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Abstract This paper reports on the washback effects of Malaysia’s 

School-Based Assessment (SBA) on Form 4 students after 

almost a decade of its implementation in the country. It critically 

examines how SBA has affected Form 4 students’ overall 

perceptions about the learning of the English language at 

school. This study also investigates the challenges that the 

students are facing with SBA in their school. In this sequential 

explanatory study, the data were collected via three methods: 

questionnaires, interviews, and classroom observations. It was 

found that there was a presence of positive washback in the 

students’ perceptions of and attitudes towards SBA. Themes, 

such as engaging activities and constructive feedback, emerged, 

which showed the students’ positive perceptions of SBA. 

However, the major challenge that the students were facing was 

with regard to the availability of the right resources at school for 

SBA. The findings of this study contribute to a better 

understanding of the status quo of the phenomenon of SBA and 

its impact on language learning and teaching in the context of 

secondary schools in Malaysia. 
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1. Introduction  

Washback has been defined as the influences that language assessment 

has on curriculum design, teaching practices, and learning behavior as well as the 

learners, teachers, and stakeholders’ choices in the process of language learning 

(Mckinley & Thompson, 2018). For instance, teachers may teach about a test and 

students might focus on the aspects of language learning that are likely to be 

assessed in the future. Some scholars, such as Cohen (1984), narrow the term 

‘washback’ on teachers and learners in classroom settings, while others, such as 

Alderson and Wall (1993) view it as the influences of tests on educational systems 

and even on society in general (Bailey, 1996). Jim (2018) and Dong (2021) point 

out that ‘washback’ can be defined as the influence that language testing has on 

curriculum design, teaching practices, and learning behavior.  

 

Washback effect in language teaching and learning could either be positive 

or negative to the extent that it can either support or hinder the accomplishment 

of educational goals (Mckinley & Thompson, 2018). These positive and negative 

types of washback would depend on whether assessment has beneficial or harmful 

impacts on educational practice (Hughes, 1989). A positive washback is present if 

the test or assessment is seen to encourage the positive teaching-learning process 

(Pearson, 1991). Alternatively, negative washback is present if learners improve by 

studying for that particular assessment only, and the scores achieved do not reflect 

students’ actual progress in learning the English language (Wall, 1999). In fact, 

washback plays a pivotal role on students’ language development. For instance, a 

positive washback of assessment could encourage students to study more or may 

promote awareness of the connections between standards and instruction. A 

negative washback, on the other hand, could affect students’ motivation and lack 

of confidence to succeed (Pan & Newfield, 2011). There has been a constant 

debate on the effect of washback in language testing and assessment. This area 

of study is seen as a complex entity that warrants considerably more research to 

be conducted in the future (Ha, 2019).  
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The phenomenon of washback is not a new area in the field of language 

assessment. This area has, in fact, become one of the significant areas among 

researchers in this field for the past 30 years (Cheng et al., 2015; Alqahtani, 2021). 

The awareness on the importance of test consequences have existed ever since 

the emergence of modern testing (Alderson & Wall, 1993). Due to the increasing 

number of large-scale and high-stake testing worldwide, there has been a growing 

focus on the impact of the test on its stakeholders, the educational system, and 

society in general (Cheng et al., 2015; Dawadi, 2021). As a result, there has been 

a growing number of studies in language education that examine the intended and 

unintended relationships between testing, teaching, and learning (Majid, 2011; Liu 

& Yu, 2021). Given the range and extent of testing consequences reported 

worldwide, it is crucial that testing practices yield well-grounded data about 

students’ achievement and performances throughout the years. 

 

A number of researchers emphasized the importance of washback effect to 

be investigated from time to time. Shohamy et al. (1996), for instance, have 

discovered that washback varies over time, owing to many factors such as the 

status of the language and the uses of the test. In Malaysia, Alla et al. (2016) 

studied the washback effect of School-Based Assessment (SBA) on lower 

secondary school students. They revealed that students were unclear about the 

requirements and the potential benefits of the newly introduced SBA upon a year 

of its implementation. Hence, this paper aimed to explore secondary students’ 

perceptions of SBA, as well as the factors that promoted or hindered this washback 

effect after a decade of its implementation in Malaysia. 

 

1.1 Research Questions 

The following research questions were addressed in this study: 

1. What are the Malaysian secondary school students’ perceptions on 

the SBA of English language learning? 
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2. What are the student-centered English learning activities practiced 

inside the classroom during the current implementation of SBA in 

Malaysian secondary schools?  

3. What are the students’ English activities outside the classroom during 

the current implementation of SBA? 

4. What are the main challenges that students face in SBA? 

 

2. Literature Review  

According to Cheng and Curtis (2004), washback is bidirectional, either 

positive or negative, and could be affected by several contextual factors. Hence, in 

order to examine washback of a specific test or assessment, a good knowledge of 

the educational context is necessary. 

 

Traditionally in Malaysia, students undergo 11 years of formal education 

system (school) and sit for three important examinations which are (i) the Primary 

School Achievement Test (Ujian Penilaian Sekolah Rendah, UPSR), carried out at 

the end of Standard 6; (ii) the Form 3 Assessment (Pentaksiran Tingkatan 3, PT3); 

and (iii) the Malaysian Certificate of Education (Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia, SPM) at 

the end of Form 5, the equivalent of the GCE O-levels (Alla et al., 2016). In the last 

few decades, there has been a surge of interest in the field of the quality of 

education that Malaysia has to offer (Woo, 2019). Recent events have reported 

that despite going to school for an average of 12 years, the system has failed in 

developing basic skills such as reading, mathematics, and science in school 

students. Malaysia’s education system has been regarded as ‘unnaturally low in 

quality’ according to OECD cross-country surveys based on the scores of primary 

and secondary school students in these basic skills (Woo, 2019). 

 

There have been changes of late in the Malaysian education policy. This 

could be reflected by transformations in the content, format, and structure of the 

public examinations and assessment delivery procedures. After more than six 
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decades of independence, there had been a paradigm shift in the area of 

assessment within the Malaysian Education System, where SBA became more 

dominant starting in 2012 (Ministry of Education, Malaysia, 2013).  

 

Over the years before the implementation of SBA, assessment in Malaysian 

schools was rather centralized and summative in nature (Fook & Sidhu, 2006). The 

Malaysian Examination Syndicate was the body that prepared tests, administered 

them, and marked exam papers. However, after years of its implementation, the 

Ministry of Education (MoE) stipulated that the exams were impractical and taxing 

on students (Joachim & Hashim, 2021). According to Hashim et al. (2013), the 

previous exam-oriented assessment failed to portray students’ true competence. 

Correspondingly, Stiggins (2005) supported this notion as he mentioned that 

placing high importance on public examination as the core assessment in 

education could negatively affect students’ emotional strength which could be an 

obstacle for their success in their learning. Therefore, with the 21st century of 

learning and globalization, it is crucial for students to be able to receive relevant 

knowledge and skills in order to learn effectively (Joachim & Hashim, 2021). The 

skills that are required for learners in 21st century include critical thinking, 

creativity, meta-cognition, communication, digital and technological literacy, civic 

responsibility, and global awareness (Kim et al., 2019). Therefore, the central idea 

for assessment now is learner-orientedness, and its primary objective is to 

promote learning.  

 

The term SBA is revolutionary and was introduced by the Ministry of 

Education of Malaysia in 2012 (Majid, 2011; Wilson & Narasuman, 2020). Policy 

makers believed the Malaysian education system failed to produce students who 

could compete at international levels (Hunter, 2022). According to international 

assessment systems, such as The Program for International Student Assessment 

(PISA), Malaysia has been in the bottom third of the group (PISA, 2018).  
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In Malaysia, SBA was introduced in order to replace the centralized 

examination and to promote a combination of SBA and centralized examination 

(Talib et al., 2014). Chew and Muhamad (2017) explained that the assessments in 

SBA should be designed, built, managed, checked, recorded, and reported by the 

assigned school teachers. In contrast with previous assessment system, SBA is 

supposedly empowering teachers in assessing their students holistically. Because 

there is no urgency towards preparing students for exit examinations, most people 

believe that such formative features of assessment like diagnostics and feedback 

would feature widely. It is also believed that activity-based learning-teaching with 

its emphasis on learner-centeredness will be given emphasis. This would then lead 

to change in classroom dynamics where chalk and talk, repetitive drills, and 

teacher-controlled teaching are replaced with peer work, group work, and project-

based learning (PBL) where the teacher acts as a facilitator rather than a dictator. 

 

SBA requires teachers to monitor students’ learning progress, to evaluate 

students’ performance, to record students’ progress, and to provide feedback from 

time to time (Talib et al., 2014). In contrast to the former national and standardized 

examination, SBA provides greater diagnostic information on the students’ 

performance and actual learning (Jamal et al., 2015). Consequently, with SBA, 

students could be assessed both formatively and summatively (Handbook for the 

Implementations of School-Based Assessment in Malaysia, 2014). It is widely 

believed that there will be activities outside classrooms (widely known in the 

literature as out-of-class English (OOCE) (Mukundan, 2016). This is due to the 

introduction of such long-term learning-teaching episodes like PBL which usually 

takes place during co-curricular hours and in informal settings outside classrooms 

(Mukundan, 2014). 

 

There are several papers that have attempted to investigate washback. 

However, most papers look into the aspect of washback in teaching and learning 

in quantitative ways, while its qualitative aspects remain limited (Dong, 2020). 
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There are several researchers that explore the relationships between the variables 

quantitatively, particularly through Structural Equation Model (SEM) (Xie & 

Andrews, 2013; Dong, 2020). However, a quantitative study is insufficient in order 

to have a deeper understanding of the mechanism of washback. It would require 

the methodological triangulation of data which consists of questionnaires, 

interviews, and classroom observations (Alla et al., 2016; Alla, 2021).  

 

A few studies have also reported that stakeholders’ behaviors affect their 

products and outcomes (Xie & Andrews, 2013). Nevertheless, due to separate 

studies conducted by most of the researchers, the results do not clearly reflect the 

mechanism of washback holistically. According to Dong (2020), few empirical 

studies have examined the relationship among stakeholder’s perceptions, their 

learning behaviors, and learning outcomes within a triangulated model.  

 

Several studies have centralized on teachers’ perception pertaining to the 

washback effect of SBA in Malaysia (Azid, 2022; Rahman et al., 2021; Ghazali, 

2016; Majid, 2011). Despite students being the ultimate stakeholders for the 

assessment, students have been investigated less frequently than other 

stakeholders in the area of assessment even though they are the direct 

stakeholders in any form of assessment (Hamp-Lyons, 1997; Cheng et al., 2015; 

Xie & Andrews, 2013; Alla et al., 2016; Dong, 2020). However, in recent years, 

researchers have shown greater interest in learners and learning, and washback 

studies on learners and learning have proliferated (Damankesh & Babaii, 2015). 

Considering that students are the primary stakeholders of the assessment, studies 

with regard to their perceptions and attitudes are essential. A study by Chin et al. 

(2019) reported that the transformation of the Malaysian national assessments 

was driven by the decline in school students’ performances in international-large 

scale assessments. The findings of this research inferred the necessity of refining 

the monitoring and coaching system to ensure that the student assessment 

implementation does not diverge from the missions of education policy reform 
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(Chin et al., 2019). Consequently, this washback study is vital to ensure that the 

implementation of the system is parallel to the designated education policy.   

 

2.1 Conceptual Framework 

In order to have a bigger picture of the mechanism of washback among 

learners, or in this case, the stakeholders, this study explored Pan’s (2008) holistic 

model of washback instead of Hughes’ (1993). Pan’s (2008) model of washback 

was initially based on Hughes’s (1993) and Bachman and Palmer’s (1996) ideas. 

Figure 1 shows the washback mechanism that has been proposed by Pan (2008): 

 

Figure 1  

Pan’s (2008) Holistic Model of Washback 

 

 
 

The common characteristic in washback models is that they tend to 

highlight what washback looks like and who is affected, but do little to address the 

factors that it contributes to the phenomenon (Pan, 2008). In other words, less 

 

Micro-Level of Washback 

Learning Effects: On their perceptions 

and attitudes towards the text  

Products 

Process 

(Investigations through surveys, interviews, and class observation) 

Test + Participants 

(Participants’ interactions and perceptions of the test) 
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focus is given to ‘process’ than ‘participants’ and ‘products’ in these models of 

washback.  

 

Therefore, Pan’s (2008) model of washback would reflect a holistic balance 

of both micro and macro levels. Washback in micro level illustrates the effects of 

teaching, learning, score gain, and material selection, whereas, in macro level, this 

model dives into the effects of innovation and social sequences.   

 

3. Methodology  

 This study generally adapted to a mixed mode, specifically sequential 

explanatory design of the study. In order to dissect the nature of the current affairs 

in students’ perception of SBA, this study adopted a cross-sectional design, with 

the aim to find out the prevalence of perceptions by taking a cross-section of the 

selected population. Parallel to a case study conducted by Yu (2010) on the 

washback effect, a statistical questionnaire design was adopted to obtain 

information about the participants’ attitudes, practices, and concerns. In order to 

complement and further verify those findings obtained in the questionnaire, class 

observations and interview sessions were conducted. 

 

3.1 Participants 

The participants of this study were Form 4 students (upper secondary), 16 

years of age, and experienced the Malaysian Education curriculum. The samples 

were from a residential school in Selangor. The sampling method was purposive 

sampling. This paper could deliver a different perspective of washback by using a 

different type of schools in Malaysia. Hence, a residential school was selected 

instead of a regular public school. This school was listed as the one of the best 

schools (top 25) residential schools in Selangor. A total of 142 students 

participated in this study and this was the total number of Form 4 students in this 

school. 
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3.2 Ethical Matters 

The study was reviewed by The Ethics Committee for Research Involving 

Human Subjects Universiti Putra Malaysia. We started data collection after the 

ethical clearance (Reference number: JKEUPM-2019-360) had been granted. 

 

The school and students were assured that their names would remain 

anonymous, and the data would be used for research purposes only. In our report, 

we used pseudonyms rather than the participants’ actual names to ensure 

anonymity. Participation in this study was voluntary, and participants were 

informed that they had the freedom to withdraw from the study whenever they 

wished. 

 

3.3 Instruments and Data Collection Methods 

The data were collected using a questionnaire, observations, and interviews. 

More details on these instruments and data collection methods are presented in 

the following sections. 

 

3.3.1 Questionnaire 

Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected using a 

questionnaire adapted from Annie (2011). The questionnaire elicited data 

related to the students’ perceptions and attitudes towards SBA and how it 

impacted their learning of the English language. Modifications were made 

to the questionnaire considering the demographic context of this study. The 

questionnaire was then administered physically by the first author. The 

face-to-face administration of the questionnaire allowed the researcher to 

aid the participants whenever further clarifications and explanations were 

required on any of the items. The questionnaire consisted of five sections 

and 56 items. All the items consisted of a 6-point Likert scale. The first 

section (items i-iv) elicited data on participants’ demographic background. 

The second section focused on the students’ views about SBA, and more 
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specifically on the students’ understanding of SBA (items 1-2), fairness of 

SBA (items 3-8), motivation to learn English (items 9-11), and autonomous 

learning promoted by SBA (items 12-22). The third section investigated 

student-centered activities inside the classroom (items 24-36) as well as 

out-of-class activities (items 37-44). The fourth section (items 45-48) 

covered the challenges of implementing SBA. The final section (items 49-

56) looked into the students’ views about External Examinations and SBA.  

 

3.3.2 Observation 

We conducted class observations until we reached the saturation 

point; that is, we could confirm that the analysis of our data would no longer 

result in new themes. In qualitative research, theoretical saturation refers 

to the gathering of more data about a theoretical construct until it reveals 

no new themes will emerge if we collect and analyze more data (Hennink & 

Kaiser, 2022). The total number of hours for class observations for this 

research was 72 hours, (six hours per week, three days a week). There were 

five classes all together, and random sampling was conducted for each 

observational session. The non-participant observation was selected to 

level out researcher biases in another method (participant observation) and 

investigate the differences between what people said and what they 

actually practiced (Salmon, 2015).  

 

3.3.3 Interview 

In order to have an in-depth understanding of how SBA influences 

students’ perceptions and learning activities, structured interview sessions 

were arranged individually at different times, after school hours. Interviews 

are crucial as they allow researchers to analyze the actual attitude and 

perception of the participants on the phenomenon under study (Mwita, 

2022). As for participant selection for the interview session (n = 10), 

criterion sampling was selected as it was more conclusive to complement 
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the data obtained from the survey. This sampling method was also 

recommended by Yu (2010) to gain a deeper insight into the perspectives of 

the quantitative data. This interview session would enable the researchers 

to conduct a follow-up session on the response delivered in the 

questionnaire survey. Based on the data obtained in the first pilot study, the 

responses from the interview would ‘seem’ saturated as the students 

delivered similar feedback/comments due to a lack of skills in their speaking 

component of the English language. Therefore, criterion sampling was 

selected to ensure that the students’ response was delivered effectively. 

The sampling criteria for interview were as follows: 

1. students who obtained a minimum of B1 of the CEFR level/an ‘A’ for 

their speaking component of their PT3 result; and 

2. students who selected “somewhat agree,” “agree,” and “strongly 

agree” on the items that inquired on the sufficiency of resources on 

the implement of SBA and on the validity of SBA as an assessment 

(items 49 and 50 of the questionnaire). 

 

3.4 Data Analysis 

The data retrieved from the questionnaire survey were analyzed using 

Software Package for Social Science (SPSS) 25. The data were then reported into 

the mode, median, mean score, and standard deviation for each item of the 

questionnaire. In order to interpret the mean scores, this study adopted Pimentel 

(2019) 6-point Likert scale to classify the respective interpretation. The following 

demarcation points were followed in the interpretations of the mean scores: mean 

values of 1.00-1.82 signified a ‘very bad’ level, 1.83-2.65, a ‘rather bad’ level, 2.66-

3.48, a ‘bad’ level, 3.49-4.31, a ‘slightly good’ level, 4.32-5.14, a ‘good’ level, and 

5.15-6.00, a ‘very good’ level. 

 

On the other hand, for the interview session and class observation, the data 

recorded manually by the researchers were analyzed using NVivo (Version 11). 
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Repeating ideas led us to emerging themes by analyzing the participants’ data. We 

continued the circular collection and analysis of the data until our data reached 

saturation period (Hennink et al., 2017; Saunders et al., 2018). Thematic analysis 

of data involved categorizing it into nodes and sub-nodes to gain a deeper analysis 

on the questionnaire. These emerging nodes and sub-nodes were then listed as 

the themes and sub-themes in order to address the research questions. Also, the 

data from class observation sessions were imported to NVivo 11 and further 

categorized into their respective themes. The data that had been analyzed was 

reported and triangulated according to the research questions. 

 

4. Results and Discussion 

This section reports the results following the order of the research questions. 

 

4.1 Demographics 

Out of a total of 142 students who participated in this study, 68 (47.9%) were 

male, while 74 (52.1%) were female. The participants were all 16 years of age. 

Most of the participants were exposed to SBA in Year 4 (2013) when the school 

assessment was implemented in primary schools in Malaysia. These participants 

had also experienced SBA in Forms 1- 4. In total, 78 students used Malay (f = 78, 

55%) as their medium of interaction at home, while 58 students (41%) used 

English, and the rest used Tamil (f = 3, 2%), or other languages (f = 3, 2%). 

 

4.2 Perceptions on SBA 

As Table 1 indicates, the survey data revealed that the students had 

generally positive perceptions of SBA. Approximately, two in three students agreed 

or somewhat agreed that they understood SBA functions, procedures, and 

requirements. Additionally, the majority of the students (about 70%) agreed or 

strongly agreed that SBA was fair, created learning opportunities, motivated them, 

and made them autonomous learners. These results confirmed the findings of our 

previous study on an international school in Malaysia where the stakeholders 
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showed awareness of the importance of continuous and formative assessment 

(Nimehchisalem et al., 2023). As the results in Table 1 indicate, the shift to SBA 

seemed to be successful; however, the students who rated the domains negatively 

should not be ignored. 

 

Table 1  

Students' Perceptions of SBA 

Domains 

Frequency (%) 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

Agree 
Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

1. Understanding of 

SBA functions, 

procedures, and 

requirements 

3 (2.0) 6 (4.3) 21 (15.1) 48 (33.7) 48 (33.5) 16 (11.4) 

2. Fairness of SBA  1 (0.7) 3 (2.1) 12 (8.5) 27 (19.0) 50 (35.0) 49 (34.5) 

3. Learning 

opportunities 

created by SBA 

1 (0.4) 1 (0.6) 8 (5.3) 19 (13.6) 57 (40.3) 53 (36.8) 

4. Motivation to 

learn English  

4 (2.5) 5 (3.5) 12 (8.5) 33 (23.1) 53 (37.7) 35 (24.7) 

5. Autonomous 

learning 

promoted by SBA  

1 (0.7) 2 (1.7) 7 (4.8) 23 (16.5) 54 (37.7) 55 (38.6) 

 

Table 1 summarizes the results for the first research question that focused 

on the students' perceptions of SBA. 

 

These results were also confirmed by the interview data, which revealed 

that the students had positive perceptions of SBA. When we asked the students 

about the reason for their positive perceptions, the theme ‘feedback’ frequently 

emerged. The students found the constructive feedback from their teacher and 

peers very useful in developing their language skills. For example, according to 

Akmal (this and the following names are all pseudonyms): 
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For the writing part, teachers give comments and write what I need 

to improve. So, I think, yes. It does help me to know my strength and 

weakness in English...I think if I’m comparing to my old self, when I 

was like 12 or 13, I think especially my writing skills, they’ve improved 

a lot because the teacher has helped me in giving feedbacks. [Akmal, 

male, aged 16] 

 

Emmanuel and Areena had similar ideas: 

In each class, my English teacher always gives feedbacks on our 

performance throughout the whole class or even performance 

throughout the assignment. Her feedback helps me to know my 

knowledge, weaknesses, and strengths in the English language. 

(Emmanuel, male, aged 16) 

 

Personally, I believe that I am really good at speaking, but when I 

write, sometimes I make mistakes and my teachers will correct me 

on-the-spot, and they will give me verbal feedback, which would 

definitely help me in improving my English skills. [Areena, female, 

aged 16] 

 

Finally, the data from class observations also supported what participants 

had said about immediate feedback for most of the activities and tasks: 

- The teacher listed out common mistakes (writing and reading) 

conducted by the students and ways to improve on them. 

- The teacher provided feedback and comments based on the rubric 

marks of C (content), O (organization), L (language), and CA 

(communicative accuracy) in their essay writing (directed writing). 

- The teacher provided immediate corrections on the students’ 

pronunciations during speaking activities. 
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Observation data also provided evidence of positive perceptions and 

attitudes of students with regard to the implementation of SBA when they 

commented on interesting activities provided in class as well as constructive 

feedback provided by the teacher and their peers in class. Regarding English 

language skills, SBA motivated and improved students’ English language skills 

particularly in writing and speaking. According to research by Burgers et al. (2015), 

there is a correlation between positive and negative feedback and motivation. 

Negative feedback encourages learners to work on short-term performances, while 

positive feedback is powerful in fostering long-term motivation. In other words, 

positive feedback could boost intrinsic motivation among learners. 

 

4.3 Learning Activities inside the Classroom 

The second research question dealt with the student-centered English 

learning activities practiced inside the classroom during the current 

implementation of SBA (Table 2). 

 

Table 2  

Student-Centered Learning Activities inside the Classroom 

Domains 

Frequency (%) 

Never 
Very 

Rarely 
Seldom Sometimes Often 

Always/ All 

the time 

1. Group 

discussions 

0 (.1) 2 (1.4) 4 (2.8) 23 (16.2) 54 (38.0) 59 (41.5) 

2. Individual 

presentations 

6 (4.2) 10 (7.0) 14 (9.9) 23 (16.2) 39 (27.5) 50 (35.2) 

3. Constructive 

feedback in 

language skills 

2 (1.2) 2 (1.6) 6 (4.1) 19 (13.6) 43 (30.5) 70 (49.1) 

4. Self-

assessments 

and peer- 

assessments 

1 (.4) 4 (2.5) 6 (4.2) 42 (29.3) 54 (37.7) 35 (24.5) 

5. Follow-up 

activities 

(post-

activities) 

4 (2.8) 17 (12.0) 31 (21.8) 40 (28.2) 35 (24.6) 15 (10.6) 
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According to Table 2, most participants (about 60-80%) agreed that student-

centered learning activities were ‘often’ or ‘always’ practiced during the 

implementation of SBA. This means that group discussions, self-assessment, peer 

feedback, and teacher feedback now constitute an important part of language 

assessment at schools in Malaysia. Even though these results are promising, the 

students’ relatively lower ratings of ‘follow-up activities’ (Domain 5) seem 

alarming. A possible explanation for the remarkably high number of students who 

responded ‘never’ to ‘seldom’ (about one in three students) to this domain could 

be that teachers are in a rush to cover the syllabus on time. They are in such a 

hurry that they forget to create a feedback-feed forward loop; that is, creating a 

new learning opportunity with every round of their feedback by showing their 

students what they expect from them to do to be able to take their work to the next 

level (Farhady, 2021). 

 

These results were further confirmed by the interview data. According to the 

participants, with the implementation of SBA, the activities that were prepared and 

organized by the teachers were engaging and motivated them to learn. For 

example, Iffah described: 

 

I do think they [the activities] motivate me to learn English because 

personally I think the work gets more international. [Iffah, female, 

aged 16] 

 

These activities were part of their SBA which would further be graded in 

their report card, as Jazmin pointed out: 

 

For speaking skills, my teachers like to pair us up to put us in groups. 

She will then assign a task to us that will encourage us to speak in 

English with each other. We will then exchange our opinions about 
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the topic during the time given to us...I was in the Research and 

Development Competition. This competition required us to do a video 

presentation and the video presentation had to be in English. [Jazmin, 

female, aged 16] 

 

Marhana also confirmed that she commonly participated in activities related 

to SBA and enjoyed doing so: 

 

...mostly class activities such as presentations and group discussions 

and those sorts. I do enjoy all of those as well. [Marhana, female, 

aged 16] 

 

In addition our class observations indicated that group discussions were 

held at least twice weekly (Mondays and Wednesdays). These were the days when 

speaking activities were held for 30 minutes in class (1 period). During these group 

discussions, the students were in groups of 4-5. Then, they shared their own 

experiences or opinions on the provided topics. During these group discussions, 

the students shared their own experiences or opinions on the provided topics in 

groups of 4-5.    

 

These results were generally promising. However, teachers seemed to be 

spending relatively little time on follow-up activities—those that could provide 

further learning opportunities for slow learners while aiding quick learners to 

overlearn. A possible explanation for the lower level of follow-up activities could 

be that due to their heavy workload, large classes, and heavy materials with too 

many items to be covered in their syllabuses, teachers may have been unable to 

find sufficient time to do such activities. Indeed, English language teachers at 

Malaysian schools complain about the excessive changes that the Ministry of 

Education consistently makes to the educational system and materials 
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(Nimehchisalem et al., 2023). Such changes leave little time for teachers to 

familiarize themselves with the new rules, systems, and/or materials. 

 

4.4 Learning Activities outside the Classroom 

The third research question focused on the students' English learning 

activities outside the classroom during the current implementation of SBA. Table 

3 presents the results of this research question. 

 

Table 3  

Students’ Out-of-Class Activities 

Domains 

Frequency (%) 

Never 
Very 

Rarely 
Seldom Sometimes Often 

Always/ 

All the 

time 

1. Out-of-class 

reading 

8 (5.8) 24 (16.6) 22 (15.5) 42 (29.8) 29 (20.4) 17 (11.7) 

2. Out-of-class 

listening 

3 (2.1) 6 (4.2) 8 (5.9) 20 (13.8) 46 (32.1) 59 (41.8) 

3. Out-of-class 

writing 

36 (25.4) 36 (25.4) 18 (12.4) 23 (16.2) 16 (11.0) 13 (9.1) 

4. Out-of-class 

speaking 

9 (6.6) 18 (12.9) 25 (17.4) 44 (31.0) 29 (20.4) 17 (11.7) 

5. English extra-

curricular 

activities 

4 (2.8) 17 (12.0) 31 (21.8) 40 (28.2) 35 (24.6) 15 (10.6) 

6. Use of school 

resources 

outside class 

hours 

32 (22.5) 44 (31.0) 34 (23.9) 19 (13.5) 7 (4.9) 6 (4.2) 

 

According to the results of the third research question in Table 3, during the 

implementation of SBA, excluding the ‘out-of-class listening’ activities (Domain 2), 

the rest of the domains turned out to be practiced not often. Among these, ‘use of 

school resources outside class hours’ was ‘never’ (22.5%), ‘very rarely’ (31%), or 

‘seldom’ (29.9%) practiced. Likewise, close to two-thirds of the students (63.2%) 

‘never’ to ‘seldom’ performed ‘out-of-class writing.’  
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The data from the interview session revealed that some of the activities 

were recommended by the teachers before the holidays in order to improve their 

English language skills. A further class discussion was then held as a follow-up to 

this activity. As the students were enrolled in a residential school, the activities of 

‘outside classroom’ could only be conducted over the holidays as they had no 

access to their devices during school days. The excerpts below from the interview 

sessions reflect some of the out-of-class activities commonly performed by our 

participants: 

- I read English books, and I communicate with others, including my 

family in English. Sometimes I even communicate with my friends in 

English. I can say that I use English excessively in my life especially 

after PBS (SBA) and its after-school activities. English is also one of 

my favorite subjects in school. [Muhsin, male, aged 16] 

 

- I listen to English songs. The teacher would talk about them in class 

as well. I also watch a couple of Netflix series. My favorite is “Stranger 

Things.” Not from the teacher’s recommendation though. [Marhana, 

Female, aged 16] 

 

- Most of the things that I do in my daily life are mostly in English. I 

watch English movies, I listen to English songs, and I read English 

books. And you know, usually full with English. Based on PBS (SBA), 

I remember that the teacher would sometimes gave us some list of 

songs for us to listen to over the holidays. [Emmanuel, male, aged 16] 

 

Previous studies have indicated the benefits of out-of-class activities. For 

examples, Mukundan (2016) and Mukundan and Sha (2015) investigated the use 

of PBL in out-of-class activities in fully residential schools (MARA Junior Science 

Colleges–MRSMs). As they reported, their participants found utilizing prep hours 

which were plentiful in these settings for PBL in out-of-class activities extremely 
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beneficial. Students, together with their facilitators (undergraduates working on 

service-learning), reported in their journals that a lot more student-teacher rapport 

was observed outside classrooms when compared to regular class hours, which 

they believed contributed to more spontaneous use of English. 

 

4.4 Challenges of SBA 

The fourth research question covered the challenges that students faced in 

SBA. Table 4 summarizes the results of this research question. 

 

Table 4 

Challenges of SBA 

Domains 

Frequency (%) 

Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

Agree 
Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

1. Available 

resources to 

conduct SBA 

14 (9.9) 30 (21.0) 38 (26.8) 37 (26.1) 19 (13.4) 4 (2.8) 

2. Teachers’ 

knowledge 

and skills to 

implement 

SBA 

0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 4 (2.8) 14 (9.9) 55 (38.7) 69 (48.6) 

3. Sufficient 

class time for 

SBA 

23 (16.2) 27 (19.0) 36 (25.4) 28 (19.7) 22 (15.5) 6 (4.2) 

 

The data from the questionnaire (Table 4) showed that students mostly 

(87.3%) agreed or strongly agreed that their teachers were knowledgeable and 

skilled in implementing SBA. However, very few (about 15%) agreed or strongly 

agreed that there were sufficient resources for conducting SBA or sufficient class 

time for SBA (about 20%). Therefore, the lack of resources and shortage of time 

seem to be the main challenges in the implementation of SBA in schools.  

 

Some of the findings for the interview showed that books were provided to 

prepare students for activities, but students considered this to be insufficient. 
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Some opined that there was a mismatch between the activities provided in class 

and the resources available for them to explore before the lessons, as can be seen 

in the excerpts below: 

 

I wouldn’t say really sufficient because there are not as many 

resources to prepare for PBS compared to during class or after class, 

where the teachers ask you to do some research about what you have 

learned today... Also, we are not using the resources provided all the 

time. Teachers would provide us with some newspapers. But most of 

the time, PBS does not provide exercises or activities that have 

anything to do with newspapers. So, we rarely use newspapers as a 

reference or something like that. [Muhsin, male, aged 16] 

 

Though there are some books that my teacher will bring to class, I 

think that’s all. I think that not having the Internet makes it difficult 

for us to do some of the tasks. Maybe we’re in a fully residential 

school. That’s why we can’t use the Internet. I’ll just use whatever 

knowledge that I have in mind to complete the assignments given to 

me. [Marhana, female, aged 16] 

 

Well, I don’t think my school has that sufficient resources for us to 

prepare for our lessons because at a certain point, it’s just going to 

be me and my classmates brainstorming together. For example, if 

Iffah reads something on economics and I read about politics, we 

would exchange ideas. If the teacher would be like “okay today, we’re 

going to do something on economy,” then Iffah will help me to 

brainstorm. This is because we don’t have enough resources. We 

don’t have things like laptops, the Internet, or our phones to do our 

read-ups. [Areena, Female, aged 16] 
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The findings from class observations explained the claims made by the 

participants. Firstly, most of the external materials were outdated. The external 

materials that were referred to were on newspapers. Besides that, magazines were 

provided for the students to explore; nevertheless, only outdated publications in 

Bahasa Melayu were available.  English magazines were subscribed but only one 

copy was available in the library for the whole school’s use for SBA. In terms of 

devices, since this is a residential school, students were not allowed to bring their 

devices to school. The only devices that were available for use were the computers 

at the school computer lab. Students would use these computers for research 

purposes. During class observations, it was also discovered that when the students 

were instructed to write a poem, except for dictionaries, they did not have any 

other materials to refer to. To conclude, the list of findings for the class 

observations were as follows: 

- External materials to assist students with their lessons were absent 

(newspapers were eight months old). 

- Magazines provided were only in Bahasa Melayu and were in reading 

corners in classrooms. An outdated copy of an English magazine was 

provided in the library for the whole school’s use. Students were ‘reading’ 

dictionaries to write a poem. 

- No devices were brought by the students.  

- The computers malfunctioned. The computer lab needed maintenance. 

Only a few computers worked. 

 

Even though our results showed that most of the students who participated 

in our study had positive perceptions of SBA, we should not ignore the minority 

who rated the questionnaire items low. This suggested that there were students 

who were confused with SBA. Therefore, it is necessary that teachers make sure 

that students understand the concept of SBA as students’ appreciation of the fact 

that SBA is meant to motivate them and improve their learning should help improve 

their attainment.  
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The investigation of SBA would bring great contribution to the area of 

teaching and learning.  The perspectives of students in this area of research could 

provide feedback for instructional strategies, a guidance in grading system, and 

policy making. They can also be utilized to motivate students to learn the acquired 

skill in school (Issaka et al., 2020). Nonetheless, any change in the education 

system that might be proposed to be executed in the future would be a complex 

phenomenon in this field. The change in the implementation of assessments would 

require much resources and manpower (Hock et al., 2022). 

 

5. Conclusion 

Notwithstanding the limitations, this study is one of the few that gauged the 

upper secondary. The students’ perspectives of SBA in Malaysia were brought to 

light. Many changes in the Malaysian Education policy require more research to be 

conducted in the future in relation to SBA in Malaysia. Ultimately, the students’ 

perceptions of and attitudes towards SBA are also shaped by other stakeholders 

such as parents, teachers, and policymakers. 

 

The findings of this study have theoretical contributions to the washback 

literature and practical implications for further improvement and implementation 

of SBA in Malaysia as well as in other parts of the world. In terms of methodological 

contributions, the nature of this sequential explanatory study could be an added 

value to the existing body of literature when it comes to the study of washback, 

perception, and language learning. The study findings also shed more light on the 

nature of the existing system after a decade of its implementation in Malaysia. 

Although the findings of this study could not be generalized to a broad context of 

Malaysian secondary schools, the study findings help contribute to the theoretical 

prepositions of washback, especially to our understanding of washback in relation 

to the context of summative and formative assessments (Mulianti, 2021). 
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Our study is not without its limitation. Firstly, the findings of this research 

worked mainly on a case study basis and the data that had been obtained could 

not be generalized to the population in general. Future research could work on 

different types of schools and inferential statistical tests could be conducted in 

order to compare the results. Research such as the one carried out by Alla et al. 

(2016) looked into the difference of perceptions pertaining to SBA between male 

and female students. The same method could be implemented in different school 

contexts. Secondly, this study focused on the micro level of washback. In future 

research, researchers could focus on both micro and macro levels of washback by 

examining students’ perceptions of and attitudes toward SBA alongside teachers’ 

perception and attitudes to better determine the extent of washback throughout 

wider stakeholders’ point of the view. This method of study has been conducted in 

Hong Kong by Yu (2010), but none in relation to the context of Malaysia. Third, we 

excluded other types of schools in Malaysia such as private schools and vernacular 

schools. Moreover, due to the limited nature of the data whose focus was placed 

on the aspect of students as the stakeholder, studies that provide a richer 

understanding of the relationship between students’ perceptions and 

policymakers’ perceptions would be highly significant. Hence, a document analysis 

or an analysis of the interaction between different stakeholders is greatly needed 

to achieve this goal. 
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