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Abstract: Empirical research on washback and impact of tests
(either positive or negative) on teaching and learning in the language
assessment field has proliferated in approximately the last three
decades since the publication of Alderson and Wall’s (1993) seminal
paper. The objective of this study is to explore the positive
washback of the Scholastic Achievement Admission Test (SAAT)
and the General Aptitude Test (GAT) from the perceptions of
secondary school students in Saudi Arabia since this topic is
underresearched in the literature. While the existing research has
provided insight into the validity and reliability of these tests, we
have a limited understanding of how these tests can positively
impact the performance of students.

This study employed a qualitative methodology using case study as a
research design. Data was collected from 103 participants through
the means of semi-structured questionnaires and semi-structured
interviews. To interpret the findings, a content analysis was cartied
out through NVivo software. The analysis revealed that the
patticipants were positively impacted by the test. This influence was
manifested in students’ low pressure test-taking expetiences, their
successful honing of soft skills needed for future university study
instead of reliance merely on indoctrination or the memotization of
information and the feasibility of enrollment in universities because
the Secondary School Certificate (SSC) is no longer the sole
indicator of academic performance. This study concluded that
students” scores increased due to the method of testing, test
preparation and test retaking, which played key roles in promoting
score gains and thus accentuating a positive washback.
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Introduction

The term “washback” is deeply rooted in applied linguistics.
Washback commonly used in the language assessment literature (see, e.g.,
Bachman, 1990; Alderson & Wall 1993; Davies et al., 1999; Cheng,
Watanabe, & Curtis, 2004; Green, 2007). However, in the field of education,
the term “backwash” is used with the same connotations (see, e.g., Gipps,
1994; Broadfoot, 1996; Hughes, 2003). Thus, the two terms are used
interchangeably to refer to one concept, namely, the impact of tests on
instruction as Davies et al., (1999) refer to it, on teaching as Alderson & Wall
(1993) described it or on learning as Hughes (2003) suggested.

There is a further distinction in the field of language assessment
between impact and washback. A test impact according to Wall (1997, p.
291) is “any of the effects that a test may have on individuals, policies or
practices, within the classroom, the school, the educational system or society
as a whole,”. On the other hand, she defined washback as “the effects of
tests on teaching and learning”’( Wall, 1997, p.291). While these terms may
be seen as referring to separate concepts, some language testers still consider
washback to be part of impact (see, e.g., Hamp-Lyons, 1997). Additionally,
the traditional view of testing has tended to focus on the quality of tests, i.e.,
their psychometric properties, which can perhaps be controlled during the
test development process. However, the testing experience of the candidates
has been overlooked, resulting in washback being considered an exercise of
power over test takers (Shohamy, 2001). She called for the examination of
how tests are used, their importance in the lives of the candidates and their
place in society (Shohamy, 2001). Similarly, Kunnan (2004, p. 39) presented
a fairness framework that encompassed the entire “system of a testing
practice not just the test itself” where he included five test fairness qualities.
One of the most important of these qualities was the social consequences in
terms of washback and remedies, for which the concern is about the testing
practices in relation to whether they contribute to “societal equity.”

As such, there has been growing interest in conducting empirical
washback studies since the publication of Alderson and Wall’s (1993)
seminal paper (see, e.g., Cheng, Sun, and Ma (2015) for a review of the
washback research literature from 1993 to 2013). Likewise, the special issue
on washback that was published by Language Testing in 1996 sparked interest
in the topic, with a number of empirical studies being published since.
Furthermore, Shih (2010) chronologically tracked the growing number of
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studies that have shed light on the phenomenon of washback from as early
as the late 1960s until after the new millennium.

Due to the nature of this study, the term “washback” will be used.
We can have positive washback (see, e.g., Messick, 1996; Davies et al., 1999;
Taylor, 2005; Saif, 20006), neutral (see, e.g., Wilkinson, 1968), or negative
(see, e.g., Wiseman, 1961; Sinclair, Fox, Moon, & Stock, 1987; Khaniya,
1990; Messick, 1996; Davies et al., 1999). This paper focuses on the positive
washback of testing in Saudi Arabia with special reference to the Scholastic
Achievement Admission Test (SAAT), General Aptitude Test (GAT), and
Secondary School Certificate (SSC). These tests are considered high-stakes
tests. They have important consequences in the lives of the candidates, and
as such, they have washback (Alderson & Wall, 1993). Deygers, Van den
Branden, and Van Gorp (2018, p. 451) asserted that “a score only becomes
real when it has real-life consequences.”

Given the concerns about test consequences, it seems that positive
washback is achieved through the appropriate use and accurate
interpretation of test scores. Messick (1996, p. 245) noted that “in language
testing...,what matters are not the processes operative in task
performance...., but the processes captured in test scoring and
interpretation.”

Previous studies commissioned by the National Center for
Assessment (NCA) on the GAT (see e.g., Al-Qatace, 2012a March 21, 2012b
August 3; Dimitrov, 2013a January 22, 2013b March 12, 2013c April 29,
2013d May 16, 2013e June 30, 2013f August 19, 2013¢g September 25, 2013h
December 13, 2015; Dimitrov & Shamrani, 2015; Dimitrov, Raykov, & Al-
Qatace, 2015; Jehangir, 2015, 2016a April 3, 2016b August 14; Lamprianou,
2013a October 11, 2013b December 1, 2014a September 5, 2014b October
4, 2014c November 9, 2014d December 21, 20152 November 21, 2015b
December 17; Sideridis, 2014, 2016; Sideridis & Tsaousis, 20132 December
15, 2013b December 30; Sideridis, Tsaousis, & Al-harbi, 2015) and on the
SAAT (see e.g., Al-Owidha 2013; Lee & Aluhiedan, 2013; Dimitrov et al.,
2015; Lamprianou, 2015a November 21, 2015b December 17) have
examined only the psychometric properties of the tests, focusing on the
validity or reliability of the tests. However, this focus does not mean that the
accuracy of tests is not a significant factor in the quality of tests. An
evaluation of a single aspect of the construct validity of a test through
washback is not sufficient if we are interested in test use, which should be
part of the broader definition of validity (Messick, 1996). Shohamy (2001, p.
5) maintained that the language testing field has recently considered “issues

b
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about the use of tests — i.e., intentions, effects and consequences” to be part
and parcel of testing practices.

Similarly, there have been other studies on the GAT and the SAAT
that were not commissioned by the NCA. These studies have focused either
on the validity or the reliability of the tests alone or in relation to students’
high school or university GPAs (see, e.g., Alshehri, 2007; Alshumrani, 2007;
Balkyoor, 2008; Al-Alwan, 2009; Almehrej, 2009; Alshehri, 2010; Siddiek,
2011; Alsehaly, 2012; Alanazi, 2014; Aldahesh, 2015; Alnahdi, 2015;
Alnowibet & Ahmad, 2015; Alshemeri, 2015; Hamdan & Al-Hattami, 2016;
Sulphey, Al-Kahtani, & Syed, 2018).

All of the aforementioned studies have examined only the
characteristics of the tests or other relevant variables while ignoring the
perspectives of stakeholders. Fortunately, some studies on the GAT and
SAAT in the literature have examined test use and, therefore, the
consequence of the test for test takers (see, e.g., Alshammary, 2008; Alfraidi,
2012; Alghamdi, 2012; Alghamdi 2017; Al Ruwaili, 2013; Bobsheet & Al-
Ghamdi, 2015; Alazizi, 2016). However, these studies did not investigate in-
depth the washback of the tests or their positive effects. Additionally, almost
all of them were quantitative except for Al Ruwaili’s (2013) study, which
involved the use of interviews with a mixed methods approach. Nonetheless,
the students’ voices in Al Ruwaili’s study were overlooked, as the interviews
were conducted only with teachers, educational leaders, and university
lecturers. The present study examines the positive washback of the GAT
and SAAT from the perspectives of Saudi students using a qualitative
approach, where it fills this gap in the literature. This paper, based on the
above review of literature, has addressed the following main research
question and two sub-questions:

The main question was as follows:
What are Saudi students’ perceptions of the GAT and SAAT?
The sub-questions were as follows:

(1) What roles do the GAT and SAAT play, from the perspectives of
the students, in generating a positive washback of testing in Saudi
Arabia? Why and in what way?

2 How are the results of the GAT and SAAT currently interpreted?
How do they affect students’ futures?
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Background of the study
Standardized Tests in Saudi Arabia

The NCA developed the GAT in 2002 and the SAAT in 2004. The
aim was to unify admission criteria across Saudi universities by providing
reliable tests that could predict academic success in the target institutions. In
addition, the poor quality of teacher-made achievement tests as well as the
overreliance on indoctrination and memorization may have led the NCA to
reform education through such tests. Critical thinking, problem-solving,
logical relations and the application of knowledge are emphasized more than
memorization on the GAT and SAAT tests, which has had an impact on the
content of the school curricula. Furthermore, the inflation of high school
GPAs, which could sometimes be attributed to nepotism or family
connections, no longer occurs, as high school graduates who would like to
enroll at universities or colleges need to bring evidence of their achievement
on the SAAT and GAT.

Candidates who apply to colleges for majors in art need to take only
the GAT, whereas candidates who apply to colleges for majors in science
need to take both the GAT and the SAAT. The scores from these two tests
are added to the SSC grade to produce a composite score. This composite
score is the basis for acceptance into universities or colleges.

General Aptitude Test (GAT)

The GAT is a test that measures language and mathematics through
the following abilities: problem-solving behavior, reading comprehension,
inferential abilities, inductive abilities and logical relations. The test consists
of six sections with a total of 120 multiple choice questions (68 verbal and
52 quantitative). The duration of the test is 3 hours.

Scholastic Achievement Admission Test (SAAT)

The SAAT measures students’ achievement in their secondary
school science subjects, namely, chemistry, physics, biology, and
mathematics. The test consists of 120 multiple choice questions distributed
as follows: Year (20%), Year (30%) and Year (50%). The duration of the test
1s 125 minutes.

Secondary School Certificate (§5C)

Prior to the introduction of the abovementioned tests, there was a
public examination administered in the last year of secondary school.
Admission into universities was granted to those students who achieved the
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passing grade for each university. Criteria for admission varied across
colleges and universities. Students were under great pressure as a result of
these public high stakes examinations. Parents were worried that their
children would not be able to enroll at university. Teachers were eager to
determine the best practices to prepare their students. This form of public
examination may have caused negative washback. At the time, the Ministry
of Education needed a standardized test similar to the Scholastic
Achievement Test (SAT) in the United States. The intention may have been
to lessen the negative washback of public examinations, such as that
evidenced in the poem above. The introduction of the GAT and SAAT was
thus aimed to encourage positive washback. This study has set out to further
explore the positive washback of these tests based on students’ perceptions.

Methods

In this study, a case study approach was used to explore the positive
washback of the GAT and SAAT. The investigation of factors is embedded
in real-life situations, and phenomena are interpreted holistically. Therefore,
a case study was a suitable methodology for this study exploring the
phenomenon of washback.

Participants

One hundred fifty high school students (75 males and 75 females)
from two high schools in Saudi Arabia were invited to participate in this
study. Purposive sampling was applied as it is a suitable method to this
study so that only students majoring in science were included. This sampling
approach was taken because the experiences of students majoring in science
are different from other students, as they have taken both the GAT and the
SAAT. Additionally, the students were selected from highly ranked schools
in terms of students’ scores on these tests.

All of the participants in this study had taken the SAAT and GAT at
least once. The majority of the students (112) were in the last year of high
school, whereas the rest (38) were in the second year. Consent forms were
given to the students prior to the study. Data collection tools included semi-
structured questionnaires and semi-structured interviews. Methodological
triangulation was utilized to validate data, avoid bias, and obtain objectivity.
Initial agreement was secured by the researcher from 150 students. Of the
150 students, 103 (56 females and 47 males) participants opted to complete
the questionnaires (with 68% completion rate). Then, semi-structured
interviews were conducted by the researcher with eight students (four males
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and four females). The scores of these students were the highest among the
whole sample and they took the SAAT and GAT only once during their
studies.

Context of the Study

This study was conducted at two high schools in Al Hasa city in
Saudi Arabia. The data collection process lasted for four months. The
purpose of the construction of the semi-structured questionnaire was to
explore the students’ perceptions with respect to the SAAT and GAT
positive washback. Likewise, the interviews were conducted to obtain an in-
depth understanding of students’ perceptions of the tests in order to verify
the viewpoints that were mentioned in the questionnaires. Particular
attention was paid to including relevant items through trials and expert
reviews with a small sample of participants. All of the students completed
the questionnaire through an online website, whereas the interviews were
face-to-face.

Data analysis

The data were analyzed inductively in this qualitative study. The
study followed the content analysis method by utilizing themes as the unit of
analysis. In this study, the themes which emerged from the semi-structured
interviews and the semi-structured questionnaires were coded by the
researcher and analyzed through the NVivo program. Inferences from the
data were summarized in order to find patterns and any existing
relationships between data segments. Actually, it is beyond the scope of the
study to build a new theory through a grounded theory approach. Therefore,
content analysis was used to confirm a pre-existing theory. The
incorporation of both methods (questionnaires and interviews) helped the
researcher capture the wider picture of the research inquiry. Interview data
were fully transcribed prior to the analysis stage. Then, for the purpose of
validation, the interview scripts were given back to the interviewees.

Results
Questionnaire data

Students’ scores

As mentioned above, 103 (56 females and 47 males) participants
opted to complete the questionnaires. Their scores ranged from 68 to 94 on
the GAT and from 57 to 89 on the SAAT. This variation in the mean scores
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between these tests may show that the SAAT test was slightly more
challenging to these students than the GAT.

Students’ Repeat Performance

Most of the participants indicated that they had taken the tests more
than once. The maximum number of attempts for the GAT was 5 times,
while the maximum number of attempts for the SAAT was 2 times. Both of
the tests’ results are valid for five years. Students are allowed to take the
GAT test when they are in their second year of secondary school, while the
SAAT can be taken only in the third year or after graduation.

Positive Washback of the Tests

Almost all of the students who completed the questionnaires
reported that the tests provided them with a unique chance to retake the
them more than once; thus, the pressure was far lower than for the SSC
tests. Specifically, they indicated that the retake procedure helped them to
secure high scores because students’ best scores on the tests are counted no
matter how many times the tests are repeated. In addition, the students
noted that the tests measured their achievement and readiness through
general questions based on their secondary school courses (for the SAAT) as
well as intermediate and elementary school courses (for the GAT).
Importantly, the students noted that there is no pass or fail option.
However, they also remarked that success on the tests required substantial
focus on critical thinking and problem-solving strategies rather than just
memorization.

Interpretation of Test Results

The majority of the students were satistied with the way the results
were interpreted and then used for admission purposes at universities. They
reported that the SSC is no longer the sole indicator of academic
performance or criterion for admission at universities. Instead, the SSC
score now counts for 30%-60% of the total score needed for enrollment at
universities. On the other hand, the GAT is given a weight of 30%-40%,
whereas the SAAT is given a weight of 20%-50%. The weight of these tests
varies from one university to another depending on the type of programs the
university offers. Most students in this study reported that this change has
facilitated the process of acceptance to universities. The students took the
tests repeatedly until they felt they had performed well enough to be
accepted to the universities they wanted to enroll in. Some students
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continuously checked and compared the admission criteria for each
university to be up to date with the latest requirements related to these tests.

Interview data

Eight students (four males and four females) were chosen from the
entire group of 103 participants (47 males and 56 females) to participate in
semi-structured interviews. The scores of these students were the highest
among the whole sample and they took the SAAT and GAT only once
during their studies. The intention was to choose students who had been
positively influenced by the test.

Positive washback of the test
Soft skills

The majority of the students interviewed indicated that the GAT and
SAAT gave them a chance to hone some of the soft skills that would be
needed for future university study. One student said that she found the tests
“helpful in terms of developing problem-solving...and like, you know,
reasoning.” Similarly, another student added that “in such tests, especially
the GAT you are required to have critical thinking to pass the test.” In
addition, some students reported that they used other strategies to achieve
excellence in these tests. One student noted that “time management is an
important thing; otherwise, you will not succeed.” Likewise, there were other
helpful tips that some students followed: “I learned how to use Arabic-
Arabic dictionaries and something about answering easy questions first.”

These students experienced positive impacts from the tests on their
performance through the use of such strategies. The tests seemingly require
higher-order cognitive skills. The students also depended on themselves in
solving complicated mathematical equations without using a calculator. They
learned how to prioritize answering test items. The students’ successful use
of such skills may show that, at a larger level, the shift in education in Saudi
Arabia from indoctrination to the development of soft skills has been
successful in some ways. This shift may be consistent with global needs, as
there has been a great emphasis placed” on soft skills over the last 5-10
years by both employers and graduates” (Succi & Canovi, 2019, p. 11).

Impact of the contextual variables on test scores

The majority of the students indicated in the interviews that the
GAT and SAAT have decreased the influence of the SSC tests. Both the
GAT and the SAAT are multiple choice tests, and some students reported
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that this type of the question does not depend very much on memorization.
For example, one student commented that “I don’t need to remember a
long answer like the final exam questions in my school. Also, if I want to
change my mind, it’s easy just select another option, and I can get a good
grade.” This finding may corroborate Al-Hamly and Coombe’s (2005)
suggestion that “effective use of answer changing as a test-taking strategy
may result in students’ score improvement” (p. 520).

In addition, one student mentioned that she felt more secure with
the GAT and SAAT than the SSC tests because “the machine is going to
check our answers...and maybe you need to write a lot before, but now you
choose the correct answer. That’s why I want to repeat the test more than
one time.” She added, “I got a good grade because the answers are in the
questions... Actually, I don’t take time to memorize things.” This method of
testing seemed to help substantially in boosting the students’ scores on these
tests, at least for the students who were interviewed. What these students
sald might be consistent with what Shohamy (2001, p. xi) found in her
research during her early years in language testing, namely, that “the method
of testing did, in fact, affect performance of test takers on tests.” This
finding may suggest that there are some inherent features within a test along
with other strategies students may tend to use that could lead to successful
score boosting. Such practices may give rise to positive attitudes (i.e., the use
of critical thinking and problem-solving strategies rather than just
memorization) that the Ministry of Education may wish to promote in its
students as form of educational reform. The aim is to foster independence in
these students and to reduce the pressure on them to cram information. For
this reason, it is believed that instruction at the university level should focus
on “learning-how-to-learn rather than mastery of bodies of factual
information” (Wong & Nunan, 2011, p. 144).

Additionally, these tests, according to the students, created positive
washback by allowing students to retake the tests more than once. The result
was that students felt that the pressure of taking the tests was lifted and that
they had the opportunity to secure high scores, as their best scores would be
counted. One student commented on this aspect, saying that “the best
moment in my life is when... I think... I can again repeat the test.” He
added, “I will sure try to do better next time...and get the best score.”
Another student reported that she had tried “a lot of strategies to beat the
tests.... I tried to answer the easy questions, and I looked for some words in
the questions, but I did best when I repeated the test because I know which
way was best to answer the questions.” It seems that when the students
retook the tests, they improved their test-taking strategies as well as their
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scores on the tests. Most students in this study increased their scores on
both tests when they repeated the tests.

However, they found that score increases on the SAAT were far
more difficult than those on the GAT. One of the reasons was that the
maximum number of attempts to retake the SAAT among the students in
the study was 2 times. Time was an issue because they could take the test
before or after their final secondary school exams. Additional possible
explanations for score gains were explained by some students as follows: “I
think because the tests became easier to me when I repeated them” and “I
went back and studied harder to improve my vocabulary.” This finding
seems to be consistent with Saida and Hattori’s (2008, p. 190) suggestion in
their study that the scores of the test are influenced by two factors “a
difficulty factor for test items and an ability factor for examinees.” In other
words, score gains might be a result of a test being easier in one of the trials
or of students’ proficiency improving significantly. The students said that
they had a list of the most frequent words that would appear in these tests,
especially those words that were easy to remember. This student strategy is
consistent with the findings of He and Godfroid (2019), who noted that
“learners do not need to expend much mental energy to learn these words
but can improve considerably in their communicative abilities” (p. 364).

Impact of the tests on the educational system

Seemingly, the GAT and SAAT tests were introduced in order to not
only unify admission criteria among Saudi universities but also prompt
educational reform. The aim was for school cutricula to focus more on 21%
century skills such as critical thinking and problem-solving strategies. The
tests were one of the driving forces of change in the educational system. The
majority of the students who took part in this study reported that school
curricula have changed dramatically in the last two decades to include
questions that, according to one student, required “deep thinking and, more
importantly, reasoning.” Specifically, she explained, “I was not familiar with
these questions in elementary school...I think we should do now
philosophical things, logic and think together.” Such tasks were prevalent
throughout all stages of education but differed in difficulty and focus. The
development of skills through these tasks may have prepared students to
take the GAT and SAAT tests.

Equally importantly, most students noted that the test questions
depended on materials to which they had been exposed earlier in their
studies. Therefore, the content of the tests was relevant and covered some
of the topics they had already taken. However, these tests, according to one
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student, “needed little preparation in advance, but you know, you cannot do
this in one night like our courses in school because these tests are about all
the things we had in these 12 years.” It seems that the introduction of such
tests has raised students’ awareness in terms of early preparation and the
subsequent benefits. Another student mentioned, “I think this is what I am
supposed to do when I go to university...I mean, prepare early for my
courses.”

However, one student said, “[Some students] don’t take it
seriously...This is their last chance after school, I mean to prove they are
good.” In other words, students who fail to obtain a high GPA in school can
compensate for this loss through the GAT and SAAT tests because these
tests are given a weight of 70% of the total score (30% for the GAT and
40% for the SAAT), whereas the SSC score is given only a 30% weight.
Therefore, there is a high likelihood that students who have failed to achieve
a high SSC score can achieve a high GAT or SAAT score. Actually, such a
student performance trend seems to be consistent with the findings Wiggins
(1998), who asserted that the aim of assessment should be to develop and
improve student performance instead of just measure it.

Interpretation of test results
Fairness of the tests

Almost all of the students who participated in this study expressed
their satisfaction with the way the test results are interpreted and then used
for admission purposes at universities. Life chances for test takers have
changed dramatically since the introduction of these tests. Students are now
admitted to universities based on standardized measures of their academic
performance. Two decades ago in Saudi Arabia, there was an overreliance on
the SSC score as the sole indicator of performance. Teacher-made
examinations (which lacked essential test qualities) may have helped some
students with average performance outperform others and compete with
excellent students because their grades were boosted so that they could
secure admission into universities. However, when the GAT and SAAT
were introduced, due to the poor outcomes of teacher-made examinations,
average students started to suffer. One student said, “some students got high
grades in secondary school, but they failed the Qiyas tests.” This finding is
consistent with that of Siddiek (2011, p. 63), who noted that there were
some “students who got more than 90% on their achievement tests but they
got around 60% on the Qiyas test.”
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Importantly, most of the students who participated in this study
were happy with the current situation. They noted, “We feel we are equal,
not because of my family, you give me high marks.” The GAT and SAAT
tests have reduced score inflation; such practices previously resulted in a
deterioration in students’ performance once they had been accepted into
university, even though they had achieved high SSC scores. Siddiek (2011, p.
060) asserted that examinations play an important role in determining “the
degree of individual fortune in getting well paid job according to his/her
qualifications rather than his political, social, or ethnic affiliation.” What the
students described may also be consistent with Klasik and Strayhorn’s (2018,
p. 341) doubts about the readiness of US high school students’ GPAs, as
they “appear to paint too rosy a picture”’; because “there appears to be grade
inflation that vaties by race/ethnicity that overestimates the college readiness
of students.”

Setting cut-off scores

According to the President of the Qiyas Center in Saudi Arabia, “the
admission percentage in Saudi universities of secondary school graduates
reached up to 90%” (Qiyas, 2013). Therefore, there was a pressing need to
control this influx of students through standardized tests. The universities
had the right to determine the best candidates who stood out compared to
other students. Fach university was given the freedom to set its cut-off
scores depending on the type of program. There were already entrance
exams for most Saudi universities, so the aim was to standardize the
admission tests through valid measures of performance. Thus, the Qiyas
standardized tests did not introduce something new, but rather unified the
admission criteria across Saudi universities.

Most students in this study found that when the Qiyas Center
eliminated the practice of setting cut-off scores for universities, the
enrolment process was facilitated. One student noted that “this difference in
scores interpretation has opened the doors for all students to take a place at
a university and allowed the best students to be accepted into prestigious
universities.” This student may perhaps have witnessed the suffering of the
disadvantaged students in the past who were refused entry based on
unreliable criteria. Moreover, some students seem to have been preoccupied
with the scores they had received on the tests. This preoccupation may have
been because, as one student explained, “universities keep raising their
standards,” which could be why some students continued to retake the tests
until they had the required composite score. This finding supports the
findings of Ormond (2019), who noted in her study that educational systems
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that want to produce globally competitive students need to “raise standards
and monitor delivery of curriculum” (p. 150). Other students were also
searching for universities that would allow them to enroll in similar
programs with lower composite scores. Universities have now begun to base
their decisions about the readiness of their students on the scores of these
tests.

Conclusion

The current case study qualitatively explored the positive washback
of testing in Saudi Arabia, focusing on secondary school students’
perceptions of national exams, specifically the GAT and SAAT. The
findings of the study show that the GAT and SAAT have had a positive
impact on secondary school students. This positive impact was observed in
students’ low-pressure test-taking experiences, as they were allowed take the
tests more than once, which ultimately provided them a unique chance to
achieve high scores. In addition, the findings of this study suggested that the
method of testing helped greatly boost the students’ scores on these tests, at
least for these students. Above all, there was no pass or fail option on these
tests. Nonetheless, success on the tests required substantial focus on critical
thinking and problem-solving strategies rather than just memorization. The
GAT and SAAT have positively impacted students’ performance in honing
soft skills that are needed for future study at university. Importantly, most
students felt that the pressure of enrollment in universities was lifted because
the SSC is no longer the sole indicator of academic performance. In other
words, students who failed to obtain a high GPA in school could
compensate through the GAT and SAAT tests.

The findings of this study align with the presence of washback as an
emerging theme in the field of assessment. However, the researcher urges
caution when interpreting the results of this study because of the limited
number of students who participated. In addition, the study was conducted
in two schools in Saudi Arabia. Therefore, the results cannot be generalized
to other contexts. Furthermore, the study utilized two data collection
methods. One way for future research to mitigate this limitation is to have a
larger sample of stakeholders from different contexts by using different data
collection tools. Tsagari and Cheng (2017) noted that studies about
washback of one test in a particular context by one researcher can still
provide valuable insights about that context “however, it would be best if
groups of researchers could work collaboratively and cooperatively to carry
out a series of studies around the same test within the same or across
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educational contexts” (p. 367). The results of this study have implications
for GAT and SAAT stakeholders. For positive washback to occur, it is
recommended that the GAT and SAAT continue to assess students’ higher-
order cognitive skills, encourage the fostering of independence, and help
students prioritize answering test items. Test preparation and test retaking
played key roles in promoting score gains and thus positive washback.
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