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Abstract  

This thesis critically analysed the influence of the Libyan public examination on English 

Language Teaching (ELT) and on learning strategies and practice in secondary school 

classrooms. It investigated the washback of the Secondary Education Certificate 

Examination (SECE) on ELT teachers and explored practitioners’ perceptions and 

practices.  It also examined washback on students’ perception, motivation, learning 

strategies and outcomes. Weir’s socio-cognitive framework for test validity was chosen 

as a conceptual framework for its capability of conceptualising appropriate evidence 

on how testing constructs (policy & design) are operationalised and interpreted (use) 

in practice. This thesis describes an interpretative qualitative case study research 

conducted in the south west of Libya. Data were generated through interviews, 

classroom observation and document analysis. Semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with two ELT teachers and inspectors, a school headteacher and a 

representative of the examination office. Group interviews were also conducted with a 

number of the final year secondary school students within the research context.  All 

the research data were analysed using a thematic data analysis.  

The findings reveal that the lack of alignment between the focus of the English SECE 

and the objectives of the curriculum had a significant adverse effect on the Libyan ELT 

teachers, inspectors and students’ perceptions about the aim and the value of ELT in 

the school education and their role within the policy as well as on Libyan school 

students’ motivation. The study participants held the perception that developing 

language skills is not the aim of teaching English in Libyan secondary school since 

these skills have never been assessed in public examinations despite their integration 

in the curriculum. The Libyan ELT teachers and inspectors prioritised the aim of 

completing the curriculum through the use of traditional approaches of teacher-centred 

and Grammar Translation Method (GTM) and teaching to the test rather than meeting 

the pedagogical objectives of ELT or implementing the Communicative Language 

Teaching (CLT) proposed in the school curriculum. The Libyan on-going conflict, the 

public examination policy, and teachers’ lack of assessment literacy were also 

significant on classroom testing. Students were largely passive in English classrooms 

as teaching focused on the SECE. Accordingly, students utilised different learning 

strategies to cope with the teaching such as prioritising the translation of textbook 

texts, relying on rote-learning, engaging in test-preparation activities and developing 
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test-taking strategies. Evidence accumulated through this study clearly indicates that 

Libyan students’ experience of the public examination had a significant effect on their 

attitudes, perceptions and choice of learning strategies. This finding represented an 

important implication for developing the socio-cognitive framework for test validity.    

The public examination strategies improved the Libyan secondary school students’ 

examination performance in the SECE but not their English learning outcomes. The 

examination content and format as well as a social acceptance of cheating all have a 

significant effect on students’ performance in the SECE and threaten its score validity.  
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1 Chapter One: introduction  

Introduction 

This thesis examines the influence of the school leaving public examination on English 

language teaching (ELT) and learning in the Libyan secondary school context. This 

examination is a high-stakes test since its score is used to determine the future 

academic study of Libyan school-leavers. The phenomenon of testing influence or 

washback has been widely considered in the international context, especially in 

Europe, Asia and Canada, however, it has not been considered in the many 

developing countries such as the context of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 

and in the Libyan context in particular. The ultimate purpose of washback research 

investigates the role of testing in promoting positive teaching and learning outcomes 

and it can be used as a lever of change in an educational context. This thesis, 

therefore, gives an account of the effect of the Libyan Secondary Education Certificate 

Examination (SECE) on perceptions and teaching and learning strategies in English 

language classroom within the education system.  

The thesis is of a particular significance for the area of educational assessment and 

washback research in particular. It discusses washback phenomenon from the under-

investigated context of MENA in the literature which could also be applied to different 

developing countries.  

This chapter presents the background of the research study, aims of the study, 

research questions, rationale of the study, reasons for choosing the topic and outlines 

the structure of the thesis. 

1.1 Research background  

Diplomatically isolated for over 30 years, the rapprochement between the international 

community and Libya kindled the development of the educational system during the 

2000s. Libya implemented wide educational reforms in the last two decades, 

particularly in language teaching, in order to develop the traditional pedagogy 

practices, which characterised the education system. This development was 

interrupted by the so-called Arab Spring from 2011, and the on-going conflict in the 

country.  

In 2000, Libya implemented a policy reform for developing English language 

education. For example, the Ministry of Education reformed the English language 
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curriculum with the aim to integrate the communicative teaching approach throughout 

the school educational system, focusing on developing the students’ communicative 

abilities (Orafi & Brog, 2009). The English textbooks were changed to revamp 

classroom practices, in contrast to the traditional use of audio-lingual and grammar 

translation approaches in English language classrooms within Libyan schools for over 

half a century (ibid). Nevertheless, the language policy reform did not include the 

language assessment approach used in the school education system. The language 

assessment continued examining pupils’ and students’ linguistic knowledge of the 

studied textbooks during the academic year and did not focus on the communicative 

skills introduced in the ELT curriculum. 

In 2009, the Libyan public examination approach was reformed using selected-

response items across all school subjects. Accordingly, the final examination of the 

English language subject comes in the form of multiple-choice questions instead of 

traditional wh-questions (questions which begin with what, when, where, whom, which, 

whose, why, and how). The reformed examination approach was classified as a 

developed assessment practice in the Libyan education system. The reformed 

examination system aimed to minimise the risk of the prevalent phenomenon of 

cheating in Libyan public examinations, as reported by several research studies (e.g., 

Alhmali, 2007 and Onabia, 2013) and to score the answer sheets electronically and 

hence disseminate the results as quickly and as transparently as possible. This reform 

was described by the Ministry of Education as an implementation of the modern 

assessment processes (e.g. automated scoring) to improve the efficiency and 

reliability of scoring in the public examination. 

However, many research studies revealed that the adoption of the communicative 

approach has not yet had the desired outcome. Since Orafi & Borg (2009) investigated 

the realities and intentions to implement the reformed English curriculum, most of 

those studies continue to reveal the failure of teachers to implement the CLT 

integrated into the English language curriculum. After studying English for more than 

six years, school-leaving students’ English language proficiency has been frequently 

described as poor, even though they have passed the school and public examinations 

(Alhodiry, 2016; Altaieb, 2013; Dalala, 2014; Hammadi, 2013; Omar, 2014; Rahimi & 

Alavi, 2017; Soliman, 2013). However, research studies have not provided clear 

evidence of school-leaving students’ English language ability or competence those in 
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their research. That was described by Rose (2015) as a continuing challenge for 

language education practitioners and researchers in the future. 

Various factors related to cultural, teacher-related and contextual aspects have been 

identified as having a major impact on the deficiency of ELT teaching and learning. 

However, English language teachers have always been considered as the source of 

deficiency in ELT education within the Libyan school education system. They have 

been considered as having a lack of awareness about the function of English in its 

cultural context; lack of confidence in themselves; and inadequate knowledge and 

fluency of English (Abidin et al., 2012; Abusrewel, 2014; Ahmed, 2010; Aloreibi & 

Carey, 2017; Khalifa & Shabdin, 2016; Krayem, 2013; Mohsen, 2014). Nevertheless, 

the role of public examination policy and approach, and its washback influence on ELT 

curriculum, teaching and learning, and the related effective factors have not been 

considered in secondary school education. Most of those research studies built their 

arguments based on the ELT teachers’ implementations of the proposed teaching 

approach away from considering the teachers’ and students’ perceived goals of the 

ELT classroom teaching and learning practices. It was important to investigate the 

teachers’ and students’ perceived goals of the classroom practices since most of the 

participant teachers in those research studies were teachers of the final year of the 

Basic and Secondary Education levels (More discussion in 2.2.2 and 2.1.2). 

Therefore, this research study examines the washback effect of the Secondary 

Education Certificate Examination (SECE) public examination on the teaching and 

learning process and its outcomes in the Libyan context. It investigates how the public 

examination policy influences the ELT practitioners’ practices in the classroom 

context. It also explores how those classroom practices influence the students learning 

strategies, practices and learning outcomes in the secondary school education. 

Although this research does not aim to provide a statistical measurement of students’ 

language competences, however, it does aim to fill the gap mentioned by Rose (2015) 

by providing a description of secondary school students’ learning outcomes through 

their reflection on their learning and performance on the SECE compared with their 

perception of their language knowledge and ability. 

Moreover, there has not been empirical evidence available to demonstrate whether 

the reformed public examination approach achieved the intended washback by policy 
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makers or if it mediated different types of consequences. Therefore, this study focuses 

on these issues as that contributes to the originality and significance of this research 

in the Libyan context in particular and to washback literature in general. 

1.2 The aim of the study  

The aim of this study is to investigate the influence of the public examination policy 

and practice on the ELT teaching and learning process and outcomes in Libyan 

secondary school education. It aims to explore whether the recent reformed public 

examination approach has achieved the intended washback and whether any 

unintended consequences emerged affecting the ELT practitioners’ and students’ 

perceptions, motivations or practices. It also aims to raise awareness amongst those 

whose work may be affected by the test (e.g. students, teachers, inspectors, 

administrators, materials developers and policymakers) towards the importance of 

considering the role and effect of high-stakes examination policy and approach in the 

curriculum innovation process. So, the objectives of this research study are to: 

 identify the influence of the public examination policy and approach on 

language classroom teaching and learning practices as well as the learning 

outcomes; 

 record teachers’ and learners’ perceptions of the effectiveness/role of the 

Secondary Education Certificate Examination (SECE) approach in promoting 

Libyan students’ communication abilities; 

 gain a deeper understanding of EFL practitioners’ perceptions and practices 

related to the public examination design;  

 raise awareness of the importance and nature of the impact that assessment 

policy and practice have on the last curriculum innovation in Libya. 

1.3 Research questions 

In order to achieve the aims specified above, the study addresses the following 

questions: 

1) To what extent does the Libyan public examination of the SECE have an impact 

on motivation, perceptions and attitudes towards English language teaching 

within secondary school education? 
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2) To what extent does the public examination of the SECE influence English 

language teaching, assessment and learning strategies in secondary school 

classrooms in the on-going conflict context of Libya? 

3) How does the Libyan public examination of the SECE influence the students’ 

English learning outcomes within secondary school education? 

1.4 The rationale of the study 

There are important areas where this study makes an original contribution to the 

context and to the literature. First, with the growing concerns and investigation of the 

barriers to developing the school students’ communicative competences in the context 

of ELT in Libya, there is still a lack of understanding of the effect of the public 

examination policy and practice on English language teaching and learning. There has 

been a dearth of empirical research examining the potential role and influence of high-

stakes testing of the SECE on Libyan ELT practitioners, students and classroom 

practices. This study is the first to investigate the washback effect of the secondary 

school public examination policy and approach on English language education in the 

Libyan context. It is also the first to examine the ELT classroom practices in regard to 

the perceived goals of school ELT classroom stakeholders (inspectors, teachers, head 

teachers and examiners) and participants (students) of their practices. It is hoped that 

the findings of this study will provide valuable information to the policymakers and 

educational practitioners at different educational levels to improve the quality of ELT 

education within the Libyan education system. The findings from this study could have 

important implications for developing or revising the language assessment practices, 

to enhance teaching and learning towards the objectives of the ELT within the Libyan 

education system and accordingly promote development in students’ language 

learning and outcomes. In addition, this study could form a valuable source (baseline 

data) for future research studies about washback, either for the study context or for 

broader Libyan contexts. 

For the literature, this study will contribute to the debates about the complexity of the 

washback phenomenon from a different under-researched context of the Middle East 

and North Africa (MENA). Sheehan & Munro (2017) stated that assessment is a 

situated practice, and it is important to investigate the nature of washback in different 

educational cultures and backgrounds in order to broaden our understanding and 
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cognition of the complexity of washback in a global context. This study is valuable 

since it adds new insights to the literature about ELT practitioners’ perceptions and 

practices as a result of the curriculum innovation and public examination change. The 

need for such enquiries is raised by researchers (e.g. Alderson & Wall, 1993; Bailey, 

1996; Shohamy, 2016; Tsagari & Cheng, 2017; Wall, 2005) in order to gain more 

understanding of the complex nature of washback in language education. This project 

provided an important opportunity to advance the understanding of the nature of the 

interaction between different factors that could mediate washback. By using a validity 

framework to guide this research, it could also add to the literature about washback in 

relation to the validity of the standardised examination, a top-down policy tool, and its 

socio-cultural and educational impact on ELT practitioners and test-takers’ 

perceptions, attitudes and motivations in the broader study context. The findings 

should make an important contribution to understanding of the theoretical perspectives 

on the validity of language testing in contexts.  

1.5 Reasons for selecting the topic 

Mainly, I choose the thesis topic due to my interest in education and research, 

specifically in the field of English language teaching. I have always been fascinated 

by working in the field of ELT, as a school teacher, university lecturer and a teacher 

trainer. The research topic can be considered as a further development of my 

dissertation research project conducted during my study of the MA (TEFL) programme 

(Ahmed, 2010). The research was about the implementation of CLT in language 

classrooms in the Libyan secondary school context.  

My experience of working within language education has also driven this research. My 

experience in taking different roles within the field of ELT in the Libyan context 

encouraged me to focus on the role of public examination in making different decisions 

regarding classroom teaching and learning practices. I have been intrigued by the 

variety of teachers’ and students’ attitudes and motivations towards English language 

teaching and assessment. I thought of how these perceptions and the motivation of 

teachers might be learnt and developed. These thoughts informed my first proposal of 

the current study.  

Another reason for choosing this topic was its relevance to professional practices 

within the Faculty of Education where I work. As an ELT practitioner, I was also 
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motivated to conduct this study by what I saw as a clear need for such work in the field 

of EFL teacher education, especially in my context where such factors are investigated 

less. ELT education within school education is a controversial subject in Libya, among 

not only the practitioners but also the public. As a pre-service and in-service teacher 

trainer, investigating the importance of the role of public examination policy and 

practices in the educational context would help in evaluating and developing the 

practices of teacher training with the study context. The findings of the study could 

also help teacher trainers to build a comprehensive plan with other practitioners for 

developing ELT practices within the study context.   

1.6 Composition and structure of the thesis 

This thesis comprises nine chapters. Following this introduction, chapter two describes 

the research study context. It presents an overview of the Libyan education system 

from the perspective of its structure, the Ministry of Education, the assessment system, 

admission to higher education. 

Chapter three looks critically at existing literature about washback research, including 

a detailed explanation of its definitions, nature, scope, mechanism and its relation to 

the test validity. Then the chapter discusses the washback effect in the education 

context, which is concerned with washback on teachers’ perceptions and teaching 

practices, including teaching approach, classroom activities and classroom 

assessment, washback on students’ perceptions, and attitudes, their learning 

motivation, and learning behaviour and strategy; factors influencing washback which 

deal with factors related to context, teachers and test design.  A systematic search 

was applied to relevant literature, and this will be evident in the literature review 

chapter. 

Chapter four discusses the research theoretical framework of situated washback 

within Weir’s (2005) socio-cognitive framework for test validity. It starts with a 

justification of the relevance of the socio-cognitive framework to the current study and 

why it was chosen from different washback theories, models, and frameworks. The 

essential aspects of Weir’s (2005) socio-cognitive framework for test validity, such as 

test-takers’ characteristics, context validity, cognitive validity, scoring validity, 

consequential validity and criterion-related validity will be discussed. 
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Chapter five presents the research methodology, starting with a justification of the 

chosen philosophical paradigm and of the methodological strategy. It describes the 

sampling techniques and the participants; identifies ethical issues; discusses data 

generation methods and process; describes the thematic analysis techniques adopted 

in the study, and discusses the trustworthiness of the study.  

Chapter six presents analysis and discussion of the findings in relation to the 

participants’ perception of washback and the SECE. It discusses the participant 

perception towards the relationship between curriculum, assessment and pedagogy 

as well as assessment policy and students learning motivation. It also discusses the 

participants’ perceptions towards the practices of the SECE and its efficiency in 

assessing ELT outcomes in the Libyan school context.  

Chapter seven presents analysis and discussion of the findings in relation to the 

washback on classroom experiences. It discusses the washback on classroom 

teaching approach, classroom activities and classroom assessment. Then, it 

discusses the washback on classroom learning strategies and English learning 

outcomes.  

Chapter eight draws upon the discussion of how the teaching and learning practices 

(discussed in chapters six and seven) affected the students’ learning outcomes in 

relation to Weir’s (2005) socio-cognitive framework for test validity. 

The final chapter concludes the thesis, tying up the various theoretical and empirical 

strands in order to offer general conclusions and includes a discussion of the study’s 

limitations and implication of the findings to the context and to future research into this 

area.  
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2 Chapter Two:  the research context 

This chapter provides an overview of the context of Libyan education. It describes the 

structure of the Libyan education system, with a reference to the objectives of school 

levels and the prescribed curriculum. Then, it explores the structure of the Ministry of 

Education. Finally, it discusses the examination system with the focus on public 

examinations in terms of objectives, design, content and its role in the Libyan context.  

2.1 An overview of the Libyan education system 

In recent decades, Libya has achieved remarkable results in its education system due 

to the high literacy rate of 99.9% within the youth of both genders (Rose, 2015). The 

Libyan public report for UNESCO stated that the rate of enrolment for compulsory 

education (from Year 1 to Year 9) was approximately 98% in 2008 (ME, 2008). Where 

education is not compulsory, the enrolment rate in secondary school placed Libya as 

the 11th highest level of enrolment in secondary school and university education in the 

world. These achievements contributed to Libya’s presence amongst the top fifty 

highest-placed countries in the world according to the Human Development Index 

(HDI) (Rose, 2015). However, the reliability of these figures can be questioned after 

the conflict emerged in 2011 as since then the Libyan education system has been in 

turmoil. Since then, many children have experienced difficulties accessing school in 

different parts of Libya. Children are either displaced from their homes or their schools 

are occupied by those who have been displaced from their hometowns. The on-going 

conflict has also had an influence on the capacity of the education system to perform 

well, including the damage and destruction of many schools, closure of educational 

institutions due to violence and the dismantling of the educational infrastructure and 

equipment (Rhema & Miliszewska, 2012). 

Education is free for Libyan citizens from school education until first-degree university 

education. School education is mandatory from the age of six up to the age of 15 (ME, 

2008). Arabic is the language of instruction within the education system. The Libyan 

education system is divided into two main categories: Basic and Intermediate 

Education. The following figure (Figure 1) explains the structure of the Libyan 

education system. 
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Figure 1: the structure of the Libyan education system 

2.1.1 Basic Education 

Starting at the age of six, Basic Education covers the first nine years of school 

education. During the first two years of school, pupils study Arabic, including reading, 

literature and writing (dictation, spelling and script); Islamic education; mathematics 

and arts. Pupils study more subjects as they move from one school level to the next. 

The inclusion of teaching English language starts from Year 5. In Year 9, students 

undertake public examinations to gain the Basic Education Certificate (BEC) before 

continuing to the Intermediate Education which includes Secondary Education to 

prepare for a university education or technical and vocational education route. The 

students’ ability to continue on each route is mainly controlled by the overall grade on 

their Basic Education Certificate. As this study is conducted in the secondary school 

education, more details of the Secondary Education route are discussed in this 

section.  

2.1.2  Secondary Education 

Secondary education is the end of the cycle of school education in the Libyan 

education system. It starts in Year 10 and finishes in Year 12. For students to be able 

to join Secondary Education, they have to gain at least an overall grade of 65% 

(classified as “good”) on their Basic Education Certificate. The first year of secondary 

school is general for all students. Moving to Year 11, students can choose either a 
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literary or a scientific specialisation. Students in the literary division mainly study 

history, geography, philosophy and sociology; whereas students in the scientific 

division mainly study physics, chemistry, biology and mathematics. English language 

is a general subject for both divisions, however, every division has its prescribed 

textbooks, sharing the same objectives with a different specialised content (See 

Appendix 1).  

At the end of Year 12 (the final year of Secondary Education), students undertake a 

public examination known as the Secondary Education Certificate Examination 

(SECE) to gain the Secondary Education Certificate (SEC). The successful completion 

of this examination enables students to seek their chosen university discipline 

according to their specialisation and the average score on their certificate. Thus, the 

SECE has great value in the Libyan context – socially and professionally. This value 

and the importance of the Secondary Education Certificate demonstrated the 

significance of the phenomenon of washback of the public examination under study.  

2.2 The Ministry of Education 

The Libyan education system is centralised and run by the Ministry of Education, 

maintaining uniformity of schooling in the country. The Ministry sets the standards for 

a public curriculum so that all Libyan children study the same syllabus and the same 

course material. The Ministry determines funding and budgets, including building 

schools, employing teachers and supervising them, and preparing and distributing 

teaching and examination materials to schools. The Libyan schools have a basic 

infrastructure and most of them have been provided with advanced facilities like 

functional science, languages and computers, laboratories. To facilitate the 

administration and regulation, the country is divided into regional educational 

departments to supervise and maintain the educational process within those regions 

(Altaieb, 2013). These departments include offices of inspection, finance, assessment 

and administration.  

Since the tension between the Libyan political parties in mid-2014, and the ongoing 

conflict, Libya has had two governments: the Interim Libyan Government is located in 

the city of Tobruk (situated in the east of Libya near the Egyptian border) and the 

Government of Public Reconciliation in Tripoli. The educational practices described in 

this research study are situated under the supervision of the government of Tripoli. 
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The Ministry of Education has several administrative departments which supervise the 

different educational levels and processes such as the departments of Secondary 

Education, Examination Office and Educational Inspection Department. The following 

figure (Figure 2) explains the construction of the administrative departments of the 

Libyan Ministry of Education.  

 

Figure 2: the construction of the administrative departments of the Libyan Ministry of Education 

The Centre of Educational Curriculum and Educational Research is responsible for 

making decisions regarding curricular development, including goals, objectives and 

time allocation for each subject, based on international standards and experience. The 

educational specialists from the Higher Education (HE) sector supervise curriculum 

developments. Therefore, school education practitioners do not take part in these 

developing processes.  

The Educational Inspection Department is the key department accountable for 

ensuring the implementation of the educational policies according to structures and 

regulations approved by the Ministry of Education (ME, 2012). Educational inspectors 

supervise the classroom teaching and assessment, evaluating teacher performance 

and competence with respect to the implementation of the annual teaching plan of the 

academic year (Shakuna et al., 2016). Practically, inspectors conduct periodic and 

random educational inspection tours to educational institutions in order to evaluate 

school teachers’ practices. Therefore, the inspectors of English language teachers 
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were involved in the current research study as they are the only responsible body for 

evaluating teachers’ practices in the Libyan education system. 

The Examination Office is responsible for the management and the administration of 

mid-term or periodical examinations and of the final certificates examination (ME, 

2012). It is the main controller that organises the personnel examination committees 

in charge at the public, provincial, municipal and school levels with the Ministry of 

Education. The regional examination offices supervise and monitor schools’ 

examination through assigned teachers in each school. The following part of the 

chapter discusses the examination system, focusing on SECE in English. 

2.3 Libyan education’s assessment system 

The goal of the examination system is to examine the outcomes of the educational 

process in which it aimed to identify the student understanding of the taught curriculum 

over the academic year (ME, 2008). The assessment criteria are determined by the 

examination office of the Ministry of Education. The examination scheme includes 

formative classroom assessment and summative written examinations at the end of 

each semester. These summative tests are completely constructed from the course 

textbooks content used in the classroom. All assessment practices are conducted by 

the classroom teachers, except in the final years of basic and secondary education. 

The total score of final year secondary students in the English language subject is the 

total of the classroom-based assessment and final public examinations as shown in 

the following table (Table 1). 

Table 1: The division of students marks in the final score of the SECE 

Type of assessment Assessment criteria Total marks 

Classroom-based 

assessment 

Classroom participation, reading and speaking 

skills and reading comprehension 
14 

Notebook and workbook organisation 12 

Classroom tests 26 

Periodical examinations 28 

Public 

examination(SECE) 
final year examination  120 

The total score on the SEC 200 
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2.3.1  Classroom-based assessment  

 The classroom-based assessment is conducted by the classroom teachers under the 

supervision of the school, the inspectors and the regional examination office. The 

criteria of this assessment are assigned to the curriculum teaching and assessment 

plan issued by the Centre of Educational Curriculum. Classroom-based assessment 

represents 80/200 of the total final score of the subject. Those marks are divided 

between the formative evaluation of students’ reading skills and comprehension, 

speaking skills in English, engagement in classroom activities, the organisation of the 

students’ notebooks and their homework books of the ELT curriculum. This evaluation 

represents 26/200 of the total score. Besides, the final year students undertake 

monthly classroom tests and two school periodical examinations during the academic 

year, which represents represent 54/200 of the total score of the SEC. The remaining 

120/200 of the total final score of the English language subject is devoted to the final 

public examination, which is discussed in the next subsection. 

2.3.2  Public examinations 

The Secondary Education Certificate Examination (SECE) is a large-scale public 

examination, administered at the end of the final year of secondary education in all 

school subjects. It is a test, quantifying students’ knowledge in the school materials of 

the final year of secondary school education. The decision about students’ graduations 

is based on their overall scores of the classroom-based assessment (discussed in 

2.3.1) and on the public examination in each subject. It is a high-stakes test since it is 

used as a basis to make decisions about student graduations and their academic 

future at the next educational level in the Libyan education system.  

Students to be successful must achieve at least: 40% of the public examination marks 

(SECE), i.e. 48/120; and 50% of the total final score on the SEC for the English subject 

which is100/200). Students who fail to pass on their first examination attempt have a 

chance to re-sit the examination. If a student fails the re-sit exam, then s/he must 

repeat the final year before proceeding to the next education stage. The SECE’s 

questions are prepared under the supervision of the Examination Department of the 

Ministry of Education through a committee of experienced inspectors from the General 

Education Inspection.  
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The following subsection explains the nature, format, design and content of the 

reformed public examination of the English language subject. 

2.3.2.1  Test format 

Although the public examination has been described as an electronic examination by 

the Ministry of Education, students still use a pencil and paper test to undertake the 

examination. It should be highlighted that “electronic examinations” refer to grading 

method where the exam papers are marked electronically. The examination comes in 

two documents: the question sheet and the answer sheet (see Appendix 2). The cover 

sheet of the questions contains the student’s name, registration number, city, school, 

subject matter, the allotted time and the examination test instructions. This information 

is written in Arabic so that students know what to do and to reduce the risk of their 

misunderstanding as the Ministry of Education highlighted. Even the instructions for 

each type of question are translated into Arabic. As students need to transfer their 

answers on a separate answer sheet, the means of transferring answers to the answer 

sheet are also explained on the cover page. The answer sheet is monitored by 

computer software to determine the total score in more reliable way and efficiency in 

the process. Although the most recent electronic marking simplified the marking 

process of the public assessment, it raises issues about the effect of the standardised 

multiple-choice question on the examination setting and educational process. 

Therefore, this research investigates the washback of use of the public examination 

approach in the Libyan education system.  

2.3.2.2  Test design 

The traditional examination approach of integrative construct-response items (WH-

questions) used in the SECE was replaced with an exclusively based selected-

response question, including multiple-choice, true-false and matching items. It is 

claimed by the Ministry of Education that the test design enabled examiners to cover 

all the contents of the prescribed textbook. The Ministry also aimed to facilitate the 

clarity of the students’ responses to the public examination questions to ease the 

marking process. The reformed examination strategy and design were also intended 

to ensure the reliability of test scores by diminishing opportunities for cheating, which 

in turn would threaten the validity of the test. The examination questions are designed 

to be different in terms of question order from one student to another within the same 
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examination room. This strategy is used to diminish the risk of cheating among 

students according to the Ministry of Education. The possibility that students would 

take too much time to match their exam paper questions to another student’s exam 

paper makes them less likely to cheat.    

2.3.2.3  Test content 

The Libyan public examinations are textbook-oriented or have a “syllabus-content 

approach” according to Hughes’ (1989) classification. This means that the 

examinations are constructed from the verbatim linguistic features of the school 

textbooks of English language subject. The current SECE also neglects to assess the 

language skill integrated into the curriculum of English language subject. Therefore, 

the English language SECE is considered as a form of achievement test rather than a 

proficiency test. The examination questions are designed to assess the Libyan 

students’ comprehension of the reading texts and grammar of the textbooks. The 

reading questions are usually based on specific pieces of information or on dates of 

some described in the reading texts of the school coursebook. These questions come 

in three different types: true/false, multiple-choice and matching. Since it appears that 

there is a mismatch between assessment and curriculum objectives, this study 

investigates whether the teaching and learning practices are test aligned (test-oriented 

teaching) or curriculum aligned (syllabus-oriented teaching). The study would examine 

the effective factors that influence the policy implementation in the Libyan education 

system, and whether the effect of the assessment practices has any type of washback 

on these practices and their learning outcomes.   

2.4 Admission to Higher Education  

According to the Ministry of Higher Education (MHE), there are two factors controlling 

the Libyan students’ admissions to university education: specialisation and the overall 

score of the SEC (MHE, 2010). First, the secondary school graduate students can join 

faculties and specialisations compatible with their specialisation in secondary school 

education. For those who studied the path of literary division, they can study law, arts 

and media, languages and education (in literary departments). For those who studied 

the science division, they can study medicine, nursing, engineering, computing, 

science, medical technology, business and finance, astronomy, agriculture and 

education (in science departments). However, the students would need to fulfil the 
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requirements of each of these specialised fields in the category of the overall score of 

the SEC. These requirements differ from one specialised field to another.  

Second, the overall score of the SEC also plays an important role in determining which 

faculties students can attend. The increasing preference for university education in the 

social context has created the demands of respectively high overall scores on the 

SEC. The minimum overall score required to enrol in a university programme is 65% 

(Clark, 2004); and it changes according to the academic discipline. For instance, 

students need at least 65% (classified as “good”) to study education and arts, 75% 

(classified as “very good”) to study engineering and low at least 85% (classified as 

“excellent”) to study medicine or any other medical science. It is also possible that 

some departments within the field require certain levels of scores in specific subjects 

in the SEC. For example, some medical science programmes require an overall score 

of 74% in chemistry, biology and English. For students who obtain overall scores 

below 65% on their SEC, they can still attend the higher technical and vocational 

institutions. It is possible that such requirements could be a major factor influencing 

the social attitude towards technical and vocational education in the Libyan context. 

The majority of Libyan students choose secondary and university education as the 

technical and vocational education route is undervalued and not encouraged by most 

parents as in many Arab countries (Al Heeti & Brock, 1997; Rose, 2015).  

2.5 Chapter summary  

This chapter aimed to give the reader a description of the characteristics of the Libyan 

education context. It provided an overview of the Libyan education system. It 

presented a brief introduction about the rates of access to Libyan education system 

and its role in expanding the literacy rate and developing human resources in the 

country over the past twenty years and the current situation of these achievements. 

Then, the chapter described the division of the Libyan education system and key 

departments of the Ministry of Education related to this study.  It also sheds the light 

on the assessment criteria in the Libyan education system and a description of the 

public examination approach. Finally, it discussed the admission to higher education.   
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3 Chapter Three: review of the research literature  

Introduction  

This chapter starts with introducing the concepts and the scope of testing influence in 

the educational research and the position of this study in the literature. Then, it focuses 

the concept of washback, the focus of this thesis in detail. It discusses the definitions 

and types of washback, and different models explaining the mechanism of washback 

in different educational contexts. It also highlights the nature of the washback on 

teaching and learning strategies and outcomes. This chapter ends with a discussion 

of the effective factors influencing the washback in context. 

3.1 Washback, impact and consequences 

The concept of test influence is central to the complex relationship between testing, 

teaching and learning. There are different terms used to describe the phenomenon of 

test influence in contexts such as test washback, test impact and the test 

consequences. Whereas test washback and impact has been described according to 

the scope of the test influence, the term consequences is used to refer to the nature 

of the test influence in context.  

This research study is located within the scope of washback. The concept of washback 

has been attached to a wide range of areas directly linked the influence on the micro 

level (e.g., individuals, practices in classrooms, school and policies) within the 

educational system (more discussion in section 3.2). It is also argued that the test 

influence has an effect on two levels (Andrews et al., 2002). Washback can have an 

influence on the micro level within the educational process and context, and on the 

macro level throughout society. It also covers the effect of general opportunities for 

people within the society (Bachman & Palmer, 1996). However, there has been a 

growing debate about the scope of testing by differentiating between washback and 

impact in the field of language education research (e.g., Hughes, 2003; Taylor, 2005, 

2006; Weir & Milanovic, 2003). Those researchers who support distinctions between 

test washback and impact claim that test impact is completely focused on the social 

effect of a test in the society whereas washback is related only to the educational 

process of teaching and learning or the educational context (Bachman & Palmer 1996; 

Milanovic & Saville, 1996; Saville, 2009).  They claim that impact takes into 

consideration the cultural and social implications and consequences such as 
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behaviour, motivations, attitudes, qualifications and standards. Shohamy (2001, 2011, 

2013) also argued that the test impact includes the ethical concerns of discrimination, 

fairness and equal opportunities such as the political use and abuse of language 

testing. For instance, high-stakes examinations are indicated as powerful tools that 

play a central role in creating social classes, immigration policy, determining 

knowledge, affecting the distribution of wealth, shaping language policies, teaching 

and learning, educational admissions policy and career employment opportunities 

(e.g. Cheng & Fox, 2013; Shohamy, 2001, 2013).  Zhan & Andrews (2014) also 

support this distinction by referring to the need to broaden the view of the testing effect, 

as the term washback has been mostly connected to classroom behaviour and 

practice, and our understanding of the testing, and especially the high-stakes 

examinations’ influences beyond classrooms and educational context is still restricted. 

This study stands in congruence with other researchers who argued that the distinction 

is not necessary as the term washback at the micro and macro level includes the wider 

and narrower influence of the test (e.g., Andrews et al., 2002; Cheng & Curtis, 2004; 

Hamp-Lyons, 1997).  Cheng and Curtis (2004) also declared that it is a matter of 

researchers’ preferences for using the terms as both refer to different areas of the 

same phenomenon. Washback can be classified as one dimension of impact in which 

a test affects the educational context, including teaching and learning, and curriculum, 

while the broader test influences are considered as a test impact. It would also be 

difficult to separate them distinctly due to the complex relationships and connections 

between the micro and macro contexts. While introducing justifications of the terms 

“washback” and “impact” along with “consequences”, Cheng & Fox (2013) and Taylor 

(2005) acknowledged the high complexity of impact and washback phenomenon. Due 

to the complicated relations between the features of the educational context 

mentioned by Saville (2009) and Shohamy (2001), it would be challenging to connect 

educational practices to a single feature such as tests. As the impact of a test on 

society is mediated by its interaction with dynamics beyond classrooms and 

educational systems, Saville (2009) argued for the usefulness of conceptualising the 

notion of impact to include the micro and macro contents in order to understand the 

complex connection between institutions, individuals and their relation to the systems 

in society. This is of essential importance as it affects the understanding of the notion 

of the nature and mechanism of the test influence in its context. This would help in 
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gaining a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon of the test influence 

through the emphasis on the crucial role of cultural and social perspectives, ethical 

issues and its in/directly effect on classroom practices by influencing the perceptions, 

attitudes and motivations of teachers and learners. 

Test consequence is a term also used to include the concepts of both washback and 

impact. A test consequence is a common term used in general educational research, 

incorporating notions of both washback and impact from the field of language 

education and applied linguistics (Rea-Dickins & Scott, 2007). It refers to the planned 

and unplanned effects of the implementation or use of a test on educational policies 

and practices and on the society, whether of being negative or positive facets. (Cheng 

& Fox, 2013). This identification might be traced back to the test validity framework 

established by Messick (1996) and Weir (2005) where both concepts of washback and 

impact are located within the consequential validity. Consequences also take into 

consideration the influence of test uses which is connected with the interpretations of 

test score (Cheng et al., 2015; Weir, 2005). These two variables are situated and of 

significant influence in political, cultural, social and educational contexts. For that, it 

has been argued that washback researchers are required to work in partnership with 

other researchers in different fields such as innovation reforms, policy analysis and 

socio-cognitive studies in order to understand the scope and power of a test in context. 

This research adopted the socio-cognitive framework for test validation as a theoretical 

framework to achieve this goal (more discussion in chapter four). 

For the purpose of this PhD research, however, the differentiation between the 

different terms used to refer to the test influence is not considered. The term washback 

is used to refer to the educational and social perspectives of the influence of the SECE 

in the study context. The terms test impact and consequence are used synonymously 

with washback to represent the focus of the study. It can also be argued that “test 

impact” in itself is too broad for doctoral research. Therefore, the three main types of 

influences dealt with in this study are the SECE effect on the students’ and teachers’ 

attitudes, perceptions and motivation; the influence on ELT teachers’ classroom 

instructions and assessments, including the choice of the curriculum content and the 

selection of material resources; and the impact on the students’ language learning 

behaviour, practice and learning outcomes. Thus, the following part of this chapter 

discusses washback from three perspectives. The first section discusses washback’s 
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definition, nature, mechanism and its relation to test validity. The second section 

presents a discussion of the existing literature about the washback effect on the 

educational process on language teaching and learning.  Finally, a discussion of the 

factors affecting washback in context is presented. 

3.2 Washback  

The introduction of the washback concept generated a discussion differentiating 

between “backwash” and “washback”. The term “backwash” is used to demonstrate 

the influence of public examinations on the behaviours, attitudes and motivation of 

learners and teachers about their teaching and learning practices in general education 

(Cheng & Curtis, 2004). While Alderson & Wall (1993) argue that no semantic or 

pragmatic difference exists between them, Spolsky (1994) believed that backwash 

covers unintentional side effects of examinations, but not the intended effects when 

the main testing goal is controlling the curriculum. However, this can be seen as 

oversimplified descriptions of the phenomenon. Cheng, et al., (2004) revealed that the 

testing effect is highly complex and yet the backwash and washback phenomena can 

be manifested from one test.  

The term “washback” is used in this research to refer to the phenomenon for two 

reasons. First, as it has been shown that the testing effect is highly complex and I am 

not convinced by the oversimplified descriptions differentiating between backwash and 

washback. Second, washback is the common term used in the literature of applied 

linguistic research where this research belongs. Alderson (2004) observed that 

washback is the term mostly used in literature and published research in the language 

assessment field, especially in the UK, where the current research is documented.  

3.2.1 Definitions of washback 

Washback has been defined differently according to which area a test can affect or 

upon whom it has an effect. The definitions cover a wide range of educational aspects 

and participants as the following definitions show: 

 The effect of an examination on classroom practices including curriculum and 

teaching methods and students’ learning strategies (Biggs, 1995). 

 The effect of an examination on classroom behaviour and practice of learners 

and teachers (Alderson & Wall, 1993; Messick, 1996). 
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 The effect of an examination on curriculum and materials (Spolsky, 1994). 

 The link between learning and testing (Shohamy et al., 1996). 

 The effect of an examination on the attitudes, motivation and general 

behaviours of learners, parents and teachers (Pearson, 1988). 

 The effect of an examination on teaching and learning (Bailey, 1996; Hughes, 

2003). 

 The unintentional or intentional function and direction of curriculum change on 

learning and teaching as a result of a change in public examinations (Cheng, 

2005). 

Although these definitions demonstrate a wide range of influences, it seems that they 

have been devised to suit individual cases but not a comprehensive conceptualisation 

of the related phenomenon. This study’s working definition of washback is elicited from 

the three definitions that cover the macro and micro contexts mentioned by Alderson 

& Wall (1993) and Cheng (2005). That is because these definitions refer to washback 

as the test’s effect on motivation, attitude, behaviours and practices of participants in 

educational and social contexts. Therefore, these practices can involve any changes 

in teaching, learning, curricula or contents. In this case study context, the term 

“washback” is used to refer, specifically, to the extent to which public examination of 

the SECE has an influence on education practitioners and EFL teachers’ perceptions 

and their teaching and assessment testing practices as well as students’ motivation, 

attitudes and learning behaviour and outcomes. The effects are considered as a 

washback only if these effects can be linked to the SECE in the context. 

3.2.2 The nature of washback 

In general education, the term washback used to be connected with unintended 

negative side effects of testing on educational processes. However, since the eminent 

publication of “Does Washback Exist?” by Alderson & Wall (1993) and “Washback in 

Language Testing: Research Context and Methods” by Cheng, Watanabe & Curtis 

(2004), it has been recognised that the washback phenomenon is highly complex. 

According to Andrews (2004), washback does exist and it has consequences, which 

could be negative or positive, intended or unintended, or could be multi-directional. 

Therefore, it is naive simply to suggest that tests always have a negative impact on 

education. Rather, the nature of washback is mediated by a number of variables in 



35 
 

educational and social contexts. These variables have mostly been linked to the type 

of feedback that is determined by “what the examination measures” (e.g. Cheng, 

2005).  

Positive washback occurs when testing practice promotes high-quality teaching 

practice (Alderson & Wall, 1993; Cheng, 1997; 2005; Ferman, 2004; Li, 1990; 

Shohamy et al., 1996). In the classroom basis, positive test washback encourages 

teachers to complete the curriculum more thoroughly within the assigned time, 

motivating and encouraging learners to enhance learning sufficiently. It can also 

manifest if tests are understood as valuable activities supporting teaching and 

learning, engendering constructive processes (Cheng, 2004). Hence, if the 

examination is relevant to the course content and purpose, the washback is classified 

as positive; otherwise, it is likely to be negative. For that reason, high-stakes 

examinations have been utilised by policymakers to accomplish teaching and learning 

goals and processes, or to introduce new curricula or textbooks. However, negative 

washback occurs when the examination system leads to constrictions on the language 

teaching and learning processes and outcomes. The literature generally affirms that 

testing encourages teachers to narrow the curriculum (Cheng, 2005; Cheng & Curtis, 

2004; Qi, 2004). The common negative washback effect observed internationally is 

“cramming” (teaching/learning to the test) rather than teaching with the aim of 

developing learners’ language acquisition (Alderson, 2004). Teachers and students 

have widely been observed focusing on mastering discrete knowledge that is tested 

rather than developing real-life language knowledge and skills in different contexts, 

whether on their own initiative or due to teachers’ practices of teaching to the test.  

Consequently, that decreases their linguistic performance and negatively affects 

students’ attitudes and motivation of language learning (Shohamy et al., 1996).  Test 

anxiety among students and teachers has always been linked to this practice, whereas 

here the main motivation of learning English is to progress to the next education level 

rather than to acquire the language itself. On a broader level, the negative side of 

washback is that decision makers can employ tests to suit their political agenda to 

control educational systems (Cheng, 1997; Green, 2007; Pan, 2009). 

Moreover, washback is described as neutral when the test does not show any specific 

effect. Some researchers (e.g. Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Davies, 1997; Hughes, 

2003; Qi, 2005; Taylor, 2005) used washback as a neutral term in their work. They 
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acknowledged that the washback of a test could be multi-directional where a test could 

indicate as intended and have positive effects and at the same time as unintended 

which could be negative and differ for each individual learner. For instance, Bailey 

(1996) contended that any test can have either negative or positive washback to the 

extent that it promotes or impedes the accomplishment of educational goals held by 

learners. Similarly, Wu (2014) explored the notion of washback intensity, asserting that 

moderate levels of washback indicate a neutral direction. The intensity of washback 

was found to be in a linear relationship with the test’s stakes: the higher the stakes of 

the test for participants results in stronger washback (e.g. Spratt, 2005; Watanabe, 

2004). However, there may be other factors contributing to the existence, nature and 

intensity of washback in every specific context (Andrews, 2004). Therefore, it can be 

argued that the identification of the washback direction should be determined 

according to the comprehensive explanation of the factors that affect, or are affected 

by a test socially and educationally. Thus, the washback of the SECE is taken from a 

comprehensive perspective in this research that includes its stake and its effect on the 

course learning objectives and outcomes in the context. It would also be anticipated 

from how the SECE affected the participants’ aims and objectives of their practices 

since those two goals could be different. Besides, the focus of this study agrees with 

Wang’s (2010) argument of the need to redefine and conceptualise the phenomenon 

of washback rather than continue debating whether it is positive or negative, especially 

since every context has its particularity and specificity of characteristics, which shape 

the nature of a test washback. Hence, this research focuses on introducing 

comprehensive explanations and discussion of the washback effect on language 

teaching and learning practices rather than classifying washback as being either 

positive or negative, although it does highlight the adverse effect of washback on 

educational processes and learning outcomes.  

3.2.3  Washback and test validity 

Washback has been connected with test validity in the field educational research and 

of applied linguistics. The origins of the debate over the extent to which the notion of 

validation should take into account test consequences can be traced back to Messick 

(1989). Messick developed an argument associating washback on educational and 

social context with the concept of test validity.  He placed washback in the theoretical 

concept of construct validity as a consequential aspect. Messick stressed that if the 
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washback effect can be directly linked to using or introducing a test, then it could be a 

part of its validity. Similarly, Weir (2005) built a socio-cognitive framework for test 

validity and placed washback in the concept of consequential validity. He argued that 

assessment should concern with validity on evidence-based principle. This 

necessarily involves providing data relating to context-based and theory-based 

validities, together with the various reliabilities or “scoring validity” (more discussion is 

presented in chapter four). However, Weir considered a test’s validity as multi-faceted 

and residing in its score. Therefore, he argued for the need to obtain various types of 

evidence on validities in order to strengthen claims for a test score validity. These 

evidential bases are complementary aspects for test interpretation and not 

alternatives, in which any single validity aspect may not be looked upon as better or 

superior to another. Then, if there is a deficit in any validity, it might raise questions 

regarding the trustworthiness of the interpretation of the test scores. Accordingly, both 

Messick and Weir were concerned with the test’s ability to produce accurate scores 

that reflect a particular area of candidates’ ability. Then, cases can be made that 

different tests are valid if it shows similar results over time using various versions or 

administrated at different times. However, Bachman (2015) stated that these 

theoretical definitions of validation are too limited, and efforts to simplify the concept 

result in evidence that, in itself, is too simplistic and ignores context (including 

stakeholders). However, this research utilises Weir’s socio-cognitive framework to 

examine the score validity from test-takers’ perspectives as well as other validities 

which are concerned with how teaching and learning practices are managed by 

different stakeholders in order to prepare students for the test to cover Bachman’s 

argument. 

Others, such as Shohamy (2013), argue for taking into consideration different aspects 

of the test’s use in context as part of its validity. She mentioned that the quality of tests 

is judged not only by how well tests measure the language knowledge from a 

measurement perspective, but rather by investigating the agenda of introducing these 

tests on policy, and ethics and their implications for individuals and groups at the 

educational, social and political levels.  

It would be difficult to identify which teaching and learning practices relate to washback 

of contextual factors or test misuse. Hence, Messick (1996) advised that research 

practitioners should focus on seeking test validity through design rather than seeking 
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the nature of its washback as a sign of its validity. Despite the debates regarding the 

effect of test design and use on teaching and learning, no empirical research has 

produced evidence to distinguish the consequences of test design from those of test 

use be investigating such effect within one model simultaneously (Xie & Andrews, 

2013). The effect of the test use and test design on language teaching and learning if 

it exists, it is likely to be different from each other. The adoption of Weir’s socio-

cognitive framework for test validity as a theoretical framework can be considered as 

an attempt to fill that gap in the literature. The current research considers the SECE 

design as a part of the contextual validity of Weir’s socio-cognitive framework by 

investigating the effect of the task setting on teaching and learning. The SECE’s 

validity will rely on the participants’ reflections and interpretations of its score in an 

educational and social context to elicit the validity within the research’s theoretical 

framework. Therefore, the discussion of the validity of the SECE can be considered 

as a further step to introduce comprehensive evidence for test validity in the literature 

from the perspectives of test use and design.  

3.2.4 The mechanisms of washback 

In exploring the complex mechanisms in which washback occurs in actual language 

teaching and learning environments, a growing body of research in the field has led to 

the emergence of different theoretical hypotheses and models to illustrate that 

mechanism. These research studies have developed methodological approaches and 

methods of washback research in the field (e.g. Alderson & Wall, 1993; Bailey, 1996; 

Burrows, 2004; Hamp-Lyons, 1998; Messick, 1996; Saville, 2009; Shih, 2007; Wall, 

2000; Watanabe, 2004). This part of the thesis discusses some key theoretical 

developments to build an account of the current research scope and methodology in 

relation to the research trends in the field.  

3.2.4.1  Washback hypothesis (Alderson & Wall, 1993) 

Challenging the existence of washback in the field of language assessment in 1993, 

Alderson and Wall proposed the first hypothesis regarding washback influence on 

language teaching and learning in language education research. The hypothesis was 

based on a review of washback research in different contexts (the Netherlands – 

Wesdrop, 1982; Turkey – Hughes, 1988; Nepal – Khaniya, 1990; Sri Lanka – Alderson 

& Wall, 1993). They suggested that a test would influence teachers and teaching (e.g. 
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in terms of teaching content; rate and sequence; degree of depth; method of teaching), 

learners and learning (e.g. what and how learners learn; rate and sequence; degree 

of depth), and learners’ and teachers’ attitudes to language teaching and learning. 

Despite the intrinsic simplicity of their washback hypothesis, it gives an account of 

areas that could possibly affect or be affected by a test other than test design. The 

washback hypothesis can be considered as a re-conceptualisation of washback. It 

was a guide for further research in the field to explore the real existence of washback. 

Alderson and Wall’s research can be considered as an innovation research in 

language assessment, which led to a significant development agenda for washback 

research and constructing washback studies in language assessment research. 

Moreover, this hypothesis gives an account of the importance of developing data 

collection methods to use ethnographic methods of research to understand classroom 

practices.  

Criticising the simplicity of the washback hypothesis, Alderson & Hamp-Lyons (1996) 

argued that consideration should be given to the extent of washback. They argued 

that different types and amounts of test washback could occur on a number of learners 

and teachers but not on others. They added one more hypothesis in which the level of 

washback effect would vary according to the stake of the test, its relevance to practice 

and the extent to which ELT practitioners are willing and able to innovate in preparing 

appropriate tests for that. Therefore, Alderson & Hamp-Lyons (1996) admitted the 

need for further research to discover the way other aspects interact with a test in 

context, locating washback into innovation theory. Likewise, Hughes (1993) proposed 

a model consisting of participants, process and product. Hughes revealed that for 

valuable washback effects to occur, some conditions should come together: the 

importance of success for learners on the test, which should also be the teachers’ 

aims; participants’ familiarity with the test; the availability of test expertise (including 

materials, syllabus and teaching methodology); and the availability of crucial resources 

for successful testing preparations. Hughes’ work was the basic theory behind 

constructing the first basic model of washback in language assessment by Bailey 

(1996) which is discussed below. 

3.2.4.2 The basic model of washback (Bailey, 1996) 

Bailey (1996) proposed the first cohesive model of washback in applied linguistic 

research. Combining reviews of the washback hypotheses and Hughes’ model, Bailey 
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set out what is known as the basic model of washback to provide feedback on how 

washback functions. Her model was a summary of the previous research and 

established the foundation for subsequent washback studies in the field. The model 

theorises that a test influences participants’ attitudes and perceptions of their 

educational practices (including test-takers, language teachers and practitioners such 

as advising and supervision, test development, and curriculum planning). Next, this 

leads to an impact on performance in the processes stage (materials development, 

syllabus design, teaching methodology, test strategy) and finally affects the products 

(learning outcomes: knowledge and developed skills and its quality; test scores). She 

also suggested that washback might operate in two ways: washback to learners and 

washback to programme providers.  

However, the teaching method was not identified as having a direct effect on a test in 

Bailey’s (1996) model. In test preparation classes, it is strongly believed that the aim 

could be improving scores by developing testing strategies rather than developing 

language knowledge and skills, which directly affect a test. Although, in her model, 

Bailey did not give a clear explanation of the process phase, she followed Alderson & 

Wall (1993) and Messick (1996), declaring that if classroom practices are caused by 

the use or introduction of a test, then this can be counted as washback. Bailey’s (1996) 

model, as well as Alderson & Wall’s (1993) hypothesis, ignored the macro context 

factors of social perceptions and use of a test. 

In addition to that, Cheng (1997, 1998) developed the notion of “washback intensity” 

to refer to the extent of the washback on a number of areas of teaching and learning 

that influenced by a test. Each of the areas was studied in order to understand the 

mechanism of washback and its function on the participants, processes and products.  

This washback might have been mediated by the reform of a major high-stakes 

examination within a specific educational context. Subsequently, Watanabe (2004) 

theorised five dimensions of washback: intensity, specificity, intentionality, length and 

value. He highlighted aspects that facilitate the process of washback that may be 

influenced by testing, such as status-related, test-related and stakeholder-related 

factors, which could influence teaching and learning. Derived from the results of 

previous research, Watanabe also outlined different factors that affect the process of 

washback, including macro and micro context factors, personal factors, prestige 

factors and test factors.  
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It can be noticed that Watanabe (2004), with Alderson & Hamp-Lyons (1996), worked 

on specifying parts of the washback process. They demonstrated that washback 

varies in its nature and effect on participants due to contextual, personal and test 

factors. Their view supports Alderson & Wall’s (1993) view of the importance of 

considering classroom behaviour and practices when investigating washback. 

Watanabe’s dimensions can be seen as the general characteristics of washback in 

context. Likewise, Burrows (2004) highlighted that the beliefs, assumptions, 

knowledge and reactions of participants and teachers caused by assessment 

practices are of great importance and concern. Burrows assumes that behavioural 

models proposed for educational change in different educational fields (e.g. Markee, 

1997; McCallum et al., 1995) might be applicable to washback. That is because the 

use of these models in curriculum innovation studies examining the impact of 

educational change on teaching and learning. Elaborating on the work of Burrows 

(2004), by describing further factors that play indispensable roles in the washback 

mechanism, Shih (2007) proposed a further model. The model was advised to 

investigate test washback on language teaching and learning in the school education 

context. 

3.2.4.3 Washback model of students’ learning (Shih, 2007) 

Shih’s model was built on his research exploring the General English Proficiency Test 

(GEPT) influence on teaching English in Taiwan. Based on the available 

understandings of washback, Shih integrated factors reported in different empirical 

research studies (test, contextual and teacher factors) influencing the quantity and 

mechanism of washback on class teaching systematically together. The model aimed 

to enable practitioners to recognise potential washback effects. In contrast with 

washback models and hypothesis mentioned above, Shih’s model was the only one 

attempts to illustrate washback on language learning. It was also different as it takes 

into consideration the socio-economic factors besides educational, contextual and 

personal factors, which illustrate the subjectivity of the nature of washback in context.  

It shows the connections between different facets to enable researchers to observe 

the dynamics of washback. Further to that work, Shih (2010) developed another model 

to reveal the GEPT’s washback complexity on school and departmental policies, 

explaining the different factors that teachers had to consider before implementing the 
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educational requirements, such as school, social and educational factors, and 

students’ and parents’ factors.  

In both models, Shih tried to concentrate and gather the aspects affecting students’ 

psychologies and learning through extrinsic factors (educational and school, socio-

economic, friends, colleagues and family, and personal), intrinsic factors (differences 

of individuals, characteristics and perceptions) and test aspects (content, difficulty, 

stakes etc.). His models have conveyed a different view of what constructs and 

mediate washback in the field. Shih deems that these three factors are interrelated 

and act simultaneously to make a difference to the washback of a test on students’ 

language learning and psychologies. The washback of a test on psychology was 

argued to affect the student language learning content, time, strategies, motivation 

and anxiety. This washback continues to affect the results of the test and subsequent 

language learning. Accordingly, the results of the test can, directly and indirectly, 

counter-influence the three primary factors, particularly those which are intrinsic. Since 

washback on student language learning is one of the main focuses of the current 

research, Shih’s tentative washback model of student learning is a major reference 

point in this study.  

Since Messick (1996) advised the importance of considering impact by design into the 

development of language assessments research, Green (2007) linked together test 

design with the participant, process and product dimensions to explore a language 

test influence throughout language teaching processes to test outcomes. He devised 

a comprehensive washback model that integrated washback intensity, variability and 

direction. He built his model based on the work of Hughes (1993) and Bailey (1996) 

by adding a number of new features that were unspecified by the latter, particularly 

focusing on the process aspects as discussed below.  

3.2.4.4 The comprehensive model of washback (Green, 2007)  

Green (2007) expanded his model to outline the relationships between test design, 

participants’ values and motivations, test resources and the importance and the 

difficulty of the test. He declared that test design is a key determinant of washback 

direction mediated by participants’ values, motivations and resources. It is also a major 

determinant of washback variability. Moreover, Green considered the perceived 

difficulty and the importance of the test as a significant determinant of washback 
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intensity. This argument forms a further contribution to washback models to 

developing a deeper understanding of the process category that has been left 

unspecified in the previous models. As the social and individual differences that govern 

participants’ values and motivations, as well as the test importance and difficulty, 

participants may be affected by a test in different ways in the same general context. 

Green (2007) underlined the importance of detailed analysis of the test instrument and 

an evaluation of its congruence or overlap with the planned curriculum. He argued that 

the overlap between the test’s main construct and its characteristics could make it 

difficult to differentiate between the two concepts. Although this model was linked to 

the test design as an effective factor to influence the participants, process, product 

and the intensity, the social aspect is neglected as the model does not focus on how 

perceptions and value within the educational context are influenced or affected by test 

design. The neglect of the social aspects could be attributed to the fact that he built on 

the work of Hughes (1993) and Bailey (1996) by adding a number of new features, 

which were unspecified by the latter, particularly focusing on the process aspects. 

Such a critique made it difficult for the model to act as this research’s theoretical 

framework since the social status of the SECE is considered as a major focus in the 

current research study. However, the model gives an account of the test design as a 

key part of researching washback in the study context. 

Recently, Cheng et al. (2015) argued that investigations into washback are never 

straightforward because of the complexity of the involvement of multiple factors that 

affect, and are affected by, the test policy and practice in context. That complexity 

leads practitioners to integrate further theoretical developments to explain the key 

factors, theories and conceptions that contribute to the understanding of washback 

and how this knowledge could be further examined. Therefore, washback research 

has been integrated into other theories in the fields of social science, learning and 

teaching, and psychology. That integration aimed to explain the different factors that 

mediate, or are affected by, testing in order to uncover their effect on washback. For 

instance, Xie & Andrews (2013) employed the Expectancy-Value Motivation Theory 

(by Jacobs & Eccles, 2000) to develop a statistical model tracing how test-takers’ 

perceptions of the design and use of a test influence their preparation practices. They 

found that learners’ perceptions of both test use and test design have an impact on 

preparation practices to a certain extent. In addition, Weir (2005) considered the social 
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and cognitive aspects and social psychology to explain human behaviour in social 

contexts and mental interactions. He followed recent theories in the social sciences, 

as well as measurement in applied linguistics. He constructed a socio-cognitive 

framework for test validity, which has been adopted as the research’s theoretical 

framework (more discussion of the reasons behind its adoption is presented in chapter 

four). This step has raised the researchers’ and other educational policymakers’ 

awareness of the need for collaborative work to decide when to link a test’s 

consequences to its validity. 

Although the development of washback’s hypotheses and models has formed 

perspectives regarding educational, social and test design and construct aspects that 

should be taken into consideration, the need for further research has been identified 

by almost all researchers in the field. From educational perspectives, Wall (2000) 

declared that the main concern of teaching and testing which include, learners and 

learning, requires greater research attention, as the direct impact of testing is on them. 

Similarly, Cheng & Fox (2013) stated that investigation is needed to explore the 

influence of testing on students’ cognitive (e.g. strategy use), psychological (e.g. 

anxiety and motivation) and emotional status (e.g. perception). Alongside focusing on 

the impact of test design on washback, test construct, test method, test use and the 

test function on students and on learning processes and outcomes should also be 

considered in further research (Green, 2007, 2013). Therefore, this study incorporated 

learners’ perspectives and practices. From the social perspectives, the need to 

examine tests exists as not only rarefied academic exercises, rather they are influential 

societal instruments that have far-reaching mutual influences with ideology, policy 

agendas, diversity, politics, economics and education. Tests need to be examined in 

relation to the strong impact they have on various societal dimensions beyond the 

declared intentions of just measuring knowledge (Shohamy, 2013). These dimensions 

will also be considered in my research. The information, gained from different 

practitioners in the research context, will generate recommendations that take 

collaborative account of different practitioners’ perspectives.  

The following two sections discuss different observed washback effects and the 

effective factors that have been observed in the global context, using the previous 

washback hypothesis, models and frameworks. That is to highlight the general 
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knowledge of the high-stakes examinations impact in order to conclude how the 

current research will add to this knowledge. 

3.3 Washback influence on the educational process 

There is no doubt that high-stakes tests have a powerful impact on teaching and 

learning strategies in classroom contexts (Cheng, 2017; Cheng & Watanabe, 2004; 

Shohamy, 1993; Tsagari, 2017). Understanding washback, to identify the quality of 

the high-stakes examinations and the effectiveness of its implementation can 

contribute significantly to the success of educational authorities in improving the 

quality of education, especially in public education systems. Hence, a growing body of 

evidence in the recent research studies has been conducted, investigating the 

washback of the high-stakes examinations, especially public examinations of the local 

language teaching and learning in different contexts. Table 3 in Appendix 3 

summarises the recent washback research in the field. Examples of these studies are: 

Austria (Mewald, 2016), China (Wang, 2017), Iran (Damankesh & Babaii, 2015; 

Nikoopour & Farsani, 2012; Pour-Mohammadi & Zainol Abidin, 2011), Pakistan 

(Adnan & Mahmood, 2014; Aftab et al., 2014), Bangladesh (Hoque, 2011); Turkey 

(Toksoz & Kilickaya, 2018; A review) and Indonesia (Furaidah et al, 2015; Hartaty, 

2017; Sukyadi & Mardiani, 2011).. Nevertheless, only a few research studies have 

investigated washback in the context of MENA, such as Egypt (Gebril, 2017; Gebril & 

Brown, 2014; Gebril & Eid, 2017), Tunisia (Hidri, 2016), Yamen (Tayeb et al., 2014) 

and Libya (Onaiba, 2014). It should be highlighted that Onabia’s (2014) study was 

concerned with the effect of the public examination moving from basic school 

education to secondary school education. This examination is different from the public 

examination, which is the subject of this study. 

The topic of this research is concerned with the washback of the school-leaving public 

examination on teaching and learning English in the Libyan secondary school context. 

This study aimed to contribute to the development of the literature discussion of 

washback in general and in the MENA context in particular. The following section 

presents a discussion of the washback effect of high-stakes examinations on teaching 

(including teachers’ attitudes, teaching and assessment practices) and learning 

(including students’ motivation, learning strategies and learning outcomes) within 
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different educational contexts. It also discusses the effective factors affecting 

washback in context. 

3.3.1 Washback on educational practitioners’ and ELT teaching practices 

A significant body of literature in washback studies gives much attention to the effect 

of language testing on teachers’ perceptions and different aspects of their classroom 

practices. That includes the teaching approach, content of teaching and assessment 

methods (e.g. Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; Burrows, 2004; Cheng, 2014; Kılıçkaya, 

2016; Pan, 2011; Smyth & Banks, 2012; Wall & Horak, 2006; Wang, 2017; Watanabe, 

2004). These research studies indicated different washback types and intensity to 

which language testing prompts changes in teachers’ attitudes and perspectives, and 

changes in their classroom instructions and assessments. Hence, this section is 

divided into three subsections to discuss washback on teachers’ attitudes and 

perceptions, washback on teaching approach and washback on classroom 

assessment. 

3.3.1.1 Washback on language teachers’ perceptions and attitudes 

Many of the research studies in the field have investigated teachers’ perceptions of 

the washback of high-stakes examinations on their teaching and assessment 

strategies (Al-Issa et al., 2017; Cheng, 2004; Kennedy & Lui, 2013). Only a few 

research studies have investigated how the teachers’ perceptions of high-stakes 

examinations mediate the washback or how the use of the high-stakes examinations 

affects the teachers’ perceptions and attitudes towards their role in language teaching 

in context. As discussed earlier, Hughes (1993) stated that a test could affect the 

perceptions and attitudes of participants, such as teachers and other practitioners, 

which may then influence their practices (processes) and shape the language learning 

outcomes (products). For instance, Tsagari (2017) reported that Greek teachers were 

strongly in favour of the First Certificate in English (FCE), was recognised by the Greek 

state as a language qualification. By interviewing teachers who prepare students for 

the exam, Tsagari mentioned that the test affected the language teachers’ perceptions 

regarding their role, as well as the students’ perceptions. Tsagari (2017) reported that 

the teachers felt that their students expected them not only to teach the language use 

but also to prepare them successfully for the exam. In another study about the 

washback of the Beijing Matriculation English Test (BMET) using questionnaires and 
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interviews, Kennedy & Lui (2013) showed that both students and teachers perceive 

the aim of the English class of the final year was to prepare students for the BMET; 

and students’ improvements in English skills are unimportant. Therefore, it is important 

in this research to address teachers’ perceptions and attitudes towards the use of the 

SECE in the context to determine any effect of these perceptions on their processes 

and products as Hughes mentioned. It also considers those who their practices could 

influence the teachers’ perceptions. 

Moreover, research in language innovation has shown that teachers’ perceptions are 

an important aspect of policy implementation and practice. The teachers’ willingness 

to implement language policies was identified as being influenced by the teachers’ 

beliefs and their situated goals, as well as the social and personal dimensions of 

classroom teaching (Borg, 2003). The teachers’ perspectives are important for this 

research since the reformed assessment approach of the SECE was considered as 

innovative in the Libyan educational system. Wall (2000) mentioned that the rate of an 

innovation adoption is determined by many factors, including the characteristics of the 

innovation (such as the assessment approach in the study context), the context 

(classroom, school, the educational and cultural system), models for introducing 

change (top-down or bottom-up policy implementation) and the potential users. For 

instance, Spratt (2005) outlined that teachers’ attitudes and perceptions towards 

examinations can either motivate them to willingly work towards integrating the 

educational innovation in their classroom practice or place stress on teachers because 

of the tension between ethical decisions and the pedagogical demands. In her earlier 

research about teaching Arabic as a second language, Shohamy (1993) and Shohamy 

et al. (1996) found that the teachers’ negative feelings towards the Arabic test, 

considering it as insignificant in their context, affected policy implementation. Likewise, 

Hartaty (2017) investigating the impact of the 2015 public assessment policy 

implemented in Indonesia, found that the teachers were willing to make the change as 

they knew that the results of the national examination would not be used for graduation 

judgement. Using observations and interviews, Barnes (2017) also found that the 

Vietnamese teachers’ beliefs and attitudes towards teaching practices in general 

English classes and TOEFL iBT preparation courses about what constitutes “good” 

teaching practices were different. Their attitude and beliefs were specifically 
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depending on the role and purpose of the course (test preparation versus general 

English).  

Other studies have revealed that teachers’ perceptions and professional stances 

towards high-stakes examinations determine their motivation and effort to improve 

pedagogy and the integration of changes into their teaching or assessment practice 

(Aftab et al., 2014; Thaidan, 2015; Toksoz & Kilickaya, 2018; Turner, 2006; Wang, 

2008). In a survey with secondary school ESL teachers in Canada, Turner (2006) 

concluded that the teachers’ perceptions were of a significant impact in transferring 

teaching and assessment practices of the curriculum, to be aligned with the high-

stakes assessment system. In the same vein, teachers’ perceptions towards the use 

of high-stakes examination scores were identified to affect teachers’ professional 

values in different contexts. For instance, Gebril (2017) argued that scoring on school 

public examinations affects teachers’ professional values in different MENA countries. 

She stated that the teachers believed that the failure of students to pass public 

examinations could be attributed to the lack of teachers’ professionalism. Wang (2008) 

also mentioned that monetary reward and academic promotions affected the Chinese 

tertiary teachers’ perceptions of language policy implementation using classroom 

observations and follow-up interviews in her research study. She found that the 

teachers followed the strict regulations from their own universities to prepare students 

for the College English Test Band 4 (CET-4) rather than teaching according to the 

structure of prescribed textbooks of the College English Teaching Syllabus. She 

highlighted that disobeying the university rules might adversely affect practical benefits 

such as monetary reward or academic promotions. Similarly, Cheng & Qi (2006) 

reported that Chinese English language teachers in the last year of senior secondary 

school felt that their students’ scores on the National Matriculation English Test 

(NMET) affected every aspect of their professional lives. Tsagari (2017) also reported 

that the FCE test increased the teachers’ accountability towards parents and 

employers as their professional status was judged by the yardstick of students’ 

successes in the exam. Using a questionnaire and interviews, Shohamy et al. (1996), 

explored an introduced EFL and AFL policy in Israel and found that the teachers feel 

that the students’ failure or success has its impact on them. They also highlighted the 

pressure to cover all the materials in the textbook for the exam.  



49 
 

Wang (2017) argued that fundamental changes in teaching practice can be maintained 

through essential changes in teachers’ characteristic (e.g., beliefs, knowledge, 

attitudes and thinking) that inform their teaching strategies. To achieve this purpose, 

teachers need to be trained to enhance their understanding of the benefit and the 

purpose of tests in order to promote positive perceptions about their role in the 

educational system, especially when high-stakes examinations lead them to feel 

accountable to a number of stakeholders. 

Consequently, these studies concluded that the teachers’ attitudes towards different 

aspects of general education, including teaching and learning processes, are strongly 

affected by high-stakes examinations. For that, this research would have a similar 

focus to Tsagari’s (2017), which takes into consideration the understanding of how 

teachers’ perceptions towards the SECE promote washback in their context.  Since 

the focus on the public examination is different from the focus on the English language 

curriculum objectives, the teachers’ perceptions towards public assessment and the 

characteristics of its approach are important to investigate washback in context. Their 

attitude could be the starting point for identifying the existence of washback in the 

study context.  

3.3.1.2 Washback on teaching approach  

The relationship between high-stakes examination and classroom teaching practice 

has been extensively investigated in language education research (Damankesh & 

Babaii, 2015; Nikoopour & AminiFarsani, 2012; Safa & Jafari, 2016; Zhan & Andrews, 

2014). A common observation through research in the field has reported that public 

examination usually leads to the phenomenon of “teaching to the test”. Teachers were 

observed choosing teaching approaches and methodologies compatible with the aim 

of the test rather than implementing the curriculum’s goal where developing language 

learners’ communicative competence is emphasised. This phenomenon affected 

different aspects of daily classroom teaching methodology, content, time management 

and classroom assessment.  

Literature on washback and teaching has shown the varied extent to which language 

tests induce changes in teachers’ teaching approaches. For instance, Spratt (2005) 

believed that there has been an assumption that assessment affects teaching content 

and material but not teaching methodology and strategies. Such effect was observed 
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in the earlier research findings of Alderson & Wall (1993). They found that the revised 

examination of the O-level English exam in Sri Lanka had no practical impact on the 

teachers’ teaching methodology towards integrating CLT as planned by the test 

designers. Likewise, Cheng (2005) found that the introduction of the Hong Kong 

Certificate of Education Examination (HKCEE) did not promote changes in the 

classroom teaching approach and methods. Although the test intended to integrate 

task-based approaches in classroom activities and practices, the test remained to 

dominate the classroom teaching approach and activities. Nevertheless, a number of 

research studies have shown that revised high-stakes examinations lead teachers to 

transform their classroom teaching practice. For example, Barnes (2017) approved 

that Vietnamese teachers dedicated their practices to teaching the examination’s 

content and skills rather than developing language skills through communicative 

language teaching. For example, Shohamy (1996), discussed the Israel’s EFL oral 

test, and Watanabe (1996) in Japan, have found positive washback effects on 

teaching methodology towards communicative language teaching with various 

degrees of intensity, depending on different factors. Likewise, Andrews et al. (2002) 

point out that the revised high-stakes tests of Advanced Supplementary (AS) “Use of 

English” (UE) oral examination led teachers to use more explanation techniques when 

engaging in certain exam tasks based on their empirical research in Hong Kong. 

Another example was seen in Ferman’s (2004) research about a newly introduced oral 

matriculation test in Israeli high schools. Ferman declared that when students are 

required to perform speaking activities by a high-stakes test, teachers tend to shift 

their teaching focus from grammar-based teaching to more communication-oriented 

teaching in order to promote and upgrade the students learning of oral skills. Ferman 

did not use observation but utilised questionnaires, interviews (structured and non-

structured) and document analyses but in this research. Such research design could 

challenge the certainty of the research claim. Hartaty (2017) investigated the effect of 

the 2015 public assessment policy on language teaching and learning in Indonesia 

using also questionnaires. Hartaty found that the new policy has changed the status 

of the national examination from high-stakes testing to lower stakes testing, however, 

it brought positive washback to English language teaching in the context. The teachers 

in Hartaty’s study mentioned that the new policy released them from teaching students 

to pass the test as the main goal. The policy instead enabled the teachers to apply 



51 
 

most of the prescribed communicative language teaching practices and gave them the 

freedom to engage in different communicative activities and use different materials. 

From the perspectives of washback on teaching content, there is an agreement 

between the research studies in the field that high-stakes testing affects classroom 

teaching content. Since teachers are seen as teaching to the test, they tend to adopt 

more test preparation activities in their classroom practice. Evidence for this emerged 

in the results of many research studies in the field (e.g. Aftab et al., 2014; Alderson & 

Hamp-Lyons, 1996; Barnes, 2017; Cheng, 2005; Green, 2007; Hamp-Lyons, 1997; 

Hayes & Read, 2004; Shohamy, 2001; Wall & Horak, 2006). For instance, in 

investigating the washback of the National Matriculation English Test (NMET) in 

China, Qi (2005) found that teachers tended to focus on linguistic knowledge of the 

test instead of focusing on language use. Using questionnaires and interviews, Qi 

found that the teachers work towards the immediate goal of raising scores contrary to 

the test designers’ intentions. Teachers tended to spend a lot of time explicitly teaching 

test content and focus on test preparation activities and administering mock tests. In 

another research study conducted via a questionnaire, Chou (2015) also reported that 

drilling the grammar and memorising vocabulary are greatly emphasised in Taiwanese 

high school English classrooms because the English test content of the College 

Entrance Examination (CEE) purely based on discrete-point of these aspects and 

Chinese-English translation. According to Chou, these practices are popular in many 

Asian countries (e.g. Vietnam, Bangladesh, Indonesia and Hong Kong) with a similar 

public examination focus and assessment system. Shohamy (2001) has also 

discussed the introduction of a new national test on reading comprehension in Israel. 

She reported that teachers felt forced to used test-related materials in the classroom, 

rather than teaching reading in more integrated ways. Similarly, she also found that 

the introduction of an English oral test in the 12 th grade of school education caused 

the teaching of test preparation activities in classrooms. Therefore, the language 

teaching became limited to these very tasks, which were included on the test. 

High-stakes examinations were also found to exclude the focus on developing the 

language skills of the learners in the classroom. This effect is compelling teachers to 

use lecture-based and teacher-centred approaches. Using interviews in their 

research, Aftab et al. (2014) found that Pakistani language teachers were ignoring the 

teaching of speaking and listening, in favour of reading and writing skills. The teachers 
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justify the negligence as they are mainly focused on preparing their students for the 

public intermediate examination to obtain the Higher Secondary School Certificate 

(HSSC). In Iran, Safa & Jafari (2016) investigated the effect of the public examination 

on leaving high school in the general educational system using a validated 

questionnaire. They found that EFL teachers spend most of their class time practising 

the material that is likely to be included in the third-grade final exam. They also 

neglected the communicative skills of the language that were excluded from the exam. 

Watanabe (2000) also reported that the teachers of the pre-college level used various 

test related materials to explain English words and their organisation patterns and 

cultural background. They also made their own materials from past exam papers in 

order to prepare their students for the Japanese university entrance examinations. 

Mogapi (2016) argued that teachers considered test-related materials as being a 

relevant source of content, which increased its use in schools. However, such 

materials potentially limit teaching and learning activities and the content in the 

syllabus. Saukah (2015) in his investigation of the washback of the Indonesian public 

exam of high school education found that the public examination has adversely 

affected the curriculum implementation, leading to its reduction of test coaching or 

teaching to the test. Au (2007) argued that the nature of washback induced on 

curricular control is highly dependent on the structure of the tests. This argument was 

based on his results from a study using qualitative meta-synthesis (template analysis) 

to analyse 49 qualitative studies to interrogate how high-stakes testing affects the 

curriculum. Similarly, Toksoz & Kilickaya (2018) found that tests lead to a narrowing 

of the curriculum in schools and make teachers and students master the format of 

these tests instead of acquiring the necessary skills for language learning in Turkey. 

They found that teachers tend only to deal with multiple-choice questions and they 

ignore the productive skills (writing and speaking) and the receptive skill of listening. 

These findings were based on the analysis of the studies (e.g., Külekçi, 2016; Özmen, 

2011; Sayın & Aslan, 2016; Yıldırım, 2010) conducted on the washback effect of 

national language examinations in Turkey between 2010 and 2017, such as the 

Foreign Language Exam (YDS), Bachelor Placement Exam (LYS). Such teaching 

approaches could also be related to the linkage between the students score and the 

quality of teaching in context as identified in Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 

context. Gebril & Brown (2014) argued that the public examination scores tended to 

be linked to the quality of schools and educational improvement within an examination-
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driven society such as MENA context and many Asian countries, where teachers 

considers a high quality school teaching is judged by student exam results. 

The above discussion reflects Barnes’ argument that effective practices in a test 

preparation course could help learners to pass the test although it may not espouse a 

communicative language approach or represent the best practices in language 

teaching. In the research of TOFEL and IELTS test preparation courses, Read & 

Hayes (2004) and Wall & Horak (2006) also reported that the teachers’ reliance on 

materials of exam-preparation in their studies on IELTS and TOEFL were the main 

base of the courses investigated in their study in order to meet the expectations of 

their students. The current research study is among the few that have considered 

students’ expectations as a factor of washback. Although the use of such material in 

TOFEL and IELTS test preparation courses could be considered as common due to 

the objectives of the courses, it can be a negative washback on language teaching 

classrooms where the focus is to develop the learners’ language knowledge and 

abilities such as in the education sector. It represents the neglect of the language 

teaching course objectives of the focus on developing the students’ language use. 

Weir (2005) mentioned that test preparation courses may have a positive effect on the 

candidates of being prepared for the linguistic and metalinguistic demands of the test, 

however, if the test promote the use of test-taking strategies that enhance 

performance without the association of developing the students’ ability included in the 

test, then, there must be some concern. Thus, this study aims to find the relationship 

between the SECE design and content, the teachers’ ways of mastering the prescribed 

English language curriculum and the classroom teaching approach. It is important in 

washback research to investigate the motive behind what and how the teachers teach, 

whether it is the test itself or other factors in the educational and social context. 

The refocus on the teaching approach and content in favour of high-stakes 

examinations was also affected by the language classroom’s time management. 

Devoting more time to test-related activities and instruction of test-taking strategies 

than activities to develop students’ language abilities and competences was reported 

as a type of negative feedback of a test in different research. In a more recent 

washback study on the English National Examination (or in Bahasa Malay Ujian 

Nasional) in Indonesia, Furaidah et al. (2015) explored how the test influenced the 

amount of class time dedicated to preparing students for the test. Using in-depth 
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interviews and classroom observations, they argued that the only identified washback 

was the increase in time allocated for the tested subjects. They observed that teachers 

spent a large amount of time on explicit test preparation activities, such as teaching to 

the test’s content and administering mock tests. However, they found that these 

practices were likely to be beneficial as they can potentially support the development 

of communicative competence as stated in the standards of competence of the English 

subject. Weir (2005) also mentioned that teachers tend to provide students with 

information regarding the test rubric to make students familiar with the nature of the 

test and clearly train them on the amount of time needed to spend on each item or part 

of the examination. According to this variable, students would consider tasks that 

involve an extensive planning as less difficult. 

The literature review has shown that high-stakes testing may affect the teaching 

approach, activities and time management in different ways. However, still a number 

of research studies in different contexts (e.g., Aftab et al., 2014; Hartaty, 2017; Qi, 

2005; Safa & Jafari, 2016), and some research in Toksoz & Kilickaya (2018), rely on 

interviews and questionnaires to build their arguments about the washback effect in 

the classroom context. Thus, more evidence that is empirical needs to be collected to 

demonstrate the nature of washback in contexts where washback has not yet been 

empirically researched as MENA context and in particular the Libyan context. 

3.3.1.3 Washback on classroom assessment  

Generally, the review of washback literature in relation to classroom assessment has 

shown that relatively little research has taken into consideration the influence of high-

stakes exams on classroom assessment. Despite the role of classroom assessment 

in the education process, few research studies have yielded a negative impact of 

washback on the teachers’ classroom assessments and evaluation procedures (e.g. 

Froetscher, 2013; Ghorbani, 2008; Hamp-Lyons, 1997; Nikoopour & AminiFarsani, 

2012; Safa & Jafari, 2016). These research studies suggest that the effect on what 

and how teachers test is more significant than the effect on the teachers’ 

methodologies. For instance, classroom assessment was usually considered as a tool 

for training students for the examination, and to evaluate the effectiveness of teaching 

practice towards enabling students to pass the examination. Using a questionnaire, 

Safa & Jafari (2016) found that EFL teachers’ classroom assessment procedures and 
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evaluation formats were designed with similarity to the content and format of the high-

stakes tests of the high school third-grade final exam in the general educational 

system of Iran. That was to maximise preparing their students for the test in advance. 

They declared that the teachers are not only “teaching to the test” but also “testing to 

the test” (Safa & Jafari, 2016). In her research of the washback of the Austrian school-

leaving exams (Matura) on classroom testing, Froetscher (2013) found that teachers 

are restricted to the Matura examination approach; designing their own tests according 

to Matura using the previous exam papers.  

Besides high-stakes large-scale assessment, there are other key factors that were 

identified as affecting classroom testing in different contexts. For instance, the 

significant effect of teachers’ assessment literacy and professional development on 

their classroom assessment practices has been extensively researched (e.g., 

Alderson et al, 2017; Brown & Bailey, 2008; Fulcher, 2012, 2013; Sheehan & Munro, 

2017). Bachman (2013) stated that teachers are widely found that they neither well 

trained in language assessment nor knowledgeable about it. Consequently, Bachman 

argued that it is necessary to understand the teachers’ knowledge and needs about 

assessment literacy in the field of language assessment and how that influence their 

classroom assessment strategies and practices. 

 Another factor was identified by Gunn et al. (2016) who mentioned that school or 

education policies often instruct teachers to administer a certain type of test with little 

or no chance to give feedback regarding whether they feel that these tests are useful, 

valid or should even be given. A further factor observed is the teachers’ experiences 

of assessment, which could not be altered through the professional education they 

have been exposed to (Alderson et al., 2017). Similarly, Sheehan & Munro (2017) 

captured the experiences and attitudes of language teachers regarding language 

assessment’s literacy practices across Europe. They stated that assessment practices 

are rooted in past learning experiences, and through knowledge-sharing with 

colleagues.  

Hence, it can be argued that there is a necessity for detailed analysis of the reliability 

and validity of classroom tests in washback research. This research focuses on the 

washback on classroom assessment to fill the gap in the literature regarding this issue 

to give a more insightful overview from the perspectives of assessment policy, ELT 

practitioners and students.  
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3.3.2 Washback on learners and learning 

Washback was identified to have its impact on the perceptions and attitudes of 

language learners as well as teachers (Cheng et al, 2004; Wall & Alderson, 1993). 

These perceptions then influence the learners’ practices and form their learning 

outcomes. In spite of the comprehensive amount of washback research, there is still 

little research investigating the washback effects on students’ learning processes in 

relation to the work considering effects on teachers, teaching or programmes. 

Watanabe (2004) argued that more emphasis should be given to washback to learners 

in order to understand how teaching and assessment practices affect language 

learners’ perceptions, motivations and their learning and outcomes. Hence, the current 

research considers the effect of the SECE assessment policy and approach on the 

students’ learning perceptions, motivation and practices. The following sections are 

discussing the literature relevant to washback on learning in language assessment 

research.   

3.3.2.1  Washback on students’ attitudes and perceptions  

Although Alderson & Wall (1993) hypothesised that a test will influence learner 

attitude, still there is a shortage in the focus on this area in washback research, 

according to Booth (2012).  Few research studies in this area indicated a strong 

relationship between students’ perceptions of a test and their goal of the educational 

context and learning outcomes (e.g., Cheng et al., 2011; Manjarrés, 2005; Rahimi & 

Nazhand, 2010; Shih, 2007). For instance, high-stakes examinations tend to induce a 

negative effect on learners’ attitudes towards the language learning objectives and 

practices. Different research studies identified factors related to high-stakes tests such 

as their value, nature and content mediating such effect. While describing the 

washback effect of the English test on a public high school classroom in Colombia, 

Manjarrés (2005) mentioned the undesirable washback on language learners’ 

perceptions and attitudes towards the value of a course. Such washback could result 

from the under-representation of communicative competence, especially when only 

linguistic competence (grammatical and textual competences and textual coherence) 

is included in a mandatory test. He based his argument on his research using 

interviews with teachers and students, observed classrooms, analysis of policy 

documents and used tests.  Similar results were found by Spratt (2005) in her review 

of the empirical studies of washback, demonstrating that negative attitudes and 
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feelings of language learners towards their learning practices and motivation are 

usually generated by exams.  

The test’s value, nature and construct play a significant role in its impact on the 

students’ perceptions and motivations. For instance, Aftab et al. (2014) found that the 

public examination format and content negatively affected the Pakistani school 

students’ beliefs about the examination requirements and the objective of the 

language education within the school system. The students’ attitudes towards English 

examinations suggested that they treat English as a subject and are not concerned 

with acquiring skills to become proficient in the language. In earlier studies, Cheng 

(1998) was the first to investigate the students’ perceptions and their practices in 

relation to the HKCEE examination reform. She found a contradictory feeling among 

students towards the exam. On the one hand, they recognised the positive effect that 

the examination increased their effort in the study to achieve good scores, but, on the 

other hand, it does not accurately reflect their language ability. The study identified 

washback in the refocus of students’ learning activities but not in students’ motivation 

and learning strategies. Likewise, Weili (2010) highlighted that the reformed College 

English Test 4 Listening Comprehension Subtest (CET-4 LCS) showed positive effects 

on learners’ attitudes towards the listening test, such as test format, design, scoring 

criterion, and reliability. Shih (2007) explored the impact of the General English 

Proficiency Test (GEPT) on learning in Taiwan, interviewing teachers, students, 

departmental heads and family members and conducted classroom observations to 

collect the research data, determined that the test content has a remarkable influence 

on the students’ perceptions and their learning practices and strategies. Shih argued 

that the CET led students to frustration and demotivate them since the test content is 

different from the teaching curricula.  Rahimi & Nazhand (2010) concluded from a 

questionnaire that IELTS preparation courses generated a positive washback on the 

Iranian students’ perceptions of the expected learning outcomes in these courses. 

Since their aim was to pass the IELTS test, this effect was powered by the fact that 

these courses narrowed the range of skills that students need in order to develop their 

proficiency in English required for various academic and professional purposes. 

However, still, the use of the questionnaire as a single source of data can be 

considered as a limitation of the claimed significance of such effect. 



58 
 

Nevertheless, there is still a wide range of interrelated factors significantly contribute 

to learners’ attitudes and practices in learning, such as learner identity, motivation, 

anxiety and self-confidence, which need to be taken into consideration while 

investigating washback. For instance, Murray et al. (2012) associated the attitudes 

towards a test to the candidates’ experiential and demographic backgrounds. They 

found that personal experiences, such as failure in the test and the impact of other 

people yielded negative attitudes towards the test: particularly teachers and other test-

takers. 

This research project has taken into consideration exploration of the impact of the 

SECE on the students’ attitudes and perceptions towards their language education in 

general and towards their learning motivation and practices. It will elicit the effective 

factors relating to this area of washback to fill the gap in the literature.  

3.3.2.2 Washback on students’ motivation 

Due to the significant impact of motivation on language learners’ achievements, it is 

crucial to investigate how assessment affects learners’ motivation, especially in a test-

oriented education system (Zhao, 2016). 

Tsagari (2007) argued that the relationship between motivation, language learning and 

high-stakes exams is highly complex. Research has identified varieties of washback 

effects on language learners’ motivation with different intensities. For example, 

Madaus & Clarke (2001), examining the use of high-stakes testing in the American 

education system on students, found that high-stakes standardised tests do not 

motivate students in classroom learning in a positive way. They found that the 

examination could not promote the learning interest for the unmotivated or less-

motivated students. Their data was from research conducted at Boston College over 

30 years. Along the same lines, Pan & Newfields (2012) examined the washback of 

the College Student English Proficiency Test (CSEPT) and the General English 

Proficiency Test (GEPT) as graduation exams on students’ learning motivation in and 

outside of the classroom in Taiwan. They found that GEPT and CSEPT had not 

affected the students’ motivation significantly. However, students who had English 

graduation exams at schools were more motivated to study English than those who 

did not have graduation exams at school. The positive relationship between the 

students’ attitudes towards the test and their motivation was also observed in some 
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other research. For instance, Li (1990) also detected positive attitudes towards the 

Matriculation English Test and its content, which increased their motivation to learn 

English in the context through teachers’ and students’ questionnaires in China. Using 

interviews, Watanabe (2001) found that Japanese university students’ test preparation 

for university entrance exams were linked to their motivation in which the test had a 

positive effect, encouraging students to undertake more test preparation activities if it 

was of appropriate difficulty. Using students’ questionnaires, Read & Hayes (2003) 

found that learners have positive feelings about the IELTS exam and were motivated 

to study. However, such data depend on one source and which is difficult to provide 

an in-depth picture of the phenomenon. It cannot provide how that positive perception 

and motivation affected the practices. 

A negative impact on motivation was noted in more research studies. Harlen & Deakin-

Crick (2003) and Pan (2014) noted that language learning motivation could be 

discouraged unwittingly by assessment practices or as a result of cramming in their 

reviews of research on the impact of testing on students’ motivation. This conviction 

is mostly directed towards high-stakes summative tests (Huang, 2012). For instance, 

several research studies in different contexts identified the use of high-stakes scores 

within the education system as a significant negative influence on students’ motivation. 

High-stakes examination grades tend to diminish students’ interest in learning to 

develop their language knowledge and ability (e.g. Al-Yaqoobi et al., 2010: Bahrain; 

Cheng & Curtis, 2004: many Asian countries; Guilloteaux & Dörnyei, 2008: South 

Korea; Hadri, 2015: Tunisia; Pan, 2014: Taiwan; Stan, 2012: Romania; Tayeb et al., 

2014: Yamen; Zhao, 2016: China). In this regard, Kohan (1993) wrote:  

The carrot-and-stick approach is generally unsuccessful; grades, in particular, 

undermine intrinsic motivation and learning, which only serves to increase our 

reliance on them. The significance of these effects is underscored by the fact 

that, in practice, grades are routinely used not merely to evaluate but note also 

to motivate. In fact, they are powerful de-motivators regardless of the reason 

given for their use, (p. 201). 

Despite the fact that Kohn’s statement can be supported by several research studies 

as cited above, Hartaty (2017) introduced different results in an investigation of the 

effect of the Indonesian 2015 public assessment policy. Based on the fact that the 
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national examination was considered as a mean of graduation under the new policy, 

Hartaty found that this policy had a negative effect on the students’ motivation to 

develop their language knowledge and ability. Besides, test anxiety and stress to 

achieve higher test scores were also considered as a type of negative washback of 

high-stakes testing (e.g. Cheng et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 2015). In a cross-public study 

across Canada, China and Taiwan, Cheng et al. (2014) analysed data elicited from 

test-takers, found that there is a complex relationship between learning motivation and 

test anxiety as they are closely related to social variables (i.e. perception of test 

purposes and importance) and personal variables (i.e. age and gender). Despite these 

results, however, one should be cautious when arguing that testing may be harmful 

for learning motivation and lifelong learning, especially when most of these research 

studies do not obtain in-depth data regarding the students’ perceptions and motivation. 

These studies mostly relied on questionnaires to collect their data and neglected 

ethnographic data collection such as in-depth interview and observation.   

The test effect on the students’ perceptions and motivation was found to vary among 

students in the same level or between different levels. For example, Scott (2007) found 

that the intensity of a test influence could increase depending on the required grades 

by students in a research about stakeholder perceptions of test washback on learners 

in primary schools in the UK. Similarly, Ferman (2004), examined the washback of an 

oral examination on language education, found that students learn for the test if they 

are with low ability, believing that cramming can help them achieve a better score. The 

nature and intensity of washback on motivation were also found to be affected by 

different socio-contextual factors related to testing in the educational and social 

context. For instance, the extensive social and educational value of the examination 

grade could also affect students’ learning motivation and practices in different Asian 

and MENA countries. Zhao (2016) concluded that learning’ motivation of Chinese 

learner of English language was affected by the intergenerational motivation of their 

parents and teachers and the adverse adults’ attitudes towards their test results. Zhao 

argues that the students’ development of multiple language competencies was 

hindered by the excessive focus on increasing test scores within the test-driven 

education system contributes to the complexity and multi-dimensionality of language 

learning motivation. Another factor identified by Dörnyei & Ushioda (2013) was that 

the general perceptions and attitudes towards language learning are tightly linked to 
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motivation. It has been acknowledged that learning motivation is a complex concept, 

which constitutes various psychosocial factors related to learners’ personalities and 

learners’ social environments, test factors and students’ extrinsic and intrinsic factors 

(e.g. Ainley, 2006; Harlen & Deakin-Crick, 2003). For instance, Gosa (2004) noted 

Romanian students’ expectations, attitudes, perceptions and learning styles 

intervened with the washback of the English component of the Romanian school-

leaving examination on the students’ motivation and other areas of learning behaviour 

and practices. 

As a result, the field of washback would benefit from more research investigating the 

effect of high-stakes examination on students learning motivation and before and after 

the examination (Shih, 2007; Tsagari, 2007). It is also important to shed light on how 

motivational behaviour is shaped over time and how it is influenced by the wider socio-

cultural and contextual environment impinging on language learners, which this 

research study intends to consider. 

3.3.2.3 Washback on learning strategy and practice 

In spite of the extensive investigation of washback on teaching and teachers, empirical 

research studies into washback on learning and learners has just begun to gain more 

attention in the field. Research has noted that language learners’ learning strategies 

could change according to their assessment practice, including test design and test 

use (e.g. Damankesh & Babaii, 2015; Mogapi, 2016; Phakiti, 2003).  

Following washback on language classroom teaching, the high-stakes assessment 

was noted to affect students to adopt a measurement-driven learning approach. For 

instance, in different Asian and MENA countries where success in tests relates to life-

long decisions about the test-takers’ future, cramming tends to be adopted by most 

students in order to perform well in tests, rather than engaging in a real learning 

process. Sukyadi & Mardiani (2011), investigating the washback of the Indonesian 

English National Examination (ENE), using empirical qualitative multiple case studies, 

found that the test affects the students’ learning in the classroom. The students’ 

classroom practices were mainly mastering the classroom material for the test and 

developing test-taking strategies. Similarly, Damankesh & Babaii (2015), investigating 

the effect of the Iranian high school final examinations on students’ learning strategies, 

found that high school final examinations direct student towards a measurement-
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driven learning approach of learning through the extensive focus on test preparation 

material and activities. They identified different test preparation activities which were 

used by the high school students such as studying new words in the vocabulary part 

of reading comprehension texts, revising grammar and exercises, utilising 

memorisation, studying test-related textbooks, reviewing and practising previous test 

papers while neglecting parts not deemed for the examination. The researchers 

observed that high school students’ learning practices were linked to the objectives of 

the course and the assessment, focusing on the tested language aspects rather than 

developing communicative language ability.  

Zhang (2016), as well as Weili (2010), investigating the effect of CET-4 on Chinese 

college students, found that the examination encouraged the students to take an 

instrumental attitude towards their learning. They considered getting high academic 

scores as the only goal for their efforts in learning. Therefore, they usually sought to 

master the materials only in order to maximise their grades. The students adopted 

traditional test-preparation learning behaviours, such as practising test-related 

questions in and outside of school, to prepare for the test. Another example of how 

examination could narrow the students’ focus on developing language skills was 

explored by Chou (2015), who investigated the effect of the introduced Test of English 

Listening Comprehension (TELC) in Taiwan. Chou found that students valued English 

skills, such as reading, grammar and vocabulary more than Listening because 

traditionally they have been emphasised in the College Entrance Examination (CEE). 

However, they started to focus on developing listening skills after the introduction of 

the TELC. In the same way, Cheng et al. (2011), studying the washback of Hong Kong 

school-based assessment, found that students’ focus in their learning on test-related 

activities and the intensity of this learning practices increased closer to the exam time. 

Similar results were also reported in washback research of the CET on students 

learning in the tertiary education in China (Xie, 2011; Xie & Andrews, 2013). Gosa 

(2004) also indicated that Romanian high school students’ intensively practised public 

examination tasks habitually utilised cramming as a learning behaviour. 

Moreover, standardised tests were found to be responsible for the restriction of student 

learning as they focus only on cognitive dimensions of learning-tested discrete points 

of knowledge, and they ignore learning real-life knowledge and other qualities that are 

essential for successful language acquisition and use (Bailey, 1996; Chan, 2008; Pan, 
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2009). In the same vein, Green (2007) stated that test design has a strong relationship 

with learning behaviour in which it encourages language learners to focus on 

developing test-taking strategies rather than engaging in lifelong learning practice. 

Pour-Mohammadi & Zainol Abidin (2011) also highlighted that Iranian undergraduates 

held positive attitudes towards developing test-taking strategies in order to answer 

multiple-choice English reading comprehension tests. These test-taking strategies 

were identified as using world knowledge, translating directly into L1, employing 

reasoning, eliminating bad alternatives, utilising lexical cohesion, using collocation, 

considering global semantic context, guessing intelligently, heeding orthographical 

clues and alternatives to fill in the blanks. Aftab et al. (2014) also indicated that 

Pakistani high school students depend heavily on rote memorisation from the test-

guide textbooks since they consider that the select-response public examination itself 

promotes these practices to pass the exam. There are other factors influencing 

students’ emphasis on the test practice. An example observed by Dörnyei (2005) was 

that students with an insufficient level of interest in learning English as a second or 

foreign language usually tended to adapt learning to the test behaviour. In the same 

way, Bailey & Masuhara (2012), stated that the intensity of washback is linked to the 

importance placed on both examinations and coursebooks by the teachers’ and 

learners’ attitudes and needs, and desires to teach and learn this material. Stoneman 

(2006) argued that test-taking experiences and the students’ past learning significantly 

influence their choice of learning strategies and practices. For example, Cheng (2005) 

attributed the students’ use of the traditional methods of memorising grammatical, 

vocabulary and phrases to the teachers’ use of teacher-centred instruction and text 

explanations in the Taiwanese language education context. 

It can be noticed that different research studies have highlighted a direct washback 

impact on students from different perspectives (e.g. attitude, perceptions, learning 

strategy, motivation, learning focus and content, and test-taking strategy). 

Nevertheless, researchers highlighted that it is necessary to investigate washback on 

students, their learning and on the broader socio-cultural context where the test score 

is interpreted and used (e.g. Cheng et al., 2015; Shohamy, 2001; Weir, 2005). These 

socio-cultural factors could have an indirect impact on students’ language learning. 

Therefore, this research aims to add to the literature by investigating how the test 



64 
 

design, the socio-cultural and contextual factors may influence language learning 

practices in the research context. 

3.3.2.4 Washback on learning outcomes 

It has been noted that much washback research tends to focus on investigating the 

test effects on educational processes and neglects the test effects on the quality of the 

students’ learning outcomes (Wall, 2000; Wall & Horak, 2006). Some researchers 

have attempted to investigate the relationship between teaching practices and score 

improvement as an indicator of language learning outcomes. For instance, Andrews 

et al. (2002) investigated washback on learning outcomes through analysing test 

scores of the high-stakes examination of Use of English (UE) from 1993 to 1995 in 

Hong Kong. They compared the test scores of three groups of students in the final 

year of schooling (Secondary 7) over three years. The first and third groups were 

taught through a measurement-driven approach in their first and second years. It was 

found that no statistically or significant improvement in the students’ scores in the first 

and third groups. Similar to several studies in the field (e.g. Aftab et al., 2014; Andrews 

et al., 2002) argued that such type of washback seemed to represent a superficial 

learning outcome. They attributed the students’ improved scores to their acquaintance 

with the test format, formulaic phrases and the amount of time spent on language 

learning and the rote-learning of exam-specific content and strategies. In contexts 

where a prescribed curriculum is used, the possibility of such practices would be highly 

increased. It has also been shown in the case of the students in schools with English 

proficiency test of Exam for Certificate Exit Requirements (ECER) that the time spent 

practising the listening skills of the examination had a positive effect on increasing 

their score in listening (Furaidah et al., 2015; Pan, 2016; Pan & Newfield, 2012).  

Further evidence was provided by Elder & O’Loughlin (2003), examining the 

connection between band score gains on the IELTS and intensive English language 

study in Australia and New Zealand. They found that during the three-month period 

students made progression in English with an average of about half a band overall. 

Elder and O’Loughlin found that improving scores on tests were linked to factors such 

as personality, motivation, confidence and exposure to examination content and skills. 

These findings indicated that teaching to the test does not automatically improve 
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students’ scores, however, other factors such as students’ original proficiency and 

motivation does have a significant effect on enhancement of their test scores.  

Nevertheless, some researchers have stated that it would be simplistic and naïve and 

to claim that score gain mainly reflects a development in language learning or to 

teaching practices (e.g. Damankesh & Babaii, 2015; Pan, 2016). The scores’ 

improvements may simply reflect the development of effective test-taking strategies. 

For instance, Green (2007) investigated the effect of test preparation classes on 

learners writing test scores development in the UK, using supplementary 

questionnaire and test instruments. He found that test preparation classes did not help 

students improve their IELTS scores. Other researchers concluded that the increase 

of the students’ scores on the standardised examination could be a result of using test-

taking strategies rather than to the development of the students’ language learning 

outcomes (e.g. Aftab et al., 2014). For instance, Pour-Mohammadi & Zainol Abidin 

(2011) revealed via a questionnaire that the use of test-taking strategies by Iranian 

EFL undergraduates was of a significant effect on their performance on a multiple-

choice reading comprehension test. In the same context, Damankesh & Babaii (2015) 

found that guessing had a significant effect on the students’ scores in the multiple-

choice examination. Such an impact has been widely observed in the standardised 

examination in the global context (Hsieh, 2017: Taiwan; Toksöz & Ertunç, 2017: 

Turkey; Yu & Jie, 2013: China). These findings are important for the current research 

since the SECE is a select- response examination.  

Teaching to the test and test-taking strategies might increase students’ scores, but the 

score gains are not always statistically significant. Moreover, classroom instruction of 

exam-specific strategy factors, such as exposure to the test content, could contribute 

to a score gain. Due to the drawback of research in this area, the extent of the effect 

of testing on learning outcomes should be further investigated since measurement-

driven instruction and practice, or factors such as their motivation, original proficiency, 

personality, and the exposure to the target language all seen as elements of language 

learning outcomes (Pan, 2016). More empirical evidence is required to link the 

classroom education practices and test design to test scores and language learning 

outcomes (Green, 2013). Thus, it is important to indicate from the learners’ points of 

view whether the improvement of scores reflects the fact that their knowledge was 

developed or reflect the rote-learning ability or developed test-taking strategies. 
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Hence, the current research tries to fill this gap in the research field by presenting such 

evidence through seeking to understand the students’ perceptions of the reflection of 

their SECE and their language learning outcomes and the relationship between their 

scores and learning outcomes.  

3.4 Factors influencing washback 

Wall (2012) argued that it is difficult to separate the test impact from the other 

influences caused by other variables affecting language teaching and learning in the 

educational contexts. These factors could be connected in a way to determine the 

nature and the degree of washback on language teaching and learning in contexts. 

These factors could be test-related factors (e.g. the stake, content, design and the 

purpose of it) or teacher-related factors (e.g. beliefs, attitude, knowledge, training and 

experience). This section briefly discusses teachers and test-related factors, which 

could affect washback in context. 

3.4.1 Test-related factors 

Alderson & Wall (1993) stress that the type of washback may not always depend on 

the quality of the test since any type of tests, good or bad, could cause constructive or 

destructive washback. However, it is essential to design valid tests, which produce 

accurate scores and to create positive washback. Green (2007, 2013) revealed that a 

number of test design features may affect classroom language learning and teaching 

behaviour and can guide washback in a positive or negative direction. These include 

test description categories such as test item format (e.g. extended response, selected-

respond items, short answer questions), purpose (learner performance, teacher or 

curriculum evaluation). difficulty (easy or challenging), content (topic and skills), level 

of knowledge required (understanding, retention or use), complexity (the number of 

content areas and interrelationship), and type of items (or proficiency). The following 

section discusses how these test design features promote washback. 

3.4.1.1 Test purpose 

It has been argued that when test results become the major determinant of future 

education or career opportunity, societies tend to regard success in the test, rather 

than the achievement of knowledge and developing academic skills, as the principal 

goal of school education (Green, 2007; Hyland, 2011). As a result of the insufficient 
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emphasis on the application of knowledge in the global educational systems, the role 

of testing could alert learners’ perceptions and motivation towards language learning 

and teaching. This makes individual participants to value success in a test more than 

construct knowledge and understanding. Many participants were reported as being 

encouraged to focus on rote learning of the test content over deep learning with the 

objective of maximising understanding and interest in the subject matter through the 

purpose and the nature of testing (see 3.3.2 and 3.3.3 for examples). Ajideh & 

Mahmoudi (2017) found that the Iranian National University Entrance Exam (INUEE) 

due to its norm-referenced nature contributes to the negative washback effect of the 

test on language teaching and learning practices. Green (2007) also concluded, from 

his study of the effect of test preparation on IELTS score improvement, that the 

potential drawback of IELTS would be the need to succeed in the test by whatever 

means rather than to develop the range of skills required in the target domain.  

3.4.1.2 Test format  

Large-scale standardised tests were reported to have negative influences on the 

quality of language teaching and learning. It has been described as limiting students’ 

language learning of high-level cognitive skills as it focuses only on cognitive 

dimensions and ignores different essential aspects of student success in developing 

language use and competence. For instance, Rahimi et al. (2016) reported that 

standardised tests restrict test content and atomise knowledge and learning. Fulcher 

(2000) and Patrick et al. (2016) also believed that standardised tests only assess 

knowledge-based memorisation and factual recall, rather than high-level or complex 

cognitive skills. Hughes (2003) stated that the multiple-choice questing leads to 

discrete points teaching and focus on developing test-taking strategies; and that does 

not enhance effective learning strategies developing their language knowledge and 

ability. Such characteristics could not only lead to negative washback on language 

teaching and learning but it may also be considered as deficient in terms of theory-

based validity of a test according to Weir (2005). An example of such washback was 

observed within the format of the NMET, which adopted multiple-choice questions in 

China.  The NMET did not mediate the test designers’ intentions of promoting 

communicative teaching and learning in order for students to be able to use English in 

social and educational contexts (Li et al, 2012; Qi, 2004). Although the test format is 

conducive to high reliability, the disconnection between test tasks and the intended 
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classroom activities produced undesirable washback on language teaching and 

learning (Cheng & Qi, 2006).  

Moreover, Bailey (1999) and Taylor (2005) claim that the test alignment with either 

traditional teaching approach or the CLT can direct the test’s washback to be negative 

or positive. In support of this claim, Berns (2017) recommended that researchers 

should attempt to understand the extent that language defined washback in relation to 

the presence or absence of CLT through examining several prominent washback 

studies. However, Bachman & Palmer (2010) argued that the skills required to perform 

and succeed in a test can never fully represent those needed for completing real tasks 

in a target language-use context in spite of the best efforts of test developers. To some 

extent, that could be true but it can still be argued that the construct-response item 

format, such as writing in the IELTS, could yield more positive washback than 

selected-response items in terms of developing students’ language knowledge and 

ability.  

3.4.1.3 Test content 

The effects of high-stakes testing depend on the quality of the test items to a large 

extent as it may affect the implementation of the curriculum positively: “curricular 

content expansion, the integration of knowledge, and more student-centred, 

cooperative pedagogies” (Au, 2007: 258). Thus, it is important that the examination 

and curriculum content match, in order to achieve test content validity (Hughes, 1993; 

Weir, 2005). The alignment will assist language learners in obtaining and developing 

the knowledge and skills introduced in the curriculum to be able to perform well in the 

exam and be able to use the language.   

It is generally noted that the gap between the test content and the objectives of the 

course always has the consequence of undesirable washback. The available evidence 

from research studies (e.g. Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; Qi, 2005; Wall, 2005; 

Watanabe, 1996) shows that teachers tend to limit the content of instruction to material 

covered in the test and use tasks in the classroom that reflects test tasks. It also 

appears from studies that teachers are selective in their focus on different aspects of 

a test which have more weighting than on others (Green, 2007; Saville & Hawkey, 

2004; Tsagari, 2009; Watanabe, 2004). 
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3.4.1.4 Test administration 

Primary considerations affecting washback on the teaching and learning towards the 

preparation of the test are the circumstances under which the test takes place. If the 

test is not well administered, Weir, (2005) stated that unreliable results may occur. 

Cheating in public examinations is an international issue in general, and in the MENA 

countries particularly. It has been observed by many research studies in the field. 

Cheating behaviour has been found to be an educational and social behaviour in many 

countries. For instance, parents are concerned to assist their children to pass public 

examinations in order to be able to get a job and help them in India. In this scenario, 

if cheating is seen as acceptable, it could affect students’ motivation in learning since 

they know that they will get help to pass their examinations. Detailed process and 

arrangement should be prepared to ensure the efficiency and the uniformity of a test 

administration for the candidates anywhere and at any time. This requires providing 

the candidates with a precise and clear set of instructions about test conditions, 

especially rooms and test materials and equipment should be carefully checked to 

overcomes any problems before the test administration. Procedures for dealing with 

candidates’ cheating should be determined in advance with the observer. This involves 

controlling access to the precise test content by candidates, test evaluation and test 

scoring. In other words, candidates should not be able to access to unauthorised 

copying of the test before the test sitting. If some candidates get access to the test 

content then they would know the answers in advance and they will proceed that 

through different skills required by the test, i.e. solely reliant on memory.  

3.4.2 Teacher-related factors 

Teacher-related factors have been found as affecting the level and the nature of 

washback on teaching practices. These factors include teachers’ beliefs and attitudes 

towards their professional stance, teachers’ education and knowledge and teachers’ 

experiences. An example of the effect of these factors was highlighted by Watanabe 

(1996), investigating the effect of the university entrance examination on the prevalent 

use of the grammar-translation method in Japan. Using interviews, classroom 

observations and analysing the previous English examinations.  Watanabe found that 

there was no significant connection between the test content and the teachers use of 

GTM. Rather, teacher-related factors such as past education and academic 
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background, and personal beliefs had an important role in their choice of the teaching 

methodology they employed in their classrooms. 

3.4.2.1 Teachers’ beliefs, attitudes and perceptions 

Several research studies confirmed that teachers’ perceptions of a test determine their 

motivation and their interpretation of the educational policy and practice. The teachers’ 

perceptions affect their alignment of the curriculum objectives and enhancing 

improvements in their pedagogical practice and develop students’ strategic cognitive 

skills. For instance, Pan (2014) found that teachers’ beliefs in the importance and the 

value of the high-stakes public test for students’ futures encouraged them to assign 

students for test-preparation practice out of school classrooms. Similar washback was 

observed where the English National Examination (ENE) in Indonesian secondary 

education affected the 12th-level English teachers’ classrooms, but not for the 10th 

and the 11th levels. This indicates that the washback effect of the ENE only takes 

place when the teachers feel that the ENE preparation is crucial. Similarly, Alderson 

& Hamp-Lyons (1996) and Qi (2005) argued that the perceived function of the test and 

the interpretation of the test construct compel teachers to work for improving scores 

through the focus on the language linguistic knowledge instead of focusing on 

language use. Hence, Gunn et al. (2016) mentioned that it is vital to know what 

impression teachers and other practitioners have of these tests and their impact on 

themselves, their language teaching and their students. 

Such practices can also be encouraged by factors other than the examination. In their 

research projects, Hamp-Lyons (1998) and Green (2007) confirmed that associated 

poor teaching practices might be caused by a traditional English language teaching 

profession rather than the test design and content. For a researcher to build such an 

argument, he would need to ensure that such practice is not influenced by other 

teacher factors. 

3.4.2.2 Teachers’ knowledge, education and training 

The importance of the meaning of assessment literacy in terms of the message 

systems of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment has been acknowledged in different 

contexts. Berry & O’Sullivan (2016) defined assessment literacy as the level of the 

required knowledge of assessment concepts to interact effectively with assessment in 

their situation. They identified six areas in which language teachers need to develop 
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their assessment knowledge in order to be able to administer effective assessment 

practice for learning: 

 Skills in identifying and evaluating appropriate assessments for specific 

purposes within specific contexts.  

 Skills in analysing empirical data in order to improve one’s own instructional 

and assessment practices.  

 The knowledge required to assess learners effectively and maximise learning.  

 The knowledge and understanding to interpret and apply assessment results in 

appropriate ways.  

 An understanding of the principles and practice of sound assessment.  

 The wisdom to be able to integrate assessment and its outcomes into the 

overall pedagogic process (Berry & O’Sullivan, 2016: 18). 

Despite the vital role of assessment literacy in the quality of teaching, there is evidence 

that many teachers have an inadequate level of assessment literacy (Bachman, 2013; 

Baird, 2010). Several research studies have identified different contextual factors that 

influence teacher assessment literacy. For instance, Gebril (2017) found that the 

Egyptian teachers held the perception that their teacher training programme was not 

effective in providing sufficient focus on language assessment literacy. Gunn et al. 

(2016) mentioned that teachers are often instructed to administer a certain type of test 

and have little or no chance to give feedback regarding whether or not, they feel that 

these tests are useful, valid or should even be given. Such practices could constrain 

the creativity and spontaneity of teachers and demean teachers’ professional 

judgements. Sheehan & Munro (2017) in their research about the experiences and 

attitudes of language teachers regarding language assessment literacy practices in 

classrooms across Europe, suggested that assessment practices are rooted in past 

learning experiences, and through knowledge-sharing with colleagues. 

Teachers’ original assessment knowledge, however, was barely considered as a 

factor of significant influence in washback research. Researchers tend to consider the 

teachers’ assessment practices as a reflection of their assessment literacy.  What is 

missing is the understanding of how these factors interrelate with each other and with 

the original knowledge of teachers’ assessments, especially since Brown & Bailey 

(2008) argued that we need to understand more about how language testing is taught 
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in language teachers’ training programmes universally. The connections between the 

language teachers’ knowledge and beliefs about assessment and their assessment 

practices in the language classroom have not been extensively researched. 

Particularly when these factors are put together, it is unclear how assessment literacy 

is developed and enacted in day-to-day classroom practice. This study will focus on 

how these public examination practices and policy affected the teachers’ beliefs about 

assessment in the study context.  

3.4.2.3 Teacher experience 

Teacher experience plays a significant role in their beliefs, perspectives and decisions 

about their classroom teaching and assessment practices. Teachers’ translations of 

curricular goals into test specifications can provide a negative link between the 

curriculum, teacher experience and testing. Huang (2012) argued that it is possible 

that teachers could continue to be affected by the roots of the traditional language 

teaching approach or method, such as GTM, since this approach has been 

successfully compatible with the assessment focus and practice rather than integrating 

the communicative approaches of teaching languages since language ability is not 

tested. In washback research, teachers’ teaching experience was identified as a key 

reason explaining the level of washback on teachers (Cheng, 2005; Shohamy et al., 

1996; Watanabe, 1996). For instance, Shohamy et al. (1996) showed that experienced 

teachers were affected more by public examinations than the inexperienced teachers. 

They showed more commitment to align their practices with the test requirement as 

they consider it as the key guidance for classroom instructions. Sheehan & Munro 

(2017) mentioned practices could lead teachers to develop their assessment practices 

through their own experiences. They claimed that it could have the potential to have a 

positive impact on classroom practice, as teachers can learn strategies, which have 

been successfully deployed.  

Yang (2013) stated that more research is required in language education to describe 

explicitly how different teacher factors, such as their experience, education and 

pedagogical beliefs, about washback within their unique contexts, affect the 

implementation of the curriculum and examination. Thus, this research took in 

consideration how different teachers, test and contextual-related factors influence 
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teachers’ decisions about teaching and students’ learning practice to deal with the 

externally initiated test score policy within the Libyan educational context. 

3.5 Chapter summary  

Washback has a complex association with social and educational contexts. Empirical 

research on washback of high-stakes examinations revealed the existence of 

washback in which it can directly influence upon different aspects of classroom 

teaching and learning in various forms and intensities. It also could affect stakeholders 

and test-takers differently (Cheng, 2005). However, washback influence is not always 

straightforward since it can be indirectly intervened by different variables such as test-

takers and teacher characteristics, test design and use, and educational policy. The 

complex interaction between these variables determines the existence and nature and 

intensity of washback in different contexts. To date, research studies do not show 

agreement on the nature of washback that each factor facilitates. Thus, washback can 

be considered as an unpredictable phenomenon that its nature and intensity 

influenced by different factors besides the test design and use, such as contexts and 

stakeholder characteristics. Hence, more research on washback is required in different 

educational contexts, especially once the exam’s format and contents had become 

familiar to teachers (Spratt, 2005), such as in the Libyan context. It is possible that 

there is still different interaction between factors influencing washback in different 

teaching and learning contexts, which has not been described yet. For that, these 

issues are worthy of investigation in this research and in the study context. 

This study would examine the way in which variables (e.g. motivation, beliefs, 

knowledge, experience and contexts) facilitate or hinder various forms and degrees of 

washback. It aimed to provide thick descriptions, contextualised from an ELT 

practitioner including students, in order to present an authentic picture of the washback 

through in the research context. In the case of teaching English as a foreign language, 

practitioners could encounter challenges and difficulties in accommodating the SECE 

testing systems with their cognitive beliefs, experience, practices and the educational 

policy.  
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4 Chapter Four: the conceptual framework 

4.1 Introduction  

Weir’s socio-cognitive framework of test validation (2005) is the conceptual theoretical 

framework that informed the data generation and analysis of this study. The socio-

cognitive framework was chosen due to the complex nature of washback and the 

different related factors affecting construction and the process of the educational 

system in the study context. It promotes interrogation of the participants’ motivations, 

perceptions, perspectives and experiences during their preparation and performance 

in the SECE examination in the on-going conflict context of Libya. It is also a practical 

model in order to achieve and generate test validation evidence at different stages, 

i.e. the a priori and a posteriori stages, about a test efficiency and usefulness in context 

(Geranpayeh & Taylor, 2013).  

Over the last decade, the extensive research studies on washback have used different 

theoretical models to explore the complex phenomenon of washback, highlighting the 

different relationship between language teaching, learning and assessment. An 

example of the theoretical models used is the washback hypothesis by Alderson & 

Wall (1993), the basic model of washback by Bailey (1996) and the Washback Model 

of Students’ Learning by Shih (2007, 2009) discussed in the literature review (section 

3.2.4). These models have not been chosen for the current research due to their 

limitation to fulfil the aim of the research study. Whereas the washback hypothesis and 

Washback Model of Students’ Learning are limited to the effect of assessment in the 

micro context, the basic model of washback has not presented a detailed explanation 

of the process in which washback operates.  

Other theoretical models that have growing influence on language policy and 

education within Europe and worldwide, are Bachman’s (2005) and the Common 

European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) (Council of Europe, 2001). 

Although Bachman’s model of communicative language ability is considered to be “the 

most promising” of the language models, it has been criticised for having a 

psychological basis and undermined social and cognitive aspects. This limitation 

critically reduces its suitability for use in language tests (Weir & O’Sullivan, 2011). The 

CEFR, on the other hand, included a set of common reference levels for language 

assessment as well as teaching and learning from basic levels to advanced. The 
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CEFR seeks to determine the key features of advanced language proficiency, 

however, it is a practical model where a number of theorists, such as Fulcher (2004), 

highlighted that the model was not supported by language theories. Clearly, it has no 

direct relevance for the public examination of the SECE as it was designed for testing 

academic language skills, which is not included in the test under investigation. 

The socio-cognitive framework is the only viable model that considered the 

understanding of psychological and social perspectives as a central aspect of 

language test development. It offers an explanation of how these perceptions are 

connected to validation and it can help in developing, validating and critiquing tests. It 

is also had the capability to enable researchers to provide adequate evidence on how 

testing design and content is operationalised and used or interpreted in practice. 

Therefore, an evaluation of the effect of the SECE on language teaching and learning: 

washback is important in order to build an argument about its efficiency and usefulness 

(validity) in the Libyan education system. As the practicality of Weir’s validation 

framework has been demonstrated by a number of studies (e.g. Khalifa & Weir, 2009; 

Weir & Shaw, 2006) the current study will test the practicality of the socio-cognitive 

framework in investigating the validity and washback of the SECE in the Libyan 

context.  

4.2 The socio-cognitive framework of test validation (Weir, 2005) 

The socio-cognitive framework of test validation (Figure 3) was first developed by Weir 

(2005) and subsequently further developed by Shaw & Weir (2007), Khalifa & Weir 

(2009), O’Sullivan & Weir (2011). The framework is a precise, practical and systematic 

model that provides stakeholders of language testing, such as test developers and 

test score users with a comprehensible methodology for designing or developing a 

test or to validate one. The model is also a coherent and accessible methodology to 

describe and evaluate a range of English language tests used for different purposes. 

According to O’Sullivan & Weir (2011), that is important so that tests can be localised, 

so that the test specifically suits the candidates and the knowledge and skills being 

assessed. Hence, the framework is highly adaptable to suit any context. It can be used 

to examine or evaluate different facets of English language competence and to assess 

subject-specific material. The developed version of the socio-cognitive framework by 

O’Sullivan (2011) has now been widely implemented to develop tests, teaching and 
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assessment, especially by the British Council. O’Sullivan (2012) encourages the socio-

cognitive framework’s application in innovation about developing a new testing 

system. An example of such development was the testing system of APTIS, which is 

emerged by the support of the socio-cognitive framework. 

Figure 3: The socio-cognitive framework of test validation 

 

The source: Weir (2005)  

The origins of the framework can be attributed to the early academic works of Weir, 

such as “Communicative Language Testing” (1990) and “Understanding and 

Developing Language Tests” (1993). However, the framework was based on his work 

on developing the public College English Test, the Test for English in China, and the 

Cambridge English examinations in the UK. The framework was developed to 

specifically highlight the conditions and operations underlying language performance. 

That was achieved through presenting a systematic and coherent approach to these 
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activities, combining the cognitive, social, and evaluation (grading) dimensions of 

language use with the context and consequences of test use. 

The approach identifies the evidence required to develop a transparent and coherent 

validity argument, while at the same time addressing the interaction between different 

types of validity evidence. It should be emphasised that the socio-cognitive framework 

considers the abilities to engage with language users’ mental processing (the cognitive 

dimension) and their abilities to engage with language use in performing tasks as a 

social practice but not as a pure linguistic practice. The dimensions of individual 

characteristics, internal cognitive processing and external contextual factors establish 

the model components for understanding and describing second language ability and 

skills. The outlines three key elements: the candidates’ linguistic and cognitive 

resources; the test system including the administration of the test’s tasks and its 

sensitivity to the social and performance variables of the context; and the scoring 

system, which is theoretically linked to the former mentioned components of the 

framework (O’Sullivan, 2008).  

Beside test-taker characteristics, the framework includes context, theory-based (or 

cognitive), scoring, consequential and criterion-related validity to provide a 

comprehensive evidence for validity. The socio-cognitive framework was detailed 

differently to suit the four language skills (listening, speaking, reading and writing). As 

the SECE test content emphases reading and grammar, the socio-cognitive 

framework for validating reading tests was adopted to this study. The framework 

reflects that different components are complementary rather than alternatives, where 

none of the described validities has priority over others to represent the basis of a test. 

The study applied Wire’s (2005) socio-cognitive framework to examine various 

aspects of validity of the SECE in term of contextual parameters, cognitive processing 

and skills, test results and the effective factors. To establish situational and 

interactional authenticity, this study relied on the perspectives and practices of 

stakeholders; including students, ELT teachers and inspectors, and other practitioners 

(more details in section 5.4); to empirically examine the degree of the correspondence 

between the characteristics of the English language test of the SECE and give 

explanations of test performance to gather evidence of interactional authenticity. 

Therefore, the data of this study was generated vertically according to the socio-

cognitive framework. Even the design of the primary data generation tool was 
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designed to generated data in the same way. The following sub-sections present the 

socio-cognitive framework for validating tests in detail and its influence on the process 

of data generation and analysis. 

4.2.1 Test-taker characteristics 

The socio-cognitive framework emphasises the importance of considering the test-

taker as the cornerstone of the process of cognitive validity. The test-taker 

characteristics are directly connected to cognitive validity as they have a direct impact 

on processing the test task by candidates in the set-up of the context validity. The test-

taker characteristics and cognitive validity concerned with the candidate in the test 

event. They represent the individual cognitive or mental processing abilities of the 

language user since their characteristics influence the way they process the test task. 

The test-taker characteristics include: physical/physiological (such as problems with 

speaking, i.e. dyslexia, hearing and vision), psychological (cognitive style, personality, 

concentration, motivation, memory, and emotional state), and experiential 

characteristics (education, examination experience and preparedness, 

communication experience, target language country residence). O’Sullivan (2000) 

introduced a useful synthesis of literature on characteristics of test-takers, which have 

a potential effect on test performance. For instance, the candidate’s motivation could 

influence is the strategy of managing the task. Factors such as the type of preferred 

learning styles and personality, experience in preparing for examinations, educational 

and cultural background, and familiarity a test design and content could influence 

performance in the test. In this study, the test-takers of the SECE were interviewed 

prior to the examination to enquiring about their perceptions, attitudes towards the test 

design and its use in the Libyan context, and language education. It also enquires 

about their experience with public examinations. The observation was also utilised to 

examine if these characteristics have a relationship with their preparation for the SECE 

in their classroom practices which could influence the cognitive and context validities. 

4.2.2 Context validity 

Context validity examines the task’s social and external contextual parameters, which 

were represented in terms of the task demands, setting, (the input) and its expected 

output. In other words, it refers to the appropriate domain of knowledge or skills 

important to performance in the test. The context validity for reading tests is 



79 
 

categorised into task setting, task demands and setting of administration. Task setting 

contains test purpose, known criteria, response format, weighting, the time constraints 

and order of items. Task demands concerns with discourse mode, the channel of 

communication or presentation, writer-reader relationship, text length, nature of 

information, the content knowledge required and other linguistic variables including 

structural, lexical, and functional knowledge. Test administration comprises physical 

conditions of the uniformity and security of the test itself and its administration. It was 

recommended to investigate the participants’ interpretation of test demands and the 

way participants respond to the skills needed for promoting beneficial washback since 

the perceptions of different participants could inform the development of assessment 

procedures and enhance its effects on the education system. 

Tests should ensure the authenticity of interactional (cognitive) and situational 

(contextual) aspects (Douglas, 2000; O’Sullivan, 2006). Thus, the context must be 

acceptable to testers and test-candidates as an applicable situation to assess a 

domain language ability. Thus, Weir (2005) highlighted that the degree of candidates’ 

familiarity with the content knowledge required for achieving a certain task affects their 

performance on that task. Therefore, he emphasised that candidates should be 

sufficiently familiar with the linguistic genre of the content of a test in order to obtain a 

sufficient existing schema enable them to use different skills and strategies to 

understand the text. However, such matching with examination could threaten the 

content validity in a context where schools use prescribed textbooks for the curriculum. 

The use of the prescribed textbook to design the national examination item could lead 

to the repetition of the exam question. Saukah (2015) observed that such practices 

have created mass production and, more seriously, a proliferation of the answer books 

to do the public exam, increasing the opportunity to cheat during the test 

administration. It was also noted by Froetscher (2013) that cheating can be effective 

if candidates obtained exact or close copies of the test questions before the test. Such 

context would have a significant influence on the test score representation and validity. 

Another example is that the use of authentic texts and materials for second language 

learners is usually frustrating for both students and teachers due to the various type 

of competence needed to process the test input, such as pragmatic competence. 

Although ensuring complete authenticity may not reasonable in a language test, 

however, selecting realistic settings for teaching and testing in terms of various critical 
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contextual features can be possible (Khalifa & Weir, 2009; Weir, 2005). For that, 

teachers and testers should modify the test content to enhance students’ interaction 

with the included knowledge in the text (Baleghizadeh, 2011). Since the socio-

cognitive model considers the ability in language as a part of the language users in 

context, this emphasis on context makes the framework as highly adaptable for 

different aspects of English language competence and for assessing different subject-

specific material. In this research, interviews, observation and document analysis were 

utilised to examine the SECE demands and design in relation to the curriculum to seek 

their relation to the students’ cognitive process and skills as well as teaching and 

learning strategies and practices in the English language classroom. This also 

includes the other stakeholders’ perceptions and practices (including teachers, 

inspectors, head teachers and examiners) and its effect on the students’ perceptions 

and practices. In addition, the study examined through the interviews how the test 

administration in the on-going conflict of Libya influenced the stakeholders’ perception 

and practices. 

4.2.3 Cognitive validity 

Cognitive validity is the updated term used in relation to theory-based validity by Shaw 

& Weir (2007), and Khalifa & Weir (2009). Cognitive validity is associated with the 

internal mental processes concerned with linguistic knowledge acquisition. It involves 

the executive processing and resources of the test. Executive processing consists of 

monitoring, goal setting, visual recognition and pattern synthesiser. Executive 

resources include the knowledge of language and the test content. The language 

knowledge takes account of grammatical knowledge (lexical and syntax), textual 

knowledge, functional (pragmatic) knowledge and socio-linguistic knowledge. The 

content knowledge comprises the task-specific knowledge (external) and the 

candidate background knowledge (internal). Douglas (2000) raised the importance of 

considering the relationship between the content of the examination texts and the 

general and cultural knowledge of candidates (background knowledge) and specific 

subject knowledge such as text issue and content) when designing a test content.  

Although context and cognitive validity were treated separately for descriptive 

purposes, they complete each other. They are interrelated in the way they interact with 

scoring validity and form the construct validity. The way that the test task knowledge 

influences the candidate's internal mental process (cognitive) to varying degrees as 
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that knowledge interacts with their linguistic and content knowledge of internal and 

external resources of the test. 

In test validation research, the cognitive validity evidence of a test can be established 

before the test performance through verbal reports from test-takers since the 

candidates activate the cognitive processing needed for the test task prior to the test 

event. It can also be established through statistical analysis of scores following test 

administration. In this study, data were designed to be generated about the students’ 

cognitive process and skills used to prepare for the SECE and while undertaking the 

test from students’ perspectives through prior and subsequent interviews to the SECE 

as well as classroom observation. In the data analysis, it was also important to 

investigate the factors behind the students’ chosen of the cognitive process and skills 

to prepare for the SECE and their language learning strategies in general.  

4.2.4 Scoring validity 

Scoring validity presents how a test item (performance) is scored (evaluated). It 

accounts for the degree to which the test score is measurement-error free. It concerns 

with the reliability of a test score to be used to make decisions about the test-takers. 

The lack of scoring validity of a test seriously threatens its validity as it can provide 

sufficient evidence about validity in relation to the other aspects of validity. However, 

scoring validity is not a necessary reflect the quality of test since it should be balanced 

to the other aspects of validity.  

The framework consists of four elements representing scoring validity: internal 

consistency, item analysis, the error of measurement and marker reliability. Internal 

consistency is used in homogeneous tests where statistics can be used to offer data 

about the reliability of the test. Item analysis discusses the easiness or difficulty of the 

test items using statistics in order to offer more information about a test’s candidates’ 

abilities. The error of measurement illustrates differences between the test score and 

the tested language proficiency. Finally, marker reliability greatly influences the 

general reliability of a test. Through its symbiotic relationship with the cognitive and 

context validity, scoring validity constitutes the overall construct validity of any test. 

Weir (2005, p.20) refers to this relationship as follows:  
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“There is a symbiotic relationship between context- and theory-based validity 

and both are influenced by, and in turn influence, the criteria used for marking 

which are dealt with as part of scoring validity”. 

The test scoring process is usually affected by the test type of the test (objective or 

subjective), the number of raters, methods of scoring being manual or mechanical 

(Khalifa & Weir, 2009; Weir, 2005). This study designed to elicit the evidence for the 

scoring validity through the students’ reflection on their SECE’s score and 

performance in comparison with their English language knowledge and ability. It was 

also designed to elicit more evidence from the educational practitioners through their 

reflection on the secondary school students learning outcomes. These reflections 

meant to be compared to the objectives of the English language curriculum in the data 

analysis to identify the relationship between the identified ability and the target of 

English education.  

4.2.5 Consequential validity 

Consequential validity is where this study is located. It represents the consequences 

of assessment on participants involved in teaching and assessment (most notably 

teachers and learners) or on the whole society (Khalifa & Weir, 2009; Shaw & Weir, 

2007). The test can be classified as having a positive washback on language teaching 

if it mediated beneficial learning and teaching strategies and practices (Hughes, 2003). 

However, such positive influence should be long-term effect when it should not be 

exerted over language teaching and learning only because candidates valued success 

on the test more than learning. Green (2013) stated that the short-term goal of success 

on the test could inhibit the development of tested language ability. This can be true, 

particularly when the focus of the teaching programme is orientated to test preparation. 

The elements of consequential validity concern with the test consequences in three 

areas: differential validity, washback in classrooms and its impact on individuals in 

society. This study is designed to examine the washback of the SECE on perceptions 

and attitudes through the data generated about the test-takers characteristics and the 

related factors influencing these characteristics. Evidence regarding washback on 

teaching and learning practices elicited from the analysis of the data in regard to the 

contextual and cognitive validities. Finally, the washback on learning outcomes had 

been placed in the scoring validity of the SECE.  
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4.2.6 Criterion-related validity 

Criterion-related validity describes the connections between test scores and other 

assessment tools that assess or examine the same knowledge or ability (Khalifa & 

Weir, 2009; Weir, 2005). The criterion-related validity reflects the corresponding 

between reliability and validity. The socio-cognitive framework considered the 

comparison with different versions of the same test and administering the same test 

on different occasions as external measurements tool which can be used to scrutinise 

criterion-related validity. Since the English language school curriculum and the SECE 

has not been attached to any external measurement criteria, it would be difficult to 

make such comparison in this study. However, I examined the objectives of the final 

year students’ textbook in relation to my understanding and study of the CEFR to 

identify the relationship between the identified language ability by the students in 

relation to the textbook objectives. It was not possible to include the SECE score in 

this comparison since it has not got any outlined for the desired level of knowledge 

and ability on the test. 

4.3 Chapter summary  

This study used Weir’s socio-cognitive framework for test validation as the conceptual 

framework for data generation and analysis.  The framework was built on the basis 

that test validity comprises the social condition where a test is used as well as the 

cognitive processing of the language knowledge required for the test. The framework 

focus on the test candidates as the central aspects of the theory for designing, 

developing and validating a test. It a practical tool for researchers and teachers to 

examine washback or to evaluate teaching and learning practices in a context 

(O’Sullivan, 2011). It comprises three elements of the assessment process: the test 

candidates’ characteristics and their cognitive and linguistic resources, the test system 

(including variables of the tasks demands and performance in the wider context) and 

test scoring which influenced by the previously mentioned elements. Thus, the 

framework is highly sensitive to context. Thus, Weir’s socio-cognitive framework, with 

its core components, offers researchers and test designers a coherent and systematic 

methodology that considers different variables concerning with the development and 

validation of tests and investigating test washback.  
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Moreover, the framework enables exploration of language tests’ consequences, 

focusing on washback at macro and micro levels (cognitive, social dimensions and 

test design) and in the broader notion. Specifically, Weir’s socio-cognitive framework 

was applied to critically evaluate the Libyan SECE, examining how the test 

operationalises the learners’ language abilities and constructs their motivation. It was 

used to analyse systematically features that affect the SECE’s validity and reliability, 

and identify how the test can be improved in perspective of its fairness and purposes 

in the Libyan context. Besides, the framework enables the researcher to generate a 

description of the SECE candidates’ performance in relation to the curriculum 

objectives, teaching and learning strategies and outcomes. 

The next chapter gives a detailed description of the research methodology and 

explores the data collection and analysis through the philosophical and 

methodological lens. 
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5 Chapter Five: research methodology  

Introduction 

This chapter presents the research methodology employed to answer the research 

questions of this study: 

1) To what extent does the Libyan public examination of the SECE have an impact 

on motivation, perceptions and attitudes towards English language teaching within 

secondary school education? 

2) To what extent does the public examination of the SECE influence English 

language teaching, assessment and learning strategies in secondary school 

classrooms in the on-going conflict context of Libya? 

 

3) How does the Libyan public examination of the SECE influence the students’ 

English learning outcomes within secondary school education? 

 

The chapter starts with a discussion of the researcher’s ontological and 

epistemological perspectives, which informed the interpretivist research paradigm and 

the qualitative research approach to examine the Libyan secondary school teachers’ 

and students’ attitudes, perceptions and motivations towards the SECE and its effect 

on their educational behaviour and practices. Next, it presents the case study 

methodology used in this research study. The chapter also covers the sampling 

technique and the participants, as well as the data generation techniques including 

semi-structured and group interviews, observation and documentary research. 

Moreover, the stage and the processes of the piloting study were also described. 

Further, the qualitative data analysis of thematic analysis is also presented as the 

research data analysis technique. Furthermore, it discusses the associated ethical 

consideration and issues of ensuring the trustworthiness of the study such as 

credibility and dependability. Finally, my role as a researcher is also presented in this 

chapter. 

5.1 Research paradigm and approach 

The choice of the research approach is determined by the nature of the research 

questions in order to provide a comprehensive interpretation of the phenomenon under 

study (Creswell, 2007). Before that, it is crucial for researchers to identify their own 
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view and philosophical stance that they would adopt for any kind of research, whether 

it is literature evaluation or investigating institutional, personal or group practices 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). The philosophical stance contains important assumptions 

about the researchers’ views of the world, which in turn underpin and strengthen their 

research strategy and the methods they choose as part of that strategy (Cohen et al., 

2011). 

In educational and social research, three key principles should be taken into 

consideration: ontology, epistemology and methodology. Ontology concerns theories 

of reality construction (what constructs reality?); epistemology is the knowing 

consideration (what is knowledge?, how do we know things?); and methodology deals 

with how we gain knowledge about the world (Matsuda & Silva, 2005). 

Ontology is a system of beliefs that reflect an interpretation of an individual about what 

constitutes a fact (Gray, 2004). In other words, ontology is associated with a central 

question of whether social entities need to be perceived as objective or subjective. 

The ontological position taken by the researcher perceives that social phenomena and 

their meaning are shaped and accomplished by consequent actions and perceptions 

of those social actors concerned with their existence (Bryman, 2008). I consider reality 

as personal and variable, depending on an individual’s interpretation of a phenomenon 

in different ways (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). This ontological position is in line with the 

nature of the research phenomenon (washback). The washback phenomenon could 

exist or not according to the researcher’s interpretation of factors related to whether 

the test design or use affects language teaching and learning in a context. If it exists, 

it can then be positive or negative according to participants’ responses and contextual 

factors in social and educational settings (Wall, 1996). The understanding of the socio-

cultural context and the concerns of the stakeholders and other participants’ beliefs, 

perceptions and attitudes play a key role in the full account of antecedent conditions 

that should be taken into consideration whilst investigating the washback. Based on 

that, washback is determined through the interpretation of different participants’ 

perspectives and practices in the educational and social context. The understanding 

of whether washback exists or not, and what its nature is, mainly depends on 

participants’ perceptions and beliefs of what derive language teaching and learning in 

the study context. 
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Epistemology is the consideration of knowing what is related to our understanding of 

the nature and scope of knowledge, assumptions and bases about the status of 

knowledge (Henn et al., 2006; Schwandt, 2003). Epistemology concerns the 

explanations of what is knowledge and how we know things. It also seeks explanations 

of the different kind of knowledge that enables us to act productively. My 

epistemological philosophy demonstrates that truth or knowledge is based on social 

interaction. In other words, knowledge is gained through a strategy that “respects the 

differences between people, and social scientists are required to grasp the subjective 

meaning of social action” (Grix, 2004, p.64). Knowledge is gained inductively through 

personal experiences to create a theory, arises from particular situations and is not 

reducible to simplistic interpretation. Since washback is a situated phenomenon, this 

epistemological philosophy enables me to take into consideration the individual 

characteristics of the research context in general and the participants in particular.  

Based on the ontological and epistemological positions, I locate my research within an 

interpretivist paradigm. The interpretivist paradigm originates with the principle that 

access to reality is value-bound and largely dependent on the people experiences. 

This includes their interpretations, meanings and understandings of a phenomenon in 

real-life contexts. According to interpretivism, a reality cannot be separate from our 

recognition of it. Thus, the interpretivist paradigm suggests that researchers’ values 

are a part of all stages of the research process. Interpretivists consider behavioural 

uniformities as an illusion – a social construction but not as an evidence of underlying 

or essential uniformity among entities. Therefore, people could react differently to the 

same situation according to their interpretations of their world (Hammersley, 2007). 

The distinctive point of qualitative research acknowledges and recognises the 

significance of the role of the researcher in the research process. 

Collins (2010) described interpretivism as meaning-focused research that can 

potentially integrate various methods to reflect different features of the research 

phenomenon. It emphasises the importance of beliefs, intentions and perceptions in 

actual contexts. Thus, the participants’ beliefs, perceptions and attitudes, and the 

interpretation of the full account of antecedent conditions should be 

taken into consideration whilst investigating the washback phenomenon. As 

washback has been identified as a complex concept involving various dimensions and 

institutional factors (Shohamy et al., 1996), the complexity of the research subject 

necessitates more than one data collection method. I used the interpretivist paradigm 
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as it adopts a naturalistic research approach. One of the strengths of qualitative 

research is its capability to examine complex phenomenon and offers thick textual 

descriptions of people’s experiences of a research phenomenon. Thus, this study can 

benefit from this approach by including a broad array of constituent stakeholders 

related to the phenomenon. 

I adopted a qualitative research approach. Qualitative research is interested in 

understanding meanings that people have constructed, using different tools to 

generate data that does not indicate ordinal values (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). Therefore, 

I adopted the qualitative approach in order to employ different data generation 

methods, such as observation, interviewing and the analysis of the textual documents 

related to the topic to answer the research questions. That would also enable me to 

take into account different factors affecting or affected by washback, such as: the 

macro context (e.g. society) to the micro-context (the school setting); the test status 

within the whole educational system; test factors (test purpose, design, contents, 

decisions made on the basis of test results); and personal factors (participants’ beliefs 

regarding the teaching/learning process). The meaningful discussion between me and 

participants via these methods facilitates the construction of a meaningful reality in a 

collaborative format. Watanabe (1996) has argued that incorporating a qualitative 

research approach in investigating washback and contextual factors is important to 

get deep insight of the phenomenon.  

Subjectivity is one of the criticisms often directed towards interpretivism. It is 

sometimes claimed that interpretivist research is affected by researcher bias. Thus, 

findings of such research cannot be generalised since data is heavily influenced by 

the researcher’s personal viewpoint and values. Thus, the reliability and 

representativeness of the qualitative data are contested by positivists. Nevertheless, 

the in-depth primary data generated through interpretivism studies could represent a 

high level of credibility and dependability in which they aim to achieve research 

trustworthiness. Therefore, this study adopted the qualitative research approach with 

the application of qualitative data collection and analysis.  

The final key principle that should be taken into consideration in social and educational 

research is methodology, which is concerned with methodological strategy. This will 

be discussed in the following section. 
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5.2 Case study research methodology  

In educational research, a case study is often regarded as a prime research strategy 

both to develop educational theories to evaluate and enhance educational practices. 

The case study as a research methodology enables the researcher to obtain a 

thorough understanding of the perspectives and experiences of the research 

participants in a natural context (Hammersley, et al, 2000; Yin, 2009). The case study 

is my research strategy. The characteristics of the case study encouraged the 

researcher to adopt it as a research methodology in this research in particular.  

Firstly, Yin (2009) clarifies that a case study is in line with the interpretive paradigm to 

construct meaningful and real knowledge from the participants. As I locate my work 

within the interpretivism paradigm, the experience of the enquiry is a process of 

interpretation and making sense of the phenomenon under study. The theoretical 

framework of my research is grounded in the interpretations of the ELT practitioners’ 

and students’ perceptions of public assessment and its connection with their position 

and practices in the case study’s context. Secondly, the case study is used to generate 

in-depth understanding by providing a holistic view of a situation as case study 

research is mostly connected to research seeking in-depth understanding by asking 

“how” and “why” questions. This characteristic serves the nature of the focus of the 

research questions about how the SECE influences practitioners’ and students’ 

attitudes, perceptions and motivation as well as their behaviour and practices in 

language classrooms. Seeking interpretations of such perceptions and practices 

represents the question “why?”. Merriam (1998, 2009) mentioned that case study is 

the most appropriate strategy to gain an understanding of a situation, where the 

interest is more in the process of enquiry. Thus, case study strategy enables a rich 

description of the complex phenomena, such as washback in this study. It provides a 

humanistic and holistic understanding of the phenomenon by utilising multiple data 

sources, such as documentation, archival records, diaries, interviews and 

observations (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005;  Denscombe, 2010; 

McNeill & Chapman, 2005; Yin, 2009). A lot of data can be collected that enable 

researchers to establish systematic correlations between attitudes, perspectives and 

behaviours, and practices and experiences. It also enables investigation of potential 

changes in regard to the policy and contextual factors. In this study, the qualitative 

data was elicited from different language education practitioners and students through 
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individuals and group interviews, observations and policy documents. The generation 

of data from different sources is likely not only to give a fuller picture but also to 

enhance the test sufficiency and validity. Besides, the case study is a flexible approach 

which is “neither time-dependent nor constrained by methods of generating data” 

(Simons, 2009, p.23). For instance, interviews and observation were conducted at 

different times in this study. It also provides an opportunity to examine an aspect of a 

phenomenon in depth in a specific time limit.  

Thirdly, the contextualisation of a case study makes it trustworthy since a phenomenon 

is studied in their natural, unique and dynamic contexts. This characteristic is 

compatible with the epistemological perspectives of the researchers which 

demonstrate that each context has special characteristics, which have direct effects 

on the construction of beliefs, experiences and perceptions of its participants 

(Merriam, 2009). The case study strategy was suitable to investigate the research 

phenomenon in depth from different perspectives with considering details to 

uniqueness and complexity of a particular policy, project, institution and programme 

within a bounded system in a real-life context (Creswell, 2007; Nunan, 1992; Simons, 

2009; Thomas, 2011). Therefore, it can focus on the details of individuals, a group, a 

single social setting and an organisation or the whole country. The context plays a vital 

role in establishing the relationships that contribute to formulating the experiences, 

perspectives and beliefs of teachers and students towards language teaching, learning 

and assessment. All these aspects are studied in their natural context (schools and 

classrooms). In the present study, the context includes the schools and related 

aspects of individuals and the social context. 

From the previous discussion, it is obvious that the most important aspect of case 

study research is the reference to the specific context in which it is situated. In her 

discussion of what constitutes a case, Merriam (1998) referred to the phenomenon 

unit or entity that defined boundaries or “fence in” (p.27) that a researcher can 

establish to determine what will be excluded from the study. The case is defined as “a 

thing, a single entity, a unit around which there are boundaries” (p.27). It could be 

limited to a certain number of people, concerns or hypothesis, an instance of some 

issues or a finite time frame for observations.  So, the case study could be a single 

case or multiple cases within the same boundaries (ibid). In washback research, 

Watanabe (2004) mentioned that tests are used for particular contexts and specific 



91 
 

purposes, and it is important to identify complications that have been recognised by 

test users in that particular context. Accordingly, this study is a single case study and 

the basic unit of my case is the school context and the related issues that affect the 

participants’ practices within that context. My case study involves English language 

classes of final year students in a secondary school in the south-west of Libya. That 

will identify the main and subordinate units of analysis provisionally in my research. 

The research participants would be those whose practices are connected with the 

case study directly or indirectly.  

There are some criticisms usually directed to case study research such as the difficulty 

to generalise from a specific case, the amount of time taken and the volume of 

documentation generated. However, Stake (2008) argued that case studies in social 

science research facilitate the understanding the research population and issue and 

this involves naturalistic generalisation, which is different from generalisation in 

science research. Gomm et al. (2000) also stated that “case studies present a 

microcosm of a larger system of the whole society: that is what is found there is in 

some sense symptomatic of what is going on more generally” (p.99). Other 

researchers believe that a case study is possible to be generalisable to theoretical 

propositions but not to make a statistical generalisation to populations or universes 

(Creswell, 2003; Yin, 2009). In other words, knowledge could be based on one case 

study. Similar to interpretivism, subjectivity is also considered as another major 

weakness of case study research. However, Simons (2009) argues that subjectivity is 

not something we can avoid whatever methods we adopt in a qualitative enquiry where 

people, including the researcher, are an inherent part of the case. Research 

subjectivity can be decreased by acknowledging its inherent subjectivity and clearly 

demonstrating how a researcher’s values, predispositions and feelings, and their 

relationship with the research site, had influenced the research process (ibid). 

5.3 The study context 

The case study has been described as a detailed examination of a single setting, or 

one particular event (Yin, 2013). Thus, the qualitative case study can be defined as a 

holistic, intensive, analysis and description of a single unit, phenomenon or social 

issue. The current case study is conducted in a secondary school in a town in the 

south-west of Libya. The school is a coeducation school similar to the majority of 
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secondary schools in the region. For that, the school can be described as a typical 

state secondary school in the region of the south-west of Libya. The school capacity 

is between 500 to 600 students; there are about 30 teachers working in the school 

teaching different school subjects. There were only two permanent English language 

teachers in the school. Those teachers teach the first (Year 10) and final year (Year 

12) secondary school students. The second year (Year 11) students are mainly taught 

by assistant teachers who work based on annual contracts. Robson (2011) maintains 

that the research site should be chosen with regards to the willingness of participants 

to cooperate, ease of access, the logistics required for completing the research and, 

if possible, where contacts are already established so that research aims can be 

fulfilled. I chose the research site, “the school”, for different reasons: safety in the first 

instance and willingness of participation, and convenience of accessibility. As the town 

where I originally planned to conduct my research had witnessed military action during 

the time of data collection, I changed the research site to another place where it was 

safe and secure for the participants and me to conduct the research interviews. I was 

not able to wait long since I had limited time of absence on my study visa. The 

familiarity with the context where I have connections with some school head teachers 

and inspectors of English language at the secondary school level made it easy to find 

an alternative.  As the participant inspectors supervise more than one school, they had 

no problem with changing the study site as long as it was within their supervision area. 

Therefore, I had connections with the other involved participants in this study site, 

mainly the teachers and the headmaster, to get their agreement to involvement in my 

research study. Dörnyei (2007) stated that participants have to be willing to participate 

voluntarily to give in-depth information, which could maximise our knowledge of the 

research phenomenon. Marshall & Rossman (2006) also highlight more interest 

shown in conducting the study on the level of processes, people, programmes and 

interactions; the more likely to establish a trusting rapport with the participants and to 

assure data quality and credibility. That was even important in the Libyan context due 

to the on-going conflict and the socio-political tension in the society (more details in 

4.5). Therefore, the practitioners and students’ agreement to be interviewed and 

observed in their classrooms as a part of their participation in the research was a key 

factor in the choice of the school.  
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5.4 Sampling  

There is two main methods of sampling: random or purposive sample. Qualitative 

research and case study research have a tendency to utilise the technique of 

purposive sampling (Maxwell, 2012). Purposive sampling is also a reliable technique 

when the research emphasis is on in-depth understanding rather than descriptive 

research (Patton, 2002; Tongco, 2007). So, the selection of the purposive sample 

employed in this study was based on its purpose. It is used to represent a small sample 

of participants who are uniquely able to be informative as they are privileged witnesses 

to an event (Maxwell, 2012). Thus, the sample of this study consisted of three groups 

of participants whose work is related to EFL teaching, learning and assessment in 

context. The first group included practitioners other than teachers who had a direct or 

indirect connection with language teaching and learning in the school classroom 

context, such as the school headmaster, teachers’ inspectors and representatives of 

the Examination Office in the region of study; the second group included teachers (see 

Table 2); the last group included students.  

It should be highlighted that finding alternative participant teachers to agree to 

participate in the research was a real task in such an on-going conflict context as Libya. 

In spite of my connections with many teachers in the context, I had difficulties finding 

teachers who would agree to be interviewed and observed. Thus, the individual’s trust 

was of significant importance for the participants’ decisions to participate in this 

research study. Therefore, the alternative participants were those who felt more 

confident about expressing their own views and perceptions with the researcher and 

the confidentiality of the given information. It has been argued that including people 

with known characteristics in interviewers that seeks attitudinal perspectives in the 

sample of a certain group, should be ensured since the interview is dynamic social 

moment based on sharing, negotiating knowledge and opinions  

(Robson, 2011). Besides, choosing known participants also helped me to have contact 

with and access to most of them beyond the working time for the data-generation 

process. Other criteria were used to select each group of participants and their 

characteristics are going to be discussed in detail according to each group. 
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Table 2: Participant teachers and practitioners’ profiles 

 

5.4.1 Teachers  

Two English language teachers participated in the current study. The teachers were 

chosen on the basis that they had to be currently teaching final year secondary school 

students, and they had to be willing to be interviewed and observed. This is because 

observation was an important aspect of the research as it was employed to triangulate 

data-generating methods to ensure the credibility of the research findings and the 

strength of the research trustworthiness. Along with the second category used to 

Participant 

code 
The title 

The recent 

qualification 
Work experience 

Training  

courses 

P1 The head of 

English  language 

inspection unit  

Bachelor degree 

in Education -

English  Teaching 

obtained in 1984 

38 years’ work as an 

inspector   

Teaching 

methodology - 

1986  

Curriculum 

development - 

2000 

P2 The 

representative of 

the examination 

office 

High Diploma in 

Education 

obtained in 1981 

13 years’ work as a 
school teacher, 
6 years’ work as 
school head teacher, 
and 
15 years’ work in the 
examination office 

Teaching 

methodology 

P3 Educational 

inspector 

Bachelor degree 

in Arts – English 

language 

obtained in 1984 

5-6 years’ works as a 

school teacher and 

over 30 years’ work 

as an inspector   

Curriculum 

development - 

2000 

P4 English language 

teachers’ 

inspector 

Bachelor degree 

in Arts – English 

language 

obtained in 1984 

15 years’ work as a 

school teachers and 

20 years’ work as an 

inspector   

Curriculum 

development - 

2000 

P5 The school head 

teacher 

High Diploma in 

Education 

obtained in 1995 

13 years’ work as a 
school teacher, 
10 years’ work as 
school head teacher 

Teaching 

methodology 

 

T1 English language 

teacher 

High Diploma in 

Education 

obtained in 1999 

7 years’ work as an 

English teacher in 

basic education  and 

8 years in Secondary 

Education 

None  

T2 English language 

teacher 

Bachelor degree 

in Education -

English  Teaching 

obtained in 2004 

11 years’ work as an 

English teacher in 

Secondary Education 

None  
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select inspectors, teachers were also chosen according to their experience of the 

public examinations system. They had to have experience of teaching English 

language to final year students for at least seven years. Moreover, they were chosen 

on the basis of their work under the supervision of the participant inspectors since the 

inspectors were chosen first to participate in the research study. Their reflection on 

their English language teaching strategies and practices, and the students’ learning 

behaviour and outcomes in regard to the public examination system was used to 

identify any washback effect. Through that, I intended to achieve the research aim by 

exploring the teachers’ knowledge of language assessment, how it affects their 

perceptions and practices of their classroom teaching and testing strategies.  

5.4.2 Inspectors  

Two inspectors participated in this study. The inspectors were chosen according to 

their experience and their work with the research site in the region. The participant 

inspectors were the supervisors of the participant English language teachers in their 

classroom context. This was to ensure that the data collected from the participants 

described the study context (the school) as a case study but no other in the educational 

context. That also enabled me to observe the inspectors’ practices and its effect on 

the participant teachers’ perceptions and their teaching practices in the study context. 

In addition, inspectors had to have experience of English language education for at 

least seven years so that they had witnessed the use of the previous and current public 

examination systems to be able to reflect on the perceived effect of the public 

examination on ELT teaching and learning practices and outcomes during their 

experience. Their perceptions about the role of the SECE within the educational 

context and its effectiveness were also used to answer the first and third research 

questions. Their reflection on teachers’ classroom teaching and assessment practices 

and students’ learning outcomes, was also used to answer the final research question 

by eliciting any changes in final year secondary school students’ motivation and 

learning outcomes over time since the change of the public examination system.  

The head of English language teaching units within the inspection office was also 

included in the study since he is responsible for inspection policy and practices in the 

study context. He was interviewed to investigate the broader policy effect on the 

inspection practices of overall English language teaching especially with regards to 

the SECE. Such information was used to answer the first and third research questions 



96 
 

investigating how English language teaching practitioners perceive the role of testing 

within the social and language education contexts, as well as its effect on language 

teaching and assessment practices and students’ learning outcomes. 

5.4.3 The representative of the regional Examination Office 

The representative of the regional Examination Office was also included to represent 

the view of the examination department, which is mainly responsible for the 

assessment practices in the context. His perceptions regarding the public examination 

policy, system and design were helpful in exploring the relationships or weight of these 

practices on ELT classroom practices. He was also included to reflect on students’ 

achievements and learning outcomes within the context, which was used to answer 

the third research question about changes in final year secondary school students’ 

score improvement and their language learning outcomes over time since the change 

of the public examination system. 

5.4.4 The school head teacher 

The head teacher of the research site context was also interviewed in this study. The 

head teacher’s role regarding the successful implementation of teaching and 

assessment policy in the school context is important as it shapes the teachers’ 

teaching and assessment practices. The school head teachers are also responsible in 

the first instance for the execution of the school periodical tests for final year secondary 

school students, which are credited towards the final score of the SECE and on their 

Secondary Education Certificates (SEC). For that, his perceptions about the 

examination policy, system and design were helpful in exploring the SECE effects on 

classroom teaching and learning practices as well as learning outcomes in the school 

context. 

5.4.5 Students 

A total of 15 students (seven males and eight females), distributed in three groups of 

five students in each group, participated in this study (see Table 3). They were final 

year students of secondary students, aged between 17 – 18 years old. Those students 

were chosen from different classes of the final year taught by the two teachers who 

participated in the study. It should be highlighted that the participant students had 

different experiences and backgrounds of secondary school education since they 

came from different villages in the region. Most of them moved from their previous 
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secondary schools due to the shortage of teaching staff in different subject areas, 

especially in the final year. Since a group interview technique used to generate data 

from students relies on group interactions and dynamics, it is possible that during 

interviews in such context for conflicts to occur within the group due to personalities 

and for a power struggle or disputes of status (Robson, 2002). As I was working in an 

on-going conflict environment, careful consideration was given to the group dynamic, 

ensuring that students would be willing to participate in a discussion with each other 

in the same groups away from their socio-political perceptions and attitudes. 

Therefore, individual students within the groups were selected by the headmaster, as 

he knew the students’ personalities and their characteristics and socio-political 

perspectives. To ensure that this type of sampling does not affect the representation 

of the sample, no other classification was used. For instance, I ensured that students 

should not be excluded because of their socio-political position and participants were 

not chosen according to their academic level or specific educational or social 

background.  

Students were interviewed to explore their knowledge of the English exam of the 

SECE, and its score use. They were also interviewed to explore their perceptions, 

beliefs of characteristics, advantages and disadvantages of the SECE, as well as the 

English language classroom tests and the effect on their language learning motivation 

and strategies. These types of data were used to answer the research question 

regarding teachers’ teaching and assessment strategies, and the question regarding 

the effect of SECE on students’ motivation, learning strategies and outcomes. 
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Table 3: the participant students’ profiles 

The 

participant 

code 

Gender  Specialisation Desired score 

on the SECE  

Desired 

university 

major 

S1 Male  Science Excellent  Engineering 

S2 Female = - Medicine 

S3 = = High score - 

S4 Male Arts High score - 

S5 Female Science  Very good Education - 

English  

S6 = =  Medicine 

S7 = = High score - 

S8 = = - Medical 

Laboratory  

S9 = = - Education - 

English  

S10 = = Very good -  

S11 Male  Arts High score - 

S12 =  Science  Very good - 

S13 =  Arts = - 

S14 =  Science Excellent - 

S15 =  Arts Excellent Law  

5.5 Data-generating methods 

According to the nature and complexity of washback, different data-generation 

instruments were used in this research study: semi-structured and group interview, 

observation and documentary research. These methods of data generation are 

intensively used in washback research studies as being suitable to generate in-depth 

data while researching washback in context (Tsagari, 2009; Wall, 2005; Watanabe, 

2004). The data-generation instruments were used collaboratively to answer each 
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research question and gain a comprehensible view of the washback effect (see Table 

4). Hyland (2002) notes that using a multi-faceted data-generating approach helps to 

overcome the deficiencies of any particular method and offers a way of cross-checking 

data. Further detailed explanations and the justification for the selection and action 

processes of the instruments individually are presented and discussed in the following 

sections. 

Table 4: Data generation instrument used to answer the research question 

 

Research questions Data generation instrument used to 

answer the research question 

To what extent does the Libyan public 

examination of the SECE have an impact on 

motivation, perceptions and attitudes 

towards English language teaching within 

secondary school education? 

Interviews  

Observation  

An analysis of policy documents related to 

testing practices and teachers’ exams 

To what extent does the public examination 

of the SECE influence English language 

teaching, assessment and learning 

strategies in secondary school classrooms 

in the on-going conflict context of Libya? 

Interviews 

Observation  

An analysis of a copy of teachers’ exams 

How does the Libyan public examination of 

the SECE influence the students’ English 

learning outcomes within secondary school 

education? 

Interviews  

Score analysis 

 

These techniques were used with different groups of participants as showed in the 

following figure (Figure 4) that illustrate the research design. 
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Figure 4: the research design 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.5.1 Interviews 

Rubin & Rubin (2005) stated that interviews are usually used to establish people’s 

perspectives about things. This study relies on interviews as the main data-generating 

technique to get rich information from the participants about their perceptions of 

experiences of washback for different reasons. Epistemologically, interviews can be 

considered as the heart of human interaction for producing knowledge and 

emphasising the social context of the research data (Fontana & Frey, 2005; Kvale, 

2008). Hence, interview data were considered as participants’ interpretations of the 

world in which they live. That epistemological point of view is in line with my research’s 

theoretical perspectives. For that, interviews are the most common data-generating 

instrument in empirical research of washback both in general and language education 

(e.g. Andrews et al, 2002; Qi, 2005; Wall, 2005; Wu, 2014). Wall & Horak (2006: 26) 

declared that interviews are the best way “to gather data that would provide deeper 

insights than questionnaires, even if it meant working with fewer participants” in 
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washback research. In addition, interviews are a good opportunity for participants to 

reflect on events where meanings can be immediately clarified and explained. 

Interviews were conducted with teachers, students, inspectors and other participants 

exploring their perceptions, attitudes and experiences of language teaching, testing 

and learning in secondary school education. They were interviewed to reflect on their 

concern about educational operations, processes and outcomes, and the perceived 

changes as a result of their involvement in the reforms of public examination system 

in the research context. 

There are three types of interviews: structured, semi-structured and unstructured 

interviews (Robson, 2011). The semi-structured interview and unstructured interview 

are considered as in-depth interviews since they adopt a flexible design and utilise 

open-ended questions, unlike the structured interview. This flexibility enables 

researchers to be flexible and responsive to the interviewee conversation to obtain 

additional information and clarification to obtain a deep and in-depth understanding of 

the research phenomenon. These interview strategies are often used to unfold 

complex processes through providing a complete picture of what happened in the 

programme and why in the context (Boyce & Neale, 2006). Thus, I used semi-

structured interview techniques to achieve the objective of the research of gaining a 

deep and in-depth understanding of washback in the study context. 

5.5.1.1 Semi-structured interviews 

A semi-structured interview technique was appropriate for this study because it is 

flexible and interactive in nature (Arksey & Knight, 1999; Bryman, 2008). The interview 

is more a guided conversation than a staccato questions and answers session. Such 

kind of interaction was an important aspect when interviewing participants, who have 

a lot of experience in teaching or hold a high position, such as school head teachers, 

inspectors and the representative of the regional Examination Office. The flexibility, in 

which the questions’ sequences, forms and wording can be changed according to the 

participants’ responses and focus, eased the flow of the interaction. It made them feel 

as they were leading the conversation, especially when there was a degree of 

informality between the interviewer and the interviewees. It helped me to get a 

thorough considering all the factors that promote participants’ answers: opinions, 

reasons, feelings and beliefs. Hammersley (2008) argued that such established 

rapport encourages participants to talk freely in ways that can reveal the 
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distinctiveness and complexity of their perspectives that the researcher seeks. The 

interviews were conducted in the mode of face-to-face and one-to-one semi-structured 

interviews. Listening to the interviewees’ voices and observing their physical 

responses is important in interviews. Face-to-face interviews enabled researchers to 

notice the participants’ unobservable aspects such as feelings, thoughts and 

intentions, behaviours, how people have organised meanings with respect to the world 

and their practices within it (Patton, 2002). One-to-one interviews were also important 

in such an ongoing conflict context as they enabled the interviewee to: feel free and 

comfortable, be more willing to discuss any personal factor relevance to the research 

and to discuss their perceptions and attitude of the educational policy and practices, 

including the public examinations.  

The interviews consisted of core and supporting questions to encourage depth and 

detail. These supporting questions were based on the general conceptualisation of the 

existing theoretical knowledge of washback studies to address the research questions 

and the aims of the research. I identified prior’ themes from reviewing the literature 

(e.g. Burrows, 2004; Weir, 2005; Wu, 2014; Yang, 2013) with the key themes of my 

research aim and questions to build the interview guide themes (see Appendix 3). The 

interview guide questions and prompts made it even easier to encourage extensive 

responses in depth and for the data to be thematically transcribed, categorised, and 

then interpreted. There were different areas of focus with teachers as a group and 

school head teachers, inspectors, the representative of the regional Examination 

Office and the head of the English inspection office as another group of participants 

(see Appendix 4). However, all of the interview questions were based on five main 

areas: perceptions of the assessment practices in an education context; the SECE of 

the English language subject (characteristics, advantages and disadvantages); 

perceptions and attitudes towards the effect of the SECE on teachers, students and 

educational practices; English learning outcomes; and finally, the general score use 

of the SECE and the English language subject in particular. 

Legard et al. (2003) recommend that researchers should have potential contact with 

the intended sample in two stages: at the initial point of contact asking them to 

participate in the interview; and another time to contact the respondents to determine 

a convenient time and place for them to conduct the interview. I had contact with some 

participants as inspectors and the representative of the Examination Office to organise 
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the interview time and place as well as to discuss the process of signing the consent 

form. However, the interviews with the other participants of the study were organised 

after I met them in the study context after I changed the original plan. I had met the 

participants to explain the nature of the research project and my intention to interview 

them. A copy of the research prior themes was given to participants to get an overview 

of the kind of topics which would be discussed in the interview. The choice of the place 

and time to conduct the interviews was given to the participant to ensure that the 

interviews could run smoothly. The interviews were introduced by “a briefing” (Kvale, 

2008, p.56) in which each participant was informed about the aims of the research, 

research procedures, the use of an audio recorder and participants’ rights. The 

interviews lasted approximately forty-five minutes and all interviews were audio-

recorded. The interviews were conducted in a safe, quiet and comfortable place to 

encourage informal interaction. It was long enough to make them feel that their 

discussion was being taken seriously. Due to my relationship with some participants, 

some interviews lasted up to one hour with teachers and inspectors as participants 

shared a lot of stories and memories. The Arabic language was used to conduct all 

interviews so that I ensured that the interviewees could express their feelings freely 

without any language barrier and to ensure that there was no misunderstanding 

between myself and the interviewees. Arabic was also used to avoid the hindrance of 

having to speak English in front of me. Such a decision was made to build a rapport 

with the focus of the research on washback on teaching and learning rather than to 

judge their English ability. That was important in this context since the interview 

language was one of the basic enquiries when I sought participation in the research. 

The discussions involving the personal experiences of the participants in this study 

were facilitated by using Arabic as the medium of communication. 

5.5.1.2 Group interviews 

At the preparation stage of the data-generation instruments, I planned a focus group 

with the participant students. I had used the focus group technique when piloting the 

data generating instruments (more details in 5.6). However, the participant students 

had difficulties sustaining the discussion in the focus group during the research’s 

actual data generation process. Since it was their first time experiencing such a 

technique, they were confused regarding my role as a researcher in a focus group. 

Although I had explained the techniques several times so that they could sustain the 
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discussion, they had difficulties in doing so. They told me that I needed to contribute 

to the discussion with them to be able to sustain the discussion. Therefore, I decided 

to switch the technique to a group interview. The group interview is a type of interview 

in which a researcher simultaneously discusses one phenomenon with two people or 

more (Patton, 2002; Robson, 2002). It was mentioned that group interview could be 

used if there was not much time to collect information individually when interviewees 

are cooperative with each other, as in my case (Creswell, 2007). The participant 

students knew each other as they were taught by the same teachers. Therefore, a 

participant can fill in details that the other has omitted and elaborate on each other 

(Gray, 2004; Patton, 2002; Punch, 2013). The researcher can gain a better 

understanding of the situation through the interpretation of the group interaction and 

elicitation (Berg, 2009). 

I conducted three pre- examination group interviews and one post-examination group 

interview with final year secondary school students. The group interviews were 

conducted with the students before undertaking the public examination and one group 

interview conducted with some students after that. The pre-examination group 

interviews were conducted in the school.  The interview was based on the knowledge 

of the SECE (characteristics), the perceived advantages, disadvantages and score 

use, the focus of English language teaching and learning in the classroom, classroom 

assessment focus and practice, and their relation to the SECE and learning outcomes. 

All pre-examination interviews lasted 45 minutes as planned. With the aim that 

participant students would not need to miss their classes for the interviews, we 

organised the time of the interview at the time when the students did not have classes. 

Since the students had not got teachers in some subjects and because of some 

teachers’ absences, students were available to conduct the pre-examination group 

interviews on the same day. At that time, although the town where I conducted my 

study was safe and away from the conflict, several teachers who come from other 

towns were absent for their classes.  Those teachers had had difficulties with 

transportation to reach their classes, however, the post-examination interview was 

conducted only with some students in another place as the students finished the 

school and joined different colleges. The post-examination interview was basically a 

reflection on their performance in the SECE with regard to their experience of 

classroom English language teaching and learning strategies and practices. In 
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addition, students were asked to reflect on the difference between their perceptions in 

the pre-examination and post-examination interviews. All interviews were audio-

recorded, underpinned by written field notes, both of which offered the opportunity to 

check and listen to the interviewees’ utterances many times. 

5.5.2 Observation 

Observation was utilised in this research to collect data regarding the nature of the 

classroom teaching and learning strategies and practice. The observation is 

considered as a rich source of data associated with ethnographic methodology and 

case study design in particular since it studies people in their natural context or 

settings. Robson (2002) described observation as the most appropriate technique for 

getting directly at real-world life in natural settings to record people’s actions, 

behaviours and interactions in order to obtain a detailed narrative of social or 

educational settings or events. Through analysing and interpreting generated data, the 

researcher can situate people’s behaviour within their own socio-cultural context 

(Gary, 2004; Hennink et al., 2011). This gives observation a high level of authenticity 

that is rare in other techniques. In washback research, the inclusion of observation as 

a data-generating technique is of great importance since examinations are described 

as situated practice. The use of classroom observations to generate detailed 

descriptive data is important to understand the complexity of teaching and learning 

practices and related factors. It is also important to support the findings from other 

data-generating methods for all the research questions (Bailey, 2001; Watanabe, 

2004). Wall & Alderson (1993: 65) argued that direct observation of the classroom 

practices is required in order to contextualise incomprehensible responses and inform 

interviews. In this study, observation is used with semi-structured individual and group 

interviews.  

Another important reason for using observation is that it enabled me not only to 

establish the presence of washback but also the absence of predicted types of test 

effects. The observation enabled consideration of unintended as well as intended 

washback through identifying the intention of the teachers and/or learners underlying 

their behaviours in their classrooms. Observation gave me the opportunity to discover 

issues that participants were not willing to mention in the interview. It also enabled me 

to note routine actions among people in the context to inform certain effects and their 

impact on the classroom context. (Robson, 2011) stated that data obtained from 
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observation should serve as supplementary to substantiate information generated by 

means of interviews. 

The observation schedule used in this study was adopted from Shih (2009). It was 

used to observe aspects of interest in the research questions, such as interaction and 

talk about testing and assessment, type of activity and exercises, and the use of 

textbooks (see Appendix 5). This adoption of the instrument from a previous study can 

ensure credibility through the adoption of well-established research methods (more 

discussion in 5.9.1.1). Field notes, along with observation and visits to the school, were 

used to interpret the generated data. Bailey (1996) described field notes as the prop 

of generating and analysing field data as it develops an analytical process and gives 

an opportunity to record any emerging variable of the phenomenon in the research 

context. 

From the different role of the observer mentioned in the literature (participant-as-

observer, observer-as-participant and complete observer), I took the role of a complete 

observer. In the complete observer role, the observer takes no part in the session or 

activity; only observes and records field notes when it is possible. I took this role to 

reduce the reactivity aspect of the observation by minimising intrusion and avoiding 

interference with the interaction patterns of the observees in the setting of the study. 

Although the teachers agreed to audio-record their classes, they were very anxious 

about doing it. Their agreement signalled appreciation for the researcher and his work 

as well as their trust in him. However, I did not audio-record the classes to avoid 

disrupting the naturalness of the setting and the participants. After the observations, I 

tended to open up an informal discussion about points that had come to my attention 

to gain clarification and explanations from the observees regarding the classroom 

event and practices. That information from the discussions was also recorded as part 

of the field notes.  

During the first time of data collection, I could not conduct any observation as schools 

ended up closing due to the conflict, because of transportation difficulties due to the 

shortage of motor vehicle fuel. Therefore, I travelled again to conduct a direct physical 

presence observation. I observed six classes for the teachers for one week (three 

classroom periods each). The observation included the inspector’s visit to the 

teachers’ classes. That was to observe the type of comments and advice that 

inspectors gave to teachers and how that could affect teachers’ practices. This data 
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helped to examine the connections between inspectors’ and teachers’ perceptions and 

attitudes towards assessment policy and its impact on their classroom language 

teaching practices to answer the first research question. Observation data about the 

students was also used to answer the second research question of the public 

examination policy and practice on the students’ learning strategies and practices. 

5.5.3 Documentary research  

Documents play an explicit role in any data collection in doing case study research 

(Yin, 2009). The overall value of documents enables them to provide substantial 

support for the interpretation of interviews and observational data that enhance the 

study with evidence. Creswell (2005) indicates that documents can be used as an 

independent method for generating data in research. However, Denscombe (2003), 

as well as Cohen et al. (2011), argue that with careful analysis and interpretation, it 

could also be treated as a supplementary instrument to help find accurate answers to 

the research questions. Thus, I used this technique both as an independent technique 

to achieve triangulation and as a supplementary technique to clarify responses and 

practices. Wall & Alderson (1993) argued that the analysis of documents, such as 

textbooks, teacher-devised materials, examination records and student portfolios, can 

provide further evidence of classroom teaching and learning practices. It also helps to 

contextualise any incomprehensible responses from interviews in the analysis. The 

analysis of classroom-based tests and public examinations and other policy 

documents is conducted to minimise the research bias and get in-depth 

insight/explanation of the phenomenon and to ensure trustworthiness of the generated 

data through triangulation. 

During data generating, I was able to gain different documents that have a direct or 

indirect relationship to the classroom assessment and the SECE from different 

participants. For instance, I obtained samples of the teachers’ classroom tests and the 

school periodical tests. I also obtained a sample of the English language exam of the 

SECE from participants. These samples were used to examine the relationship and 

the effect of the public examination on the teachers’ classroom testing, which could be 

considered as a sign of washback. Other documents collected were the teachers’ 

evaluation forms, textbook teaching plans, students’ assessment criteria and a copy 

of the teacher development courses. These documents were used to give a clear 

explanation of different practices of the practitioners and students. Such explanations 
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give more description of the contextual data, which characterise the social aspects of 

the research framework which helps in the analysis, understanding and interpretation 

of the generated data.   

Moreover, documents about the rate of success in public examination in recent years 

were also collected. This helped me to perceive the effects of implementing the recent 

public examination system on the overall school students’ results in the study context. 

These statistics were compared with the data generated from the teachers’ and 

inspectors’ perceptions about the achievements of the school-leavers students. These 

two steps can be used to identify any impact of assessment on students’ results and 

tracing perceptions about their language learning outcomes as shown in the following 

table. 

Table 5: The type of documents collected to generate data 

Document collected Data analysed 

A sample of the English language exam of 

the SECE 

The content of the exam 

The focus of the exam 

Samples of the teachers’ classroom tests 

and the school periodical tests 

The content of the exam 

The focus of the exam 

Teachers’ evaluation forms The focus of the policy in the evaluation 

School English language textbook content 

and teaching plans 

The content and its relationship to the 

SECE 

The focus of the plan 

The aimed level of English language ability 

 

 

 

Students’ assessment criteria 

The credit of the final exam towards the 

overall score 

The credit of language skills towards the 

overall score 

The credit of classroom work towards the 

overall score 

The credit of classroom-based 

assessment towards the overall score 

A copy of the teacher development 

courses 

Areas of concern 

Areas of development 

Given solutions for practice  

Documents about the rate of success in 

public examination in recent years 

The statistical record of the overall school 

students’ achievements in public 

examination  
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5.5.4 The researcher’s diary 

The researcher’s diary represents the researcher’s personal experience of the 

research process. It offers data about the methodological decisions made on a daily 

basis and the reasons for making them or as needed. It also records a variety of 

information about self and method. The importance of such diaries was emphasised 

by different researcher methodology writers (e.g. Borg, 2001; Finlay, 2003; Finlay & 

Gough, 2003). In the current study, the research diary was used for reflection, which 

helped to deepen my understanding of different aspects of the research processes. 

I kept my own diary to record the difficulties and issues which occurred during the 

process of data generation. I also recorded the methodological decisions and the 

motive behind them during the research process. The diary contained a detailed 

chronological record of days and it also contained a description of the classes 

observed, and the research site and field notes of non-verbal communication, such as 

the tone of voice and facial expression (Gray, 2014). I recorded notes about 

participants’ reactions and my impressions of their responses. Keeping a research 

diary assisted me to record my experiences, thoughts and feelings, opinions visible in 

order to be acknowledged in this research how it influences the data generation, 

analysis and interpretation process (see Ortlipp, 2008). These reflections had a 

significant influence on the research findings, which is evident throughout the data. 

5.6 The piloting of the interview questions 

A pilot study is defined as a micro study conducted prior to a planned project (Yin, 

2011). It is used to test aspects of a research design (including refining research 

questions, stimulus data-generation methods, estimating the time and costs) in order 

to allow necessary adjustment before the final commitment to the design (Robson, 

2011).  

I piloted the interview questions in December 2014 with five acquaintances who were 

Libyan students who took MA TESOL at the School of Education and Professional 

Development at the University of Huddersfield. The pilot study was conducted to check 

the clarity of the questions for effective practice in the actual interviews. The 

acquaintances were interviewed through a focus group to pilot the approach to the 

students. The teachers’ interview questions were also piloted by interviewing two of 

the acquaintances who have experience in teaching English at state schools. The pilot 
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focus group and interviews were transcribed and initially analysed using thematic 

qualitative data analysis. The pilot study provided the researcher with an opportunity 

to check the intelligibility and unambiguousness of questions in order to revise, remove 

and add to the questions and sub-questions. The pilot study confirmed that the 

questions were clear, acceptable and answerable. From the pilot study, I perceived 

that 45 minutes was an optimal time for conducting interviews to avoid making 

participants impatient since after that no new information seemed to be obtained from 

them. 

The piloting stage was beneficial for assessing the interview protocol and allowed me 

to familiarise myself with the process involved in carrying out a focus group. I realised 

the difficulties associated with the translation and transcription of the interview data. 

Transcribing the interviews also enabled me to thoroughly understand the data and 

the distinctiveness of each interviewee. Likewise, it enabled me to get the experience 

of dealing with the data such as how to identify and retrieve the perceived significant 

data from the transcript. 

5.7 Issues of ethical consideration  

Research ethics concerns protecting participants involved in a research from 

emotional, psychological and physical harm (Cohen et al., 2011; Silverman, 2010). As 

educational research involves people and their institutions, it was important for this 

research to protect and respect individuals’ identities and practice (Cohen et al., 2011) 

as well as sites. As dealing with these issues was a priority in this study, the Ethical 

Guidelines for Educational Research (2011) from the British Education Research 

Association (BERA), as well as the Code of Ethics for the International Language 

Testing Association, were used as the benchmark for the ethical processes in this 

research study. Language testers developed the Code of Ethics for the International 

Language Testing Association to offer satisfactory ethical behaviour when researching 

language testing, especially when it includes test-takers – participant students in my 

case. The principles of the code highlight the importance of considering all relevant 

ethical principles embodied in public guidelines when undertaking any research. For 

that, the two codes guided the research study. The following section discusses the 

ethical issues, taking into consideration acceptance and consent, access to the 

research site, confidentiality, anonymity and safety.  
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5.7.1 Acceptance and informed consent 

From the beginning, the participants in this research were clearly informed of the 

purpose and the significance of the research study to the context. Cohen et al. (2011) 

and Creswell (2007) reported that such action encourages participants to give 

comprehensive responses and consequently increases the reliability and validity of 

the research findings. The participants were given an abstract of the objective and the 

focus of the research. One of the teachers asked about the nature of the questions 

which would be asked in the interview before they gave their consent. Therefore, I 

gave them a copy of the themes of the interview guide but not the interview questions. 

That decision was made to be able to get the data in the most honest and complete 

format. The participants were also informed about my plan to record the interviews for 

personal reference. Consequently, all participants signed a consent form before giving 

any information or documents related to the research as recommended by Bryman 

(2008). I adopted the University of Huddersfield consent form for my study (see 

Appendix 6). They were also verbally informed of their right to withdraw from the 

research at any time and that I would understand and respect their decision without 

the necessity to give reasons behind that. In that case, all their given information would 

be erased. However, none of the participants highlighted an intention to withdraw from 

the study. 

5.7.2 Access to the research site 

It is important for researchers to get the required consent and permission to access 

the research site to legitimate the data generation process (Aldridge & Levine, 2001; 

Bell, 2014; Gay & Airasian, 2003). Thus, I obtained a consent letter from the education 

authority in the region to reach teachers in their schools and inspectors in their offices. 

First, I gained an official letter from the University of Huddersfield to state the process 

of my research in which I was permitted to collect data procedures. That letter was 

directed to the Cultural Affairs Bureau within the Libyan Embassy in the UK, to issue 

a further authorisation letter to be used for the Secretariat of Education in the region 

where the research was conducted. Then, the regional educational authority issued a 

letter to the schools where the study was conducted (see Appendix 7: a, b & c). The 

same letter was used with other participants such as the inspection office participants 

and assessment office. 
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5.7.3 Confidentiality 

Confidentiality deals with the protection of the participants’ rights to privacy at the 

beginning of the research to gain the participants’ trust. Confidentiality encourages 

participants to speak openly and in good conscience (Simons, 2009). Thus, I ensured 

and guaranteed all participants that the data collected would be confidential and only 

used for research purposes. Since I conducted interviews with teenage students, 

confidentiality was an important aspect for them, so that they were willing to talk about 

their actual perceptions of the classroom testing and teaching practices. Therefore, I 

ensured that their information would not be accessed by their teachers and other 

participants in the context, although it would be anonymised and used for research 

purposes. Practically, as the interview data was electronically recorded and 

transcribed, it was securely stored in a personal protected computer with password 

access. The field notes, observation sheets and other documents were kept filed in a 

secure place with anonymous references. 

5.7.4 Anonymity  

In terms of anonymity, the researcher ensured that participants’ real names were not 

published in the research or transcripts. The participants were given numbers to be 

used in the research, such as P1 and P2 etc., whereas the teachers were numbered 

using T1 and T2. The students were given a different number strategy, using S1 and 

S2, etc. I also ensured that no information would be used which could lead to the 

identification of the research site. I also guaranteed the protection and privacy of the 

information access. 

5.7.5 Safety  

Safety concerns the avoidance of causing physical or emotional harm to participants 

(Fontana & Frey, 2005). In this research, safety was carefully considered on different 

levels: the physical and emotional protection from harm as well as the safety of the 

participant position and status. First, as the region was undergoing an armed conflict, 

making appointments for interviews was based on safe access, time and the place for 

both me and participants. That was to avoid the violent areas and ensure the physical 

safety of myself and the participants. Working in an ongoing conflict environment, such 

as Libya, brings further issues to be taken into consideration to ensure safety. Due to 

the demographic social construction of the study context, the participants’ social 
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identities cannot be ignored, especially their socio-political perspectives. As the Libyan 

context was still in a state of flux following the conflict of 2011, careful consideration 

was given to the dynamic of the students’ group interviews. The sample selection 

aimed to ensure the physical and emotional safety of participants, as mentioned in 

section 5.5.4. The decision of the choice of the students within the group interviews 

was also made for safety purposes.  As explained in the sampling section (5.4), as the 

headmaster knew the students personally and their characteristics and socio-political 

perspectives, he made sure to avoid engaging those who could lead the discussion to 

a volatile situation. As a researcher, I treated all participants with dignity and respect 

without any regard to their ideas and political beliefs. 

Regarding the safety of position, I assured that the generated data would not be 

handed to or used by any official or unofficial authority which could negatively affect 

their status or practices of the participants at any level and under any conditions. In 

addition, I ensured that the participants’ attitudes, perceptions and problems would not 

be mentioned to the other participants or discussed with anyone else. 

5.8 Data analysis 

Qualitative data analysis and interpretation aim to make sense of ample amounts of 

data in a framework in order to explain and present the findings that the data reveal. 

It is a systematic process whereby we search and arrange data in order to increase 

our understanding of the data, and to enable us to present what has been learned to 

others (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Maxwell, 2005). Qualitative data analysis and 

interpretation is a challenging task in the research process. The process of all 

qualitative data analysis involves organising and reducing the data, synthesising 

information, identifying significant and/or important patterns and relationships, 

theorising about how and why the relationships appear as they do, and reconnecting 

the new knowledge with what is already known (Given, 2008). These processes can 

be used to develop theories, create explanations or pose new questions or direction 

in the field. As the qualitative data is usually generated over a period of time, that 

requires starting the process of data analysis simultaneously with the data generation. 

This helps researchers to reduce the overload of data and offers the opportunity to 

become more familiar with the data. It also enables classification of significant themes 

that can be explored further in the remaining time of data generation. 
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Since the interview questions and observation schedule were built on a pre-theme, the 

generated data is thematic in nature. Therefore, I used thematic analysis as the 

analytic procedure to interpret the data of this study. Silverman (2010) defined the 

theme as a pattern found in the data information that describes and organises the 

possible observations or interprets features of the phenomenon. Thematic analysis 

procedures have been defined through different steps or processes by different 

researchers. For instance, Braun & Clarke (2006) identified six phases of thematic 

analysis: the familiarisation with your data; generating initial codes; searching for 

themes; reviewing themes; defining and naming themes; and producing the report. 

Ary et al. (2010) described thematic analysis in three main steps: organising and 

familiarising; coding and reducing; and interpreting and representing. I adopted the 

process of Ary et al. (2010) as it is an inclusive classification. It helped me to work 

flexibly to generate initial themes and then to reduce and categorise to identify the 

codes, and to develop and revise my work with reference to the other described 

process of data analysis (e.g. Creswell, 2007; Flick, 2014; Marshall & Rossman, 2006; 

Maxwell, 2005). These processes are discussed in detail in the following section.   

5.8.1 Familiarising and organising 

The first stage of thematic analysis began with familiarisation with the data through 

listening repeatedly to ensure data can easily be retrieved and identify other data of 

great importance and value for the data analysis process (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). 

Preferably, transcriptions should be made of all data, including tape-recorded 

interviews (Guest et al., 2012). Therefore, I transcribed all interviews with teachers, 

teachers’ inspectors, head teachers, head of English language subject units of the 

inspection office and the representative of the Examination Office. Transcribing the 

data by myself has helped me to recall the memory of the interviews’ context and 

generates initial codes and patterns within the interview data and other data-

generation methods such as field notes.  

Transcription was conducted in two stages: transcribing the audio record in Arabic and 

translating the transcript into English. The first stage was transcribing the audio 

records in the original language used in the interview (Arabic). I decided to transcribe 

the whole of the recorded interviews and not to summarise them by considering only 

the words, sentences or other utterances related to the focus of the questions. This 

process started during the data-generation time. Before starting the second stage of 
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translation, the interview transcripts were verified with the participants to ensure its 

reflection of the participants’ responses during the interviews since the plausibility, 

sturdiness and confirmability of meanings have to be ensured in such a process. For 

those whose interviews had not been transcribed during the time of the data 

generation, the transcription was sent to them via email to check it. All participants 

confirmed the consistency between their original ideas and the transcripts.  

The second stage was the translation. In spite of my experience in translation and 

interpretation, the translation was not an easy task where pragmatic knowledge of the 

social use of words was very complicated; it was important to identify the original 

meaning of the words and its meaning in the translation. For instance, the participants 

used the word “مساعدة” [help] with different meanings in different situations in this study. 

In teaching and learning, it meant [to facilitate/to ease] whereas in the assessments it 

was referring to [cheating]. Therefore, I adopt the literal translation of the meaning. I 

translated the meaning from Arabic into the appropriate meaning in English in order to 

achieve equivalence in meanings as much as possible in order to convey the message 

clearly. Translating accurately is an ethical responsibility, as well as important for the 

validity of the data. Occasionally, I complemented or replaced concepts, which could 

not be translated exactly from Arabic to English as the equivalence or precise meaning 

does not exist. This process is known as “transliteration” (Regmi et al., 2010). I 

reviewed the translation repeatedly to be sure of achieving the most accurate meaning 

and highlighted some chunks as important. For the credibility of the translation, I used 

the member-check techniques to validate translation. For confidentiality of the data, I 

gave separate parts of different interviews, but not the complete interviews, to a friend 

who is trustworthy and a specialist in English – Arabic translation to check these 

translated parts, especially those highlighted as important. This process was done 

conversely (English to Arabic and Arabic to English). A high level of compatibility was 

found between the interpretations. I read each written transcript several times in order 

to immerse myself in the data and to seek a better overall understanding of the whole 

contexts. The member check gave some advice to take into consideration in different 

aspects of the translation process. Although those processes were time-consuming, I 

did that for three reasons. The first reason was to ensure that the whole picture of the 

context of each episode of the interview was kept original and clear. The second 

reason was to use some parts of the two versions to check the meaning by member 
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check, especially the used episodes. Finally, the process enabled me to live with the 

data set, familiarising myself by grasping data and organising it. 

Dörnyei (2007) used the term of the “pre-coding” stage of qualitative analysis and 

described it as a simultaneous step in the transcription process. Therefore, I started 

writing my general comments and notes about initial thoughts and interesting issues 

that were emerging from the data in the margins. All these strategies were the 

beginning of creating codes, sub-codes and themes. 

5.8.2 Coding and reducing 

The beginning of creating initial codes occurred through different processes of the 

research. Basically, this initial analysis occurred between interviews as part of the 

basic preparation procedure before meeting other participants. Maxwell (2005) argues 

that researchers should begin data analysis immediately after finishing the first 

interview or observation and continue to analyse the data as long as they are working 

on the research. This enabled me to become familiar with the data so as to classify 

significant themes that can be explored further in the remaining time of data 

generation. I wrote down the important points and ideas that had been discussed in 

each interview, and how these could be developed in the next interviews. At the same 

time, I kept track of categories or patterns emerging from the data with brief 

descriptions and identification of possible relationships, trying to create initial codes in 

Word files (see Appendix 8). 

Creswell (2007) identifies five phases for coding process; reducing the data into 

meaningful fragments, naming these fragments into codes, categorising the codes into 

themes, and making comparisons between themes, and displaying the final themes. I 

followed a similar pattern in coding my research data. As explained earlier, the 

beginning of the coding process was incorporated into the transcription and translation 

process. I highlighted the important and meaningful segments in relation to the 

phenomenon under study in the transcript and noted down my own comments. These 

codes were generated about a word, a phrase, sentence or sentences, or a paragraph. 

Finally, the codes were categorised and finally defined, described and re-written until 

I was assured of their appropriateness and interrelatedness.  

Identifying themes involves organising different codes into potential themes and 

grouping all the relevant coded data and extracts within the identified themes. 
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Essentially, this process was the start of grouping and combining different codes to 

form an overarching theme (Braun & Clarke, 2006). I combined some codes that 

carried the same idea and compared these codes that had different ideas to identify 

themes as showed in Table 6. Some of these codes were grouped according to the 

research pre-themes identified based on the review of research on washback research 

and the research’s theoretical framework. Other emergent themes were categorised 

based on the interpretation of data segments. In this process, it is important to ensure 

that thematic data fit together meaningfully and distinctively across the identified 

themes.  

Table 6: The research themes, codes and sub-codes 

 

 
Curriculum, assessment and pedagogy 

 
  The curriculum and assessment alignment 
  The power of public examination policy 
  The curriculum and timetable   
  Motivation and assessment policy 
  o The SECE ‘s score use 

 
The SECE assessment in practice 
 
  Perceptions and attitudes towards the SECE approach 

 
  o Public examination administration 

  o Grading in public examination 

  o Policy implementation 

  Evaluation of the SECE approach 

 
Classroom experiences  
 
  Teaching strategies 

 
  o Teacher-centred approach 

  o Grammar Translation Method 

  Classroom activities 
  o Teaching to the test 
  Assessment strategies 

 
  o Enhancing students’ performance 

  o Eliminating cheating 

  o Teachers lack of language assessment literacy 

  o Self-protection 

  Learning strategies 
 

  o Translating the textbook 

  o Engaging in test preparation activities 

  o Rote-learning  

  o Developing coping strategies 

English learning outcomes 
  The candidates SECE score 

  The Level of English language knowledge and ability 
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5.8.3 Interpreting and representing 

In the final process of the thematic analysis, I reviewed and refined themes until they 

captured the coded data and the extracts. At the end of this stage, I had a sense of 

how to fit themes together in order to tell and discuss their story in relation to the 

research questions. This is evident in the following chapters (Chapters six, seven and 

eight). My research journal was used to record my reflection on the research process 

and the collected data was an important analysis tool in this study. I was constantly 

involved in an analytical process of both direct interpretation and categorical 

aggregation as Stake (1995) recommended. 

5.1 Trustworthiness 

In response to the criticism made by positivist researchers, the terminology 

“trustworthiness” is used in interpretivist research as an equivalent measurement of 

the concepts of validity and reliability in positivism (Guba, 1981; Shenton, 2004; 

Silverman, 2001). The term was developed to show the differences between positivism 

and naturalistic research. Guba (1981) constructs four criteria that should be 

considered to ensure trustworthiness in qualitative research compared with the 

concepts in positivist research: 

1- Credibility (internal validity) 

2- Transferability (external validity/generalisability) 

3- Dependability (reliability) 

4- Confirmability (objectivity) 

Trustworthiness criteria can be functionalised through different strategies and 

considerations within the research process. To decrease threats to trustworthiness, I 

employed different strategies that assisted me to authentically present research 

findings in the meaningful way described by the participants in this study. Guba’s four 

criteria are discussed in the following section to explain the different strategies used 

throughout the research process to ensure trustworthiness. 

5.1.1 Credibility 

Credibility refers to the processes that attempt to determine that a true picture of 

participants’ views of the phenomenon under scrutiny is being presented (Erlandson 

et al., 1993). Different techniques can be utilised to establish confidence that those 
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views of the participant have accurately recorded the phenomenon under scrutiny. 

This study used techniques such as the adoption of well-established research 

methods, prolonged engagement, triangulation, member checks and a thick 

description of the phenomenon under scrutiny. This section discusses some of these 

techniques that are relevant to this study. 

5.1.1.1  The adoption of well-established research methods  

Yin (2013) recognises the importance of incorporating specific procedures and the 

methods of data collection from those that have been successfully utilised in previous 

comparable projects. Therefore, I considered some pre-themes from different 

research with a similar focus and characteristics to the study context to guide the 

overall research techniques for the data-generation process. Some of the themes of 

the interview guides were adopted from previous research (e.g. Burrows, 2004; Wu, 

2014; Yang, 2013) and developed to suit my research aims and context. In addition, 

the observation schedule was adopted from Shill’s (2009) research 

5.1.1.2 Prolonged engagement 

Prolonged engagement refers to developing an early familiarity with the culture of 

participating organisations to establish a relationship of trust between the researcher 

and participants before the first data collection dialogues take place. It can enable 

researchers to be aware of the cultural/social setting and thus help in understanding 

and interpreting misinformation introduced by distortion (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  As a 

result of my work experience in the region of the research context, I had quite good 

experience with the school education system in general and within the region. I took 

into consideration Silverman’s (2000) argument of the need to be aware of the 

influence of such a relationship on my own interpretation of washback in the context.  

I also developed a good trust relationship with participating practitioners, and I was in 

contact with them before and during the whole period of data generation. This 

engagement entailed contact with those participants before and after conducting the 

interviews and even after I travelled back to the UK. Most of them offered for me to 

contact them if I needed any further help or explanation regarding my data.  

5.1.1.3 Triangulation  

Triangulation is considered as one of the great strengths of qualitative research in 

which evidence can be collected by using multiple or different data generation sources 
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and instruments (Rowley, 2002; Stake, 2005). Concerning this case study research, 

triangulation was attained by combining three different data collection instruments 

(interviews, observation and document research) and different data sources of 

information (e.g. students, teachers, inspectors and documents). These methods and 

sources provided rich data that allowed sufficiently deep understanding and insightful 

interpretations on the washback effect in the context. Credibility was also enhanced 

through minimising the potential distortion that could be elicited from the use of a single 

data source by comparing data obtained from different sources and instruments. This 

provided different perceptions and practices which offer opportunities to clarify 

meanings and enhance getting a deeper insight into the washback phenomenon. 

5.1.1.4 Member-checking 

A copy of the transcripts was taken back to the participants to check if they represented 

the ideas they mentioned in their interviews. They were satisfied with the accuracy of 

the transcribed interviews. Besides, different parts from different translated 

transcriptions were checked by a specialised friend for its accuracy as discussed 

earlier (section 5.8.1). This process has been done conversely (English to Arabic & 

Arabic to English). A high level of concordance was found between the translations. 

The constructive feedback that were offered by participants, my research supervisors 

and colleagues were welcomed and taken into consideration during the whole of the 

research process to refine research methods, enhance the rigour of the research 

design and to strengthen the research arguments. Other feedback and discussion 

from my contribution in conferences were also valuable in strengthening the research 

arguments (see Appendix 11). 

5.1.2 Transferability 

Generalisability is still a matter of argument in qualitative research. Hammersley et al. 

(2000) demonstrated an argument emphasising the importance of identifying the 

contextual factors that impinge on the case in naturalistic research which could make 

generalisability impossible. However, Stake (2005) suggests that while a case may be 

unique, it is also an example of a broader group context. Therefore, the prospect of 

transferability should not be immediately rejected. Others (e.g. Shenton, 2004) seem 

to come in between where they mentioned that applying the transformability approach 

is possible with high attention and consideration of the specific contextual factors. 
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Transferability can be achieved through different techniques, such as thick description, 

purposive sampling and maintaining a reflexive journal to support transferability. This 

study provided sufficient details of the research context to enable readers making a 

decision whether the prevailing context is similar to another familiar situation and are 

able to justify whether findings can be applied to the other setting (Denscombe, 2010; 

Erlandson et al., 1993; Hammersley, 2008). Therefore, thick descriptions that contain 

details of the interrelationships and intricacies of the study context, where the 

participants lived and constructed their experience, as well as sufficient detailed 

descriptions of the techniques of generating data were presented to facilitate 

judgements to be made about the research findings’ transferability. In addition, a 

detailed description of each step of the research methodological perspective of the 

research process was described. The research diary of the data collection part can be 

considered as a reflexive journal that assists in the achievement of transferability. It 

contained data about the daily agenda of the study, a personal diary of what 

happened, the methodological decisions made and the reasons for making them, and 

any speculation about insights researchers collect and a record of any methodological 

decisions and their rationales.  

5.1.3 Dependability  

Dependability is concerned with researchers’ responsibilities for making certain that 

the findings of the study can be repeated with the same or similar participants. It can 

be achieved through keeping a detailed record of the process and decisions about the 

research (Creswell, 2012; Denscombe, 2010; Yin, 2013).  With respect to the 

subjectivity of interpretivist research, it has been argued that because of the close 

interrelationship between credibility and dependability, ensuring the former could be 

expanded in confirming the latter in practice (Hammersley, 2005; Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). However, dependability may be achieved using overlapping of data collection 

methods and sources, as discussed earlier. It could also be addressed through 

adopting the prototype model of research design in which the processes of the study 

should be reported in detail. Thereby, that would enable future researchers to repeat 

the work, if not necessarily to gain the same results. Those techniques go in line with 

my practice of the use of the thick description, data triangulation and well-established 

research techniques addressed in earlier parts.  
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5.1.4 Confirmability  

The concept of confirmability refers to the process that should be undertaken to help 

ensure that the presented findings reflect the ideas and experiences of the participant, 

rather than the preferences and characteristics of the researcher (Patton, 2005). 

Confirmability enhances transferability since there is no transferability if there is no 

credibility available. Therefore, the role of triangulation in promoting such confirmability 

must be emphasised to reduce the effect of investigator bias in the study. The pilot 

study was conducted to ensure the participants in the sample would be capable of 

answering the interview questions without being misunderstood as well as to ensure 

that the generated data is suitable for answering the research questions.  

To this end, researchers should acknowledge and report all their beliefs and 

perception that influence their decisions about their research strategies than other 

approaches in their contexts, and explain and admit the weaknesses in these 

strategies. I used a reflective diary, as explained earlier in detail (section 5.5.4).  

5.2  My role as a researcher 

The role of the researcher involves integrity, sensitivity, honesty and fairness in terms 

of data generation and analysis (Silverman, 2010). Miles & Huberman (1994) 

highlighted that one of the principles for confirmability is the extent to which 

researchers admit their own predispositions. Adding to my position as a researcher, I 

am known by all participants, except students, as a former secondary school teacher 

of English language and a teacher educator and trainer in the study context. Therefore, 

I have a number of shared experiences with the participants, which define me as an 

insider researcher. Being an insider researcher can be an advantage due to my 

knowledge of and experience of the research context. Ryan (2011) stated that insider 

knowledge provided researchers with a “surplus of seeing” (p. 642) and make them 

highly informative than of being an outsider. As a researcher, I was fully aware that 

such knowledge, personal experience and preconceived ideas also had the potential 

to affect the interpretation of data and introduce bias. Therefore, I was aware of the 

relevance of such a role to the research since the beginning of this research. 

Accordingly, different critical scrutiny was employed to minimise this effect, such as 

undermining power. Mainly, I tried to be flexible, objective, empathetic and persuasive. 
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For instance, I chose to be open to equalising the relationship and being a good 

listener. During the interview, I ensured that the participants took enough time to speak 

openly without being forced to talk about certain points. I showed interest in listening 

to participants and explained to them how valuable their experience was to me in my 

research and in my work. Within this role, I adopted an outsider perspective in order 

to look at things with critical fresh eyes, especially since I have been away from the 

profession of school education for a while and significant changes have happened in 

the educational system after the civil war in 2011. Rabe (2003) declared that an 

outsider researcher would have the ability to investigate the phenomenon and notice 

things with ‘new’ eyes than an insider researcher who could consider things as 

granted. An outsider perspective gave me new insight and understanding, and a fresh 

perspective of the practitioners’ experiences of the phenomenon in the context. 

However, it was also important to share some of my experience with the participants 

to show understanding and to build up trust with participants so they were willing to 

share their experiences as Seidman (2006) advised. Therefore, I had to share some 

of my teaching experience if they asked me about a similar situation to what the 

participant had already described in detail.  

Moreover, I also ensured to clarify everything clearly in the data even though that is 

pragmatically and carefully understood. For instance, almost all participants started or 

developed their conversation and responses using the expression “as you know”. They 

tended to rely on my knowledge of the education system and practice by using that 

expression in their speech. However, I was always asking them to clarify the meaning 

of that by asking them “what do you mean by that?” or by saying clearly what they 

meant by that. I was always trying to describe my understanding of the situation clearly 

to elicit agreement on the mutual knowledge between myself and participants.  

In this thesis, therefore, when I am being reflexive, I use the first person “I”, but, when 

I am aiming to assume a more objective position, I use the third person and identify 

myself as “the researcher”. 

5.3 Chapter summary  

This chapter has discussed the philosophical perspectives underpinning the research 

paradigm and approach. It has also outlined the research strategy, the study context 

and design including the sampling techniques, data-generation instruments and data 
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analysis techniques. The chapter has also described the issues of ethical 

considerations, the role of the researcher and the measurement of the study’s 

trustworthiness. 

This study is an interpretive qualitative case study research. The research forms a 

case study since it focuses on investigating the washback of the Libyan SECE on 

perceptions and language teaching and learning strategies and outcomes in a 

particular context. This case study employed interviews as the main data generation 

method. One-to-one semi-structured interviews with the teachers, inspectors, the 

school head teacher and the representative of the Examination Office were conducted. 

A group interview was used to generate data from 15 participant students. Those 

students were interviewed in three groups before they undertook the SECE. Only a 

few of those students were interviewed after they undertook the SECE to reflect on 

their test performance and their perceptions of their language learning outcomes. All 

the interview data was generated in the participants’ first language (Arabic) to ensure 

that the interviewees expressed their feelings and perceptions freely without pressure, 

and to ensure that no misunderstanding happened between myself and the 

interviewees. The data was transcribed in the same interview language (Arabic) and 

subsequently translated into English by the researcher. 

Classroom observation was also used to collect data about the teachers’ and students’ 

classroom practices. The teachers’ and inspectors’ practices were also observed to 

examine the nature and the effect of these practices on the classroom teaching and 

testing practices. Analysing documents related to the research subject was also used 

to generate data to answer the research questions. A sample of SECE and the 

teachers’ classroom-based tests, supplementary materials in classrooms, teachers’ 

training materials, criteria for assessing students and teachers’ evaluation criteria were 

collected. These documents were used to gain in-depth understanding during the 

interviews and to analyse the generated data.   

Thematic data analysis procedures were employed to analyse the research data 

through the identification of codes and themes. The processes of organising and 

familiarising, coding and reducing, and interpreting and representing were discussed 

in this chapter. The ethical issues were also discussed in the perspectives of 

acceptance and informed consent, access to the research site, confidentiality, 

anonymity and safety. Being a language teacher and teacher educator gives me the 
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ability to take on a dual role as a researcher. The experience gives me insider 

knowledge; I have outsider knowledge because I am also a researcher. The study’s 

trustworthiness was also discussed according to the criteria of credibility, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability. 

The following chapters next are going to present the findings in relation to the 

washback effect on teachers and their teaching and assessment practices in the 

classroom. The chapters will provide interpretation and discussion of the data in 

relation to the research questions and the theoretical considerations. 
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6 Chapter Six: participants’ perceptions of washback and the SECE  

This chapter discusses the key issues related to the participants’ perceptions and 

attitudes towards the relationship between the English language curriculum, 

assessment and their classroom practice, and how their experience of this relationship 

yielded the nature and the intensity of washback in the Libyan context. First, it critically 

examines the participants’ perceptions of the English language curriculum, 

assessment and pedagogy practices. It also presents the effect of the assessment 

policy on the secondary school students’ language learning motivation. It also presents 

a discussion of ELT teachers’, inspectors’ and secondary school students’ perceptions 

and attitudes towards the reformed public examination system, and its use for 

assessing the English language learning outcomes in the Libyan education system. It 

should be noted that the ELT inspectors, Examination Office representative and the 

school head teachers are described as “practitioners” in this chapter and the following 

chapters. In the data narrative, they are anonymised by using P1, P2, P3, P4 and P5 

for ethical consideration while teachers are referenced as T1 and T2, and students as 

S1 and S2, etc.  

6.1 Curriculum, assessment and pedagogy policy 

Test design and function have a vital influence on the quality and strategies of teaching 

and learning. Earl (2003) stated that assessment must be aligned with the curriculum 

objectives and teaching strategies as all these processes aim to evaluate the students’ 

achievements of the objectives. Accordingly, assessment can undermine both student 

learning motivation and learning outcomes if it is misaligned with learning objectives 

or instructional strategies. In this study, the findings identified a lack of alignment in 

the planning of English language education related to the connection between the 

curriculum elements (including the objective and the time allocated for teaching the 

curriculum) and public examination policy and focus in Libyan secondary school 

education. This gap was found to affect the participant Libyan ELT teachers’, 

inspectors’ and students’ perceptions about different aspects of language education 

(including curriculum, assessment and practices) as well as their role and educational 

practices in the study context. These perceptions gave insights into the contemporary 

practices of how the participant ELT teachers, practitioners and students experienced 

washback in the Libyan secondary school education.  
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6.1.1 The curriculum and assessment alignment 

The documentary analysis of the SECE test shows that there is a significant gap 

between the objectives of the English language curriculum and what is measured in 

the English public examination. Whereas the ELT curriculum focuses on the teaching 

of English language communicatively to develop students’ language skills, the public 

examination focuses exclusively on assessing grammar and reading comprehension 

(see Appendix 1 and 2). The participant ELT inspectors showed an awareness of this 

lack of alignment. For example, in an interview, one of the inspectors criticised this 

practice as follows: 

In my point of view, the alignment between the input [the curriculum] and 

examination method of the outcomes leads to confusion. Here, I think that each 

of these things goes in its own direction. That means these processes are 

planned and implemented individually, and the relation between curriculum and 

examinations is negative (Interview P4). 

The negative relationship described by P4 in the above comment affected his 

perception and that of the other ELT teachers towards the aim of the English language 

teaching in Libyan school education. The participant teachers and inspectors 

constructed the aim of teaching English at secondary school education level according 

to the public examination focus and away from the pedagogical objectives outlined in 

the curriculum. Since assessing language skills holistically has never been considered 

in the Libyan public examination of secondary school education, the participant 

teachers and inspectors believed that developing English language communicative 

competence was not the aim of teaching English in Libyan secondary schools. They 

claimed that the focus of the English public examination requires secondary school 

students to promote and upgrade their learning of grammar and vocabulary from the 

prescribed textbooks due to its focus on assessing grammar and reading 

comprehension.  

Consequently, the teachers considered the aim of teaching the English language 

textbook was to introduce subject-specific information but not to develop English 

language skills. One of the teachers explained: 

I think this curriculum has been done to prepare students for the next stage 

after finishing secondary school by providing scientific information for students 
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in English language to know the specialised terms in English but not how to use 

them because these terms are not for daily use but for studying at the university 

(Interview T1). 

T1’s perception about the goal of language education was attributed to the focus of 

the public examination as well as the content material of the English language 

curriculum. These perceptions of the participant ELT teachers and practitioners can 

be understood as an awareness of the traditional focus of assessing English language 

learning outcomes through assessing grammar and vocabulary despite the reforms in 

the language curriculum and public examination system that have occurred in the last 

two decades in the Libyan context. The lack of alignment was also found to affect the 

participant Libyan students’ perceptions about the aim of English language education 

in the school context. The research data showed that 10 out of 15 participant students 

(e.g. S1, S3, S9, S12; S2 and S7) had negative perceptions about English language 

education in the school context. They perceived English language use in a social 

context to be completely different from learning English as a school subject since the 

latter did not relate in any meaningful way to the former. For instance, S7 stated: 

There are more challenges and difficulties in learning English subject now 

rather than just learning for developing our English communicative abilities, 

such as studying certain topics in a certain time and with a very specific focus. 

At school, they only focus on teaching the curriculum and doing tests and 

examinations on grammar and reading information [comprehension]. However, 

if we study English as a language, I would have the opportunity to use it whether 

I speak correctly or not that doesn’t matter. The important thing is that the 

person I am talking to is able to understand me (Pre-examination group 

interview 2). 

Another student, S12, said: 

At school, my focus will depend on more than just learning English. I will think 

about how many classes we will take and how we will finish the curriculum; and 

how to get high marks to succeed in the examination. Here, I have to say and 

do everything correctly to succeed; otherwise, there is no benefit from studying 

English at school (Pre-examination group interview 2). 
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In both comments, these students emphasised the significance of studying the 

curriculum for examination rather than as an opportunity to practise the language as 

a means of communication within the school context. As Manjarrés (2005) argued, the 

participants’ perceptions and attitudes towards the value of language education in 

school were resulted from the under-representation of communicative competence, 

especially when only linguistic competence is included in the public examination. The 

participant Libyan secondary school students did not value the development of holistic 

English language skills since the SECE only focused on grammar and vocabulary. 

They perceived the aim of language education in school to be studying the tested 

content items of the curriculum. This perception was based on the focus of the 

examination rather than on classroom practice.  That perception de-valued the 

significance of language education in schools for the participant Libyan students. 

Alderson & Hamp-Lyons (1996) and Qi (2005) emphasised that the perceived function 

and interpretation of the test construct compels teachers to work for the immediate 

goal of raising scores through the focus on linguistic knowledge instead of focusing on 

language use. In this study, the illustrated lack of alignment between the objectives of 

the English language curriculum and the focus on the public examination was a major 

factor influencing the participant Libyan ELT teachers and inspectors, as well as 

school students’ perceptions towards the objectives of English education in general 

secondary schools. 

6.1.2 The power of the public examination policy 

Another finding is the impact of the public examination policy on ELT teachers and 

inspectors. In particular, the study found that the lack of alignment in the planning of 

English language education influenced the participant ELT inspectors’ and teachers’ 

perceptions about their conceptual role within the education system. Whereas the ELT 

teachers and inspectors were required to teach the curriculum communicatively to the 

secondary school students to develop their language knowledge and competence 

(see Appendix 9), the public examination policy only required the teachers to finish 

teaching textbook content according to the curriculum time plan. In other words, the 

public examination policy only demanded to teach students the content of the public 

examination from the curriculum.  According to the representative of the Examination 

Office (P2) and English language inspectors (P1, P3, P4), the main goal of their 

supervision in the final year of secondary school education was to ensure that the 
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teachers finished teaching the curriculum before the end of the academic year. For 

example, the representative of the Examination Office (P2) explained: 

The only specified goal in the education policy is to finish the curriculum. For 

final year teachers, it is not their job to teach what students have missed in the 

previous academic years such as developing students’ spelling and writing 

skills either in Arabic or the subject of English. By doing that, the teachers would 

not be able to finish the textbook because of the time constraint. Then, they 

would be blamed for not doing their job properly as the public examination 

questions related to the whole textbooks (Interview P2). 

P2’s narrative can be understood as reflecting the perception that completion of 

teaching the prescribed textbooks would fulfil the objectives of English teaching in 

secondary education. P2, as an assessment practitioner, prioritised the importance of 

finishing the textbook for final year students over the educational goal of building 

coherent language knowledge for students. This prioritisation demonstrates the power 

of the public examination policy over the pedagogy outlined in the curricula of Libyan 

secondary schools. This power is yielded by the significance of students’ success in 

the public examination when evaluating English language teachers’ and inspectors’ 

proficiency for their career progression within the Libyan context. The participant ELT 

teachers and inspectors considered finishing the English curriculum, even superficially 

for the final year secondary school students, as their main goal in their educational 

practices rather than the development of students’ knowledge and skills. This led the 

participant teachers to experience a dilemma between pedagogical and ethical 

decisions as Spratt (2005) described. They either teach according to the curriculum 

guideline and their own philosophy of language education or teach to the test to enable 

their students to pass exams, especially since the public examination does not 

measure the curriculum comprehensively. Hence, following the intended pedagogical 

practices of a CLT approach integrated into the curriculum it became less important 

for the participant Libyan English school teachers and inspectors than finishing the 

curriculum and preparing for the public examination. Even though the Ministry of 

Education encouraged the Libyan English language school teachers to implement the 

CLT approach, the participant teachers marginalised the use of CLT in their 

classrooms. For instance, the Ministry of Education – in association with the British 

Council – produced a booklet, which was given to English language teachers and 
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inspectors, explaining the difficulties facing teachers in implementing CLT in a 

worldwide context, and how to overcome these difficulties (see Appendix 10). The 

Libyan school ELT teachers and inspectors were supposed to apply some of these 

techniques to integrate CLT into their classroom practice. However, the participant 

teachers considered the CLT approach as incompatible with their context. One of the 

teachers reflecting on the booklet declared: 

I had a look at the booklet, but I feel like it doesn’t work with us. It contains lots 

of philosophical perspectives, which are a waste of time. In the end, the most 

important thing for them (Ministry of Education, inspection office, and the 

school) is to finish the curriculum. If I followed the practices mentioned in that 

handout, I wouldn’t be able to teach a quarter of the curriculum. In that situation, 

I would be the loser because my main objective is to prepare students to focus 

on the things that will be included in the final examination (Interview T2). 

T2’s statement represents a negative view of CLT in comparison with her main duty 

as a teacher of final year secondary school according to the public examination policy. 

This finding implied a conflict in the participant ELT teachers’ and inspectors’ 

perceptions of their conceptual role as a language pedagogical tutor and as an 

assessment policy implementer in the final year of secondary school education in the 

Libyan context. T2 had chosen to prioritise her role towards the implementation of the 

public examination policy since it was the main concern in evaluating her proficiency 

in relation to academic promotions in the context. Although finishing the English 

curriculum for final year students as an assessment policy was not new in the 

education system, the intensity of the focus on that became crucial for the practitioners 

since the implementation of the current public examination system. The head of the 

English inspection unit explained: 

There is no change in the teaching focus, but the only thing that teachers have 

to do now, and should focus on, is finishing the textbook as the questions will 

be inclusive. That means from each section of the book they should take one 

or two questions (Interview P1). 

In his comment, P1 emphasised the intensity of the focus on finishing the textbook in 

relation to the new public examination system compared with the previous system, 

since it covers a wider range of content in the curriculum.  
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The Libyan government’s assessment policy affected not only the ELT teachers’ 

perceptions of their role but also determined their classroom testing approach. 

According to the assessment policy, it is important that SECE candidates understand 

the nature of the examination system and its type of questions in each school subject. 

It compelled teachers to train final year secondary school students in the public 

examination. The Libyan school system explicitly tend to illustrate the importance of 

high-stakes examinations for students and the necessity for them to be trained in 

answering the examination questions through policy directed towards that as Smith 

(1996) argued. In this study, the representative of the regional examination 

department, P2, stated that one of their responsibilities was to ensure that final year 

students are coached on the final examination approach through the inspection office 

and the school administration.  

We emphasise in our supervision of the school teachers through our work with 

the inspection office on completing the textbooks for students in order to 

prepare them for the final examination (Interview P2).  

Consequently, the participant teachers ignored the classroom activities and 

assessment criteria associated with the curriculum and trained their students in a 

select-response format in the classroom-based tests. In the observed classrooms, the 

inspectors (P3 and P4) requested a copy of the teachers’ classroom and periodical 

tests to ensure their compatibility with the public examination approach (T1’s 

observation 3, T2’s observation 2). The school head teacher (P5) was also keen to 

ensure the inclusion of questions from previous public examinations in the periodical 

and classroom tests of the final year students. One of the inspectors, P3, attributed 

the necessity of training the students in the public examination system and questions 

because they differ from the type of questions and activities in the textbooks. Thus, it 

can be argued that the Libyan English language teachers were compelled to teach to 

the test rather than implement the CLT principles explicit in the curriculum.  The public 

examination policy has significantly affected their practices as their professional 

promotion was linked to the teaching and assessment practices attached to the public 

examination policy. 
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6.1.3 Curriculum and timetable 

This study found that the misalignment between the curriculum content and the time 

plan of English language teaching affected the participant Libyan teachers’ and 

students’ perceptions about English teaching and learning in the secondary school 

context. The participant ELT teachers and inspectors perceived the allocated time for 

teaching English language within the education policy to be insufficient to complete 

the curriculum in the designated time. The participant teachers reported that the length 

of each school period (40 minutes) was not enough to finish a lesson as prescribed in 

the teaching plan, which then has an effect on the long-term teaching plan where four 

periods per week became not enough to finish mastering the English language 

curriculum. The reason for that was identified as the difficulty of the English language 

textbook content. The participant teachers and inspectors considered the amount of 

subject-specific information included in the textbook as being beyond the Libyan 

secondary school students’ English language competence. Therefore, this study 

reinforces the significant effect of the shortage of time allocated to teaching English 

language textbooks identified by several research studies in the Libyan context (e.g. 

Asker, 2011; Omar, 2013) on language teaching and learning in schools. This 

misalignment became problematic in English language education in the Libyan 

education system, especially in the final year of educational certificates levels. For 

instance, the participant teachers considered finishing the final year English language 

curriculum within the time plan for the sake of the SECE as a real challenge. Hence, 

they prioritised mastering the curriculum through using traditional teaching 

approaches rather than implementing CLT to rapidly finish teaching before the end of 

the academic year. S13 described T1 as follows: 

The teacher is highly regulated by the time this year. Because in the second 

year, the exam will depend on what the teacher taught. But this year, either we 

understand or not, the teacher will continue giving lessons to finish the textbook, 

even if we told him that we didn’t understand. Because he knew that he can’t 

cope with the prescribed plan. It is possible that we arrive at the time of the final 

examinations and we still haven’t finished the textbook (Pre-examination group 

interview 3). 
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The above comment indicates the students’ awareness of the problem. They seemed 

to be aware that the teachers’ practices were governed by the time constraints rather 

than their needs. They recognised the teachers’ prioritisation and its negative effect 

on their language learning practices. The students’ experiences of this produced a 

negative response towards language education in school when it is connected to the 

time pressure of public examinations. 

English language teaching is also problematic at a lower level of school education 

when teachers focus on developing the students’ language knowledge and abilities 

without the pressure of public examinations. However, teachers were also not able to 

finish the curriculum for students in that situation. The students (e.g. S11) reflected on 

their previous experiences as follows: 

Last year [in different school], we were taught by a teacher who always 

highlighted the important words in real life, and encouraged the whole class to 

memorise those words. She never passed a lesson unless we all fully 

understood it; we might spend two to three weeks on one lesson. For that, we 

studied only six to seven lessons from the textbook, but we all developed in 

English by the end of the year (Pre-examination group interview 3). 

This comment reflects an experience of effective pedagogical practices in the Libyan 

school context. The teacher provided enough time for the students to be able to 

understand the curriculum and was able to afford this focus since class teachers 

controlled the final test questions at lower school levels when students do not 

undertake public examinations. Although the students were satisfied with their 

language development, the time was still insufficient to complete the English language 

textbooks. S14 explained the impact of this as follows: 

It is also problematic because there is no consistency in learning English at 

school; we study some English at school each year and, after school finishes 

at the end of the year, that is it. We don’t revise what we studied or missed from 

the curriculum in the next level (Pre-examination group interview 3). 

From the students’ perspectives, there is no development of a broader linguistic 

knowledge through the English language curriculum. That negatively affected school 

students’ beliefs about the objectives and the value of language education within the 
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school education system. They treated English as a subject rather than being 

concerned with acquiring the skills to become proficient in the language. The 

participant students accepted concentration simply on the English language textbooks 

and their examinations without any expectation of the sort of language knowledge and 

skills, which would enable them to use English in a social context. Therefore, it is 

important to revise the alignment between the intensity of the English curriculum and 

allocated time for teaching it. This alignment could mediate positive washback on 

teachers’ and students’ perceptions and practices towards the focus on building 

comprehensive language knowledge and developing language skills in the Libyan 

school education. 

The above data suggest that the lack of alignment between different aspects of 

language education planning had a significant effect on washback and on the 

perceptions of the ELT teachers, practitioners and students about language education 

in Libyan secondary schools. The mismatch between the curriculum objectives and 

public examination focus were the most significant factors eliciting negative 

perceptions and attitudes towards the school language education.  

6.1.4 Policy and students’ learning motivations 

The literature chapter has discussed several research studies investigating the effect 

of testing on students’ motivation. Most of these studies showed that students’ 

motivation was mostly affected by the function of the examination and its score use 

rather than its approach or design (e.g. Guilloteaux & Dörnyei, 2008; Hartaty, 2017; 

Madaus & Clarke, 2001; Zhao, 2016). This research finding reinforced other studies 

where the standardised format has not been identified of a significant effect on the 

participant Libyan students’ learning motivation. The results could be related to the 

fact that the public examination focus is still the same in educational perspectives, 

although the examination approach has been reformed. The participant students’ 

motivation to learn English was connected with the significance of the SECE score in 

the Libyan education context. Therefore, the students’ learning motivation is discussed 

as a policy related factor in this thesis. 

In this study, the participant Libyan school students showed an interest in learning 

English for the test rather than developing their English language knowledge and 

ability in their classrooms. Ainley (2006) acknowledged that motivation for learning is 
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a complex overarching concept, which constitutes a range of psychosocial factors 

related to learners’ personalities, social environments and test-use factors. These 

factors affect the students’ language-learning motivation and directing the nature of 

test washback on motivation. In this thesis, these factors are categorised into two 

sections: intrinsic and extrinsic factors. 

6.1.4.1 Intrinsic factors 

Dörnyei & Ushioda (2013) highlighted that the general perceptions and attitudes 

towards language learning are tightly linked to motivation. The research data revealed 

that the participant secondary school students were not intrinsically motivated to 

develop their English language competence in the school context.  This study found 

that the participant Libyan students were motivated to learn English only for testing 

because of their negative perceptions and attitudes towards English language learning 

during their school education (discussed earlier in 6.1.1). Students highlighted this as 

follows: 

S5: The English language curriculum is not about the real life. It talks about 

dinosaurs, ancient human beings and types of fish. I mean these are things that 

we don’t have in our real-life context at all. 

S4: If they brought something from our culture and customs, we would be better 

able to understand it than we do now. But these customs in the textbook aren’t 

ours, and we have difficulties in understanding them (Pre-examination group 

interview 1). 

S4 and S5 above reflect the students’ difficulties in understanding the content of 

English language school textbooks, which rely on the target language culture and 

scientific subject-specific information. The students realised that in the subject-specific 

information, the source of difficulty was not important for future benefit because it is 

not relevant to the higher level of study. That is because Libyan university education 

is mostly instructed in Arabic. However, Tsagari (2007) stated that motivational 

behaviour is shaped over time and is influenced by the wider socio-cultural and 

contextual environment impinging on language learners. In this study, the use of more 

western culture in the curriculum emerged as the most significant factor affecting the 

students’ motivation. The participant students classified the curriculum content as 

unimportant to be learnt for their contextual environment or to develop English 
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language competence. The participant ELT inspectors also held the same negative 

perceptions and attitudes towards the effectiveness of secondary school English 

language textbooks. The head of the English language inspection office (P1) 

explained: 

I wish that a new English language textbook could be designed by local ELT 

practitioners from higher education in association with experienced teachers 

and inspectors to be compatible with the needs of Libyan students in language 

and its use in context. Libya is a big country, which has a range of cultural 

differences. Students could be motivated to learn about others in the country 

and in doing so they learn how to use English (Interview P1).  

The above comment also reflects the difficulties encountered while using the school 

textbook content in the social context. The participant ELT inspectors’ and school 

students’ desires to change the curriculum reflect the significance of the gap between 

cultural discourse on the motivation of English language learning. That produced 

negative washback on motivation in which it encouraged cramming in teaching and 

learning English at the study context. This also reinforces Bailey & Masuhara’s (2012) 

argument that the intensity of washback through coursebooks is linked to the 

importance placed on both examinations and coursebooks by administrators’ attitudes 

and needs, as well as the desires of teachers and learners. Thus, the participants’ 

attitudes towards the prescribed textbooks have had a significant role in the washback 

on the participant secondary school students’ motivation towards learning English.  

6.1.4.2 Extrinsic factors 

This study also identified two extrinsic factors influencing the participant students’ 

language learning motivation: the assessment policy and the score use. Recently, the 

Ministry of Education extended the opportunity for failed students from the specialised 

secondary school division, giving them extra chances to undertake the SECE without 

repeating the school academic year, as they had been required to do previously. This 

policy adversely influenced the participant Libyan secondary school student motivation 

towards developing their English language competence in the school context.  An 

example of this was highlighted by S11: 

About 50% of students don’t care about school subjects because they know 

that they will succeed in the end even though they didn’t study. In the end, they 
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will succeed because they will be given chances to undertake a third and fourth 

examination sitting until they pass the examination (Pre-exam interview 3). 

The policy was also highlighted by P2 and other students as negatively influencing 

students’ learning motivations and their perceptions of the level of difficulty of the 

SECE. The possibility of repeating the public examination more than twice decreased 

the participant secondary school students’ motivation to work hard in their studies, 

especially those with low levels of cognitive ability. Watanabe (1996) argued that the 

learners’ perceptions of the difficulty of the test cause washback. Therefore, the 

decision to allow repeat examinations extended negative washback with respect to the 

participant Libyan students’ motivation. It is also possible that such a decision had 

implications on the standards and quality of the Libyan students’ achievements. The 

participant students held a view, similar to that reported by Hartaty (2017), in which 

they believed that every student could pass the national examination. Such 

perceptions negatively affected their motivation to develop their language knowledge 

and competence.  Thus, the participant students did not consider the SECE as an 

important standard of measurement for the quality of language learning.  

In addition, the use of the SECE scores, which are identified as test-related factors by 

Shih (2007), was another extrinsic factor influencing the participant students’ language 

learning motivation in the Libyan context. It diminished students’ interests in learning 

to develop their language knowledge and ability. Research studies in different contexts 

identified the use of high-stakes scores within the education system of a significant 

negative influence on students’ motivation (e.g. Al-Yaqoobi et al., 2010; Pan, 2014; 

Stan, 2012; Tayeb et al., 2014). In this study, the importance of SECE scores 

motivated the participant secondary school students to focus on test-oriented learning 

behaviour in order to pass the SECE and achieve a high score. Ten of the fifteen 

participant students (e.g. S4, S7, S12 and S13) had no interest in developing English 

language skills in the school context. That is because language skills were considered 

as insignificant for the SECE score or in the Libyan context in general. They were only 

motivated to study English in order to succeed in the examination and get a high score 

(classified as 75% and above). Scott (2007) found that the higher the grades, the more 

the intensive testing affects students. In particular, two factors related to the 

educational policy were identified as motivating participant students to value overall 

high scores in the SECE and the English language subject in particular. These factors 
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are getting a scholarship and the entry requirements for academic courses in the 

Libyan university education. First, according to the Libyan education policy, the 

students with the highest scores in the SECE are awarded a scholarship to study at a 

university abroad. For example, S7 mentioned that he intended to be diligent in his 

studies in order to perform well in the examination and achieve the highest score 

possible in his SECE: 

Mainly, I focus on passing all examinations with the best score possible. So I 

am preparing for that from now, and I will be ready for it. It is possible, if I get a 

good score, that I will get a scholarship to study abroad and be able to get my 

degree from a developed country (Pre-examination interview 2). 

The fact that internationally qualified graduates tend to have better opportunities for 

good jobs, especially in academic professions compared to local graduate students, 

strengthens the value of getting a high overall score in public examinations in the 

Libyan context. Thus, this influenced the participant students’ motivation to learn to 

the test, especially since this reward is based only on the norm-referenced 

examination of the SECE in the first instance. Zhao et al. (2015) considered test 

anxiety and academic stress connected with higher test scores as negative outcomes 

of high-stakes assessment. Since the scholarships are only given to those achieving 

the highest scores in the public examination, this washback effect is classified as 

intensively high in the Libyan context. However, for Pan & Newfields (2012), the 

instrumental motivation connected with extrinsic factors to earn certificates and to 

move on to higher or further education cannot last in the long term after the rewards 

or the target are achieved. Given that, it is possible for such washback to be 

detrimental to learning motivation and lifelong learning, especially since students are 

likely to forget the information they have memorised after they pass the test. Therefore, 

the excessive focus on increasing test scores in the Libyan secondary school 

education system seemed to hinder the development of multiple language 

competencies. 

Second, the participant students were more motivated to get high scores on their 

certificates rather than to develop their language ability because it would enable them 

to fulfil the entry requirements of different academic courses in university education. 

The SECE score is the only factor that determines the Libyan school-leavers’ future in 

tertiary education, according to the Ministry of Higher Education (MHE, 2010). In the 
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pre-examination interviews, almost all students expressed an interest in achieving high 

overall scores of 85% or over. The students’ aspiration for high scores was affected 

by the requirements of their proposed academic courses, as can be seen in the 

participant students’ profile table in the methodology chapter (section 5.4.5). In the 

interviews, for instance, S4 stated: 

Yes, it is important, because most of the academic courses at university level 

require school-leaving students to have a high overall score in the SECE to go 

to university, otherwise, we can only attend higher vocational institutions. They 

also require a particularly high score in English language to be accepted on 

certain courses such as medicine and aviation engineering. So, the entry 

criteria for various subjects depend on the overall score and English mark on 

the certificate (Pre-examination group interview 1). 

Another possible explanation for the required high SECE score is that it enables 

students to join different academic courses in their specialised provision if they decide 

to change their intentions. The above comment also indicates the social value of 

academic education over vocational education in the Libyan context. The distinction 

between academia and higher vocational education also affects students’ future 

employment opportunities in Libyan society. Cheng et al. (2014) highlighted that the 

nature and intensity of washback on motivation can be affected by different socio-

contextual factors related to testing in educational and social contexts. Therefore, 

students were prompted to study in order to achieve in a way that will satisfy their 

parents and allow them to attend their university of choice. Zhao (2016) also 

emphasised the significant role of the intergenerational motivation of students’ parents 

and other socio-contextual factors on students in Asian contexts where a test-driven 

education system is paramount. This study suggests that the participant Libyan 

students conform to this stereotype. It was also found that because there are a few 

university courses that are taught in English, some students were motivated to develop 

their knowledge of English in an ESP context. A notable example of this was students 

who were planning to study medicine or engineering (e.g. S1, S4, S6 and S12). They 

highlighted their enthusiasm to achieve high scores in the examination because an 

appropriate level of English is one of the entry requirements to study these 

specialisations.  
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This study’s findings suggest that the participant secondary school students’ 

motivation to learn English to the test has been shaped by their perceptions and 

attitudes towards the English language curriculum and the nature and score use of the 

SECE in the Libyan education system. Since the test-takers’ motivation may affect test 

preparation and performance (Weir, 2005), the participant school students adopted 

“cramming” in the English language classrooms in order to ensure success in public 

examinations rather than developing their English language competence (see more 

discussion in section 7.2). 

6.2 The SECE assessment in practice 

Despite the participants’ negative perceptions of the public examination focus and its 

effect on developing English language skills, they had a positive attitude towards the 

use of a select-response format in the SECE. This section addresses the participants’ 

perceptions and attitudes towards the standardised format of the public examination. 

It also addresses the participant ELT teachers’ and inspectors’ perceptions of the 

effectiveness of using this standardised format in public examinations within the 

Libyan secondary school context. 

6.2.1 Perceptions and attitudes towards the SECE approach 

All participants of this study had a positive attitude towards the use of a select-

response examination and the automated marking system in the SECE. Wall (2000) 

declared that perceptions about adopting an innovation are determined by many 

factors, including the characteristics of the innovation (such as the assessment 

approach in the study context), the context (classroom, school, the educational and 

cultural system), models for introducing change (top-down or bottom-up policy 

implementation) and the potential users. In this study, the positive attitudes towards 

the reformed public examination system were a result of the perceived improvement 

in public examination administration, and the candidates’ scores, as well as the effect 

of the top-down policy implementation approach used in the Libyan context. 

6.2.1.1 Public examination administration  

The participant ELT teachers and other practitioners revealed the reformed 

examination system had improved the administration of the public examination in the 

Libyan education system. The teachers revealed the current examination system 
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increased the efficiency of the marking process and publication of candidates’ results. 

T2 explained: 

Integrating technology into marking public examinations makes it more 

accurate and objective. That helped the Ministry of Education to avoid the 

imperfections of the previous method, such as shortage of marking time, 

speeding publication of the students’ results this means that their certificates 

will be issued early so that they can register for the universities including those 

students who undertook the examination re-sits (Interview T2). 

Another teacher (T1) said: 

In fact, the reformed public assessment system was implemented for different 

technical reasons, such as the speed and accuracy of marking the examination 

for those who engaged in this process before (Interview T1). 

The teachers’ emphasis on marking, in the above interview extracts, reflects their 

awareness of the issues attached to grading the public examination. The teachers 

reacted positively to the electronic marking process because they perceived it as 

objective, and it diminished their responsibility for the marking criteria of the public 

examination. In the previous examination system, the students’ papers were marked 

manually by different examiners, and although standardised, this required academic 

judgement when applying the marking criteria as each individual considered the 

students’ scripts. Thus, the perceived fairness and efficiency of the new system 

influenced teachers’ perceptions of the public examination. The automated scoring 

was found to have a positive impact on the quality of marking (Bejar, 2011). In different 

washback research, factors pertinent to the exam itself were found, determining the 

existence, quality and degree of washback, such as the level of stakes and the status 

of the language test, and the purposes and uses of the exam scores (Shohamy et al., 

1996; Spratt, 2005; Wall, 2012). However, the issues of objectivity and the associated 

work and responsibility have not been discussed as a significant factor in washback 

research. Only Taqizadeh & Birjandi (2015) highlighted a similar finding to the current 

study where some of their participant teachers referred to the fairness of the Iranian 

University Entrance Examination (due to the scoring technique), clarity of accurate 

answers and easy scoring as factors eliciting positive attitudes towards the test. This 
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implied that the issue of objectivity could be a matter of concern in the MENA context 

or other developing countries.  

Additionally, the participant teachers and other practitioners (e.g. T1, P1, P2 and P3) 

also declared that the new public examination system eliminated cheating during the 

examination as the order of examination questions for each candidate is different from 

others in the same sitting. One of the teachers (T1) emphasised: 

I think this public examination system is better than the previous approach as it 

helped in eliminating cheating. The new examination technique grants 

candidates the chance to be independent as examination papers are different 

from one candidate to another (Interview T1). 

In the previous examination approach, candidate-to-candidate cheating could easily 

occur because they were tested with similar examination papers and sat the 

examination close to each other in the same sites. In the new examination system, 

candidates are less likely to cheat since they cannot look over at each other’s 

responses as the examination papers are different from one to another. Fulcher (2011) 

emphasised that the test scores integrity could be ensured by diminishing candidates 

chances for gain marks by fraudulent means, which threatens test validity. The 

participant teachers and practitioners had been concerned about the reliability of the 

examination, and eliminating cheating in that way reassured them that the public 

examination scores would likely more accurately be representative of individual 

candidate’s ability. This technique used to eliminate cheating also decreased the 

pressure on teachers in securing the public examination when supervising 

examination sittings. However, in the Libyan context, the phenomenon of cheating 

within public examinations is complex and multi-faceted. These complex issues will be 

discussed in more detail in section 8.1.2.3.  

6.2.1.2 Grading in public examinations 

The use of a select-response format was perceived as having a positive impact on 

candidates’ scores improvement in the Libyan public examination. This improvement 

yielded positive attitudes towards the new public examination system among all 

participants in this study. The select-response approach was perceived as diminishing 

the possibility of losing marks because of spelling mistakes or lack of clarity when 

writing as in the previous examination system, which was based on a constructed-
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response approach with open-ended, wh-questions. For example, one of the teachers 

stated: 

This examination approach is better for students because it helps them to get 

high marks and not lose marks because of bad handwriting. The students get 

the benefit of being stress-free and avoid the other psychological pressure that 

students used to experience because the student’s goal is to succeed, not to 

develop their English language skills (Interview T2). 

In another interview, T1 said that the new public examination system offered students 

options, which simplified the required cognitive process needed by students when 

undertaking the public examination: 

The new public examination approach has shortened what students need to 

remember by giving them choices and not leaving them wondering how to 

answer the public examinations’ questions (Interview T1). 

The above comment reveals the participant teachers’ satisfaction with the select-

response approach in enhancing the performance of students with lower language 

ability, especially since the primary goal of the teachers and students of the final year 

was only to pass the public examination, not the development of language knowledge 

and skills. This reinforces the described finding that standardised examination has a 

significant effect on improving test scores in different contexts (Hsieh, 2017: Taiwan; 

Toksöz & Ertunç, 2017: Turkey; Yu & Jie, 2013: China). The ease of the cognitive 

process emphasised in this research refers to the learners’ abilities to apply test-taking 

strategies described by those research studies, which develop their performance in 

the test. This finding showed different results from Onaiba (2014) regarding attitudes 

and perceptions about the public examination approach. In this study, the participant 

teachers’ positive attitudes towards the public examination system were linked to the 

improvement of candidates’ scores, and the accuracy and perceived objectivity of the 

public examination. Onaiba’s study was conducted close to the time of examination 

when his participants did not recognise these improvements. This difference reflects 

the changing nature of washback over time.  

The participant students also perceived the select-response questions facilitated 

higher scores in public examinations. This positive perception was repeatedly 

highlighted in the students’ pre-examination group interviews and the post-
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examination group interview. In the pre-examination group interviews, students (S2, 

S4, S8, S9, S10, S11 and S14) declared that the focus on written tests was necessary 

to increase their coursework marks towards the final score of the SECE. This was 

explained by S8, S9 and S10 as follows: 

S9: The focus on multiple-choice questions in classroom tests helps us to 

increase our marks better than other types of examination or the evaluation 

criteria of the coursework, especially since we do not do a lot in the classroom. 

We only follow the teacher while she is reading and explaining texts and 

grammar from the coursebook. 

S8: Yes, because in this type of examination we can study for the test and 

perform well to increase our marks. This is better than an examination where 

we need to write, or when evaluating our reading or speaking in the classroom 

participation because we are not good in these skills. 

S10: Multiple-choice questions are valuable for us, as it would enable us high 

grades or distinction (Pre-examination group interview 2). 

In the post-examination group interview, S15 explained: 

The type of public examination question was easy and good. It helped me to 

succeed in examinations better than the type of question in the textbooks. The 

questions summarised all the information we have studied during the year. It 

helped me to remember the information and be able to choose the right answer 

to get a good score (Post-examination group interview). 

The above comments suggest that the participant final year secondary school 

teachers and students preferred the use of the public examination approach mainly to 

increase their marks towards the SECE. That was because of the value of the test 

score in the Libyan educational and social context over the students’ language 

development and the ability to use English. However, such focus on the multiple-

choice approach had an adverse impact, not only on the value of the coursework 

activities but also on the participant teachers’ and students’ perceptions towards 

developing English language skills in the Libyan school context. Therefore, this 

examination approach yielded undesirable and ineffective assessment practice in 

language teaching and learning in the study context.  
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6.2.1.3 Policy implementation in practice 

The participant ELT teachers’ and other practitioners’ positive attitudes towards the 

reformed SECE system were also affected by the traditional top-down policy 

implementation approach used in the Libyan education system. Gunn et al. (2016) 

highlighted that education policy is often used or instructed teachers to administer a 

certain type of tests with little or no chance to give feedback regarding whether or not 

they feel that these tests are useful, valid or should even be given. During the 

interviews, the practitioners (P1 P2, P3 and P4) claimed that the reformed public 

examination was intended to integrate modern educational innovation, such as 

automated scoring in the examination, in the Libyan education system. The participant 

teachers and practitioners (e.g. T1, T2, P1, P2 and P3) recited the exact objectives 

published by the Ministry of Education in the policy documents as their own perception 

of the reasons behind the incorporation of a select-response approach in public 

examinations. The reiteration of the Ministry of Education claims regarding the 

reformed public examination system reflects the power of the Ministry on policy 

implementation, not only on practitioners’ practices but also on their perceptions about 

educational practices. For instance, the representative of the Examination Office 

stated: 

This approach was used as a way of simplifying the questions of the public 

exams to students, but we don’t know if it actually does that. Nobody, however, 

can say that the specialised people who advised this method are wrong or that 

wasn’t a good choice as this is their point of view in doing this (Interview P2).  

The above statement by P2 reflects the effect of top-down policy implementation, since 

those practitioners have not been given a chance to express their own opinions or give 

feedback regarding government innovation in the educational context. What is also 

clear is P2’s hesitation to challenge the argument presented by those perceived to be 

at a higher level in the hierarchy of the education system. Moreover, the recognition 

of the enhanced process and improved score also diminished the participant English 

language teachers’ and inspectors’ willingness to express criticism about these 

changes. The satisfaction of the Libyan Ministry of Education with the increased 

number of school-leavers passing the SECE from the first sitting was considered as 

an indication of the positive effect of the use of the new system. Gebril & Brown (2014) 

argued that the public examination scores tended to be linked to the quality of schools 
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and educational improvement within an examination-driven society such as MENA 

context and many Asian countries, where teachers considers a high quality school 

teaching is judged by student exam results. However, these finding is not in line with 

other research studies in other context (e.g. Menken, 2008; Turner, 2006) which 

argued that teachers have a positive attitude and motivation towards integrating 

changes into their teaching or assessment practice according to their own beliefs and 

professional stances on high-stakes examination. The study indicated that the power 

of the assessment policy and the policy implementation approach had a significant 

effect on the participants’ perceptions and attitudes towards the high-stakes 

examination system.  

6.2.2 Evaluation of the SECE approach 

The research data revealed a variance and contradiction in the perceptions of the 

participant ELT teachers and inspectors in the efficiency of using the select-response 

format in assessing English teaching and learning outcomes in the Libyan school 

context. This discrepancy and inconsistency were caused by the lack of alignment 

between the focus of the curriculum and public examination, and the participant ELT 

teachers’ and practitioners’ beliefs regarding language learning and acquisition.  

The participant ELT teachers believed that the select-response approach used in 

public examinations was suitable and adequate to assess students’ knowledge of the 

ELT curriculum. Spratt (2005) argued that the teachers’ goals and positive attitudes 

towards the approach and design of an examination determine the extent of washback 

in the micro context. Accordingly, the participant teachers’ perceptions were linked to 

their beliefs that the development of students’ language skills was not the aim of 

teaching English in secondary school education. For example, one of the teachers 

stated that: 

The public examination approach is appropriate to assess students’ knowledge 

of linguistic aspects and the information included in the ELT curriculum 

(Interview T1).   

The teachers’ perceptions relied on the traditional focus of the public examination of 

the English language subject, assessing grammar and comprehension, as language 

skills development was not valued or rewarded (see 6.1.1). Based on their experience 

of preparing students for public examinations, they believed that the current public 
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examination system presented the traditional focus of English language teaching and 

assessment within the Libyan school context. Accordingly, the participant teacher 

experience plays a significant role in their beliefs, perspectives and decisions about 

their classroom teaching and assessment practices. The participant teachers’ 

translations of the goals of the ELT curriculum into test specifications yielded 

undesirable perceptions of the link between the curriculum and testing. Thus, they 

considered the current examination system as more effective practice than ever before 

in the Libyan education system. Similarly, the students considered the select-response 

approach as compatible with the English teaching and learning focus in the school 

context. S1 expressed his view about that as follows: 

The public examination is appropriate to assess what we learn in school. All of 

what we study in the classroom comes in the public examination. That is what 

the education policy requires. We should study the whole curriculum and 

undertake the examinations to make sure that we finished the curriculum (Pre-

examination group interview 1).  

This comment is illustrative of the fact that the students’ perceptions of assessment 

are closely related to the classroom teaching focus rather than to the objectives of the 

English curriculum. This account also suggests that the public examination policy is 

considered as the cornerstone of the Libyan educational system. The focus and 

practice of the examination were perceived as the main objective of teaching and 

learning English in schools. These findings support the argument of Barnes (2017) 

that the perceived aim of language teaching context (e.g., test preparation versus 

general English in this context) affects the teachers’ beliefs about the effective 

teaching practices in their classes.  

However, the participant ELT inspectors considered the public examination approach 

as unsuitable for assessing the students’ development in the prescribed language 

knowledge and skills although they shared the teachers’ beliefs that developing 

language skills were not important for secondary school students. The head of the 

English inspection unit stated that: 

I think the examination should assess the student ability in using English in 

communication and writing at least at a minimum level to encourage students 

to learn how to use the language in order to achieve the curriculum objectives. 
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I mean we should make sure that school students pass at least the beginner 

level of English communicative competence (Interview P1). 

P1’s statement reflects his preference to align the public examination with the focus of 

the curriculum in order to promote beneficial washback on language teaching and 

learning practices. This perspective can be attributed to the ELT inspectors’ 

understanding of their role in supervising ELT teaching in order to implement the 

curriculum to achieve its intended outcomes. In this regard, the representative of the 

Examination Office (P2) stated that the inspectors are responsible for the quality of 

language education, especially the non-tested aspects. Hence, P1 considered the 

inclusion of language skills in the SECE examination would enhance the teachers’ and 

students’ focus in their classroom on the curriculum objectives. One of the teachers 

(T1) also responded to a question about whether the inclusion of assessing language 

skills would affect the development of students’ language skills in the school context 

as follows: 

Sure it would! Because students are studying for examinations, and its inclusion 

in the examination, sure would lead teachers and students to focus on these 

skills so that students succeed (Interview T1). 

The above statement emphasises the impact of the public examination on the English 

teaching and learning focus and motivation in the study context. This desire for change 

can be interpreted as an indication of the adverse washback of the current SECE 

approach on the goals of teaching and learning English in Libyan secondary school 

education. In addition, the participant ELT inspectors argued that the select-response 

approach was inadequate for assessing different cognitive abilities necessary for 

successful language learning and acquisition. For instance, one of the inspectors (P3) 

indicated the following at the end of the interview: 

I just want to insist on the fact that, even though the previous method of 

examination was difficult, it was more effective for assessing and evaluating 

students’ actual learning outcomes. The new examination system has the 

advantages of accuracy in marking, specificity and speed in getting the results, 

however, it doesn’t assess the students’ language ability and learning outcomes 

(Interview P3).  
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In the above statement, P3 seems to refer to the students’ writing skills as an important 

aspect of language learning that is missing from the public examination. The 

participant teachers also thought that the public examination did not promote effective 

language learning practices through not assessing writing. One of the teachers (T1) 

recommended the following: 

This examination should focus more on reading comprehension through 

presenting a passage in the examination and giving the choices accordingly, it 

should not rely only on the memorisation of the information from the textbook. 

Adding a question about writing would encourage students to remember a 

reasonable number of vocabulary only for writing (Interview T1). 

This implies some contradiction in the participant ELT teachers’ attitudes towards the 

SECE. The teachers seemed to consider the public examination approach as effective 

according to the language education focus in the school context. However, they 

believed that the SECE did not encourage effective language learning practice. This 

belief was based on their understanding of learning a second/foreign language. Other 

participant practitioners in secondary education, such as the school head teachers 

(P5) and the representative of the Examination Office (P2), also held the same view 

regarding assessing general education outcomes. For example, the representative of 

the Examination Office also stated: 

In this examination system, the students write nothing at all, even their names 

are already written on the examination paper, so with that, we can see that 

students neglect the skills of handwriting in the first instance and the 

development of writing strategies in general. For that, essay writing questions 

are important to see how students write and express their opinion (Interview 

P2). 

The above comment reflects the traditional view regarding the value of written 

composition in the Libyan education system. This perception of the value of assessing 

learning outcomes through constructed response examination was one of the most 

significant factors influencing the participant teachers’ and practitioners’ views of the 

SECE approach. The comments by P3, T1 and P2 above indicate the failure to assess 

students’ writing ability and skills was seen as ignoring an important cognitive ability, 

which promotes development in language learning and acquisition. The participant 
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ELT teachers and other practitioners held the perceptions that the SECE was not 

suitable for assessing students’ language learning, as it does not provide the 

opportunity for students to express their language learning outcomes through written 

composition.  

In summary, the lack of alignment between the examination focus and the objectives 

of the curriculum has had a negative impact on the participant ELT teachers’ and 

inspectors’ perceptions about English language education. They valued the 

implementation of the public examination policy and ignored their role to use the 

pedagogical strategy of English education in secondary schools. Nevertheless, 

Shohamy (2013) admitted that the quality of tests should be judged not only by how 

well tests measure language knowledge from a measurement perspective, but should 

also take into consideration the reasons for introducing these tests, and the 

consequences of tests on individuals, or the whole education system and social 

groups. Hence, the importance of perceived positive washback of the reformed SECE 

system on scoring the public examination and the improvement of candidates’ scores 

within the Libyan education system should not be under-valued, especially since these 

positive effects were reported as the main motive for implementing the new public 

examination system in the Libyan education context. Therefore, the findings suggest 

that the SECE has multi-directional washback on different individuals in the study 

context; however, it has achieved the intended washback as determined by 

stakeholders. 

6.3 Chapter summary 

This chapter has discussed the participant ELT teachers’ and inspectors’ perceptions 

of washback and the effect of the SECE on perceptions about language education in 

the school system. It has focused on the nature of the relationship between the 

educational policy regarding the objectives of the English language curriculum and the 

associated time plan in connection with the SECE policy. Throughout this chapter, I 

have argued that the lack of alignment between the focus of the English SECE and 

the objectives of the curriculum had a significant effect on the participant ELT 

teachers’, inspectors’ and students’ perceptions of the goal of language education in 

the Libyan school context and their view of the recent public examination approach. In 

particular, the participant English language teachers and inspectors, as well as 
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students, held the perception that developing language skills is not the aim of teaching 

English in the secondary school context since these skills have never been assessed 

in the Libyan SECE despite the integration of a communicative approach. Therefore, 

they identified the goal of language education at secondary school based on the 

traditional focus of the public examination of English language and claimed that it 

should promote the school students’ knowledge of vocabulary and grammar. 

Accordingly, the participant ELT teachers and school students held positive attitudes 

towards the use of the select-response approach in the Libyan public examination 

since it is compatible with the traditional focus of language teaching and assessment 

in the school education system. However, the ELT inspectors believed that such an 

assessment approach neglected to assess writing composition, which they considered 

as essential for students’ cognitive development and for successful language learning 

and acquisition. From this standpoint, these inspectors held a negative attitude 

towards the reformed public examination approach. 

I have also argued that the lack of alignment in the planning of English language 

education influenced the participant ELT inspectors’ and teachers’ perceptions of their 

role within the policy education system. The public examination policy had a powerful 

impact on the evaluation of the participant teachers’ and inspectors’ professional 

careers, so their language teaching and assessment practices were conducted to fulfil 

this rather than to meet the pedagogical objectives of the English school curriculum. 

For instance, the teachers and students prioritised the aim of finishing the curriculum 

even through using traditional teaching approaches rather than focusing on building 

comprehensive English language knowledge or implementing the CLT proposed by 

the curriculum. This perception was also influenced by the lack of alignment between 

the scope of English language teaching content and the time plan allocated for 

teaching and learning. This mismatch had a significant effect on the participant ELT 

practitioners’ and school students’ perceptions about the aim and value of English 

teaching and learning in school education.  

The participant students’ experiences of this lack of alignment and the under-

representation of English language use and language skills also produced negative 

perceptions among them about the value of English language education in a school 

context, which subsequently affected their language-learning motivation. The 

participant students were motivated to learn only for the test. The educational rewards 
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and the use of the SECE in the higher education system endorsed the participant 

secondary school students’ emphasis on measurement-driven learning practices 

since both focus only on examination results, not on language competence.  It is also 

important to highlight the emerging theme related to the perceived gap between the 

western socio-cultural context presented in English language textbooks and the local 

characteristic of the Libyan society was an important factor driving students’ 

motivations towards the measurement-driven learning. This finding reinforces the 

importance of considering washback by textbook highlighted by Bailey & Masuhara 

(2012). 

The next chapter will discuss how the participant ELT practitioners and students 

experience this misalignment and how it has affected the nature and intensity of 

washback in the study context. 
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7 Chapter Seven: washback on classroom experiences  

This chapter critically examines how the participant Libyan ELT teachers and their 

students experienced the implementation of pedagogical and assessment policy in 

classroom practices. In particular, it examines how the participants’ perceptions 

discussed in the previous chapter about the SECE and language education affected 

and shaped washback on their classroom practices. The chapter is divided into two 

main sections: teaching and assessment strategies, and learning strategies and 

outcomes. 

7.1 Teaching and assessment strategies  

The key finding of this chapter reveals that the policy and practice of the SECE 

crucially affected the participant teachers’ classroom practices. The following section 

discusses SECE washback on the English language secondary school classroom 

teaching, activities and assessment in detail.  

7.1.1 Classroom teaching approaches 

Findings from the classroom observation show that participant teachers used different 

teaching practices from those prescribed in the ELT textbooks and outlined in the 

teachers’ book (T1 and T2’s classroom observations 1, 2 and 3). Although the 

prescribed ELT curriculum imposes the use of the CLT approach (see Appendix 1), 

teachers justified their neglect of CLT as being ineffective in fulfilling their duty as 

teachers of final year secondary school students according to the high-stakes 

examination policy; they used a teacher-centred instructional approach and grammar 

translation method (GTM). These approaches have been widely considered as the 

traditional English language teaching approach in the Libyan language teaching 

classrooms (Abusrewel, 2014; Orafi, 2013). However, this study showed that the 

participant teachers’ perceptions and practice of these teaching approaches represent 

the washback of the public examination rather than being related to institutional and 

personal factors as highlighted in the majority of research studies in the Libyan 

context. Findings from this study also show that the lack of alignment in the planning 

of English language education (discussed in section 6.1) affected the participant 

teachers’ choice of teaching approach in Libyan secondary schools as follows. 
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7.1.1.1 Teacher-centred instructional approach  

The participant teachers relied on a teacher-centred instructional approach for 

teaching English language curriculum content in their language classrooms. Due to 

the importance of finishing the curriculum and the shortage of allocated teaching time 

(discussed in 6.1.2 and 6.1.3), the teachers felt compelled to use a teacher-centred 

instructional approach in order to be able to finish the curriculum. It is clear from the 

classroom observation that the teachers dominated the classroom talk to a large 

extent. The following interview extract from S11 and S13’s conversation illustrates the 

significant influence of time pressure on T2 and students and its effect on classroom 

management.  

S13: The teacher is highly regulated by the time, because this year [the final 

year] either we understand or not the teacher will continue giving lessons to 

finish the textbook, even if we told her that we didn’t understand. Because she 

knows that she can’t cope with the prescribed plan. 

S11: Yes, that is why she gives several lessons and sometimes she finishes 

one or two units in one period.  

S13: We don’t understand because of the number of periods we take every day. 

So we only listen, we don’t understand much (Pre-examination group interview 

3). 

S9 also added about T2’s practice: 

All the time is fully occupied by minutes and seconds for her, she just follows 

her plan and continues reading from the textbook. She doesn’t waste a single 

minute of the period. Because she only wants to finish the lesson, write the 

grammatical rule and give the homework before the period finishes (Pre-

examination group interview 2). 

S14 described T1’s classroom as follows: 

There is no time for us to speak; it is the teacher who keeps the class busy with 

explaining grammar and reading from the book all the time (Pre-examination 

group interview 3). 

These examples demonstrate the participant teachers’ intensive use of the teacher-

centred instructional approach in their classrooms and their need to devote time for 

extra classes to finish the curriculum. The students in the above narrative indicated 
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that the described practices were different from teachers’ classroom practices the 

previous year. Even though the teachers seemed to use the same teaching approach, 

they focused more on teaching the curriculum content right until the end of the period 

in order to be able to cover all the content of the public examination in the final year. 

This indication represents the existence of washback in the research context. Thus, 

these findings suggest that the policy requirement for the teachers to finish the 

curriculum within a restricted allocated time is a significant factor that has an impact 

on the processing of task material, and influencing the participant teachers’ 

considerable focus on using the teacher-centred approach in their classrooms. This 

finding reinforces the findings of Pathan et al. (2016) who highlighted in a different 

study that the Libyan inspectors demand that teachers complete the curriculum in time 

without being concerned with authentic language learning. Therefore, the tight time 

allocation adversely affected pedagogical teaching practices in a way that can be 

considered as a type of negative washback similar to that observed in other Asian 

contexts by Qi (2005). In this study, the use of the teacher-centred approach 

undermined opportunities for extended classroom discussion and activities. Hence, 

the English language classrooms were transformed into a lecture environment. The 

identification of reading and explaining the textbook content by teachers as the only 

way to finish the curriculum also implies the reinforcement of the traditional role of the 

teachers as a transmitter of the knowledge from the curriculum by the public 

examination policy. Hence, applying CLT that promotes a student-centred learning 

approach became meaningless in the study context. 

7.1.1.2 Grammar translation method (GTM) 

This study also found that the participant teachers used the grammar-translation 

method in their classroom instructions. They knew that the public examination focus 

was still on assessing grammar and vocabulary even though the curriculum and 

examination system had been reformed. Therefore, they continued using their 

traditional teaching approach of GTM to teach the grammar and vocabulary required 

for the SECE. In the interviews with teachers, one of the teachers (T2) replied to a 

question about whether the reformed public examination approach had changed her 

teaching focus in teaching as follows: 
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It is grammar and grammar, then grammar. I also focus on teaching the 

information about famous characters from history and science; geographical 

and statistics information from the textbooks. That is because there are always 

questions about facts such as dates of birth and death information; and 

scientific achievements in the public examinations (Interview T2). 

In the above statement, T2’s repetition of the word “grammar” can be interpreted as a 

representation of the intensity of her usual focus on teaching grammar in classrooms 

for the public examination. Chen & Tsai (2012) and Pizarro (2010) highlighted that 

language examinations tend to reduce the teachers’ freedom to choose a teaching 

methodology, especially one that is incompatible with the format of the test. In the 

study context, the teachers’ teaching methodology was based on the traditional focus 

on grammar and vocabulary even after reforming the public examination system. T2 

continued: 

As a final year teacher, my experience of teaching the final year students and 

preparing them for examination, I have full knowledge of what is important for 

the final year examination and how to teach it for students. So, we should focus 

on that during students’ preparation for the public examination (Interview T2). 

In this narrative, T2 emphasised the role of her experience in preparing students for 

the public examination as a justification for her choice of the classroom teaching 

approach. That experience provided T2 with knowledge of the tested aspects of the 

curriculum in the public examination and that influenced her perception of the 

effectiveness of the GTM to prepare students for the SECE. The success of former 

students in the SECE was considered by the teachers as evidence of the effectiveness 

of using GTM as opposed to a more integrative communicative approach in their 

classroom practice. Nevertheless, the new public examination format negatively 

affected the development of the students’ vocabulary for writing. In spite of the 

teachers’ beliefs that assessing writing is important for promoting better language 

learning outcomes, they ignored it in their teaching. Three students (S3, S8 and S11) 

highlighted that they had not been engaged in any writing activities in their classrooms. 

S3 stated: 

There is no revision of what we studied so far in this year. We don’t do reading 

practice, writing or spelling. She said that she would produce a test to give us 
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the marks given for these activities in the assessment criteria, as there are only 

three marks on reading practice. However, she hasn’t done it (Pre-examination 

group interview 1). 

S3’s comment emphasised the complete alignment of the teachers’ practices to the 

SECE focus in the final year of secondary school. Writing ability is ignored because it 

is not part of the public examination. This finding seems incompatible with Cheng & 

Watanabe (2004) and Watanabe (1996) who argued that the effect of the test content 

and use is insignificant in determining the teaching methodology a teacher employs; 

rather, teacher factors, personal beliefs, past education and academic background are 

more powerful. This study shows that the use of GTM was affected by the SECE 

content in the study school context. The participant language teachers had neglected 

the development of their students’ spelling and writing skills since the implementation 

of the select-response items. The change was not only avoiding teaching broader 

language skills but it also included all the classroom activities as explained below. 

7.1.2 Classroom activities  

The findings of the study show that the classroom activities were also geared in the 

direction of the public examination. In other words, teaching to the test was the focus 

of the participant teachers’ overall classroom teaching practices. The participant 

teachers’ classroom activities were broadly identified as test-preparation activities. 

The students revealed that the classroom activities in the final year were different from 

the earlier years of schooling. For instance, the following extract from the group 

interviews represents a description of the students’ experiences with T1 classroom 

activities: 

S5: Yes, it is only this year. In our first year of the secondary school, the teacher 

used to ask us to read in the class [reading aloud practice] and we used to study 

new words to remember them, but now we do not read and study new 

vocabulary. 

S2: Even phonetics we used to study them but now we don’t study that and 

don’t do the reading practice. We just study grammar and passages (Pre-

examination group interview 1). 

The classroom activities mentioned above mirror the participant teachers’ perceptions 

(as discussed in section 6.2.2) of language education. These practices were reported 
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as the normal teaching practices by the students at different educational levels 

including when they did not undertake a public examination. However, as these 

language activities were not tested in the public examination, the participant teachers 

did not teach spelling and composition in the final year of secondary school. Aftab et 

al. (2014) and Shih (2007) indicated a negative impact of preparing students for public 

examination on developing oral communication and other skills since most of the class 

time is devoted to the teaching of skills featured in the test. In the study context, 

another explanation that could be given for this ignorance of such activities is the 

limited time available to teach the whole curriculum. Students declared on different 

occasions during the group interviews that they often did not finish studying the 

textbooks in their earlier years of study at secondary school.  

From the textbooks, the participant teachers also devoted their classroom activities to 

drilling grammar and vocabulary since this represented the focus of the SECE and 

ignored the other activities in the English language textbooks. For instance, S7 

described T1’s classroom as follows:  

Although the teacher did not do as other teachers, highlighting the different 

versions of possible questions that might come in the public examination in 

each lesson, it is good that he highlights the important parts that usually come 

in the public examination (Pre-examination group interview 2).  

It is obvious from S7’s description that such classroom activities were not limited to 

English language classes but were also used in other school subjects.  Thus, such 

activities would be considered conventional in the final year and this no doubt 

reinforced the fact that school teachers had to follow that approach. In a question about 

whether the SECE affected her classroom, T2 stated: 

Definitely, that happened, I became more aware of the important things in each 

lesson; so I pass by some activities and don’t give them a lot of time. I just read 

them aloud and work together to translate them; so that students share the 

same idea and are confident that those activities are not important (Interview 

T2). 

Here, T2 is revealing that she seeks students’ agreement that her selection of textbook 

tasks is appropriate. It is interesting to note that the students’ satisfaction with that 

strategy was important for the teachers in such a washback effect. Those classroom 
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activities were favoured over the actual objectives of English education, not only by 

the participant teachers and students but also by ELT inspectors in the educational 

context. During the observation of the inspector’s visits for T1, he did not give any 

comments regarding the type of classroom activities although the teachers’ 

performance evaluation certificate is concerned with the existence of communicative 

activities as shown in Appendix 9 (T1’s classroom observation 2). Most of the 

discussion was about the importance of following the teaching plan and assessment 

criteria for assessing final year secondary school students according to the 

government policy. This finding further reinforces the argument by Cheng et al. (2015) 

that traditional test-preparation activities are favoured internationally to prepare 

students for high-stakes examinations. Distinctively, in the Libyan context, the 

participant teachers applied these activities during the whole academic year, not just 

near the time of the examinations as reported in different contexts. These practices 

may reflect the test’s value or highlight the power of the SECE in the Libyan 

educational context. Over 10 students (including S2, S3, S6, S10, S14 and S15) 

considered the classroom activities as effective for their preparation for the SECE and 

therefore gained considerable approval from the students. 

The observations data also showed the students’ most frequent questions were about 

the meanings of words and the ways in which questions might be formed in certain 

linguistic aspects. The participant teachers were observed directly giving the Arabic 

equivalents of the word within the reading texts of the textbooks. After finishing the 

curriculum, the teachers (e.g. T1) devoted classroom time to an explicit drilling of 

question-solving activities using the select-response questions from the previous 

public examinations. This result is congruent with Aftab et al. (2014) and Taqizadeh & 

Birjandi (2015) as the teachers made use of test format imitation and test-related 

material on the assumption that it would bring students success. The participant 

teachers and students agreed that extensive test-preparation activities should be 

carried out after finishing the English textbooks. Illustrating this, S5 stated: 

At the end of the second semester, we were completely revising the questions 

of the previous examination with the teacher in the classroom, and he explained 

to us the techniques we should use in the exam so that we don’t waste too 

much time in the exam (Post-examination group interview). 
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The above quotation reveals that the participant Libyan school teachers also relied on 

developing their students’ test-taking strategies. In the observations, T2 showed an 

example of the use of such test-preparation activities. She read questions from a 

previous English language exam on the SECE and its choices for students and then 

asked them to identify the correct answer. The students replied by reading their 

chosen options, either in the form of sentences, phrases in English or single letters 

such as a, b, c or d. On different occasions, the teachers asked students to give the 

reasons for their chosen answer, and students tended to give their reasons in Arabic. 

When wrong answers were given, the teachers answered the question directly and 

explained the meaning of the sentences in Arabic. In those activities, the students did 

not answer the questions individually, but the classroom interactions were mostly 

between the teacher and the students as a whole class. In the post-examination 

interview, some students explained that those activities enabled them to become 

familiar with the examination questions as they used previous versions of the English 

test. This finding corroborates the ideas of Barnes (2017) who suggested that a good 

test-preparation course may not actually reflect best practice in language teaching or 

espouse a communicative language approach, but it may ensure that students receive 

passing scores. 

Overall, the fact that classroom content and activities were entirely geared in the 

direction of the SECE can be considered as undesirable in the sense that the 

participant teachers were engaged in teaching and practising the narrow aspects 

tested in the SECE rather than developing the students’ language skills as proposed 

in the objectives of teaching the curriculum. Within the socio-cognitive framework, 

such a teaching approach and focus was identified as an attempt to provide students 

with the full executive resources of the SECE by focusing on the language knowledge 

(grammatical and lexical), which is considered to be the SECE construct and demands 

in the context validity, contrary to the curriculum designers’ intentions.  

7.1.3 Classroom assessment 

Research data analysis indicates that the participant secondary school teachers tend 

to neglect not only the teaching practices prescribed in the curriculum but also the 

assessment criteria. This finding supports the conclusion of Safa & Jafari (2016) that 

the high-stakes examinations not only generate teaching to the test in the context but 



162 
 

also testing to the test. The teachers fully adopted the public examination format, 

content and techniques in the classroom-based testing. They declared that the main 

reason for that was to train students in what they would experience in the public 

examination. For example, one of the teachers mentioned: 

I apply the same method as final exams in the classroom tests and the first and 

second school periodical tests so that students get used to such type of 

examination and do not get frightened of it in the final public exam (Interview 

T1). 

The other teacher also justified her practices as follows: 

By doing that, the students would practise the public examination questions in 

a simple way since every time I include different parts of the curriculum in 

classroom tests and school periodical tests until I test them on the entire 

curriculum. Then students will have experienced the public examination 

questions that addressed the whole curriculum (Interview T2). 

The teachers’ comments emphasise their commitment to implementing the 

assessment policy since it was an important aspect of their professional promotion 

and evaluation. This finding emphasises Wall & Alderson’s (1993) argument that the 

teachers’ commitment to the educational policy is a type of washback. The teachers 

also revealed their satisfaction with this practice as it helped in indicating the level of 

difficulty of the SECE for students. Therefore, the teachers considered the use of 

public examination content as a mock test for students, yet, such a practice had 

negative implications on students’ learning behaviour and practices in the Libyan 

context. It forced the school students to neglect to develop their English language 

knowledge and skills as well as other academic skills, such as critical thinking.  

However, the secondary school teachers’ commitment to the assessment policy was 

not the only factor that made them use the select-response questions in their 

classroom testing. This study identified other factors that encouraged the participant 

teachers to adopt the public examination approach in their classroom testing, such as 

enhancing students’ performance in classroom testing, eliminating cheating, teachers’ 

lack of assessment literacy and self-protection. These factors are discussed in the 

following section. 
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7.1.3.1 Enhancing students’ performance 

Since the participant teachers believed that the select-response format was easier for 

both students to answer and for them to mark, as well as good preparation for the 

SECE (see 6.2.1.2), they employed this format in order to increase their cumulative 

grade towards the final score of the SECE. The teachers used the SECE format to 

ease the students’ retention of information to pass the classroom tests and the school 

periodical tests. One of the teachers mentioned an example of this:  

It is widely considered that teachers use the multiple-choice questions to make 

tests and examinations very easy for students; it is easier to mark and to ensure 

success for all students whatever their level, and I wanted them to get good 

marks in the classroom examination (Interview T2). 

This comment emphasises the importance for teachers to ensure that all their students 

pass classroom-based tests, especially those with lower abilities. The students’ good 

performances in classroom tests and public examinations would ensure teachers 

avoided blame or embarrassment, which a poor performance by students would elicit 

in the educational and social contexts. It has been indicated in chapter four (the 

research methodology chapter) that the participant students (e.g. S4 and S14) had 

different educational backgrounds and had studied in different schools. They had 

moved to the school where this study was conducted because of the school teachers’ 

good reputations in regards to their students’ performances in the public examinations. 

S4 said: 

I moved to this school because it has teachers for nearly all final year subjects, 

unlike the school where I studied my first and second year of secondary school. 

Students from this school always get a good score because the teachers have 

experience, and they have been teaching final year students for a long time. 

So, they are really good in preparing students for the final examination (Pre-

examination group interview 2). 

The participant teachers also perceived the advantages of the SECE format given the 

time pressure on English language secondary school education. One of the teachers 

(T1) expressed this view as follows: 
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The second point in favour of using the multiple-choice technique is the 

investment of time, which we allow for students to answer classroom tests. The 

period time in secondary school is too short (Interview P1). 

This point of view is related to teachers’ beliefs that the select-response technique 

reduces the memorisation of information required for the test (as discussed in 6.2.1.2), 

and the fact that the students do not need to spend time composing their answers, as 

they would do within comprehension or compositional responses. 

One unanticipated finding was that T2’s appreciation of select-response testing in 

increasing scores led her to rely on written tests to grade the students’ coursework 

and neglect the coursework evaluation criteria prescribed by the Ministry. T2 replaced 

the marks allocated to English reading skills and speaking in the classroom activities 

with a written test on vocabulary and grammar, as students (e.g. S1, S3 and S7) 

described.  S1 highlighted this as follows: 

Since students can’t speak and read, and as there are only two or three marks 

on speaking, pronunciation and classroom contribution in the marks’ division of 

the coursework’s evaluation, she [T2] told us that she would give us a spelling 

test or anything else to give us marks on that (Pre-examination group interview 

1). 

The described practices can also be attributed to the fact that the teachers filled their 

classroom time with their reading and explanations from the textbook as discussed in 

sections 7.1.1 and 7.1.2, which meant that there was no participation from students in 

the classroom discussion. Besides, the value placed on the final examination score 

could also have affected the teachers’ decisions regarding such practices since such 

practices were not significant for the final overall score.  

In addition, the teachers used other techniques to enhance the students’ performances 

in their classroom testing. For example, they selected a specific part of the English 

textbook for each classroom test or the periodical test and offered clear explanations 

of which items would be tested. One of the teachers (T1) described that as follows: 

My way to make the classroom tests easy for students is to divide the textbook 

into small chunks for testing. In every test, I choose a certain unit and ask 

students to focus on it for the classroom tests or the school periodical tests 

(Interview T1). 
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In the group interviews, the majority of students mentioned that their English language 

teachers’ classroom tests were at a reasonable level for all students. For instance, in 

a discussion about assessment, students S8, S9 and S10 mentioned:  

S9: {It is not so difficult} and goes with all students’ levels in the class.  

S10: It is not difficult. 

S8: It means that even if someone didn’t study hard for the exam, he/she will 

be able to answer it (Pre-examination group interview 2). 

The ease of classroom tests was considered “reasonable” since all students could 

increase their scores towards their overall summative result of the SECE which all 

teachers and all students wanted. They were not concerned about the nature of that 

achievement or the quality of the students’ English learning outcomes, however, the 

implication of this is far-reaching since the assessment did not effectively provide a 

true distinction between students’ performance, which ultimately affects the credibility 

of the SECE in the Libyan higher education context and in the social and economic 

environment. Besides, the ease of classroom tests did not motivate the students to 

improve their language competence or encourage effort since they would be able to 

perform well in the classroom tests using basic language knowledge as S8 pointed out 

above. Such assessment practices contravened the desired English language 

learning outcomes at secondary school level in the Libyan context. 

7.1.3.2  Eliminating cheating 

The participant teachers were also motivated to use the SECE technique in order to 

eliminate cheating in the classroom- and school-based testing. T1 described his 

approach as follows: 

Personally, I started applying the public examination technique in the class 

tests; I prepare three different sets of questions for different groups about the 

same topic similar to what happened in the final exam. Then, I distribute the 

questions to students in which each two sitting together takes a different version 

of the questions. I tell them that by looking at [cheating from] the other 

colleague’s paper, that will make them fail in the exam (Interview T1).  

However, cheating was not highlighted as a significant issue in the school-based 

assessments. This is because the English language classroom test was considered 

as a reasonable and not difficult test (as discussed earlier in section 7.1.3.1). Hence, 
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cheating was not considered necessary to pass the classroom tests. Another possible 

explanation is that the recognition or acceptance of cheating in the school context 

threatens the school and its practitioners’ credibility and would be damaging to their 

reputation both in educational and social contexts. In the public examination, the case 

is different – the public examination committee that oversees the SECE administration 

is from different schools across the region, and responsibility cannot be attributed to a 

single institution.  

7.1.3.3  Teachers’ lack of assessment literacy 

The teachers’ lack of language assessment literacy was also identified as a significant 

factor that motivated teachers to adopt the public examination format and content in 

their classroom tests. Berry & O’Sullivan (2016) defined assessment literacy as the 

required level of knowledge about assessment by individuals to interact with 

assessment in a meaningful way. In this study, the teachers admitted their lack of 

comprehensive knowledge of language assessment. Similar to observation reported 

by Gebril (2017) about the Egyptian teachers, the participant teacher reported that 

their teacher training programme was not effective in providing sufficient focus on 

language assessment literacy. For that, they relied on the traditional assessment 

method of summative examinations. For instance, the teachers mentioned that their 

professional development had fossilised at a certain level as they had been doing the 

same teaching and assessment practices for years. This situation is evident in the 

case of T1, answering a question about the need for training for professional 

development, who said: 

Yes of course! With the development of teaching methods, we need to cope 

with the modern teaching and assessment methods in the world, especially in 

language education. We shouldn’t depend only on what we have been teaching 

for a long time (Interview T1).  

In the interview with one of the inspectors (P4), he stated: 

The teachers can’t prepare a task to test everything or to prepare different types 

of examinations to assess different types of language knowledge because they 

still follow the traditional way of preparing their assessment because of the lack 

of knowledge and experience in language assessment (Interview P4). 
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The above statements reflect the teachers’ awareness of the need to develop 

assessment literacy in terms of the message of the integrated language curriculum, 

and pedagogy, and its relevance in global, contemporary educational contexts. The 

comments also imply that the participant secondary school teachers’ assessment 

practices have been rooted in their professional experiences rather than being 

developed from their learning experiences, as Sheehan & Munro (2017) found in 

Europe.  Although Alderson et al. (2017) and Brown & Bailey (2008) argued that the 

teacher training processes or levels of professional training had a significant effect on 

washback, the situation seems to be different in this example of the Libyan secondary 

school context. The head of the English language inspection unit (P1) noted: 

We noticed that the newly graduated teachers have more knowledge about 

different types of assessment strategies and they could utilise them to prepare 

their own questions. However, the experienced teachers only follow the 

traditional methods of constructing their examination and they still have the 

same knowledge about assessment and teaching since they graduated 

(Interview P1). 

The difference between the teachers was attributed to their level of teacher education, 

as T1 mentioned that he was trained in assessment for general education, but not in 

assessing language learning and outcomes. However, in spite of this difference, the 

washback was similar for both teachers. P2 in the above extract only indicates that the 

newly graduated teachers have the ability to use different assessment techniques, but 

they did not actually do that. Besides, lack of assessment literacy was not limited to 

the ELT teachers, but also to the wider education practitioners. The representative of 

the Examination Office (P2) admitted the need for training courses on assessment 

literacy to develop wider educational practices. He explained: 

We need courses about assessment for all teachers, especially those who 

supervise the school examination. Those teachers usually face difficulties in 

implementing any changes in the assessment criteria in their work and become 

unable to explain it to other teachers in the school. For that, they should be 

trained to do their job in the right way (Interview P2). 

In such scenarios, the participant teachers of English language were anxious about 

change affecting their students’ attainment, which would affect the judgement about 
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their classroom performance and subsequent career. Thus, the participant teachers 

adopted the public examination questions to deflect any possible criticism or to avoid 

revealing any deficiency in students’ learning outcomes. They considered the SECE 

system as a state-validated, ready-made examination that was safe for them to use in 

their context. Therefore, the adoption of the SECE in the classroom can be interpreted 

as undesirable washback as it constrains all practitioners’ professional development 

and their creativity and spontaneity in educational assessment.  

In addition, the teachers’ lack of subject-specific knowledge integrated into the ELT 

textbooks generated a lack of confidence in preparing their own test questions. For 

instance, one of the teachers (T2) declared: 

We sometimes get help from teachers of other subjects such as statistics, 

biology and chemistry to be able to answer the students’ questions about 

certain subject-specific knowledge included in the English language curriculum 

(Interview T2). 

Another example of that is the following statement by the head of the English 

inspection unit (P1): 

The teachers had to teach things that they didn’t understand, and these things 

were important for their classroom testing and the final examinations, so 

definitely they would have problems in preparing examinations in these aspects 

(Interview P1). 

A similar connection between the teachers’ subject knowledge and their assessment 

practice was observed by McSweeney (2014) and Qi (2005) in which they argued that 

the teachers’ abilities in the language they teach determine the level of washback on 

classroom teaching and assessment practices. This connection could be the reason 

why the participant English language teachers tend only to use questions from the 

textbook lesson questions or those from previous public examinations, rather than 

preparing their own questions in their classroom testing. That is because the answers 

to these questions are given in the prescribed teachers’ book or in the commercial 

SECE related materials. 

7.1.3.4 Self-protection 

Libya continues to be in a state of on-going conflict, and as a result, society is 

militarised and weapons are common. One of the significant findings that emerged 
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from this study is that participant teachers used the public examination format and 

content in their classroom testing to protect themselves from dispute or risk. The 

participant teachers revealed that marking select-response questions helped them to 

avoid arguments with the students, as well as with their parents, about their scores in 

their classroom tests. Such disputes could threaten teachers’ safety, especially with 

the absence of effective state security forces and the widespread availability of 

weapons. One of the teachers (T1) explained: 

I use the SECE approach for the accuracy of marking. For example, in English 

language, a letter can change the vocabulary meaning and can change 

answers from being right to wrong answer. When a student makes such 

mistakes in wh- open-ended questions, it is difficult to take a decision whether 

the answer should be considered as correct or not, because of the error or could 

be due to bad handwriting. Such judgement became more problematic for us 

now since they lead to arguments with students and their relatives. But here {in 

multiple-choice questions} there is a kind of clarity in deciding whether the 

answer is correct or not, which avoids such arguments (Interview T1).  

Although the participant teachers had not specifically experienced any aggressive 

behaviour, they experienced hostile behaviour and were aware of violent events 

happening to teachers at other schools and universities across the country. This 

finding enforces results that were identified by Pathan et al. (2016) in the same context, 

reporting that students’ parents were seen to behave in a rude and hostile manner 

with school teachers and demanded forcefully that their failed children pass their 

courses. In this study, one of the inspectors (P3) commented as follows: 

School teachers are facing real problems with the students’ behaviour, and are 

anxious about that, especially at secondary schools. I witnessed a lot of events 

where students disrespect the teachers in classrooms and nothing can be done 

about that due to the situation of the country (Interview P3). 

This comment emphasises the challenges that the teachers face with student 

discipline, which could result in pressure and anxiety. Commenting on the issues of 

social challenge and safety, one of the teachers (T1) gloomily said that the school 

teachers had been left alone to face real difficulties on different levels within education 

and social contexts and have been accused of deficiencies in the public school sector. 
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The following extract from the head of the English inspection unit demonstrates the 

reasons for such a feeling: 

My question: Do inspectors consider the contextual factors that affect students’ 

motivation to learn or to attend the school and other contextual factors such as 

the teachers’ security given ongoing conflict when evaluating the teachers’ 

practices? 

P1: These issues are a part of the teachers’ responsibilities. These issues are 

the responsibilities of the social support team who specialise in motivating 

students and supporting teachers by giving advice when they need in schools. 

But in this region, we haven’t got those specialists at schools. 

My question: Who do you think is doing this work now? 

P1: I don’t know, it could be teachers as each teacher is responsible for 

motivating students in his class and dealing with the challenges they face, but 

I have nothing to do with this, I have a plan and criteria from the Ministry which 

I follow when evaluating teaching practice (Interview P1). 

The above interview underlines the focus of the inspection and its failure to consider 

the obstacles that could interfere with teachers’ implementation of their practices. The 

practitioners showed a high level of commitment to the policies attached to the public 

examination, which would clearly have an effect on their professional evaluation. They 

insisted that teachers had to finish the curriculum and prepare students for public 

examination but at the same time, they ignored the challenges which could inhibit 

these practices. It also inhibits the implementation of CLT principles which were not 

significant in the public examination.  

The findings from this section confirm my argument that final year secondary school 

English language teaching and assessment are orientated towards the assessment 

policy of the SECE. Thus, these practices were considered as washback of the SECE 

policy and approach.  

7.2 Learning strategies  

The research data analysis shows that the students’ characteristics, such as attitudes 

and perceptions towards language education, and their motivation, had a major effect 

on their English learning strategies. The participant students adopted a measurement-
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driven approach to English language learning in the school context. This learning 

approach was explicit in the practice of learning test discrete points such as 

comprehension texts and grammar instead of developing English language knowledge 

and skills more generally. Learning to the test is a common washback of high-stakes 

assessment reported by several research studies in different contexts (Damankesh & 

Babaii, 2015; Mogapi, 2016; Xie & Andrews, 2013). These studies highlight that 

learners tend to extensively focus on test-preparation material and activities. The 

findings of this study showed that the participant students’ learning patterns are similar 

to those described by Damankesh & Babaii (2015) in Iran and Sukyadi & Mardiani 

(2011) in Indonesia. For example, Damankesh & Babaii (2015) reported that Iranian 

high school students placed their focus on the tested parts of the textbook from which 

is used to construct the final examination questions. They also practised testing 

through the review of papers of the previous examinations and using test preparation 

materials related to the textbook. Moreover, Damankesh & Babaii also highlighted that 

the Iranian high school final examinations directed students to develop different test-

taking strategies with the aim of achieving higher scores. Similarly, the participant 

Libyan secondary school students prioritised translating the meaning of vocabulary 

from the taught parts in Arabic, engaging in test-preparation activities, adopting rote 

learning and various coping strategies as their English language learning strategies. 

These strategies are discussed below. 

7.2.1 Translating the textbook 

The participant students considered mastering the tested parts from the textbook by 

translating them into Arabic as their main learning strategy. This strategy aimed to 

understand the scientific, historical and cultural information, and grammar as that was 

the only knowledge they needed for the public examination of the English language 

subject. S8, for example, described his learning strategy as follows: 

I focus on translating the texts because there are lots of new words that we 

don’t know and because the teacher doesn’t focus on the use of these new 

words in the class. We only know its meaning in the textbook for the 

examination (Pre-examination group interview 2). 

The above comment indicates the teaching approach of GTM described by Pathan et 

al. (2016) in the Libyan school language classrooms context. However, S8’s comment 
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emphasises two reasons for using such learning strategy in her context.  First, S8 

refers to the challenging content of the ELT textbook by which they encountered 

difficulty in understanding many new words, especially the subject-specific knowledge 

introduced in English. Therefore, they focused on translating the textbook content to 

ensure comprehension for the classroom testing and public examination. Second, S8 

identifies the teachers’ practices as another factor for adopting this strategy as the 

teachers did not identify new words and how to write them and use them in context. 

This practice was previously associated with the time pressure of finishing the 

textbooks and the process of test preparation and performance (see 7.1.2). The 

following extract from the interviews reinforces the significance of the time effect on 

other students, such as S12, S7 and S6, in prioritising the translation of the textbook 

rather than focusing on developing their vocabulary: 

S9: She [T2] is speeding incredibly through lessons and classes. 

S7: It may be because she wants to finish the textbook quickly so that no one 

blames her for not completing it.  

S6: But it is difficult for us to understand all new information and vocabulary 

every day. There is a lot of new words in each lesson of the book. So, we only 

get the chance to translate the meaning of these words, not an opportunity to 

practise them in the classroom (Pre-examination group interview 2). 

It may be inferred from S6’s words that the intensity of exposure to the new vocabulary 

and its level of difficulty made it hard for the students to process these materials in the 

classroom context. Thus, the students focused on translating the lesson’s vocabulary 

to be able to deal with it outside the classrooms in their preparation for the public 

examination. Some students (S13, S1, S2 and S11) also reflected on their experience 

as the reason why they took the decision to adopt this learning strategy: 

S13: What happened in the ninth grade exams (BECE) is that we only studied 

half of the book. So, students blamed the teacher for that as they did not get 

through the curriculum and understand all the information although she 

explained well the part we studied. 

S12: Yes, and many students weren’t able to answer because they didn’t know 

the meaning of words or what was required, because we didn’t finish the 

curriculum at that time. 
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S11: It is possible we will face questions, which we have never thought about 

or seen before if we don’t finish the curriculum. 

S13: Because it depends on interpretation. Now, nobody understands the 

lessons and all students are translating (Pre-examination group interview 3). 

Since the focus on understanding the content in detail in the classroom failed to 

prepare students for the public examination, they translated each test item as a 

technique to go through the whole textbook rather than developing vocabulary 

knowledge in the classroom to avoid that situation. Equally, when students were 

successful preparing for the BECE, a similar examination to the SECE, this also 

influenced their learning. They considered their prior experience of preparing for public 

examination as a certified and successful example of examination achievement. They 

also adopted the same test-preparation activities as discussed in the section below. 

This reinforced the argument of Elder & O’Loughlin (2003) and Stoneman (2006) that 

students’ past learning experiences have a major influence on their choice of learning 

strategy and practices.  

7.2.2 Engaging in test-preparation activities 

Results from the study reveal that the participant students engaged in test preparation 

to develop their performance in classroom tests and public examinations. It is possible 

that the insufficient emphasis on the application of knowledge in educational systems 

makes individual participants value success in a test more than the construct of 

knowledge and understanding as Hyland (2011) stated. Therefore, the students 

engaged in activities in order to get a high overall grade rather than to engage in actual 

cognitive English language learning activities. The purpose and the nature of the 

SECE encouraged participants to focus on rote learning and revising examination 

content from the textbook over in-depth learning with the objective of developing 

English language competence. For example, S12 and S13 identified grammar as the 

only thing they needed for their classroom tests and the public examination. They said: 

S12: I focus on doing the grammar exercise from the books because grammar 

is the basis of the teacher tests and public examination in school education.  

S13: Yes, grammar is important because if we understand grammar we can get 

lots of marks because there are many questions about grammar in the public 

examination (Pre-examination group interview 3). 
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Students’ learning focus in the above comment aimed to increase their familiarisation 

with the tested aspects of textbook content in order to enhance their performance and 

score more highly in the classroom tests and public examination. The students 

identified the drilling of grammar exercises as the most common test-preparation 

activity in and outside the classroom. Although it can be argued that the students’ 

grammatical competence could be developed because of this language learning 

practice, however, learning linked with a test is unlikely to lead to a meaningful 

improvement in English language knowledge or to a development of communicative 

ability. In order for such positive washback to occur, Bailey & Masuhara (2012) argue 

that examinations should be matched to objectives and assist language learners to 

obtain and develop their knowledge and skills as part of the test.  

Other test-preparation activities used by the participant students were similar to those 

observed in different Asian countries (Damankesh & Babaii, 2015; Aftab et al., 2014), 

such as answering and reviewing the exercises in the textbooks and revising previous 

versions of the public examination. For instance, S5 indicated as follows: 

It is important to focus on the question, which might come in the final 

examination such as the questions of the lessons and units in the textbook. 

These questions usually come in the final examination in different forms. So we 

try to practise all these types of questions at home to prepare for the exam. The 

teacher told us that we would do these activities after we finish the textbook 

(Pre-examination group interview 1). 

In this account, S5 devoted substantial time to prepare for the public examination 

outside of the school classroom time. Again, this was necessary because students did 

not have sufficient time to practise these activities within the classroom. The need to 

practise outside of the classroom encouraged the students to rely on test-related 

material rather than using the school textbooks. The students also revealed that their 

teachers had advised them to use these materials since they perceived them as being 

relevant test content sources. Unique to the Libyan context, the classroom tests and 

public examination are constructed from the exact linguistic items of the prescribed 

textbook. Consequently, independent publications have emerged which specifically 

provide answers to the exercises and activities of the school coursebooks and 

workbooks. These publications are referred to as “answer-key” textbooks (such as 
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Almomtaz, Almurshed and Alnajah). Saukah (2015) argued that the proliferation of 

answer-key books for the public examination has a strong connection with the 

students’ test-preparation learning strategy and test design in the international context. 

The students point out that they use answer-key textbooks to identify and practise the 

tested parts of the curriculum. For instance, S6 stated: 

Now, the teacher does not focus on explaining the examination questions about 

each lesson in detail. He just highlights that this information could come in the 

examination and then continues teaching. But I try to find out how the lesson 

information can come in the examination. I will use answer-key textbooks and 

previous examination papers (Pre-examination group interview 2). 

The above comment indicates that answer-key textbooks allowed more opportunities 

for the students to practise the test-preparation activities than in the curriculum 

textbooks. However, answer-key textbooks have had a negative impact, minimising 

students’ reliance on the school ELT-prescribed textbooks as a means of language 

learning in the context. They also adversely affected the language learning process in 

so far as students use answer-key textbooks in their classroom learning activities. In 

the classroom observation, the students were observed using these materials to 

answer the teachers’ questions regarding the meaning of the vocabulary and to 

answer the lesson questions regarding reading comprehension paragraphs and texts 

(T1’s classroom observation 1 and T2’s classroom observation 3). In conversation with 

students after the classroom observation, the students also mentioned that they used 

the answer-key textbooks when doing homework. An explanation that could be given 

for the students’ use of answer-key textbooks in their classroom activities is the 

importance of accuracy highlighted previously in this thesis by S12 (section 6.1.2) in 

school English language classrooms. For the participant students, it was important to 

handle these activities effectively in order to increase their scores towards the 

cumulative grade of the SECE. It is interesting to note that the students avoided 

engagement in different learning activities, such as doing homework and contributing 

to classroom discussion, without the use of answer-key textbooks. These learning 

practices were considered to be test-preparation activity since they aimed to promote 

the SECE’s overall score. Therefore, such material had a potential negative impact on 

language-learning development since it inhibited the school students’ exposure to 
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English language by narrowing the content of the syllabus and oversimplifying some 

concepts while undermining coursework activities.  

In the post-examination group interview, the students suggested that such practice 

had assisted their target of passing the public examination with good scores. Weir 

(2005) argued that test-preparation activities could have a positive effect and develop 

candidates’ linguistic and metalinguistic knowledge required for a test. Therefore, 

traditional test-preparation practices for high-stakes examinations are found to be 

desirable by assessment stakeholders in the international context (e.g. Damankesh & 

Babaii, 2015; Nikoopour & Farsani, 2012; Weili, 2010). However, if the test led 

students to develop test-taking strategies which promote performance without 

enhancing the ability being tested, then it can be considered as producing undesirable 

washback. What can be seen in the study context is that the SECE approach 

encouraged the secondary school students to engage in test-preparation activities 

while neglecting the development of language knowledge in the school education 

context. 

7.2.3 Rote-learning practice 

The data also revealed that the participant students adopted a memory-rote learning 

strategy in their English language classrooms. They concentrated on memorising the 

meaning of vocabulary and information as a key cognitive process to perform in the 

classroom tests and public examination. Such washback has been discussed in some 

Asian and MENA contexts (Aftab et al., 2014; Kilickaya, 2016; Pan, 2009). For 

example, Pan (2009) maintained that standardised tests restrict learning as students 

focus only on cognitive dimensions of learning tested discrete points of knowledge, 

and ignore real-life knowledge. In this study, S7 stated: 

Students, and especially in SECE, are supposed to study the whole final year 

curriculum for public examinations and memorise information of all passages in 

order to get used to them before the final exam (Pre-examination group 

interview 2). 

This learning strategy was also found by Green (2007, 2013) in connection with the 

design of public examinations. Since the participants perceived the select-response 

questions required remembering information (discussed in 7.1.3.1), the students relied 

mainly on rote learning, perceiving it as compatible with the public examination 
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approach. The participant students claimed that select-response questions eased 

examinations and did not require too much effort. For example, in the post-

examination group interview, S15 replied to a question about the SECE score 

reflecting language knowledge and ability as follows:  

I don’t think so, because this type of question made me memorise not 

understand. What I did is copy, paste, nothing out of my head (Post-

examination group interview). 

The quotation above reveals that the students used a shadow-learning practice. This 

learning practice encouraged the participant secondary school students to memorise 

a large volume of information from the curriculum before the examination, but it did not 

encourage any deeper cognitive process. However, Patrick et al. (2016) also found 

that standardised tests encourage students to memorise the tested items of the ELT 

textbook for what has been described as short-term retention to be recalled during the 

examinations. This effect was reported in this research by S13 who believed: 

I challenge students to remember anything after the SECE from those who take 

it now. We only memorise what we study and answer the examination 

questions. I mean we didn’t understand anything about it (Pre-examination 

group interview 3). 

This comment emphasises that the Libyan public examinations system promoted 

short-term memory retention among the participant secondary school students in their 

English language classrooms. Particular to this study, rote-learning strategy has been 

encouraged by various language teaching related factors and examination policy and 

practice. For example, the students preferred this learning strategy due to the fact that 

they had difficulties in building a comprehensive knowledge of English during their 

earlier school education as discussed in the previous chapter (section 6.1.3). Since 

the students missed a lot of lessons from the structured English language syllabus 

throughout their earlier secondary education, it was difficult for them to develop a 

reliable knowledge of English. Consequently, memorising the target grammar and 

vocabulary was considered as the best learning strategy to prepare for the 

examination. The students also highlighted that the heavy focus on lecture-based 

teaching made it difficult to promote communicative activities in the English language 

classrooms. A similar finding was reported by Cheng (2005), attributing the Taiwanese 
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students’ preferences for traditional learning strategies (e.g. reading texts and 

memorising grammatical rules, vocabulary and phrases) to the teachers’ use of 

teacher-centred instruction in the language education context. 

In addition, the assessment policy and practice used in the Libyan education system 

had a significant impact on the adoption of a rote-learning strategy among school 

students. Since the questions on the SECE are constructed from the exact linguistic 

resources of the students’ textbooks, it encouraged the rote learning of the language 

input rather than the application and understanding of learning outcomes. The 

students’ knowledge of the examination corpus encouraged them to focus on the 

tested grammar and technical information within the ELT textbook, rather than the 

development of knowledge or engagement with comprehension texts and activities. 

S6 highlighted that: 

It is good to memorise all the material because it will be the same in the 

examination. Only a few words will be changed in the questions. For example, 

in true/false questions, they might change the verb from its original form or they 

might change a date of an event or any piece of information. So if we memorise 

these facts and information we will be able to answer. Even in grammar in the 

multiple choice, they will bring the same sentences from the curriculum (Pre-

examination group interview 2).  

The above comment emphasises the significance of the level of accordance between 

the teaching and examination content in the Libyan school system. This supports the 

argument by Weir (2005) that the knowledge of the task requirements facilitates goal-

setting and monitoring as well as enabling students to choose the most appropriate 

learning strategies. Foster (2013) and Saukah (2015) contended that the close 

relationship between the curriculum and public examinations could encourage 

students to rely completely on memorising the tested items from the curriculum in their 

learning. However, this study found that such a relationship between the textbooks 

and public examination encouraged the participant students to contextualise an 

examination-learning environment, where they focus on memorising the exact test 

content they study and which will be examined rather than to be used for meaningful 

interaction. This impact is related to the fact that the SECE placed an overemphasis 

on rote learning and insufficient emphasis on the application of language knowledge 

as Hyland (2011) described. Besides, as the exact linguistic items of the prescribed 
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textbook were used to design the public examination items, the English examination 

questions were repeated over the years. Thus, the students focused on these 

questions in order to build sufficient test schema content as Weir (2005) described to 

enable them to enhance their performance in the examination. The repetition could 

also be a significant factor in the widespread cheating phenomenon in the public 

examination. Since the questions and the answers of the textbooks are the basis of 

the public examination, this would increase the possibility of cheating in the context. 

Hughes (2003) highlighted that such a gap between testing techniques and the 

objectives of the course would always have the consequence of destructive washback. 

The examinations that focus on knowledge-based memorisation and the recall of 

information ignore many other qualities that are essential to students’ success in 

language learning. In the Libyan school context, it could be worth assessing the 

application of the taught knowledge or the wider language knowledge integrated into 

the school curriculum outlines rather than repetition of the exact exercise content that 

has been performed before. That could encourage school students to employ different 

learning strategies to develop their English language knowledge and competence to 

perform in their classroom and public examinations.  

7.2.4 Developing test-taking strategies 

The Libyan secondary school students also developed test-taking strategies as 

preparation for the public examination. In spite of the extensive preparation that 

students did for the public examination, they were aware of the fact that it is not always 

possible for them to remember the answers to all questions. Such finding is linked to 

the argument by Green (2007) that there is a strong relationship between test design 

and developing test-taking strategies. Accordingly, the participant students tended to 

develop a coping strategy to enable them to respond to the examination question in 

cases when it is difficult to be confident of the accurate answer to the examination 

questions. S8 described that as follows: 

This type of examination is tricky. It is very complicated when the answers could 

be the same with a change in a word or a letter, which makes lots of students 

confused. In this situation, we need to find another way to answer the questions 

so that we don’t lose much time on one item as the exam is a bit long (Pre-

examination group interview 2). 
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In another group interview, S1 also explained: 

We may come to a situation where we don’t know what to write down, and here, 

away from our ability in English, we have a chance to succeed even if we don’t 

know how to write (Pre-examination group interview 1). 

In this study, the students identified different test-taking techniques, such as guessing 

intelligently, the use of word collocations and sentences to identify a theme and 

addressing the test items. They used these techniques to answer the English 

classroom and school periodical tests, and the public examination. Only S11 

highlighted his focus on developing his use of general language knowledge, such as 

considering the overall semantic context and eliminating inaccurate alternatives in 

questions, as a coping strategy for the SECE. In the pre-examination interviews, S11 

mentioned that: 

Sometimes, I try to understand the common words that I know to understand 

the questions if it is something I remembered or I know in general then I would 

be able to answer the question according to my common knowledge of English, 

especially in grammar (Pre-examination group interview 3). 

Compared with S1 in the previous paragraph, this distinction between the students’ 

test-taking strategies could be related to their individual differences in their original 

English language proficiency. Therefore, such differences might be applied to the 

different types of language-learning strategies discussed in this chapter. In the case 

of S11, it can be argued that the SECE encouraged some students to use a few helpful 

test-taking strategies, such as employing other test items, the elimination of obvious 

inaccurate alternatives in the questions and guessing intelligently. These strategies 

could encourage the secondary school students to use their actual receptive English 

knowledge. However, Weir (2005) stated that such cognitive processing would likely 

bear little resemblance to the way texts are processed for information in real life. 

Hence, the use of any type of test-taking strategy that could improve a test score 

without developing measured knowledge is a type of negative washback. In addition, 

as the SECE is norm-referenced, it yielded a negative washback on the secondary 

school students; it affected their learning behaviour in that they were encouraged to 

develop their score using whatever means and ignore the development of their 

language knowledge and competence. 
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7.3 Chapter summary  

This chapter has discussed the participants’ experience of the washback of the public 

examination policy and practices in their classroom context. It focused on washback 

on classroom teaching approaches, activities and practice, and the students’ learning 

strategies.  

This chapter also emphasised the fact that the participant final year secondary school 

teachers experience pressure and anxiety because of the misaligned demands of 

language education policy in comparison with the policy of the public examination. So, 

due to the power of the public examination policy and the value of the SECE score in 

the Libyan education context, the ELT teachers and inspectors oriented their practices 

towards assessment policy. Therefore, I argued that the secondary school English 

language teaching practices signified the washback of assessment policy and 

practices in the secondary school education. For instance, the participant teachers 

used the teacher-centred approach and the GTM approaches to be able to 

superficially finish teaching the English textbooks as the public examination policy 

requires. The teachers also prioritised drilling grammar and raising awareness of the 

possible examination questions rather than developing the students’ spelling, 

vocabulary knowledge and writing activities. The focus on teacher-centred and GTM 

approaches adversely affected the nature of the usual classroom interaction and 

activities and the teachers’ responses to the students’ demands in their English 

language classrooms. In classroom and periodical tests, the participant ELT teachers 

used the public examination format and questions to train students on the system in 

accordance with the policy requirement. However, they prioritised the use of 

summative tests rather than implementing the criteria of evaluating the students’ 

coursework more broadly in order to increase the students’ scores towards the final 

score of the SECE. Another key finding was that the ELT teachers have a lack of 

language assessment literacy, which encouraged them to use the public examination 

approach and content in their classrooms to protect themselves from possible criticism 

in assessing language-learning outcomes. 

This study also highlighted the contextual challenges that the participant teachers and 

inspectors face during their work in the context of the ongoing conflict of Libya. These 

challenges had a significant impact on the participants’ practices, especially since 
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these challenges are not considered in the education policy agenda. A key finding in 

this perspective was that of the final year secondary school teachers’ use of the select-

response format as a self-protection technique where liability and responsibilities are 

problematic. This helped them to avoid arguments with students and their parents 

regarding the marking of classroom tests, which could result in aggressive and 

intimidating behaviour since these scores are significant towards the SECE.   

In the second part of the chapter, I argued that the participant students are largely 

passive in the English classroom. The well-intentioned classroom teaching 

approaches for the sake of the SECE led teachers to neglect the students’ language 

learning demands in the final year of secondary school. Accordingly, the participant 

students utilised different learning strategies to cope with the educational practices. In 

particular, the students prioritised translating the taught lesson to be able to deal with 

it outside the classroom context as the teachers’ focus was to finish the textbooks but 

not to ensure students’ understanding of the lesson. They also utilised the rote-

learning strategies since they had difficulties building the systematic language 

knowledge proposed in the English language curriculum by the Libyan education 

system.  Since the English public examination is drawn from the exact exercises and 

vocabulary of the prescribed English language textbooks, the students considered 

rote-learning and test-taking strategies as effective to perform well in the classroom 

tests and public examination. I also argued that the students engaged in test 

preparation to take an active role in their demands in preparing for the public 

examination. As a consequence, the students tended to rely on the commercial test-

related materials to expand their practices outside of class. This undermined the 

students’ reliance on the prescribed school material as a means of English learning 

and yielded a negative washback effect on school students’ exposure to the English 

language EFL context. They used these materials to do homework and take part in 

the classroom activities, which also adversely affected their engagement in the 

language-learning process and activities.  

The next chapter will examine the SECE score validity according to the socio-cognitive 

framework for test validation and the washback effect.  
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8 Chapter Eight: washback on school language learning outcomes 

This chapter discusses third research question in relation to washback on the students’ 

language learning outcomes. It starts with a discussion of the statistical records of the 

SECE success rate from the first sitting in the Libyan context. Then, it analyses the 

effect of students’ experiences of the classroom teaching and learning practice on their 

performance on public examination and their language learning outcomes according 

to Weir’s socio-cognitive framework for test validity. The discussion will be based the 

students’ score on the SECE and perceptions about their English learning 

development (scoring validity). Since scoring validity is affected by both contextual and 

cognitive validities (Weir, 2005), the chapter covers how these validities are linked to 

each other in the study context and how they affected students SECE score and 

English language learning. These findings offer more insight to support the growth of 

the students’ language learning outcomes - to take an assets-based and improvement 

approach rather than to search for deficits and create a cycle of blame within the 

Libyan education context. 

8.1 Students’ learning outcomes  

It should be highlighted that I was not able to get the records of the SECE before 2011 

since these records have been reported as lost or damaged during the conflict. The 

general observation from the statistical records of the rate of Libyan students’ 

successes in the SECE from the first sitting (Figure 5) showed an increase in the 

number of SECE candidates achieving high scores during the earlier years of the 

implementation of the reformed public examination system. The representative of the 

Examination Office reported that the best success rates in the SECE in the history of 

the Libyan education system were recorded after 2009, the year when the current 

public examination system was implemented. He claimed that the success rate has 

doubled in the recent years. 

As can be seen from Figure 5, nearly 90% of the candidates passed the SECE from 

the first sitting in 2014/2015 when the participant students undertook the public 

examination. In that year, over 80% of the candidates got scores that were classified 

as Excellent (with overall achievement 85% and above) or Very Good (with overall 

achievement 75% and above) according to the reports published by the Ministry of 

Education.  
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Figure 5: The Libyan secondary school students’ success rate in the first sitting 

from 2011 to 2017. 

 

In the post-examination interview, the seven participant students mentioned that they 

successfully passed the SECE at the first sitting. They showed a high level of 

satisfaction with their examination results. Five of the students revealed that they got 

scores of Excellent while the other two had scores of Very Good.  On the basis of the 

perceived good performance in the examinations, some students (S1, S4, S11 and 

S14) mentioned that they had expected their success in the SECE, not only in English 

but also in all other school subjects. For example, S11 said: 

I was expecting these results, as we knew that we did well in the examination. 

We were focusing on the examination all the time during the year by studying 

what is important for the final exam and even in the classroom tests, most of 

the exam questions were similar to the final exam (The post-examination 

interview). 

About their success in English language, the students believed that these results came 

about because of their ELT teachers’ classroom efforts as well as of their own efforts 

outside the classroom and in preparation for the public examination. However, 

although they acknowledged that they had achieved their targets, the students 

believed that neither their language knowledge nor their ability in English use had 

developed as much as their scores. They mentioned that they had not acquired 
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satisfactory knowledge that enabled them to use English to achieve simple speaking 

or writing tasks. The students commented on their language ability as follows: 

S14: My problem is that I haven’t learnt how to link sentences, I know 

vocabulary but I don’t know how to link them together to form sentences for 

speaking.  

S1: Me too, I know only a few words but they are not enough to be able to speak 

well. And I would like to understand grammar, it is a problem to speak well about 

different things. 

S4: Now, my problem is in understanding long sentences, I can read but I can’t 

understand the written words, and my English handwriting is good as well (Post-

examination group interview). 

It is clear from the above interview extract that the students learning outcomes are 

relatively poor. According to the objectives of the final-year secondary school 

curriculum, students should have developed an adequate speaking ability to be able 

to engage in tasks such as solving puzzles and responding to suggestions, telling a 

news story, giving advice, telling a story from pictures, talking about books, 

exchanging information, giving instructions and opinions (see Appendix 1). I locate 

these skills in B1 level (Intermediate) according to the standard of the Common 

European Framework of Reference for languages. It is clear from the students’ 

reflection on their speaking ability that those Libyan students were below the desirable 

level of English ability.  From their reflection, they can only handle basic questions 

about personal details, as such questions require a single, simple sentence. Evidence 

accumulated through this study clearly indicates that the classroom educational 

practices were aimed at and focused on preparing students to succeed in the final 

examination of the SECE but not on developing English language competence. 

Therefore, the following part of this chapter examines the SECE score validity 

according to Weir’s socio-cognitive framework for test validity.  

8.2 Weir’s (2005) socio-cognitive framework for test validation 

The socio-cognitive framework for test validation consists of test-taker characteristics, 

associated with the context, cognitive, scoring, consequential and criterion-related 

validity.   



186 
 

8.2.1 Test-taker characteristics 

The findings from this study showed that the psychological and experiential 

characteristics of the participant secondary school students had a strong impact on 

the improvement of their scores and had a strong effect on aspects of the context and 

cognitive validities.  

8.2.1.1 Psychological characteristics 

The participant students’ motivation, as a psychological characteristic of a test-taker, 

was identified as a key factor in the students’ successful practice towards their 

performance in the SECE. The data analysis revealed that the participant teachers 

and students were intensively motivated to engage in cramming practice in English 

teaching and learning, aiming to boost the students’ scores. This motivation was linked 

to their negative perceptions and attitudes towards the value and the importance of 

the English language school curriculum and towards their perceptions of the aim of 

teaching English within Libyan secondary school education (discussed in section 6.1.1 

and 6.1.4). These perceptions were a result of the traditional focus of the English public 

examination on assessing grammar and reading comprehension despite the 

integration of communicative skills in the English language textbooks. These 

perceptions diminished the students’ interests to engage in “real” English language 

learning practice through the school English language material; instead, they were 

motivated to learn the curriculum only for the sake of the SECE. Therefore, the 

students, as well as their ELT teachers, set their main goal as preparing efficiently for 

the SECE and improving students’ scores on the classroom assessment towards the 

final examination. The students and teachers’ goals were also based on the value of 

the SECE scores for both teachers and students in the Libyan educational context. 

For the teachers, it was important to them that their students perform well in the SECE 

for their professional evaluation, to avoid social embarrassment and protect their 

reputation in the educational and social context. For students, the SECE score was 

valued for their future academic study. They were motivated to get high scores to get 

a scholarship, and to attend their chosen university education. The social value of 

attending an academic course, rather than vocational education, and the opportunity 

of employment in prestigious job available to graduates in the Libyan context 

motivated the students’ good performance in the SECE. According to Weir (2005), 

these individual characteristics had a direct impact on the way that the participant 
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students process the task set up by the context validity and their cognitive or mental 

processing abilities. Consequently, the teachers and students focused intensively on 

test preparation activities. In the post-examination interview, the students described 

such a focus in practice as effective for their readiness to undertake the SECE before 

the examination, and as having a great effect on score improvement in general. 

Therefore, the participant students worked on improving their score rather than to 

develop language skills. 

8.2.1.2 Experiential characteristics 

The findings from this study suggest that the participant ELT teachers and students’ 

experiences with public examinations and the education system were the most 

significant factors affecting English language teaching and learning practice in the 

study context. For instance, the teachers’ successful experiences of preparing 

students for the SECE encouraged them to repeat their teaching and testing focus and 

activities in their classrooms. Their practices were considered as effective to promote 

the students’ cognitive awareness of the necessary linguistic resources and mental 

processes for undertaking the English language exam in the SECE.  In turn, that 

affected the participant students’ motivations towards engaging in the classroom 

teaching and testing practices. It also had a positive effect on their perceptions of their 

readiness for undertaking the SECE and promoted their self-confidence. Similarly, the 

students’ experiences of preparing for and undertaking similar examinations in the 

BECE had a direct impact on their performance and score in the SECE. Since students 

indicated their awareness of the examination requirements and criteria, that familiarity 

with the nature of the exam also increased their self-confidence in their chosen 

learning approach and test preparation activities, which, in turn, had a positive 

influence on students’ performances in the SECE. Therefore, this study argues that 

the students had mastered the SECE resources and demands, in their classroom 

practices, according to their experience with the public examination focus and 

approach in the Libyan education system. The participant students narrowed their 

English language learning focus and limited their intellectual engagement with certain 

practices attached to the SECE rather than developing their language knowledge and 

ability.  
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The students’ motivations and experiences seemed to promote their readiness for the 

SECE and minimise pressure or anxiety attached to the high-stakes examination. 

Therefore, it can be argued that such focus would develop their mental performance 

on the SECE tasks and scores. However, such motivation and practice could not 

facilitate the development of the students’ English language knowledge and skills as 

proposed by the curriculum. 

8.2.2 Context validity 

O’Sullivan & Weir (2011) and Weir (2005) argued that there is an interactional 

relationship between the context and cognitive validities in the way they affect the 

students’ performances, score validity and shaping construct validity within the socio-

cognitive framework. The findings of this study showed that the aspects of the context 

validity directed the students’ cognitive process of the cognitive validity. Hence, the 

context validity is discussed first in this chapter.  

According to Weir (2005), the task context must be acceptable to both test-takers and 

testers as an appropriate situation to assess a specific language ability to achieve the 

context validity. In the case of the Libyan SECE, the lack of alignment between the 

focus of the English language curriculum (intended outcomes) and the focus of the 

SECE (task context) presents a critical issue in regard to the SECE’s context validity. 

This will be discussed below in three sections, entitled task setting, task demands and 

task administration, which comprise the cognitive validity.  

8.2.2.1 Task setting 

Weir (2005) stated that clear knowledge of the requirements of the task facilitates goal 

setting, enabling students to choose the most appropriate learning strategies and to 

determine the type of targeted information. In this study, the discrepancy between the 

curriculum objectives of developing the students’ communicative abilities and the 

focus of the SECE on assessing grammar and vocabulary influenced the participant 

students’ and teachers’ goal-setting in school language education. They considered 

the SECE as a norm-referenced examination since the test’s score counted for more 

than language proficiency in the education context. Their understanding of the purpose 

of the test was translated to the need to focus on cramming practices in teaching and 

learning rather than developing language skills. Since the time devoted to teaching 

and learning the ELT textbooks was perceived as insufficient to explain and 
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understand it comprehensively, mastering the tested items to identify the targeted 

information was the purpose of the ELT classroom practice in the study context. The 

participant teachers and students focused on translating the tested items into Arabic 

in order to finish the textbooks to meet the purpose of the SECE. Being able to process 

the required knowledge from the curriculum in the SECE could have a positive effect 

on the students’ readiness and performance in the exam, but not on the development 

of their English language knowledge and skills. 

Moreover, the students also indicated that their knowledge of various SECE contextual 

elements had a positive influence on their performance, such as test familiarity, 

knowledge of response method and time constraints. For example, the students (e.g. 

S3, S11, S13 and S14) were aware of the need to mark the answer sheet clearly, to 

ensure efficient erasure of pencil marks when changing responses so that marks were 

not lost, as the examination is electronically marked. S13 explained in the following 

extract: 

We have this information from our BECE, and we were told it is the same. It is 

only highlighting multiple-choice questions, matching, marking true/false 

question. Lots of students failed in the BECE because they didn’t mark the 

answer sheet clearly (Pre-examination group interview 3). 

The students’ experience of taking a similar examination in the BECE was the key 

source of their knowledge of the SECE contextual conditions. In the group interviews, 

the students also argued that the select-response items of the SECE contributed to 

the increase in their test score as its marking criteria primarily depends on the ability 

to convey these responses. They believed that such pencil marked responses 

protected them from losing marks because of their writing such as handwriting or 

spelling mistakes as in more traditional assessment. They also argued that the select-

response format enabled them to use different coping strategies, such as guessing 

blindly (haphazard technique) or intelligently, using other test items, the elimination of 

obviously incorrect alternatives in the multiple-choice to answer the test questions. In 

this study, the teachers and students believed that coping strategies increased the 

chances to gain more marks in the current public examination design than the previous 

one. This perception is shared by other studies in Asia and the Middle East, which 

claim that the utilisation of test-taking strategies can help students achieve higher 
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scores in examinations (e.g. Damankesh & Babaii, 2015). However, the current public 

examination design had an undesirable influence on the development of the 

secondary school students English language knowledge and the ability. For instance, 

the SECE design was found to affect the ELT teachers and students’ focus on 

developing English vocabulary spelling and writing skills in addition to the traditional 

neglect of listening and speaking in the Libyan schools. The teachers and students’ 

beliefs regarding the purpose of the test and the aim of English language education, 

as discussed earlier in this section, seem to consider writing composition or ability as 

unimportant for the SECE. This effect was one of the significant factors that led the 

ELT inspectors (P3 and P4) and the representative of the Examination Office (P2) to 

hold a negative perception about the SECE format, especially since they believed 

assessing writing is crucial for language learning. In the interview with P1, as 

mentioned earlier in section 6.2.2, he declared that the SECE design has negatively 

affected the development of the secondary school students’ writing skills, not only in 

English language but also in Arabic.  

8.2.2.2 Task demands 

The task demands also affected the students’ performances in the SECE English 

examination. Weir (2005) argued that candidates’ familiarity with the linguistic 

demands and content knowledge of a test could have a positive influence towards 

increasing their score on the test. That would enable them to choose the most 

appropriate learning strategies and determine the type of targeted information. In the 

study context, the fact that the linguistic resources of public examinations are the exact 

language lexis and grammar available in the prescribed textbooks enhanced the 

school students’ familiarity with the SECE’s content. This familiarity made participant 

teachers and students focusing only on the tested aspects in the SECE from the ELT 

textbook of the final year secondary school. They intensively concentrated on drilling 

and reinforcing grammar rules as test preparation throughout the academic year and 

memorising the scientific, historical or cultural information. The teachers were keen on 

the necessity of students’ mastering the textbook lexis and specialised terminology by 

translating items into Arabic and giving examples in Arabic. In addition, the teachers 

and students spent a large amount of time on question-solving activities and 

administering mock examinations in the classroom-based testing. It could be the case, 

therefore, that these practices of teaching and learning supported the students’ 
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knowledge of the linguistic demands of the SECE and positively affect their SECE 

scores, especially when the students were trained on these questions in the 

classroom-based tests throughout the academic year. This finding suggests that 

applying test-preparation practices before the examinations helped students achieve 

higher scores in examinations as discussed in different Asian and Middle East 

situation (e.g., Pour-Mohammadi & Zainol Abidin, 2011).  

Likewise, it has been argued that the repetition of the examination input on language 

learning facilitates its comprehension and increases the students’ proficiency when 

taking the examination (e.g. Chou, 2015). This study identified the repetition of the 

SECE questions over several years has helped the students to acquire sufficient 

schemata of the test content and enabled them to deploy appropriate skills and 

strategies to perform well in the SECE. For example, S8 mentioned: 

As we expected, many of the examination questions were repeated, and we 

have studied them in the classroom or the teachers used them in the classroom 

and the school periodical tests (The post-examination group interview). 

S7 also mentioned that the teachers’ focus contributed to improving their scores as 

they memorised all the tested aspects of the ELT textbooks after they had been 

translated and understood in Arabic. They stated that their teachers simplified the ELT 

textbook to enhance the students’ interactions with the domain of knowledge relevant 

to performance in the criteria of the SECE. However, this practice cannot represent 

the authenticity of the situational (contextual) and interactional (cognitive) context of 

the test to be contextually valid (O’Sullivan, 2006). Weir (2005) stated that if 

candidates can predict the questions answers in advance, then their processing would 

be of an entirely different nature of authenticity (e.g. solely reliant on memory). 

Although Weir related this issue to the test security, however, the SECE resources 

and content were the main factors for the test-takers’ predictions of the examination 

questions and answers in the case of the SECE. Therefore, such a finding suggests 

that the use of the examination content over time in the same format influenced the 

test-takers’ characteristics and cognitive validity, and threatens the context validity. 

The SECE, however, is an inappropriate situation to assess the students’ language 

abilities or encourage language teaching and learning practices aimed to develop the 

students’ communicative competence. The research finding presented in this section 

has an implication on the socio-cognitive framework (more discussion in 9.3.3). 
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8.2.2.3 Task administration 

Task administration is the final aspect of the context validity, which affected students’ 

test scores and their learning strategies within the socio-cognitive framework. In the 

study context, cheating was identified as a significant factor that threatened the context 

validity of the SECE. During the pre-examination group interviews, some students 

used the word “help” to refer to cheating. S13 declared that:  

Yes, because we may get help (cheating) from outside and that help (cheating) 

has an effective role in passing the examination and helps to get high marks 

(Pre-examination group interview 3). 

The above quotation indicates that cheating in the Libyan public examination is socially 

accepted. This acceptance of cheating was related to different factors in the study 

context. First, there was intense pressure on students to succeed in the SECE created 

huge pressure throughout society to help students to succeed with high scores in order 

to enable them to attend university education because vocational education is not 

privileged in Libyan society. When the pressure to achieve a high score is intense, 

people sometimes resort to unlawful activity. In different parts of the world (e.g. India, 

China and the USA), many families were reported as resorting to cheating to help their 

adolescents to pass high-stakes examinations (Spann, 2015). Second, there are 

difficulties that individual schools could not resolve, such as the lack of teachers’ 

availability which encourages cheating in the study context. It is possible that 

secondary school students do not study some school subjects, especially English 

language, throughout the academic year because of the lack of teachers’ availability. 

This is a common issue in the rural areas in the south-west of Libya, where this study 

was conducted. An example of this was the subject of statistics, which was not taught 

for the participant students in the first semester or until the time of the data collection 

in March/April 2015.  In spite of that, the students had to undertake a public 

examination in that subject. In this scenario, it seemed to be believed in the social 

context that cheating is the only way to “assist” those students to have a chance of 

success. In addition, with the pressure to pass the SECE, some students resorted to 

cheating by using threat or the force of arms. Students’ relatives were also reported 

as forcefully accessing public examination sites in order to help students to cheat in 

order to pass. In the interview with one of the teachers (T1), he mentioned that he 
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decided not to supervise the public examinations due to potentially adverse 

circumstances. He explained that: 

I have been offered to take charge of an examination site of the public 

examination, but I refused to do that. As you know, if I did the job properly, it 

would be a problem for me and my family as people will come and try to help 

their relatives and children (Interview T1). 

T1’s decision can be attributed to the anxiety associated with the challenge of securing 

public examinations in the on-going conflict context of Libya. The cheating 

phenomenon in public examinations was significantly increased due to the widespread 

number of people carrying weapons, including students themselves. There was widely 

shared a photo on social media of a student with a gun on the table, believed to belong 

to a Libyan student in the SECE in 2014/2015. In such a context, it would be difficult 

for the exam administrative to implement discipline at the public examination site. 

Although examination security is an international phenomenon, the challenges are 

unique in an on-going conflict context, such as Libya where preventing cheating in 

public examinations could be life-threatening to the educational specialists. However, 

the significance of such challenges differs from one region to another even in the 

Libyan context.  

Another important factor that leads to cheating is administering the same SECE 

examination in Libyan national schools and in schools belonging to the cultural affairs 

of Libyan embassies in different parts of the world. The time difference between 

different countries facilitated a new type of cheating in the public examination. For the 

first time, the public examination witnessed the phenomenon of the spread of 

examination questions on social media in 2014/2015 public examination. The SECE 

candidates in different parts of the world, especially Malaysia, uploaded their 

examination questions on social media, which enabled other students, who had not 

yet entered the examination, to get access to the examination questions. However, a 

recently official measure has been taken to prevent this by creating different questions 

for different international time zones. Still, the Ministry of Education witnessed a 

leakage of public examinations questions in certain subjects in 2016/2017. Similarly, 

these questions circulated through social media before the time of the examinations. 

These findings suggest that the on-going conflict context has resulted in widespread 
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corruption that undermines educational quality as an inevitable consequence of the 

overuse and misuse of high-stakes testing in context.  

Overall, the research findings showed that the students’ familiarity with the SECE 

criteria, response method and linguistic demands was reported as having a significant 

positive effect on the students’ performance and scores in the SECE. However, the 

lack of alignment between the curriculum and examination focus makes it difficult for 

the SECE to indicate the students’ levels of English language knowledge and skills. 

Since the exact language lexis and grammar of the textbooks are used to construct 

the public examination questions, that makes the Libyan SECE a repetitive practice 

rather than a discriminatory assessment practice. With the repetition of the 

examination’s questions and the students’ training on these questions throughout the 

academic year, the students build sufficient schemata of the test content, which 

enabled them to perform well in the test.  Consequently, it would be difficult for such 

practice to represent a real context of testing or assessment, as Weir (2005) argued, 

or to mediate positive teaching and learning practices developing the students’ 

language learning. Hence, the Libyan SECE can be considered as having a lack of 

context validity. 

8.2.3 Cognitive validity 

Cognitive validity is concerned with the test’s ability to elicit cognitive processing of 

similar tasks in the real world.  According to Weir (2005), the nature of context and 

cognitive validity is determined by the interaction between the demands of the task of 

a test and the executive resources of the candidate. In the study context, the demands 

of the Libyan SECE and the executive resources are the exact linguistic resources of 

the prescribed textbooks used in the language classroom without broadening the 

students’ internal linguistic knowledge. This connection made the relationship between 

the context and cognitive validity overlap in this context more than has been described 

in the literature. As explained earlier in section 7.1.2., participant ELT teachers and 

students tended to cover a wide range of activities related to the SECE’s task 

demands. These activities also represent the students’ executive processing and 

resources of the SECE since the task demands and the task resources are alike in the 

Libyan SECE.  Khalifa & Weir (2009) argued that what a task assesses is a central 

factor in establishing the test validity. As the Libyan SECE is a summative examination 
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system of content rather than assesses achievement, the students were required to 

recall the same task input (grammar and vocabulary) in the SECE as an assessment 

strategy. This assessment strategy leads the participant teachers and students to 

create a smaller language learning context focusing on developing the students 

cognitively to act effectively in the ELT assessment in the secondary school context. 

For that, the SECE cognitive validity is discussed in relation to developing the 

secondary school students’ language knowledge and skills within the Libyan 

educational context. 

Weir (2005) highlighted that the test-takers choose the most appropriate reading 

strategies once they had a clear idea of the required information in the text. As the 

participant students and ELT teachers had a clear knowledge of the SECE demands, 

the students’ learning motivation and practice were geared towards learning discrete 

points of the textbooks. The participant students and teachers’ classroom practices 

focused on mastering the prescribed textbooks rather than developing a 

comprehensive linguistic knowledge of English or their critical thinking and analytical 

skills. The teachers facilitated the students’ learning of grammar, vocabulary and their 

recall of scientific, historical or cultural information from the reading comprehension 

texts of the textbooks as an executive resource of the SECE. These practices caused 

the adoption of cramming in teaching and learning practices. For example, the 

students adopted a rote-learning strategy as the proper cognitive learning practice to 

perform well in the test. They focused on learning grammar, translating the texts’ lexis 

to Arabic and memorising their meanings as well as the relevant scientific information 

included in the final year ELT textbooks as the test executive resources. Those 

learning strategies were considered as the main cognitive process needed to perform 

well in the test. They also engaged in test preparation activities inside and outside 

classrooms, such as answering and revising previous versions of the public 

examination. In addition, the language classroom-based tests adopted the SECE 

format and content to train the students on how to perform in the final public 

examination. These activities were emphasised by the public examination policy and 

the teachers’ and students’ perceptions and experiences of its effectiveness in 

preparing for the Libyan public examination.  

Therefore, it can be argued that the participant students were cognitively trained in the 

task of the SECE throughout the academic year, in order to develop their performance 
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in the examination sitting. Although the used learning strategies helped the students 

to prepare and perform on the SECE, however, this learning practice did not lead to 

meaningful improvement in their general language knowledge and ability, especially 

since the students’ linguistic background knowledge was not considered in developing 

the SECE’s executive resources. For that, it would be difficult for the students to 

transfer this knowledge to a real language use context. An example of this was the 

students’ statements that they were unable to use the lexis they learnt from the school 

material outside the classroom context, as it is not related to the real context. Besides, 

the fact that the participant students understand the English language textbook 

material in Arabic could not develop their understanding of the English written texts in 

an authentic context.  

Evidence accumulated through this study clearly indicates that the students’ learning 

strategies were encouraged by the nature of the test and its design. All participant ELT 

practitioners and students reported that the SECE approach encouraged rote-learning 

of the language input (grammar and vocabulary) in words rather than the development 

of productive knowledge and skills (communicative competence). S7 and S6 said: 

S6: For the final exam, we need to memorise the passage line by line because 

the questions of true and false will come from these texts. 

S7: The multiple-choice question also helps us to remember the answer, and 

then we answer correctly and get better marks (Pre-examination group 

interview 2). 

The reading comprehension information of the multiple-choice questions was 

described as “easy” since the choices are not identical and depend on scientific 

factors, especially when presenting questions without a text background.  The 

perception that the select-response questions facilitate the cognitive process of 

remembering was also highlighted by the participant practitioners. According to 

Hughes (2003), if an examination focuses on assessing knowledge-based 

memorisation and the recall of information, it ignores many other qualities that are 

essential to student success in language learning. In this study, the SECE English 

examination was identified as encouraging the participant students to activate short-

term memory to memorise certain items from the ELT textbooks specifically to be 

recalled in the examination. Accordingly, such assessment practices would not provide 

any effective feedback, which could help students to implement the metacognitive 
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strategies required for successful language learning. One of the participant students 

(S11) highlighted that he usually forgets the memorised linguistic aspects immediately 

after the examination. This comment represents the limitation of the students’ 

language learning strategies and practices towards achieving the goal of developing 

their English communicative competence. 

Moreover, the participant secondary school students and teachers neglected the 

development of English writing skills and spelling since they were not monitored in the 

SECE and were seen as unimportant as an executive process of the SECE. Thus, the 

students were also keen to develop coping strategies as a key executive process 

aimed at a good performance in the examination in order to get high scores rather 

than developing language knowledge and skills. In the post-examination interviews, 

S4 and S5 mentioned that they had no problem with the SECE questions items when 

they were able to translate the words into Arabic or when they remembered the 

grammatical rules required to answer the grammar questions. When students were 

not able to translate the words into Arabic, they used different test-taking techniques. 

The participant students mentioned that guessing was the most frequent coping 

strategy used in the SECE as they used guessing intelligently to answer the 

examination questions related to grammar. Guessing blindly was used to answer the 

true/false questions and multiple-choice questions when the students could not 

remember the meaning of the lexis in the questions. For example, S8 mentioned:  

At the end of the exam time, if I can’t find or get the correct answer for yes/no 

questions, I try to do my best by guessing according to the words where I know 

their meaning, or do that haphazardly and rely on my luck to get some of them 

right (The post-examination group interview). 

The participant students claimed that guessing had a significant effect on the students’ 

SECE scores. This claim was based on their experience of this strategy in the 

classroom-based tests. Such claims challenge the cognitive validity of the Libyan 

SECE in school language education. Although guessing has been widely observed as 

a washback of standardised examinations in the global context (Damankesh & Babaii, 

2015: Iran; Hsieh, 2017: Taiwan; Toksöz & Ertunç, 2017: Turkey; Yu & Jie, 2013: 

China), it is different in intensity in the case of the Libyan SECE since the exact 

linguistic resources had been previously known to students.  
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A further example of a test-taking strategy, which has been considered by a number 

of students in their classroom-based tests (e.g. S4, S3 and S7), was the use of the 

test items to answer questions related to grammar and identifying themes through 

words’ collocations in sentences. The following extract from the pre-examination 

interview is an example of that: 

S3: Sometimes I just look at any different group of words in the question and 

then search for these groups in the other questions. And if I find them I would 

try to find if there are any differences between the question and the sentence 

to answer the questions. 

S5: Yes, I did the same thing (Pre-examination group interview 1). 

 S7 also said: 

In some of the grammar questions, I was looking at the pattern of the question 

and sentences on the exam paper to see how the tense has been written and 

how I can form a similar sentence from the choices given in the question. (Pre-

examination group interview 2) 

It is clear that the participant students’ utilisation of these test-taking strategies was 

completely dependent on their remembering the meanings of the lexis, phrases and 

sentences of the examination’s questions. These techniques were used to answer the 

classroom and periodical tests as well as the SECE. It seems that the participant 

students implemented some of the cognitive processes of the reading test identified 

by Khalifa & Weir (2009) and Weir & Khalifa (2008), such as word recognition, lexical 

access and establishing propositional meaning. It may be argued that the SECE 

encouraged the participant students to adopt a few useful test-taking strategies such 

as using other test items, the elimination of bad alternatives in the questions and 

guessing intelligently. It could be possible that these coping strategies enabled the 

students’ cognitive abilities and mental readiness to activate their actual general 

knowledge in the examination. Although the students claimed the positive influence of 

such test-taking strategies on their scores, Hughes (2003) and Weir (2005) mentioned 

that the cognitive processing involved in determining an answer in this format would 

likely bear little resemblance to the way texts are processed for information in real life. 

In this case, the SECE can be perceived as having a negative influence on the 
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development of the participant secondary school students’ language knowledge and 

ability. 

According to this data, it can be inferred that the SECE focus and design did not elicit 

a cognitive process similar to those that could be implemented in the authentic context 

of the language use. The secondary school students’ cognitive strategy in language 

learning was strictly limited to the memorising of the school textbook lexis context and 

developing test-taking strategies. These practices reflect the limitation of students’ 

cognitive processes implemented to perform in the SECE. These findings indicate that 

the SECE does not fulfil the criteria of cognitive validity. 

8.2.4 Scoring validity  

Scoring validity is concerned with the test score’s reflection of the actual level of 

proficiency in the language knowledge and use. The data analysis showed that there 

was an agreement between the participants’ ELT practitioners and students’ 

perceptions of different elements of the scoring validity aspects of the SECE. As 

mentioned in chapter four of this thesis, Khalifa & Weir (2009) and Weir (2005) 

highlighted that the scoring process of tests is usually influenced by different factors, 

such as the test type (objective or subjective) and the method of scoring (manually or 

electronically). In this study, the sufficiency in marking the select-response items of 

the SECE using the digital method was believed to increase the overall test stability. 

Since the examinations’ answer sheets were electronically marked, this method was 

considered as a stable and consistent method of marking. The students acknowledged 

their satisfaction with that since it is free from marking errors or mistakes. Thus, all 

participants were satisfied with the marker reliability of the SECE. The ELT 

practitioners identified that as one of the main goals of introducing the public 

examination system in the Libyan education system. However, the ELT practitioners 

and students revealed the perception that the SECE score only reflects the students’ 

performance in the exam but not their actual English language knowledge of ability. 

Different factors related to the exam design and administrations have been identified 

to threaten other aspects of scoring validity. 

In terms of the score reflection of the students’ abilities through the analysis of the 

examination items in the perspective of ease and difficulty, students mentioned that 
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the final exam of the SECE was not difficult, and the time was enough to answer the 

questions. In the post-examination interviews, S5 explained that: 

The final exam wasn’t that difficult. We faced lots of the final exam questions in 

classroom tests, or we came through them in previous versions of SECE exam 

for the recent years (Post-examination interviews). 

From the above quotation, the repetition of the examination questions over several 

versions in previous years, and the extensive preparation using these examination 

versions in the ELT classroom throughout the academic year was a significant factor 

in the ease of the SECE items. Hence, the SECE score can be considered as a 

reflection of students’ improvement in a repetitive examination activity with the same 

characteristics. That made it difficult for the students’ test scores to indicate their 

authentic language knowledge and abilities. The following extract from the students’ 

interviews can also be considered as a representation of the actual performance 

indicated by SECE’s score. In the extract, it should be noted that the students used 

the word “understanding” to refer to the actual cognitive process responsible for the 

ability of language use:  

S9: I don’t think the public examination score reflects our language knowledge 

and ability; because these types of questions make me memorise not 

understand, what I did is copy paste, nothing out of my head. It is for what 

students memorised from the curriculum that they get marks. 

S7: It reflects our level in what we memorised from the curriculum. 

S10: We memorise at home and then come to the exam to make copy paste. 

S8: It reflects memorising more than understanding. (Pre-examination group 

interview 2) 

The above comment indicates that the SECE measures the students’ access to the 

school curriculum rather than their skill in a particular area. Such characteristics can 

also be linked to the internal consistency of the scoring validity. For practitioners, the 

SECE is inadequate for assessing students’ learning outcomes and competence 

regarding the integrated language skills in the curriculum. As the focus of the ELT 

curriculum is on developing the students’ language communicative competence, the 

public examination system does not provide the chance for students to express their 

productive Language knowledge and academic skills comprehensively. Thus, the 
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Libyan SECE constitute a technical, cognitive process required by the assessment 

policy (teaching tested parts of the curriculum and preparing students for the public 

examination), and whether the teachers and students achieved these policies. 

Consequently, the focus on testing specific linguistic knowledge (grammar and lexical) 

in the Libyan SECE cannot be considered as a sign of the students’ abilities to use 

this knowledge in a real-life context. Hence, P1 did not only consider the Libyan SECE 

as a false indicator of the students’ language abilities but also as a destructive activity 

towards achieving the goals of developing the school students’ communicative 

competence in English language. 

In addition, all participants of this study considered the select-response items as an 

inadequate measure of real language knowledge and ability as it does not provide 

comprehensive details or reference to their knowledge language and ability. That is 

because there are different factors that could increase the candidates’ scores, apart 

from developing their language knowledge, such as guessing and cheating in the 

study context. For instance, in the post-examination interview, the students confirmed 

that there were several questions that they answered haphazardly on the test, and 

they thought that they got some of them right, which increased their marks on the test 

results. In the pre-examination interviews, students also said: 

S3: Yes, the public examination design doesn’t reflect our language ability. It is 

just an exam score because sometimes we answer haphazardly to questions 

and it comes right and I got marks on that, but in reality, I don’t know the 

meaning of the answers to the questions. 

S2: Yes, and in that way, anyone can get high marks if they are lucky. If I got a 

lower mark in the school examination that doesn’t mean that I don’t know how 

to speak English. (Pre-examination group interview 1) 

In another group interview, S14 said: 

The score of the public examination doesn’t reflect our language ability because 

it doesn’t show our level in writing since we only read and mark questions. So 

here [the SECE design] away from our writing ability [spelling and composition] 

in Arabic or English, everyone has a chance to succeed and move from one 

stage to another even if they don’t know how to write. (Pre-examination group 

interview 3) 
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In the above quotations, the students indicated the effect of guessing and test-taking 

strategies on scoring in the public examination design. They described it as a matter 

of luck, similar to the perception highlighted by the ELT practitioners. Weir (2005) 

argued that guessing might have a considerable but unknowable effect on test scores 

in such standardised tests. In the study context, such a character seems to have a 

negative implication on the learning motivation of the secondary school students. S14, 

for instance, said that it would be difficult to distinguish the hard-working students from 

others using this examination design. Therefore, he considered the SECE and 

classroom tests scores as meaningless in reflecting their English language knowledge 

and ability. Similarly, Hadri, (2015) stated that the Tunisian secondary school students 

held negative perception towards the inadequacy of the school assessment for 

providing a detailed report about their language performance and ability. 

Moreover, cheating was also believed to have a significant direct effect on the 

students’ scores in the public examination in this study. O’Sullivan & Weir (2011), in 

the re-conceptualisation of the socio-cognitive framework, highlighted that the context 

validity could directly impact on the scoring validity. That could reflect the practices of 

cheating, where the ready answers given to students would increase the students’ 

scores, undermine their cognitive process. Consequently, this would also affect the 

factor of error of measurement within the score validity, which is concerned with the 

difference between the observed score and the corresponding true score of proficiency 

or knowledge. The study found that the secondary school-leavers English knowledge 

and ability is not satisfactory for either students or practitioners at different educational 

levels. The level of the participant students’ language ability was identified as being 

below the objectives of the prescribed English language textbook for the final-year 

secondary school students. In the post-examination group interview, the participant 

students (S1, S11 and S5) admitted their weaknesses in English language and in their 

abilities to use English, although they passed the SECE with high scores. They 

declared that their level of English was not good enough to be able to use English for 

writing or for a long conversation. In the interview with the English language inspection 

unit (P1), he revealed that the ELT inspectors always get comments from educational 

practitioners in university education emphasising the weak level of the secondary 

school-leavers’ knowledge in English language and general academic skills. He 

declared that it is natural to describe the secondary school-leavers as weak since the 
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judgement was based on the students’ language skills and usage, which had never 

been considered in the general secondary school education. At the end of the 

interview, he called for alignment between the ELT curriculum and examination system 

in order to enhance the secondary school students’ motivation in language learning 

and develop their language competence. The representative of the examination office 

(P2) also acknowledged the weakness of the school-leavers in subject knowledge and 

general academic skills. Whereas he argued that the lack of the subject knowledge is 

the responsibility of the teachers and inspectors, he traced back the weakness in the 

academic skills to the assessment policy of the early years of basic education. He 

stated: 

The quality of subject knowledge learning outcomes is the inspectors’ 

responsibility in the first place because they should supervisor the classroom 

and identify the students’ weakness and advise teachers to focus on these 

points to develop their teaching practices and help students to overcomes 

difficulties lead to the weaknesses in their learning. However, the weakness of 

school leavers level of general academic skills, especially spelling and 

composition is not the responsibility of secondary school teachers. These 

weaknesses can be traced back to the transferring policy applied in early years 

of basic education. This assessment policy stated that pupils should move to 

the next school level even though their level is weak. When pupils pass the 

fourth level, teachers focus on teaching the scientific aspects of the curriculum, 

but not developing these skills at that level. Then, pupils keep moving from one 

level to another with a low level of academic skills, as they are not tested. For 

that, secondary school teachers should not be blamed for the problem.  

This comment reflects the neglect of assessing the development of the academic skills 

in the Libyan school education. Accordingly, practitioners, such the representative of 

the examination office, considered teaching the content of the public examination as 

important more than developing English language skills in the final year of secondary 

school. This washback seems to have a significant effect on the students’ ability in the 

application of the information and knowledge learnt at school, especially in the English 

language subject. The comment also reflects the power of the assessment policy and 

practice on the practitioners’ perceptions about their role in school education. 
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8.2.5 Consequential validity  

This section discusses the study findings in relation to the extent to whether the 

intended goals of the implementation of the reformed SECE system in the educational 

context have been achieved to identify its washback.  It will also discuss the 

unintended effect of the SECE’s use and design in the educational context.  

It was highlighted by the participant practitioners that the SECE system was introduced 

to avoid imperfections in the previous public examination approach from the 

perspective of its administration and process. For instance, the practitioners argued 

that the select-response items had developed the SECE’s marking criteria and 

process. It eased the process of marking and publishing the results, especially for 

those who take the re-sit of public examinations. The practitioners believed that this 

objective of the reformed public examination system had been achieved. These 

achievements were considered as being of a great value to the practitioners and the 

Ministry of Education due to their experience of the complexity of these process and 

their concerns around the ethical issues of marking in the previous public examination 

design. The practitioners also believed that the Ministry of Education considered the 

increase in the number of secondary school-leavers, passing at the first exam sitting, 

as an indication of the efficiency of using this public examination system in the Libyan 

education context.  Another aim of the reformed SECE design was to eliminate the 

cheating phenomenon in the public examinations. Since the cheating phenomenon 

was linked with complicated contextual factors, the examination design did not wholly 

eradicate cheating practices in public examination in the on-going conflict context of 

Libya. However, one of the participants (T1) highlighted that the examination 

technique was useful in eliminating some cheating in the normal situation such as the 

classroom-based tests. 

Nevertheless, the findings from the study indicated that the SECE policy and practices 

had adversely affected the English language teaching and learning practices in the 

secondary school education. For instance, the lack of alignment between the focus of 

the English language curriculum planning and the public examination focus created 

tension among the language educators’ perceptions and practices. In particular, the 

traditional focus of the English language public examinations yielded the perception 

that developing English language proficiency is not the aim of language education in 
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Libyan secondary school context. That is because the SECE has never assessed the 

English language skills of secondary education students, despite the integration of the 

communicative approach and the recent reforming of the public examination 

approach. Besides, due to the power of the public examination policy on the ELT 

practitioners’ careers, the language educational practice in the final year of secondary 

school was driven by requirements of the public examination policy rather than the 

instructional practice required by the curriculum. Consequently, the examination policy 

was identified as the most significant factor affecting the English language school 

teachers’ judgements of the suitability of their teaching and assessment strategies, 

such as teaching to the test, and the use of teacher-centred approach in their 

classrooms, rather than implementing CLT. The lack of alignment between the English 

language curriculum and its allocated time was also identified as a significant factor 

that affected the final-year secondary school teachers’ and students’ choices of their 

teaching and learning strategies and practices. The secondary school English 

language teachers taught to the test and used GTM in order to be able to fulfil the 

requirements of the public examination policy. The findings of the study indicated that 

the teaching and learning focus of the final year of secondary school is a washback of 

the traditional public examination policy and the reformed public design. However, the 

reformed public examination system influenced the intensity of this washback on 

perceptions and practices.  

The participant students also held the perception that the school language education 

does not aim to develop their English communication ability. This perception emerged 

primarily because of the underutilisation of communicative activities in teaching 

practices in the English language classrooms, where the focus was purely on the 

SECE policy and practice. These practices influenced the secondary school students’ 

adoption of measurement-driven learning strategies rather than the focus on 

developing real-life language knowledge and skills in their English education. 

Moreover, the participant students’ negative perceptions about the English language 

curriculum content and the motivational strategies presented in the education policy 

significantly affected their adoption of learning to the test as a learning strategy in order 

to succeed in the SECE. The focus of the secondary school-leavers was on improving 

their score rather than developing their language ability.  
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As a result, those language teaching and learning practices were identified as having 

a positive effect on the participant students’ score improvements in the classroom and 

the SECE but not on their English language learning outcomes. Therefore, the 

students felt that they had not got the chance to develop their English language ability 

during their secondary school education in this study. For that, their level of English 

language level and ability is relatively weak. 

8.3 Chapter summary  

This chapter examined the SECE’s score validity and how the language related 

educational practice of the candidates of the SECE contributed to their examination 

scores and language learning outcomes according to the socio-cognitive framework 

for test validity.  

In this chapter, I argued that the participant school-leavers’ scores in English language 

in the SECE were lacking in scoring validity. Different factors were highlighted as 

threatening the SECE’s scoring, context, and cognitive validities. From the perspective 

of the test-taker characteristics, the nature and value of the SECE’s scores, the 

students’ negative perceptions and attitudes towards English language education in 

the school context and towards the English language prescribed textbooks diminished 

their interest to engage in real English learning practice.  Therefore, they were only 

motivated to study for the examination instead of developing language communicative 

competence. In addition, the students’ experiences of preparing for and undertaking 

similar examinations of the BECE was the most significant factor that affected the 

students’ psychological characteristics and guided their cognitive learning process and 

practices. In contextual validity, the lack of alignment between the focus of the English 

language curriculum and public examinations was a significant factor that threatened 

the context validity of the SECE. The focus of the SECE affected the participant 

students’ beliefs that the examination score accounts for more than language 

proficiency in the Libyan education system. Therefore, the students engaged in test-

preparation activities instead of developing their language competence. In addition, 

different features of the SECE’s use and design (e.g. test familiarity, knowledge of 

response method, time constraint, the nature of the information and the content 

knowledge, and cheating) had a direct role in developing the students’ scores in the 

SECE. It also encouraged the students to develop test-taking strategies (e.g. guessing 
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blindly or intelligently, using other test items and eliminating bad alternatives) which 

increased the SECE score but not their language competence.  Cheating on public 

examinations was also identified as having a significant effect on the students’ score 

on the SECE and threatening its score validity (discussed in section 8.2.2.3). 

All the above contextual and test design facto 

s, as well as students’ characteristics, affected the test’s cognitive validity.  In their 

cognitive process, the participant students focused on developing the examination’s 

executive resources rather than developing English language knowledge or skills. 

They focused on the translation of the lexis of the textbook and the memorisation of 

their meanings in Arabic as the main cognitive process needed for the test rather than 

developing a comprehensive linguistic competence of English language. Moreover, 

the students adopted memorisation of the input (curriculum) in words rather than 

activating the productive knowledge and skills as the suitable cognitive learning 

practice. The motive for that practice was the fact that the key linguistic resources 

needed for the SECE are the exact linguistic lexis and structure available in the school 

textbook. Hence, the participant students activated short-term memory to memorise 

the tested items of the curriculum for the examination. As a result, all the above 

language learning strategies and practices had a positive effect on the students’ score 

improvements in the SECE but not on their English language learning outcomes or 

developing general academic skills. 

Evidence accumulated through this study clearly indicates that participants’ 

experience of the Libyan public examination format and content had a significant effect 

on their attitudes, perceptions and their choice of teaching and learning strategies and 

context. The findings of the study represent important insights for the socio-cognitive 

framework for test validity. This will be discussed in the next chapter of the research 

conclusion in the part of the contribution of the knowledge, section 9.3.3. 
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9 Chapter Nine: conclusion   

Introduction  

The conclusion of this thesis includes a brief revisit to the complete research study 

and its findings. In particular, the chapter summarises the research aims and design 

in connection with the key findings according to the research questions. It also 

discusses the study’s contribution to knowledge, limitations, implications and 

suggestion for further research.  

9.1 Summary of the study 

This interpretative study investigated washback of the English language public 

examination of the Libyan SECE within secondary school education. It included 

washback on perceptions and attitudes, classroom teaching and learning strategies, 

and learning motivation and outcomes. A case study research strategy was used to 

conduct the study in a secondary school in the south-west of Libya (see 5.2 and 5.3). 

Weir’s (2005) socio-cognitive framework for test validity was used as a conceptual 

framework to inform the research process of data generation and analysis (see 4.1 

and 4.2). The participants of this study were two English language teachers and their 

inspectors, 15 final year secondary school students, a representative of the regional 

Examination Office of the Ministry of Education and the school head teacher (see 5.4). 

I utilised interviews as the primary source of data (see 5.5.1). One-to-one semi-

structured interviews were conducted with ELT teachers and the practitioners while 

preparing students for the public examination. Three group interviews were conducted 

with three groups of students before undertaking the public examination and one 

interview with some of them after they undertook the examination. Three classroom 

observations for each teacher were employed to generate data about classroom 

practice for the study (see 5.5.2). In addition, document analysis and a research diary 

were also used as support to triangulate the data-generation tools and data sources 

for the study (see 5.5.3 and 5.5.4). Thematic analysis was employed to answer the 

research questions (see 5.8).  

Retrieving the research questions from chapter one (see 1.3), this chapter discusses 

the main findings according to the research questions. 

 



209 
 

9.2 Study findings  

The study research questions were as follows: 

1) To what extent does the Libyan public examination of the SECE have an impact 

on motivation, perceptions and attitudes towards English language teaching 

within secondary school education? 

2) To what extent does the public examination of the SECE influence English 

language teaching, assessment and learning strategies in secondary school 

classrooms in the on-going conflict context of Libya? 

3) How does the Libyan public examination of the SECE influence the students’ 

English learning outcomes within secondary school education? 

9.2.1 Washback on perceptions and attitudes 

The key finding of the study revealed that the lack of alignment in the planning of 

English language education created conflicting perceptions and attitudes among the 

participant ELT teachers and inspectors towards the SECE approach and the goal of 

ELT in schools within the education system (see 6.1.1). All participants held a positive 

attitude towards the public examination system in the SECE since it increased the 

efficiency of the SECE grading and publication of candidates’ results and undermined 

cheating (see 6.2.1). These research findings emphasise the significance of 

improvement in administration processes in washback on the participant teachers’ 

perceptions and attitudes towards examinations, as discussed in a MENA context or 

other developing countries reported by Taqizadeh & Birjandi (2015). In this study, that 

was more significant than has been reported due to the on-going Libyan conflict 

situation where education quality assurance is challenging for institutions and 

individuals. The participant teachers’ attitudes in this research are different from those 

reported by Onaiba (2014) as the participants’ positive perceptions were affected by 

the improved scores and by the satisfaction of the Libyan Ministry of Education with 

the increased number of school-leavers passing the SECE at the first sitting (see 

6.2.1). 

However, the participant ELT inspectors considered the SECE as unsuitable for 

assessing students’ acquisition of English knowledge and skills from the school ELT 

textbooks. The neglect of assessing the language skills after curriculum reform in the 

2000s in the public examinations produced perceptions among the participants that 
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developing language skills was not the real aim of teaching English in secondary 

school education (see 6.1.1). The traditional focus of the English language public 

examination on assessing grammar and vocabulary produced perceptions among the 

participants that secondary school students are required to promote secondary school 

students’ knowledge of grammar and vocabulary included in the prescribed textbooks. 

Accordingly, this study suggests that the participant ELT teachers’ perceptions about 

the traditional teaching approaches were influenced by the focus of public examination 

rather than being related to institutional and personal factors, as highlighted by the 

majority of research studies in the Libyan context (Alhodiry, 2016; Altaieb, 2013; 

Dalala, 2014; Hammadi, 2013; Omar, 2014; Rahimi & Alavi, 2017; Soliman, 2013) 

(see 1.1 and 7.1.1). The lack of significant attention paid to English language skills 

and use in the public examination and school classroom practices adversely affected 

perception among the students towards the value of English language education in 

school contexts. They perceived that learning English for communication is completely 

different from learning English at school (see 6.1.3). In addition, the participant ELT 

teachers and inspectors also considered the public examination approach as 

ineffective because it did not assess students’ writing ability and skills, which were 

seen as important in language learning and acquisition (see 6.2.2).  

Another significant finding was that the nature of the SECE, as a norm-referenced 

examination, and its score use in awarding scholarships and access to tertiary 

education within the Libyan education system, adversely affected students’ motivation 

for developing English language competence in the school context. That motivated the 

participant students to study English to get high scores for their certificates rather than 

to develop their language ability. This study indicated that the excessive focus on 

increasing the SECE scores in the Libyan secondary school education system 

hindered the development of multiple language competencies and academic skills 

(see 6.1.4). Another important emerging theme was the effect of teachers and 

students’ perceptions and attitudes towards the English language textbooks on the 

intensity of washback. This finding reinforces the importance of considering washback 

by textbooks highlighted by Bailey & Masuhara (2012). 
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9.2.2 Washback of English language teaching and assessment strategies in 

secondary school education in Libya 

There were three findings that I considered as significant in this regard. Firstly, the 

lack of alignment between the focus of the English SECE and the objectives of the 

curriculum implied a conflict in the participant ELT teachers’ and practitioners’ 

perceptions towards their role within the language education practices (see 6.1.2). 

Whereas teachers were officially required to teach the curriculum communicatively, in 

practice, their teaching focused on the expected content of the public examination, 

especially as teaching time was not sufficient to complete the curriculum in the 

allocated time. This led to pressure on the participant teachers, because of the tension 

between pedagogical and ethical decisions as Spratt (2005) described. However, 

since the public examination and students’ success had a powerful impact on teachers 

and inspectors’ professional careers in the Libyan context, teaching the curriculum 

communicatively became less important for the participants than finishing the 

anticipated tested aspects from the curriculum in the context. Therefore, the participant 

teachers neglected CLT since it was ineffective in fulfilling their duty as final year 

secondary school teachers according to the SECE policy which is finishing the 

textbooks by whatever pedagogical mean (see 7.1.1). In addition, as the SECE was 

not designed to measure the curriculum outcomes associated with the development 

of the students’ communication ability, the participant ELT teachers continued using 

their traditional teaching approaches with the focus on teaching grammar and 

vocabulary. This study suggests that the participant teachers’ use of the traditional 

teacher-centred approach and a GTM approach in classrooms was deep-rooted in the 

traditional focus of the English language public examination. The challenges of 

disciplining students in such an on-going conflict context also encouraged the teachers 

to use these approaches to keep the classroom busy all the time to avoid conflict 

between students due to the socio-political tension in the context (see 7.3). This 

teaching strategy undermined any opportunity for extended classroom discussion and 

activities, transforming English language classrooms into a lecture environment and 

diminished all possibility of an integrated student-centred approach and the teachers’ 

responses to students’ needs in their English learning in the study context. In addition, 

the SECE approach led to the neglect of the activities of developing secondary school 

students’ spelling and writing composition as writing was not considered as necessary 
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content or as a relevant response to the new public examination questions (see 7.1.2). 

This finding is incompatible with Cheng & Watanabe (2004) and Watanabe (1996) who 

argued that the effect of the test content and use is insignificant in determining the 

teaching methodology a teacher employs. In this study, the teachers’ teaching 

approach and classroom activities were significantly affected by the test format and 

content (see 7.3). 

Secondly, the teachers used the public examination approach in their classroom 

testing to secure their jobs as the assessment policy of final year secondary school 

students compelled teachers to use the public examination format, content and 

techniques in classroom-based testing (see 7.1.3). However, the use of select-

response questions increased the value of summative examinations over other 

assessment criteria of the coursework towards the final score of the SECE. The 

teachers prioritised the use of summative tests rather than implementing the 

evaluation criteria for the students’ coursework. This finding supports the conclusion 

of Safa & Jafari (2016) that the high-stakes examinations not only elicit teaching to the 

test in the context but also testing to the test. These findings also suggested that the 

participant teachers’ assessment practices were rooted in their experiences rather 

than being rooted in their past learning experiences or levels of professional training, 

as Alderson et al. (2017), Brown & Bailey (2008), and Sheehan & Munro (2017) 

highlighted (see 7.1.3.3). 

Thirdly, the unexpected finding was that the teachers also used the public examination 

approach to protect themselves from harm where self-protection was important given 

such an on-going conflict (see 7.1.3.4). The select-response questions helped the 

participant teachers to avoid arguments with students and their parents regarding the 

scores given in the classroom tests. Disputes over grading could result in violence that 

might threaten teachers’ safety, especially since weapons are widespread in Libya 

and there is an absence of an effective state security force. Therefore, this study 

placed emphasis on the significance of the contextual challenges that the participant 

teachers and inspectors face during their work in an environment of on-going conflict, 

and the consequential nature of washback. These challenges increased the teachers’ 

and inspectors’ pressure and anxiety, as they were not considered in the agenda of 

school education policy. 
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This conclusion draws attention to the significance of the on-going conflict on teachers’ 

educational practices. What is notable is that throughout this study the on-going 

conflict situation in Libya has emerged accumulatively of a significant effect on a wide 

range of the educational practices and in different ways. 

The findings regarding washback on learning strategies and learning outcomes are 

summarised in one section as follows. That is to highlight how the former effect of 

public examination led to the later consequences.  

9.2.3 Washback on students’ English learning strategies and outcomes within 

secondary school education 

The finding for this question is that the final year secondary school students’ English 

learning strategy of learning to the test was closer to my expectation than other 

research questions. They showed classroom language-learning patterns similar to 

those described by Aftab et al. (2014) in Pakistan, Damankesh & Babaii (2015) in Iran, 

and Sukyadi & Mardiani (2011) in Indonesia, such as translating vocabulary to L1, 

answering and reviewing the exercises in textbooks and engaging in test-preparation 

activities, such as revising previous versions of the public examination (see 7.2). 

However, this study highlighted significant factors related to the nature and use of the 

SECE in the Libyan education system that have not been discussed. First, the fact 

that the SECE is constructed from the exact linguistic resources of the textbooks and 

the repetition of questions over the years encouraged the participant students to adopt 

rote learning of the language input rather than the application of the learning outcomes 

for communicative purposes (see 7.2.3). Such washback could only happen in a 

context where a high-stakes examination is aligned to specific discourse, such as the 

school textbooks in the Libyan context, or similar contexts, such as MENA countries 

(Kilickaya, 2016).  

Second, the SECE as a norm-referenced score encouraged the participant students 

to develop a coping strategy to perform well in the examination to get high scores 

rather than developing language knowledge and skills (see 7.2.4). These strategies 

were guessing intelligently: the use of word collocations and sentences to identify a 

theme and address the test items. Although guessing has been widely observed as a 

washback of standardised examinations in the global context (China, Iran, Turkey and 
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Taiwan), it has more significance in the case of the Libyan SECE than has ever been 

reported since the test questions were previously mastered by the students. 

In addition, the students’ experiences of preparing for public examination in the BECE 

were also a significant factor in adopting those learning strategies (see 7.3). The 

students considered their success in the BECE, a similar examination to the SECE, 

as a certified and successful example of their accomplishment and their high level of 

achievement. Those who had different learning strategies that were not effective in 

their prior experience adopted those learning strategies as recommended by peer 

students and their teachers.  

The final significant finding was that the participant secondary school students were 

largely passive in their English classroom practices because of the neglect of 

responding to their English learning needs in classrooms (see 7.2.1). The need to 

practise these activities beyond the classroom context led students to rely on 

commercial test-related materials, such as answer-key textbooks. These materials 

minimised the students’ use of the prescribed textbooks as a means of English 

learning, which had a negative washback on students’ exposure to English in the 

context where English is a foreign language, and undermined students’ engagement 

in coursework activities. They used those answer materials to do homework and when 

participating in classroom activities which adversely affected students’ language-

learning development. 

All the above language-learning strategies and practices had a positive effect on the 

participant secondary school students’ score improvements in the classroom testing 

and SECE (see 8.2.3). Although the students successfully passed the SECE at the 

first sitting, they had not acquired satisfactory language knowledge and ability or led 

to meaningful improvement to use the language in a real context (see 8.1). Therefore, 

the SECE’s lack of validity due to different aspects threatened its score validity such 

as test design and cheating in particular. The content of the SECE made the 

candidates’ score a reflection of their improvement in a repetitive activity with the same 

characteristics (see 3.2.4).  

To conclude the summary of findings section, this thesis revealed that the reformed 

public examination system achieved the washback intended by the Libyan Ministry of 
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Education of improving test administration and candidates’ scores. However, it brought 

unintended negative washback on teaching and learning practices in English language 

education (see 8.2.5 and 8.3). The findings of this study suggest that the weaknesses 

in the students’ English language-learning outcomes are caused by the public 

examination policy focus and practices within the school education system. 

9.3 Contribution to knowledge 

This study is important for its capacity to contribute new knowledge about the influence 

of the Libyan public examination policy and reformed system on English language 

education in the secondary school context. It will add to the academic knowledge 

about different factors that affect the nature of washback from under-researched 

context. This study is original in its topic (researching washback in the Libyan 

secondary school context) and its conceptual contribution of understanding washback 

in MENA context on the educational practices and the quality of education. 

9.3.1 Language education research in the Libyan and context 

This study is significant for its capacity to contribute new knowledge and debate in 

language education in the Libyan context.  First, this thesis is the first study 

investigating ELT classroom practices in regard to the pedagogical and public 

examination policy as well as the role of ELT teachers, inspectors and other 

educational practitioners’ roles within these policies. It is the first to argue that the lack 

of alignment between the objective of the English language curriculum and public 

examination is a significant factor inhibiting the focus on developing the school 

students’ English communicative competence within the Libyan school context. The 

identified conflicting role of ELT teachers and inspectors created by the lack of 

alignment between the curriculum objective and public examination focus is a 

significantly contributed in the misalignment between ELT teachers’ and other 

practitioners’ priorities. This finding has pushed the debate forwards about the English 

language school teachers’ neglect of CLT in their classrooms and its implications for 

the Libyan school-leaving students’ English language ability.  

Second, this thesis is also the first study to present empirical data regarding secondary 

school student learning outcomes in the Libyan context. It is also the first to include 

students as participants in researching Libyan teachers’ practices towards CLT 
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integrated into the English language curriculum in 2000. Although final year basic or 

secondary school teachers were the participants of many Libyan research studies, 

these studies have not discussed the influence of the traditional teachers’ practices on 

the students’ perceptions and achievements or how these achievements influenced 

teachers’ perceptions towards their classroom teaching approach.  Finally, this thesis 

is the first study that discusses the validity of the public examination approach within 

English language education and highlights the challenges of ensuring the quality of 

school education on the basis of classroom testing and a public examination basis in 

the on-going conflict context of Libya.  

9.3.2 The understanding of washback  

This study contributed to the debates about the complexity of the washback 

phenomenon from a different under-researched context of MENA as several 

researchers recommended in the field (Sheehan & Munro, 2017; Shohamy, 2016; 

Tsagari & Cheng, 2017). In particular, the fact that the change in the public 

examination approach did not affect the general focus of the teaching and learning 

strategies can contribute and create significant steps forward to researching how a 

test design and test use simultaneously affect washback in context. It also added to 

the discussion about perceptions of the validity of the standardised assessment in 

context. This study accumulated evidence that the standardised test was perceived as 

valid in comparison with the focus of assessment policy and the focus of public 

examination. Such findings enforce the debate regarding the possibility of considering 

a test design as an initial sign of test validity of promoting constructive washback in 

context, as Green (2007, 2013) stated, and the demand of considering how 

perceptions and value within the educational context are influenced or affected by test 

design and test use (see 3.2.4.4). 

This thesis also touches on the significance of the social context on the practices of 

education quality assurance through investigating washback on classroom testing and 

public examination practice in an on-going conflict context. This study can provide 

helpful discussion regarding the growing debate about the validity of automated 

scoring and the challenges associated with human scoring raised by Xi (2017), 

especially in an on-going conflict socially violated context. 
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Another noteworthy implication is the significance of understanding the connection 

between teaching materials and public examination on the nature and intensity of 

washback, especially in educational cultures where public examinations are 

constructed from the teaching materials, as in many MENA countries. This research 

study is also among the first to take into consideration the learning outcomes from the 

test-takers’ perspectives in washback research studies. 

9.3.3 The socio-cognitive framework for test validity 

This study contributed to the socio-cognitive framework for test validity in different 

ways. Initially, it is the first to use the framework to investigate validation of general 

language public examination in a school education context. The provided critical 

evaluation of the operationalisation of the Libyan SECE reinforces the adaptability of 

the framework for researching washback and developing teaching and learning with 

specificity for context and the test type.  

Second, the finding that students’ experiences of public examinations affected their 

cognitive and contextual learning presents a significance insight for the framework. In 

the socio-cognitive framework for test validity, O’Sullivan & Weir (2011) and Weir 

(2005) hypothesised that test-takers’ characteristics have a direct influence on the 

context and cognitive validities as shown in Figure 3 (section 4.2). They also 

hypothesised that the overlap could happen only between the cognitive and the 

context validities and the test-taker characteristics would only have a direct impact on 

both validities. However, in this study, the educational and experiential characteristics 

of the participant secondary school students have been initially shaped by the test-use 

in context. The participants’ experiences of preparing and undertaking a similar public 

examination, such as the BECE, had a significant effect on their attitudes and 

perceptions, and their choice of teaching and learning strategies and context. In 

addition, as the SECE had an established repeated question format, the participant 

students’ knowledge and experiences of the task setting and demands, as well as 

executive resources and processes, led them to adopt the same test-preparation 

activities and mental processes to perform in the SECE. In other words, the test-takers’ 

characteristics were influenced by the previous experience of the cognitive validity and 

context validity issues of the test in the case of the BECE. This finding suggests that 
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the interaction and the overlap could exist between all the components of the socio-

cognitive framework that affects the scoring validity as shown in the following Figure.  

Figure 6: The interaction between the components of the socio-cognitive framework 

for test validity in the research context. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the figure, the overlapping could happen between the test-taker characteristics, 

cognitive validity and context validity, especially in contexts where testing is aligned to 

specific textbook content, such as the SECE. This experience of the contextual and 

the successful cognitive process affected their learning practices, their performance in 

the SECE and the nature of washback on students’ attitudes and perceptions towards 

the examination itself and the choice of the most appropriate learning behaviour and 

strategies.  

9.4 Limitations of the study 

The study was significant as it provided data about the perceptions and experiences 

of washback in the Libyan secondary school context. This interpretive qualitative 

research was informed by data triangulation and a detailed rich description of the 

research processes, my insider and an outsider perspective, and reflexivity to validate 

the data analysis (see 5.9.1.3 and 5.10). However, the study has a number of 

limitations that need to be acknowledged. First, the study sample was based on one 

school and a small number of participants, because of the crucial role of context in 

Test-taker characteristics Cognitive validity Context validity 

Performance  

Scoring validity  
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constructing the educational practices and the nature of washback. Therefore, the 

case presented in this study may not be an accurate representation of other cohorts 

elsewhere in Libya. However, this study can be considered as an example of the 

perceptions, practices and experiences regarding the research phenomenon.  

Second, since the data from this study were generated during a conflict situation in the 

research area, this required me to contact many people based on personal contacts 

to find alternative participants and get permission to facilitate access to school, and 

important documents related to the research phenomenon, which might affect the 

representation of participants in the research study. However, I was aware of these 

influences on the research data (see 5.9.1.2).  I also took that decision since it was 

important to build trust with participants to be informative since I worked in a situation 

of on-going conflict with socio-political tension (see 5.4). 

Third, my initial proposal to use a focus group for data generation was abandoned 

owing to the participant students’ lack of understanding and experience of such 

discourse activity. Therefore, I adapted my strategy to group interviews instead of a 

focus group (see 5.5.1.2). However, this shift did not affect the generation of the 

relevant data as the researcher used the themes of the focus group to generate the 

group interview questions. 

Finally, the translation of data from Arabic to English can be considered as another 

limitation as the process is not without drawbacks. However, a considerable amount 

of attention was paid to validating the translations through participant transcription 

validation and member-check, and I am confident that the translated data faithfully 

represented the meanings expressed by the participants (see 5.9.1.3). 

9.5 Research implications 

This research revealed the need for the Libyan educational authorities to take steps 

to face up to the problem in the planning of ELT within school education in order to 

develop the quality of English learning outcomes. In particular, the function of 

language education in a school context should be clear for the teachers and inspectors 

if it is to develop students’ language ability in using English or to promote English 

language knowledge of vocabulary and grammar. Aligning the curriculum objectives 

of developing students’ language skills to the focus of public examination on assessing 
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these skills could produce positive washback on ELT teachers’ and students’ 

perceptions and on their classroom practices and secondary school language-learning 

outcomes. Bailey & Masuhara (2012) argue that examinations should be matched to 

objectives and assist language learners to obtain and develop their knowledge and 

skills as part of the test.  

Reforming the assessment policy within the education system can have a substantial 

effect on language education in particular.  Language assessment should endeavour 

to assess the understanding and applications of language knowledge in context rather 

than repeating the exact exercises of the textbooks in the classroom tests and public 

examinations. That could enhance language-learning outcomes based on 

understanding and meaningful learning rather than rote-learning. This research also 

raised the awareness about the learning motivation imposed by the assessment policy 

in the rewards and requirements within Libyan education system, in which students 

working as score chasing engine in their language classrooms. Such policy should 

encourage more competitive skills development in the educational context to promote 

better learning outcomes.   

More comprehensive support is needed for secondary school teachers and inspectors 

in their professional development to encourage a student-centred approach in order 

to deal with the pressure in teaching the curriculum. Such support should take into 

consideration the teachers’ and inspectors’ points of view rather than imposing 

instructions via a top-down policy implementation. School teachers and inspectors 

also need greater support to face up to the challenges they encounter in their 

classrooms, especially in the ongoing conflict of Libya. More radical and effective 

policies should be developed to protect teachers and other educational practitioners 

within their educational institutions and society. 

9.6 Suggestion for further research 

It has been highly recommended that collaborative research studies investigating 

washback of a certain test within the same educational context would build a truly 

comprehensive picture of the washback within a context (Cheng, 2008; Wall, 2012). 

Therefore, a replication of this study elsewhere in Libya would be of great value to get 

more insight and understanding of washback of the public examination within school 
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education, along with further research considering the washback effect on teachers 

and students at lower secondary school education levels to broaden our 

understanding of the scope of the effect of the teachers’ perceptions and public 

examination policy and practice on language education in schools. It would be worth 

replicating this study on different school subjects (e.g. Arabic, science, maths, history, 

etc.) and the same populations. This could provide details regarding washback of the 

public examinations approach of select-response items, not only on English language 

education but also on general education. 

Further studies should also include policymakers within the Libyan education system. 

Doing so would cross-reference research findings to build up a comprehensive picture 

of the washback operating in the Libyan secondary school context (Wall, 2012). 

Although this research was the first to present empirical data regarding the secondary 

school student learning outcomes of the ELT, collecting more evidence regarding the 

students’ learning outcomes would be of great benefit in the study context.  Further 

research would benefit from collecting more evidence regarding the washback on 

students’ learning outcomes. Future researchers could use different parameters of 

assessing language proficiency, such as CEFR, to observe changes in the school 

students’ language learning development at different points of their secondary school 

education. 

9.7 Reflection on my experience and own learning  

This section presents reflections on my experience of the research programme and its 

effect on my own development from academic and professional perspectives. 

I enjoyed doing my own research since I felt that I would be able to produce a 

contribution to the field with this research. I was passionate about the PGR skills 

courses which contributed in developing my research and academic skills that enabled 

me to successfully conduct this research project. I now feel much more confident in 

my ability to develop this area of research in my professional setting though sharing 

my interest and academic and research skills to other practitioners. From my 

engagement in the academic conferences, I became aware of the significance of such 

academic events to stretch the understanding of contextual and global educational 

development which is important for the Libyan context in particular. Libyan educators 
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and researchers need to organise conferences about education in order to create 

more opportunity for collaborative work to enhance the relationship between policy 

and practice in the education system. 

Likewise, engaging with various literature relevant to the influence of testing on 

teaching and learning helped me to gain a better understanding of the fundamental 

role of assessment in education in general and in areas where teaching aims to 

develop practical skills such as language education. That has greatly enlightened me 

and provided me with a new lens to recognise that assessment is a holistic 

phenomenon to be practised inclusively within the situated educational and social 

contexts. 

In addition, from learning about how to conceptualise the English language education 

within the Libyan education system, I am confident that I can take this knowledge and 

apply it to my career working with English language teacher education and training in 

Libya. This experience gave me a new identity of being a researcher besides being a 

teacher educator. This identity would add a lot to my practice since I have become 

aware of the value of research-led educational practice which would enable me to give 

more support to the pre-service and in-service teachers to deal with emerging 

educational and contextual challenges. I have also learnt the need to encourage the 

Libyan English language teachers to have co-operative role with students in order to 

overcome serious challenges in language education within the education system such 

as the insufficient time allocated for teaching. Finally, I have also learnt that it is 

important to support the Libyan English language teachers to gain an adequate level 

of language assessment literacy in our training programmes in order to give them the 

opportunity to choose to employ assessment strategies that is compatible to their 

context as assessment is situated practices. 

This thesis has significantly stretched our knowledge and understanding of different 

factors and challenges that the Libyan school teachers encounter, not only the 

pressure they experience from the dilemma resulting from the lack of alignment 

between the objectives between teaching and assessment but also other contextual 

variables which has not been acknowledged in the Libyan context.  This thesis has 

raised the awareness of the demand for updating our thinking and practice regarding 

teachers’ education and training in the context of Libyan education.  
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11 Appendices 

11.1 Appendix 1: Outlines and objectives of English language textbook in 

final year secondary school 
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11.2 Appendix 2: Samples of the SECE questions and answer sheet 

Sample of the SECE questions 
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Sample of the SECE’s questions and answer sheet 

The source: Onaiba (2014). 
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11.3 Appendix 3: Table of the recent washback research studies discussed 

in this research 

The author Year of 

publication 

Exam 

researched 

Context  Participants  Methods of 

data 

generation 

Zhan & 

Andrews 

2014 CET-4 China Students Diary and 

interviews 

Kennedy & 

Lui 

2013 BMET China  Students and 

teachers 

Questionnaire 

and interviews 

Xie & 

Andrews 

2013 CET China  Students questionnaire 

Yu & Jie 2013 CEEE China  Students  Questionnaires 

and interviews 

Xie 2011 CET China Students Questionnaire 

Weili 2010 CET- 4  China  Learners Questionnaire 

Hsieh 2017 TOEIC Taiwan Students  Survey and 

phone 

interviews 

Pan 2016  Taiwan Taiwanese 

university 

students 

Interviews  

Chou 2015 TELC  Taiwan students Questionnaire 

Pan 2014 GEPT and 

TOEIC 

Taiwan Learners Questionnaires 

and scores 

analysis 

Pan & 

Newfield 

2012 CSEPT Taiwan Students questionnaire 

and interview 

Huang  2012 classroom 

assessment 

Taiwan Teachers and 

students 

Questionnaire 

and interview 

Cheng et. 

al. 

2011 (HKCEE) Hong Kong Students and 

parents 

Survey 

Adnan & 

Mahmood 

2014 HSSC Pakistan Teachers  Questionnaire 
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Aftab et. al. 2014 HSSC Pakistan Teachers and 

students 

Interviews 

Hoque 2016 HSC Bangladesh  Teachers and 

students  

Questionnaire, 

Interviews and 

observation   

  

Barnes 2017 TOEFL Vietnam Teachers  Interview and 

observation 

Hartaty 2017 The public 

assessment 

policy 

Indonesia  Teachers  Questionnaire 

Furaidah et. 

al. 

2015 ENE Indonesia Teachers  Interviews and 

observation  

Sukyadiand 

& Mardiani 

2011 ENE Indonesia  Students  Multiple-

qualitative 

case study 

Ajideh & 

mahmoudi 

2017 INUEE Iran Students  Questionnaires 

Safa & 

Jafari 

2016 Public exam 

on learning 

high school 

Iran  Teachers  Questionnaire 

Damankesh 

& Babii 

2015 High school 

final exam 

Iran  Students  Observation  

Nikoopour & 

Farsani 

2012 UEE Iran  Teachers and 

students 

questionnaire 

and 

observation 

Pour-

Mohammdi 

& Zainol 

Abdin 

2011  Iran Students  Questionnaire 

Rahimi & 

Nazahard 

2010 IELTS Iran Students  Questionnaire 

Toksoz & 

Ertunc 

2017 MCQ at state 

university 

Turkey Students  Questionnaires 
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Gebril 2017 High-stakes 

examination 

Egypt  Pre and in-

service 

teachers 

Questionnaire  

Gebril & Eid 2017 High-stakes 

examination 

Egypt  Teachers Questionnaire 

and interviews 

Gebril & 

Brown 

2014 High-stakes 

examination 

Egypt   Pre and in 

-service  

Teachers 

Questionnaire  

Hadri 2016 High-stakes 

examination 

Tunisia School and 

university 

teachers 

Questionnaire 

Tayeb et. al. 2014 GSEE Yemen Teachers  Interviews and 

questionnaire 

 

Al-Issa et. 

al. 

2017 IELTS Oman Teachers  Interviews  

Mewald  2016 Standardised 

test at lower 

secondary 

school level 

Austria Teachers and 

headteachers, 

pupils, 

parents 

Surveys, 

interviews, 

observation 

and document 

research 

Froetscher 2013 mature Austria Teachers  Survey and 

interviews 

Tsagari  2017 FCE Greek Teachers Interviews 

Smyth & 

Banks 

2012 Leaving 

Certificate 

(LC) 

Ireland  Students Group 

interviews 

Stan  2012  Romania  Teachers Questionnaire 

and focus-

groups 

Gunn et al 2016  USA Teachers Survey 

Murry et. al. 2012  Australia Learners Questionnaire  

Mogapi 2016 PSLE  Botswana Teachers Questionnaire  
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11.4 Appendix 4: The interview guide themes 

Interviews Themes 

Themes would be explored with participants (teachers, the headmaster, inspectors, 

the head of examination department and the head of the curriculum development 

department in the region of study) in the education system and context, 

1 – Assessment in general education 

 Role of assessment in education 

 knowledge of assessment in education 

2 - Language assessment knowledge 

 Role of language assessment. 

 Knowledge of language assessment. 

 Pre-service or post-service training/support in language assessment. 

 Need of training/support in language assessment 

 View of personal practices in writing tests  

3 - SECE English language examination  

 Characteristics (format, clarity of instruction, difficulties and students’ scores) 

 Advantages and disadvantages 

 Perceptions of a better practice 

4 - SECE English language examination effect within the context 

 Effect on teachers (anxiety, motivation and teaching strategies and techniques) 

 Effect on students (anxiety, motivation of learning and learning strategies) 

 Effect on teaching practices (teaching contents, methodology, general 

classrooms and formal assessments) 

 Effect on beliefs and perceptions (traditional exams vs. current examination 

practices) 

5 -  SECE English language examination and outcomes 

 Effect on learning outcomes 

 Scores validity  

 Peoples affect outcomes 

6 - SECE English language examination score use 

 Knowledge about scores use 

 Perceptions of good scores 
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 The importance of scores 

The Students Interview Themes 

 

1 - SECE English language examination  

 Characteristics (format, clarity of instruction, difficulties and students’ scores) 

 Advantages and disadvantages 

 Perceptions of a better practice 

2 - SECE English language examination effect within the context 

 Effect on teachers’ teaching strategies and techniques 

 Effect on students (anxiety, motivation of learning and learning strategies) 

 Effect on teaching practices (teaching contents, methodology, general 

classrooms and formal assessments) 

 Effect on beliefs and perceptions  

3 - SECE English language examination score use 

 Knowledge about scores use 

 Perceptions of good scores 

 The importance of scores 

 Peoples affect scores 
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11.5 Appendix 5:  The interview guide questions 

Teachers interview questions  

 

Introductory questions 

 

 Could you please tell me about your qualification? 

 How long have you been teaching? 

 Have you attended any in-service training during your work? 

 

Teachers’ interview main questions:- 

 

 Which language skills and component do you focus more on in your teaching 

and testing? Why? 

 Do you see any kind of relationship between the Secondary Education 

Certificate Examination, teaching materials, teaching objectives and learning 

outcomes? How?  

 How do you help your students to get good score in the Secondary Education 

Certificate Examination? 

 Do you think that assessment practices have an influence on the classroom 

behaviours, and practices or on teaching and learning techniques and 

strategies? 

 What do you think could be an alternative practice for assessing students 

learning outcomes? Why? 

 

Interview questions for (School Headmaster - Inspectors - Heads of Examination 

Department - Heads of Curriculum Development) 

Introductory questions 

 

 Could you please tell me about your qualification? 

 What is your experience in education? 

 Have you attended any kind of staff development sessions or courses during 

your work with the Ministry of education? 

 

Main interview questions:- 

 

 What do you think about the current assessment practices in secondary school 

education at school context? How? Why? 

 Do you see any kind of relationship between the teaching and learning 

techniques and strategies of language education and language assessment in 

the school context? How? 
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 Do you see any kind of relationship between Secondary Education Certificate 

Examination, teaching materials, classroom behaviours, and practices? How? 

 What do you think could be an alternative practice for assessing students 

learning outcomes? Why? 

 

interview guide questions for students 

 

Introductory questions 

 Do you like English Language learning? Why? 

 Do you think that learning English Language is more useful at school or at 

other English language teaching institution? Why? 

 How are you doing on your English study? How? Why? 

 What is your main focus in your study this year in general and in learning 

English in particular? 

 Which outcomes are you more willing to get from your study of English 

language at school? 

Main interview questions 

 Which language skills and component does your teacher focus more in 

teaching and testing? How? Why? 

 What is your opinion in the classroom exams and Secondary Education 

Certificate Examination? Why? 

 What does the score you get / will get in classroom exams and Secondary 

Education Certificate Examination means for you? How? Why? 

 What do you think of your preparations for Secondary Education Certificate 

Examination in perspective of information, materials, skills and techniques? 

How? Why? 

 What are the consequences of your score in English on your certificate? 
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11.6 Appendix 6: The observation schedule 

The Impact of Testing on Language Teaching and Learning Processes and its 

Outcomes in the Libyan Context 

Date: ...........................................................             Class: …………………………….                
Time: ...................................................                     lesson: ……………………………                       
Teacher: ......................................................             observation code: ………………. 
 

 
The classroom 

activity 

Utterance 

by teacher 

Utterance by 

students 
Notes 

Classroom-

based testing 

related 

themes in 

teaching 

Test Taking Strategy    

Test relevant 

information 
   

Test preparation 

material 
   

Mock quizzes and 

exams 
   

SECE related 

themes in 

teaching 

Test-taking strategies    

SECE relevant 

information 
   

Test preparation 

material 
   

Mock SECE quizzes 

and exams 
   

SECE related 

themes in 

learning 

 

Students ask teachers 

SECE related 

questions 

   

Students discuss the 

SECE 
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11.7 Appendix 7: The consent form 
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11.8 Appendix 8: The Official letters for research site access 
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11.9 Appendix 9: Sample of initial coding of the data 
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11.10 Appendix 10: Sample of certificate for evaluating Teacher of 

English Language Performance 
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11.11 Appendix 11: The booklet for English language teacher 

development  
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11.12 Appendix 12: The conference papers 

Conference presentation  

Ahmed, A. (2015a). The Impact of Secondary Education Certificate Examination on 

Language Teaching and Students Learning Outcomes in the Libyan Context. Belgrade 

International Conference on Education, 23 – 25 October 2015. Tomorrow People 

Organization: Serbia 

Ahmed, A. (2015b). The Impact of Secondary Education Certificate Examination on 

Language Teaching in the Libyan Context: A Case Study. PGR conference, 13 

November 2015. University of Huddersfield: UK 

Ahmed, A. (2016). The impact of national examination on language learning practice 

in the Libyan context. The conference of the School of Education and Professional 

Development: University of Huddersfield, 7 April 2016, University of Huddersfield: UK 

Poster 

Ahmed, A. (2017). The Impact of Public Examination on Language Classroom 

Assessment. Language Testing Forum 2017: Assessing languages in the UK, 24 – 26 

November 2017. University of Huddersfield: UK 

Paper accepted 

Ahmed, A. (2018). Quality of Education in an On-going Conflict Context. The 

conference of the School of Education and Professional Development: University of 

Huddersfield, 1 May 2018, University of Huddersfield: UK 


