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Abstract: The present paper is an attempt to redraw the Hatias of English Language
Education from a teaching-testing perspective. Dothe crux of the problem in language
teaching has always been the general principles@uidelines underpinning the methodologies
relating to the teaching-learning process, the ‘Wtwteach’ and the ‘what-to-test’ questions
have always been omnipresent in the minds of nastlsolders. Parents would most probably
argue about what is best to be taught to theirdrieth as well as about the most appropriate and
effective learning path leading to their offsprisgccess, whereas the others, not least, teachers,
strive to cope with a delicate intertwined questignof how to strike the balance between an
effective teaching and an efficient testing. Haavethis thorny issue, so to speak, is not a new
one. The relationship between teaching and tedtamy called into question the communicative
abilities of Algerian EFL learners. To score highrough a teach-to-the-test-oriented approach,
in an EFL exam does not necessarily mean to speaktly and to write accurately the English
language. EFL learners in public schools are in maed of a well-rounded education.
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Today's globalized world is witnessing a growinglanrelentless demand for education, and the
field of language learning, not least ESL and EiSLno exception. This remarkable demand, a
striking aspect of the post-war period, is duehe paramount role which education plays in
affording societies with functional and responsiloiéizens who, in turn, are expected to
contribute positively and significantly to the demment of their nations and to meet the
requirements of an ever increasing process, glodtédn. Bolitho (2012, p. 35) contends that “In
educating the citizens of tomorrow, we are told, st®uld be preparing them to cope with
change in our increasingly globalised world”. Uniddiy, education is becoming a key factor in
the development of the nations at a global scal¢his sense, quality of education has become
imperative to give way to the notion of ‘high-qugleducation’ which will motivate and inspire
lifelong learning beyond the school gates. This r@l¥ century-vision of education, with
teacher effectiveness as a key component and leenv@lvement as an active partner, would

* ‘High-quality education’, as a comprehensive tehms been since its early use in Tomorrow’s sch®85) the
subject of much discussion and heated debates aedumgators. Any attempt to give a valid definitimn‘high-

quality education’ would distort its nature andrtéfere would be too vague and over-simplistic.sltan elusive
term. Green (1980, p. 120) ironically yet illusivaty defines it with reference to the “educatidrat the rich
provide for their sons”.
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lead to reconsider and redraw the boundaries gjulage teaching and language testing within
the construct of the communicative abilities of BE&rners in the Algerian state-run schools.

The changes that English Language Education hamsged, from a teacher-centred pedagogy
to a more learner-centred education, from a teXtmased teaching to a task-based approach,
from a summative assessment to a formative assass(h®, 2000), reflect educators
commitment and teachers concern in an effort td &n appropriate methodology which best
relates teaching to testing on a communicativeigonmn. Yet the problematic has not yet been
resolved even after decades of continual changdatap and improvement of the English
Language Teaching Methodologies. Even worse, sgeifias reached a critical state when the
main concern of both parents and the educatiorsitution is shifting from students potential
and academic development to students achievemengxams. In this sense, the word
‘achievement’ means nothing more than scoring wellstandardized testsnd high-stakes
exam$ such as the Baccalaureate exam which is a higlestaspar excellencevith too much
importance attached to the outcomes.

The Baccalaureatecommonly known in Algeria and in many French fernsolonies under its
back-clipped form of Le BAC’, is, essentially, a high-stakes secondary sclealihg
examination. It allows third-year Secondary Edwrastudents to embark on tertiary studies, i.e.
an entrance-like visa to university and higher etdioa institutes. Much like British A-Levels or
American high school diplomas, tBaccalaureateallows Algerian and international students to
obtain a standardized qualification, typically betage of 18. From an elitist viewpoint, the
Baccalaureate is supposed to act as a roadblooketbocrity and is employed as a selection
instrument for tertiary education.

The Baccalaureate examination, as an achievem&niptays an important role in the Algerian

education system at large. It usually takes placdune. This end-of-year period is a very
stressful for stakeholders, mainly students, teachschool administrators and parents. The
following are Karima’s felt and expressed impressio

I’'m among those students who will sit for the BRG17 session. The closer we get, the
higher the tension is. For me the most importamghs to get myself well-organised in
always setting a revision planning. | often starg nevision by the subject matters that
have a higher coefficient. | try to rest every 4ibutes as it is difficult for the human brain

> A standardized tesgs its name implies, is an exam which has beerse@\rom tryouts and experimentation for
the sake of reliability and validity. It is alsotest for which norms have been established antbitigees uniform
procedures for administering (time limits, respofisenat, and number of questions) and for scorimg test.
“Standardized tests are often used by school sgsterhigh-stakes decision making” (Menken, 2008}G2).

® High-stakes exams are so important in the eyamaify stakeholders in the sense that their resastdyladaus

(1988, p. 87) notes “are seen, rightly or wrongly students, teachers, administrators, parentbeogeneral public,
as being used to make important decisions that uiately and directly affect them.”
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to keep focused for a long time. At times, | atbidking about the BAC day because of
the stress that is always accompanying me.
(Author’s translation)

Since its inception in 1963, the Baccalaureate éxation has always been a lever for chdrige
initiate educational reforms in an effort to esisliplacademic standards and a more or less
reliable source of information on educational outes to external stakeholders. Its preparation
starts early in the school year, sometimes eveswaykars beforehand. It has a reputation for
being a thorough summative assessment. The foltpteible illustrates the fluctuation in the rate
of success:

Academic Year 2014 2015 2016 2017
Number of 657.026 623,247 818,515 761,701
Candidates

Number of Bac 316.212 320,072 396,264 395,853

Holders
Rate of Success 45.01% 51.36% 46.76% 51.07%

Fluctuations in Rates of Success in BaccalaureatE(Source: ONS, Oct.2017)

What is more, the over importance assigned to tineducratic nature of the Baccalaureate in the
Algerian education system has paved the way foretimergence of a new philosophy. This
philosophical conception is rendering teachers awere cynical about the rate of success in the
Baccalaureate exam, and devising ways of turning iproductive account for teachers and
learners.

This cynical dimension would lead us to touch orother aspect of the teach-to-the-test
approach: the coaching services that are offeredid®i school time and school walls by
teachers. These so-called extra remedial lessamsted chiefly towards practicing exam
techniques have turned to become commonplace amdyatrendy form of outside-schooling.
Students spend evenings, weekends, and even hltagaring for the Baccalaureate exam in
teachers’ homes, or even in garages. The followungtation illustrates clearly the rationale, so
to speak, underlying such tendency, “The benefitsuch a compensatory teaching are wide-
range: the number of students is very limited,tdaeher explains every single word or structure
in Arabic or in French, he goes through the exercihat were done in the classroom and the
pupil has all the chances to succeed. That's amaetd teachers to make ends meet”
(Benmoussat, 2003, pp. 245-68)goes without saying that this type of suppleragneducation
costs a great deal of money, and yet students’lismnwillingly or unwillingly try to ‘keep up
with the Joneses’, to use an appropriate idionedpression.

" Tests are frequently used as a means to engimeevation, to steer and to guide the curriculundgkson, 2004).
Tests are, all too often, intended as levers fange (Pearson, 1988). The challenge resides inthonake such
mechanism consolidate and reinforce the teachimgl@srning of skills that are conducive to a betient of the
education system at large.
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On the other hand, most teachers report that tiyetp tfollow the textbook only during the first
two terms of the year, and many schools stop giwvagrses and classroom dissolved right
before the spring holidays so that students catysta their own. However, in some schools the
third term is devoted to a greater use of past igaped commercial exam-related publications.
This raises the issue why teachers at this peridteoyear rely extensively on exam-oriented
materials and past papers. As Spratt (2005, pn@®s, “they [teachers] wish to fulfil student
expectations or their presumed expectatioi&is test-oriented teaching is manifested by the
students insistence on doing practice teSeachers do this as “they believe the best way to
prepare students for exams is by doing past papeasi, 1994, p. 91). This teaching-to-the-test
approach, based on Underhill’s preach “As ye tesctshall ye test’ (1982, p. 18), has led to the
publication and proliferation, on a large scale,aohals containing materials that are highly
exam-technique oriented. Yet, from an educatiotzaddpoint, it is believed that this pedagogical
approach encourages teachers to focus much momedmidual language items and grammar
structures rather than engage students in an ateggjcyclical learning process. In this way, the
textbook becomes a test-book and therefore losesnyits intrinsic value but also many of the
attribute§ which have been assigned to it. This ‘unhealthyd dunethical’ and counter-
productive teaching has led to the implementatibrthe principles of the teach-to-the-test
approach forcing, in one way or another, teachers to fotheir time, effort and energy on
preparing learners for tests in order to raisedestes.

To better understand what is actually wrong with tilach-to-the-test approach, one needs to dig
deeper in order to realize how the relationshipvben teaching and testing ought to be. No one
would deny the fact that testing is a vital compdre any instructional programme throughout
the world; it has always been viewed and labellsdaanecessary evil’, yet as a means to
promote and assess learning. This paradoxical tassevould lead us to state unambiguously
that teaching and testing are closely interrelatedl complete each other in the sense that there
is no testing without teaching nor is there teaghuithout testing. In an analogical way, they are
two facets of the same coin. However, the increpdiocus on exam performance has
accentuated the pressure on teachers and geamedaWwards a selective-focussing teaching and
caused them to do deliberately great harm to tbadar learning process.

However, to function properly, a test is supposeddsess the teaching/learning process
at large; narrowly speaking, it is bound to prevadway to measure students’ demonstration of
learning, qualitatively, i.e. how well and quartialy, i.e. how much. In very practical terms, a
test helps answer a triadic-oriented question: Hawch did the students learn? How well did

& A more or less recent but related analysis ofieoaks content is found in Cortazzi and Jin (1989)which they
assign seven attributes to a textboakeachey i.e. it contains material that is intended tarnst about the target
languagea map i.e. it gives an overview of a structured prognaena resource, i.e. it remains the main source of
linguistic contenta trainer, i.e. it provides inexperienced and untrainedheex with explanations and guidanas;
authority, i.e. it is reliable, valid and written by experasde-skiller i.e. it restricts teachers’ tasks to its coniamd
an ideologyi.e. it reflects a worldview or cultural systemgosed on both the teacher and the student.

° In the mind of many applied linguists, educatorsl @aeachersitem teaching; ‘curriculum teaching’and
‘teaching-to-the-testare all too often used interchangeably.
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they learn it? And, how well did we teach it? listeense, the test should reflect what was taught
in order to be a reliable and a valid one. To nteese goals, teachers need to be familiar with
the general guidelines and have a sound knowledgdneo key concepts underpinning the
different test-types. Such familiarity and masteily serve as a platform, or rather a springboard
for teachers, especially novice and less expererioedevise a practical test which can be relied
on so as to yield valid indices about the learmpragress as well as the teaching process.

Arguably, if the interplay between teaching anditgsfollows a logical sequence based on the
teaching of what will be tested, or more precisalgelective focussing on the teaching items of
the test, the cause and effect relationship regulfrom the two processes will cause
considerable harm to the learning process as aewMoltest cannot cover all items that are
prescribed in the curriculum, in this sense, whiit wot be in the test will not be taught, or at
least will not be given much importance or everyuplt apart. Hence, a domino-like effect
arises: the test will lose its validity; the teaahiwill lose its credibility and the curriculum Wil
lose its intrinsic value. Yet, But why do teachars at times bound to follow the teach-to-the-
test approach?

It is important to know that teachers’ convictianuse this approach is due to two main reasons:
one pedagogical and the other societal. The pedzgaimension closely relates to the fact that
virtually all teachers point out the overloadedrimua for which they are bound to cover in due
time. This time constraint leads teachers to engageselection of only those items that likely to
feature prominently in exams rather than to tedtdctvely and with pace according to their
learners degree of intake and assimilation. Theescdimension is due to the fact that both
parents and the academic institution give too minghortance and great value to the result
obtained by their students. In other words, andteamms of accountability, the education
institution in general and teachers in particulas dged in relation to their students’ success
and achievement in exams, not least high-stakesi€xsuch as the Baccalaureate exam. Since
independence in the early 1960s, scores obtainedtandardized tests have served as a
‘benchmark’ to compare and rank educational insting throughout the country. In sum then,
standardized testing is still regarded as a lacgéesmeasure of schools effectiveness.

In a play-safe policy and, paradoxically, in anogffto satisfy the learners’ parents’ wants and

wishes and to abide by loyally the education insbh’s rules of the game, the teachers, caught
between the hammer and the anvil, have generatiyurse to the teach-to-the-test approach.
This teaching practice is acknowledged to negatiirepact the teaching/learning process, and
in consequence, calls into question the credibdityhe educational system as a whole. A focus
on the quality of education is as crucial as ewdh tests levers for change. What is more, most
educators and linguists agree that at present &steao more testing learners’ knowledge and
potentials, but testing their ability to reprodifoeed bodies and exact structures of knowledge
(Schweisfurth, 2011). As a result, schools are mwenthose educational institutions with sole

attributes encouraging meritocracy and scholash@acement for those highly motivated and
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talented students. Even worse, many individualnkexa, without learning opportunities, cannot
develop the competencies and skills that will h#lpm use the language communicatively.
Regretfully, one might say that testing, which autgh be the pedagogical tool to assess and
promote learning, has lost its intrinsic value awals as an overt deteriorating element in a
teaching approach.

.The teaching-to-the-test approach has now becammonplace and its alarming wide spread
use has touched many educational institutions wadie, and the Algeria education system is no
exception. English language education in Algeria $ignificantly improved since independence
in 1962. The major goal underpinning English teaghin Algeria is to make learners able to
communicate, express their ideas, argue, maintaguskions and avoid discussion breakdowns.
Yet, sometimes, what is prescribed as objectivesgaals is just ink on paper. Unfortunately, at
present time, the immediate goal and the prinaipbivating drive pupils to learn English is to
pass examination. This shift in interest has leth®emergence of successful learners on exam
seats but ineffective and very incompetent onegeal life context. Moreover, the success of
learners in high-stakes exams, such as the Baceatauexam, will afford them an opportunity
to enter university and embark on a higher educatis an immediate deleterious result, EFL
teachers at university level will find themselvesihg students who only excel in reproducing
faithfully exact forms of knowledge in exam sea#sher than having considerable skills in
dealing with the language communicatively.

Arguably, between the demands for high-quality edioa and the many issues of how to teach
effectively and how to test efficiently, a radichlange is indeed a necessary step to take further.
However, up to there, teachers need to adopt rehapproaches in an effort to make up for the
damages resulting from an over use of the-teachddest approach. University teachers, for
instance, need to rethink about reassessing thilests to know their students’ true colours in
terms of language background; they also need toawedhe frames of their lectures to
compensate for their learners weaknesses, andatdtiyndevise new ways for assessing their
new acquired knowledge using more attractive aditya assessment procedures such as
project-based learning and portfofidsThis challenging situation is of paramount impae if

19 portfolios are collections of various assignmehtt students have compiled over a period of timéerm, a
semester or an academic year. From a pedagogeamiint, a portfolio denotes “a purposeful collattof any
aspect of the students’ work which is kept in & fiblder, box, ... that tells about the students’ iovement,
progress, and achievement” (Javanmard and Fara®@h?, p. 53). Unlike the traditional assessmentgdures,
portfolio assessment enables learners to activattigpate in the evaluation process of their oworkv(learner-
centred assessment).
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an education of high quality is to be reached, tredwashback effect of the teaching-to-the-
test approach to be reduced. However, there iond gews on the horizon.
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