
‘Backwash’ effects of high-stake degree 
level HE assessment on teaching practices. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dr. Syed Ali Tarek 
Candidate Number: 1056185 

Supervisor: Prof. Jo-Anne Baird 
St Stephen’s House 
University of Oxford 

 
 
 

A thesis submitted for the degree of 
MSc Educational Assessment 

Michaelmas Term 2022 



 

TAREK 

SYED ALI 

DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

'BACKWASH' EFFECTS OF HIGH-STAKE DEGREE LEVEL HE  

ASSESSMENT ON TEACHING PRACTICES. 



Page 1 of 66 
 

Abstract 
 
The backwash phenomenon, or how assessment influences teaching and learning, is a firmly 
established field of inquiry within language testing research, particularly in the context of high-stake 
assessments. However, there remains a good deal of empirical research to shed light on similar 
phenomena in degree-level higher education (HE) contexts. This paper addressed that research lacuna 
by exploring summative tests in HE business studies and contributed novel insights into the impact of 
backwash influences in summative tests on academic practice and student behaviour.  
 
Drawing on Alderson and Wall’s (1993) washback hypotheses and Messick's (1989) conceptualisation 
of consequential validity, the research critically examined the nature and degree of assessment driven 
effects on learning and pedagogy. This research challenged claims by scholars such as White (2009) 
that argue higher education assessments are less susceptible to negative backwash effects due to their 
flexible nature in terms of design. Drawing on empirical evidence, the research provided insight into 
how summative high-stake assessments in HE can produce positive as well as negative consequences. 
This research learned that academic staff recognised the consequences of assessment design but 
often constrained by administrative and institutional demands, which suppressed their ability to 
innovate or improvise. 
 
Teaching practices displayed a generally positive or neutral backwash effect, with lecturers being 
responsive and adaptable to the requirements of the curriculum rather than rigidly following 
preferred teaching methods. Learning was heavily influenced by summative assessment, as students 
focused on assessment tasks in ways that potentially undermine deep learning, indicating a clear 
negative backwash effect. 
 
The research confirmed that any assessment with actual consequences, whether certification or 
academic progression, will inevitably lead to some sort of backwash. Findings validate that summative 
assessment in HE benefits teaching pedagogy with a positive backwash, hurts learning habits with a 
negative backwash, and has a neutral effect on teaching philosophy and techniques. This empirical 
research made a substantive contribution to the evolving academic dialogue on assessment design 
and highlight the need for more sophisticated policy and practice discussions within higher education 
assessment discourse. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
This dissertation reports a qualitative study of the ‘backwash’ effect of high-stake degree level higher 
education (HE) assessment on teaching practices. The study was conducted by interviewing academic 
and administrative staff members of a for-profit UK government-approved university in the UK.  
 

1.1 Research problem 
 
The backwash effect is the influence a test or assessment has on the way students are taught by the 
teachers (Alderson & Wall, 1993). In the assessment literature, at least from the 90s, test or 
examination impact on teaching and learning is referred to as washback (Alderson & Wall, 1993; Cheng 
& Curtis, 2003) or backwash (Biggs, 1995). In this dissertation, no differentiation is made between the 
etymology of both terminologies, and backwash is used throughout the thesis.  
 
Heubert & Hauser (1999) argued that any assessment that has significant consequences for the test 
taker is a high-stake assessment. The assessment space within the HE differs from the commonly used 
high-stake tests. HE assessment has a wide range of assessment methods- portfolio submission, group 
assessment, time-constrained exams, essay, report writing and digital artefacts (presentation deck, 
poster, podcasts or recorded video). In HE, a high-stake summative assessment is the final stage of 
learning of a module where student-produced evidence is graded against marking rubrics, and 
criterion-referenced feedback is produced by the first marker to officially document the achievement 
of all the LOs or otherwise failures to meet the objectives (Dann, 2014). This research only considered 
summative assessment as the high-stake degree-level assessment because those assessment 
outcomes are likely to result in several crucial outcomes, including resits, failure to progress to the 
next level even failing to complete the programme of study. Even though the 'Backwash effect' is 
commonly discussed in language testing and other high-stake public examinations, there is a scarcity 
of research aimed at the HE assessment. White (2009) claimed HE assessment does not have to deal 
with negative backwash effects due to the absence of standardised tests. However, a growing body of 
literature suggests that assessment-driven learning practices within HE are likely to contribute to 
positive or negative backwash effects (Hussey & Smith, 2002; Elton & Brenda, 2002; Gibbs & Simpson, 
2005; Bloxham & Boyd, 2012; Enriquez, 2020). The lack of empirical evidence on the above calls for 
primary research on the backwash effect of HE assessment.  
 

1.2 Research Question 
 
Based on the research problem, the following research question was confirmed. 
 
RQ1: How does the 'backwash effect' impact teaching practices within higher education Business 
degree programmes? 
 

1.3 Contextualising positive and negative backwash effects 
 
Cheng et al. (2004) looked into the two possible categories of backwash: negative and positive. An 
assessment can have a negative backwash effect if it fails to reflect the learning outcomes of a course. 
On the contrary, the same assessment can have a positive backwash effect if it encourages covering 
the learning outcomes bringing harmony to what is taught and assessed. 
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Generally, all tests, especially language tests, are commonly criticised for negative 'Backwash effects' 
(Biggs & Tang, 2011; Cheng et al., 2004). In such a case, a test's content is a narrow subset of the 
curriculum, constraining teaching and learning possibilities. When a test has negative backwash, 
teachers tend to focus on covering the contents of the test, and students feel pressured to do well, 
resulting in incomplete delivery of the curriculum. Alderson & Wall (1993) proposed a set of 15 
possible backwash hypotheses for language testing. The proposed hypothesises not only break down 
the backwash concept but also provides any researcher to use the hypothesises in other contexts 
beyond language testing. Since Alderson & Wall's (1993) initial ideation of the term, several studies 
have established negative impacts of test backwash in the form of narrowed curriculum, teaching to 
test, and a focus on surface learning. However, the number of studies that suggest no negative effects 
is low (Baird et al., 2017). Cheng et al. (2004) advocated further research on backwash to focus on the 
teaching and learning complexities associated with any assessment. The impact of HE assessment on 
learning continues to be less explored, and the claim made by White (2009) that HE assessment does 
not have to deal with negative backwash effects due to the absence of standardised tests requires the 
support of empirical research. Whether Alderson & Wall (1993) postulated hypothesises are 
applicable to the HE high stake assessment context is yet to be explored. Hughes’s (1993) ‘Trichotomy 
Backwash Model’ can also be used in the context of the backwash effect in HE assessment. Hugh 
identified three key elements to backwash: Firstly, 'Participants'- students, classroom, teachers, 
administrators, course developers and publishers whose perception can be affected by a test. 
Secondly, 'Processes'- any actions taken by the participants affecting learning and thirdly, 'Products'- 
the quality of learning. This approach is likely to be helpful for the HE assessment as it covers a wide 
range of circumstantial elements that are common within a HE teaching and learning environment. 
Nevertheless, further categorisation of micro-macro contextual factors may become necessary in 
identifying the extent of positive or negative backwash.  
 
The researcher also identified Watanabe’s (2004) ‘five dimensions’ of backwash that academics could 
use in determining backwash effects. Specificity is the first dimension where the effect can be just a 
general assumption, such as all tests motivate test takers to study, or it can be specific such as the 
inclusion of a recorded assessment. Intensity is the second dimension that postulates if the exam is at 
high stake, then the exam can overpower the whole teaching and learning process. Length is the third 
dimension; Watanabe (2004) suggested that some tests have a short backwash effect, but some are 
prolonged. For instance, if the effect of the admission test continues after the admission, it can be 
termed a prolonged washback. Intentionality is the next dimension where Watanabe considered 
intended and unintended outcomes. The length of the backwash effect is a concept that requires 
further investigation using empirical data. Messick (1989a) implied that backwash could have both 
intended and unintended outcomes related to test interpretation and its use. The possibility of 
unintended consequences and side effects is essential, as is understanding the intended outcomes of 
an assessment. The final dimension is 'value'; to what extent the assessment impact is positive or 
negative can ultimately be determined by the evaluator of the assessment. Outcomes that teachers 
find positive may be judged otherwise by the administrators. To what extent does HE assessment 
backwash demonstrate these five dimensionalities have not been academically explored yet with 
empirical evidence.  
 
The researcher had three potential routes to investigate the problem area: First, to take Alderson & 
Wall’s work as a benchmark and assess whether backwash exists in the chosen sector. The second 
option would be to see whether the ‘Trichotomy Backwash Model’ is applicable within the HE 
environment and finally explore Watanabe’s five dimensions of backwash in the HE context. Due to 
the scarcity of empirical research on the backwash effect of assessment in the Higher education 
context, it was ideal for the researcher to choose Alderson & Wall's (1993) work and establish the 
existence of the backwash effect in assessment, followed by identification of whether those effects 
are positive or negative.  
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This research aims to inform hypothesises 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 11, 12, 13, 15 of Alderson & Wall (1993) and 
the details of the hypothesises are presented in Table 1. 
 

Table 1: Alderson & Wall (1993) Hypothesises 

Hypotheses Covered in this 
research 

H1: A test will influence teaching  Yes 

H2: A test will influence learning  Yes 

H3. A test will influence how teachers teach  Yes 

H4: A test will influence what teachers teach  Yes 

H5: A test will influence what leamers leam  No 

H6: A test will influence how leamers leam Yes 

H7: A test will influence the rale and sequence of learning  No 

H8: A test will influence the rate and sequence of teaching  No 

H9: A test will influence the degree and depth of leaming  No 
H10: A test will influence the degree and depth of teaching  No 

H11: A test will influence the attitudes to the content, method, etc. of learning and teaching Yes 

H12: Tests that have important consequences will have washback Yes 

H13: Tests that do not have important consequences will have no washback Yes 

H14: Tests will have washback on all learners and teachers  No 

H15: Tests will have washback effects for some learners and some teachers, but not for others Yes 

 
In terms of the broader education discipline, my research will contribute to the following Knowledge 
Gap: 
 
KG1: Lack of empirical evidence on positive or negative backwash effect of HE assessment on learning 
practices 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Backwash effects of high-stake assessment directly impact teacher’s teaching and student learning. 
Where teacher’s instruction is concerned, it is necessary to explore learning theories and pedagogies. 
Further to this, two areas to explore with students’ learning are learning motivation and the impact 
of the high-stake assessment outcome. There are also overlapping learning and teaching areas where 
the effect of assessment is felt in both learning and teaching. Furthermore, wider areas go beyond 
learning and teaching but profoundly impact both. Consequences for students and teachers, mental 
health and accountability are essential elements that require consideration in this research. In the 
following sections, each of these elements is further investigated. 
 

2.1 Backwash effects of assessment on teaching and learning: 
Learning theories and pedagogies 
 
Exploring the belief systems about learning is vital while considering the influence of assessment on 
teaching. Traditionally learning was mainly seen as acquiring knowledge and skills, but in 
contemporary literature and research, ‘learning’ has a wider scope, including emotional, social, and 
societal dimensions (Illeris, 2009). This research deals with degree-level programmes. The type of 
students who enrol in those programmes is adult widening participation students who return to 
education after a long gap in academic studies. Learning and assessment are both nuanced for these 
students as there can be a stark difference in the way they have experienced learning and assessment 
in the past. Their previous educational experiences also contribute to their motivation for learning and 
preparation for assessment. Hence, it becomes essential to consider learning theories in this research 
as these theories outline the central tenets of knowledge construction, retention, and the knowledge 
recall process. A teacher having a comprehensive understanding of how adult students learn can 
potentially assist in customising teaching materials for maximum impact and constructing assessment 
materials that can precisely assess learners’ attainment. 
 
In this research, the importance of learning theories and pedagogic approaches are considered for 
following three practicalities: 
 

2.1.1 Learning theories that are embedded within HE practitioner’s teaching 
philosophy 
 
Three main types of learning theories are behaviourist, cognitivist, and socio-constructivist (Baird et 
al., 2017). Formal teacher training programmes largely focus on these main learning theories; as such, 
it likely impacts how a teacher interprets classroom engagement in the learning and teaching context. 
Main contributors to behaviourism, such as Thorndike (1920), Pavlov (1927), Watson (1959) and 
Skinner (1974), saw learners as passive, starting from a clean state (black box) and responding to 
environmental stimuli. Behaviourism does not consider consciousness or internal mental states, so 
learning relies upon positive and negative reinforcements to change the learner’s behaviour. Albert 
Bandura realised direct reinforcement cannot account for all types of learning; he added a social 
element and argued that people learn by observing, modelling and imitating others (Bandura, 1965, 
1977). Bandura’s social learning theory bridged between behaviourist and cognitivist learning 
theories. 
 
The next direction came from cognitivist theorists who argued for opening the 'black box' of the mind 
to understand the learning process better. Piaget’s (1923) 'Schema theory' elaborated on how 
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cognitive structures created knowledge by a continuous process of accommodating1 and assimilating2 
information. Atkinson–Shiffrin (1968) believed in similarities between human cognition and filling 
cabinets. Their proposed linear three-store mental model included: a sensory register, short-term 
memory and long-term memory. Information detected by sensory organs may not have any impact if 
they are not acknowledged. Repetition was seen as the key to reaching the farthest end of the chain 
– the 'long-term memory’. As such, the more something is rehearsed, the more chances are it will 
have a lasting impact from a memory recall perspective. Though memory and learning literature are 
not the same, memory has a role in how learning is perceived and thus requires some consideration 
in this research. This theory was critiqued for being too linear and not considering other internal 
factors that may interfere with a person's cognitive ability (Craik & Lockhart, 1972). Despite that, this 
memory model influenced other learning and memory theories. Academics who believe in such 
memory models will be seen repeating important tasks and content in the lessons with an aim to make 
those recallable at any time. When considering a degree-level programme, there is a general trend of 
having foundation year students transitioning to year one with limited subject knowledge and with 
the minimum academic skills to succeed in their first year (Roberts, 2002). It is important to see how 
both students and teachers see assessment at the early stage and whether the teachers take a 
repetitive approach to improve the chances of success in the summative assessment.  
 
Another critical cognitivist theory is Bloom’s ‘taxonomy of educational objectives’ (1956). It proposed 
a set of categories of learning stages to assist with designing learning and developing assessments. 
Bloom’s taxonomy provided the needed practitioner’s blueprint to assign appropriate progressive 
verbs for educational attainment or mastery in learning. An important tenet of the model is that each 
level needs to be mastered before moving to the next. Breaking down learning into specific, easily 
explainable stages made it favourable to a wide range of stakeholders in the education sector. 
Eventually, this taxonomy emerged as one of the practitioners’ most influential models of learning. 
Even 65 years later, HE academics frequently use it to design learning and assess learners (Enriquez, 
2020). Elton & Brenda (2002) raised concerns about situations where a poorly designed programme 
includes learning outcomes that either is a poor fit to the programme or are misfit. Academics who 
are handed a poorly designed programme to teach have little control to go beyond what is set in the 
programme and include content or summative assessment that may better represent the market 
demand. A situation like this can create a complicated situation where an academic does not believe 
in the programme/curriculum or the assessment's currency but is compelled to deliver those in the 
way the 'paperwork' requires him/her to deliver those. It can negatively affect learning as the 
academic may focus on the assessment and not cover the entire curriculum. Such scenarios need 
careful checking in the context of this research.  
 
Socio-constructivists see learning as an environment-dependent, experiential, and dynamic process 
where knowledge is constructed by an individual’s interactions with their peers, teachers and the 
society and culture at large (Vygotsky, 1978). Learning becomes more contextualised and personal as 
each learner brings their own unique experience. Active engagement, reflection, and motivation 
become critical in a meaningful learning experience. Socio-constructivist learning theories underpin 
student-centric teaching methods that often differ from the previously mentioned techniques where 
teachers passively transmit knowledge to students. Constructivist learning and assessment are 
primarily seen in classroom-based assessments within a higher education context. Summative 
assessments based on peer assessment, negotiated assignment, reflective records, and portfolios are 
rooted in socio-constructivist theories.  
 

 
1 Accommodation is creating a new schema that fits better with the new environment or adjusting the old one. 

2 Assimilation is when people use a current schema to understand the world around them. 
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One of the strengths of this socio-constructivism approach is that students have ownership of their 
learning and assessment. One of the biggest disadvantages of this approach is that it lacks structure, 
and some students require a highly structured learning environment to make the most of the learning 
opportunities. Traditional grading strategies are also changed in this approach as more importance is 
placed on students evaluating their progress. A lack of standardised grades means teachers may not 
identify the struggling students. 
 
Baird et al. (2017) acknowledged cognitive schools of thought are prevalent in the choice of 
assessment systems, and socio-constructivist thoughts are more visible in classroom-based 
assessments. As it is an accepted view that high state assessments change teacher and student 
behaviours (Stobart & Eggen, 2012), it is important to see to investigate whether degree-level 
summative assessments may also change teacher and student behaviour (e.g. backwash effect) and 
in that to what extent learning theories and pedagogies have a role to play. Especially the researcher 
intends to explore the backwash effect considering the highly structured cognitivist approaches to 
delivery and assessment in contrast to student-focused delivery with non-traditional assessment 
methods.  
 

2.1.2 Adult learning theories and the role of student motivation in higher education 
 
Within the field of education, it is commonly found that theories that were proposed for children are 
applied to adult learning contexts without differentiation. Whether such differentiation is required or 
not is commonly debated, but there remains a continuous void in academia to establish clear guidance 
on to what extent the classic learning theories can be applied to adult learning without any change at 
all. Knowles (1973) was a prominent scholar who attempted to isolate 'andragogy'3 from 'pedagogy' 
by distinguishing adults as growth-oriented autonomous learners. Around a similar time, 'Self Directed 
Learning (SDL)' strategies also started to emerge, bringing focus to adult learning (Rachal, 1983; Candy, 
1991; Merriam, 2001). Alongside 'Self Directed Learning', similar concepts such as Self-Regulated 
Learning (SRL) (Zimmerman, 1989) and autonomous learning (Little, 1991) are also in existence, 
sharing similar meanings and contexts. The difference between these terminologies are narrow and 
often inconsistent; hence these are interchangeably used by many researchers (Loyens et al., 2008). 
In the late 90s, Lave and Wenger's 'Situated learning theory' and 'Community of practice' theories 
postulated how learners could learn through active participation with a common interest in 
constructing knowledge (Lave & Wenger, 1991, Lave, 2009, Wenger, 1998). 
 
An adult learner entering higher education brings some form of institutionalised learning experience 
and their interpretation of the world around them. Being independent in the learning environment 
liberates adults to take the initiatives to identify learning needs, determine goals, scout sources, 
choose a suitable learning strategy and finally be able to evaluate their learning outcomes with or 
without external support (Knowles, 1975). Thus, adult learning can be seen as an interaction between 
three dimensions- sociological, pedagogical and psychological (Candy, 1991). SDL, SRL and similar 
other learning theories emphasise on intrinsic motivation4 as a crucial competent and a lack of this is 
likely to result in failure in the learning process (Loyens et al., 2008). In this research, the researcher 
is interested in only the ‘intrinsic motivation’ aspect of learning and teaching as it is seen as crucial by 
an array of adult learning theories and the ‘backwash’ effect is likely to trigger intrinsic motivation for 
both students and teachers which requires further empirical studies.  
 

 
3 Art and science of helping adults learn. 
4 Intrinsic motivation is when one is motivated by personal satisfaction instead of external stimuli 
like reward or punishment. 
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Additionally, past experiences are a key to adult learning, providing learners with much-needed 
reflection. Dewey (1938), Kolb (1984) and Gibbs (1988) acknowledged learning through self-reflection. 
Self-reflective learning can make a HE learner succeed by continually improving through the process. 
A learner's aim is to reach a transformative stage where the learning makes a deeper impact. Mezirow 
(1997) defined 'transformative learning' as the process that transforms core assumptions through 
which we understand our experiences, expectations, perceptions, cognition and feelings. Such 
changes are bold and defining, which may be triggered with a single event or through a series of events 
lasting much longer (Mezirow, 1997; Cranton, 1994; Cranton, 2002; Kegan, 2008).  
 
If we take the transformative stage as the ultimate stage of learning, then there must be intermediary 
transitional phases that lead to the end goal. ‘Transitional learning’ by Wildemeersch & Stroobants 
(2009) can fit the context quite well. Transitional learning defines those learning moments that 
challenge a learner to learn to anticipate, recognise and handle dynamic change in life and within a 
transforming context. Though these theoretical propositions exist in isolation, there is no empirical 
research done to combine these propositions to merge into a singular overarching learning 
proposition which the researcher believes sums up a HE student’s learning journey. 
 

 
Figure 1: A HE Student's Learning Journey 

 
As one of the areas of focus of this research will be on student motivation, whether there is a role of 
'Transformational learning' in the HE context will be explored, covering three key theoretical strands 
of learning covering reflective learning (Kolb, 1984), transformational learning (Mezirow, 1997) and 
transitional learning (Wildemeersch & Stroobants, 2009) and transformational learning (Mezirow, 
1997). 
 

2.1.3 State of the direction on Teaching and Learning strategies from the UK HE 
Regulatory body, Professional Statutory and Regulatory Bodies (PSRBs)  
 
Learning in HE is not just between the learner and teacher interacting within an instructional 
environment. There are other more powerful stakeholders in the system that very much dictates the 
way they expect learning to take place. In the UK, the regulatory body for higher education is Office 
for Students (OfS), and another significantly important independent body is Quality Assurance Agency 
(QAA). OfS legally holds universities to account for their teaching quality. QAA monitors and advises 
on the standards and quality of UK higher education to ensure students working towards a UK 
qualification receive their desired higher education experience.  
 
As HE education is more outcome-based, learning outcomes are central to the delivery model. 
Regulatory bodies and PSRBs expect to put learners at the centre to ensure the learning is meaningful 
academically and provides value for money. It inevitably brings in two rather spaced-out teaching 
paradigms: 'active learning' for making learning meaningful and 'traditional- behaviourist/cognitivist 

Reflective Transitional Transformational 
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learning' to ensure learning is verifiable for economic prospects and accountability (Enriquez, 2020). 
Interestingly, in modern teaching, graduate attributes are deeply embedded in new programmes and 
academics are reminded to embed graduate attributes in their teaching. Johnston (2002) argued, that 
many of these attributes refer to 'soft skills', which are better produced within a constructive learning 
environment through collaborative learning, peer observation, team presentation and negotiated 
learning.   
 
Within the HE, there is an increased focus on enhancing employability, embedding graduate attributes 
in the curricula, which is favoured by Professional Statutory and Regulatory Bodies (PSRBs). Many 
professional bodies validate academic programmes that embed a set of desired learning outcomes or 
deliver prescribed content/activity in a prescribed manner. Such validation can be led to an exemption 
from formal examination leading to membership in the professional body. These specific 
requirements have an evident influence on the programmes created for validation, modules written 
within that programme, and assessment strategies sought to evidence achievement within those 
modules/programmes. In this research, a desk review of PSRB (CMI, CIM and ILM) policies, indicated 
there is no prescribed teaching strategy for attainment of the learning outcomes even though there 
is clear guidance on what content needs to be covered. It suggests a clear gap in the PSRB expectations 
on assessments informing learning outcomes and the classroom teaching practices that deliver those 
learning outcomes.  
 
 

2.2 Backwash effects of assessment on teaching and learning: A 
review of the complexities of assessment methods 
 
 
It's not just teaching practices that are informed by learning theories; assessment design and 
assessment methods are also influenced by how practitioners and subject matter experts perceive 
how knowledge is constructed and the learner's role in that process. Cronbach (1988) and Messick 
(1989) advocated that learning theories should inform valid assessment practices. James (2008) 
categorised learning theories and their implications for assessment practices. In this mapping exercise, 
she proposed three generations of assessment: the first generation tied up with behaviourism, the 
second generation with cognitive constructionism and finally, the third generation of assessment with 
socio-cultural theories. James recognised the major theorists of the third generation focused more on 
learning than assessment, and there is a gap in knowledge in aligning learning with assessment within 
the third generation. However, to what extent such an equitable, like-by-like match can be made 
requires further support from empirical evidence.  
 
Among the other leading approaches, Biggs & Tang (2011) proposed ‘Constructive Alignment' to 
create a synergy and coherence among intended learning outcomes (ILOs), teaching and learning 
experiences, and assessment tasks. The subsequent comprehensive research also encompasses the 
SOLO taxonomy (Biggs & Collis, 1982). While both Bloom's Taxonomy and SOLO taxonomy were not 
developed solely based on research on student learning, the former relied on judgements from 
educational administrators; thus, as per Biggs & Tang (2011), Bloom's Taxonomy and its other revised 
versions lacked clarity on student's level of understanding. Though SOLO is more teaching and 
learning-focused, it can also bring complexities in delivery where students may not learn at the same 
pace and fail to follow a 'one size fits all' approach to delivery. Placing students in predetermined slots 
based on their understanding level may discourage them from learning. Within SOLO, 'transitional' 
learning stages are well founded, but it doesn't include 'transformative' learning. Hence, some 
critiques want to see learning go beyond 'surface' and 'deep' learning and take the shape of 'lifelong' 
learning (Colding, 2020). Constructive alignment calls for teachers to have an active role in 
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determining the ILOs and assessment tasks that will be further linked with teaching activities. That is 
not always the case within the HE environment, as the lecturer delivering a module might have 
absolutely no involvement in the module or assessment design. Furthermore, a university student 
spends considerably less time with the lecturer, so 'qualitative assessment' of learning can be limited 
(Colding, 2020). Negotiated assessment though a possibility but can create issues with quality 
assurance unless the lecturer is well versed in such assessment design. Thus, constructive alignment 
becomes largely untenable in the HE environment. 
 
One of the achievements of constructive alignment is that Biggs and Tang emphasised three key 
components that directly affect learning. The nature of higher education is dynamic and complex, 
making it seemingly difficult to bring issues such as what to teach, what will give students the subject 
knowledge and how to cultivate graduate skills. Expecting university students to achieve graduate 
attributes calls for learning that is situated in the society; learning that prepares students to tackle the 
‘unseen’ problems of tomorrow, and acquire 'soft skills' that will prepare them to lead a diverse pool 
of people (Barrie, 2004; Bridgstock, 2009). Such learning calls for socio-cultural theories of learning. 
However, we cannot ensure total 'fairness', 'validity', 'reliability' unless the assessment methods are 
standardised. Within HE, assessments are mostly internally moderated, and the external examiner 
acts as a 'critical friend', so the risk is too high. Hence, an assessment paper that uses 'Bloom's 
taxonomy' can be seen favoured by the university administration on suitability and transparency. Such 
favouritism can lead to lecturers' departure from their belief system on learning and assessment 
(Bonner, 2016). Literature and research based on Argyris and Schön’s (1974) ‘espoused theory’ and 
‘theory-in-use’ can be relevant in this discussion as such departure can lead to a scenario where the 
theoretical beliefs on learning mismatches with the theories put into practice. In recent years, Annan 
et al. (2011) and Annan (2020) developed a tool- ‘Learning Theories Profile (LTP)’ for practitioners to 
help them identify the gap between theories used and believed. Though the authors anticipate 
academics can use it for university teaching, there is a lack of empirical data, and the choice of learning 
theories within the LTP is limiting.  
 
In contrast, within the field of education, scholars continue to challenge the need for a universal or 
grand theory of learning that can amalgamate all the proponents of learning. Baird et al. (2014) 
acknowledged the challenges of mapping learning theories with assessment practices, especially 
where the theoretical underpinnings of commonly used learning theories are far apart. Sfard (1998) 
took a different approach in justifying the use of a specific learning theory. Sfard used two metaphors 
of learning – ‘acquisition’ and ‘participation’ to deal with the complexity. The acquisition is a gradual 
accumulation of concepts (basic units of knowledge) over time; on the contrary, participation is 
constant action. The acquisition metaphor sees the influence of cognitivist as well as constructivist 
ideas of knowledge construction. In the participation metaphor, learning occurs in the Community 
through constant discourse and communication. Sfard argued against the 'danger' of favouring one 
over the other and felt both could coexist similarly, like 'Euclidean' and 'non-Euclidean' geometry in 
mathematics. To Sfard, the complexities of learning cannot be seen by excluding one metaphor from 
another. It is worth exploring to what extent personal belief in learning theories and practices can 
impact the delivery or assessment in general, leading to positive or negative backwash.  
 

2.3 Backwash and other types of assessment  
 
Students encounter various forms of assessment throughout their higher education. From a 
curriculum instruction perspective, formative and summative assessments are the key assessments 
students must go through. It is often complicated to fully separate these two assessments making 
their separate existence blurry at times, raising debates and concerns among scholars (Bennett, 2011). 
Summative assessment is high stake, whereas formative assessment is a low stake assessment. Within 
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a HE learning environment, assessment of learning or ‘summative assessment’ is the ultimate 
indicator of students' learning.  
 
Historically, Scriven (1967) elaborated on the distinctive nature of both types of assessment which 
was rather further contextualised by Bloom (1971) in his 'Mastery Learning' model'. Black & Wiliam 
(2003) argued the current understanding of both terms still resembled Bloom's interpretation. The 
most notable contribution to formative assessment in the last two decades came from the Assessment 
Reform Group (ARG) through their research in ‘Assessment for Learning (AfL). Harlen & James (1997), 
Black & Wiliam (1998) of ARG, Brookhart (2001) and Hopfenbeck (2018) agreed that AfL is one of the 
leading interpretations of formative assessment. Within HE, commonly found AfL tasks are short essay 
submissions, progress tracking quizzes, take-home tasks, and peer assessment. The formative 
assessment comes in the form of a formal conversation between the first marker (in most cases, it is 
the lecturer) and the student on progress made towards achieving the Learning Outcomes (LOs) of the 
module. The lecturer identifies inaccuracies or inadequacies within the current submission and guides 
the student on how to achieve all the objectives in the summative assessment (Johnston, 2002). There 
is an ongoing debate among scholars to agree on the interrelation between formative (AfL) and 
summative assessment (Baird et al., 2014). Harlen (2007) is of the opinion that assessment created 
for summative assessment can be used for formative purposes. However, this may result in a 
tunnelled approach to coach to pass the summative assessment within the HE context. Whether 
academics practise such, needs to be investigated in the context of this research.  
 
Moreover, Bennett (2011) found that interpretation of assessment feedback is less discussed in the 
formative assessment literature. This was also previously identified by Taras (2009), who claimed 
summative submission receives the most detailed feedback with indicative grades, whereas formative 
stage submissions do not always receive detailed feedback; furthermore, as they are non-graded, it is 
taken less seriously by the academics and students. Harlen (2005), White (2009) and Greenstein (2010) 
think that teachers who undervalue the role of AfL in the delivery miss out on opportunities to 
motivate and incentivise students to do well in the summative assessment. In addition, Tight (2004) 
found that HE academics are often reluctant to explicitly express their theoretical perspectives related 
to assessment practices which makes it important to consider whether the issue is in having profound 
knowledge of assessment methods and the applicability of those methods (i.e. 'assessment literacy’) 
or it is because the delivery is skewed towards fulfilling the needs of high-stake summative 
assessments on learning. 
 

2.4 Assessment literacy, politics of assessment and consequential 
basis of validity  
 
Popham (2011) saw assessment literacy as an academic's understanding of the fundamental 
assessment concepts and procedural knowledge related to assessment. Stiggins (1995), Popham 
(2011) argued the concept of 'Assessment Literacy' is still in its early stages despite being around for 
30 years (JISC,2015). Holroyd (2000) and Harlen (2007) argued that if academics see assessment as 
just a tool to measure and judge knowledge, then they are at risk of missing out on learning 
opportunities that these assessments provide. Assessment within HE should provide students with 
the opportunity and clear scope to self-regulate their learning, take ownership of learning, and further 
enhance the learning experience by achieving graduate attributes. It was reflected in Ball et al. (2012) 
reasoning of assessment literacy within the HE. They saw it as a cyclic process rooted in curriculum 
design and implementation, resulting in assessments that allow students to get ‘unhurried' 
opportunities to develop complex skillsets and knowledge required to progress to the next level. 
Barrie (2004) and Bridgstock (2009) argued whether commonly used assessments like essays or 
examinations could make an informed judgement on students attaining soft skills such as negotiation, 
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team building or teamwork. Such concerns justify Johnston’s (2002) call for innovating traditional 
methods to foster reliable assessment for assessment judging academic knowledge and graduate 
skills. In such cases, we also need to explore to what extent an academic has access to bring innovative 
assessment practices into the delivery. 
Messick (1989b) proposed 'Consequential validity' as an integral part of test validity to investigate the 
actual and potential social consequences of testing. Test impact, washback/backwash, or social 
consequences are synonymously used to refer to consequential validity. In the early years, the 
terminology largely remained less discussed; it also lacked scholarly agreement on the exact meaning 
of the terminology and scope of the term (Mehrens, 1997). Messick (1995) proposed two dimensions 
of the consequential basis of validity: value implications and social consequences. Messick proposed 
test developers and takers assess a test's potential and actual consequences. Shepard (1997) later 
extended the social consequences component to include both intended and unintended 
consequences of a test. Construct validity is mainly at the centre of assessment validity-related 
discourse to ensure high stake summative assessment represents the content of the curriculum. 
Consequential validity is often ignored as it is seen as a 'great burden' (Hubley & Zumbo, 2011). In this 
research, there is a possibility to check whether academics see assessment validity discussions can go 
beyond 'instruments' used to assess to consider the 'inferences' of the assessment.  
 
Ecclestone (2007) argued the importance of the context in which learning, and assessment take place. 
Likewise, Baird et al. (2017) suggested that assessment is also policy-driven, and educators are to 
follow the narratives of policymakers. Research exploring the backwash effect of assessment thus 
cannot ignore the scope of policymaking. Two lasting political agendas in the UK contribute to the 
assessment discussions; firstly, a push towards getting more under-represented BAME students in 
higher education using a widening participation strategy (David, 2012) and secondly, establishing 
value for money of academic programmes by improving the employability of students through soft 
skills embedded in the curriculum as graduate attributes (Johnston, 2002; Hill et al., 2016). The 
increasing pressure at all levels of the UK education system now equates achievement in learning with 
good grades. Students seen as 'consumers' in the UK universities resulted in more students expecting 
favourable, accessible assessments and good grades (Ecclestone, 2007). The UK education system now 
presents dropout and non-completion as failures and sees them as undesirable outcomes. 
Ecclestone's empirical research found that, despite assessments carrying a high socio-emotional stake, 
students demonstrated a lack of anxiety about assessments. She thought this was due to the 
opportunities students now have in the form of AfL and repeat submission opportunities for 
summative assessments. However, in recent studies, there is growing concern about the reasons for 
student dropouts. Trowler (2010) argues the primary reasons are lack of motivation and confidence 
to cope with the academic pressure.  
 
Identifying the lack of data, Bradley (2017) explored the reasons by researching UK students to find 
that many entered university education without mental planning to tackle the educational challenges, 
resulting in unplanned stress. Bradley argued this stress than likely to pass on to the academics who 
are also tasked with 'guiding' students to succeed in their academic studies. Whether assessment has 
an impact on raising anxiety among academics was also questioned by Alderson & Wall (1993). 
Torrance et al. (2005) raised concerns that such pressure on attainment can lead to extensive coaching 
strategies to get students through the assessments resulting in reduced quality and validity of 
achieved outcomes. They were also concerned that there is a growing risk of the assessment process 
dominating the learning experience and assessment criteria compliance replacing learning. In this 
research, there is a scope to further investigate to what extent students and academics are mentally 
affected by assessment practices and to what extent that causes a negative or positive backwash. 
 
The literature review indicated the following Knowledge Gap. 
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Knowledge Gap 1: Lack of empirical evidence on positive or negative backwash effect of HE 
assessment on learning practices 
 
Considering the identified knowledge gap, the following research question was established for this 
research is: 
 
RQ1: How does the 'backwash effect' impact teaching practices within higher education Business 
degree programmes? 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
 
In the literature review chapter, I established the lack of empirical studies dealing with the backwash 

effects of higher education summative assessment. Alderson & Wall (1993) proposed a set of possible 

backwash hypotheses for language testing, from the most general hypotheses to subject-specific 

hypotheses. In this research, I started with the generic hypotheses as a starting point and further 

explored the contextual areas. In this chapter, I will give a detailed account of the research philosophy, 

methods, data sources and reliability and validity of the research.  

 

3.1 Research philosophy:   
 
Creswell & Poth (2018) and Neuman (2014) emphasised that a researcher must have a defined 
research philosophy as it influences how the researcher undertakes the research from 
conceptualisation to completion. I believe in the subjective nature of reality, and to me, the reality is 
a social construct dependent upon complex factors such as culture, socio-economic conditions, 
politics, and reflection on life events. In a positivist approach, the reality is often seen as objective and 
measurable (Keat, 1981).  
 
Interpretivism takes away the objective nature of reality and instils a socially constructed reality that 
is a continual process which varies with different circumstances (Berger & Luckman, 1967; Lincoln and 
Guba, 1985). In this research, I believe the research participants' views on the issue will not be 
objectively similar and will probably be more complicated than the current literature suggests. Hence, 
I have taken an interpretivist philosophical position in this research.  
 

3.2 Research strategy: 
 
Three common research strategies are Quantitative, Qualitative and Mixed Methods (Creswell & Poth, 
2018). Each strategy has its strengths and weaknesses. Quantitative methodology is data-driven and 
focuses on objective reality, and quantitative methodology assumes human behaviours can be 
predicted and measured. On the contrary, qualitative research works with spoken words, pictures, 
videos etc., that carry subjective perspectives (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). Qualitative research will 
suit well in research where the current knowledge of the phenomenon is less known, and further 
exploration is required to acknowledge the issues fully (Hammersley, 1992). In a mixed methods 
strategy, both qualitative and quantitative forms are combined to approach and answer the research 
questions (Lodico et al., 2006).  
 
The research question is explorative in nature, and it does not intend to test any hypothesis but 
instead wants to explore and inform previously suggested hypothesises- 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 11, 12,13, 15 of 
Alderson & Wall (1993) (see page 7, section 1.3). Sullivan & Sargeant (2011) argued that qualitative 
research is more suitable for understanding a research problem's 'how' and 'why'. Qualitative research 
is often used for 'hypothesis generating' rather than 'hypothesis testing'. The concept of 'backwash 
effect' within the higher education context is immature, as the literature review indicated a lack of 
empirical research on this matter. With such limitations in this research, the scope is to investigate 
the subjective nature of participant views to inform the reality of 'backwash' effect in the higher 
education context. Hence the narrowed-down segment of higher education covering only business 
degree programmes cannot give generalisability of the findings. It indicates the suitability of a 
qualitative strategy for this research.  
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3.3 Research participants: 
 
The scope of this research was within a private, for-profit teaching university in the United Kingdom 
and Degree level business programmes only. The chosen university delivers programmes in blended 
learning and distance learning formats. All the undergraduate business programmes sit within one 
school. At the degree level, the university has a range of business programmes consisting of business 
management programmes as well as joint programmes with finance, HRM, data analytics, tourism, 
law, psychology, and computing. The university follows QAA and PSRB guidance on creating the 
programmes and assessments. Common assessment methods include a portfolio of evidence, report 
writing, case study, time-constrained examinations, presentations, and business simulations. 
Communications are top-down and follow a hierarchy; lecturers, including associates, are at the 
bottom in the rank, and PVC Academics is the highest rank at the university. Academic matters are 
generally communicated through the Head of School to the Programme Team Leaders, who further 
communicate the academic matters to the bottom layers of the school. Participants of this research 
belong to the school who are involved in delivering a range of business programmes, including BA 
(Hons) in Business, BA (Hons) in Business (Finance pathway), and BA (Hons) in Business (Tourism 
pathway). The participants also cover modules in the undergraduate joint programmes.  
 
Purposive sampling was better suited for this research as I needed to have a representative sample 
based on the participant characteristics, guided by the scope of the research. For this research, it was 
needed to have participants who are delivering the programmes as well as those who are in the 
administrative decision-making positions both at the programme level and at the higher level. For fair 
representation, participants from all the layers were approached, and most of them were teaching 
staff members who would be able to give a detailed account of the impact of the assessment. I 
finalised a total of 12 participants for data collection, giving coverage for all the required levels of 
representation for this research. Inclusion and exclusion criteria were determined to assist the 
participation recruitment, which is further accounted for in the next section.  
 

3.3.1 Participant recruitment 
 
The researcher had access to the required participants through his professional network at the 
university. The researcher is the Deputy Head of the School, in charge of all the undergraduate and 
postgraduate business programmes within the chosen university so that the researcher can reach out 
to all target participants easily.  
 
Inclusion criteria: 

• All participants will be from the private university, academics/teaching staff, including 
associates who taught at this institution for at least one year. 

• Research is also limited to degree-level business programmes only. Degree-level business 
programmes will include 1st, 2nd and 3rd year and ‘Advanced entry to the Top up’ stage.  

 
Exclusion criteria: 

• Teaching staff for foundation year programmes that are also part of a consolidated degree 
programme will be out of the defined scope.  

 
Identification of the participants was via their professional appointments verified through the 
University website/university intranet and People services (where required). Upon meeting the 
inclusion criteria, all participants were personally invited via email. I forwarded all participants the 
welcome letter, information sheet and consent form (see Appendix -A, B and C). For those who agreed, 
I retained their signed consent forms. All the participant details are presented in Appendix E.  
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3.4 Research method:   
 
For any research, a researcher must use methods suitable for the chosen research philosophy and 
methodology (Crotty, 1998). Guba and Lincoln (1994) argued interview is the most used qualitative 
data collection technique. An interview provides the researcher to have a conversation with a 
participant in an organised setting where participants are asked to express their 
feelings/beliefs/thoughts on the questions asked. Due to the exploratory nature of this research, it 
was essential to capture the issue of the 'backwash' effect of the high stake HE summative assessment 
from the participant's own perspective. I have used interviews as the only primary data collection 
method in this research, supporting my previously justified preferences toward research philosophy 
and strategy.  
 
Kvale (1996) suggested possible structured, semi-structured and unstructured interview structures. In 
a structured interview, questions are predetermined from a set of research topics, and it stays that 
way throughout the interview without any scope of change. An unstructured interview offers flexibility 
as there are no predetermined questions; a researcher often starts with broad themes, but the 
subsequent questions result from the participant’s response to the previous questions. Finally, a semi-
structured interview provides the benefit of having a structured theme but with scope to branch out 
to other questions as seem necessary to the researcher.  
 
Adams (2015) suggested a semi-structured interview for research that explores uncharted territories 
and in cases where participants are interested in the research outcome. In this research, due to the 
lack of pre-existing empirical research in the chosen area, I had to remain open to probing and 
expanding on answers to ensure the collected data provided a 'thick' depiction of the explored areas. 
Furthermore, all the participants were to be part of active practitioners in the field, so the outcome of 
this research was also of interest to them. 
 
 

3.4.1 Designing and Conducting the Interviews: 
 
Alderson & Wall’s (1993) fifteen possible backwash hypothesises were at the centre of this research, 
followed by Baird et al.’s (2017). Based on those two key pieces of literature, I drafted thirteen 
questions for the semi-structured interview. All of the questions were mapped to inform Alderson & 
Wall’s hypothesises (See page 20, Table 2). Furthermore, Wei (2017) categorised these fifteen 
hypothesises in four broader areas which was adapted in this research.  
 
All the interview questions were categorised in one of these four broader areas:  

• Teaching 

• Learning 

• Learning and Teaching 

• Wider areas beyond learning and teaching 
 
The fourth area was termed ‘others’ in Wei’s original work, however the researcher felt ‘Wider areas 
beyond learning and teaching’ better represented that area and related hypothesises. 
 
I anticipated in the earlier stage that some questions might require elaboration or further explanation. 
Rather than changing the questions altogether, I have opted to keep the questions as planned but 
rather explain the questions further when requested by the participants.  
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I followed general good practices in conducting the interviews (Cohen et al., 2018), such as empathy 
and creating rapport, active listening and careful probing throughout each interview session. During 
the interview, a set of questions was already structured, which were asked to all the candidates; 
further probing questions were brought forward when prompted by an answer of interest or concern. 
The following table summarises the mapping.  
 

Table 2: Mapping of Interview Questions to Alderson & Wall (1993) Hypotheses 

Area Hypotheses Interview question  Research question 

Teaching  H1: A test will influence 
teaching 

Q12. Based on the student outcome of an individual summative 
assessment, do you revise your teaching methods to ensure 
students are performing to their best of abilities in the summative 
assessment? 
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H3: A test will influence 
how teachers teach 

Q4. Does the summative assessment affect HOW you teach, not 
just what you teach?  
-Can you give an example from your practice?  

H4: A test will influence 
what teachers teach 

Q2. While teaching a module, if you encounter a particular topic 
that is not relevant for the summative assessment, what do you 
do? 
-If you skip the content, follow-up question –Do you think skipping 
those seemingly less relevant topics for summative assessment 
impacts the student’s overall learning and knowledge of the 
module? 

Learning  H2: A test will influence 
learning 

Q5. Do you think summative assessment influences learning? If so, 
then can you elaborate with an example?  
 
Q3: Do you think summative assessment influences some students 
to show a lack of interest in some topics or lessons as they are less 
important or unimportant at all for the summative assessment? 

H6: A test will influence 
how learners learn 

Q1. Do you think student learning in your course should be bound 
within the areas covered in the summative assessment? 

Learning & 
Teaching 

H11: A test will influence 
attitudes to the content 
and methods of teaching 
and learning.  

Q6. The term 'Pedagogy' refers to the art and science of teaching. 
Pedagogy relates to the study and use of various teaching theories, 
including instructional models and how those influence students 
and their learning. To what extent do you believe there needs to 
be a synergy between the pedagogic model/teaching method and 
assessment methods (such as assignments, essays, presentations, 
time-constrained exams and portfolios etc.), especially those used 
for summative assessment?  

Wider areas 
beyond 
learning and 
teaching  

H12: Tests that have 
important consequences 
will have washback 

Q10. Within your practice area, to what extent is assessment 
design (type of assessment, weightage for each assessment 
segment etc.) influenced by the summative assessment results?  

H13: Tests that do not 
have important 
consequences will have 
no washback 

Q7. Apart from the summative assessment, what other assessment 
methods (such as formative, diagnostic etc.) do you actively use in 
delivering your module? 
 
Q8. Do you think the summative assessment is the only assessment 
that influences learning and teaching in contrast with formative 
assessments?  

H15: Tests will have 
washback effects for 
some learners and some 
teachers, but not for 
others 

Q9. To what extent do you find summative assessment to influence 
all students and teachers, or just some groups?  
-If some groups are indicated, follow-up question- Which groups in 
particular and are there any specific observations about those 
groups? 
 

Q11. Does your student's performance in the summative 
assessment impact your mental health in any possible way? 
Leading to an increased sense of accountability? 
 
Probe- Do you feel such pressure on student performance can lead 
to more enforced accountability?  
 
Q13. What is your current understanding of the positive or negative 
effects of summative assessment on learning and teaching within 
higher education? 
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Interviews lasted between 30 minutes to 1 hour. The overall duration was within Adams's (2015) 
suggested maximum length for semi-structured interviews. The interview format was to start with 
permission for recording, an introduction, and a brief overview of the research followed by the 
interview questions. I asked questions in a sequence that covered the above categories, allowing me 
to probe the participants on topics of interest for this research. I used Microsoft Teams as a face-to-
face interview was impossible due to the ongoing issues with post-COVID safety measures followed at 
an individual level.  
 

3.4.2 Researcher’s Positionality 
 
Lack of rapport during an interview can lead to a 'less fluid’ conversation between the researcher and 
the interviewee (Merton, 1972). As a member of the senior academic team, I line manage the line 
managers of most participants barring two participants. Prior professional ties with the participants 
helped me to create a great rapport with them at the onset of the interviews.  
 
As I held a senior position among most participants, considerations of the power dynamics were 
needed. Thornborrow (2002) saw power as continually negotiated and constructed between the 
interviewer and the interviewee. Hoffman (2007) considered that the interviewer might deliberately 
take a less influential role. Despite that, the interviewer may appear to have greater power than the 
interviewee. In this research, I reduced the power balance by reminding participants of the focus of 
the research and how it is above and beyond my regular role at the university. By carefully managing 
the power dynamics, I ensured the collected data closely represented the participants' beliefs.  
 
To ensure the quality of their participation was unbiased, I have clearly outlined the research agenda 
in the information sheet and in the pre-interview introduction. All the interview responses were going 
to be anonymised so their views would remain confidential. I was open to the possibility that 
participants would bring institutional issues that were not relevant to the research during the 
interview; however, I informed them before the interview that such queries need to be brought 
outside this recorded data collection meeting. Setting a clear ground rule enabled me to avoid any 
confrontational situation during the participation engagement. I faced no confrontational issues 
during the data collection process. 
 

3.5 Ethics Approval 
 
Ethical review is an integral part of any research as having ethical approval reaffirms the ethical 
standards for the researcher to follow (Hammersley, 2014). Ethical research protects participants from 
harm or distress and provides a clear account of how the data is handled and who has access to the 
collected interview data (Faden & Beauchamp, 1986). The University of Oxford requires all research 
to follow high standards in research and ethics. I sought a formal CUREC application and approval 
before commencing primary data collection to ensure this study followed all the ethical guidelines. I 
also followed BERA (2018) guidelines for educational research in the research execution. A full ethics 
approval was granted with favourable remarks on the research design. A copy of the CUREC approval 
is attached in Appendix D. 
 
In this research, the main ethical considerations were to ensure all participants gave informed consent 
and voluntarily engaged in the interview process, additionally ensuring there was no undue direct 
influence from the researcher. All participants received an information sheet alongside the invitation 
email. Upon receiving the signed consent forms, the participants were officially recruited. 
Furthermore, establishing there was confidentiality and anonymity in the shared information. Any 
names brought by the interviewees were anonymised.  
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There was a potential risk of misinterpreting or interpreting data using a theory the participants were 
unfamiliar with. Such cases were averted by repeating questions or answers where required for clarity. 
Similarly, in the information sheet, I identified all the key literature for the participants to get familiar 
with. Given the nature of the data, I ensured all collected data was safely stored locally in encrypted 
storage and in the One Drive of the researcher's Oxford Nexus365 -two steps secured; password-
protected account. The final consideration was to ensure potential conflict of interest was minimised 
or eliminated by taking a less powerful role in the interview process. Throughout this research, I 
respected participants' rights, dignity, and confidentiality of their engagement.  
 

3.6 Qualitative data analysis: 

 
Qualitative data analysis is a context-specific in-depth meaning-making of rich subjective data. Patton 
(2015) acknowledged that though qualitative data analysis converts data into findings, there is no 
simple formula for this process. Qualitative data analysis is often heavy on interpretation and often 
an ongoing process that can take place throughout the research. It generally involves coding, 
categorising and making sense of the studied phenomenon (Cohen et al., 2018; Creswell, 2014).  
 
Creswell & Poth (2018) suggested a five stage ‘Data Analysis Spiral’ model which starts with managing 
and organising the data and completes with representing and visualising the data. Wellington (2015) 
proposed a similar seven-stage process which took a more broken-down approach. I have used the 
‘Data Analysis Spiral’ model for this qualitative data analysis as it gave a comprehensive coverage of 
the data analysis stages envisioned for this research. All of these stages are discussed below:  
 

Stage 1: Managing and organising the data 
 
This research had only one primary data source: the interview transcripts. Microsoft Teams generated 
transcripts soon after I stopped the recording. Each transcript was further refined to resolve any issues 
with the quality of the auto transcription. Each interview took roughly two hours to transcribe. In this 
research, secondary data sources included books, peer-reviewed journals, reports, and other scholarly 
articles that dealt with the nuances of the backwash effect in assessment. 
MS Teams generated auto transcripts. However, the quality of the transcripts was required to be 
further checked and validated to ensure it is fit for purpose. In cases where the transcription was not 
correct, further corrections were made by reviewing the original recording. The decision to record the 
interviews proved to be a useful judgement. Once cleaned and processed all transcripts were moved 
to nVivo12 for further processing. I have also linked all recordings with relevant interviews so that if 
required the original clips can be revisited.  
 

Stage 2: Reading and memoing emergent ideas 
 
All data sources in this research were textual. In this stage, reflecting on the research problem, 
research question and insights from the literature review provided the key prompts. In the interview 
stage, all questions could be categorised into several evolving areas as discussed in section 3.4.1. 
Additionally, during the initial interviews, some patterns started to emerge which were also noted and 
compared with the rest of the codes as they emerged throughout the other interviews. Both the 
deductive and inductive reasons were important to consider. It is discussed further in the next section.  
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Deductive and induction approach to coding in this research: 
 
In a deductive analysis, a theory is applied to a data set to test the theory. In this ‘top down’ approach 
of analysis, codes are often predetermined and generated from the literature or the theories that the 
researcher is evaluating. An inductive analysis applies an emergent strategy where the researcher 
processes collected primary data and looks for possible codes. It is a ‘bottom-up’ approach where 
codes are generated through participants’ words and by constant comparison of codes.  
 
Thomas (2006) argued qualitative data analysis is often done through an inductive process. However, 
I believe, it is quite important to consider the importance of both approaches for qualitative analysis. 
Having a deductive approach gives structure to the data collection and an inductive approach allows 
to ensure no emerging codes/themes are missed out. I also agree with Dey (1993) that all themes are 
not possible to be foreseen unless data analysis has taken place. To sum up, the data analysis of this 
research is drawn upon both deductive and inductive analysis to provide comprehensive and rigorous 
qualitative research.  
 

Stage 3: Describing and classifying codes into themes 
 
Codes are in essence ‘units of meaning’. It was imperative to identify codes that could be used to 
classify the collected data. Böhm (2004) suggested open, axial and selective coding in qualitative 
research where thematic analysis is applied.  
 

Open Coding: 
Where similar words were used including variants and synonyms those were required to be grouped 
to reduce the number of codes. Ryan & Bernard’s (2003) suggested using ‘Word Lists’ and ‘Key Words 
in Context (KWIC’' techniques to process qualitative data. These strategies were utilised by having a 
generic word list generated using Nvivo’s ‘Autocode’ feature. This gave a list of the most recurring 
words. At this stage, similar words were merged to the closest match codes.  
 

Axial Coding: 
After that KWIC technique was applied where words that were most frequent were identified within 
the context in which they appeared. This is when axial codes started to merge into categories.  
 
To ensure the software generated codes were meaningful, following three checks on the quality of 
the information were applied as suggested by Creswell & Poth (2018): 
 

a. Expected information 
b. Surprising information from the data 
c. Unusual information/ potentially interesting information 

 

Selective Coding: 
I have also manually investigated words that raised my interest, this was the open coding process. 
Common words were combined under one code until no further codes can be generated from the 
data.  
 
It was found that the analysis was much better suitable at a concept or idea level rather than at the 
level of words (Appendix I, K). The interview questions and their categorisation contributed to getting 
the codes suitably organised for further analysis. 
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The next stage was to create a codebook. In qualitative research, a codebook is a collection of codes 
to be used for the data analysis. Open, axial and selective coding strategies were used to create the 
codes.  
At this stage of the research, codes were categorised to create themes. Themes in this research 
captured important pattern or relation in the collected interview data sets. Ryan & Bernard (2003) 
stressed the importance of discovering themes for research analysis that deal with social aspects. It 
was an iterative process involving continuous moving back and forth through the collected data. With 
emerging themes, inter relation between themes started to emerge. Themes generated from the data 
is presented in section 4.1.  
 

Stage 4: Developing and assessing interpretations  
 
Interpretation of qualitative data requires creative and careful considerations to ensure decisions 
made on themes and codes are meaningful to the research (Patton, 2015). Interpretation in this 
research meant going beyond the level of themes to larger abstraction that represented the data. 
Interpretations made here are social constructs and are subjective to findings from the data and the 
beliefs of the researcher. The latter is linked to the interpretation of data in relation to the wider 
literature reviewed in Chapter 2.  
 

Stage 5: Representing and visualising the data 
 
This is the final phase where findings from the data is presented to readers. Creswell & Poth (2018) 
discussed many forms of representation including visual images, matrix, hierarchical tree diagrams 
etc. as some common forms of data visualisation.  
 
In the final phase of the ‘Data Analysis Spiral’ a researcher represents the data in a systematic manner 
using formats such as text (direct quotes from participants or paraphrased quotes), tabular, or figure. 
Miles et al. (2014) argued the importance of adding accompanying commentary to go with any of the 
forms in which data is represented. 
 

3.7 Reliability and validity of the research  
 
Lincoln & Guba (1985) argued that credibility, confirmability, dependability, and transferability are 
essential criteria for quality. These quality measures apply to this research.  

Credibility contributes to the truth value of qualitative research as it is comparable to internal validity 
in quantitative research and measures whether the findings are accurate. Credibility is also rooted in 
the researcher and the selected methods (Bryman, 2008). In this research, a well-established research 
method- interview, was used for data collection.  

Confirmability ensures the collected data in the research and the research findings represent the 
participants and not just the researcher's imagination (Shenton, 2004; Guba & Lincoln, 1994). In this 
research, I ensured all collected data were recorded and stored, and I checked interview transcripts 
against the recorded version to establish accuracy. The research findings are representative of the 
collected data. 

Dependability is the reliability aspect of the research. All the stages of the study were meticulously 
detailed. As Shenton (2004) suggested, the research work followed a set systematic approach which 
is reported in a section detailing the research design and implementation, including how data was 
obtained and a reflection of the effectiveness of the research.  
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Transferability is the equivalent of external validity (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). 'Thick descriptions' of 
qualitative research provide a better opportunity for transferability of findings (Shenton, 2004). Given 
the nature of this research, generalisation of the findings may not be directly transferable to other 
settings, such as high-stake assessments for Post Graduate programmes, as those programmes have 
different entry criteria, a different set of assessments and assessment interventions. However, the 
generic findings should be able to inform similar research.  

  



Page 25 of 66 
 

CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH FINDINGS  
 
In this chapter findings through the data analysis are presented.  

4.1 Research themes 
 
From the data analysis several themes were identified, process of that is illustrated in Appendix F, H 
and I. The themes are: 
 

1. Setting the boundary of Learning: Curriculum or Summative assessment  
2. Covering topics that are not in the summative assessment  
3. Whether students are influenced to skip curriculum because of summative assessment 

perimeter 
4. Summative assessment influencing teaching behaviour  
5. Synergy between pedagogic approaches and summative assessment methods 
6. Other types of assessment and comparative importance between different types of 

assessment 
7. Summative results impacting assessment design 
8. Feedback and student motivation 

 
Each of these themes are related to backwash effect and its various compositions. All of the themes 
are further elaborated in the following sections.  
 

Setting the boundary of Learning: Curriculum or Summative assessment  
 
One of the pre-determined themes was to explore how academic staff members set their boundaries 
of teaching and learning. Two clear emergent thoughts were presented by the interviewees in relation 
to curriculum and summative assessment. The curriculum was seen as the currency by some 
academics, and there were also views against it.  

“When I was teaching strategic management, they (summative assessment) were 
still talking about a Ryanair case study published in 2015. While the impact of the 

pandemic was in there, in certain scenarios, I felt that what we were teaching 
wasn't reflected in the summative assessment. And, you know, students may 

struggle to relate to those current topics in their assignments that are based on 
old case studies.” (Pa11) 

Pa11, for instance, gave an example that a case study on the profitability of Ryan Air was given as the 
summative assessment at a time when the whole aviation industry was affected by the pandemic. At 
the university, summative assessments are often set at the beginning of the academic year, and there 
is limited scope to change assessments midway. Similar concerns were raised by Pa9 as well, who felt 
contemporary issues might not be updated in the curriculum unless the programme goes through a 
periodic review. So, there is a danger of not going beyond the curriculum as students may miss out on 
essential academic or employability skills. Contrasting to this, Pa10 who teaches a finance module 
experience active role of PSRB- ACCA to ensure all of the required content is delivered otherwise they 
will withdraw their accreditation. 
 
Pa5, felt too much attention is given to summative assessment, and learning should be more 
comprehensive than covering topics important for the assessment. Pa8 had a similar view but also 
expressed caution against the danger of overreliance on assessment to cover the curriculum.  
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Pa4 admitted that he did fall for the “trap of” being assessment-focused and losing sight of the 
curriculum. He argued that such happens when the term time is short, especially in six-week blocks.  
 
Pa6 strongly felt the curriculum should be the boundary because it is approved by the gatekeeps of 
quality and higher education standards. Keeping an eye on the progress covering the curriculum and 
completing assessment tasks were of importance to Pa6. 
 

Narrowing of the curriculum 
 
In the interview, probes were used to check academics' intentions when they deal with topics that are 
not in the summative assessment. All participants shared their strategy and rationale behind covering 
those topics. As all participants were in favour of covering all the contents, the case for negative 
backwash effect was not found.  
 
There were three emerging approaches: 
 

1. Coverage depends on the timing of the content 
 

Pa1 thought that based on when the less important content appears in the lesson may determine to 
what extent that can be covered. If less important content arrives at the beginning of a module, then 
there is a greater possibility that it will be covered at some length. The reason for that, as Pa1 
elaborated, is that even though the content is not in the summative assessment, it can be essential to 
understand other content. Pa6 also had a similar line of thought and gave an example where ‘Porter’s 
Five Forces analysis’ may not be in the summative assessment but skipping this essential analytical 
tool will affect students' overall understanding of the ‘macro environmental’ analysis of a business.  
 

2. Bridge building content 
 

All participants thought all content within the curriculum must have some relevance; otherwise, it 
would not be in the curriculum. Pa7 put the case as some ‘bridge building’ topics may seem irrelevant, 
but those topics are essential for forthcoming content. Some participants were also interested in 
exploring how to connect those seemingly unconnected topics to the core content- classroom activity, 
and case studies were considered by Pa8, Pa7, Pa6 and Pa2.  
 

3. Content relevance in comparison to student demographics 
 

When courses are delivered to a group who are not domiciled in the UK, there are cases where a 
taught content may be of less interest to students, especially when they are not covered by the 
summative assessment. In that case, further contextualisation may become necessary. P10 gave 
examples of Berlin students who are likely to find lessons covering British taxation irrelevant, as 
German government tax policies differ from the UK policies. However, as students are on a UK 
university programme, the summative assessment will likely cover British taxation policies only, even 
though there may be scope to cover other approaches to taxation in the curriculum. An academic may 
want to bring some examples of the German taxation system to contrast with the British taxation 
system to make the teaching more relevant for the student. On the contrary, choosing to omit other 
taxation systems completely will result in a negative backwash as the curriculum is not covered to a 
fuller extent. In this case, the summative assessment had no apparent backwash effect on the teaching 
staff. 
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Whether students are influenced to skip curriculum because of summative 
assessment perimeter 
 
This theme can be broken into phases. Within the context of the chosen university, all students receive 
their summative assessment simultaneously when they gain access to the module and its content 
online and offline.  
 
Questions were asked to probe to what extent students’ interest in learning is skewed by the 
summative assessment; all participants suggested a negative skew. Pa1 explained specific cases where 
he normally gets WP5 students who may have been away from studies for a while; they need time to 
settle down in a new module and then move slowly to the summative assessment. There are also 
‘regular students’ who understand the process very well and are likely to jump straight to the main 
points. Knowing what’s in the final submission means the students are likely to look for the clues 
throughout the sessions and skip content if they identify the topic as unimportant. 
 
Pa6 had a contrasting view and from his experience he found mature students often show an ‘I already 
know attitude’, so they start self-filtering the content.  
 

"Yeah, I think it can be older (mature) students because they can sometimes 
exhibit the 'I know it already attitude. So, I don't need to listen'. But there again, 
older students are, in my experience, more likely to have already researched it, 

whatever the subject is and come across it and spotted the relevance or 
irrelevance if it's not in the final assessment." (Pa6) 

 
Many of these students end up creating a mental map that certain lessons are very important and 
others are not so. Pa6 also acknowledged the same group of students are likely to have spent more 
time in researching and pre-reading the topics in that filtering process.  
 
Pa4 gave examples from his teaching experience that once students are aware of the summative 
assessment and they have worked out which topics are of greater importance, they may push the 
teacher to cover the most important topics first.  With most important topics covered in the first few 
weeks, students are likely to show negligence in attending later lessons covering ‘unimportant topics’ 
for the summative assignment. Resequencing of content run order is a common case for Pa4 to give 
greater coverage to the summative assessment content. The participants felt, the risk of students 
missing out on learning fuller curriculum increases when summative assessment greatly influences the 
module’s original delivery plan. 
 
Pa3 gave insights into a wider issue where programmes are becoming industry driven and if content 
does not reflect the industry standards or likewise not found in the assessment then the need to learn 
those content becomes a secondary thought to the students. Pa5 found that for ‘Time constrained 
exams’ used for accounting modules students are at rush to prepare for important topics only. Pa8 
also encountered instances where the student has provided a full draft of the final submission in the 
very beginning of the term. Some students are like that when it comes to summative assessment, 
expressed Pa8. 
 

 
5 Widening participation 
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Pa10 gave an interesting example where students were given a case study on Amazon and its 
environmental footprints as a summative assessment. One of the students of the cohort who 
performed well in that case study, eventually succeeded in gaining employment in Amazon. That 
student felt the case study prepared him for the interview and had a greater impact on his success in 
securing the role. Pa10 believed summative assessment certainly influences learning but also has an 
enormous potential to prepare students for employment.  
 

Summative assessment influencing teaching behaviour  
 
To assess how a summative assessment can influence teachers, probing questions were used in the 
interview and the findings indicates often teachers are influenced by the summative assessment. A 
range of examples were found such as – Pa3 mentioned in accounting and finance, students need to 
clear an exam which is also mapped with ACCA. ACCA as a professional body is very rigid to the way 
students are assessed. This improves reliability of the assessment but to ensure students are through, 
teachers end up turning their focus towards the final assessment. There is an element of coaching to 
pass the examination. Also, this was reiterated by Pa5, Pa7 and Pa10 who also teaches Finance 
modules. This indicates positive backwash effect as teachers are ensuring students are having good 
examination skills alongside knowledge of the curriculum. However, Pa10 argued for teachers who 
lack experience or newly qualified may struggle to cover all the content systematically and end up 
having a tunnelled vision to cover main topics only. In such a scenario, negative backwash effect can 
emerge as the whole curriculum is not covered as intended.  
 
Similar issues were not cited by other modules that sits within CMI accredited programmes. To further 
explore the reasons, additional probing questions were used and in was clear where summative 
assessment is in an examination format, such coaching approach emerges and takes a pattern of 
negative backwash effect issues generally found with language tests.  
 
There were also cases where the participants expressed the narrowed scope of summative 
assessment and the issue with following just the areas covered by that assessment. Pa9 had shared 
his views why he does not let summative assessment dictate his teaching.  
 

 “I'm not sticking only to the summative stuff (assessment) because usually 
sometimes they're very restrictive.” (Pa9) 

 
Pa9 asserted that teachers must understand the interdependency of topics. Some topics may not be 
in the summative assessment but is important for the students’ knowledge of the discipline. Similar 
was reiterated by Pa6. An example of this is, in a level 4 'Understanding Business Environment' 
module, where different types of business in the UK and key employment legislations are covered. It 
is unlikely that a summative assessment will comprehensively cover both topics in the summative 
assessment due to both topics' lengths. However, for a business management student, it is imperative 
to have a fuller understanding of both topics. Skipping this topic would mean the students will struggle 
when they move to the finance module, where various financing options for different businesses are 
covered. Similarly, the legislation part of the topic is essential for later HR-related modules. One of the 
critical issues with skipping topics will be that it will affect the progressive growth of self-regulated 
learning that is expected at a later level of the programme. 
 
Pa8 gave examples from his teaching engagements where he needs to embed a lot of scaffolding in 
Level 4 assessments and then as the level of study goes up, the expectation is that students will 
become more autonomous learner and an active learning model takes over the scaffolded delivery. 
Eventually for assessments set at Level 4, it will be important to assist learners to gain the basics – 
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such as creating an engaging presentation, drafting a reflective essay. Such as- at Level 4, for a simple 
business topic like Belbin’s team roles or Tuckman’s Teamwork theory, if participants are asked to 
create a narrated group presentation, they might require assistance with creating such a presentation 
from scratch. They may not know how to record audio within the MS PowerPoint, or they may struggle 
to create formatted slides as they share the slides among the group members. However, the same 
type of assessments set at Level 6 will not require such assistance as the students are expected to be 
fully aware of various types of assessments including narrated group presentation.  
 

Synergy between pedagogic approaches and summative assessment methods 
 
In this research, it was fundamental to explore to what extent pedagogic approaches has role to play 
in the summative assessment. Influence of learning theories and pedagogies in the summative 
assessment context were explored. Pa11 felt the theoretical foundation is important in the early stage 
of teaching career, however, the practical classroom experience do not always resemble the 
theoretical presumptions. Pa11 asserted that topics like ‘learning styles’ are taught in the teacher 
training course but, learners cannot be just categorised in one learning style. Despite literature on 
learning styles proving such categorisation is a myth (Kirschner, 2017), there are books in circulation 
and on the current reading list of teacher training programmes that advocate learning styles. Pa11 
brought that issue where an outdated perception is still taught to the trainee teachers. For a newly 
qualified lecturer to identify such learning styles does not exist is a task. 
 

“You can read too much into the various pedagogic models etc., teaching, 
learning, assessment models, whatever you want to call them. I think it does 
depend on your personal psyche as a lecturer, and that's a good thing about 
lecturing … In particular, I think sometimes the pedagogies have got to suit. 

Because I've done my level 7 qualification in digital pedagogies and practices, 
quite honestly, many of the things I learned wouldn't suit my delivery style… I can 
put some models into practice and note where it's been successful. So, I think you 
need to be flexible and be ready that whatever you read, you may soon realise, it 

might not actually work on the ground level.” (Pa6) 

 
Later, Pa6 further elaborated that, for him pedagogies must suit the level taught. From his recent 
teaching qualification, he discovered there are several new pedagogic approaches that may be useful 
for postgraduate teaching. He was also mindful that those approaches may not be suitable at a lower 
level where the preference will be to build up academic skills. He argued for ‘flexibility’ rather than 
having a procedural ‘rigidity’.  
 
Pa5 brought her experience of doing the same professional development programme PGCert in Digital 
Pedagogies and shared how she learn new techniques for assessment such as portfolio submission, 
podcasts but then in the practice she felt the assessment lacks imagination as most summative 
assessment she encounters are report writing or a PowerPoint presentation.  
 
Pa12 found from his experience that as an academic certain level of fluidity is required when adapting 
a teaching strategy. Regardless of personal preference as a seasoned academic one must be able to 
change the teaching technique on the go so that it meets the needs of the classroom. Pa12 was further 
conscious of the differences online/hybrid delivery brought in comparison to campus-based delivery. 
He felt a sudden move to online delivery followed by hybrid delivery required some level of IT 
proficiency to adapt to digital learning pedagogies. There were cases where both the academic and 
students struggled in that learning environment. That had an impact on the summative assessment 
too as students were expected to almost replicate the assessment same way as they would do in 
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campus. An example of group presentation was given where the group presentation was replaced by 
narrated PowerPoint presentation and students struggled to understand and imitate all the steps. 
Pa12 felt summative assessment needs to adapt to the teaching environment and not just the teaching 
strategy.  
The term pedagogy used over andragogy was questioned by some participants.  
 

“…So is the pedagogy, the right word to say in terms of the adult learners, it 
should be Andragogy, should not it?” (Pa3)  

Not only Pa3 was curious why ‘andragogy’ was not used in the question but also further explored the 
prospects of digital pedagogies and how at present there is a gap in what teachers may have learnt 
10-15 years back on digital learning and how that landscape has transformed over the last couple of 
years during the pandemic. The prospect of having a sudden digital transformation was happening on 
a large scale within the institute, despite being a digital first university, the changes meant teaching 
methods would evolve and assessments needed to be evolved too. Pa6 gave an example where in 
class group activities transformed into ‘breakout rooms’ and the summative assessment of ‘group 
presentation’ transformed into a ‘narrated group presentation’. There was definitely a demand for 
synergy, but it was not always easy as any changes to assessment need to feed through the ‘Quality 
and Registry’ team and the process is time consuming. Pa6 also illustrated that, what impact those 
pandemic time changes in assessment would bring was unseen to the teachers and administrators. 
Hence, the backwash effect was mostly that teachers may have felt compelled to safeguard the 
students by teaching them how to attempt those modified assessments.  
 
Pa10 thought the teaching approaches and assessments may again vary based on the discipline as 
certain discipline demands certain level of engagement with the course content. For instance, in 
health and social care, the assessment tends to be more patient/client focused, whereas in finance 
the assessment is more business focused and in business management assessment can be mixed bag. 
The same reflective log as an assessment tool will be much more comprehensive in health and social 
care discipline than the business discipline.  
 

Other forms of assessment often fail to generate enthusiasm among learners. 
 
In the interview, other recurring theme was that different types of formative assessments are used in 
the delivery but those are often less popular among the students and many struggles to submit a 
formative assessment on time and to act upon it. Various methods of formative assessment were 
found to be used and there is a sense of reflective practice around it. Pa5 elaborated on the tools she 
uses for formative assessment - Peer review and gamification (Kahoot!). Pa5 realised that Kahoot 
worked better when the classroom size was bigger, as that would make winning more competitive.   
 

 “…One thing that I did was to do Kahoot! Quizzes for formative, but I realised it 
works better in a bigger class size because in the Kahoot environment, winning 
matters. In one of my classes with 16 students, it was a success, but for another 
class for the same module with a low number of students, it did not work as 
expected.” (Pa5) 

 
Pa3 raised concerns about the students’ tunnelled vision to skip through all the other support activities 
and just focus on the summative assessment. She illustrated how students rarely engage in discussion 
forums. Those forums are meant to support learning but are often not well utilised by the students. 



Page 31 of 66 
 

P3 further discussed how a ‘patchwork assessment’ can be used within her practice area to improve 
student engagement further.  

“…..for example, in patchwork (assessment) on a professional development module 
will have the diagnostics, the self-auditing, the personal development (plan), 
looking at how you fit into practice and the sector in the future of that type of thing. 
So, it's kind of like (an ongoing) personal development planning. Students don't 
have to do it all at one go but can slowly build up the assessment evidence. I prefer 
this type of assessment” (Pa3) 

Pa3 felt such activities could help students understand the value of those informative assessment 
opportunities. Pa3 had also observed how motivation has a role to play; some students are enrolled 
in an academic programme to build their network. They are self-driven to engage in every opportunity 
but also many of the students are just purely driven by the summative assessment because the end 
grade will determine whether they progress further or not in their academic studies. This issue was 
found in another participant’s response; Pa9 was concerned the way students interpret formative 
assessment.  He found students are submitting the whole assignment well before the taught part of 
the module is completed. In his words: 
 

“For formative assessment, I have one very big concern and I'm trying to change 
the mode of that (assessment). You know, the usual route is that they will send you 
the whole assignment by week four, which I find it very strange. I'm stressing to 
them what you are asking me effectively is to pre-mark the assignment. This is not 
(formative) feedback. What they need to do is send me parts of the assignment 
with specific questions attached to them and indicate to me what feedback they 
require to develop their work further.” (Pa9) 

 
To understand the issues further when probed Pa9 believed students are so consumed by the 
summative assessment that they rush through the formative stages and try to get a confirmation that 
what they are producing will at least give them a pass grade.  Pa8 gave examples of how learning can 
be expanded through formative assessment. Example given by him was that, in his tourism module, 
‘Butler’s Tourism Area Life Cycle’ model is very similar to the ‘Product Life Cycle’ model. In the 
formative stage students can make connections to those models and learn more about both whereas 
the later may not be in the summative assessment.  
 
Pa5 elaborated on the tools she uses for formative assessment - Peer review and gamification 
(Kahoot!). Pa5 realised that Kahoot worked better when the classroom size was bigger, as that would 
make winning more competitive.   
 

 “…One thing that I did was to do Kahoot! Quizzes for formative, but I realised it 
works better in a bigger class size because in the Kahoot environment, winning 
matters. In one of my classes with 16 students, it was a success, but for another 
class for the same module with a low number of students, it did not work as 
expected.” (Pa5) 

 
Pa5 also brought the issue of culture, as the participant grew up in a country where written 
examination was the only method of summative assessment so a lot of preparatory examinations 
would take place to prepare the students for the final examination. She felt the focus is less on such 
examinations in the UK and rather it is more towards essay and report writing. So, the tools like Kahoot 
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that she likes to use in the classroom will be of less use when the summative assessment is of a 
completely different type.  
 

“…. personally, as a student I grew up in … (omitted for confidentiality) where all 
we had was written examinations…. I felt comfortable writing exams. I still feel 
comfortable writing a written exam in comparison to writing a report…. I think the 
cultural background of the student and what s/he has experienced up until this 
degree level study has a role to play.” (Pa5) 

 
The common issues found in this theme is students are too eager to complete the summative 
assessment, so they forego the opportunities of truly engaging in formative assessment. There is also 
potential complexity around setting expectations from the formative assessment. Lack of such results 
in students interpreting summative assessment as the more important assessment in comparison to 
other forms of assessment that are used. 
 

Summative assessment results impacting assessment design 
 
Whether summative assessment results have an impact on the way these assessments are renewed 
or revised were also questioned. Intention behind this was to check to extent the outcome impacts 
delivery and to see what extent backwash effect of summative assessment impacts the assessment 
design.   
 
Pa5 had experienced this in her various roles within the university. When she is just lecturing on a 
module, she has limited scope to bring any change but when she is module leader, she gets to have 
an official opportunity to suggest changes to assessment. She gave examples of a module where 
withdrawal rates were too high and eventually the academic team decided perhaps the students are 
not fully understand the summative assessment. 
 

“I rarely have seen lecturers being able to radically make changes to assignment 
briefs and I think that's down to fear really, that if I make substantial changes and 
then if the initially results of student outcomes is bad, then you know I'll be told 
off.” (Pa9) 

 
Pa9 was cautious that any radical change to the summative assessment may not work and if the 
student outcome is poor then the module leader will be held accountable for the negative impact. 
 
Pa3 discussed a case where the programme team leader changed a module’s assessment to include 
innovative approaches like podcasts and recorded narrated PowerPoint presentations compared to a 
traditional report writing assessment. However, the next cohort of students found the new 
assessment problematic and preferred a standard case study or report writing. Pa3 felt students 
should also be part of any assessment change consultation as students are essential stakeholders in 
inclusive assessment practices. Commenting on the recent drives to make assessments more 
approachable, innovative and inclusive, she reflected it is just hard to achieve. A narrated group 
presentation can be daunting for people with social anxiety. During the pandemic, there were several 
such cases where students struggled to follow the modified summative assessment. Pa3 felt that in 
challenging times, a general lack of adaptability to summative assessments could cause anxiety among 
students, resulting in tunnel vision to study the bare minimum content to get a pass. 
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Feedback and student motivation 
 
Pa12 discussed how students are increasingly becoming demanding to understand the assessment 
outcome and breakdown of the grading. He felt students can be benefitted if they are guided 
sufficiently by using summative assessment feedback as a tool. There are cases, where feedback lacks 
a detailed account of achievements, including shortcomings. Pa3 shared examples where students 
officially complained because of lack of details in the summative feedback. Students use the feedback 
in variety of ways and one of those is for self-improvement. From an academic perspective Pa3 felt, 
learning referencing skills, writing skills, ICT skills are often gradual. At the undergraduate level, 
students may need several attempts before acing that skill. From a teacher’s end it becomes 
imperative to give those additional improvement feedback.  
 
Another interesting finding was that students are continually becoming aware the final summative 
submission is not the very final opportunity to pass the module. Students get multiple resit 
opportunities up to 4 attempts in the chosen university with also a scope for an exceptional 5th 
attempt. It works well for some students as they can then prepare for the examination. However, it 
impacts on the ‘high stake’ nature of the summative assessment. With multiple resubmission options, 
students become less stressed with a negative outcome. Intrinsic motivation does strive the students 
to succeed but expected level of progression varies from student to student. Pa3 spoke about it and 
gave examples where the expectation from feedback is to give indication of how the student could 
have achieved a higher score, but then some students discard that feedback as they were not 
attempting a higher score anyway. Pa3 suggested individualised feedback that concentrates and 
celebrates student’s achievement in the high-stake summative assessment rather than creating a 
report of things that were not done or a list of things that could be done in a better way.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION  
 
This chapter relates the research findings to the previous literature as discussed in Chapter 2.  This 
chapter also considers the limitations, future research, and contribution to knowledge.  
 

5.1 Significance of the findings in relation to the existing research - 
Alderson & Wall (1993) Hypotheses 
 
The research conducted aimed to inform hypothesises 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 11, 12, 13, 15 of Alderson & Wall 
(1993). All of these hypothesises were categorised in four broader areas (See Appendix G). Such 
categorisation was trialled by Wei (2017) and was reported to be adequate.  
 

Area Hypotheses 
Covered in 
this research 

Teaching  

H1: A test will influence teaching  Yes 

H3. A test will influence how teachers teach  Yes 

H4: A test will influence what teachers teach  Yes 

Learning  
H2: A test will influence learning  Yes 

H6: A test will influence how leamers leam Yes 

Learning & 
Teaching 

H11: A test will influence the attitudes to the content, method, 
etc. of learning and teaching 

Yes 

Wider areas 
beyond 
learning and 
teaching  

H12: Tests that have important consequences will have washback Yes 

H13: Tests that do not have important consequences will have no 
washback 

Yes 

H15: Tests will have washback effects for some learners and 
some teachers, but not for others 

Yes 

 
The collected data was sufficient to inform hypotheses 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 12 and 13. Hypotheses 11 and 15 
require additional data; thus, this research could not fully inform those two hypotheses.  

 

5.1.1 Summative assessment in the context of the wider areas beyond learning and 
teaching 
 
Alderson & Wall's (1993) hypotheses H12, H13 and H15 were considered. The H12 hypothesis stated 
that tests that have important consequences would have washback. The collected data indicates 
students and teachers are both aware of the importance, and additional effort or support is given to 
ensure the student's summative assessment outcomes are favourable. Messick (1989b) investigated 
the element of 'consequences', and the researcher found that the academics also acknowledged the 
social aspects. A lot of efforts are placed in the assessment designing stage to ensure the summative 
assessment has 'construct validity'; however, academics agree that the social consequences are often 
undermined at the designed stage. Teachers brought issues like social anxiety that may directly affect 
a student's performance in a group presentation type summative assessment. Still, in the paperwork, 
the task may appear to be a good assessment, assessing subject knowledge and soft skills such as 
collaborative work. Teachers argued that such consequences are not possible to judge unless 
encountered and high-stake summative assessments at times lack 'reasonable adjustment' 
arrangements to ensure the reliability of the assessments. As discussed in section 2.4, academics 
acknowledge the 'inferences' of assessment and knowledge of such inferences can lead to positive 
reinforcements to ensure better student performance in summative assessment. This research 
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suggests that summative assessments with high-stake results will have backwash and are likely to be 
positive within the higher education undergraduate setting.  
 
The next hypothesis, H13, stated that tests that do not have important consequences will have no 
washback. A range of other types of assessment, such as diagnostic assessment, initial assessment, 
and assessment for learning (AfL), are considered low-stake assessments. It was found that students 
clearly showed a reduced level of engagement in the other forms of assessment. Since other 
assessments like AfL are seen as less important by students and teachers, teachers were not too keen 
on pushing students for formative submissions. Where students were intrinsically motivated to do 
well in the summative assessment, the opposite level of engagement was widely claimed by 
academics. There were convincing reasons for that; the university where this research is situated run 
six weeks of study blocks so formative assessment come at an early stage on the third week. The 
participants agreed that such a short time does not allow students to fully grasp the contents to write 
a formative piece of work. There were also concerns where students write up a whole piece of work 
aimed for summative submission- such cases would generate alarms of potential ghost-writing. In 
principle, teachers showed less concern for other forms of low stake assessment, and largely they use 
it to guide students to improve writing for the summative stage. There was no push to get a good-
quality submission at the formative stage. Hence, intrinsic motivation, as discussed in section 2.1.2 
was seen as more prominent for summative assessment; there was a lack of motivation for low-stake 
assessments indicating no backwash effect. 
 
The final Alderson & Wall’s (1993) hypothesis that this research intended to contribute was H15 stated 
that tests will have washback effects for some learners and some teachers but not for others. The 
scope of this hypothesis was found to be too broad, and the data collected in this research was not 
fully able to inform the hypothesis. However, the collected data could indicate several considerations.  
Some of the participants found the assessment to be too restrictive and lacking innovative 
approaches. Lack of imagination, administrative support and resources were the main reasons cited 
for the lack of innovative assessment approaches. Johnston’s (2002) call for ‘innovative assessment’ 
(see section 2.4) was reiterated by most of the participants who felt there exists a disconnect between 
placing students at the centre of delivery, allowing them to harness graduate attributes and then the 
assessment lacking in allowing students to showcase those soft-skills or graduate attributes. 
Innovative assessments may reduce the chances of having a negative backwash effect by effectively 
covering all the curriculum materials and the program's intended outcomes. This research indicates, 
to achieve that 'assessment literacy' needs to be further improved among the academics who are 
designing and delivering the programmes (see section 2.3). It will also enable a highly structured 
summative assessment to move to more student-centric flexible options like student-teacher 
negotiated assessment.  
 
Though H15 did not directly mention consequences, however, high stake summative assessment also 
has potential consequences in the form of anxiety, mental health concerns (and an increased sense of 
accountability. It is partially covered in section 5.1.4. In addition, findings indicated that seasoned 
academics are prepared to embrace the outcome of summative assessments as they are likely to 
predict the outcome at an early stage. Participants indicated that there is potentially some impact, 
especially for those who are new in the teaching profession delivering a higher education programme, 
as they will have to demonstrate their credibility and suitability for teaching the module. In students' 
cases, the consequences will also include lack of motivation and dropping out of the programme, 
which were out of scope for this research. From the data, there were no concerns raised by academics 
on mental health issues because of summative assessment outcomes. Based on the available data, 
there was insufficient evidence to convincingly suggest whether the backwash effect exists for some 
students and some teachers. 
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5.1.2 Summative assessment in the context of learning and teaching 
 
Alderson & Wall’s (1993) hypothesis 11 was that ‘A test will influence attitudes to the content and 
methods of teaching and learning.' The researcher explored personal beliefs on learning theories and 
pedagogic aspects related to content delivery in this research. It was anticipated that participants 
might prefer specific learning theories and methods of instruction and there will be a possibility of 
having a mismatch of delivering the curriculum in the expected way. However, the data suggests the 
choices were more fluid (i.e. having no fixed positioning and being able to take new forms based on 
external stimuli), and teachers almost intuitively switch between various modes of delivery to ensure 
all student needs are 'satisfactorily' met. 'Satisfactorily' here does not have an objective definition. 
Teachers who mentioned such goal setting were found to make their case of what they think will be 
'satisfactory' for their students. The findings on the fluidity are in line with Sfard’s (1998) suggestions 
to see learning in the middle ground of 'acquisition' and 'participation'. What it means for backwash 
is whether a set of learning theories guides teachers, or the teachers have a tunnelled vision of seeing 
learning from one angle only. It is important to consider that assessment requirements within a degree 
programme may involve both acquisition and participation. It could potentially contribute to 
backwash by missing curriculum elements because of a particular teaching technique such as missing 
out on building collaborative skills because of a teacher-centric delivery model. As not much thought 
is given to whether the teaching technique is in line with their teaching philosophy or any specific 
teaching or learning theory, the academics did not show possible summative assessment-related 
backwash on the methods and techniques they use to teach. 
 
In this research, the researcher expected to be able to understand the way these three learning 
theories – 'Reflective learning' (Kolb, 1984), ‘Transitional learning’ (Wildemeersch & Stroobants, 2009) 
and ‘Transformational learning’ (Mezirow, 1997) could play a role in students learning journey (section 
2.1.2). While some perspectives on this were collected in the participant interviews, as no data was 
collected from student groups, a conclusive remark could not be made on whether those three 
learning theories can be merged to make a better sense of the student's learning journey in a HE 
undergraduate programme. So, whether a test can influence attitude toward the content and 
methods of teaching and learning can be split into two halves- the teaching aspect shows no backwash 
or neutral state, and the learning aspect is out of scope as not enough data was available.  
 

5.1.3 Summative assessment and teaching 
 
The first area of concentration was 'teaching', only to explore whether the summative assessment can 
influence teaching. Collected data indicated a positive backwash effect in this aspect as teachers 
become mindful of the elements of assessment upon knowing the methods of assessment and guide 
students through curriculum alignment. Key determinant of whether this is positive or a negative 
backwash- i.e. narrowing of curriculum is dependent upon whether less important topics are ignored 
in delivery. The researcher found that HE teachers did not omit any content of the curriculum even 
though they are aware some of the content is of less significance in the summative assessment. 
Participants felt those content might become necessary later in their study, and some participants 
illustrated such with examples from their practice. Additionally, there were cases where participants 
felt some curricula could 'age fast', thus lacking innovation in the assessment required from that 
programme. It was in line with the concerns raised by Enriquez (2020) and Elton & Brenda (2002) who 
thought at times academics are forced to follow programmes that lacked currency (see section 2.1.1). 
However, it was encouraging to find from the data that, if need be, teachers do tend to cover 
additional topics by aligning emerging topics to existing curricula as supplementary knowledge to 
bring currency to the taught modules. It was a common phenomenon for all the participants.  
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There were discussions around teaching approaches, and the participants indicated they amended 
their choice of teaching methods as per the demand of the module. The teachers claimed they 
frequently switch between different approaches to accommodate that need. The participants 
recognised the nature of highly structured summative assessment, but it did not occur to them as a 
significant barrier to delivering student-centric teaching. Some participants also felt this is an attribute 
of 'seasoned academics' and being able to switch from own philosophical beliefs about teaching to 
another suitable one, is a key competency for a modern classroom. Some participants acknowledged 
the slightly contrasting non-innovative assessment methods, but those were isolated cases and 
primarily due to PSRB, such as ACCA requirements. Academics cannot change the assessment 
methods of those accounting and finance modules as otherwise, the PSRB will invalidate the 
assessment outcome with further consequences of losing PSRB accreditation. The findings correlate 
to the literature review (see section 2.1.3) that student-centric teaching is not always harmonious with 
the assessment methods chosen by the PSRBs. In this case, the teacher had to almost follow a 
behaviourist style of delivery for the accounting module and create mock MCQ tests as formative 
assessment.  
 
The findings indicate summative assessment within a degree-level business programme influences 
teaching in general, including what the teachers teach and how the teachers teach. Participating 
academics acknowledged the need for more scaffolded delivery in the early undergraduate stage, 
especially in the first year (see section 2.1.3). They felt a good number of students remain weak to 
embrace the challenges of a full-time degree-level programme. Though they learn the most 
fundamental aspects of academic studies in the foundation year, they need frequent prompts and 
signposting of tasks and guidance to tackle business and management-related questions. Participants 
agreed that the university policy of fostering more self-guiding learning as they progress from level 4 
onwards is more appropriate as the students have a general sense of understanding of the necessary 
academic skills and subject knowledge to succeed in their studies. Teachers at the university identify 
'at risk' students based on the performance of previous modules and the current module progress to 
determine whether the student may require additional support to succeed in the summative 
assessment. These support mechanisms increase the opportunity to learn the curriculum content and 
do well in the examination. Such an additional support mechanism helps complete the entire 
curriculum while supporting the weak students. 
 
Elements such as gamification came into a discussion which can transform a classroom experience. 
Then the final summative work can be a report with a reflective account where students can use the 
classroom experience. Similarly, if a summative assessment requires students to create a digital 
poster, then those digital skill sets are taught apart from the subject knowledge. The skills needed to 
be taught if the summative assessment asked to produce a paper poster would be slightly different if 
not digitally created. Here, the drive for certain skills attainment (in this case the digital poster creation 
skill) is driven by the summative assessment. The type of backwash effect here is positive, as it fosters 
learning and fulfilment of the curriculum.   
 

5.1.4 Summative assessment and learning 
 
The second area of interest was students' learning. Though no student data was collected, and the 
narratives were based on the teachers' perspectives, there was convincing evidence to reach some 
conclusive remarks.  
 
Participants discussed the demographics of students and how that has an impact on the way learning 
is perceived. As most of the students are from widening participation, the way students perceive their 
study is rather complex as they juggle between work, family, and studies. Participants expressed how 
the level of motivation varies depending on the taught topic's importance. Students within a degree-
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level programme go through several summative assessments in their journey and become accustomed 
to systemic assessment procedures. Students were found to be very keen for summative submission 
and it had a direct impact on other low stake assessments which includes AfL. At the university, 
formative assessment is generally either submission of first 1000 words or a one-page document 
outlining the structure of the planned summative submission.  
 
Participants shared that; many students treat this formative submission point to submit a full draft 
instead with an aim to get feedback on the likelihood of getting at least a pass grade for the summative 
submission. There are also a minority group of students who either do not bother submitting anything 
for formative assessment or submit some work in progress draft so that they are not identified as ‘at 
risk’ students who may or may not submit the summative assignment. Within the university's degree-
level undergraduate programmes, summative assessments are used for formative purposes, which 
aligns with Harlen's (2007) suggestion. However, participants did not feel they were coaching students 
to pass the summative assessment. 
 
Key enquiries were whether assessment influences learning and how learners learn. The evidence 
suggested a learning pattern where students show a keen interest in the most important topics, 
almost always focusing on those areas as a priority. If a less experienced academic lead the classroom, 
there are chances that the students will steer towards leading conversations on the topics important 
for the summative assessment. Students were also seen as less interested or motivated to engage 
with unimportant topics for the final submission. It has further connections in the assessment and its 
interpretation, as students may ignore the formative feedback received as they see the assessment as 
unimportant which is in line with Dann (2014)’s work. There is an overarching tendency of students to 
skip to the most important topic; hence whether summative assessment within a degree-level 
business programme does influence learning, the collected evidence indicates yes, it does. The 
backwash effect is negative as it hinders the learning of the curriculum. 
 

5.2 Limitations of the research  
 
This research was conducted as planned with the available resources. The key limitations of the 
research are listed below to assist future research work and transferability of this research: 
 

1. There was a scarcity of empirical research on the backwash effect of high stake undergraduate 
higher education summative assessment. Existing empirical research would have further 
assisted the researcher in narrowing the research scope to contribute to the major knowledge 
gaps first.  

2. The researcher researched on a very constricted schedule, so the researcher could only reach 
participants of just one university, which narrowed the scope of reaching out to a larger 
population covering more than one university. Coverage of more universities with more 
participants would have contributed to a broader generalisability of the research. 

3. Participants often referred to shared knowledge, which would sometimes make it 
complicated to find quotations to support conclusions. Any prompts for participants to make 
answers more explicit would have risked disrupting the flow of the dialogue. 

4. As argued by James (2008), aligning learning theories with third-generation assessment also 
requires further empirical evidence. After the data analysis, the evidence collected strongly 
suggested having student opinions, too, so that this research could conclusively inform 
Alderson & Wall's (1993) hypotheses H11 and H15. 

5. The singular data source of this research was 'self-reported data'. In self-reported data, it can 
be prone to selective memory where the participant may not remember experiences as they 
occurred. It is also prone to 'attribution' bias, where positive events and outcomes are 
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attributed to own engagement, and the negative consequences are shifted to external courses 
(Rosenman et al., 2011). In the data collection stage, checks were made in the way of prompts 
to ensure the claims were valid. Also, the researcher being part of the senior academic team 
of the same school within the university, helped identify whether the participants were 
exaggerating their claims. 

6. The researcher could have used additional data sources to triangulate (Patton, 1999), resulting 
in a comprehensive understanding of the backwash phenomenon. Denzin (1978) and Patton 
(1999) saw triangulation as a way to test qualitative research's validity through information 
from multiple sources. In this research, additional data sources could have been students and 
observation. Triangulation would limit 'selective memory' and 'attribution' biases of 'self-
reported data'. 

 

5.3 Contribution to knowledge 
 
The significant contribution of this research was to bring the academic conversation on the ‘backwash 
effect’ for summative assessments found within degree-level higher education programmes. The 
researcher found the research data to be effective in contributing to the hypothesises. The 
introduction and literature review chapter identified that most of the scholarly work contributing to 
‘backwash’ or ‘washback’ literature is concerned with language testing and other high-stake 
examinations related to academic achievements at a lower level than a university level study. There 
were also claims that, HE assessment does not have to deal with negative backwash effects due to the 
absence of standardised tests (White, 2009). Given the nature of the high-stake summative 
assessments, it was important to consider the rising concerns among HE academics (Bloxham & Boyd, 
2012; Enriquez, 2020) that the assessment practices are increasingly becoming more of ‘paperwork’ 
that does not fully take into consideration the ‘consequences’.  
 
This research further explored Messick’s (1989b) 'Consequential validity' to see whether HE 
assessment has consequences and if so, then to what extent they are – positive, negative, or neutral. 
In Appendix F, a full account of the findings is provided, which indicates there are different levels of 
backwash effect that we can find in the high-stake summative assessment within Higher Education 
degree level business programmes. It is the first of its kind of empirical work that investigated the 
backwash effect of HE summative assessment. It was found academics are aware of the consequential 
elements of assessment; however, there is, at times, an administrative burden that does not allow 
them to bring the necessary changes to the assessment. The fluidity of the teaching techniques came 
to the forefront as the researcher found the academics to have a less rigid view of their teaching 
philosophy, and there was no evidence of preferring their own teaching techniques over the need to 
deliver the curriculum. Alderson & Wall (1993) called for exploring the concept of backwash and the 
account or extent of that. Findings of this research categorically can report that the summative 
assessment exhibits a positive backwash effect in teaching. 
 
Conversely, in learning, assessment has a significant negative backwash effect as students tend to 
prioritise summative assessment as that determines their progress and progression. In terms of 
methods of teaching, there was no backwash or a neutral state. Most importantly, the research had 
convincing evidence that any tests that have consequences will have backwash, and in the context of 
this research, it was found to be positive. 
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5.3 Future research 
 
This research, though it contributes significantly to the current understanding of the backwash effect 
within the higher education context, it did not consider all the hypothesises of Alderson & Wall (1993).  
 
Hypothesises that were not considered are: 
 

Area Hypotheses 

Teaching  H8: A test will influence the rate and sequence of teaching  

H10: A test will influence the degree and depth of teaching  

Learning H5: A test will influence what leamers leam  

H7: A test will influence the rale and sequence of learning  

H9: A test will influence the degree and depth of leaming  
Wider areas beyond learning 
and teaching  

H14: Tests will have washback on all learners and teachers  

 
This research could not fully inform the following hypothesises: 
 

Learning & Teaching 
H11: A test will influence the attitudes to the content, method, 
etc. of learning and teaching 

Wider areas beyond learning 
and teaching  

H15: Tests will have washback effects for some learners and 
some teachers, but not for others 

 
 
In the subsequent research, the remaining hypothesises (H5, H7, H8, H9, H10 and H14) and also H11 
and H15 covering four areas – teaching, learning, learning & teaching, and wider areas can be 
considered by adding additional data sources – student interviews and classroom observations as 
discussed in section 5.2.  
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 CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 
 
 
Through this dissertation, the researcher investigated a critical aspect of high-stake summative 
assessment within higher education. The nature of high-stake assessment is not acknowledged within 
the higher education assessment discussions though the issues of ‘drop-outs’ are discussed widely. 
This research is one of the first attempts to contextualise to what extent scholars should initiate the 
conversation on backwash for higher education. There is a need to acknowledge the types of 
backwash effects of assessments within higher education and take appropriate actions to ensure the 
summative assessment is not driving the curriculum delivery. We should do so because current and 
future graduates are expected to be able to harness soft skills and graduate attributes that make them 
bankable in the job market and prepare them for future challenges. Summative assessment within 
higher education reliably considers ‘construct validity,’ i.e., they are accessing the curriculum; 
however, the consequences are not always well recognised at all levels within the institute. It is 
expected that future research in this topic area will go closer to the delivery of the curriculum, engage 
with students and triangulate the findings for a comprehensive evaluation of all the hypotheses of 
Alderson & Wall (1993). 
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APPENDIX E: Participant details 
 
 

Participant 
identifier 

Subjects Taught/ 
Managed 

Typical 
summative 
assessment 
methods in the 
taught subjects 

PSRB 
approval for 
the 
programme 

PSRB Directed 
Assessment 

Typical formative 
assessment 
methods in the 
taught subjects 

Pa1 Management, 
business strategy 
and marketing 

Report, 
Individual 
presentation  

CMI No Draft plan  

Pa2 Business, 
Strategy, Skills 
development 

Report, 
Individual 
presentation  

CMI No First 1000 words 
of the summative 
assessment task 

Pa3 Management, 
Leadership, HRM, 
Culture 

Report, 
Simulation, 
Reflective essay 

CMI No Draft plan  

Pa4 Business, HRM, 
Operations, 
Supply chain 

Report, 
Reflective essay 

CMI No Draft plan  

Pa5 Accounting, 
Finance 

Time Constraint 
Exam/ Report 

ACCA 
CMI 

Yes, ACCA 
directs the 
assessment 
standard 

Mock test /Draft 
of one 
summative 
assessment task 

Pa6 Tourism, 
Management 

Report, Essay, 
Case study 

CMI No First 1000 words 
of the summative 
assessment task 

Pa7 Finance, 
Leadership 

Time Constraint 
Exam, Report, 
Simulation 

ACCA 
CMI 

Yes, ACCA 
directs the 
assessment 
standard 

Mock test /Draft 
of one 
summative 
assessment task 

Pa8 Tourism, 
Management 

Report, Essay CMI No First 1000 words 
of the summative 
assessment task 

Pa9 Tourism, 
Management 

Report, Essay CMI No First 1000 words 
of the summative 
assessment task 

Pa10 Accounting, 
Finance 

Time Constraint 
Exam/ Report/ 
Case study 

ACCA 
CMI 

Yes, ACCA 
directs the 
assessment 
standard 

Mock test /Draft 
of one 
summative 
assessment task 

Pa11 Business, HRM 
 

Report, 
Reflective essay 

CMI No Draft plan  

Pa12 Business strategy 
and marketing 

Report, 
Individual 
presentation  

CMI No Draft plan  

  



Page 59 of 66 
 

APPENDIX F: Summery of the findings 
 
 

Area Alderson & 
Wall (1993) 
Hypotheses 

Research 
question 

Interview question  Research findings indication Backwash effect 
indicator  

Teaching  H1: A test will 
influence 
teaching 

      H
o

w
 d

o
es th

e ‘
b

ackw
ash

 effect’
 im

p
act teach

in
g p

ractices w
ith

in
 h

igh
er ed

u
catio

n
 B

u
sin

ess d
egree

 p
ro

gram
m

es?
 

Q12. Based on the student 
outcome of an individual 
summative assessment, do you 
revise your teaching methods to 
ensure students are performing 
to their best of abilities in the 
summative assessment? 

Evidence suggested teachers are 
mindful of the assessment 
methods. If students have to 
create a poster for the 
summative assessment, teaching 
will be moulded in a way that 
covers how to create posters. 
Similarly for presentation or 
report writing teaching is 
adapted to that need.  
 
In terms of covering what is 
important for the assessment. 

Though issues like ‘coaching’ or 
‘tunnelled coverage of the 
curriculum’ were brought in the 
discussion, however, none of the 
participants said they skip any of 
the curriculum’s indicative 
content.  

Positive backwash 

H3: A test will 
influence how 
teachers teach 

Q4. Does the summative 
assessment affect HOW you 
teach, not just what you teach?  
-Can you give an example from 
your practice?  

Teachers are pragmatic in their 
choice of teaching style. They 
are mindful of the type of 
teaching would likely deliver a 
positive outcome for the 
students.  

Positive backwash 

H4: A test will 
influence what 
teachers teach 

Q2. While teaching a module, if 
you encounter a particular topic 
that is not relevant for the 
summative assessment, what do 
you do? 
-If you skip the content, follow-
up question –Do you think 
skipping those seemingly less 
relevant topics for summative 
assessment impacts the 
student’s overall learning and 
knowledge of the module? 
 

Data suggests teachers teach the 
curriculum and also ensures all 
the assessment items are also 
covered with a greater coverage 
of those key topics. Areas that 
are less prominent are covered in 
a way that corresponds to the 
low importance (for the 
assessment) nature of that area.  
There was also evidence that 
teachers go beyond the 
curriculum to ensure students 
are getting the concurrent 
knowledge and skills required for 
their life beyond the programme.  

Positive backwash 

Learning  H2: A test will 
influence 
learning 

Q5. Do you think summative 
assessment influences learning? 
If so, then can you elaborate 
with an example?  
 
Q3: Do you think summative 
assessment influences some 
students to show a lack of 
interest in some topics or 
lessons as they are less 
important or unimportant at all 
for the summative assessment? 

Yes, summative assessment 
influence learning. Students may 
tend to skip curriculum content 
that are not impotent for the 
summative assessment.  

Negative 
backwash 

H6: A test will 
influence how 
learners learn 

Q1. Do you think student 
learning in your course should 
be bound within the areas 
covered in the summative 
assessment? 

Yes, other assessments like AfL 
are not seen as very important by 
learners in general as that 
assessment does not contribute 
to final grading.   

Negative 
backwash 

Learning 
& 
Teaching 

H11: A test will 
influence 
attitudes to the 
content and 
methods of 

Q6. The term ‘Pedagogy’ refers 
to the art and science of 
teaching. Pedagogy relates to 
the study and use of various 
teaching theories, including 

From the data indications are 
that academics determine the 
needed teaching technique ‘on 
the fly’. Not much a thought is 
given on whether the teaching 

No 
backwash/Neutral 
(Teaching aspect) 
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teaching and 
learning.  

instructional models and how 
those influence students and 
their learning. To what extent 
do you believe there needs to 
be a synergy between the 
pedagogic model/teaching 
method and assessment 
methods (such as assignments, 
essays, presentations, time-
constrained exams and 
portfolios etc.), especially those 
used for summative 
assessment?  

technique is in line with their 
own personal teaching 
philosophy or any specific 
teaching or learning theory. 
Teachers can move between 
various methods of teaching and 
summative assessment does not 
greatly influence that choice.  
 
Evidence suggests summative 
assessment may influence 
attitude to the content but 
whether methods of learning is 
influenced was beyond the scope 
of this research.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Not enough data 
collected/ Out of 
scope  
(Learning aspect) 

Wider 
areas 
beyond 
learning 
and 
teaching  

H12: Tests that 
have important 
consequences 
will have 
washback 

Q10. Within your practice area, 
to what extent is assessment 
design (type of assessment, 
weightage for each assessment 
segment etc.) influenced by the 
summative assessment results?  

Yes, students and teachers are 
both aware of the importance 
and a level of additional effort or 
support is given to ensure the 
summative assessment 
outcomes are favourable for the 
student and the teacher.  

Positive backwash 

H13: Tests that 
do not have 
important 
consequences 
will have no 
washback 

Q7. Apart from the summative 
assessment, what other 
assessment methods (such as 
formative, diagnostic etc.) do 
you actively use in delivering 
your module? 
 
Q8. Do you think the summative 
assessment is the only 
assessment that influences 
learning and teaching in 
contrast with formative 
assessments?  

Yes, other assessments like AfL 
are seen as less important by 
students and academics are not 
too keen on pushing students for 
formative submissions. 
  

No 
backwash/Neutral 
 

H15: Tests will 
have washback 
effects for 
some learners 
and some 

teachers, but 
not for others 

Q9. To what extent do you find 
summative assessment to 
influence all students and 
teachers, or just some groups?  
-If some groups are indicated, 

follow-up question- Which 
groups in particular and are 
there any specific observations 
about those groups? 
 
Q13. What is your current 
understanding of the positive or 
negative effects of summative 
assessment on learning and 
teaching within higher 
education? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Q11. Does your student’s 
performance in the summative 
assessment impact your mental 
health in any possible way? 
Leading to an increased sense of 
accountability? 
Probe- Do you feel such 
pressure on student 
performance can lead to more 
enforced accountability?  

Whether assessment has 
washback effect on just some 
learner is too wide and complex 
to measure. From the evidence 
of teacher, it indicates there may 

be a possibility of isolated 
washback effect, but it needs 
further empirical study.  
 
 
Some academics found 
assessment too be too 
restrictive and lacking innovative 
approaches. Academics all 
suggested a disconnect between 
placing students at the centre of 
delivery, allowing them to 
harness graduate attributes and 
then the assessment lacking in 
giving students an opportunity 
to showcase those soft-skills or 
graduate attributes.  
 
Those who are seasoned 
academics, see no issue with the 
outcome of the summative 
assessment. However, they did 
indicate, there is potentially 
some impact especially for those 
who are in new in the teaching 
profession delivering a higher 
education programme. 

Overall, not 
enough data 
collected/ Out of 
scope  
 

 
 
 
 
 
No 
backwash/Neutral 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
No 
backwash/Neutral 
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APPENDIX G: Alderson & Wall (1993) all hypothesises and categories 
 
 

Area Hypotheses Covered in 
this research 

Teaching  H1: A test will influence teaching  Yes 
H3. A test will influence how teachers teach  Yes 

H4: A test will influence what teachers teach  Yes 

H8: A test will influence the rate and sequence of teaching  No 

H10: A test will influence the degree and depth of teaching  No 

Learning  H2: A test will influence learning  Yes 
H5: A test will influence what leamers leam  No 

H6: A test will influence how leamers leam Yes 

H7: A test will influence the rale and sequence of learning  No 

H9: A test will influence the degree and depth of leaming  No 

Learning & 
Teaching 

H11: A test will influence the attitudes to the content, method, etc. of learning 
and teaching 

Yes 

Wider areas 
beyond 
learning and 
teaching  

H12: Tests that have important consequences will have washback Yes 

H13: Tests that do not have important consequences will have no washback Yes 

H14: Tests will have washback on all learners and teachers  No 

H15: Tests will have washback effects for some learners and some teachers, 
but not for others 

Yes 
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APPENDIX H: Nodes at a participant level 
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APPENDIX I: Comparison of Nodes  
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APPENDIX J: Sample of Items clustered by word similarity 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Page 65 of 66 
 

APPENDIX K: Sample codes 
 
 

• Additional content beyond curriculum 

• Always review teaching technique to fit with curriculum 

• Amazon voucher as incentive for formative task activities 

• Assessment design influenced by outcome 

• Authenticity of assessment 

• Building rapport with students 

• Changing summative assessment 

• Connecting formative with summative 

• Consequences- struggling students 

• Covering topics that are not in the summative assessment 

• Currency of curriculum 

• Currency of the assessment 

• Difference in Individual and Group presentation 

• Digital pedagogy helped teaching 

• Disconnect between learning and assessment 

• End of the module reflection 

• Feedback channels may include WhatsApp, Linkedin 

• Fluidity of pedagogic preference 

• Good grade expectation 

• Graduate attributes 

• If topics are not important for summative assessment 

• Lack of academic writing skills 

• Lack of motivation 

• Learning beyond areas covered by summative assessment 

• Learning situations may vary 

• Narrowing of curriculum- PSRB 

• Ongoing formative, setting expectations right 

• Other assessment 

• Outdated assessment 

• Over assessing- Summative assessment 

• Pandemic impact on assessment 

• Pedagogic synergy with assessment not so important 
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• Peer feedback as formative 

• Practicality of summative assessment 

• Quality of assessment 

• Reflection in the summative assessment 

• Repetition of same assessment 

• Researching topics in the formative stage 

• Stress and mental health 

• Student activity-Assessment 

• Student focus on final submission 

• Student skipping content because it's not in the summative assessment 

• Students are scared of examinations 

• Summative assessment review 

• TCA scope is limiting 

• Teaching following PSRB requirement 

• Teaching influenced by summative assessment 

• Topic not relevant now but of importance later 

• Value of learning 

• Widening participation student issue 
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