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Abstract 

Consequential validity, a facet of construct validity, has been extensively explored 
by educational psychologists and scholars focused on English language assessment. It 
is widely recognized that English language instructors must possess a thorough under-
standing of high-stake language tests. However, the body of research concerning EFL 
teachers’ perceptions of high-stake tests is quite limited. This study aims to delve 
into the cognitions of Iranian EFL teachers regarding the social and psychological 
ramifications of high-stake English language tests. Additionally, the study investigates 
the influence of a teacher training workshop on EFL teachers’ perceptions of test 
consequences. The research employs a two-phase quantitative research design. A total 
of 210 EFL teachers participated in the survey, completing a scale comprising 25 items 
that delineated their perceptions of test consequences. Furthermore, thirty teach-
ers engaged in a two-session workshop focused on test consequences. Data analysis 
encompassed both one-sample and paired-sample t tests.

The results reveal that EFL teachers possess knowledge regarding certain social 
and psychological consequences of language tests; however, their awareness of some 
adverse consequences remains limited. Notably, the outcomes indicate that teacher 
training workshops have a positive impact on teachers’ cognitions of both positive 
and negative test consequences. The implications of these findings extend to teacher 
trainers and English language educators, offering practical insights to enhance 
the effectiveness of their teaching practices.

Keywords:  Assessment literacy, Teachers’ cognitions, Test consequences, 
Consequential validity, High-stake tests

Introduction
School and tertiary teachers/instructors bear multiple responsibilities related to 
assessment, encompassing tasks such as selecting and designing assessment meth-
ods, determining grades, providing feedback, administering assessment tasks, and 
communicating student achievements to various stakeholders including parents, 
administrators, students, potential employers, and fellow educators (Alibakhshi & 
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Shahrakipour, 2014; Butler, 2021; Popham, 2011, 2014; Russell & Airasian, 2012; Vogt, 
et al., 2020; Tajeddin et al., 2022; Traylor, 2013). Extensive research underscores that 
teachers dedicate a substantial portion of their time to evaluation activities (Bach-
man, 2014). Consequently, classroom assessments directly influence education and 
student learning (Alibakhshi & Mezajin, 2013; Earl, 2013; Green, 2014; Kremmel & 
Harding, 2020; Sultana, 2019; Tsagari, 2017). To align with the goals of twenty-first 
century education and equip students for lifelong learning, teachers must seamlessly 
integrate assessments into their teaching methodologies and students’ learning pro-
cesses (Popham, 2014).

The concept of educational assessment has undergone significant evolution over time. 
Initially, the primary objective of educational evaluation was to acquire the most pre-
cise and dependable information feasible (Board, 2003, p. 55). Subsequently, assessment 
evolved into a mechanism for educating, instructing, and reshaping educational envi-
ronments (Brown, 2019; Levi & Inbar-Lourie, 2020; Leenknecht et al., 2020). This shift 
in perspective has brought attention to the consequences, washback, and instructional 
nature of assessments (Jönsson, 2020). Shohamy (2001a) introduced the concept of criti-
cal assessment, introducing an additional layer to school evaluation in her work “The 
Power of Tests.” Assessments are acknowledged as tools with policy implications capa-
ble of driving changes in education and society. The notion of critical assessment has 
expanded the scope of educational assessment beyond classroom settings, encompass-
ing political, cultural, and social contexts (Shohamy, 2001b, 2007, 2009, 2017).

Language evaluation has similarly undergone significant procedural and concep-
tual changes within the realm of educational assessment. Language testing, originally 
focused on measurement, has now shifted to incorporate political and social consider-
ations. Language testers now emphasize the political and social functions of language 
assessments. Messick (1981) suggested that tests related to psychological, social, and 
political systems should be understood, given their impact on curriculum, ethics, social 
hierarchies, bureaucracy, politics, and language understanding. Presently, language 
assessment research delves into test ethics, bias, instructional influence, and the utiliza-
tion of tests for power and control (Shohamy, 2001a).

Awareness of the social consequences of tests emerged from validity studies, particu-
larly within the work of Samuel Messick (1989b). Messick introduced a validity model 
that encompassed two levels of viewing validity: the interpretation of test scores and the 
actual utilization of tests. He recognized that the construct of a test and its administra-
tion held “value implications,” signifying the social and cultural values that shape inter-
pretations of test results. Furthermore, Messick’s validity framework encompassed the 
tangible consequences of tests within social contexts. This concept is now known as con-
sequential validity or impact (Brown & Abeywickrama, 2010).

Following Messick’s influential contributions, other validity paradigms predominantly 
overlooked social aspects. McNamara and Roever (2006), however, contend that disre-
garding the social functions of tests hinders progress in language testing and advocates 
for an expanded perspective beyond traditional validity theory. While challenges associ-
ated with the social context are acknowledged (Messick, 1996), experts debate whether 
these should be integrated into the validity criteria. This essay employs the terms 
“impact” and “consequences” in place of “consequential validity.”
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Tests wield influence on both macro (policy, societal, and institutional) and micro 
(individual) levels (Bachman & Palmer, 1996). Test washback impacts teaching and 
learning (Alderson & Wall, 1993). Particularly, high-stakes tests can shape teaching prac-
tices. Washback effects can be positive or negative (Alderson & Wall, 1993). When ana-
lyzing the social consequences of tests, McNamara and Roever (2006) propose exploring 
various dimensions of test use, including intended and actual consequences, as well as 
the underlying social and cultural values that inform test constructs and application.

Despite the significance of teachers’ assessment literacy and their comprehension 
of the social and psychological implications of high-stake tests, uncertainty remains 
regarding the awareness of these consequences among EFL teachers, especially con-
cerning nationally administered high-stake language tests. This study aims to assess the 
current level of Iranian EFL teachers’ awareness of the social and psychological conse-
quences of national high-stakes language tests and explore whether in-service training 
workshops influence their understanding of these test consequences. Consequently, the 
study’s research questions are as follows:

1.	 What are the Iranian EFL teachers’ cognitions of social and psychological conse-
quences of high-stake English language tests administered at a national level?

2.	 Does test-consequences informed workshop affect the EFL teachers’ cognitions of 
social and psychological consequences of high-stake English language tests?

Review of literature

Personal beliefs, attitudes, and cognitions of teachers can significantly impact teachers’ 
classroom assessment practices (Borg, 1999, 2003). As defined by Fishbein and Ajzen 
(2010), personal beliefs, attitudes, and cognitions encompass the information individuals 
hold about objects, things, and other people around them. Lamont, et al. (2013) defined 
personal beliefs as propositional attitudes, which refer to individuals’ attitudes towards 
propositions about objects, things, and other people. Dasgupta (2013) also argued that 
personal beliefs and cognitions could unintentionally influence individuals’ decisions, 
judgments, and actions. Hence, teachers’ perceptions, beliefs, and cognitions about 
assessment can significantly impact their implementation.

Numerous scholars have attempted to examine teachers’ personal beliefs and cogni-
tions regarding the main purposes of different assessment types (summative versus 
formative purposes). Teachers have demonstrated varied beliefs and cognitions about 
assessments in educational settings. For instance, Brown et al. (2011), using a quantita-
tive research design, administered a questionnaire to investigate the beliefs and cogni-
tions of 784 primary school teachers about assessment purposes in Queensland. Their 
findings revealed that teachers exhibited a stronger inclination towards formative pur-
poses (improving learning) rather than summative purposes (grading and certification).

Similarly, Antoniou and James (2014), through document analyses, classroom obser-
vations, and semi-structured interviews, found that primary school teachers in Cyprus 
strongly believed that formative assessments played a pivotal role in enhancing effective 
teaching and learning. They also observed that teachers held different cognitions about 
the utility of classroom-developed assessments versus large-scale standardized tests, 
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where large-scale testing typically serves summative functions while classroom-based 
assessment serves both formative and summative goals.

Leighton et al. (2010), employing a questionnaire to explore secondary school teachers’ 
perceptions of assessments in Alberta, Canada, found that teachers believed their class-
room assessment tasks yielded more diagnostic information (pertaining to the learning 
process, impact on meaningful learning, and use of learning strategies) than large-scale 
tests. This study concluded that teachers favored classroom-developed assessments over 
large-scale testing.

Gullickson (1984) surveyed 391 school teachers in rural Midwestern states in the 
USA regarding their cognitions and beliefs about the instructional use of tests. The find-
ings indicated that teachers perceived traditional assessments, such as tests, as the best 
method to evaluate students’ learning due to its perceived enhancement of instruction, 
increased student effort, influence on self-concepts, and encouragement of competition 
among students.

In contrast, Xu and Liu (2009) used an interview to explore an EFL college teacher’s 
assessment cognition and reported that the teacher believed tests were the superior 
assessment method for measuring students’ learning, as opposed to innovative assess-
ment tasks. In contrast to the findings by Gullickson (1984) and Xu and Liu (2009), a 
questionnaire administered to school teachers revealed that teachers believed innova-
tive assessments like construct-response tasks were the best format to assess students’ 
learning, as they provided more comprehensive information about student achieve-
ments. Similarly, Schwager (1994), surveying school teachers about their assessment and 
instruction, found that teachers’ cognitions and beliefs about assessments varied based 
on whether they viewed themselves as traditional or innovative teachers.

Cheng et al. (2004) found that ESL/EFL university teachers endorsed both innovative 
and traditional assessments. Canadian ESL/EFL university teachers employed innovative 
assessment methods more frequently than their Chinese and Hong Kong counterparts. 
Conversely, Chinese and Hong Kong teachers predominantly used traditional assess-
ment methods like tests to evaluate students’ learning.

Inbar‐Lourie and Donitsa-Schmidt (2009) surveyed 113 EFL school teachers in Israel 
about the factors underlying the usage of innovative assessment and found that teach-
ers’ cognitions predicted the use of innovative assessment to evaluate student learning. 
The divergent findings among these studies regarding teachers’ beliefs and cognitions 
about using traditional and innovative assessment methods were influenced by assess-
ment purposes and institutional values and culture.

Teachers’ differences in cognitions and beliefs about the utility of quality assurance 
procedures in assessment practices have also been observed. For instance, Gullickson 
(1984) and Gullickson and Ellwein (1985), using a questionnaire to examine school 
teachers’ assessment cognitions, beliefs, and attitudes, reported that teachers viewed 
conducting statistical analyses of test scores (calculating reliability or item analyses) as 
impractical. In a subsequent study, Gullickson (1986) administered a questionnaire to 24 
professors teaching an educational measurement course and 360 school teachers about 
their perspectives on pre-service educational measurement courses. The professors 
believed that statistical analyses of test scores were important, whereas teachers deemed 
such analyses unnecessary. Oescher and Kirby (1990) similarly reported that teachers 
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believed their tests were reliable and valid, even without conducting statistical analyses 
of test scores.

In contrast, King (2010), through a questionnaire examining school teachers’ and 
administrators’ cognitions and beliefs about assessments, reported that teachers and 
administrators had more favorable attitudes towards educational statistics and consid-
ered conducting statistical analyses of test scores beneficial. Despite the potential ben-
efits of Critical Assessment Literacy (CLA) in language education and assessment, there 
remains a scarcity of research examining the role of CLA in language assessment. Most 
studies have focused on the theoretical aspects of CLA, as evidenced by the works of 
Lynch (2001) and Shohamy (2001a). As of the current body of research, only two empiri-
cal investigations have sought to scrutinize the practical implications of CLA (Javidan-
mehr & Rashidi, 2011; Tahmasebi & Yamini, 2013).

The study conducted by Tahmasebi and Yamini (2013) aimed to examine the influence 
and significance of stakeholders, such as educators, learners, and guardians, in the for-
mulation, implementation, and interpretation of the Iranian University Entrance Exami-
nations (IUEE). The researchers employed Shohamy’s (2001b) proposed CLA framework 
as the theoretical foundation for their study. The researchers collected data to address 
inquiries within three categories: factual, behavioral, and attitudinal. This was achieved 
using a Likert-scale survey instrument. The research supported Shohamy’s perspective 
that assessments are potent instruments that advance the goals and agendas of influen-
tial entities.

The study by Javidanmehr and Rashidi (2011) aimed to implement Shohamy’s pro-
posed principles of CLA in a practical setting, with the goal of fostering a more egalitar-
ian environment for language assessment. By selecting three principles of collaborative 
learning assessment (CLA), the researchers aimed to prioritize the incorporation of 
learners’ perspectives into the assessment process. The study by Kiani et al. (2009) inves-
tigated the effects of administering English for specific purposes (ESP) tests as part of 
the admission process for postgraduate universities in Iran. The research aimed to exam-
ine the impact of these tests on both stakeholders and society. A qualitative research 
approach was used, involving 31 postgraduate students pursuing master’s and doctoral 
degrees and five ESP instructors.

In summary, studies that examined teachers’ personal beliefs and cognitions about 
assessment mainly utilized questionnaires with rating scales. Occasional use of class-
room observations, document analyses, and interview techniques was also observed. 
Studies using rating scales provided limited insight into the developmental progression 
of teachers’ personal beliefs and cognitions about assessment, as they often interpreted 
results based on midpoint scores. Therefore, further research is required to assess the 
levels of evolution of teachers’ personal beliefs and cognitions about assessment.

Methodology
Participants

The study was conducted in two main phases, each involving a distinct group of par-
ticipants. In the first phase, the focus was on examining the current state of social and 
psychological consequences associated with high-stake tests. For this purpose, 300 ELT 
teachers from various nationwide institutes were selected through a convenient sampling 
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method to assess their perceptions of these consequences. The questionnaires were dis-
tributed, and a return rate of 70% was achieved, with 210 participants responding.

Moving on to the second phase, the objective was to evaluate the potential impact of 
in-service training workshops on non-native EFL teachers’ perceptions of the social and 
psychological consequences of language tests. To achieve this, 39 EFL teachers with the 
lowest scores on the social and psychological consequences components were invited to 
participate in the workshop. Eventually, 30 of them (12 females and 18 males) agreed to 
join. The workshop took place on January 20, 2023, at Zagros Academic Institute in Teh-
ran, Iran. Following the workshop, the participants were given a 2-week interval before 
they were invited once again to complete the instrument assessing their perceptions of 
the social and psychological consequences of language tests.

Instrumentation

In this study, the scale for social and psychological consequences of high-stake tests 
developed and validated by Alibakhshi et al. (2013) was used. It consists of four com-
ponents: positive psychological consequences (4 items), negative psychological 
consequences (7 items), positive social consequences (4 items), and negative social con-
sequences (4) items. The researchers developed the questionnaire through interviews 
with the test takers and reading the related studies and validated it using confirmatory 
factor analysis. The authors reported that the scale enjoyed an acceptable level of valid-
ity and reliability. In the piloting stage, the reliability of the scale was estimated using 
Cronbach’s alpha, and the internal consistency was reported to be 0.87, which seems to 
be acceptable.

Treatment materials for the workshop

To design a teacher education course informed by the consequences of language tests, 
specific types of materials were needed in line with transformative teacher education. 
Therefore, the materials were developed or adapted based on the consequences of high-
stake tests reported by Alibakhshi et al. (2013) and the related studies. The content of 
the materials for the in-service consequential validity-informed workshop was selected 
carefully to enhance teachers’ awareness of the concept of consequential validity, the 
social consequences of language tests, and the psychological aspects of language tests to 
improve teachers’ cognitions about the language test consequences. The workshop was 
held in two 90-min sessions, a total of 3 h. Each session generally followed a regular pat-
tern of reflection, discussion, and action. Also, the participants were assigned readings 
on the covered materials prior to each session to encourage them to reflect, discuss, and 
act, accordingly.

Based on the developed syllabus for the workshop, the first session of the instruction 
was allocated to an introduction to types of validity, critical language testing, and assess-
ment. The session aimed to provide the participants with valuable insights into the theo-
retical aspects of consequential validity and sharper their focus for subsequent sessions 
and further considerations. The second session dealt with the social and psychological 
consequences of language tests. Each consequence was defined, explained, and exempli-
fied to the teacher.
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Data collection procedure

The research was undertaken in two general phases, and each phase was completed 
through a number of steps. The first phase addressed investigating EFL teachers’ cog-
nitions of the social and psychological consequences of high-stake language tests. The 
instrument was administered to 3100 EFL teachers at different institutes and universities 
selected through a convenient sampling procedure. The returned questionnaires were 
collected, coded, and analyzed. Then, the teachers who obtained the lowest scores were 
screened and were invited to take part in the workshop. Those who were selected for the 
treatment phase were informed about the consequential validity, test consequences, and 
negative and positive consequences of the tests.

In the second phase, the researcher made attempts to investigate the impact of a con-
sequences-informed workshop on 30 EFL teachers’ cognitions. To achieve this, 30 EFL 
teachers were selected to take part in the study.

Then, the instructional sessions were held. The whole workshop took place in two ses-
sions of 90 min (total of 3 h), and all sessions were specifically allocated to consequen-
tial validity conceptual and practical dimensions. Before the instructional phase actually 
began, the participants were asked to study some reading papers on critical language 
assessment so as to gain more insights into related issues and to critically analyze them 
through their own first-hand experiences. It could encourage them to incorporate the 
new readings from the literature at hand and their previous beliefs and experiences. It is 
thought that this prior reading of the instructional materials could help the researcher 
strike a trade-off between his role as a teacher educator and the participant teachers in 
terms of power distribution. As a result, a more cordial, cooperative, and democratic 
atmosphere with a more dialogic discourse structure was developed. At the end of the 
instructional session, teachers’ cognition about test consequences was further explored 
by administering the instrument for test consequences.

Results
Results are presented in two sections: results for research question 1 and results for 
question 2.

Results for question 1

The first research question aimed at investigating the Iranian EFL teachers’ cognitions of 
high-stake language tests’ social and psychological consequences. Results are presented 
in Table 1.

As seen in Table 1, the mean scores of the participants on items 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 which 
are related to the positive consequences and 12, which is related to negative conse-
quences, exceeded the cutoff point which was set to be 2.5 (the hypothetical average). 
Results of one-sample t tests showed that the differences between the sample means 
and the hypothetical means of the population were statistically significant (p = 0.001, 
df = 209) indicating that the EFL teachers are aware of the positive consequences of lan-
guage high-stake tests. That is, they know that preparing for high-stake tests fosters the 
test-takers’ learner autonomy (M = 3.6, SD = , 1.11T = , p = 0.001), good performance 
on language tests increases the test-takers’ passion for learning (M = 3.7, SD = 1.04, 
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T = 3.3, p = 0.001), achievement on high-stake tests increases the test takers’ self-effi-
cacy (M = 3.5, SD = 1.05, T = , p = 0.001), achievement on high-stake tests increases 
the test takers’ self-confidence (M = 3.4, SD = 1.01, T = 3.6, p = 0.001), achievement on 
high-stake tests increases the test takers’ positive academic (M = 3.3, SD = 1.00, T = , 
p = 0.001), and performance on language tests might decrease the test takers’ self-confi-
dence (M = 3.4, SD = 1.12, T = 4.3, p = 0.001).

However, with regard to the negative consequences (items 6–11), it is seen that mean 
scores of the teachers fell either below or very close to the hypothetical mean of the pop-
ulation which was set be 2.5. Results of t tests (p > 0.05) also verified that the EFL teach-
ers are not well aware of the following negative psychological consequences:

A)	Test scores might negatively affect the test takers’ mental health (M = 2.5, SD = 1.16, 
T = 0.78, p = 0.63).

B)	Test scores might negatively affect the test takers’ test anxiety (M = 2.7, SD = 1.1, 
T = 0.76, p = 0.25).

C)	Test scores might negatively affect the test takers’ foreign language anxiety (M = 2.6, 
SD = 1.1, T = 0.74, p = 0.12).

D)	Test scores might negatively affect the test takers’ mental health (M = 2.6, SD = 1.1, 
T = 0.74, p = 0.12).

E)	Performance on language tests might increase the test takers’ negative emotions 
(M = 2.43, SD = 1.7, T = 0.63, p = 033)

As seen in Table 2, the mean scores of the sample on items 1, 2, 4, 6., 7, 11, 12, and 
13 exceeded the hypothetical means of the population (M = 2.5) and results of t tests 
showed that the differences between the sample and population means are statistically 
significant (p = 0.001), favoring the sample. Therefore, it could be argued that EFL teach-
ers know well about some of the social consequences of high-stake language tests, more 

Table 1  Teachers’ cognitions of positive psychological consequences of high-stake language tests

Items Statistics t tests

Mean SD T df P

1. Preparing for high-stake tests fosters the test-takers’ learner autonomy 3.60 1.11 4.1 209 0.001

2. Good performance on language tests increases the test takers’ passion for 
learning

3.51 1.05 3.6 209 0.001

3. Achievement on high-stake tests increases the test takers’ self-efficacy 3.70 1.04 3.4 209 0.001

4. Achievement on high-stake tests increases the test takers’ self-confidence 3.40 1.01 3.3 209 0.001

5. Achievement on high-stake tests increases the test takers’ positive academic 
emotions (hope, joy, etc.)

3.30 1.00 3.6 209 0.001

6. Test scores might negatively affect the test takers’ mental health 2.5 1.16 0.78 209 0.63

7. Test scores might negatively affect the test takers’ test anxiety 2.7 1.10 0.76 209 0.25

8. Test scores might negatively affect the test takers’ foreign language anxiety 2.6 1.10 0.74 209 0.12

9. Test scores might negatively affect the test takers’ mental health 2.43 1.13 0.83 209 0.16

10. Performance on language tests might lead to the test takers’ academic 
burnout

2.32 1.09 0.56 209 0.32

11. Performance on language tests might increase the test takers’ negative 
emotions

2.43 1.07 0.63 209 0.33

12. Performance on language tests might decrease the test takers’ self-confi-
dence

3.4 1.12 4.3 209 0.001
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specifically they know that high-stake tests can yield consequences that extend beyond 
mere assessment, potentially leading to the exclusion of test-takers from higher educa-
tion opportunities. Moreover, these tests may exhibit biases favoring specific genders, 
thereby raising concerns about their fairness and equity. In addition, the suitability of 
test tasks and items might not adequately accommodate individuals with physical dis-
abilities, accentuating the need for inclusive assessment practices.

The impact of high-stake test scores reverberates significantly, influencing test-takers’ 
admissions into prestigious universities. Despite being regarded as valuable benchmarks 
in English-speaking countries, these tests carry the weight of several challenges. For 
instance, their accessibility comes at a cost, often rendering them financially burden-
some for students hailing from low-income countries.

Preparation for high-stake tests demands substantial investment, both in terms of 
time and financial resources, from test-takers. As a result, the process of getting ready 
for these assessments can prove demanding. The cumulative effect of these challenges 
underscores the complex interplay between high-stake tests, educational opportunities, 
and socio-economic factors.

However, it is seen that the sample means on other items (3, 5, 8, 9, 10) fell either 
below the hypothetical means of the population (M = 2.5) or very close to it. Results of 
t tests also showed that the differences are not statistically significant (p > 0.05). There-
fore, it can be strongly argued that EFL teachers are not well aware that the design of 
test items and tasks could potentially harbor biases that favor test-takers from certain 
ethnicities and cultural contexts. Consequently, this bias has the potential to perpetu-
ate educational disparities among different groups. The implications extend further, 

Table 2  Teachers’ cognition of the social consequences of language high-stake tests

Items Statistics t tests

Mean SD T df P

1. High-stake tests might lead to the test-takers’ deprivation from higher 
education

3.60 1.11 4.1 209 0.001

2. High-stake tests might be biased toward one specific gender 3.42 1.03 3.6 209 0.001

3. Test items and tasks might be biased to test takers from specific ethnicities 
and cultural backgrounds

2.6 1.03 3.4 209 0.44

4. Test tasks and items might not be suitable for test takers with physical dis-
abilities

3.40 1.01 4.32 209 0.001

5. Test items and tasks might lead to educational inequalities 2.56 1.06 0.56 209 0.36

6. Performance on high-stake tests affects the test takers’ chances of migration 
to English-speaking countries

3.32 0.94 2.6 209 0.001

7. The test takers’ scores on the high-stake tests affect the test takers’ entry to 
famous universities

3.20 0.86 3.6 209 0.001

8. The test takers’ scores affect their chances of finding a good job 2.53 1.03 0.59 209 0.33

9. Migrants with low band scores on high-stake tests might be marginalized 2.63 1.06 0.78 209 0.24

10. The test-takers’ scores and performance on language tests affect their 
incomes

2.49 1.09 0.85 209 0.23

11. High-stake tests are good sources of English-speaking countries 3.3 0.98 3.32 209 0.001

12. Taking high-stake tests is very expensive for students from low-income 
countries

3.46 0.96 4.23 209 0.001

13. Test takers have to spend much time and money to get prepared for high-
stake tests

3.39 1.1 2.96 209 0.001
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as the scores obtained by test-takers influence their prospects of securing desirable 
employment opportunities. In the case of migrants, particularly those who attain low 
band scores on high-stake language tests, the consequences can be particularly stark. 
Such individuals might face marginalization, exacerbating challenges related to integra-
tion and social inclusion. Furthermore, the connection between test-taker performance 
on language assessments and their earning potential underscores the broader societal 
implications of language proficiency.

Research question 2

Research question 2 aimed at investigating whether test consequences-informed work-
shop course has a statistically significant effect on EFL language teachers’ cognition 
about social and psychological consequences of language tests. To do so, the researcher 
compared the scores of the participants on the scales administered before and after the 
treatment. Results of the descriptive and inferential statistics are presented in the follow-
ing Table 3.

As shown in the Table  3, the mean scores of the teachers on the total and individ-
ual items of the psychological consequences of the high-stake tests after the treatment 
exceeded their mean scores on the total and individual items of the instrument before 
the treatment. Results of inferential statistics (paired t test) also verified that the dif-
ference between the mean scores on the total component and individual items is sta-
tistically significant (p = 0.001). Therefore, it could be inferred that teacher education 
courses significantly increased the teachers’ knowledge of the psychological conse-
quences of language tests. The results of the statistical procedures for the social compo-
nent of the scale are presented in Table 4.

As shown in Table 4, the mean scores of the teachers on the total and individual items 
of the social consequences of the high-stake tests after the treatment exceeded their 

Table 3  T test for teacher’s knowledge of psychological consequences of high-stakes English 
language tests before and after the treatment

Item Statement M1 M2 T P

1 Preparing for high-stake tests fosters the test-takers’ learning autonomy 2.2 3.8 7.2 0.001

2 Good performance on language tests increases the test takers’ passion for 
learning

2.8 3.9 3.1 0.001

3 Achievement on high-stake tests increases the test takers’ self-efficacy 2.2 4.5 13.3 0.001

4 Achievement on high-stake tests increases the test takers’ self-confidence 2.3 3.8 8.3 0.001

5 Achievement on high-stakes tests increases the test takers’ positive academic 
emotions (hope, joy, etc.)

2.2 3.9 7.4 0.001

6 Test scores might negatively affect the test takers’ mental health 2.1 3.4 5.5 0.001

7 Test scores might negatively affect the test takers’ test anxiety 2.1 3.8 10.3 0.001

8 Test scores might negatively affect the test takers’ foreign language anxiety 1.7 3.2 8.4 0.001

9 Test scores might negatively affect the test takers’ mental health 2.2 3.8 8.41 0.001

10 Performance on language tests might lead to the test takers’ academic burnout 2.2 3.8 8.4 0.001

11 Performance on language tests might increase the test takers’ negative emo-
tions

2.6 3.9 6.3 0.001

12 Performance on language tests might decrease the test takers’ self-confidence 2.1 3.8 10.5 0.001

Total 27.7 47.3 17.8 0.001
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mean scores on the total and individual items of the instrument before the treatment. 
Results of inferential statistics (paired t test) also confirmed that the difference between 
the mean scores on the total component and individual items is statistically significant 
(p = 0.001). Therefore, it could be inferred that teacher education courses significantly 
increased the teachers’ knowledge of the social consequences of the language tests.

Discussion
The first objective of the study was to investigate the Iranian EFL teachers’ cognition 
of the high-stake tests. The findings of the study showed that Iranian EFL teachers are 
well aware of the positive psychological consequences of English language tests, but they 
are not well aware of some of the negative psychological consequences. The findings are 
consistent with Spolsky (1981) who raised awareness of the direct consequences of tests/
assessments by posing two basic questions, both of which spurred debate in discussions 
surrounding assessment and which ultimately led to practice taking place in the field: 
“How sure are you of your decision?” and “How sure are you of the evidence that you’re 
using to make that decision?” (p. 19). Messick’s (1989) “unitary validity model” was the 
first attempt to propose an assessment model which forged a connection between assess-
ment and its impact via introducing the term consequential validity. He points out:

The consequential aspect of construct validity includes evidence and rationale for 
evaluating the intended and unintended consequences of score interpretation and 
use in both the short and long term, especially those associated with bias in scoring 
and interpretation, with unfairness in test use, and with positive or negative wash-
back effects on teaching and learning (1996, p. 251).

This finding is also in line with Bachman and Palmer’s (1996) concept of impact in 
their “usefulness” framework. It also echoes the impact-consequential validity and social 

Table 4  T test for teacher’s knowledge of social consequences of high-stake English language tests 
before and after the treatment

Item Statement M1 M2 T P

1 High-stake tests might lead to the test-takers deprivation from higher education 2.8 3.6 4.1 0.001

2 High-stake tests might be biased towards one specific gender 2.5 4.2 3.5 0.001

3 Test items and tasks might be biased to test takers from specific ethnicities and 
cultural backgrounds

2.4 3.9 3.6 0.001

4 Test tasks and items might not be suitable for test takers with physical disabilities 2.7 3.8 2.9 0.001

5 Test items and tasks might lead to educational inequalities 2.6 4 7.6 0.001

6 Performance on high-stake tests affects the test takers’ chances of migration to 
English-speaking countries

2.4 3.8 6.3 0.001

7 The test takers’ scores on the high-stakes tests affect the test takers’ entry to 
famous universities

2.1 3.7 6.6 0.001

8 The test takers’ scores affect their chances of finding a good job 2.2 3.8 6.5 0.001

9 Migrants with low band scores on high-stake tests might be marginalized 2.3 3.8 8.41 0.001

10 The test-takers’ scores and performance on language tests affect their incomes 2.4 3.8 8.4 0.001

11 High-stake tests are good sources of English-speaking countries 2.7 3.9 6.3 0.001

12 Taking high-stake tests is very expensive for students from low-income countries 2.5 3.8 10.5 0.001

13 Test takers have to spend much time and money to get prepared for high-stake 
tests

2.5 3.9 11.2 0.001

Total 32.1 50 17.8 0.001
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consequence theory introduced by Lynch (2001) as a basic quality of his “test fairness” 
framework. However, assessment literacy is entirely about assessment consequences 
referring to the linkage of assessment to psychological, social, and political variables 
which may have bearings on such concepts and areas as curriculum design, ethicality, 
social classes, bureaucracy, politics, and knowledge (Shohamy, 2017). Critical assess-
ment literacy treats assessment practice, not as a neutral activity but as something com-
pletely social. That is, assessment tools are “connected and embedded in political, social, 
and educational contexts.” (Shohamy, 2007, p. 117). According to the fundamental tenets 
of CLA, the quality of tests and assessment “is not judged merely by their psychomet-
ric traits but rather about to their impact, ethicality, fairness, values, and consequences.” 
(Shohamy, 2007, p. 117).

The results are also consistent with the results of studies by some scholars (Tavassoli 
& Farhadi, 2018; Inbar-Lourie, 2008; Malone, 2013; Taylor, 2013; Tajeddin, et al., 2022) 
who have reported dissatisfaction with the status of EFL teachers’ language assess-
ment Knowledge. A look at the research published in the specialist literature shows that 
most teachers have indicated that they do not feel comfortable using measurement and 
assessment principles in practice. Some scholars even claim that teachers evaluate the 
performance of students even when they have little or no professional training (Bach-
man, 2014). Insufficient assessment knowledge by teachers is often attributed to a failure 
to receive effective assessment training during their preparatory or in-service teacher 
training programs.

The second research question delved into the effects of a test consequence-informed 
workshop on shaping English language teachers’ cognition about the social and psycho-
logical consequences of language tests. The pertinent results of both descriptive and 
inferential statistics indicated that their cognition about social and psychological conse-
quences on all total components and individual items significantly improved in post-test 
administration of the questionnaire, which was in line with the findings of the previous 
studies on teachers’ critical consciousness, cognitions, and practices (Borg, 2003, 2011; 
Khatib & Miri, 2016; Miri et al., 2017b; Tajeddin, et al., 2022).

Borg (2011) carried out a qualitative longitudinal study to investigate the effect of an 
in-service teacher education course on teachers’ beliefs about teaching pedagogy. The 
findings showed that changes have been made to teachers’ prior beliefs about language 
teaching and learning; however, “despite this evidence of impact, the data also suggest 
that the in-service course studied here could have engaged teachers in a more produc-
tive and sustained examination of their beliefs” (p. 370). Similarly, Busch (2010) carried 
out a study to examine the impact of an introductory course on issues relevant to second 
language acquisition on pre-service teachers’ beliefs. The findings reflected significant 
changes in teachers’ beliefs regarding some key aspects of SLA such as error correction, 
culture and language, and the complexity of language learning. Khatib and Miri (2016) 
conducted a study on the effect of a CP-informed teacher education program on teach-
ers’ talk to foster multimodality in EFL classrooms. They audio- and video-recorded 
two teaching sessions of the participating teachers prior and after the course to inves-
tigate the possible changes in teachers moves to curb or improve multimodality. They 
concluded that the course significantly improved the participating teachers’ moves to 
enhance the multimodality after the course. In addition, Miri et al. (2017a) explored the 
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role of a teacher education course informed by the principles of critical pedagogy on 
teachers’ cognitions and practices on using L1 in EFL classrooms. Interviews and stimu-
lated recall sessions were used to examine the changes in the participating teachers’ cog-
nition and practice and the findings revealed that the course was highly effective in (re)
shaping teachers’ cognitions about L1 use and in using L1 in their own classrooms.

The changes in teachers’ perceptions of the social and psychological consequences of 
language testing can be attributed to a variety of reasons. As a good example of this, 
the findings could be partially explained by Zones of Proximal Teacher Development 
(ZPTD) (Warford, 2011), originally borrowed from Vygotsky’s concept of one of proxi-
mal development (ZPD) and relating to the gap and distance between learners’ and 
actual ones’ developmental level, which is what a given individual can achieve alone, and 
potential developmental level, which refers to what the learner can do and achieve when 
supported by an adult or a more able peer (Warford, 2011). It seems that a test con-
sequence-informed workshop could help EFL teachers develop an insight into different 
aspects of test consequences as prompts and hints were given to the participating teach-
ers in a reflective dialogue context. That is, the teachers pooled their cognitive resources 
to collectively develop a critical awareness of language assessment that might not have 
emerged without collaborative dialogues.

Conclusions and implications
Based on the findings of the study and in line with Shohamy (1997), it can be concluded 
that test consequences allude to possible washback, both positive which is generally 
intended and negative which is normally unintended occur in the educational context; 
for example, tests can govern textbook as well as a curriculum as educational devices 
(Shohamy, 1999). It can also be concluded that teachers need to know how a language 
test might lead to negative social and psychological consequences. Teachers, if not well 
aware of the unintended negative consequences of language tests, cannot teach in line 
with the principles of critical pedagogy and reflective teaching. When tests are designed 
with awareness and understanding of some factors such as the learning contexts, stu-
dents, and the contents, positive washback is more likely to appear (Xerri & Vella Briffa, 
2018). Apart from the educational consequences, if it is acknowledged that L2 learning 
is chiefly a social psychological event, it is merely natural that social-psychological vari-
ables should be given central attention(Shohamy, 1999).

Although Iranian EFL teachers are aware of the social, psychological, and educational 
consequences of language tests, they need to develop their cognition of test use con-
sequences, test fairness, test policies, and governments’ ideological and cultural trends 
in test development, use, and interpretations. Teachers’ cognition about critical lan-
guage assessment and test consequences can be shaped through explicit instructions in 
pre-service and in-service training courses. It can also be concluded insufficient cogni-
tion of test consequences affects the test takers’ performance and will certainly lead to 
negative consequences including test bias and test anxiety. Therefore, the inclusion of 
pre-service and in-service training courses on critical language assessment literacy can 
both increase cognition of test consequence status among EFL teachers and keep them 
updated.
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The findings of this study have profound implications for teacher training and profes-
sional development in the context of Iranian EFL education. The research reveals that 
Iranian EFL teachers demonstrate an awareness of the positive psychological effects of 
high-stake English language tests, but they appear to lack a comprehensive understand-
ing of the potential negative psychological consequences. This underscores the urgent 
need for targeted initiatives aimed at enhancing teachers’ assessment literacy. Assess-
ment literacy must go beyond a mere understanding of psychometric traits and encom-
pass a broader comprehension of the implications and outcomes of assessment practices. 
By equipping teachers with a more holistic understanding of assessment consequences, 
institutions can ensure that educators make informed decisions regarding test admin-
istration, interpretation, and their broader implications. Professional development pro-
grams can play a pivotal role in addressing these gaps in assessment literacy.

The positive outcomes observed in the study due to the test consequences-informed 
workshop highlight the efficacy of such interventions. These workshops offer a focused 
platform for enhancing teachers’ perceptions of the social and psychological conse-
quences of language tests. Thus, institutions should consider integrating similar work-
shops as a regular component of their professional development offerings. This would 
enable educators to continuously update their assessment knowledge, aligning their 
practices with the evolving understanding of assessment’s broader impact.

Furthermore, the study emphasizes the power of collaborative learning and reflec-
tion. The workshop facilitated collaborative dialogues among teachers, fostering critical 
awareness of language assessment. Educational institutions can harness this approach 
by encouraging platforms for teachers to engage in discussions and share insights on 
assessment practices. Such collaborative learning environments can help educators col-
lectively enhance their assessment literacy and better understand the contextual factors 
that influence assessment practices.

However, the study also points out that the impact of professional development is not 
limited to a one-time event. Instead, sustained engagement with assessment literacy top-
ics could yield more substantial and lasting changes. Therefore, institutions should adopt 
a long-term perspective on professional development, viewing it as an ongoing process 
to continuously improve teacher practices and beliefs.
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