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IELTS has been considered a high-stakes test in the Vietnamese
context when its results apply to various purposes. Also, many
universities in Vietnam have adopted the IELTS test as the
requirement for students to graduate, which may negatively affect
their learning. This study aimed to investigate these effects by
identifying the mechanism between test factors and the washback of
the IELTS test on students' psychological and behavioral aspects of
learning. With the involvement of 228 participants, quantitative
questionnaires were distributed to collect the data. Then, a hierarchical
model was established and analyzed by using the PLS-SEM approach.
The findings showed students considered the test utility the most
important factor, compared to test stakes and difficulty, because, in the
research context, the use of the test received more attention from
students. Additionally, within the aspects of learning, learning
motivation, and restricted learning were significantly influenced by
the washback of the test due to the fact that students were motivated
to learn for the test. Finally, the study suggested that test factors played
significant roles in predicting the washback of the IELTS test on
student learning.

Back in the 1980s, when the studies on washback emerged, the focus was mainly on teachers and
teaching (Watanabe, 2004). Although students and their learning are directly related to testing and
assessment, they are likely to receive less attention from researchers than others (Cheng et al., 2011;
Xie & Andrews, 2013). However, washback on students and their learning has recently been paid
more attention as a response to address this gap (Sadler, 2016; Xu & Liu, 2018), despite the fact
that it remains significant (Cheng et al., 2015). Together, these two directions of research contribute
to the descriptions of how to identify washback and reasons for the appearance of the washback
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concept; nevertheless, these findings could not successfully indicate the mechanism of how
washback has on both learning and teaching (Cheng et al., 2011; Xie & Andrews, 2013). One main
reason for this issue is the employment of the qualitative approach, which could sufficiently identify
factors influencing the washback mechanism but not fully explain how strong or weak these factors
affect the washback mechanism (Xie, 2015). Also, these studies tend to focus on the impacts of test
preparation, which means students are in the test preparation courses. This could be misleading
because it is difficult to identify the influence of teaching on learning despite the fact that teaching
has been considered the most crucial factor in the result of test preparation courses (Zhan & Wan,
2016). Besides, the effect of test preparation is only an example of washback, which could not reveal
the complete picture of washback (Dong, 2020). Hence, the quantitative approach is needed to
investigate the washback mechanism more by identifying the statistical relationship among different
variables as well as between these variables and washback.

What is more, in terms of washback on specific kinds of tests, the literature suggests that high-skate
tests, such as IELTS, are in favor of many researchers, which contributes to the knowledge of how
washback works in various settings (Tsagari & Cheng, 2017). IELTS is considered one of the most
popular English proficiency tests worldwide (IELTS, 2021) because it offers test users and test
takers in non-English-speaking countries simple, easily comprehensible, and clear time-bound
evidence of an individual's English proficiency (Pearson, 2019). In the Asian context, including
Vietnam, IELTS is metaphoric as a "fever" because it is not only a gateway to study or immigrate
overseas but also a gateway to graduation and employment (Nguyen & Nguyen, 2022). Due to the
appraisal of society for IELTS, many universities have adopted IELTS as a language standard or
requirement for students to graduate (Nguyen, 2023). This raises concerns about how IELTS, as a
standard for the English level, affects student learning at the university level (Allen, 2016).
However, in terms of the test washback on students' learning, these studies mainly focus on student
learning behaviors, such as test preparation, test-taking strategies, or the implementation of the test
score etc. Consequently, the student learning psychology, such as motivation and anxiety, is not
sufficiently addressed (Nguyen, 2023). Along with the washback on learning psychology, the
factors that cause this washback primarily rely on contextual, teacher-related, and learner-related
but not the test itself (Nguyen, 2023; Watanabe, 2004).

In Vietnam, implementing the National Foreign Language Project, which aims to reform English
teaching, learning, and assessment, considerably impacts society (Bui & Nguyen, 2016). For
university students, the English proficiency required after graduating is at least B2 level within the
Vietnam Framework of Foreign Language Competency (VFFLC), which equals IELTS 6.0 and
above. This creates pressure to learn English for all students and even causes a loss in their learning
motivation. Also, for the curriculum developers, the issue would be integrating the majors' specific
knowledge and the English program so that students could pass both requirements (Albright, 2018;
Tran, 2021). Despite the efforts of equipping university students with higher English proficiency,
Vietnamese students still have not met the demands of the work market and society's development
(Bui & Nguyen, 2016). Additionally, the complex socioeconomic background and the differences
in English input of students make the situation even worse (Ehtsham et al., 2023). Considering all
of this, the investigation of the effects of IELTS tests as the graduation requirements on student
learning is essential.
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IELTS as a high-stake test

According to its official website, IELTS refers to the International English Language Testing
System, an English proficiency test owned by the British Council (BC) in partnership with IDP
Education and Cambridge Assessment English. Indeed, IELTS assesses the English proficiency of
test takers through its test components, including reading, speaking, listening, and writing. Also,
IELTS is available in two formats: General for those who want to immigrate to English-speaking
countries and Academic for those who wish to apply for further education or professional
opportunities as the requirements of the host countries (IELTS Homepage). Due to its wide
application and its effects on test takers, in most context, IELTS is often viewed as high-stake (Clark
etal., 2021).

Regarding the high-stake test, there are several definitions in the literature. Johnson (2008) also
indicates that a test is considered high-stake when its test score is used as the gatekeeper for passing
or failing students, deciding student graduation, examining teachers' accountability, and schools'
image and funding. Share the same perspective, Noori and Mirhosseini (2021) indicate that the
outcome of high-stake tests could have crucial effects on test takers. Considering all these
definitions, in this study, IELTS as a high-stake test is defined as an English proficiency test which
has pivotal impacts on learners, teachers and other stakeholders, and it is considered as a gatekeeper
for school admission, graduation, job prospects, or immigrating (Johnson, 2008; Noori &
Mirhosseini, 2021).

Effects of testing as impact, washback, and consequence

There are different terms used to describe the impacts of testing, especially high-stake testing, as an
educational phenomenon when its results significantly affect the stakeholders related to such testing,
including impact, washback, and consequence (Tsagari & Cheng, 2017). Specifically, washback is
often used to indicate the effects of testing on learning and teaching in the classroom context
(Hughes, 2002). Meanwhile, impact refers to a broader view of the effects of testing as any effects
that have on test-takers, policies, or practices within and/or beyond classroom settings such as
schools, educational systems, or even society (Wall, 2012). As a result, many researchers and
language testers consider washback as one dimension of the impacts of testing (Hamp-Lyons, 1997).
What is more, the effects of testing on teaching and learning are usually related to test validity, in
which washback needs to be taken into account in measuring test validity as a testing consequence
(Messick, 1996). In this study, the effects of testing are examined in relation to student learning;
hence, the term washback is employed as the shortened washback of testing.

Natures of washback

Washback is usually identified within five dimensions: specificity, intensity, length, intentionality,
and value (Cheng & Watanabe, 2004). Specificity refers to the level of specificity of the washback;
in other words, washback could be general or specific. Indeed, general washback indicates the
effects created by any kind of test, while specific washback presents the impact of a certain type of
test or a particular aspect of a test (Alderson & Wall, 1993; Cheng & Watanabe, 2004). Intensity
describes the power of washback, i.e. the degree of effects in areas of teaching and learning produced
by a test (Cheng, 1997). Generally, a high-stake test would affect teaching and learning more than
a classroom-based test (Xu & Liu, 2018). Length of a washback indicates how long a test's effects
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lasts (Watanabe, 2004). Intentionality of washback means that washback could be intended or
unintended. To be more specific, intended washback refers to effects which test designers expect.
In contrast, unintended washback illustrates unexpected effects, such as student anxiety or long-
term training on taking tests (Xu & Liu, 2018). Finally, value or direction of washback asserts that
washback could be positive or negative. For instance, a well-designed and appropriate test could be
beneficial to teaching and learning by offering helpful information and creating student motivation.
However, a test that is not well-developed or suitable would create negative effects (Xu & Liu,
2018).

Washback models on student learning

Although many conceptual models of washback have been developed, washback studies have
indicated that significant variability exists in how teachers, learners, and even other stakeholders
have adjusted their behaviors and attitudes towards different testing demands (Ha, 2019). This leads
to researchers’ struggling to find a common framework to capture this dynamic nature and all the
variations of washback (Green, 2013; Liu & Yu, 2021). However, two washback models are
repeatedly used by many studies in the field, including the washback trichotomy model by Hughes
(1993) and the washback model of student learning by Shih (2007).

The model of Hughes (1993) presents the trichotomy into three main factors, including participants,
process and products to construct the basic model of washback. In this model, participants refer to
anyone whose work is affected by the perceptions and attitudes towards a test. The process indicates
the actions contributing to the learning process, and the product presents what has been learned or
acquired (e.g. skills, facts, etc.) and the quality of learning (Hughes, 1993). Also, the mechanism
among these is clarified. Testing, first and foremost, affects the participants' perceptions (e.g.
teachers and learners) towards their teaching and learning tasks. These perceptions, in turn, impact
how these participants conduct their work (process), such as test preparation on similar test items,
which will influence the learning outcomes (the products of this work) (Hughes, 1993; Xu & Liu,
2018). In brief, in the model of Hughes (1993), learning behaviors are emphasized.

Regarding the washback model of student learning, Shih (2007) states that the basic model
mentioned above could not fully cover washback in social and educational contexts due to the
variability of individual learners. Hence, she proposes a model that considers the effects of
washback on learning in different psychological aspects, including students' thoughts, experiences,
and feelings. She also describes how washback affects students' psychology via extrinsic, intrinsic,
and test factors (Shih, 2007).

By examining these two models of washback, this study employs a combination of approaches
proposed by Hughes (1993) and Shih (2007), i.e. examining washback on learning in both
behavioral and psychological aspects of student learning.

Test factors of IELTS as a high-stake test

Several factors generate washback of a test, including factors related to context, teachers, learners
and the test itself (Watanabe, 2004). These proposed factors have been repeatedly examined in
different studies. Therefore, in the current study, the test factors are taken into account because there
is a limited number of empirical studies on how the test factors influence the washback of the test
on student learning (Nguyen, 2023). There are several perspectives on the components of test
factors. Watanabe (2004) proposes five components, including test methods, test content, skills
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tested, test purpose, test stakes and test status. However, these components partly influence the
washback; hence, Shih (2007) and Xie (2015) consider test difficulty to directly affect student
learning since students' expectations to pass the test according to its difficulty would enhance their
learning. Besides, the implication of the test in reality also impacts students' learning. Specifically,
itis often regarded as the extrinsic motivation for student learning (Xie & Andrews, 2013). Bachman
(2005) states that the use of tests could be conceptualized as test utility, i.e. the interpretation of the
test score and the use of it in learners' situations. Finally, the test had different impacts on learners
when it is known as a high-stake or low-stake test. For instance, in the context of not being
recognized in the academic transcription, IELTS is viewed as a low-stake test that does not govern
students' learning (Stoneman, 2006, as cited in Tsang and Isaacs, 2022). Meanwhile, if the IELTS
test plays a role as a graduation gateway, the washback of it is more intensive (Allen, 2016). Based
on these reviews, this study viewed test factors as a combination of three aspects: test difficulty, test
utility, and test stakes.

Current research on the washback of student learning

The literature has revealed that the effects of washback on student learning are "mixed" between
positive and negative (Ha, 2019). The sections below outline the current findings on washback's
positive and negative effects.

Positive washback

Some repeatedly cited studies by Xiaoju (1990), Cheng (1998), Hirai and Koizumi (2009), Pan and
Newfields (2011), and Allen (2016) show positive washback on student learning motivation toward
English. Motivation is often considered an essential factor in language learning because it governs
and helps maintain students' learning activities as well as influences student engagement and
attainment (Schunk, 2012). According to Doérnyei and Ushioda (2021), motivation could be clarified
into intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. A test could create intrinsic motivation that students tend to
request more extra English materials, participate in activities and read more English materials or
journals as well as watch English TV programs (Hirai & Koizumi, 2009; Xiaoju, 1990). Students
also spend more time learning English to be better prepared for the test as the results of extrinsic
motivation, i.e. to pass the test (Allen, 2016; Cheng, 1998; Pan & Newfields, 2011) and the test
result could possibly affect their future prospects (Chu & Yeh, 2017; Nhan, 2013). However, studies
by Cheng (1998), Shih (2007) and Pan and Newfields (2012) reveal that tests have minimal effects
on learning motivation.

Another positive impact of washback is on student holistic learning, i.e., improving skills and
abilities or any encouragement to do so due to the test (Alderson & Wall, 1993; Cheng, 1998).
indicates that in China's university context, students employ better-coping strategies, such as test-
taking, test management and other meta-cognitive strategies to do the test better. Additionally,
attempts to do the tests enhance students' abilities and competence significantly (Hung, 2012).

Negative washback

However, washback, at the same time, creates negative effects on student learning. While washback
motivates students to learn, it is also responsible for student learning anxiety (Shih, 2007). This is a
psychological condition occurring when students lack self-confidence in terms of their competence
as well as their test results (Al Hadhrami et al., 2024; Tae-Young & Yoon-Kyoung, 2016). This
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issue could lead to an adverse impact on their academic performance and to higher levels of stress
and depression (Shamsuddin et al., 2013).

Also, washback of testing could lead to restricted learning, including rote learning, memorization,
past tests, reviewing teachers' notes, etc. (Damankesh & Babaii, 2015; Dong, 2020). Also, students
are more likely to employ coping strategies related to the tests rather than cognitive or metacognitive
strategies (Xiao, 2014). These lead to some memorization of materials, which could be beneficial
to doing the test but not useful for real-life situations or usages (Ren, 2011).

Washback of IELTS on student learning

As mentioned earlier in this section, IELTS is viewed as a kind of high-stake test which greatly
impacts several stakeholders, especially students (Johnson, 2008; Madaus & Keillor, 1988; Noori
& Mirhosseini, 2021). In the educational context, IELTS plays a role as a tool for measuring
students' language ability for enrolment in the academic environment (Pearson, 2019). Due to this
nature, in the international context, many researchers have investigated the washback of this test in
university settings.

Green (2007) investigated the washback of the IELTS test on students' learning outcomes in terms
of their preparation for the test. With a total of 476 participants who took different types of IELTS
test preparation courses, the IELTS writing tests and questionnaires were distributed. After using
the neural network approach to analyze the data, the author concluded that the course preparation
did not affect the scores of the participants. Still, the test difficulty was the determinant of the
learners' strategies to prepare for the test.

In another attempt, Stoneman (2006, as cited in Tsang and Isaacs, 2022) compared the impacts of
the Graduating Students' Language Proficiency Assessment (GSLPA) and the IELTS on student
learning in a Hongkong University. Using a survey and the semi-structured interview as instruments,
the study found that these tests significantly affected student motivation to take the preparation
course. This could be explained by the awareness of the stakes of these two tests, i.e., an
international proficiency exam and a nationwide test. Also, because the IELTS test, in this case, was
not included in the transcription, the participants considered its stake to be lower than the other.

Allen (2016) also focused his research on examining the washback of the IELTS test on student test
preparation. In his study, 190 participants were involved by completing two IELTS tests, a survey,
and an interview for 19 participants. The findings indicated a positive washback in student learning,
i.e., improving students' language proficiency with an unequal distribution among the four language
skills. This result also varied from those with prior experience in doing the tests and those with high-
and low levels of English proficiency. Similar results were also found in the studies of Read and
Hayes (2003) and Zhengdong (2009).

In the Vietnamese context, Nguyen (2023) conducted a study on the washback of IELTS on last
year English majors' learning at a university. He employed the quantitative research design that
followed a combination of frameworks by Hughes (1993) and Shih (2007). Specifically, 282
students participated in his study to respond to a survey on the factors of the IELTS test and how
this test affects their learning psychology and behaviors. The collected data were analyzed by using
Exploratory Factor Analysis and Confirmatory Factor Analysis with descriptive statistics, Pearson
correlation, and multi-linear regression. The findings presented that the IELTS test positively and
negatively affected student learning. While IELTS was perceived as important to their study and
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future lives, participants considered it hard to reach the required score. Also, the study showed that
the mechanism of washback via test factors varied in the research context. Besides these
contributions to the knowledge of washback, this study validated a survey for measuring washback
of IELTS via psychological and behavioral aspects of student learning, which is adapted in the
current study.

From the current literature, the available studies that examined the mechanism of IELTS washback
on learning in terms of the test factors remain somewhat inadequate. Also, test factors, which have
more influence on student learning psychology and behaviors, still have not received enough
attention, especially in the Vietnamese context (Nguyen, 2023). Therefore, this study aimed to
examine this mechanism using the hierarchical modelling approach to gain more insights and
contribute to the literature on washback studies.

Conceptual framework of the study

From all the reviews above, this study examined the relationship between test factors and the
washback of the IELTS test on student learning. Specifically, the test factors are defined into three
components: test difficulty, test stakes, and test utility (Allen, 2016; Bachman, 2005; Shih, 2007;
Xie, 2015). Also, the IELTS washback on learning are manifested via learning motivation (Cheng,
1998; Hirai & Koizumi, 2009; Pan & Newfields, 2011; Xiaoju, 1990), learning anxiety (Shamsuddin
et al., 2013; Shih, 2007), holistic learning (Alderson & Wall, 1993; Cheng, 1998), and restricted
learning (Damankesh & Babaii, 2015; Dong, 2020). Figure 1 depicts relationships among these
constructs. Additionally, this model has been validated by Nguyen (2023) by using EFA and CFA
approaches.

Figure 1
Conceptual framework of the study

Learning
motivation

Test difficulty

Learning
anxiety

IELTS
Test stakes Test factors washback on
learning

Holistic
learning

Test utility

Restricted
learning
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Research Questions

Based on the aim stated above and the conceptual framework, three research questions (RQs) have
been formulated as follows:

RQ1: How do English majors perceive the factors of the IELTS test in terms of its difficulties,
utility, and stakes?

RQ2: How do English majors perceive the impact of the washback of the IELTS test on their
learning in terms of their learning motivation, learning anxiety, holistic learning, and restricted
learning?

RQ3: Which factors of the IELTS are determinants of the washback of student learning?

Pedagogical Setting & Participants

The current study was conducted at Vision University (VU, pseudonym), which follows the English
requirement of IELTS 6.0 and above for student graduation. The participants in this study were
recruited through the convenience sampling method. This kind of non-probability sampling method
allows researchers to flexibly contact the participants within their neighborhood or via the Internet
(Edgar et al., 2017). In particular, there were 228 participants involved in the study, and the
demographic information was presented in the "Findings and Discussion" section.

Design of the Study

This study employed the quantitative approach because the research design provides non-biased and
precise measurements, accurately identifying relationship between variables (Mesly, 2015). Also,
this design increases the chances of generalizing the results for a larger population (Queirds et al.,
2017). The employment of this approach is suitable for the study to investigate the washback
mechanism between test factors and student learning.

Research instruments

By conducting a quantitative study, the researcher utilized the questionnaires in collecting data.
According to Roopa and Rani (2012), questionnaires allow researchers to collect data from a
relatively great number of participants within a short time. Additionally, it offers a more flexible
form of distributing via the Internet and in the analysis by using different types of statistical
estimation (Creswell, 2014). In this study, the questionnaire was adapted from Nguyen's study
(Nguyen, 2023). Table 1 summarizes the constructs and items covered in the instrument.
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Table 1
Constructs included in the questionnaire

No. Constructs Number of items
1 Demographic information 2

2 Test difficulty 9

3 Test factors Test stakes 9

4 Test utility 9

5 Learning motivation 10

6 Washback on Learning anxiety 5

— student
7 learning Holistic learning 5
8 Restricted learning 5

In short, there were 55 items in the questionnaire, which were divided into three big constructs and
8 sub-constructs: (1) demographic information (gender and year of study), (2) test factors (test
difficulty, test stakes, and test utility), and (3) Washback on student learning (learning motivation,
learning anxiety, holistic learning, and restricted learning).

Data collection & analysis

The questionnaire was distributed online to the participants via the invitation of the researchers.
After the data collection ended, there were 228 responses to the questionnaire, which were collected
and coded for data analysis. In the current study, the data analysis procedures followed the PLS-
SEM approach and were performed on the SmartPLS 3.0 software. Hair et al. (2013) and Sarstedt
et al. (2017) consider PLS-SEM as an effective way of exploring the relationship between
exogenous and endogenous variables via the assessment of measurement and structural models with
high accuracy. Under this approach, there were three main stages, including (1) establishing the
models, (2) assessing measurement models, and (3) assessing the structural model. The detailed
descriptions of this analysis procedures were outlined in the "Findings and Discussion™ section.

Validity and reliability

Some techniques were employed to ensure the validity and reliability of the study. Firstly, the
conceptual framework and the questionnaire were adapted from Nguyen's study (Nguyen, 2023).
Moreover, the questionnaire was piloted to 50 respondents before being distributed to the
participants. In the pilot process, the reliability of the questionnaire was assessed, using Cronbach
Alpha and Composite Reliability estimations. Hair et al. (2013) assert that the reliability of the
questionnaire could be assessed via the measurement of Cronbach Alpha (with the value > 0.05)
and Composite Reliability (with a value > 0.708). As Table 3.2 shows, all figures for these two
estimations met the requirements. As a result, all the items of the questionnaires are reliable.
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Table 2

The estimations of Cronbach Alpha and Composite Reliability for the questionnaire pilot

No. Items Cronbach Alpha Composite Reliability
1 Test factors 0.946 0.953
2 Test difficulty 0.911 0.924
3 Test stakes 0.895 0.912
4 Test utility 0.921 0.930
5 }anrsnr;ggck on student 0.938 0.941
6 Learning motivation 0.894 0.899
7 Learning anxiety 0.848 0.850
8 Holistic learning 0.920 0.922
9 Restricted learning 0.925 0.930

Results/Findings and discussion

Descriptive statistics

In the current study, 228 participants responded to the online survey. The following figures illustrate
their demographic information, including gender and their school years.

Figure 2

Gender distribution of the participants

GENDERS OF PARTICIPANTS

Others
1%

Famale
62%

Figure 3

Distribution of school years of participants

SCHOOL YEARS OF
PARTICIPANTS

Fourth year Others First year
7% 19 13%

Third year
9

10
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Among the participants, the majority of them were female students, with a percentage of 62%,
followed by the figures of males (37%) and others (1%). Regarding their years of study, most of
them were in their second year (48%) and third year (31%).

Establishing and assessing the hierarchical model

According to the hypotheses and the conceptual framework proposed after reviewing the current
literature, the hierarchical data analysis model was employed to present the relationship between
test factors and washback on student learning. Generally, hierarchical models or multidimensional
models are considered when researchers aim to investigate constructs with more than one dimension
(Crocetta et al., 2021; Heck & Thomas, 2020). In the current study, the latent variable (LV) "test
factors" is defined via three manifest variables (MVs), including test difficulty, test stakes, and test
utility. Similarly, the latent variable (LV), "washback on student learning", is defined via four
manifest variables (MVs), including learning motivation, learning anxiety, holistic learning, and
restricted learning. Therefore, two dimensions are involved in the study, forming the hierarchical
model's first and second order. This kind of model is beneficial in decreasing the complexity of the
model and is more sufficient to utilize the available resources (Crocetta et al., 2021; Heck &
Thomas, 2020). Also, the hierarchical model provides high measurement validity (Law et al., 1998).

The PLS-SEM approach is often used to analyze hierarchical models because it offers a tool for
examining the relationship and influence of different aspects of a phenomenon (Crocetta et al.,
2021). Additionally, the PLS-SEM approach allows the conceptualization of hierarchical models by
the repetition of LVs within the model (Guinot et al., 2001). To establish the model using PLS-
SEM, this study followed the guidelines from Wetzels et al. (2009) as presented in Figure 4.

Figure 4

Steps to establishing the hierarchical models by using the PLS-SEM approach (adapted from
Wetzels et al. (2009))

Constructing the first-order Constructing the second-order
LVs and related it to their . by relating them to the Estimating the hierachical
MVs using formative and underlying first-order LVs model by using PLS-SEM
reflective mode using reflective mode

As Figure 4 suggests, the first step is constructing the first-order LVs and relating them to their MVs
using reflective and formative modes. In this study, the first-order models included two sets of MVs,
which consisted of seven MVs: test difficulty, test stakes, test utility, learning motivation, learning
anxiety, holistic learning, and restricted learning. Then, in the next step, the second-order models of
LVs were constructed by relating two LVs — test factors and washback on student learning with
their underlying MVs. Specifically, the LV "test factors” was determined by three MVs - test
difficulty, test stakes, and test utility — under the formative model. Concerning the LV "washback
on student learning”, it was manifested by four MVs - learning motivation, learning anxiety, holistic
learning, and restricted learning — under the reflective model. After identifying the first and second-
order models, the final measurement hierarchical model was proposed by using the PLS-SEM
approach, as illustrated in Figure 5. To easily import to the software for analysis, the indicators of
all the variables were coded in Table 3.

11
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Table 3
Codes used in the data analysis procedures

No. Constructs Codes of indicators/ items

1 Gender Gen

2 Test difficulty TestDif1l-> TestDif9

3 Test factors Test stakes TestStakel - TestStake9

4 Test utility TestUtilityl - TestUtility9

5 hback Learning motivation LearnMotil - LearnMotil0

6 XXJa(:en tac on Learning anxiety LearnAnxil - LearnAnxi5

7 learning Holistic learning HolLearnl - HolLearn5

8 Restricted learning ResLearnl - ResLearn5
Figure 5

The hierarchical model of the study
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Also, in the final step, the final model was estimated using the PLS-SEM approach in the SmartPLS
3.0. This process was performed within two stages: (1) assessing the measurement model via all the
psychometric values of first-order models and (2) assessing the structural model, i.e. the magnitude
of the relationships or effects between the variables being considered within the model, including
second-order model in Figure 5 (Marcoulides & Saunders, 2006).

Assessing the measurement models

To assess all psychometric values of all nine variables in the model, the outer factor loading, the
composite reliability (CR), convergence validity (AVE), and discrimination validity were taken into
account (Hair et al., 2013). Firstly, the outer loading factors were estimated to eliminate the
indicators that had the value smaller than 0.7 as these did not measure the construct they were
supposed to measure within the study’s sample. Within this process, the indicators "TestDif3",
"TesDif9", and "TestStake9" were removed because in the current estimation, the values of these
indicators were below 0.7. As a result, the model with the loading factors is shown in Figure 6.

Figure 6

Hierarchical model with path coefficient
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After the removal of all unsatisfied indicators, the remaining values — the composite reliability (CR),
convergence validity (AVE), and discrimination validity — were assessed.
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Table 4

The psychometric values of the first-order models
Construct CR AVE
Test difficulty 0.938 0.654
Test stakes 0.943 0.677
Test utility 0.963 0.744
Learning motivation 0.964 0.726
Learning anxiety 0.941 0.762
Holistic learning 0.950 0.792
Restricted learning 0.935 0.743

In the model, the CR values of the variables in the model must be above 0.78, and AVE must be
above 0.5 to ensure that the estimation of the constructs and their relationships are objectives and
not impacted by measurement errors (Hair et al., 2019). According to Table 4, all the values of CR
and AVE of the variable in the first-order model satisfy this requirement.

Table 5
The HTMT matrix of the first-order models
Holistic Learning Learning  Restricted Test Test
Learning Anxiety = Motivation Learning Difficulty  Stakes
Learning Anxiety 0.353
Learning Motivation  0.755 0.397
Restricted Learning  0.58 0.613 0.585
Test Difficulty 0.469 0.55 0.462 0.469
Test Stakes 0.644 0.473 0.719 0.555 0.607
Test Utility 0.682 0.418 0.699 0.558 0.581 0.846

In terms of discrimination validity, the HTMT matrix was examined. As Henseler et al. (2015)
suggest, all values of the HTMT matrix should be under 0.78 to prove that the examined constructs
do not overlap. From Table 5, all the values met the standards.

Assessing the structural model

After ensuring that the first-order models were all valid, Hair et al. (2013) and Sharma and
Aggarwal (2019) propose the following statistical estimation should be performed to assess the
relationship of the whole model: Collinearity, R? explanation of endogenous latent variables,
f2effects size of path coefficients, and Predictive relevance Q2. Also, at this stage, the nonparametric
Bootstrapping was used with 5,000 replications to examine the hypothesis with a significance of
0.05.

Firstly, for collinearity, the VIF was estimated with a standard smaller than the threshold of 3.3
(Roberts & Thatcher, 2009). Via the examination of VIF, the maximum value of the current model
was 2.967, which met the standard above. Therefore, in the model, there was no risk of collinearity
among variables.
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The estimation of R? and R 2 adjusted are important in determining to what extent the MVs could
explain the LVs or in-sample predictive power (Nguyen & Vu, 2020). In the model of the study, the
variable Test factors affected the variable Washback on student learning, while the four variables —
Holistic learning, Learning anxiety, Learning motivation, and Restricted learning — reflected the
variable Washback on student learning. The powers of explanation for these variables are presented
in Table 6. According to Henseler et al. (2015), there are three degrees of effect, including low
(<0.25), moderate (> 0.25 and < 0.50), and high (>75%).

Table 6
The estimation of R2 and R ? adjusted

R Square R Square Adjusted Comment
Holistic Learning 0.68 0.679 Moderate effect
Learning Anxiety 0.464 0.461 Moderate effect
Learning Motivation 0.714 0.712 Moderate effect
Restricted Learning 0.694 0.692 Moderate effect
Test Factors 0.994 0.994 High effect
Washback on Student Learning 0.576 0.574 Moderate effect

As Table 6 indicates, most of the variables had moderate effect in in-sample predictive power,
except test factors, which could explain Washback on student learning at a high effect degree.

Turning to f2effects size of path coefficients, the results are shown in Table 7.
Table 7
The estimation of the f2effects size of path coefficients

P Values
Test Difficulty - Test Factors 0.000
Test Factors = Washback on Student Learning 0.000
Test Stakes - Test Factors 0.000
Test Utility = Test Factors 0.000
Washback on Student Learning = Holistic Learning 0.000
Washback on Student Learning = Learning Anxiety 0.001
Washback on Student Learning = Learning Motivation 0.000
Washback on Student Learning = Restricted Learning 0.000

In Table 7, all the p-values of the f2effects size of path coefficients were smaller than 0.05. As a
result, all the MVs explained the LVs.

Lastly, the Predictive relevance Q? was estimated to identify the model's predictive power via the
Blindfolding process.
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Table 8
The estimation of the Predictive relevance Q?
Q2 (=1-SSE/SSO)

Holistic Learning 0.532
Learning Anxiety 0.345
Learning Motivation 0.509
Restricted Learning 0.509

Washback on Student Learning 0.357

There are two standards for evaluating the Predictive relevance Q?, including the value of Q2 and
the range of Q2 value. First of all, if all the Q2 values of all variables are above 0, then the structural
or Hierarchical models in this study reach the global quality (Tenenhaus et al., 2005). In addition,
the predictive power of the model is ranked into three levels, including low (the value is between 0
and 0.25), moderate (the value is from 0.25 to 0.5), and high (the value is above 0.5). By examining
Table 8, all the figures were nearly over 0.5, which was considered as high predictive power, except
the figures for Learning Anxiety and Washback on Student Learning (with moderate predictive
power).

From the estimation of the current model within the study sample, it is concluded that the proposed
model was valid in terms of the measurement of each MV and LV as well as their relationships. The
next step was to address the research questions with these findings.

RQ1: How do English majors perceive the factors of the IELTS test in terms of its difficulty, utility,
and stakes?

The following table summarizes the result of the model related to the relationship between test
difficulty, test stake, test utility and test factors.

Table 9

Total effects of factors of IELTS test
Relationship Path coefficient P-value
Test difficulty = Test factors  0.338 0.000
Test stakes = Test factors 0.398 0.000
Test utility = Test factors 0.403 0.000

According to Table 9, the participants in the study considered test difficulty, test stakes and test
utility to be highly correlated to test factors (p-value < 0.05). Test utility was also regarded as the
most influential factor among these three factors, followed by test skates and test difficulty (the
value of path coefficient of 0.403, 0.398, and 0.338, respectively). In the research context, in
Vietnamese universities, the IELTS test is highly regarded; however, it is not included in the
academic transcriptions. This is in contrast to what Shih (2007) and Xie (2015) found in their
research, which found that test difficulty is the most influential factor. Hence, the test stakes in the
study did not receive the highest weighting, compared to the utility, which aligns with the finding
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of the study conducted by Stoneman (2006, as cited in Tsang and Isaacs, 2022) that the IELTS test
was not perceived as important when its stakes were low.

RQ2: How do English majors perceive the impact of the washback of the IELTS test on their learning
in terms of their learning motivation, learning anxiety, holistic learning, and restricted learning?

Table 10 presents the relationship between the washback of the IELTS test and different facets of
student learning.

Table 10
Total effects of washback on learning of the IELTS test

Relationship Path coefficient  P-value
Washback on student learning = Learning motivation 0.845 0.000
Washback on student learning = Learning anxiety 0.681 0.000
Washback on student learning = Holistic learning 0.825 0.000
Washback on student learning - Restricted learning 0.833 0.000

As Table 10 suggests, the washback of the IELTS test had a positive relationship with students'
learning aspects, including learning motivation, learning anxiety, holistic learning, and restricted
learning (p-value <0.05 and values of coefficient> 0). These results clearly illustrated the fact that
washback of the test statistically significantly influences learning behaviors and psychology of
student learning. This is confirmed in the study of Nguyen (2023) when both psychological and
behavioral aspects of student learning were considered. Regarding each aspect in isolation, the
effects of the test on students' learning motivation were found by the research of Xiaoju (1990),
Cheng (1998), Hirai and Koizumi (2009), and Pan and Newfields (2011), and Allen (2016), while
these impacts on students' holistic learning were also identified by Alderson and Wall (1993), Cheng
(1998) and Xiao (2014). Specifically, the washback of the test increased learners' motivation to learn
English, and in this study, the washback of the IELTS test highly affected learning motivation (with
a coefficient of 0.845). This finding was on the contrary with the minimal influence of the test
washback and motivation the research by Cheng (1998), Shih (2007), and Pan and Newfields
(2012).

Holistic learning was viewed as the positive aspect of learning that the test had washback on
(Alderson & Wall, 1993; Cheng, 1998). In this study, the participants perceived this aspect in a
lower manner than that of restricted learning, which shared the same results as the study of Xiao
(2014), Damankesh and Babaii (2015), and Dong (2020) when learners focused more on the
strategies to cope with the test. However, the findings still indicated that learners saw that their
English skills improved during the test preparation. Another negative effect of washback on learning
is learning anxiety (Shih, 2007). The current study revealed that the test did not correlate with
anxiety as highly as the other learning aspects. This finding is in contrast with the studies of
Shamsuddin et al. (2013) when the anxiety of students was found to be significant.

RQ3: Which factors of the IELTS are determinants of the washback of student learning?
Table 11 shows the effects of test factors on the test washback of students' learning.
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Table 11

Total effects of test factors on the test washback of students' learning.
Independent Dependent variable Path P-value
variable coefficient
Test difficulty Washback on student learning 0.255 0.000
Test stake Washback on student learning 0.303 0.000
Test utility Washback on student learning 0.305 0.000

According to Table 11, the components of test factors, including test difficulty, test stakes, and test
utility, had statistically significant effects on students learning, known as test washback (path
coefficient> 0, and p-value < 0.05). Within the study samples, the test utility had the most influence
on the test washback on learning, followed by the test stakes and test difficulty. For the participants
of this study, the test usages play the most significant role in their learning English. This reflects the
assumption of Pearson (2019) and the social context of Vietnam (ThanhNienNews, 2022) that the
IELTS test provides a tool for measuring English proficiency for various purposes, from academic
to employment. Also, test stakes impacted student learning in the second position with just a small
loading factor of 0.02. This aligned with the conclusion of Stoneman (2006, as cited in Tsang and
Isaacs, 2022) and Allen (2016) that the stakes of a test are considered as high when its usages are
significant and directly affect the test taker. However, the test difficulty did not affect the students'
learning as much as the other. This could be explained by the common knowledge and awareness
of the test taker when the IELTS test becomes dominant within international English proficiency
tests (IELTS, 2021). Compared to the study of Nguyen (2023), this study found that all test factors
had considerable influences on learning aspects, not just some aspects such as learning motivation
or restricted learning.

In addition to these findings, the current study contributed to the validation of the washback model
based on test factors. The estimation of Predictive relevance Q2 in the above section indicates that
the test factors strongly predicted the impact of the IELTS test on students' holistic learning, learning
motivation and restricted learning (Q? value > 0.5). Hence, test factors should be considered as an
important determinant of the test washback, as suggested by Shih (2007), Xie (2015) and Nguyen
(2023).

The current study aimed at investigating the mechanism of how test factors of the IELTS test
(including test difficulty, test stakes, and test utility) affect the washback on student learning in
terms of learning motivation, learning anxiety, holistic learning, and restricted learning. With the
involvement of 228 students at Vision University (VU) and the employment of a survey and PLS-
SEM approach in analyzing the hierarchical model, the study indicated that test factors played a
significant role in the mechanism of washback on student learning. Specifically, among three test
factors, the learners in the research context considered test utility the most important one, followed
by test stakes and difficulty. Regarding student learning, learning motivation and restricted learning
were recorded as the most affected aspects by the test washback. Regarding the relationship between
test factors and test washback on student learning, test utility and test stakes were the determinants
compared to test difficulty. The hierarchical model proposed in the study yielded the predictive
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power of the models with the examination of test factors, and both psychological and behavioral
aspects of learning was relatively high. From the results of the current study, it is apparent that in
the context of Vietnam and some other familiar contexts in Asia, the IELTS test is used for various
purposes, which indicates the importance of its utility. However, this test is not included in students’
transcription; therefore, the stakes of it is low. Additionally, due to its popularity among students,
the test format is somewhat familiar to them. As a result, among the test factors, test difficulty is not
viewed as the most influential. Finally, the study confirms the possible impacts of high-stake tests
on both psychological and behavioral aspects of student learning.

Although the study contributes to the understanding of the washback mechanism of test factors on
both learners' psychological and behavioral aspects of learning, there still remained some
limitations. First of all, the sample size and sampling methods employed in the study could reduce
the generalization of the findings. However, in the study, utilizing the bootstrapping technique to
analyze hierarchical models could minimize that risk. Therefore, it is recommended that other
researchers could use probability sampling methods with a larger sample size for their studies.
Additionally, due to the time constraint, the research design relied on quantitative research design.
Nevertheless, as stated in the introduction section, most studies on washback of testing on learning
employ qualitative research design. Hence, this study attempted to bridge this gap.
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