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Exams with high stakes may affect test takers’ learning endeavors. Given the students’ different academic backgrounds, it is not yet
clear how much of an effect the tests will have on their out-of-classroom learning practices. This study, thus, aimed to close the
knowledge gap by employing a mixed method of embedded research design and collecting data via questionnaire, focused group
discussion (FGD), and document analysis. The questionnaire was administered to a stratified random sample of 94 12th grade
students. The students with their one-semester academic achievements were selected from two secondary schools found in East
Wollega zone, Oromia Regional State, Ethiopia. Data analysis involved descriptive statistics, multivariate and one-way ANOVA.
The data gathered through document analysis and FGD were to substantiate the questionnaire. The contents of the three
consecutive years of past Ethiopian Secondary School Leaving Certificate English Examination (ESSLCEE) questions were analyzed
quantitatively. The qualitative method was used to conduct FGD with the selected participants from each school. The recorded data
were subsequently transcribed, translated, analyzed, and discussed thematically. The study found significant differences between
students of low-achieving groups (“Fair” and “Satisfactory” scorers) and high-achieving groups (“Very Good” and “Excellent”
scorers) in studying non-ESSLCEE-related learning activities out-of-classroom. However, no statistically significant differences
were observed between low-achieving groups and high-achieving groups regarding practicing ESSLCEE-related language compo-
nents. The washback of high-stakes ESSLCEE on students’ out-of-classroom English learning practices was observed regardless of
the students’ specific academic achievement groups they belonged to. The results suggest that there are differences in the impact of
high-stakes exams on the efforts that students from different academic backgrounds make for out-of-classroom learning practices.

1. Introduction

Attempts to respond to the paucity of washback studies on
learners and learning have been on the rise [1–8]. A study by
Allen [1] investigated washback of the IELTS test on learners
in the Japanese tertiary context is one example of such stud-
ies. The finding shows that the IELTS test created positive
washback on learners’ language ability and test preparation
strategies. Similarly, Dong and Liu [2] studied the impact of
learners’ perceptions of a high-stakes test on their learning
motivation and learning time allotment. The authors
reported that students’ positive test perceptions predicted

their intrinsic motivations better than did their negative
test perceptions. The emerging studies are, however, biased
toward classroom contexts [3, 5, 9], placing less emphasis on
the out-of-classroom learning. That is not much seems to
have been made to avoid a notion that washback on learning
is rooted only in classrooms. To date, only a few researchers
have attempted to extend washback studies beyond the class-
room territory [7, 10–12].

Teaching, learning, and testing are the three essential and
inseparable classroom practices that exist in education
[13–15]. Testing is significant in measuring learners’ lan-
guage ability. It serves as a criterion to determine students’

Hindawi
Education Research International
Volume 2023, Article ID 1108951, 16 pages
https://doi.org/10.1155/2023/1108951

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6717-7332
mailto:getachewd@wollegauniversity.edu.et
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1155/2023/1108951


fate for further education. It also evaluates the quality of
education and controls nepotism [16–18]. These days, the
consequential effect of testing on teaching and learning
known as washback [19–24] is the concern of many educa-
tional researchers [25, 26]. This concern has been documen-
ted in literature, for example, [27–30]. Stoneman [30], for
example, argued that the tests in reality exert greater power and
have impact on its stakeholders across many walks of their
lives. Mahmud [27] also stated that tests are powerful determi-
ners of what happens in the classroom in shaping and influ-
encing the teaching and learning process. The washback of
testing especially the high-stakes [29, 31] on teaching–learning
has become the ever-existing phenomenon [27, 29, 31, 32] with
its multidimensional and complex nature [27, 33, 34].

In language testing, a large body of research has increas-
ingly been undertaken on the washback of high-stakes tests
on teaching–learning and the stakeholders, for example,
[35–37]. However, not much work seems to have been
done to show the effect of high-stakes tests on learners com-
pared to the studies carried out on teaching [30, 38, 39]. It
should be noted that learners’ lives are mainly and directly
influenced by the washback of tests [18, 30, 40, 41].

Tsang [7] examined the mediating factors that affect stu-
dents’ learning beyond the classroom in Hong Kong. In Tur-
key, Buyukkeles’ [10] study revealed that tests had no
significant washback on students’ intrinsically motivated
learning behaviors regardless of their language proficiency.
Another study conducted by Pan [11] in Taiwan explored
learners’ washback variability in standardized exit tests, and
reported that high-proficiency students may engage in more
learning activities and have more positive views of examina-
tions than low-proficiency students. Yet another study in
China by Zhan and Andrews [12] found that students’ per-
ceptions of test importance affected their learning time
allocation.

In the context of the current study, no study seems to
have been carried out to tell us the extent of the influence of
high-stakes Ethiopian Secondary School Leaving Certificate
English Examination (ESSLCEE) on the students’ out-of-class-
room English-learning practices [42–44]. Examining the varia-
tions of washback of high-stakes ESSLCEE among students of
different academic achievement levels provides an important
opportunity for English as a foreign language (EFL) teachers
and other education stakeholders to gain deeper understanding
of the link between the washback of tests on learning endeavors
the students make beyond the classroom context. This realiza-
tion led to the requirement for the current investigation.

2. Review of Literature

2.1. Testing and ItsWashback on Language Teaching–Learning.
Testing is indispensable in the context of language education.
It is central to language teaching and learning [14, 15, 18, 45].
According to McNamara [45], language tests share a signifi-
cant role in many people’s lives, acting as gateways at impor-
tant transitional moments in education, in employment, and in
moving from one country to another. Other scholars also
voiced the contribution of language testing for testing language

learners’ ability, working as a criterion for admission of stu-
dents to higher education, evaluating quality of education, and
controlling nepotism in the allocation of scarce opportunities
[16, 17, 46]. Thus, teaching, learning, and testing co-exist in the
world of education [13–15]. Heaton [13] noted that the three
constituents are so closely interrelated such that it is practically
impossible to work in either field without being constantly
concerned with the other. In the togetherness of the three
entities, the leading power of testing over teaching and learning
was gradually noticed with different terminologies, but the
same concept; primarily, with case of “validity” [47], then
with the concern of “measurement-driven instruction” [48],
and with the issue of “curriculum alignment” [49]. Later, and
now, it has been famed as “backwash” or “washback” with the
consequential effect of testing on learning and teaching specific
to classroom [19] and called “test impact”with its inclusiveness
of the context and stakeholders beyond the classroom [49].
FollowingAlderson andWall’s [19] call for empirical washback
studies researching into the effects testing has on teaching and
learning, various models and concepts [6, 17, 20, 50–53] have
been developed to better understand the complex nature of
washback [23, 33, 34, 41, 50]. To discuss each of these theoreti-
cal studies, it will be beyond the scope of this study. To the
purpose of this work only, as the study aimed to investigate the
washback of high-stakes ESSLCEE on learning, Alderson and
Wall’s [19] washback hypotheses regarding what washback
effects might look like on learners are stated below:

(1) A test will influence learning;
(2) A test will influence what learners learn;
(3) A test will influence how learners learn;
(4) A test will influence the rate and sequence of

learning;
(5) A test will influence the degree and depth of learning;
(6) A test will influence attitudes to the content, method,

and so forth, of learning;
(7) Tests will have washback effects for some learners

but not for others.

The above listed hypotheses highlight areas of learning
that are generally affected by washback. The argument of the
two scholars centered on the need to define various depen-
dent variables in washback research to see their relationships
with learning. In addition, the extent of the washback effect
of tests may not be similarly practical on all learners. How-
ever, limited explanations about the rationale for possible
variations of washback effects among different learners
appear to be available in the literature [10, 11]. In connection
with this, McNamara [45] pointed out that none of the
15 washback hypotheses mentioned factors that tell us how
and why teachers and learners behave in certain ways in the
classroom.

Empirical studies [34, 54] are entrusted with the respon-
sibility of determining how tests affect teacher behavior,
classroom practices, and test takers. Alderson and Hamp-
Lyons [34] investigated the washback of test of English as a
foreign language (TOEFL) on teaching, and it was reported
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that TOEFL exerts an undesirable influence on language teach-
ing. It was suggested that the need for more complex hypothe-
ses about washback. Wall [54] studied the impact of high-
stakes examinations on classroom teaching. The paper sum-
marized what language testers have learned about test impact
and discussed how tests interact with other factors in the test-
ing situation. The reviewed literature highlights the multiface-
ted nature of test washback, which serves as an input for the
current study, which examines the variability of test washback
on students’ English-learning practices beyond the classroom.

2.2. Washback of High-Stakes Tests on Learning. A large body
of literature shows that the little emphasis had for long been
placed on leaners in the studies conducted on washback of
high-stakes tests on teaching and learning [30, 38, 39, 55].
Even in the studies where the researchers tended to include
learners, the involvement of learners was initiated by the
need for providing complementary perspectives to the
research conducted on teaching for data triangulation [34].
This negligence has been observed despite the fact that tests
have critical effects on learners’ lives. More recently, how-
ever, washback researchers have begun recommending the
need to explore the impact of tests on learners [38, 39, 53]
because the subjects are directly affected by the tests.

Apparently, in response to the washback researchers’ call,
washback studies that focused on different perspectives of
learning have begun to emerge. Some such studies have focused
on students’ views of tests, for example [2, 24, 35, 56–60], others
predominantly worked on the learning practices of students
[1, 3, 5–8, 11, 61–64], whereas still other studies tended to
give attention to both learning viewpoints and practices of
test takers [4, 10, 11, 65–67]. Some of the studies referred
appear to have reported contradictory results. For instance,
Pan [11] investigated that intermediate and high-proficiency
students spent much time on both test preparation and
language-skill building activities than the low-proficiency stu-
dents. Contrary to Pan’s finding, Buyukkeles [10] reported as
the lower proficient students more frequently involved in cer-
tain nontest-related activities. This is an indication of the need
for yet more work in the context of washback studies that
involve learners.

Some washback studies reported that tests influence what
is learned, but there is no information in their report on how
what is learned can be influenced by tests. Other studies
revealed that the techniques students used to prepare for dif-
ferent exams were similar [30]. They reported that reading
textbooks, memorizing vocabulary and idioms, going through
previous exams, or relying on test prep books characterized
their research subjects.

Tests have a variety of effects on students. The effects
may vary according to the test takers’ view of the tests or
their different levels of language proficiency. For example,
Stoneman [30], Shohamy et al. [24], and Tsagari [67]
reported that learners’ perceptions of the stakes and their
perceptions of the status of the tests influenced the strength
of the test effects. This means that (a) a high-stakes, high-
status test promoted learning; (b) students spent more time
engaging themselves in learning language skills that were

covered on the test than they did on lower-stakes or lower-
status tests. Similarly, Tsai and Tsou [59] found that negative
student opinions on the adoption of standardized exit tests
led to a decrease in motivation to learn English because their
classes were test-oriented, only enhancing their test-taking
skills instead of their communicative competence.

The findings of washback studies that involved language
proficiency appear to be mixed although they tend to con-
tend that students’ levels of English proficiency carried some
weight in determining the extent of the effort, they were
likely to make toward a test. According to Stoneman [30],
Watanabe [60], and Chu [56], low-achieving students tended
to be more worried about the test or test requirement than
high-achieving students, and low-achieving students did not
prepare for the test until the last minute or did not prepare
at all.

As contended by Watanabe, a test of appropriate difficulty
for the learner can positively affect theirmotivation to prepare for
the test. In contrast, Ferman [68] and Shohamy et al. [24] found
that students with lower abilities, given their belief that studying
improves their scores, engaged in more intense learning for the
test than did their counterparts. The higher-ability students,
according to their report, were already eager to learn, even with-
out the push of the test.

In particular, as available literature on washback studies
in Ethiopia indicate, among few washback studies conducted
in the country [42–44, 69–71], only three of them [42–44]
concerned learning and the learners. Ayele [42] investigated
that the wash-back effects of national higher education
entrance examinations on students’ English-language learn-
ing. He recommended that students be aware of the English
course contents important for them to succeed in all other
academic courses in their future career. Gashaye [43] con-
ducted a study on the washback of grade 10 Ethiopian
national English examination on students’ practice. The
result revealed that students were found practicing mainly
grammar and technical aspects of writing and speaking dis-
regarding using textbook due to the mediating factors such
as students’ ambition for success in the exam, awareness of
the exam and teachers’ exam-oriented teaching. Reta [44]
explored the impact of Ethiopian high-stakes EFL tests on
the role of teachers, learners, and parents. The findings of the
study showed that the nature and content of the high-stake
tests profoundly influenced the instruction practice of tea-
chers, the learning practice of learners and the role of parents
to the effect of focusing on grammar, vocabulary and reading
comprehension at the expense of productive skills.

Significant contributions have been made by local and
worldwide studies on the washback of examinations on
learning and learners in reaction to the accusations of neglect
made by the earlier washback researchers in the field. How-
ever, none of the research mentioned here examine the
extent to which the out-of-classroom English study that stu-
dents with various academic backgrounds engaged in rela-
tion to the results of English examinations. None of them
made an effort to demonstrate how the students’ academic
achievement was related to their out-of-classroom English-
learning practices. This research therefore aims to explore
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the washback of high-stakes ESSLCEE variations that may
exist among students on their learning practices out-of-class-
room because of their academic achievement levels. Thus, to
fill the research gap, the present study has been designed to
seek answers to the following basic questions:

(1) To what extent does high-stake ESSLCEE influence
students’ autonomous out-of-classroom English-
learning practices?

(2) Do students of different academic achievement levels
report significant differences in practicing non-ESSL-
CEE-related language components?

(3) Do students of different academic achievement levels
report significant differences in practicing ESSLCEE-
related language components?

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Research Design. This study employed a mixed method
of embedded research design. Researchers used mixed meth-
ods to blend data from both quantitative and qualitative
sources and to better understand their study problem [72].
Mixed approaches combine the benefits of qualitative and
quantitative data to validate quantitative results with quali-
tative data [73]. Combining and syncing many data sources
might be useful for analyzing complex circumstances [74].

Both quantitative and qualitative data can be collected
simultaneously with the use of an embedded research design
[72]. The researchers’ primary justification for choosing this
design is that they wish to concentrate on the quantitative
data regarding the impact of high-stakes ESSLCEE on stu-
dents of various academic achievement levels while they
learn English outside of the context of the classroom, and
support it with the qualitative data.

To sufficiently investigate the quantitative results, two
focus group discussions (FGDs) with six participants each
were conducted after the original data—quantitative findings
from a survey of 94 grade 12 students—[73]. When compar-
ing various achieving groups, the magnitude of the impact of
high-stakes ESSLCEE on students’ out-of-classroom learning
habits was described using a descriptive survey design, which
offers a quantitative assessment of a population’s patterns by
evaluating a sample of that population [75]. Researchers used
qualitative data analysis to support their quantitative data
analysis findings [76]. To discover more about the effects
of high-stakes ESSLCEE on students of various academic
levels and how this affected their out-of-classroom English-
learning habits, the researchers used appropriate FGDs.

3.2. Context and Participants

3.2.1. Context. In Ethiopia, English is taught as a compulsory
subject from grade 1 to 8 (primary level), and serves as a
medium of instruction starting from grade 9 [77]. The coun-
try has a fairly long history of conducting national examina-
tions. The first national Examination of the country
appeared in 1946 for grade 6 students under the name Lon-
don General Certificate of Examination (GCE) [69]. Four

years later, in 1950, the Ethiopian School Leaving Certificate
Examination (ESLCE) for grade 12 students was begun to be
prepared as an experimental form [70] in parallel with
London GCE. Starting from 1962, the Ethiopian Ministry of
Education began to prepare the national examination
independently [70, 71]. A new national examination scheme
under the name of the Ethiopian General Secondary
Education Certificate Examination (EGSECE) for grade
10 students was introduced in 2001, and then Ethiopian
Higher Education Entrance Examination (EHEEE) for grade
12 students replaced the ESLCE starting from 2003. In 2019,
the EGSECE in its turn was scraped without a replacement
from the education system. The current high-stakes test of the
country, ESSLCE, has been serving to screen students for
university education.

3.2.2. Participants. The study settings were two secondary
schools in East Wollega zone, Oromia, Ethiopia. The zonal
town of East Wollega, Nekemte, is located 320 km away from
Addis Ababa. The specific names of the two schools consid-
ered in the study are Leka–Nekemte and Arjo secondary
schools. The former is located in Nekemte town whereas
the latter’s distance from the town is 42 km. The two schools
were first visited for permission to conduct the study in the
schools. After getting permission from the school authorities,
an appointment was made to sample the participants for
questionnaire and FGD. The researchers received an ethics
permission letter from Wollega University’s College of Lan-
guages Study and Journalism’s Research and Technology
Transfer Post Graduate Office, with the following code num-
bers: ILSJ/98/2013.

3.3. Sampling. “Fair,” “Satisfactory,” “Very Good,” and
“Excellent” were used to categorize the 374 grade 12 students’
levels of achievement. The category was using the standards set
forth by the Ethiopian Ministry of Education (90–100=
“Excellent,” 80–90= “VeryGood,” 60–79= “Satisfactory,” 50–59=
“Fair,” and 50= “Poor”). The “Poor” achievement group is not
included in the current study because no students in that category
received scores below 50. There were 186 students from Arjo
Secondary School and 188 students from Leka–Nekemte.
Ninety-four individuals were chosen by stratified random sam-
pling, with 47 coming from each school. At the time of the data
collection, which took place during the academic year 2021–2022,
the participants were grade 12 students. Each student who took
part in the study was at least 18 years old. The details of the
sampling are presented in Table 1.

3.4. Instruments. Three data gathering instruments, namely,
questionnaire, FGD, and content analysis were used in the
study. The questionnaire was the main data gathering instru-
ment whereas the data from the other instruments: FGD and
content analysis were employed for triangulation purpose.

A stratified sample of 94 students from the two second-
ary schools participated in the study was given the 11 closed-
ended questionnaire items. The questionnaire was filled out
by every participant. The very purpose of questionnaire is
that it allows for extensive coverage with the least amount of
time and money invested. It also allows for better geographic
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coverage and increases the validity of the findings by encour-
aging the selection of a sizable and representative sample
[78]. Particularly in the context of the current study, ques-
tionnaire is helpful for assessing students’ English-learning
practices out-of-classroom. The results of studies by Mickan
and Motteram [5], Buyukkeles [10], Pan [11], Zhan and
Andrews [12], and a review of the washback literature were
used to develop a questionnaire. In the survey, closed-ended
questions predominated. The instrument, which consists of
11 total questions, was created to answer the central question
about the effect of high-stakes ESSLCEE on students’ out-
side-of-classroom English-learning strategies. The five rating
ranges for the products range from 1 for never to 5 for daily.

FGDs were also employed to investigate the students’
out-of-classroom English-learning practices by triangulating
the reported data with the data from the questionnaire. This
facilitates the collection of comprehensive data regarding the
impact of high-stakes ESSLCEE on students’ out-of-class-
room English-learning habits. Focus groups are especially
useful for the current study because discussants are similar
and friendly with one another, and discussion between dis-
cussants is likely to produce the most useful information
[79]. It offers researchers a defined collection of facts and
can deliver trustworthy, comparable qualitative data. Ques-
tions which regarded the influence of high-stakes ESSLCEE
on students’ out-of-classroom English-learning practices
were included. Two groups, each with six participants drawn
systematically from a range of academic achievement levels,
participated in a FGD on two major areas of focus. The FGD
conducted at Leka–Nekemte Secondary School took 39min,
and the one conducted at Arjo Secondary School took
30min. The discussions were made in Afan Oromo, the
language preferred by the participants.

From the schools, a sample of the previous ESSLCEE
questions from 3 years in a row was collected. The systematic
evaluation of recent documents was employed as data gath-
ering tool [72]. The document data included the printed
versions of the ESSLCCEE questions from the previous
3 years in a row. It provides a useful function in the current
study by supplementing the information gleaned from the
questionnaire and FGD.

3.5. Validity and Reliability. The reliability and validity of the
items are required to be verified prior to the actual data
collection. The feedback from coworkers and the research
supervisors was used to validate the questionnaire and
FGD items. After the questionnaire and FGD items were
translated into Afan Oromo, the researchers asked language
specialists from the Department of Afan Oromo and Litera-
ture at Wollega University for feedback. Revisions were then
made in response to the comments obtained.

Pilot testing was done using data from 45 grade 12 stu-
dents who were enrolled in classes at the Burka-Jato, Dalo,
and Kiba-Wacha secondary schools in Nekemte town to
determine the validity of the questionnaire items in the con-
text area. The analysis of the pilot research results was then
presented at a seminar hosted by Wollega University’s
School of Post Graduate Studies. Before gathering data for
the main study, the items were revised in light of feedback
from participants and supervisors. The reliability test find-
ings from the pilot and main study were examined using
Cronbach α, and they were judged to be satisfactory [80]
as shown in Table 2.

3.6. Research Procedure. The researchers received recom-
mendation letters from Wollega University Post Graduate
Office to gather data from the proposed schools. Following
receipt of the letters, the letters were sent to the schools
requesting their involvement in the study. Then, document
was requested from the school record offices to register the
lists of participant students those attending classes through
the course of a semester. A questionnaire was given out after
deciding which students would take part. Next, participants
were chosen for the FGD from a variety of academic achieve-
ment categories, and the conversations were audio recorded.
At the end, samples of three consecutive years of past
ESSLCEE questions were collected.

3.7. Method of Data Analysis. In an embedded research
design, the qualitative data were collected independently
and analyzed to support the larger design (the quantitative
data) [72]. To support the statistical findings, the researchers
initially gave the quantitative statistical data before going
over the main themes of the qualitative findings. The

TABLE 2: Cronbach’s α test result.

Dependent variables Reliability from pilot test participants Reliability from main study participants No of items

EFL learning practices out-of-classroom 0.738 0.812 11

TABLE 1: Summary of sampled students for questionnaire.

Schools’ name Total
Achievement categories

Fair (50–59)
Satisfactory
(60–79)

Very good
(80–89)

Excellent
(90–100)

Pop Sam Pop Sam Pop Sam Pop Sam Pop Sam
Arjo secondary school 186 47 51 13 87 22 36 9 12 3
Leka–Nekemte secondary school 188 47 48 12 84 21 40 10 16 4
Total 374 94 99 25 171 43 76 19 28 7
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validation of the questionnaire and coding served as the foun-
dation for the data analysis procedure. Each questionnaire
was graded and classified using the respondents’ classifica-
tions of academic achievement: “Fair,” “Satisfactory,” “Very
Good,” and “Excellent.” The data from the questionnaire were
then encoded, tabulated, and its mean was calculated depend-
ing on the order of study questions using IBM SPSS statistics
software, which has 25 versions. For the purpose of analysis,
survey data were divided into two thematic categories: non-
ESLCEE-related and ESSLCEE-related items. Using descrip-
tive statistics, the first research question was addressed. Mul-
tivariate, one-way ANOVA and post hoc test were used to
analyze the data to answer the second and third research
questions. All audio-recorded FGD courses were converted
into text, coded to minimize their length, arranged according to
themes that emerged from the collected empirical data. The
analyses were made based on the two main themes emerged
among the two groups. The first theme was with the
discussions made regarding non-ESSLCEE-related out-of-
classroom learning practices, and the second theme was with
the discussions made on ESSLCEE-related out-of-classroom
learning practices. The data from the samples of past
ESSLCEE questions were analyzed using content analysis. The
proportion of language components appear in the samples of
these past ESSLCEE questions was tallied and described. The
order in which the study questions were posed served as a
guide for the data analysis.

4. Results

4.1. Influence of High-Stakes ESSLCEE on Students’ Learning
Practices Out-of-Classroom. Toknow about the extent towhich
the washback of high-stakes ESSLCEE affect students’ English-
learning practices out-of-classroom, quantitative data collected
through questionnaire were analyzed using descriptive statistics.
The descriptions were made comparing non-ESSLCEE-related
items’mean scores’ reports against with ESSLCEE-related items
(Table 3). The questionnaire data were triangulated with FGD
and documents to ensure its validity and reliability.

The left column of Table 3 first row has six consecutive
items that are language development learning activities unre-
lated to the ESSLCEE. The next five consecutive items in the

same table’s right column correspond to the language devel-
opment learning activities associated to the ESSLCEE. The
findings show that students replied more favorably to
ESSLCEE-related questions than to non-ESSLCEE-related
language components. For instance, it has been demon-
strated that when students practiced reading comprehension
questions connected to the ESSLCEE, they achieved a mean
score of M= 3.88, SD= 0.565, as opposed to M= 2.10,
SD= 0.843 when they studied reading comprehension mate-
rials unrelated to the ESSLCEE. Similarly, the mean value of
M= 2.41; SD= 0.782 was recorded in response to the non-
ESSLCEE-related writing skills activities, which is a low score
when compared to the students’ answers to the ESSLCEE-
related writing skills questions (M= 4.29; SD= 0.666).

According to the statistics, responses to language devel-
opment learning activities associated to the ESSLCEE had
mean scores that were higher than those for language devel-
opment learning activities unrelated to the ESSLCEE. The
study found that students spent more study time on those
ESSLCEE-related activities than on activities that were not
related to the ESSLCEE. The outcome demonstrates that the
impact of high-stakes ESSLCEE on students’ outside-of-
classroom English study time is noted.

Another important issue which is noted in the report is
that the similarities and at the same time differences of the
mean score in their rank order was found. For instance, the
mean score recorded in responses to grammar activities of
both non-ESSLCEE-related (M= 3.34; SD= 0.498) and
ESSLCEE-related (M= 4.49; SD= 0.600) items showed as
the mean scores registered put both the items inside the first
rank order (Table 4). Conversely, the mean score recorded
placed both of the reading comprehension exercises for non-
ESSLCEE (M= 2.10; SD= 0.843) and ESSLCEE-related
(M= 3.88; SD= 0.565) items in the last rank order (Table 4).

The findings indicate that students spentmore time studying
grammar exercises in both categories of language components
unrelated to the ESSLCEE and those related to it, but they spent
less time practicing reading comprehension in both categories.
Because of the frequency with which language-related compo-
nents featured in previous ESSLCEE questions, it is probable that
students were more attracted to study grammar, vocabulary,
speaking, and writing elements of activities.

TABLE 3: Descriptive statistics on the influence of ESSLCEE on students’ learning practices.

Non-ESSLCEE-related items M SD ESSLCEE-related items M SD

Reading from textbooks and authentic materials 2.10 0.843
Practicing ESSLCEE-related reading

comprehensions
3.88 0.565

Studying English vocabularies 3.22 0.792
Practicing ESSLCEE-related vocabulary

questions
4.18 0.586

Studying grammar and practicing its activities 3.34 0.498
Practicing ESSLCEE-related grammar

questions
4.49 0.600

Practicing to improve oral conversations 2.74 0.655
Practicing ESSLCEE-related dialog

questions
4.27 0.642

Practicing to improve writing skills 2.41 0.782
Practicing ESSLCEE-related writing

questions
4.29 0.666

Watching and listening to English broadcasts 2.15 0.892
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The frequency with which language components appear
in the content of previous ESSLCEE questions was examined
for probative value (Table 5). For grade 12 students who are
leaving high school and getting ready to enter higher educa-
tion, 120 English items are prepared every year under the
direction of the Ethiopian Educational Assessment and
Examination Service. Reading, vocabulary, grammar, dia-
logs, and writing are among the five types of language com-
ponents that are included in the items.

As shown, the 360 items from the three subsequent years
(2018–2020) are distributed both numerically and propor-
tionally. Reading comprehension questions account for 50
(13.88%), vocabulary questions for 49 (13.61%), grammar
questions for 90 (25%), dialog questions for 92 (25.55), and
writing questions for 79 (21.94) of the total ESSLCEE ques-
tions. Comparing the proportion of the ESSLCEE compo-
nents, it is reported that the number of dialog, grammar, and
writing skill assessment questions was higher in proportion
than the rests. In the sample of ESSLCEE questions from the
previous 3 years, reading comprehension and vocabulary
make up the two language components with the lowest per-
centage among the five (reading comprehension= 13.88% and
vocabulary= 13.61%). Reading comprehension and vocabulary
make up the two language components with the lowest per-
centages among the five in the sample of ESSLCEE questions
from the preceding 3 years (reading comprehension= 13.88%
and vocabulary= 13.61%). The past researches done by Sato,
[81], Xie [63], Zhan and Andrews [12], and Zhan and Wan
[64] support the association of reports regarding reading com-
prehension it comprises the lowest in percentage in the past
ESSLCEE and the mean score reported as the least in rank
among other language components. The vocabulary report,

however, demonstrates that there is no connection between
the proportional content of past ESSLCEE questions and the
mean score reported on ESSLCEE-related activities. The reason
is that students’ participation in ESSLCEE activities involving
vocabulary is rated second within their mean score, but having
the lowest percentage of all language elements found in previ-
ous ESSLCEE questions. The findings made by Pan and New-
fields [28] and Pan [82] are connected to this one.

The report from FGDs corroborated with the data obtained
from quantitative data. Out of the 12 participants of the group
discussions, majority of them had favored practicing specific
English-language components related to ESSLCEE out-of-their
classroom. The discussants shared their exposures in preparing
for the coming high-stakes ESSLCEE as follows:

…I am attending tutorial classes which are
arranged by some teachers. We pay some fee
and our teachers teach us focusing on questions
which may appear on the national examination
(Student Participant 2).

I want to budget my after classroom study time
for English subject by focusing on those appear on
ESSLCEE. Still I am doing well on the grammar,
writing and dialogue questions referring com-
mercial books. However, it is difficult to get
past ESSLCEE-related reading comprehension
questions to practice; my school has no sufficient
copies of the past exam papers; commercial books
do not include the reading texts. Even to read
from online, the internet access is very limited
in our area (Student Participant 3).

TABLE 4: Rank order of language components within their mean score.

Non-ESSLCEE-related items M Rank order ESSLCEE-related items M Rank order

Studying grammar and practicing its activities 3.34 1st
Practicing ESSLCEE-related grammar

questions
4.49 1st

Studying English vocabularies 3.22 2nd
Practicing ESSLCEE-related writing

questions
4.29 2nd

Practicing to improve oral conversations 2.74 3rd
Practicing ESSLCEE-related dialog

questions
4.27 3rd

Practicing to improve writing skills 2.41 4th
Practicing ESSLCEE-related vocabulary

questions
4.18 4th

Watching and listening to English broadcasts 2.15 5th
Practicing ESSLCEE-related reading

comprehensions
3.88 5th

Reading from textbooks and authentic materials 2.10 6th

TABLE 5: Composition of language components in ESSLCEE questions (2018–2020).

Year of examination Reading comprehension Vocabulary Grammar Dialogs Writing Total

Year 2020 22 16 38 26 18 120
Year 2019 14 16 26 34 30 120
Year 2018 14 17 26 32 31 120
Per (%) 13.88 13.61 25 25.55 21.94 100
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I have no experience of budgeting for my study
time concerning non-exam related English learn-
ing activities (Student Participant 5).

Personally, I read different books like “Extreme
Series English” which help me to prepare for
entrance exam… (Student Participant 7).

Out of my classroom, I practice doing questions
from worksheets which contain compile of past
ESSLCEE questions (Student Participant 8).

After the school, I study for the coming national
examination relating the past ESSLCEE ques-
tions with the contents of the English textbooks
(Student Participant 10).

I read “exams book” which my school awarded
me (Student Participant 12).

On the other hand, some participants had experience in
practicing questions unrelated to the ESSLCEE to enhance
their general English proficiency. Following is how they
described their exposures after class:

To improve my English language speaking abil-
ity, I read additional materials like “Gadaa Con-
versation”. I also read other books that focus on
grammar to improve my knowledge in grammar
(Student Participant 1).

I study English not only to pass the coming
national examination, but also I work on the
language to succeed in all academic courses I
will take using English as a medium of instruc-
tion (Student Participant 6).

To improve my English, I practice speaking the
language at home with some of my parents who
are good at English. In addition, I use the inter-
net and watch television programs in English
(Student Participant 9).

To improve my English ability, I use different
mechanisms like watching films in English and
TV channels like BBC and Aljazeera (Student
Participant 11).

Comparing the two themes that emerged from the parti-
cipants’ comments on non-ESSLCEE-related and ESSLCEE-
related topics shows that fewer number of participants
claimed that they were actively working to improve their
overall English-language usage. Significant number of the
participant students reported devoting more effort to study-
ing the language elements that frequently appear on the
ESSLCEE. The FGD report has a positive relationship with
the survey data that suggests how the high-stakes ESSLCEE
has affected students’ attempts to strengthen their command
of English during their independent study periods.

The FGD made regarding reading comprehension ques-
tions provided additional proof those students are not utiliz-
ing the language development skills as much as is necessary.
One participant complained that he did not have access to
the reading texts for the ESSLCEE and hence could not prac-
tice them as he does for other language components. The
data back up the earlier findings that Allen [1], Sato [81], and
Shih [6] reported.

In short, the data from the questionnaire, FGD, and con-
tent analysis suggested that students practice language com-
ponents connected to the ESSLCEE more frequently than
those unrelated to the ESSLCEE. The outcome suggests
that the exam has a negative washback on each student’s
personal effort to develop their communication abilities.
The results are in line with those of earlier research projects
carried out by Mickan and Motteram [5] and Zhan and
Andrews [12].

4.2. Significance Differences among Students across Their Groups
in Practicing Non-ESSLCEE-Related Language Components Out-
of-Classroom. The aim of this section is to answer the second
research question which seeks to check if the differences among
the students with their academic achievement levels in practic-
ing (studying) the non-ESSLCEE-related English activities out of
the classroom are significant (Table 6).

As can be shown in Table 6, among the types of non-
ESSLCEE-related language components practiced out-of-
classroom, the total mean value scored within grammar
activities is M= 3.34 which is the highest mean score when
compared to the responses given to the remaining non-
ESSLCEE-related items. In the contrary, the least mean value
(M= 2.1) is registered within practicing of reading compre-
hensions activities. As the statistical reports registered by
different achieving groups in responses to the all non-ESSL-
CEE-related items show, students in “Excellent” achieving

TABLE 6: Comparative analysis of non-ESSLCEE-related items across the groups.

Items Fair (50–59) Satisfactory (60–79) Very good (80–89) Excellent (90–100) Total

Reading from textbooks and authentic materials 1.72 1.65 3.05 3.57 2.1
Studying English vocabularies 2.92 2.81 4.16 4.29 3.22
Studying grammar and practicing its activities 3.16 3.07 4.05 3.71 3.34
Practicing to improve oral conversations 2.48 2.53 3.32 3.43 2.74
Practicing to improve writing skills 1.96 2.07 3.37 3.57 2.41
Watching and listening to English broadcasts 1.64 1.74 3.26 3.43 2.15
Total 2.31 2.31 3.54 3.67 2.66
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groups registered the highest total mean value (M= 3.67)
when compared to others. The “Fair” and “Satisfactory”
achieving groups, however, scored the least mean value
(M= 2.31). The responses given to each of the non-ESSL-
CEE-related items by each of the individual achieving
groups conform to the observed reports of the cumulative
mean value. For instance, in practicing English oral conver-
sations with friends, “Fair” and “Satisfactory” achieving
group registered the mean value of 2.48 and 2.53 whereas
“Very Good” and “Excellent” achieving group registered the
mean value of 3.32 and 3.43, respectively. Similarly, “Fair”
(M= 1.72) and “Satisfactory” (M= 1.65) achieving groups
registered least mean value in response to practicing reading
texts from various authentic materials. This can be under-
stood by comparing the mean scores against of the “Very
Good” (M= 3.05) and the “Excellent” (M= 3.57) achieving
groups. The statistical results show that the high-achieving
groups (“Very Good” and “Excellent”) spend more time in
practicing non-ESSLCEE-related language components out-
of-classroom than the low-achieving groups (“Fair” and
“Satisfactory”).

As can be understood from the table (Table 6), the
“Excellent” and the “Very Good” achievers took more time
than did the “Satisfactory” and the “Fair” achieving groups to
practicing non-ESSLCEE-related language components for
improvement their English. The finding may be related
with the learning hypotheses formulated by Alderson and
Wall [23] and study conducted by Pan (40). On the other
hand, almost all students in different achievement groups
spend more time in practicing non-ESSLCEE-related gram-
mar and vocabulary activities than the rest of the language
skills. This finding can also be connected with the past find-
ings of Pan [82].

It is noted that the registered mean value vary across all
groups. For further clarification, see Table 7 below.

As shown in Table 7, among all the four categories
of academic achievements “Fair” (50–59), “Satisfactory”
(60–79), “Very Good” (80–89), and “Excellent” (90–100),
there were mean differences (2.31, 2.34, 3.48, and 3.67,
respectively) on the time they invest practicing non-ESSL-
CEE-related language components. The data display that the
non-ESSLCEE-related activities were most frequently prac-
ticed by the “Excellent” scorer groups. However, the “Fair”
and “Satisfactory” scorer groups registered within the least
frequency. Thus, to check whether their differences across
the groups are significant, the mean score was computed
using one-way ANOVA.

As can be understood from the table (Table 8), the
observed differences among the four groups are statistically
significant. That is the significance value of differences
among students of different academic achievements levels
regarding the practices they make on non-ESSLCEE-related
items out of the classrooms is not greater than 0.05: F (3,93)
= 0.000, p<0:05.

To verify which pair of means significantly differed, post
hoc comparisons conducted using Tukey HSD test. The test
revealed that the mean scores for the “Fair” achieving group
(M= 2.31, SD= 0.182) and “Satisfactory” achieving group
(M= 2.31, SD= 0.222) were significantly different from (a)
“Very Good” achieving group (M= 3.54, SD= 0.233) and (b)
“Excellent” achieving group (M= 3.67, SD= 0.289). However,
there was no significant difference between “Fair” (M= 2.31,
SD= 0.182) and “Satisfactory” (M= 2.31, SD= 0.222) achiev-
ing groups, and similar absence of significant difference is also
observed between the “Very Good” (M= 3.54, SD= 0.233) and
“Excellent” (M= 3.67, SD= 0.289) achieving groups. The com-
parisons show that the low-achieving groups (“Fair” and “Sat-
isfactory”) spend less time of studying non-ESSLCEE-related
language components than the high (“Very Good” and “Excel-
lent”) achieving groups. This finding proves the learning
hypotheses formulated by Alderson andWall [23] and partially
confirms the studies conducted by Allen [1]. However, the
finding is in contrast with Pan’s [11], Buyukkeles’ [10], Cheng
et al.’s [35], and Shohamy et al.’s [24] with the possible reasons
(see the discussion). Another important reason for the varia-
tions of washback of test on students’ leaning is the matter of
context (in class or out of class) in which students practice
[5, 12, 50].

4.3. Differences among Students across Their Groups in
Practicing ESSLCEE-Related Language Components Out of
the Classroom. Here, the section is aimed to address the
last research question to identify the degree of differences
among students of different academic achievement levels in

TABLE 7: Mean differences of students’ responses to non-ESSLCEE-related items.

N Mean SD Std. error
95% Confidence interval for mean

Mini Max
Lower bound Upper bound

Fair (50–59) 25 2.31 0.182 0.036 2.24 2.39 2 3
Satisfactory (60–79) 43 2.31 0.222 0.034 2.25 2.38 2 3
Very good (80–89) 19 3.54 0.233 0.053 3.42 3.65 3 4
Excellent (90–100) 7 3.67 0.289 0.109 3.40 3.93 3 4
Total 94 2.66 0.606 0.062 2.54 2.79 2 4

TABLE 8: ANOVA test of significance difference of non-ESSLCEE-
related items.

Sum of
squares

df
Mean
square

F Sig.

Between groups 29.797 3 9.932 206.000 0.000
Within groups 4.339 90 0.048
Total 34.136 93
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studying (practicing) ESSLCEE-related learning activities out
of the classroom. The responses of the students to the items
7–11 are analyzed comparatively (Table 9).

As can be seen from Table 9, the highest cumulative mean
score (M= 4.49) was registered in practicing ESSLCEE-related
grammar questions regardless of the mean differences exist
among each of the achieving groups. Conversely, least cumula-
tive mean score (M= 3.88) was documented in practicing
ESSLCEE-related reading comprehension questions. When
the total mean scores of the responses given to ESSLCEE-
related items by each of the achieving groups are compared,
it is observed that “Fair” achieving groups scored the leastmean
value (M= 4.15) whereas the “Excellent” achieving groups
scored the highest mean value (M= 4.26). On the other
hand, among the responses given to the ESSLCEE-related
items, the highest mean value (M= 4.86) was registered by
the “Excellent” achieving group to the response of practicing
ESSLCEE-related grammar questions. Nonetheless, the least
mean value (M= 3.68) was registered by the “Very Good”
achieving group in response to practicing ESSLCEE-related
reading comprehension questions. The finding confirmed the
study conducted by Allen [1], Sato [81], and Shih [6].

However, mean differences are observed across all the
four groups (Table 10).

As it can be observed from the table (Table 10), among all
the four categories of academic achievements “Fair” (50–59),
“Satisfactory” (60–79), “Very Good” (80–89), and “Excellent”
(90–100), there were mean differences (4.15, 4.23, 4.25, and
4.26, respectively) on the time they spend practicing
ESSLCEE-related language skills. The cumulative mean score
of each groups show that “Very Good” and “Excellent” scorers
more frequently practice the ESSLCEE-related activities than
the rests. To check whether their differences across the groups
are significant or not, the mean score was computed using

one-way ANOVA [83]. To conduct the test, assumptions of
parametric test statistics were computed and met [84].

From the table below (Table 11), it can be understood
that there is no statistically significant difference between the
different achievement groups of students’ self-reported prac-
tices of ESSLCEE-related items out-of-classrooms. This hap-
pened albeit the students’ academic achievement differences
(because the significance value is greater than 0.05), F (3, 93)=
0.337, p>0:05. Though there were mean differences among
students of different academic achievement levels in their
practicing of ESSLCEE-related learning activities out of class-
rooms, the differences are insignificant. The variation of the
current finding with the previous studies [10] might be due to
various reasons [23, 33, 34, 38, 50].

One thing to be noted here is that the data fromTables 6 and
9 show as the “Fair” and “Satisfactory” achieving groups regis-
tered high mean score in responses to ESSLCEE-related items,
but low means scores responses to non-ESSLCEE-related items.
However, “Very Good” and “Excellent” achieving groups regis-
tered high mean score in both non-ESSLCEE-related and
ESSLCEE-related items than the “Fair” and “Satisfactory”
achieving groups. This finding is supported by [11, 28, 68].

Overall, the data from the table demonstrate that, when
compared to the non-ESSLCEE-related items (Table 6), stu-
dents in all achievement groups registered high mean scores

TABLE 9: Comparative analyses of ESSLCEE-related items across the groups.

Items Fair (50–59) Satisfactory (60–79) Very good (80–89) Excellent (90–100) Total

Practicing ESSLCEE-related reading comprehensions 3.92 3.93 3.68 4 3.88
Practicing ESSLCEE-related vocabulary questions 4.16 4.12 4.26 4.43 4.18
Practicing ESSLCEE-related grammar questions 4.36 4.49 4.53 4.86 4.49
Practicing ESSLCEE-related dialog questions 4.24 4.28 4.37 4 4.27
Practicing ESSLCEE-related writing questions 4.08 4.35 4.42 4.29 4.29
Total 4.15 4.23 4.25 4.26 4.22

TABLE 10: Mean differences of students responses to ESSLCEE-related items.

N Mean SD Std. error
95% Confidence interval for mean

Mini Max
Lower bound Upper bound

Fair (50–59) 25 4.15 0.176 0.035 4.08 4.22 4 4
Satisfactory (60–79) 43 4.23 0.218 0.033 4.17 4.30 4 5
Very good (80–89) 19 4.25 0.239 0.055 4.14 4.37 4 5
Excellent (90–100) 7 4.26 0.190 0.072 4.08 4.43 4 5
Total 94 4.22 0.211 0.022 4.17 4.26 4 5

TABLE 11: ANOVA test of significance difference of ESSLCE-related
items.

Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig.

Between groups 0.151 3 0.050 1.141 0.337
Within groups 3.981 90 0.044
Total 4.133 93
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for all ESSLCEE-related items (Table 9). Regardless of their
categories of academic achievement, the results reveal that
students spend more time practicing the language compo-
nents linked to the ESSLCEE than the language components
unrelated to the ESSLCEE. The findings may support earlier
research by Buyukkeles [10] and Pan [11].

5. Discussion

The primary goal of this study is to examine the influence of
high-stakes ESSLCEE on students’ learning determining to
what extent they practice ESSLCEE- and non-ESSLCEE-related
learning activities out-of-classroom. According to the data
from Table 3, students reported practicing ESSLCEE-related
language components more frequently than non-ESSLCEE-
related ones during their study time. The results showed that
students were more interested in studying the language parts of
the exams during their after-class English study time. The
results are in line with earlier research done by Mickan and
Motteram [5] and Zhan and Andrews [12]. Zhan and Andrews
[12] examined the extent to which the revised College English
Test Band 4 (CET-4) actually influenced Chinese non-English-
major undergraduates’ out-of-class learning. According to the
findings, students were more likely to alter what they learned
than how they learned when the goal test was present. Accord-
ing to Mickan and Motteram [5], the candidates concentrated
on the test-preparation activities, which had a beneficial wash-
back on the students’ English learning. In contrast to Mickan
and Motteram’s findings, the high-stakes ESSLCEE had a det-
rimental impact on the students’ out-of-classroom English-
learning habits in the current study.

It was found that students tended to focus on tasks and
materials that related to the test when preparing for it. On
the other hand, the students also appeared to place less
emphasis on using language skills that are essential to their
lives but are excluded from or given less weight in the
ESSLCEE. They frequently concentrate more on the writing,
grammar, and dialog sections of the exam. The effects of the
high-stakes test on students’ learning are apparent when the
data from FGD and the mean scores recorded with both non-
ESSLCEE-related and ESSLCEE-related items (Table 3) are
compared with the percentage composition of language
components found in previous ESSLCEE questions (Table 5).
For instance, listening is one of the receptive skills that is not
tested in the exam and is also the skill that students with the
lowest mean score (M= 2.15) in non-ESSLCEE-related items
exercise the least. Second, reading comprehension and
vocabulary exercises are the two skills that have received
the least weight in previous ESSLCEE questions. Reading
comprehension is also mentioned last in the list of talents.
On the other hand, vocabulary is listed in the second rank
order with its mean score under both non-ESSLCEE-related
and ESSLCEE-related categories, and its outcome is related
to the findings of Pan and Newfields [28] and Pan [82].
According to the experts, the amount of vocabulary included
in exam content has a negligible impact on how students
learn language. Students are aware of studying vocabulary
and grammar even when there is no relation to a high-stakes

exam because they believe that doing so would help them
become more fluent in English [82]. Third, one of the FGD
participants explained that he uses his spare time after class
to study exam-related information and neglects non-ESSL-
CEE-related language contents due to time constraints. The
lack of access to reading comprehension questions for
the ESSLCEE was mentioned by another FGD participant.
The results can be connected to earlier results from Allen [1],
Sato [81], and Shih [6]. According to Sato [81], resource
limitations were one of the elements influencing participant
learning behavior. When they do not have a companion with
whom to practice speaking, pupils avoid studying for speak-
ing tests, according to a comparable case study by Allen and
Sato. Because they do not have access to the resources, the
students in the current study appear to avoid practicing
reading comprehension questions. As a result, the evidence
derived from various data points to the likelihood that stu-
dents will modify their outside-of-classroom English study
time in accordance with the volume of language components
included in previous ESSLCEE questions. According to the
data, regardless of students’ differences in academic achieve-
ment, high-stakes English tests have a greater negative impact
on their autonomous language learning. This implies that
how many language components are included in the past
ESSLCEE questions affects how much time students spend
on each language component. Less time may be spent study-
ing if the exam’s language components are given less weight.
The discovery supports earlier research [12, 19, 63, 64, 81].
For instance, tests will affect the rate and sequence, degree,
and depth of learning, according to Alderson and Wall’s the-
ories. The current study, however, differs from previous
research in that it examined the impact of high-stakes testing
on students’ outside-of-classroom learning context.

Testing the differences in non-ESSLCEE-related learning
activities across students with varying academic success levels is
the second and main goal of this study. Students of varying
academic achievement levels exercised the language compo-
nents outside of the classroom in various ways, as seen in
Table 6. The “Fair” and “Satisfactory” achieving groups prac-
ticed non-ESSLCEE-related language components less fre-
quently than the “Excellent” and “Very Good” achieving
groups. Table 6 shows that the Post Hoc Tests results demon-
strate that there is no significant difference in the amount of
time students in low-achieving groups (“Fair” and “Satisfac-
tory”) spend outside of class studying the test-independent
English-learning activities. Similarly, when it comes to applying
the learning activities, there is no discernible difference between
the groups that get “Excellent” and “Very Good.” The distinc-
tion between “Fair” achievers and “Very Good” and “Excellent”
achievers, as well as between “Satisfactory” achievers and “Very
Good” and “Excellent” achievers, is, however, rather evident.
Although not enough, the FGD discussion results among stu-
dents do confirm the findings of the statistical tests. One of the
interviewees said he had never budgeted his study time for
language learning activities unrelated to exams.

The results support Alderson and Wall’s hypotheses [19]
about how certain students will experience washback on tests
but not others. The research supported the conclusions made
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by Pan [11] and Buyukkeles [10]. When preparing for high-
stakes tests, low-proficiency students did not spend as much
time on specific types of language-skill developing activities
as intermediate and high-proficiency students, according to
Pan [11]. Buyukkeles’ [10] research also revealed that some
students may not feel the need to work on their language
skills, which have insignificant contribution in high-stakes
tests. Pan [82] provided some explanations for why all the
high-achieving groups worked vocabulary and grammar
drills unrelated to the ESSLCEE more than they did other
language skills. She asserted that students can focus more on
grammar and vocabulary exercises than on other language
skills because they believe these subskills will help them become
more fluent in English. The information gathered from the
FGD participants supports the assertion. They claimed that
they spent their time outside of the classroom studying gram-
mar and vocabulary in the hopes that their command of the
English language would improve. However, the finding that
supports the research done by Allen [1] is the significant dif-
ference in the frequency of non-ESSLCEE-related activities
between the high-achieving groups (“Excellent” and “Very
Good”) and low-achieving groups (“Fair” and “Satisfactory”).
The amount of fluency practice students put in for IELTS
exams varies significantly amongst students in different achiev-
ing groups, according to the author.

The result, however, disagrees with those of Pan [11],
Buyukkeles [10], Cheng [35], Pan [11], Shohamy et al. [24],
and Pan. The disparity between these findings and those of
previous studies may be due to differences in the way that
students were divided into academic levels, differences in the
nature or status of the test—national (ESSLCEE) versus inter-
national tests (IELTS and TOFEL), or differences in the
homogeneity or heterogeneity of students—students from
different context or from similar context. The variance in
results may not come as a surprise given the complexity of
the washback research [19, 33, 34, 38, 50]. In addition, it is
asserted that learners’ washback on learning is not consistent.
Furthermore, the environment in which students live and
struggle to prepare for exams is a significant factor in the
learning differences that may exist among students. Because
of this, the impact of the exam on students’ learning may
differ significantly from that of the classroom context.
According to research, students who study independently
outside of class and tend to concentrate on tasks andmaterials
related to the test can adopt more diverse preparation strate-
gies than is likely to happen in a classroom setting [5, 12, 50].

Examining the differences in how students with various
academic achievement levels approach learning ESSLCEE-
related language components is another important goal of
the study. Table 9 demonstrates that, with the exception of
reading comprehension questions, all academic achievement
groups spent a significant amount of their out-of-classroom
learning time on all ESSLCEE-related language components.
Surprisingly, ESSLCEEE-related reading texts received less
attention from all the high-achieving groups than the other
language skills. Table 8 shows that there is no statistically
significant difference in students’ out-of-classroom learning
methods for language components relevant to the ESSLCEE

amongst the various achieving groups. The current finding is
in opposition to earlier studies by Pan [11] and Buyukkeles
[10]. Several distinct reasons can be to blame for the discre-
pancies in the results. The participants were told via various
social media platforms that the exam administration system
will transition from paper to online, which is the only com-
pelling argument for the difference in results. Consequently,
all the candidates—including teachers, parents, and school
administrators—were extremely enthusiastic and sought to
pave the way for success in the exam by setting up frequent
tutorial classes, preparing model questions, forming teams,
and assigning better achiever students to each team so they
could work together to practice test-related questions both
inside and outside of school grounds. As a result, the candi-
dates’ willingness to work together to share information and
experiences regarding the upcoming test caused them to
engage in ESSLCEE-related activities on a regular basis,
which may have led to minimal differences among students.

The comparison of Table 9 result with Table 6’s reveals that
both “Fair” and “Satisfactory” achieving groups are more
affected by the washback of ESSLCEE than the “Very Good”
and “Excellent” achieving groups. However, the “Very Good”
and “Excellent” achieving groups showed highermean scores in
both non-ESSLCEE-related and ESSLCEE-related items when
compared to the “Fair” and “Satisfactory” achieving groups,.
The investigations undertaken by Ferman [68], Pan [11], and
Shohamy et al. [24] provide evidence for the relative consis-
tency of the high-achieving groups (“Very Good” and “Excel-
lent”). The authors reported that high scorers are consistently
willing to learn independent of the push of the high-stakes tests.
According to Pan [11], higher academically performing groups
embraced a variety of test-related and linguistic skill-building
activities. According to Ferman [67] and Shohamy and his
colleagues [24], students who performed better academically
were more interested in studying both language skills needed
for exams and language skills not required for exams.

The study’s conclusions, which were drawn from all the
data analyzed, appear to corroborate twomain assertions. One
is the fact that during their individualized out-of-classroom
English study sessions, students in diverse academic achieve-
ment groups display washback variability. The second finding
is that students spendmore time working on ESSLCEE-related
learning activities out-of-classroom than they do on language
components that are not related to ESSLCEE, despite differ-
ences in academic achievement. This clearly shows that the
washback of high-stake ESSLCEE has a detrimental effect on
students’ attempts to learn English out-of-classroom, regard-
less of the specific academic achievement group to which
they belong. The results might lend support to past studies
by Pan [11] and Buyukkeles [10]. In addition, the findings
can provide light on the Alderson and Wall washback the-
ory, which predicts that “tests will have washback on all or
some learners.”

6. Conclusion

The current study represents the first attempt to examine
how, in an Ethiopian context, ESSLCEE influences students’
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autonomous learning habits out-of-classroom. Because it is
one of the few studies that concentrated on the washback of
testing-related learners’ viewpoints, the study believed that it
would better understanding of learning washback on how
tests affect students’ independent out-of-classroom learning
practices. In addition, it highlights the extent to which the
high-stakes tests have an impact on students across a range
of academic achievement levels.

The study found that students from low-achieving groups
(“Fair” and “Satisfactory” scorers) and high-achieving groups
(“Very Good” and “Excellent” scorers) significantly differed in
their ability to independently study non-ESSLCEE-related
language components out-of-classroom. Because of their aca-
demic backgrounds, high-stakes test takers appear to have
experienced a negative washback of variability. It has been
found that students in low-achieving groups do not devote
as much time to specific language-communicative skill-
building activities as students in high-achieving groups do.
The result validates Alderson and Wall’s hypothesis about
how assessments affect the rate, sequence, degree, and depth
of learning and how some learners will experience washback
but not others.

The study also reveals that there is no statistically signifi-
cant difference between low- and high-achieving groups in
terms of independent out-of-classroom activities for lan-
guage components relevant to ESSLCEE. The high-achieving
groups are less impacted by the washback of high-stakes
ESSLCEE because they spend more time practicing
ESSLCEE-related and non-ESSLCEE-related language com-
ponents than the low-achieving groups. In overall, the study
undoubtedly proves the ESSLCEE’s washback variability on
the efforts students make to learn English outside of class,
depending on the specific academic achievement group to
which they belong.

7. Implication of the Findings

Strong evidence was discovered, as was already mentioned,
that high-stakes ESSLCEE had a detrimental effect on stu-
dents’ out-of-classroom English learning habits. Additionally,
students with varying degrees of academic achievement levels
have a sizable amount of washback variability. There is obvi-
ously washback from the high-stakes ESSLCEE for all four
achieving groups, but it is more pronounced for the low
achieving groups (“Fair” and “Satisfactory” scorers). The
study has implications that EFL teachers should put in place
various mechanisms to encourage positive washback, com-
mencing before the start of the classroom lesson. In order
for students to be aware of the use of the target language,
EFL teachers should inform the students about how English
will be used in the future in their programs. The development
of language skills depends heavily on placing students in cir-
cumstances where they become aware of out-of-classroom
language learning practices. The idea of “learner autonomy”
should be communicated to students, and strategies for fos-
tering it should be recommended. EFL teachers should assist
students in identifying their preferred strategies of learning
English and then instruct them on how to apply those

strategies both in and out of the classroom. In addition,
they are urged to support their students in using strategies
that help them practice each language element equally. The
discovery also implies that the test design for the EFL should
be reviewed. The test’s weighting should be in line with the
curriculum. In other words, the test elements should
unquestionably be equally weighted. Students will be expected
to give each component equal weight in this manner. In this
way, students would be expected to attach equal importance
to each component. The test should be more communicative
in its nature. The test content could be redesigned to achieve
this. It would be wise to test students’ command of the English
language directly or by seeing howwell they produce language
rather than using discrete objective items. The focus would
shift from linguistic accuracy to communicative competence,
potentially altering how students learn. The findings of this
study can also provide policy makers, syllabus designers, edu-
cators, and other stakeholders with insights on how to pro-
mote positive washback.

8. Limitations and Future Trajectories

When conducting research, limitations are a given. As a
result, there are several limitations for the current study
that should be taken into account for subsequent research
in the field. First, the study concentrated on the context of
secondary school students in Ethiopia, which might not
accurately reflect the situation of students in other countries.
Future scholars can therefore expand their investigation into
areas that the current study did not cover. Second, all of the
survey questions were of the closed-ended variety. More
closed and open-ended items would need to be added to a
future study of a similar nature to get more detailed data.
Third, rather than delivering the self-reported items to the
respondents all at once, the participants should be required
to keep a written record every day for a specific number of
weeks to get more accurate data on what students indepen-
dently practice outside of the classroom. Finally, future
researchers should either develop distinct FGD based on
their achievement groups or conduct interviews separately
to avoid the over dominance of some participants on the
others during FGD.
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