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The Washback Effect of the Entrance Exam of the
Universities (EEU) on the Iranian Pre-university
Students’ English Learning
Melor Md Yunus, Universiti KebangsaanMalaysia, Selangor, Malaysia
Hadi Salehi, Faculty of Literature and Humanities, Najafabad Branch,
Islamic Azad University, Najafabad, Isfahan, Iran (Islamic Republic
of)

Abstract: The Entrance Exam of the Universities (EEU) in Iran is considered as the sole criterion for
admission into higher education. This high-stakes exam is a combination of some multiple-choice items
regarding most of the courses that the students have been taught during a period of four years of study
in high schools and pre-university centers. This study aimed to address the washback effect of the
English section of this nationwide exam on the Iranian pre-university students’ English learning. To
explore the effects of this exam, two questionnaires, one for the students and one for the English
teachers, were developed and validated. The students’ questionnaire was administered to thirty pre-
university students who were randomly selected from a pre-university center located in the city of Is-
fahan, Iran. The teachers’ questionnaire was also administered by e-mail to thirty-six randomly selected
Iranian high school English teachers. The findings of the study showed that the EEU was negatively
directing the pre-university students and their English teachers towards doing grammar-based exercises
using Persian language as the medium of instruction in English classrooms. Additionally, little attention
was given to the three language skills of speaking, writing, and listening as these skills are not tested
in the EEU. A revision of the EEU format is recommended which can, in turn, affect teaching and
learning activities in the high schools and pre-university centers. Moreover, the necessity of conducting
various research studies on the stakeholders of this high-stakes exam to know their perceptions and
attitudes towards this exam seems apparent.

Keywords: EEU, Washback, High-stakes Exam, Stakeholder

Introduction

THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE is taught as a foreign language in all Iranian schools
starting from grade six and up to grade twelve. The English curriculum designed for
grades 6 to 12 has two main purposes: one is to enable students to exchange ideas
with people of any nationality who speak or write English and the other is to expose

them to the vast treasures of knowledge and pleasure available in written and spoken English.
However, most of the Iranian pre-university students have insufficient knowledge of English.
One of the reasons may lie in the washback effect of the Entrance Exam of the Universities
(EEU) on the students’ learning activities and teachers’ teaching activities (Razavipour,
Riazi, & Rashidi, 2011; Salehi, Mustapha, & Yunus, 2011).
The term washback, sometimes referred to as backwash, can be generally understood as

the effect of high-stakes tests on teaching and learning (Cheng, 2003). In this case, the high-
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stakes test is the EEU, taken by approximately one million Iranian candidates each year in
the final year of their secondary schooling. EEU is a comprehensive, 4.5 hour multiple-choice
exam that covers all subjects taught in Iranian high schools—from math and science to Is-
lamic studies and foreign language. The exam is so stringent that normally students spend
a year preparing for it and those who fail are allowed to repeat the test in the following years
until they pass it (Kamyab, 2009).
Although numerous studies have been conducted regarding the washback effect of the

English language tests in different contexts (e.g., Mizutani, 2009; Watanabe, 2004; Ferman,
2004; Chen, 2002; Cheng, 1998;Wall and Alderson, 1993), empirical research is still lacking
on the Iranian pre-university students’ and high school English teachers’ perceptions and
attitudes towards the washback effect of the EEU on English learning and teaching. This
issue is worth scrutiny becausemore than onemillion Iranian students take this exam annually
and it is considered the sole criterion for admission into state universities. Thus, this study
is designed to address the washback effect of the English section of this nationwide exam
on the Iranian pre-university students’ English learning.

Literature Review
Tests have been used as a means of control for a long period of time. They have been with
us for a long time. Even in modern times, the use of tests to select for education and employ-
ment dated back at least 300 years (Cheng, 2005). Tests were implemented to promote the
development of talent, to encourage the performance of schools and colleges, and to counter
nepotism, favoritism, and even outright corruption in the allocation of scarce opportunities
(Eckstein & Noah, 1992). Tests are often subject to much criticism; however, they continue
to occupy an important position in the educational programmes of many countries.
Shohamy (2007) pointed out that the application of examinations for power and control

is a usual activity in countries that have centrally controlled educational agencies. Since
policy-makers in central agencies are aware of the power of the tests, they use them to ma-
nipulate educational systems, to control curricula, and to impose new materials and new
teaching methods. Hence, in such centrally controlled educational systems, examinations
are considered as the primary tools through which changes can be introduced in the educa-
tional system without changing other educational elements such as teacher training system
or curricula. Shohamy et al. (1996) claimed that the power and authority of examinations
enable policy-makers to use them as effective tools for controlling educational systems and
prescribing the behavior of those who are affected by their results—administrators, teachers
and students. Moreover, some other researchers (e.g., Mizutani, 2009; Ferman, 2004;Watan-
abe, 2004; Cheng, 2004; Heyneman & Ransom, 1990) have, over many years, documented
the effect of testing on classroom and school activities, and on the personal and professional
lives and experiences of students, teachers, principals, and other stakeholders.
Examinations have become “the darling of policy makers” in the world (Madaus, 1985,

as cited in Cheng & Curtis, 2004, p. 6). They believe that similar expressions have been
stated at various times during the past century, most notably during periods when schools
were under attack and reformers sought to justify the pressing need for change. In addition,
as Cheng (2001) believes, assessments are central to the educational reform debates for at
least three reasons. First, governmental and educational organizations rely upon assessment
results to document the need for change. Second, assessments are viewed as critical agents
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of reform. Third, assessment results are used to demonstrate whether change has occurred
or not.
Petrie (1987) stated that it is not an exaggeration to say that “evaluation and testing have

become the engine for implementing educational policy” (p. 175). Furthermore, examinations
are considered as potent tools of educational reform and a way to monitor educational
achievement. Hence, given the sensitive decisions attached to examinations, it is obvious
that they have always been used as instruments and targets of control in school systems
(Eckstein&Noah, 1992). The existing relationship between examinations and the curriculum,
what a teacher teaches and what a pupil learns, and an individual’s life chances are of vital
importance in most societies. Consequently, the function and role of public exams in teaching
and learning should be studied systematically and empirically.
Qi (2004) argued that the researchers who are interested in the washback effect of the

tests have examined this issue from various perspectives. She claimed that a group of re-
searchers have studied what is happening in the school system during a certain period of
time, assuming that tests were directing what happened in the classroom.Most of the studies
along this line have demonstrated that the influence of tests on teaching and learning are
negative (e.g., Herman & Golan, 1993; Paris, Lawton, Turner, & Roth, 1991). However,
one drawback of these studies is that “insufficient attention has been paid to the aim and
structure of a test” (Qi, 2004, p. 173). On the other hand, some other researchers (Cheng,
1998; Wall & Alderson, 1993) have followed a more practical approach. They have started
from the expected washback effect in relation to the test designers’ intentions and compared
classroom activities prior to the introduction of a test with what occurred in school after the
use of the test. According to Wall (1996), one difficulty for researchers conducting these
studies was that due to time constraints they could only observe school practice shortly after
the adaption of the relevant test. Therefore, it is more reasonable to study the washback effect
of a test that has been in operation for years, which is the case for the EEU.

Method

Research Design
Two questionnaires were used as the research instruments in this study to explore the percep-
tions and attitudes of Iranian pre-university students and their English teachers towards the
washback effect of the EEU on English learning. Data triangulation which refers to the use
of multiple data sources using a single method to answer a research question was used in
this study (i.e., data obtained from the students’ and teachers’ questionnaires). In the devel-
opment process of the questionnaires, in order to ensure validity and reliability, first of all,
the researcher reviewed the relevant literature and examined the questionnaires designed for
similar purposes. The first drafts of the questionnaires were developed considering the issues
pointed in the literature (Mizutani, 2009; Ferman, 2004; Watanabe, 2004; Donna Chen,
2002, Cheng, 1998; Cheng, 1997; Shohamy et al, 1996; Andrews, 1994; Alderson & Wall,
1993). Then two separate forms were designed for each questionnaire. The content validation
form required the experts to rate each item of the questionnaire based on two criteria of the
appropriateness of the item in representing the topic, and the clarity of the meaning of the
item. The face validation form required the experts to judge the components of visual appeal,
quality of instructions to respondents, scoring format, page layout, number of sections,
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number of items, wording of items, relevance of items to the EEU context, and length of
time needed to complete the questionnaire. Then, the first drafts of the questionnaires and
content validation forms and face validation forms for both questionnaires were sent to two
experts to be reviewed in order to ensure the content validity and face validity of the ques-
tionnaires (Mizutani, 2009).
The teacher questionnaire was developed in English as the participants were teachers of

English, whereas the students’ questionnaire was originally designed in English; however,
it was issued to the students in Persian in order to minimize misunderstanding and validity
and reliability problems caused by the language factor (Geisinger, 1994). The students’
questionnaire was translated using back translation method from English to Persian back to
English. Comparison between the two English and Persian versions (the original and the
translated versions) was conducted to examine the exactness of the translation. The translated
questionnaire was given to four specialists, two professors in the field of English-Persian
translation and two professors in Teaching English as a Second Language (TESL), and the
judges were requested to judge the translated questionnaires and their contents respectively.
Following the suggestions from the experts, the first drafts of the questionnaires were re-

vised and the necessary changes were made in the second drafts. The second drafts of the
questionnaires were piloted on 25 pre-university students and 20 English teachers. The main
purpose of piloting the second drafts of the questionnaires was twofold: (a) to test the internal
reliability of the instruments, (b) to foresee the possible problems that can be encountered
in the administration process due to the wording of the items (Mizutani, 2009). For the first
purpose, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was calculated for the students’ and teachers’ ques-
tionnaires to see the internal reliability of the questionnaires. The coefficients were found
to be 0.84 for the students’ questionnaire and 0.91 for the teachers’ questionnaire. The ob-
tained coefficients indicated a good internal reliability for both questionnaires. For the second
purpose, in order to ensure the clarity of the questionnaires items, some minor changes in
the wording of the items were made considering the problems encountered during the pilot
study.
Finally, the second draft of the students’ questionnaire was administered to thirty pre-

university students who were randomly selected from a pre-university center located in the
city of Isfahan, Iran. Simple random sampling was used as every pre-university student in
that center had an equal chance of being chosen. The second draft of the teachers’ question-
naire was also administered by e-mail to randomly selected fifty Iranian high school English
teachers. English language teachers’ coordinators in five main educational districts provided
the teachers’ email addresses. The following figures illustrate the stages of the students’ and
teachers’ questionnaires design, and validation and reliability procedures:
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Figure 1: Stages of the Students’ Questionnaire Design, and Validation and Reliability
Procedures
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Figure 2: Stages of the Teachers’ Questionnaire Design, and Validation and Reliability
Procedures

Structure and Content of the Students’ Questionnaire
The students’ questionnaire consisted of three parts. The first part included four categories
related to student demographic information in the survey and the learning context in which
students were situated. All the items in this part were designed on a multiple-choice basis.
The second part consisted of four categories and 27 items in total. This part dealt with the
students’ perceptions and attitudes towards teaching and learning activities inside English
classes. Items in this part were designed on a five-point Likert scale of frequency, where 5
= always, 4 = often, 3 = sometimes, 2 = seldom and 1 = never. The five-point Likert scale
was employed as it is one of the most commonly accepted Likert scales in the education
field (Green, 2007; Cheng, 2004; Gu et al, 1995; Cohen&Manion 1989; Jaeger, 1988; Cohen,
1976). The last part included one category with 11 items. Items in this part were designed
on a five-point Likert scale of agreement, where 5 = strongly agree, 4 = agree, 3 = undecided,

THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF LEARNING



2 = disagree, and 1 = strongly disagree. The items of this part examined the students’ percep-
tions and attitudes towards the EEU. Some items dealt with the impact of the EEU on the
students themselves and some other dealt with the impact of the EEU on students’ learning
processes and outcomes.

Structure and Content of the Teachers’ Questionnaire
The teacher’s questionnaire consisted of three main parts and was designed and prepared in
English. The first part consisted of five categories of teacher personal characteristics and
current teaching situations. All the items in this part were designed on a multiple-choice
basis. The second part consisted of two categories and 15 items altogether. Each item was
designed on a five-point Likert scale of agreement as well. This part mainly dealt with
teachers’ attitudes and perceptions of the EEU. The last part consisted of three categories
dealing with the teachers’ classroom behaviors. Category 1 was designed on a multiple-
choice basis and the teachers were required to choose the appropriate answer according to
their own classroom teaching and learning situations. Categories 2 and 3 were also designed
on a five-point Likert scale of frequency.

Sampling for the Surveys
The students’ questionnaire was administered to thirty pre-university students who were
randomly selected from a pre-university center located in the city of Isfahan, Iran. The total
return rate was 100% (all questionnaires were returned). The teachers’ questionnaire was
directly emailed to randomly selected 50 Iranian high school English teachers. During two
weeks, two reminding emails were sent to the teachers requesting them to complete the
questionnaires and return them to the researcher. The total return rate was 72% (36 question-
naires were returned).

Results

Students’ Questionnaire
The purpose of this questionnaire was to explore pre-university students’ perceptions and
attitudes towards the EEU washback effect on English learning in Iranian high schools. The
students’ questionnaire also aimed to examine the role of the EEU as a high-stakes test in
students’ learning activities. This questionnaire was issued to pre-university students who
had to sit for the EEU. Table 1 depicts the demographic characteristics of the surveyed stu-
dents.
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Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of the Surveyed Students

Percent
(%)

FrequencyVariablesItems

36.711PrimaryLevel beginning to receive lessons
in English 33.310Junior high school

30.09High school
6.72English onlyMedium of instruction
70.021English supplemented with

occasional Persian
explanation

23.37Half English half Persian
00Mainly Persian

3.31NeverFrequency the teacher refers to the
EEOU 3.31Seldom

10.03Sometimes
46.714Often
36.711Always
50.015NoneWeekly private tutorials
40.012Once or twice
10.03Three or four times
0.00More than five times

It can be seen in the above table that more than two third of the pre-university students began
learning English either from primary school or junior high school, indicating that the parti-
cipants had had at least six years of English learning experience prior to participating in the
survey study. When the students were asked about the medium of instruction their teachers
use when they teach English in the classroom, the majority of the respondents (70%) stated
that their teachers use English supplemented with occasional Persian explanation. About
one fourth of the students (23.3%) also reported that teachers use half English and half Persian
when teaching English in the classroom. Moreover, just two students out of thirty believed
that their teachers use English only as the medium of instruction in the classroom. As is
shown in Table 1 and Figure 3, there are more teachers who use ‘English supplemented with
occasional Persian explanation’, ‘half English and half Persian’, and ‘English only’ as their
medium of instruction compared to those who use ‘mainly Persian’ as the medium of instruc-
tion in teaching English in the classroom. The findings from the same parallel question in
the Teachers’ Questionnaire were supported by the obtained results in this part.
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Figure 3: Teachers’Medium of Instruction in the ClassroomAccording to Students’ Attitudes

Figure 4 illustrates the pattern of the frequency with which English teachers refer to the
EEU. As Table 1 and Figure 4 show, the majority of the teachers frequently or always refer
to the EEU. This probably indicates the pre-university English teachers’ attention to the
importance of the EEU. However, a minority group of the teachers (6.6%) never or seldom
talk about the EEU in the class. The reason probably refers to the teachers’ beliefs because
some teachers try indirectly to prepare their students’ minds for the EEU.

Figure 4: The Frequency with which Teachers Refer to the EEU

The obtained results for the number of weekly private tutorials the students attend for pre-
paration of the coming EEU are shown in Figure 5 and Table 1. Exactly half of the students
(50%) do not attend any private tutorials because attending private classes put financial
pressure on their families. However, the other half of the surveyed students go to private
tutorials once or more than once each week although the parents might tolerate financial
pressures to send their children to private classes. This clearly indicates the students’ and
their families’ attention to English learning, necessarily due to the impact of the EEU on the
students and their families.
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Figure 5: Sessions of Weekly Private Tutorials the Students Attend

The obtained results from other categories of the students’ questionnaire are reported accord-
ing to the following themes:

• Classroom teaching and learning activities
• Students’ attitudes and perceptions of the EEOU

Classroom Teaching and Learning Activities
This part aimed to explore the students’ attitudes towards teaching and learning activities
carried out inside the classroom by the students or their teachers in order to recognize the
washback effect of the EEU on the classroom teaching and learning activities. Four categories
of the questionnaire were related to this theme. These categories were related to the teachers’
talk in the class, teachers’ teaching activities in the class, students’ learning activities in the
class and students’ use of English inside the class. All 27 items in these four categories were
designed based on the five-point Likert scale of frequency.

Teacher Talk in the Classroom
In this category the students were asked howmuch their teachers talk in the classroom. They
were asked how often their teachers talk to the whole class, groups of students, individual
students and keep silent in the classroom. The aimwas to investigate whether the EEU affects
the amount of teacher talk in the classroom. The mean score of the teachers’ talk to the whole
class (4.00) indicated that teachers talk most of the time in the class and the mean score of
‘keeping silent’ (1.23) showed that the teachers seldom keep silent in the classroom (see
Table 2). Moreover, the findings from the same parallel question in the Teachers’ Question-
naire were supported by the obtained results in this part. The reason behind the teachers’
tendency towards talking to the whole class might refer to their willingness to teach to the
EEU format. In fact, due to the context of the EEU, the teachers do not involve the groups
of students in productive skills, integrated skills and task-based activities in the classroom.
The teachers are usually the only ones who talk in the classroom for most of the lesson time.
This clearly showed that the teacher talk is an aspect of the teachers’ classroom behavior on
which the EEU negative washback effect was seen.
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Table 2: Teacher Talk in Classroom Based on the Mean Scores

MeanStatements
4.00Talk to the whole class
2.46Talk to individual students
1.93Talk to groups of students
1.23Keep silent

Teachers’ Teaching Activities in Class
This category aimed to explore the students’ perceptions of their English teachers’ teaching
activities in the classroom. When the students were asked how often their teachers carry out
a list of eight activities in the classroom, ‘explaining textbook exercises’, ‘explaining specific
language items such as words or sentence structures’ and ‘explaining mock exam papers’
were carried out most often by the teachers (see Table 3). These activities referring to the
theme of ‘explaining’ might indicate the reason why high school teachers spend most of the
time talking to the whole class. The obtained results were in accordance with the findings
from the same parallel question in the Teachers’ Questionnaire. On the other hand, ‘organ-
izing language games’, ‘organizing group work or discussion’ and ‘organizing integrated
language tasks’ were slightly less common activities compared to other activities carried out
in English classes. The findings clearly showed that, from the students’ viewpoints, the
majority of the teachers do not pay enough attention to task-based activities, integrated
activities and language games. It probably refers to the nature of the textbooks materials,
the format of the EEU and the teachers’ capabilities.

Table 3: Students’ Attitudes towards Teachers’ Teaching Activities in the Classroom
According to the Mean Scores

MeanStatements
4.50Explain textbook exercises
4.43Explain specific language items such as words or sentence structures
3.86Explain mock exam papers
3.80Tell your class the aims of each lesson
3.56Explain the meaning of the text
2.13Organize integrated language tasks
1.50Organize group work or discussion
1.20Organize language games

Students’ Learning Activities in Class
This category aimed to investigate the students’ learning activities in the classroom in order
to see whether the EEU had any washback effect on their classroom learning activities.When
the students were asked to express how often they do a list of ten activities in their English
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lessons, ‘learning vocabulary’, ‘practicing grammar items’ and ‘reading’ were generally
carried out much more often by the students in the classroom, indicating the negative
washback effect of the EEU on the students’ learning activities (see Table 4). On the other
hand, ‘doing language games’, ‘carrying out group discussion’ and ‘carrying out language
tasks’ with the mean scores 1.13, 1.53, and 1.86, respectively were slightly less common
activities carried out by the students in English classes. Moreover, the results of the previous
category related to the teachers’ teaching activities in the classroomwere in accordance with
the findings of this category. This clearly shows that these activities were usually ignored
by the teachers and students in English classes. The reason, surely, is that the EEU format
negatively affects the teachers’ teaching activities and students’ learning activities in the
classroom. In fact, all the stakeholders’ activities are directed to this test.

Table 4: Students’ Attitudes towards Learning Activities in the Classroom According
to the Mean Scores

MeanStatements
4.43Learning vocabulary
4.10Practicing grammar items
4.06Reading
3.63Doing mock exam papers
2.96Writing
2.56Doing mock exam papers
2.13Listening
1.86Carrying out language tasks
1.53Carrying out group discussion
1.13Doing language games

Students’ Use of English in the Class
This category aimed to investigate the students’ attitudes towards communicative activities
the students carry out in English in their classes. The students were asked to state how often
they do a list of five activities in their English lessons. As Table 5 shows, all activities were
seen to have mean scores below 3.5, indicating that they were carried out less often in English
by the students in the classroom. The only activity that got the highest rating was ‘asking
for clarifications’ with the mean score 3.23. Moreover, the results of two previous categories
related to the teachers’ teaching activities and students’ learning activities were in accordance
with the findings of this category.
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Table 5: Students’ use of English in the Classroom According to the Mean Scores

MeanStatements
3.23Asking for clarifications
3.0Arguing for correct answers to an exercise
2.53Expressing your own ideas
2.50Making a request in class
1.60Doing group discussion and pair work

Students’ Attitudes and Perceptions of the EEU
The last part of the students’ questionnaire aimed to explore the students’ attitudes and per-
ceptions of the EEU. This part consisted of one category and 11 items altogether. The students
were asked to state how they agreed with the following 11 statements. Table 6 lists the
statements in descending order according to the mean scores given by the students. Ten
items out of eleven got the mean scores above 3 indicating that the students to some extent
agreed with the following items. Just when the students were asked to state their viewpoints
towards Item 6 (A student’s score on the EEU is a good indication of how well she or he
has learned the material), the majority of them disagreed with this belief. As it can be seen,
the item ‘EEU should NOT be used as the sole criterion for admission into tertiary education’
produced the strongest agreement among the surveyed students. This was followed by items
‘Students perform better in EEU situation rather than in normal teaching situation’ and
‘Students’ learning is improved by practicing mock exam papers of the EEU’ respectively.
This reflected the students’ mixed feelings about the examinations. On the one hand, they
did not look at examinations as an accurate reflection of all aspects of their study; while, on
the other hand, they believed in mock exam papers of the EEU as an important lever for
learning. The mixed feelings towards the examinations were also demonstrated by the fol-
lowing two items: ‘Most of the students dislike the EEU’ but ‘EEU is one of the motivations
for students’ learning’.
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Table 6: Students’ Attitudes towards the EEU According to the Mean Scores

MeanStatements
4.43EEU should NOT be used as the sole criterion for admission into tertiary

education.
4.33Students perform better in EEU situation rather than in normal teaching

situation.
3.96Students’ learning is improved by practicing mock exam papers of the EEU.
3.76Most of the students work hard to achieve their best in the EEU.
3.60EEU forces students to study harder.
3.43EEU has an important effect on student self-image.
3.40EEU is one of the motivations for students’ learning.
3.23Most of the students dislike the EEU.
3.13Taking EEU is a valuable learning experience.
3.06Mock examinations are important ways to learn.
2.13A student’s score on the EEU is a good indication of how well she or he

has learned the material.

Teachers’ Questionnaire
The purpose of the teachers’ questionnaire was to investigate high school English teachers’
perceptions and attitudes towards the EEUwashback effect on English teaching and learning
in Iranian high schools. It explored whether EEU had any washback effect on the teachers’
perceptions and attitudes towards aspects of teaching and learning. Moreover, it provided
data from the teachers’ viewpoints and served as valid referencing data (a triangulation) to
the findings from the students’ survey. Table 7 depicts the demographic characteristics of
the surveyed teachers.
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Table 7: Demographic Characteristics of the Surveyed Teachers

Percent (%)FrequencyVariablesItems
55.620MaleGender
44.416Female
58.32120–30Age
30.61131–40
5.6241–50
5.62Above 50
13.95BAAcademic qualifications
2.81BSc
58.321Masters
25.09Others
22.281–3Years of teaching
30.6114–6
16.767–9
30.61110 and above 10
50.01816–21Weekly teaching hours
13.9522–27
22.2828–33
13.95Above 33

It can be seen in the above table that more than half of the teacher respondents were male
(55.6%) and less than half of them (44.4%) were female. Themajority of the teachers (88.9%)
are 20 to 40 years old and the remaining are over 40 indicating that the majority of the
English teachers were young or middle-aged.More than half of the surveyed teachers (58.3%)
had MA and less than 15 percent of them had BA. Exactly one fourth of the respondents
had some other postgraduate degrees. Moreover, one teacher had a BSc which shows he has
not studied English as an academic major. About two third of the respondents (69.4%) had
one to nine years of teaching experience and the remaining one third had more than 10 years
of teaching experience. Exactly half of the sampled teachers were teaching between 16 to
21 hours per week and the other half were teaching more than 22 hours in a week.
The obtained results from other categories of the questionnaire are reported according to

the following themes:

• Teachers’ attitudes and perceptions of the EEU
• Teachers’ classroom behaviors
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Teachers’ Attitudes and Perceptions of the EEU
This part aimed to explore the teachers’ attitudes and perceptions of the EEU. Two categories
of the questionnaire were related to this theme. These categories were related to the current
format of the EEU and the teaching methods teachers adopt due to the context of the EEU.
All 15 items in these two categories were designed based on the five-point Likert scale of
agreement.

The Current Formats of the EEU
The responses given when respondents were asked ‘what are the major characteristics that
you have perceived in the exam papers of the EEOU in recent years?’ showed that the ma-
jority of the teachers (75%) believed that the current exam papers of the EEOU in recent
years emphasize the reading comprehension skill. This can implicitly motivate high school
teachers to teach to the test and ignore the productive skills of writing and speaking and the
receptive skill of listening. This does necessarily mean that the teachers are affected by this
high-stakes exam and it makes them direct their teaching method towards the test. As Table
8 shows, the majority of the sampled teachers (66.7%) indicated that the exam papers of the
EEU in recent years do not emphasize productive skills such as speaking and writing.
Moreover, more than half of the respondents believed that the EEU items do not emphasize
communicative activities, are not practical at all, and do not focus on the use of English in
real life situations.

Table 8: The Teachers’ Perceptions of the Current Formats of the EEU

Agree andUndecidedStronglyStatements
strongly agreedisagree and

disagree

36.21311.1452.819More related to communicative aims
41.71519.4738.914More integrated and task-based

approaches
27.71016.7655.620More practical and closer to real life
27.81019.4752.819Closer to the use of English in real

life situations
75.0278.3316.76More emphasis on reading

comprehension
30.51111.1458.321More emphasis on communicative

activities
27.8105.6266.724More emphasis on productive skills

such as speaking and writing
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Teaching Methods Teachers Adopt due to the Context of the EEU
When the teachers were asked about changes they make in their teaching due to the context
of the EEU, the majority of them (75%) indicated that they place more emphasis on reading
comprehension activities (see Table 9). This finding is in direct accordance with the results
regarding the teachers’ attitudes towards the current formats of the EEU when they were
asked what they perceived as themajor characteristics of the exam papers of the EEU in recent
years. In that part, the teachers also believed that the current exam papers of the EEU in recent
years emphasize the reading comprehension skill. Hence, the teachers may be affected in a
way to ignore the productive skills of writing and speaking and the receptive skill of listening.
The majority of the teachers (69.5%) also indicated that due to the pressure of the EEU
context they teach according to the EEU format. This finding clearly shows that the teachers
are negatively influenced by the washback effect of the EEU. According to the teachers’
beliefs, they direct their teaching methods towards the test format and adopt new teaching
methods to help their students perform well on the EEU. More than half of the teachers
(55.5%) believed that the EEU motivates them to encourage their students to participate in
class. However, this does not necessarily mean that the teachers involve their students in all
four language skills.
On the other hand, about half of the surveyed teachers (47.2%) believed that they do not

employ the communicative approach in their teaching due to the context of the EEU, thereby
indicating how much the EEU has negatively affected the teachers’ method of teaching.
Althoughmost of the teachers consider the communicative approach and task-based approach
as the best methods of teaching, they do not employ these methods when they are teaching
in pre-university classes. In general, these findings supported the results obtained from the
teachers’ attitudes towards the current formats of the EEU when they were asked what they
perceived as the major characteristics of the exam papers of the EEU in recent years. In that
category, the respondents also believed that the task-based activities, real life activities,
productive skills and integrated activities are ignored in the current exam papers of the EEU.
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Table 9: The Teachers’ Attitudes towards Teaching Methods due to the Context of
EEU

Agree andUndecidedStronglyStatements
strongly agreedisagree and

disagree

69.5258.3322.28To teach according to the test
format

61.12211.1427.810To adopt new teaching methods
47.2175.6247.217To use a more communicative

approach in teaching
75.02711.1413.95To put more stress on reading

comprehension activities
41.71522.2836.113To put more emphasis on

communicative skills
52.81916.7630.611To put more emphasis on the

integration of skills
36.11327.81036.113To employ more real life language

tasks
55.52019.4725.09To encourage more students’

participation in class

Teachers’ Classroom Behaviors
This part aimed to investigate the teachers’ behaviors inside the classroom. Three categories
of the questionnaire were related to this theme. These categories were related to the teachers’
medium of instruction, teacher talk and teaching activities inside the classroom. The first
category in this part was a multiple-choice item and the other two categories were designed
based on the five-point Likert scale of frequency.

Medium of Instruction
When the teachers were asked about the medium of instruction they use when teaching
English in the classroom, more teachers used ‘English supplemented with occasional Persian
explanation’ and ‘English only’ as their medium of instruction compared to those who used
‘half English and half Persian’ and ‘mainly Persian’ as the medium of instruction (see Table
10 and Figure 6) The reason behind the teachers’ tendency towards using Persian in teaching
English might refer to the teachers’ concerns and worries over their students’ English level.
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The teachers try to get the meaning of the language across to students so the students can
better perform on the EEU. This point is, in fact, one of the teachers’ ideal aims.

Table 10: Teachers’ Medium of Instruction in the Classroom

PercentFrequencyStatements
33.312English only
41.715English supplemented with occasional Persian explanation
16.76Half English and half Persian
8.33Mainly Persian

Figure 4.2: Teachers’ Medium of Instruction in the Classroom

Teacher Talk in the Classroom
When the respondents were asked how often they talk to the whole class, talk to groups of
students, talk to individual students and keep silent, for the great majority of the time, they
talk to the whole class and much less to groups of students and to individual students (see
Table 11). The obtained results showed that the teachers dominate the classroom talk for
most of the lesson time. This clearly shows that the teacher talk is an aspect of the teachers’
classroom behavior on which the EEU negative washback effect is seen. In fact, due to the
context of the EEU, the teachers do not involve the groups of students in productive skills,
integrated skills and task-based activities in the classroom.
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Table 11: Teacher Talk in Classroom Based on the Mean Scores

MeanStatements
4.33Talk to the whole class
3.52Talk to groups of students
3.05Talk to individual students
2.11Keep silent

Teaching Activities in the Classroom
This category aimed to explore how often the teachers carry out the following ten activities
in the classroom. Table 12 shows a general overview of the frequency of the teachers’
activities inside the classroom.

Table 12: Teachers’ Teaching Activities in the Class Based on the Mean Scores

MeanStatementsActivity
3.97Tell the students the aims of each lessonA1
3.88Demonstrate how to do particular language activitiesA2
3.83Explain specific language items such as words or sentencesA3
3.80Explain the meaning of the textA4
3.80Explain textbook exercisesA5
3.77Explain homeworkA6
3.58Explain mock examsA7
3.13Organize group work or discussionA8
3.06Organize integrated language tasksA9
2.13Organize language gamesA10

Observing Table 12 carefully, it can be seen that activities one and two (A1 and A2), ‘tell
the students the aims of each lesson’ and ‘demonstrate how to do particular language activ-
ities’, were carried out most often by the sampled teachers. The first two most often carried
out activities were closely followed by ‘explaining specific language items such as words
or sentences’ together with activities A4 and A5, ‘explaining the meaning of the text’ and
‘explaining textbook exercises’. These three activities (A3, A4, and A5) refer to explaining,
which might indicate the reasons why high school teachers spent most of the time talking
to the whole class (see Tables 2 and 11).
On the other hand, A10, A9, and A8 (organizing language games, organizing integrated

language tasks and organizing group work or discussion respectively) were slightly less
common activities compared to other activities carried out in English classes. In fact, ‘organ-
izing language games’ was ranked the lowest (mean = 2.13) among the above mentioned
activities carried out by the teachers in English classes. The findings of this category clearly
showed that the majority of the sampled teachers do not pay enough attention to task-based
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activities, integrated activities and language games. It probably refers to the nature of the
textbooks materials, the format of the EEU and the teachers’ capabilities.

Conclusion
According to Bailey (1996), a test will yield positive washback to the learners or program
to the extent that it utilizes authentic tasks and activities. If we compare this view with the
nature of high-stakes tests, we doubt about the existence of EEU positive washback effect
on the students’ learning activities and the teachers’ methodology. The logic behind such a
conclusion is that high-stakes tests primarily consist of discrete items focusing on language
below discourse level and occurring independent of each other. This may not let such tests
lend themselves immediately to discourse-based communicative teaching.
The results of this exploratory study showed that the context and format of the EEU was

negatively directing the students and English teachers towards doing grammar-based exercises
using Persian language as the medium of instruction in the classroom. Although the reason
behind the teachers’ tendency towards using Persian in teaching English might refer to the
teachers’ concerns over the current students’ English level, the negative washback effect of
the EEU on the teachers’ methodology cannot be ignored. Additionally, the teachers’ frequent
reference to the EEU indicated the teachers’ concern and attention to the high-stakes exam
of the EEU. Hence, this might motivate the students to attend weekly private tutorials.
The negative washback of the EEU can also be seen in the teachers’ tendency towards

talking to the whole class. In fact, due to the teachers’ willingness to teach to the EEU format,
they usually do not involve the groups of students in productive skills, integrated skills and
task-based activities in the classroom. The findings also showed that insufficient attention
was paid to task-based activities, integrated activities and language games. The reason,
surely, is that the EEU format negatively affects the teachers’ teaching activities and students’
learning activities in the classroom. Moreover, the direct emphasis of the exam papers of
the EEU on reading comprehension skill implicitly motivates the teachers to teach to the
test and ignore the productive skills of writing and speaking and the receptive skill of
listening. This does necessarily mean that the teachers are negatively affected by this high-
stakes exam and it makes them direct their teaching method towards the test.
There is optimism that the entrance examination of universities in Iran could become ob-

solete in the near future. However, since the rank of the universities is regarded as being
very important by people in Iran and there is a widespread belief that entering decent univer-
sities guarantee a better career after graduation, it is not very likely that the EEU will readily
be discarded. Thus, the basic revision of the current format of the EEU is recommended
which can in turn affect teaching and learning activities in the high schools and pre-university
centers.
It is worth mentioning that decisions to drop or add an area or a component to a test may

seem justifiable from practical point of view; however, from a theoretical point of view,
such test reformulations may or may not change the test-takers’ thought processes. In fact,
“judgments about the test content should be made through the identification and the invest-
igation of these processes” (Alderson, 1992; p. 56). A tentative solution to the identification
of these processes, before speculations are made, would be to resort to the test-takers self-
report data on what they actually think about the parts of the test while operating on each
component. Thus, the necessity of conducting various research studies on the stakeholders
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of this high-stakes exam to know their perceptions and attitudes towards this exam seems
apparent.
In general, the results of this exploratory study might be of use to three groups of people:

a) at the micro level, to teachers and students, as the two elements of teaching and learning
process, b) at the macro level, to the EEU developers and administrators, curriculum designers
as well as policy makers who are, according to Bachman and Palmer (1996, p. 34), “all
concerned about the impact of testing on the educational system and society”, and c) to the
researchers in the field, especially those who are more concerned with providing empirical
support for the washback phenomenon.
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