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ABSTRACT 

The assessment reform around the world has culminated in the adoption of various 

assessment systems that focus on student learning, and in the case of higher Malaysia, 

Outcome Based Assessment (OBA) was adopted. Since OBA was claimed to be an 

effective system to enhance student learning, it is interesting to note that learning may 

be debilitated by poor assessment practices. Thus, the present study investigated how 

OBA has thus far influenced student learning and their learning outcomes by means of 

sequential exploratory mixed methods with item development. Specifically, this study 

investigated the intended and unintended washback of an OBA, i.e., Integrated 

Language Skills III test battery, focusing on its washback effect on students’ learning 

and learning outcomes. A survey named WOLOS was developed and validated by 

means of qualitative (semi-structured interview) and quantitative analysis (Item 

Objective Congruence (IOC) and Rasch Measurement Model). Drawing on an 

argument-based validation approach, i.e., Assessment Use Argument (AUA), the 

evidence about the washback effect of Integrated Language Skills III test battery were 

linked to construct validity. To better understand how the students experienced 

Integrated Language Skills III test battery, students who have taken this test battery 

were selected as the participants of this study. Document analysis, semi-structured 

interviews, focus group discussion and survey data were collected. The document 

analysis provides information on the intended washback of Integrated Language Skills 

III test battery. Semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions involving 22 

students were analysed using NVivo12, by means of phenomenology approach. Rasch 

Measurement Model was employed to analyse the survey data from 309 respondents. 

A range of factors were found to have mediated the intended washback, both 

positively and negatively. In short, it was found that Integrated Language Skills III 

test battery brought about more positive washback owing to its 10 years of 

implementation. Further directions may involve studies which include various 

stakeholders’ perspectives to perceive the consequences of a test and focusing on the 

impact of technology in teaching and learning. 
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 خلاصة البحث
ABSTRACT IN ARABIC 

ُمختلفةبتبن ُ ُ،إصلاحُالتقييمُحولُالعالمُتُعمليةوجتُ  ُتقييم ُعلىُتعلُ ُ،يُأنظمة ُوفيُتركز ُالطلاب، م
نظامُهُزعمُأنالأوساطُالمعنيةُتُنظراًُلأنالنواتج؛ُوذلكُماليزي،ُتمُاعتمادُالتقييمُالمستندُإلىُالُالسياق

فُبسببُممارساتُضعُ تالتعلمُقدُعمليةُنُالمثيرُللاهتمامُملاحظةُأنُم.ُوُمُالطلابفعالُلتعزيزُتعلُ 
ُتأثير كُيفية ُفي ُالحالية ُبحثتُالدراسة ُفقد ُوبالتالي، ُالسيئة. ُإلىُ التقييم ُالمستند ُالنواتجُفيالتقييم

عنُطريقُالأساليبُالاستكشافيةُالمختلطةُالمتسلسلةُوذلكُُ،جهمُالتعليميةتاوُونُ،تعلمُالطلابعمليةُ
عمليةُالمقصودُوغيرُالمقصودُلـُالتأثيرعلىُوجهُالتحديد،ُبحثتُهذهُالدراسةُفيُوُطويرُالعناصر.ُمعُت

(،3ُ)ختتبارُمهاراتُاللةةُلاُبطاريةُالمتكاملةباستخدامُالُعلىُسبيلُالمثال،ُالتقييمُالمستندُإلىُالنواتج
ُ ُعلى ُتأثيرها ُعلى ُالتركيز ُتعلمهممع ُنواتج ُعلى ُوكذلك ُالطلاب، ُتعلم ُعملية ُدراسةُ. ُتطوير تم

)مقابلةُُالكيفيالتحققُمنُصحتهاُعنُطريقُالتحليلُ(،ُمعWOLOSُ-)و ل وسُاستقصائيةُباسم
علىُنهجُالتحققُ.ُوبناءًُقياسللُ"راش"ُونموذج(،ُطابقُهدفُالعنصر)تُوالتحليلُالكميُ،شبهُمنظمة(

ُ ُعلىُالحجج، ُالتقييُعلىُسبيلُالمثالالقائم ُاستخدام ُم،ُحجة ُُدليللىُعُالاعتمادتم بطاريةُالتأثير
كُيفيةُاختتبارُالطلابُوُبناءُالصلاحية.ُ(،ُمنُأجل3ُ)ختتبارُمهاراتُاللةةُلاُالمتكاملة بطاريةُلللفهم
،ُالاختتبارلهذاُُشكلُأفضل،ُتمُاختتيارُالطلابُالذينُختضعوا(ُب3)ختتبارُمهاراتُاللةةُلاُالمتكاملة

ُمشاركينُفيُهذهُالدراسة.ُ والمقابلاتُشبهُُ،تحليلُالوثائقباستخدامُتُبياناالتمُجمعُوقدُليكونوا
ُالتركيزُ،المنظمة ُمجموعة ُالاستبانةوُُ،ومناقشة .ُ ُحيث ُتحليل ُُالوثائقيوفر ُعن بطاريةُالمعلومات

ُلاُالمتكاملة ُاللةة ُمهارات 3ُ)ختتبار ُأما ُالمنظمة(. ُشبه ُالمقابلات ُالمجموعةُُ،تحليل ومناقشات
ُضمُالمركزة، ُ)التي ُط22ت ُتحُ،البًا( ُتم ُفقد ُ)ُباستخدامليلها ُطريقُ(NVivo12برنامج ُعن ،

ُم ُاستخدام ُنهج ُُدراسة ُالظواهر. ُكما ُنموذج ُاستخدام ُللتم ُقياس"راش" ُأجل ُمن ُبياناتُ، تحليل
فيُُكانُلهاُدورتمُالعثورُعلىُمجموعةُمنُالعواملُالتيُُوقدُ.ُينمشارك(303ُ)ُمنالواردةُُالاستبانة

ُُإيجاباًُالمقصود،ُالتأثير ُوسلبًا. ُو جدأنُ،القولوختلاصة ُقد ُالُه ُالمتكاملةأن ُمهاراتُلاُبطارية ختتبار
التيُق ضيتُفيُعمليةُسنواتُُ(00الــــ)ُمدةُبسببُ،ربأكبشكلُاُإيجابيُ ُتأثيراًقدُأحدثتُ(،3ُ)اللةةُ
ُهاتنفيذ ُأن. ُُالمستقبليةُدراساتالُتتضمنُوي رجَى ُإضافية ُمختلفاتجاهات ُنظر ُوجهات ُةتشمل

التركيزُعلىُكذلكُوُُما،ُاختتبارنُأجلُبناءُتصورُحولُعواقبُاستخدامُوذلكُمُ،صحابُالمصلحةلأ
 .والتعلمعمليةُالتعليمُتأثيرُالتكنولوجياُفيُ
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1 

CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

Assessment has been proven to be an influential tool for exercising change, as 

evidenced by the assessment reform that has in recent years enveloped the globe 

through the implementation of new paradigms in educational institutions with the 

objective of meeting national economics imperatives, i.e., producing quality 

graduates. Educational institutions have started adopting systems that are using 

‘standards’, ‘benchmark’, ‘competencies’, to name a few, to inform learners’ 

achievement and progress (Brindley, 1998, 2001). There is a paradigm shift from 

teacher-centred to student-centred approach, which focuses on student learning and 

“what students do to achieve learning, rather than what the teacher does” (O’Neil & 

McMahon, 2005, p35). To enhance student learning, the adoption of assessment 

systems such as learning oriented assessment (Carless, 2007) and classroom-based 

teacher-led formative assessments (Cheng, 2013; Brookhart, 2004) is evident 

throughout the world, i.e., School-based Assessment, Outcome-Based Assessment, 

etc. Malaysia is not exempt from this reform as in 2007, its government announced the 

implementation of Outcome-based Education (OBE) at all Higher Learning 

Institutions (HLIs) throughout the country to enhance student learning. Its assessment 

system, Outcome-based Assessment (OBA) has been used as a tool to measure student 

learning. It has to be noted that students are at stake when it comes to assessment 

practices, since poor assessment practices within efficient assessment may culminate 

in debilitating learning (Crusan, Plakans & Gebril, 2016). This has been the impetus to 
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the researcher in investigating how the adoption of OBA; the widely acclaimed 

effective assessment, has thus far influenced student learning.  

In the area of language testing, the phenomenon of tests/examinations 

influencing teaching and learning practices is known as washback. The burgeoning 

studies for washback mushroomed following the flagship paper of Alderson and Wall 

(1993) ‘Does washback exist?’. It has been over two decades and studies on washback 

keep evolving due to the complexity of this phenomenon. Upon reviewing the 

literature, it was found that the first wave of washback studies witnessed scholarly 

works addressing the question of whether washback does exist. Moving a step further, 

studies on washback provide answers to questions like “what does washback look 

like?”, “what brings washback about?” and “why does washback exist?’ (Alderson, 

2004: ix). Recently, washback studies tended to focus on promoting positive 

washback and mitigating negative washback.   

OBA is introduced to promote learning, i.e., OBA facilitates in enhancing 

student learning by means of formative and summative assessments. Upon reviewing 

the literature and reflecting on the researcher’s experience as a language teacher, the 

present study focuses on investigating the washback effects of an OBA on learning 

outcome. In doing so, the present study sets out to examine the consequences of using 

an OBA in the Malaysian educational context, particularly its washback, i.e., its 

influences on student learning and learning outcomes by means of drawing on 

Bachman and Palmer’s (2010) assessment use argument validation model. 

Specifically, this study investigates how students experience washback from enrolling 

in an OBA, i.e., Integrated Language Skills III test battery in Universiti Teknologi 

MARA (UiTM), Penang Branch Campus. 
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1.2 CONTEXT OF THE STUDY   

In recent years, governments in many countries worldwide have announced the 

implementation of a new paradigm in educational institutions to meet national 

economic imperatives through a demonstration of ‘efficiency and cost effectiveness’ 

with more rigorous reporting mechanisms of program outcomes (Brindley, 1998, 

2001). According to Blackmore (1998:35), 

 

‘the primary concern of economic accountability is not process, but the 

outcome. It is driven by utilitarian goals in relation to maximising the 

benefits with the limited resources at disposal. It is market-oriented.’  

 

In line with the emphasis on outcomes, government policymakers and 

bureaucrats in many countries have put major efforts into the development of a system 

that allows the performance of educational institutions and systems to be closely 

monitored and evaluated (Fitz-Gibbon, 1990; Singh, 1990; Riley and Nuttall, 1994 as 

cited in Brindley, 1998). This has led to the widespread adoption of systems that are 

using ‘standards’, ‘benchmarks’, ‘competencies’ and ‘attainment targets’ as a basis for 

assessing and reporting learners’ progress and achievement which have increasingly 

become the cornerstone of assessment and reporting systems in Europe, North 

America, Australia, New Zealand and Asia (Brindley, 1998).  

Malaysia has in recent years, announced its decision to implement OBE at all 

HLIs in line with the National Higher Education Action Plan 2007-2010 and the 

‘Strategic Plan for Higher Education: Laying the foundation Beyond 2020’ (Country 

Report - Malaysia, 2008). This strategic plan was initiated to align with the Ninth 

Malaysia Plan (2006-2010), which focuses on developing world-class human capital. 

The recent call made by the government in propagating an outcome-based approach 

has culminated in only some institutions immediately adapting or adopting this 
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assessment system across faculties, while the others have decided to observe the 

pioneer institutions, possibly with the aim of modelling the best practices.  

In this regard, UiTM is among the institutions, which decided to implement 

OBE across all the faculties of its campuses, and this includes the Academy of 

Language Studies (ALS), the focus of the present study. UiTM introduced Outcome-

Based Education and Student-Centred Learning (OBE-SCL) 6+1 modules in July 

2007 with the purpose of maximizing the learning engagement via various approaches 

in pedagogical knowledge. The modules include outcome-based education and 

student-centred learning, effective course design & planning: constructive alignment 

of learning outcomes (LOs), instruction & assessment, delivering courses in making 

learning effective, assessing course outcomes (COs), assessing program outcomes 

(POs), measurement and monitoring & closing the loop and aligning assessment in 

OBE-SCL (http://www.obescl.uitm.edu.my/).  

 

 
 

Figure 1.1 OBE-SCL timeline in UiTM (Roziah & Zainab, 2011) 

 

 

http://www.obescl.uitm.edu.my/
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Figure 1.1 shows the OBE-SCL timeline applicable for all faculties in UiTM. 

Apart from the engineering degree program, the senate of UiTM has encouraged all 

the other programs to employ OBE-SCL by the end of 2010. In mid of 2008, UiTM 

started to alter its curriculum at diploma, degree, and postgraduate levels in line with 

the government’s policy of OBE, which includes ALS. Consequently, UiTM has 

started training its academic staff members on the newly introduced OBE-SCL in all 

its faculties in campuses around the country. The first Closing the Loop Report on 

POs and LOs started in July 2010. Closing the loop (CDL) is a mechanism to measure 

the effectiveness of the OBE-SCL curriculum of all courses under a program. CDL 

indicates whether there are alignments among CO-PO- LO-KI (Course Outcome- 

Program Outcome-Learning Outcome and soft skills). The results of the CDL analysis 

can be used for the quality improvement purpose. The tool consists of six sections: 

CDL outcomes attainment report (automatically generated from other sections), 

Course CGPA, CO-PO-LO-KI (lecturer’s perception), frequency gap of Exit-Entrance 

Survey, SuFO (Students’ Feedback On-line) and OBE-SCL implementation section. 

The Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI) tool, on the other hand, is a report that 

accompanies the CDL 8 version to address possible issues and suggestions which 

leads to improving the quality of a program.  

It is noteworthy that the most important aspect in OBE is the LOs and hence, a 

curriculum has to start ‘with a clear picture of what is important for students to be able 

to do’ (Spady, 1994, p.1). Since the focus of planning and instruction of education is 

the outcomes, the extent to which the outcomes have been realised is measured by 

means of a tool, i.e., assessment (Killen, 2000). Hence, within the OBE system, OBA 

is the tool used to observe and measure the extent to which the learners achieve the 

LOs by means of valid, reliable, and fair assessment.  
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For graduation purposes, students at diploma level in UiTM must pass 3 levels 

of proficiency courses and thus, making these proficiency courses high stakes for 

them. The final or third level of the proficiency courses is the concern of this study. 

Previously, this course was known as English for Academic Purpose or BEL311. With 

the implementation of OBE/OBA in UiTM, this course has been improved by means 

of the CDL and CQI. In 2014, the revised version of proficiency courses in UiTM 

were known as ELC. In the case of BEL311, it was revised as ELC230 (Integrated 

Language Skills: Writing). With different course codes and names, the COs and 

syllabus changed. In 2016, another revision was done, and the course changed to 

ELC231 (Integrated Language Skills III). For ease of reference, Table 1.1 is tabulated 

to demonstrate the changes in the test battery of Integrated Language Skills III: 

 

Table 1.1 The development of Integrated Language Skills III 

 

 On-going 

Assessments 
Marks Final Exam Marks 

BEL311 

A written 

assignment (400-

700 words) 

30% 

Reading 20% 

Group Discussion 20% Writing (300-400 words) 20% 

On-line 

Assignment 
10% 

ELC230 

Writing 

(Paragraph 

Writing) 

10% 

 

Writing 

● Outline 

● Argumentative / 

Discussion-type 

essay (300-350 

words) 

 

 

10% 

30% 
Evaluative 

Commentary 
10% 

Mid Sem Test 

(Reading & 

Writing Test) 

20% 

Speaking 15% 

Online Practices 5% 

Integrated 

Language 

Essay Writing 

(Expository) 
15% 

Writing 

● Outline 

 

10% 
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Skills III  Evaluative 

Commentary 

(Writing) 

10% 

● Argumentative / 

Discussion-type 

essay (300-350 

words) 

30% 

Commentary 

(Oral) 
15% 

Mid Sem test 

(Reading & 

Report Writing) 

20% 

Integrated 

Language 

Skills III 

September 

2017 

onwards 

Essay Writing 20%  

 

 

NA 

 

 

 

NA 

Evaluative 

Commentary 
30% 

Mid-Semester Test 

(Reading Test) 
25% 

Oral Commentary 25% 

 

 

The present study zoomed into the latest version of Integrated Language Skills 

III, i.e., September 2017 onwards. It is a core course with 3 credit units and 4 contact 

hours. Therefore, students have 2 face to face sessions per week (2 hours per session). 

This course is undertaken by third semester students and the prerequisite is Integrated 

Language Skills II, the course taken by students during their second semester. The 

main objective of this course is to equip students with necessary writing skills, in 

which speaking, reading, and writing skills are integrated with the emphasis on 

writing skills.  

The course outcomes of Integrated Language Skills III are: 

At the end of Integrated Language Skills III, students should be able to: 

1. Demonstrate the ability to speak confidently based on non-academic issues 

in a social setting. 

2. Demonstrate the ability to respond to questions by applying a variety of 

reading strategies based on authentic and non-authentic discourses. 
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3. Demonstrate the ability to write an expository essay and evaluative 

commentary in academic /non- academic context individually.  

 

Grounded on the learning outcomes, the course Entrance and Exit survey is 

formulated and presented in Table 1.2 below: 

 

Table 1.2 Integrated Language Skills III Entrance and Exit Survey 

 

CO NO ITEMS 

CO1 

1. I can produce responses orally to a given situation using 

appropriate speaking strategies. 

2. I can produce an oral commentary of an English movie/film/TV 

program. 

CO2 
3. I can apply general reading strategies. 

4. I can paraphrase and summarize information. 

CO3 

5. I can analyse and evaluate reading texts. 

6. I can identify the structure of a paragraph. 

7. I can identify the structure of an essay. 

8. I can prepare an outline of an essay and an evaluative 

commentary. 

9. I can select and develop ideas and supporting details to write an 

effective expository essay. 

10. I can write an evaluative commentary of an argumentative article. 

11. I can develop a point of view, ideas and supporting details to write 

an argumentative/discussion type essay. 

12. I can revise, refine, and edit a draft of an argumentative /a 

discussion type essay. 

 

The intended learning outcome of Integrated Language Skills III test battery is 

to enhance the English written skill among diploma students by means of equipping 

them with necessary writing skills. As this is an integrated English proficiency 

assessment, reading and speaking skills are integrated with emphasis given on writing 

skill. Further, Integrated Language Skills III test battery focuses on enabling students 

to discuss arguments and issues effectively, as well as exploiting a variety of materials 
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in varied situations in enhancing their abilities to use language. This assessment is also 

intended to increase students’ lexical density by exposing them to the development of 

higher-level grammatical construction and vocabulary expansion.  

 Focusing on proficiency, grammar items such as parts of speech, subject-verb 

agreement, verb tenses, clauses, passive voice, etc are taught incidentally within the 

writing, reading, and speaking skills. To reiterate, OBA is student-centred and hence, 

the students are encouraged to be independent learners. Teachers play a role in 

enhancing student learning, especially to inculcate independent learning by means of 

student-centred activities, i.e., direct instructions, role-play, discussions, group 

activities, grammar exercises, authentic reading texts, etc. Hence, students should be 

encouraged to use the language to present arguments and discuss issues effectively 

both in writing and speaking.  

 As can be seen in Table 1.1, the Integrated Language Skills III test battery 

consists of four assessments and no final exam is included. Two assessments (essay 

writing and evaluative commentary) focus on assessing the students’ writing skill, 

while the other two assessments assess the students’ reading skill (reading test) and 

speaking skill (oral commentary). The writing assessments accumulate to fifty percent 

and reading and speaking assessment is another half of the entire assessment.  

Taking such a paradigm shift in HLIs among the nations around the world 

along with Malaysia in recent years, the present study aims to investigate how an 

OBA at ALS in UiTM has thus far affected the student learning. UiTM has been 

identified due to one unique feature: it is prevalent in every state around the country in 

comparison with the rest of the HLIs. Specifically, its language centres are existent in 

all campuses of UiTM and on practicality grounds, one particular language centre in 

one of the branch campuses has been identified. 
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1.3 STATEMENT OF PROBLEM 

Alderson & Wall (1993) define washback as the phenomenon of how tests influence 

teaching and learning, which is restricted to classroom behaviours of teachers and 

learners (Alderson & Wall, 1993). It is noteworthy that a washback study is partly an 

evaluation study, in which it evaluates teaching and learning practices. Cheng (2013) 

contested that the core issue of washback resides in the use (or misuse) of test scores 

and the values and stakes attached to a test within the society and within the teaching 

and learning context where a particular test exists. To reiterate, educational reforms 

have enveloped around the world with the intention to enhance educational quality 

and hence, it is deemed necessary to evaluate these kinds of decision in terms of its 

consequences (washback) because the consequences associated with the policy and 

practice are the criteria for evaluating the success of the policy and practice (Kane, 

2012). Moreover, it is also pertinent for testing practices to yield valid data about 

students’ achievement and performance. Scholars like Messick (1989), Cheng (1997), 

McNamara (1996) and Bachman (2005), among others, deemed that it is vital for 

washback studies to look into the consequences of a test because this information 

serves as evidence to the success or failure of any curriculum change. To better 

understand the relationship that exists between washback and test validity, Booth 

(2018) urged for more research into washback which is guided by contemporary test 

validation approach as these studies may provide practical support to methods of 

investigation in the future. Considering Integrated Language Skills III test battery was 

introduced to enhance education quality, evidence about washback on students’ 

learning is necessary and crucial part of the test evaluation.  

A number of significant washback studies ranging from standardized large-

scale tests at international levels carried out in high-stakes contexts are inter alia, 




