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The Washback Effect Of Alternatives In Assessment
On Iranian EFL Pre-University Learners’
Achievement

F. Heidari'

Abstract

This study investigation the washback effect of
alternatives in assessment (i. e. self-assessment, cross-level
peer-assessnient, same-level  peer-assessment, and
conference) on Iranian EFL learners. To achieve the
purpose of this study, a pre-test, Post-test, and four
Jormative tests were developed based on the content on the
content of the official pre-university course book taught in
Iran. The subjects of this study were randomly assigned to
one of the alternative assessments, and they received four
SJormative tests and completed tasks based on the
assumptions of the alternative assessnient they belong to.
The result suggest that lunguage pra titioners can employ
alternative assessmeints and co-operative learning, instead
of focusing on traditional type of ussessment, 10 promote

learners involvement in their language learning processes.
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Introduction

Assessment and testing are important dimensions of every teaching and
learning practice. They provide teachers with the necessary quantitative
information about their students’ language ability and enable them to make
sound professional judgments and decisions within the context of their
classes. (Bachman, 1995) Brown and Hudson (1998) define the effect of
testing, assessment, and assessment procedures on the language teaching
curriculum as washback. Washback is also called back wash, test impact,
measurement-driven instruction, curriculum alignment and test feedback in
various places in the literature.

Although testing is considered an important part of teaching / learning
activity, there seems to be some problems adherent to the significance of
feedback and assessment procedures. In spite of the popularity of a variety
of alternative assessments e.g. checklists, videotapes, audiotapes, self —
assessment, peer-assessment and conferences (Brown and Hudson, 1998),
teachers in generally resort only to traditional assessment based on their
own evaluation. In most cases, scores provided by teachers do not make the
students take the trouble of going through the material they have been tested
upon to find the correct answers.

According to Bachman (1995, p. 56), “it is possible to improve learning
and teaching through appropriate changes in the program, based on the
feedback.” Without feedback, there will be no reason to test, since there will
be no decision to be made and therefore no information required. Moreover,
the students involvement in the process of assessment has been proved to be
pivotal to effective life — long learning and the development of professional
competence (Brown et al, 1997) Most research findings support
autonomous and collaborative learning as effective language learning

procedures, and good language leamers are now proved to be the ones who
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take as much responsibility for their own learning as possible (Slavin, 1990,
and Cotteral, 1995)

Considering the prime role of continuous feedback and integration of
assessment, instruction and learning, this study investigates the washback
effect of alternative assessment procedures including self-assessment, peer-
assessment and conference on the achievement of male and female Pre-
university learners. It also examines the potential effect of students being
assessed by individuals who are at the same level of ability or by those who
are at cross level ability. The definitions of these three types of alternative in

assessment are presented below.

Conference

Conference assessments. typically involve the students visiting the
teacher's office, usually by appoinment, to discuss a particular piece of
work or learning process, or both. (Brown and Hudson, 1998) More
importantly, conferences are different from other forms of assessment in
that they focus directly on learning processes and strategies. (Genesee and
Upshur, 1996)

Brown and Hudson (1998) state that teachers can use conferences to: (a)
foster student reflection on their own learning processes; (b) help students
develop better self-image; (c) elicit language performance on particular
tasks, skills, or other language points; or (d) inform, observe, mold, and
gather information about students. (p. 661)

Self-Assessment

Self-Assessment refers (o the involvement of learners in making
judgments about their own learning, particularly their achievements and the
outcomes of their learning (Boud and Falchikov, 1990). it is a way for
increasing the role of students as active participants in their own learning
(Boud and Brew, 1995), and is mostly used for formative assessment in
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order to foster reflection on one’s own learning processes and results.
(Dochy et al., 1999)

Peer- Assessment

Falchikov (1995) defines peer assessment as the process through which
groups of individuals rate their peers. Brown and Hudson (1998) consider
peer- assessment as “a variant of the self-assessment, which is similar to it
except that, as implied by the label, students rate the language of their
peers” (p.666). Topping et al. (2000) view peer-assessment as an
arrangement for peers to consider the level, value, worth, quality or
successfulness of the products or outcomes of learning of others in similar
status.

Different positive effects are repotted for peer-assessment. Orsmond et
al. (1996) found that students did enjoy carrying out the peer-assessment
fostered an appreciation for the individuals’ performance within the group
and interpersonal relationships in the classroom. Cheng and Warren (1997)
conducted a research in the English Department of the Hong Kong
University to gauge the students’ attitudes prior to, and after a peer-
assessment. Before and after the peer-assessment the students filled in a
questionnaire with four items. The results of the questionnaire show that the
students were mostly positive towards the peer-assessment. Williams (1992)
found that the vast majority of students saw benefits in peer-assessment.
Benefits were seen in three main categories: in comparison of approaches,
in comparison of sandards and in exchange of information. Sambell and
McDowell (1997) studied six cases including peer-assessment, and found
that students were generally positive towards an involvement in the
assessment process. They mentioned that students were aware that peer-
assessment had helped them to develop important skills, such as problem
solving, improving self confidence, identification and belonging, and
empathy with others.
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Washback Effect and Language Testing

The relationship between testing and teaching has been the question of
many educational practitioners. Testing and teaching have been alternatively
seizing the priority, but they are so firmly interwoven that it seems very
difficult to decide which one is leading the other. The influence of testing on
teaching is called “washback”. Alderson (1990) refers to washback as an
issue, which is going to be one of the main concerns of language testers.
Brown and Hudson (1998) define washback as the effect of testing,
assessment and its procedures on the related language learning and teaching.
Brown Hudson (2004, p.48) maintain that “a washback effect can lead to
very negative consequences for a curriculum, or very positive ones-
depending on what the effect is and how it is used by the curriculum
developers”. Messick (1996) defines washback as the extent to which the
test influences language teachers and learners to do things “they would not
necessarily otherwise do” (p.243).

More recently, a number of studies have confirmed the existence and
complex nature of the washback effects (e.g., Alderson & Hamp-Lyons,
1996; Shohamy et al., 1996; Watanbe, 1996). Allin all, the empirical
studies to date seem to confirm the existence of the washbac effect in
various places with a variety of different effects. These studies are mostly
concerned with the effects of tests on language learning and teaching,
therefore a need is felt to investigate the comparative washback effect of
some alternatives in assessment, namely self-assessment peer-assessment
and conferences on learners’ achievement. Whit this aim, this study intends
to answer the following questions:

Research Questions:
QI: Do self-assessment, peer-assessment and conference have any effect
on Iranian EFL Pre-university learners achievement?
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Q 2: Is there any relationship between sex variable and the impact of self
- assessment, peer — assessment and conferences on students’ achievement?

Q 3: Does the students’ level of language proficiency in the peer-
assessment groups have any impact on their achievement?

To examine the three research questions of this study, three null

hypotheses were formulated:

Null Hypotheses:

Ho 1: Self — assessment, peer-assessment and conferences do not have
any effect on Iranian Pre-university learners’ achievement.

Ho 2: There is no relationship between sex variable and the impact of self
— assessment, peer-assessment and conferences on students’ achievement.

Ho 3: The students’ level of language proficiency in the peer-assessment

groups does not have any impact on their achievement.

Method

Subjects

The participants of this study were 220 Iranian male and female Pre-
university pupils (110 males and 110 females) at the Pre-university Center
in Zahedan. Both male and female subjects were divided into five groups
each consisting of 22 male or female participants in separate classes. One
pair group with 22 male and 22 female subjects were randomly selected as
the control group, and the other four pair groups with a total of 176 students
served as the four experimental group of the study receiving exactly the
same four formative tests based on each lesson of their English textbook.

Instrumentation

The instruments used for data collection included a pre-test, four
formative tests and a post-test. All tests contained 40 multiple choice items
on structure (14), Vocabulary (14), Language function (2), cloze passage (5-
6) and reading comprehension (3-4).
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The reliability of all tests was computed through the KR-21 formula and
the necessary modifications were made. It revealed to be 0.81 for the pre-
test, 0.83 for the first formative test, 0.81 for the second one, 0.79, 0.84 for
the third and the fourth one, and 0.81 for the post-test. Furthermore, an
anterior examination of validity (Weir, 1990) was prefered in this study.
Anterior validity mainly focuses on expert judgement on the construct of the

items.

Procedure

The following steps were followed in the process of conducting the
qudy: First, at the very beginning of the course , the pre-test based on the
English textbook of third grade of high school was administered to all
wbjects participating in the study. The purpose was to ensure the
pomogeneity of the subjects with respect to their English language
proficiency.

To check the homogeneity of the five groups at the outset of the outset of
lhe ex periment, a one — way ANOVA was performed.

Then, throughout the three-month semester of 24 sessions, the four
experimental groups as well as the control group were given four formative
ests, each based on the contents of the recently covered lessons of their
extbook. The time of the administration of the tests was announced in
idvance.

After administering each test, the teachers collected the students’ answer
sheets and marked the blank spaces and the unanswered questions to assure
accuracy in self- and peer-assessment groups.

In the self-assessment group. the students scored their own papers. They
were asked to correct their wrong answers and bring the papers back the
next session.

Within the two peer-assessment groups, the subjects of each class were
divided into two levels of language proficiency (low and high) on the basis
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of their scores on the pre-test. Those students who obtained or more were
regarded as having a high proficiency and those who obtained less than 14
were viewed as having low proficiency. For the same - level peer-
assessment group, students who were almost at the same level of language
proficiency checked each other’s papers. For the cross- level peer-
assessment group, subjects who were at different levels of ability scored
each other’s tests. In order to be on the safe side and to avoid biased scoring
the students’ names were removed from the papers and their papers were
coded by the teacher. After determining the students who had scored each
other’s papers, both members of each group were required to have sessions
with each other and to work on problematic points.

For the fourth experimental group, the teacher him/herself marked the
students’ papers and the students had individual or group sessions with the
teacher to discuss what they had done on the exams and to work on some
diagnosed problematic points.

In all experimental groups, the received feedback provided the base for
some remedial work and instruction.

In the control group, the traditional teacher assessment was employed for
scoring the formative tests.

At the end of the course, all subjects took a posttest based on the
contents of the pre-university textbook to investigate the effect of the
treatments on their achievement during the period of instruction.

Results of the Pretest Stage

The descriptive statistics of the pretest is presented in Table 1.
As presented in Table 1, the means of the five groups are almost the same.
This is true concerning the standard deviation with an exception of the
conference group. It indicates that the five groups are more or less
homogeneous. However, a one-way analysis of variance was conducted to
see if there was any significant difference between these groups. The F-ratio
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[F 4,215=.444; p = Ns] shows that there is no significant difference in terms
of the five groups’ performance on the pretest at the beginning of the study.
Thus, it can be safely concluded that the five groups participating in the

study met the condition of homogeneity. Table 2 represents the results:

Results of the Post — Test Stage

After 3 month — 21 sessions -, the treament was completely carried out
and then an achievement post-test was administered at the end of the course.
The descriptive statistics of the post-test is presented in Table 3.

For examining the first and the second null hypotheses of this research
concerning the washback effect of the assessment procedures on learners’
achievement and the relationship between sex variable and the impact of the
aforementioned assessment procedures, a Two-way ANOVA was carried.
Table 4 shows the relevant results.

As table 4 reveals, an F-ratio of 13.383 indicates a highly significant
difference among the subjects in this study. In other words, the obtained
results reveal that the first null hypothesis of the study is strongly rejected
due to a significant difference among the groups. This can possibly be
attributed to the effectiveness of the treatments.

Furthermore, the obtained results revealed no significant difference between
the performance of subjects of different sexes in the post-lest stage.
Therefore, the second null was safely affirmed.

To find the location of differences, a post hoc scheffe test was performed,
the results of which are presented in Table 5.

Table 5 reveals that there is a significant difference between the
performance of the four experimental groups involved in the study and that
of the control group (teacher — assessment group). Based on the mean
differences between the control group and the four experimental groups
reported in the first row of Table 5, the experimental groups can be ordered
in the following way according to their improvement: (1) peer-assessment
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(cross-level) groups (2) conference group (3) self — assessment group (4)
peer — assessment (same — level) group. The control group revealed the least
of all improvement that can be attributed to resorting to traditional teacher
assessment and absence of feedback in this group.

The results reported in Table 5 also show that there is no significant
difference between the two peer-assessment groups. In other words, those
peers who were at different levels f language ability outperformed those
peers who were at the same level of language ability, but the difference
between the two groups was not significant. Therefore, the third null
hypothesis of the research concerned with the impact of participants’ level
of language proficiency on their achievement in the two peer-assessment
groups was safely affirmed.

Conclusion

The obtained data revealed that involvement of learners in the process of
assessment led to a significantly better performance of the subjects. The
better performance of the four experimental groups provides support for the
promotion of learners’ autonomy and collaboration are the two major
premises. When students are engaged in assessing their own work, they
think about what they have leammed and how they learn. They are
consequently more aware of their thinking and learning processes which
encourage a deep, as opposed to a surface, approach to learning.

Furthermore, the out-performance of the peer-assessment (cross-level)
group and the conference group supported the effectiveness of assistance
and aid provided with a more advanced partner or a peer of higher status
and power in terms of language ability. This can be due to the reciprocal
process of giving and receiving feedback directly from the teacher or from a
more proficient peer. While working with the teacher or a more advanced
peer, students feel greater responsibility and this may have contributed to
their better performance on the final achievement test.
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The finding of this study are in agreement with Berger (1990), Zhang
(1995), Orsmond and Marry (1996), Dochy et al. (1999), Mackenzie (2000),
Topping et al. (2000) and Rasaei (2000) who have shown peer-assessment
as having more favorable effects than self-and teacher assessment.
However, the obtained results reject the findings of Hedgock and Lefkowits
(1992) and Caulk (1994) who found peer-assessment as having the same
effect as that of teacher assessment.

Overall, it can be concluded that alternatives in assessment as a from of
collaborative learning are beneficial because of the nature of interactions as
well as introspection that occur through giving and receiving feedback. The
conclusion of this research agrees with the contention that teachers can
improve the effectiveness of instruction by resorting to formative tests while
leaving the assessment of the tests to the students themselves or providing
direct feedback and having discussion sessions with them concerning what

they have done on the tests.

Pedagogical Implications

The major finding of this study was concerned with the out-performance
of the four experimental groups in general, and the peer-assessment (Cross —
level) group and the conference group in particular. This recommends
teachers to increase students’ interaction through creating a cooperative
atmosphere in their classes and allowing the students to take active roles in
the assessment of the formative tests they take. The good performance of the
conference group encourages students’ engagement in giving and receiving
feedback through providing the appropriate that will make the students
reflect upon the processes of their learning, and ultimately improve their
achievement.
Syllabus designers are also called for the specification of particular rooms in
the course syllabi so that teachers can have enough systematically-planned
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time at their disposal to administer the tests and gain and give the
appropriate feedback.
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