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Abstract

An increasing number of universities in Taiwan have emphasized the importance of English proficiency tests
to demonstrate students’ English ability. Universities have initiated Intensive Test-Prep Programs (ITPPs),
hoping to enhance students’ English proficiency. Hence, this study aimed to explore the washback effects of
an ITPP on non-English majors. Specifically, the study intended to find out how an ITPP affected non-English
majors’ English learning motivation and learning strategies, and the relationship between students’ test perfor-
mance and washback effects. An experimental group of 52 and a control group of 60 non-English majors were
recruited from a national university. Students from the experimental group attended a five-week ITPP, which
emphasized promoting students’ reading and listening skills, while the participants from the control group
prepared for the proficiency test on their own. Three instruments were employed to collect the data, including
questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, and students’ scores from TOEIC. The results disclosed that the
two groups differed statistically in motivation. Furthermore, results showed that three out of sixteen learning
strategies differed significantly between the two groups: taking mock tests, reading newspapers, articles and
magazines, and learning through English websites. However, the relationship between students’ test perfor-
mance and washback effects was not significant. Finally, the study offers implications for non-English majors,
teachers, researchers, and curriculum developers.

1 Introduction
1.1 Background of the study

In Taiwan, English proficiency is regarded as an important skill, and has become a crucial as-
sessment criterion for institutions to evaluate their potential students or employees. Standardized
English proficiency examinations meet the need by providing a credible evaluation system covering
listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills. Since the majority of Taiwanese believe the score on
such an exam corresponds to a person’s English proficiency, professors and employers can easily
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determine whether their candidates meet their minimum requirements. It leads to the phenomenon
of more and more university students putting emphasis on external English proficiency tests, for
example, the Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC), and the General English
Proficiency Test (GEPT). Since 2003, universities in Taiwan have been encouraged to set an English
graduation benchmark for non-English majors (Pan, 2014). Among all the English proficiency tests,
TOEIC and the GEPT are adopted the most by students. In order to enhance students’ English abil-
ity, a number of universities have initiated intensive test-preparation programs (ITPPs). These pro-
grams have become more prevalent in recent years. Although these kinds of programs are not in-
cluded in the universities’ official curriculums and do not provide any credit, they feature test-ori-
ented lectures and practices, which help students grasp more effective test-taking skills and are be-
lieved to provide suitable access to passing the exit requirement.

1.2 The definition of washback

Washback is a term commonly used in the field of applied linguistics, language testing, and
language literature. It has generally been defined as the influences that tests exert on teaching and
learning (Alderson & Wall, 1993). To be more precise, they indicated that tests were regarded as
“powerful determiners” of classrooms, for example, classroom activities, course syllabi, classroom
behaviors, and so forth. They then proposed The Washback Hypothesis which assumed that “teach-
ers and learners do things they would not necessarily otherwise do because of tests” (p. 5).

Bachman and Palmer (1996) considered that “washback has potential for affecting not only in-
dividuals, but the educational system as well” (p. 31). More specifically, they pointed out that test
takers and teachers were those individuals who received the most direct impact from tests. For test
takers, the testing procedure influenced them in the following respect (Bachman & Palmer, 1996,
p- 31): “(1) the experience of taking, and, in some cases, of preparing for the test, (2) the feedback
they receive about their performance on the test, and (3) the decisions that may be made about them
on the basis of their test scores.” As for teachers, they might be well aware of the impact of tests on
their teaching, which could sometimes contradict their teaching values and objectives. Secondly,
tests, especially high-stakes tests, involved a large number of individuals for such specific purposes
as university entrance exams and immigration grant; people’s perception of test results was also one
of the washback effects that could exert either positive or negative influences on the educational
system, or even the society.

Bailey (1999) summarized the definition of washback when he explained that “some take a nar-
row focus on teachers and learners in classroom settings, while others include reference to tests’
influences on educational systems and even on society in general” (p. 3). This study intended to
investigate the washback effects on such aspects as learning strategies and motivation.

1.3 The gaps in the washback literature

Synthesizing the washback literature, three research gaps have been identified. First, though
there have been many studies emphasizing washback effects in the past 30 years, most of them were
conducted from teacher perspectives, such as those by Chen (2002), Cheng (2004, 2005), Ferman
(2004), Hawkey (2006), Qi (2005), and Wu (2008). Comparatively little research had focused on
the effects of tests on students’ learning. Hence, Cheng (2008), Spratt (2005), and Watanabe (2004)
highlighted the need to explore washback effects on learners, who are directly influenced by tests.
As Cheng (2008) further specified, “It is also important to investigate the impacts of the test con-
structs, test methods and the function of the tests on students and on their learning process (including
test-taking processes) and learning outcomes (test scores)” (p. 360). Hence, there is a need to con-
duct a follow-up study to examine washback effects on learning. Second, little research has exam-
ined washback effects in relation to learners’ behaviors. In other words, individual differences such
as motivation, learning strategy use, and test performance remained unexplored in the washback
studies. Third, Pan (2012, 2014) pointed out that information such as self-reported student data is



An Investigation of the Washback Effects of an Intensive Test-Preparation Program 83

easily prone to expectancy bias (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977; Yu, 2010) and suggested that subsequent
research should include participant interview data with a view to presenting a clearer picture of
washback patterns on learners. Apart from questionnaires, interviews can provide more concrete
data, and abundant data sources can also increase a study’s validity. Thus, this research intended to
collect more holistic data by conducting semi-structured interviews in addition to the use of ques-
tionnaires and scores.

1.4 Purpose of the study

To fill the above-mentioned gaps in the washback literature, the purpose of this study was to
explore the washback effects of an ITPP on students’ English learning. To be specific, the study
intended to examine (1) English as a foreign language (EFL) learners’ motivation and learning strat-
egies in the ITPP and (2) the relationship between washback effects and test performance. Three
research questions were proposed as follows.

(1) In what ways does an ITPP affect non-English majors’ English learning motivation?

(2) How does an ITPP affect non-English majors’ English learning strategies?

(3) What is the relationship between students’ washback effects and test performance?

2 Literature review
2.1 The concept of intensive test-prep programs

According to Collins, Halter, Lightbown, and Spada (1999), the different models of intensive
English programs can be divided into three types: (1) distributed, (2) massed, and (3) massed-plus
programs. In the distributed program, students received 8 hours per week for 10 months, taking
nearly 300 hours of English courses; in the massed program, English courses lasted for 18 to 20
hours per week for 5 months, for approximately 400 hours in total; in the massed-plus program,
students received almost the same amount of exposure to English courses as those in the massed
program, but they were encouraged to continue using English outside the class additionally.

The distributed, massed, and massed-plus programs were long-term programs, but the intensive
test-preparation program in this study lasted only 5 weeks, which is a short-term one, and is more
concentrated than the models that Collins et al. (1999) proposed. Although the various kinds of
intensive English courses were analyzed, there were few exact studies investigating whether inten-
sive or more distributed courses were more effective at enhancing students’ English abilities (Ser-
rano, 2010). Most of the studies focused only on either intensive or distributed programs, but there
were few studies combining and comparing these two types of programs. For instance, the results
of Carroll’s (1967) and Stern’s (1985) analyses showed that the more time students spent on learning
English, the better performance they had at the proficiency exam. However, other research (Serrano
& Muiioz, 2007) showed that students participating in the intensive programs made more progress
than those in the regular programs. Serrano (2010) also suggested that students in intensive programs
outperformed their peers in less concentrated courses. These studies implied that both intensive and
more distributed courses enhance students’ English abilities, but no comparison between the two
types of courses has been made.

2.2 Empirical washback studies

Over the past 3 decades, there were relatively fewer studies focusing on the washback effects
tests exerted on learners and their learning compared to studies conducted from teachers’ perspec-
tives (e.g. Alderson & Wall, 1993; Chen, 2002; Cheng, 2005; Ferman, 2004; Hawkey, 2006; Qi,
2005, Watanabe, 2004; Wu, 2008). Cheng (2008), Spratt (2005), and Watanabe (2004), therefore,
called for more exploration of tests’ washback effects on learners, who are directly influenced by
tests. Thus, two claims have been made:
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(1) The exit requirement may motivate a small amount of learning through test-preparation meth-
ods; however, there were no obvious changes in students’ learning strategies. Stoneman’s (2006)
study revealed that for learning English or preparing for the test, students’ learning activities are not
influenced by tests, as found in the studies by Cheng (1998), Pintrich (1999), Pan (2012), and Xie
(2013). Similarly, as Pan (2014) concluded, “There was no statistically significant difference be-
tween exit and non-exit students in regard to their language-skill building activities.” (p. 13). Tra-
ditional strategies of preparing for the tests such as reading textbooks, memorizing vocabulary,
learning grammar, and doing exercises on paper have still been most frequently adopted by students.

(2) Such factors as proficiency level, learning attitude, learning motivation, and perception to-
ward tests play an important role in students’ test performance and their devotion to preparing for
the test. According to Xie (2013), the students volunteering to participate in the research may have
had higher motivation, and this may have contributed to their test performance. In the same vein, in
Chu’s (2009) studies, low-proficiency students tended to be more anxious about the test than high-
proficiency students. These two studies were all consistent with the implications of other various
studies (e.g. Cheng, 2005; Green, 2007; Pan, 2012; Watanabe, 2004).

2.3 The effects of test-oriented activities

Whether or not the test-oriented activities have more effect on students’ test scores than general
English language courses remains controversial. Two entirely different claims have been made by
several studies; for example, Brown (1998) found that a preparation course improved scores more
than an EAP (English for Academic Purpose) course, but Robb and Ercanbrack (1999) established
that test-prep courses did not outperform general English courses. Despite this contradiction, Green
(2007) suggested that test-oriented instruction could exert positive effects on learners’ confidence
during the test preparation.

Messick (1982) categorized test-oriented activities into four types: test preparation improves test
scores through (1) enhancing the intended constructs of the tests, (2) reducing construct-irrelevant
difficulties, such as test anxiety, and unfamiliarity with test formats, (3) enhancing test-taking skills
that are irrelevant to the construct, and (4) using test materials, following a test-based curriculum,
using similar or identical test items, or focusing exactly on what the test measures. Whereas Type 1
activities focus on the development of a broad range of skills entailed by the target domain, Type 4
activities focus on a narrow range of skills sampled by the test. (p. 198)

Among these types of preparation, strengthening test-taking skills has been the most frequently
used strategy for test preparation (Xie, 2013). However, the reputation of test-skills practice is quite
low. Xie (2013) mentioned that it will threaten the extrapolation validity of a test, whereas Jin (2006)
and Miller (2003) have raised concerns about narrowing curriculum content, excessive instruction
in test-taking strategies, and repeated practice with test papers. Since the design of test-oriented
activities influences learners’ preparation strategies, improvement of test scores, and even study
results, it plays an important role in test takers’ learning.

3 Methods
3.1 Research design

According to Mukundan, Mahvelati and Nimehchisalem (2012), “In experimental research, a
control group can determine if the effect of the treatment has, in fact, resulted from the treatment
rather than other possible factors” (p. 6). Hence, in order to exclude unexpected variables other than
the implementation of the ITPP, the current research adopted an experimental design to examine the
washback effects of an ITPP on students’ learning. The design of the current research is shown in
Figure 1.



An Investigation of the Washback Effects of an Intensive Test-Preparation Program 85

[Recruit participants from research site]

™

An experimental group ] [ A control group ]

v

Five-week ITPP
: "
[ Score of formal TOEIC ] [ Questionnaires ] [ Interviews ]

~ v ]/
Data analysis
]

v

[ Answer research questions

v

[ Conclusion ]

Fig. 1. The process of the research design
3.2 Participants

A total of 112 non-English majors from a national university in northern Taiwan were recruited
to participate in the study, including 52 students in the experimental group and 60 students in the
control group. In the experimental group, eight students who were absent in any session, failed to
fill out all the items in the questionnaires, and failed to submit the transcripts of the formal TOEIC
were excluded. Hence, the final remaining number of students in the experimental group was 52.
Due to the time and class size, 52 students were recruited from two consecutive semesters. However,
these two ITPP sessions in two semesters were identical in terms of teaching assistants, course de-
sign, materials, hours and mock tests. Demographic profiles of both groups are presented in Table
1. The students came from engineering, electrical engineering, management, applied sciences, and
design-related departments. All participants provided their latest TOEIC scores beforehand, and
only those whose scores ranged from 500 to 750 were eligible to participate in the ITPP initiated by
the Language Center of the university. These students were classified as pre-intermediate to inter-
mediate level (B1-B2) English learners according to the Common European Framework of Refer-
ence for Language (CEFR). Students whose TOEIC scores were below 500 were advised to partic-
ipate in other English classes, which were not considered as intensive programs, and therefore were
not recruited for the current study.

For the interview phase of the current research, 16 students (five interviewees from the control
group and 11 from the experimental group) were recruited. A demographic profile of the interview-
ees is shown in Table 2.



86 I-Chun Vera Hsiao, Ying Stella Lin and Shao-Ting Alan Hung

Table 1. Questionnaire respondent profiles

The experimental group The control group
Respondents Percentage Respondents Percentage
(n) (%) (n) (%)
Gender Male 24 46 40 67
Female 28 54 20 33
Program Undergraduate 15 29 51 85
Graduate 37 71 9 15
College Engineering 12 23 15 25
Electrical 19 37 26 43
engineering
Management 15 29 14 23
Applied sciences 4 7 1 2
Design-related 2 4 4 7
Table 2. Interviewee respondent profiles
Respondents (n) Percentage (%)
Gender  Male 10 63
Female 6 37
Grade Undergraduate 7 44
Graduate 9 56
Group The experimental group 11 69
The control group 5 31

3.3 Intensive Test-Prep Prog

Aiming to promote EFL students’ test-taking skills and improve their scores on standardized
proficiency tests, the ITPP lasted 5 weeks, with 40 hours in total. Two main goals were expected to
be achieved during the ITPP: (1) to help participants make progress in the listening and reading
sections of the TOEIC; and (2) to evaluate the washback effects on such aspects as learning strate-
gies and motivation. The curriculum design, which included TOEIC mock tests for the listening and
reading sections, is shown in Table 3. Since the ITPP was a supplementary course to the university’s
formal English curriculum, it was scheduled in the evening to avoid an overlap with the courses in
the formal curriculum, which were usually scheduled in the day. Furthermore, teaching assistants
were one of the crucial elements of the ITPP. The ITPP teaching assistants were responsible for the
following tasks: (1) teaching test-taking strategies, such as distinguishing different English accents
and getting the gist from the reading passages; (2) conducting lessons on reading and listening; (3)
explaining difficult test items; and (4) administering the mock tests and vocabulary tests. The three
teaching assistants, who were responsible for one day in a week, respectively, were all graduate
students in the Master’s Program of Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL)
from the same school as the participants. They gained almost full scores in the formal TOEIC, and
have been teaching test-preparation program for over one year. In addition, they had several teaching
experiences outside the school, including teaching in the cram schools, and participating in teaching
practicum, and so forth. The researchers had discussed the purposes of the research with the three
teaching assistants individually before the ITPP started and obtained their consent.
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Table 3. Curriculum design

Time Monday Wednesday Friday
6:30-7:30 TOEIC mock test Explamlng dlfﬁcplt test Explalnlng dﬁﬁcglt test
(pm.) items on reading items on listening
7:30-9:00 TOEIC mock test Teaching test-taking strat-  teaching test-taking strate-
’ ( m‘) (including checking the answer egies & conducting test- gies & conducting test-prep
p-m. & recording the results) prep lessons lessons

3.4 Instruments

Questionnaire: Participants from the experimental group and control group filled out the ques-
tionnaire. The questionnaire was adapted from Cheng (2005) and translated into Chinese by re-
searchers. The items were modified, for example, adding more questions about participants’ back-
ground, and replacing the 5-point Likert scale with a 6-point Likert scale. According to Chomeya
(2010), the 6-point Likert scale tends to give discrimination and reliability values which are higher
than the 5-point Likert scale. In order to ensure content validity, the questionnaire items were given
to an experienced researcher to check for any ambiguity or misleading statements. The experienced
researcher had extensive research experiences, published numerous journal articles in international
journals, and have been a TESOL professor for several years. The questionnaires was used to help
the researchers understand and evaluate the participants’ experiences, curricular and extracurricular
activities, and strategies and motivation for learning English. A few additional questions designed
for the experimental group were specifically added, for example, how do you agree with the follow-
ing statements after you participated in intense TOEIC-oriented program? (see Item 13 in Appendix
A). These items were designed by researchers in the hope of gaining a better insight into students’
perceptions toward the ITPP. Containing a total of 42 items, the finalized questionnaire measured
three major constructs: background information of participants, motivation for English learning, and
English learning strategies (for complete questionnaire, see Appendix A). Considering that the pro-
gram had a tight schedule and the questionnaire had 42 items, participants were given as much time
as they wanted before or after the last period of the ITPP to fill out the questionnaire.

Interviews: According to Pan (2014), interview data presented a clearer picture of learners’
washback. To better understand the participants’ motivation, strategy use and opinions about the
ITPP, 16 semi-structured interviews were conducted after the program, 11 interviews with particip-
cants from the experimental group and five with those from the control group. The interviews were
all conducted in Chinese. Based on the study of Gass and Mackey (2005), interviews can be con-
ducted in the interviewees’ first language to remove concerns about language proficiency impacting
quality and quantity of the data provided. To gain a better understanding of the data analysis, a few
questionnaire items were incorporated into the interview questions, for example, Interview question
9, “In the following aspects, how are you affected by the ITPP? Self-image, motivation to learn,
peer relationship, future employment opportunities, teacher and student relationship, anxiety and
emotional tension”. The interview questions for the experimental group and the control group were
different, since some questions were designed specifically for those students who participated in the
ITPP. For instance, “What were your methods and strategies of learning English? Did you change
methods and strategies after the ITPP? What methods and strategies did you learn from the ITPP?
Do you use those strategies after the ITPP? Do they work?” (for English version of interview ques-
tions, see Appendix B). Each interview lasted about 30 to 40 minutes, and the process was recorded
and transcribed.
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Scores: Participants from the experimental group were required to take a formal TOEIC after
the ITPP. Their scores on TOEIC were thus collected to be compared with their responses on wash-
back effects in order to uncover the relationship between test performance and washback, as stated
in research question 3. Only the scores from students in the experimental group were collected due
to the following reason. The study aimed to analyze the relationship between the washback effects
of the ITPP and learners’ test performance rather than to compare the improvement in test perfor-
mance of the two groups. Since the control group did not attend the ITPP, collecting the scores from
this group would fail to answer the research question.

3.5 Data analysis

A questionnaire, scores from the TOEIC, and interviews were utilized to answer the three re-
search questions. Responses on all items in the questionnaire were entered into SPSS version 22 to
analyze the data. An independent # test was utilized to test the significance of the differences between
students’ motivation and strategies. In addition, the participants’ scores from the TOEIC were col-
lected to compare with responses on the washback effects. The Pearson correlation coefficient was
computed to find out the relationship between students’ test performance and washback effects.
Finally, interview data were used to triangulate the data. In brief, both quantitative and qualitative
data were analyzed to bring more objective and holistic perspectives to students’ motivation and
strategies.

4 Results & discussion
The results of three research questions are presented in the following sections.

4.1 Research question 1: In what ways does an ITPP affect non-English majors’ English
learning motivation?

Table 4 shows the comparison of students’ motivation toward learning English between the ex-
perimental and control group. The overall difference between the two groups in their motivation
toward English learning is noteworthy, #110)=-2.26, p<.05. Though the two groups both have high
motivation (M=4.79 for the experimental group; M=4.53 for the control group), the experimental
group experienced statistically higher motivation than the control group.

Table 4. The t test for independent samples comparing the mean difference in motivation between
the experimental group and control group

Group N M SD
Experimental group 52 4.79 1.01
Control group 60 4.53 1.21
Independent comparisons
Comparison M SE t(110) Sig.
Experiment vs. Control -.25 A1 -2.26 .03*
*p<.05

A closer analysis revealed that of the 16 items in the questionnaire, three items (Item 3: To me,
to get a better job is a reason for learning English; Item 4: To me, to be able to communicate with
people is a reason for learning English; and Item 7: To me, to have more and better opportunities
in the future is a reason for learning English) showed relatively higher mean values than the other
items. The findings were also supported by the interview data, which showed that most of the
interviewees in the ITPP had higher motivation for studying English when they were aware that
their future career goals would be strongly associated with better English proficiency. Similar to the
majority of the interviewees in the experimental group, Interviewee #C2, from the control group,
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also reported that “I study English mainly for the purpose of working or studying abroad in the
future. As a result, I spend one and a half hours a day learning English.”

Furthermore, the interviewees revealed that the ITPP motivated them to learn English on a fixed
schedule. Most of the interviewees in the experimental group mentioned that the environment was
a key factor for English learning in their academic career. Interviewee #E5 brought up his idea that
“The reason why I participated in ITPP was that I would not otherwise actively study English under
certain conditions. In other words, the environment of ITPP did impel me to a higher motivation of
learning English.” Moreover, the teaching assistants in an ITPP can motivate students. Interviewee
#E8 even commented that “The teaching assistants’ teaching styles affected my motivation. The
teaching assistants were interesting and I was looking forward to the classes. They were so hard-
working that I didn’t want to let them down.” As mentioned by Interviewee #E6, the teaching assis-
tants in the reading class were enthusiastic and vigorous, who captivated his attention through their
teaching. In addition, the time arrangement of the ITPP played an important role in students’ moti-
vation. Interviewee #E3 also made a remark that she could make progress on her TOEIC score
through her self-preparation; however, participating in the ITPP contributed to further improvement
of her English, because the ITPP was a regular and intensive class.

The results show that an ITPP can motivate students’ English learning, which is in line with the
study by Jacques-Bilodea (2010), who noted that ITPPs can escalate students’ motivation, commit-
ment, and engagement. It has also been pointed out in other studies (Burton & Nesbit, 2002; Daniel,
2000) that when courses are intensively organized, second language learners’ motivation, commit-
ment, and engagement increase in turn. The present study indicates that the environment, teaching
assistants’ teaching styles, and the time arrangement of an ITPP can sustain students’ motivation
and concentration in learning English.

4.2 Research question 2: How does an ITPP affect non-English majors’ English learning
strategies?

The research data in Table 5 compare how the two groups of non-English majors employed
English learning strategies. Among the 14 strategies listed in the questionnaire, three strategies dif-
fer significantly between the experimental and control group: (1) take mock tests, #(110)= -3.06,
p<.01; (2) read English newspapers, articles, and magazines, #110)= -2.09, p<.05; and (3) learn
through English learning websites, #(110)=-3.38, p<.001. The interview data below depict how this
occurred.

Table 5. A comparison of students’ learning strategies

Students’ English The experimental group The control group t-value sig

learning strategies N M SD N M SD

(1) Take mock tests 52 4.28 0.98 60 3.89 1.25 -3.06 .00**

(5) Read newspapers, 52 333 1.12 60 2.87 1.18 -2.09 .04*
articles, and magazines

(12) Learn through English 52 342 1.15 60 2.65 124 -3.38 .00***

learning websites
* p<.05; ¥* p<.01; *** p<.001

The interview results also reported some differences in terms of learning strategies between the
two groups. When asked if the ITPP changed their English learning strategies, the majority of the
interviewees from the experimental group indicated the skills they learned in the ITPP were then
utilized to facilitate their general English learning. Listening skills such as identifying different ac-
cents and replaying the online listening materials repeatedly stimulated them to expose themselves
to English learning websites. According to Interviewee #E11, he believed that practicing the skill to
distinguish between various accents in the ITPP was a crucial component of increasing his listening
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comprehension, which proved to be useful when he took the formal TOEIC. Reading skills that
included scanning and skimming, understanding basic structure of English articles, and being aware
of English grammar helped the interviewees speed up their reading and understand the gist of the
materials. Interviewee #E9 reported that “I learned several reading skills in the ITPP, including
reading topic and concluding sentences of an article first, and using skimming and scanning. With
these, I can read faster and get the main idea more easily and quickly than before.” The result,
however, contradicts Pan’s study (2014), which stated that test preparation did not greatly change
students’ reading skills.

Another noteworthy aspect was that there was no significant difference in memorizing vocabu-
lary between both groups; nevertheless, from the interview data, it was another strategy frequently
used by the students. Several interviewees (#E6, #E7, #E9, #E10, #C1, and #C2) mentioned that
categorized and systematic vocabulary improved their memory while preparing for the test. Accord-
ing to Mizumoto (2008), “Learners with higher TOEIC scores had clear goals and attended to vo-
cabulary learning strategies in conscious, coordinated, and structured manners” (p. 27). Further-
more, they disclosed that vocabulary learning strategies generally had the greatest impact on TOEIC
scores.

In light of this, an ITPP does influence students’ learning skills, and furthermore, it affects their
learning strategies. The findings correspond to Xie’s study (2013), which found that the most fre-
quently used test preparation practice was rehearsing test-taking skills, followed by test preparation
management, drilling, memorizing, and affective strategies in turn. Learning strategies focused on
the development of language skills via extensive and functional uses of English language were used
scarcely.

Hence, the test-taking strategies provided in ITPPs may contribute to positive effects on stu-
dents’ future English learning. Zimmerman and Pons (1986) also concluded their study by indicating
that “Other analyses revealed that students’ use of self-regulated learning strategies yielded a sub-
stantial increase in prediction of standardized achievement test scores after the effects of gender and
socioeconomic status were removed” (p. 625). Accordingly, the results suggest that teachers and
students can focus more on test-taking strategies in ITPPs.

4.3 Research question 3: What is the relationship between students’ test performance and
washback effects?

To answer the research question on the relationship between students’ test performance and
washback effects, both students’ scores on TOEIC and their responses to the items on washback
effects were analyzed. Table 6 shows the mean score, standard deviation and total student number
for the TOEIC score and washback effects. The mean TOEIC score was 716.73 (SD=95.80), while
the mean for the washback effects was 4.47 (SD=.52). Next, the correlation was calculated. Table 7
displays the correlation coefficients (r) between formal TOEIC scores and washback effects of the
ITPP on students from the experimental group. The results indicated that there was a negative cor-
relation between test performance and washback effects (r= -.09); however, it did not reach the
significant level. In other words, there was a negative correlation between these two variables, but
the magnitude was negligible.

Table 6. Descriptive statistics

M SD N
Washback effects 4.47 52 52
Formal TOEIC score 716.73 95.80 52
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Table 7. Correlations

Formal TOEIC score

Washback effects Pearson correlations -.09
Sig. (2-trailed) .52
N 52

In addition to the quantitative results on the positive washback effects (M=4.47), qualitative
analyses also unveiled that students believed that the ITPP had positive washback effects on them.
When asked if they thought it was possible to make an improvement or achieve their goals on formal
TOEIC scores before the scores came out, most of the interviewees claimed that they possessed
great confidence in their scores. Interviewee #E5 explained that “Of course, if I do not reach my
expected score, I will feel frustrated since I have already put a lot of effort into it. On the other hand,
I will have a sense of achievement and have the incentive to move forward if I attain my ideal goal.”
Yet, only six out of 11 interviewees fulfilled the goal they set for themselves. Interviewee #E6 re-
sponded that he believed the ITPP brought about positive washback effects on him no matter how
much he improved his score. He enjoyed the test-preparation program a lot. In fact, English learning
was not all about the scores in the proficiency tests. Additionally, the majority of the students gave
a positive answer without a doubt.

Interviewee #E2 even commented that “I think that ITPP does really have its efficiency. I can
integrate what I learned in ITPP into my own learning methods, which gives me more confidence
in learning English. I feel one step closer to English. The improvement that I made on formal TOEIC
helped build up my confidence. I think the school should hold more courses like ITPP as its subse-
quent effects were evident.”

In brief, students from the experimental group experienced positive washback effects (M=4.47)
from the ITPP, while their test performance did not seem to have significantly improved compared
to the washback effects. As the students were high language achievers with high motivation, they
were likely to make slight but not considerable progress on their TOEIC scores. In response to
Cheng’s study in 2004, she stated that “language test scores cannot be interpreted simplistically as
an indicator of particular language ability we want to measure. The scores are also affected by the
characteristics and contents of the test tasks, the characteristics of the test takers, the strategies test
takers employ in attempting to complete the test tasks, as well as the inferences we draw from the
test results. These factors undoubtedly interact with each other” (p. 5). The results were similar to
the findings from the interview data, suggesting that test scores cannot represent students’ true lan-
guage proficiency or their growth in learning English.

5 Conclusion

This study investigated the washback effects of an Intensive Test-Preparation Program (ITPP)
on 112 non-English majors in a university in Taiwan. The results gathered from a questionnaire,
interviews, and test scores indicated that the ITPP generated some effects on non-English majors in
their English learning. The results can be summed up as follows:

1. ITPPs can motivate students’ English learning.

2. The test-taking strategies in ITPPs contributed positive effects on students’ future English

learning.

3. Students experienced positive washback effects from the ITPP, while their test performance

did not seem to have achieved significant improvement compared to the washback effects.

As a whole, the ITPP significantly influenced students’ motivation and strategies for learning
English. These results indicated that elements of ITPPs such as the environment, teaching styles,
and time arrangement can effectively motivate students, and that test-taking strategies should be
taught more in ITPPs.



92 I-Chun Vera Hsiao, Ying Stella Lin and Shao-Ting Alan Hung
5.1 Implications

Non-English majors should make better use of the test-taking strategies taught in ITPPs to fa-
miliarize themselves with the test patterns in the formal TOEIC. Test-taking strategies such as skim-
ming and scanning, identifying different accents, and understanding the basic structure of an English
article are reported as useful for test takers. Furthermore, students with less self-discipline and self-
regulation are advised to take part in an ITPP, as it provides a fixed schedule and supportive learning
environment. Although this study showed that some students did not reach their expected goals after
the ITPP, they all made progress in learning English. Since language learning is a long-term process,
a lot of improvement may not be apparent in a short period of time; however, ITPPs may success-
fully sustain students’ motivation.

As for teachers, the findings of the study show that energetic and lively teaching styles are ef-
fective ways to motivate students’ learning, and that most of the students in ITPPs are greatly influ-
enced by the teachers. Aside from that, teachers should put emphasis on test-taking strategies in an
intensive program to alleviate students’ anxiety about taking high-stakes tests.

In terms of curriculum design, the current study shows that an appropriate environment and
proper time arrangement of an intensive course can effectively facilitate students’ motivation and
help students form the habit of studying English.

5.2 Limitations & future directions

This study has three limitations that future research could improve upon. First of all, the study
could have recruited more participants, because a larger sample size could reduce the effect of ex-
treme quantitative data or ineffective outliers. Sufficient sample size can allow the researchers to
explore the unknown potentials and assemble a holistic picture for data analysis. In this present
study, the ITPP only recruited 52 students in two semesters. Future research that recruits sufficient
participants would yield more convincing results. Next, the interviews could have been conducted
again after a longer period of time, which could enhance the reliability and reconfirm the consistency
of the results. Based on Cheng (2008), it is clear that the future direction of washback and impact
studies that investigate the consequences of language testing needs to be multiphase, multimethod
and longitudinal in nature. Washback and impact of testing take time to evolve, and therefore lon-
gitudinal studies are essential with repeated observations (and measures) of the classroom teaching,
including teachers and students as well as policy, curriculum, and assessment documents. Also,
researchers need to be immersed in the educational system interacting with a wide range of stake-
holders. In the current study, the researchers undertook the interviews right after the ITPP, which
might not enable researchers to explore possible changes in participants’ English learning. Hence,
in future investigations, delayed interviews could help elicit more in-depth data on the changes in
students’ motivation and strategy use. Another issue that future studies can explore pertains to the
duration of the ITPP. In the present study, the ITPP lasted only 5 weeks. Whether longer ITPPs can
bring about more positive washback effects can be further examined. All of these directions for
future studies can contribute to a greater understanding of washback effects of ITPPs on EFL stu-
dents’ learning experiences.
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Appendices

Appendix A

Students’ questionnaire for the main study — the experimental group

Dear students:

We would like to know your own experience toward learning English in universities, and ask for your opinions
about the TOEIC you are going to sit soon. All information you provide here will be treated in the strictest

confidence. Thank you for your valuable time.

PART ONE Please tick the appropriate answer.

1. Your gender (1) O Male (2) O Female

2. Your grade level (1) OJFreshman (2) OJ Sophomore (3) OJunior
(4) OSenior (5) O Master-degree (6) JPhD

3. Your department (1) LJEngineering (2) OElectrical Engineering  (3) LJApplied Sciences
(49)OOManagement (5) ODesign-related (6) OOthers

4. At what level did you begin to receive lessons in English?
(1) OKindergarten (2) OPrimary school (3) OJunior high school

(4) OISenior high school (5) OUniversities/ Colleges

5. What is the medium of instruction your teacher usually uses to teach you English?
(1) OEnglish only
(2) OEnglish supplemented with occasional Chinese explanation
(3) OJHalf English and half Chinese
(4) [IMainlv Chinese
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6. Have you ever participated in any program mainly about the TOEIC?

(1) OYes (2) ONo

7. To above the question, how long did the program last for?
(1) Owithin one month (2) Oone to three months
(3) I six months (4) Omore than six months

8. What’s instruction way of your teacher usually uses to teach you English?

PART TWO Please circle the following on 6-point scale format where 1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree,
3=slightly disagree, 4= slightly agree, 5= agree, 6= strongly agree.

9. In the following aspects, how are you affected by the ITPP? Self-image motivation to learn peer relationship
future employment opportunities teacher and student relationship anxiety and emotional tension.

strongly negative
negative
slightly negative
slightly positive
positive
strongly positive

—_
\S]
(9%}
N
(941
(o)}

(1) self-image

(2) motivation to learn 1 2 3 4 5 6
(3) peer relationship 1 2 3 4 5 6
(4) future employment opportunities 1 2 3 4 5 6
(5) teacher and student relationship 1 2 3 4 5 6
(6) anxiety and emotional tension 1 2 3 4 5 6

10. How do you agree with the following reasons for learning English?

4 5]
2 o 3 S
Zlsl 3] 8.2
= 3 > | = S -
2= 2|2 g
) Ey - k=
p=] = « 7]
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(1) To acquire basic knowledge and forms of English 1 2 3 4 5
(2) To be able to graduate 1 2 3 4 5 6
(3) To get a better job 1 2 3 4 5 6
(4) To be able to communicate with people 1 2 3 4 5 6

(5) To meet the requirements of the society 1 2 3 4 5 6
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(6) To be able to watch English movies and listen to English 1 5 3 4 5 6
programs
(7) To have more and better opportunities in the future 1 2 3 4 5 6
(8) To enter a high school 1 2 3 4 5 6
(9) To fulfill parents’ and teachers’ expectation 1 2 3 4 5 6
(10) To understand the cultural background of English-speaking 1 5 3 4 5 6
countries
(11) To speak English fluently 1 2 3 4 5 6
(12) To be able to handle the job related to English better than
. 1 2 3 4 5 6
colleagues in the future.
(13) To be able to make an English presentation for future over-
. . 1 2 3 4 5 6
sea clients, foreign colleagues and boss.
(14) To be able to write emails in English and communicate with
. . 1 2 3 4 5 6
oversea clients, foreign colleagues and boss.
11. How often do you use the following strategies for learning English?
o= < o o
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(1) Play language games 1 2 3 4 6
(2) Take mock tests 1 2 3 4 5 6
(3) Study textbooks 1 2 3 4 5 6
(4) Communicate in English 1 2 3 4 5 6
(5) Read newspapers, articles, magazines 1 2 3 4 5 6
(6) Listen to radios 1 2 3 4 5 6
(7) Watch TV programs, movies 1 2 3 4 5 6
(8) Memorize vocabulary 1 2 3 4 5 6
(9) Learn grammar 1 2 3 4 5 6
(10) Join extracurricular activities 1 2 3 4 5 6
(11) Watch video clips 1 2 3 4 5 6
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(12) Learn through English learning websites 2 3 4 5 6
(13) Memorize idioms and phrases 2 3 4 5 6
(14) Imitate native speakers’ accents 2 3 4 5 6
12. How do you agree with the following opinions?
3 3 )
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(1) Students like examinations 1 2 3 4 5
(2) My learning is improved by practicing mock exam. 1 2 3 4 5 6
(3) Examinations force me to study harder. 1 2 3 4 5 6
(4) Iwork harder when I prepare for the examinations 1 2 3 4 5 6
(5) Taking examinations is a valuable learning experience. 1 2 3 4 5 6
(6) Iwork hard to achieve my best in examinations. 1 2 3 4 5 6
(7) Examination is one of the motivations for my learning. 1 2 3 4 5 6
(8) My score on an examination is a good indication of how well I
. 1 2 3 4 5 6
have learned the material.
(9) Mock examinations are important ways to learn. 1 2 3 4 5 6
(10) My score on an examination is a good indication of how well I 1 2 3 4 5 6
will be able to apply what have been learned.
(11) I like to learn English. 1 2 3 4 5 6
(12) I learn English actively. 1 2 3 4 5 6
(13) The way I use to learn English now is effective. 1 2 3 4 5 6
(14) My English ability is better than my peers. 1 2 3 4 5 6
(15) I believe learning English is useful 1 2 3 4 5 6
(16) Examinations should NOT be used as a sole determiner of stu-
1 2 3 4 5 6
dent grades.
(17) My score on the listening part of an examination is a good indi- 1 5 3 4 5 6

cation of how well I can understand real-life English.
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(18) My score on the reading part of an examination is a good indi-
cation of how well I can understand real-life English.

13. How do you agree with the following opinions after you participated in intense TOEIC-oriented program?

51 53
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(1) Ilike the teaching methods the teachers use. 1 2 3 4 5
(2) Ilike the teaching methods the teaching assistants use. 1 2 3 4 5 6

(3) This intensive program is useful for improving my score on
an examination.

(4) This intensive program is useful for improving my listening
ability.

(5) This intensive program is useful for improving my reading

ability.
(6) I feel happy when I am in class. 1 2 3 4 5 6
(7) Ilike this way of learning English. 1 2 3 4 5 6

(8) Ilike the time arrangement of the curriculum in this inten-
sive program.

(9) Ilike the schedule of this program. 1 2 3 4 5 6
(10) I think the school should initiate this kind of program more. 1 2 3 4 5 6
(11) I am satisfies with this program. 1 2 3 4 5 6

(12) My classmates who participated in the program inspired me
to keep learning.

End of the Questionnaire
Thank you very much for your help.

Appendix B
Semi-structured interview questions — the experimental group
1. What were your methods and strategies of learning English? Did you change methods and strat-

egies after the ITPP? What methods and strategies did you learn from the ITPP? Do you use
those strategies after the ITPP? Do they work?
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Which elements had the greatest/smallest influence on you during the ITPP (e.g. teachers, class-
mates, the interaction in class, learning methods, the environment, course design)? Why? In
what aspects?

Do you think ITPP is effective? Does ITPP change your perspectives on learning English (in
positive or negative ways)? Would you like to participate in ITPP again? Why?

Before you joined the ITPP, how much time did you spend on learning English? When partici-
pating in the ITPP, how much time did you spend on learning English?

Before you participated in the ITPP, what were your expectations of this program? Did the
program meet your expectations? Were there any positive and negative influences on your
learning motivation, relationship among peers, and your feelings?

What media do you usually use to learn English (e.g. newspaper, radio program, video, maga-
zine)? Why? Is there any change after you participated in the ITPP?

Do you think you actively learn English now? Why/why not?

Why did you choose to join the ITPP?

In the following aspects, how are you affected by the ITPP? Self-image, motivation to learn,
peer relationship, future employment opportunities, teacher and student relationship, anxiety
and emotional tension,

Semi-structured interview questions — the control group

1.

Which of the following factors has the largest/smallest influence on you when you learn Eng-
lish (i.e. teachers, classmates, the interaction in class, learning methods, the environment,
course design)? Why? In what aspects?

What are your methods and strategies of learning English? Do they work?

One item in the questionnaire states that “My score on an examination is a good indication of
how well I have learned the material.” Do you agree with that? If not, what should be the indi-
cator of how well you have learned the material?

One item in the questionnaire states that “My score on the listening/reading part of an exami-
nation is a good indication of how well I can understand real-life English.” Do you agree with
the statement? Why/ why not?

How do you learn English? How much time do you spend on learning English?

What media do you usually use to learn English (e.g. newspaper, radio program, video)?
Why? How do you use the media?

Do you think you actively learn English now? Why/ why not?

How do you prepare for the test? Can you explain that in details?
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