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Abstract 

This study examined the washback effects of the high-stakes test (WASSCE) on the teaching 

and learning of economics. The study adopted a descriptive survey design. Ultimately, 600 and 

100 SHS Economics students and teachers were selected for the study, respectively. Data were 

collected through a 5-point Likert scale questionnaire ranging from strongly agree to strongly 

disagree. Descriptive (mean and standard deviation) statistic was used to analyse the data that 

were obtained. The findings of the study revealed that the WASSCE Economics examination 

had negative washback effects on classroom instructional practices, implementation of the 

Economics, syllabus, and students’ learning practices. The study recommends that GES and 

heads of institutions should provide appropriate in-service training to SHS teachers on testing 

practices and their effects to avoid the situation of teachers spending their instructional periods, 

preparing students for tests.  
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1. Introduction  

Teaching and learning are indistinguishably linked to examination. According to a sixteenth 

Protestant German teacher, Philip Melancthon, “no academic exercise can be more useful than 

that of examination. It whets the desire for learning, it enhances the solicitude of the study while 

it animates the attention to whatever is taught” [1]. This revelation shows the known information 

about the impact of assessment on student learning. Nevertheless, this is only an incomplete look 

at the effects of assessment on education. Ferman [2] believes that assessment not only affects 

learning, but also affects teaching, textbooks and even the entire education system. It is evident 

from this assertion that assessment has been a part of education for centuries, and it is difficult 

now to imagine an educational system without it. Due to the nature of the washback effect, it is 

essential to investigate it for every high-stakes test which will be used to evaluate teaching and 

learning at various secondary and tertiary institutions. In this post-modern, world, assessment 

permeates all learning activities in schools to promote classroom teaching and learning [3].  



 

 

Proponents of external assessment believe that when it is used to pressure teachers to improve 

student learning, it can be used to change teaching as needed [4, 5]. Opponents of this idea point 

to the detrimental effects of external assessment on learning, which they believe outweighs any 

benefits. They believe that the negative impact is not limited to the cognitive domain, but also 

extends to sociological issues related to power, social class, race, and equality of opportunity [6-

8] It is on this same claim that the Anamuah-Mensah Committee report [9] asserted that “it is 

recognised that the type of assessment employed by the system dictates the type of pedagogy 

used by teachers” and as a result, the committee strongly advocated that this system of 

assessment should be scrapped off.  

High-stakes tests are tests that use students’ scores to determine admission, promotion, 

placement, or graduation, while low-stakes tests do not consider these important decisions [10]. 

In addition, Hughes [11] believes that high-stakes assessments are used to make important 

educational decisions for students, teachers, schools, or school districts. In the same vein, Qi [12] 

defines a high-stakes test more accurately as a test whose results are regarded by students, 

teachers, administrators, parents, or the public as the basis for making important decisions that 

directly affect students. High-stakes tests are often used not only to check successful results, but 

also to encourage expected teaching and learning changes [13]. 

Again, High-stakes tests or grades are defined as tests that students must pass to graduate from 

high school, participate in educational programs, go to college, receive scholarships, or obtain 

proficiency on an application [14-15]. In addition, this term is also used for tests which have 

highly significant results for test-takers and which cause them to have great concern and anxiety 

[16]. The effect of a high-stakes test is seen in a backward direction and because tests often end 

in a lesson, it influences teachers, students, and parents' attitudes, actions, and enthusiasm [17].  

There seems to be a consensus among educators that washback is described as having an effect, 

whether positive or negative, intended or not, that are induced on teaching and learning as a 

result of administering examinations [18-24]. Washback is an intentional or unintentional impact 

on certain facets of the classroom instructional process through a high-stakes test [25]. Kilickaya 

[26] opines that any assessment made, whether formative or summative, or teacher-made and 

nation-wide, affects students as well as teachers. Therefore, any effect, positive or negative, 

intended or unintended, associated with the WASSCE examination, is deemed to be a washback 

for this study.  



 

 

Hoque [27] examined the washback of the public examination in the Bangladesh higher 

secondary level for teaching and learning English as a foreign language. The results of the study 

showed that teaching and learning are negative for the public review. In addition, the washback 

of the examination affected the choice of teachers' materials, teaching techniques, teaching tasks 

and activities and their perceptions on the examination, teaching strategies and learning results. 

Hoque results are consistent with the findings of Lam [28], Shohamy [29], Alderson and Hamp-

Lyons [30], and Watanabe [31], who opine that tests influence how teachers teach and make 

them adopt test-like teaching methods.  

Moreover, in their qualitative study, Salehi, Mustapha, and Yunus [32] examined the nature and 

existence of washback effects of Entrance Examination of the Universities (EEOU) and its role 

in promoting beneficial washback. The study’s findings showed that the examination had 

negative washback effects on teaching. Furthermore, in their study on the washback effect of the 

Iranian undergraduate programme entrance examination on high school instructors’ classroom 

behaviour, Salehi and Yunus [33] suggest that the UEE negatively influences English teachers to 

teach the content and format of the examination. The finding of Salehi and Yunus is in tandem 

with that of Pan (2013) who asserts that the examination affects teaching and learning, as 

teachers concentrate more on the tested items. 

Likewise, Aftab et al. (2014) investigated the washback effects of the Pakistani intermediate 

English examination. The results of the study revealed strong negative washback effects from the 

examinations on teaching methodology, content, and learning. Their findings are in harmony 

with those of Read and Hayes (2003). However, in the study of Hayes and Read (2004), the 

washback effect varies between teachers in their respective schools. 

Bunti (2014) also examined the washback effects of the Ethiopian General Secondary Education 

Certificate English Examination (EGSECEE) on English language teachers’ pedagogical 

practices. The results of the study revealed that EGSECEE exerted a harmful impact on the 

teachers’ teaching methods, contents of teaching, classroom test contents, and testing techniques. 

Likewise, Ramezaney (2014) investigated the Iranian UEE impact on high school EFL teachers’ 

curricular planning and instruction techniques and concluded that there was a strong overt 

washback effect of UEE on teachers’ curricular planning and instruction.  

Onaiba (2013) studied the washback effects of a revised EFL examination on teachers’ 

instructional practices, materials, and curriculum. The findings of the study showed that the 



 

 

examination exerted washback effects on teachers’ instructional practices. However, the findings 

were not conclusive, in the sense that it did not indicate whether the washback effect was 

positive or negative. Moreover, Soomro and Shah (2016) examined the effects of washback on 

high school English teachers. The results of the study revealed that the examination affected the 

English teacher’s instructional method and teachers teach only topics that are to be tested in the 

examination. Similarly, Hatipoglu (2016) found that the university entrance examination 

negatively affected and directed how English was learned and taught in Turkey. Conversely, 

Cholis and Rizqi (2018) asserted that a high-stakes test had a positive washback on senior high 

school English teachers’ attitudes and their teaching methods.  

A similar study was conducted by Saglam (2018) who looked at the washback effects of high-

stakes English language proficiency tests in tertiary education in Turkey. The findings indicated 

that the test had both positive and negative effects on teaching. Although Saglam reported that 

the test exerted both positive and negative effects on teaching, the findings were inconclusive 

and might not be generalizable to other contexts. In Australia, Cranley (2018) investigated the 

impact of high-stakes tests on the teaching and learning of mathematics. The study found that the 

high-stakes test had a significant effect on the teaching and learning of mathematics. 

Additionally, the findings revealed that teachers altered their pedagogies due to the test 

requirements. However, the findings of the study failed to indicate whether the impact of the test 

was negative or positive.  

A high-stakes test can affect the syllabus or curriculum and learning (Alderson and Wall, 1993). 

The syllabus or curriculum is modified according to high-stakes test results; hence, it leads to the 

narrowing of contents in the syllabus (Stecher et al., 2004; Crocco and Costigan, 2007; Read and 

Hayes 2003; Shohamy et al., 1996; Stecher, 2005). In this current study, the syllabus refers to the 

content used to deliver instruction. In Spain, Amengual-Pizarro (2010) explored the washback 

effect of a high-stakes English test on the teaching of English in Spanish upper secondary 

schools. The results revealed that the content and activities were adapted and geared in the 

direction of the test. This is in line with the results of a previous study by Amengual Pizarro 

(2009) that found that teachers seemed to spend most of their class time practising the skills 

featured in the examination and neglecting untested skills.  

Additionally, Ghorbani (2008) investigated the washback effect of the University Entrance 

Examination on language teachers’ curriculum planning and instruction. The findings of his 



 

 

study showed that UEE strongly affects “what of teaching” but not “how of teaching” in Iranian 

EFL teachers. However, it is not always the case that high-stakes tests have deleterious effects on 

the curriculum. Yeh’s (2006) study found that the high-stakes testing programme in Texas had a 

positive effect on the curriculum. This finding suggests that the theoretical position of a negative 

effect on curriculum may not be applicable in all high-stakes situations as mediating factors 

account for the effect high-stakes assessments have on teaching and learning (Firestone and 

Mayrowetz, 2000). 

Anane (2010) also investigated the use of Senior Secondary School Certificate Examination 

(SSSCE) results on teachers’ instructional methods and curriculum being implemented in 

Ghanaian schools. The study found that the overemphasis on the WAEC examination gradually 

shapes the content from a broad curriculum to examination-focused teaching (narrowed 

curriculum). Teachers tend to sideline topics on their teaching agenda because they are not 

included in the examination (Agrawal, 2004). In another study, Boit et al. (2012) examined the 

influence of examinations on the stated curriculum goals. The results of the study showed that 

the examinations had a negative effect on curriculum implementation. Moreover, the 

examinations made teachers selective in the content to be taught.  

Wall (2012) points out that the washback impact on curriculum and teaching materials can 

happen when teachers and students pay more attention to certain parts of the teaching syllabus at 

the expense of other parts because they believe these will be emphasised in the test. Wall’s 

statement was based on findings from previous washback studies, which have explicitly shown 

that teachers, for instance, design their teaching materials and content around tests, called 

curriculum alignment (Abu-Alhija 2007; Alderson and Wall 1993; Cheng 2005; Choi 2008; 

Smith 1991b; Stecher, 2002). 

In addition, Onaiba (2013) studied the washback effect of a revised EFL examination on 

teachers’ instructional practices, materials, and curriculum. The study revealed that the BECE 

did not represent the current curriculum; a negative washback was observed on the content of the 

curriculum: some teachers tended to rely on the “hidden syllabus”, while others narrowed the 

syllabus to meet the content of the examination. In Australia, Polesel et al. (2014) investigated 

the impact of high-stakes testing on curriculum and pedagogy from the teacher’s perspective. 

Their findings revealed that teachers adjusted their pedagogical practices and curriculum content 

to mirror the test.  



 

 

Mutereko (2017) examined the washback effect of the national senior certificate examinations on 

teaching in South Africa. The findings of the study indicated that there was manipulation of test 

records by teachers; a narrow emphasis on teaching subject matter that would be covered in the 

examinations; and an emphasis on addressing past examination papers to finish the syllabus. 

Likewise, Saglam (2018) found that a negative washback effect of high-stakes tests leads to 

narrowing of the curriculum. In the same vein, BECE as a high-stakes test drives curriculum 

implementation in Ghana, places our “national curriculum” and “teaching practices” at stake 

(Amoako 2018). 

The washback effects of a high-stakes test on students’ learning practices have not been left 

unsupported by empirical studies. Several studies have highlighted the washback effects of a 

high-stakes test on students’ learning practices. In his study, Yildirim (2010) investigated 

students’ and teachers’ teaching and learning practices in the preparation process for the English 

Component of the Foreign Language University Entrance Exam (ECFLUEE). The results of the 

study revealed that ECFLUEE had negative washback on both teachers and students.  

Sukyadi and Mardiani (2011) studied the washback effects of the English National Examination 

(ENE) in the Indonesian secondary education context. The findings of the study revealed that the 

ENE affects students’ learning in the classroom, in which teachers mainly teach to test, practice 

the test, and develop test-taking strategies. The dimensions of the washback effect of the ENE on 

both English teachers and students were negative and positive. Nevertheless, the study was 

limited to three secondary schools in Indonesia; it could have been conducted with more 

secondary schools. Moreover, the findings of the study in terms of the type of washback were not 

definitive.   

Pan and Newfields (2011) found that the learners in their study allocated more time to study 

English because of the test and adopted more test-related practices with more variation in the 

methods used. Washback literature suggests that learners are most likely to resort to traditional 

methods rather than more communicatively oriented methods when preparing for a test (Pan 

2014; Zhan and Andrews, 2014). Moreover, this negative washback effect was also discovered 

by Hoque (2011) where he noticed students did not care about the curriculum as they were 

preparing for the (EFL) examination because of their overreliance on test-related materials. This 

may suggest that they practised what they considered important for the examination. In the same 



 

 

vein, Agbeti (2014) and Hoque (2011) stated in their washback studies that students were 

skipping contents and topics they felt will not appear in the test because they were being 

influenced by test-related materials. 

A study by Gashaye (2012) focused on the washback effects of the University Entrance English 

Examination (UEEE) on teachers’ and students’ practices. It was revealed that the examination 

yielded overt, strong, and harmful washback effects on teachers’ and students’ practices that in 

turn led to the implementation of the syllabus to be less successful. The examination system 

exerts a negative influence on students’ learning practices (Ahmad and Rao, 2012; Yavuzer and 

Gover, 2012). 

Akpinar and Cakildere (2013) investigated two high-stake language tests in Turkey and found 

that most learners focused more on passing the exam than improving skills not included in the 

test. These two tests only brought about a positive washback for reading, which was the only 

skill tested. In China, Ren’s (2011) findings were similar to those of Akpinar and Cakildere. Ren 

asserted that the students had little incentive to learn anything that was not tested and put very 

little effort into doing so as their primary motive was to pass the test.  

Similarly, Kilickaya (2016) explored the washback effect of the foreign language section of the 

transition examination from primary to secondary education. The findings of the study showed 

that the test had a negative washback effect on not only students but also teachers, parents, and 

administrators as a whole. The findings of Kilickaya agree with those of Toksoz and Kilickaya 

(2017) that examinations have a negative washback effect on both teachers and students. 

However, the study was conducted with only teachers teaching in public schools; teachers 

teaching in private schools could have been involved to enrich the findings. 

Adegoke (2017) examined the effects of high-stakes examinations on the teaching and learning 

of physics in secondary schools in Nigeria. The findings of the study revealed that when studying 

physics, students try to understand the basic concepts, master the fundamental principles of 

physics, memorize formulae and procedures, and practice old or past examination questions. In a 

different study, Mahmud (2018) examined the washback effect of the Malaysian University 

English Test (MUET) as a University Entry Test on students in Malaysia. It was found that the 

student's perceptions of the test shaped their goals and consequently stimulated their use of 

language learning strategies when preparing for the test. However, the study did not investigate 



 

 

the washback effect of the test on students’ learning practices; hence, there is a need for more 

research to be conducted to augment the literature in this field.  

In Korea, Park (2018) explored the washback effects of English examination on learning. The 

results of the study revealed all students experienced a negative washback effect in their learning 

process. The results also showed that students choose to focus on the tested features rather than 

the non-tested features. Park’s result is in line with Allen’s (2016) and Tsang’s (2017) that the 

examination brings washback to students’ preferences on learning strategies and it can be 

considered as a negative washback. 

In the Ghanaian context, Owusu (2019) investigated the washback effect of high-stakes tests on 

teaching and learning of the English language among 4 JHS’s and 8 SHS’s with 374 students and 

24 teachers in the Central Region. It was found that teachers and their students did not give the 

required attention to language skills or areas that were not covered in the BECE/WASSCE. 

Moreover, the findings of the study indicated that the BECE/WASSCE English language test 

exerted a negative washback effect on students’ learning practices.  

Again, Moradi (2019) conducted a study on the washback effect of final examinations on 

teaching and learning. The results indicated that Payame Noor University (PNU), English and 

Foreign Languages (EFL) final examinations have a washback effect on learning and this 

washback effect is more positive than negative. Similarly, Zheng (2019) studied the washback 

effects of the Chinese National Matriculation English Test (NMET) on student learning and their 

test anxiety. The findings of the study revealed that the English test had negative washback 

effects on what and how students learn. Additionally, Chou (2019) examined the effect of the 

English hearing test on junior high school students and teachers in high-stakes national entry 

examinations. The results showed that the tests affected learning more than teaching and that 

teachers have adopted a test-oriented teaching approach. Although Chou reported that the test 

impacted learning, the findings did not indicate whether the impact was positive or negative. 

  

1.1 Statement of the Problem 

The unearthing of the washback effect of high-stakes testing on teaching and learning in the 21st 

century in Ghana can be traced to several scholars (Anane 2010; Amoako 2018; Owusu 2019; 

Yidana and Arthur 2020). Anane (2010) examined the influence of accountability pressures on 

teachers’ classroom practices in senior high schools in the Ashanti Region. The results of the 



 

 

study showed that the WAEC examination (SSSCE) shaped the content of a broad curriculum of 

examination-focused teaching. Again, Amoako (2018) studied the effects of BECE on 

curriculum implementation on the teaching and learning of English, Mathematics, and Science in 

the Kwahu South District. The results of the study showed that BECE as a high-stakes test drives 

curriculum implementation in Ghana.  

Additionally, Yidana and Arthur (2020) investigated the perceived washback effects of the high-

stakes test on the teaching and learning of Economics. The findings of the study revealed that 

there was a statistically significant difference in the perceived washback effect of WASSCE on 

economics students’ learning practices between SHS 1, SHS 2, and SHS 3 Economics students. 

However, their study focused on the mediating variables such as form of students and school 

proprietorship that might influence the washback effect of a high-stakes test.  

Studies on the washback effect of high-stakes tests have been conducted in different teaching and 

learning contexts. In Ghana, such studies are quite limited. Based on assumptions that the 

washback effect of high-stakes tests is contextual and best explained through the specific test 

conducted (Watanabe 2000), this study sought to examine the perceived washback effects of 

WASSCE Economics examination on the teaching and learning of Economics. This study, 

therefore, increases the richness of the literature already gathered in this field of research carried 

out in other contexts of teaching and learning. 

1.2 Assumptions of the Study  

Every study is grounded on some assumptions. The assumptions in effect, form the criteria by 

which judgements about the study can be made. The current study is based on several 

assumptions that underpin the washback effects of the high-stakes test on the teaching and 

learning of Economics. The assumptions are: 

1. That the washback effect of high-stakes tests is inevitable, it is a well-known 

phenomenon in educational research. This implies that the washback effects of the 

WASSCE Economics examination would likely be positive or negative.  

2. That a high-stakes test such as the WASSCE Economics examination has important 

consequences, hence it will have a washback effect or influence on the teaching and 

learning of Economics. 



 

 

3. That high-stakes test (WASSCE) will influence what and how teachers teach. This 

suggests that the WASSCE Economics examination will affect teachers’ classroom 

instructional practices and the content of the syllabus. 

4. That high-stakes test (WASSCE) will influence what and how students learn. This means 

that WASSCE will have an impact on the learning practices of students.  

 

1.3 Objectives of the Study 

The main purpose of this study was to examine the perceived washback effects of high-stakes 

tests on the teaching and learning of Economics. Specifically, the study intends to: 

1. Explore the perceived washback effects of WASSCE on economics teachers’ classroom 

instructional practices.  

2. Find out the perceived washback effects of WASSCE on the implementation of the 

Economics syllabus.  

3. Ascertain the perceived washback effects of WASSCE on economics students’ learning 

practices.  

 

2. Research Methods 

The descriptive survey design was employed for this study based on the recommendation of 

Leedy and Ormrod (2015) that the descriptive survey design helps the researcher to elicit 

information about the opinions and attitudes of respondents by surveying a sample of that 

population.  

The population for this study consisted of all Senior High School (SHS) Economics teachers and 

students at public and private Senior High Schools in the Kumasi Metropolis. 

Table 1: Summary of the population and sample for the study 
Respondents School Proprietorship Population Sample 
Teachers Public 130   79 
 Private 205   21 
 Total 335 100 
Students Public 3510 300 
 Private 5535 300 
 Total 9045 600 
 Source: Fieldwork (2020) 
 



 

 

The multistage sampling technique was used to select the size of the sample. The sampling was 
carried out in three stages. Firstly, the stratified sampling technique was used to place the Senior 
High Schools in the Kumasi Metropolis into two strata: Public and Private SHS’s. The 
stratification variable that was used is the school proprietorship within the Metropolis. Secondly, 
the simple random sampling technique was used in selecting 20 (10 public and 10 private) senior 
high schools randomly selected from the sixty-seven (67) Senior High Schools in the Metropolis 
to constitute the sample. The proportionate sampling technique was used to select 600 economics 
students. This sampling was based on the Krejcie and Morgan (1970) sample size determination 
table. The researchers also employed the census method to select 100 teachers from twenty 
schools. This technique was used due to the small number of Economics teachers in each school. 
Also, the census method was employed because large sample gives better judgment over smaller 
ones provided such large samples are available and accessible (Gall et al., 2007).  
The high-stakes test survey questionnaire developed by Hope, Brockmeier, Lutfi, and Sermon 
(2006) was adapted as the data collection instrument. The questionnaire was a five-point Likert 
scale item of strongly agree to strongly disagree.  

Data collected were encoded and refined with the aid of Statistical Product for Service Solutions 
(SPSS) version 23. Descriptive statistic was used to analyse the data to provide the needed 
results. The research questions were analysed using means and standard deviations. Also, all 
negative worded items were recoded before the analysis was done. The following is the 
interpretation of the scale mean score:  

(1) 1.00-2.49 = Strongly Agree  

(2) 1.50-2.49 = Agree 

(3) 2.50-3.49 = Neutral  

(4) 3.50-4.49 = Disagree 

(5) 4.50-5.00 = Strongly Disagree 

3. Presentation of Results 
This section presents the results of the study concerning the research questions that were 
formulated to guide the study. 
3.1 Perceived washback effect of WASSCE on economics teachers’ classroom instructional 
practices 
Research Question One: What is the perceived washback effect of WASSCE on economics 
teachers’ classroom instructional practices? 
The essence of this research question was to explore the perceived washback effects of 
WASSCE on teachers’ classroom instructional practices. Table 2 shows the results from the 
analysis of data provided by the respondents on the perceived washback effects of WASSCE on 
economics teachers’ classroom instructional practices. 

Table 2: Perceived Washback Effects of WASSCE on Economics Teachers’ Classroom 
Instructional Practices 
S/N Statement M SD 



 

 

1 I don’t teach in a way that my students understand because of 
WASSCE. 

1.52   .56 

2 WASSCE discourages me to adopt innovative methods and techniques 
of teaching. 

1.70   .82 

3 I sometimes change my methods of teaching to reflect WASSCE 
requirements. 

1.59   .59 

4 Methods and techniques, I employ in teaching become more test-like 
in the third year than the second and first years. 

1.82 1.00 

5 I sometimes skip some topics and contents because they are unlikely to 
be tested in WASSCE. 

2.82 1.28 

6 I give more attention to the content that is likely to be assessed by 
WASSCE. 

2.05 1.15 

7 I do ignore tasks and activities that are not directly related to the 
purpose of WASSCE when teaching. 

3.31 1.09 

8 I teach test-taking strategies at all levels to prepare students for 
WASSCE. 

1.92   .81 

9 I practice and solve WASSCE past questions with students during 
instructional periods. 

1.80   .83 

10 I give model tests in the format of WASSCE to help prepare them. 1.46   .61 
11 I emphasize and sometimes reteach topics that are likely to be assessed 

in WASSCE. 
1.53   .67 

12 WASSCE does not make me improve classroom instruction and 
practice. 

1.95 1.02 

13 WASSCE does not permit teachers to use the full range of their 
teaching skills. 

2.39 1.10 

14 WASSCE does not lead to better teaching. 2.72 1.11 
15 The quality of my teaching is directly related to student performance in 

WASSCE. 
2.39 1.06 

16 WASSCE reduces the teaching and learning process to a student’s test 
score. 

2.54 1.00 

17 WASSCE discourages teachers to improve the teaching and learning 
process. 

2.05   .86 

18 WASSCE discourages me to engage in a student-centred model of 
instruction. 

3.55 1.16 

19 WASSCE had made me encourage my students to memorize factual 
concepts. 

2.31 1.10 

20 WASSCE does not make me prepare more teaching and learning 
materials. 

2.50 1.24 

21 I do make a selection of teaching and learning materials that are 
relevant for WASSCE. 

2.31 1.12 

22 WASSCE discourages me to gather information from reliable and 
authentic sources to prepare my teaching materials. 

2.12 1.04 

23 WASSCE discourages me to use different Economics textbooks or 
Economics related materials. 

1.73   .90 

24 I recommend well-prepared economics textbooks with a lot of 
exercises following the format of WASSCE to students. 

1.76   .84 



 

 

 Mean of Means/Average Standard Deviation 2.16   .96 
 Source: Fieldwork (2020) 

From Table 2, the mean of means of 2.16 which is below 3.00 indicates that respondents 
share the opinion that the WASSCE Economics examination has a negative effect on classroom 
instructional practices. The average standard deviation score (SD = .96) also suggests that the 
responses of the respondents were uniform. The highest mean value recorded was (M = 3.55, SD 
= 1.16), and is about the statement that WASSCE discourages them to engage in a student-
centred mode of instruction. This suggests that teachers disagreed that WASSCE discourages 
them to engage in a student-centred mode of instruction. However, as clearly shown in Table 2, 
the lowest mean value recorded was (M = 1.46, SD = .61), and it is concerning the statement that 
teachers give model tests in the format of WASSCE to help prepare the students. This implies 
that teachers agreed that WASSCE influences them to give model tests to economics students.  
 
3.2 Perceived Washback Effect of WASSCE on the Implementation of the Economics Syllabus 
Research Question Two: What is the perceived washback effect of WASSCE on the 
implementation of the Economics syllabus? 
Research question two was meant to ascertain the perceived washback effect of WASSCE on the 
implementation of the Economics syllabus. Economics teachers were asked to respond to several 
statements relating to the perceived washback effect of WASSCE on the implementation of the 
Economics syllabus by indicating their level of agreement or disagreement with the statements. 
The results of this research question are shown in Table 3.  
 
Table 3: Perceived Washback Effects of WASSCE on the Implementation of the Economics 
Syllabus   
S/N Statement M SD 
1 I do not care about the Economics syllabus while teaching. 4.13 1.00 
2 I am not aware of the objectives of the Economics syllabus in which I 

teach. 
4.21 1.04 

3 I feel pressurised to cover the Economics syllabus before the final 
examination. 

2.52 1.20 

4 If there is no WASSCE, the content of my teaching will be better than 
what I teach now. 

2.70 1.25 

5 WASSCE hardly permits me to give attention to the requirements of 
each topic in the Economics syllabus. 

1.10   .48 

6 WASSCE sometimes makes me adopt the “finish the syllabus” 
syndrome. 

2.01 1.03 

7 I design Economics lessons and content around the WASSCE 
requirement. 

2.13 1.07 

8 WASSCE makes me do less lesson preparation. 2.85 1.53 
9 I do not teach every section in the syllabus because some sections are 

unlikely to be tested in WASSCE. 
2.53 1.40 

10 WASSCE has led me to reassess my beliefs about the subject matter that 
is important to teach. 

2.49 1.03 

11 WASSCE hardly permits me to give equal attention to all topics. 2.42 1.21 
12 For students to get higher scores in the WASSCE means that I should 

solve more past questions with my students. 
2.08 1.00 



 

 

13 WASSCE test questions do not accurately reflect the content students 
learn in the Economics syllabus implemented by schools. 

2.28 1.00 

14 WASSCE Economics questions do not cover all economics syllabus 
objectives. 

2.48 1.25 

15 WASSCE content is not aligned with the Economics syllabus. 2.88 1.33 
16 WASSCE requires teachers to teach on the test. 1.94   .90 
 Mean of Means/Average Standard Deviation 2.55 1.11 
 Source: Fieldwork (2020) 

Table 3 shows results on the perceived washback effect of WASSCE on the 
implementation of the Economics syllabus. From Table 3, the mean of means of 2.55 compared 
to the cut-off point of 3 mean scores for positive washback effect, which indicates that the 
economics teachers affirmed that WASSCE has a negative washback effect on the 
implementation of the Economics syllabus. The average standard deviation score (SD = 1.11) 
also suggests that teachers’ responses to the items on this particular subscale were varied. The 
respondents disagreed that “they are not aware of the objectives of the economics syllabus in 
which they teach” and this recorded the highest mean value (M = 4.21, SD = 1.04). From Table 
3, the lowest mean value recorded was (M = 1.10, SD = 0.48) and is about the statement that 
“WASSCE hardly permits me to give attention to the requirements of each topic in the 
Economics syllabus”. This implies that teachers agreed that WASSCE hardly permits them to 
give attention to the requirements of each topic in the Economics syllabus.  

 
3.3 Perceived Washback Effect of WASSCE on Economics Students’ Learning Practices 
Research Question Three: What is the perceived washback effect of WASSCE on economics 
students’ learning practices?  
The purpose of this research question was to determine the perceived washback effect of 
WASSCE on economics students’ learning practices.  
Table 4 presents results that relate to the perceived washback effects of WASSCE on Economics 
students’ learning practices about learning strategies and techniques, learning materials used by 
students, and the content of the syllabus. The summary of the results is presented in Table 4. 
 
Table 4: Perceived Washback Effect of WASSCE on Economics Students’ Learning 
Practices 
S/N Statement M SD 
1 I use the rote learning approach to memorise most of the things taught in 

class. 
2.44 1.12 

2 I give attention to topics and contents which are likely to be tested in 
WASSCE. 

1.67   .88 

3 I skip classes to have personal studies. 4.01 1.21 
4 I practice and solve more of WASSCE Economics’ past questions. 2.10 1.15 
5 I ask for test-taking strategies from teachers to prepare us for the final 

examinations. 
2.22 1.09 

6 I spend more time learning topics and past economics questions that are 
likely to be tested in WASSCE. 

2.03 1.03 

7 I attend extra classes both on campus and at home to help me prepare for 
WASSCE. 

2.39 1.30 

8 I combine different textbooks of economics to have varied ideas when 2.09 1.14 



 

 

learning. 
9 I do not care about the Economics syllabus while learning. 3.66 1.25 
10 Learning comes with a lot of stress in school as I prepare to take WASSCE. 2.07 1.10 
11 I feel pressurised to cover the syllabus before the final examination 

(WASSCE). 
1.94   .89 

12 I skip contents and topics that are not likely to be tested in WASSCE when 
learning. 

2.82 1.38 

13 WASSCE makes me memorise most of the things taught in the class 
without getting a deeper understanding. 

2.37 1.32 

14 WASSCE does not provide enough room (e.g., in terms of time) for me to 
learn. 

2.61 1.23 

15 I rely on textbooks and WASSCE Economics past questions when learning. 1.96   .97 
16 WASSCE discourages me to use different textbooks of Economics. 3.86 1.05 
17 WASSCE discourages me to search for reliable and authentic information 

to support the economics textbooks. 
3.99 1.00 

18 I do not find interest in studying Economics textbook materials because of 
WASSCE. 

4.09   .92 

 Mean of Means/Average Standard Deviation 2.68 1.11 
 Source: Fieldwork (2020) 
From Table 4, the mean of means of 2.68 compared to the cut-off point of 3 for the negative 

washback effect, which shows that WASSCE influences students’ learning practices negatively. 

This suggests that the learning strategies and techniques, learning materials, and content of the 

Economics syllabus that students use to study are being influenced by WASSCE. The average 

standard deviation score (SD = 1.11) also indicated that students’ responses to the items on this 

specific subscale were diverse.   

Concerning the learning materials used by students, from Table 4, it can be observed that the 

highest mean value recorded was on the statement that students do not find interest in studying 

the economics textbook materials and WASSCE past questions (M = 4.09, SD = .92). This 

implies that students disagreed that they do not find interest in studying the economics textbook 

materials and WASSCE past questions. Conversely, the lowest mean value was recorded on the 

statement that teachers give attention to topics and content which are likely to be tested in 

WASSCE (M = 1.67, SD = .88). This suggests that the students confirmed that one of the 

strategies they employed in their learning is; they give attention to topics and contents which are 

likely to be tested in WASSCE.  

4. Discussion  

The first research question sought to determine the perceived washback effect of WASSCE on 

Economics teachers’ classroom instructional practices. The results from the study indicated that 



 

 

the majority of the teachers held the opinion that the WASSCE economics examination has a 

negative washback effect on teachers’ classroom instructional practices. This finding supports 

the assertion of Hoque (2011) that public examination has a negative washback effect on 

teaching. This finding further validates the views of several researchers (Alderson & Hamp-

Lyons, 1996; Lam, 1993; Shohamy, 1993; Watanabe, 1996). The finding also lends credence to 

the opinions of Salehi, Mustapha, and Yunus (2012) that English high-stakes examination has a 

negative washback effect on language teaching. On the contrary, the study’s result is not in 

tandem with that of Cholis and Rizqi (2018) who found that a high-stakes test had a positive 

washback effect on teachers’ teaching methods.  

This finding implies that, in instances where teachers have to prepare students for the WASSCE 

Economics examination, they employ instructional practices that will enable them to cover the 

content of the syllabus. Instructional practices such as teaching students test-taking strategies, 

teaching to the test, skipping topics and content which are unlikely to be tested on WASSCE, and 

ignoring tasks or activities that are not directly related to the purpose of WASSCE are adopted. 

This is normally because students’ performances are in most cases associated with teacher 

output, hence the focus of the teacher is mostly to ensure that his or her students pass with 

distinction.  

The second question research question was meant to ascertain the perceived washback effects of 

WASSCE on the implementation of the Economics syllabus. The findings of the study revealed 

that the WASSCE Economics examination had a negative washback effect on the 

implementation of the economics syllabus. This finding validates the hypothesis of Alderson and 

Wall (1993) that a test will influence what teachers teach. Again, the results of the study are in 

tandem with that of Onaiba (2013) who discovered that the BECE had a negative washback on 

the content of the curriculum and as a result, some teachers narrowed the syllabus to meet the 

content of the exams. Additionally, this finding is in harmony with that of Anane (2010), 

Amoako (2018), and Saglam (2018) who also found and concluded that high-stakes test tends to 

have a negative washback on the curriculum.  

Curriculum experts have argued that the fidelity of the implementation of any syllabus might be 

linked to the period available for the full implementation of the syllabus. In Ghana, SHS students 

spend a maximum of two and a half years for their secondary education, and Economics teachers 



 

 

are supposed to implement the whole content of the Economics syllabus within this period. With 

challenges such as time constraints, inadequate textbooks, and other teaching and learning 

resources, the economics teacher is left with no choice but to resort to the “curriculum-in-use” 

instead of the formal (written curriculum).  

The third research question was meant to determine the perceived washback effects of WASSCE 

on Economics students’ learning practices. The finding of the study show that WASSCE has a 

negative washback effect on students’ learning practices. The finding of this current study is 

consistent with the assertion of Park (2018) that students experience a negative washback effect 

in their learning process, in preparation for an English exam. Again, this finding gives credence 

to the claims of Owusu (2019) that the BECE/WASSCE English test exerts a negative washback 

effect on students’ learning practices. Besides, this finding seems to support the opinion of 

Zheng (2019) that Chinese national matriculation tests influence what and how students learn 

negatively. However, this result does not seem to support the view of Moradi (2019) who claims 

that final examinations have a positive washback effect on learning.  

This finding suggests that students are forced to have abandoned learning practices that will 

broaden their understanding of concepts and issues in economics by going in using WASSCE 

Economics past question and solution books instead of standard economics textbooks. This 

finding also implies that rote learning is preferred by economics students. The main objective for 

this is that the progress of the student's formal education in the future is tied to their performance 

in WASSCE and as such the Economics students will resort to quick learning practices that will 

give them a pass in the WASSCE Economics examination.  

5. Conclusions 

The findings of the study have implications for quality teaching and learning of economics and 

several conclusions can be drawn. Firstly, teachers adopted teaching methods that made them 

teach by test and high-stakes tests forced the teachers to teach what they find suitable for 

students. This might lead to shallow teaching on the part of teachers. Secondly, classroom 

instructional practices of teachers drive the scope of the syllabus that is being implemented, 

hence a negative washback on the instructional practices leads to teachers narrowing the content 

of the syllabus. It can be concluded that the use of the WASSCE Economics examination as a 

high-stakes test that drives syllabus implementation, places the economics curriculum at stake. 

Additionally, students adopted learning strategies and techniques that lead to rote learning. In 



 

 

Ghanaian senior high schools, the high-stakes test has a certain level of effect on classroom 

instructional practices, implementation of the Economics syllabus, and students’ learning 

practices.  

 

6. Recommendations 

The findings suggest some important actions which should be undertaken if any mark will be 

made in promoting positive washback in a high-stakes test. Therefore, in light of these findings, 

the following recommendations are made. GES and heads of institutions should provide 

appropriate in-service training to SHS teachers on testing practices and their effects to avoid the 

situation of teachers spending their instructional periods preparing students for tests. Teachers 

should be given in-service training on the relevance of providing quality instructional delivery to 

students. This will help teachers to teach the broad syllabus or curriculum to achieve real 

students’ growth and learning, not just “teaching to test” skill acquisition. Until a high-stakes test 

is considered a small portion of a student’s educational life, it will continue to cause negative 

effects, hence GES should educate students on the fact that standardized tests in the educational 

system do not necessarily indicate how much they know and can do. 
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