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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this review paper is to address high-stakes second language
assessment and challenges of teaching to the high-stakes standardized tests. The
consequential effect of these large-scale assessments can be both beneficial and harmful
in secondary and post-secondary education. Research has shown that teaching to the
high-stakes assessment would likely interfere with students’ learning in the long run and
make students misinterpret their learning ability and academic self-concept with incorrect
information from the test results. If teachers focus on teaching to the high-stakes test
items, students may not learn the fundamental skills and knowledge that they need to be
successful in higher education. Alternatives to the item teaching instruction should be
considered in order to provide constructive instructions that students need in their second
language learning in the long run.
Keywords: high-stakes assessment, secondary and post-secondary education,
second language learning
The fundamental job of a teacher is to promote students’ learning. To measure students’
improvement in learning, teachers use various types of assessment. Many assessments are meant
to assess students’ basic skills and knowledge. Further, assessments can measure how students
apply their knowledge across different contexts. Standardized tests are designed to assess
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students’ learning outcomes and skills that they are intended to acquire (Chatterji, 2003;
Popham, 2001, 2014; Stiggins, 2002; Volante, 2004). These assessments enable teachers to
diagnose students’ strengths and weaknesses (McMilan, 2000). Moreover, these tests may help
teachers to evaluate whether students reach a certain standard to pass a certain course (Linn,
2000). In addition to strengthening the standard in formal education, standardized tests are often
used to compare students and even schools (Kim, 2010).
Most countries employ high-stakes standardized tests to measure students’ knowledge
and the effectiveness of instruction. However, this type of academic assessment is found to have
interfered with the ideal teaching goals (Choi, 2008; Volante, 2004). When the high-stakes
assessments are crucial to the students’ future, both teachers and students are likely to adjust
their classroom activities in response to the tests (Bailey, 1996). Since the results from these
assessments are used to label the schools, teachers are more likely to apply test preparation
strategies in their instructions. They may use practices on test content or similar items from the
high-stakes standardized test.
This influence of the test on the classroom is generally defined as washback effect which
can be either beneficial or harmful (Bailey, 1996; Buck, 1988). These tests are often used to
compare across students, schools or to determine students’ future. High-stakes second language
assessment could be one of the examples that show negative washback effect on students’
learning and teachers’ instructions. The current paper addresses the types of high-stakes second
language assessment and alternatives to teaching to the high-stakes assessment.
High-Stakes English Assessments
There are different types of high-stakes second language assessment. There has been an
increasing number of students throughout the world who want to study abroad for university in

High-stakes English testing in higher education

English countries. The most widely used English language proficiency tests to assess language
ability and eligibility of those students are Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL; Test
of English as a Foreign Language, 2018) and the International English Language Testing System
(IELTS; The International English Language Testing System, 2017). In English-speaking
countries, universities depend on tests such as the TOEFL or the IELTS to determine the
language ability of students who apply for admission. These tests measure students’ language
performance against a norm to position test-takers on a continuum across a range of scores. In
addition, the tests are usually a standards-based test that use systematic procedures for
administration and scoring of large-scale tests (Brown & Abeywickrama, 2010).
In this section, we discussed the two most commonly used English proficiency tests in
English as a Second Language (ESL) contexts and the high-stakes English standardized test in
Korea in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) contexts.
Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL). The TOEFL measures the ability of
non-native speakers of English to use and understand English in academic settings (TOEFL,
2018). The first TOEFL was administered in 1964, and Educational Testing Service (ETS)
became responsible for TOEFL, including test development, operation, and finances, in 1973. In
1998, a computer-based version of TOEFL (CBT) was introduced, and administered until
September 2006 (Alderson, 2009). Currently, the TOEFL test is provided in two testing formats:
Internet-based testing (iBT) and paper-based testing (PBT). TOEFL iBT is the latest version of
the TOEFL. This version consists of a reading section taken from university textbooks, a
listening section with classroom discussion and conversation, a speaking section with six tasks,
and a writing section with two tasks (Alderson, 2009).
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The main theoretical basis of the TOEFL iBT is communicative language competence,
which is the ability to use the language in complex contexts to complete a variety
communication tasks (Alderson, 2009). In line with this theoretical construct, the new version of
TOEFL reduced the grammar section and introduced a speaking section and a longer written
section to provide more authentic context (Alderson, 2009). As a result, unlike the previous
version of the TOEFL which focused on grammar items, the TOEFL preparation classes started
to focus on teaching speaking ability and writing skills rather than teaching grammar and
vocabulary (Wall & Horak, 2006).
International English Language Testing System (IELTS). Another commonly used
test of English language proficiency is the International English Language Testing System
(IELTS). The IELTS measures the language ability of candidates who need to study or work
where English is used for communication (IELTS, 2017). The IELTS consists of four modules:
Listening, Reading, Writing, and Speaking. All test-takers take the same listening and speaking
modules, but there is a choice of Academic or General Training Reading and Writing modules. If
a test-taker intends to enter undergraduate or postgraduate courses, they are advised to take the
Academic modules. If a candidate intends to continue their secondary education in English, to
undertake work experience or training, or to emigrate, they are normally advised to take the
General Training modules.
The IELTS is internationally focused in the content (IELTS, 2017). Various nativespeaker accents such as North American, Australian, New Zealand, and British are used in the
listening test, and all standard varieties of English are accepted in test takers’ written and spoken
responses. Test scores are reported in the form of ‘bands’ with nine defined levels from non-user
(band score 1) to expert user (band score 9) based on overall performance (IELTS, 2017). The
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overall band score between 6.0 to 7.0 is considered to be evidence of English language
proficiency for university admission, and the minimum is typically an overall score of 6.0 or
equivalent (Dooey & Oliver, 2002). Since IELTS’ scores have been intended mainly for use in
the UK and Australia, research is needed to investigate the appropriateness of scores gained from
IELTS as measures of academic language use in North America to ascertain what the test scores
mean and how they should be used (Chalhoub-Deville, & Turner, 2000).
Washback of these standardized second language exams can be both beneficial and
harmful. It has been suggested that these standardized tests are often used for gate-keeping
purposes, and as a result may lead students to emphasize simply achieving an acceptable score
rather than developing sufficient language skills (Brown & Abeywickrama, 2010; Chapelle,
Enright, & Jamieson, 2011).
Moreover, these English proficiency tests do not necessarily predict students’ academic
performance. Research has explored the relationship between English proficiency and students’
performance (Berman & Cheng, 2010; Feast, 2002; Senyshyn, Warford, & Zhan, 2000; Stoynoff,
1997; Ramburuth & McCormick, 2001). In English proficiency assessments, predictive validity
is important in that they are expected to submit evidence of language proficiency. However, the
findings produced inconsistent results. In the case of TOEFL, some studies found that TOEFL
scores were related to their academic achievement measured by a GPA (Stoynoff, 1997).
Students with higher TOEFL scores experienced fewer adjustment difficulties, had more positive
experiences, and felt more satisfied than those with lower scores (Senyshyn, Warford, & Zhan,
2000). Also, strong writing skills were correlated with high academic results (Ramburuth &
McCormick, 2001). On the other hand, another study found that language proficiency was not
significantly related to students’ academic achievement (Berman & Cheng, 2010).
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These dissimilar findings also appear in the literature on the impact of IELTS scores on
performance at university. Feast (2002) found that there was a significant and positive
relationship between English proficiency and students’ performance whereas other studies found
a weak but positive relationship between IELTS and academic achievement (e.g., Kerstjens &
Nery, 2000). Dooey & Oliver (2002) mentioned that there was little evidence that IELTS can
predict students’ performance and academic success. However, inconsistent results from various
research studies do not necessarily mean that the assessments are not valid in terms of measuring
of English proficiency. Rather, it indicates that language ability can be interpreted as a just one
of the contributing factors that predict students’ academic success (Feast, 2002).
College Scholastic Ability Test (CSAT). The English subtest in the CSAT is the most
high-stakes second language assessment in Korea. This standard test consists of all multiplechoice questions in all subjects. Korea Institute for Curriculum and Evaluation (KICE) develops
the test, which is designed to measure the students’ academic ability required for college
education, commissioned by the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (MEST). The
purpose of the test is to improve fairness and objectivity of student selection by measuring
learning abilities and achievements required for college education. Since this test is likely to
decide students’ college entrance, it has been considered the most high-stakes test in Korean
education (Kim, 2010). Since the CSAT determines students’ college entrance it also brings up
undesirable characteristics and social issues. Many smart test-takers rely on test-taking strategies
to receive high scores in the test (Choi, 2008). As a result, some students only focus on
improving reading and listening skills compared to speaking and writing skills. Also, this test has
been criticized for causing extreme competition among high school students who want to go to
universities. Compared to the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) in the United States, the CSAT is
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administered only once in a year in November by KICE (Kim, 2010). As a result, many students
attend private English institutions in order to achieve high scores on the CSAT English test.
Furthermore, another reason to provoke severe competition among students lies in the fact that
most Korean universities resort to the CSAT scores to select new students even though other
criteria such as interviews, writing essays, and GPAs in high school can be considered (Bae,
2004).
Since the CSAT has been a national high-stakes standard test in Korea, it has influenced
the classroom instruction and activities in response to the test. In the case of English education,
the high-stakes standard test makes a huge impact on teachers’ second language instruction,
especially in high schools. The 7th National Curriculum deals with advanced English
communication skills, promoting students’ four skills in English language learning. Even though
the national curriculum in English subjects aims at developing communication skills as an
international language, the CSAT English has been focused mainly on listening and reading
skills. It has been criticized for lack of items in CSAT English test to assess students’ speaking
and writing skills compared to other two receptive skills. As a result, English classes in high
schools have been focused on receptive skills such as listening and reading to have students
succeed in the CSAT, overlooking productive skills such as speaking and writing skills (Kim,
2010). Moreover, the conventional school tests also have been influenced by the CSAT English
test. The content of the CSAT English test have a substantial influence on the content of second
language classroom instruction (Choi, 2008).
Common Issues of Teaching to High-Stakes Assessments
It is essential for teachers to be aware of the information on the format and structure of
high-stakes standard tests so that they can help students get familiar with the test. However,
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researchers argue that if teachers spend long time to train students on how to answer particular
test items, it is inappropriate (Popham, 2001; Volante, 2004). The researchers pointed out a
couple of common issues that occur when teachers apply test preparation strategies in their
instruction. They are summarized below.
First, teaching to the high-stakes test can skew the inferences that teachers can make from
students’ scores and undermines the validity the results (McMilan, 2000; Popham, 2001). Test
results should offer teachers and students useful information about students’ strengths and
weakness. However, if teachers teach to the test, it can inflate students’ exam scores, so the result
from the tests may not reflect students’ actual learning achievement. Whether test preparation is
appropriate depends on how much time the teachers should spend and what kind of activities
students are asked to engage in (Volante, 2004). If students spend lots of time practicing for the
test rather applying the new skills and knowledge, the high scores in the test do not reflect their
actual learning. Moreover, students may not be able to acquire the fundamental knowledge and
skills that the test does not include. Thus, the test scores do not help teachers or students make
valid inferences about students’ authentic knowledge or skills (Popham, 2001).
Second, teaching to the test may reduce the depth of instruction in specific subjects and
narrows the curriculum, which prohibits students from learning other important components or
skills that they might need to in the future (Volante, 2004). Because high-stakes assessment has
an influence on curriculum, content, and classroom activities, these areas are likely to be adapted
and changed in the direction of the assessment (Amengual, 2010). Students who are good at
testing may lack the basic skills and knowledge that are needed to be successful in higher
education (Neil, 2003).
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Third, teaching to the test may cause negative impact on the teaching profession
(Volante, 2004). Teachers may feel pressure to teach the test and give feelings of frustration.
Instruction focusing on standardized tests may lead to lack of satisfaction within the teaching
profession. On the contrary, language teachers need proper guidelines on the objectives,
frameworks, and the implementation of effective pedagogy so that they could feel a stronger
sense of self-efficacy in teaching (Malakolunthu & Hoon, 2010).
Fourth, high-stakes assessments give pressure of extra work to prepare to students and
their parents. Because these tests are high-stakes and mandatory for secondary students, parents
tend to spend money on preparation for these assessments and, thus, feel an extra financial
burden (Choi, 2008; Dawson, 2010). Private tutoring that has been employed in preparation for
high-stakes assessments provides a clue to reflect on the inadequacies of formal education
(Dawson, 2010). Expensive private tutoring has been seen as a response to lower school quality
and overregulated formal schooling (Kim, 2004). Not only that, but the negative washback from
high-stakes assessment is perpetuated in secondary education (Choi, 2008; Kim, 2010).
Additionally, high-stakes assessments seem to influence students’ academic self-concept.
Self-concept is considered highly crucial in that it is closely related to students’ learning
behaviors, academic achievement and self-esteem (Marsch & Martin, 2010). Academic selfconcept influenced students’ subsequent performance (Shavelson & Bolus, 1982). Inflated high
scores may give students false sense of their learning ability (Volante, 2004). Considering the
power of high-stakes assessment, the results of the assessment would be associated with the
development of students’ academic self-concept.
In sum, teaching to the high-stakes assessment interferes with students’ learning in the
long run and leads students to misinterpret their learning ability and academic self-concept with
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incorrect information from the test results. If teachers focus on teaching to high-stakes test items,
students may not learn the fundamental skills and knowledge that they need to be successful in
higher education.
Desirable Alternatives to Teaching to the Test Instruction
Researchers suggested some desirable alternatives to teaching to the test instruction for
teachers. According to Popham (2001), there are two strategies that teachers can employ for
high-stakes tests; item-teaching instruction and curriculum-teaching instruction. Item-teaching
instruction means that teachers provide their lesson based on the actual items or similar test items
whereas curriculum-teaching refers to instruction that is designed based on a specific content
knowledge or cognitive skills covered by a given test (Popham, 2001). He suggested that
teachers need to receive training in curriculum-teaching which requires them to give their
instruction for the content knowledge or cognitive skills rather than teaching test items. When
teachers are well aware of the clear description of the curricular content of the high-stakes
assessments, they can design instructional activities to promote the knowledge and skills that are
required by the assessment (Popham, 2001). In this way, they can lead students to the in-depth
discussions for high-stakes tests rather than to test-item instructions (Volante, 2004). Repeated
practice or teaching to the test instruction can only increase high-stakes test scores without
increasing learners’ actual achievement (Shepard, 1990).
Moreover, curriculum-teaching can promote positive washback effects. If teachers
provide instruction based on specific content knowledge or cognitive skills that are covered by a
test, students will be likely to apply their knowledge and skills in more authentic situations
(Volante, 2004). In his review on washback effect, Bailey (1996) summarized some suggestions
on promoting beneficial washback. Teachers, administrators, curriculum designers should be
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aware of the purposes of the test. The more clearly informative the score of assessment are given
to students and teachers, the greater effect the assessment will produce positive washback.
Furthermore, it is essential that students think the results are believable and fair. If the
assessment is not viewed as relevant to students, its result is unlikely to produce desirable
washback to students and teachers. Finally, when teachers use authentic tasks and texts, the test
will yield positive washback. For example, if students in English language classroom learn to
how to do the authentic tasks, they will be more motivated to learn the language and use it in real
life.
Furthermore, teachers can encourage students to perceive the high-stakes assessment as a
valuable learning experience. Because the standardized tests are not concerned with students’
motivation, it is not certain about whether these high-stakes tests produce the desired
improvement to students’ learning (Stiggins, 1999). However, recent research demonstrated that
there is a positive relationship between students’ adaptive beliefs about assessment and their
academic achievement (Brown, 2011; Brown & Hirschfeld, 2008; Hirschfeld & Brown, 2009).
Positive perspectives about assessments were associated with higher grades and a more positive
approach to learning (e.g., Brown & Hirschfeld, 2008). If teachers highlight the constructive role
of assessment, high-stakes second language assessments will be perceived as a valuable learning
opportunity for students to establish various learning strategies and advance their learning (Cho,
2017). Therefore, creating an environment where students view assessment as a genuine learning
process is essential in the long term.
CONCLUSION
The ultimate job of teachers is to promote students’ authentic learning so that they can
apply the knowledge and skills in many different life situations. The purpose of the standardized
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tests is to assess students’ achievement in the learning process and measure the effectiveness of
instruction. However, as the importance of high scores in the high-stakes standard test has been
emphasized, the test results have brought up unexpected negative consequences to students’
academic life and even the teaching profession. Research shows ample evidence that teaching to
the test items harm teachers’ instruction and students’ learning as well. More alternatives to the
item-teaching instruction should be considered in order to provide constructive instructions that
students need in their second language learning in the long run.
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