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Abstract

Iranian National University Entrance Exam (INUEE) as a nationwide high-stakes test is held
annually to screen Iranian high school graduates and admit them into higher education programs
in universities. This high-stakes examination has a wide range of impacts on test takers as the
primary stake-holders and the parents, teachers, and high school principals as the secondary
stakeholders. As a part of a larger project, this study reports the impacts of INUEE on high
school teachers and principals. To this aim, 27 teachers and 18 principals from three western
provinces of Iran sat for a structured interview. Each interview lasted nearly 30 minutes. All the
interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. Next, following the Grounded Theory (Glaser
& Strauss, 1967) as the basis of analysis, the transcriptions were subjected to word-by-word
content analysis to extract common patterns and recurring themes. Content analysis was applied
to codify the transcribed interview data through an inductive process of frequent moving back
and forth to extract common patterns and recurring themes of the data. After coding and
‘quantitizing' the data (Dornyei, 2007), the basic themes were identified, frequency counted, and
tabulated. The results indicated that from the majority of the participants' perspective, the
INUEE has detrimental consequences for students, teachers, school principals, and the
educational curriculum. The findings of the study underscore the consequential invalidity and
unfairness of the test and its negative impacts on different aspects and layers of the educational
system. The findings of the study provide practical implications for educational policy-makers,
school principals, and teachers highlighting the necessity of their awareness of the negative
consequences of INUEE.
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1. Introduction

Ever since the beginning of the scientific stage of educational testing and assessment
around the second half of the twentieth century, the pros and cons of large-scale high-stakes
testing have been at the researchers’ and educational testing experts' focus of attention.
Accordingly, efforts have been made to investigate whether large-scale high-stakes testing has
produced the desired outcomes for the education systems or whether it has ruined creativity in
the classroom (Bracey, 2003). The results of such efforts and projects have been rather mixed in
nature. While a number of studies reported positive effects of high-stakes testing (e.g., Buck et
al., 2010; Misco et al., 2011; Segall, 2003), a greater number of them have suggested that high-

1 Bu-Ali Sina University, Email: m.ahmadisafa@basu.ac.ir, ahmadisafa@gmail.com
2 Bu-Ali Sina University, Email: hsheykholmoluki@alumni.ut.ac.ir

104



mailto:ahmadisafa@gmail.com

d[b Tabaran Institute of Higher Education ISSN 2476-5880
I L International Journal of Language Testing
Vol. 13, No. 1, March 2023

stakes testing can have detrimental impacts on students' achievements (Gonzalez et al., 2017).
As Buck et al. (2010) pointed out, studies reporting a negative impact of high-stakes testing have
outnumbered those indicating positive effects nine to one.

The consequences or impacts of a test are defined as “any of the effects that a test may
have on individuals, policies or practices, within the classroom, the school, the educational
system or society as a whole” (Wall, 1997, p. 291), and have roots in validity theory (Bachman,
2005; Chalhoub-Deville, 2009; Cronbach, 1988; Kane, 2013; Lynch, 2001; McNamara, 2008;
Messick, 1989; Shohamy, 2001). A critical question in the considerations of validation has been
who is responsible for dealing with such test consequences. Traditionally, this issue has not been
appropriately addressed in educational measurement studies in general (Kane, 2006; McNamara,
2008; Nichols & Williams, 2009; Shohamy, 2001). More recently, however, the discussion of
the consequences of a test has become an integral part of accountability concerns for educational
testers.

From the accountability perspective, the impacts of a test are synonymous with the
meaningfulness and usefulness of test scores (Fulcher & Davidson, 2007; Messick, 1995). Such
an educational measurement view of accountability is associated with the tenability of the
interpretation and use of a test with regard to its impacts on test-takers as well as all other stake-
holders of the test and adopts a top-down view toward accountability. From this perspective,
only test developers and policy-makers are held accountable for the negative consequences of a
test, that is, those who effect the test instrument and policy (Macqueen et al., 2018). In contrast,
from the perspective of the Global Education Reform Movement (GERM) which uses
standardized test instruments to implement educational policy (Chalhoub-Deville, 2016;
Sahlberg, 2015), accountability is a unidirectional concept in the sense that teachers and schools
are held accountable to governments and the population of test-takers through standardized test
results. In other words, reform-targeted testing adopts a downward view toward accountability
in such a way that those held accountable for the negative consequences of a test are those who
are affected by the test-policy, i.e., schools, teachers, and even test-takers and their parents
(Macqueen et al., 2018).

To adopt either one of the two perspectives of accountability entails an adequate
understanding of the kinds and nature of impacts of the high-stakes tests. In the Iranian general
education context, the Iranian National University Entrance Exam (INUEE) is a high-stakes
standard test administered annually on a nationwide scale to screen and admit high school
graduates to higher education programs and universities. Given the highly significant stakes
involved for all stake holders including the test takers, the parents, the school teachers, the school
principals, etc., INUEE has had wide-ranging types of impacts on different layers of general
education in particular and Iranian society in general; however, such impacts are left yet to be
adequately documented and explored. As a partial attempt in this regard, the present study aimed
at a look into the impacts of INUEE from school teachers' and principals’ perspectives.

2. Review of the Literature

With regard to standardized high-stakes tests, there is a clear consensus in the literature
that the implementation of such tests and test-preparation policies has had unintended
undesirable consequences for curriculum, assessment, and pedagogical practices (Lewis &
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Hardy, 2015; Polesel et al., 2012; Thompson & Harbaugh, 2013). Potentially, such 'teach-to-the-
test' practices are quite far from the ones that are considered to be optimal for learners (Polesel
et al., 2012; Swain, 2014) and are in contrast with optimum practices in ideal learning
environments (Pendergast & Bahr, 2005). Critics of high-stakes testing also argue that such tests
can have damaging consequences for the educative process as well (Bracey 2003; Segall, 2003).
They believe that high-stakes tests prevent teachers from 'thinking outside the box' and diminish
their ability to employ effective instructional techniques in the classroom. They also argue that
high-stakes testing reduces the education process to ‘teaching to the test' rather than providing
students with a critical education which is highly required in today’s society. There are also some
pieces of evidence in the literature indicating that there are unintended consequences of high-
stakes tests resulting in negative effects on learning, curriculum, pedagogy, student well-being,
and school enrolments (Booher-Jennings, 2008; Jones et al., 2003). In addition, while some
researchers believe that high-stake testing has resulted in gains in academic achievement,
research evidence suggests that these gains are artificial and are not necessarily signs of higher
achievement. In fact, researchers (e.g., Amrein & Berliner, 2002; Koretz et al., 1991) found that
even significant improvements in the results of high-stakes tests do not necessarily transfer to
other tests. The research findings also suggest that these gains in achievement might be the result
of 'teaching to the test' (Nichols, 2007). In addition, the results of Klein et al.’s (2006) study with
teachers at 20 schools also showed that high-stakes testing caused teachers to engage in test-
oriented activities. In a similar vein, Pedulla et al. (2003) reported that thanks to high-stakes
testing, teachers spent less time on enriching activities such as excursions. In another study,
Musoleno and White (2010) showed that after high-stakes testing was implemented, teachers
started to decrease their use of teaching practices such as collaboration and questioning.
Likewise, Cranley’s (2018) revealed that the preoccupation with high-stakes testing did not
allow teachers to consider individual differences and to pay sufficient attention to the teaching
of values because of their anxiety to cover the content in time and to solve more sample tests.
Similarly, a study by Scot et al. (2008) showed that high-stakes testing prevented individual
differences from being taken into account.

Interestingly however, Li and Xiong (2018) showed that the time invested on test
preparation in class negatively impacted students’ performance in high-stakes testing.
Additionally, based on 49 qualitative studies, Au (2007) showed that the main impact of high-
stakes testing was basing the teaching on test-oriented activities and the teachers’ being more
willing to adopt teacher-centered teaching. In a study by Zhao et al. (2016), it was shown that
high-stakes testing had a negative impact on the learning and teaching process in such a way that
it made students passive learners and memorizers of information. Investigating the impacts of
high-stakes testing on students, Ashadi and Rice (2016) revealed that high-stakes testing
increased students’ stress and anxiety and decreased their intrinsic motivation and self-oriented
learning. Similarly, Thompson (2013) found that high-stakes testing increased students’ levels
of stress, anxiety, and the pressure they felt upon them. A number of studies have also shown
that high-stakes testing is a source of pressure and anxiety on teachers (e.g., Abrams, 2004;
Buyruk, 2014; Glndogdu et al., 2010; Looney, 2009).

Thus, given that high-stakes testing would give rise to inauthentic learning, scholars voice
serious concerns over the negative and detrimental effects that it could have on schools, students,

106



d[b Tabaran Institute of Higher Education ISSN 2476-5880
I L International Journal of Language Testing
Vol. 13, No. 1, March 2023

teachers, and the curriculum (Haney, 2000; Klein et al., 2000; McNeil, 2000). Furthermore,
teachers, administrators, and parents have all voiced concerns regarding the stress and anxiety
involved in high-stakes testing (Amrein & Berliner, 2003; Barksdale & Thomas, 2000; Landry,
2006). In a study by Jones (2008), teachers stated that high-stakes testing has dampened their
teaching morale and that they experience anxiety, pressure, guilt, and even embarrassment at
times. According to Landry (2006), some teachers experienced such a high level of stress that
they felt a “silent surrender” and were abandoning the field of education. That is, they felt they
had no voice and no choice but to implement the strategies and curriculums imposed on them by
the administration.

Despite the lack of evidence supporting the use of standardized tests to determine the
effectiveness of the education system (Booher-Jennings, 2008; Lewis & Hardy, 2015; Polesel et
al., 2012; Thompson & Harbaugh, 2013), high-stakes testing is still used as a gate keeper and
school-ranking tool in most public schools around the world. The increasing pressure placed on
teachers and schools to improve students' performances on high-stakes testing has given rise to
the implementation of test-preparation practices in classrooms which mainly force the teachers
to 'teach-to-the test' that is to implement instructional practices only to help students do well on
the tests, with no attention to authentic learning of the subject matter (Firestone et al., 2004). As
Firestone et al. (2004) rightly put it, this decontextualized test preparation is loosely associated
with the curriculum and is mainly focused on the test.

It also appears that the implementation of high-stakes testing negatively affects schools'
instructional leadership (Oliveras-Ortiz, 2015). Despite the fact that proponents of instructional
leadership are of the opinion that principals must “free themselves from bureaucratic tasks and
focus their efforts on improving teaching and learning processes” (Jenkins, 2009b, p. 37), too
much emphasis on test-preparation practices might have an opposing effect on principals, too.
Although research has shown that principals can exert a positive influence on students’ learning
and achievement (Coelli & Green, 2012; Seashore Louis, et al., 2010), it is still unclear what
kinds of pressure might affect principals’ leadership and deviate them form moving toward
important educational goals (Oliveras-Ortiz, 2015).

In the Iranian general education context, a number of studies have also explored the impact
of INUEE, as a high-stakes test, on teachers. Ghorbani (2008), for instance, explored the nature
and scope of the impacts of INUEE on high school English teachers and found that, regardless
of their experience, educational background, and gender, the teachers agreed that INUEE had
negative effects on their curricular planning and instruction. Salehi and Yunus (2012) also
explored high school English teachers’ perceptions toward INUEE and reported negative
perceptions of the participating teachers toward INUEE. Mahmoudi and Abu Bakar (2013)
explored the perceptions of six Iranian pre-university English teachers about the impacts of
INUEE on teachers and reported that teachers' opinions included a mixture of positive and
negative opinions. Abbasian and Moghimeslam (2013) investigated the views of adult candidates
preparing for MA courses and their teachers toward the MA test, which is considered to be a
high-stakes test. The results of their study revealed that the teachers were more affected by its
washback effects than the students. Additionally, they found that both groups received various
effects as revealed by various statistical analyses run on the data. In another study, Abbasian and
Nassirian (2015) evaluated the usefulness of INUEE based on Bachman and Palmer’s (1996)
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six-faceted usefulness model accommodating reliability, validity, impact, interactiveness,
authenticity, and practicality. They found that both university professors and EFL freshman
students evaluated INUEE as less reliable, less practical, and imposing negative impacts, but
they had positive views about its validity, authenticity, and interactiveness. In addition, Ajideh
and Mahmoudi (2017) investigated the washback effect of the English section of INUEE and
concluded that the students' perceptions toward INUEE were a mixture of both positive and
negative ones. However, in this context, the impact of INUEE on school principals and
leadership seems to be left understudied. Finally, Estaji and Ghiasvand (2021), inspected the
washback effect of the IELTS test on Iranian EFL teachers’ instructional planning considering
their IELTS-related experiences. Through two sets of questionnaires, they collected data from
120 Iranian IELTS instructors. To supplement their data, they also carried out a semi-structured
interview with 15 of the instructors. The findings showed that the IELTS test made the instructors
develop exam-oriented plans by focusing on the students’ test performance.

2.1. Purpose of the study

As the brief literature review indicates, the investigation of the opinions of different groups
of stake-holders has not been ample and adequate in number and strength. In addition, the
typology of the INUEE impacts on high school students and their families have all remained
understudied. On this basis, the purpose of the main project a part of which is reported in this
paper was to explore Iranian INUEE test takers, their parents, high school teachers, and
principals' attitudes about different educational, social, and individual impacts of INUEE;
however, due to space limitations, the current study reports only the results obtained from high
school teachers and principals. Test takers and their parents' attitudes are reported elsewhere.
Thus, following a qualitative approach, this study aimed to take a closer look into the impacts of
high-stakes testing from the high school teachers' and principals' perspectives and for this
purpose the following research questions were raised:

RQ1: What are Iranian high school teachers' attitudes about the possible impacts of INUEE on
different stakeholders?
RQ2: What are Iranian high school principals' attitudes about the possible impacts of INUEE?

3. Method
3.1. Design of the Study

The study was carried out by conducting a series of semi-structured interviews to probe
into teachers’ and principals’ opinions about the possible impacts of INUEE. The design of the
study was thus exploratory in nature. The interview participants were sampled from three
western provinces of Iran. The adopted sampling procedure was a convenience nonprobability
sampling procedure.

3.2. Participants

A total of 45 teachers and principals were recruited to participate in semi-structured
interviews. The participants were selected from three western provinces of Iran, i.e., Hamedan,
Kermanshah, and Kurdistan, based on convenience sampling, in a way that the first three of the
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most populated cities from each province were selected. Then, 2 principals and 3 teachers were
selected from each city, yielding a total number of 27 teachers (14 males and 13 females) and 18
principals (9 males and 9 females). The teachers' and principals' years of experience ranged from
5to 30 years (Mean = 16.82, SD = 9.44). Of 27 teachers, 19 reported to have had at least 7 years
of first-hand teaching experience in preparing high school students for INUEE in private
institutes.

3.3. Instruments

The instruments applied in the study included two sets of interview questions for the
teachers and principals. In line with the main objectives of the study, to elicit the participants'
attitudes about the impacts of INUEE, the two sets of questions (Appendices A and B) for
interviews with teachers and principals were first adopted from Macqueen et al. (2018), next
they were translated into Persian and finally the questions were so modified to be compatible
with the Iranian INUEE. Then, two TEFL experts reviewed and judged the accuracy of the
translations and the validity of the question items. A number of other questions were also added
on the basis of the theoretical aspects of large-scale tests' impacts. Finally, to ensure the validity
of the questions, all of them were expert reviewed by two language testing experts as well. The
interviews were carried out in face-to-face format and were all held in the participants' first
language i.e., Persian. From among the interview questions, the followings are some examples
that were applied to the teachers and the principals respectively:

e Does INUEE create any special competition among students in your class? Please explain.

e Does INUEE have any impact on your teaching methodology? Please explain.

e Do you prioritize teaching INUEE materials over non-INUEE materials? Please explain.

e Do you think INUEE has any impact on students' level of motivation from the first year to
last year in high school period?

e Does INUEE have any impact on non-INUEE lessons in your school? What about on your
school's educational and cultural activities?

3.4. Procedure
3.4.1. Ethical Considerations

Permissions for an interview with teachers and principals were obtained first from the
offices of Ministry of Education of the districts by completing the request forms, and then from
principals and teachers themselves. Being cognizant of the significance of the INUEE for the
Iranian general education system, teachers and principals graciously agreed to participate in the
study, and their informed consent was hence obtained. The teachers and principals were both
informed that their participation was merely on a voluntary basis and that the obtained data would
be kept confidential and used for research purposes only.

3.4.2. Data Collection Procedure and Analysis

Face-to-face interviews were carried out with the participants of each group and each
interview lasted for around 30 minutes. Moreover, the interviews were audio-recorded and next
transcribed. Then, taking the Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) approach as the basis
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of analysis, the transcriptions were subjected to word-by-word content analysis to extract the
common patterns and recurring themes. In fact, content analysis was applied to codify the
transcribed interview data through an inductive process of microanalysis and frequently moving
back and forth through the interview excerpts to extract common patterns and recurring themes
of the data. After coding and 'quantitizing' the data (Dornyei, 2007), the basic themes were
identified and their frequency of occurrences was counted and tabulated.

4. Results
4.1. Themes Extraction Process from the Teachers’ Interview Data

Table 1 presents the six steps that were taken for the extraction of themes from the
teachers’ interview data.

Table 1
The Process of the Extraction of Themes for Interviews with Teachers
No. Stages
1 Transcribing the data
2 Sorting the data
3 Initial coding
4 Second-level coding
5 Using a template of codes
6 Growing ideas and themes

4.1.1. Teacher's Interview Results

The first question teachers were asked was in particular related to the impacts of INUEE
on students' relationships with teachers and other school staff. The obtained results are
summarized in Figure 1.

Figure 1
Teachers' Opinions about the Impact of INUEE on Students' Relationships with Teachers and
other School Staff
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As demonstrated in Figure 1, 24 teachers (88.88%) argued that INUEE has positive
impacts on students' relationships with INUEE teachers only. On the other hand, 23 (85.18%)
believed that it has negative impacts on students' relationships with non-INUEE teachers and 4
(14.81%) expressed that it has no impact on student-non-INUEE teacher relationships. The
majority of teachers stated that most students love teachers who teach INUEE courses like
biology, chemistry, mathematics, etc., and they do not have good relationships with teachers of
non-INUEE courses like history, geography, media literacy, etc. In addition, most teachers
mentioned that since INUEE teachers 'teach-to-the test', this practice positively affects students'
relationships with them. On the other hand, as non-INUEE teachers just teach the regular
syllabus their relationship with students is negatively affected, and even at times it is quite tense.
As one of the teachers mentioned, "Students always pester me to teach to the test. When I don't,
they strongly object. Actually, students hate a teacher who doesn 't teach to the test, and even do
not like to attend her class.” Another teacher said, “If a student gets a low score from an INUEE
teacher, the teacher-student relationship will be seriously threatened”. Also, most teachers,
especially non-INUEE ones, referred to the detrimental impacts of INUEE non-profit preparation
institutes on teacher-student relationships. They believed that such institutes "poison students'
minds™ and challenge school teachers' skills and abilities for preparing test takers for INUEE
with the intention of absorbing more students for their own benefit. Besides, 24 teachers
(88.88%) expressed that INUEE had negative impacts on students' relationships with school
staff. Among the teachers who believed that INUEE had negative impacts on students'
relationships with school staff, most of them believed that since students have got high
expectations from everyone in school for holding INUEE classes, if their expectations are not
met, they will object, and this will negatively affect their relationship with even school staff. One
of the teachers said, “Students have high INUEE expectations from even school staff and if their
expectations are not met, they would object.” Another teacher mentioned, “The psychological
burden of INUEE makes students show disruptive and antisocial behaviors toward school staff
at times that violate school regulations”.

Teachers were also asked about the impacts of INUEE on students' friendships and the
nature of the competition that INUEE creates among the students. Figure 2 summarizes the
results obtained for this interview question.

Figure 2
Teachers' Opinions about the Impact of INUEE on Students' Friendships and the Nature of
Competition that INUEE Creates Among Them
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As is indicated in Figure 2, 26 teachers (96.29%) stated that INUEE has negative impacts
on students' friendships. One of the teachers pointed out that, “INUEE instigates a sense of envy
among students that negatively affects their friendships.” Also, 24 teachers (88.88%) stated that
INUEE creates negative and unhealthy competition among the students. The majority of teachers
believed that INUEE creates an atmosphere of hostility among most students. Moreover, the
unhealthy competition that INUEE induces among students was said to be featured with secrecy,
jealousy, and lying to each other. It was said to create an underground competition in which
students tend to hide their study hours, the INUEE classes they take, the name of INUEE teachers
they take classes with, and the number of mock exams they take. "Students cover their INUEE
textbooks so that INUEE sources they take are not unintentionally disclosed to their classmates™,
as one of the teachers expressed.

The teachers were asked about the impact of INUEE on their teaching methodology, the
content and format of their final exams, and whether they prioritized INUEE related materials
over non-INUEE materials. The results obtained from these questions are summarized in Figure
3.

Figure 3
Impact of INUEE on Teaching Methodology and Content and Format of Final Exams
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As shown in Figure 3, 26 teachers (96.29%) declared that they alter their teaching
methodology in accordance with INUEE. Also, 21 teachers (77.77%) declared that they design
and develop their final exams with an eye to INUEE format and content. Finally, 19 teachers
(70.37%) stated that they prioritize INUEE relevant materials over non-INUEE materials.
Among the teachers who stated that they change their teaching methodology and the content
and format of their final exams in accordance with INUEE, most of them stated that they had
to do so as a result of the pressure of students and their families. In addition, the majority of
teachers expressed that if they don’t teach to the test, they will be labeled 'stuck-in-the-mud
teachers' by most students and they will be marginalized. One of the teachers said,
“Unfortunately, contrary to our wills, we are obliged to teach to the test because students and
parents want us to step into this indirect route.” Some of them also stated that they alter their
teaching methodology in accordance with INUEE because they consider it a revenue-
generating activity. That is, by teaching the tips and tricks of INUEE in classes, they would be
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known as veteran INUEE teachers and they could consequently make more money in INUEE
private institutes.

Teachers were also asked about whether INUEE is a good yardstick for the measurement
of the learning process and discovering students' talents. The teachers' responses are graphically
summarized in Figure 4 below.

Figure 4
Suitability of INUEE for the Measurement of Learning and Discovering Students' Talents
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As indicated in Figure 4, 24 teachers (88.88%) devalued INUEE as a measure of test
takers' learning outcomes. They mostly believed that a single four-hour multiple-choice test
could not properly measure the test takers' learning outcomes. They maintained that the multiple-
choice format of INUEE led to the test takers' formulaic and rote memorization of information.
Further, students trained with different test-taking strategies were accordingly unfairly
privileged. One of the teachers in particular mentioned, “One cannot measure a 12-year learning
process in a matter of four or five hours.” In addition, 26 teachers (96.29%) maintained that
INUEE was not a good measure for the identification of the test takers' talents. As one of the
teachers stated, "Students' talents are not only defined by their math scores or their physics
scores; talent is multi-dimensional. A student might be talented in a lesson or an activity which
is not part of INUEE. Such talent might remain dormant forever".

Furthermore, teachers were asked to express their opinions about the impacts of INUEE
on students' morale. The obtained results revealed that out of 27 teachers interviewed, 25
(92.59%) stated that INUEE had negative impacts on their students' morale. All of the teachers
who expressed that INUEE had negative impacts on students' morale referred to anxiety and
stress as the most important negative impact of INUEE on students' morale. "The stress of
INUEE is a paralyzing one; it even infects students’ family members"”, as one of the teachers
pointed out. Most of them also referred to other impacts such as demotivation, frustration,
depression, impatience, and preoccupation with learning multiple-choice test-taking skills rather
than real, authentic learning. One of the teachers stated that "INUEE has such a strong negative
impact on students' morale that some of them even see psychologists and psychiatrists".
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Teachers were also asked about the impacts of INUEE on students and their families'
economic status. The result showed that all 27 teachers (100%) stated that INUEE had negative
and detrimental impacts on students' and their families' economic status. Most teachers believed
that the costs associated with INUEE preparation classes, private teachers, textbooks, CDs, and
other supplementary materials were beyond families' financial power. "The double whammy of
INUEE preparation classes and materials are backbreaking for families and puts them in a
financial crisis; they feel compelled to afford such cost because they think their child's future
success depends on it; therefore, they move heaven and earth to make money by borrowing,
taking out loans, and even selling their houses to be able to afford such costs", as one of the
teachers pointed out. Some teachers also stated that having to invest in INUEE classes and
materials deprives students of the costs associated with their recreational activities like going the
gym, pool, and cinema. Some teachers also believed that this was a source of discrimination
between financially affluent students and students who were from economically weaker families.

Furthermore, with regard to the impact of INUEE on students' educative and personality
development, 25 teachers (92.59%) expressed that INUEE had negative educative and
personality impacts on students. The negative impacts that most teachers pointed out was the
detrimental effect of INUEE on students' social etiquettes. For instance, one of the teachers stated
that, "some students are so preoccupied with INUEE that they even forget to greet their teachers;
they simply argue with their teachers over scores and disrespect them™. Another teacher believed
that INUEE makes students asocial and even anti-social because they tend to look at everyone
as a rival. Some teachers also referred to the negative impact of INUEE on students' moral
principles, "most students don 't have the spirit of forgiveness, they grow a spirit of hostility and
cruelty as a consequence of INUEE", as expressed by one of the teachers. Also, a number of
teachers stated that some students are so preoccupied with INUEE that they become unable to
manage their emotions and excitements.

Teachers were also asked whether INUEE has had any impacts on their job reputation.
The results indicated that 24 teachers (88.88%) believed that INUEE has a strong impact on their
job reputation. One of the teachers expressed that, "when a student gets a high score on INUEE,
it spreads like wildfire; everyone asks him/her about their teachers, and those teachers will be
known as top teachers and will soon be the talk of the town, this will give our job a high
reputation”. Another teacher argued that, "when parents want to enroll their children in schools,
they ask about their teachers; they would enroll their children in schools the teachers of which
have a name for teaching students who have already gotten high scores on INUEE, this will give
not only teachers but also the whole schools a high reputation, even schools evaluate their
teachers based on their students' success, or its lack thereof, in INUEE". As another teacher
mentioned, "students' success in INUEE will not only give teachers a high reputation but its
economic benefits will also accrue to them, when a student gets a high score on INUEE, s/he
will introduce his teachers to a lot of other students to have private class with." The other side
of the coin is that, as mentioned by most teachers, there are many veteran and knowledgeable
teachers who remain marginalized simply because they do not teach to INUEE and comply with
the curricular educational objectives in their teaching practice.

Another question teachers were asked was related to the impact of INUEE on students
who fail INUEE. 26 teachers (96.29%) argued that INUEE has negative impacts on such
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students. Most teachers believed that such students feel seriously discouraged, frustrated,
disappointed, and defeated; they lose their self-confidence, morale, and motivation; they become
almost depressed and isolated from society, and they even hide themselves from their relatives
and acquaintances for a while to avoid hearing the sarcastic remarks that put too much
psychological pressure on them and makes them too embarrassed; some of them even suffer
nervous breakdowns. Some teachers stated that such students even see a psychologist to be able
to get over the shock of their failure. One of the teachers mentioned, “Students who fail INUEE
feel such a strong psychological pressure as if it is the end of the world, and this pressure is by
far more serious for students whose friends have been passed INUEE with flying colors.”

Finally, the teachers were asked to express their general feelings about INUEE. The results
showed that 24 (88.88%) teachers had a strongly negative feeling about it. Most of them
generally believed that a four-hour single session INUEE is an unfair marathon, and
inappropriate for measuring a twelve-year long learning process, a plight for the country's
education system. One of the teachers said, “/ have a negative feeling toward INUEE because it
spoils students’ adolescence and destroys the golden period of their lives. In fact, at a period
that is supposed to be the happiest period of their lives, it is the saddest one. | wish they could
eliminate INUEE.”

4.2. Themes Extraction Process from the Principal ’s Interview Data
As for teacher interviews, a similar list of six steps already displayed in Table 1 was also
applied in the process of the extraction of themes from the principals’ interview data.

4.2.1 Principals’ Interview Results

As for the second research question regarding the school principals' attitudes and opinions
about the impacts of INUEE, an in-depth analysis of interview data indicated that, overall,
principals had also a negative opinion about INUEE.

The first set of questions principals were asked was about the impact of INUEE on student-
principal, principal-parents, student-teacher, student-school staff, and student- family members
relationships. The obtained results are displayed in Figure 5 below.

Figure 5
Principals’ Opinions about the Impact of INUEE on Students' Relationships with other People
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As Figure 5 demonstrates, 17 principals (94.44%) expressed that INUEE has negative
impacts on the principal-student relationship. Most principals referred to students' unreasonable
expectations concerning the school's INUEE policies on the number of INUEE preparation
courses. Moreover, they referred to the students' objection to teachers who do not teach INUEE
points as a source of conflict in principal-students relationships. As for the impact of INUEE on
the principal-parents relationship, 15 principals (83.33%) believed that INUEE negatively
affects their relationship with students' parents. As one of the principals pointed out, "when
students fail to get good results in INUEE mock exams, parents show up; they point their fingers
at principals, saying that you have not done your job well”. With regard to the impact of INUEE
on the student-teacher relationship, principals, like teachers, stated that INUEE has different
impacts on students' relationships with INUEE and non-INUEE teachers. That is, 13 principals
(72.22%) expressed that INUEE has positive impacts on the student-INUEE teacher relationship,
and 5 (27.77%) principals argued that it has negative impacts on the relationship between
students and INUEE teachers. On the other hand, 16 principals (88.88%) stated that INUEE has
negative impacts on the relationship between students and non-INUEE teachers. Most principals,
like teachers, argued that students love INUEE teachers and the teachers who teach them INUEE
test-taking strategies, but they do not have good relationships with, and even hate, teachers who
do not teach to INUEE and strongly object to their teaching methods. One of the principals
suggested, “Students over expect their teachers as far as INUEE is concerned. They pester their
teachers to give them INUEE information that is beyond their responsibilities. If teachers do not
fulfill their expectations, students will object.” Regarding the impact of INUEE on the
relationship between students and school staff, 11 principals (61.11%) stated that INUEE has
negative impacts on this relationship and 7 (38.88%) declared that it has no impact. Most
principals stated that the negative relationship between students and school staff as a
consequence of INUEE has its roots in students' unreasonable INUEE expectations from school
staff, and when those expectations are not met, the relationships are negatively affected. Finally,
with regard to the impact of INUEE on the relationship between students and their family
members, 14 principals (77.77%) stated that INUEE negatively affects students' relationships
with their family members. Some principals pointed to parents' high expectations from their
children regarding their performance on INUEE that are beyond their abilities, which creates
tension between students and their parents. On the other hand, according to most principals,
students' unreasonable expectations from their parents for financial support to enroll in INUEE
preparatory classes and buying INUEE materials strain relations between students and their
parents.

Furthermore, the principals were asked about the impact of INUEE on students'
friendships and the nature of the competition that INUEE induces among them. As is
demonstrated in Figure 6, 16 principals (88.88%) expressed that INUEE has negative impacts
on students' friendly relationships and only 2 (11.11%) expressed that INUEE has positive
impacts. One of the principals said, “INUEE creates a sense of envy among students which makes
them behave unfriendly with each other. It also makes them lie to each other at times.”
Concerning the nature of competition that INUEE creates among students, 16 (88.88%)
principals stated that INUEE creates unhealthy and negative competition among them. The
majority of principals referred to the same negative impacts expressed by teachers such as the
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creation of an atmosphere of hostility among most students; the unhealthy and underground
competition which is polluted with secrecy, jealousy, lying to their friends and hiding their
resources from their friends as consequences of INUEE. In addition, a number of principals
referred to disorder in schools created as a consequence of competition among students. One of
the principals mentioned that "the number of students' absences dramatically increases
specifically for non-INUEE courses; on the one hand, we are repeatedly emphasized by the
Ministry of Education authorities that all students must attend classes until the last day of the
academic year; the situation gets really tough and out of our control".

Figure 6
Principals' Opinions about the Impact of INUEE on Students' Friendships and the Nature of
Competition that INUEE Creates among Them
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Another set of questions principals were asked was related to their opinions about the
impact of INUEE on non-INUEE courses and extracurricular activities. The results obtained
from the analysis of principals' opinions are summarized in Figure 7.

Figure 7
Principals' Opinions about the Impact of INUEE on Non-INUEE Lessons and Activities
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As to the impact of INUEE on non-INUEE courses, 16 principals (88.88%) expressed that
it has negative impacts on such courses. Furthermore, with regard to the impact of INUEE on
educational and cultural activities, 15 (83.33%) of them stated that such activities are also
negatively affected. According to most principals, students don’t take non-INUEE courses
seriously and hence such lessons are marginalized. They complained that non-INUEE courses
like Media Literacy, The Environment, Family Hygiene, Social ldentity, History, etc. that are of
great educational importance are sacrificed. One principal mentioned that, "because students and
their families have false standards for judging school success based on INUEE, we have to
assign less importance to non-INUEE courses and put more emphasis on INUEE courses
instead”. Another principal expressed that, "although we emphasize the importance of non-
INUEE lessons, most students don’t like them, even if they study them and attend their classes,
it is just because of the fear of failing; they just attend their classes to get a passing score”. As
for the impact of INUEE on schools' educational and cultural activities, most principals also
stated that students do not like to participate in such activities. As one of the principals
mentioned, "when students are requested to participate in educational and cultural activities,
they strongly object and say such activities are not useful for them, or that they don’t have time
for such activities; instead, they suggest holding INUEE preparatory class "

The principals were also asked about the impact of INUEE on school leadership and school
reputation. The obtained results are summarized in Figure 8.

Figure 8
Principals’ Opinions about the Impact of INUEE on School Leadership and Reputation
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A great majority of principals (88.88%) expressed that INUEE had negative impacts on
their school leadership and policies. Similarly, a large number of them expressed that INUEE
policies interfere with their annual timetable, take a lot of their time, put them in dilemmas, and
thus make leadership difficult for them. They maintained that striking a balance between
students' and parents' INUEE expectations and the educational policies makes their leadership
even tougher. They also believed that having to implement INUEE policies in their schools has
hindered them from achieving educational goals and preparing them for their future social and
personal functions. One of the principals, in particular, suggested, “Even if we are against
INUEE, it is like a river that takes us with itself and we cannot swim in the opposite direction.
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We emphasize our colleagues to teach to the test and we invite INUEE counselors to give
students the tips and tricks of the trade.” In addition, 17 principals (94.44%) expressed that
students' success at INUEE had a direct relationship with their school's reputation. The principals
believed that students' success, or its lack thereof, has a profound impact on school reputation
and that students' performance on INUEE is used as a school-ranking tool by students and their
parents. One of the principals argued that, "when parents want to enroll their children in a
school, they look for schools which have had higher numbers of students with good INUEE
scores;... even the Ministry of Education has a high opinion of schools which have had more
students with high scores on INUEE". Another principal stated that, "students' success or failure
in INUEE has such a major impact on school reputation that it even determines our existence".

In addition, principals were asked to specifically mention what INUEE related policies
and programs they implement in their schools during the academic year. The obtained results are
summarized in Figure 9.

Figure 9
Impact of INUEE on School Policies
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As indicated in Figure 9, 16 principals (88.88%) stated that they invite and hire famous
INUEE teachers. 15 of them (83.33%) expressed that they invite INUEE counselors, request
their teachers to practice multiple-choice tests to make the students more test-wise, ask their
teachers to practice previous years' INUEE tests, arrange INUEE preparation classes, and prepare
INUEE books and other resources. Also, 14 principals (77.77%) argued that they organize
meetings focusing on INUEE.

The principals were asked about the impacts of INUEE on students' morale and
motivation. Out of 18 principals interviewed, 17 (94.44%) declared that it has negative impacts
on students' morale and 14 principals (77.77%) believed in its negative impacts on students'
motivation while only 4 (22.22%) of them argued that it has positive impacts.

With regard to the impact of INUEE on students' morale, principals referred to negative
impacts such as stress and anxiety, aggression, depression, exhaustion and frustration, and
negative impacts on students' politeness. One of the principals stated that "most students crack
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up as they approach the end of high school period; you can see exhaustion, frustration,
depression, and disappointment on their faces".

Also, 17 principals (94.44%) stated that INUEE has negative impacts on students who fail
it. Most principals, similar to the teachers, referred to negative impacts including feelings of
discouragement, disappointment, defeat, depression, low self-confidence, embarrassment,
isolation, nervous breakdowns, and confusion.

Concerning the impact of INUEE on students and their families' economic status, all 18
principals (100%) stated that INUEE has negative impacts on their economic status. A majority
of principals pointed to multimillion costs associated with INUEE preparation classes, textbooks,
and other supplementary materials which put too much financial pressure on families. They
contended that most families have to cut budgets associated with their food and clothing, and
recreational activities, and take out loans or even sell their houses to be able to afford INUEE
costs.

Seventeen principals (94.44%) declared that INUEE had negative impacts on students'
personalities as well. They referred to negative impacts on students' social etiquettes, social
behaviors, and moral principles and attributed such negative impacts to the high level of stress
that the students experience, which affects all aspects of their lives.

Finally, principals were asked to express their feelings about INUEE. The analyses showed
that 16 principals (88.88%) had negative feelings about INUEE. A majority of them likened it
to a plight, an obstacle, a monster, and an unfair and unequal war.

Other questions both teachers and principals were asked were associated with the
pressure(s) (if any) they felt from other people or institutes regarding students' performance in
INUEE, if they felt any discrimination as a result of INUEE, and if they had any suggestion(s)
for change in INUEE. As is shown in Figure 10, 22 teachers (81.48%) and 12 (66.66%)
principals stated that they were under the pressure of students, 20 teachers (74.07%) and 16
principals (88.88%) expressed that they were under the pressure of students' families, 18 teachers
(66.66%) argued that they were under the pressure of the school principals, 12 teachers (44.44%)
and 12 principals (66.66%) declared that they were under the pressure of Ministry of education,
10 teachers (37.03%) and 12 principals (66.66%) stated that they were under the pressure of
INUEE preparation non-profit institutes, 10 principals (55.55%) expressed that they were under
the pressure of their colleagues and 7 principals (38.88%) declared that they were under the
pressure of their school staff.
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Figure 10
Pressure(s) of Different People/Institutes Regarding Students' Performance in INUEE

25

22
20
20 18
16
15 12 12 12 12
10 10
1 7
0 0 0
0

Pressure from Pressure from Pressure from Pressure from Pressure from Pressure from Pressure from

students families principals Ministry of  non-profit colleagues school staff
W Teachergy, GhsINCIPAlSInstitutes

o

(6]

Besides, teachers and principals were asked if any discrimination occurs as a consequence
of INUEE, the results of which are summarized in Figure 11.

Figure 11
Discrimination as a Consequence of INUEE
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As demonstrated in Figure 11, 25 teachers (92.59%) and 13 principals (72.22%) referred
to unequal environmental and educational facilities, 23 teachers (85.18%) and 14 principals
(77.77%) stated that INUEE quotas were discriminatory and unfair, 22 teachers (81.48%) and
14 principals (77.77%) referred to economic discrimination, indicating that students in lower-
and middle-class families were being discriminated against as a result of not having sufficient
financial resources to enroll in INUEE preparation classes and buying INUEE preparation books.

Finally, teachers and principals were asked if they had any suggestion(s) for change in
INUEE. The results indicate that the majority of the participants believed that a single session
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four-hour test for measuring a 12-year learning process was unprofessional and unfair. The
participants' suggestions are summarized in Figure 12.

Figure 12
Teachers' and Principals' Suggestions for Change in INUEE
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As Figure 12 indicates, 23 teachers (85.18%) suggested that it was better for INUEE to be
held in at least two separate test sessions. Also, 23 (85.18%) teachers and 16 (88.88%) principals
called for more application of students' educational records on students' INUEE scores. In
addition, 21 teachers (77.77%) and 14 principals (77.77%) suggested the INUEE quotas are
better be eliminated as they strongly believed that applying quotas to students' INUEE scores
was unfair. Furthermore, 16 teachers (59.25%) suggested essay-type items to be included in
INUEE. 11 teachers (40.74%) and 11 principals (61.11%) suggested including courses like
history, geography, media literacy, family management, etc. in INUEE. The other less frequent
suggestions are also displayed in the figure above.

5. Discussion

The purpose of this study was to explore Iranian high school teachers' and principals'
opinions about the different educational and social impacts of INUEE on different stakeholders.
The analyses indicated that the majority of the interviewees had negative ideas about INUEE.
From most participants’ vantage points, INUEE has negative impacts on curriculum and
pedagogy, school leadership, school and teachers' reputation, students and their families'
economic status, their relationships with students and their parents, and also on students'
relationships and friendships with others. The participants also voiced concern about the
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discrimination as a consequence of INUEE and also the negative educational impacts of INUEE
and its lack of fairness as an instrument for measuring students' achievement and learning as well
as discovering students' abilities and talents. In addition, the teachers and principals expressed
their concerns about the pressures that they feel as a consequence of INUEE, which inevitably
give rise to the implementation of test-preparation 'teaching to the test policies to the detriment
of implementing high-quality education emphasizing creative and critical thinking and other
important life skills.

These findings align with those that have frequently been reported in the literature on the
negative impacts of high-stakes testing (e.g. Au, 2007; Cranley, 2018; Demir & Keles, 2021; Li
& Xiong, 2018; Minarechova, 2012; Ramezaney, 2014; Scot et al., 2008). The findings of the
study also resonate to some extent with (Rezagah, 2022), regarding the impact of the educational
system on teachers’ assessment practices. In addition, the findings of the present study are
consistent with Farangi and Rashidi (2022), who found that teachers who participated in their
study believed that assessment results should be interpreted cautiously as they might be unfair
to students or influenced by other irrelevant factors.

With regard to the teachers, the majority of them had negative opinions about INUEE as
they believed that INUEE had negatively affected their teaching practice, job reputation, and
relationships with students. They also viewed INUEE as a discriminatory, unfair, and
inappropriate instrument for measuring students' achievements, abilities, and talents. Some
veteran and seasoned non-INUEE teachers complained that they were marginalized and no
longer valued by the community for the sole reason that they do not see INUEE as a priority.
The majority of the teachers expressed that having to focus on INUEE materials and practicing
multiple-choice tests have increased their workloads. This shows that teachers are stuck in a
difficult situation of whether to ‘teach to the test' or to 'teach the best'. On the one hand, they have
to align the curriculum to test-preparation practices and 'teach to the test' because students and
their families expect them to be doing so. On the other hand, their professional morale
necessitates ‘teaching outside the box' and transferring what they think is the best for their
students' educational development. However, the reality of the educational system pushes them
to do the former because, as the majority of the teachers stated, "it is swimming against the tide
to do otherwise™. In other words, teachers felt powerless and frustrated to change anything except
preparing students for the high-stakes-test. These issues multiply teachers' burden of teaching
and might progressively lead to their burnout. Thus, as evidenced above, INUEE has resulted in
narrowing the curriculum and deviation of the educational system from its desired agenda, both
of which seriously question the usefulness of INUEE as a high-stakes gatekeeping test.

The obtained results also indicated that INUEE negatively affects the school principals
and the school leadership. The majority of the principals stated that INUEE has negatively
affected their students, school policies, and has thus made school leadership quite a challenge
for them. They complained that because of being under the pressure from different sources such
as the potential test taking students and their families and to just jump on the bandwagon, they
have to implement test-preparation policies in their schools, which interfere with their annual
timetables. While, as instructional leaders, principals should serve as coaches to their teachers
(Oliveras-Ortiz, 2015) and hold teachers accountable for teaching the curriculum, it is
disheartening to see how they themselves fall prey to INUEE and feel disesmpowered to do their
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responsibility. Thus, as expressed by the majority of the principals, INUEE has seriously affected
their school policies, their leadership, and extracurricular activities. All attested adverse impacts
of the test hence question the consequential validity of INUEE.

Teachers and principals also complained about the violation of educational justice as a
consequence of unequal environmental and educational facilities, discriminatory quotas, and
students' unequal economic and sociocultural conditions, all of which seriously question the
fairness of the test. The discriminatory quotas, in particular, are in stark contrast with Mesick's
(1980) call for test fairness which is violated when an individual’s group membership determines
that s/he achieves significantly differently from the other test takers.

The finding that high-stakes testing has negative impacts on school leadership aligns with
the findings of studies like Oliveras-Ortiz (2015), and Wyn, et al. (2014). Wyn et al. (2014)
reported that all but one of the 16 principals described the disruption caused to the annual
timetable by NAPLAN, a high-stakes tests in Australia, as either 'significant' or 'reasonably
significant'.

In addition, the attested negative impact of high-stakes testing on the curriculum and

pedagogy is consistent with the findings of studies such as Berliner (2011), Donnelly and Sadler
(2009), Polesel et al. (2012), Thompson and Harbaugh (2013) and Wright (2002), who found
that high-stakes tests result in narrowing the curriculum. It also supports the findings of Dulfer
etal. (2012) and Wyn et al. (2014) who verified that NAPLAN, narrowed curriculum and teacher
practice and negatively affected the time spent on quality teaching and learning, imposing
unnecessary pressures on schools and teacher workloads.
Moreover, the finding that some important courses are marginalized because they are not
included in high-stakes tests is verified in studies like Polesel et al. (2012), Ritt (2016), and
Wright (2002). Jones et al. (1999) wrote that “...science, social studies, and the arts are subjects
that are pushed aside and taught only if there is extra time left in the schedule,” (p. 200).

Concerning the negative educational impacts of INUEE and its unfairness and invalidity
as an instrument for measuring students' achievement and learning outcomes as well as
discovering students' abilities and talents, studies supporting such negative impacts of high
stakes tests are not scarce (e.g., Darling-Hammond, 2007; Hoffman et al., 2001; Moon, et al.,
2007; Reichel, 2009; Smith, 1991; Wright, 2002; Wright & Choi, 2006). Hoffman et al. (2001)
for example showed that the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) didn’t measure what
it purported to measure and exerted negative educational impacts. Ritt (2016), also reported that
his participants complained about how there was only time for teaching to the test, and how there
was no time left for creativity and critical thinking.

Besides, the negative impact of high-stakes testing on teachers' and principals'
relationships with students is supported by Ritt (2016) and Wyn et al. (2014). Wyn et al. reported
that one of the concerns of teachers and principals interviewed revolved around the negative
impact of NAPLAN on the quality of relationships in schools.

Our findings concerning the negative impacts of high-stakes testing on students' and their
families' economic status and the negative impact of INUEE on schools and teachers' reputations
are also significant in their own right because they suggest how the unintended consequences of
high-stakes testing can extend beyond schools, and into students and their families' private and
social lives.
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Overall, the findings of the present study indicate that what has been implemented to
supposedly improve the quality of education was in fact challenged by the majority of
participating teachers and principals, who expressed their concerns about the negative impacts
of INUEE on themselves, students, families, instruction and pedagogy, and school leadership.
These findings critically question the fairness, usefulness, and consequential validity of INUEE.
In other words, as expressed by the majority of the participants, it is doing more harm than good.
However, the Iranian education system insists on the necessity of INUEE and does not show
strong willingness to eliminate it in spite of its serious negative impacts.

6. Conclusion and Implications

As evidenced by the results of the study, INUEE has narrowed the curriculum, disrupted
the school policies, and challenged school leadership and relationships, giving rise to the
deviation of the Iranian education system from moving toward its main goals which are supposed
to be teaching students crucial life skills such as critical and creative thinking, decision-making,
etc. Clearly, the negative impacts of INUEE will be long-lasting if the implementation of INUEE
policies and teaching the tips and tricks of multiple-choice high-stakes tests continue to be
considered as a priority in Iranian high schools, and teachers, principals, and students will all be
the victims of this 'weapon of mass destruction’ (Nichols & Berliner, 2008).

The findings of the study have certain implications for policy-makers, principals, and
teachers. Educational policy makers are suggested to think of some adjustments to make INUEE
fairer to the test takers. Such modifications might include the elimination of quotas, equal
distribution of educational facilities, shutting down the INUEE test-preparation institutes so that
all students receive similar levels of educational quality and students from lower socioeconomic
families are not disadvantaged. Secondly, as studies have revealed that principals can play a
positive role in students’ learning and achievement (Coelli & Green, 2012; Seashore Louis et al.,
2010), it behooves principals, as instructional leaders, to take appropriate actions with regard to
school accountability in order to neutralize, or at least minimize, the negative consequences
associated with INUEE. Finally, the teachers as the most bottom-level applicants of INUEE need
to counter the adverse impacts of the test in their classroom-level operations and activities.

As for the limitations of the present study, it needs to be stated that the study was
conducted in a limited region of the country including three western provinces of Iran. Therefore,
generalizing the results of the study beyond the three provinces should be done with caution.
Another limitation of the study is that the findings are limited to the reports obtained from the
selected teachers and principals only, and, thus, highly dependent on the accuracy of the sample
participants’ perceptions.

In closing, as evidenced by the results of the present study, the high-stakes testing program
in Iran is not producing the desired outcomes and is in fact moving in the wrong direction.
Therefore, what is needed seems to be a paradigm shift in which the current high-stakes testing
system is replaced with a fairer and more democratic assessment system with as few negative
consequences as possible. To appropriately respond to the call for accountability and minimize
the negative consequences of INUEE, the collaborative contribution of policy-makers,
educational experts, and all stakeholders are deemed necessary.
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