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ABSTRACT

Washback refers to the impact of language tests on language teaching and learning. Though numerous empirical
studies have been done on this topic, there is a lack of systematic reviews of these studies. In light of this, this study
presents a review of washback research in the Chinese mainland over the past two decades. Specifically, 66 studies were
included and analyzed in terms of the following aspects: test type, participant, research methodology, and research foci.
The results showed that while the majority of the reviewed studies examined the washback of English tests, especially
large-scale high-stakes ones, including the College English Test (CET), the National Matriculation English Test (NMET),
and the Test for English Majors (TEM). Meanwhile, a few studies investigated the washback of non-English language tests,
such as the Chinese Proficiency Test (HSK). The reviewed studies primarily recruited university students and teachers as
participants, while only a few studies included other stakeholders, like school leaders and test constructors. Quantitative
and mixed-methods approaches, along with cross-sectional designs, were predominantly adopted, while qualitative research
methods and longitudinal research designs were comparatively less used. Moreover, three major research themes were
identified: washback effects on language learning, washback effects on language teaching, and the factors influencing
these effects. This review maps the current state of washback research in the Chinese mainland and offers directions for
future research.
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1. Introduction

Language tests can have a profound influence on lan-
guage teaching and learning['=3]. Several terms were used
to describe such effects of testing, like ‘washback’ "), ‘back-
wash’ 1, “test impact’Bl, and ‘consequential validity’ .
Among them, washback is the most accepted and well-known
term ). In the mid-1990s, Alderson and Wall pointed out
the lack of empirical research on this widely perceived phe-
nomenon!!! and proposed a question: ‘Does washback ex-
ist?”” (p. ix). Since then, researchers worldwide have con-
ducted numerous empirical studies on the washback effects
of language tests (8. They have made great efforts to verify
its existence and attempted to answer questions, such as what
kind of washback effects a test may produce and what factors
may influence such effects[6%),

So far, washback has remained a key topic in language
testing research[>6]. Meanwhile, the Chinese mainland has
a large-scale and unique education system, and the diverse
language tests within it, such as NMET and CET, provide
favorable research conditions for exploring the washback
of language tests on language teaching and learning [*~'4].
According to a bibliometric analysis of 243 washback stud-
ies published from 1993 to 2023, the reviewed studies were
conducted in 39 countries or regions!®). Moreover, the Chi-
nese mainland has demonstrated consistent and remarkable
growth in the number of washback studies, surpassing all
other countries and regions[®l. Despite the substantial vol-
ume of washback studies carried out in the Chinese main-
land, there were few systematic reviews of these studies.
The disparity between the large-scale empirical exploration
and the scarcity of systematic reviews calls for a compre-
hensive synthesis of existing research and directions for
future washback research. Given this, this study provides
a systematic review of washback research in the Chinese
mainland over the past two decades (from 2005 to 2025).
By investigating the unique trends and patterns of washback
research in the Chinese mainland, this review will not only
fill the existing gap in the literature but also contribute to a
more comprehensive understanding of the washback effect

in the Chinese context.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Theoretical Models of Washback

Researchers have proposed various theoretical models
and frameworks of washback['>~171. Alderson and Wall’s
Washback Hypotheses laid the groundwork for later empiri-
cal studies on this topic>!®]. In 1993, they proposed a series
of hypotheses about the washback effects of language tests!'].
They believed that a test can influence language teaching
(e.g., what and how teachers teach) and learning (e.g., what
and how learners learn). Also, whether the test has wash-
back depends on its importance, and tests have different
effects on different teachers and learners!!). Inspired by their
re-conceptualization of washback, researchers began to crit-
ically think about the notion of washback['>-!7]. However,
these hypotheses reflect a rather general and simplistic un-
derstanding of washback and do not mention that washback
is a social phenomenon %],

Hughes proposed a trichotomy model of washback,
which includes “participants-process-product” 3], Hughes
emphasized the necessity of distinguishing these three parts
and suggested that they were all influenced by the test. A
test would have an impact on the participants’ (e.g., teachers,
students) perceptions and attitudes, which would, in turn,
affect the language teaching and learning process and ulti-
mately affect the product (e.g., language learning outcomes).
Hughes listed the necessary conditions for the occurrence
of the washback, such as the importance of the test to par-
ticipants, teachers’ desire for students’ success in learning,
and the available resources for preparing the test. Hughes’s
trichotomy model clearly reflects the mechanisms of wash-
back. However, it lacks the consideration that for some
participants, the process might not directly lead to signifi-
cant positive products, such as improved language skills, but
might produce some ancillary outcomes. Besides, this model
only shows a one-way relationship between the three aspects.
It overlooks the fact that testing is not a purely academic
activity, but rather takes place in social contexts!°].

Based on Alderson and Wall’s work and Hughes’ model,

Bailey introduced another model of washback. This model
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emphasizes the mutual interaction between a test and the po-

(161 In the model, a test can affect four cat-

tential participants
egories of participants (i.e., students, teachers, designers of
textbooks and curricula, and academic scholars) and produce
corresponding outcomes. Bailey put forward the term “wash-
forward”, suggesting that these participants can also impose
influences on the test[!%l. Bailey also distinguished between
the ideas ‘washback to the learners’ (the direct effects on the
test-takers) and ‘washback to the programme’ (the impact on
other relevant stakeholders, like teachers, school leaders, and
curriculum designers)!'®]. These two terms were both con-
sistent with the hypotheses of Alderson and Wall regarding
the impact of tests on teaching and learning!'!. Apart from
the models mentioned above, there are many well-developed
theoretical models!!'7-?*-23], Guided by these theoretical mod-
els and relevant discussions on washback, researchers have

carried out numerous empirical studies[®.
2.2. Empirical Research on Washback

Early empirical research has predominantly centered on
the washback of two types of language tests: global high-
stakes tests (e.g., the International English Language Testing
System (IELTS) and Test of English as a Foreign Language
(TOEFL)), and national or regional campus-based tests or
entrance tests (e.g., the NMET and CET in China)!?3-2¢], In
terms of studies on global language tests, Alderson & Hamp-
Lyons focused on English teachers and English as a For-
eign Language (EFL) learners in the USA and found that the
TOEFL influenced the teachers’ teaching content and meth-
0ds[?*). Green recruited Chinese university English teachers
and students to explore the washback of IELTS on them 271,
As for research on national or regional tests, Qi explored the
washback effect of the NMET on English teaching and learn-
ing in Chinese high schools. The study involved students, their
English teachers, and the test constructors of the NMET[1%],

Despite the predominant attention on English tests[6],
there has been a growth in research on the washback of
non-English language tests, such as the Chinese language
proficiency test (HSK)[?3% and the Portuguese language
proficiency test (CAPLE)!. For instance, Kong and Zhang
conducted a questionnaire survey on 1616 Chinese as a Sec-
ond Language (CSL) learners from 41 countries and inter-
viewed 6 of them[?°). They found that the HSK significantly
influenced the learners’ Chinese learning processes and out-

comes. Liu concentrated on 102 Chinese undergraduates who
majored in Portuguese as well as 28 Portuguese teachers, and
found positive washback of the test on the participants, such
as increased language abilities and learning confidence 3!,

A significant body of research has confirmed that tests
exert notable washback on both language learning (e.g., influ-
encing learning outcomes, strategies, and attitudes) and teach-
ing (e.g., promoting changes in teaching methods, content,
and syllabus) 2439321 For instance, Li found that NMET led
to a shift in high school English teaching content from em-
phasizing language knowledge (grammar, vocabulary, and
phonetics) to cultivating students’ language abilities (listen-
ing, reading, writing, and speaking)*3]. Teachers have be-
come more flexible in their choice of instructional materials,
with an increased use of imported and self-compiled ones.
Students’ enthusiasm for English learning improved, and
their after-school learning methods diversified. Besides, Gu
found both positive and negative influences of the CET on
university students and English teachers in China**!. The
test effectively promoted the refinement of the college En-
glish teaching syllabus, drew the attention of school leaders
to English courses, motivated teachers and students, and
enhanced students’ English reading skills. Meanwhile, it
also led to the “teaching to the test” phenomenon due to
an overemphasis on passing rates. He summarized that the
positive effects outweigh the negative ones.

Scholars have identified various factors that can in-

22,34] For

fluence the washback effects of language testsl
instance, in Alderson & Hamp-Lyons’ study, the teacher par-
ticipants in the TOEFL classes and in the normal English
classes experienced different degrees of washback >4, In
Qi’s study on the washback of the NMET, he compared the
English teaching practices in Chinese secondary schools at
that time and the intentions of test designers''%l. He pointed
out that due to the conflict between school-based English
teaching and the intentions of test constructors, the test had
limited intended washback. While the English classrooms
still emphasized learning language knowledge, the test de-
signers wanted to use the test to promote the communicative
use of English. Shohamy et al. found that high- and low-
stakes language tests (Arabic and English) exerted different
washback effects on university students in Israel. The high-
stakes test had more intense washback than the low-stakes

[34

test(34. Shih studied English major university students in
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Taiwan and found that the General English Proficiency Test
(GEPT) had limited effects on their English learning!??1. He
attributed the insignificant washback in the study to the partic-
ipants’ majors. Based on the empirical findings, he proposed
a washback model that includes three major categories of
factors jointly affecting the washback effects on students’
learning and psychology. The three types of factors were
intrinsic (e.g., individual differences), extrinsic (e.g., socioe-
conomic factors), as well as test-related factors (e.g., stakes
and importance of the test).

Given the large number of empirical studies on wash-
back, some scholars have carried out systematic reviews of

[8,35-37

these empirical investigations 1. For example. Allen

and Tahara conducted a systematic review of washback re-

search in Japan[*®]

. They reviewed 32 empirical studies
published before 2021 and examined them in terms of sev-
eral aspects, including test type, participant group, research
methodology, and so on. Chen focused on washback research
in China and analyzed 38 washback studies published in Chi-
nese journals, examining the test type, research methodology,
and research focus of each study!®!. These reviews help re-
veal the trends and patterns of washback research. Besides,
the number of washback studies conducted in the Chinese
mainland has been increasing steadily since the 2000s %8,
Yet, there are relatively few systematic reviews of these
studies. To fill this gap, this study focuses on the empiri-
cal studies conducted in the Chinese mainland over the past
two decades and provides a systematic review. This study
can contribute to an in-depth understanding of the washback
phenomena in the Chinese context. It seeks to answer the

following research questions:

(1)  What are the characteristics of washback studies (test
type, participant, research methodology) conducted in
the Chinese mainland from 2005 to 2025?

(2) What are the research foci of these studies?

3. Method

3.1. Literature Search

The literature search and screening followed the guide-
lines of the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for System-
atic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) (See Figure 1)1*%]. Arti-
cles were searched in three databases: the Web of Science

(WOS), Scopus, and CNKI (China National Knowledge In-
frastructure). For the two English-language databases, WOS
and Scopus, the search keywords were “washback” AND
“China”. As for the Chinese-language database, CNKI, we
used “ ” (washback in Chinese) as the search keyword.
After obtaining the search results from these databases, we
filtered them to include only articles published between 2005
and 2025. After the initial search, duplicate articles were
removed. The literature search was conducted independently
by the first author. A total of 969 articles remained for further

screening.

Identification of studies via databases

)

Records idantified from Records removed before

£
2

E WOS (n=74) screening:

:"5 Scopus (F =36) g Duplicate records removed
] CNKI (n = 891) Y

g Total (n = 1001) (n=

(

J

|

Records screened

(n=969)

Reports assessed for eligibility
(n=158)

Records excluded
(n=811)

Screening

v

Reports excluded
Irelevant topic and low
research quality
(n=92)

[

)

Studies included in review
(n=66)

Included

[

Figure 1. Selection procedure.

3.2. Literature Screening

During the screening process, specific inclusion and
exclusion criteria were applied. The inclusion criteria were
as follows: The studies should be empirical research that
focused on the washback of language tests and were con-
ducted in the Chinese mainland. The articles needed to be
published in either English or Chinese, and their full-text
versions should be accessible online. The studies must in-
volve language teachers or learners in China, and focus on
language tests used in Chinese educational settings. Only
peer-reviewed journal articles were included. The exclusion
criteria were as follows: First, works such as literature re-

views, theoretical papers, and book reviews were not consid-
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ered for this review. Second, studies published in languages
apart from English or Chinese were excluded. Additionally,
any research conducted outside the Chinese mainland was ex-
cluded. Furthermore, after the initial screening, the quality of
the included studies was evaluated. Specifically, each study
was carefully examined in terms of the research questions
and research methodology. Studies with irrelevant research
topics or low research quality were removed. For example,
in quantitative research, studies with a small sample size
or unreliable measurement tools were excluded. The two
authors first independently conducted the screening of the
literature and subsequently compared their respective results.
Discrepancies were resolved through discussion to reach a
consensus. Finally, 66 articles were left for further in-depth

analyses.

3.3. Data Analysis

Firstly, relevant information was extracted from the
selected articles, including the publication year, author, test
type, participants, research methodology, research questions,
and major findings. To answer the first research question,
quantitative analyses were carried out on the data. All the
results were presented in figures and tables for clear visual-
ization. Specifically, the researchers counted the test types
that were focused on in each study and calculated the fre-
quencies of various test types. In addition, regarding the
participants, they identified different participant types in
each study and calculated their frequencies. Moreover, in
terms of the research methodology, the researchers counted
the frequencies of different research designs (whether the
research was cross-sectional or longitudinal), research instru-
ments, and research methods (quantitative, qualitative, or
mixed-methods) employed in the reviewed studies.

To answer the second research question, a thematic anal-
ysis was conducted, which involved two rounds of coding.
In the first round, broad and initial themes were generated
and matched with corresponding data excerpts that could
serve as evidence to illustrate them. Through this process,
three main themes were identified: “washback effects on

LRI

language learning”, “washback effects on language teach-
ing”, and “factors that influence these effects”. In the second
round of coding, the sub-themes were identified based on the
broad themes generated in the first round. For example, un-

der the theme of “washback effects on learning”, sub-themes

such as “effects on the learning process™ and “effects on the
learning outcome” were further determined. To ensure the
reliability of the coding results, the two researchers carried
out the coding work independently and then compared the
coding results. The discrepancies in the coding results were
addressed through a series of discussions.

4. Results

4.1. Test Type

As shown in Figure 2, 84% of the reviewed studies ex-
plored the washback effects of English tests (N = 56). Among
these tests, CET, NMET, and TEM were the most frequently
studied tests. Specifically, 21 studies focused on the wash-
back of CET, 14 studies on that of NMET, and 10 studies on
that of TEM. In addition, several studies examined the wash-
back of international standardized English tests, including
TOEFL (N = 3), IELTS (N = 3), and PTE (N = 1). Moreover,
six studies examined the washback of school-based English
tests, such as those designed by specific universities.

LOTE tests
16%

English
tests 84%

B English tests @ LOTE tests

LOTE tests

IELTS . CET e ‘
HSK

NMET

English tests

Figure 2. Distribution of test type.

In contrast, 16% of the reviewed studies (N = 11) ex-
plored the washback of non-English language tests. Specifi-
cally, eight studies examined the effects of the HSK, two fo-
cused on the Japanese Language Proficiency Test (JLPT), and
one centered on the CAPLE. Notably, only one study made
a comparison of the washback effects of different tests®]. In
the remaining studies, researchers all focused on the wash-

back of a particular test. The results indicate that researchers
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have paid significantly more attention to English tests, par-
ticularly the three large-scale domestic English tests —CET,
NMET, and TEM —than to other types of tests.

4.2. Research Participants

Figure 3 and Table 1 illustrate the distribution of par-
ticipant types in the reviewed studies. As presented in Figure
3, 51 studies (82%) focused on Chinese university students
and teachers, while 11 studies recruited participants from
Chinese high schools (18%).

As shown in Table 1, among the 51 studies carried out in
Chinese university settings, 29 studies recruited only univer-
sity students as participants, while 14 studies involved both
university teachers and students. Furthermore, four studies
focused solely on university teachers, four studies recruited
teachers, students, and other stakeholders, such as test con-
structors. Two studies concentrated solely on the relevant
stakeholders other than university teachers and students, and
two studies recruited both university teachers and other rele-
vant stakeholders. As for the 11 studies that involved partici-
pants from Chinese high schools, 6 studies only recruited high
school students as participants, while 3 studies solely concen-
trated on high school teachers. Moreover, one study recruited
both high school teachers and students, while another study
involved teachers, students, and other relevant stakeholders.
These results suggest that so far, researchers have paid sig-
nificantly more attention to Chinese university teachers and
students compared to high school teachers and students. Also,
students emerged as the most frequently studied participant
type. Furthermore, apart from teachers and students, other
relevant stakeholders, like school leaders and test designers,

have received relatively little research attention.

High school
18%

B University
i High school

University
82%

Figure 3. Distribution of participants.

Table 1. Distribution of participants.

Participant Type N
University 55
Student 30
Teachers and students 13
Teacher 4
Teachers, students, and other stakeholders 4
Other stakeholders 2
Teachers and other stakeholders 2
High school 11
Student 6
Teacher 3
Teachers and students 1
Teachers, students, and other stakeholders 1

4.3. Research Methodology

In terms of research methods, as illustrated in Figure
4, 36 studies (55%) adopted mixed-method approaches, 27
studies (41%) used quantitative methods, and only 3 studies
(4%) used qualitative methods. Regarding research design,
58 studies (89%) were cross-sectional, while only 8 (11%)
were longitudinal. As presented in Table 2, among the 66
studies, 27 (41%) employed questionnaire surveys for data
collection. 26 studies (39%) combined questionnaire surveys
and interviews, and 10 (15%) integrated questionnaire sur-
veys, interviews, and classroom observation. 2 studies (3%)
utilized interviews and journals, and 1 (2%) only used class-
room observation to collect data. These results suggest that
researchers tend to employ quantitative and mixed-methods
approaches, as well as cross-sectional designs, more fre-
quently than qualitative methods and longitudinal designs.
Questionnaires were the most frequently utilized instrument,
followed by interviews, while classroom observations and
journals were less frequently used.

4.4. Research Foci

In terms of the research foci of the reviewed studies,
three major themes and their sub-themes were identified.
The first theme, washback effects on language learning, was
categorized into three sub-themes: effects on language learn-
ing processes, effects on language learning outcomes, and
effects on students’ psychology. Regarding the effects on
learning processes, according to the reviewed studies, the lan-
guage test significantly influenced students’ learning behav-
iors (e.g., test preparation, learning activities)?%3%. As for
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the impacts on language learning outcomes, some researchers
found that the test had an impact on language learning out-
comes, such as students’ test scores and self-rated language
achievement[!:12:31 " As for the effects on students’ psychol-
ogy, the reviewed studies demonstrated that the language
test influenced students’ attitudes towards the test, language

learning motivation, strategy, anxiety, etc. 32401,

Quantitative method

Mixed method 41%

55%

Qualitative method
4%

¥ Quantitative method ™ Qualitative method ™ Mixed method

Longitudinal
11%

Cross-sectional
89%

Figure 4. Distribution of research methodology.

Table 2. Distribution of the research instrument.

Instrument N
Questionnaire survey 27
Survey + interview 26
Survey + interview + classroom 10
observation

Interviews + journal

Classroom observation 1

The second theme, washback effects on language teach-
ing, involves two sub-themes: effects on language teaching
processes and effects on teachers’ psychology. For the ef-
fects on teaching processes, the reviewed studies showed that
language teachers’ teaching practices (e.g., teaching content,
teaching method, teaching plan) were influenced by language

41-44

tests 41441, Regarding the effects on teachers’ psychology,

the studies indicated that language tests influenced teachers’
attitudes towards teaching, teaching pressure, and so on[144!1,

The third major theme, factors influencing washback ef-
fects, included three sub-themes: personal, test-related, and
social context factors. Personal factors involve two types of
factors: student-related factors, such as language proficiency,
perceptions of the test, and individual characteristics (e.g.,

41431 "as well as teacher-related fac-

age, gender, and grade)l
tors, like years of teaching experience, teachers’ perceptions
of the test[*647] Test-related factors consist of test design,

48491 - A for the social

test difficulty, test stakes, and so on!
context factors, factors such as the education system, institu-
tional policies, and management regulations can affect the

washback effects of the test[*!*8] (Table 3).

Table 3. Research foci of the reviewed studies.

Effects on language learning
Effects on the language learning process

Effects on language learning outcomes

Effects on students’ psychology

Learning practices, allocation of learning time,
learning activities, etc.

Self-rated learning achievement, test
scores, etc.

Attitudes towards English, learning
motivation, strategy, anxiety, etc.

Effects on language teaching

Effects on the language teaching process
Teaching method, teaching goal, teaching plan,
etc.

Effects on teachers’ psychology

Attitudes towards teaching, teaching
confidence, etc.

Factors that influence the effects

Personal factors

Students’ age, gender, grade, language
proficiency, perceptions of the test, etc. Teachers’
years of teaching, perceptions of the test, etc.

Test-related factors
Test design, test difficulty, test format,
etc.

Social context factors
Region, education system, school
regulation, etc.
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5. Discussion

5.1. Characteristics of the Studies

The results showed that over 84% of the reviewed stud-
ies were concentrated on the washback of English tests. The
three domestic large-scale high-stakes English tests, namely,
the CET, NMET, and TEM, were the most frequently stud-
ied tests. This finding is supported by a previous review of
washback research. For example, in Chen’s review of wash-
back studies in China, he focused solely on articles published
in Chinese journals before 2020. The results showed that
more than 70% of the studies focused on the English tests
held domestically. 44.7% of the reviewed studies examined
the washback of the CET, 21.2% investigated the washback
of the TEM, and 13.2% concentrated on the washback of
the NMET. These findings suggest that three language tests
play an important role in the Chinese education system >3],
They can exert a profound influence on the academic and
career development of Chinese students#64%-301 The CET is
designed to assess the comprehensive English abilities of Chi-
nese university students[*>3!1. In some universities, passing
this test is closely linked to students getting their graduation
certificates[?]. As for the NMET, it takes up a large propor-
tion of the Gaokao, namely the Chinese college entrance
examination, and is crucial for students to enter higher ed-
ucation*!4%], Cheng and Hamid noted that the NMET is
far from being just an ordinary test. Instead, it is one of the
most crucial competitions for Chinese students. Moreover, it
can exert a long-lasting influence on Chinese education!!3].
The TEM aims to test the English abilities of Chinese En-

141 Currently, over a quarter of

glish major undergraduates
a million English major undergraduates need to take this test
per yearl>!l, Meanwhile, limited attention has been paid to
international English proficiency tests, school-based English
tests, as well as non-English language tests (232932481 One
possible reason that the impact of these types of tests is less
significant compared to the three tests mentioned above is
that these tests are not mandatory for Chinese language learn-
ers. Also, it might be difficult for researchers to seek out
suitable participants.

In addition, 16% of the reviewed studies examined
the washback of non-English language tests, including
HSK 2829471 JLPTDB2! and CAPLEBY. Among these stud-

ies, the number of studies on the HSK, a Chinese proficiency

test, is the largest. The test scores are a key requirement for
international students applying to Chinese universities. The
researchers mainly recruited international students studying
in China, while some scholars focused on students at Confu-
cius Institutes overseas. Besides, the JLPT and CAPLE are
two tests that are targeted at undergraduate students majoring
in foreign languages in China. For these students, the results
of these two tests are of great significance to their future
academic and career opportunities. Overall, these findings
suggest that the scope of washback research conducted in
the Chinese mainland has continued to expand. While the
English test has remained the primary focus of researchers in
washback research >3] there has been a growing interest in
the washback of non-English language tests. These findings
were consistent with the research conducted by international

33351 In a review of washback studies in Japan,

scholars!
all the reviewed studies investigated the washback of En-
glish tests, especially those used for academic admissions,
like the university entrance exam[*®). Besides, as shown in
a bibliometric study of washback research, scholars have
increasingly turned their attention to the washback effects
of non-English language tests3!!. Yang and Jirawit inves-
tigated the impact of the HSK on Thai undergraduates [>*].
They suggested that the HSK is closely linked to the personal
development of Thai university students, helping them meet
their academic and professional needs and providing more
opportunities in both areas!>]. In Laotrakunchai and his col-
leagues’ study on high school students and Chinese teachers
in Thailand %%, the results showed that the test significantly
influenced the student participants’ Chinese learning. It has
enhanced their learning interest, boosted their learning con-
fidence, and improved their Chinese language abilities.
Regarding participants of the reviewed studies, most
studies recruited students and teachers from Chinese univer-
sities. In contrast, a few studies included participants from
Chinese high schools. This finding is consistent with the
reviews of washback research conducted by Chen[®! and Xie
and Jial®l,

search is centered on language tests at the tertiary education

Xie and Jia suggested that most washback re-

level and the “gate-keeping” tests during the transition from
secondary to tertiary education. This finding aligns with
the findings of previous reviews of washback research. In
Allen and Tahara’s review of washback studies in Japan, more

than half of the reviewed studies recruited participants from
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Japanese universities, while others focused on participants
from high schools®l. The concentration on university and
high school populations in washback research is understand-
able. Students and teachers are the two key stakeholders in
language teaching and learning!'~3, and it is more convenient
for researchers to collect data from them. However, there is a
notable lack of research on the washback effects of language
tests on students and teachers of other educational levels, like
primary, middle school, and vocational school students and
teachers. These language learners and their teachers are in
different educational settings from those in universities and
high schools, and the language teaching and learning situa-
tions can be quite different. The washback effects of language
tests on these participants may differ from current research
findings, and further investigation is necessary.
Furthermore, though students and teachers were the
most commonly studied types of participants, some scholars
have recruited other stakeholders, such as school leaders and
test constructors, as a supplement!!%*!1. For example, Fan
and his colleagues focused on the effect of the TEM on teach-
ers’ perceptions 11, They recruited 194 English teachers for
a questionnaire survey and conducted interviews with 16
of them. Additionally, they interviewed three members of
the TEM committee. These three members had worked on
the committee for more than a decade and were responsible
for making decisions on the design and reform of the test.
In Zhang and Kong’s study of the washback effects of the
HSK, 1616 students, 112 teachers, and 41 stakeholders were
involved "], The student participants were Chinese as a sec-
ond language (CSL) learners. The teacher participants were
engaged in teaching Chinese as a second language at universi-
ties. The researchers also interviewed 28 school leaders from
Chinese universities and 13 administrators of overseas Con-
fucius Institutes. This finding is supported by Chen’s review
of 38 empirical studies conducted in the Chinese mainland ®!.
The researcher found that 34 of these studies examined the
washback of the test on students and teachers. In contrast,
only four studies involved other stakeholders, such as school
leaders and test designers, as participants. Many scholars
have noted that washback has the potential to impact not only
individuals but also the educational system>-7-13]. Although
the number of such studies is relatively limited, they have

significantly deepened our understanding of the washback

effects of language tests by integrating the perspectives of
various stakeholders.

Regarding the research methodology, this study found
that the reviewed studies predominantly employed quantita-
tive and mixed-methods approaches. Quantitative research
is usually based on the analysis of large-sample data, and can
provide clear numerical evidence of the topic under investi-
gation®®). Combining both quantitative and qualitative data,
mixed-method approaches offer a comprehensive perspec-
tive on the research questions and facilitate the triangulation

s[71. Qualitative approaches focus on exploring in-

of finding
depth and rich data related to the topic. However, among the
reviewed studies, only two used qualitative methods exclu-
sively. Questionnaire survey was the most frequently used
tool for data collection, followed by interviews, while class-
room observations and journals were less commonly utilized.
This may be because questionnaires are cost-effective and
can be conducted more rapidly 58],

Additionally, most of the reviewed studies employed
cross-sectional designs, while a few adopted longitudinal
research designs. Cross-sectional studies usually collect data
at a single point in time, which allows them to provide a
snapshot of the current situation>8l. In contrast, longitudi-
nal studies involve the long-term tracking of participants to
identify any possible patterns of change over time 8!, For
social science studies, such longitudinal data are of utmost
importance as they enable the efficient and unbiased estima-
tion of parameters in any dynamic process!>). The limited
number of longitudinal studies indicates a lack of research on
topics such as the long-term washback effects of the test. For
instance, Huang and Zeng conducted a longitudinal study
and used mixed methods to examine the sustainability of the
washback effects of the NMET 1. They collected data from
high school teachers three times over a five-year period. The
results showed changes in the teachers’ perceptions of the
test and their attitudes toward the test reforms. Such changes
were due to several factors, including the design of the test
and pressure from the social environment, among others. In
the long-term process, these factors may dynamically affect
the washback of the test, which can only be explored through
longitudinal research. Given the limited amount of longitu-
dinal washback research, future researchers are encouraged

to employ longitudinal research.
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5.2. Research Foci of the Studies

Three main research themes were identified. The first
major theme pertains to the washback effects on language

learning [30.41,48]

For example, Zhang conducted a large-
scale questionnaire survey to examine Chinese university
students’ perceptions of NMET 3], The study revealed that
the participants generally believed the NMET helped en-
hance their English learning outcomes. In Dong et al.’s study
of Chinese high school students, the results showed that the
NMET influenced their learning practices, English learn-
ing motivation, and anxiety[%”). The second major theme
is about the washback on language teaching. For example,
Zhang and Kong found that HSK had an impact on the lan-
guage teachers’ teaching content, teaching method, teaching
goal, and teaching behaviors3%). The test also influenced
the formulation of school policies, curriculum arrangements,
and textbook selection. These two research themes identi-
fied in this study echoed the findings of previous systematic
reviews of washback research[*33¢], Paxton and his col-
leagues carried out a systematic review of 26 studies that
examined the washback of the Japanese University English

Entrance Exam[?3],

They identified four major research
themes: effects on learners’ behaviors, effects on teachers’
behaviors, effects on the psychology of teachers and stu-
dents, and effects on students’ English listening abilities.
In a review of washback studies conducted in eight South
Asian countries, the researcher found that language tests
have a significant influence on language teaching and learn-
ing in these countries3%). For instance, the test can have an
impact on teachers’ teaching methods, teaching activities,
and the selection of learning materials, among others. In
addition, the tests affected students’ learning behaviors, per-
ceptions of the test, and learning motivation, among other
factors. These findings suggest that researchers have always
been interested in how tests affect the two crucial aspects:

language teaching and learning [>>-261,

In the carly stage
of washback research, scholars primarily concentrated on
exploring whether washback effects exist and, if they do,
what the specific washback effects are?>-2°1. For example,
in Hughes’s trichotomy model, three parts were influenced
by language tests: participants (students, teachers, etc.), pro-
cess (teaching and learning processes), and product (learning
outcomes) 2. Bailey proposed that the test can not only di-

rectly influence the test-takers, but also have an impact on

other stakeholders relevant to language teaching, such as
language teachers, school administrators.

Furthermore, the third theme concerns the factors that
influence the washback effects. For instance, in Zhang’s
study, the participants’ perceptions were influenced by the
region, specifically the province where they took the test[*].
Dong et al. found that the washback effects varied signifi-
cantly among students in terms of gender, grade, and English
proficiency!®. The test had a stronger influence on the
English learning motivation of male students. Female stu-
dents had significantly higher learning anxiety levels and
spent more time on English learning. The third theme, which
has long been discussed in prior washback research, reflects
a consistent and longstanding academic interest in this do-

main!7281,

As related research has progressed, it has be-
come evident that the washback effect of language tests is
more complex and could be affected by a multitude of fac-
tors[761:62] Watanabe classified these factors into four as-
pects: personal factors, micro-environmental factors, macro-
environmental factors, and test factors 2. In Shi’s model of
washback, internal, external, and test-related factors together
affect the washback effects on students’ language learning
and psychology!??l. Dong suggested that test-related, per-
sonal, and environmental factors are not isolated but rather
interwoven and interact with one another!’]. They jointly in-
fluence the washback of a language test. Despite the different
terms, these scholars’ classifications consistently cover three
core aspects: personal (e.g., students’ and teachers’ percep-
tions and attitudes), test-related (e.g., test design, importance,
and difficulty), and social-contextual (e.g., institutional poli-
cies and cultural values). This tripartite structure highlights
the fundamental interaction among individuals, tests, and the
social structures in shaping washback mechanisms.

A model of washback was proposed based on previ-
ous theoretical models of washback and the findings of this
study (See Figure 3). According to the model, a language
test can influence multiple aspects of language learning and
teaching. Specifically, it has an impact on language learning
in terms of the process, learning outcomes, and learner psy-

304148] "1t also exerts effects on language teaching,

chology!
including the teaching process and teacher psychology. Fur-
thermore, this model includes three types of factors that can
influence the washback effects: personal, test-related, and

social context factors. This model integrates and synthesizes
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previously fragmented elements of washback into a coherent
framework and highlights the multi-layered nature of how
language tests influence educational practices. Moreover, by
incorporating the three types of factors, it offers a more nu-
anced understanding of why washback varies across different
contexts (Figure 5).

Language learning
learning process
learning outcomes
learner psychology

Language teaching
teaching process
teacher psychology

Influential factors
personal factors
test factors

social context factors

Figure 5. A proposed model of washback.

6. Conclusions

To summarize, this study reviewed washback research
conducted in the Chinese mainland from 2005 to 2025. It
presents a clear overview of the selected studies, including
language tests, participants, research methodology, and re-
search focus. Based on the research findings, this study offers
suggestions for future research. Firstly, since the majority
of the reviewed studies have centered around the washback
of English tests, it is recommended that future scholars
shift their focus and explore the washback of non-English
tests, such as the HSK. So far, the number of studies on the
washback of non-English language tests is relatively small.
However, their research significance should not be underesti-
mated. Given the distinct purposes and target populations of
non-English language tests, these tests may generate unique
washback effects. Therefore, further research is necessary
on the washback effects of non-English language tests. Ad-
ditionally, as shown in this study, over 80% of the reviewed
studies involved university students and teachers as partici-
pants. Therefore, future scholars should consider recruiting
diverse participants, including students and teachers from
high schools, middle schools, and vocational schools, as well
as other relevant stakeholders, such as school leaders and
test designers. Such studies can offer more meaningful im-
plications for stakeholders at various educational levels. In
addition, as most of the reviewed studies used quantitative or

mixed methods and were cross-sectional, it is recommended
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that future researchers employ more qualitative methods and
longitudinal designs. This can provide in-depth insights into
the dynamic changes and underlying mechanisms of wash-
back effects over time. Furthermore, among the reviewed
studies, only one study compared the washback of different
tests®), while others all examined the washback of a single
test. Different tests may have different washback effects, and
the factors that affect these effects may also vary. In light of
this, future scholars can compare the influences of different
language tests on language learning and teaching and explore
whether there are any similarities or differences. This will
enrich the existing knowledge of washback research. More-
over, this study proposed a model of washback effects on
language learning, which could serve as a comprehensive
framework for understanding the complex washback mech-
anisms. Future scholars can utilize this model to carry out
more in-depth empirical research and to further refine it.
This review has several limitations that need to be ac-
knowledged. Firstly, this review only involved washback
research conducted in the Chinese mainland, whereas stud-
ies carried out in other countries or regions were not in-
cluded. Also, the literature search was restricted to only
three databases. Only peer-reviewed journal articles pub-
lished between 2005 and 2025 were included, while other
relevant publications, such as book chapters, theses, and
conference papers, were excluded. The narrow scope of
literature sources may affect the comprehensiveness of the
research findings and lead to an incomplete understanding of
the topic. Another limitation is the lack of quality appraisal
tools during both the literature screening process and the
review of the methodology of the included studies. Although
the reviewers attempted to ensure the reliability of the liter-
ature selection and evaluation of the studies, the judgment
of research quality could be subjective without the use of
formal quality assessment tools. This could undermine the
objectivity of the evaluation and the credibility of the review.
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