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Abstract. High-stakes tests, whose results are the basis upon which significant decisions are made, are 
prevalent in most of the countries. A great number of studies have been conducted in different educational 
contexts to examine the washback effect of such tests on teaching and learning. However, language 
researchers still doubt whether high-stakes tests facilitate or hinder the use of Information and 
Communication Technology (ICT) in the classroom. This paper aims to explore the teachers’ perceptions of 
the washback effect of high-stakes tests on using ICT in the classroom. To this aim, a validated questionnaire 
was administered to 30 high school English teachers who were stratified randomly selected from the five 
main educational districts in the city of Isfahan, Iran. The respondents were requested to judge whether the 
high-stakes competitive Entrance Exam of the Universities (EEU) in Iran acts as a facilitator or barrier in 
using ICT in the classroom. The descriptive analysis of the results showed that the high-stakes EEU acts as a 
barrier preventing the teachers to integrate ICT into the curriculum. Moreover, the EEU explicitly directs the 
teachers to teach to the content and format of the test and ignore using ICT applications in teaching and 
learning. 
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1. Introduction 
High-stakes tests are defined as the use of tests to make decisions that are of prominent educational, 

financial, or social impact (Genesee and Upshur, 1996). Qi (2004) defined high-stakes tests more specifically 
as tests whose results are seen by students, teachers, administrators, parents, or the general public as the basis 
upon which important decisions are made that immediately and directly affect the students. Obviously, the 
impact of promotion and graduation decisions on students and their families are both significant and 
controversial. Using test data to provide information relevant to these decisions is usually not controversial. 
What is controversial is (a) that in many high-stakes testing programs these decisions are based on the results 
of a single test and (b) whether high- stakes tests are valid measures of learning (Genesee and Upshur, 1996). 
When high-stakes tests are used, the promotion decision is determined by an objective “snapshot” of the 
student’s achievement obtained from the test score rather than being based on a more comprehensive but 
potentially more subjective series of grades and ratings on a report card (Salehi, Naseri & Kashefian-Naeeini, 
2011). 

The Entrance Exam of the Universities (EEU) in Iran is the most important nationwide high-stakes test 
administered annually in June. The high school graduates are required to sit for this test in order to get the 
passport letting them enter the higher education. The unique format and content of the EEU implicitly or 
explicitly direct the high school teachers to teach towards this test and focus on the educational materials 
which are tested in the EEU (Melor Md Yunus, Salehi & Kashefian-Naeeini, 2011). It is generally believed 
that this paper-based test (see Figure 1) hinders the high school English teachers to use Information and 
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Communication Technology (ICT) in English classes. To prove such a belief, this paper aims to explore the 
high school English teachers’ perceptions of the washback effect of the EEU on using ICT in the classroom. 

2. Literature review 
The high-stakes tests such as employment exams or university entrance exams are powerful enough to 

influence the educational systems directly or indirectly. However, these tests are often criticized for a 
number of reasons. Some researchers believe that the results of high-stakes tests should not be used as the 
main criterion for decisions related to graduation, admission to universities and promotion (Cheng, 1998; 
Watanabe, 2004; Melor Md Yunus, Salehi & Kashefian-Naeeini, 2011). It is inappropriate to base major 
decisions about students, teachers, schools, or instructional programs on a single test because it is 
inconsistent with what we know about the process of learning and testing. High-stakes tests can be used as 
one of the measures to make significant decisions about the students or other stakeholders. In general, critical 
decisions about the students and educational programmes must involve more than the results of a high-stakes 
test (Genesee and Upshur, 1996). A day-to-day classroom assessment which helps teachers improve the 
quality of instruction is highly recommended by the opponents of high-stakes tests.  

High-stakes tests often do not accurately measure the students’ skills or knowledge, and even cause 
stress for most of the students (Bailey, 1996; Cheng, 1998). Moreover, they are often given as a single long 
test lasting for about 3 to 4 hours. Given the pressure and stress of high-stakes tests, students may be urged 
for cheating and learning multiple-choice test-taking skills. Even a group of critics believe that since some 
students perform poorly under the pressure associated with high-stakes tests, these tests are less 
representative of their appropriate standards of achievement (Qi, 2004; Watanabe, 2004) . 

 
Figure 1: The EEU session and the EEU answer sheets 

3. Methodology 
This study employed a validated questionnaire to measure the perceptions of Iranian high school English 

teachers on the washback effect of the EEU on using ICT in the classroom. The participants consisted of 30 
high school English teachers who were selected from the five main educational districts in the city of Isfahan, 
Iran. Stratified random sampling was used to select equal number of respondents from each educational 
district. The respondents were requested to judge whether the high-stakes competitive EEU in Iran acts as a 
facilitator or barrier in using ICT in the classroom. The final draft of the questionnaire consisted of five 
main parts and 36 items altogether; however, the results of parts one and two are reported in this 
paper. The first part consisted of six demographic items related to gender, age, academic qualifications, 
years of teaching experience, major grades that were currently being taught and numbers of teaching periods 
per week. The second part consisted of 11 items and was designed to elicit teachers’ perceptions of the EEU 
washback effect on using ICT in the classroom. All the items in this part were designed on a five-point 
Likert scale of agreement, where one = strongly disagree, two = disagree, three = undecided, four = agree 
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and five = strongly agree. In the analysis phase of the study, frequencies, percentages and means for 
each item were calculated. 

4. Results and findings 

4.1. Demographic data 
The analysis of demographic data showed that 60 percent of the surveyed teachers were male and 40 

percent were female. More than two-thirds of the teachers (70 %) aged 20 to 40 and less than one-third 
(30 %) aged over 40 indicating that the majority of the English teachers were young or middle-aged. More 
than half of the respondents (60 %) had Bachelor’s degree and 30 percent of them had Master’s degree. 
Three teachers were PhD candidates who were pursuing their postgraduate studies. The majority of the 
teachers (70 %) had one to nine years of teaching experience, and 30 percent of them had more than 10 years 
of teaching experience. Exactly one-third of the respondents were teaching in pre-university center as the 
major grade that they were teaching and the remaining two-thirds were teaching in grades one to three. More 
than half of the sampled teachers (53.2 %) were teaching between 16 to 27 hours per week and less than half 
of them (46.8 %) were teaching more than 28 hours in a week.  

4.2. The EEU washback effect on using ICT 
When the respondents were asked about the EEU washback effect on using ICT in the classroom, all the 

items got the mean scores below three, indicating the teachers’ negative attitude towards all the 11 items of 
this part (see Table 1 and Figure 2). The item ‘My own personal perceptions of the EEU affect my use of 
ICT in English teaching’ got the highest mean score, 2.90. More than one-third of the surveyed teachers 
(36.6 %) believed that their personal perceptions of the EEU affect the way they use ICT in English teaching. 
Moreover, almost all the respondents i.e. 93.3 % indicated that the EEU discourages them to use ICT in 
English teaching. Exactly 90 % of the teachers disagreed with the items “Parents’ expectations of their 
children to perform well in the EEU inspire me to use ICT in English teaching” and “The supplementary 
materials designed for helping the students to pass the EEU encourage me to use ICT in English teaching” 
(see Table 2). The sampled teachers’ beliefs about these items represent their attitudes towards the negative 
washback effect of the EEU on using ICT in the classroom. In general, the high-stakes EEU acts as a barrier 
preventing the teachers to integrate ICT into the curriculum. The EEU explicitly directs the teachers to teach 
to the content and format of the test and make them ignore using ICT applications in teaching and learning. 

Table 1: Teachers’ perceptions of the EEU washback effect on using ICT  

Statements Mean 

My own personal perceptions of the EEU affect my use of 
ICT in English teaching. 

2.90 

The importance of the EEU motivates me to use ICT in 
English teaching. 

1.96 

The students’ perceptions of the EEU inspire me to use 
ICT in English teaching. 

1.96 

The parents’ perceptions of the EEU motivate me to use 
ICT in English teaching. 

1.90 

The principals’ perceptions of the EEU encourage me to 
use ICT in English teaching. 

1.86 

The textbooks designed for the students to study for the 
EEU encourage me to use ICT in English teaching.    

1.66 

Parents’ expectations of their children to perform well in 
the EEU inspire me to use ICT in English teaching. 

1.60 

The EEU content inspires me to use ICT in English 
teaching. 

1.60 

The supplementary materials designed for helping the 
students to pass the EEU encourage me to use ICT in 
English teaching.    

1.56 
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The textbooks designed for the 
students to study for the EEU 
encourage me to use ICT in English 
teaching.    

26 86.6 3 10.0 1 3.3 

The supplementary materials designed 
for helping the students to pass the 
EEU encourage me to use ICT in 
English teaching.    

27 90.0 2 6.6 1 3.3 

5.  Conclusion 
The teachers’ perceptions of the washback effect of high-stakes tests on using ICT in the classroom were 

explored. The negative washback effect of the high-stakes EEU can explicitly be seen in the teachers’ beliefs 
about this competitive test. The low mean of the items shows that the majority of the teachers believe that the 
EEU discourages them to implement ICT applications in teaching. The surveyed teachers stated that the 
content and format of the EEU direct them towards using skills which help the students pass this nationwide 
test. In fact, the EEU acts as a barrier preventing the teachers to integrate ICT into the curriculum.  

In general, assessments should be employed as a medium to measure students’ achievements and show 
them what they have learned and what they still need to learn. The assessments should also be used to 
improve instruction and inform teachers about the process of teaching and learning. Therefore, the 
information obtained from a range of assessments can help teachers diagnose students’ difficulties and 
strengths and modify instruction so most of the students can improve their learning process. In fact, a range 
of assessments should be considered for the students’ high-stakes decisions such as the admission into 
tertiary education. 
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