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Abstract: Research on washback, i.e. test impacts on teaching and learning in class, of high-stake
English tests is prevalent. Little attention has, however, been paid to washback of an English achievement
test (EAT) albeit its highly practical significance including reporting and improving teacher effectiveness
right in a programme in a specific context (El-Kafafi, 2012; Antineskul & Sheveleva, 2015). The present
paper aims to explore teachers’ perceptions of the teaching contents under the influence of an EAT which
steps up to an English Proficiency Test - PET (or Bl level equivalent) for university undergraduates in
Vietnam as required for graduation by Vietnam’s Ministry of Education and Training (MOET). The EAT,
mirroring the PET, was designed to expect positive washback in the course English 2. The research tools
were interviews with four teachers teaching the same English course. Each teacher was interviewed twice
at two different time points so that their temporal developmental cognition of the EAT could be recorded.
The findings revealed the heavy impact of the test on teachers’ perceptions of their teaching contents. Two
dominant points were (1) all the participants thought the course primarily served the EAT orientation,
particularly in the test format and the linguistic input, and (2) the teachers should strictly follow the textbook
as the major instructional source. There existed a mismatch between the university’s purpose of enhancing
the students’ communicative ability and the teachers’ perceptions. Differences in the teachers’ backgrounds
entailed their diverse perceptions. The study provides a reference case for the interested readers in and
beyond the researched context.
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1. Introduction societal demands (Alderson & Banerjee,
2002; Bachman, 2000; Hughes, 2003;
Messick, 1996; Onaiba, 2013; Shohamy,
1993). Such countries as China, Japan, Taiwan
and Vietnam always highly appreciate the
testing culture. In the epoch of globalization,

Language testing and assessment has
emerged as an issue of due concern for its
complex and pivotal nature in language
education all over the world in recent decades.

The 1990s recognized it as a mainstream of
applied linguistics (Bachman, 2000) for
its substantial contributions to innovative
educational practices towards individual and
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Vietnam places more emphasis on the English
language training in the national education
system. The National Foreign Language
(NFL) Project 2020, extended to 2025,
requires innovation on learning, teaching
and assessment of foreign languages at all
levels. Vietnamese non-English-majored??
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undergraduates are required to reach a
minimum of B1 (Independent Users), which
pushes a large number of undergraduates to
graduation delays because of the high failure
rates in such graduation tests (Cao, 2018; Ha,
2016; Huy Lan, 2019; Thuy Nhan, 2016; Vu,
2016). Those at the researched university
are of no exceptions. TOEIC, followed by
simulated VSTEP, was applied but those
tests seriously challenged the students. The
university has recently shifted towards PET
orientation, expecting more confidence from
teachers and students and better success in the
training. In other words, positive washback
was expected like in Saif’s study (2006) on
test effects, 1.e. washback, that turns dominant
with “significant implication regarding test
validation and fairness” (Cheng & Curtis,
2012, p. 440). In fact, research on washback
of English language tests in the Vietnamese
context has been conducted on either the
international tests (Barnes, 2016b, 2017;
Nguyen, 1997; Thuy Nhan, 2013; Tran,
2016) or national tests (Bui, 2016; Nguyen,
2017a; Nguyén, 2017b; T Nguyen, 2017;
Nguyen, 2018). However, little research of
this type has been recorded in Vietnam on a
single university’s internally-developed test
in an attempt to meet MOET’s requirement
of tertiary students’ English language
proficiency. The current study will fill the
gap by investigating the washback effects
of an English achievement test (EAT) at a
Vietnamese university on teachers’ perceptions
of their teaching contents. Teachers’
perceptions normally attract researchers
because they are considered a driving force
to teachers’ practices (Liauh, 2011; Pajares,
1992; Wang, 2010; Zeng, 2015). Teachers
are selected as the informants for the research
on the basis that teachers are facilitators or
triggers of the washback process (Antineskul
& Sheveleva, 2015; Bailey, 1999; Liauh,
2011; Onaiba, 2013; Richards & Lockhart,
2007; Tsagari, 2011; Wang, 2010). The EAT
follows the PET format and its contents cover
students’ learning achievements within the

course English 2. The training and assessment
aim to familiarize students and teachers with
the contents and formats of PET. The full
PET exam will be the measurement tool for
undergraduates’ English proficiency as a
condition for graduation.

A research question is posed as follows:

How does the EAT exert its washback
effects on teachers’ perceptions of their
teaching contents at a university in Vietnam?

A qualitative approach with interviews
was exploited to investigate the EAT washback
on teachers’ perceptions of their teaching
contents. An overview of washback concepts,
achievement tests, teachers’ perceptions, and
results from relevant empirical washback
research initiated the methodology and the
findings of the current study.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Washback concepts

Washback 1is frequently —mentioned
beside backwash, consequences and impact.
Washback and backwash refer to the same
phenomenon (Cheng et al., 2004; Hughes,
2003) while it is not fully synonymous with
consequences and impact (Bachman &
Palmer, 1996; Cheng et al., 2015; Pan, 2009).
Consequences belong to general education
measurement, pertaining to the matter of
validity. Washback and impact, on the other
hand, are narrowed down to the area of
applied linguistics. Washback can be seen as
a part of test impacts limited in the classroom
(Alderson & Wall, 1993; Bachman & Palmer,
1996; Hughes, 2003) or spread its effects
beyond the school (Alderson & Banerjee,
2001, 2002). The current research concerns
washback in its narrow sense, limited to
individuals in the classroom context.

Buck (1988, p. 17, cited in Bailey, 1999)
was the first researcher to introduce washback
as a “natural tendency for both teachers and
students to tailor their classroom activities to
the demand of the test” or “the influence of the
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test on the classroom”. Other general concepts
of washback can be provided as “the effect of
testing on teaching and learning” (Hughes,
2003, p.1); “the impact of external language
tests to affect and drive foreign language
learning in the school context” (Shohamy,
1993, p. 153); “the direct impact of testing on
individuals” (Bachman & Palmer, 1996, p. 30)
or the force for “teachers and learners to do
things they would not necessarily otherwise do
because of the test” (Alderson & Wall, 1993,
p.1). If these definitions sound fairly general,
specific factors are involved in the coming
ones. Cohen (1994, p. 41) claims washback
clarifies “how assessment instruments affect
educational practices and beliefs”. Messick
(1996, p. 4) considers washback “the 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 learning”.

Other researchers extend the definition by
identifying factors and participants involved in
the change. Pierce (1992, p. 687), for example,
adds washback as “the impact of a test [that]
has on classroom pedagogy, curriculum
pedagogy, curriculum development and
educational policy”. Pearson (1988, p. 7) states
washback from the psychological perspective
that “public examinations influence the
attitudes, behaviours, and motivation of
teachers, learners, and parents, and because the
examinations often come at the end of a course,
this influence is seen working in a backward
direction, hence the term, washback”.
Nonetheless, he admitted that this direction can
operate forward since tests can lead teaching
and learning. Bullock (2017) states very clearly
that washback effect is “the influence of the
format or content of tests or examinations
on the methods and content of teaching and
learning leading up to the assessment”. It is
noted that the effects are only washback if they
can be linked to the introduction and use of the
targeted test (Messick, 1996).

The above analysis yields a clear shape
of washback which means the test influence

on teachers’ psychological mechanism and
actions to reach the educational goals. This
research conceptualizes washback as the
classroom impact of a test on teachers’ and
learners’ perceptions and actions toward
the teaching, learning and testing goals.
Washback can operate in two ways, either
positive or negative (Pan, 2009). A test
has a beneficial washback if it enhances
teaching and learning, especially improving
students’ language competence. By contrast,
deleterious washback is seen if teaching
and learning heavily stick to the test rather
than true language ability. In the washback
process, teachers are “the ‘front-line’
conduits for the washback processes related
to instruction” (Bailey, 1999, p.17). They
are supposed to introduce tests to students
and accompany them to reach the goal. The
present research endeavors to examine the
washback mechanism of the EAT to teachers
at a Vietnamese university to figure out how
the test exerts its influence on their perception
of the teaching contents in their English class.

2.2. Achievement tests

Tests can be categorized into achievement
and proficiency (Hughes, 2003; McNamara,
2000; Brown & Abeywickrama, 2010; Brown,
2013, Bachman, 1990). While proficiency
tests are theory-based, i.e. testing test takers’
“can-dos” in real life according to a given
language proficiency theory, achievement
tests are syllabus-based, i.e. assessing the
curriculum  objectives (Bachman, 1990;
Bailey, 1998; Brown, 2013; Brown & Hudson,
2002; Cheng, Watanabe & Curtis, 2004;
Hughes, 2003). Within this research scope,
achievement tests are reviewed in terms of its
role, definition and types.

Achievement tests play a central role
in assessing students’ accomplishment by
the end of a unit or a programme (Brown &
Abeywickrama, 2010, p. 9; McNamara, 2000,
p. 12; Walberg, 2011, p. 2). Its principal purpose
is to announce the standard achievement
for all stakeholders like students, teachers,
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authorities, or parents from which appropriate
decisions pertaining to learning and teaching
reforms or mastery certification are made
(Hughes, 2003; Brown & Abeywickrama,
2010). By definition, achievement tests
evaluate the fulfilled amount of course
contents pertaining to the course objectives
(Hughes, 2003; McNamara, 2000; Brown &
Abeywickrama, 2010; Brown, 2013). Hughes
(2000, p.13) classifies achievement tests into
two types: final and progress ones in terms
of the administration time. He provides
sound arguments on the final achievement
test approaches. Final achievement tests,
happening at the end of the course, can follow
either the syllabus content or the objectives.
The syllabus-content-based approach appeals
fair to students since tests cover what students
have learned in the course. Nonetheless, if the
school has unqualified syllabus and tests, the
students’ language ability that is expected to
be measured with that achievement test can be
misleading. For example, the old Vietnamese
K12 English course books exclude listening,
a radical element of communicative language.
Hence, a high score in the English test, which
is deficient of the listening test, cannot signify
the score gainer’s true language ability. The
second approach aligns the test content with
the course objectives. In this way, course
objectives are made explicit to all course
designers, teachers and students. Hughes
(2003) believes that final achievement tests
sticking to course objectives can interpret
students’ language ability better, therefore
more positive washback can be created.
However, choosing appropriate materials for
established objectives is demanding. Plus,
course objectives are more challenging to
reach than course contents, which can lead
to students’ dissatisfaction of test results.
This approach results in the blur between
achievement tests and proficiency tests.
Hughes (2010) argues, “If a test is based on the
objective of a course, and these are equivalent
to the language needs on which a proficiency is
based, there is no reason to expect a difference

between the form and content of the two tests”
(p. 14). Final achievement tests are usually
standardized since all the tests follow the
same structures. Test writers and developers
should ground on specific course objectives
to design tests. Besides final achievement
tests of the summative meaning, progressive
achievement tests of the formative purpose are
popular in language classrooms to measure
to what extent students progress toward the
end-course achievement. This achievement
test runs into two streams. The first one
administers final achievement tests repeatedly
to expect a score rise as indicators of progress.
This is blamed to be impractical, especially
when students have insufficient syllabus
exposure. The second one aims at short-
term objectives, which matches the limited
amount of the content students have learned.
Feedback or reflection is fairly important
for both teachers and students to adapt their
teaching and learning correspondingly.

The achievement test in the current
research, the EAT, is characterized as the
second type which intends to gauge the sum
of knowledge and skills non-English majored
freshmen have attained in the course English
2 in the second semester. Generally, the EAT
format mirrors the PET format, despite the
reduction of the part number in each paper in
the EAT. The overall aim of the test is to help
the teachers make the students familiarise
with the real PET format and samples, which
they will encounter in their English graduation
examination at the researched university. The
two tests share three major common points.
Firstly, both test students in four skills,
reading, writing, listening and speaking.
Secondly, both have a balanced weighting of
25% each part. Thirdly, the purpose of each
paper in the two tests seems to be the same.
According to B1 Preliminary Exam Format,
the PET reading paper requires test takers to
show they “can read and understand the main
points from signs, newspapers and magazines,
and can wuse vocabulary and structure
correctly”. The writing paper aims to assess
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their ability of using “the structure correctly
and produce communicative messages and
informal letter/story”. Their ability “to follow
and understand a range of spoken materials
including announcements and discussions
about everyday life” should be shown in the
listening paper. In the speaking part, they
are expected to “show the ability to follow
and understand a range of spoken materials
including announcements and discussions
about everyday life, then to take part in
conversations by asking/answering questions
and talking, for example, about your likes and
dislikes”. The same purpose is set for the EAT
although these abilities are measured in the
restricted topics given in the course English
2 because while the PET is a proficiency test,
the EAT is an achievement one.

Paker (2012) investigates washback
of test items in four language skills of the
achievement tests in preparatory classes in
13 Turkish schools of Foreign Languages.
Test items are selected to analyse, aiming
at potential washback. To this extent, the
research fails to address washback from
participants’ perspective, especially from the
teachers’. The current study aims to fill into the
gap by investigating washback of an English
achievement test to teachers’ perceptions
of the course objectives and contents at a
Vietnamese university.

2.3. Teachers’perceptions in washback research

Perception is defined in the Cambridge
Dictionary as “a belief or an opinion” or “an
understanding”. According to Buehl & Fives
(2009), there is inconsistency in defining
teachers’ beliefs. While Green (2013) and
Richardson (1996) distinguish beliefs from
attitudes and knowledge, Borg (2003) and
Pajares (1992) define beliefs as knowledge,
perceptions and attitudes. Then, perceptions
can be understood through the definitions of
beliefs. Rokeach (1969, p. 113 as cited in
Skott (?, p. 17) sets beliefs as an “integrated
cognitive system” or “any simple proposition
. .. inferred from what a person says or does,

capable of being preceded by the phrase
‘I believe that ...”. Pajares (1992, p. 316)
defines beliefs as an “individual’s judgment
of the truth or falsity of a proposition, a
judgment that can only be inferred from a
collective understanding of what human
beings say, intend, and do”. Richardson (1996,
p- 102) names beliefs as “a subset of a group
of constructs that name, define, and describe
the structure and content of mental states
that are thought to drive a person’s actions”.
Perceptions belong to these constructs.

In  washback  research, teachers’
perceptions are grounded on the label
“attitudes”, “feelings” (Mahmoudi, 2013;
Tsagari, 2011, pp. 434-435), “beliefs” (Wang,
2010), “understanding” (Cheng, 2004; Hsu,
2009). Antineskul and Sheveleva (2015)
link teachers’ perceptions to such terms as
“attitude”, “think”, “like”, and “know” (pp.
8-12).0naiba(2013,p.56)accredits perception
washback to feelings, beliefs, attitudes toward
the test. Only Mahmoudi (2013) mentions
perceptions and attitudes separately from the
title of his research, and only Green (2013)
talks about beliefs, not perceptions. Green
(2013) raises specific questions on teachers’
beliefs about teaching and testing. Regarding
teaching, they are teachers’ beliefs of effective
teaching strategies and their compatibility
with test demands, of test preparation
challenges and of “local precedents” for that
preparation. In terms of a specific test, the
author is concerned about teachers’ beliefs
of their familiarity with the test, of its use
and role. Cheng (2004) and Hsu (2009) are
two researchers who best specify teaching
aspects under the test influence. Both Cheng
(2004) and Hsu (2009) propose aspects of
classroom teaching in teachers’ perceptions,
including test rationales and formats, the
teaching methods and activities. Cheng
(2004) extends his concerns to workload and
teaching difficulties under test impacts, while
Hsu (2009) is interested in teachers’ using
mock exams and course books and students’
learning strategies and activities.
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From the above review, teachers’
perceptions under the influence of a test
denote how teachers feel, think about, believe
and understand that test and their classroom
teaching practices. Nonetheless, it would
be reasonable to exclude test formats in the
current study of teachers’ perceptions since test
factors should be seen as triggers to classroom
practices rather than practices as Cheng
(2004) and Hsu (2009) discuss. This view is
in accordance with Shih’s (2009) framework
on teachers’ factors in washback mechanism.
Washback to teachers’ perceptions, according
to Dinh (2019), ranges from teaching contents,
methodology and professional development.
The present research is limited to the first
component of what teachers think they teach
under the influence of the EAT.

2.5. Empirical washback research on
teachers’ perception of teaching contents at
the tertiary level

Publications reveal that teachers perceive
washback to teachers’ perceptions of teaching
contents in two opposite trends, either a match
or a mismatch between the test contents and
the taught contents.

Wall and Horak (2011) report the
washback effects of the TOEFL iBT on the
teaching contents positively from European
higher education institutions. Textbooks
are updated, informing both teachers and
students of the content of teaching, learning
and testing. They even orient their classroom
behaviours. VSTEP in Vietnam (Nguyen,
2017) exerts positive effects on teaching
sources. The author appreciates the material
called “Learners’ Outcomes and Profile”,
which specifies students’ required knowledge
and skills in each learning stage and the
supplementary materials of grammar points
and vocabulary banks for each level. The
teachers in her study believe that the materials
and skills taught in the courses for VSTEP can
support students to cope with any test types.
This is an idea which has not appeared in
other studies in this review. In addition, the

participants in Saif’s (2006) study believe that
the textbook strategies well enhance students’
learning of presentation skills.

On the other hand, Liauh’s (2011)
research on the washback effects of the Exit
English Examination (EEE) in Taiwanese
universities reports teachers’ beliefs in the
need of further provision of good quality
teaching materials for the students’ self-study
for their EEE. They ask for additional English
courses in the curriculum to increase their
students’ passing rate in the test. Outdated
course books are used in the case of the test
for Business English Certificate (BEC) in
Russia (Antineskul & Sheveleva, 2015);
therefore, teachers need collaboration to
enrich and update their teaching materials
although sometimes the relationship is hard
to be established. The two authors have
reported the discrepancies between the
course contents and the students’ needs.
Teachers have to face students’ command
of their present practical skills rather than
teachers’ preparation for their long-life skills.
For example, a student just needs to learn to
write the letter of offer instead of the letter of
complaint because they are in need of it for
the moment (Antineskul & Sheveleva, 2015,
p-11). Teachers have to explain and balance
the want and the need. In Vietnam, Thuy Nhan
(2013, p.38) also adds the mismatch between
the curriculum and the contents required for
an exit gate-keeping test of TOEFL. Those
authors expect the correlation between the
materials employed in the teaching process
and the contents measured the product.
Nonetheless, Hsu (2009, pp.136-137) reports
a group of Taiwanese teachers think tertiary
English language teaching should serve the
world of work, not the test only; therefore,
their textbook choice is not impacted by the
test policy. In addition, they think students
need various sources of materials to meet
the demand of a proficiency test. They use
textbooks, language laboratory, test-oriented
materials and other authentic materials of
magazines, newspapers, radio and television,
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with textbooks being dominant. Wall &
Horak (2006) are in line with these authors.
The teachers in their research, while agreeing
on in-class textbooks, encourage students to
practice with authentic materials. Teachers
in Tran’s (2016) research at a Vietnamese
university agree with those in Hsu’s (2009)
and Wall & Horak’s (2006). Although the
content of the textbook is not directly relevant
with that of TOEIC, which serves as a gate-
keeping test, the teachers think highly of its
relevance to the world of work after students’
graduation.

In most of the previous studies, teachers
believe that it is necessary to have the
correlation between the taught contents and
the test contents and that they both should
back up students’ language ability at work.
These results are mainly extracted from
the high-stakes tests. The question on how
teachers believe their taught contents under
the influence of a low-stakes test will be
answered in this study.

3. Methodology

3.1. Setting

The research was conducted at a
university in the North of Vietnam. English
is taught as the dominating foreign language
to the undergraduates. Generally, the students
at the university were of low English
proficiency. Under MOET’s requirement,
the institution adopted the two-language-
skill TOEIC, and then the four-language-skill
simulated VSTEP as the major measurement
instruments of the undergraduates’ foreign
language condition for graduation from 2010
to 2018. Nonetheless, these two test types
challenged the students at high failure rates.
The situation motivated the shift towards the
four-language-skill PET instead. Prior to the
formal PET examination, 2 courses English
1 and English 2 are delivered, in which the
students’ accomplishment was gauged with
the final EAT in the shortened form of the PET.

The university’s leaders anticipated beneficial
washback to teaching and learning.

3.2. Participants

Four female teachers teaching English 2
having the final EAT at a university in the North
of Vietnam participated in the research on the
basis of purposive sampling. Teacher factors,
an important variable in washback research
(Alderson & Wall, 1996; Read & Hayes, 2003;
Shih, 2009; Wantanabe, 1996) were collected
via an interview. Teacher 1 is the Head of
the Division of English for Specific Purposes
where English 2 in the current research is
designed and implemented. She has six years
of work experience in the Division. Two other
teachers are not in the leadership positions
but they are experienced. Teacher 2 has been
working as an English teacher in the Division
for 15 years, and Teacher 3 has 18 years of
working experience. Teacher 2 is the person
who introduces the course book and is involved
in developing the EAT. Teacher 4 is a two-year-
experienced teacher. All the teachers report that
they are familiar with the contextual factors and
the test factors. Except Teacher 3 who shows a
normal degree of commitment to teaching and
student success in the test, all the others own
high involvement. It is noted that washback
existence was ever questioned by Alderson
and Wall (1993), but Watanabe (2004, p.28)
suggests a way to track its evidence. According
to him, washback comes into existence if (1)
the same teacher teaches the exam-preparation
class differently from non-exam-preparation
class, and (2) different teachers teach different
classes of exam preparations the same. All
the participants are involved in teaching
different classes with the same programme,
which promises washback. The EAT measures
students’ final achievement. The course book
selected is Complete PET.

3.3. Instruments

Teachers’ perceptions “cannot be directly
observed or measured but must be inferred
from what people say, intend, do— fundamental
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perquisites that educational researchers have
seldom followed” (Pajares, 1992, p.314).
Creswell (2009) claims that an effective
means to collect information regarding
beliefs, attitudes, perceptions and behavior
is a survey or an interview. The current study
exploited the interview instrument to reach the
research aim. The semi-structured interviews
were designed. The validity and reliability
of the instrument were piloted with two non-
participant teachers in the same context. The
interviews used Vietnamese as the channel
to make the respondents voice their thoughts
fully in the most confident manner. Le (2011)
believes that two interlocutors of the same
mother tongue would feel more comfortable
when communicating in their own common
language.

The interviews of the teachers’ perceptions
of their teaching contents based on a guideline
(Appendix) including three parts of course
objectives, teaching sources and teaching
topics. The course objectives could be
represented by three questions concerning
each teacher’s actual teaching objectives
and the syllabus and the test objectives. The
researcher sought teachers’ beliefs of their
teaching sources by asking four questions
on teachers’ must-use materials and should-
use materials together with their rationales.
Teaching topics were found via the answers
on four questions about what topics must be
and should be included in the course.

3.3. Data collection and analysis

The pilot interviews took place with
the non-participant teachers to check the
transparency of the meanings of the questions.
A recorder was used to record the data. After
the pilot interview, some questions were
deleted, some added and some re-worded for
clarity and richness. For example, question
one in the pilot interview is “How do you think
of the objectives of Course English 2?” was
modified into a set of detailed question like
in the Appendix. Then, the official interview
took place with the individual participating

teachers. Nonetheless, the interview contents
were still open to changes. The first interviews
were transcribed and coded for the analysis.
Only relevant data is translated into English.
The convention of T/, Intl, p.1, for example,
signified an excerpt taken from Teacher 1,
Interview 1, Page 1. The sign “<>" referred to
the researcher’s clarification. Supplementary
interviews were made to clarify several
ambiguous points, thus seeking deeper data.
Patterns were depicted from the analysed data.

4. Findings and discussion

The findings from the data collection and
analysis are presented in themes, which allows
both individual cases and cross-cases to be
seen (Duff, 2008). The study aims to see how
the EAT impacts the teachers’ perceptions
of their teaching objectives. Since the EAT
mirrored the PET, these tests were mentioned
interchangeably here and there. Overall, the
test exerted its significant impacts on the
teaching objectives most.

4.1. The washback of the EAT on the teachers’
perceptions of the teaching objectives

4.1.1. PET/EAT orientation

All the four teachers agreed that the course
objectives should be set to equip the students
with the PET/EAT linguistic knowledge and
format input so that the students could be
successful in the exam. It is noted that PET is
an umbrella test for EAT in the research case.
In terms of the linguistic inputs, vocabulary,
grammar and pronunciation are three principal
components. However, all the interviewed
teachers were concerned about vocabulary
and grammar rather than pronunciation. Only
Teacher 1 and Teacher 2 were concerned
about teaching pronunciation as one sub-
aim. The test approach was also expressed
in the teachers’ view of one course objective
as providing the test skills and test format.
Teacher 1 was interested in the provision of
the test format most with 41 times mentioning
this (see Table 1). She believed that the
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students could be more confident in the exam
if they were exposed to the test format as
much as possible, then this increased their
passing rate. She was the only one explicitly
expressing the need of providing the test
sources for the students. This can be explained
from her background as a head teacher who is
experienced and has more responsibility of the
students’ exam success. Teacher 4, a novice,
owned a higher frequency of thinking about
the role of test source provision than Teacher
2 and Teacher 3.

“The common objectives of the course is
to provide the students with the knowledge
of grammar and vocabulary together with
training the test skills in the orientation of the
graduation test of the international PET” (T1,
Intl, p.1).

Teacher 2 agreed that the course aim is to
“provide the students with basic knowledge
from elementary to pre-intermediate”;
therefore, the teachers should “cater grammar,
vocabulary and test skills which practically
serves PET tests of Bl level as the graduation
test” (In2, p.1). She believed that the teachers’
duty is to “help students acquire the knowledge
in the course... and how to help students
pass the EAT” (Int2, p.2). In the similar vein,
Teacher 4, the novice, expressed her view of
the course objectives as “serving the students’
passing the exam in the PET format” (Intl, p.2;
Int2, p.3). It is interesting that she regularly
talked about the word “exam advice” which is
part of the book for any test tasks throughout
the interview. The phrase did not occur in the
first interview but the second one when she
really became more familiar with the book
while teaching.

By comparison, while Teacher 4 had six
times mentioning her role in “helping students
to pass the exam” in two interviews of her
perceptions, her words did not specify any
“PET” or “EAT’ despite the general word “test”.

Students’ passing the exam was obviously
stated as the main goal of the course. Learning
vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation, test tasks
all served that goal. The research case was a

little bit unique when the EAT was strongly
affected by the PET as a graduation test later
for the students.

4.1.2. Communicative enhancement

Communication, either in the spoken or
written form, is the end of language learning.
The updated English 2, which has the EAT
to measure its effectiveness, was supposed
to increase the students’ communicative
competence. A majority of the bachelors from
the researched university face the problems
of using English effectively. That decreased
their professional opportunities, affecting the
university’s reputation. The data will reveal
whether this expected positive washback did
take place.

Surprisingly, Teacher 1 did not state her
view about it while other teachers, especially
Teacher 2 thought highly of one course aim as
improving students’ communication skill now
and for the future. She stated, “The course
English 2 mainly aims at equipping students’
communicative competencenotonly now butin
the future” (Int2, p.1), or “The teaching process
has to improve students’ communication skill”
(Int2, p.10). She was aware of the university
policy, which “requires the communicative
teaching approach” so that “I think we have
to teach the students to communicate with
teachers, with friends, with the outsiders (Int2,
p.1). Teacher 3 echoed the view when she
thought that “has a practical purpose which
is to improve students’ communication skills
through speaking and writing” (Int.1, p.1).
Productive skills were mentioned clearly in
her speech. Plus, she believed in the “balance
between the test purpose <students’ passing
the exam> and the communication purpose”
(Int2, p.13). According to Teacher 4, the
university policy asked her to teach in the
communicative approach (Intl, p.1) and she
balanced between the aim of supporting the
students in the exam and training their English
communication (Int2, p.13).

The interview outcomes revealed
that Teacher 2 and Teacher 4 considered
communication purpose even more important
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than test passing purpose. Teacher 4 as anovice
seemed to be dependent on the university
policy while no other teachers mentioned that
administrative level.

4.2.3. Others

In the interviews, other course purposes
emerged from the teachers’ perspective. A
very different point which other teachers but
Teacher 2 did not care obviously was teaching
and learning effectiveness. She stated,

“The course objective, like other courses,
includes evaluating teachers’teaching quality
and students’ learning quality. I am interested
in knowing the results of my teaching and

students’ learning.” (T2, Intl, p.1)

“The effectiveness of my teaching can be
expressed via students’ happiness in class,
their participation in class, their test scores in
the exam.... The students’ effectiveness is the
same, especially their passing scores.” (T2,
Int2, p.1)

Looking back at her background, she is
a key teacher in the course, introducing the
course book, developing the EAT, showing a
high commitment to students’ success in the
course. It is reasonable when she set a course
aim as measuring the training efficiency. This
point is very different from other teachers’ in
this and other washback research.

Table 1. Frequency of the teachers’ words related to the teaching objectives

Words T1 T2 T3 T4
PET/EAT vocabulary 17 11 4 3
PET/EAT grammar 7 14 3 5
PET/EAT pronunciation 2 3 0 0
PET/EAT test skills 4 7 0 4
PET/EAT format 41 1 1 3
PET/EAT sources 3 0 0 0
Communicative enhancement 0 8 2 2
Teacher effectiveness measurement 0 1 0 0
Learner effectiveness measurement 0 1 0 0
TOTAL 74 46 10 17

Course objectives are considered the
triggers of teachers’ teaching. According
to Saif (2006, p.28), the course objectives
are based on the test objectives and the
test components. As stated in the literature
review, the EAT aims to measure the students’
language ability achievement at the end of the
course with the test instrument of an imitation
PET of four language skills. Furthermore, the
EAT familiarizes the students with the PET
graduation test at the studied site. Linguistic
input is the means, not the end of the course
and the test objectives. Nonetheless, the
interview results revealed that the teachers
highly appreciated grammar and vocabulary,
which were explicitly stated in only the
writing skill, not in the other three skills.
Communication purpose was openly stated
by Teachers 2, 3, 4, especially by Teacher 2,

who regularly showed her high commitment
to her teaching in both the teacher background
interview and teacher perception ones. The
teachers’ sharing thought of knowledge and
test skill/format provision in this research
was in line with Nguyen (2017) who studied
washback of VSTEP to teaching at another
Vietnamese university. Moreover, the teachers
thought they should combine the course
objectives and the test objectives together.
Teacher 1 and Teacher 3 believed that these
two sets of objectives were the same and
drew equal attention. Nonetheless, Teacher
2 and Teacher 4 were more favourable of the
course objective of communicative ability
enhancement as stated at the university. They
believed the course objectives were actualized
in every lesson. A salient summarized point
from the finding was that Teacher 1 as a leader
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has 74 times mentioning the word pertaining
to the course objectives, followed by Teacher
2 and Teacher 4. It can be interpreted that the
teachers of more accountability will be more
aware of their teaching goal.

4.2. The washback of the EAT to the teachers’
perceptions of the teaching sources

Regarding teachers’ perspectives of the
course sources, the course book and the
supplement materials were studied in relevance
to the teachers’ evaluation of the relationship
between the course book and the EAT.

4.2.1. Course book

As decided by the leadership, the course
book selected was Complete PET which received
all the teachers’ positive attitudes. English 2 was
redesigned so the book was used for the first
time.. Teacher 1 and Teacher 3 thought the book
“interesting”. They appreciated its good features
including clear explanation, good application,
and exam advice. Through two perspective
interviews, Teacher 1 agreed that the new course
book helped the students “approach grammar,
vocabulary and pronunciation which are very
basic, and it provides them with <test> skills,
especially the test format” (Int2, p.1). She
added,

“...a good point in the book is grammar.
It is very clear. It is explained, especially in
the context. In the test format, grammar is
not explicitly stated in writing or reading;
however, the exercises <test tasks> are closely
relevant. <so that the book> helps students to
have a firm background. .... It is interesting
that the grammar points were integrated
in the topic... and the way they <the book>
explains... It serves reading and writing...
For example, sentence transformation...
the present perfect and the past simple...
there is the transformation.... the book
clearly explains the difference between two
tenses... And in the subsequent part, there is
application, for example, for task 1 to rewrite
the sentence... how to rewrite the sentence...”
(T1, Int2, p7-8)

There was a growth in the teacher’s belief
of the course book. The second interview

showed Teacher 1°s deeper understanding
of the book content and its application to
the course and the test purposes. Grammar,
vocabulary, test skills, test formats were
frequently mentioned. Teacher 2 became
aware of the “exam advice” in the book. She
compared the book Complete PET with the
book New English File which was used in the
previous course English 2. It seems that the
second interview conducted when the teacher
was more familiar with the book increased her
specific comments about the book quality. She
was interested in the book grammar points,
the link between grammar and its application
in the test skills.

In the same vein, Teacher 4 claimed
the book “gives detailed <course and test>
objectives and orientate reading, writing parts
for the students” (Int2, p.2). Her subsequent
perception affirmed that point:

“Complete Pet is reasonable, suitable
to the students. It is classified into
four skills, listening, speaking,
reading and writing. And, in each
skill, there is the phrase Exam Advice.
The listening part has an Exam Advice
box too ... And the reading has Exam
Advice, the students can see what they
should do.” (Int2, p.3, 4)

Teacher 4 was interested in the “exam
advice” in the book. She compared the book
Complete PET with the book New English
File which was used in the previous course
English 2. The previous book “does not have
the Exam Advice to help the students... It
made students self study, so they could not
know how to cope with the lesson and the
test tasks.” (Lan, Int2, p.4). Differently from
the experienced teachers, Teacher 4 with her
novice role needed the exam advice to guide
her students clearly in her lessons.

By comparison, Teacher 2 and Teacher
3 thought the book contained the whole
necessary information and they used the
book as a compulsory source. Teacher 4 said,
“the Complete PET is rather long and fairly
contains all four skills... and activities... test
tasks” (Int2, p.4).
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Moreover, Teacher 4 stated that she used
the course book as “the mutual agreement
in the Division” (Int2 p.2) and “the leader’s
requirement” (Int2, p.3). She and other
teachers in the Division agreed that the book
could “classify the knowledge and supply a
standard B1 format for students” (Int2, p.2).
She valued the book in helping the students
pass the EAT (In2, p.3).

Once again, the novice teacher was more
likely to be led by the policy. When asked
whether the test impacted the teaching or vice
versa, she said, “we have to decide the test
first and then find out a suitable coursebook
to teach students.” (T4, Int2, p.5). Regarding
washback research, a question that may be
raised is whether the tail (the test) walks the
dog (the syllabus and the teaching). Teacher
4’s answer contributes to the rationale of
washback research, which means the test can
affect backward as Hugh (2003) defined this
term. Teachers’ commitment to teaching and
student success seems to be a variable to the
frequency of the phrase “Complete PET”.
The frequency in the teachers’ perception is
presented in Table 6 in the subsequent part.

4.2.2. Supplement materials

It is reasonable to say that if the EAT
merely gauges the students’ learning outcomes
in a programme, one course book can be
sufficient. Nevertheless, it takes a further role
of equipping students with the PET sources
preparing for a graduation test. Hence, other
PET test series and the like are supposed to be
present in the data bank.

Surprisingly, while Teacher 1 stated
that the course aimed to provide the PET
sources (see 4.2.1.2), she only appreciated the
textbook in the second interview.

“Actually, 1 think <supplementary
materials are> necessary. However,
the heavy number of lessons and
knowledge prevents it. The workbook
is enough because its content is close to
what students need to learn. However,
as you know, ... Actually the students
are of mixed abilities... so we want

to provide the students with more of
test format, mock tests... in reality,
many feel difficult, so I only used the
classwork. Those books <PET tests> I
don’t check in class but require them
to do at home.” (Int2, p.4-5)

She called out four practical reasons for
the little use of supplementary materials:
students’ low proficiency, limited course time,
large classes and students’ limited interests.
Teacher 2 shared the common view of the
heavy reliance on the course book. She said,
“I am attracted to the PET reference sources
for example PET tests from 1 to 8” (Int2, p.4)
and “Other materials only add more tasks
for students’ practice. No other course books
should be exploited” (Int2, p.6).

Teacher 3 and Teacher 4 showed the
change in their perception of using the
textbook and the supplement materials. In
the first interview, Teacher 3 (Intl, p.4) was
worried about time limit while Teacher 4
(Int1, p.5) was concerned about the knowledge
insufficiency. After several teaching weeks,
they changed their mind and decided the
PET tests could be used and that supported
students’ better awareness of the whole EAT
format (T3, Int2, p.4; T4, Int2, p11)

Another interesting point found out from
the data was Teacher 1 thought she could ask
her students to bring their own materials to
class. For example, she would require them to
bring the family photo to class for the speaking
lesson of describing a picture. She believed
that this facilitated active learning and
personalised the lesson, so that the students
could have a better engagement sense. By
contrast, Teacher 3 and Teacher 4 might spend
time designing their own teaching materials
for the students.

Table 2 illustrates the teachers’ diverse
beliefs of the instructional sources under
the influence of the EAT. From the literature
review (see 2.5), most researchers found
teachers’ dissatisfaction with the teaching
materials they had for the course (Antineskul
& Sheveleva, 2015; Hsu, 2009; Thuy Nhan,
2013; Tran, 2016). Only two authors,
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Nguyen (2017) and Saif (2009), express
their respondents’ positive beliefs of the
materials in use. The findings from this
research provide a bright sign for washback
to teachers’ perceptions under the EAT at
the university. All the teachers believed that
the book totally fit their students’ needs of
passing the exam and communication. No
blames on the course book were found. Only
a few supplementary materials were needed to

motivate students. This finding was in contrast
to other researchers’ when the teachers needed
more materials to support their students. This
can be explained by the test nature; all the test
in the research, except BEC (Antineskul &
Sheveleva, 2015), are highstake. Here again
the total frequency of teachers’ words of
course materials was in cohesion with that of
course objectives (4.1) with Teacher 1 at the
top and Teacher 4 at the bottom.

Table 2. Frequency of the teachers’ words related to the teaching sources

Words T1 T2 T3 T4
Complete PET 19 15 6 7
PET 1-8 1 2 1 4
Online sources 1 2 0 0
Student-prepared materials 1 0 0 0
Teacher-designed sources 0 0 1 1
TOTAL 22 19 8 12

4.3. The washback of the EAT on the teachers’
perceptions of the teaching topics

The book Complete PET has 12 units, but
the syllabus narrows it down to eight units
from one to eight. According to Pan (2009),
reducing the number of the topics is one
type of negative washback. The researcher
looks for the teachers’ thought of either topic
reduction or extension and the underlying
reasons for such views.

All the four teachers agreed that the topics
they had to teach in class were predetermined
by the division and they were exactly the
topics the students would be tested in the
exam (T1, Intl, pp.5-6; T2, Intl, p.5, Int2,
p.13; T3, Int2, p.3; T4, Intl, p.4; Int2, p.7).
However, Teacher 2 was inclined towards
topic extensions for the reading skill.

“Regarding the speaking skill, writing
skill and listening skill, <the topics>
are the same. However, there were
differences in reading skills. In oder
to have correct answers in the reading
skills, the students have to have
more knowledge, not only around the

topics. If the students learn that way
<the topic only>, they are limited.
They have to upgrade a bit more.”
(Int2, p.13)
Teacher 4 was in alignment with Teacher
2 in extending the topics for the students if her
students need (Int2, p.7)
Teacher 1 was more practical to base on

the test stake to state,
“We don't teach all the things in the
book. Especially the EAT is only
a transformation of the PET, an
equivalent. Therefore, the requirement
is lower than the international PET
[....] When we design the test, we
determine that what we test is what
the students learn, so the topics
we deliver to the students, set in
the syllabus, are those for the test
[...] It <topic extension> must be
hard because their entrance ability
is not as we expect, A2 level. Many
students are under that level. So topic
extensions are not possible [...] As 1
have said we do not have time. |...]
Then we teach the PET format. The
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teacher can guide the students to do
relevant exercises. [ think the topic
can be extended but in a large class,
for example of 60 students, we are
hard to cover them.” (Int2, pp.3-6)

She did not think she taught all the things
in the topics because the EAT was downsized
from the PET. Other affecting factors were
the students’ low ability, the limited time
allowance and the large class were repeated
like the conclusion in 4.2.2.1.

When the teachers’ perceptions were
compared to their practices, the class
observations showed that all the teachers
followed the textbook strictly.

The findings from the data reveal that
the teaching materials were in line with the
proposed models by Bachman and Palmer
(1996), Bailey (1999), Green (2007) and
Shih (2009). Topic reduction is considered
negative washback (Pan, 2009; Shohamy,
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1996; Bachman, 2010, Alderson & Hamp-
Lyons, 1996; Wall, 2005, Watanabe,
1996). However, concerning the contextual
factors like the students’ ability, the time
allocation, and the test stake, such downsize
is reasonable. It enables the teachers to
focus on the teaching contents in the limited
timeframe (Bachman (1990), Messick
(1996), and Turner (2006, cited in Wang,
2010). The textbook was updated like in
the case reported by Wall and Horak (2011)
and Nguyen (2017). Another shining point
lied in the teachers’ positive attitude toward
the textbook contents, which is similar to
the results in Saif (2006), Nguyen (2007).
Little evidence of material development
and extension was found as Hughes (1993),
Nguyen (2017) call out for the nature of
the achievement test. Strong washback to
teaching contents was assured when the
textbook illustrated the test contents.

Table 3. Frequency of the teachers’ words related to the teaching topics

Words T1 T2 T3 T4
Topics reduced due to restricted course time 2 4 2 1
Topics reduced due to student low proficiency 3 0 1 1
Topics reduced due to large classes 1 0 0 0
Topics? reduced due to the relevance to the EAT 0 0 1 0
Topics? related to the EAT topics 0 0 2 1
Topics? extended to improve students’ learning 1 1 0 1
Total 7 5 6 4

With respect to the topics, no explicit
words in previous review were called out;
nonetheless, it is an integral part of the
teaching contents. This research finding
shows that the words pertaining to topics
occurs less frequently than those to objectives
and materials. Teacher 1 still owned the
highest frequency and Teacher 3 was opposite
to Teacher 1 (See Table 1, Table 2).

The following figure visualises the EAT
washback on the teachers’ perception of the
teaching contents in English 2.

] - I - I

- EAT linguistic

input: vocabulary
& grammar

- EAT skills &
format

Complete PET

Figure 1. EAT washback to teachers’
perceptions of teaching contents
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5. Conclusion and pedagogical implication

The findings from the research suggested
that the EAT made significant impacts on
teachers’ perceptions of the course contents,
embracing the course objectives, materials
and topics. Teachers’ background had a
meaning to different perception degrees.

The case was compelling because the
EAT was embedded in the PET as an English
graduation test for the undergraduates at the
researched university. Normally an EAT is
low stake. According to Alderson and Wall
(1993), no washback is expected in such tests.
The findings proved the opposite fact. The
teaching objectives were obviously known
to all the teachers, followed by the teaching
materials and the teaching topics. There was a
mismatch between the university expectations
from the course and the teachers’ perceptions
of the course objectives. Communicative
ability upgrading was anticipated in the course.
The university hopes their undergraduates can
survive well in the modern world of work
with their English competencies. However,
almost all the teachers thought the course
goal was the students’ passing rate, so they
tried to equip them with the test knowledge,
skill and format. Few ideas of raising the
communication ability were found out.
Concerning the materials, all the teachers were
in favour of the course book, which directly
served the exam contents. The book contained
a variety of topics, but the teachers chose
the topic narrowing as stated in the syllabus.
Pan (2009) may call this either a negative or
positive impact of the test, depending on the
communicative ability gain from teaching.
If this restriction allows students to acquire
knowledge and be able to apply it in the real
life context, the washback should be viewed
as beneficial. It is opposite if students can only
do well in the test. According to the research
findings, communication is one test objective.
Thisresearch is limited in the sense thatit views
teachers’ perceptions, not practices; therefore,
researchers should be more careful to reach the
conclusion of the actual washback. Regarding

teacher factors, the teachers who took more
accountability to the student success showed
the most impact degree. The current study
is meaningful in that it provides the explicit
course objectives in teachers’ thoughts, from
which policy makers and leaders can come to
suitable administration policies.

The research leaves research gaps for
further studies. The first gap lies in the
number of participants. More teachers should
participate in such research to release a wider
data range. Secondly, triangulation methods
can be applied, for example, with surveys
and class observations contributing to the
research validity. Thirdly, other aspects of
washback of the EAT to teachers’ perceptions
like methodology, professional development
will be for further studies.
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TAC PONG DOI NGUQC CUA BAI THI HET HQC PHAN
LEN NHAN THUC CUA GIAO VIEN
TAI MOT TRUONG PAI HQC O VIET NAM

Dbinh Minh Thu

Dai hoc Hai Phong,
171 Phan Pang Lueu, Kién An, Hdi Phong, Viét Nam

Tém tit: Co nhiéu nghién ciru vé tac dong doi nguoc vao 16p hoc cta cac bai thi ¢o tinh quyét dinh cao.
Tuy nhién, c6 it nghién ctru chu ¥ téi tic dong doi nguoc nay ciia cac bai thi cudi khoa (EAT) du céc bai thi
nay c6 y nghia thyc tién cao, vi du nhu thong bao va nang cao higu qua gidng day ciia gido vién ngay trong
chuong trinh hoc tai mot co so gido duc cu thé (El-Kafafi, 2012; Antineskul & Sheveleva, 2015). Muc dich
clia bai viét ndy 1a nghién ctru tac dong doi nguoc ciia mot bai thi cudi khoa (EAT) 1én nhan thirc ctia gido vién
vé muyc tiéu cta khoa hoc va tai liéu giang day trong 16p hoc. Khoa hoc nay c6 ¥ nghia twong ddi quan trong,
nhu 12 bude dém cho sinh vién budc vao bai thi PET do chuén dAu ra chinh thire trinh d6 B1 tai mot truong dai
hoc ¢ Viét Nam theo yéu cau ciia Bo Gido duc va Pao tao. Céu trac bai thi EAT dua trén bai thi PET. Cong cu
nghién ctru 1a phong van bon gido vién ciing gidng day khoa hoc nay. Mdi gido vién dugc phong van hai 1an
dé tac gia co thé ghi lai sy tién trién nhan thirc trong qua trinh giang day. Két qua nghién ciru chi ra bai thi tac
dong manh m@ téi nhan thirc ctia gido vién vé& muyc tiéu va ndi dung giang day. Hai két qua ndi bat 1a: (1) tt ca
cac giao vién déu déng v r?mg muc dich khoa hoc phuc vu dinh hudng thi cur hét khoa va ca bai thi PET, dic
biét vé dang bai thi va ngudn ngén ngit, (2) gi4o vién nén tuan thii chit ché gi4o trinh. Cé sy 1éch pha gitra muc
dich nang cao nang lyc giao tiép cta nguoi hoc véi nhan thure thuc té cua gido vién vé viéc hoc dé thi. Su khac
biét vé kién thuc, kinh nghiém nén tang cua cac gido vién din dén su khac biét vé nhan thuc. Két qua nghién
ctru phuc vy nhu ngudn tham khao cho cac doc gia trong va ngoai bdi canh nghién ctru.

Tir khéa: tac dong doi nguogc, bai thi tiéng Anh cudi khéa, nhan thirc cua gido vién

Appendix — Interview guideline of teachers’ perceptions of teaching contents

ASPECTS QUESTIONS
1. Course objectives | 1. What is your actual teaching objective in Course English 2? How do you think
about the combination between the teaching objective of Course English 2 and
the objective of the final English achievement test (EAT) of the course? Why?
2. Do you reach the test objective in every lesson or some lessons? Why?
1 2. Teaching sources | 1. The teaching material for the course is Complete PET. The test materials are
Complete PET and PET tests. What materials do you use ? Why ?
2. How do you evaluate Complete PET in relevance with the EAT ?
3. Do you teach all the parts in the textbook or select some parts ? What parts do
you select ?
4. Do you use supplementary materials in teaching to meet the objective(s) of the
EAT ? If yes, what are they ?
1.3. Topics 1. Are the topics of Complete PET the same as those of the EAT?
2. Do you think you should cover all the topics in Complete PET? Why (not)?
3. Do you think you should provide more topics? Why (not)?
4. How can the topics server students’ learning?
5. How can the topics help the EAT?




