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Assessment has come to dominate teaching and learning 

It is testing, not the 
‘official’ stated 
curriculum, that is 
increasingly determining 
what is taught, how it is 
taught and how it is 
learned. 

 
Madaus (1988, 83) 



   Washback 

 

… at the end of three years, he was set down to a table 
and questioned pell-mell upon all the different matters 
with which he had been striving to make acquaintance.  
A worse system and one more calculated to obstruct 
the acquisition of sound knowledge and to give full play 
to the ‘crammer’ and the ‘grinder’ could hardly have 
been devised by human ingenuity 

 
Key references: Alderson & Wall, 1993; Au, 2007 

Huxley, 1895 



Teaching to the test 

• “limiting materials such as past papers, 
mark schemes and examiner reports, 
which are currently widely available.” 

• Exams have been criticised for being too 
predictable, formulaic, producing rote 
learning in bite-sized chunks 

 

• Self-assessment has been shown to raise 
standards – need to know the criteria to 
do this  (Black and Wiliam, 1998; McDonald and Boud, 2003) 

• Students learn mark schemes  (Daly et al. 2012; 

Jonsson, 2014) 

 

 

 

Key references: Glaser, 1963; Popham, 1987; Shepard, 1990, 1993; Gipps, 1994 
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Decomposed knowledge 
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‘I believe that a blinkered conceptualisation of curriculum, the strong 
trend towards fine-grained prescription, atomised assessment, the 
accumulation of little ‘credits’ like grains of sand, and intensive 
coaching towards short-term objectives, are a long call from the 
production of truly integrated knowledge and skill.’  

     Sadler (2007, p392) 



On two metaphors for learning and the 
dangers of choosing just one 

Sfard (1998) 



Can we create positive backwash? 



Predictability – a global concern 
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When does teaching become 
problematical coaching? 

Anastasi (1981) 

 

3 kinds of tuition in coaching programmes 

 

1. Broad education 

2. Test wiseness 

3. Drilling 



Evaluation of predictability in the Irish Leaving Certificate 

 

  

The  Oxford  Un i versity  Centre  for  Educational  Assessment  an d   Queen’s  

University’s  Graduate  School  of  Ed u cation  ha ve  been  commissioned  by   the  

State Examinations Commission to conduct the work, which will be carried 

out in the three phases.  Schools will be asked for their support in conducting 

this work in the second and third phases.   

In the first phase, assessment specialists and senior examiners who are 

experienced with examinations at this level in other countries will 

conduct a review of the examination materials.  Six subjects will be 

included in this phase. 

A  questionnaire  of  st udents’  views  on  pr ep aration  for  and  taking  the  

examinations will be carried out.  It is hoped to gauge a high number of 

students’  views. 

Interviews with teachers and learners will be conducted in 12 schools 

across Ireland. 

If you have any questions about this research, please contact Dr Therese 

Hopfenbeck at the University of Oxford (admin.oucea@education.ox.ac.uk). 

The Leaving Certificate must set an educational 

standard that represents depth of understanding of 

an appropriate breadth of material in the subjects 

taken 

Are the examination requirements too 
transparent? 

Investigating predictability in the Leaving 
Certificate Examination 

Independent research addressing: 2013 

Examination Materials 

Do the syllabuses, question 

papers, mark schemes and 

students’  answers  appear  to  

show predictability over a 10 

year period? 

Students’  v

i

ews 

How do students prepare for 

the examinations and how 

does this relate to their 

results? 

Teachers’  views 

What do teachers of six 

subjects think of the effect of 

the Leaving Certificate upon 

teaching and learning? 

 

The international research on 

assessment typically shows that 

transparency of the requirements 

has a positive effect upon student 

attainment.  However, there are 

questions in many countries about 

whether transparency has gone 

too far.  In this research, we 

incorporate what is known on the 

effects of high stakes testing upon 

teaching and learning and we also 

investigate some of the claims 

made in the media about the 

Leaving Certificate.  

We will report to SEC by the end 

of 2013. 

Effects of predictability upon 
teaching & learning 

Ireland needs students and graduates who are critical 
thinkers and problem solvers with an intrinsic enjoyment 
of acquiring and using knowledge.  Reducing over-reliance 
on rote learning and ‘teaching to the test’ which inhibit 
that kind of broad learning experience at second level is a 
key objective of this work.  Part of achieving that will lie in 
addressing problematic predictability in the Leaving 
Certificate examination … 

Ruairi Quinn, 
Minister for 
Education & Skills 



Elements of predictability 

Predictability 
Curriculum 
coverage 

Test 
conditions 

Format: test 
& 

performance 

Scoring 

Support 
materials 

https://www.examinations.ie/index.php?l=en&mc=au&sc=pb 



Problematical predictability 

 Teachers and students can anticipate the test-taking conditions, 
performances required, question formats, topics and scoring to 
the extent that undesirable effects upon the educational process 
are pervasive.  These include  

• Narrowing of the taught curriculum 

• Superficial, rote learning 

• Drilling on test content 

• Failure to develop a deep understanding of the subject 

 

 



Irish Leaving Certificate biology objectives 

(a) Knowledge, Understanding and Skills  

Students should have a knowledge and understanding of biological facts, terms, 
principles, concepts, relationships and experimental techniques, including 
practical laboratory skills.  

Such skills should include an ability to carry out practical work, laboratory work 
and fieldwork activities safely and effectively and an ability to record and 
interpret biological data.  

(b) Application and Interface with Technology  

Students should be able to apply, where possible, their knowledge and 
understanding of biology in environmental, industrial, agricultural, medical, waste 
management and other technological contexts.  

(c) Science in the Political, Social and Economic Spheres  

Students should be able to apply, where possible, their knowledge and 
understanding of biology in personal, social and economic spheres and to make 
informed evaluations about contemporary biological issues.  

 



Questionnaire content 
• background information students and their parents, SES  

 
• Which subjects participants were sitting for the Leaving Certificate, 

including higher or ordinal exam. 
 

• Students’ experience of exam predictability scale (new scale 
developed, washback literature; Daly et al 2012; Murphy et al 2012, 
Ofqual 2008). 
 

• use of subject-specific learning strategies, English, biology and 
geography (Marsh et al 2006, Weinstein et al 2000) 
 

• questions relating to learning support for the exam, such as use of 
grinds schools and family support (new scale) 
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100 schools randomly selected 
out of 690 schools in Ireland. 

 

SEC distributed the paper-and-
pen survey to these schools, 
online offered on our website. 

 

1,002 students from 98 schools 
responded. 

 

N = 855 pen-and-pencil 

N = 147 online. 
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Exploratory factor analysis 
Factor solution: scales and loadings 



Association with exam scores 

Average scores (M) by agreement with the items 

English Biology Geography 

Disagree Agree Disagree Agree Disagree Agree 

Predictability scale 

a) I felt I knew what the 

examiners wanted this year 

M 70.30 69.82 67.21 73.94 * 70.20 74.57 

n 218 393 229 208 122 186 

Narrowing of the 

curriculum scale 

g) I left a lot of topics out of 

my revision and still think I 

will do well 

M 71.52 67.73 * 72.56 64.89 * 73.91 71.78 

n 364 247 309 131 161 146 

11f) I chose not to study some 

topics as I thought they would 

not come up 

M 71.72 67.96 * 73.45 64.52 * 72.99 72.66 

n 329 285 297 147 162 145 

* p< 0.05 



Conclusions & further work 

• High levels of test-wiseness in transparent high stakes exam 

• First empirical study showing that students’ reported 
narrowing of the curriculum affected exam scores 

• New scale is invariant across subjects 

• Criteria for good design:  Interpretation of relationships 
between the scale and exam scores contingent upon 
INTENDED CONSTRUCT - subject-expectations and task design 

 

• Relationships of scale with other examinations in different 
contexts 

 

 

 



Inverted U-shaped relationship 

Systemic 
validity 
Frederikson & 
Collins (1989) 

Transparency Highly specified Underspecified 
 

Social capital Performativity 

Knowledgeable, independent learners 
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