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Theoretical Background

● Washback research has revealed that instructional beliefs and practices can be 

influenced by high-stakes tests whereby accountability drives “teaching to the test” 

(Popham, 2001);

● This is generally marked by a focus on test content and question types (Higgins, Miller, 

& Wegmann, 2006) at the expense of real learning in language classes;

● These practices do not promote learning oriented activities, but rather focus on 

coaching students on question types represented on the test (Higgins, Miller, & 

Wegmann, 2006).
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Test Preparation Practices

Test preparation practices include activities such as:

● familiarizing students with test format; 

● acquainting them with items included on the test; 

● providing training on time management skills (Welsh, Eastwood, & D’Agostino, 

2014) which are perceived as positive.

However, negative washback and unhealthy test preparation practices entail:

● teaching to the test (Crocker, 2005, 2006; Plakans & Gebril, 2015)

● test wiseness (Cohen, 2006; 2013).
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Test Preparation Effects

Research has revealed a number of negative effects of tests on instruction, including:

● more test-related activities at the expense of instructional time (Smith, 1991);

● a narrower curriculum scope;

● less creativity on the part of teachers; 

● more emphasis on teaching to the test rather than on didactic teaching (Cheng, 

Watanabe, & Curtis, 2004; Smith ,1991; Xiao,2014; Xie, 2015; Zhan & Andrews, 2014).
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Test Preparation Beliefs

Washback research has revealed that:

● teachers’ perceptions  vary (Lai  & Waltman , 2008);

● teachers tend to disagree (Moore, 1994; Gebril & Eid, 2017);

● personal and contextual factors may interact with teachers’ perceptions (Lai & 

Waltman, 2008; Tsagari, 2016);

● teacher self-efficacy may affect test preparation practices (Jäger et al., 2012);

● self-efficacy can shape teachers’ beliefs positively (Gebrill & Eid, 2017).
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Theoretical framework (Gebril & Eid, 2017)

1. Test preparation practices

2. Teachers’ beliefs 

▪ The appropriateness of different test preparation practices;

▪ Self-efficacy about test preparation.

Research problem

● A dearth of washback research has included data from different assessment stakeholders;

● Little is known about the washback effect of the baccalaureate exam in Tunisia;

● A scarcity of assessment research has addressed teacher beliefs and practices in the local 

context.
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The Assessment Context in Tunisia

● Students in Tunisian schools study English starting from Grade 6 of primary schools; 

● The educational system relies heavily on summative assessment;

● The Tunisian educational system can be described  as  dominated by “examination 

orientation and ritualization” (Hargreaves,1997);

● To have access to higher education studies, students must all pass the baccalaureate 

exam.
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The Baccalaureate Exam of English

● Created as the French Baccalauréat in Tunisia in 1891, this exam is controlled and 

administered nationwide by the Ministry of Education;

● It comes as a culmination of secondary education following a national curriculum where 

teachers use the same textbook (with a focus on the four skills);

● Speaking and listening are part of the curriculum but they are excluded from this high-

stakes exam because of practicality constraints.
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Research Questions

1. What are baccalaureate Tunisian teachers’ English exam preparation beliefs?

2. What test preparation practices do these teachers report using with their Fourth Form 

learners?

3. What do teacher trainers report about test preparation practices in English language 

classrooms?

4. What beliefs do they have about such practices?
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Methodology

Questionnaire

(Adapted from Gebril & 

Eid, 2017)

- Secondary school teachers (N=150) of English to Fourth 

Form learners

- 52,6% had more than 16 years of teaching experience 
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● Four teacher trainers appointed by the Ministry of Education

● Two males and two females from different regions of the country

Semi-Structured Interviews

(Gebrill & Eid 2017)
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Test preparation activities 

Results and Discussion

The questionnaire results revealed

the teachers’:

- Continuous use of test

preparation activities during the

entire school year;

- use of tests from previous years;

- training of their learners in TTS

use particularly towards the end

of the school year (i.e., before the

mock exam);

- A focus on tested skills during

lessons throughout the year.
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The Appropriateness of Test Preparation Practices

Teach test taking skills, 

such as strategies targeting 

how to read instructions, 

and how to answer different 

question types, etc.

Within one month of 

testing, review the 

content of the course, 

especially the skills 

related to those on the 

test.

Routinely provide 

instruction on skills 

included on the test 

and IGNORE the 

skills that are not 

tested.

Routinely give 

classroom tests with 

questions and 

language similar to 

those included on the 

test.

Teach students 

test wiseness 

skills 

7%
1.8%

31.6%

59.6%

3.5%
5.3%

45.6% 45.7%

7%

14%

49.1%

29.8%
31.6%

26.3%

12.3%
21.1%

8.8% 7.1%

19.3%

17.5%

36.8%

19.3%

8.8%

17.5%

26.3%
28.1%

19.3%

1.8%

10.5%

22.8%

40.4%

24.6%

Provide practice 

on exam 

questions from 

previous years
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The Ethicality of Test Preparation 

Almost half of the teachers considered test 

preparation practices ethical and about 

18%  of them thought they were ethical 

but with reservation.

46%

18%

19%

10%

7%

ethical ethical but

unethical unable to answer

Some practices are unethical
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High 

Achievement

Yes they are helpful

As long as the test preparation is for the good of the student I don't see anything unethical about it.

Yes, I think so because ,after all, students' eventual aim is to get good marks in the subject which permits 

them to obtain a high score.

Yes, they are since they help my students succeed in the end

All preparations are acceptable if they are beneficial to learners

Yes they are since they are helpful to students

Yes they are as long as they help students succeed. All of them are useful

The Teachers’ Justification of these Practices
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TTS/ Emotional 

Preparedness

Test preparation practices are acceptable because they help students acquire the right skills and 

decrease their anxiety

It is always useful to prepare students mentally and through practising skills

TTS

They are acceptable since they help learners revise and apply what they have seen before in the course

Test preparation practices give learners the benefit of past testing experiences. These practices are 

supposed to train learners in the field of problem solving skills and to raise learners' awareness about 

the pitfalls to avoid while answering exam questions. So, of course, they are ethically acceptable.

yes, the pupils won't get bad surprises from on the day of the exam. They must be prepared for all 

types of questions… It is essential that our students be familiar with exams
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TTS/ High 

Achievement

Any test preparation practice [...] answers students' needs and supports them to become active and 

independent learners.

TTS/ Skills

Yes, indeed most of our students expect some revision periods allocated to activities related to test 

preparation just before exams. 

They want to know all about the tricks expected in the Final Exams. It is a golden opportunity for my 

students to ask many detailed questions and feel free to modify their varied questions related to the 

many types of practice whether comprehension, grammar or writing skills activities; the more they 

practise the better.
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Exam Preparation Beliefs

The majority of these Tunisian Baccalaureate teachers believe that test preparation helps students 

obtain higher scores on the exam, familiarizes them with the test format and decreases their anxiety.

%

%

%

%
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Teacher Self-Efficacy in the Area of Test Preparation

This figure clearly shows that the majority of  these teachers showed an awareness of the 

controversial nature of test preparation but found such practices unstressful for them as teachers
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The majority of these teachers also agreed that the school administration exerts pressure on them to

focus on test preparation and that the school policy required exam preparation. However, there was

a lack of consensus among teachers over the role of parents and students in this respect.
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A focus on “language exercises” (TT1 and TT3)

For TT2, “summarizing grammar points/vocabulary items of one 

module/use handouts/tasks to be done at home and corrected in class”

“old exams” (TT1 and TT2) and “previous bac tests” (TT3) and some 

tests similar to the final exam

-”summaries of modules” and “revision handouts” (TT1) and “revision 

sessions” TT2

Remedial work and consolidation tasks

(TT4)

Language 

(grammar + 

vocabulary)

Old exams

Revision 

sessions 

Teacher Trainer Opinions about Test Preparation Practices
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● These teacher trainers also referred to individual variations at the level of 

implementation,

● Such differences are reflected in overt and covert test preparation activities that can 

aim at developing test wiseness  according to TT3; 

● One teacher trainer (TT1) revealed that teachers “normally finish the syllabus early 

then do revision sessions of each module”;

● For two interviewees (TT1 and 3), this is rather done throughout the year; 

● The various descriptions identified in the interview data make it possible to describe 

such test preparation practices as intended or unintended depending on the teachers’ 

decision making process and beliefs.

Teacher Trainer Opinions about Test Preparation Implementation
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-“Some do it more often than others/ some never do it” (TT3)

Test wiseness: “learn some tricks about how to answer” (TT3)

- Generally, before each test

Covert Test 

Preparation 

for a 

Minority of 

Teachers 

Overt Test 

Preparation 

for the 

Majority 

-revision before bac exam” is done implicitly (TT1)

This is done rather covertly especially before progress and the 

final exams (TT1 and 3) 

-Teachers normally finish the syllabus early  then do 

revision sessions of each module” TT2

-This is done throughout the year  (TT3 and TT4)

Intended

Unintended
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● It is worth emphasizing that three of the trainers (TT1, 2 and 3) explicitly criticized 

“teaching to the test” in this educational context; 

● They said that this would affect the pedagogical process;

● Surprisingly, when asked about the role of teacher training in this regard, only one trainer 

(TT2) admitted that “teachers [are encouraged] to ask students to do old tests by 

themselves and ask teachers when they need help”;

● TT4 declared that she helped teachers do so by providing “extra revision material” 

focusing on the skills tested;

● The interview analysis also revealed the impact of the system on teacher beliefs and 

practices while TT1 described it as “test driven”, the remaining interviewees made 

reference to external pressure by parents and students.
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“bac teachers forget about their first mission which is teaching and find themselves preparing for the 

exam” (TT1)

“Teaching falls on what comes in the exam” ending up “teaching to the test” (TT3)

”Teachers normally finish the syllabus early (TT2)

Teacher training: Conflicting views (between trainers and for one trainer)

- do not encourage test preparation (3 out of 4 TTs)

- there are discussions of  “how to prepare students for the exam” with a focus on specific 

types of exercises and how to be selective/ develop writing and reading skills (TT1)

- “teachers [are encouraged] to ask students to do old tests by themselves and ask teachers 

when they need help” (TT2) 

TT4 admitted doing this and declared that she “designed some kind of workbook including summary 

of the modules” declared that she “shared the digital copy with the secondary schools headmasters 

via email” 

Teaching 

to the the 

Test

Contexual 

Factors

Pressure from parents/ school 

“Teachers complain about the lack of time for practice” and “time pressure” and the “The system is 

test-driven” (TT1)

Through private tutoring (TT2)

students who are under the pressure of parents pressure  teachers (TT3)

It is a personal initiative taken by the teacher (TT4)
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As far as the appropriateness and ethicality of test preparation are concerned, the four

teacher trainers described such practices as “inappropriate”.

However, only TT3 described them as “very unethical” and “unfair” since this is often

practised in private tutoring sessions out of school.

They also referred to the major negative impact of:

narrowing down the curriculum + teaching to the test
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Appropriateness and Ethicality According to the Teacher Trainers

Impact on 

Teaching

- The four teacher trainers described such practices as “inappropriate”

- But only TT3 described them as “very unethical” and “unfair” since this is often 

practised in private tutoring

Impact on teaching and learning

“What counts first is the test”(TT3)

Some teachers’ discourse would focus  mainly on exams

Teachers would say, «this will be in the exam/ this will not » (TT3)

“A major issue when teachers do not focus on listening/ don’t see its usefulness because they 

won’t be tested on it .Test scores do not reflect learning” (TT2)

TT2 described many Tunisian teachers as “exam worried”

For TT1, “we are obsessed by the exam” 

For TT3 by doing so teachers “don’t pay attention to the ones that are not in the exam”

- For TT1, 2 and 3 this increases the teaching of writing as a product and encourages “students

[to] memorize writings” (TT1) and “ready-made essays” (TT2)

- Listening is not taught appropriately (TT2) because it is not in the test

Narrowing 

down of the 

Curriculum 

+ Teaching 

to the Test
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Test preparation practices usually “come at the expense of real 

learning of language skills” and have “negative consequences” 

(TT3)

“after studying English for many years students are unable to 

write/communicate” (TT1)

“Impact on scores but not on learning” as learners “get used to 

exam question  types”

Impact on 

Learning

EALTA Special Interest Group: Classroom-based Language Assessment                                                   Asma Maaoui, Amel Jarraya and Hanen Dammak, University of Tunis                       



● This study has revealed that Tunisian teachers’ instructional beliefs and practices can 

be influenced by high-stakes tests whereby accountability drives “teaching to the test” 

(Popham, 2001).

• This is generally marked by a focus on test content and question types (Higgins, Miller, 

& Wegmann, 2006) at the expense of real learning in language classes. This confirms 

the conclusions made by other researchers (e.g., Crocker, 2006; Lai & Waltman, 2008) 

about the increase of negative washback when the stakes are high.
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Positive Negative 

Test preparation practices

● familiarize students with the 

item format 

● lead to score gains

● lower test taker anxiety

Test preparation practices

● narrow down the curriculum (Gebrill & Eid, 2017)

● increase teaching to the test

● increase private tutoring         fairness issues

● increase test wiseness

● decrease creativity

● affect learning 

The study results are congruent with previous findings (e.g., Horak, 2011; Gebrill & Eid 2017)

Washback in this context was found to be:
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Washback

Positive and 

negative

● Test preparation:  

● appropriate/ ethical for the 

majority 

● controversial 

● Teachers had rather high 

self efficacy in this regard.

● Teacher trainers 

demonstrated more 

awareness of the 

controversial nature of 

such practices.

● implementation of a wide range of test preparation activities 

● personal and social concerns with learning outcomes and test scores

An assessment culture that 

is testing oriented

● pressure from 

parents, school and 

learners 

Conclusions
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Recommendations

● Align this national exam of English to the curriculum;

● Promote learning oriented pedagogical practices through formative assessment;

● Standardized test preparation through guidelines and teacher training; 

● Develop Assessment Literacy;

● Opt for more performance based assessment to minimize the development and use of test 

wiseness.
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● This washback study could have included data from learners, parents and even 

policy makers to gain more insight into washback as a complex phenomenon.

● The study was mainly exploratory and did not address possible relationships 

between beliefs, practices and contextual factors.

● It relied mainly on indirect data elicitation methods rather than a direct observation 

of these test preparation practices.

Limitations
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