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Abstract  

 

Given the increasing public demands for preparation courses, the purpose of this 

study was to explore how high-stakes testing influenced the nature and process of 

preparation courses as well as teachers' instructional decisions and 

professionalism. It also raised challenging questions regarding the teacher’s 

reactions to tests' pressures and the factors involved in variations of responses. 

To achieve this end, concepts from Structuration Theory and Washback 

Hypothesis were employed to capture the complex and dynamic interaction 

between tests and teachers. The study was conducted at the Isfahan University 

Language Center (IULC) in Iran. It dealt with the performance of four instructors 

selected through convenient sampling at preparation courses of high-stake tests, 

two in the IELTS and two in TOEFL PBT.  

 

This interpretive study was conducted in three phases. A mixed method was used 

for obtaining both quantitative and qualitative data. Phase one, an ethnographic 

case study, involved using observation and field notes to gather data about how 

high-stakes testing affected teachers' curriculum and methodology treatment. Part 

A of COLT and UCOS were used as observation schemes to collect in-depth and 

in-situ data. The second phase aimed at eliciting the effects of the tests on 

teachers' feelings, attitude and perceptions. A questionnaire survey was used to 

collect relevant data. To capture an accurate meaning of the teachers' 

professional decisions and practice, field notes and an interview were also 

conducted. Grounded Theory method was used for inductively analyzing data 

from interview and field notes. The constant comparison method and coding 

system, open, axial and selective, aided in uncovering the themes grounded in the 

data. Four themes, personality, professional, academic and strategic compromise, 

with several subthemes emerged revealing the factors related to teachers which 

could be influential for bringing about positive and negative washback. 

Cumulatively, the themes indicated high-stakes testing placed teachers in the 

dilemma position of pedagogical and ethical challenges to set a balance between 

tests' mandates and teachers' authority. 

 

One theme, Strategic Compromise, related specifically to teachers' professional 

responses to the mandates of tests. Strategic compromise seemed more like a 

continuum accounting for the varying reactions of the teachers to the compliance 

of the same test, which went beyond the simple dichotomy of "blind adherence" 

or "ignorance".  



Keywords: Ethnographic Case Study, Grounded Theory, High-stakes Testing, 

Strategic Compromise Repertoire, Structuration Theory, Teacher Professionalism  
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Chapter One 

Introduction  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.1. Overview  

        Language testing has long been considered as a binding theme between two 

influential domains of applied linguistics: teaching and learning. In education, 

tests are used for several purposes: entrance, diagnostic, admission, placement, 

achievement, proficiency, etc. Thus, tests have the power to select, reward, 

motivate and at the same time they can exclude, punish and de-motivate (Hayes, 

2003, p.1). One of the most important uses of language tests is as a gate-keeper: 

whether to allow individuals to enter into a program or not. Considering the 

mobility of knowledge/skill and the increasing interest in studying abroad and 

migration, there has been a growing demand for proficiency tests which are 

mostly used as gate-keepers, especially for admission into higher-education.    
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Two of these popular tests which are used internationally to provide language 

proficiency benchmarks for the admission into universities are the International 

English Language Testing System (IELTS) and Test of English as a Foreign 

Language (TOEFL). These tests are considered to be quite high-stake. High-

stake tests refer to those tests whose results are used to make important decision 

regarding test-takers. It is argued that these tests, with their associated 

consequences, exert influence, either desirable or undesirable, over teaching and 

learning, a phenomenon which is frequently referred to as "washback", which 

receives an increasing attention from test developers, researchers, educators, 

material developers, administrators, teachers etc. The term washback or 

„backwash‟ as it is sometimes referred to, can be generally defined as the effect 

of testing on teaching and learning, both positive and negative, and is therefore a 

form of impact (Alderson and Wall, 1993; Biggs, 1995).  

      

High-stakes testing and accountability provoke numerous reactions. Opponents 

of the focus on testing and accountability believe it has been deleterious to 

teaching and learning (Popham, 2001). Some charge that teachers teach to the 

test, spend excessive class time on test preparation exercises, and place too much 

emphasis on standardized testing (Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000). In contrast, 

other research points to the beneficial outcomes of testing, such as improved 

professional development and increased student-centered pedagogies and 

achievement (Au, 2007; Cizek, 2001).  

         

However, it should be noted that some studies indicate that washback is an 

extremely complex and elusive phenomenon (Alderson & Wall 2003; Cheng 

2005). While the relationship between exams and washback is sometimes 

thought of as a simple one in which exams generate a direct, automatic and 

blanket washback, it seems that other factors beside the exam itself play their 

part in determining washback. Washback is a phenomenon that does not exist 

automatically in its own right but is rather one that can be brought into existence 


