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Abstract
THE WASHBACK OF THE INTERNATIONAL ENGLISH LANGUAGETESTING SYSTEM
(IELTS) ON ENGLISH LANGUAGE TEACHING AND LEARNING N CHINA
Xiaoling Chen
Under the Supervision of Yuanyuan Hu, Ph.D.

This paper reviews the literature on the issudeflbhternational English Language Testing
System (IELTS) washback, exploring the washbadEbTS on English language teachers and
test takers in general, and IELTS washback in thi@€se context in particular. This seminar
paper seeks to answer two general questions: 19 g S have washback on English
language teaching and learning in China? 2) Whas dloe washback of IELTS look like in
China? Overall, the literature indicates that IEL'Etated research in the Chinese context is still
very limited, and much more research is desperatstygled if the impact of IELTS washback on
English language teaching and learning is to dg tidtermined.

Keywords: washback, IELTS washback, English languagching and learning, Chinese

context.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Recently, with the development of the theories adtices in the field of language testing,
significant attention is being paid to the assesdrmktest-takers’ real communicative
competence. Along with it, there has been a growingreness that international language tests,
especially those large-scale high-stakes testghi&énternational English Language Testing
System (IELTS), have both direct and indirect intgaclanguage teaching and learning
throughout the world including China.

IELTS, an internationally recognized language tessthose needing to study or be trained
in the medium of English, has been developed ant@oaged by three partners, namely the
University of Cambridge ESOL Examinations, the iBhtCouncil and IDP: Education Australia.
The past two decades have seen the developmédns afiternational testing system in terms of
assessment criteria, rating scales, test formdttask design. The background information and
synchronized reports on the test revision projectslucted constantly ever since the inception
of the testing system are available in Researcles\sgries and via the IELTS official website:
www.ielts.org.

IELTS has recently become popular in many countigean alternative to TOEFL. More
and more countries, the European countries espe@alwell as the United States recently, have
started to accept or even adopt IELTS as theirsaasent of non-native speakers’ English
proficiency. Meanwhile, a growing number of peothieoughout the world are choosing to sit
the IELTS to prove their English proficiency foffdrent purposes. IELTS Annual Review 2009
reveals its great achievements: over 1.4 milliomdadates took the IELTS test worldwide in

2009 and more than 6,000 institutions across 18@tdes and over 6,000 institutions including



the lvy League schools in the United States reamgiit LTS, making it the leading test of its
kind.

The successful development of IELTS lends itsetxplain the fact that in the following
areas, it has set a “professional” example fordasgale standardized tests all over the world:
planning and management, production of examineritrg. materials, retraining and
standardizing examiners, feedback from IELTS traraad examiners, and the three partners’
constant professional input, logistical expertisd énancial support, so on and so forth. Along
with it, issues relating to the washback of IELTiShe international context have become the
focus of the language testing field.

In fact, the past decade has witnessed growingesttén the impact of IELTS on English
language teaching and learning throughout the w@tdna is no exception. Along with the
ever-increasing use of IELTS around the globe, €dertraditional language learning styles,
teaching paradigms, educational systems, testisigisys and so on, may have been challenged
profoundly and influenced significantly, implicitBnd explicitly.

The College English Test (CET), launched in 1987 ased to measure college graduates’
English language proficiency since then, is a ddterelated, norm-referenced, large-scale
standardized national test in China (Yang & We@QP®). The purpose of the CET, administered
on behalf of the Ministry of Education of Chinatasassess the English proficiency of college
non-English major students, and meanwhile to pmigedback information for college English
teachers to improve their classroom teaching (Ya663). The CET test, consisting primarily of
multiple choices, matching, sentence completiod,teemslation, focusing mainly on discrete
point grammar and decontextualized vocabulary itdras been widely criticized as an invalid

measure of students’ English proficiency, as th& @ist per se hardly allows for a valid



assessment of communicative competence.

Having witnessed the success of IELTS, Englishdagg teachers, educators and experts in
China have started placing blame on the CET fooeraging test-oriented rather than
competency-based teaching and learning througheuwhole nation and calling for a
fundamental reform in the language teaching fi8lach criticisms have initiated and sustained a
movement toward authentic assessments in a widetyai learning domains.

The IELTS testing system was introduced to Chingexys ago because the IELTS test per
se is more content-based, task-oriented and aitttean local language tests throughout the
nation. It is increasingly recognized that as acessful and internationally recognized English
language testing system, IELTS has a profound itnpathe current practice of English
language teaching and learning in China. This pegterduces the discussion of different
understandings of washback found in the curremtditire and presents a thorough analysis of
the overall washback of IELTS on English languaggeehing and learning, with a focus on the
Chinese context.

Statement of the Problem

The present paper aims to explore the washbadkldf$ on English language teaching and
learning in the Chinese context. As the bulk of BETS test takers in China, according to
related research, are students, Non-English magjgrarticular, it would be a significant
undertaking to investigate the washback of thisrimdtional test to the English language
teaching and learning at the college level in Chirfee problems to be addressed in this paper
are as follows: Does IELTS have washback on Endgisjuage teaching and learning in China?

What does the washback of IELTS look like in China?



Definition of Terms

IELTS: The International English Language Testiygt&m is a test of English for academic and
vocational purposes managed jointly by three pastrigniversity of Cambridge Local
Examinations Syndicate (UCLES), British Council dBé: IELTS Australia. It is recognized
widely as a language requirement for entry to cesiis further and higher education, and is
accepted by more than 6000 organizations worldwideding universities, immigration
departments, government agencies, professionaébaatid multinational companies.
(http://www.ielts.org)
Washback: The term carries only technical meanimgfinitions given by dictionaries and
only very recently, washback has gained in curreamzyis now generally accepted in the applied
linguistics literature. According to Green’s (20@immary, washback is broadly defined, in
applied linguistics, as the effect of a test orcieag (Davies et al., 1999; Richards, Platt, &
Platt, 1992) as well as on learning (Hughes 2008h&my 1993), which has been variously
associated with effects on teachers, learnersntgr@dministrators, textbook writers,
instruction, the classroom, classroom practicecational practices and beliefs, and curricula.
There is a natural tendency for both teachers amtsts to tailor their classroom activities to
the demands of the test, especially when thegesdry important to the future of the students,
and pass rates are used as a measure of teacbessuthis influence of the test on the
classroom is referred to as washback by languagerse(Buck, 1988).
CET: The College English Test was designed ancclaeoh by College English Testing
Committee under the Education Ministry of the PetgpRepublic of China in 1987.

Delimitations of Resear ch

The review of literature was mainly conducted id #irough the Karrmann Library at the



University of Wisconsin-Platteville, the USA, aslirgs the library at Wuhan University of
Science and Technology, China, over ninety (90sdBRyimary search was conducted via the
Internet through EBSCO host with ERIC, Academicr8le&lite and Google Scholar. Key

” o,

search topics included “IELTS,” “washback,” “Endjlilanguage teaching,” “English language
learning,” and “English language teaching in CHina.
Method of Approach
The present paper explores the nature of washbaokgh a review of the literature
revolving around the concept of washback; it disegsvashback phenomenon in general and
IELTS washback in particular; it mainly focusesI&h TS washback in the Chinese context. A
comprehensive review of the literature on the wasklof IELTS on English language teaching

and learning in China was carried out. The findiagssummarized, and recommendations are

made.



CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

The past decade has witnessed a shift in reseacak from test reliability and validity to
test washback, as it has been acknowledged thiatshadges tests, defined by Madaus (1988) as
those tests whose results are “seen— rightly onglse— by students, teachers, administrators,
parents, or the general public, as being used te@nmaportant decisions that immediately affect
them” (p. 87), exert washback on language teachimblearning. The term washback is now
being addressed widely and frequently in acadeesearch, publications and reports throughout
the world. At present, significant attention isrmepaid to promoting the positive washback of
tests on teaching and learning in the hope thatlage tests may help improve the quality of
classroom teaching and eventually, the communiedéinguage competence of learners.

In fact, the research into the issue of IELTS washkbfocusing on teaching methodology
and student learning strategies in particulamss it its primary stage; in other words, assestion
about IELTS washback are still based on subjedbservations or assumptions rather than on
empirical evidence. Empirical studies offering ende or analysis are very limited in general,
not to mention the research on IELTS washbackenChinese educational context.

In view of this, the purpose of this paper is toyade a relatively comprehensive summary
of the current state of knowledge in the area &ffi& washback based on the accessible
literature. While there is a general lack of fiestd information about Chinese language
test-taking (i.e., studies directly about Chinesggliage teachers as well as students and their
reactions to the IELTS test), the data gathereoh fother countries available in the literature
providing insight into the washback phenomenonkmapplied to the Chinese context to some

extent.



The Concept of Washback

Since washback is the central subject of this papgood way to begin the discussion is to
clarify the definition or notion of the term “wasdtk.” Thus, this part of the seminar paper is
devoted to a discussion of different understandofggashback in the literature in order to come
to a clear, more descriptive definition.

A glance at the literature may well reveal how cbogped washback is as various authors
have portrayed it quite differently. This is masilg apparent to most observers of the
phenomenon, so much so that a handful of synonymaugssions can be easily found in the

published research and literature on languagengestich as “test impact,” “test influence,”
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“consequential validity,” “systemic validity,” “ma&arement-driven instruction” or “curricular
alignment” (Green, 2007, p. 2). The divergence agrthiese terms is negligible.

The literature shows that over the past severadks; a large body of research has been
done and related articles, research papers andcpraty reports on language testing have
contributed to a greater understanding of the waskphenomenon. Research into the effects of
tests on teaching and learning process, recemthetd as “washback,” dates back several
decades.

There is a general belief that the paper entit@des Washback Exist?” is the virtual
beginning of “Washback research.” The paper, pteseny Alderson and Wall (1993), in which
the classic fifteen possible washback hypothesesyk as Alderson and Wall's (AW93)
washback model, were initially posited, has sigaifitly influenced and constantly guided all
major recent research and literature review irattea of washback in language testing (Tsagari,

2007). AW93’s complex and influential model, with profound implications on the test-taking

process, has been widely applied to illustratetashback mechanism in different contexts



throughout the world.

In fact, as soon as AW93’s Washback Hypotheses putréorward, the ideas became a
breeding ground for various new models of washbBok.instance, Hughes (1993) introduced a
model offering a new way of categorizing the typésffects (washback) that might occur. A
couple of years later, Bailey (1996) put forth adified model of washback based on an
interpretation and understanding of the previouset®and related literature.

According to Bailey’s (1996) research, definitiasfsvashback vary depending upon the
researcher who is writing about it. Bailey provi@eshronological list of some influential
definitions from the researcher’s own perspective summarizes briefly that although
washback is widely accepted to exist, “there areesdiscrepancies in how it has been defined
(and even in what it is called)” (p. 278).

Wall (1997), in an acclaimed paper regarding lagguasting, distinguishes “washback”
and “impact,” two interchangeable terms used widelhe language testing field suggesting
that the former is “used to refer to the effectsests on teaching and learning,” whereas the
latter refers to “any of the effects that tests rhaye on individuals, policies or practices, within
the classroom, the school, the educational systesyciety as a whole” (p. 291). This view
considering washback as one dimension or a forfimgfact,” or within the scope of “impact,”
has been very suggestive and influential.

Some ten years later, Spratt (2005) interpretsetime “washback” as one used in the
literature with various meanings, which revealeali@nces in scope, action and intentionality.
Green (2007) notes as well that in the appliedlistics literature the ways in which test format
affects language teaching and learning are ternasthipack although other terms—such as

“impact,” “influence,” “effect,” and “consequence”are interchangeable jargon commonly and



widely used with this sense in general education.

It is safe to conclude that scholars define “waskbaariously from different perspectives,
and definitions of washback range from simple araight-forward, focusing on teachers and
learners in classroom settings, to very complexdeins including references to tests’
influence on society, educational systems and iddals, and the belief that test impact operates
at both micro and macro levels. It is also safstabe that washback is a broad, complex
phenomenon, due to the fact, as Spratt (2005)sstéiat it does not simply automatically exist,
but is rather one that can be brought into exigehmugh teachers, students or others involved
in the test-taking process.

Zheng's (2007) summary of washback based on atigbroeview of related literature
contributes to the conceptualization and understgnof washback: washback on teaching and
learning takes multiple forms; washback has beanddoth positive and negative; washback
can vary in strength in different areas of teacland learning.

To sum up, the past two decades witnessed a dymaotgess which narrows “impact”
down to a more specific concept of “washback."ah e safely concluded that after several
decades’ initial discussions and follow-up debattes term “washback” has recently gained its
well-acknowledged but broadly-defined general daéin: the way in which a test impacts
teaching and learning. The term “IELTS washbacktherefore, used in this seminar paper with
a more precise, specific definition: to refer te #ffects of the IELTS test on English language
teaching and learning.

The Function of Washback
On the basis of the literature reviewed, Tsagd0{2 has provided a comparatively

comprehensive yet compendious “version” of the fimmcof washback categorized under



common themes: In terms of its nature and exteashwack is seen as a consequence of
high-stakes exams, as the link between testinghteg and learning, or as a potential instrument
for educational reform; washback can have an infleeon teaching and learning, or can make
teachers and learners perform in ways they woulchecessarily otherwise do in regards to the
test. In terms of its direction, washback is seebeaing potentially positive (beneficial), negative
(harmful), or neutral; washback can be intendedwandtended, and there exists a direct and
linear correlation between the stakes of a testtla@dtrength of washback: the higher the stakes,
the stronger the washback.

A majority of washback studies focus on the positiv negative impact of tests on different
aspects of the curriculum. Historically, washbaak,lin most circumstances, been naturally
associated with potential negative rather thantpeseffects of a particular test on teaching and
learning. AW93 summarizes some negative effectstéyng that the curriculum could be
narrowed or distorted, and the skills requiring ptex thinking or problem-solving could be
ignored. In factyVernon (1956) presented several decades earlieatine view when the
researcher stressed that “examinations distortuh@culum for teachers tended to ignore
subjects and activities which did not contributéectly to passing the exam” (p. 115).

Zheng (2007) summarizes a five-point list of negatvashback based on the accessible

literature:

distorting or narrowing the curriculum

* causing pressure and anxiety to teachers and studen
* reducing the time for instruction

* reducing emphasis on student’s critical thinking

* increasing test scores without an accompanyingmiséility

10



Messick (1996) argues, however, that washback ibomés greatly to curriculum innovation,
which could be done in the hope that teachers magge or align their instructional practices to
correspond to the test materials and methodolagsedard to curriculum innovation, Cheng’s
(1997) research paper, mainly focusing on the stmavithin the Hong Kong education context,
has been cited frequently as her results are lasedhpirical research data rather than
assumptions. Cheng summarizes the function of veahin terms of teaching (attitudes of
participants involved), learning (actions takertlg participants), and innovation (curriculum
change and policy reform). Itis, in Cheng’s viewgyer easy to investigate whether or not
washback can be a facilitator of language poli¢grra as there are so many variables and all the
factors involved undoubtedly interacted with eatireo

To sum up, with the development of the theoriesgaadtices in the field of language
testing, there is a tendency for researchers tgpaycular attention to facilitating positive
washback. Indeed, recent literature abounds witthie$ concerning the nature of washback and
a growing number of studies are conducted worldwadexplore the possibility of promoting
positive washback in the language testing fieltsrapting to find out empirical evidence linking
test, functioning and administering differentlydaheir immediate teaching and learning
outcomes.

The literature, somewhat contradictory or contrexa@though, suggests that washback has a
multifaceted nature and is a double-edged swordhidack should, theoretically, encompass
how teachers, together with their students, accodatedearning skills, content, and strategies
to a foreign language test, as well as how theniegand learning processes could be
dynamically guided to the greatest extent, ideaflgt accordingly. Indeed, this profound

interpretation of the function and mechanism ofhimk has recently brought up a number of
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practical issues regarding how washback may bedbsstrved and measured. It is
acknowledged that “washback research may have tathmas for educational administration,
textbook development, teacher training and resngras much as for test development and
revision” (Green, 2007, p. 30).
TheDevelopment of IELTS

According to its official website (www.ielts.orghe IELTS testing system first became
operational in 1989, jointly managed by the Britdbuncil, IELTS Australia and Cambridge
ESOL. The IELTS test, reflecting the concept of camicative language teaching, was initially
designed to assess whether nonnative candidatesaahgto study or be trained in the medium
of English. As one of the pioneers taking into actdhe communicative movement, IELTS is
probably the first standardized communicative laggtest administered over a large scale
throughout the world (Geranpayeh, 1994). Drawin@mariety of sources to guide them, IELTS
R&D and revision team has made the unknown testib&t popular language testing system
worldwide over the past two decades.

In keeping with the history of innovation, the IEE partners continue to be committed to
the ongoing development of the test:

1. The IELTS reading, writing and listening were redsn April 1995 (Charge and Taylor,
1997).

2. A revision project for the Speaking Test was lawgttim 1998 and the revised IELTS
Speaking Test was introduced in July 2001 (Tay001).

3. The New assessment criteria for the Writing Tesevaperational from January 2005
(Bridges and Shaw, 2004).

Compared to its earlier versions, IELTS has beemgbld substantially in both its structure

12



and delivery format. The development of the IEL&Sting system per se reveals a fact that in
order to develop or formulate a more reliable,djadiuthentic and interactive language
proficiency test in accordance with the communieatanguage teaching worldwide, IELTS has
undergone a constant evolution guided by the refuin continuing programs of research. The
results taking the form of assertions, researclesar reports have offered a guideline for
making revolutionized changes in the framework tinedcontent of IELTS to meet the principles
of designing a successful test and laying the gtauamk for its professional development.

Since its inception, IELTS has seen an impressige/th both in recognition and
candidature all over the world. It is now commompl#éo acknowledge IELTS as a reliable and
valid English language proficiency test, offeringar and comprehensive scores acquiring an
international level of recognition by higher edueatinstitutions as well as professional and
academic bodies throughout the world. IELTS is gmized as a language requirement for entry
to courses in further and higher education, aratcepted by more than 6,000 organizations
worldwide including universities, immigration depraents, government agencies, professional
bodies and multinational companies (www.ielts.org).

The existing literature shows that there has beenaease of scholarly interest in IELTS in
general and IELTS washback in particular due tdalsethat IELTS has been gaining global
attention recently. In general terms, however,aegeon IELTS has been addressed through a
very small number of empirical research studidsalene the issue of IELTS washback,
throughout the world. The research studies availala too limited to provide a clear picture of
the effects of IELTS on English language teachimgj learning in different contexts.

Current Research on the Issue of IEL TS Washback

In the available literature, research studies @hrbadly divided into two categories,

13



namely, studies conducted within and studies caredusutside the IELTS circle. To illustrate,
internal studies are those conducted or commisdibgdELTS developers, whereas external
research is carried out by scholars all over thedvinternal and external research will be
reviewed as follows in turn.

Since 1995, the three partners of IELTS have medees rounds of annual grant funding
for IELTS-related projects to be conducted. Overphst two decades, external studies together
with the internal validation and research studmsdticted or commissioned by these three
partners have contributed significantly to the angalevelopment of IELTS as an international
testing system. All the funded studies have beparted in its periodically published volumes,
the IELTS Research Reports. Among the sixteen rounds of the joint-funded aesle program,
studies exploring issues of washback have cont&tbgteatly to the current research of IELTS
washback, among which the following three are irflial studies worth mentioning.

The first one is Hawkey's study, “Impact Theory dfactice: Studies of the IELTS Test
and Progetto Lingue 2000.” The study compared ®eemt case studies. One analyzes the
impact of IELTS, whereas the other looks at thegBtim Lingue 2000 (Year 2000 Languages
Project), a state-school foreign-language educatipmovement program undertaken by the
Ministry of Education in Italy. The study investigd the washback in specific educational
contexts and offered an all-sided discussion ofvask issues in regard to language teaching
reform and language testing through detailed atubhcase study examples.

Another representative study is, “Washback to liegroutcomes: a comparative study of
IELTS preparation and university pre-sectional laage courses,” conducted by Green (2007).
The aim of the observational study, focusing onTElwriting, conducted in the context of

IELTS preparation in the UK with a sample of 663d&nts, was to investigate whether test
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preparation classes helped in improving learnerging test scores. The study found that
“relatively narrow test preparation is no more efifiee in boosting test scores than teaching the
targeted skills” (p. 94). The researcher streskat“further research is also needed into IELTS
preparation programs in countries other than thead& into the impact of the Reading,
Listening and Speaking subtests to explore whe#stipreparation is more effective in these
contexts” (p. 94).

The last but by no means the least important sS&idYELTS speaking test preparation in
the People’s Republic of China: Communicative apph@s and rote-memorization” conducted
by Bialy (2003). Although this is an unpublished Nt#esis, Bialy’s research shows that a
communicative approach to IELTS Speaking Test pegjman is more effective than training by
means of rote memorization, a typical, traditioaald still prevalent way of learning in China.
Bialy’s study is the first IELTS study of its kind the Chinese context: it is unique and valuable
in that it involves Chinese subjects and presdr@philosophy of Chinese education and culture
from a foreigner’s perspective.

In relation to external research, there has bagowing body of literature on IELTS
presented globally by classroom teachers, langergerts, and researchers in the language
testing field, and the related literature can heghdy divided into two categories in terms of the
language used, that is, research papers writtEmghish and papers written in Chinese, for ease
of reference.

In the present research conducted in and througKénrmann Library at the University of
Wisconsin-Platteville, sixty-two papers on washbacgeneral, available in database ERIC by
entering “washback” as a keyword, have been fohodjever, only few of them directly involve

IELTS. Among forty-two papers, available in datab&RIC by entering “IELTS” as a keyword,
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on IELTS in general, only one is found directly eekbing IELTS washback. The table found in
Appendix A presents a list of main papers fallingpifour categories: language testing (8),
IELTS in general (10), washback in general (10) wadhback in different contexts (5).

The aforementioned thirty-three papers plus onesit@blocument have presented a
panorama of research on IELTS overseas. Overlahited number of empirical washback
studies have been carried out in a variety ofreggtby researchers over the past two decades.
The 1990s witnessed obvious progress made in dgfthie notion of washback as a linguistic
term, a growing awareness of the importance obfaather than test design in determining
whether a test would generate intended or desimgact, and an exploration of whether
washback could be predicted, controlled, or faatditl.

It is obvious, though, that investigation or stisdielated to IELTS are limited to individual
cases of test-directed training courses and tleeagizamples is relatively too small due to the
fact that IELTS preparation courses are often plediby small, private institutions and always
involve a small number of learners. Hence, theanre$einto the issue of IELTS washback tends
to be rather superficial, based on assumptiongraian empirical evidence, and lacking in
depth or thoroughness. In fact, quite a few reseasc(Bialy 2003; Green 2007; Issitt 2008)
share the same concern. However, given the shaidriziof washback research, only several
decades since 1950s, it is quite understandali¢httiee have been few theoretical or empirical
studies related to washback, let alone IELTS washba

It is also worth mentioning that since the studigted above are in different contexts, they
together have helped fill the gap in the literatareespect to IELTS washback. In addition, the
studies have covered various aspects: the workeghamism of washback; the nature of

washback, that is, positive or negative; and sgragefor promoting positive washback and
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limiting negative washback. Finally, various emgatimethodologies are reflected in these
studies including questionnaires, interviews, dadssoom observations and so on.

To sum up, studies on washback all over the waaktelbeen conducted within the
following three main categories: the working medbars of washback; the nature of washback;
and strategies for fostering positive or benefisiashback and inhibiting negative or harmful
washback (Liu, 2007).

So far, the present paper has looked at the curesatirch on the issue of IELTS washback
in a very broad way. It is well acknowledged there exists a set of interrelationships, intended
and/or unintended, beneficial and/or harmful, amlanguage testing, teaching and learning.
Tests can have influence at the micro level onsctamsm practice and activity. The following
section will explore the same issue more speclficalterms of the washback of IELTS on
teachers, on text materials, and on learning reéisqedcbased on the accessible literature.

Washback of IELTS on Language Teachers. Among all the IELTS test stakeholders,
language teachers are the most visible participast8ailey (1999) states, taking essential roles
in language programs, teachers are the “front-lowiduits for the washback processes related
to instruction (p. 17). In brief, the washbackr#tire reveals that although there has been an
intricate web of different yet related factors tbatld affect teaching, teachers always have a
crucial and active role to play in deciding whethad to what degree washback occurs.
Increasingly, recent research supports the bélafteachers play an important role in fostering
different types of washback.

Since washback can be either negative or posiBuek, 1988), teachers may not have
enough power to directly influence examinationthatnational or international level; they,

however, do have enough power to lead their stgderiearn, and to teach their students how to
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work with tests and results (Bailey, 2005). Spf2f05) stresses that teachers can actually
become agents for promoting positive washbackmatdri negative washback since they virtually
determine the types, strength, even occurrenceashlack. Spratt makes this claim because
washback cannot be considered an automatic ort diffsct of exams.

To sum up, empirical studies of washback on te@cbenerally aim to provide teachers
with a clearer idea of the roles they can play #weddecisions they can make concerning
washback. Due to the fact that teachers play aatrate in determining types and intensity of
washback, they can be expected to become quadifedts for promoting positive washback. An
awareness of washback should influence not ontshiag practices passively but also help
teachers think more deeply and actively about tled@s when carrying out their responsibilities.
For teachers, washback could be effectively usedmmverful means to encourage preferred
patterns of learning style among their students.

It is true that the type and amount of washbackeaching methods are dynamic,
unpredictable, and hard to measure as differenh&@a in different contexts would choose to
instruct quite differently. The thought-provokirnigdings of the empirical research, however,
contribute greatly to our further understandindnov tests influence teaching. Although some
findings are, to some extent, contradictory, comfy®r controversial, and therefore need
disambiguating, the proposed hypotheses and mat@sypting to identify and illustrate the
working mechanism of washback impact, have helpakienclear the strength of the efforts of
present day researchers.

Washback of IELTSon Text Materials. Apart from teaching, text materials for test
preparation are another key factor in relatiorBbTS washback. With the marked expansion of

higher education opportunities for internationaidents, the IELTS candidature has grown
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significantly; thus, accordingly, IELTS textbookaaterials and other resources have multiplied
in recent years.

In fact, as IELTS is now widely accepted by uniigradmissions offices throughout the
world as evidence of English language abilityhigh-stakes nature coupled with its rapid
growth has virtually attracted a burgeoning intéorel industry in IELTS preparation courses,
IELTS preparation material and IELTS study matedalcording to Green (2007), there are
three common types of IELTS preparation courses:peeparation programs focusing
specifically on the IELTS test; preparation counseBnglish for Academic Purposes, known as
EAP; and courses combining features of both IELI %/all as EAP.

The popularity of IELTS has been accompanied gpadrexpansion in IELTS preparation
courses in different kinds, as well as the burgeghEL TS materials. Hawkey’s study (2006)
revealed that apart from test-related materiald @sethe preparation of IELTS, instructors used
supplementary materials targeting specific langusgés and components from a variety of
sources, for example, the press, the Internegamtters’ own materials.

Primary searches conducted via the Internet thr&dBRBCO host along with ERIC,
Academic Search Elite and Google Scholar resuftedo-hundred thirty-seven books involving
IELTS. Table 2.1 provides some general informa#ibout those books.

In general terms, the released IELTS materialsbearoughly divided into two categories:
language skills development and test techniqueldpreent. The division between these two
types of test is due to the fact that IELTS is astdedged as a test assessing test-takers’
linguistic and strategic competence across all faoguage skills, i.e., listening, speaking,
reading and writing. More specifically, some IELB&oks provide advice, tips, and guides

focusing on exam techniques and skills developnsamtie others are self study books providing
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a good link between skills development and exarkstastill others provide thorough preparation
in the language and skills required for the IELESttas well as complete practice tests.
Table 2.1

|ELTS Books Published Outside China

Categories Number of Books
IELTS Listening 46

IELTS Speaking 39

IELTS Reading 50

IELTS Writing 45

IELTS Vocabulary 15

IELTS Grammar 19

IELTS test preparation 19

IELTS in general 4

To sum up, there have been a limited number of eoth limited information directly
addressing how IELTS students could be preparddymip about how to take the test itself, but
also to be prepared for their journeys into intéomal education and employment. The issue of
IELTS washback on text materials has not been adddethrough any empirical research
studies, and therefore no findings directly relatethe washback of IELTS have been found.

Washback of IELTSon Language L earners. The existing literature shows that in general,
the impact of an individual test on learners’ perfance has been widely explored in the field of
general education, but there has been little reeeamprehensively examining the washback of
IELTS on language learners in different contextsviBusly, it is still true that one gap emerging
in the washback literature reviewed is that litdsearch has examined the washback of tests on
learning, in contrast to the attention paid towl@shback on teaching (Wall, 2000; Watanabe,
2004).

Theoretically, since the ultimate goal of langusggehing and testing is to improve
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students’ learning, washback on learners certaintuld be given the highest priority in the
impact study literature in the field of languagstiteg. However, the accessible literature shows
that there has been no preliminary research addgege issue of IELTS washback on language
learners. This paper thus appeals to basic researttis germane and timely topic.

Summary

The literature reviewed suggests that pertinerd dAtELTS washback research is
referential for the research and reform of larg@lestests throughout the world. In fact, IELTS
has been exerting a profound far-reaching impa&wemy aspect of English language teaching
worldwide from concepts of teaching and learningl&ssroom practice, and on the lives of
test-takers as well as other stakeholders, imjgliaitd explicitly.

Up to now, the paper has presented a comparatteehprehensive review. Due to the fact
that high-stakes tests have been recently emplwyedgineer curriculum innovation, to
encourage pedagogical change, and to achieve gdemdshback in language education, the
paper holds that the IELTS test, a highly recomreendlobally recognized and already
high-stakes test throughout China, may provide ssigraficant washback on language teaching
and learning in the Chinese context. The follonshgpter will thus move to the topic of IELTS

washback on English language teaching and leainitige Chinese context.
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CHAPTER 3
I[ELTSWASHBACK IN THE CHINESE CONTEXT

The main reason for the popularity of the IELTS tedoth practical and theoretical. With
the development of Chinese economy and educatespeahing reform and policy of openness,
English has been restored as a compulsory sulbjgectmarily and high school curriculums and
soon in the college entrance exam; this has bé&xemd at least since the early 1980s. English
has since then gradually gained in prestige andlpdfy across China.

In fact, throughout China, primary school pupils@#o learn English well enough to pass
the provincial entrance examination to the mosstgeus middle schools; high school students
need to learn English well enough to pass the naltientrance examination to universities;
university students are required to learn Engligit,only as an academic requirement, but also
to find gainful employment and enhance their sosfalus. In addition, the globalization of
education, the increased opportunity for ordinamn€se people to study abroad, and the
pervasive influence of the Internet and the medizelall given rise to the enthusiasm for
English language learning.

The importance of acquiring virtual language corapeé coincided with the developments
in the communicative language teaching approack maglicitly helped IELTS standout and to
become more marketable. The available literatuosvsiChinese researchers tend to agree
strongly that IELTS is a use-oriented proficienegttrepresenting the concept of communicative
language teaching, being more content based, tesMied and authentic while current language
tests designed and administered in China have dgpeegrally as well as harshly criticized as
usage-oriented and inefficient.

Recently, significant concerns over the nationsting system have triggered fundamental
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and wide-ranging reform in almost every aspectrglish language teaching. The most
frequently mentioned problems existing in Englishduage teaching in contemporary China are
summarized by Jin (2008) as follows: imperfect edionn management system, unscientific
assessment system, unscientific teaching objectekinsufficient attention and input to
English language teaching. This intense impetusesdinom enlightened teaching practices
within and outside China, and the movement is ceo®d by various innovative language
teaching methods developed and used in the woikdwlise, the new direction in language
testing is particularly driven by the immergencehe communicative language teaching
approach. There has been a parallel increasingeaess among classroom teachers that tests
influence teaching and learning.

Increasingly, English language teachers in Chieaealizing the importance of assessment
in shaping the current teaching and learning s@natnd these educators have begun to
articulate their concerns about test washback amportant dimension of educational system
that to this day has been overlooked throughoun#tien. In a country where the debate on the
importance of learning English as a second langisagil far from over, the issue of IELTS
washback is a little too premature to apply to #onal rather than an international scene.

In fact, Chinese scholars are currently focusiriglg@n the washback of language tests
developed by their own country, such as the NMEE {flational Matriculation English test, the
university entrance test used to evaluate the Eim¢ginguage ability of candidates), the TEM
(the Test for English Majors, a criterion-refereth¢est battery consisting of two levels: TEM-4
and TEM-8), the CET (the College English Test,rgdascale standardized test battery
comprising of the CET Band 4, the CET Band 6, &r@dGET-Spoken English Test measuring

the English proficiency of non-English majors). &rChinese scholars are so focused
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specifically on Chinese students taking nationajlish language tests, the washback of
international tests, such as the washback of IEIHBS¢ not yet to be addressed in China.

Every attempt has been made to obtain materiatdvimg the IELTS test, almost no
preliminary research projects, however, have beand in terms of washback from IELTS test
in the Chinese context. In view of this, the cutrgection attempts to compile, classify, and
examine related research, as long as it is inrd af IELTS, conducted in the last two decades,
in the hope of presenting some revealing findingh vegards to the influence of IELTS on
English language teaching and learning in China.

Fifty papers on washback in general were foundugjinathe library at Wuhan University of
Science and Technology, China, but only a handfthem directly involve IELTS. Forty-three
papers provide scant empirical evidence on washimag&neral, among which twenty-eight are
IELTS-related. Appendix B presents a completedighose papers obtained. This careful survey
of papers concerning IELTS published in academiecrjals throughout China since the IELTS
test was introduced to the country two decadegpagdes a snapshot of the status quo and
document the future trends in IELTS research wiGlrina.

Washback of IELTSon Language Teachers

The findings from the studies about the effect ablback on teaching content suggests that
an intricate web of different yet related factoosiid interfere with a test’s effects on teaching
concepts in general, and on teaching content feaoher to teacher. Due to the fact that
hitherto, there has been little research on howhis@sk operates for teachers in the Chinese
context, the author of this seminar paper predst®wn thoughts as follows.

Teachers generally believe that the most effectna efficient way to prepare their students

for any exam is by doing as many practice versafribat exam as possible. However,
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individual teachers use exam-oriented materiatlifferent degrees. This is why teachers usually
rely heavily on exam-oriented materials so as Hlftheir own and their students’ expectations.
In many cases, teachers overwhelmingly providealed test-taking strategies through making
greater use of exam-like materials, rather thanhasige language skill drawing upon a wider
range of more authentic texts and materials fraahlife.
Washback of IELTSon Textbooks

A general assumption in the field of language teshias been that high-stakes tests have a
direct impact on the content of teaching materialsecent years, textbooks consisting of
previous test papers and materials have been rggpisblished by the Cambridge Press, which
have been regarded as “IELTS Bible” among thetedstrs as well as IELTS instructoi@able
3.1 provides some background information on thébteoks available in China.

Table 3.1

|IELTS Textbooks Available in China

Categories Number of Textbooks
IELTS Listening 19

IELTS Speaking 19

IELTS Reading 17

IELTS Writing 22

IELTS Vocabulary 19

IELTS Grammar 2

IELTS in general 3

IELTS Mock Exam Questions 9

Wang (1997) analyzed sample units of two IELTS exmeparation textbooks and noted
that the IELTS test had an influence on the cordswell as the format of the preparation
textbooks. The analysis stressed that the extemhich the IELTS test influenced the content of

preparation textbooks varied from book to book fxach aspect to aspect. Wang’s analysis is to

25



a certain extent confirmed by classroom practi€eschers, especially those English native
speakers tended to use additional materials froariaty of sources beyond the textbook, for
example, cut-out photographs, self-designed spiderg, information-gap hand-outs,
audio-cassettes, and wall charts.

In general, most of the textbooks used in diffetents of preparation courses of IELTS
throughout China are merely exam manuals that teatite testvith a number of exercises
exactly following the exam format published by IER ®fficial organizations (Cambridge Press,
for example). The textbooks can be roughly divid#d two categories, i.e., official resources
and unofficial resources. The former provides reagath an opportunity to familiarize them
with the IELTS test format, strategic tactics usaughentic test material, and to master language
structures, vocabulary, as well as discourse saasamibserved on previous IELTS test. Those
materials are generally published by Cambridge E&®Wwell as the British Council. The latter
provides imitations of authentic IELTS questiorusing on improving and expanding
test-takers’ overall English language proficienmyfocusing on particular area where test-takers
are lacking, in order to improve their chancesaoirg high on the demanding test. This type of
resources is usually published by various publgltiompanies.

Washback of IELTSon Test Takers

It is well acknowledged that washback to the leaimstill an area that has been
under-investigated in the literature (Green, 200RE literature reviewed suggests that there has
been a lack of research focusing directly on thehlvack of IELTS on its test takers in different
contexts, let alone in China, since the notion aglback has been discussed for approximately
three decades but no more, and most preliminagarel studies are works-in-progress rather

than final studies. Due to the fact that hithett@re has been little research on how washback
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operates for learners in the Chinese context, uktgoa of this seminar paper presents her own
thoughts as follows.

First and foremost, washback may guide studentoagpies to study through providing
them with appropriate feedback on their performamaeir language ability. As a dynamic
indicator, washback could ultimately, both neugralhd honestly, indicate an overall impact or
potent effects of assessment requirements on gtatiety habits that the processes and tasks of
a test have. In short, washback may directly, meglgtor positively, contribute to the way
students approach their study, and therefore iatyseaccordingly yet powerfully, contribute to
the quality of their learning.

Summary

There have been various assertions about washbvaekits inception, but few systematic
empirical studies have been conducted in Chinar&lyéere is a paucity of research and
preliminary findings based on practical classrodmeesvations, participant interviews, teacher
discussions, questionnaires or surveys on thetsftdavashback.

There are some ubiquitous problems existing in atrabh the papers reviewed. To begin
with, although there has been a steady increageinumber of the IELTS-related papers
published, virtually touching on a relatively witknge of topics, most of the researchers assert
potential washback rather than provide evidentialigds for their claims. Another problematic
issue is that the findings from washback studiessog on teaching and learning are simply too
general, mixed and repetitive, or too disparatpeernce-based and specific-context-dependent
to provide any definite or referential conclusiomdeed, surprisingly little empirical research has
been conducted into the nature (negative or p@3jtr existence of washback.

What is more, almost all the papers are writtemelaghers who have taught IELTS, and
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their studies are naturally and mainly based oin thdividual teaching experiences. A solid
theoretical foundation and new insights to futurguiry on IELTS washback as well as many
more studies especially empirical ones are desgigna¢eded in the future research, before
claiming that the nature and mechanisms of washisastholarly understood and academically
interpreted.

In general terms, washback and impact of IELTSien@hinese context is a fairly new
concept in China; therefore, much systematic rebe@mains under-explored and many basic
guestions are open for investigation. It is a gp#gtthat although the IELTS test has been
successfully operating since it was introduced hin& twenty years ago, and it is now the most
popular international English proficiency test tighout the nation, very little research has been
conducted on the washback of IELTS in the Chinesgext. Hopefully, global research into the
issue of washback from different perspectives imegal could provide some useful directions
for Chinese scholars, educators, and teachers rehatarested in identifying washback of
IELTS on English language teaching and learninthéChinese context. Alderson and Wall’s
well-known washback hypotheses, for instance, cbeldsed to guide related research on

contents, methods, pace and attitudes towardsitepch
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CHAPTER 4
CONCLUSIONSAND RECOMMENDATIONS

Over the past decade, scholars and educators dgadesting specialists in particular, have
called for performance assessment, aiming to eageumore effective and efficient teaching
and learning in foreign/English language teachioigtexts throughout the world. Along with
this, the researchers in language instruction fialde started showing their concern on empirical
inquiry into washback.

In the field of language teaching, the impact stiteg on teaching and learning has become
a hot topic in recent years throughout China. TeesHanguage educators, as well as
policy-makers have all realized that it is higheino reflect on the inefficient English language
teaching in China and to borrow concepts from ss&fcé foreign testing systems from all over
the world. IELTS would be an ideal model both tledically and practically, since IELTS
candidates’ knowledge and control of language systeuch as grammar and vocabulary are
tested through receptive and productive communied#isks in all parts of the test, which is the
ideal goal that Chinese national English tests Heaen pursuing.

In China, the importance of washback, that isywashback of IELTS on language teaching
and learning has not been well established initheature, and there is very little practical and
empirical research touching on IELTS washback ywaegree of detail. Although not much is
known about how IELTS washback operates for tegobieon textbooks, nor how it affects
learners, an important feature of all the studsted is the idea that washback merits specific
consideration to determine its academic value: ptorg an essential shift of research from
basically introducing, reviewing and discussinggrapvritten by overseas researchers, to

studying, questioning, and exploring related thecatunderpinnings; from focusing only on
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national Chinese tests, to comparing, taking iudl, @pplying the findings from those
international testing systems; from enthusiastcalimmarizing washback phenomenon in other
cultures, to actively attempting to reflect on Esligllanguage teaching in the Chinese context.

On the whole several points emerge from the rewestedies. To begin with, since
washback hypothesis is still so conjectural, atated washback models vary from one to
another, therefore, there has been limited systewatrk on washback in different contexts.
IELTS washback in the Chinese context does exisipagh a lot of conjectural words have
been used when the issue is addressed. Relatedatese not based on sound theoretical
precept, thus has not been empirically verified.

In addition, due to the fact that IELTS washbackgeis not easily assessed, the studies are
in many ways inconclusive, and there is a pauditgsearch and preliminary findings. There
seem to be a general agreement, however, that cechpéth Chinese national exams, like the
CET, IELTS is theoretically considered to be a nefitctive and reliable test that encourages
candidates to study the English language in grémeadth and depth. The IELTS test itself has
been highly valuated in Chinese; however, its waskpthat is, how IELTS influences what
teachers teach, how teachers teach, the degregeatidof teaching, and attitudes toward the
content and methods of teaching, as well as how fEinfluences what students learn, how
students learn, and their attitudes about the ndstbbteaching, was seldom taken into account
in the reviewed studies. Thus, there is not ortiynaly need for, but also significant value in a
systematic investigation of IELTS washback in thenése context.

The author has been working at Wuhan Universitg@énce and Technology as a language
teacher. Since 2001, the author has been teadBirigSl and witnessed the development of

IELTS from an unknown English test to an internadibtesting system of proven credibility and
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effectiveness. The following suggestions are gioeithe basis of the belief that IELTS, as the
most successful international language testingesyshas been exerting, both implicitly and
explicitly, a profound impact on English languagieation in China.

Research into the issue of IELTS washback on Ilegrsinould be given priority as Bailey
(1999) suggests: sorting out the students fronother stakeholders is worthwhile as the
washback inserts direct influence on their learrforghon-learning), while the influences on
other stakeholders will only affect efforts to prate language learning. It would be very
beneficial if fruitful investigation related to tlveashback of IELTS could be conducted to work
out in what way and/or to what extent the IELTS teBuences its takers’ motivation to learn
English and to improve their English language caepey.

Meanwhile, as it is assumed and acknowledged dlaahers play a crucial role in
determining types and intensity of washback, prelary research based on what actually
happens in classes, particularly in IELTS preparatiasses, is desperately needed to explore
and prove how and to what extent this is the case to what extent the IELTS test, a
prestigious, international testing system, mayuiafice teachers’ attitudes towards
competency-based tests, their philosophy of edutasind their performance of teaching.

In China, as the bulk of the IELTS test-takers,oadng to related research, are students,
college students in particular, it would be a digant undertaking to investigate the washback
of this international test to the English langusegeching and learning of this particular group.
The overall performance of Chinese IELTS test-talséould certainly provide valuable insights
into status quo of English language teaching aachiag in the Chinese context, and the
findings of related research should shed lightantay’s College English teaching and learning in

China.
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Last but not the least, Chinese policy makers cboldow successful experience from
IELTS, one of the most internationally recognizéghkstakes tests, to improve the effectiveness
of its own national testing system. The IELTS laagge testing system, still undergoing a series
of evolutionary stages to guarantee its validitgt egliability, may provide some valuable
enlightenment to domestic English tests, such@€tT, in China. As the most successful
English language testing system, IELTS may als@igeosome valuable feedback on the
Chinese current practice of English language teacand learning from a different global
perspective.

In sum, the past two decades have witnessed thdagrap of the IELTS test as well as its
wide and profound influence reaching across vararaas of educational contexts, English
language education in the Chinese context in paaticimplicitly and explicitly. An
investigation of such a wide and profound influetiea is IELTS washback thus has significant
value. This current paper focuses on how the IEteBBhas been impacting English language
teaching and learning in the Chinese context irhthige that it can make some contributions to

the literature of washback in the field of languégsing.
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APPENDIX A

A List of Papers on Washback in the ERIC Database

Author

Published

Title

Alderson J. Charles

1991

Language testing in tl®18ow far have we come?

How much further have we to go?

Dianne Wall & 1992 Examining washback: the Sri Lankan impactystud

Alderson, J. Charles

Alderson, J. Charles &| 1992 Does washback exists?

Wall Dianne

Geranpayeh Ardeshir 1994 Are score comparisonsatanguage proficiency tes
batteries justified?: An IELTS- TOEFL comparability
study

Liying Cheng 1995 How does washback influence teagchimplications
for Hong Kong

Samuel Messick 1996 Validity and washback in laggusting

Craig Wallace 1997 IELTS: global implications ofigaulum and materials
design

Nick Charge & Lynda | 1997 Recent developments in IELTS

B. Taylor

Liying Cheng 2000 Washback or backwash: A reviewhefimpact of
testing on teaching and learning

Jwsus Garcia Laborda| 2000 Anticipating washback in a computer basedearsity

etc

entrance examination: Key issues
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Lih-Mei Chen 2002 Washback of a public exam on Ehgieaching

Morgan Terry 2003 IELTS preparation materials

Robert Ayres 2003 IELTS online writing —a team ayguh to developing
an online course

Mary Spratt 2005 Washback and the classroom: tipédations for
teaching and learning of studies of washback from
exams

Luxia Qi 2005 Stakeholders’ conflicting aims undarenthe washback
function of a high-stakes test
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