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The role of educational evaluation in educational systems and its feedback loops are finely 
defined by system-level models of teaching and learning informed by cybernetics (Nagy, 
1979; Báthory, 1985). Innovations and reforms for educational change can always be traced 
back to the recognition of the importance of feedback. Exams functioning adequately in 
public education play an important role in these innovation processes and may also act as 
control mechanisms for the educational system, possibly having a strong impact on the 
teaching and learning process. Accordingly, the change of assessment and evaluation is an old 
reform strategy to initiate changes in education (Noble and Smith, 1994). Besides these 
reforms that initiate changes, feedback from the analysis of performance on exams and the 
exploration of the experience of participants of the teaching-learning processes involved may 
also contribute to the improvement of exams. 

The knowledge of students can be represented by numerical exam scores, which may 
influence the academic progress of students, including their transition between levels of 
education. Exam results may serve as basis for decisions aimed at optimising instruction 
processes and provide a baseline for evaluating the realisation of the objectives set. In 
addition, the assessment and interpretation of the experience of educators may provide 
valuable feedback for exam development. Such information shows exam developers what 
impact the given exam has on the teaching and learning process and whether this impact 
corresponds to the original intentions. 

Exams affect classroom processes and may induce a modernisation of content and 
methodology. The reason behind this is that teaching for the exam becomes the focus of 
teachers’ thinking and daily practice, thus determining the how students study and influencing 
their efficacy. This feedback mechanism, known for decades and related issues are often 
discussed when new assessment and evaluation systems, such as school leaving and entrance 
exams are introduced or modified. Therefore, it is necessary to learn about the processes 
induced by exams, the functioning of exams and the factors influencing exams in detail, and, 
on this basis, to construct a model of this phenomenon.  

THE PRECURSORS AND THE OBJECTIVES OF THE PRESENT 
DISSERTATION 

The investigation of the above issues is relevant for the two-tier Matura introduced in 
Hungary in 2005, too (for a description, see Horváth and Lukács, 2006). This exam is seen as 
having great impact on public education and as initiating a modernisation of the contents and 
methodology of the teaching and learning process (Kósa and Simon, 2006). However, little is 
known about the actual impact of the Matura, and the relationship of the two tiers. In addition, 
the content standards need to be improved, and the two exam tiers need to be linked to 
performance levels identified in international assessment programs (Csapó, 2009). 
Monitoring the results, controlling the operation of exam functions, and exam development 
based on information from these sources are not strong characteristics of the current Matura. 
An important question to investigate is how this exam should be improved in order for its 
measurable impact to match the original intentions of its creators. 

The dissertation focuses on the Matura in foreign languages, a compulsory subject of this 
exam, in order to demonstrate the role of assessment and evaluation in exam development and 
also the impact of the exam on public education as reflected in teachers’ beliefs. Four 
considerations justify the choice of foreign language Matura exams as the subject of the 
present studies. First, need for the knowledge of foreign languages grew significantly in the 
1990s, and the prestige of competent language use has become even more marked since 
Hungary joined the European Union. Second, as a result of the process in which the foreign 
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language Matura was shaped (see Alderson, Nagy and Öveges, 2000; Einhorn, 2004), the 
exam corresponds to the model and levels of communicative language competencies of the 
Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR, 2001). Third, this exam has a place in 
the system of language exams, because the advanced level exam result is accepted as an 
equivalent to a language certificate. Fourth, the theory and practice of foreign language 
assessment and evaluation has been transformed significantly both internationally and in 
Hungary. Examples of changes include the emergence of competency assessment systems and 
the principles of communicative language testing, which characterise large sample foreign 
language assessment surveys and the foreign language Matura since the 2000s. 

The foreign language surveys targeting Hungarian public education and the Matura 
correspond to international trends in research on language testing from three aspects. First, 
applying the principles of communicative testing connects them to current issues in language 
assessment and evaluation. Second, the validation of the levels of language proficiency tests 
against the CEFR levels is a field receiving great attention in European language assessment 
projects, similarly to building foreign language test banks made possible by this validation. 
Third, several studies analyse the effects of communicative testing on language teaching and 
learning (known as the washback effect in applied linguistics) and propose models of the 
washback processes. The review of the literature identified several issues that should be 
studied empirically in the Hungarian context, too, which, however, have received no or 
negligible research attention here in the past decade. 

The objective of the dissertation is to describe the international tendencies of language 
assessment and evaluation and to identify their Hungarian characteristics, enabling a synthesis 
of the most important international and Hungarian conclusions in a theoretical model. The 
purpose of modelling language assessment and evaluation mechanisms is to provide a 
complex and multiperspective analysis of the Matura and to validate the model empirically. 
The findings and conclusions outline tasks regarding the improvement of the Matura, further 
research and in-service training for the exam. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODS 

I. The analysis and synthesis of the literature aims to identify the international trends of 
language assessment and evaluation. Research questions in this area included: 

(1) how communicative testing integrates into test theory as a field and how the qualitative 
criteria of competence assessment surface in the assessment and evaluation of 
communicative competence; 

(2) which testing methods are applied in the practice of communicative testing. 
As regards the effects of communicative testing on language instruction, the literature review 
focused on 

(3) how washback can be interpreted and characterized; 
(4) what factors influence the washback process. 

The analysis of the two-tier foreign language Matura exam requirements targeted 
(5) the examination of the fit between the exam and the specified model of language 

competence on the one hand, and the qualitative criteria of communicative testing on 
the other hand; 

(6) the formulation of hypotheses regarding the washback effect of the exam, based on the 
findings of international studies. 

The analysis of the international trends and the synthesis of Hungarian characteristics enabled 
(7) the construction of a model of language assessment and evaluation mechanisms. 
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The development of different washback models was traced, and the factors influencing 
washback were identified in the literature. This review provided the basis for the construction 
of a synthesised model, which, in turn, was exemplified with the characteristics of the Matura. 
The elements of the model to be analyzed in the dissertation were selected and justified with 
regard to the validation of this synthesised model. The empirical studies presented in the 
dissertation focused on the current functioning of the Matura. Its internal and external validity 
and the quality of assessment and evaluation processes of writing skills were investigated 
through the analysis of the exam results. Feedback from teachers provided the data base for 
examining the washback effect of the exam on the teaching and learning process. 

II. Performances at recent foreign language Matura exams were used to generate 
information to promote the improvement of the exam and to offer feedback on needs and 
objectives by analysing 

(8) how performances at the foreign language Matura differ in individual subtests; 
(9) what differences can be found between Matura examinees regarding the levels of their 

language abilities by school type, instructional programme and gender, when  
comparing of English and German scores. 

These research questions were answered using the free access database of the Oktatási Hivatal 
(OH, Hungarian Educational Authority). In the first phase of data analysis, performances 
were described, then the differences in the developmental levels of language skills were 
mapped and their impact on performance was analysed for both languages. 

III. The prime reason for the examination of the fit between sub-tests of receptive skills 
and students’ language proficiency on the one hand, and the CEFR levels (2001) on the other 
hand, came from the intention to provide feedback for the developmental process of the exam, 
and to raise the quality of exam functioning. Research questions in this section include: 

(10)  to what extent is the ability range of examinees covered by the empirical difficulty of 
the Matura exam tasks; 

(11)  how can a language test bank based on the CEFR levels be created. 
In the first phase, the 2006 ordinary level German as a foreign language Matura items in 
reading comprehension, listening comprehension and use of German sub-tests were analysed 
using the Rasch model (Rasch, 1960). The three subtests were first calibrated to one common 
scale, then the difficulty indices of the tasks were represented in three dimensions in a person-
item map. In the second phase, the person-item map of the ordinary and advanced level sub-
tests of 2005 and 2006 were analysed individually. Furthermore, the results and findings of 
several European projects were also studied (e.g. CITO, 2008). 

IV. The investigation of the assessment and evaluation processes of the writing skills sub-
test was aimed at defining quality criteria and parameters that enable the comparison of 
results from different years and make it possible to trace changes over time. Therefore the 
analysis focused on 

(12)  defining parameters to characterize the assessment criteria and rating scores; 
(13)  showing how the analytical scales of assessment criteria function. 

This study used the database of the advanced level German language Matura of 2006. First, 
the data were calibrated to a common scale with the partial credit model (Masters, 1982) to 
examine the difficulty of evaluation criteria, which was linked to examinees’ proficiency in 
writing. Next, the probability curves of the scales were studied to examine raters’ judgements. 
The applicability of the parameters identified was also analyzed with data from the ordinary 
level German Matura exam. 

V. The objective of studying feedback from teachers of English and German was to 
understand the perspective of teachers involved with the Matura, i.e. how they see the 
functioning of the exam from as well as the washback of the Matura on the teaching and 
learning process. Research questions formulated in this section included: 
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(14)  What beliefs and attitudes do language teachers have concerning the exam and what 
exam-related experiences affect them? 

(15)  What factors determine language teachers’ instructional practices and how do exam 
requirements and tasks shape these factors? 

(16)  Do teachers’ beliefs and attitudes towards the exam determine the content, methods, 
and assessment and evaluation practices of language instruction? 

(17)  To what extent does the foreign language Matura promote the dissemination of the 
assessment and evaluation methods of communicative testing in the teaching and 
learning process? 

A questionnaire was administered to 149 language teachers. The sample is representative for 
the foreign languages taught and for school type. The literature was consulted when 
developing the instrument as regards the structure of the questionnaire as well as the factors 
and questions to be included (for example Spratt, 2005; Cheng, 1998; Chen, 2002). The 
reliability of the questionnaire is adequate (Cronbach α=.89). Its validity was confirmed by 
factor analysis. The analysis first focused on teachers’ beliefs and attitudes concerning the 
exam, then on the washback effect of the foreign language Matura was mapped in teachers’ 
beliefs. Next the strength of the impact of beliefs and attitudes on the process of language 
teaching and its assessment and evaluation processes was determined. 

RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

Communicative testing in the system of foreign language assessment and evaluation 

(1) Communicative language testing is an independent and specific field of educational 
evaluation that relies on classical test theory to determine the quality criteria, the functions 
and the types of communicative tests (Bachman, 1990). However, the characteristics of 
communicative language competencies lead to the appearance of specialised meanings in the 
concepts of assessment methodology and assessment and evaluation processes of general test 
theory. Communicative language testing also enriches the criteria of classical test theory, 
highlighting the importance, and defining new types and aspects of validity (Messick, 1996). 
The latter include the authenticity, interactivity and effectiveness of the test development 
process (Bachman and Palmer, 1996); and also the fairness, comparability, reproducibility of 
decisions (Kunnan, 2004) and washback (Alderson and Wall, 1993) in administering the test 
and its consequences. These criteria are in line with the quality criteria of competence 
assessment (Baartman et al, 2006). 

(2) Of special importance among test types are competence and performance tests 
(McNamara, 2000), as well as the closely related types of direct and indirect tests, each pair 
representing the two end points of a scale. Test developers must find a balance between these 
tests types (Alderson, Clapham and Wall, 1995). These methods of testing are used in 
language exams, a process also promoted by CEFR (2001). Thus it is an important issue how 
exam developers can fit tasks and evaluation processes to the CEFR levels. In this process, 
models of item response theory can be applied in order to enhance efficacy. 

The washback effect of communicative testing on teaching and learning  

(3) There is a lack of unified terminology for the concept encompassing the impact of 
language exams, with researchers defining the phenomenon in different ways and attributing 
different conceptual contents to the construct (Bailey, 1999). Having synthesised these 
concepts, washback appears to be a complex phenomenon exerting both direct and indirect 
effects on people involved in the exam, on the teaching and learning process, and on the 
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content and quality of learning (Alderson and Wall, 1993). In a broader sense, it also bears on 
public education and society through the decisions made based on the results of the exam 
(Hamp-Lyons, 1997).  

(4) Models emerging from theoretical research so far have not given precise descriptions 
of the characteristics of process components and their interaction with the exam results (Wall, 
2005). In these models, emphases fall on needs and objectives (Saif, 2006), the importance of 
the prestige exams in inducing the effects (Watanabe, 2004), and the crucial role of teachers’ 
beliefs, assumptions, knowledge and attitudes (Burrows, 2004). The findings of empirical 
studies (e.g. Cheng, Watanabe and Curtis, 2004) can only be interpreted in their given context 
and are difficult to generalise. Still, it can be established that, in general, the exam has greater 
a washback effect on the content of teaching than on the methods of instruction (Alderson, 
2004), though there is little research on the effects on classroom evaluation. 

The two-tier Matura in the system of communicative testing 

(5) The two-tier foreign language Matura is intended to be authentic, interactive, effective 
and fair. Evidence supporting these claims of the exam was obtained from the analysis of its 
requirements, and the conformity of these to the CEFR model of language competencies 
explicitly targeted in the Matura, and also from the comparison with the criteria, functions and 
types of communicative testing. However, mainly because exam functions are confused, and 
because the monitoring of exam quality is lacking, it is dubious whether comparability and 
the reproducibility of decisions are achieved. The Matura relies primarily on the use of weak 
language performance tests. 

(6) By assessing communicative language use, the two tier foreign language Matura takes 
language learners’ needs into account. It is highly prestigious, because it fulfils the functions 
of a school leaving exam, an entrance exam to higher education and a language certificate. All 
factors are present that research has identified for inducing the washback mechanisms of the 
exam, therefore the Matura may forcefully shape teachers’ beliefs and attitudes to the exam, 
which, in turn, may influence the process of language teaching and affect teachers’ beliefs 
related to assessment and evaluation processes. 

The synthesised model of washback functions 

(7) The model created on the basis of the literature review serves as the basis of the 
empirical studies presented in the dissertation. It includes the representation of the washback 
mechanism of language exam on the teaching and learning process. According to this model, 
the exam first affects educators’ beliefs and attitudes, which, in turn, exert influence on the 
instructional process as well as the content and quality of learning. The model includes two 
further feedback cycles of different types. One stems from exam results and feeds into the 
exam development process, regarding the changes in objectives and needs. The other cycle 
draws on surveys on the beliefs and attitudes of those involved in the teaching and learning 
process, feeds into exam development processes and facilitates the adequate interpretation of 
results. The empirical research presented in the dissertation was designed to correspond to this 
model in order to examine the foreign language Matura as reflected in exam results and the 
opinions of language teachers. 

The current functioning of the exam 

(8) The exam results show that, in both languages, performances at the ordinary level 
Matura are lower on the writing skills and use of German/English sub-tests, and higher on the 
reading and listening comprehension and oral subtests. For both languages, average 
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performances vary on the reading comprehension and listening comprehension sub-tests. This 
signals that the performance on different test versions varies, therefore the reproducibility of 
decisions is low. At the advanced level, average performances are high in both languages, the 
majority of examinees performing in the 80 to 100% range except for the use of 
German/English subtest. Therefore this exam does not fulfil adequately the requirements of 
an entrance exam to higher education for foreign language majors.  

(9) Differences by school type are significant at the ordinary level and show continual 
annual increase. Similar tendencies were found for both languages, i.e. those taking the 
Matura having completed their secondary education in the academic stream perform 
significantly better than those coming from technical schools at both exam levels. Also, full 
time students in secondary education perform significantly better than those who take part in 
adult part-time secondary education. Regarding productive skills, girls outperform boys, 
however, the differences by gender do not have a significant impact on overall exam 
performance. 

The internal and external validity of the exam 

(10) The task and item level analysis of sub-tests assessing receptive skills in the 2006 
ordinary level German Matura showed that the difficulty order determined by task developers 
usually matched the increase in empirical difficulty. The item difficulty parameters of exam 
tasks do not cover fully the scale of skill levels exhibited by examinees, however, this finding 
cannot be generalised to all sub-tests. The items in the use of German tasks cover mostly 
accurately examinees’ ability range. As regards reading and listening comprehension tasks, 
two groups of items could clearly be distinguished, one assessing examinees below the 
average ability level, and the other assessing those above it. In addition, a high ability level 
was identified which these tests do not assess. 

(11) Findings from the analysis of the individual person-item maps of each skill yielded 
arguments for the necessity of examining the equivalence of tests versions, for the analysis of 
the relationship of the two Matura levels to each other and to the CEFR levels in rounds of 
new data collection with anchor and reference items, and for the consequent creation of an 
IRT based item bank. Findings from European projects may be useful in selecting reference 
tasks and in characterising texts and items for the Matura tasks. The proposed item bank could 
function as a reference point for the development of exam tasks and could contribute to the 
empirical verification of the correspondence between the Matura and CEFR language 
proficiency levels. 

The quality of assessment and evaluation procedures of writing skills 

(12) The results of the writing skills sub-test of the Matura exam in 2006 in German as a 
foreign language provide the basis for the characterisation of assessment criteria regarding 
their average difficulty level and their fit mean square index. Misfitting assessment criteria 
may indicate that they assess other dimensions of writing skills (e.g. the first task of the 
ordinary level exam) or they function in different ways (e.g. the communicative components 
at both levels). The functioning of rating scores is accurate if their thresholds increase 
proportionally to the rising of writing skill levels. This was found to be the case at the exam, 
but disproportionality was detected for the assessment criteria of text production and of 
vocabulary and expression. The high value of the fit mean square index of the rating scores 
may indicate that raters give the same scores to examinees of different ability levels. At the 
advanced level, this was found primarily in the higher ability ranges for grammar and 
spelling. The person-item map revealed the existence of a higher proficiency level of writing 
skills which is not covered by the thresholds of rating scores. 
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(13) The analysis showed that the functioning of the rating scales differs by criterion. 
Rating scale use was characterised by probability curves which showed the redundant 
functioning of the scales (e.g. in text production) and indicated that raters do not use certain 
rating scores (e.g. regarding content). 

The washback effect of the exam on the language teaching process as reflected in 
teachers’ feedback 

(14) The results show that teachers consider the present foreign language Matura exams 
acceptable as well as more reliable and more valid as the previous paradigm. The teachers’ 
examination experiences prove to be crucial in shaping their beliefs about the exam. 

(15) Teachers report that they see the practice of foreign language instruction as 
influenced significantly by previous experience in foreign language teaching and the Matura 
exam requirements. Familiarising themselves with its basic principles as discussed in Matura 
documents, teachers attribute greater importance to the criteria of communicative testing 
when preparing their own assessment tasks.  

(16) In accordance with international research findings on washback, Hungarian teachers 
were found to attribute a larger effect to the exam on the content of foreign language teaching 
than on its methods. 

(17) It was expected that the principles of evaluation of the Matura affect teachers’ beliefs 
about assessment and evaluation procedures. This hypothesis was verified in the Hungarian 
contexts as the findings showed that teachers’ beliefs about, and attitudes to, the Matura 
influenced several aspects of classroom assessment and evaluation. For example, they 
considered the criteria of communicative testing more important and they were more inclined 
to use exam tasks properly, corresponding to their original functions. 

CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS 

Finally, the conclusions that can be drawn from the results of our survey are summarised 
and suggestions for further analyses are presented. 

The analysis of the current functioning of the exam at the ordinary level revealed 
significant differences in the language proficiency of examinees by school and programme 
type, and showed that these differences have increased over the years. At the advanced level, 
main problem areas include requirement levels, the quality of exam tasks and the 
accomplishment of the function of the Matura as entrance exam to higher education. These 
areas indicate further needs regarding exam development and also new objectives for 
development. It seems necessary to identify and diagnose the causes of the differences in 
achievement and to monitor and revise the quality of assessment and evaluation processes. 
Since the data bases of the Hungarian Educational Authority are not suitable for this purpose, 
test and item level analyses are needed. 

In examining the internal and external validity of the exam, the model of item response 
theory was used, therefore the findings can be generalised from a methodological point of 
view. The empirical validation of requirement levels is an important research task in other 
exam subjects as well. In order to raise the quality of assessment and the reproducibility of 
decisions, it would be important e.g. to link the difficulty of tests in mathematics, science and 
reading comprehension to the proficiency levels of international assessments (e.g. the PISA 
surveys). It would also be important to identify the differences between the two Matura levels 
concerning content and quantity and to create a test bank. 

The analysis of the writing skills sub-test was presented as an example for the empirical 
validation of assessment criteria and scales. The parameters identified in this sub-test make it 
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possible to compare exam results and to trace their changes. These analyses also provide an 
adequate basis for the assessment of oral skills in foreign languages, the sub-test of which 
exhibits low reliability at the Matura. Moreover, the methods used and the quality criteria 
presented can also be appropriated, applied and analysed in exam subjects and surveys where 
assessment is based on analytic scales. 

The teacher survey focuses the attention of exam developers on the importance of exam-
related in-service training programmes for familiarising teachers with the philosophy of the 
Matura. At the same time, this study has several constraints. No classroom-level analysis 
could be attempted here regarding the effects of Matura in foreign languages, and no 
information can be drawn regarding the relationship between students’ learning processes and 
the Matura. Thus it is not fully understood how the exam exerts its influence on the teaching 
and learning process. Research on instructional methodology is needed by subject fields to 
provide a detailed analysis of teachers’ instructional practices and students’ learning 
processes. 

The studies reported in the dissertation clearly outline the necessity of exam development 
and further research. Its relevance confirmed by empirical evidence to a great degree in the 
research presented, the theoretical model proposed here appears to be useful and appropriate 
in planning this development and research, identifying the domains to be targeted, and to 
characterise the relationships between these domains. However, the validity of the findings is 
restricted, as they primarily concern the Matura exam in foreign languages. Studying all the 
elements of the model is beyond the scope of this dissertation and the elements not discussed 
here would require a long-term research design. Therefore further studies should be done that 
would enable the Matura to develop into an annual, regular system-level assessment which 
could yield feedback for those involved in public education on the one hand, and make it 
possible to monitor the knowledge of examinees over the years on the other hand. 
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