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Abstract

Language tests, particularly high-stakes language tests, are a powerful tool for evaluating
educational outcomes, but their effectiveness hinges on how they are constructed. Failure to
construct valid sound tests can negatively impact both teaching and learning. Therefore,
continuous research is needed to investigate and evaluate such types of tests. This study examines
the congruency between the aims and content of a high-stakes public EFL examination and the
prescribed curriculum in Libyan schools. Document analysis was conducted on a sample of the
studied test, focusing on its intended objectives and their reflection on the curriculum's goals and
content. While the exam offered some practical advantages, the findings revealed a mismatch
between the administered exam and the curriculum, and between the stated aims and the actual
content of the exam itself. The assessment focused solely on grammar points and reading
comprehension based on information cloned verbatim from the prescribed textbook. Writing was
assessed indirectly through true-false responses to prompts involving structured or unstructured
sentences. Notably, the exam entirely neglected listening and speaking skills. These findings
suggest that the current examination system could hinder curriculum implementation and EFL
education in Libyan schools. Therefore, the study calls for examination reform to ensure
alignment between the tests and the English curriculum, ultimately promoting effective second
language learning.
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INTRODUCTION

High-stakes tests are a crucial part of language education, impacting what and how teachers teach and
what and how students learn (Alderson & Wall, 1993; Dong & Liu, 2022; Desalegn et al., 2023). Due
to their importance, teachers may prioritize content covered in the test over broader learning goals
(Shohamy, 2020; Gorgodze & Chakhaia, 2021). This can influence students' motivation, learning
approaches, anxiety levels, and time spent studying (Dong et al., 2021). There have been attempts to
reform these exams to make learning more practical and beneficial for students. Nevertheless,
modifying the tests may not guarantee success. Research shows that even reformed tests might not be
effective if the tests themselves are not well-designed and have validity problems (Amin, 2021). So,
test validity is a key concept here. As mentioned by French et al. (2023), a test valid for one purpose
(e.g., comparing students) might not be valid for another (e.g., deciding who passes). The main point is
that reforming high-stakes tests requires careful consideration of how they will be used. However,
designing and validating language tests is not an easy task. There are several reasons why formal
validation of high-stakes tests is demanding and sophisticated, and thus, is rarely done. These reasons
include: a) the concept of validity per se is complex and not easily defined; b), there's no single agreed-
upon method for validating exams; ¢), providing a complete picture of an exam's validity requires using
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multiple methods, which can be time-consuming and require efforts (Shaw et al., 2012).

When test systems, such as high-stakes tests, carry significant importance for selection,
progress, acknowledgment, or accreditation, assurance in the reliability and validity of the test being
introduced should be maintained (French et al., 2023). Validity is a core concept in testing and refers to
how well a test measures what it claims to measure (Hughes & Hughes, 2020). Different types of
validity provide evidence for a test's overall validity. These include: a) face validity which refers to the
intuitive holistic stakeholders' judgments about whether an instrument looks like it measures what it
was intended to measure (Hughes and Hughes, 2020); b), construct validity, which examines if the
assessment measures the target concept); c); content validity, which is the measurement of whether a
test contains a representative sample of the relevant language skills and objectives stipulated in a
language programme (Fulcher, 2015); d), criterion validity, which assesses whether the assessment
scores are associated with the functional behaviors it aims to measure), and; e), consequential validity,
which considers if the assessment has the potential for favorable or unfavorable outcomes (Messick,
1984). The current research paper tackles one facet of the type’s continuum of validity, namely content
validity, the other types are beyond the scope of this research. This paper studies an external high-stakes
public examination administered summatively as a school leaving exam in Libyan schools known as
the Basic Education Certificate English Examination (henceforth BECEE). To wit, this research
investigates documentarily the content of the BECEE and its objectives vis-a-vis the content and
objectives of the English curriculum upon which the test is designed.

Moreover, the utilization of curriculum content guides assists in identifying the necessary
evidence required to substantiate the assertion that the assessment type, such as BECEE in our case, is
comparable with its intended aims and purposes, drawing upon the course objectives as a primary point
of reference (Ziebell, 2018). While it is plausible that the assessment might not cover all the
proficiencies developed in the courses, it is anticipated to encompass a significant portion of them (Kane
& Wools, 2019). Evaluating the course materials' content, i.e., content analysis, would offer insights to
ascertain the suitability and representativeness of the language and competencies tested vis-a-vis those
assimilated from the prescribed course materials (Ziebell, 2018).

PREVIOUS STUDIES

Investigating the content validity (item analysis) of the third-grade EFL external test administered to
primary school students in Turkey, Ozer et al. (2014) used validation—content validity—scales
assessed by a group of experts from a public university in the United States. The findings revealed that
the test studied has low validity. Similar research that has used expert judgment to validate language
tests is Kang and Chang's (2014). The researchers used a critical review of experts to investigate the
content validity of the Practical English Language test in Korea PECT. In the same research, construct
validity was also investigated by comparing the results of sample students who were asked to take
standardized tests after taking the PECT. The results showed that the test is suitable for measuring
Korean students' achievement of English learning in public education.

Moreover, other studies have investigated the concept of test validity from teachers' and
students’ perspectives (such as Wisdom, 2018; Abdulhamid, 2018; Amin, 2021; 2022; Onaiba, 2014;
Katiso, 2022; Desalegn, 2023, etc.). For instance, Wisdom (2018) investigated a high school nationwide
high-stakes test. The researcher examined the test validity from teachers' and students’ perspectives by
exploring teachers’ perceptions about the influence of the studies exam on Students. The findings
indicated that the exam recorded high in terms of its face validity, whilst gaining a low degree of content
and construct validity. Furthermore, deploying interviews, Amin (2021) examined students’ perception
of the high-stakes English language tests administered to junior secondary school students in
Bangladesh. Results elicited from students’ interviews indicated that there was a discordancy between
curriculum content and the content of the investigated exams.

However, in the previously mentioned studies, it was perceived that researchers would not
provide in-depth justifications for their claims about their findings, rather, they merely depended on the
opinions made by experts and anecdotes raised by some other stakeholders, teachers, and students.
Replicating the results of his validation studies, Alderson and Kremmel (2013) commented that "a
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sufficient number of studies had already made the problematic nature of ‘experts’ and their judgments
in language testing clear, the field needs to ask itself why it is that ‘expert’ judgments are still often
solely relied upon in these matters" (p. 535). It could be argued here that results from such studies are
to some extent doubted and claimed not to be straightforward because teachers and students may hold
contrasting perspectives on the validity and fairness of a test, its implementation, and its effects, as
noted by Bridglall et al. (2014). Hence, in the current study, the researcher utilized in-depth
investigations into content validity utilizing document analysis rather than other stakeholders' opinions
and judgments to evaluate the validity of the BECEE.

Literature has documented the adoption of analytical methods to investigate the content of tests.
Gashaye and Degwale (2019) have investigated the content validity of high school English Language
tests in Ethiopia using textbook analysis, sample paper analysis, and focus group discussions. The
study’s findings viewed teacher-made English language tests in Ethiopian high schools as insufficiently
mirroring the coverage of the textbooks used in the classrooms; thus, it was claimed to be deficient in
content validity. Additionally, Katiso (2022) analysed the content and face Validity of the English final
examination given to Grade Seven Ethiopian students in the Damboya District. The study used a
descriptive survey design and mixed approach to analyze the contents of grade 7 English textbooks and
examinations. The results showed that the examinations did not adequately represent the textbook's
contents, with grammar and vocabulary dominating. Speaking and writing were weakly represented and
listening and reading were ignored. The study concluded that the examinations were ineffective in
measuring textbook objectives due to limitations in implementation.

Furthermore, Siddiek (2010) held an analytical investigation of test items where regulations of
good examinations were considered while analyzing the test items along with gathering attitudes of
language teachers towards the comprehensiveness and content validity of the target tests. The findings
were negative towards the test claiming that the test was incomprehensive and lacked content validity.
Moreover, Dong et al. (2021), Moritoshi (2002), and Takeno and Moritoshi (2018) have investigated
the content of the targeted tests by following Bachman and Palmer's (1996) framework. The researchers
reported some deficiencies in the tests they investigated which call for recommendations for some
improvements to be made.

Libyan high-stakes exams are no exception; they have experienced validation investigations as
well. Regarding the English subject, two washback studies were conducted in the context of the high-
stakes public examinations within the Libyan education system. The first was conducted by Onaiba
(2014) who investigated the Basic Education Certificate English Exam (BECEE), the studied exam in
this research, in terms of its washback effect concerning teachers’ perceptions, instructional practices,
and curriculum. Teacher questionnaires, interviews with teachers, and inspectors of English and
classroom observations were utilized. The researcher contended that the test lacked valid evidence, and
it did have washback effect mostly negative. The findings revealed that teachers to some extent hold
negative views and opinions towards the studied exam, the BECEE. Onaiba’s study also indicated that
teachers tailored their classroom teaching practices to fit the exam format and content, pushing teachers
to give special priority to focus on the language elements that mostly appear on the final exams ignoring
other important elements, which put curriculum content at risk.

Furthermore, in her washback study, Abdulhamid (2019) investigated the relationship between
the degree of alignment of components of the Libyan education system and the washback of the
Secondary Education Certificate Examination of English (SECEE), The researcher studied the exam
from washback on teachers and washback on learners, by conducting questionnaires and interviews
with teachers and students, accompanied by classroom observation sessions. She reported that the exam
lacked validity evidence as well. The study found that there is a limited-to-no degree of alignment
between the SECEE and the EFL content standards; SECEE appears to have had negative washback on
some teachers and their teaching, but little-to-no negative washback on other teachers; SECEE may
have had negative washback on learners and their learning.

Onaiba’s (2014) and Abdulhamid’s (2019) studies were mainly focusing on the washback effect
of the studied tests on teaching and learning in Libyan schools. They dealt with issues related to the
kind of washback that can be exerted on teachers’ instructional behaviour and students’ learning
processes due to introducing high-stakes tests, the BECEE, and the SECEE. Both studies concluded
that the tests did not attempt to measure adequately the students' achievement as far as the curriculum
is concerned. Although the two studies raised serious concerns regarding the validity of high-stakes
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tests administered in Libyan schools, they depended largely on stakeholders' anecdotes based on data
elicited from questionnaires and interviews. In other words, the two investigations were not conducted
to provide in-depth detailed validation insights about the studied test content vis-a-vis its objectives and
the objectives and content of the English curriculum prescribed, a gap needs to be filled via this research
study.

Moreover, the only study conducted in the context of the current research which has some
similarity to this study was carried out by Ghuma (2021). Utilizing content analysis, the researcher
investigated the extent to which the SECEE reading comprehension questions of two samples and the
reading content of the textbook prescribed are reciprocal. The findings showed that the textbooks cover
the pertinent topics necessary to advance reading skills. However, the two SECEE exams focused more
on measuring knowledge and content than evaluating reading techniques and skills, consequently the
examinations lacked face and content validity. In his study, Ghuma focused only on one aspect of the
SECEE, which is reading comprehension, whilst ignoring other aspects such as grammar, vocabulary,
pronunciation, etc. Therefore, the current study is an attempt to fill this gap by investigating the BECEE
instead of the SECEE, not only in terms of the reading practices in the exam and the textbooks
prescribed but also in terms of all language aspects assessed in the exam vis-a-vis its objectives and the
objectives and the content of the curriculum.

Notwithstanding, the above review, considering the authors' suggestions for further research,
indeed, this research paper is carried out in the Libyan Education System context, as an extension to the
existing literature, particularly by critically analysing the BECEE administered to Grade 9 students of
the Basic Education Stage, previously known as Preparatory stage/education. The motive is to provide
an in-depth investigation rather than superficial comments on the targeted test validity, a gap needs to
be filled.

THE CONTEXT OF THE STUDY

This section deals with the place where the study was carried out. It briefly talks about the education
and examination system in the study’s context. This includes education stages, the prescribed
curriculum, objectives, and content. It also highlights how the English exams, particularly the high-
stakes ones, are run in Libyan schools.

1. The Education System in Libya

The education system in Libya is centralized, following a top-down policy, i.e., operated under the
Authority of Education (i.e. Ministry of Education, as ME). This includes preparing, distributing, and
monitoring teaching and examination materials. English is taught as a foreign language (EFL) in four
weekly sessions. The teaching of English, which formally starts from the 1% grade of Basic Education
at age six, is practiced within a context-restricted environment. The determiners of language learning
depend on the classroom teacher's classroom activities based on teaching materials prescribed by the
Ministry of Education (henceforth ME) (more illustration on the content and the objectives of the
prescribed curriculum of English is provided in the upcoming sections.

Basic Education generally “aims at providing the pupil with necessary principles, behaviour,
knowledge expertise, and practical skills” (Otman and Karlberg, 2007: 101), and "learning foreign
languages [i.e. English] to communicate with the world" (ME, 2008: 6). In this stage, students are
expected to study a range of English language subjects. By the end of this stage, all students sit national
public examinations for all subjects they have studied, all of which they must pass with a grade of at
least 50% to obtain the Basic Education Certificate (ME, 2008). The Basic Education Certificate
Examination in English (BECEE), which is the focus of this study, is one of these exams. Students are
eligible for three years of Secondary Education only after gaining this certificate. This requirement
forces students to excel in achieving this grade. At the end, students sit another high-stakes public
examination to gain the Secondary Education Certificate to register for university education.

2. The Examination System in Libyan Schools
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According to their report to the International Conference on Education (2008) in Geneva, the ME
(known previously as The General Peoples’ Committee of Education) specified general goals of the
examination system, that “the examination system is a tool used by which to assess the output of the
educational process and to determine whether the student is capable of apprehending the curriculum
taught during the school year ...” (ME, 2008: 11). The Ministry of Education manages assessment in
the Libyan education system by administering curricula that determine the criteria for evaluating
students' learning and progress throughout the school year. Examination marks and grades, both
formative and summative, represent the most common assessment strategies used in Libyan basic and
Secondary Education. English Language examinations in Libyan schools are essential because students'
educational futures depend heavily on their scores in these examinations. Two major high-stakes public
examinations are administered to schools by the end of each school year as end-of-stage exams. One
exam given to Grade Nine basic education students (the Basic Education Certificate English
Examination, BECEE), is the focus of this research. The other exam is administered to Grade Three
students of secondary Education (i.e. Secondary Education Certificate English Examination, SECEE).
Both exams (the BECEE and SECEE) consist of three exam sessions, with the first two being internal
exams constructed and administered by schools' English subject teachers. Most of those exams are in
paper and pencil formats marked by teachers manually, though they have many similarities with the
final exam (the third session exam) in terms of form and content (Elbishti et al., 2022; Ghuma, 2021).
The third exam session is the final exam (BECEE), which is an external "high-stakes" examination,
usually held in June every year, and is constructed and supervised by a qualified group of inspectors
assigned by the Libyan Ministry of Education (Onaiba, 2014).

It is important to highlight here that student marks in the two sessional tests, plus marks gained
from homework and participation in classroom activities during the school year, are allocating 40 marks
out of 200, hence 20% of the total mark assigned for the English subject in the school year. Whereas
the remaining 80% of the total mark is devoted to the third session exam, the final BECEE. Hence, this
exam is considered very important for students as it represents the majority of their marks (i.e. 160 out
of 200, or 80%) for the school year. Importantly, for a student to be counted successful, he or she must
sit the final examination and achieve at least: a) 40% of the required mark of the final examination
(BECEE), i.e. 64/160, and; b) 50% of the total required mark in the subject, i.e. 100/200 (Onaiba, 2014,
p. 17-18).

This study is essential for several reasons. First and foremost, in the context of the current study,
no study seems to have been carried out to critically evaluate the currently administered BECEE and
indulge in exploring the kind of relationship that may exist between this exam and the current prescribed
English curriculum in terms of their objectives and content. Secondly, hopefully, conclusions drawn
from this paper would have important implications for English examination system reform where
consistency between both exam content and curriculum content is maintained. Thirdly, this study is
significant in terms of its methodology. The study deploys a documentary research method. “This [kind
of] method has had little attention compared to other methods ... and often marginalized or even used,
it only acts as a supplement to the other general social research methods” (Ahmed, 2010, p. 1 - 2). Also,
it was contended by Bowen (2009) that “there is some indication that document analysis has not always
been used effectively in the research process, even by experienced researchers" (p.27). Therefore,
methodologically, this study will add insights to the literature pertinent to research methods used in
social and educational research. That is, document analysis can be used as a valuable instrument to
collect data to carry out our research studies.

This study aims to explore: a) the extent to which the content of the currently administered
examination reflects its aims; and b) the extent to which the aims and content correlate with the current
English curriculum. So, the study endeavours to address the following research questions:

1. To what extent does the content of the currently administered examination reflect its aims as
envisaged by its constructors?

2. To what extent do the currently administered examination aims and content reflect the objectives
and content of the current English curriculum?
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METHODS AND PROCEDURES

This research deployed a documentary study research design to address the research questions and meet
the research objectives properly. Indeed, documents are used for gathering data in mixed-methods
research (Creswell (2015). Nevertheless, as stated by Denscombe (2021), they can be considered a
source of data in their own right. Thus, utilising analytical studies to assess language tests has proven
to be a valuable method for evaluating the content validity of such assessments. The approaches
researchers use to investigate the validity of the targeted tests range from following traditional
perspectives and views of validity as isolated methods of collecting validation evidence to adopting an
argument-based approach to validation (Chapelle & Voss, 2021). The researchers' choice of the
different methodologies is driven by the goals they wish to achieve and the type of questions they seek
to answer. Therefore, based on the nature of the current investigation and due to time and space
constraints, this study limits its focus to addressing one type of test validity, namely, content validity,
via documentary study as the main strategy of the research design to help find accurate answers to the
research questions posed.

The first step taken by the researcher was contacting the relevant administrations and offices at
the Libyan Ministry of Education to collect the required documents needed for the validation process
of the BECEE. Then, a visit was scheduled with both the head of the Inspectorate Office and the head
of the Examination Office at the Education and Pedagogy Directory in the city of Misurata where this
research was conducted. The researcher obtained some copies of the studied exam, test specifications
document, Decree No0.6/2007 which includes the objectives of which the studied exam was
administered, and a copy of the prescribed EFL textbook, “English for Libya”.

As they, i.e. the analysed documents, “do not speak for themselves but require careful analysis
and interpretation” (Cohen et al., 2011: 253), a sample of the new exam administered in one of the
previous years is evaluated and analysed critically question by question. Mainly, the exam is studied in
terms of content. The motive is to see how its objectives, as envisaged by constructors, correlate with
the test content and the textbooks (teaching curriculum) prescribed for grade nine students. To this end,
it was essential to explore the current textbooks regarding content and objectives, as textbooks produced
for teaching in schools are deemed a significant source of research evidence in educational research
(Cohen et al., 2017). Other related documents were also subject to review and analysis to further obtain
a deeper understanding of the investigation and valid and reliable data. These include the BECEE’s test
specifications provided by the Educational Inspection Office, and the decree No.6 issued by the
Ministry of Education in 2007 (ME, 2007), via which the current BECEE was mandated; besides, some
previous studies conducted in this research’s context on curriculum reform and implementation, such
as those of Orafi and Borg (2009), Onaiba, (2014), Elabbar (2021), Ghuma (2021), and Elbishti et al.
(2022).

Textbook content analysis was chosen because it was challenging to contact textbook authors
due to the absence of contact information and time limitations. In addition, it is accentuated that content
analysis of any materials used, including textbooks, exam samples, and other pertinent documents,
would be a valuable source of documentary data (Mayring, 2021; Ozkan, 2023; Klingebiel, 2024).
These processes contribute to answering the two research questions about the degree of correlation
between the content of the studied exam and the curriculum content. Thus, the researcher decided to
use content analysis to pool data from the following documents: a sample of the BECEE and the existing
textbooks, besides some archival documents, to elicit information on the technical quality of the test,
test specifications, and links to curriculum objectives.

It is important to mention here that my educational experience with the education and
examination system in the context of this study, Libya, has helped me shape my ideas and understanding
to delve into the analysis of the studied exam and the pertinent reviewed documents. I have been a
teacher of English in Libyan preparatory and secondary schools for more than ten years (1995 — 2006).
Also, the years of experience (2007 — up to present) at the university level during which I conducted
and supervised several research papers and projects have beneficially impacted the embarking and
completion of this research study. All this has significantly contributed to the authenticity and
trustworthiness of this research.
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THE DOCUMENTARY STUDY

This central part of the study explicates the evaluative content analysis of both the BECEE vis-a-vis the
prescribed English curriculum to explore the relationship between the content of the studied exam and
its set aims on the one hand and the content and objectives of the prescribed curriculum on the other.

1. Content Analysis of the Prescribed Curriculum

This section discusses the English curriculum's content, objectives, and teaching method(s) applied to
implement this curriculum.

A perusal of the new curriculum's content shows that it encompasses a series of textbooks called
English for Libya. The syllabus comprises nine English language levels explicitly written for Libyan
students from Grades One to Nine (Grade Nine textbooks were previously known as Preparatory 3) for
the basic education schools. Other levels of the same series are assigned for the three Grades of
Secondary Education. The syllabus was published by Garnet Ltd, Reading U.K., and written by Lucy
Frino et al., under The Libyan Authority of Education's supervision. For both levels, i.e. basic education
and secondary education, the prescribed English syllabus comprises a full-colour course book, a black
and white workbook, a teacher's book, and a class cassette.

The objectives of the curriculum as outlined by Orafi (2008, p.15) are:

e For the students to leave school with much better access to the world through the lingua franca that
English has become.

e To create an interest in English as a communication tool and help students develop the skills to use
this tool effectively.

o To help students use the basic spoken and written forms of the English language.
To help students learn a series of complex skills: these include reading and listening skills that help
get at meaning efficiently, for example, skimming, scanning, and interpreting the message of the
text; they also include the speaking and writing skills that help the students organize and
communicate meaning effectively.

Additionally, the target language is organized and introduced to students according to topic
rather than structure to encourage students to link language and functions to familiar topics and
situations (Frino et al., 2021). The course-book sections are "dedicated to reading, vocabulary, and
grammar, functional use of language, listening, speaking and writing" (Orafi and Borg, 2009: 245). The
curriculum recommends that English be used as much as possible in class to enable students to
communicate effectively and fluently (Orafi and Borg, 2009).

Thus, it is evident that Libyan schools' English curriculum, particularly at the Basic Education
Stage, is communicatively oriented. The intention is to promote communicative language teaching; as
a result, it is highly recommended that teachers of English in Libyan schools adhere to the principles
and assumptions of teaching upon which the communicative approach to language teaching is based.
This was further evidenced by Ghuma (2011: 35), who affirms that the “Communicative approach is
the current teaching method employed in these textbooks. Using communicative language teaching
implies using activities that encourage communication and urging students to communicate”. This
curriculum is generally welcomed by teachers and inspectors (Shihiba, 2011); however, these “positive
views [specifically from teachers] towards communicative activities were not translated into classroom
practices” (Orafi and Borg, 2009: 249) (for further elaboration see Ali, 2008; Orafi, 2008; Orafi and
Borg, 2009; Shihiba, 2011; Onaiba, 2014; Elabbar, 2021).

2. Content Analysis of the Studied Exam (BECEE)

This section describes the BECEE pattern, aims, and purposes briefly. It also reviews the exam in terms
of its format and content. Then, a more detailed content analysis of the exam questions and items
concerning its objectives and the current English curriculum's objectives is dealt with in the consequent

section.

3. Exam Purposes and Aims
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To develop the examination system a decision was issued by the Education Authority (Decree No. 6,
2007) to adopt the electronic examinations .... “These exams aim to develop ways and methods of
examinations to go in line with modern scientific developments and to introduce computers in
examinations to monitor grades, issue certificates and it also enables students to review their results
automatically” (ME, 2008: 11).

The exams were first introduced to Grade 9 students of basic Education in May 2009. These
new exams were administered as school-leaving exams to two student cohorts: Grade Nine students at
the Basic Education Stage and Grade Three students in secondary schools — the former being the main
concern in this study.

The aims of the BECEE, i.e. the intended washback, apart from its primary function as a
disciplinary tool, as outlined in the decree of the ME No.6 — 2007 are:

e to facilitate how candidates answer the exam questions;

e to cover, comprehensively and equally, all the components and contents of the curriculum;

e to provide students with a gauge of their language learning achievement as far as the material
of the prescribed syllabus is concerned;

e to minimize the risk of cheating;

e to score the answer sheets mechanically and disseminate the results quickly, adequately, and as
transparently as possible.

4. Exam Design and Format

A perusal of a sample of the current pattern of the BECEE paper shows that it is exclusively based on
selected-response items, such as multiple-choice, true-false, and matching items, where candidates are
not required to compose their answers. In such a type of test, candidates, grade Nine students in our
case, just need to choose the answer they perceive is correct, and transfer them to an answer sheet. The
answer sheet is then inserted into computer software to calculate the total score, gaining reliable, quick,
and transparent results. This marking based on scanning of answer sheets is deemed a form of automated
scoring (Bejar et al., 2016), which has often been cited for its positive impact on marking quality.
However, the literature showed widespread evidence for the perception that such auto-sored formats of
tests do not yet command public/widespread support as they are deemed to reduce standards and
undermine the quality of assessment (Haggie, 2008).

Moreover, according to exam constructors, to facilitate the way of dealing with the current
pattern of the BECEE, unlike the old exam pattern, a cover sheet is attached to the new exam paper,
which contains information such as student name, city, school, subject matter and the time allotted to
answer the exam. More importantly, to make it easily understood, the cover sheet also includes
information and instructions for students on how to answer the exam and how they can transfer their
answers to the answer sheet. All this information is written in Arabic to ensure students’ awareness of
how to deal technically with the exam, reducing the risk of misunderstanding on the students' part. This
procedure could contribute to the increased ease of exam administration; boosting exam practicality.
Moreover, the instruction for each type of question (true/false, multiple-choice, or matching) is
translated into Arabic to make it easier for students to know what they are asked to do and to reduce the
possibility of students making haphazard responses, a process may improve the face validity of the
exam (Katiso, 2022).

Furthermore, each candidate has his/her exam paper with their name on it. Importantly, for test
fairness which is deemed an aspect of test validity (Sun, 2022), all exam papers are identical; however,
given that whenever there is testing, there is cheating (Fulcher, 2011) and cheating is highly associated
with the administration of high-stakes tests (Amrein-Beardsley et al., 2010; Fulcher, 2015; Kim, 2022),
the BECEE exam paper for each student within the same region of the exam room is different from his
or her neighbour in terms of question order, i.e. sequencing of questions. For example, question 4 for
X student may be question 18 for Y student, and so forth. Additionally, better security measures and
identification checks are carried out. The purpose of this is two-fold: to prevent exam impersonation
and to diminish the risk of cheating, as noticed that cheating was an expected behaviour in the context
of this study among students and some teachers with old examination patterns. Students with the current
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exam pattern are less likely to cheat because doing so would take too much time to find what question
in their paper matches the other student’s exam paper. In addition, exam invigilators are usually unaware
of English matters, so they cannot assist students. Regardless, if they did so, they would make noise,
and it would take time for them to recognize the answers to be leaked to the student(s), a process likely
to catch the attention of the exam invigilation and monitoring committee in the venue. Moreover, these
committee members will not condone such practices as the examination boards meticulously and
selectively appoint them in the region to monitor the examination process. So, all efforts are made to
ensure the integrity of test scores by eliminating chances for candidates to attain marks by fraudulent
means, which may threaten test validity (Fulcher, 2011).

5. The Critical Analysis of the BECEE

Further to the exam and curriculum review reported above, this section provides a critical analysis of
the content (questions and items) of the BECEE, highlighting its pros and cons concerning its objectives
and the content of the current English curriculum. Discussion in this section and the curriculum and
exam review discussed above lend themselves to be utilized as a documentary study adopted in this
research as the primary data collection and analysis tool. It is important to mention that the years of
experience in the language classroom as an English instructor in this study's context provided the current
researcher with an intimate knowledge of the Libyan Education and examination system, particularly
concerning tests and curriculum contents.

To begin with, the exam paper, as shown in Appendix 1, comprises 60 questions/items in total.
A perusal of the exam's content reveals that the exam is objective testing techniques based, i.e. discrete-
point/selected-response items including multiple-choice with 26 items, true-false with 24 items, and
matching with 10 items, representing 47%, 37%, and 16% of the exam questions respectively. It also
shows that the exam content is based on the content of the prescribed teaching materials/textbooks. In
other words, what is included in the exam stems from what students studied during the school year,
making the exam one version/form of other achievement tests.

The exam items appear to be constructed to test students’ reading comprehension abilities and
grammar competence. However, the emphasis seemed to be on reading comprehension questions whose
answers are cloned verbatim from texts stipulated in the student's textbooks. For example, the questions'
nature seemed to be virtually based on specific and general information about some events and dates
taken from the reading texts in the prescribed course book, as in the case of questions 8, 15, 18, 22, 23,
and 46, to name a few. Questions 15 and 46, for instance, were designed based on information from
Unit Five, pages 42 and 39, respectively. Thus, one may claim here that this would likely encourage
students to memorize these chunks of language rather than understanding or developing the skills they
represent (Hughes & Hughes, 2020), a strategy may make the exam harmful rather than useful to the
educational process in the context.

Although the exam seems to rate highly in terms of practicality and usability as it can be
completed in a reasonable amount of time and presented in an electronic format facilitating its
scoreability (Schmitt et al., 2001), the exam sample in Appendix 1 reveals some technical problems.
For instance, as shown in Q43, there are spelling mistakes with "furion" instead of "furious". There is
also item repetition, for example, Q22 and Q34 test the same thing, and Q9 and Q38 test similar
information.

In addition, ambiguity in some items is observed. As indicated in questions 14, 23, and 39, the
latter appears to have more than a key. All of this will likely confuse students and thus cause them to
misunderstand what they are required to do. Consequently, students will likely lose the marks for these
items if the chosen answers are incompatible with the appointed answers inserted into the computer, as
the computer programme is designed to accept only one answer for each question/item. Similarly, some
exam questions, especially true-false items, tend to be vague regarding the construct it tests — for
instance, "Water boil at 100 °C.", a true or false question (Q7 in the exam sample). Grammatically, this
sentence is incorrect regarding subject-verb agreement; but knowledge-wise, based on the students'
course-book, it is correct. Conversely, the item stem of Q11, a true or false question, asks students,
"Libya is in the south of Africa". In this case, the student might be confused about whether this question
tests grammar or knowledge about geography. If it tests grammar, it is true, and if it tests geographical
knowledge, it is false, as Libya is located in the north of Africa. Here the student's answer can be wrong
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or might be correct, depending on the exam designer's intention and the answer inserted into the
computer.

Moreover, the exam items reviewed seem to be thrown into a state of disarray. As a
consequence, in some cases, students might become confused (as mentioned above), specifically as the
instructions of the questions do not tell students to provide their answers in terms of grammar rules (i.e.
exam questions are not split according to the construct(s) measured); instead, it was included among
general information questions assigned for testing reading comprehension. So, this suggests that the
exam question, in this case, does not test what it was intended to test, a drawback that undermines test
validity.

Furthermore, regarding the time allotted for students to answer the exam, which is three hours,
it appears that the exam may take much less time to be completed by students. This claim is empirically
supported by Beglar and Hunt (1999), who carefully analyzed and validated a revised version of a high-
stake national examination in Japan (based on objective-item techniques). The authors found that "less
than 35 minutes were required to complete all 72 items, confirming that a large number of this type of
item can be completed in a fairly short time" (p. 136). Thus, a three-hour exam of this type in our case
would likely harm the practicality of the exam discussed above. It should be noted here that, according
to examination board instructions, students/candidates are not allowed to hand over their answer sheets
and leave the examination room unless half of the exam time has elapsed, i.e. 90 minutes. This may
encourage some students to look around the examination room with the intention of cheating, an activity
that contradicts one of the main purposes of the exam outlined earlier in this paper, 'to minimize the
risk of cheating'.

Further, skimming the exam sample brings about a feeling that the candidate in such exams
seems to act as if they are solving crossword puzzles rather than taking a language test (See Q41, and
Q44 where all options seem distractors, with no key). In many cases with a purely objective-item exam,
especially when students do not know the key answer, they have a 50% chance of being right in true-
false questions (Hughes & Hughes, 2020); by analogy, hence, students will have a 25% chance of being
right in four-option question items, as is the case in the studied exam. Consequently, students' scores in
such exams might not reflect the students' actual levels in English, leading to “construct-irrelevant
contamination in score interpretation” (Messick, 1984), which was later coined by Haladyna et al.
(1991, p. 4) "test score pollution". Indeed, students may gain high scores but cannot express themselves
in real-life situations or even write sentences in English correctly.

Moreover, a review of the exam sample attached to this paper and some other samples of the
same exam, particularly vis-a-vis the textbooks prescribed, revealed that the exam suffers from some
defects. First, the writing skills are untested in this testing syllabus; students are not asked to produce
written English in any form. Second, the communicative language testing items, mainly speaking items,
are entirely ignored. These two findings clash with one of the curriculum objectives, i.e. “to help
students use the basic spoken and written forms of the English language” (Orafi 2007, p. 15). So, as the
prescribed teaching syllabus is based on the theory of a communicative approach to language teaching,
this suggests that the exam lacks construct validity, as the less consistent a test is with the theory that
underlies the course of study, the less a test has construct validity (Fulcher, 2015).

The third issue with the studied exam is that it lacks content validity. This is supported by
Henning (1987) who affirms that the content validity of a test is ultimately “concerned with whether or
not the content of the test is sufficiently representative and comprehensive for the test to be a valid
measure of what it is supposed to measure” (p, 94; original italics). The primary concern here is whether
the exam questions/items can adequately represent the English curriculum content. In other words, the
question is how a 60-item test, mostly testing reading and grammar objectively, can adequately
represent the content of the whole or at least the most portion of the prescribed syllabus, which is
described as a good representation of a positive language curriculum programme (Orafi and Borg 2009).
It is crystal clear that the BECEE has a tremendous effect on the content of the current curriculum of
English, narrowing the curriculum. This particular finding contradicts one of the main aims assigned
by test constructors, i.e. to cover, comprehensively and equally, all the components and contents of the
curriculum.

This review indicates that the current BECEE will likely bring about a negative washback,
rather than a positive one, as it is evident that it does not accord with the objectives of the current
English curriculum. This is because a test is considered to have beneficial washback when preparation
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for it does not dominate teaching and learning activities, narrowing the curriculum Hoque (2016). A
test that aligns with the course objectives is likely to have positive washback; a test that does not align
with the objectives is likely to exert negative washback.

Although the current curriculum of English is communicatively based and covers a wide range
of skills, it appears that the currently administered exam (the BECEE) has not shifted the focus from
testing students' grammar knowledge towards communicative competencies. Thus, the content of both
the BECEE and curriculum reviewed indicate that congruence between the two is tenuous, in the sense
that some aspects, which are deemed pivotal, writing, speaking, and listening, are untested. This violates
the objectives of the curriculum prescribed and contravenes one further crucial objective of the BECEE
pattern: "to cover comprehensively and equally all the components and contents of the curriculum",
outlined above. For better or worse, teaching to the test is a common reality, and a test that includes
topics that are not in the curriculum may consequently lead to a change in the curriculum so that it is
more in line with what is being assessed.

Discordance between the content of high-stakes achievement tests and the content of the
prescribed curriculum was also documented in the literature as reviewed in section 1.2 (Siddiek, 2010;
Gashaye and Degwale, 2019; Katish, 2022; Amin, 2021; Katiso, 2022). For instance, Katiso (2022)’s
study found that the investigated exams did not sufficiently represent the textbook contents. “The tests
primarily focused on grammar and vocabulary, and speaking, writing, listening, and reading skills were
all underrepresented” (p. 73). The grammar and vocabulary dominated, speaking and writing were
weakly represented, and listening and reading were ignored from the examinations. Similarly, Amin
(2021) asserted that the conclusion drawn from students’ responses suggested a wide range of
mismatches between the curriculum and assessment practices.

FUTURE DIRECTION

Given the above discussion, the researcher might contend that the currently implemented English exams
can be evaluated as tests of some successes and more failures. Regarding the exam content, in the first
instance, heterogeneity is observed between the exam content and its aims and between the exam
content and the content of the current curriculum of English. This is because the question papers hardly
represent the entire curriculum, a drawback that undermines the exam content validity. Consequently,
the currently implemented exams would not help achieve the desired aims, the intended washback.

In addition, the exam tends to divide language into discrete points such as grammar and reading
comprehension items, and tests them separately, in multiple-choice and true-false questions. Hence, the
current exam mission seems less authentic, which may lead to inaccurate deductions about students’
language abilities according to test scores and thus produce low levels of construct validity,
consequently leading to test-score pollution.

Furthermore, it seems that the main reason for the overflow of selected-response items in the
current BECEE paper is their convenience for machine grading. This convenience may sacrifice the test
validity, which would mislead EFL teaching and learning in Libyan schools, and it may contradict other
essential objectives of the test. Thus, one may argue here that this kind of examination pattern suffers
from some defects. They appear to be not authentic in measuring students’ linguistic abilities, as they
did not include integrative/construct-response items, ignoring the inclusion of some important aspects
of language, listening, and speaking, leading to curriculum misalignment. Moreover, although the
literature has shown the increasingly pervasive use of constructed response testing items in the most
recent educational reforms (Bejar et al., 2016), the BECEE seems to limit the constructs to be measured
because it depends solely on discrete-response testing with deliberate inclusions of selected-response
items. This by default, may have far-reaching repercussions for language education in the context.

As a consequence of the above-highlighted shortcomings of the status quo of the BECEE, one
may underscore that EFL teaching and learning in the context may be directed from syllabus-oriented
teaching to test-oriented teaching, test alignment instead of curriculum alignment. The BECEE has
strayed from its purpose and aims. It's no longer a tool to improve education, but a source of fear that
prioritizes the test itself as an end over quality teaching and learning as a goal. Further, if the status quo
of the examination system continues to divorce instruction from content, teachers may simply continue
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to accommodate it to their current and future modes of teaching, a situation that will undoubtedly have
serious repercussions for Libyan EFL classrooms. Therefore, the researcher suggests that the EFL
testing system in Libyan EFL classrooms be revisited due to the crucial role that sound language
examinations have in determining the what and the how of teaching and learning.

This study's findings may draw the Ministry of Education personnel's attention, recommending
they take serious reformatory steps to improve the current BECEE. That is, having that what is tested
is taught and learned, our findings suggest incorporating testing the elements of speaking, listening, and
writing into the current BECEE to yield significant improvements in student's language proficiency, a
step that may have great benefits to develop and improve English teaching and learning and raising
standards and quality of education in Libyan schools. The proposed reform aims to improve consistency
in language teaching by implementing significant changes to classroom assessment and instruction. In
other words, exam questions and items should not be restricted to testing rote learning and memory or
recognition of knowledge. Additionally, the system should measure higher-order outcomes based on
comprehension and meaningful learning in order to assess students' application of information in both
educational and real-world contexts.

However, any attempt to meaningfully reform the examination system must be accompanied
by a comprehensive reform of the whole educational system, particularly providing well-established
teacher programmes including teacher preservice preparation and in-service training and supervision as
well as giving schools proper infrastructures and state-of-the-art equipment. To this end, there will be
much to gain and little to lose in taking such steps forward in the direction of test reform. In essence,
the performance of such examinations should be evaluated and traced by expert personnel to feed back
into the process of language education and assessment in schools and contribute to bridging the existing
gap between the examination and the English curriculum.

Moreover, this study suggests some directions for further research. One direction can be a study
that investigates other forms of test validity other than the one studied in this research paper, content
validity, which were highlighted in the first section of this paper. That is, to investigate the face validity
of the BECEE, by utilizing qualitative and quantitative research design via questionnaires and
interviews. The purpose is to probe into stakeholders’ (teachers and students) beliefs and attitudes
towards the current BECEE. This will add insights into the findings of this study contributing to the
degree of effectiveness, practicality, and credibility of the studies exam, the BECEE.

One more direction for future research could be a validation study of the new examination in
terms of its construct validity and reliability. It is to design a performance-based test paper based on a
BECE paper, for the convenience of comparison. The overarching aim is to find any significant
differences in the construct validity between the BECE paper and the performance test paper concerning
exam takers. Such studies can produce practical implications: surveying stakeholders to acquire
quantitative and qualitative data for the BECEE is worthwhile because their responses afford insights
into the educational and pedagogical consequences of the exam under investigation, providing rich and
important information about the broad validity of the exam and its impact at the micro and macro levels.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, it is hoped that this study’s implications, suggestions, and recommendations will benefit
the education system of the country in general, and EFL education in Libyan schools in particular. In
other words, it may aid the relevant policymakers in developing appropriate policies and procedures for
enhancing the education and examination system and figure out how to better support teachers’
performance and talents across all education stages. This will therefore probably increase students'
motivation to learn the language efficiently. I would recommend taking a bottom-up rather than a top-
down policy, giving more weight to teachers’ and inspectors’ suggestions, by involving them in the
implementation of the teaching and assessment practices, for better future outcomes, as today is the best
guide to tomorrow.
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