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Foreword 
I II II I II 

The TOEFL ® Monograph Series features commissioned papers and reports for TOEFL 2000 and 
other Test Of English as a Foreign Language program development efforts. As part of the foundation for 
the TOEFL 2000 project, a number of papers and reports were commissioned from experts within the 
fields of measurement and language teaching and testing. The resulting critical reviews and expert 
opinions were invited to inform TOEFL program development efforts with respect to test construct, test 
user needs, and test delivery. Opinions expressed in these papers are those of the authors and do not 
necessarily reflect the views or intentions of the TOEFL program. 

These monographs are also of general scholarly interest, and the TOEFL program is pleased to make 
them available to colleagues in the fields of language teaching and testing and international student 
admissions in higher education. 

The TOEFL 2000 project is a broad effort under which language testing at ETS will evolve into the 
21 st century. As a first step in the evolution of TOEFL language testing, the TOEFL program recently 
revised the Test of Spoken English (TSE ®) and announced plans to introduce a TOEFL computer-based 
test (TOEFL CBT) in 1998. The revised TSE test, introduced in July 1995, is based on an underlying 
construct of communicative language ability and represents a process approach to test validation. The 
TOEFL CBT will take advantage of the new forms of assessments and improved services made possible 
by computer-based testing while also moving the program toward its longer-range goals, which include 

the development of a conceptual framework that takes into account models of 
communicative competence 

• a research agenda that informs and supports this emerging framework 

a better understanding of the kinds of reformation test users need and want from the 
TOEFL test 

a better understanding of the technological capabilities for delivery of TOEFL tests into 
the next century 

It is expected that the TOEFL 2000 efforts will continue to produce a set of improved language tests 
that recognize the dynamic, evolutionary nature of assessment practices and that promote responsiveness 
to test user needs. As future papers and projects are completed, monographs will continue to be released 
to the public in this new TOEFL research publication series. 

TOEFL Program Office 
Educational Testing Service 



Abstract 

This monograph summarizes recent research on language testing washback. It begins by compiling 
several definitions of washback and related constructs. It then poses a model of language testing 
washback and examines the available research related to this model. The monograph concludes with 
recommendations for appropriate research methods to be used in future investigations of washback. 
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Part I: In t roduct ion 

It has long been asserted, in a wide range of contexts, that tests exert a powerful influence on 
language learners who are preparing to take these exams, and on the teachers who try to help them 
prepare. (See Spolsky, 1994 for a historical overview.) The following statements are typical of claims in 
the literature: 

It is generally accepted that public examinations influence the attitudes, behavior, and 
motivation of teachers, learners and parents . . .  (Pearson, 1988, p. 98) 

It is common to claim the existence of washback (the impact of a test on teaching) and to 
declare that tests can be powerful determiners, both positively and negatively, of what 
happens in classrooms. (Wall & Alderson, 1993, p. 41) 

The washback effects of large-scale testing programs on instruction are widely discussed. 
In the view of instructors and students, such tests contain what students must learn and 
therefore what must be taught-  a reasonable view, given that the tests in many cases 
represent the language hurdle students must clear before continuing their academic 
careers. (Chapelle & Douglas, 1993, p. 16) 

Swain (1985) succinctly states the prevailing opinion: "It has frequently been noted that teachers will 
teach to a test: that is, if they know the content of a test and/or the format of a test, they will teach their 
students accordingly" (p. 43). 

Tests are often perceived as exerting a conservative force which impedes progress. As Andrews and 
Fullilove (1994) point out, "Not only have many tests failed to change, but they have continued to exert a 
powerful negative washback effect on teaching" (p. 57). These authors also note that "educationalists 
often decry the 'negative' washback effects of examinations and regard washback as an impediment to 
educational reform or 'progressive' innovation in schools" (ibid., pp. 59-60). As Heyneman (1987) has 
commented, "It's true that teachers teach to an examination. National officials have three choices with 
regard to this 'backwash effect': they can fight it, ignore it, or use it" (p. 260; as cited in Andrews, 
1994a, p. 51). 

The problem is that while washback is widely perceived to exit, there is little data to confirm or deny 
these perceptions. This is neatly summarized by Alderson and Hamp-Lyons (1996) in the rationale for 
their study of TOEFL preparation classes in the United States: "Much has been written about the 
influence of testing on teaching. To date, however, little empirical evidence is available to support the 
assertions of either positive or negative washback" (p. 281). 

Andrews (1994a) concurs: "Although a great deal has been said and written about washback, there is 
in fact relatively little empirical evidence for its existence" (p. 44). 

Similarly, Shohamy (1993a) acknowledges that "while the connection between testing and leaming is 
commonly made, it is not known whether it really exists and, if it does, what the nature of its effect is" 
(p. 4). 
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In 1993, Alderson and Wall noted that the existence and importance of washback had been widely 
asserted, but that relatively few empirical studies had been done to investigate the nature of the construct. 
However, three years later, in the introduction to a special issue of Language Testing that was devoted to 
the topic of washback, they were able to write, 

Concern has long been voiced about the power of tests to affect what goes on in the 
classroom, the educational system, and society as a whole-  the so-called "washback 
effect." However, it was not until recently that language testers began to take a critical 
look at the notion of washback and to try to determine whether it did in fact exist, 
whether it was predictable, what form it might take, and what explanations there were for 
its appearance or absence in particular settings. The last five years have seen a growing 
interest in the phenomenon, both on the theoretical and empirical f ronts . . .  (1996, 
p. 239) 

It is this "growing interest" in washback that provides the basis for this literature review. 

In this monograph I will explore and summarize recent research on second language testing 
washback, first by compiling definitions of washback and related constructs. (For reviews of the research 
on washback in first language testing environments, see Andrews, 1994a; Cheng, 1997, forthcoming; 
Fredericksen, 1984; and Herman & Golan, 1993.) Then I will use a model suggested by Hughes (1993) 
and printed in Bailey (1996a) as a springboard for discussing the participants, the processes, and the 
products involved in the washback effect. Finally, I will comment on potential research methods for 
investigating phenomena associated with washback, and suggest research that could be done, using the 
TOEFL 2000 as an example of a large-scale, high-stakes test revision project - the implementation of 
which provides an ideal opportunity for investigating possible washback. 



Part I1" Defining and Describing Washback 

In recent years an explosion of research on washback has led to a greater understanding of this 
construct than was previously available. In this section I will first review definitions of washback and 
related concepts. Then I will discuss the washback construct as a criterion for evaluating and developing 
language tests. Finally, I will present a model of washback which provides a useful framework for the 
review of empirical research in the following sections of this monograph. 

Definitions of Washback and Related Concepts 

Definitions of washback are nearly as numerous as the people who write about it. These definitions 
range from simple and straight-forward to very complex. Some take a narrow focus on teachers and 
learners in classroom settings, while others include reference to tests' influences on educational systems 
and even on society in general. Some descriptions stress intentionality while others refer to the 
apparently haphazard and often unpredictable nature of washback. 

In an important paper on testing listening comprehension, Buck (1988) describes the apparent effect 
of Japanese university entrance examinations on English-language learning in Japan. He describes 
washback as follows: 

There is a natural tendency for both teachers and students to tailor their classroom 
activities to the demands of the test, especially when the test is very important to the 
future of the students, and pass rates are used as a measure of teacher success. This 
influence of the test on the classroom (referred to as washback by language testers) is, of 
course, very important; this washback effect can be either beneficial or harmful. (p. 17) 

Thus Buck's definition stresses the impact of a test on what teachers and students do in classrooms. (See 
also Fullilove, 1992, p. 131) 

Shohamy (1992) also focuses on washback in terms of language learners as test-takers when she 
describes "the utilization of external language tests to affect and drive foreign language learning in the 
school context" (p. 513). She notes that "this phenomenon is the result of the strong authority of external 
testing and the major impact it has on the lives of  test takers" (ibid., emphasis added). Shohamy cites as 
examples the introduction of new English speaking tests in Israel (see Shohamy, Reves, & Bejarano, 
1986) and of the A CTFL Guidelines and Oral Proficiency Interview in the United States. She states that 
these two examples both involve "the power of tests to change the behavior of teachers and students" 
(Shohamy, 1992, p. 514). 

In a later paper, Shohamy (1993a, p. 4) summarized four key definitions that are useful in 
understanding the washback concept: 

1. Washback effect refers to the impact that tests have on teaching and learning. 

2. Measurement driven instruction refers to the notion that tests should drive learning. 

3. Curriculum alignment focuses on the connection between testing and the teaching syllabus. 
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, Systemic validity implies the integration of tests into the educational system and the need to 
demonstrate that the introduction of a new test can improve learning. 

These ideas are revisited in Shohamy, Donitsa-Schmidt, and Ferman (1996, p. 298), and reviewed by 
Cheng (1997, p. 39), who also introduces the concept of washback intensity: "the degree of washback 
effect in an area or a number of areas of teaching and learning affected by an examination" (ibid., p. 43). 

In another article, Shohamy (1993b) contrasts school tests and external tests. She notes that 

external tests have become most powerful devices, capable of changing and prescribing 
the behaviour of  those affected by their results - administrators, teachers and students. 
Central agencies and decision makers, aware of the authoritative power of external tests, 
have often used them to impose new curricula, textbooks and teaching methods. Thus 
external tests are currently used to motivate students to study, teachers to teach, and 
principals to modify the curriculum. The use of external tests as a device for affecting 
the educational process is often referred to as the washback effect or measurement-driven 
instruction. (p. 186) 

Shohamy goes on to describe a "collaborative/diagnostic feedback model" in which school personnel and 
test developers work together to purposefully create a feedback loop in which testing influences teaching 
and vice versa. 

Berry (1994) also notes an increased interest in washback with her definition: "One of the major 
issues within the field of assessment in the 1990s has been a concern with the systemic validity of t e s t s -  
the so-called 'washback effect' or the effect a test has on classroom practice" (p. 31). Thus although 
Berry's definition takes a narrow focus on the classroom, she combines the notion of washback with 
systemic validity, where other writers (including Shohamy, 1993a) have made a distinction between these 
two terms. 

Pierce takes a broader view, but one that is somewhat similar to Berry's. Pierce (1992) states that 
"the washback effect, sometimes referred to as the systemic validity of a test, . . .  refers to the impact of a 
test on classroom pedagogy, curriculum development, and educational policy" (p. 687). 

Cohen (1994) also takes a broad view. He describes washback in terms of"how assessment 
instruments affect educational practices and beliefs" (p. 41). We will see that these broad categories 
cover the two main research foci for investigations of washback: actions and perceptions. 

More recently, Bachman and Palmer (1996, pp. 29-35) have discussed washback as a subset of a 
test's impact on society, educational systems, and individuals. They state that test impact operates at two 
levels: the micro level (i.e., the effect of the test on individual students and teachers) and the macro level 
(the impact on society and its educational systems). The following comment from Buck (1988) illustrates 
how these two levels often work in tandem: 


