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Abstract

This article aims to discuss the impacts of language testing on someone’s personal life continuance and how
language teachers should compromise to this reality and bring out the positive impacts that language testing can
have on language learning (positive washback). The rationale of position of language testing in determining the
flow of education, job and movement is firstly reviewed and then the cases of language testing impacts on various
contexts is explored from previous studies. We then try to point out the main keys to maintain and optimize the
positive washback from the existence of language testing. The consideration includes a good coordination between
test producers, teachers and test-takers. Teachers, in addition, should provide follow-up teaching activities from
the results of the students’ tests.
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Introduction

Language testing plays important roles in social life by determining the continuance of someone’s
education, job, and migration. Despite these crucial impacts that language testing can have, the rationale
of test design received lack of attention in the past language testing studies (Shohamy, 2001). Scholars
began to realize that the rationale of test design is an important aspect to be studied since most of the
tests were motivated by social and political agenda (Hughes, 2003; McNamara, 2000; Shohamy, 2001).
This change of language testing research focus to understand better the impacts of tests continues with
the involvement of the voices of test users (test-takers, students, teachers and administrators) (Choi,
2008; Hamid, 2016; Pan, 2014; Winke, 2011), with the results of more negative attitudes towards the
tests were found. Even with these negative voices, the position of language testing cannot be easily
replaced because of its useful role in measuring someone’s language proficiency for some critical needs
(Hughes, 2003).
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Considering the problem elaborated above, this article aims to enlighten how language professionals,
especially teachers, can reach positive impacts from the existence of language testing for teaching and
learning purposes. This objective will be accomplished by firstly describing the concept of language
testing, especially about its functions and impacts. Then, some empirical research will be reviewed to
understand the impacts of different language testing. Finally, some key points from the understanding
of these impacts will be highlighted to show what can be done to achieve positive washback from
language testing.

Knowledge of Language Testing

Language testing has been involved in decision making for some social life aspects for a long time. The
position of language testing is described by McNamara (2000) similar with other testing types, such as
driving and drugs testing, where they act as determinant in car driving permission or army recruitment.
Language testing also acts as determinant in selecting qualified persons for education, employment, and
migration purposes. Apart from this role, Shohamy (2006) argues that language testing is also utilized
to enforce certain language policies. Testing is deemed as an effective and efficient tool to implement
language behavior changes, such as about the priority of language skills that need to be learnt. One of
the real examples for this point of view is the implementation of some language tests, e.g., TOEFL, as a
university exit test. This test is applied in expectation that students will seriously improve their English
ability, which is believed as a mandatory skill to be possessed in this global era, or otherwise they cannot
be graduated from the university. From this implementation, it can be comprehended that language
testing is a strong tool to impose language behavior changes.

Despite of this crucial role that language testing possesses, the designation of a language testing mostly
involves only the people with authorities and abandons the views of the people that are intended by the
test. It is as explained by McNamara (2000) that the development and organization of language testing
is carried out exclusively by experts, while the affected parties can only wait for the test product results,
commonly by feeling anxiety. This phenomenon happens due to the belief of traditional testing concept
that the most important aspect of language testing design is to make sure that it accurately measures the
knowledge intended to be assessed (Shohamy, 2001). The position of test takers in traditional testing
concept is as a subject to review the quality of the tests. When the tests are viewed satisfactory, no further
considerations are given about the impacts of these tests to the test takers. As a result, some test takers
are questioning the correlation of the tests with their reality needs. This is what leads to the negative
attitudes of test takers towards the test.

While the voices of the test takers and other parties affected by the implementation of language testing
are usually ignored in the past, the recent research has taken into account this topic as the focus in
language assessment field. This change occurred due to the awareness of scholars that the existence of
a language test obviously impacts the individual life and society system. Brown and Abeywickrama
(2010) conclude that the impacts cover both at macro level (larger contexts, including social and
educational system) and micro level (smaller contexts, including individual effects). The earlier
scholar’s works motivate this argument, such as Chapelle and Brindley (2010), Hughes (2003),
McNamara (2000), and Shohamy (2001). At macro level, McNamara (2000) for instance, highlights the
impacts of language testing on test takers’ socioeconomic condition by studying the policy of TOEFL
as a university entrance exam. The existence of this exam pushes the prospective students to enroll in a
TOEFL preparation class or hire a TOEFL instructor to help them passing the test accepting score, in
which putting wealthy families in more advantageous position. At micro level, Chapelle and Brindley
(2010) points out the impacts of language tests can have in teaching and learning process. The existence
of tests will likely influence the way teachers preparing learning materials to fit the demands of the tests.
This phenomenon can result in negative outcome that the students will not improve their language
proficiency in general but rather language skills to answer tests. These two examples clearly describe
how capable language testing is to make changes in the language learning behavior of a society.

Thiz article is licensed under CC BY-54 4.0 License 38

(D)0



Even with previous examples that language testing is more likely to result in undesirable impacts, the
tests are indeed needed to screen someone’s language proficiency, and thus actions to against the
implementation of tests would be ineffective. The actions that need to be taken are to optimize the
existence of language testing to benefit the improvement of students’ language proficiency. This kind of
action is actually applied in formative assessment, a term referring the use of assessment to analyze the
progress of language learning in order to the students improve. Meanwhile the tests discussed here, such
as TOEFL and IELTS, are categorized as a high-stake testing and summative assessment, where the
information related to the test takers’ detailed language proficiency is limited and thus difficult to be
utilized to improve their language proficiency. Hughes (2003), however, stresses out that the scores
received by the test takers should not be considered as isolated feature, rather they should be taken into
account to design language learning materials. McNamara (2006), in addition, suggests that other related
information to the tests should be measured carefully to help the language proficiency improvement of
the test takers. Therefore, in this article, it is believed that the different impacts of language testing in
different contexts should be discussed in order to extract the information needed to optimize positive
washback of language testing.

Discussion

Language Testing Impacts in Various Contexts

Recent research on language testing shows a growing interest to study the voices of parties affected by
the implementation of a language test (test takers, students, teachers, etc.), e.g., Choi (2008), Hamid,
(2016), Li, Zhong, and Suen (2012), Ma and Cheng (2015), Pan (2014), and Winke, (2011). These
studies examine various language tests, including international English language tests, such as TOEFL,
IELTS (International English Language Testing System) and TOEIC (Test of English for International
Communication), and other local English tests, such as CET (College English Test) and PELT (Practical
English Level Test) in various contexts and places, such as schools and universities in Asia, Australia,
and the USA. The examination is implemented by analyzing the perceptions of different level of
stakeholders, such as test takers, students, teachers, principals, school administrators, and test
administrators, towards on the effects of the tests.

Most of the participants in these studies perceive that the existence of language testing successfully
brings a change for the nature of language teaching and learning process. The change, however, mainly
applies to the content of teaching without actually reforms the methods of teaching, as pointed out by
two studies, Li et al. (2012) and Ma and Cheng (2015). Li et al. (2012) reveals the change of learning
focus that occurs to undergraduate students in China as the result of the implementation of CET. 150
university students who some already took the test and others are preparing for the test are surveyed in
this study and report that they spend more time on the language skills that are tested in the test, for
example speaking and listening skill. In addition, they also ask their teachers to devote the learning time
more on these two skills. As a result, the teachers deem the existence of CET brings bad interference for
their regular teaching process. While this test successfully changes the content that the students should
learn, the learning method, however, remains the same. The teachers still use books as the main source
and teacher-center method with drills and memorization techniques to teach the language skills for the
students, which actually contradicts the aim of CET to encourage students’ English communicative skills.
Ma and Cheng (2015) also point out the same finding that language testing, in this case TOEFL iBT as
Canadian university admission prerequisite, direct the prospective students to change their language
learning focus. The 12 Chinese students involved in this study explain that they have to enroll in test
preparation courses and they are exposed mostly to the test-taking strategies and test-features, without
emphasis to improve their general their language proficiency.

In addition to the change that language testing brings to the content of language learning, Choi (2008)
claims that language testing also affects the goals and methods of language learning. His study covers
various EFL tests, TOEIC, TOEFL and PELT, that are implemented for Korean elementary education
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system. He surveys 100 5th-grade elementary students and 40 instructors and learns that the tests
influence the motivation of students to learn English to only be able to pass the tests without concerning
their actual language proficiency. Moreover, the multiple-choice questions as the format of the tests limit
the opportunities of the students to develop their communicative skills. Hence, it is apparent how
language testing can direct the way of language teaching and learning process.

The contradiction between the goals of a language learning and the tests implemented can be also
reflected from the case of TOEFL policy in the universities in Indonesia. While the aim of studying
English in schools is to possess communicative skills, the application of TOEFL in universities does not
encourage the use of English communicative skills. It rather focuses on the mastery of passive language
skills since the TOEFL format used is the old PBT one which only assess the comprehension of listening,
grammatical knowledge and reading competency. Then, the recommendation delivered by Choi (2008)
perfectly fits the need to solve this problematic situation caused by the implementation of language
testing which is a collaboration between authorities that design or issue the policy of tests to consider
the targets’ language necessity.

Another crucial impact that language testing creates is exposing the test takers to feel pressure and
anxiety. This impact commonly follows with the decrease of motivation to learning the language and
trustworthiness to the test. Interestingly, this phenomenon frequently occurs in the studies of language
testing, as found in almost all studies mentioned earlier and the recent ones. It is as shown in Liubashenko
and Yashenkova (2018) that the existence of English exit exam creates anxiety for 151 Ukranian students
involved in their study. The students reveal their worry in making mistakes in the test and it is apparent
when the researchers observe their exam performance. The researchers argue that this condition occurs
due to the crucial role of the test in determining the students’ graduation and thus leads to their negative
attitudes towards the exam. Furthermore, Li, et al. (2012) finds out that the negative views held by the
students towards English exams can result in the frustration and the drop of their motivation to learn the
language.

Besides coming solely from the experience of taking the test, the feeling of anxiety and frustration can
also come from the retake policy — a policy where test takers should retake the tests when they fail — that
are applied in some language tests, especially those that serve as an entrance or exit exam. The feeling
caused by this policy could result in the test takers” untrustworthiness to the test. Hamid (2016) reveals
this impact by investigating the implementation of retake policy in IELTS administered in Australia.
430 people who took the IELTS test question the rationale of the policy that demands them to retake all
sections of the test, not the one(s) that they fail only. As a result, they doubt the reliability of the test and
even accuse the test administrators to gain commercial profits from the implementation of this policy.

While it is true that the implementation of language testing can result in negative impacts as discussed
above, language testing is unarguably needed to measure someone’s language proficiency. In fact,
language testing can also lead to some positive washback, which is beneficial for the language teaching
and learning process. Winke (2011) is one of the studies that reveal this positive impact of language
testing. She explores the teachers’ perceptions towards the implementation of the English Language
Proficiency Assessment (ELPA) in the United States and receives mostly positive responses. The
teachers describe that the test helps them to detect the students’ learning needs that they could not notice
before. As a result, the teachers can focus on preparing learning materials that suit the students’ needs.

The existence of language testing is also found to encourage the learners’ autonomy to study the
language tested. It is as shown in Pan (2014) that Taiwanese students increase their time to learn English
as the result of the implementation of TOEIC and General English Proficiency Test (GEPT) as university
exit exams in Taiwan. Moreover, the students also optimize any English materials available to them to
prepare for the test. This condition is not found to other Taiwanese students that are not imposed by the
test policy. Thus, it is revealed that the implementation of language testing can also result in some
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positive impacts, especially in language teaching and learning process. This positive washback is
probably the motive of the implementation of language testing as a determinant policy. However, as
shown in previous studies discussed, this positive washback cannot always be realized, that in
contradiction, result in negative impacts. Therefore, the understanding of criteria and factors that can
lead the positive washback of language testing is required, while at the same time considering those that
can lead to negative impacts.

Bringing Out the Positive Washback of Language Testing

Based on the previous explanation, the stakeholders including test writers, test institutions, test takers,
teachers, and school or university administrators. The positive washback of the testing can be obtained
by a good coordination among stakeholders. This is supported by the arguments from Hughes (2003)
and Flores and Turnbull (2003) who mentioned the efforts to increase the useful effect of a language
test. The intensive and shared understanding interaction among the parties would create a good language
testing. According to Brown (2010), providing positive feedback to the students can improve their
motivation to study as well as be useful for teacher to prepare the lesson plan. Students are given
feedback in form of their strength and weakness so that it can increase the positive washback of the test.

Other previous studies about involving stakeholders in test preparation are shown in this part. A study
from Saif (2006) proves that incorporation of the university stakeholders, lecturers and students give the
positive washback of a high-stake English test. The results of interview among the parties to their
expectation about the new test showed many positive comments. Dikilitas, Dollar, and Mede (2018) also
interviewed the expectation from university teachers in Turkey who involved in language preparation
test. The result showed that teachers’ involvement gives positive impacts to the quality of the test and
learning process as the researchers found gap between the content and the goal of the test and the learning
practices. Zou and Xu (2017) add that the good quality of the test need to consider students’ need and
suit the syllabus. Based on the finding, it is believed that a good incorporation among the parties in
language preparation test are highly increase the positive washback.

Another aspect should be considered in the language test is support from teachers to their students. It is
line with Bachman’s study (2015) who states that the main function of a test is to comprehend someone’s
language proficiency. Papakammenou (2018) also stresses on the implementing of communicative
teaching strategies to support the attractiveness of language test class and reduce their pressure in taking
test. He also points out that giving the positive feedback during the language preparation class can reduce
their frustration when taking the test. Besides, Ma & Cheng (2015) also adds that teachers need to
correlate the goal of the test and students’ real life need in order to improve the students’ motivation to
learn. Thus, it can be summarized that the teachers’ role in preparation of language test could be helpful
and give positive washback for test.

Based on the above theories and finding, involving stakeholders such as university administrators,
students and teachers must be the main priority in accommodating the students’ real need in mastering
the language tested. The teachers, especially, should provide the positive feedback both in form of
supporting the students’ interest to the language preparation class and motivate students’ language
performance. This has shown how the impact of language testing could affect the improvement of
students’ language proficiency.

Conclusion

This article discusses the importance of language testing impact in optimizing its positive washback.
Language testing have been used for language policy so that it can bring some consequences for social
and individual context. Some studies mentioned in the article show the negative change of the language
teaching and learning process and demotivate learners. However, the language testing could be as a tool
to find our more students’ language needs and give improvement in language proficiency. To obtain the
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desired effect, a good coroporation among the stakeholders involved in language testing should be
maintained. The last element that should be considered is teachers’ role in facilitating the test in order
to enhance their students’ language proficiency.
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