009; Kunan, 2009 a, b).

Shohamy’s (2004, 2006, 2007) studies examine how centrally-controlled educational
agencies 1n multilingual and multicultural nations use tests to influence language
policies which appear to reflect democratic pluralism in becoming de facto policies that
promote homogeneity. Her studies have revealed that tests are powerful tools that can

determine the status, the hierarchy of languages and also suppress the diversity in

languages.

24



Chapter 2: Literature Review

The political functions of language tests can also include tests being used as
instruments for social policies which determine citizenship (McNamara, 2005;
McNamara and Roever, 2006, Kunan, 2009, a, b). Under the officially claimed purpose
of promoting integration and social cohesion, what language tests can actually assess
becomes not so much the language construct, but the social and cultural identity that
determine an outsider from an insider (McNamara, 2005). Kunan (2009) questions the
ability of the naturalisation test to assess what it claims to assess and any beneficial

value of the test to society.

Language tests have also been used as powerful tools for curriculum innovation,
particularly when high-stakes purposes are attached to the test scores. The idea of exam
reform being a ‘lever for change’ (Pearson, 1988, p. 101) comes from the optimistic
view of the possibility of asserting a positive influence through a test’s powerful effect
and has been widely adopted by educators. Yet not until the last decade were there

empirical studies in both general education and applied linguistics that investigated the

consequences of the reforms.

Empirical studies, however, reveal less optimistic findings. The findings show that tests
as tools for curriculum innovation have had an influence on some aspects of teaching
and learning, but not others (Andrews et al., 2002; Cheng, 1997, 2005; Qi, 2004, 2007,
Wall, 1996). Wall’s (1996) study of the revised Sri Lankan “O” level English exam has
shown that there was washback on the content of English lessons and the ways
classroom tests were designed, but not on the teaching methods or how teachers
marked pupils’ test performance. Cheng’s (2005) study on the changes to the Hong

Kong Certificate of Education Examination (HKCEE) English language paper with the
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intention of engineering washback has presented similar findings. She discovered
washback on ‘what’ teacher taught, but little washback on ‘how’ teachers taught and

concluded that ‘the changes tend to happen at the obvious and format level’ (1997,

p.52). Similarly, Qi (2004, 2005, 2007) noted that the National Matriculation English

Test (NMET) in China did not bring as much change on ELT teaching and learning as
intended by the test reform. She argued that a test may not be a good lever for change

since ‘the very function that empowers the test is likely to be in conflict with its

intended washback effect, making it too blunt an instrument for promoting desirable
changes in teaching and learning’ (2005, p.164). Andrews et al. (2002) also noted that
although students’ performance showed improvement with the introduction of the Use
of English (UE) oral examination in Hong Kong, washback on leaming outcomes was

of a superficial level.

Policy makers’ and test designers’ belief that tests are powerful enough to bring about
changes in teaching and learning in the form they intend is probably overly optimistic,
because the manifestation of washback is indirect and unpredictable (Andrews et al.,

2002). In addition, the context in which the innovation takes place needs to be taken
into full account, as there are factors other than the test itself that can mediate or prevent
the intended washback from happening. Nevertheless, even with careful planning and
implementation, it is still likely that test effects on teaching and learning will not turn

out exactly as intended (Wall, 2000; Andrews et al., 2002).

This study aims to explore further the relationship between government policies and
language tests. The educational context of this study is different from those of the

abovementioned studies in two ways. First, the graduation requirement does not
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introduce a new test or make changes to an old test to promote innovation in teaching.
Second, unlike studies within multilingual and multicultural contexts, there is less
problem of language tests creating de facto policies that suppress diversity in a nation
with English as the main foreign language, which is not in conflict with the official

language-Mandarin. However, the graduation requirement for English proficiency is

indeed a recent implementation with the intention of promoting university students’
English proficiency and their motivation for learning English (1.3). In addition, the
alignment of test scores of different English proficiency tests stated in the requirement

with a certain level in the Common European Framework (CEF) (1.3.1) remind me of
what Shohamy (2007) has problematised concerning the framework:

There are therefore doubts as to whether such broad and generic testing descriptions are
relevant and valid for different language learning contexts and uses...this shows the
problems that arise when test criteria such as rating scales affect language policy, and
definitions of ‘what it means to know a language’ when such rating scales presuppose a
hierarchy of both development and performance, adhere to generic descriptions and claim
to be universally applicable, detached from the contextualised nature of language and
language performance in multilingual environments (2007, p.125).
The current study is thus built on similar concerns and attempts to explore how the
alignment of the requirement with the CEF works, particularly in the tertiary context in
Taiwan. Thus study also attempts to follow Shohamy (2001) in an attempt to challenge
the imbalanced power between the government, the universities, the teachers and the

learners by raising their attention to the leamers’ voice and their concerns towards the

graduation requirement.

In the next section, I will turn to the one of the most debated issues in washback and

27



Chapter 2: Literature Review

impact literature, namely whether the effect of tests is positive or negative.

2.2.3 Direction of Washback: Washback as positive, negative or neutral
Washback is perceived to vary in its direction, positive or negative (Alderson and Wall,

1993; Hughes, 2003; Cheng et al., 2004,), and also in the strength of its manifestation,

which Cheng (1997, 2005) refers to as ‘washback intensity’. In this section, I will

review studies on washback direction as beneficial or detrimental.

Washback, produced by high-stakes examinations, used to be widely perceived as
being negative (Alderson & Banerjee, 2001), in a great number of studies in both

general education and applied linguistics (e.g. General education: Vernon, 1956;
Wiseman 1961; Madaus, 1988; Bradfoot et al., 1990; Smith 1991a, b; Herman and
Golan, 1993; Hargreaves, 1997; Morrison and Tang, 2002; Applied Linguistics:
Spolsky, 1995;; Bailey, 1999; Shohamy, 2001;). The most common criticisms of tests
are that they narrow the curriculum (Smith, 1991 b; Herman & Golan, 1993; Spolsky,
1995; Hargreaves, 1997; Morrison and Tang, 2002; Stecher et al., 2004) and encourage
“mechanical, boring and debilitating forms of teaching and learning” (Oxenham, 1984,
in Shohamy, 2001). Smith (1991b), in her longitudinal qualitative study in two US
primary schools, is eminent in providing empirical evidence on the assertions of such
criticisms. She discovered that testing programs had resulted in the reduction of the
time available for instruction, the narrowing of the curriculum and the limitation of
teaching methods, and also the reduction of teachers’ capacities to teach content and use
methods and materials that were incompatible with standardised testing formats. These
findings are echoed through other studies such as the focus on the contents, the formats

and the subjects tested (Hargreaves, 1997; Morrison and Tang, 2002; Stecher et al,,
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2004), the neglect of developing skills not tested in the exam (Wall, 1999, 2005) and
instructional plans affected by students’ test performance to reflect more tests
objectives and contents (Herman and Golan, 1993). Other negative effects of
high-stakes tests include test score pollution (Haladyna et al., 1991) with unethical test
preparation practices, and the suppression of minority language and disadvantaging
students of minority backgrounds (Shohamy, 2001, 2007; Shih, 2007) Test may also

result in a high level of student anxiety and pressure, which can be detrimental to their

learning motivation (Paris et al., 1991; Jones et al., 2003; see Harlen and Deakin Crick,

2003 for relevant studies).

On the other hand, some researchers believe that well-designed tests can be levers for
change, changing formerly bad practice to good teaching and learning (Pearson, 1988;
Davies, 1990; Hughes, 1988, 2003; Bailey, 1996). They advocate that efforts should be
made on test design features to engender intentional positive washback (Hughes, 1989,
2003, Bailey, 1996; Chapman and Synder, 2000). Hughes (2003) argues that certain
criteria need to be met in order to achieve positive washback, for example, using direct
testing and making the test criterion-referenced. Bailey (1996), on the other hand,
emphasises the importance of having communicative language tests and providing

detailed score reports to test takers to promote positive washback.

Alderson and Wall (1993), however, claim that the term ‘washback’ is a neutral one and
that there 1s possibility for badly designed tests to have positive washback and vice
versa. Alderson and Wall further argue that the relationship between a test and its
washback may be much more complex than the assumed linear relationship, and that

“the quality of the washback might be independent of the quality of the test” (p.118).
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Messick also points out the possibility of the ‘bidirectional nature of washback’ (cited
in Cheng & Curtis, p.7), by defining washback as “the extent to which a test makes

teachers and students do things they would not otherwise do that promote or inhibit

language learning” (p.241). Green (2007b) reviews the literature based on Chapman
and Synder’s (2000) suggested test design features for positive washback, and proposes
a basic model of washback direction which captures the bidirectional nature of

washback (as seen in Fig. 2.1). Green argues that what determines the direction of

washback is the ‘overlap’ between both test and curriculum and the construct to which
they are directed. In other words, there is greater potential for positive washback if the
test characteristics reflect the focal construct, as understood by the stakeholders (the
greater the overlap). On the other hand, there is greater potential for negative washback

if there is a smaller overlap.

Focal
construct Overlap characteristics
item format

content

complexity, etc.

Positive washback  Negative washback

Participant characteristics and values
Test preparation

Test stakes

Figure 2.1 A basic model of washback direction

(Green, 2007b, p.17)
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Green also discusses the more debated issues of test purpose and test stakes in relation
to washback direction. He argues that there is still no consensus as to whether test
purposes and associated test stakes can determine the direction of washback, because
test effects beneficial to some may be considered detrimental to others. Thus, he

emphasises the consideration of individual difference in characteristics and values

along with test stakes in determining washback direction.

The above discussion thus leads to the focus of the next section, washback variability,

that 1s, the ‘differences between participants in how they are affected by a test’ (Green,

2006b, p.339).

2.2.4 Washback Variability

The empirical studies conducted after Alderson and Wall’s (1993) appeal for more
empirical investigations of the washback phenomenon with classroom observation, and
reveal that washback 1s more complex than the seemingly simple statement of ‘a test
will influence teaching and learning’. It may be understood that washback is likely to be

elusive and unpredictable even in the context of tests intentionally used for curriculum
innovation and with careful planning. An important finding is the differences between

the participants in the ways they are influenced by the tests and hence, washback

variability.

Firstly, washback variability is evident in how the teachers respond to test preparation
and changes in tests. Both Alderson and Hamp-Lyons (1996) and Watanabe (1996)
have discovered that teachers, instead of the tests themselves, are the reason behind the

different extent and type of washback manifested in the classes. Alderson and
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Hamp-Lyon’s study of TOEFL preparation reveals that the distinctions in the
Instructions between test and non-test courses are less significant than the distinctions
in the instructions between teachers. With similar findings, Watanabe (1996, 2004) has
found out that a range of factors related to the teachers including their educational

backgrounds, experiences, their beliefs about teaching, their concerns for students’
proficiency levels and their psychological factors explain why there is washback in

some teachers’ classes but not in other teachers’ classes. Thus, both argue that teacher

factors may account for the variations in washback on teaching and that there 1s the

need to extend the exploration of how these factors contribute to the washback process.

Burrows (2004) studied the Certificate in Spoken and Written English in Australia and
found that teachers’ responses to the new test differed. She deliberately selected
teacher participants who revealed different responses in the interviews. From the
classroom observations, she further found that that there were different degrees of
change among the teachers whose teaching practices had manifested washback. She
categorised the teachers in her study into four models, according to the extent of the
changes. Drawing on Markee’s (1997) models of response to educational change and
McCallum et al.’s ‘models of teacher assessment’ (1995), Burrows proposes that there
are four models of teacher in response to test preparation and teachers can be resisters,
adopters (partial), late adopters and adapters, thus varying in the extent of washback
they mediate. In her study, one particularly interesting participant combined his old
teaching practice with the aspects of new test and curriculum he chose to adopt. Such
an individual stakeholder who ‘takes from the new system as she or he chooses’ (ibid.,
p.125) 1s what she referred to as an ‘adapter’. She also argues that her findings

showing one teacher as a resister and another as an adaptor demonstrate teachers’ free
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will 1n allowing the extent of washback to occur, which has been less explored in the

previous literature.

Secondly, there is also washback variability among the learners. Gosa (2004) and

Tsagari (2006), in the Romanian and Greek contexts respectively, have both found that

similar to the teachers, students also responded to test preparation differently, as shown
In their diaries. Gosa (ibid.) points out that leamer variables such as their feelings,

attitudes, beliefs, learning styles, expectations and anxiety can also be the reasons why
there is more washback on some than on the others. Similarly, Tsagari (ibid.), argues

that learners’s views, feelings and attitudes play a major role in the presence or absence

of washback.

Drawing on Burrow’s models of responses among teachers (2004), and taking into
consideration the varied responses different stakeholders may have, Scott (2005) argues
that models similar to Burrows can be built to influence other stakeholders. In regards
to the context of her study concerning English as Additional Language (EAL), she
points out that both pupils and parents can be influenced by a number of factors. Young
learners can be affected by their own individual characteristics, age, cognitive and
linguistic stage of development, preferred learning styles, and also their teachers’ and
parents’ response to the tests, while parents are likely to be influenced by their personal
experience of education, their awareness of the tests and the purposes of the tests. The
current study 1s different from Scott’s, in that it targets adult learners instead of young
learners. The role that parents play in mediating washback on adult learners may be
very different from Scott’s findings. It will be interesting to see how the parents’

differing responses to the tests stated in the requirement may affect university
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students’ test preparation.

The findings of empirical studies using classroom observation demonstrate that tests

alone do not cause washback, and factors from stakeholders especially teachers and

students can mediate the differing extent of washback on teaching and learning (see

also 2.3.1, 2.3.2). In addition, the evidence of washback variability in these studies

points out the need to include more participants for classroom observation in exploring

the complex role that participant factors play in washback on teaching and learning (e.g.

more teachers teaching the same course) .

In 2.3.1.3, I will discuss the issue of washback variability presented in previous

empirical studies (2.3.1, 2.3.2) and how their findings of washback variability inform

this study.

2.2.5 Strength of washback: washback intensity

Besides varying in direction and manifestation, washback can also vary in strength,

washback intensity’ (Cheng, 1997, 2005). Cheng(1997, 2005) uses this to refer to the

degree of washback on an area or a number of areas of teaching and learning (e.g. high

washback intensity on teaching contents but low intensity on teaching methods.
See2.3.1). Watanabe (2004) and Green (2007) extend Cheng’s definition of the term to
a more general reference to the degree of washback associated with a test. It includes
not only the extent of washback on different aspects of teaching and learning but also
the extent to which individual participants will adjust to test demands. In short,
‘washback intensity’ encompasses intensity in areas of teaching and learning’ and on

participants’. For the purposes of this study, an extended definition is adopted.
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The level of washback intensity are often said to be indicated by the stakes of a test

(Watanabe, 2004; Green, 2007b). The higher the stakes of a test, the stronger washback
will be (Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1997; Shohamy et al., 1996). Tests are considered as
high-stakes when test scores are directly used for admission, promotion, placement or

graduation (Madaus, 1990). However, evidence of washback variability among

participants suggests that it may not be the real stakes a test entails but the participants’
perceptions of test stakes that determine the extent of washback on their behaviours
(Madaus, 1988; Gipps, 1994; Tsagari, 2006). Chapman and Synder (2000) in their
argument of using high-stakes testing for educational change, clearly state the

significance of participants’ perceptions of test stakes.

‘,..it is not the examination itself that influences teachers’ behaviour, but teachers’ beliefs
about those changes. As Madaus and Kellaghan (1993) point out, the power of tests to
influence instruction is a perceptual phenomenon — if you believe it does, then it does. The
effect is produced by perception, regardless of the reality of the importance of the
linkages.’ (p.462)
Some researchers also address the issue of what determines the strength of washback,
other than test stakes. Hughes (1993) brings up the notion of test importance, stating
that for washback to fully work as intended, participants’ success in the test should be
of real importance to them. Gates (1995) lists a number of factors that will influence
washback intensity, including prestige, accuracy, transparency, utility, monopoly,
anxiety and practicality (p.102). Besides accuracy' and transparency’, which are
more related to test reliability and test construct, the other four factors can be more or

less linked to participants’ perceptions of test importance. In determining the strength

' Accuracy, in Gates’ (1995) definition, refers to the perceptions of the stakeholders who use the test
scores on the reliability and accuracy of the tests.

* The resemblance of the test construct to real-life language use (final language needs of learners) 1s
what Gates (ibid.) considered as transparency.
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of washback, Gates argues for the need to consider the reputation of the test
developing organisation (prestige), the degree of dominance a test is in the
marketplace (monopoly), the extent of stress a test can place on leamners (anxiety),
opportunities that the score of a test can provide (utility) and the degree of practicality.
Referring to the context of this study, in Gates’ sense, the washback of any tests
accepted by the graduation requirement may be diluted like IELTS for the application
of British universities. IELTS is not the only test that determines the entrance into
British universities. Likewise, there is a wide range of tests that allows the students to
graduate from universities with graduation requirements, reducing the degree of

monopoly of any tests accepted by the requirement. Since students are given the

freedom to choose a test that suits their situations and inclinations, hence washback of
each test may be diluted. However, there are other factors that might influence
washback intensity or even test monopoly, and thus, all of those factors should be

taken into consideration. It will be interesting to see how the findings of this study

may reflect Gates’ ideas stated above.

Washback intensity is also considered to be affected by participants’ perceptions of
test difficulty. An important study that sheds light on this issue is Watanabe’s (2001)
study, which explores about washback on motivation for test preparation. He argues
that tests of appropriate difficulty, as perceived by the leamers will result in positive
washback on learners’ motivation for test preparation with (2.3.2.1). Green (2007b),
drawing on Crooks (1988) and Mehrens (1998), argues that the relationship between
washback and test difficulty is not linear. Only when standards are attainable but
challenging will teachers and learners devote themselves to test preparation to meet

the standards. If the standards are perceived as either too easy or too difficult to
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achieve, teachers and learners will be less likely to adjust their teaching and learning
behaviour to the test demands. He proposes a model of washback intensity in which

he specifies how washback intensity can vary in relation to participant’s perceptions

of test importance (incorporating test stakes), and test difficulty (Fig 2.2.).

Washback intensity
Perception of Perception of Washback to
test importance test difficulty participant
Important Easy No washback

- ‘
Challenging

>

Unimportant Unachievable Intense Washback

Figure 2.2 A model of washback intensity
(Green, ibid., p.24)

Green (ibid.) suggests the level of washback intensity will be the highest where

participants:
I) value success on the test above developing skills for the target language use domain;

2) consider success on the test to be challenging (but both attainable and amenable to

preparation);

3) work 1n a context where these perceptions are shared (or dictated) by other participants
(p.25).

The above discussions on washback intensity inform the present study in two ways.
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First, the majority of the factors that Gates (1995) indicates as being linked with test
importance are, in fact, the contextual factors a test entails. The reputation of the test
developing organisation, the degree of monopoly a test holds and the opportunities a
test score can provide are all more related to the context within which a test is used

than the test itself. For the purposes of this study, it is particularly important have a

thorough investigation of the educational context, to see which English proficiency
test accepted by the graduation requirement is perceived as being the most important
and why. Second, discussions suggest that it is the participants’ perceptions of test

stakes, test importance or test difficulty instead of the objective stakes, importance or

difficulty that determines washback intensity. Participants’ perceptions tend to vary

from person to person, and thus, how their perceptions vary and what results in the
individual differences need to be explored. To understand the role of the participants

and the contextual factors work in the washback process, the mechanism of washback

needs to be explained.

2.2,6 Mechanisms of washback and its conceptualisations

The fundamental step in investigating washback is to understand the mechanism of
washback. The mechanism of washback unpacks how washback works and helps
identify the contextual factors and stakeholders included in the washback process. The
traditional view of washback, as represented by Burrows (2004) (Fig. 2.3.1), sees the
relationship between testing and teaching as a linear, ‘stimulus-response’ relationship.
It holds the assumption that washback is a definite by-product of a test and the quality

of the test determines how the teachers will all have similar changes in their teaching

under the test influence, be it positive or negative.
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New test —————————» teachers ———— singleresponse

Figure 2.3.1 Traditional washback theory: A stimulus-response model.
(from Burrow’s models of washback, 2004, p.126)

Alderson and Wall (1993) are the first to question the over simplistic assumptions. In

their seminal paper “Does Washback exist?”, they not only argue, as stated above, the
non-linear relationship between the quality of a test and that of washback, but they also
‘lay out the territory’ for future washback studies with their 15 Washback Hypotheses

(See below ).

Washback Hypotheses
(1) A test will influence teaching. This is the Washback Hypothesis at its most general.

However, a second partly different hypothesis follows by implication from this first one, on
the assumption that teaching and learning are related, but not identical:

(2) A test will influence learning.
Since it is possible, at least in principle, to separate the content of teaching from 1ts
methodology, then we need to distinguish the influence of a test on the content of the
teaching from its influence on the methodology. Thus:

(3) A test will influence what teachers teach; and

| (4) A test will influence how teachers teach; and therefore by extension from (2) above:

(§) A test will influence what learners learn; and
(6) A test will influence how learners leamn.

However, perhaps we need to be somewhat more precise about teaching and learning, in order

to consider how quickly and in what order teachers teach and learners learn. Hence:

(7) A test will influence the rate and sequence of teaching; and

(8) A test will influence the rate and sequence of learning.

Similarly, we may wish to consider explicitly both the quality and the quantity of teaching and
learning:

(9) A test will influence the degree and depth of teaching; and

(10) A test will influence the degree and depth of learning.

If washback relates to attitudes as well as behaviours, then:

(11) A test will influence attitudes to the content, method, etc. of teaching and learning.

In the above, however, no consideration has been given to the nature of the test, or to the uses to

which scores will be put. Yet it seems not unreasonable to hypothesize:
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(12) Tests that have important consequences will have washback; and conversely
(13) Tests that do not have important consequences will have no washback.
It may be the case that:

(14) Tests will have washback on all learners and teachers.
However, given what we know about differences among people, it is surely likely that:

(15) Tests will have washback effects for some learners and some teachers, but not for others.
(Alderson & Wall, 1993, p.121)

They tease out the complexity of the washback phenomenon by including test effects
on different aspects of teaching and leaming, and on the attitudes that teachers and

learners will have concerning the changes. They also point out the positive correlation
between test consequences and the stakes and the possibility that test will influence

some but not others. Alderson and Hamp-Lyons (1996) elaborate on this possibility,
suggesting that the amounts or types of washback on teachers and leamers vary
according to ‘the status of the test, the extent to which is counter to current practice, the
extent to which teachers and textbook writers think about appropriate methods for test

preparation and the extent to which teachers and textbook writers are willing and able

to innovate” (1996, p.296).

The original and the refined hypotheses can be partly illustrated by Burrows’ (2004)
“black box™ model (Fig. 2.3.2), which suggests that teachers will have individual,
different responses to a test because of their beliefs, assumptions and knowledge.
Burrow further proposes a “curriculum innovation model” (Figure, 2.3.3), suggesting
that there may be patterns in the teachers’ responses to the introduction of a new test
just like the models of responses teachers have under curriculum innovation in general

education. However, Burrows’ models, unlike Alderson and Wall’s Hypotheses only

take teachers into account.
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Beliefs, Assumptions, and Knowledge

!

New test ———————> teachers ——————» Individual responses

Figure 2.3.2 1990s view of washback: A “black box” model

Beliefs, Assumptions, and Knowledge

1

New test ———————» teachers ————————» models of responses
Figure 2.3.3 Proposed view of washback: A curriculum innovation model
(From Burrow’s models of washback, 2004, p.126)

Another influential conceptualisation of washback other than the Washback
Hypotheses 1s Hughes’ (1993) trichotomy of participants, process and products in
explaining the mechanism of washback in an educational context. Hughes (ibid.)
defines the participants as “all of whose perceptions and attitudes towards their work
may be affected by a test”, process as “any actions taken by the participants which
may contribute to the process of learning” and product as “what is learned and the
quality of the learning” (p.2). Hughes further explains how the trichotomy constitutes
washback, as follows:
The nature of a test may first affect the perceptions and attitudes of the participants
towards their teaching and learning tasks. These perceptions and attitudes in turn may
aftect what the participants do in carrying out their work (process), including practicing
the kind of items that are to be found in the test, which will affect the learning outcomes,

the product of that work. (ibid.).

Drawing on Hughes’ framework, Bailey (1996) proposes a model of washback (Figure
2.4).
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Participants Process Product
A8
TEST ......... > E
A A Learning
....... »
Teaching ’

-:u ................................. Materials

New materials

writers

and and

curriculum new curricula

designers

Research
Researchers results

Figure 2.4 Bailey’s model of washback
(1996, p.264)

In her model, she specifically identifies the participants as students, teachers, materials,
writers, curriculum designers and even researchers. She also identifies the type of
products those participants will produce, and how other participants’ products can feed
into the ultimate product of washback, ‘learning of the construct being measured’
(Bailey, 1999, p.11). The most interesting aspect is the dotted lines in her model,
signifying the possibility of “washforward” (Bailey, 1996, p.265, citing van Lier, 1989),
of the influences participants and their products may in turn have on the test itself.
Bailey also differentiates between “washback to the learners” and “washback to the
programme”. She specifies that ‘washback to the learners’ is limited to the influence of

test-derived information on learners, but that ‘washback to the programme’ include
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such influence on other stakeholders. She then uses the differentiation to examine
Alderson and Wall’s (1993) Washback Hypotheses and suggests that hypotheses 2, 5, 6,
8, 10 go under “washback to the learners™, while hypotheses 1, 3,4, 7, 9, 11 go under
the other. Bailey’s model places more emphasis on showing the interactions between

the test, the stakeholders, teaching and learning. It does not specify the stakes of a test,

or the similarity and difference among individuals and thus, the rest of Alderson and

Wall’s hypotheses (12 — 15) are not linked to the model.

The recent conceptualisation that takes into account the complex interaction between
the stakeholders, test stakes, washback variability, washback intensity, washback

direction and the test construct is Green’s model of washback (2007) (See 2.2.3, 2.2.5

for details). Fig. 2.5 is the full model of washback Green proposes.
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Washback direction

Test design

characternistics
Focal item format,
construct content,

complexity,

o2l

Potential for positive Potential for negative
washback washback

/

Participant characteristics and values

Washback variability

Other stakeholders

Course providers

e Knowledge/understanding of test demands Materials writers

Publishers
Teachers

® Resources to meet test demands

® Acceptance of test demands

|earner

Washback intensity
Perception of Perception of Washback to
test importance test difficulty participant
Important Easy No washback

v

Challenging

g

Unimportant Unachievable Intense Washback

Figure 2.5 Green’s model of washback
(2007, p.24)
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What has not been discussed in the previous sections is the three points that come under
participant characteristics and values. Drawing on Hughes (1993), Brown (2000),
Davies (1985) and Smith (1991a,b), Green argues that stakeholders’ awareness of test

demands, their acceptance of those demands and the resources available to them to

meet the demands can all affect the extent of washback realised.

Green’s model, as developed from his review of literature, can be considered as the

most comprehensive model to date that incorporates both Alderson and Wall’s

Washback Hypotheses and Bailey’s washback model. However, as Green himself

admits, the area of washback variability in his model needs to be further refined

(p.315).

A recent model that provides a more elaborated conceptualisation of washback on the
learners and their learning is Shih’s washback model of students’ learning (2007,
p.151; Figure 2.6). Drawing on the findings of his study, Shih’s model incorporates
three interrelated categories of factors: extrinsic, intrinsic and test factors that may

shape washback of a test on learning, as seen below.
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Extrinsic factors Test factors
1. socioeconomic factors 1. the stakes of the test
® national policy on the test 2. the immediate importance of
® mass media and other social the test
variables 3. the degree to which the test 1s
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2. school and educational factors practices

® cram schools 4. the relative difficulty of the
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® hool policy on the test proficiency
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® learning environment for the
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. 6. the content of the test
® available resources
® learning materials 7. the structure of the test
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® friends and colleagues -

4. personal factors

Washback of a test on
students’ learning and
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Figure 2.6 Shih’s washback model of students’ learning (2007)
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Shih’s model has indeed shed some light on the many possible factors that may result
in the manifestation of washback. However, since the model has been developed,
mainly based on the findings of his case study, compared to the categories of extrinsic
factors and test factors, the category of intrinsic factors is much less developed. Thus,

his model 1s also limited in the area of washback variability, particularly on the role of

learners in mediating washback on their own learning. The present study takes account

of the above mentioned conceptualisations of washback mechanism but attempts to

explore more on washback variability among the learners.

This section, and the previous sections, discuss where the present study is situated in

the washback and impact literature and also the theoretical issues concerning test
influences. The following section then turns to reviewing related empirical studies and

discussing how the findings of those studies inform this study.

2.3 Empirical studies of washback and impact

This review section centres on the washback and impact studies in language education.

There are quite a number of such empirical studies conducted within different
educational contexts. Those studies have shed light on the nature and the scope of
washback but most findings are related to washback to the teachers and washback on

teaching. Washback to the learners has received less attention, and thus there is

insufficient evidence to understand in depth how leamers’ attitudes and behaviours may
be affected by a high-stakes language test. Bailey (1999) argues that learners should be
singled out from the other stakeholders because washback to the learners will affect
their learning and the learning outcomes directly, while others will contribute to the

processes involved in promoting language learning. Bailey’s statement above indicates

-
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that it is important to develop a more sophisticated conceptualisation of washback to
the leamers, taking into account washback to the other stakeholders, who may bring

influences to the leamners.

The central stakeholders in the investigation of washback to the programme are the

teachers as they have more direct contact with the learners than other stakeholders.
They also contribute most to promote their students’ learning. Thus, the review below

will first provide a synthesis of the findings on washback and the impact on teachers

and teaching, and then to the limited findings of washback and impact on learners and

learning.

2.3.1 Washback and impact on teachers and teaching
This review section of washback and impact on teaching focuses on the three most

discussed aspects of test influences: teaching contents, the use of test-preparation

materials and teaching methods.

2.3.1.1Teaching Contents
In considering Wall’s definition, teaching contents here refer to the type of knowledge

teachers try to transmit to their students (‘e.g. the form of a specific grammar structure,
or facts relating to a particular topic’) or to the general skill teachers focus on (‘c.g.

reading, listening’) (Wall, 2005, p.16). Washback and impact on teaching contents

specifically indicates the abovementioned knowledge or skill that seems to be related to

a test.

Wall and Alderson (1993), in their landmark study on the introduction of the new
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O-Level exam in Sn Lanka, conducted classroom observation to see whether there
would be empirical evidence of washback of the exam on classrooms. They found out
that much more time was spent on developing reading and writing skills, which were
tested while untested skills like listening and speaking were paid less attention to,

which they considered as negative washback. They also found evidence of the

“narrowing of the curriculum”, whereby teachers spent most of the time on test

preparation with the approach of the test.

The “narrowing of the curriculum” was also reported in study of an assessment-driven
reform on teaching writing by Stecher et al. (2004). Through teachers’ surveys, there

was evidence of the focus on tested content and format. Since the reform was a
deliberate move, the washback effects were considered positive because the
performance-based assessments with multiple-choice questions indeed increased
student writing opportunities. However, teachers also reported the allocation of more
instructional time on subjects tested, at the expense of untested subjects, and also on the

focus only on the writing genres tested.

The relationship between stakes and washback on teaching contents is also reported in

Shohamy et al. (1996). In the surveys and interviews conducted with the teachers, they
reported the teachers’ claims of focusing their teaching exclusively on the oral skills

and tasks tested in high-stakes English as foreign language exams and of allocating
more class time to test preparation. Contrarily, little test preparation was done for the

low-stakes Arabic as second language exam.

Difterence in the degree of washback on lesson content can also result from school
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difference. Read and Hayes (2004) studied IELTS preparation courses with different
aims and structure. The course in School A was specifically aimed at IELTS test
preparation, while the course in School B was more topic-based and had the aim of
developing general and academic English skills alongside IELTS preparation. Through

observation on the two courses, they found that test-related activities were held more in

the intensive course in School A, while activities in School B were more balanced
between the four skills and more effort was directed to developing learners’ overall

language proficiency.

Alderson & Hamp-Lyons (1997), from their study of TOEFL preparation, pointed out

that differences 1n individuals may also cause test influences to differ. They observed
two teachers teaching both TOEFL and non-TOEFL classes. They discovered that
although there was evidence of washback on the content of the TOEFL classes, the
differences between TOEFL and non-TOEFL classes were not as significant as the
differences between the two teachers. Teacher A spent more time on test taking and
used metalanguage more in his non-TOEFL classes than in Teacher B’s TOEFL classes.

They thus suggested that without the mediation of other contextual factors like

administrators, materials writers and teachers, a test alone would not cause washback.

The extent of washback on test preparation can also vary because of the interaction
between those who had more test awareness and those who had less, as demonstrated in
Mickan and Motteram’s (2008) ethnographic case study of an IELTS preparation
program in the Australian adult education context. They documented classroom
practice for 24 teaching hours (3 hours per week for 8 weeks) to investigate the teacher

participant’s classroom discourses, and found out that test preparation throughout the
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whole program was dynamic, rather than static. What was incorporated in the test
preparation program changed over time, as the teacher gained more awareness of the
IELTS test, influenced by the researcher’s presence and the discussions among them.
This study provided evidence as to how participants’ awareness of test demands can

influence the degree of washback, and also highlighted the role of the researcher as an

agent of impact that can provide the teachers with the necessary professional

development to achieve intended washback of a test preparation program.

Even though the extent of washback on teaching content differs for different reasons,

Cheng (1997, 2005) claims that the teaching content is “an area of high washback
intensity” (p.50). In other words, teaching content has been influenced most by
intended test change. In her study, she observed teachers teaching two cohorts of
students, one taking the old exam and the other taking the new one (HCKEE in English
language). The comparison between the two cohorts revealed that reading aloud
activities, which were related to the old exam, were replaced by role play and group

discussions, reflecting the new exam content.

2.3.1.2 Teaching materials

In this section, I will review studies that have discussed washback on the use of

teaching materials, especially the contents of test-related teaching materials in the

classroom.

Previous studies show that there was also evidence of washback on teaching materials.
In the Sr1 Lankan case of Wall and Alderson (1993), the exam was intentionally

designed to reinforce the textbook series launched earlier for curriculum innovation.
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Thus, the study found that teachers relied on the textbook in the first two semesters and
used past papers and commercial publications for test preparation when the test was
approaching. Cheng (1997) reported similar findings. She noted that teachers followed
the new syllabus ‘simply by adherence to the new textbooks’ (p.51) as the textbooks for

the revised HKCEE were the most direct teaching support for them. She explained that

the detailed teaching and leaming activities with suggested time frames of a lesson
might be a reason for the teachers’ reliance on the textbooks. However, she argued that
this reliance on the textbooks demonstrated more of a ‘cosmetic change’ rather than a
substantial change in teaching as intended (2005, p. 122). From observations of

teachers and school principals attending publisher seminars, she discovered that they

preferred textbooks clearly labelled for the revised exam to those without, disregarding

whether or not those textbooks reflected the changes in the HKCEE.

Alderson and Hamp-Lyons (1997) found that most teachers relied on the in-house
TOEFL-oriented textbooks, and did little or no preparation for their teaching. It was
perhaps because of their negative attitude towards the test itself and even teaching it

that they did what the book asked them to, without considering whether it is a good way

to teach TOEFL. The researchers thus argued that “it may be difficult to untangle test

effects from textbook effects” (p.282).

The fine line between test effects and textbook effects was also evidenced in Chen’s
(2002) study of the Basic Competence Test (BCT) in English in the Taiwanese junior
high school context. From the interviews with the teachers, she found out that the
addition of oral and aural activities in teaching as the teachers claimed was not due to

the BCT, 1n which listening and speaking skills were not assessed, but due to the change
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of textbook content.

The study of Wall & Horak (2006) on TOEFL impact in Central and Eastern Europe
also revealed the mediating role of preparation coursebooks in washback. The teachers

interviewed claimed that their students expected them to use coursebooks and other
than those books, there was insufficient training and resources for them. Since the

coursebooks provided full coverage of what was needed in test preparation, they were
often used as the syllabus, and the format and the content of the courses also derived

directly from them. Despite the importance of the coursebooks, the researchers warned

that they were not selected “because of their pedagogic value, but because of price or

other pragmatic considerations” (p.112).

Some studies have gone further, to investigate how the commercial test preparation
materials reflected test influences. Hamp-Lyons (1998), Hawkey (2006) and Tsagar
(2006, 2009) developed a framework or an instrument for the systematic analysis of test
preparation materials for TOEFL, IELTS and FCE, respectively. Both Hamp-Lyons and
Hawkey found that the tests, indeed, exerted strong washback on these matenals.

However, Hamp-Lyons argued that reliance on the materials might lead to curricular

alignment in a negative way, since teachers and learners might find themselves teaching

and learning discrete chunks of language rules and vocabulary items without any

specific context. Findings in Hawkey (2006)’s study, however, indicated that some
teachers might not limit themselves to using only test preparation materials. Teacher
surveys and classroom observations both revealed teachers’ use of materials from
‘within and beyond the textbook’ (p.112) The findings further suggested the importance

of the teachers’ role in mediating the extent of washback on teaching materials in their
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teaching.

Tsagari (2006, 2009) discovered that the teaching and learning materials varied in the
way they reflected the FCE exam specifications. Some materials demonstrated positive
washback by including a wide range of sources of input and language elements, while

others showed negative test influences through the inaccurate reflection of some test

features or the tight alignment to the exam, which could not fully represent the range of
language skills or tasks needed at the level. From the diaries collected from learners

(See 2.3.2 for details), Tsagari also found evidence stating that teacher washback was in
fact a reshape of the FCE washback on teaching materials. Her teacher participants

used the textbook in her lesson but incorporated extra techniques or structured the
lesson in her own way. Thus, she argued that test washback might be mediated through
teaching materials shaped by how publishers and writers perceived the needs of

teachers and learners, and teachers then played an essential role in mediating between

those materials and the leamers.

The use of systematic analysis instruments for test preparation materials in the above

studies yielded fruitful results that not only revealed the differences among test

preparation materials, but also provided triangulation for both interview and
observation data. Nevertheless, the present study did not adopt or develop an
instrument as such to analyse test influences on teaching maternials. The instruments
were developed based on the test construct and design characteristics of one particular
test, 1.e. IELTS or FCE. However, as shown in 1.3.1, even though the GEPT might
likely to be one of the most influential tests on the university students and their English

curriculum, the GEPT was not the only test recognised by the graduation requirement
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that could have washback on the teaching materials. It was thus not realistic to use an
instrument restricted to the analysis of only GEPT washback.

The studies reviewed above have shown that washback on teaching materials can be
found on the contents of the test-related materials and the use of those matenals 1n

teaching and learning. The studies have also suggested the central role of matenal
publishers and teachers in mediating different degree of washback on teaching

materials. However, they did not go on and explore whether washback on teaching

materials have influenced students’ learning.

Andrews et al. (2002) investigated whether washback mediated by published materials

would be manifested in students’ learning outcomes. They recorded three cohorts of
students’ performance of the Use of English (UE) oral examination and analysed the
students’ speech by a list of functions and forms derived from the textbooks. They
further analysed and compared the frequencies of the language features in the list and
the contexts in which they appeared among the three cohorts. It was found that the

textbooks indeed mediated influences on students’ learning outcome but at very

superficial level, such as “familiarisation with the exam format, and the rote-learning of

exam-specific strategies and formulaic phrases” (p.220). Andrews et al. disregarded the

above as a meaningful internalisation, and argued that ‘the students appear to have

learnt which language features to use, but not when and how to use them appropriately”

(p.221).

These studies reviewed in this section highlighted the mediating role of writers or
publishers of teaching materials and the teachers in the washback process. However, in

the context of the present study, the use of teaching materials seems to be more complex
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than the use of materials in the abovementioned cases. To my understanding, the
English department in each university may have different rules in selecting teaching
matenals, with some universities having uniform teaching materials for the same
courses while other universities allow teachers to make their own choices (See

rationale for case study in 3.5.1. See also 4.3). Thus, how uniformity and individuality

in the choice of teaching materials inform washback on teaching materials, and also

washback in teaching in the two case universities, should be considered. In addition, the
deliberate choice of teaching materials related to a certain English proficiency test but

not other tests stated in the graduation requirement may provide evidence of which test
the decision makers (either English departments or teachers themselves) consider as the

most relevant to teaching and learning in that particular context.

2.3.1.3 Teaching Methods

In the following section, studies of washback and impact on how teachers teach will be

reviewed.

Shohamy et al. (1996) noted that under the influence of the high-stakes EFL exam,

teachers incorporated simulations of test situations in their classes and used techniques

that would help develop the exam skills. Stecher et al. (2004) found that teachers

changed the way they taught writing after the Washington Assessment of Student

Learning was introduced. The most significant changes were the “increases in the use
of rubric-based approaches and in commenting on student writing in different content
areas” (p.64). Saif (2006), in a rather different context, also discovered changes in the
teacher’s teaching methods. Saif was involved in designi