
Teaching to the test: 

Can Washback be Positive?

Dr Johanna Motteram

Assessment Development Projects Manager

British Council Global Assessments



Washback Metaphors



https://owlcation.com/stem/Simple-Machines-How-Does-a-Lever-Work



Is Washback really that simple?



How shall we approach this question then?



How shall we approach this question then?

• Does Washback exist?
• If it does exist, what is it?
• How do we know if Washback is 

positive or negative?
• How do we work for positive 

Washback?



Does Washback Exist?

• Alderson and Wall 1993

– 15 possible Washback Hypotheses

– Not much evidence out there for any of them

– A call to action



Does Washback exist?

• Tsang 2017 “Examining Washback on Learning from 

a Sociocultural Perspective: The Case of a Graded 

Approach to English Language Testing in Hong 

Kong” 

https://englishagenda.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/

files/attachments/chi_lai_tsang_ucl_dissertation.pdf

https://englishagenda.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/attachments/chi_lai_tsang_ucl_dissertation.pdf


If it does exist, what is it?

“the extent to which the test influences 

language teachers and learners to do things 

they would not otherwise necessarily do” 

Messick 1996 p.241



If it does exist, what is it?

“the effects of tests on micro-levels of 

language teaching and learning inside the 

classroom …. As well as on macro-levels of 

education and society” 

Tsang 2017 



An aside, regarding Messick 1989…

McNamara 2010 



An aside, regarding Messick 1989…

McNamara and Roever 2006 



Positive and Negative Washback?

• Working for “Positive Washback” assumes 

something needs improving.

• “Good test” = Positive Washback?

• Definition of a “Good test” is contextual.



Test uses and Washback

• Implied need for improvement, implies a 

better way to teach/learn

• This means we need to think about the 

purpose of the teaching/learning

• What is the purpose of the test?



Some assumptions…

• The purpose of the test is to measure language 
proficiency

• The candidates will need to use the language in 
a given context (or contexts) in the future

• There is something about the teaching and 
learning in a given context that needs improving.



So, when can Washback be positive?



Bailey 1996

• Stakeholders understand the construct, 

and uses of the results.

• Results are quick, clear and useful.

• Results are fair and believable.

• Assessment // Curriculum alignment



Bailey 1996 cont.

• Test has sound foundations.

• Test texts and tasks are authentic.

• Stakeholders are invested and involved in 

the assessment process.



Wall 2000: Test dev’mt for +’ve Washback

• Investigate antecedent situation

• Stakeholder engagement in planning and 

development

• Publicise test specs early, pilot thoroughly

• Manage expectations – when and how 

change can be expected



So, back to the Singapore project…

steps we are taking to work for positive 

Washback through the transition…





Test: 
Construct and 
curriculum goals 
are aligned.



Learners and 
Teachers 
understand the 
test construct.





Explicit description of items

Preparation hints

Scoring criteria



Context:

Test is 
appropriate for 
Context –
Localisation.
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• Does Washback exist?
• If it does exist, what is it?
• How do we know if Washback is positive or 

negative?
• How do we work for positive Washback?
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