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Abstract 

This article reports a mixed-method study that examined the washback effect from a locally-produced, 

theme-based, high-stakes English language proficiency test in tertiary education in a Turkish EAP context. 

The aim was to explore the extent to which washback on teaching was induced by an integrated theme-based 

English proficiency test designed to reflect authentic language use in the tertiary education context in 

Turkey. The data collection involved classroom observations and focus group interviews with 14 instructors   

from the Preparatory English Language Program (PEP). Classroom observations were conducted using the 

Communicative Orientation of Language Teaching Observation Scheme (COLT) (Spada & Frohlich, 1995), 

and data was qualitatively and quantitatively analyzed. Inductive analysis of the transcribed interview data 

was also used. The findings indicated that both positive and negative test effects were exerted on teaching. 

In addition to positive washback on materials, this study also found negative washback in the form of 

narrowing of the curriculum. Findings also implied that although the test had varying amounts and types of 

washback depending on the particular teacher involved, both content and methodology in teaching are 

affected. The article concludes by interpreting these results in the light of recent studies on learner 

washback, discussing implications for teachers, and providing suggestions for further research. 
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distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license (CC BY-NC-ND) 
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1. Introduction 

Tests impact learning and teaching in ways generally acknowledged to be complex and 

multifaceted. Targeting a positive washback effect with respect to student learning, 

educators and test designers often attempt at bringing about educational change in 

English language teaching and learning educational policies by means of introducing 

new high-stakes exams or integrating modifications on existing exams. A prevalent 

conclusion that is drawn from the washback studies has framed the mediating role 

played by the teacher and the predictability of the effects of a testing innovation. It is 
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often concurred that the crux of using washback to engineer a pedagogic change 

depended on teacher perception and on the content of teaching (Andrews, Fullilove & 

Wong, 2002; Wall, 2000).  

Turkey is known with its test-oriented education system which exerts strong negative 

washback on teaching and learning (Akpinar & Cakıldere, 2013; Karabulut, 2007; 

Ozmen, 2011; Sevimli, 2007). Within this test-dominant context utilizing tests as a lever 

for change to engineer positive washback in education and examining test effects on 

teaching gain importance. The research context of this study is a proficiency testing 

situation at the tertiary level in a Turkish university. The Test of Readiness of Academic 

English (TRACE) aims at assessing whether language learners have the sufficient 

ability to use English for academic purposes in an English-medium instruction 

university. In an attempt to depict real-world communicative acts displaying language 

proficiency the main premise of TRACE is inclusion of integrated tasks of listening-to-

writing and reading-to-writing in a proficiency test, since it was assumed that integrated 

writing assessment tasks can better meet the demands of authentic communication. 

Academic writing in many academic contexts entails source material being read or 

listened to (Gebril, 2009; Plakans, 2009; Weigle, 2004). Thus the construct of integrated 

assessment mirrors academic literacy activities since in many academic contexts, writing 

requires the integration of reading and listening (Cumming, 2013). Integration of skills 

also encourages authenticity since research studies confirmed that academic writing 

tasks in English for Academic Purposes courses and university content courses 

commonly resort to use of external sources to guide and assist learners in building 

arguments and developing content (Leki & Carson, 1994, 1997). 

In order to align instruction with the test in the research context, teaching materials 

are organized around a single theme that entails an integrated skills approach and 

replicating exam tasks. It is often accentuated that when there is a curricular alignment 

in a language program between what is taught and what is tested washback is apt to be 

strong (Madaus, 1988; Smith, 1991) for “what is assessed becomes what is valued, which 

becomes what is taught” (McEwen, 1995 in Cheng & Curtis, 2004, p. 3). Given the 

unique role of integrated assessment in engineering positive washback, examining test 

effects on teachers gain utmost importance since they play a significant role in 

mediating washback. 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Definition of washback 

The terms ‘backwash’ (used in general education field) and ‘washback’ (more 

commonly used in applied linguistics, language education, and language testing) have 

been used to refer to the effect of testing on teaching and learning (Hughes, 1989). 

Washback has also been formulated as the influence of tests which lead “teachers and 

learners to do things they would not necessarily otherwise do” (Alderson & Wall, 1993, 

p.17). Washback is conceptualized as being either negative (harmful) or positive 

(beneficial). A test may exert negative washback when a test’s content or format is based 

on a narrow definition of language ability, and consequently cause constraints in the 

teaching and learning context. Positive washback occurs when a testing procedure brings 

about good teaching practice (Taylor, 2005). 
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Hughes’s washback trichotomy model (1994) categorizes test effects in three areas: 

participants, process, and product. First, participants refer to stakeholders such as 

students, teachers, administrators, materials writers, and publishers, whose perceptions 

related to the teaching and learning process may be influenced by examinations. Second, 

process refers to endeavours in teaching and learning such as materials development, 

syllabus design, modifications in instruction and methodology, and use of learning 

and/or test taking strategies. Finally, product encompasses learners’ intake, skills, and 

quality of learning (Bailey 1996, p. 262). Tests have a number of effects: they influence 

participants (the teachers, learners, and materials writers involved in test preparation, 

and the perceptions and attitudes they bring to the task), and they trigger modification 

of their processes (teaching and learning behaviours). Consequently, these impact 

learning outcomes (Green, 2007a, p.78). 

2.2. Washback on teaching 

A number of researchers (e.g., Cheng, 2004, 2005; Green, 2007b; Wall & Alderson, 

1993; Wall, 2005) proposed that while “what” teachers teach (content) is affected by test 

washback, there are no changes on “how” teachers teach (methodology). Wall and 

Alderson (1993) studied the impact of a new English examination in Sri Lanka which 

was, as a curricular innovation towards more learner centered instructional approaches, 

expected to bring about positive washback effect on language teaching. Researchers 

concluded that although the test had washback effect on the content of teaching, no 

evidence was found for any influence of the test on how teachers taught. In a follow up 

study Wall (2005) discovered that teachers focused on the tested skills involving reading 

and writing on the New O level English examination in Sri Lanka. As a result, an 

uneven instruction in skills was particularly eminent during the examination 

preparation period. In contrast to the student-centered approach that the examination 

was expected to induce, teacher-centered approach was generally employed. In a similar 

vein, Cheng (2005) disclosed that the new Hong King Certificate of Education Exam in 

English encouraged teachers to prioritize speaking and integrated skills aspects of the 

course. However, despite the inclusion of learner centered communicative activities, 

Teacher Talking Time (TTT) still remained a substantial part of classroom teaching. 

Furthermore, after an analysis of teacher perceptions collected through a survey and 

focus group interviews, Chen (2002) construes that the influence of public examinations 

on teachers’ curricular planning and instruction as ‘superficial’ and indicated that the 

washback may influence content but not methodology. It is often asserted that washback 

research should “relate teachers' attitudes to an understanding of exams to observations 

of classrooms in order to understand why teachers teach the way they do, and why tests 

might not have the impact that is frequently asserted” (Wall & Alderson, 1993, p.41). 

Therefore, the main objective of the current study is to explore teachers’ perceptions 

towards the test and explore how test effect is manifested in instruction.  

On the other hand, a number of researchers (e.g. Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; 

Shohamy, 1993; Watanabe, 1996) confirmed tests affect not only ‘what’ but also ‘how’ 

teachers teach. Stecher, Chun and Barron (2004) examined the effects of assessment-

driven reform endeavours on the teaching of writing in 70 Washington elementary and 

middle schools, surveying 277 teachers and analysing test scores as well as classroom 

practices. The researchers found that education reform to be brought through exams and 
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engineering positive washback in Washington affected not only the content, but the 

teaching methodology.  

Some studies also noted that tests exerted effects and changed the methodology of the 

teachers in varying degrees. Lam’s (1994, p.91) findings revealed that more experienced 

teachers were significantly more “examination-oriented” in comparison to the less 

experienced. Similarly, research by Shohamy (1993) and Shohamy, Donisa-Schmidt, and 

Ferman (1996) revealed differences between experienced and novice teachers, arguing 

that while experienced teachers taught towards the test, prioritising materials to be 

included on the test; novice teachers focused on a wider repertoire of oral language 

activities. These findings support prior research which reported that washback 

generates a narrowing of curriculum, pointing out an overall negative washback effect of 

the English language tests on materials and narrowing of the curriculum to testable 

skills (e.g. Alderson & Wall, 1993; Li, 1990; Read & Hayes, 2004). 

2.3. Teacher’s role in washback 

While a number of research studies have reported contradictory findings regarding 

washback effect upon what (content) and how (methodology), researchers concluded that 

most teachers had the inclination to ‘teach to the test’ to increase success rates in test, 

although individual teachers may be affected by the tests to different degrees, and it 

seems that the washback may variously affect content, methodology, or both. (Cheng, 

2004; Ferman, 2004; Gu, 2007; Shohamy et al., 1996; Wall, 2005).  

Although scholars could not reach an agreement as to the areas of teaching that 

washback affects, it is commonly acknowledged that teachers play an essential role in 

determining the extent to which washback operates, the areas it should operate in, and 

how it operates (Spratt, 2005). Chen (2002) elucidated a variety of factors which affect 

teachers’ perceptions of the impact of public exams on their teaching. These factors are 

classified into teacher and context characteristics. The former involves teaching 

experience, education, in-service training education, perceived professionalism in 

teaching, perceived importance of the exam, gender and perceived awareness of the 

exam. Context characteristics include school type, school location, the age of students, 

students’ perceived learning attitudes, perceived attention from external forces, and 

class size). Similarly, some studies have indicated that the washback effect of new tests, 

which were intended to be a lever for educational change, exerted varying effects on 

teaching based on the attitude of individual teachers (Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; 

Burrows, 2004; Watanabe, 1996).   

2.4. Research methods in washback studies 

Due to variety of mediating factors and the intricate nature of the phenomenon, 

researchers stress the need for a range of data collection methods to explore washback in 

context (e.g. Burrows, 2004; Cheng, 2001; Cheng, 2004; Watanabe 2004). For instance, 

Scott (2007) suggests that interviews can be beneficial for exploring the perceptions of 

different stakeholders, and capturing rich, multi-layered accounts to provide in-depth 

insights into attitudes, and provide descriptions of reported practices. However, it is also 

commonly noted that participant perceptions may not always correspond to actual 

teaching and learning practices. Therefore, classroom observations have been suggested 
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as a means of probing complex interrelationships between variables and processes 

(Alderson & Wall 1993; Hughes, 1994), and have become a frequently used instrument in 

empirical washback studies (e.g. Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; Cheng, 1996; Huang, 

2009; Qi, 2005; Tsagari, 2007; Watanabe, 1996). Direct observation allows researchers a 

more accurate view of instruction by providing them with the opportunity of collecting 

live data (Cohen et al., 2000 in Huang, 2009, p. 97). Watanabe noted that the type of 

observation instrument varies according to need, based on the contextual factors, the 

examination under inquiry, and the purpose of the research. In many cases, researchers 

had to devise a suitable observation tool (Cheng, 2004; Ferman, 2004; Saville & Hawkey, 

2004; Stecher, Chun, & Barron, 2004; Qi, 2004) or modify an existing one. 

Communicative Orientation of Language Teaching Observation Scheme, COLT, (Spada 

& Frohlich, 1995) is a widely used and modelled observation tool among washback 

researchers (i.e. Burrows, 2004; Hayes & Read, 2004; Huang, 2009). COLT has been 

used to examine the extent to which different language classrooms display the features 

of the communicative approach to language teaching since it was constructed with the 

aim of differentiating communicative language teaching from the more teacher-centered 

and form-focused teaching (Huang, 2009). 

The limited research based regarding washback on teaching in the local context and 

theoretical controversy as to how exams affect teaching in ELT literature prompt this 

study to examine the following research question: Is there a potential washback effect of 

the TRACE exam on teaching with respect to methods, materials, and tasks? 

3. Method 

Washback research indicates the necessity of mixed-method approach to explore 

complex washback phenomenon. As Creswell and Plano Clark (2006) advocate 

combining qualitative and quantitative approaches into mixed methods is used when a 

single approach does not provide a full picture. In this way, the mixed approach allows 

results of different phases of study to compensate for one another and enrich findings. 

Using both qualitative and quantitative research methodology, the present research 

investigates the research question in order to fill a gap in the literature regarding the 

washback effect of integrated assessment on teaching. 

3.1.  Research context and participants 

This study was conducted at the Preparatory English Language Program (PEP) at an 

English medium foundation university in Istanbul, Turkey. The aim of the PEP is to 

improve students’ general English ability and academic skills to meet the language 

requirements of their major fields of study. There are five levels within PEP which are 

aligned with the Common European Language Framework, namely elementary (A1), 

pre-intermediate (A2), intermediate (B1), upper-intermediate (B2) and advanced level 

(B2+). Learners are placed into intensive general English courses (elementary, pre-

intermediate, and intermediate levels) based on the scores of the placement test. Others 

take the TRACE which is an institutionalised English language proficiency which 

determines whether the test-taker’s skills and language level are sufficient for academic 

coursework. Thus, those who score at or above the cut off score of 65 out of 100 on 

TRACE are allowed to take their mainstream courses in their departments. Students 
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with scores between 50 and 65 are required to take advanced level course and scores 

lowers than 50 are directed to upper-intermediate course in the PEP.  

TRACE entails four sections; introduction, reading, listening, and writing. All sections 

focus on one general topic such as psychology, sociology, environment, or business. In the 

introduction section, test-takers are given visuals regarding the topic of the exam and 

brainstorming worksheets to take notes. Then, they are provided with four reading texts 

with multiple choice comprehension questions. In the third section, test-takers listen to a 

lecture and take notes. The final section entails discursive essay writing using a variety 

of sources (ideas from readings, lecture notes of the listening, and notes from 

introduction section). Pictures and visuals in the introduction, reading passages and 

listening texts provide a substantial context for the test-takers. Having taken into 

account the real life academic needs of university students and the belief that the 

student needs to use the language to communicate actively and effectively, test 

developers integrated three language skills (reading, listening, and writing) in TRACE 

exam so as to reflect the authentic context. Replicating common assignment in academic 

coursework and test content, instruction in the PEP emphasizes an integrated skills 

approach in order to bring about positive washback upon teaching and learning. 

Consequently, the limited research base in the washback effect of theme-based 

integrated assessment prompted the present study to explore the test effects on 

teaching. 

Participants included non-native and native language teachers employed full-time at 

the PEP. In order to improve students’ general English ability and prepare them in 

terms of the academic skills needed to meet the requirements of their fields, these 

language instructors are assigned to teach 20 contact hours per week in classes of 15-18 

students, each class hour lasting 50-minutes. Additionally, instructors are required to 

conduct 4 office hours for tutorials and focused feedback. Participants taught at upper-

intermediate and advanced level English language courses in the PEP and each course 

lasted for 7 weeks. In both courses teachers made use of a variety of teaching materials 

including (1) commercialized books which focused on integrated skills (2) in-house 

prepared supplementary materials that were closely aligned with the requirements of 

the exam regarding content, text types, task types and format and (3) online materials 

with exam type tasks and questions given to the students through course management 

system as remedial work. There were 15 teachers teaching these levels in the PEP and 

all of them participated in the classroom observations. 14 took part in one-to-one 

interviews. They had varying teaching experience, ranging from two to more than 

twenty-five years, and Master’s Degree in English Language Teaching (ELT). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gender Major Years of experience Highest 

Qualification 

(Non)Native 
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Table 1. Background information about language teachers who participated in observations 

3.2.  Data collection instruments 

3.2.1. Interviews 

One-on-one interviews were carried out with the participants teaching Upper-

Intermediate Level (n=7) and Advanced Level (n=7) in the PEP. Interview questions 

mainly focused on teachers’ perceptions regarding TRACE washback in relation to 

process (teaching materials and classroom activities) and product (how much learning 

happened).  Questions aimed to examine teacher perceptions into the amount of learning 

in terms of reading, listening and writing, and reveal teachers’ attitudes towards 

materials and tasks. Also, interviews aimed at surveying opinions regarding the 

correspondence between PEP objectives and the effect of TRACE on teaching and 

learning. Interviews were in English and lasted between 25-38 minutes.  

3.2.2. Classroom observation 

Washback researchers suggest conducting classroom observations as a means of data 

collection to investigate the webs of interrelationships between variables and processes 

(Alderson & Wall 1993; Hughes, 1994) for triangulation purposes. Thus, classroom 

observations were conducted in order to validate the teachers’ self-reported data. In 

other words, observations were predicated on the underlying hypothesis that the 

respondents’ statements about their teaching practices and the students’ learning would 

be observable. Classroom observations were conducted through Communicative 

Orientation of Language Teaching Observation Scheme, COLT, (Spada & Frohlich, 

1995). The class observation tool in this study was modelled after COLT Part A, in which 

“the observer makes a detailed note in real time on the activities and episodes that occur 

during the lesson, including the time taken for each one” (Hayes & Read, 2004, p.102). 

Qualitative input and a pilot observation were the preliminary steps in the development 

of the observation note-taking and analysis tool. Qualitative input consisted of 

theoretical resources from related research studies (Burrows, 2004; Hayes & Read, 2004; 

Huang, 2010) in which data was gathered through observations, as well as an interview 

with a colleague who had trialed the observation analysis form with a videotaped lesson. 

Similarly, the observation instrument and interview questions were shaped by feedback 

from a pilot session and suggestions resulting from piloting procedures. 

The observation instrument consisted of six categories; time allotment, teaching 

materials, skill focus, activity, student work mode, and comments. Under ‘activity’, 

classroom activities and time allocation were noted. The ‘activity’ category was open-

ended, excluding any pre-determined descriptors. The ‘teaching materials’ category 

pertains to commercial course books, supplementary materials, self-edited materials, 

internet materials, and others. The ‘skill focus’ category consisted of listening, speaking, 

reading, writing, integrated, vocabulary, and grammar. Finally, ‘student work mode’ was 

M F B.A M.A 1-5 6-10 11-15 16+ M.A 14 NNSE N 

6 9 Literature 4 

EFL 8 

Applied 

Linguistics 2 

Education 1 

EFL 4 

Education 2 

Literature 1 

2 4 8 1 PhD: 1 13 2 
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described in terms of individual, pair, group, and choral. Classes consisted of 13-17 

students. The duration of each activity was calculated as a percentage of total class time 

in minutes. One 50-minutes lesson was observed for 15 language instructors teaching at 

upper- intermediate (n=9) and advanced levels (n= 6) in PEP; a total of 800 minutes, 

or13.3 hours.  

Before the observations, brief meetings were conducted to obtain information 

regarding teachers’ educational background and work experience. All classroom 

observations were video recorded, and data gathered from recordings and field notes 

were analyzed through quantitative and qualitative methods. COLT is used to examine 

the extent to which language classrooms display the features of the communicative 

approach, in line with its aim of differentiating communicative language teaching from 

more teacher-centered and form-focused teaching (Huang, 2009, p. 98). Upon completion 

of each observation, post-observation meetings were held to discuss the rationale behind 

the teaching activities employed, as a measure of confirmation.  

3.3. Data analysis 

The data gathered via semi-structured interviews were analysed using Bogdan and 

Biklen’s (1998) framework. Transcriptions were e-mailed to instructors to check whether 

any details had been lost during the transcription process. Then, as a result of intensive 

and repeated reading, conceptual themes pointed out by the recurring words and ideas 

were identified. The emerging conceptual categories leading to the major themes, were 

classified under specific headings according to their relevance to the research question. 

Additionally, the results were quantified where possible to get a preliminary overview of 

data. Finally, the researcher used the data to produce detailed explanations addressing 

the research question. 

Qualitative and quantitative analysis of the classroom observations was conducted 

following a two-step process. First of all, data was retrieved from the coding scheme in 

the observation instrument used in real-time observation. The data gathered provided a 

general description of the lessons, and served as a background for further analysis of the 

video-taped lessons. In the second step, the researcher watched the videos and specified 

the recorded length of time allocated to each teaching activity, and identified the number 

of minutes allotted to teacher and student talk. The focus was on what and how teachers 

taught, by analyzing elements of classroom activity. The unit of analysis was the 

particular classroom activity, since these represent the teacher’s methodology and 

content. Elements of classroom communication shed light on the methodology employed 

in the classroom (the ‘how’), and classroom activities, on content of instruction (the 

‘what’). When examining classroom activity quantitatively, the focus was on frequency of 

the language skills or knowledge focus of the activity, the student work mode during the 

activity and the time allocated to teacher and student talk. English medium teaching 

and learning is expected as an institutional policy; therefore, occasional student talk in 

Turkish was ignored. In qualitative terms, field notes were analyzed to identify 

differences among the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of different teachers. 

 

4. Findings and discussion 
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4.1. Interviews 

Findings revealed that teachers employed a variety of class tasks and activities. 

Teachers indicated that their repertoire involved a very wide variety of activities ranging 

from technology-integrated tasks (i.e. using Padlet; online posters to recycle vocab, 

summarizing content of units, and synthesize information across texts), preparing 

presentations, essay writing, listening to web-based lectures and note-taking to exam 

practice. Although these reported activities displayed a great variety of methodological 

approaches a few teachers focused on integrating skills deliberately or employing 

activities that fostered synthesizing information from reading and listening into writing 

if these tasks were not already enclosed in their materials. 

In addition, when asked whether their selection of activities and tasks was influenced 

by TRACE, teachers provided a positive response. The majority (64%) stated that 

TRACE affected their selection of tasks, and a further 29%, agreed to a certain extent. 

Only one (7%) stated that TRACE had no effect on selection of tasks. Most (64%) 

responded that helping students perform better in TRACE was their aim in all tasks. All 

teachers in the advanced level indicated that exam practice in the form of previous 

TRACE exams and timed reading, listening, and writings were believed to result in 

boosting scores. Furthermore, majority indicated that they believed classroom activities 

would improve students’ scores because teaching was geared towards the exam. One 

participant stated: 

I think the writing sessions can be given as an example. Because in the 

writing part, you know, they write an essay related to the topic they read 

in reading and listening. So, in our lessons they write an essay related to 

the topics that we covered in the lesson. Again in listening they took notes 

and then answered the questions, lectures. Towards the end of the course, 

I give the supplementary readings to students as a test. I tell them to 

imagine they are in the exam.  

Additionally, activities that were assumed to be beneficial were strategy training on 

answering specific exam questions (such as cross textual reading), and using the 

published exam preparation booklets from other tertiary level institutions which had 

similar exam tasks. 

In response to a set of questions which aimed at surveying correspondence between 

teaching, learning and success on TRACE, teachers concurred that the content of the 

course and TRACE were similar; both the exam and the course content were theme-

based, involved discourse synthesis and had identical objectives that are tested in the 

exam. It was pointed out that even the question types used in course materials and those 

in the exam were the same.  

However, when teachers were asked what changes they would initiate in their 

teaching if there were no requirement to take TRACE at the end of the year, nearly all 

suggested that they would use more creative and communicative activities, and more 

allocation of time to speaking tasks. It can be inferred that these responses may indicate 

a potential negative washback of TRACE, which was characterized as narrowing the 

curriculum purely to tested skills. Another frequently mentioned potential change 

included focusing on tasks such as creative writing, role-plays, and drama activities, 
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which would foster students’ creativity. Many teachers stated that if it weren’t for the 

exam, they would abandon multiple choice questions and ask more open-ended questions 

in order to engage students in more critical thinking, responding to texts, and 

interacting with the texts as a reader. Similarly, it was suggested that there would be 

more tasks which require students to link concepts to their own experiences, as well as 

extensive reading and summary writing. Furthermore, some teachers stated that they 

would shift the focus on vocabulary away from academic wordlists, and spend time on 

more productive activities. Many stated that they would make use of more 

communicative, productive student centred activities, taking into account student 

preferences. In other words, students would be provided with more involvement in 

decisions   on tasks. It was also claimed that there would be more variety in terms of 

tasks, and materials would be related to daily life, and to students’ academic 

departments, and “not just [to] this test”. All respondents conceded that they utilized 

exam oriented teaching methodology, such as practice exams and exam strategy 

training.   

In an attempt to unveil attitudes to teaching materials used in class, respondents 

were asked whether the course materials contributed to their students’ learning English. 

An overwhelming majority (79%) voiced negative perceptions about contribution of the 

course books used at both levels to learning, stating that the course books were not 

effective in improving students’ English. A wide array of reasons was put forth, ranging 

from the inclusion of unfamiliar, uninteresting, conceptually difficult topics, texts that 

are challenging for the students’ level, and short listening texts in comparison to the 

ones used in the test, to a lack of variety in reading texts and explicit skills training. 

However, the most commonly stated reason was that commercial course books were not 

closely aligned with the test content. Many teachers expressed their dissatisfaction for 

not being able to exploit some tasks in the books, such as responding to open-ended 

questions, because they were not perceived by the students as replicating exam-type 

tasks and questions. One of the teachers suggested: “We don’t use most of the book, and 

the reading and listening texts that are most commonly used from the books are 

supplemented it with multiple choice questions”. It was claimed that the mismatch 

between the course book tasks, exercises and questions types, and those of the TRACE 

increased teacher load, by requiring them to develop materials that replicate exam type 

tasks and questions. Respondents often regarded writing and speaking exercises of the 

course book as ‘irrelevant’ to content of the exam, which indicated negative washback in 

the form of a narrow focus on curriculum. On the other hand, with respect to in-house 

produced supplementary materials, all respondents expressed positive attitude. One 

teacher claimed that the reason for this positive attitude was that supplementary 

materials had “face value”.  

It looks like something which they would come across in the exam. It also has 

the same, similar length to the listening or reading they come across in the 

exam. Therefore, it provides a high motivational value to the students and I 

find that they’re more receptive to supplementary materials. Whereas in our 

book the texts are generally short, and listenings are generally shorter and 

they are of a high level. 

Teachers often stated that their supplementary materials for each level were tailor-made 

made for students’ exam-oriented expectations, their needs and the course objectives.  It 
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was also suggested that supplementary materials reflected the specifications of the exam 

so well that “supplementary materials give an idea about TRACE if you are a new 

teacher”. One of the respondents stated: “If we didn’t have supplementary materials, I 

would be lost”. It was concluded that TRACE led to a positive test effect on materials, 

which were designed in close alignment with its specifications and underlying principles.  

Finally, when teachers were asked about how well they thought the course supported 

their students’ learning and success in TRACE, all claimed that the preparatory 

program (especially for the advanced level students) gave support in the language and 

skills necessary to pass TRACE.  Remarks about close alignment of course content and 

the exam content included the following: “I think the course helps students greatly 

because we do not expect them to do something really different from what we have done 

in the classroom. Note-taking and answering the questions, I think yes, everything is 

parallel with what we did in class and TRACE.” However, some teachers voiced their 

belief that the program was beneficial in passing the test but not learning ‘real English’ 

as in the following comment. 

When I think about our system, our aim is to teach students English, right? 

But, during the modules, it changes, because students are concentrated on the 

exams, they want to pass the module. So, in a way we start to give exam 

preparation. When we think about our supplementary materials and our 

course-books- they are also supplemented- with multiple choice questions… 

But, if you are teaching someone English and if your aim is to really teach 

English, you should not have lots of multiple choice questions, because [it] is 

not real teaching. They need to understand the content; they shouldn’t choose 

the answers from the options. Because in real life, it is not like this. Nobody 

gives you the options after asking something. So, I don’t know...we need to 

change something in the system I think. 

4.2. Classroom observations  

In most of the observed classes, the skill focused on was listening followed by reading. 

All, except one, made use of supplementary materials aligned to TRACE content in 

terms of text length, genre, and exam type multiple choice questions. The majority (73%) 

seemed to deal with skills in isolation if the teaching material lacked a task which 

required the synthesized process of writing with other modalities such as listening and 

reading. In many lessons teachers covered materials without integrating them with 

other activities or sources to practice four skills in a more balanced approach. In 

contrast, the remaining 27% tended to make use of a variety of other sources (e.g. short 

videos, texts from the internet and other books and photographs) and taught with a 

deliberate focus on integrated skills oriented approach by incorporating tasks that 

demanded reading and listening-to-writing and speaking. 

Also, data revealed variety across classrooms in terms of students’ work during 

instruction. Although some teachers were inclined to ask students to work in pairs and 

groups, the majority opted for individual working mode, requesting students to work 

alone. There were few instances of group work. However, working alone and responding 

to teachers’ questions in a choral mode were the most frequently observed student 

activity in class. The interactional pattern in most of the classrooms followed the 
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traditional Teacher Initiation-Learner Response-Teacher Follow Up (IRF) 

communication pattern (Sinclair & Coulthard, 1975 in Huang, 2009). Also, the classroom 

interaction had a great tendency to be exclusively between the teacher and the students, 

whereas little communication took place among students themselves. 

As for time allotment to teacher and students talk, it was observed that there was a 

substantial variation, with the former considerably higher. The very short responses in 

student turns in most classes, seen in the timed analysis, can be regarded as indicators 

of limited time allocation to communicative activities. As it can be seen in the table 

below, on average, teacher talk took up 28', 21" in upper intermediate level classrooms, 

and 28', 10" in advanced level of the 50-minutes class, whereas student talk time was 

considerably less in these levels, 6',67" and 5',30" for upper and advanced level 

respectively. Time allotment to teacher and student talk in observed upper-intermediate 

and advanced level classrooms is also summarized in Figure 1 below. This variation can 

be attributed to activities carried out in the lessons as speaking was never the main skill 

focus of the lessons observed. The classes observed were mainly devoted to skills that 

appear in the exam. This also accounts for the relative lack of student-to-student 

interaction pattern in classroom communication. Therefore, corroborating interview 

findings, the elements of classroom communication corresponded to a negative washback 

effect of TRACE in narrowing of the curriculum, since the data reiterated that what was 

tested was taught.  

Table 2. Summary of class observations 

 No of 

students 

Skill/ Knowledge Focus 

 

Student Modality Teacher talk 

time 

Student 

talk time 

Upper Teachers     

T1 15 Listening, Vocabulary Group, Individual, Choral 19',11" 13',54" 

T2 15 Listening Individual, Choral 31',30" 3',25" 

T3 14 Listening Individual, Choral 29',40" 5',22" 

T4 15 Integrated Pair, Individual 22',38" 9',15" 

T5 13 Listening Individual, Choral 27',06" 5',40" 

T6 14 Reading Individual, Choral 26',15" 6',32" 

T7 11 Reading Individual, Choral 32',56" 6',38" 

T8 11 Listening, Grammar Group, Individual 34',55" 4',10" 

Advanced Teachers     

T9 14 Integrated Individual, Pair, Choral 22',58" 4' 

T10 12 Integrated Individual, Pair 28',18" 8',08" 

T11 15 Writing Individual, Pair 3'3 3',35" 

T12 14 Integrated Individual, Pair 31',2" 4',32" 

T13 11 Reading Individual, Group, Choral 24',22" 6',15" 

T14 14 Reading Individual, Group 25',15" 9',05" 

T15 12 Listening Choral 32',26" 2',15" 
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Figure 1: Bar graph showing time allotment to teacher and student talk in observed upper-intermediate and advanced level classrooms 
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Observations revealed some marked differences among teachers in terms of 

instruction in four areas: the exploitation of materials, focus on integrated skills and 

discourse synthesis, explicit strategy training, and exam coaching.  

4.2.1. Exploitation of materials 

Confirming interview findings, data analysis revealed strong positive washback 

effect of TRACE on in house-prepared supplementary materials. It was evident in the 

observations that nearly all teachers employed supplementary materials. However, 

some teachers displayed great variety in terms of exploitation of teaching materials in 

comparison to others, who moved through the materials in a predictable and linear 

fashion. To illustrate, some teachers were observed to raise awareness on critical 

thinking and reading strategies by replacing the exam type multiple choice questions 

with open-ended ones projected on power point slides. Teachers expressed that they 

wanted to raise awareness on the importance of critical reading skills through 

responding to open-ended questions, though some students resisted such questions, as 

these did not mirror exam type items. Some teachers scaffolded the given 

supplementary materials/ worksheets. As an illustration, one of the teachers chose to 

first ask students to read, find the main idea, and discuss it in groups. Afterwards, 

they were provided with the supplementary materials consisting of exam type 

multiple choice items. The teacher required them to match the paragraphs with given 

main ideas as a follow up of their discussion. Similarly, although summarizing and 

paraphrasing were not directly tested by TRACE, a few required students to 

summarize paragraphs in one sentence as an alternative to multiple choice.  

Observations also unveiled disparities with regard to the use of teaching materials. 

Although the majority of the teachers relied on utilizing the supplementary materials 

without modifications, some teachers resorted to the integration of extra oral and 

written sources. Students were required to work across different resources and 

practice different language skills, for example, by answering specific questions on an 

authentic video as a lead-in to a reading supplementary material. It was observed 

that some teachers displayed a deliberate effort towards integrating skills through 

use of authentic materials such as videos and texts from newspapers and blogs. Some 

teachers pointed out that students would be required to read and listen to different 

sources and make use of these in the writing section of the TRACE exam, showing a 

clear understanding of TRACE specifications, and an ability to adapt their 

methodology to suit the theme-based integrated nature of the exam. Based on 

classroom observations, it was concluded that some drew on a more restricted range of 

teaching materials, whereas others supplemented with a variety of other resources. 

This reiterates the interview finding that teachers play an important role in 

mediating washback. 

4.2.2. Focus on integrated skills and discourse synthesis  

Data from questionnaires on washback revealed that teachers claimed to have a 

solid understanding of the requirements of TRACE. However, later, during 

observations, it was observed that a deliberate focus on integrated skills approach and 
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discourse synthesis was completely lacking, except for one instance. Very few teachers 

seemed to have made an effort to adopt an integrated skills approach. Actually, it 

seemed that most instruction directly depended on supplementary materials because 

the majority strictly followed them without making modifications. One rare example 

was   making use of a short listening as a lead-in to the reading text which was the 

focus of the lesson. Afterwards, the teacher required the students to refer to the ideas 

in listening and reading in a follow up speaking activity. This illustrates that some 

teachers were able to adapt teaching materials to a certain degree and have students 

practice integrated skills. Even if the major teaching objective was to focus on a 

certain skill, some teaching included a broader range of skills, and displayed an even 

coverage of four skills through lead-in and follow up tasks. Such classes were observed 

to be less-teacher centred, since more classroom time was allocated to activities that 

required students to engage in speaking and writing. 

4.2.3. Explicit strategy training 

In some classes, covering the assigned teaching material was prioritised, but in 

others, the focal points of the lesson were addressed through explicit skills training. 

To illustrate, in one of the classes, after the lead-in task, the teacher asked about the 

number of reading texts in TRACE, length of these texts, questions types and time 

allotment. After a brief discussion, the teacher handed out the reading text and asked 

the students about the time needed to read and understand the text. Then she asked 

whether it would take less time if she gave out the multiple-choice questions. 

Students stated that it would take considerably shorter time because they would only 

read the parts related to the questions. Then the teacher distributed a small 

rectangular printed paper to each student and asked them to punch a small hole in 

the middle. She said that it was a new reading device which would enable them to 

read better and asked them to read the text by placing the paper on the text and read 

through the hole. After experiencing the difficulty of focusing on isolated words that 

were visible through the hole, the students stipulated that reading without 

understanding the meaning-relations between words and sentences was quite 

difficult. They discussed the similarities of this experience with reading a text for 

specific answers without grasping the main ideas and suggested ways to read more 

efficiently. In addition, it was observed that some teachers raised awareness on skills 

training by engaging students in activities such as examining text titles, headings and 

visual clues in order to guess the content, exploring main ideas (examining key words, 

analyzing examples given and asking questions), looking for specific information, and 

deciding where it is usually located in the text, and having students discuss the 

strategies they employed to read more efficiently. On the other hand, in some classes, 

teachers read with students the texts paragraph by paragraph, directing students’ 

attention to context clues to understand the main ideas when they encountered 

difficulty in decoding the main ideas.  

It was also observed that some teachers explicitly taught students how to recycle 

and recall vocabulary through modelling, working on word forms and vocabulary 
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games. Similarly, one teacher focused on note-taking skills strategy training, by 

asking students to compare their notes, and elicited techniques for efficient note-

taking. 

Consequently, observations indicated that while some teachers focused on explicit 

note-taking, vocabulary, and reading strategy training, others simply set the task and 

then gave the answers. In the former, students’ awareness on the learning process 

were more likely to be raised, whereas in the latter, the focus seemed to have shifted 

directly to product. 

4.2.4. Exam coaching 

Many teachers, especially in the advanced level, were observed to utilize test-

related activities, include drawing a link between class activities and the exam, 

raising students’ awareness of the tasks by referring to the exam, giving the tasks 

under exam conditions, evaluating performance in comparison to exam related task, 

and pointing out exam skills and strategies. This finding is also corroborated with 

outcomes of teacher interviews.  

5. Conclusion 

In relation to the potential washback of the TRACE interviews and classroom 

observations indicated that there were both positive and negative test effect exerted 

on the teaching methodology, materials, and classroom activities. In addition to 

positive washback on materials, this study also found negative washback in the form 

of narrowing of curriculum. Observation and interview data concluded that the test 

narrowed curriculum offerings, since teachers were employing instructional 

approaches they would not have used without the exam. This conclusion is supported 

by the limited variety of classroom organizational patterns, time allotment to tested 

skills at the expense of communicatively oriented activities, and practice of speaking 

(which is not tested on the exam). It can also be inferred that for some teachers, 

TRACE exerted a negative washback and changed not only what they taught but also 

how they taught, but others were less affected, since even though they were prepping 

students for a high-stakes proficiency exam, their teaching was largely unchanged.  

Consequently, the exam exerted negative washback for some teachers who were more 

focused on tested skills and were coaching their students to increase scores instead of 

deeper learning. Findings imply that the teacher’s methodology and choice of 

classroom activities were adapted to the tested skills and contents of the test. 

Teachers stressed that their methodology was affected by requirements of the exam, 

which, for example, led them to omit or reduce the time spent on tasks that required 

speaking which received little attention since it did not directly contribute to the 

requirements of the exam. Teachers explained that they had the tendency to employ 

materials and rely on activities compatible with the principles underlying the exam, 

and placed more value on tested skills. These findings are in line with previous 

research studies which concluded that, when teachers perceive that teaching and 

learning are ‘circumscribed and controlled’ by the examinations, and consider that 
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students are exam-oriented, the focus of teaching and learning shifts towards the 

tested skills (Calder, 1990 in Cheng Cheng & Curtis, 2004, Hayes & Read, 2004) 

The present study also implied that the exam affects both content (what gets 

taught) and methodology (how teachers teach), but amounts and types of washback 

varied depending on the teacher involved. These findings are in line with previous 

studies on washback in language education (Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; Andrews, 

1994; Stecher, Chun & Barron, 2004; Watanabe, 1996b), rather than those that found 

no direct connection between the test and teaching (e.g. Chen, 1997; Wall & Alderson, 

1993). 

As the research findings are based on analysis of data regarding a proficiency test 

in a specific educational context, it could be argued that it is not possible to generalize 

the findings to the broader English language teaching and testing populations in 

other contexts. However, researchers (e.g. Perrin, 2000; Tsagari, 2006) argued that 

any washback research is innately context-based, and therefore that investigating 

those forces in a specific educational context may shed light on similar forces in a 

broader context. The focus of the study was teasing out the washback of a context-

specific theme-based integrated tertiary level proficiency test which mirrors authentic 

language use in academic settings. Findings can be related to other contexts, and may 

have implications for EFL students, teachers, and test designers in similar contexts in 

which it is aimed to engineer positive washback. 

Since “teachers are the final arbiters of policy implementation” (Menken, 2008, 

p.401), teacher perceptions play a significant role upon the motivation and effort 

made to improve teaching methodology and influence learning (Clark & Peterson, 

1986; Lane, Parke & Stone, 1998 in Pan & Newfields, 2012). Wall and Horak (2007) 

indicated that there may be times when nature of the tests and intended washback 

effect might be ambiguous to the teachers, and they highlighted the importance of 

communicating intentions of the testers and underlying principles of tests to teachers. 

Teachers should familiarize themselves with the exam specifications, and be aware of 

the underlying constructs, as well as the purpose and the value of the exam. 

Consequently, they will be able to inform students of exam requirements and explain 

the underlying constructs (e.g. discourse synthesis and how this would contribute to 

their academic studies). Acknowledging requirements would also help teachers modify 

and adapt classroom materials and exam-preparation materials, and integrate 

learning and testing materials. Also, teachers should balance teaching and testing, 

avoiding excessive focus on exam-coaching or and narrowing the curriculum to the 

tested skills. Teachers should devise efficient methods for resisting   pressure from 

students to allocate a disproportionate amount of class time to exam preparation 

activities (mock exams, exam-strategy training, revision, multiple choice items) and 

focusing   on tested skills at the expense of communicative activities. To this end, 

teachers could give information and feedback to diagnose learning needs, rather than 

equating language proficiency purely with test scores. Teachers could make use of a 

variety of channels to assess their students’ performance and share their observations 

with the students. 
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Future studies can focus on the perception of other stakeholders, especially 

students’ and examine how tests affect their learning process as well as outcomes. In 

addition, due to multi-faceted and complex nature of the washback phenomenon, 

washback studies should adopt multiphase and longitudinal research designs which 

utilize a variety of data collection methods. More empirically grounded research is 

warranted to explore how teachers' attitudes to and understanding of exams affect the 

way they teach, and why tests, as curricular innovations, might not bring about 

positive washback effect that is intended. 
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Appendix A.  

A.1. Semi-structured teacher interview topics and questions  

1. Opening 

Introduction 

Key points of the study, purpose, confidentiality, media and timing  

2. Instructional sensitivity of TRACE 

How much learning takes place in terms of:  

Reading 

1. Do you think your students have improved their reading ability in the course? Why? Why 

not? 

2. What do you think they have learned in terms of reading skills in the course? Can you give 

some examples?  

Listening 

3. Do you think your students have improved their listening ability in the course? Why? Why 

not? 

4. What do you think they have learned in terms of listening skills in the course? Can you give 

some examples?  

Writing 

5. Do you think that your students have improved themselves in writing? 

6. What do you think they have learned in terms of writing skills in the course? Can you give 

some examples?  

WASHBACK: Attitudes Towards Teaching materials & Tasks  

7. Think about the course materials (books, supplementary materials, web activities…etc.) Do 

you think that they have contributed to your students’ learning English? Which ones were 

the most beneficial in your opinion? Why? 

Coursebook:  

Is the course book a B2 level book? 

Does the book prepare your students for TRACE? 

Supplementary materials: 

Are the supplementary materials used for TRACE? Why? 

Would you use a supplementary material if you didn’t have to prepare students for TRACE?  

Vocabulary & Grammar Booklet: 

Do they prepare students for TRACE?  
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Do you think that they have contributed to your students’ learning English? 

Blended Learning Web Materials 

Do they prepare students for TRACE?  

Do you think that they have contributed to your students’ learning English? 

8. What kind(s) of reading, listening & writing activities and tasks have you done in the class? 

9. Do you think that your selection of activities and tasks are affected by TRACE? 

10.  Do you remember any task that was directly related to the test and it may help your 

students improve their scores?  

Correspondence between teaching-learning and being successful on TRACE (The relationship 

between objectives of the program, learning and TRACE) 

11.  Do you think that content of the course (what you teach in class) and TRACE are similar? 

How? 

12.  Do you do any special preparation for TRACE? If not then: How do you think what your 

students learned in the course may help them in TRACE? 

13.  What changes would you initiate in your teaching if your students didn’t take TRACE at 

the end of the year? 

14.  In your opinion to what extent did the course support your students to learn English and 

be successful on TRACE? How well did the course prepare them to be successful on 

TRACE? 

 Round up and thanks 
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