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ABSTRACT 

The influence a test has on teaching and learning is commonly referred to as the 

ówashback effectô. It is often argued that English examinations in Japan, which tend to be 

heavily grammar-orientated, have a negative washback effect on teaching and learning. 

The areas of writing and speaking are of particular concern as both tend to be assessed 

via indirect testing methods. This study, then, examines the effects of existing English 

tests in Japan and also proposes an original direct test of speaking, which is subsequently 

trialled in a sample learning context. An attempt is then made to determine the extent and 

nature of washback resulting from this new speaking test. 

 

Chapter 1 looks at the study of English as a foreign language (EFL) within the context of 

Japanese high schools. In particular, the discussion focuses on the ómismatchô that occurs 

between the levels of curriculum planning and actual classroom implementation. It is 

suggested that one of the reasons behind the apparent failure of the official 

communicative syllabus adopted by the Japanese Ministry of Education (MEXT) is due 

to the existence of the ñhidden syllabusò driven by the content of EFL examinations. 

 

Chapter 2 examines the phenomenon of washback with a review of the published 

literature in the field. The notions of test washback and test impact are introduced before 

the discussion goes on to look at the different kinds of influence a test might have, with 

specific reference to the óWashback Hypothesisô put forward by Alderson & Wall (1993). 

The issue of washback occurring as a result of óhigh stakesô testing is also considered and 

finally, the question of whether positive washback can be nurtured and thus improve 

curricula is analysed in greater detail. 

 

Chapter 3 presents the rationale for the design of the new speaking test. Firstly, however, 

a brief background to communicative language testing is presented in order to consider 
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an approach that conforms to the philosophy of the official English language syllabus in 

Japan. An outline of current EFL tests faced by the learners in the sample is also offered 

in this chapter. 

 

Chapter 4 details the data collection techniques being used to measure the washback 

effect of existing tests and the new speaking test. An outline of the research context is 

also provided along with details of the learners and teachers taking part in all aspects of 

the study. 

 

Finally, Chapter 5 discusses the research findings and looks at the implications for both 

EFL test design, and for the future implementation of a communicative syllabus in the 

Japanese context. 
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Chapter  1: English as a Foreign Language in Japan 

1.1 Official language policy: the syllabus goals of the Ministry of Education 

The Japanese Ministry of Education ï which forms part of the all-encompassing Ministry 

of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT1) ï has, for some time 

now, promoted the use of communicative teaching methodology in the English classroom. 

In support of this philosophy, the syllabus guidelines document produced by MEXT (The 

Course of Study for Foreign Languages 1993) stresses the importance of developing 

studentsô ability to use English for the purpose of everyday communication. 

 

An Action Plan to Cultivate ñ Japanese with English Abilitiesò  (MEXT 2003) also 

highlights the measures that need to be taken to improve second language education in 

Japan. This document presents a series of goals, which, it is hoped, can be achieved 

within a five-year period. The following statement is made in relation to the required 

English abilities of students graduating from high school: 

On graduation from a senior high school, students can  
conduct normal communication with regard to topics,  
for example, relating to daily life. (English language 
abilities for graduates should be the second level or the 
pre-second level of the Society for Testing English  
Proficiency (STEP2) on average). 
                                   (MEXT 2003: 1) 

With regard to actual teaching methodology, the paper reiterates the Ministryôs policy of 

promoting communicative language teaching (CLT) by going on to state that óinstruction 

mainly based on grammar and translation or teacher-centered classes is not 

recommendedô (MEXT 2003: 3). 

 

                                                
1 MEXT (The Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (Monbu-kagaku-sho)) came into being 
in January 2001. Prior to that, the Ministry of Education was known as Monbusho (sometimes referred to as 
Mombusho). 
2 Established under the guidance of the Japanese Ministry of Education in 1963, the STEP (or Eiken) is an optional  
seven level proficiency test, administered 3 times a year exclusively to Japanese learners of English. A more in-depth 
analysis can be found in Chapter 3 (pp. 35 ï 36). 
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Whilst the aims and objectives of MEXT represent worthy statements of intent, the 

degree to which they are actually being realised is somewhat open to question. Indeed, it 

could be some time before the majority of high school graduates are able to reach the 

level of proficiency demanded in the Ministryôs Action Plan. Despite the fact that 

English is studied through six years of secondary education ï starting from the age of 

twelve and continuing up until graduation from high school at eighteen ï many learners 

continue to experience difficulty in using the language for purposeful communication, 

often encountering problems in the areas of speaking and writing. Thus, it would appear 

that the primary objectives of the syllabus prescribed by MEXT, along with the goals put 

forward in the Action Plan remain, as yet, largely unfulfilled. 

 

One of the main reasons behind the apparent failure of both the syllabus and the 

Action Plan perhaps lies in the demands placed upon teachers and learners by the óhidden 

syllabusô. Before discussing this in greater detail, however, let us first of all consider the 

kind of classroom environment that has come to typify the Japanese approach to English 

language education over the years. 

 

1.2 Dominant methodology 

The study of English as a foreign language (EFL) is often associated with a very 

ótraditionalô pedagogy in Japan and has become synonymous with: 

- a teacher-centred approach that relies heavily on grammar-translation and rote 

learning methods; 

- learning materials which emphasise language usage as opposed to actual language 

use, resulting in lessons that, for the most part, focus on discrete-point grammar items 

and the translation of reading passages into the first language;  

- large classes, often numbering 40 or more students of mixed ability; 

- classrooms which, in terms of layout, arguably serve to promote the preferred 
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ólockstepô approach, with students usually seated in rows consisting of single desks 

positioned one behind the other. 

This traditional approach is sometimes referred to as yakudoku (Gorsuch 1998), which 

roughly translates as ñthe grammar-translation reading methodò (Brown 2002) and, with 

many classrooms continuing to exhibit such characteristics, EFL in Japan is often 

criticised on the grounds that it has been slow to progress. Indeed, as the calls for a more 

communicative approach increase, there has been much debate with regards to the best 

way to achieve this objective and thus improve the communicative competence of 

learners, which represents the ultimate target of the Ministry of Education. 

 

1.3 The hidden syllabus: factors affecting the implementation of communicative 

language teaching 

There is still much disagreement ï and to some extent, confusion ï over the most 

effective way to approach the study of English in Japan, especially in terms of content 

(i.e. what should be taught) and methodology (i.e. how it should be taught). On the one 

hand, there are those who believe that the more traditional ólockstepô approach, as 

outlined in section 1.2, is most effective for meeting the needs of Japanese learners and 

the system as a whole. On the other hand, it is felt that communicative language teaching 

offers the best way forward if English education in Japan is to demonstrate any real signs 

of progress. Watanabe (2004: 132), for example, notes that: 

  énow, in response to the need for international 
  communication, there is a greater emphasis on  
  active language use involving the exchange of  
  both spoken and written information. 

This would certainly appear to be the case at the level of curriculum planning where the 

Ministry of Education is keen to promote CLT. In practice, however, greater importance 

continues to be placed upon learning about the language rather than on actual language 
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use ï a situation ideally suited to the more traditional grammar-translation approach still 

preferred by so many Japanese teachers of English. 

 

It becomes increasingly clear, then, that the communicative approach faces 

considerable opposition and that several barriers have yet to be overcome if CLT is to be 

fully integrated into the English syllabus. Not surprisingly, much of the opposition comes 

from teachers who are more familiar with grammar-translation methodology having 

received little, if any, training in communicative techniques ï a point confirmed by 

Reesor (2003: 63): 

  Most JTEs (Japanese Teachers of English) learned English 
  through the grammar-translation method and as a result, 

this is the methodology which they feel most comfortable 
with as teachers. 

If no training in communicative teaching methodology is provided during initial training 

courses, it creates something of a dilemma for many Japanese teachers of English, who 

must then decide whether to gain knowledge in the area through additional, independent 

study. Sakui (2004) also makes the observation that there appears to be no agreed 

definition of communicative language teaching at either an instructional level or a 

conceptual level, thus adding to the problems of implementation. 

 

Teacher perceptions of communicative language teaching are in many ways 

influenced by the existence of a óhidden syllabusô. Within the Japanese high school 

context, this hidden syllabus is undoubtedly shaped by the content of English 

examinations ï particularly those administered by universities as part of their entrance 

procedures. Johnson (1989: 6) argues that, if a syllabus is to have credibility, then 

subsequent test items must be related to the content of that syllabus, and that óitem types 

in examinations need to be selected and constructed with this ówashbackô effect in mindô. 

Unfortunately, university entrance examinations in Japan are notoriously grammar-
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orientated; somewhat contradicting the syllabus aims of the Ministry of Education. Sakui 

(2004: 159), for example, suggests that: 

  écontrary to the teachersô aspirations to incorporate 
CLT into their teaching, they cannot ignore the demand 
to prepare students for entrance examinations. 

It is important for test designers then, to be aware of the possibility of washback (positive 

or negative) ï defined by Hughes (1989: 1) as óthe effect of testing on teaching and 

learningô. Brown (2002) makes the observation that if official syllabus policy in Japan 

continued to recognise grammar-translation as the preferred method of instruction ï as 

indeed used to be the case ï then university examinations would have greater validity (i.e. 

test content would be more consistent with syllabus content). However, following the 

introduction of the new syllabus guidelines and the promotion of communicative 

methodology, óa mismatch was created between the yakudoku entrance examinations and 

any curricula that had actually responded to Mombushoôs guidelinesô (Brown 2002). This 

would seem to suggest that in the current climate, entrance examinations are exerting 

unfavourable washback upon the communicative syllabus and the degree to which it can 

be successfully implemented. This, in turn, is also arguably having a detrimental effect 

upon teaching (and learning) practices. 

 

The aim of this study is to test this hypothesis and establish whether examination 

washback is indeed occurring in the context outlined throughout this introductory chapter. 

In particular, the following research questions will be considered: 

1. To what extent does test content influence teaching methodology? 

2. Can teaching and learning be improved by adopting direct testing techniques, thus 

eliminating the potential for mismatch that arises from the communicative syllabus 

aims of MEXT? 

The discussion proceeds with a review of the literature relevant to the phenomenon of 

washback (Chapter 2). Chapter 3 will explore in greater detail some of the problematic 
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aspects of existing tests and offer an alternative test design. The new test proposes to 

measure speaking skills directly ï at present, the productive skills of speaking and 

writing, if tested at all, tend to be assessed by indirect methods. Chapter 4 will look at the 

trial of the test and will also provide details of the primary methods of data collection 

being used to address the two research questions ï namely questionnaires and classroom 

observations.  Finally, Chapter 5 offers a discussion of the results in relation to the 

research questions and considers the implications for CLT implementation and EFL test 

design in the Japanese context. 
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Chapter  2: Literature Review 

2.1 Interpretations of test washback and test impact 

2.1.1 What is test washback? 

Numerous explanations of the term ówashbackô can be found throughout the published 

research and literature on language testing. One of the most common definitions sees the 

concept referred to as the influence of testing on teaching and learning (e.g. Alderson & 

Wall 1993; Gates 1995; Cheng & Curtis 2004). Similarly, Shohamy et al (1996: 298) 

define washback as óthe connections between testing and learningô and Saville (2000: 4) 

and Hughes1 (1989: 1) as óthe effect of testing on teaching and learningô. Messick (1996: 

241), noting that washback can have either harmful or positive effects, describes it as óthe 

extent to which the introduction and use of a test influences language teachers and 

learners to do things they would not otherwise do that promote or inhibit language 

learningô. 

 

Such definitions refer only to washback in terms of the influence that tests might 

have upon the language classroom and the participant roles of teacher and learner. In 

other analyses a much broader interpretation is offered, taking the view that tests can 

have more far-reaching effects within the field of education. For example, Andrews 

(2004: 37), in an article that explores the relationship between washback and curricular 

innovation, looks beyond the classroom, and uses the term to describe óthe effects of tests 

on teaching and learning, the educational system, and the various stakeholders in the 

education processô. The view of washback presented here approaches what some writers 

differentiate as test impact. 

 

 

                                                
1 Whilst ówashbackô is the preferred term in British applied linguistics (Alderson & Wall, 1993: 115), some writers 
such as Hughes refer to the same phenomenon as óbackwashô.  
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2.1.2 What is test impact? 

Although the terms washback and impact are sometimes used synonymously ï as indeed 

demonstrated by Andrewôs (2004) definition of the former, above ï test impact more 

accurately refers to the wider implications and effects of a given test. For example, whilst 

acknowledging that washback can be seen as the influence and effect of tests on teaching 

and learning, McNamara (2000: 74) notes that: 

  Tests can also have effects beyond the classroom.  
  The wider effect of tests on the community as a whole, 
  including the school, is referred to as test impact. 

Wall (1997: 291) makes a similar distinction between test washback and test impact, 

agreeing that the term óimpactô more accurately refers to: 

  éany of the effects that a test may have on 
  individuals, policies or practices, within the classroom,  
  the school, the educational system or society as a whole. 

Taylor (2000: 2), building upon a model proposed by Rea-Dickins (1997), who 

óidentified at least 5 stakeholder categories: learners, teachers, parents, government and 

official bodies, and the marketplaceô, offers a more detailed conceptualisation in order to 

illustrate the wider societal effects of a test (i.e. test impact):  
 
      Learners             Learners 
 

Teachers             Parents / Carers 
 
School owners                                                                                                       Teachers 

 
Test writers              School owners 

 
Consultants              Receiving institutions 

 
Examiners / Raters                                                                                                                  Government agencies 

 
Test centre   

administrators             Professional bodies 
 
   Materials writers                                                                                                              Employers 
 

Publishers             Academic researchers 
 
 
         Figure 2.1 Stakeholders in the testing community 

 Note: UCLES = University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate (see following discussion) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

UCLES 

 
Test construct 

 
 
 

Test format 
 
 
 

Test conditions 
 
 
 

Test assessment 
criteria 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Test score 
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The above model provides a useful illustration of the fact that a test can have impact 

upon the various stakeholders involved, at different points in the testing process: 

  Some of the stakeholders listed above (e.g. examiners 
  and materials writers) are likely to have more interest  
  in the ófront endô of a test, i.e. the test assessment criteria 
  or test format. Others may see their stake as being primarily 
  concerned with the test score. Some stakeholders, such as  
  learners and teachers, will naturally have an interest in  
  all aspects of the test. 
                                                   (Taylor 2000: 2) 
 

Although referring specifically to work carried out by the University of Cambridge Local 

Examinations Syndicate (UCLES) on the Cambridge suite of EFL examinations (hence 

the inclusion of that particular examination body in figure 2.1), the comprehensive model 

presented by Taylor (2002: 2), depicting the various stakeholders on whom a test has 

impact ï what Saville (2000: 4) calls the ólanguage testing constituencyô ï is of equal 

relevance to the Japanese context under discussion in this study. Thus, examination 

bodies such as the Society for Testing English Proficiency (STEP) who administer the 

national Eiken proficiency test; the National Center for University Entrance 

Examinations (NCUEE), who are responsible for the Center Test used in the preliminary 

stages of university entrance procedures; or the American-based Educational Testing 

Service (ETS), who administer the Test of English for International Communication 

(TOEIC) and the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) tests; could be applied 

to the above model. 

 

Bailey (1996: 263-264) also adopts a more holistic view regarding the effects of 

tests, but prefers to consider overall impact in terms of ówashback to the learnersô and 

ówashback to the programmeô. In the latter group she includes óteachers, administrators, 

curriculum developers, counsellors, etc.ô (Bailey 1996: 264) ï groups of individuals who, 

according to Taylor (2000), would be more likely to have an interest in the ófront endô of 
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a test (see figure 2.1). In view of the research questions outlined at the end of chapter 1 

which relate firstly, to the influence that existing tests have upon teaching (programme 

washback), and secondly, to the possibility of a new test design bringing about 

improvement to teaching and learning whilst eliminating the potential for syllabus 

mismatch (programme and learner washback), the model of washback presented by 

Bailey (1996) offers a useful framework for the purposes of this study. 

 

Throughout this initial discussion it becomes clear that the term ówashbackô is open 

to a variety of interpretations and that there are a number of important variables to 

consider when conducting research into the issue. For example, how are we defining the 

term ówashbackô exactly? Are we using the term to describe the effects of a test on 

teaching and learning only, or are we using it in the wider sense to include the effects of 

a test on other stakeholders in the education process (as illustrated in figure 2.1), which 

as noted above would be more accurately referred to as test impact? Other issues (which 

will be addressed in the following sections) also arise concerning the kind of influence 

that a test might have. In addition, if ï as suggested by Messick (1996: 241) ï the effects 

of a test can be harmful or beneficial, is it possible to foster positive washback, and how 

might we achieve this objective? 

 

It is not within the scope of this study to look in detail at the wider implications of 

testing ï as already mentioned we will be primarily concerned with the two areas 

identified by Bailey (1996: 263-264) ï i.e. ówashback to the programmeô and ówashback 

to the learnersô. In other words, I will adopt the narrower definition of washback by 

concentrating on the effects that a test has on teaching and learning. 
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Let us now look at the Washback Hypothesis (Alderson & Wall 1993) in order to 

consider how a test might affect ï or influence ï the language teaching and learning 

environment. 

 

2.2 The influence of tests on teaching and learning 

2.2.1 The Washback Hypothesis 

The title of an article written by Alderson & Wall (1993) posed the following question: 

ñDoes Washback Exist?ò In the article, it was noted that whilst many assertions had been 

made relating to the influence of tests, there was very little in the way of empirical 

evidence to back up the claims that tests affected teaching and learning, in either a 

negative or positive way. In order to examine in greater depth the relationship between 

washback and óinfluenceô, Alderson & Wall (1993: 120-1) put forward the 15 hypotheses 

listed below, highlighting more specifically some of the ways in which a test might affect 

teaching and learning. Bailey (1996: 265-266) notes that five of the hypotheses relate to 

ówashback to the learnersô and six relate to ówashback to the programmeô. Thus, the 

letters in parentheses have been added in order to illustrate this point, with óLô indicating 

those statements concerning washback to the learners, óPô to those concerning washback 

to the programme. 

 

Some possible Washback Hypotheses 

(1) A test will influence teaching. (P) 

(2) A test will influence learning. (L) 

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

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

above: 

(5) A test will influence what learners learn (L); and 

(6) A test will influence how learners learn. (L) 
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(7) A test will influence the rate and sequence of teaching (P); and 

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

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

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

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

 learning (P) 

(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. 

Noting the uncertain nature of the phenomenon, however, Alderson & Wall (1993: 117) 

observe that: 

  The Washback Hypothesis seems to assume that 
  teachers and learners do things they would not  
  necessarily otherwise do because of the test. 
          (emphasis added) 

They also make the point that even a ópoorô test could have a positive washback effect if 

it encouraged motivation on the part of learners or teachers. For example, a test might 

encourage learners to ódo their homework, take the subject being tested more seriously, 

and so onô, whereas teachers might óprepare lessons more thoroughlyô (Alderson & Wall 

1993: 117). It is also noted that a ógoodô test, on the other hand, could have adverse 

effects by bringing about learner anxiety or, in the case of teachers: 

  éthe fear of poor results, and the associated guilt, 
  shame, or embarrassment, might lead to the desire 
  for their pupils to achieve high scores in whatever 
   way seems possible. 
              (Alderson & Wall 1993: 118) 

If teachers are unduly influenced by a test this could have serious implications if the 

content of that test fails to reflect the aims and objectives of the prescribed syllabus ï the 
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result being that significant areas of the syllabus which are not tested may then be seen as 

irrelevant and, as a consequence, will be neglected. This ónarrowing of the curriculumô 

(Madaus 1988, cited in Wall 2000: 500) is clearly related to the óhidden syllabusô 

discussed in chapter 1, which tends to be driven by the content of university entrance 

examinations in Japan. 

 

Despite the lack of empirical research into the phenomenon of washback, Alderson 

& Wall are able to cite some studies that had been conducted prior to the publication of 

their article in 1993. Of particular note are those conducted by Kellaghan et al. (1982), 

Wesdorp (1982) and Hughes (1988) ï although it should be pointed out that the former 

was a general education study and not specific to language education. In their ensuing 

discussion, it is clear that evidence of either beneficial or harmful washback (and the 

extent to which it had occurred within a particular context) was often tenuous ï 

remaining unproven or, at best, inconclusive. For example, to take the Kellaghan et al. 

(1982) study (which looked at the impact of introducing standardised tests in Irish 

schools) as a case in point, Alderson & Wall (1993: 122) make two critical observations. 

Firstly they note that, whilst the results were óbeneficial to the schools, or at least not 

harmfulô, the conditions for the experiment were artificial, particularly in view of the fact 

that the test would not be used to determine studentsô future educational or employment 

prospects. Thus, it was less likely that the study would uncover any evidence of negative 

washback. Secondly, the failure to use direct observation as a method of data collection 

was regarded as another drawback ï the result being that that the research relied too 

heavily upon anecdote, assertion, or interviews and surveys.  

 

Indeed, Alderson & Wall (1993: 123) regard the absence of classroom observation 

as a common problem with much of the research that had been conducted into washback 

up until that point in time. The implication is that observation should be used not in 
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isolation, but rather as part of a combination of complementary research techniques. 

Indeed, it is notable that subsequent studies in the area of washback in language testing 

have tried to address this issue by employing a more varied use of data collection 

procedures: examples include Watanabe (1996) and Cheng (1999) who both used 

classroom observation in conjunction with teacher interviews; Cheng (1997), who used a 

combination of classroom observation, teacher questionnaires and student questionnaires, 

and Burrows (2004) who conducted teacher surveys and interviews, in addition to 

carrying out classroom observations. 

 

2.2.2 Washback as a result of óhigh stakesô testing 

According to the óWashback Hypothesisô (Alderson & Wall 1993: 120-1) ótests that have 

important consequences will have washbackô (see page 20 of this discussion). In other 

words, tests will arguably have a greater influence on teaching and learning in a óhigh-

stakesô situation ï i.e. one in which the test is typically used óto compare and rank 

individuals, schools or national systemsô (Chapman & Snyder Jr. 2000: 458) and whose 

óprimary use is to ration future opportunity as the basis for determining admission to the 

next layer of education or to employment opportunitiesô (ibid.). As Andrews (2004: 37) 

also observes: 

  It is precisely the power of high-stakes tests (or the 
  strength of the perceptions which are held about  
  them) that makes them potentially so influential upon 
  the curriculum and curricular innovation. 

In chapter one, it was suggested that the failure of Japanese high schools to implement 

fully the communicative syllabus recommendations of MEXT was due to the powerful 

washback effect of óhigh stakesô EFL tests. In particular, it was felt that the demands 

placed upon teachers and learners by the university entrance examinations were a major 

cause of this curriculum mismatch. 
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The research findings of studies that have involved so-called óhigh-stakesô tests 

confirm some evidence of washback, although it is often reported that, in the case of 

teaching, such tests have a greater effect upon content and rather less upon the actual 

methodology employed by teachers. For Example, Cheng (1997), who looked at the 

effect that changes to the HKCEE2 in English had upon teaching and learning, found that 

washback occurred, but only in terms of bringing about change to teaching materials. 

Evidence that the changes to the test brought about changes to the way teachers taught 

was not conclusive. 

 

Likewise, in the context of Japan, research conducted by Watanabe (1996; 2004) 

examining the belief that teachersô reliance on grammar-translation comes about as a 

direct result of university examination content, shows that the examinations exert a 

washback effect on some teachers but not on others. His findings suggest that factors 

such as the educational background, personal beliefs and experience of the individual 

teacher have as much influence over which methodology is employed in the classroom 

(Watanabe 1996: 330-1). 

 

Chapman & Snyder Jr. (2000: 462) also question the extent to which high-stakes 

testing influences teachersô classroom methodology. Citing a general education study 

from Uganda by Snyder et al. (1997), which found that changes made to a national 

examination did not have the desired effect of encouraging teachers to alter their 

instructional practices, they suggest that óit is not the examination itself that influences 

teachersô behavior, but teachersô beliefs about those changesô (Chapman & Snyder Jr. 

2000: 462). 

 

 

                                                
2 The Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination 
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2.2.3 Positive washback: can it be nurtured and can it improve curricula? 

Hughes (1989: 44-46) suggests seven ways in which positive washback might be 

achieved: 

1. Test the abilities whose development you want to encourage. 

Hughes (1989: 44) notes that óthere is a tendency to test what it is easiest to test rather 

than what it is most important to testô. Thus, there are obvious implications here for the 

assessment of productive language skills (i.e. writing and speaking) when subjective 

marking is required. A criticism often heard in Japan is that examinees are often required 

to produce very little ï if any ï actual language in order to pass an EFL examination such 

as the STEP, TOEIC or the Center Test, with the emphasis very much placed on speed (in 

terms of reporting scores to candidatesô selected universities before the second stage of 

the entrance procedure) and reliability. 

2. Sample widely and unpredictably. 

To avoid the content of a test becoming too predictable, item types should be designed so 

that a range of tasks are utilised. A major feature/criticism of the university Center Test 

(see Appendix I) is that it tends to follow the same format every year. 

3. Use direct testing. 

Hughes (1989: 45) defines direct testing as óthe testing of performance skills, with texts 

and tasks as authentic as possibleô and says that óimmediately we begin to test indirectly, 

we are removing an incentive for students to practise in the way that we want them toô 

(ibid.). As already mentioned, productive English skills are rarely assessed in the 

Japanese context. 

4. Make testing criterion-referenced. 

Criterion-referenced tests are seen to exhibit beneficial washback due to their motivating 

factors. For example, rather than being measured against the performance of other test-

takers, Hughes (1989) believes that it is better when candidates are clear about exactly 

what they have to achieve in order to pass a test. 
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5. Base achievement tests on objectives. 

Here, Hughes (1989: 46) argues that achievement tests should be based on objectives, as 

opposed to ódetailed teaching and textbook contentô in order that teaching and learning 

can be evaluated against those objectives. 

6. Ensure (that the) test is known and understood by students and teachers. 

In order for beneficial washback to be fully realised, óthe rationale for (a) test, its 

specifications, and sample items should be made available to everyone concerned with 

preparation for the testô (Hughes 1989: 46). Hughes (ibid.) notes that this takes on 

particular importance during the introduction of a new test that perhaps contains new 

testing methods. 

7. Where necessary, provide assistance to teachers. 

When a new test is introduced in order to foster positive washback, perhaps with the 

intention of ultimately changing a teacherôs preferred methodology in some way, then it 

is important that teachers affected by that test are fully conversant with the new approach 

being adopted. Hughes (1989: 46) uses the example of a communicative language test 

replacing a more traditional grammatical and vocabulary format and notes that: 

  One important reason for introducing the new test  
  may have been to encourage communicative language  
  teaching, but if the teachers need guidance and  
  possibly training, and these are not given, the test will 
  not achieve its intended effect. It may simply cause 
  chaos and disaffection. 

It has been suggested elsewhere in this paper that, generally speaking, non-native 

teachers of English in Japan receive little training in communicative methodology. 

Therefore, teacher-training programmes must also be a consideration if we are planning 

to introduce a communicative language test. 

 

Hughes concludes the discussion by admitting that many of his suggestions could be 

expensive to implement and, as a consequence, be seen as impractical. It is noted that 
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practicality is also included among óthe desirable qualitiesô (Hughes 1989: 47) of a test, 

thus, óit is good that a test should be easy and cheap to construct, administer, score and 

interpretô (ibid.). Nevertheless, Hughes (1989: 47) argues that the pursuit of positive 

washback should remain a primary objective in language test design: 

  Before we decide that we cannot afford to test in a  
  way that will promote beneficial backwash, we have 
  to ask ourselves a question: what will be the cost 
  of not achieving beneficial backwash? 

To reiterate, EFL tests in Japan, particularly the university Center Test, whilst addressing 

reliability and practicality issues so thoroughly, tend to do so at the expense of test 

validity. Commenting on this situation, Brown (1995: 277) notes that entrance 

examinations ï i.e. those administered by individual universities (as well as the national 

Center Test) ï washback negatively on teaching and learning: 

  Unfortunately, a number of teachers have raised  
  questions about the validity of the entrance examinations  
  saying that they use out of date testing methods and are 
  mismatched with language teaching curriculum in Japan. 

The out-dated testing methods referred to in Brownôs (1995) discussion include discrete-

point, multiple-choice grammar questions and translation tasks, both of which, he 

comments, make up a large percentage of test items. Brown (1995: 277) also identifies 

the lack of listening and speaking components as two of the main areas of concern 

regarding curriculum mismatch. The MEXT guidelines place much emphasis on the 

development of studentsô listening and speaking skills, yet an earlier study by Brown and 

Yamashita (1995) found that in 1993 only 6 out of 21 universities included a listening 

component as part of their entrance tests and that, a year later, this figure had decreased 

to 4 out of 21. More recent figures are unknown, although it should be pointed out that, 

as from 2006, the national Center Test examination will include a listening component. 

The assessment of speaking skills, however, remains an area of language testing yet to be 

addressed by individual universities or by the Center Test. 
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The view that the university entrance examinations in Japan washback negatively on 

teaching and learning is not shared by everyone, however. For example, Guest (2005), 

writing in the Daily Yomiuri (28/01/05), claims that:  

  Time and again it has been shown that university  
  entrance exams do not demand nor focus extensively  
  on English-to-Japanese sentence translation or  
  grammar skills. 

Guest (2005) offers no evidence of previous research to back up this claim, although in 

support of his argument he does provide an analysis of the six sections contained within 

the 2004 Center Test (see Appendix I) and concludes the following:  

1. Examinees are never required to write in Japanese on the test. 
2. Examinees are never asked to translate (as an answer). 
3. There are no Japanese texts except in the instructions. 
4. The skills required correspond to what most highly regarded reading textbooks and 

teachers demand, especially in terms of meaning-based reading and holistic 
comprehension. 

5. The texts in the test are of a great variety (narratives, dialogues, scientific essays). 
6. None of the questions demandéarcane rules or obscure vocabulary. 
                               (Guest 2005 ï extracted from the Daily Yomiuri, 28/01/05) 

In the same article, it is also suggested that the second stage examinations administered 

by individual universities óare even more comprehensive and holistic in their questionsô 

(Guest 2005) and with the introduction of listening sections in some cases, are óeven 

closer to a four-skill evaluationô (ibid.). Nevertheless, these observations contradict the 

research findings of Watanabe (1996) who noted that 94% of national public universities 

included translation questions in their English examinations ï although the figure did 

drop considerably (46%) for those administered by private universities. 

 

Whilst admitting that ideally, productive skills should be assessed in addition to 

receptive skills, Guest (2005) foresees two problems with this in relation to the Japanese 

context. Firstly, he cites the difficulty of administering speaking/listening tests and 

extended compositions to tens of thousands of examinees which must then be graded in a 
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short period of time. Secondly, he raises the issue of subjectivity, stating that: 

  In a system where objectivity is a must (remember  
  that examineesô entire careers may be on the line here) 
  markers cannot afford to let personal, vague or subjective 
  criteria affect the outcomes. 
    (Guest 2005 ï extracted from the Daily Yomiuri, 28/01/05) 

Both of these points (particularly the notion that effective subjective marking is almost a 

non-achievable aim) are contentious issues and bring us back to the comments of Hughes 

(1989: 47), as noted previously ï i.e. we have to think in terms of ówhat will be the cost 

of not achieving beneficial backwash?ô As Hughes (1989: 47) concludes: 

  When we compare the cost of the test with the waste 
  of effort and time on the part of teachers and students 
  in activities quite inappropriate to their true learning  
  goals (and in some circumstances, with the potential  
  loss to the national economy of not having more people  
  competent in foreign languages), we are likely to decide 
  that we cannot afford not to introduce a test with a powerful  
  beneficial backwash effect. 

The remainder of this study, which reports on the implementation of an original speaking 

test within the context of a Japanese high school, will adopt a similar line of approach to 

that of Hughes (1989). Following an introductory section on communicative language 

testing, the next chapter will proceed with an analysis of the current tests faced by 

learners in the sample. I would then like to present a rationale for the design of the new 

test and accompanying marking scheme. 
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Chapter  3: Approaches to Language Testing 

The original test design introduced at the end of this chapter is intended to assess the 

English speaking skills of Japanese high school students. Whilst it will be used as an end 

of term assessment in the subject of Oral Communication with a sample group of learners, 

it is hoped that with some adaptation it could also be administered as part of one of the 

high stakes tests discussed in section 3.2, below. In order to provide a background to the 

development of the new test, however, it is important to address two key related areas. 

Firstly, in view of the fact that the Japanese Ministry of Education has adopted the 

communicative approach (in theory, if not in practice) as its official methodology, I 

would like to look briefly at the notion of communicative language testing. Secondly, to 

offer a greater understanding of the context in which the speaking test will be trialled and 

thus further clarify the rationale for its design, an analysis of EFL tests currently being 

administered is also presented. 

 

3.1 Communicative language testing 

It is perhaps easier to understand the concept of communicative language testing by 

comparing it to the teaching and testing methodologies to which it was opposed. Fulcher 

(2000: 483) notes that the phenomenon initially came about as óa reaction against tests 

constructed of multiple choice items and the perceived over-emphasis of reliabilityô. 

Indeed, the discrete-point approach endorsed by Lado (1961) came in for particular 

criticism (although Fulcher (2000) is careful to note that to a large extent this was 

unjustified). Morrow (1979: 145), for example, stated that: 

An atomistic approach to test design depends utterly on the 
assumption that knowledge of the elements of a language 
is equivalent to knowledge of the languageéKnowledge of  
the elements of a language in fact counts for nothing unless 
the user is able to combine them in new and appropriate ways 
to meet the linguistic demands of the situation in which he 
wishes to use the language. 
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Issues surrounding reliability and validity can be seen as two of the key areas of concern 

in the development of communicative language tests. The main argument here was that 

test reliability was often achieved at the expense of validity (and vice versa), with the 

implication being that the latter was the more desirable of the two. Validity itself, 

however, can be subdivided into five distinct categories:  

1. Face Validity ï Does the test ólookô reasonable? Do the people who use the test think 

it is a good test? 

2. Predictive Validity ï Can the test predict how successful the learners will be at using 

the language in the future? 

3. Content validity ï Do the items or tasks in the test match what the test as a whole is 

supposed to assess? Does the test provide an accurate refection of the syllabus?  

4. Concurrent validity ï How do learnersô scores compare with their scores on other 

language tests? Does the test provide similar results to other tests? 

5. Construct validity ï Does the test share the same approach as the language 

programme of which it is part? 

* The questions posed above have been adapted from Underhill (1987: 105-108). 

Morrow (1979: 147) makes the point that with the exception of face validity and possibly 

predictive validity, the concept is óultimately circularô: 

Starting from a certain set of assumptions about the nature 
of language and language learning will lead to language 
tests which are perfectly valid in terms of these assumptionsé 
Thus, a test which perfectly satisfies criteria of content, construct 
or concurrent validity may nonetheless fail to show in any  
interesting way how well a candidate can perform in or use  
the target language. 
       (emphasis added) 

Davies (1978), cited in Morrow (1979: 146) and Fulcher (2000: 484), referred to the 

apparent conflict of interest created by the roles of test reliability and test validity as the 

reliability ï validity ótensionô, defining a testôs validity in terms of the extent to which the 
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tasks on that test reflect real world activities. Kitao & Kitao (1996) also acknowledge 

that communicative language tests óare judgedéon the extent to which they simulate 

real life communicative situationsô: 

In testing productive skills, emphasis is placed on 
appropriateness rather than on ability to form 
grammatically correct sentences. In testing  
receptive skills, emphasis is placed on understanding 
the communicative intent of the speaker or writer rather 
than on picking out specific details. 
  (Kitao & Kitao 1996 ï retrieved from the World Wide Web) 

 

The above observation by Kitao & Kitao (1996), which notes the importance of 

producing language that is contextually appropriate, relates to the concept of 

communicative competence proposed by Hymes (1972) ï as cited in Canale & Swain 

(1980: 4, 7, 15-16). Developed as a response to the competence/performance model put 

forward by Chomsky (1965) whereby ócompetenceô simply implied a knowledge of 

grammar, Hymes (1972) introduced the notion of communicative competence which 

included ónot only grammatical competence (or implicit and explicit knowledge of the 

rules of grammar) but also contextual or sociolinguistic competence (knowledge of the 

rules of language use)ô (Canale & Swain, 1980: 4). Hymes (1972) also made the 

distinction between communicative competence and communicative performance (i.e. 

actual language use), with Canale & Swain (1980) noting the implications that this has 

for teaching and testing within a communicative programme. They state: 

éteaching methodology and assessment instruments 
must be designed so as to address not only communicative 
competence but also communicative performance, i.e. the 
actual demonstration of this knowledge in real second 
language situations and for authentic communication 
purposes.  
                (Canale & Swain 1980: 6, their emphasis) 
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As we shall see from the following analyses of the tests that are administered within the 

current context, however, very little consideration appears to have been given to the 

measurement of actual language performance as it is defined here. 

 

3.2 Current tests of English in the teaching and learning context 

The teachers and learners taking part in the study will be introduced in the following 

chapter. At this point, however, I would like to look at the range of English tests that are 

currently being administered. It should be noted that the TOEIC and TOEFL tests, whilst 

taken by some high school students in Japan, are not applicable to any of the learners in 

the selected sample and are therefore absent from this discussion. Four different 

categories of test can be identified, however, each of which will now be considered in 

turn. 

 

Internal end of term tests 

Forming part of the schoolôs graduation credit system, end of term tests are administered 

internally at the beginning of July (1st term), December (2nd term) and March (3rd term). 

Typically, they tend to focus on language usage as opposed to language use; they employ 

objective testing methods in preference to subjective methods and they are norm-

referenced, rather than criterion-referenced. However, it should be pointed out that as 

individual teachers are responsible for the design of these tests, there is some scope for 

change regarding the types of question included. 

 

It could be argued that the end of term tests are, in fact, progress tests ï particularly 

as they take place during the language programme and are administered internally on a 

reasonably small scale. However, despite taking place three times a year, thus looking 

back over relatively short periods of learning, I believe that they can be more accurately 

defined as achievement tests in so far that the objective is to measure ówhat has actually 
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been learned in relation to what is supposed to have been learnedô (Ingram 1968: 71). 

Also, in keeping with the typical characteristics of an achievement test, they provide 

summative evaluation and are designed to assess rather than assist language learning. 

 

Students need to perform well on the end of term tests in order to accumulate 

enough credits for their final graduation grade. However, the tests have further 

implications for those applying to universities via the suisen (recommendation) or ichigei 

nyushi (one-skill entrance) procedures ï both of which represent alternative paths into 

higher education. In short, students applying through either of these methods are able to 

bypass the traditional two-stage university entrance procedure (outlined below) and 

instead are selected on the basis of information received from high school reports 

(including internal test results), letters of recommendation, interviews and other criteria. 

Thus, in addition to assessing how much of the syllabus has been learnt (the main role of 

an achievement test), end of term tests may also be used for predictive purposes in 

instances where students are going through the process of a suisen or ichigei nyushi 

application. Davies (1968), however, offers a note of caution when using achievement 

tests for more than one purpose. He makes the following observation: 

The use of Achievement tests is to find out how much has  
been learnt. They are concerned, therefore, entirely with the 
past though they often are used for predictive purposes. That  
they should be used predictively, i.e. to make claims about 
future performance, is probably inevitable though it is not the 
function of an Achievement test to predict. 
               (Davies 1968: 7) 

 

Regional tests: the ñSeibu-Moshiò  and ñKenka-Isseiò  

About once a month, the learners in the sample are required to sit what I have termed a 

regional test, of which there are two main types: the Seibu-Moshi and the Kenka-Issei. 

Approximately 3,500 students from the 7 high schools in the western district of the 
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prefecture take the Seibu-Moshi test. Each school in turn assumes the role of ócentral 

administratorô and is responsible for writing test papers and collating/reporting scores. 

Test papers are checked by teachers from each individual school with details of the 

scores then reported back to the administrating school. The Kenka-Issei follows a similar 

pattern, but operates on a larger scale with a total of 22 high schools (approximately 

14,000 students) from the whole of the prefecture. 

 

Although there is no established ñpassò or ñfailò grade per se for either test, both can 

still be regarded as norm-referenced, with the performances of students and schools 

being compared and then ranked accordingly. This information is not made publicly 

available, but it is of course provided to each of the participating schools. The testing 

techniques employed are also similar to those encountered on the end of term tests, with 

a heavy emphasis placed upon the assessment of reading comprehension and grammar-

based questions through the use of objective methods. 

 

Also in common with the end of term tests, it can be observed that neither of the 

regional tests has a particularly well-defined purpose. Due to the frequency with which 

they administered, they could be identified as progress achievement tests (Hughes 1989: 

12). However, Hughes (1989: 12) stresses the importance of establishing a óseries of 

well-defined short term objectivesô on which the tests, the teaching and the syllabus 

should be based. Unfortunately, such objectives remain unclear in the target situation, 

while it can also be argued that the issue is further complicated by the existing 

ómismatchô between language tests in general and the syllabus and recommended 

teaching practices prescribed by the Japanese Ministry of Education. 

 

The regional tests also exhibit some of the characteristics one might expect to find in 

a placement test. For example, the information gleaned from both is used to inform 
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decisions concerning the ólevelô of university to which a student should consider 

applying1. However, whereas students are being grouped in terms of their current 

language ability, the long-term effects of these tests are clearly of greater significance 

than the more conventional placement test ï the like of which may be administered at the 

beginning of a language programme. 

 

The STEP / ñEikenò  test 

The STEP test ï also known as the Eiken test ï is administered by the Society for Testing 

English Proficiency, an external testing body that was originally established under the 

guidance of the Japanese Ministry of Education in 1963. The test is available at seven 

different levels: 5th, 4th, 3rd, Pre-2nd, 2nd, Pre-1st and 1st, with level 1 being the most 

difficult. Each level is administered three times a year at external testing centres across 

Japan, although group applications are also accepted enabling students to sit the test at 

their own schools. 

 

The STEP test is designed exclusively for Japanese learners of English (with 

question rubrics provided in the first language) and, as its name suggests, its intended 

purpose is to measure English language proficiency. Although it is not a compulsory 

examination, the Ministry of Education states explicitly that high school graduates should 

on average be at the second level or pre-second level stage of the STEP test (MEXT 

2003: 1). However, it is important to note that the STEP test ï despite enhancing the 

future employment prospects of successful examinees ï becomes superfluous to the 

language objectives of many high school students for whom the university entrance 

examinations assume greater importance. Evidence of student attitudes towards such 

tests is  presented in the research findings of Norris-Holt (2002), who found that the 
                                                
1 Information gathered through informal discussions with teaching colleagues suggests that, in the case of the Kenka 
Issei test (which is taken by approximately 14,000 students), the top 1,500 will be able to make applications to local 
public universities which, for the most part, are considered more prestigious than private institutions. 
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Eiken test had greater relevance for junior high school students (12 ï 15 year olds) than 

for high school students.  

 

As with the previously mentioned tests, the Eiken is designed to assess rather than 

assist language learning and, in order to achieve high reliability, it adopts objective 

testing techniques. In fact, all items are multiple-choice enabling answer papers to be 

machine-marked ï the obvious disadvantage being that the indirect assessment of writing 

could result in negative washback. A direct test of speaking is available, with ósecond 

stageô interview tests being administered to examinees taking the 3rd grade level test and 

above. 

 

The fact that successful examinees of the STEP test fall on or above a cut-off score 

and that the average scores of each section are reported to all candidates (thus offering a 

point of comparison), undoubtedly suggests that it is norm-referenced. However, the 

performance descriptors that are provided for each level (see Appendix II) also point to 

criterion referencing ï a fact that has led MacGregor (1997: 28) to refer to the STEP test 

as a óhybridô criterion-referenced / norm-referenced language test. 

 

University entrance examinations 

Of all the English tests taken by high school students in Japan, those administered as part 

of the university entrance system are often regarded as the most important, representing 

the óprimary, or even sole, purposeô of language study for many learners (Brown 1995: 

272). Watanabe (2004: 131) offers further clarification of the situation: 

Because there is no school-leaving exam, and because high 
school records are not given much weight, the entrance  
examinations are likely to be very high-stakes for the applicants. 
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Universities in Japan fall into one of three categories: national (managed by central 

government), local public (managed by local governments) and private2. In the case of 

national and local public institutions, the entrance procedure consists of two stages. The 

first stage examination, designed by the National Center for University Entrance 

Examinations (NCUEE) and known as the Center Test, is administered nationally at 

designated testing centres each year at the end of January. Although the vocabulary used 

on the Center Test is limited to the ñapprovedò word list put forward by the Ministry of 

Education, it is not the purpose of the test to look back over what has been taught in high 

school English classes. Instead, it is essentially a norm-referenced placement test and 

therefore forward-looking. For example, it is not a test with a ñpassò or ñfailò standard, 

but rather one in which an examineeôs score and final placing will determine the órankô of 

university to which he or she can apply. Thus, examinees in the top percentile are able to 

apply for places at the more prestigious universities. 

 

This represents the point at which students enter the second stage of the entrance 

procedure when they go to sit the individual examination administered by their chosen 

university. It should be noted, however, that the entrance requirements of private 

universities differ slightly to national and local public institutions, with most simply 

using their own examination to select students. This single examination selection process 

is also preferred by junior colleges offering two-year courses3.  

 

The entrance examination system is further complicated by the fact that most 

universities ï whether national, local public or private ï will often have more than one 

English test as each department produces its own paper. With over 700 universities in 

                                                
2 Official Ministry of Education figures published in 2003 put the total number of universities in Japan at 702, of 
which 100 were national institutions, 76 were local public institutions and 526 were private (retrieved from the MEXT 
website: www.mext.go.jp/english/statist/index.htm). 
3 Official Ministry of Education figures published in 2003 put the total number of junior colleges in Japan at 525, of 
which 13 were national institutions, 49 were local public institutions and 463 were private (extracted from the MEXT 
website: www.mext.go.jp/english/statist/index.htm). 
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Japan, a vast number of entrance tests are therefore administered each year. It is perhaps 

not surprising, then, to find that the content of those tests also varies somewhat. For 

example, the first stage Center Test ï which was discussed in some detail at the end of 

the previous chapter ï consists entirely of objective items designed to assess vocabulary, 

grammar, pronunciation and reading. The second stage examinations, administered by 

each individual university department differ again: 

 As if making up for the NCUEE, the second-stage examinations 
of national/local public universities consist of subjective items, 
including translation of English into Japanese, Japanese into  
English, writing, and so forth. The private university examinations 
exhibit even greater variety in their test contents and methods; 
some examinations include grammar, vocabulary, and reading, 
whereas others also include listening and writing. The items of 
these tests may consist of cloze, short-answer, multiple-choice,  
picture description, and a number of other varieties. 
            (Watanabe 2004: 132) 

Through a comprehensive analysis of 21 university entrance examinations administered 

in 1994, Brown & Yamashita (1995) confirm the extent of this variation in test content 

and methodology. The study included the Center Test along with the test papers of 10 

private, 8 national, and 2 local public universities ï the latter two being grouped together 

under the single heading of ópublicô institutions. In order to determine whether the 

examination content varied from year to year, a comparison of the 1994 and 1993 

examinations was also offered. 

 

Whilst it is beyond the scope of this discussion to analyse the findings of the Brown 

& Yamashita (1995) study in specific detail, it is worth mentioning some of the more 

salient features. Of particular interest, with regard to the washback effect of these 

examinations, is the nature and balance of the test items employed by the different types 

of institution. Indeed, a great deal of diversity was found to exist with private universities 

generally relying more upon multiple-choice items and public universities placing a 
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heavier emphasis on short answer/essay and translation questions. The Center Test 

consisted almost entirely of multiple-choice items. Thus, questions in which examinees 

are actually required to produce language are more prevalent in the public university test 

papers. However, further qualification is required here, with Brown & Yamashita (1995: 

95) noting that: 

éwhile the public university examinations are laudably 
using more integrative items, they are also relying heavily 
on translation items. 

In a study conducted the following year, Watanabe (1996) also found that public 

universities tended to favour test items requiring some form of translation. Watanabe 

(1996) reports that out of the most popular 280 university department tests, 63% included 

translation items. However, in terms of the types of institution using translation items, 

94% of the tests came from national or local public departments as opposed to 46% from 

private university departments. 

 

Whether the entrance examinations are set by national, local public or private 

universities, the possibility of negative washback on teaching pedagogy needs to be 

acknowledged, particularly when there is such reliance upon discrete-point, multiple-

choice items (in the case of the Center Test and private universities) and translation tasks 

(in the case of national and local public universities). 

 

3.3 Rationale for the new speaking test 

Aims of the test 

In order for the communicative syllabus aims of the Japanese Ministry of Education to be 

implemented effectively, it is important to develop tests that more accurately reflect those 

aims. As illustrated in section 3.2, a major drawback of the examinations currently taken 

by Japanese EFL learners is that they involve very little ï if any ï direct testing of either 

of the productive skills of writing or speaking. In order to address this issue, an original 
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speaking test has been designed here for trial with a group of pre-intermediate learners 

(see Appendix III). It should perhaps be noted, however, that whilst I have categorised 

the learners as ópre-intermediateô, their speaking ability remains at a relatively low level. 

 

It is important to note that throughout the design of the test, consideration obviously 

had to be given to the learning context in which the actual trial will take place. Thus, 

certain aspects of the design rationale are unavoidably context-specific, although ï as 

mentioned earlier ï it is of course hoped that the test could be adapted for use in other 

situations. As it will serve as an end of term assessment in the context of this particular 

trial, it is essentially being used here as an achievement test. Part two of the test in 

particular (giving directions) reflects an area of the syllabus covered in language classes 

during the previous term.  

 

Test type 

The arrangement of the test (as illustrated in figure 3.1 on page 41) allows for two 

learners who, for the most part, will interact with each other. As noted by Brown & Yule 

(1983: 111) and Underhill (1987: 30) there are certain advantages to be gained from 

pairing learners together. For example, it is easier to create the genuine information gap 

necessary for communicative interaction. There is greater equality between the speakers, 

which not only ómakes them more willing to speakô, but also ómakes the communication 

as fluent and as successful as possibleô (Underhill 1987: 30). As a result, the paired 

format arguably encourages a more natural interaction; the following example provides 

an illustration of the type of problem that can arise through the óunequalô teacher ï 

student interaction: 

 The established status of the teacher is that he knows more 
than the student about most things encountered in the  
learning situation. If the teacher gives the student an object 
to describe, then the student has to create, for himself, an  
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artificial information gap between his knowledge and the 
teacherôs. He has to behave as if the teacher doesnôt know 
what the object looks like. Why should we require this  
additional, and highly artificial, dimension in the studentôs 
behaviour, when it is only his ability to use spoken English  
which we wish to assess? 
                              (Brown & Yule 1983: 111) 

For trial purposes the interlocutor also acts as the assessor, although to counter the 

possible loss of reliability that might arise through one person carrying out this dual role, 

the test is taped for the purpose of re-marking. 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 3.1 The pattern of interaction for the proposed speaking test (adapted from Underhill, 1987: 29) 

 

The decision to adopt a one-on-two format was also influenced by two other factors. 

Firstly, the limitations of the trial context had to be considered, particularly with regards 

to the availability of teachers who would have enough time to fulfil the role of either 

interlocutor or assessor. Secondly, in view of the fact that the test has been designed to 

serve as an end of term internal assessment for a specific group of learners, it seemed 

more logical that the role of assessor/interlocutor should be performed by the teacher 

who works regularly with those learners. 

 

For the test to be adapted for use in other contexts, any decision around whether or 

not to include two examiners ï one as an interlocutor, the other as an assessor ï would 

really depend upon the financial and time constraints of the situation. Whilst the 

inclusion of two examiners would allow reliability to be monitored more effectively, the 

LEARNER 1 

Speaker / Listener 

LEARNER 2 

Listener / Speaker 
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ASSESSOR / 

INTERLOCUTOR 
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obvious advantage of the current format is that any assessor training would be more cost 

effective, as fewer people are required to administer the test. 

 

Elicitation techniques 

The test consists of three parts, which are outlined as follows: 

Part one  

The two learners briefly introduce each other to the assessor/interlocutor, who then also 

interacts with each candidate by asking further questions based around topics such as 

family, school life, travel4 and future plans. Thus, during this opening phase of the test, 

which can be seen as a ówarm-upô to put the learners at ease, assessment will focus upon 

interactional short turns of speech. 

Part two 

In part two, each learner is given a simple map and is asked to direct his/her partner from 

one place to another. It is a guided speaking task with an óinformation gapô, and is 

designed to elicit a longer turn of speech. This time, the language produced will be 

transactional. The fact that the task is highly structured also makes it a suitable activity 

bearing in mind the language ability of the learners involved in the trial. 

Part three 

Part three is a óspot the differenceô activity involving two pictures and has been adapted 

from an idea by Brown & Yule (1983: 123-126). It is essentially a descriptive task, but in 

order to meet the communicative requirements of the test, there is the added element of 

problem-solving. As the two learners negotiate the solution to the problem, it will be 

necessary for them to alternate between transactional, long and short turns of speech. 

 

                                                
4 All learners in the sample have experienced a two-week homestay programme in the UK, hence the inclusion of the 
question, óHave you ever visited any other countries?ô (see Appendix III: Speaking test, part one, option card 2). 
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It is hoped that the inclusion of information-gap activities will have a favourable 

washback effect upon learning. At present, there is a tendency for some learners to rely 

too heavily upon their first language when engaged in similar tasks in the classroom. 

However, they have also been included in order to enhance the communicative value of 

the test and were considered more appropriate than role-plays (another common 

classroom activity) for the assessment of spoken language skills. Indeed, as a classroom 

activity, role-plays often meet with limited success due to the reluctance of learners to 

assume the part of another person. There is also, of course, no information-gap to 

motivate the learners when using a role-play. Although one could argue that there is an 

element of role-playing in part two of the test in which the listener must play the part of a 

tourist asking for directions, the existence of an information gap at least gives the task a 

degree of process authenticity. Also, whilst it is difficult to think of a scenario in Japan in 

which the learner will have to use English in order to ask for directions, the situation 

could arise should he or she travel abroad in the future. 

 

Timing of the test 

It is estimated that the test will take 10 ï 12 minutes per pair of learners, with part one 

lasting for 4 ï 5 minutes, part two for 3 ï 4 minutes and part three for 3 minutes. 

Although Hughes (1989: 105) recommends a duration time of 30 minutes, arguing that óit 

is unlikely that much reliable information can be obtained in less than about 15 minutesô, 

a longer test in the trial context would be difficult to administer as assessment could only 

take place during regular timetabled classes. A short oral test, such as the one proposed, 

could also be applied more easily to a high-stakes context, such as the regional or 

university entrance examinations discussed in section 3.2. 

 

 

 



 44 

Marking system 

An analytic performance scale (see Appendix IV) is used to score the test with learners 

assessed according to the following criteria: pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar, 

fluency and spontaneity, and communication. Each of these criteria has 5 different score 

bands: 0, 1 ï 2 points, 3 ï 4 points, 5 ï 6 points and 7 ï 8 points. Thus, a maximum of 8 

points can be scored in each of the four marking categories, meaning that the test is out 

of a total of 32 points. In this particular learning context, the final scores are made into 

percentages so that they can be applied to the 5-point grading scale adopted by the school, 

whereby at the end of term, students receive a score of between one and five on their 

report cards for each subject. This is usually calculated according to their performance in 

the end of term tests, as follows: 

         Table 3.1 The 5-point grading scale 

 

 

As mentioned earlier, the new speaking test is taped to allow for re-checking. Depending 

on the context in which it is used, this would ideally be carried out by a second assessor. 

 

The actual trial of the speaking test will be discussed in the following chapter. After 

introducing the teachers and learners involved in the trial, I will explain how the 

washback effect of the existing tests and the new test is measured through classroom 

observation and teacher/student questionnaires. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TEST SCORE % 

TERM GRADE 

0 ï 29  30 ï 44 45 ï 69  70 ï 84  85 ï 100  

4 5 1 2 3 
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Chapter  4: Test Washback Within the Sample Teaching and Lear ning 

Context 

This chapter is concerned primarily with the research procedure ï the actual results of 

the study will be presented in the following final chapter. In this part of the discussion I 

will provide a brief outline of how the new speaking test was trialled with a sample group 

of learners (see section 4.3). First of all, though, it is important to remember that another 

central aim of this study is to examine the washback effects of the current range of 

English tests being taken by the learners in the sample context. As already noted, whilst 

it is often argued that many of these tests have a detrimental effect on teaching and 

learning, much of the research that has been conducted to date is divided over the nature 

and extent of this washback. Classroom observation and teacher and student 

questionnaires were used to explore this issue further ï the details of which are outlined 

in section 4.2. The washback effect of the speaking test was again measured by 

administering a questionnaire to the students involved, whilst discussions with teachers 

as well as the opportunity to observe the learners firsthand during timetabled classes in 

the weeks prior to the test, offered more informal methods of data collection. 

 

The decision to include classroom observation and questionnaires as complementary 

methods of data collection is of particular relevance: 

If the core of any definition of washback has to do with 
the effects of tests on learning and teaching, then it is 
necessary to document those effects ï both by asking 
about and by watching teaching and learning. 

               (Bailey 1999: 36 ï emphasis added) 

Bailey (1999: 37) elaborates further by citing Wall & Alderson (1993: 65) who made the 

point that by observing classes we are able to discover the amount of impact that a test 

has on methodology, but of equal importance ï and to understand why that test affects 

teaching and learning in the way it does ï it is also necessary to speak to the participants 




