realities, to argue that test influence (washback),
though accepted to be present to some extent, is
very minimal in our situation as far as language
leafning is concerned. This claim emanates
particularly from the defects of our system. To
elaborate of this, just imagine that the goal of our
language program is to achieve "language
grammar” (linguistic competence), as this has been
inherited to us. And imagine further that all the
involved elements in the program, including
teachers, learners, materials, etc., are consistent
with the main goal. As a consequence, we expect,
e.g., at least one character in this game - learner -
across the country to be influenced by such tests,
and as a result, learn "grammar” very well. This
kind of grammar syllabus has been the top priority
in our language plans for a long time, but what is
quite disappointing is that very few of the learners
have managed to master grammar, let alone other
aspects. This short reasoning is to conclude that
even if we make innovations in our tests in line
with new language theories, we are not able, as a
rule of thumb, to make profound changes in our
plans. The policy of pressure from below for the
changes above sounds infficient. By this virtu, we
may be able to lead our characters to the water
but not able to make them drink. Thus we need to
care for the education system in general and
language learning in particular, in case we feel
responsible to our children.
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situation is inevitably
artificial and idealized and ;]
it cannot replicate the
realities involved in the
real language. Davies
(2000) believes that those
who are after authenticity are fruitlessly pursuing
the chimera of authenticity. Messick (1996)
observed that any kind of test is an exercise in
sampling and from this sample an attempt is made
to infer student's capabilities in relation to their
performance in general. But because we have o
make stable predictions about large universe of
tasks, the fact conflicts immediately with the
demands of test efficiency. Moreover, the sampling
of communicative task as to involve what and how
of the test needs meticulous analysis of the
prospective situations, while taking the risk of
losing some information, and it is almost an
inefficient job to do. It seems unjustified on
practical grounds to adopt such an approach to
generate positive influence on the part of the
learners / teachers. To say least, the time seems
not yet ripe to include such tests in its scientific

scientific - psychometrically
established. On the other
¢« hand, the whole language
learning system in Iran,
including administrators,
HEae teachers, learners, facilities,
etc. all need to be livened up before embarking on
making innovations in testing. It sounds
inappropriate to start off making new tests for the
changes in the plans. '
Another important challenge against the idea
of changes in tests for the better is in line with a
more utilitarian view of education. Test in
education system is no more than an instrument.
Though it is vital to make an effective instrument
for the fulfillment of the goal, it does not mean to
take a means for an end (McNamara, 2000). 1
believe too much emphasis on the means relegates
the end to a secondary position. In such cases, the
learner will be kept in fetters of test, without any
heed for optimal pragmatism expected from any
education system. This is precisely what is
happening in our society.

sense in the language syllabi for possiblew

washback. It follows that such tests are not yet

No.8B8.Fall vol .23

I would like, on the basis of the existing



show "functions” rather than the formal language
patterns of usage (Hymes, 1972; Widdoson, 1978
and 1983). And it is also believed that a test will
promote beneficial washback to the extent that it
is based on sound theoretical principles which are
widely accepted in the field (Bailey, 1996). Thus
the old way of testing based on a limited view of
what language is and how it works is no longer
With respect to the non-
communicative (traditional) testing, Jranian

productive.

schools testing system seems to be strongly set

and fossilized and this is quite obvious from a

quick glimpse of the available tests, both at school

and university level. They merely focus on the
linguistic elements; however, the recent definition
of language incorporates more than linguistic
competence. For example, the communicative

view of language proposed by Bachman (1995)

defines the communicative language ability as the

ability consisting of language competence,
strategic competence and psycho-physiological
mechanisms.

In line with such thinking, Morrow (1991)
suggested that communicative testing have the
following five characteristics:

1. Single skills: the examinations consist of a suite
of free - standing modules in writing, reading,
listening and speaking.

2. Tests of performance: the tests are designed to
be direct measures of performance. In a
communicative classroom the focus of
activities is "doing something"” through the
language.

3. Task-based: communication through language
involves the participants in carrying out tasks
in the production or comprehension of language
in order to arrive at shared understanding.

4. Criterion-referenced: the essential question,
which a communicative test must answer, is
whether or how well a candidate can use
language to communicate meaning.

5. To reflect and encourage good classroom
practice: this is a major concern underlying the
design of test; indeed in many ways the tests
themselves have grown on good classroom
practice in an attempt to disseminate to other
classrooms.

Morrow (1991) advocates feedback between
teaching and testing as vital for educational
development. Other authors like Canale and Swain
(1980), Green (1985), and Hart, Lapkin, and Swain
(1987) suggest the development of communicative
language tests.

Communicative testing immaturity an

washback insufficiency

Though almost all teachers and experts have
in unison voiced the influential role attributed to
the tests, I think that the significance of the test
has been exaggerated to superfluity. Attempts in
this respect look to the changes consistent with
the communicative perspective of the language.

A major criticism against communicative tests
sticks to the idea of the generalizability of the
results. Since such tests seek the speciﬁcations of
the practical activities conducted by the learners,
then this fact confounds the elicited results and
militates against the generalizability of the tasks,
To circumvent the problem, experts usually
propose the precise species specification of the
objectives. But as it is quite evident, the
identification of relevant communicative tasks
underlying skills for a special group of learners
will encounter the problems of sampling,
practicality, relability, and validity (McNamara,
2000).

As Weir (2005) claims, the more the tasks are
specified through needs analysis, the more the
possibility of decreasing generlizability. Next
criticism aims at the authenticity or real life subject
proposed in this domain. Since much
communication is non-linguistic, hence a test

«Foreign Language Teaching Journal
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A basic model of washback adopted from Hughes (1993)

In an article entitled "Does washback exist?",
Alderson and Wall (1993) propose some possible
washback hypothesis. These hypotheses also
incorporate the extensive coverage of the
washback over the constituents of the program.
They are as follows:

1. A test will influence teaching.

2. A test will influence learning.

3. A test will influence what teachers teach.

4. A test will influence how teachers teach.

5. A test will influence how learners learn.

6. A test will influence how learners learn.

7. A test will influence the rate and sequence

of teaching.

8. A test will influencethe rate and sequence of

learning.

9. Atest will influence the degree and depth of

teaching.
- 10. A test will influence the degree and depth
of learning.

11. Atest will influence the attitudes to the

content, method, etc. of teaching and learning,

12. Tests that have important consequences will

No.88.Fall.Vol.23

have washback and conversely.
13. Tests that do not have important consequences
will have no washback.
14. Tests will have washback on all teachers
and learners.
15. Tests will have washback effect for some
teachers and some learners, but not for others.
Such views by Hughes, Alderson and Wall
reveal an important role a test can play in a
language program. Such a status that testing has
necessitates a particular attention because tests can
echo a wide feedback to different parts of the
system, so we need to take as much care of the
test as possible. By the same token, we have to
make such tests that could provide the most out
of their influences.

Communicative testing and washback effect

Upon criticizing the traditional tests to
usage-based and hence unable to assess learner's
communicative ability (Morrow, 1991; Carroll,
1980), the emphasis on testing has been shifted
onto the "use” and the concern that testing should

e



activities to the demands of the test, especially
when the test is very important to the future of the
students, and the pass rates are used as a measure
of teacher's success”. This influence of test on the
classroom referred to, as washback is of course
very important. And the effect can be beneficial or
harmful. No doubt most of the testing experts,
methodologists and language teachers endorse the
influential role of test on language plans and their
implementation. However, some of them express
some caveats as to how the tests are to be put to
use. Due to the importance of tests, they believe,
any deficiency in the structure of the test would
infect the whole body of the language pedagogy.
In this connection we are warned to care for the
"negative washback" (Hughes, 2003). In contrast
to negative washback comes positive washback
that is the one desired for language pedagogy.
Messick (1996), however, takes washback as "the
extent to which the test influences language
teachers and learners to do things they would not
otherwise necessarily do". Now the question is how
positive washback is to be demarcated.

We have to say that positive washback is a
relative term. It all depends on the theories of
language and learning we adhere to. For example,
at the time faculty psychology was fashionable,
kinds of tests requiring translation and
memorization were considered to have positive
washback. Later, psychometric- structuralism era
demanded testing discrete linguistic points. They
are still widely used and propagated. The positive
washback this era generated was the sheer
concentration on linguistic forms. This typs of
testing was also criticized on the grounds of
breaking the elements of language apart and giving
no attention to the way those elements interacted
in a larger context of communication. Next
generation of tests called integrative tests were
supposed to put the language back into its totality.

They included cloze and dictation tests (Oller,
1979). Therefore, as far as one believes in a special
theory of what language is, he considers the related
types of tests to produce positive washback since
those tests would aim at the target as it is defined in
the accepted paradigm. The positive washback that
we seek is the one which is specifically treated in the
light of the changes language teaching and leaming
have recently undergone, namely, the changes of trend
towards communicative language testing.

Rule of washhack in language program
Washback as the test influence has both overt
and covert implications for language teaching and
learning (Prodromou, 1998). Such implication can
be beneficial to the teachers, learners and
authorities; Hughes (1993:2) pinpoints the
dimensions of the language plan, which can come
under the tailoring mechanisms of the test. In a

program, he believes testing exerts influence on

three elements; participants, process, and product.
Participants include learners, teachers,
administrators, material developers, publishers,
and all those who are aftected by the test. He
defines process as "any actions taken by the
participants who may contribute to the process of
learning”. The processes include material

development, syllabus design, changes in teaching

methodology, and the use of learning or test-taking .

strategies. And he also refers to the product as
"what is learned (facts, skills, etc.) and the quality
of learning (fluency, etc)".

Hughes (1993) elaborates on the idea by saying
that test a puts up a special attitude and perception
on the part of the participants leading to a
particular kind of activity, .g., practicing the kind
of items to be found in the test, which in turn forms
the leaming outcome. Hughes then offers a basic
mode! of washback representing this views stated
above. This model is illustrated below:
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Tests, needless to say, constitute an essential
part of any education system. They make an
invaluable contribution to the assessment of
learner's progress, proficiency, and are employed
as diagnostic tools to uncover learner’s errors, and
interlanguage processes involved in language
learning. They may also give rise to motivation,
and discipline both on the part of the teacher and
learner (Prodromou, 1998),

Close to the test is the concept of teaching. They
have mutual bearings on each other. Despite the
apparent reciprocity involved, many
educationalists deem the direction to be from
testing to teaching. (e.g., Alderson, 2002; Bailey,
1996; Brown, 2004; Davies, 2000; Hughes, 2003;
McNamara, 2000; Weir, 2005). An analogy may
cast light over the position of the test. Test can be
taken as an "event" which requires special
preparation for the encounter. The more the event
1s known, the better one can face it. The known
influential dimensions of any event would thus
instigate the would — be victims to make
preparations for all the specified outcomes.

. Through this analogy we also attribute the prime

influential path to move from testing to teaching,
Tests, therefore, reflect the "demands" to teaching~

No.88.Fall Vol.23

to the classroom, waiting for the "supply”. In
testing literature the idea of test affecting teaching
has been called "washback effect” (Bachman,
1995). Alderson and Wall (1993) also argue for
innovations in the language testing to make
modifications to the curriculum.

As due emphasis is always directed to testing
as a permanent influence exerting element on
teaching in the education realm, and because in
Iran the trend is directed to make necessary changes
in tests for the sake of prospective influences on
teaching/learning, this article attempts to explore
the notion of the test influence on the language
teaching/ learning referred to as "washback effect",
It then reviews the recent innovations in the
language testing for the purpose of bringing about
changes in teaching / learning the language. And
finally it argues that new trends in testing are not
yet well - established and that "washback" or test
influence alone cannot fulfill the assumed goal,

Washback or test influence

As stated before, test influence of washback is
the direct and indirect effect testing can have on
language teaching /learning. Brown (2004) defines
washback as" ... A natural tendency for both
teachers and students to tailor their classroom
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- The notion of* 'washback' is common in language_teaohmg and testmg literature, and tests are held
tobe powerful determmers of what happens n class ms. Edncators are ctmcemed about the poten&ally
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