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ABSTRACT

This paper investigates the washback effects of a national achievement test on teaching
practices in three preparatory schools located in the northwest Libya. Adopting a
case-study methodology, this paper provides an analysis of how national testing
influences classroom teaching. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews
with teachers, and video recordings of classroom lessons. Inductive thematic analysis
was used to examine the interview transcripts and the recorded classroom interactions.
The study applies Alderson and Wall’s (1993) washback model, along with the
objectives outlined in the course book materials, as benchmarks to analyse classroom
practices. The findings reveal that contextual factors, particularly the teachers' own
characteristics, play a critical role in shaping their teaching.

Keywords: Washback, Communicative Approach, Contextual Factors, Teachers’
Practices, National Achievement Test.
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Introduction

Language tests have always been the cornerstone in classroom teaching.
Final achievement tests, however, are used to make important decisions
which have direct effects on teachers. The relationship between
language testing and teaching has long been a subject of interest in
educational research, particularly in the context of high-stake tests.
They are high-stakes because the stakes associated with the results of
passing or failing the tests. In many educational systems, the influence
of such tests is significant, affecting not only the curriculum but also
the way teachers (and learners) approach their lessons, an area of
research defined as washback.

Earlier washback research emphasized that high-stakes tests might
determine the teaching process (e.g., Messick,1996; Alderson & Wall,
1993), a position some washback researchers in Libya still hold. It is
beyond doubt that teachers naturally tend to focus on test demands,
but attributing what happens in the classroom to tests only is
questionable. In fact, washback research have shown that washback is
shaped by contextual factors, and researchers need to study washback
in their own contexts (Rea-Dickins & Scott, 2007; Alderson, 2004; Cheng
& Curtis, 2004; Watanabe, 2004); washback is context-specific.

Understanding the nature of context within educational systems and
the roles of teachers in those contexts is central in attempting to
establish evidentially a link between high-stakes tests and their effects.
This is big challenge washback researchers are still facing.

In Libya, a new curriculum based on the communicative approach was
introduced into preparatory schools in the late 1990s, while a new
version of the final school test consisting of multiple-choice and
true/false questions was introduced in 2007. Where English is a
mandatory subject at the preparatory school level, the role of the final
test in shaping instructional methods and classroom dynamics is
important. The final test in Libya’s educational system is based on
multiple-choice questions (MCQs) that focus on decontextualized
grammar and vocabulary, a stark contrast to the communicative
language teaching approach that is the foundation of the course
materials. Investigating the washback effect of the new test poses
challenges in untangling pre-test teaching practices, post-test changes,
and related contextual factors.

Despite the centrality of high-stakes tests, there is limited research on
the final test effects in the Libyan context, especially with respect to

Faculty of arts Journal2 (41)



Faculty of Arts Journal Issue 41 Mars 2025

how teachers’” understanding of language teaching methodologies
intersects with their test preparation practices. The study aims to explore

the relationship between high-stakes testing and classroom teaching
practices in Libyan third preparatory schools. It investigates how the
structure and content of the final test might influence teachers'
instructional practices, their use of language in the classroom, and their
perceptions of effective language teaching.

This study seeks to achieve the following objectives:

1. To examine how teachers in Libyan preparatory schools understand
and implement the communicative approach prescribed in the course
materials.

2. To explore the degree to which the final test influences teachers’
instructional methods and classroom practices.

3. To analyse the alignment, or the lack of alignment, between the
course materials, the communicative approach, and the format of the
final test.

4. To identify the factors that mediate the influence of the final test
on teachers’ practices, including teachers' attitudes toward language
teaching, and societal expectations.

To address these objectives, the study is guided by the following
research questions:

1. How does the final test shape teachers' teaching methods and
classroom activities?

2. How do contextual factors, such as teachers' knowledge, and societal
expectations, influence their response to the final test?

This study aims to contribute to washback research by exploring Libyan
preparatory education and providing insights for future educational
policy. The findings are expected to provide a deeper understanding of
the complexities surrounding the implementation of communicative
teaching methods in relation to a high-stakes testing. The following
two sections provide some information about the course materials
taught, and the final test being administered.

The Course Materials

Previous textbooks, used before the current materials, introduced by the
Ministry of Education, and designed by Mr. Mustafa Gusbi in the 1960s,
were entitled ‘English for Libya’. They focused on the learning of basic
sentence patterns using direct method (Barton, 1968).This series proved
ineffective as it led to an overemphasis on oral drills, correct grammar
and pronunciation, and memorisation of isolated vocabulary and
grammar (Shihiba, 2011; Orafi & Borg, 2009; Aldabbus, 2008; Alhmali,
2007). The new course materials were introduced in the 1990s and were
designed to be taught from the first year of the preparatory schools
(agell) until the final year at secondary school (agel7).The content of
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the course materials has been designed on the principles of the
communicative approach, with a variety of tasks and activities which
stimulate learners to engage in meaningful discussions through pair
work, group work and whole class work .The teacher’s book has been
designed to guide teachers in how to teach each lesson in the course
materials. Libyan students’ study nine subjects in the third (final) year
at preparatory school.

All the subjects are in Arabic except for that of English language.
Students have to pass tests in all of the subjects in order to obtain their
preparatory certificates.

Description of the Test

It is the first high-stakes achievement test in the English language
students take, usually at the end of May. It is a high-stakes test because
of its fundamental role in determining the learners’ future study as it
is the gateway to secondary school. It is designed to assess the students’
achievement relative to the course material they have studied in their
academic year. The actual test which is the subject of this analysis is
an achievement test administered in Libyan preparatory schools as a
trial version which is representative of the actual final test of the
academic year 2008/2009. The test consisted of thirty-six questions, of
which eighteen were true/false, twelve were multiple-choice, five are
matching, and one was wh-question. It tests decontextualized
vocabulary and grammar, and (memorisation of) course content. It was
printed on four pages with double-line spacing which made it easy for
the learners to read. No marking criteria were provided for each
question which, consequently, would prevent the learners, and the
teachers, from having a clear idea as to how the different test
components could be marked. This might prevent them from allocating
their time and attention in accordance with the marks allocated to test
each item. Furthermore, the limited range of question-types; just
multiple-choice and true-false was a potential weakness. It did not test
the fundamental skills of listening, speaking and writing.

Literature Review

This section examines the key concepts related to washback in language
testing and teaching, synthesizing findings from previous studies,
particularly in the context of high-stakes tests. A key aim of this review
is to identify the research gap in the existing literature, particularly
within the Libyan context, and to position this study as a significant
contribution to enhancing the understanding of washback effects in
this setting.

While the foundational work on washback can be traced back to Spolsky
(1981), who first addressed the high-stakes nature of language tests,
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significant research emerged only in the mid-2000s. Much of the early
washback research provided essential frameworks and insights that
continue to inform contemporary studies. This review will focus
primarily on the research conducted during this foundational period,
as it contributed significantly to the development of washback theory.

Washback Definition

Washback refers to the influence that high-stakes tests exert on
classroom practices. While the terms "washback" and "impact" are often
used interchangeably, there is a critical distinction between them.
"Impact" typically refers to broader effects on the education system and
society, whereas washback specifically addresses its influence on
classroom instruction (Wall, 2005). This distinction is important for
understanding how tests shape teaching practices in direct, immediate
ways. Bachman and Palmer (1996) further clarified this by describing
the micro- and macro-level effects of tests, with washback focusing on
the former—the way tests affect classroom practices.

Washback: Positive, Negative or Both?

The consequences of washback are often categorized as either positive
or negative, though the bidirectional nature of this influence is not
always straightforward. Some scholars, including Bailey (1996), Messick
(1996) and Alderson and Wall (1993), have recognized that washback
can both promote (positive) and inhibit (negative) teaching practices.
Messick (1996) highlighted that tests might either foster or impede
effective teaching. Spolsky (1981) argued that washback should primarily
be viewed in terms of unintended negative side effects, drawing
attention to how tests might inadvertently harm teaching practices,
even when they aim to improve educational outcomes.

In contrast, Alderson and Hamp-Lyons (1996) and Cheng and Curtis
(1993) expanded this view by suggesting that washback could be both
intentional and unintentional, with effects that might be either positive
or negative. This view is crucial for understanding the complexity of
washback in educational settings. For example, tests can be leveraged
to bring about beneficial changes in teaching, as Pearson (1988)
suggested, using tests as ‘levers for change’ to drive educational reform.
Popham (1987) introduced the concept of measurement-driven
instruction (MDI), arguing that tests, when properly designed, would
guide the curriculum toward desired educational outcomes. For positive
effects, Hughes (2003) suggested the following:

-test the abilities you want to encourage.

-sample widely and unpredictably.

-use direct testing.

-make testing criterion-referenced.

-base achievement tests on objectives.
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-ensure the test is known and understood by teachers.
-provide assistance to teachers. (pp.53-56)

This was an attempt to establish a framework for designing tests.
Nevertheless, it would need deep theoretical knowledge about the right
ability to be tested.

On the other hand, negative washback occurs when tests are designed
with a narrow definition of language ability, which can limit the scope
of teaching (Shohamy, 2001; Linn, 2000; Madaus, 1988;). When tests focus
primarily on discrete elements such as grammar and vocabulary,
teachers may feel compelled to narrow the curriculum and prioritize
test preparation over more holistic teaching methods (Pedulla et al,
2003). This, in turn, can lead to teaching practices that focus on rote
memorization rather than fostering deeper understanding and critical
thinking (Cheng & Curtis, 2004). Spolsky (1981) argued that multiple-
choice tests, in particular, would encourage a narrow focus on test
preparation, which might reduce the overall quality of education.
Similarly, Fredericksen (1984) noted that such tests tended to encourage
teaching that prioritized factual knowledge over higher-order thinking
skills.

Some researchers, such as Madaus (1988) and Popham (1987) pointed
out that the relationship between washback and the stakes of a test
would be more significant than its technical quality. In cases where
schools are held accountable for their performance on high-stakes tests,
these tests often become a tool for shaping what is taught in the
classroom. This phenomenon, often referred to as ‘teaching to the test’,
can lead to negative washback by reducing the breadth and depth of
instruction (Shohamy, 2001).

However, whether high-stakes tests inevitably lead to positive or
negative washback remains a debated issue. Taylor (2005) argued that
it would be overly simplistic to assume a direct, one-to-one relationship
between tests and teaching practices. Research has shown that washback
is a more complex phenomenon, influenced by various contextual factors
(Cheng, 2008; Rea-Dickins & Scott, 2007; Spratt, 2005; Alderson, 2004).
Cumming (2009) and Wall and Alderson (1993) emphasized that
washback could be mediated by a variety of factors, including
psychological, social, cultural, and political elements. These factors differ
across educational contexts, and their interaction can significantly shape
the nature of washback. Cheng and Curtis (2004) identified variables
such as the researcher’s background, the study's location, and the timing
of the assessment, all of which would influence how washback might
manifest in practice.
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Washback on Teaching

The influence of high-stakes tests on teaching practices has been a
central concern in washback research. Much of the research in this area
has found that tests tend to affect the content taught, but not always

the methods employed by teachers. Wall and Alderson (1993), for
example, found that teachers often adjusted the topics they taught to
align with the content of the test, but their instructional methods
remained largely unchanged. This suggests that while tests influence
"what" is taught, they have a more limited effect on "how" teaching
occurs. Early research by Herman and Golan (1991) and Shepard and
Dougherty (1991) highlighted how teachers focused on preparing
students for tests by using past tests and test preparation materials.
Shohamy (1993) examined the impact of Arabic and English language
tests, noting that teachers adapted their teaching to match the test
content, focusing on vocabulary and oral language. Wall and Alderson
(1993) found that despite a revised O-level test in Sri Lanka promoting
communicative teaching, teachers narrowed their focus to testable skills
like reading and writing.

Studies like Cheng (2008), Watanabe (2004), and Pedulla et al. (2003)
further emphasized how external pressure from tests led teachers to
concentrate on test-specific content, even if it conflicted with the
broader goals of reform. In Qi's (2004) research on the National
Matriculation English Test in China, she discovered that the focus on
grammar in classrooms contradicted the test's goal of assessing language
use. Scott (2005, 2007) and Wall (2005) found similar trends, with
teachers focusing on test preparation due to its high-stakes nature. Saif
(2006) observed a clear link between a spoken language proficiency test
and the methodology adopted by teachers. However, she admitted that
only one teacher was involved in the study. These studies collectively
reveal that the impact of standardized tests is complex, with teachers
often adapting their methods to align with the test, sometimes at the
expense of broader educational goals.

In the Libyan context, several studies have explored the washback
effects of high-stakes tests on teachers’ practices. Abulgasem (2024), in
a six-page research paper, examined the pedagogical impact of teachers'
classroom tests in secondary schools, using questionnaires administered
to 27 teachers. His study showed that teachers relied heavily on
achievement tests, but the study lacked qualitative data to deepen the
analysis. As a result, the research failed to generalize findings across
the broader population of Libyan secondary school teachers. Similarly,
Ali (2024) studied preparatory school teachers. However, his study
shows a significant misalignment between the research title, abstract,
objectives, and research questions.
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Abdulhamid (2019) explored the relationship between the alignment of
components of the Libyan education system and the washback of the
Secondary Education Certificate Examination. Using questionnaires and
interviews with three teachers, as well as classroom observation, her
study indicated negative washback on some teachers, but little to no
washback on others.

Ahmed (2018) investigated the influence of the Secondary Education
Certificate on English language teachers’ practices in southwest Libya,
using case study research. His findings revealed negative washback,
highlighting the disconnect between the communicative approach
prescribed by the curriculum and the grammar-translation method
employed by teachers. Interviews with teachers revealed that they had
little knowledge of the communicative approach and focused on
teaching test-related content, neglecting skills not tested in the test.
Similarly, Onaiba (2014) examined the impact of the Basic Education
Certificate English Exam on teachers’ instructional practices, finding
that teachers adapted their practices to fit the exam format, neglecting
important elements that were not included.

These studies emphasize the importance of understanding how teachers
and the broader educational context mediate washback effects. Green
(2007)  emphasized that teachers' professional training and
understanding of test design would be crucial in shaping how washback
manifests in practice. Teachers who are well-trained and knowledgeable
about the test’s purpose are more likely to adapt their teaching methods
effectively, even if the test content itself remains narrow. Consequently,
while washback may influence what is taught, it does not necessarily
transform teaching methodologies.

Research Gaps and the Contribution of This Study

Although existing studies have investigated washback in various
educational contexts, including Libya, much of the research has
predominantly concentrated on the content of high-stakes tests and
their direct influence on the teaching materials covered in the
classroom. However, there remains a significant gap in understanding
how broader contextual factors—such as teacher professionalism,
institutional constraints, and societal influences—mediate the nature and
extent of washback. Furthermore, there is a lack of up-to-date research
on washback within the Libyan context, particularly concerning the
changes introduced by the new curriculum in the late 1990s and the
evolving effects of high-stakes testing since then.

This study seeks to address this gap by investigating the influence of
high-stakes tests on teaching practices in Libyan preparatory schools.
Specifically, it aims to explore how teachers adapt their instructional
practices in response to the content of the final test. The study will be
guided by Alderson and Wall’s (1993) washback hypothesis, which
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provides a framework for understanding how tests influence both the
"what" and the "how" of teaching. Given that the final test assesses
isolated vocabulary and grammatical knowledge, this framework will
help examine the potential misalignments between the communicative
approach prescribed in the curriculum and the teaching practices shaped
by the test. In addition to focusing on the test itself, this study will
consider the broader educational context, including institutional and
societal factors that may mediate the effects of washback. By doing so,
it aims to provide a more comprehensive understanding of washback
in the Libyan educational system, offering insights into the contextual
variables that shape its impact on teaching practices.

Research Methodology

This study follows the case study approach, which is an empirical
inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-
life context using multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 2003). The case
study approach allows for a deeper understanding of the washback
phenomenon within the context of Libyan preparatory schools. The
study employed a qualitative research design within the interpretative
paradigm. It allows for an understanding and interpretation of teachers'
behaviours and classroom practices influenced by the final test (Bryman,
2008, Cohen et al., 2007; Dornyei, 2007). This design is descriptive
(Merriam, 1988; Yin, 2003) and focuses on providing a detailed account
of the teachers' perspectives regarding the washback effects of the final
test on their teaching practices.

Data collection

The most appropriate and practical instruments used for collecting data
for washback research include questionnaires, interviews and classroom
observation (Watanabe, 2004). Video-classroom observation and
interviews were used for collecting the data for this study. It was
carried out in March and April 2010 in three preparatory schools in
Rhebat city in Libya.

Participants

The study involved three teachers: one male and two females, who
were teaching in preparatory schools in Rhebat city at the time of data
collection. To maintain confidentiality, pseudonyms were used for their
identification (e.g. Sh.T, A.T, and G.T).

Sh.T held a Licence in English language from a high institute (after
finishing the secondary stage) where he studied for four years. He
started teaching in 2004. His professional qualifications were: three
courses: one in computing and two courses in English language. These
courses were provided for them locally by the Education Secretariat in
Rhebat in 2008. The first English language course was for two weeks.
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It was given by a Libyan teacher and covered linguistics. The second
course was on phonetics, and it lasted for three weeks.

A.T had a Licence in English language form a teacher training college
(after finishing the secondary school stage). She spent four years in
order to obtain her academic qualifications. She began teaching in 2007
(three years). She took one course to achieve a professional qualification.
This lasted for a couple of weeks and was given by the Education
Secretariat in Rhebat. It was about computing and psychology.

G.T had a specialist teaching licence in English language teaching which
she obtained from a middle institute (just after finishing the preparatory
stage) where she studied for five years. She taught English for 18 years
solely in preparatory schools. Her professional course experience
consisted of one course taken for two weeks. It concerned teaching the
new course materials.

Sampling of the Schools

A non-probability convenience sampling method was employed to select
the schools for this study. This approach was chosen due to ease of
access (Bryman, 2008; Cohen et al.,, 2007; Dornyei, 2007), and the fact
that the teachers shared common characteristics relevant to the research
aims. The selection of three schools was based on the following criteria:
1. Permission was granted to conduct video-recordings of classroom
lessons.

2. The teachers all came from a similar educational and social
background, ensuring consistency in the sample.

Interviews

Qualitative interviews were used to gain insights into the teachers’
motivations behind their classroom practices. The interviews followed a
semi-structured format, allowing for flexibility in the order of questions
while covering predefined themes (Mann, 2011; Gray, 2004; Denscombe,
1998). To reduce language barriers and facilitate a more detailed
discussion, the interviews were conducted in Arabic.

Two rounds of interviews were conducted in March and April of 2010,
and each interview was audio-recorded. Before the interview, the
purpose and structure were explained to the participants, and they
were informed of the estimated duration of the interview. Afterward,
they were given the opportunity to listen to the recordings and provide
any additional comments. The interviews focused on two main areas:
current teaching practices: Teachers’” use of materials, teaching
objectives, and the perceived effects of the final test on their teaching
methods.

Thematic analysis was employed to analyse the interview data.
According to Braun and Clarke (2006), a thematic approach is used for
“identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data”
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(p.79). A theme captures any important issue about the data in relation
to the research question(s). The data were reviewed multiple times, and
initial codes were generated manually. The codes were then grouped
into potential themes, and the relationships among the themes were
reviewed. Finally, the themes were refined to ensure coherence and
relevance to the research questions.

Classroom Observation

Classroom observations were conducted using a participant observation
approach (Bryman, 2008; Walsh, 2006, Denscombe, 1998). This qualitative
method allowed the researcher to observe teachers' interactions with
students and the implementation of teaching practices. The primary aim
of the classroom observation was to assess how teachers applied the
principles of the communicative approach and to identify any
differences in the content and the methodology of their lessons.
Video-recordings were used to capture the classroom interactions. These
recordings were later transcribed verbatim to provide an accurate
representation of the lessons. The analysis of these transcripts involved
both inductive and deductive coding (Payne & Payne, 2004). Initially,
an inductive approach was used to identify patterns and insights related
to the washback effects of the test. The analysis then transitioned to a
deductive approach to verify whether the principles of the
communicative approach were being followed in the observed lessons.
The findings from the classroom observations were used to triangulate
the interview data and provide a comprehensive understanding of how
the final test influenced teachers’ practices in the classroom.

Findings

The findings from the interviews and classroom observations are
classified into three main themes: ‘Teaching Arrangements’, ‘Objectives
of Teaching’, and ‘Potential Effects of the Final Test on Teaching’.

Teaching Arrangements

The teachers were provided with specific teaching instructions in the
teacher’s book, which were intended to guide their lessons. However,
when asked about their adherence to these instructions, the teachers
expressed that they did not fully implement them in their teaching.
The main reasons for this were time constraints and the perceived
mismatch between the prescribed objectives and the students’ abilities.
For example, A.T explained that the prescribed content often exceeds
her students' comprehension level, leading her to modify or skip some
lessons:

A.T: "l don’t follow them that much."
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I: "Why?"
A.T: "Because they are hardly ever applicable to the students. For
example, 'Alhambra Palace' is difficult. It takes me two classes to read
it, and by then, the students have only just read it, so when do we
answer the questions?"
Despite this, the teachers were required by the education authorities to
outline their lesson plans, but they admitted that they did so mainly
to satisfy inspectors:
Sh.T: "No, I just write them to satisfy the inspector."

Furthermore, the teachers indicated that they were unfamiliar with the
communicative approach to teaching, which might explain why they
did not incorporate it into their practices:

I: "Are you familiar with the communicative approach7"
Sh.T: "No, by Allah. What is communicative approach in Arabic?"

The other teacher:

I: “Ok, the course book is designed on the principles
of the Communicative Approach do you have any idea
about it?”

AT: "No, no."

Objectives of Teaching

The teachers’ stated teaching objectives were often vague and did not
consistently reflect their classroom practices. Sh.T mentioned that his
primary objective was to prepare students for their future specialties,
although this goal was not clearly evident in the observed lessons:
I: “Do you have any particular objectives?”
Sh.T: "Yes, to prepare them for the specialty they will pursue
in the future."
A.T described her objective as helping students master English,
particularly in pronunciation, as she felt that proper pronunciation was
key to language mastery, regardless of grammar rules:
A.T: "The objective is for them to master how to use it. When
they pronounce it correctly, it means you don’t have to worry
about them... even if I don’t teach the rules, someone else might."
G.T had a more general view, stating that her objective was for students
to acquire reading, writing, and grammar skills:
G.T: "The objective is that they know how to read and write...
and grammar."
When asked about their focus during lessons, all three teachers stressed
the importance of grammar, reflecting its central role in their teaching
and its alignment with the content of the final test. Sh.T explicitly
stated that grammar was essential for mastering the English language:

Sh.T: "Yes, I focus on grammar."
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I " Why?"

Sh.T: "Because it is the only exit to the language."
A.T also emphasized the importance of grammar but did not offer a
detailed explanation as to why:

A.T: "It’s almost the most important in teaching materials."
I: “Why?”
AT: “I don’t know, but umm we apply it.”

Potential Effects of the Final Test on Teaching

The teachers’ teaching practices appeared to be influenced by the
content and format of the final test. A common theme across all three
teachers was the exclusion of certain content, such as listening and
speaking skills, which were not tested. For example, Sh.T stated that
he avoided teaching listening because it would not be included in the
final test:

Sh.T: "Listening is the most that I leave out."
I: "Why do you leave it out?"
Sh.T: "It is not included in the final test."

A.T echoed this sentiment, explaining that she left out topics which
would not appear in the test to save time:
A.T: "We cover things like ‘Dubai” or ‘Sea Hotel,” but I know
these aren’t in the final test."
Similarly, G.T admitted to excluding listening and, at times, writing
instruction for the same reason, though she acknowledged that she
would teach these skills if they were tested:

G.T: '"Listening, sometimes writing, I don’t teach them because
they are not tested in the final examination."

I: "If they were tested in the final examination?"

G.T: "Then I might teach them."

Furthermore, the teachers’ own test design practices were influenced
by the final test format. Sh.T, for example, reported that he had
designed his tests to mirror those of the final test by using similar
questions:
Sh.T: 'l design my tests similar to the final test. I want them
to get used to the test questions because the same questions
are repeated in the tests."
A.T also adapted her tests to resemble the final test format, particularly
through multiple-choice questions (MCQs), but adjusted the content to
better suit her students' lower proficiency level:
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AT: '"T design MCQs because that’s similar to the final test.
Sometimes I make changes to my tests to help my students,
given their low level."

In contrast, G.T’s tests did not directly mirror the final test format. She

preferred using questions directly from the course materials, but still
excluded listening and speaking from the assessments:

G.T: "My tests are based on the content of the lessons, not like
the final test."

I: "Do you test writing or speaking?"

G.T: "No, no."

However, when reviewing her tests, it became apparent that they still
shared common features with the final test, such as multiple-choice
questions, spelling, and decontextualized vocabulary and grammar.

Classroom Observation

While the course materials were designed according to the principles
of the communicative approach, the teachers’ classroom methodology
predominantly followed the grammar-translation method. They focused
on teaching discrete elements of grammar and vocabulary, and
predominantly used Arabic in their instruction. In some lessons, the
teachers made explicit references to the final test. These references were
observed in three lessons taught by A.T, one lesson by G.T, and one
lesson by Sh.T.

In March 2010, A.T made a direct reference to the final test when
explaining the grammatical rule for changing nouns ending in ‘y’ into
their plural form. She emphasized that this rule frequently appeared in
the final test, urging the students to pay attention to it. Later in April,
A.T made two additional explicit references to the test. The first occured
when she highlights a specific lesson and explains how the final test
would assess the content she is teaching. The second reference
happened when she expressed frustration that her students did not
know the meaning of certain words. She warned them that if they did
not learn those words, they would not be able to answer related
questions in the final test.

On April 25, 2010, G.T’s students initiated a reference to the final test
during a classroom activity. While the class was in session, some
students began to take out previous copies of the test. One student
asked G.T whether they can answer the test questions:

Student: ") "tolwe¥) | gl LT LO teacher, can we answer the
test?
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G.T: "JUI tiily o Ml dx =l | sWhat is unclear? Ask.

A.T responded similarly during one of her lessons. She told her students
that a particular question always appeared in the test, reinforcing its
importance:

AT: P@.‘J\ oY LY 236 =y ranl 2 Ol oy e OloeieYl (68 als
'cgtBecause it is in the test. Who will answer it? If you don’t

understand and don’t know the answer, what matters is that
you understood.

Student: "\» - carrot?) tWhat’s carrot?”

Although Sh.T did not make an explicit reference to the test in his
lessons, he used previous final test questions during classroom revision
sessions held in April 2010. This indirect reference to the final test
allowed the students to become familiar with the types of questions
they might encounter.

The classroom observations highlighted an emphasis on the final test
in the teachers' lesson planning and instruction. Despite the
communicative approach being part of the curriculum, the teachers
primarily adopted a grammar-translation method. They focused on
grammar rules and vocabulary, often using Arabic, and explicitly made
references to the final test to ensure students were prepared for the
test. This suggests that the final test had a significant effect on the
teachers’ content.

Discussion

Before diving into the discussion, it is important to address two
potential criticisms of this study. First, while the data was collected
several years ago, this does not invalidate or undermine its reliability,
especially since the structure of the test has remained unchanged.
Although there have been minor adjustments to the course materials,
and the test format (as of 2024) consists of 56 questions—12 True/False
and 44 multiple-choice questions, these changes may not affect the
study’s results. Therefore, the findings might still be considered valid.
Second, while the sample size may be small, I am confident that this
does not undermine the study’s relevance. The data collected was used
as a benchmark for future research, and the qualitative nature of the
study allowed for a smaller sample. While larger studies could provide
more data, it is unlikely that the findings would differ significantly
unless we find the occasional outstanding teacher.
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The analysis of interviews and classroom observations over three months
revealed that the teachers did not fully understand the communicative
approach embodied in the course materials, nor did they grasp the
purpose of the final test. Classroom activities predominantly reflected a
grammar-translation method, with teachers over-relying on Arabic and
teacher-fronted instruction. In the interviews, all three teachers
admitted that they struggled to teach the course materials
communicatively, as they lack understanding of the approach or its
application. The teachers’ main effort in covering all units was driven
by the structure of the final test, which included questions from various
course units. While these efforts might seem like a response to the test,
they cannot be regarded as positive washback, as they do not support
the educational goals (see Hughes, 2003; Bailey, 1996).

Despite the absence of formal accountability mechanisms in Libyan
schools (e.g. no direct consequences for funding or rankings), teachers
still felt pressure due to internal accountability driven by ethical
considerations. This was particularly evident when A.T stated, "you start
feeling sympathetic to them. There is justice between us," and when
Sh.T referred to the pressure he feels "from myself" to complete the
course material. Additionally, teachers faced social pressures related to
parents' expectations, as success would often be measured by students'
pass rates, as highlighted by A. T’s comment:

A.T: "Yes, it is supposed to find out the students’ level, more
than pass or fail."

I: "Yes, yes."

A.T: "But they look for those who are successful only."

This illustrates how societal norms and expectations influence teachers’
behaviours.

Throughout the study period, teachers made explicit references to the
final test by directing students’” attention to grammar and vocabulary
likely to appear on the test, and by using previous test papers. Spolsky
(1981) warned that such practices could narrow the curriculum and
encourage excessive test preparation. While I agree that these practices
have negative implications, I disagree with the conclusions of
Abualgasem (2024), Abdulhamid (2019), Ahmed (2018), and Onaiba (2014),
who focused on test washback in the Libyan context. This is because
the final test predominantly assesses multiple-choice questions on
decontextualized grammar and vocabulary, and the teachers are
unfamiliar with the communicative approach or its focus. Moreover,
there is no evidence at all that these practices are a direct result of the
current test design and do not pre-date the test being examined in this
paper. All this suggests that cultural factors, such as the teacher’s
authority and emphasis on memorization, play a strong role in shaping
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classroom practices. This aligns with findings from other washback
research, which emphasizes the role of the teacher as a mediating factor
(Cheng et al., 2015; Green, 2007, Watanabe, 1996, 2004).

Conclusion and Recommendations

The teachers’ practices observed in this study are likely representative
of many Libyan classrooms. While the influence of high-stakes tests on
teachers is widely acknowledged, the extent of this influence is still
debated. This study shows that the teachers” lack of knowledge about
the communicative approach, combined with the structure of the final
test, leads them to focus on grammar and decontextualized vocabulary.
These practices cannot be solely attributed to the washback effect of
the test, but rather to a lack of understanding of modern language
teaching methodologies.

This study extends our understanding of washback research by
suggesting that when the test constructs and teachers’ practices align,
we cannot definitively attribute teachers’ behaviours to the washback
effect, whether positively or negatively. In this case, the teachers” focus
on grammar and vocabulary is not a response to the test itself, but a
reflection of their limited understanding of how to teach the language.
The findings open several avenues for future research. As this study
reveals, washback research often produces conflicting results. To
advance the field, a deeper understanding of washback effects,
particularly those related to high-stakes tests, is necessary. Future
research could investigate the underlying perceptions and attitudes that
drive teachers” actions, particularly examining why discrepancies exist
between what teachers say and what they actually do. Additionally,
this study could serve as a foundation for exploring the relationship
between teachers’” understanding of language learning principles,
language teaching methodologies, and test design in shaping washback.
Given that this study was confined to three rural schools, replicating
it in urban schools would help verify or challenge these findings.
Moreover, including perspectives from other stakeholders, such as
school administrators, inspectors, and test designers, would be valuable
in further understanding the washback phenomenon and its broader
implication.

A wuseful follow-up study would involve a comparison of current
classroom practices with those identified in this study, including the
reasons for any changes (or for no changes).
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