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This article is a literature review which seeks to answer four questions: 1) What
is washback? 2) How does washback work? 3) How can we promote positive
washback? 4) How can we investigate washback? Building on the ’Washback
Hypothesis’ proposed by Alderson and Wall, and suggestions from Hughes, the
article proposes a model that identifies participants, processes and products which
may influence, or be influenced by, washback. Strategies for investigating wash-
back are also discussed.

I Introduction

This article is essentially a literature review, the purpose of which is
to explore the construct of language testing washback. The questions
addressed by the article are as follows:

1) What is washback?

2) How does washback work?

3) How can we promote beneficial washback?
4) How can we investigate washback?

My purpose is to explore these issues, specifically in the context of
extemal-to-programme tests (rather than teacher-made or intemal-to-
programme examinations). The article is organized around the four
questions posed above.

II What is washback?

Although there is general agreement in the field as to the basic defi-
nition of washback, there is also considerable variety in opinions as
to how it functions. In this section, I will first consider several defi-
nitions of washback and then look specifically at washback in the
context of communicative language testing.

7 Definitions of washback
Buck (1988: 17) describes washback as follows:

There is a natural tendency for both teachers and students to tailor their class-
room activities to the demands of the test, especially when the test is very
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important to the future of the students, and pass rates are used as a measure
of teacher success. This influence of the test on the classroom (referred to as
washback by language testers) is, of course, very important; this washback
effect can be either beneficial or harmful.

In the case of Japanese secondary school students, Buck (1988: 18)
continues, the perceived washback is negative:

There are probably many reasons why most Japanese high school graduates
cannot use English for even the most basic purposes, despite receiving hun-
dreds of hours of classroom instruction, but surely one of the most important
is the washback effect of entrance examinations on the classroom.

It has been noted, however, that Buck’s assertions in this position
article are not supported by empirical evidence (Alderson and Wall,
pers. comm.; Taylor, pers. comm.). Indeed, we shall see that the exist-
ence of washback, particularly negative washback, is a widely held
belief, but that relatively little empirical research has been conducted
on this topic in language testing.
Hughes (1989: 1) states simply that ’the effect of testing on teach-

ing and learning is known as backwash’ (this term being synonymous
with washback). He devotes a brief chapter to ’achieving beneficial
backwash’, in which he outlines seven ways of promoting positive
backwash (Hughes, 1989: 44-47):

1) Test the abilities whose development you want to encourage.
2) Sample widely and unpredictably.
3) Use direct testing.
4) Make testing criterion-referenced.
5) Base achievement tests on objectives.
6) Ensure [that the] test is known and understood by students and

teachers.

7) Where necessary provide assistance to teachers.

Hughes realizes that some of these approaches could be quite costly
and would therefore violate the test evaluation criterion of practi-
cality. But he points out (1989: 47, emphasis added),

Before we decide that we cannot afford to test in ways that will promote ben-
eficial backwash, we have to ask ourselves a question: What will be the cost
of not achieving beneficial backwash? When we compare the cost of the test
with the waste of effort and time on the part of teachers and students in activi-
ties quite inappropriate to their true learning goals ... we are likely to decide
that we cannot afford not to introduce a test with a powerful beneficial back-
wash effect.

Shohamy ( 1992: 513 ) also refers to washback when she describes
’the utilization of external language tests to affect and drive foreign
language learning the school context’. Like Buck, she notes

(1992: 513) that ’this phenomenon is the result of the strong authority
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of external testing and the major impact it has on the lives of test
takers’. She cites as examples the introduction of new English-speak-
ing tests in Israel (Shohamy, Reves and Bejarano, 1986), and of the
ACTFL Guidelines and Oral Proficiency Interview in the USA.

Following Alderson and Wall (1993), Messick (this issue: 241,
emphasis added) paraphrases the definition of washback as ’the extent
to which the test influences language teachers and learners to do
things they would not otherwise necessarily do’. Messick (this issue:
243) adds an important dimension to the definition of washback when
he states that ’evidence of teaching and learning effects should be
interpreted as washback ... only if that evidence can be linked to the
introduction and use of the test’. We will return to this problem of
evidence below when we consider approaches to investigating wash-
back.

Alderson and Wall (1993: 120-21), in the most comprehensive
treatment of language testing washback to date, note that the existence
and importance of washback have been widely asserted, but that there
have been few empirical studies documenting the mechanisms by
which it works. Alderson and Wall (1993: 121-27) review the avail-
able research on washback, including case studies of programmes in
The Netherlands, Turkey, Nepal and Kenya. In another article (Wall
and Alderson, 1993), they report on their own large-scale study of
washback in Sri Lanka. In this instance a new test was implemented
in an attempt to update curricula and teaching methodology.
From this initial review of the literature on washback in general,

we can see that

1) washback is generally defined as the influence of testing on
teaching and learning;

2) it is widely held to exist and to be important; but
3) relatively little empirical research has been done to document its

exact nature or the mechanisms by which it works.

There are also concerns about what constitutes both positive and
negative washback, as well as about how to promote the former and
inhibit the latter.

2 Washback in communicative language testing
Much of the current concern about the alleged negative washback of
external-to-programme standardized tests stems from the opinion of
many language teaching professionals that such tests run contrary to
the principles and practices of current approaches to language learn-
ing, such as communicative language teaching. This approach holds
that people actually learn languages by communicating: that it is in
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attempting to understand and to make oneself understood that learners
negotiate for meaning.
The pedagogical developments resulting from this philosophy have

had a profound effect on people’s perceptions of what language test-
ing should do. Indeed, part of the widely held perception of the nega-
tive washback claimed to be generated by tests such as the current
TOEFL and the Japanese university entrance examinations derives
from the assumption that they are connected to outmoded teaching
methods and/or dated curricula. Given this historical trend towards

proficiency and communicative competence, how does communicat-
ive language testing relate to washback?

According to Morrow (1979; see also Wesche, 1983: 92), com-
municative language is interaction based and authentic. It occurs in
a verbal and extralinguistic context and it is related to the behaviour
of the participants, and these characteristics should be present in com-
municative language tests as well. In a more recent article on evalu-
ating communicative tests, Morrow discusses the background of a test
development project called the Communicative Use of English as a
Foreign Language (CUEFL). Morrow ( 1991: 111) explains his view
of ’what a &dquo;good&dquo; test ought to be’. The five characteristics he ident-
ifies were incorporated into the design of CUEFL (the fifth being the
most closely related to washback):

1 ) Single skills: ’The examinations ... consist of a suite of free-
standing modules’ in writing, reading, listening and speaking
(1991: 111).

2) Tests of performance: ’The tests are designed to be direct meas-
ures of performance ... In a &dquo;communicative&dquo; classroom, the
focus of the activities is ... &dquo;doing something&dquo; through the lang-
uage’ ( 1991: 111-12).

3) Task-based: ’Communication through language involves the

participants in carrying out tasks in the production or comprehen-
sion of language in order to arrive at shared understanding’
(1991: 112).

4) Criterion referenced: ’The essential question which a communi-
cative test must answer is whether or not (or how well) a candi-
date can use language to communicate meanings’ (1991: 112).

5) To reflect and encourage good classroom practice: [This is a
major concern underlying the design of tests; indeed in many
ways the tests themselves have drawn on &dquo;good&dquo; classroom prac-
tice in an attempt to disseminate this to other classrooms’
(1991: 112).
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Morrow concludes that ’this conscious feedback loop between teach-
ing and testing, in terms not only of content but also of approach, is
a vital mechanism for educational development’ (1991: 112).

Another framework which is becoming increasingly important in
communicative language testing has arisen from test development
research conducted at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education

(OISE). The work is documented in studies by Canale and Swain
(1980), Swain (1984), Green (1985) and Hart, Lapkin and Swain
( 1987 ). These authors have suggested that the development of com-
municative language tests should be based on four principles:

1 ) Start from somewhere: the design of communicative tests should
be based upon theoretical and practical starting points, both of
which should be clearly articulated.

2) Concentrate on content: since ’communication among people
must always be about something’ and the goal of the OISE team
in developing communicative assessment instruments was to

approximate real communication, an important component in
developing assessment tasks was to provide something for test-
takers to talk and think about: ’The content referred to here refers
to the content of the stimulus materials as well as that of the
tasks’ (Green, 1985: 218).

3) Bias for best: communicative tests should be designed to elicit
the best possible performance from the test-takers. In the case of
the French proficiency test described by Green (1985: 221-23),
this principle includes allowing test-takers to proceed at their
own pace in written tasks and to utilize dictionaries and other

support materials during the test. Likewise, on speaking tasks
students are given ten minutes to familiarize themselves with a
list of questions prior to an interview. The test administrator also
ensures that the students understand both the instructions and
what exactly is being assessed in the task.

4) Work for washback: communicative tests should be explicitly
designed to bring about positive washback.

This fourth principle is the source of my title for this article. It

emphasizes that - from the outset, as a part of communicative lan-
guage test design - positive washback is a primary goal for test devel-
opers.

In some respects, communicative language testing differs from tra-
ditional language testing in its content, in its procedures, and in the
criteria for developing and evaluating assessment instruments. The
emphasis on promoting positive washback is one main difference
between traditional language tests, with a primary focus on linguistic
competence, and communicative language tests, which attempt to
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measure the broader construct of communicative competence. For
instance, in communicative language testing, practicality is often sub-
jugated in the interest of direct assessment and authenticity of
materials and tasks. Morrow (1991: 115) claims that in communicat-
ive language tests, ’reliability is second on construct grounds to auth-
enticity’.
We have seen that new developments in pedagogy, such as the

increasing use of communicative language teaching, result in mis-
matches between the content and procedures of established language
tests and what it is teachers and learners do in (and out of)
classrooms. But in order to understand washback, and then to promote
positive washback, we also need to examine how it works.

III How does washback work?

In an unpublished paper, Hughes (1993: 2) discusses the mechanisms
by which washback works. He states: ’In order to clarify our thinking
on backwash, it is helpful, I believe, to distinguish between parti-
cipants, process and product in teaching and learning, recognizing
that all three may be affected by the nature of a test’. According to
Hughes, participants include students, classroom teachers, adminis-
trators, materials developers and publishers, ’all of whose perceptions
and attitudes towards their work may be affected by a test’ (1993: 2).
Under process Hughes (1993: 2) includes ’any actions taken by the
participants which may contribute to the process of learning’. Such
processes include materials development, syllabus design, changes in
teaching methodology, the use of learning and/or test-taking stra-

tegies, etc. Finally, product refers to ’what is learned (facts, skills,
etc.) and the quality of the learning (fluency, etc.)’ (1993: 2). Hughes
( 1993: 2) further notes:

The trichotomy into participants, process and product allows us to construct a
basic model of backwash. 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 affect what the participants do in
carrying out their work (process), including practising the kind of items that
are to be found in the test, which will affect the learning outcomes, the product
of that work.

Of course, the ultimate product of beneficial washback is, as Hughes
states, the improved learning of the construct being measured

(language proficiency in our case). But not all the participants’ pro-
cesses lead directly to learning. Some processes yield ancillary pro-
ducts which we hope will contribute to and promote the students’
learning - products such as new materials and curricula, improved
teaching, valuable research findings, etc.
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Alderson and Wall (1993: 120-21) take a different approach to
understanding how washback works. They pose the following 15
possible hypotheses regarding washback, in an attempt to further
specify the ’Washback Hypothesis’:

1) A test will influence teaching.
2) A test will influence learning.
3) A test will influence what teachers teach; and
4) A test will influence how teachers teach; and therefore by exten-

sion from (2) above:
5 ) A test will influence what learners learn; and
6) A test will influence how learners learn.
7) A test will influence the rate and sequence of teaching; and
8) A test will influence the rate and sequence of learning.
9) A test will influence the degree and depth of teaching; and

10) A test will influence the degree and depth of learning.
11 ) A test will influence attitudes to the content, method, etc., of

teaching and learning.
12) Tests that have important consequences will have washback;

and conversely
13) Tests that do not have important consequences will have no

washback.

14) Tests will have washback on all learners and teachers.
15) Tests will have washback effects for some learners and some

teachers, but not for others.

Alderson and Wall conclude that further research on washback is
needed; that such research must entail ’increasing specification of the
Washback Hypothesis’ (1993: 127); that the research must incorpor-
ate findings in the areas of motivation and performance, as well as
educational innovation; that such research must include observations
of actual classrooms; and that an ethnographic perspective should be
incorporated to help identify explanatory variables accounting for
washback.
We can combine the information from Alderson and Wall’s list of

hypotheses with Hughes’s ideas to examine how washback works.
For instance, Hughes’s trichotomy may be depicted in the basic model
of washback given in Figure 1. Here we see a test directly influencing
the participants, who engage in various processes, which result in
products specific to each category of participants. The dotted lines in
the figure represent possible influences from the participants on the
test - what van Lier (pers. comm; see also van Lier, 1989) has
called ’washforward’.

I will refer to the effects of test-derived information provided to
the test-takers and having a direct impact on them as ’washback to
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Figure 1 A basic model of washback

the learners’. Results of test-derived information provided to teachers,
administrators, curriculum developers, counsellors, etc., I will call
’washback to the programme’. Each of these will be addressed

briefly below.

7 Washback to the learner

It is important to note that the processes involved in washback will
vary widely, depending on which constituency of participants we con-
sider. For example, faced with an important test, students may partici-
pate in (but are not limited to) any of the following processes:
1) Practising items similar in format to those on the test.
2) Studying vocabulary and grammar rules.
3) Participating in interactive language practice (e.g., target lan-

guage conversations).
4) Reading widely in the target language.
5) Listening to noninteractive language (radio, television, etc.).
6) Applying test-taking strategies.
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7) Enrolling in test-preparation courses.
8) Requesting guidance in their studying and feedback on their

performance.
9) Enrolling in, requesting or demanding additional (unscheduled)

test-preparation classes or tutorials (in addition to or in lieu of
other language classes).

10) Skipping language classes to study for the test.

Selection among these processes would lead to either beneficial or
negative washback, depending on whether or not their use promoted
the learners’ actual language development (as opposed to their per-
ceived progress or their test-taking skills alone).

Note that five of Alderson and Wall’s hypotheses (numbers 2, 5,
6, 8 and 10) directly address what I am calling ’washback to the
learners’. Alderson and Wall note that much research is needed on
these issues to specify further how washback works.
A clear example of possible washback to the learners is found in

Buck’s (1988) analysis of the washback potential of various listening
tasks, in terms of what students might do to prepare for them. Buck
(1988: 18) feels that including a listening comprehension section in
Japanese university entrance examinations would create examinations
which test ’real’ English, thereby generating a positive washback
effect. Unfortunately, in his analysis many accepted testing pro-
cedures fall short on the criterion of their potential to provide bene-
ficial washback. He comments as follows:

1 ) Noise tests: ’Students studying for such tests will probably feel
they have to spend valuable class time practicing listening to
recordings mutiliated by random noise. This would be disastrous,
as our aim is to have students learn to listen to English as it is

really used for communicative purposes by English speakers’
( 1988: 27 ).

2) Listening cloze: ’In terms of washback on the classroom, the
objections to the noise test seem to be equally applicable to the
listening cloze’ (1988: 28).

3 ) Tape-recorded sentence repetition ’also seems to be unlikely to
lead to a good washback effect on the classroom, as students will
likely spend long periods of time just repeating sentences after
a tape recording’ (1988: 31).

4) Dictations: ’Their washback effect will probably not be as posi-
tive as we would like. Students will likely practise listening to
decontextualized written texts read out aloud, which is very dif-
ferent from listening to communicative spoken language’
( 1988: 32).

5 ) Cloze tests based on summaries of listening passages: ’The
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. washback effect on the classroom is likely to be quite beneficial
if students realize that they have to understand passages in their
entirety to complete the tests’ (1988: 29-30).

Thus in terms of washback alone, Buck considers four of these five
familiar formats for assessing listening comprehension to be inad-
equate. Only the fifth type, cloze tests based on summaries of listening
passages, he feels, would promote students’ understanding of

spoken English.

2 Washback to the programme

In addition to its potential impact on students, test-derived infor-
mation can also influence teachers, administrators, counsellors, cur-
riculum developers and so on. Six statements from Alderson and
Wall’s (1993: 120-21) Washback Hypothesis are directly related to
what I am calling ’washback to the programme’ - their hypotheses
1, 3, 4, 7, 9 and 11. These hypotheses offer possible foci for future
research on washback to programmes, which would help us under-
stand how washback works.

Shohamy (1992: 514) identifies some of the conditions which can
lead to potentially negative washback:

After all, when reliance is on tests to create change; when emphasis is mostly
on proficiency and less on the means that lead to it (i.e., what takes place in
the classroom as part of the learning process); when tests are introduced as
authoritative tools, are judgmental, prescriptive, and dictated from above; when
the writing of tests does not involve those who are expected to carry out the
change - the teachers; and when the information tests provide is not detailed
and specific and does not contain meaningful feedback and diagnosis that can
be used for repair, it is difficult to expect that tests will lead to meaningful
improvement in learning.

This comment is directly related to washback to programmes,
although it has implications for washback to learners as well.
Shohamy (1992: 515) proposes a diagnostic feedback model for

assessing foreign language learning. The model, which emphasizes
the connection between testing and the curriculum, is based on six

principles which explain, in part, how washback works:

1 ) Achievement and proficiency: she notes that ’in learning a lan-
guage, what is learned in school [achievement] is not always the
same as what is needed in life [proficiency]’ (1992: 515).

2) Diagnostic information: the effective use of assessment infor-
mation demands that it be ’detailed, innovative, relevant and
diagnostic’, and that it ’address a variety of dimensions rather
than being collapsed into one general score’ (1992: 515).
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3 ) Connecting teaching with learning: ’Changes in the instructional
system will take place in accordance with the feedback obtained
from tests’ ( 1992: 515 ).

4 ) Involvement of the agents of change: if tests are to have a positive
instructional impact, the change agents (in this case, teachers and
administrators) must be involved because ’they are the ones

expected to carry out change’ (1992: 515).
5 ) The need for comparative information: the ideal test would be

both norm referenced and criterion referenced, so that pro-
grammes could use the results to assess their success relative
both to other programmes and to their own goals (1992: 515).

6) The need for communicative tests: the ideal test would ’reflect
current theories of language’ including ’discourse functions,
registers, and a set of sociocultural rules’ (1992: 515). Further-
more, such a test would focus on ’authentic language situations
and tasks’ which would be tested directly (1992: 515).

Shohamy’s model was based on collaboration between school rep-
resentatives and assessment experts (in her case, those associated with
the university) and it depicts the development of language tests being
continually influenced by input from the schools, including curricular
descriptions. In discussing the inter-relatedness of washback and the
curriculum, Shohamy describes ( 1992: 514) what I consider to be
’washback to the programme’:

Such information can be useful for judging students’ language in relation to
the expectations of the curriculum, to determine whether the school as a whole
performs well in relation to other schools that share the same curriculum, to
ascertain whether teaching methods and textbooks are effective tools for

achieving those goals, and to determine whether the goals are realistic and
appropriate. Once conclusions are reached based on such information, it is

possible to implement change in teaching methods, textbooks, or expectations.
These changes can then be monitored through repeated administration of the
tests on an ongoing basis.

Although Shohamy (1992: 514) decries the use of prescriptive, auth-
oritative, externally imposed tests, she sees a value in using external-
to-programme assessment instruments:

Still, creating change through testing is, in fact, an effective device because
schools will usually strive to meet external standards and will change teaching
methods to improve performance on tests. Unfortunately, however, only stu-
dent performance is thereby emphasized; the larger effect is the narrowing of
the curriculum in ways inconsistent with real learning and the real needs of
those students. Therefore, one must seek ways for tests to result in positive
washback.

This potential for ’narrowing of the curriculum’ has been discussed
by Raimes (1990) in terms of the Test of Written English, by Sho-
hamy ( 1993 ) with regard to new tests introduced by the Ministry of
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Education in Israel, and by Wall and Alderson (1993) in the context
of the Sri Lankan secondary-school English exam which they investi-
gated.

In contrast, Clark ( 1983: 435 ) has commented on the potential
beneficial washback to both programmes and students from external

proficiency tests:

Equipped with an appropriate extemal-to-program indicator of acquired pro-
ficiency in the target language, referenced against the performance require-
ments inherent in real life language use, it becomes possible for a variety of
individuals and groups, ranging from classroom teachers and their students,
through local schools and school systems, to planners and implementers of
broad-scale studies of the ’national yield’ of current language training - to
determine the functional outcomes of instruction and to suggest possible further
improvements in the instructional process on the basis of the information
obtained.

Thus, like Shohamy, Clark stresses the need for comparative infor-
mation in promoting curricular washback. This is, of course, one of
the intended purposes of standardized tests. Standardized scoring sys-
tems allow teachers, researchers and administrators from around the
world to make and interpret comparable statements about learners’
target language proficiency, in quantified terms which are understood
throughout the field.

IV How can we promote beneficial washback?

The available literature (which is admittedly slim on empirical
research) suggests a number of factors which are thought to promote
beneficial washback. These include the incorporation of 1) language
learning goals; 2) authenticity; 3) learner autonomy and self-assess-
ment ; and 4) detailed score reporting, each of which will be addressed
briefly below.

7 Language learning goals
Washback can be either positive or negative to the extent that it either
promotes or impedes the accomplishment of educational goals held
by learners and/or programme personnel. The relationship between
tests and educational goals is summarized in the following statement
from Buck (1988: 17).

Most educators would probably agree that the content of classroom instruction
should be decided on the basis of clearly understood educational goals, and
examinations should try to ascertain whether these goals have been achieved.
When the examination does that, it forces students and teachers to concentrate
on these goals, and the washback effect on the classroom is very beneficial.
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The difficulty emerges, of course, when students have two goals,
which may be viewed as competing. A student’s immediate goal is
often to achieve a given test score, or to exceed a previous score. But
presumably the students’ long-term goal is one they share with their
language teachers, i.e., to enhance their language proficiency. To the
extent that students view the steps leading to these two goals as differ-
ent, standardized exams can be seen as having negative washback to
the learners.

2 Building in authenticity

Wesche (1983: 53) points out that ’by making our tests more reflec-
tive of the kinds of situations, language content and purposes for
which second-language speakers will need their skills, we will be able
to make more accurate predictions about how they will be able to
function using the target language in &dquo;real life&dquo;’ . She further notes
that ’Such testing is likely to have dramatic effects on the format and
content of second language curricula as well, and to improve student
motivation through its increased relevance’ (1983: 53). This last com-
ment relates directly to washback, both in terms of curricular inno-
vations (induced by washback to the programme) and learners’ motiv-
ation to prepare for the test (promoted by washback to the learners).
Doye (1991: 104) defines authenticity as the term is used in lan-

guage testing:

Absolute congruence would exist when the tasks in the test situation and in
the corresponding real-life situation would actually be identical. In this extreme
case the test situation and the tasks in it are called authentic. An authentic test
is therefore one that reproduces a real-life situation in order to examine the
student’s ability to cope with it.

Doye cites one of the earliest descriptive statements about authen-
ticity, which comes from Carroll’s ( 1980: 11 ) book on communicat-
ive language testing:

The issue of authenticity must always be an important aspect of any discussion
on language testing. A full application of the principle of authenticity would
mean that all the tasks undertaken should be real-life, interactive communicat-
ive operations and not the typical routine examination responses to the tester’s s
‘stimuli’, or part of a stimulus-response relationship; that the language of the
test should be day-to-day discourse, not edited or doctored in the interests of
simplification but presented with all its expected irregularities; that the contexts
of the interchanges are realistic, with the ordinary interruptions, background
noises and irrelevancies found in the airport or lecture-room; and that the rating
of a performance, based on its effectiveness and adequacy as a communicative
response, will rely on non-verbal as well as verbal criteria.
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Here Carroll obliquely makes a distinction which has since been
emphasized more overtly: authenticity of text and authenticity of task.
Morrow (1991: 112) makes this point explicitly when he states that
’the most striking implication of adopting this perspective on the
design of a language test is the overriding importance of authenticity
both of text (as input) and of task (in processing this input)’.

Messick (1996: 241) too discusses the connection between authen-
ticity and washback. He points out that

tests having beneficial washback are likely to be criterion samples. That is,
[they should be] authentic and direct samples of the communicative behaviours
of listening, speaking, reading and writing of the language being leamt. Ideally,
the move from learning exercises to test exercises should be seamless.

But Messick notes two possible threats to validity which can affect
a test’s authenticity. One is construct under-representation (when the
assessment mechanism does not include key features of the construct
being measured) and the other is construct-irrelevant variance (when
the assessment includes ’excess reliable variance that is irrelevant to
the interpreted construct’). Both threats, he says, are present in any
test to some degree. They are tied to washback in that ’if one is
concerned with fostering positive washback and reducing negative
washback, one should concentrate first on minimizing construct

under-representation and construct-irrelevant difficulty in the assess-
ment’ ( 1996: 252).

3 Learner autonomy and self-assessment
One way of promoting washback to learners is the possible introduc-
tion of self-assessment mechanisms in standardized extemal-to-

programme tests. A simple questionnaire could be devised based on
the test objectives, on which students could assess their own abilities.
Ideally, such a questionnaire could be printed in the information
booklet provided to test-takers. It could also be accompanied by
instructors’ materials so that teachers could help lower-proficiency
students understand and complete the self-assessment questionnaire
if it is printed in their target language. Some authors (e.g., Dickinson,
1982; von Elek, 1985) contend that the use of self-assessment pro-
cedures will promote learner involvement and autonomy.

Learner autonomy refers to the philosophy that learners should
have a large amount to say about what, how and how fast they learn.
It incorporates principles of choice, intrinsic motivation, attention
focus and personal evaluation. Autonomous learners develop their
own internal values with regard to judging progress on the material
and/or skills to be leamt. It is thought that this ’ownership’ and self-
regulation lead to greater locus of control and deeper processing of
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the material at hand (van Lier, pers. comm.). The issue of learner
autonomy is related directly to Alderson and Wall’s tenth washback
hypothesis: ’a test will influence the degree and depth of learning’
( 1993: 120).
The topic of self-assessment has received increasing attention from

language testing researchers in recent years (see, e.g., Oskarsson,
1980; Bachman and Palmer, 1981; LeBlanc and Painchaud, 1985;
von Elek, 1985). The following comments from von Elek (1985: 60)
explain the direct relationship of self-assessment to autonomous learn-
ing and positive washback. Self-assessment

1 ) enables learners to assume greater responsibility for the assess-
ment of their proficiency and their progress;

2) it enables them to diagnose their weak areas and to get a realistic
view of their overall ability and their skills profile;

3) it enables them to see their present proficiency in relation to the
level they wish to attain;

4) it helps them to become more motivated and goal oriented.

Thus self-assessment and learner autonomy are linked to each other
and to washback, because developing internal criteria for success is
one of the key characteristics of autonomous learning.

4 Score reporting

Ideally, standardized, extemal-to-programme tests could provide posi-
tive washback both to the learners themselves and to programme rep-
resentatives, but to do so would minimally entail providing more
detailed score reports than are typically available with wide-scale pro-
ficiency tests. As mentioned above, Shohamy has pointed out that to
promote positive washback, assessment information must be

’detailed, innovative, relevant and diagnostic’ and that it must

’address a variety of dimensions rather than being collapsed into one
general score’ ( 1992: 515 ).
The G-TELP (ITSC, 1990) is one commercially available English

language test which does provide feedback to the learners in the form
of a detailed score report. The G-TELP Score Report provides test-
takers with information about their performance, not only on the sub-
tests of listening, reading and vocabulary, and grammar but also with
relatively specific feedback, in percentage terms, about their perform-
ance on the tasks and structures assessed in these subtests.

Spolsky (1990: 12) has tied the use of detailed score reports
indirectly to washback: ’Because there is a natural tendency on the
part of those who use test results to take shortcuts, there is a moral
responsibility on testers to see that results are not just accurate but
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do not lend themselves to too quick interpretation.’ For this reason,
he feels, profiles are more beneficial than single scores.
The issues of authenticity, autonomy and self-assessment, and

detailed score reporting are widely held in the available literature to
promote beneficial washback. And yet, relatively little empirical
research has been conducted to substantiate these claims. For this
reason, we turn now to the question of how to investigate washback.

V How can we investigate washback?

The question was recently put to me, in the context of research on
the TOEFL, as to whether washback can be measured. It is difficult
to see how washback could be measured, as the term is used in quan-
titative, experimental approaches to research. This difficulty arises
because of the apparent inseparability of washback from most other
features of teaching and learning. This problem runs counter to a basic
tenet of measurement in the experimental tradition, which entails
identifying, operationally defining and controlling the variables that
impinge upon the desired measurements.
The difficulty stems from our apparent inability to isolate the wash-

back effect from other ongoing individual and curricular factors. As
Messick has noted (1994: 16), interpretation

of such teaching and learning consequences as reflective of test validity (or
invalidity) assumes that all other aspects of the educational system are working
well or are controlled. Thus, in practice the issue is not just the systematic
validity of the tests but rather the validity of the system as a whole for improv-
ing teaching and learning.

It appears that, except in the most artificial, laboratory-like conditions
of experimental research, washback cannot be entirely separated from
other variables that influence teaching and learning (and probably
should not be). Let us address some of these problems as we consider
problems in measuring washback and some sample investigations
of washback.

7 Problems in measuring washback

In examining washback we are considering the interface of measure-
ment procedures (in our case, language testing) with the real world.
This topic is only superficially amenable to laboratory studies with a
high degree of control over variables leading to strong internal val-
idity. We are operating instead at the other end of the experimental
validity continuum - i.e., in naturally occurring settings (language
programmes) with a nonrandom sample of subjects (the language
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learners who choose to enrol and in some instances to take the test).
For these reasons, trying to develop a true experimental design to
assess washback would be both futile and unhelpful.

Alderson and Wall (1993: 127-28) are fully aware of this problem,
and they offer ’a series of proposals for research’. Among their
methodological suggestions we find a heavy (and in my opinion, very
healthy) emphasis on classroom observation and triangulation. (In
ethnography, triangulation is the use of two or more perspectives -
data sets, informants, theories, researchers, etc. - to investigate an
issue; see Denzin, 1970; van Lier, 1988). In investigations of lan-
guage testing washback, triangulation would minimally include teach-
ers’ and students’ perceptions of what I have called ’washback to the
programme’ and ’washback to the learner’ .

2 Sample studies on washback

In a broad sense, most research involves observing or asking
(Allwright and Bailey, 1991: 3-5), and current research on language
testing washback is no exception. The most complete designs for
researching washback include both observing classes and asking the
participants about their views and experiences (either through inter-
views or written questionnaires) to determine whether teaching and
learning are ’evidentially linked to the introduction and use of the
test’ (Messick, 1996, 242). The studies by Shohamy (1993) in Israel
and by Wall and Alderson (1993) in Sri Lanka are significant in this
respect, since they incorporated classroom observation as the key
component in their data collection.

For example, suppose a new performance task on a test were based
on the objective of students being able to write an accurate summary
of material they had heard in a lecture. Prior to the operationalization
of the test, teachers and administrators could be asked to identify the
goals and objectives of the courses in the programme. If the summary
writing objective had not been included in the curriculum prior to the
implementation of the new test, we could infer through observing the
subsequent introduction of this objective (and its resulting in-class
activities ) into the curriculum that the test may indeed have triggered
’washback to the programme’ (or that it may have been one factor
which prompted the addition of this teaching and learning goal). This
inference would need to be checked by consulting teachers and
learners.

That is exactly what Wall and Alderson’s (1993) study attempted
to do in establishing baseline data through observations of English
classes in Sri Lankan secondary schools prior to the implementation
of an innovative test. The baseline data are then compared with data
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collected after the test has been introduced. In experimental terms,
this procedure amounts to a one-group pretest/post-test design. Wall
and Alderson are appropriately cautious, given their lack of control
over variables, about attributing the observed changes solely to the
test itself.
Some research on participants’ perceptions of washback, whether

negative or positive, has not included the observational component
for collecting baseline data or follow-up data (after the introduction
of a new test). An example of such a study in the general education
literature on the effects of standardized tests (Herman and Golan,
1993) may provide a useful model for language testing researchers.
Herman and Golan conducted survey research among matched pairs
of teachers at schools where 1 ) test scores had increased; and 2) test
scores had decreased or remained the same. Among numerous pos-
sible comparisons in the Herman and Golan study, only a few statisti-
cally significant differences emerged. The authors (1993: 24) sum-
marize two key differences as follows:

Teachers at schools with increasing scores report feeling more pressure from
the parents and their communities to increase scores than teachers in schools
in which test scores are not improving, and (b) teachers in schools in which
test scores have decreased or remained the same often attribute their students’
test scores to factors beyond their direct instructional control than do teachers
at schools with increasing test scores.

Following Herman and Golan, teachers in language programmes
could be surveyed about the perceived washback effect of stan-
dardized external-to-programme tests.

Messick (pers. comm.) has suggested that the use of self-assess-
ment mechanisms accompanying standardized tests, such as the
TOEFL, could provide data for correlation studies on washback:

First it would be important, as Alderson and Wall testify, to obtain baseline
data with the current TOEFL. By compiling the questionnaire results, one can
describe the current practices emphasized in the preparation programs taken
by the current test-takers as well as their personal efforts to prepare for TOEFL.
More importantly, one can correlate questionnaire responses and/or scale
scores with TOEFL scores and subscores to reveal which program practices
and individual learning strategies, if any, are related to TOEFL proficiency out-
comes.

More important still, by examining questionnaire results and TOEFL score
correlates over time, as TOEFL 2000 is introduced, one can document how
the teaching and learning processes change in tandem with the changed
TOEFL. One can also document any changes in the pattern of correlations of
questionnaire responses with TOEFL scores, which would be a compelling
indicator of washback, one way or the other.

Such data could be collected very economically in a computer-
adapted form of the test (Alderson, 1987).
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Research on washback is, of necessity and by definition, typically
longitudinal. For instance, Messick (pers. comm.) has also suggested
as a research project a validity study using TOEFL scores, which
could be repeated over a period of years:

By relating TOEFL scores to criterion measures of English use in authentic
situations, one can address both validity and washback issues. In particular,
one can examine TOEFL scores that are invalidly high and ask what sources
of criterion difficulty are missing from the test - this is likely a problem of
construct under-representation in the test. One can also examine TOEFL scores
that are invalidly low and ask what sources of irrelevant difficulty in the test
interfere with the demonstration of competence - a likely problem of construct
irrelevant variance. Furthermore, any changes in these patterns of score

relationships as TOEFL 2000 is introduced would suggest washback effects.

Thus we can see that there are numerous opportunities for future
research on language testing washback.

VI Conclusion

To conclude, let us consider some criteria suggested by this literature
review as being likely to promote beneficial washback. I offer these
ideas as propositions (derived from the existing literature) which need
to be systematically studied.
The first is that for a test to provide beneficial washback, test-takers

and language programme representatives (including teachers, admin-
istrators, curriculum designers, etc.) must understand the purpose of
the test. What does it measure? To what end(s) will the results be
used? Hughes (1989: 46) made this point when he suggested that, to
promote beneficial washback, the test must be ’known and understood
by students and teachers’.

Secondly, results must be believable to test-takers and user agenc-
ies and must be provided in a timely, detailed fashion. The more
clearly interpretable and informative the score report, the greater the
likelihood that the test will yield positive washback (Shohamy,
1992: 515).

Thirdly, it also matters a great deal that the test-takers find the
results credible and fair. If a test lacks face validity, it is unlikely that
its results, no matter how clearly presented, will promote effective
learning, improved teaching or positive curricular reforms.

Fourthly, a test will promote beneficial washback to programmes
to the extent that it measures what programmes intend to teach. If
teachers and administrators can look at their students’ performance
on an extemal-to-programme measure that clearly relates to the pro-
gramme, they will have confidence in the positive results (where stu-
dents succeed), and they will take seriously the negative results
(where students fall short of mastery).
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It follows from this that a test will promote beneficial washback to
programmes if it is based on clearly articulated goals and objectives.
Learners and programme representatives alike are more likely to

accept an external test as a criterion measure if the objectives which
determine the test specifications parallel those of the programme and
of the learners themselves.
A test will promote beneficial washback to the extent that it is

based on sound theoretical principles which are widely accepted in
the field (the OISE team’s advice that we ’start from somewhere’).
It is unlikely that a test based on outmoded theoretical constructs will
lead to positive washback. Since, in many parts of the world, a narrow
view of linguistic competence has been replaced by a broader per-
spective on communicative competence, it is important that test devel-
opers provide for mechanisms by which test batteries can remain
current.

A test will yield positive washback to the learner and to the pro-
gramme to the extent that it utilizes authentic tasks and authentic
texts. Students preparing to take such tests will practise doing what
they need to be able to do with the language in real life (Wesche,
1983; Buck, 1988). This criterion is addressed by two of Hughes’s
(1989: 44-45) points: ’Use direct testing’ and ’test the abilities whose
development you want to encourage’.
A test will generate positive washback to the learner if the test-

taker buys into the assessment process. The use of self-assessment
mechanisms and possibly even confidence ratings (Alderson, 1990)
will promote washback to the learner via ownership of the assess-
ment. These procedures will also lead to greater learner autonomy.
Likewise, ’involvement of the agents of change’ (Shohamy,
1992: 515) will promote washback to the programme.

Let me summarize these ideas and conclude by posing a series of
questions that could be asked (either in practical considerations or in
conducting research) with regard to the positive washback potential
of any extemal-to-programme test:

1) Do the participants understand the purpose(s) of the test and the
intended use(s) of the results?

2) Are the results provided in a clear, informative and timely
fashion?

3) Are the results perceived as believable and fair by the parti-
cipants ?

4) Does the test measure what the programme intends to teach?
5) Is the test based on clearly articulated goals and objectives?
6) Is the test based on sound theoretical principles which have cur-

rent credibility in the field?



277

7) Does the test utilize authentic texts and authentic tasks?

8) Are the participants invested in the assessment processes?
I should add that I do not assume this list is complete: there may be
other equally important criteria for promoting positive washback
which have not yet been identified. It remains for future research to
connect these abstractions to actual language learning and teaching,
and the assessment thereof.
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