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Abstract

The purpose of the study is to explore the influence of the Centralized Lower Secondary
School Leaving Exams (CLSSLE) on the teaching and learning process at grade 9. The 9™
graders’ learning experience and their school teachers’ teaching approaches have been
investigated through the study, employing the following research questions: 1. “What are the
teachers’ perceptions of the influence of the CLSSLE on their teaching approaches?” 2. “What
are the students’ perceptions of the influence of the CLSSLE on their learning?”

The qualitative exploratory research employed a thematic approach to categorize the
students’ and teachers’ perspectives on the influence of CLSSLE on the teaching and learning
process in the 9™ grade. The data was collected from four schools in Baku through semi-
structured interview questions. The schools were selected through convenience sampling. The
study involved eight teachers and twenty-four students.

The findings of the study revealed that active teaching methods fade away because of the
prevalence of the CLSSLE, and preparation for these exams impede teaching system at school in
the ninth grade. Furthermore, the timing of the CLSSLE has a multifaceted influence on the
teaching and learning process: restricted curriculum, negligence of unexamined subjects, and
shallow learning are of key findings of this research. It was also revealed that because of the
CLSSLE students’ motivation and responsibility increase till the exam time, while they stop
engaging in the lessons after the exams.

Backing to the findings of this study, it is suggested that both the State Exam Committee
and the Ministry of Science and Education look through the exam timing. Another concern that

needs to be considered is aligning the students’ CLSSLE results with their school performance



Master Thesis Research

assessments. Scholl management and teachers would better delimit the CLSSLE results and daily
student performance.
Keywords: high-stakes test, teaching-learning process, learning, centralized lower

secondary school leaving exam (CLSSLE)
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Background

After the collapse of the USSR, education assessment exams have been conducted in a
centralized way in post-soviet areas; countries (except Turkmenistan) established their national
exam administrations (Bethell & Zabulionis, 2012). In 1992, Azerbaijan instituted the State
Student Admission Commission (SSAC), which conducted the student admission process to
private and public tertiary education institutions, including universities and technical vocational
colleges (MoSE, 2023). Subsequently, “The Assessment Concepts for the General Education
System of the Azerbaijan Republic” was approved by the Cabinet of Ministers on January 13,
2009. According to this concept, the standardized final examinations in grades 9 and 11 are
conducted in a centralized way for issuing the education certificate. The new assessment system
aims to derive concise feedback on students’ learning outcomes, assist students in developing
critical thinking abilities during the learning process, and implement changes in curricula
according to the test results of the students (Baku Research Institute, 2018).

Statement of Problem

Educational assessment plays a vital role in the quality of student learning experiences,
teacher instructional activities, evaluation of curriculum, school quality, and system performance
(Brown, 2022). However, contemporary investigations reveal varying approaches to the effects
of standardized high-stakes testing on the teaching-learning process. Some researchers underline
the exams as an inevitable part of the learning process (Brown, 2022; Boyukozturk, 2016;
Amerin & Berliner, 2002). No matter what level and scope of education is provided, it is a

necessity to test learning during or at the end of the process (Buyukozturk, 2016).
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Moreover, standardized exams are advocated as an effective tool that creates positive
learning behavior (Amrein & Berliner, 2002). Nevertheless, these arguments are strictly
contradicted by other researchers who view these exams as a hindrance to the active learning
process. Zhao et al. (2016) revealed the adverse effect of high-stakes testing on learning,
underlying that these tests make students passive learners but active memorizers. Likewise,
Thompson (2013) suggested that these exams cause stress, anxiety, and pressure in students.
Furthermore, a comprehensive study conducted by Jones and Egley (2004) revealed that high-
stakes testing impacts negatively on curricula, teaching, learning, and motivation of students and
teachers. Economic pressure of these exams is one of the side-effects, which may affect the
learning process. Thus, in many cases, students are inclined to private tutoring to get ready for
the centralized exams (Ertug, 2019).

Despite the contradicting arguments, high-stakes testing is widely applied in both
developed and developing countries in the world. The centralized high-stakes testing has been
utilized in Azerbaijan since the early years of independence. Students become the subject of
these kinds of tests as they finish the general lower secondary education in Azerbaijan (Cabinet
of Ministers, 2009). According to the Law on Education of the Republic of Azerbaijan (2009,
article 19.16), a final assessment is conducted at the level of Lower Secondary Education (LSE),
and the students who complete the LSE are given a corresponding state document - a certificate.
The document on Lower LSE is considered the basis for continuing education at the next level,
Upper Secondary Education (UPS) or VET (Vocational Education and Training). Consequently,
from the beginning of the 9™ grade, students start to prepare for the Centralized Lower
Secondary School Leaving Exam (CLSSLE) subjects: main instruction language, math, and

foreign language. The students are not involved in testing on other subjects, which in turn
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influences the overall learning process at this level of education. Thus, “teaching to test” not only

reduces the depth of instruction in specific subjects, but it also narrows the curriculum so that
non-tested disciplines receive less attention during school day (Volante, 2004).

In addition, exams on the above-mentioned subjects cover not only the current grade
topics but the whole curriculum till the 9™ grade, which affects teaching and learning of the
adequate grade material. According to the preliminary discussions with my colleagues and my
own experience as a teacher of the ninth grade, it could be summarized that the CLSSLE may
create extra challenges for the learners and teachers of the 9" grade.

The Purpose of the Study

The study aims to explore the influence of the CLSSLE on the teaching and learning
process in the 9™ grade. Employing the following research questions, the students’ learning
experience and the teachers’ teaching approaches were investigated throughout the study.

Research Questions

1. What are the teachers’ perceptions of the influence of the CLSSLE on their teaching
approaches?

2. What are the students’ perceptions of the influence of the CLSSLE on their learning?

Definition of the Keywords

A standardized test is any form of test that requires all test takers to answer the same
questions, or a selection of questions from a common bank of questions, in the same way, and
that is scored in a “standard” or consistent manner, which makes it possible to compare the

relative performance of individual students or groups of students (Education Reform, 2014).
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A high-stakes test is any test used to make important decisions about students,
educators, schools, or districts, most commonly for the purpose of accountability. For example, if
test results are used to determine an important outcome, such as whether a student receives a
high school diploma, the test would be considered a high-stakes test regardless of whether it is a
multiple-choice exam, an oral exam, or an essay exam (Education Reform, 2014).

The teaching-learning process can be defined as a transformation process of knowledge
from teachers to students. It is referred to as the combination of various elements within the
process where an educator identifies and establishes the learning objectives and develops
teaching resources and implements the teaching and learning strategy (Munna & Kalam2021).

Learning is a process that leads to change, which occurs because of experience and
increases the potential for improved performance and future learning (Mayer, 2002 as cited in
Ambrose et al., 2010).

Centralized Lower Secondary School Leaving Exam (CLSSLE): School-leaving
examinations of the pupils graduating from the lower general secondary education (9 years of
schooling) are conducted by the SEC (State Examination Centre). The secondary school-leaving
examination is constructed as paper-based questions on the subjects of the Instruction Language
(Azerbaijani, Russian, Georgian), Foreign Language, and Mathematics. These tests are also
considered admission exams to secondary specialized educational institutions on the basis of
general secondary education (DIM, 2023).

Significance of the Study

Investigating how the CLSSLE affects the teaching-learning process is important for
many reasons. The study can point out how these tests influence the teaching and learning

process in the 9™ grade. For instance, it can show whether teachers frequently prioritize test
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preparation at the expense of other crucial facets of student learning such as oral presentation,
working on projects, and thinking critically. This study can help teachers evaluate their
instructional strategies. In addition, the CLSSLE can be subject to student anxiety which is vital
to comprehend how such stress affects students' learning. Lastly, the results of the research can
help education specialists create a program that is more sensitive to students' learning needs.

To shed light on the above-raised problems, the study is organized around the following
sections: introduction, literature review, methodology, findings, and discussion of the findings.

The next chapter will cover the available literature on the above-mentioned significant points.

15
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction

Exams whose results are not used to make important decisions for students or educators
are called low-stakes exams (Ilhan et al., 2021). On the contrary, a test becomes high stakes
when the outcomes are used to make decisions about promotion, admissions, and graduation
(Jones & Ennes, 2018). In addition, high-stakes testing can affect the whole stakeholders which
include education practitioners, students, and parents in all aspects (Ananda & Ashadi, 2021).
According to Fitzgerald (2015), high-stakes testing was selected as an assessment tool to look at
students’ outcomes, measure the schools’ improvement, and determine their progress in
achieving the goals. One type of high-stakes testing is School leaving Exams, which are called
differently in various regions such as standardized school leaving exams, centralized school
leaving exams, central exams, unified school examinations, and school graduation exams. In the
Azerbaijani context, Centralized Lower Secondary School Leaving Exams are high-stakes as the
consequences are serious for stakeholders (Eggen & Stobart, 2015). As the main stakeholders of
CLSSLE, students and teachers experience either direct or indirect influence of these exams in
the teaching and learning process. By conducting a study-by-study review, this section aims to
explore different studies that disclose the effects of centralized exams on education.

Double Effects

A longitudinal study by Maag and Oerke (2017) found the ambivalent influence of
centralized school leaving exams: teacher support is persistent till the exam dates, while the
teachers’ motivation declines after that period. The data was collected from 28 schools of

Bremen and Hesse secondary schools within five consecutive years, from 2007 to 2011. Each
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year 800-1000 students participated in written questionnaires of their three written exam
subjects, including an advanced-level mathematics or English course. Findings revealed that
central exams influence positively on students' intrinsic motivation of engaging in the learning
process. Simultaneously, extrinsic factors (teacher support, exam impact) were shown to play
distinct roles in engaging different subjects. The authors summarized that teaching and learning
progress positively till the exam time, while both the students and teachers feel saturated and
pacify after the exams.

A correlation between extrinsic and intrinsic factors, contributing to learning motivation,
was shed light by Korean researchers, too. Kwon et al. (2017) investigated the influence of high-
stakes exams, College Scholastic Ability Test (CSAT), on the Korean education system
including the teaching and learning process in classrooms. The study compared the exam scores
of high school graduates from 1974 to 2013, Korean students’ performance on PISA in 2012,
and TIMSS in 2011. Although the results of these exams were quite high to justify the national
exam assessment system, the authors concluded that Korean students demonstrated less index of
intrinsic motivation for learning under the influence of high-stakes exams.

In addition, the positive correlation between central exams and student learning
(Leschnig et.al, 2020) was investigated relying on data collected from 30 member countries of
Europe: PIAAC (Program for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies). The
researchers falsified the approach that the knowledge and skills gained under the centralized
high-stakes exam process have a temporary effect. Vice versa, the quantitative research revealed
that centralized high-stakes exams increase the cognitive skills of students by about seven

percent of a standard deviation compared to that of decentralized exam systems.
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Students as well as the surrounding community, including teachers and schools were the
objects of the study by Yiying Lai (2023), conducted in Minnesota, USA. The thorough analysis
of the influence of centralized standard testing on students and the learning environment
concluded varying results. While anxiety and serious psychological stress were underscored as
adverse effects, decreased forgetfulness, and increased self-efficacy and self-assessment were
highlighted as benefits of those tests. The author concluded that regardless of some pitfalls,
centralized high-stakes testing has a special importance as a teaching tool and can indeed
improve students’ learning.

Adverse Effects

On the contrary, Morgan (2016) emphasized that since teachers face pressure for low
performance on high-stakes tests, they employ a style of teaching that focuses on drilling and
memorization that leads to shallow learning. The paper concluded that these tests offer framed
and restricted knowledge that harms students’ potential success in active learning.

To identify how students respond physiologically to high-stakes testing, Jennifer A.
Heissel (2018) and her colleagues collected data using cortisol samples provided by low-income
students in New Orleans, USA. The team found that high-stakes testing does affect cortisol
responses, which in turn affects test performance. Although, the research was conducted based
on the data collected from students with low socioeconomic status (SES), a descriptive work by
Bradbury et al. (2015) bolsters the fact that children from low-SES perform weaker than that of
high-SES families. Overall, it is concluded that high-stakes testing cannot accurately evaluate the
relevant knowledge of the candidates who are stressed and anxious during the process.

Along with psychological effects, which have direct connections with the teaching-

learning process, some other negative consequences were underscored by countries
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geographically close to Azerbaijan. For example, in 2021, the study conducted in Georgia by
Gorgodze and Chakhaia examined the effectiveness of two external standardized exams
administered centrally in the last 15 years — the Unified National Examinations (UNE) for
university admission and the School Graduation Exams (SGE). Employing explanatory research
design, the authors concluded adverse effects of these high-stakes exams, such as shallow
learning and even more tutoring. The researchers proposed a centralized system to be
decentralized over time.

Students’ and Teachers’ Perspectives

The exploratory study by Smyth and Banks (2012), which was based on surveys
completed by 897 lower secondary students and 748 upper secondary students along with
interviews with 100 students from both groups, aimed to reveal students’ experiences of the
influence of high-stakes exams on teaching and learning in Ireland. The mixed method study
found that students who were going to take high-stakes tests were not satisfied with teaching at
school. They believed that good teaching meant focusing thoroughly on knowledge and skills to
do well in the exam. Most of the students would expect the learning process be more exam-
oriented rather than containing broader classroom activities, which they found more engaging in
previous years.

Similar findings can be underlined for the research conducted in Turkey by Ilhan et al.
(2021). The study involved 191 teachers who were given seven stimulants related to the adverse
influences of high-stakes exams on education. The descriptive survey research revealed that the
foremost problems stemming from high-stakes exams are neglecting internal school assessments,
provoking teaching to the test and private tutoring. The psychological influence of these exams

was also among the adverse effects, which concerned the teachers who participated in the
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surveys. The authors concluded that the course content which is included in high-stakes exams is
prioritized compared to the content of other courses; the teachers prefer teaching the topics that
appear in tests.

Another study on students’ thoughts on central exams was investigated by a Turkish
researcher Ertug (2017). The research involved 120 students who had attended the survey.
Nearly all the participants in the research (116 people) stated that centralized examination
practices had negative effects. The findings confirm and support the conclusion of the research
that with the central examination practices, the private teaching institution sector has developed:
private courses, private lessons and exam-oriented publications have increased, and this has a
negative economic and psychological impact on students and their families. Almost all of the
students participating in the research (112 people) stated that the central exam practices pave the
way for taking the exam by memorizing the information, that these exams cannot measure
characteristics such as the ability of thinking, reasoning, predicting, analyzing, and evaluating.

The study by Gologlu and Kelesh (2021) on the impact of high-stakes testing on the
teaching and learning processes of mathematics shed light on the impacts of high-stakes testing
on teaching and learning processes, academic performance measurement, communication, and
motivation based on teacher perceptions. 13 middle school mathematic teachers were selected
via the maximum sampling technique to participate in this qualitative research. The study on the
influence of high-stakes testing on the process of teaching-learning found that the teachers
mostly stuck to traditional teaching techniques; active learning is either ignored or used very
rarely.

In Azerbaijan, a comprehensive analysis conducted by Emin Hajili (2019) emphasizes

that standardized high-stakes assessments alone cannot evaluate students’ real achievements. The
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author suggests academic essay writing be added to the high-stakes exams, which will improve
students’ critical thinking and overall learning process. According to Hajili (2019), the
implementation of the teaching of writing across the curriculum and its assessment via state
centralized exams could be done in a parallel way because teaching and assessment are
interconnected.

Conclusion

Overall, Centralized School Leaving Exams have been a common topic for researchers
around the world. These exams are high-stakes as the results affect the whole society. The
literature regarding the influence of these high-stakes exams on teaching and learning reveals
double consequences from the perspectives of teachers and students. Some studies reveal that
these exams increase students’ and teachers’ motivation, though for a short time, and strengthen
learners’ cognitive skills. However, teaching to the test and shallow learning are among the
adverse effects of the researchers’ findings. In addition, psychological repercussions are
mentioned as side-effects of these high-stakes exams. Exam stress and anxiety hinder students
from demonstrating their actual knowledge and skills, which triggered some researchers to
undermine the accuracy level of these exams.

Literature Gap

While the literature review provides a thorough perception of the impact of high-stakes
exams on teaching and learning in different diverse settings, there is a gap in acknowledging how
these exams particularly influence on the teaching-learning approaches of 9th-grade teachers and
students in Azerbaijan. The existing literature focuses on various global contexts including the
USA, Germany, Ireland, Korea, Georgia, and Turkey; however, in the Azerbaijani education

context — at the 9™ grade level — there is not enough study.
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Intrinsic and extrinsic learning motivation, cognitive skills, teaching methods, stress and
its effects on the teaching and learning process were embraced in the current body of literature.
This study can shed light on the influence of high-stakes exams on teaching and learning from
the perspectives of cultural, social, and educational characteristics of Azerbaijan. The research
may contribute to the specific dynamics which were not relevantly addressed in the prior

investigations. Thus, the literature gap is highly apparent in considering both teachers’

perspectives and students’ attitudes in combination, which can unpack the effects of these exams

on the teaching and learning process within the specific context of 9""-grade education in
Azerbaijan.

Overall, the available literature mainly discusses the general influence of centralized
exams on the education process, thus the need for specific research on the nuanced experience
and approach of 9"-grade teachers and students in secondary schools is a gap to address, giving

voice to the students and teachers.

a
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CHAPTER 3
METHODS AND METHODOLOGY

The main goal of this research was to unpack the influence of Centralized Secondary
School Leaving exams on students’ learning experience and teachers’ teaching approaches in the
o grade in Azerbaijani schools through teachers’ and students’ perceptions. This chapter
introduces the research design and theoretical framework that guided the study. Alongside the
research questions, data collection methods, data analysis, and ethical issues cover the main
discourse of this part.

Research Questions

Following the above-mentioned methodology guide, | have scrutinized how the
Centralized Lower Secondary School Leaving Exams influence the teaching-learning process in
9" grade. The inquiry has been constructed on the research questions listed below:

1. What are the teachers’ perceptions of the influence of the CLSSLE on their teaching
approaches?
2. What are the students’ perceptions 0f the influence of the CLSSLE on their learning?

Quialitative Research

To understand individuals’ experiences, which is mostly interpreted through verbal data
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015), qualitative research is a widely used research design in social
science. In this study, | investigated 9th-grade students’ and teachers’ experiences and
approaches to the influence of centralized school-leaving exams on their learning and teaching,
which aligns with the nature of the qualitative research design. Furthermore, Creswell (2012)
claims that qualitative research becomes actual when “the literature might yield little information

about the phenomenon of the study” (p. 16). As it was mentioned in Chapter Il, nuanced research

23



Master Thesis Research

on the problem that is focused on this study is not available in the Azerbaijani context.
Accordingly, the lack of literature on the influence of the centralized lower secondary school
leaving exams on the teaching-learning environment in Azerbaijan made the research refer to the
data collected from specific individuals: teachers and students.

Interpretive Paradigm

The interpretive paradigm — which prioritizes understanding of human experiences and
meanings within different social contexts (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011) — directed the route of this
research. As the study tended to perceive subjective viewpoints under a realistic environment, |
employed the interpretivist philosophy that encouraged me to enter the process of analyzing the
phenomenon through the real setting (Lincoln & Guba,1985), which could ensure the validity of
the findings of this research. To interpret the information, the multi-angled approach to the
influence of CSSLE was analyzed through specific philosophical stances, such as interpretive
ontology and epistemology.

Research Design

Choosing a relevant research design is a crucial component in shaping the development
of a qualitative study. Accordingly, | was encouraged to employ Creswell’s (2012) three
procedures in the qualitative research process: data collection, data analysis, and report writing. |
collected the data systematically, and this qualitative procedure employed “extensive discussion
about the major themes that arise from analyzing a qualitative database” (Creswell, 2012, p.
276). | used this approach to back up the themes drawn from quotes and abundant details. As this
study's purpose was to interpret the experience of teachers and students regarding the influence

of the CLSSLE on teaching and learning, | used interview approaches to explore the participants’
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perceptions. The data were collected from the teachers of the 9" grade through semi-structured
interviews, while focus group discussions were organized with the students of the 9" grade.

Data Collection

| employed qualitative approach using “human tools” to receive “rapid response and
adaptation capabilities” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 16). Therefore, I investigated the impact of
high-stakes exams on human experience through interviews and focus group discussions as
primary data collection. | interviewed the teachers of the 9" grade utilizing the interview
protocol containing open-ended and closed-ended questions prepared before the data collection
process. Besides, focus group discussions were organized with the 9"-grade students of the same
schools.

Semi — Structured Interviews

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2015), “less—structured, or semi-structured, interview
formats assume that individual respondents define the world in unique formats” (p.110). | used
this format in One-on-One interviews with the teachers, who have at least three years’
experience teaching in the 9™ grade, to share their perceptions of the effects of the CSSLE on
teaching and their students’ learning. By means of beforehand prepared open-ended questions, |
provided provide more flexibility to respond to the situation. In Merriam and Tisdell’s (2015)
words, “insights and understanding can be obtained through the flexible interview approach”
(p.111)

Focus Group Interviews

Creswell (2015) characterizes “focus group interviews advantageous when the
interactions among interviewees will likely yield the best information and when individuals are

hesitant to provide information” (p. 218). Considering the age of the students, | tended not to
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interview the students One-on-One as they might have hesitated or felt shy to share their
perceptions on the influence of these exams on their study. Instead, | organized focus group
discussions that encouraged the students to talk and share their views.

Research Site and Sampling

The investigations were conducted at four schools in Baku. To provide the variety, two of
the schools were public and two private which provide education according to national
curriculum. To involve the participants | used purposeful sampling, which is characterized as
strategic, targeted, and percipient approach (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Employing this sampling
strategy, | contacted two teachers from each school to arrange interviews. As mentioned above,
the participants of semi-structured interviews were the teachers who teach school leaving exam
subjects in 9" grade. Thus, two teachers were involved in the interviews from each selected
school. In total, three of the participants were male and five of them were female: two math
teachers, three Azerbaijani language teachers, and three English language teachers. In addition,
focus group interviews were organized with six students at each school who study in the 9
grade.

A convenience sampling method was employed for this study. So that, one of the public
schools is the one which I graduated from. As some of my schoolteachers are teaching there,
they helped me to schedule a time for the individual interview and focus group discussions.
Another public school is located near my living area, whose principal is a friend of mine. He is
quite open to research and innovations. Furthermore, one of the selected private schools is the
one that | am working at. The other private school is also located in the city center. | talked to the

school leader and agreed about the time that I could investigate the study.
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Data Analysis

Data analysis is the process of making sense out of the data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p.
202). Creswell (2915) characterizes qualitative analysis as inductive, built on an interpretive
approach to process the collected data. Employing this approach, I transcribed the interviews and
categorized the data on general codes, categories, and themes. Qualitative data analysis is not
only inductive but comparative (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Accordingly, the data was analyzed
in a comparative way to understand the thoughts and perceptions of the influence of Centralized
Lower Secondary School Leaving Exams on teaching and learning.

Validity, Reliability, and Ethics

“Ensuring validity and reliability in qualitative research involves conducting the
investigation in an ethical manner” (Merriam and Tisdell, 1015, p. 237). One of the main goals
of this study was providing precise and reliable knowledge in an ethically accountable way. The
research site observations and personal experience as a high school teacher helped me to
tranquilize the trustworthiness of the interviews. The term triangulation is defined by Merriam &
Tisdell (2015) as a process using multiple sources of information through different opinions and
observations. The data collection process involved human interactions that makes the ethical
issues prominent for this research. The purpose of the study was explained to all the participants
before the interviews and focus group discussions. In addition, consent forms had been prepared
and signed before the interviews. The participants were informed that they could withdraw from
the interviews any time they wanted.

Conclusion

In summary, the chapter highlights the methods employed to unpack the effects of

centralized secondary school leaving exams on the learning experience of 9th-grade students and
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their teachers' teaching approaches. The nature of the research complies with the selected
qualitative research design, which aims to understand the experience and approach of students
and teachers at the specific grade level in Azerbaijan.

The main strategy of the research is constructed on the formulated research questions,
which focus on the overall influence of the centralized secondary school leaving exams on the
teaching-learning experience and perception of students and teachers of 9" grade. The
philosophical overview of the study is guided by an interpretive paradigm that prioritizes
comprehension of human experiences and approaches through various sociocultural contexts.

Aligning with Creswell’s (2011) procedures in qualitative research, the selected design
employs semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions to collect the needed data. To
complement the study findings, research site diversity enhances the validity of the collected data.
Through purposeful sampling at private and public schools in Baku, diverse viewpoints are
collected and analyzed. The chapter also delineates the data analysis process including inductive
and comparative approaches, which classify data into general themes and codes.

Overall, the employed methodological framework lays out a comprehensive exploration
of the effects of centralized secondary school leaving exams on the teaching and learning

experience and approaches of 9"-grade students and teachers.
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Chapter 4
Findings

The purpose of the study was to explore the teachers’ and students’ perceptions of the
influence of the Centralized Lower Secondary School Leaving Exams (CLSSLE) on the teaching
and learning process in the 9" grade. To unpack the potential effects of these exams on the
teaching methods of the 9th-grade teachers and the learning experience of the students of the
same grade, individual semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight teachers, and four
focus group discussions were organized with 9th-grade students at four schools in Baku city. The
data collected through the interviews and focus group discussions were used to provide answers
to the research questions of this study.

1. What are the teachers’ perceptions of the influence of the CLSSLE on their teaching
approaches?
2. What are the students’ perceptions of the influence of the CLSSLE on their learning?

The participants’ views and experiences were analyzed through thematic analyses,
employing an inductive approach, in which the codes were drawn from the data. Prioritizing the
core aims of the research, the findings were organized around two main themes that were
relevant to the research questions of the study. Theme 1 (Challenges in Teaching) is dissected
into four sub-themes which revealed the perceptions of the teachers on the following topics: Dual
Teaching and Confusion; Curriculum Adaptation and Exam Oriented Teaching; and Impact of
Exam Timing on Teaching; Exam Impact on Assessment. While Theme 2 (The impact of the
CLSSLE on Students’ Learning) was laid out in three sub-themes - Students’ Motivation and

Participation; Tutoring Versus Learning at School; Responsibility and Academic Pressure —
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which aimed to illustrate the 9" graders’ perceptions of the influence of CLSSLE on their
learning.
Theme 1 Challenges in Teaching

The first research question, “What are the teachers’ perceptions on the influence of
Centralized Lower Secondary School Leaving Exams (CLSSLE) on their teaching?” seeks to
unpack teachers’ experience while teaching 9" grades. So that, several specific questions were
addressed to the teachers who participated in the interviews. The following subthemes were
summarized referring to the teachers’ responses.
Subtheme for teacher responses 1.1 Dual Teaching and Confusion

By and large, the teachers expressed that the factual presence of both school teaching and
private tutoring in the 9™ grade creates confusion for students and disrupts schoolteachers’ lesson
plans. Thus, the teachers cannot maintain coherence aligned with school programs to provide
systematic education. According to the teachers, the students cannot follow their instructions as
the learners have different topics with their private tutors. Because the private tutors employ fast
exam-oriented teaching; however, the school program is designed on an active learning basis
which covers a year-long term, considering only the current year’s topics Some of the extracts
from the teachers’ responses are provided in Table 1.
Table 1

The teachers’ thoughts on dual teaching and confusion

Usaq bir sistemdon basqa sistemo kegdiyi ticiin,  [The school system is spoiled as the student takes
sonra mon onu maktob sistemino qaytaranda, private tutoring and learns at school.

dediyim kimi, sistem pozulur.

Sagird onunla (repititorla) bir sey oxuyur monds [The student studies one thing with him (with the

basqa sey. O daha ¢ox siiratlondrilmis seya meyl utor) and another thing with me. He leans more
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edir. Clinki, diistiniir ki o, imtahan vermolidir.
Digor torafdon do mon mévzu-movzu kegdiyim

seyi gobul etmir.

towards the accelerated thing. Because he thinks

that he should take the exam. On the other hand,

he does not accept what | am going through topic
by topic

Sagird bir yers yonolmalidir.

The student must focus on one place.

Masalon, 25 sagirddan, olar ki, 3 nafor repititor
yanina getmosin. Tutaq ki, biz bu giin 9-cu sinifdo
cevra movzusunu keciriksa, sagird repititor
yaninda o mévzunu holo ke¢moyibso, artiq

fokuslanir repititora.

For example, out of 25 students, almost 3 students
do not go to the tutor. Let us say that today in the
Oth grade we are passing the circle topic, if the
student has not yet covered that topic with the

tutor, he is already focusing on the tutor.

Mosolon, kimya darsidirss, sagirdlor ingilis dili
oxuyur. Vo ya, fizika dorsidirso, sagirdlor

moktobdon sonraki repititorun dorsino hazirlagir.

For example, if it is a chemistry class, students
study English. Or, if it is a physics class, students
prepare for after-school tutoring.

Subtheme for teacher responses 1.2 Curriculum Adaptation and Exam Oriented Teaching

Another common subtheme related to the teaching challenges was teaching methods,

which was brought up by most of the teachers. The teachers mentioned that because of the

requirements of CLSSLE, they adjust teaching methods to exam preparation in the 9™

grade. Because student results on CLSSLE are one of the important indicators in school

evaluation, the school authority wants the students to get high scores in these centralized exams.

Basically, all the instructions and teaching plans include test writing. In addition, the 9th grade's

content is condensed as the exam topics cover materials from 5th to 9th grade. So that, the

teachers not only focus on delivering the content of the current grade but also concentrate on

revising subject topics of earlier grades. In addition, active teaching is overshadowed because of

these exams. Teachers stated that active curriculum standards are left aside, and teaching for the

test becomes the dominant way of educating till exam time in the 9th grade. Subsequently, the
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teachers expressed their concerns regarding the impact of the CLSSLE on their teaching in

different forms (see Table 2).

Table 2

Teachers’ concerns about the influence of the CLSSLE on their teaching

Biz vaxtimizin ¢ox hissosini testlor {izorindo

islomays, yani sirf test modelloring sorf edirik.

\We spend most of our time working on tests,
that is, purely on the test models.

Mon alava resurslardan istifada edirom.
... ndinki maktabdas istifads etdiyimiz

materiallardan, na do dorslikdan.

| use additional resources.
... not only from the materials we employ at
school, not from the textbook.

A¢1q deyim ki, 9-cu sinifds biz sirf imtahana
hazirlasiriq. Demok olar ki, biz aktiv qruplarla

isloyirik. Vo bu kimi seylors ¢ox vaxt sorf edo

bilmirik.

To be honest, in the 9th grade we are just
preparing for the exam. We hardly work with
active groups. And we cannot spend a lot of
time on things like that.

... bizim sirf mogsodimiz imtahana

hazirlagsmalaridir.

... our only goal is to prepare them for the

exam.

... ho, repititor kimi oluruq. Ciinki, usagimn tolobi

odur.

... yes, we are like tutors. Because that is the

student’s demand.

Biz sagirdi testo hazirlagdiririq. Valideyn do

istoyir ki, onun 6vladi yaxsi notico yigsin.

\We prepare the student for the test. A parent

also wants his child to get good results.

... 8-ci sinifds, masalon, biz, demak olar,
ustunliymuz daha ¢oxdur. 9-cu sinifa qodor

mona dors demok daha xosdur.

... In the 8th grade, for example, we almost have
an advantage. It is more pleasant to teach me till
9th grade.

Subtheme for teacher responses 1.3 Impact of Exam Timing on Teaching

Discussions of the timing of the CLSSLE revealed a general concern, which was

addressed by al the teachers who participated in the interviews. That is, the CLSSLE is usually

held in the middle of the academic year in the 9" grade. As the data collection was conducted a

few days before the current centralized exams, all the teachers raised the issue as an alarming
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concern in their teaching. They expressed that all the students and teachers work intensively to
reach the exam topics within a four-month period, which hinders the teaching and learning
process. In one word it leads to fast and plain teaching. Accordingly, the following extracts were
commonly articulated by the teachers (see Table 3).

Table 3

Teachers’ concerns about the exam timing.

Imtahanlarin kegirilmo vaxti todris prosesini  [The timing of the exams interrupts the teaching

yarimeiq qoyur. process.

Amma, yena do, man diisiiniirom ki, bu tabii ki, |But, again, | think, of course, it limits us.

bizi mohdudlasdirir.

Imtahanlarm mart ayinda olmasi bizi ¢cox \We are very upset that the exams are in March.

incidir.

Imtahanlarm cox tez olmasi monfi bir seydir.  [Exams being too early is a negative thing. We
Biz maksimum daracads ¢alisiriq ki, har giin bir [try our best to cover a new topic every day and
yeni movzu kegak vo onun tizorinds testlor do tests on it.

edok.

Subtheme for teacher responses 1.4 Exam Impact on Assessment

CLSSLE seems to shape teachers’ assessment strategies as well. According to some
teacher narratives, student assessment is conducted without considering CLSSE; nevertheless, a
group of teachers align student marks to students’ centralized exam scores.

Some of the teachers do not consider students’ exam scores while assessing after the
CLSSLE. They carry out assessments according to daily student performance before and after
these exams. For example, one of the teachers stated: “Umumiyyatlo, buraxilis imtahaninmn
naticosini nozors almaq manim leksikonumda yoxdur. Na alir onu da yaziram. Basqa ciir olsa,

saxtakarliq sayilir.” [In general, considering the result of the final exam is beyond my
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comprehension. | write what they deserve. Otherwise, it is considered fraud.] Another teacher

mentioned that he has never adjusted student assessment to their exam scores either, claiming;

“Ela bir problem olmur. Istadiyim qiymati yaza bilorom bali.” [There is no problem with it. I can

mark whatever | want.]

On the other hand, most claimed that, before the exam period, they usually adjust their

assessment practices to align with the requirements of the CLSSLE. Besides, they assess students

solely on their exam scores rather than overall student progress after the exam. The exam-score-

adjusted student evaluation continues for 3-4 months till the end of the academic year. Some

statements have been excerpted from the teachers’ responses. (See table 4)

Table 4

Teachers’ assessment perceptions

Yoni, yeno do deyirom, usaq 2 alibsa, ona 3
yaziram. Amma proqresi olubsa belo,
imtahandan 2 alana 4 qiymoti yazmiram.
Bilirom, yalnisdir belo etmok. Amma belo tolob

edirlor.

| say again, if the student scores 2, I give him 3.
But even if there is progress, | never give a “4”
to those who get a “2” in the exam. | know it is

wrong to do so. But they demand it.

Qiymotlondirmo meyarlarida bir sablon olur. O
suallar iizirindo imtahanlar togkil edilir vo sagird
yazdig1 naticolors goro qiymotlondirilir amma

fordi yanasimur.

There is a template in the evaluation criteria.
Exams are organized on those questions and
students are evaluated according to that, but

they are not approached individually.

Test soklindo qiymotlondirmoni adalstsiz hesab
edirom. ... 9-cu sinifdo biz bunu {imumi smaq

test Uizarinda edirik.

| think the test measurement is unfair. ... in the

9th grade, we do this as a general practice test.

... amma imtihandan sonra sagird buraxilig

imtahaninda no qiymot alibsa, o qiymati yaziriq.

Y oni, realliq budur.

... but after the exam, we mark whatever grade

was obtained in the exam. this is the reality
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Theme Il
The Impact of the CLSSLE on Students’ Learning

The research’s other objective was understanding the influence of the centralized lower
secondary school living exams (CLSSLE) on students’ ninth-grade learning. To identify the
students’ and teachers’ perceptions of the influence, several questions were included in the
interview protocol. Some of the addressed questions were: “How do you attract the students to
the learning process?” How do you think the focus on these exams affects students’ approach to
learning and their academic performance in the ninth grade?” In your opinion, what are the
positive effects of having these exams in learning the tested subjects,” “How well do you think
you would be able to learn these subjects better without these centralized exams?”” The questions
regarding the learning were asked by the teachers in individual interviews, while the students'
perceptions were inquired in focus group discussions. As a result of both data, the following
subthemes were laid out as a common category: teachers’ perceptions on students’ motivation
and engagement; exam impact on schooling and tutoring; and responsibility and academic
pressure.
Subtheme for Teacher Responses 2.1 Students’ Motivation and Attendance

In general, most of the teachers’ perceptions of students’ motivation and attendance in the
exam environment signal serious concerns. Nevertheless, some positive narratives were
expressed, either. For instance, one of the teachers claimed that the CLSSLE increases the
students’ motivation and class engagement, stating that, “Yiiksok, yiiksok tosir edir.” [Positive, it
affects positively.] She also mentioned that the post-exam period has a negative influence neither

on motivation nor on attendance. She continued: “Yoni, ugaqlar imtahandan sonra da boytik ruh
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yiiksokliyi ilo, hovaslo oxuyurlar.” [That is, the students study enthusiastically after the exam, as
well ]

However, another group of teachers commonly observe a notable decline in attendance
and engagement before and after the exam because of specific reasons for each period. On one
hand, the timeline till the exam was observed with extensive tutoring, which leads to absenteeism
at school. On the other hand, students’ attendance and motivation decline after the exam as they
feel saturated and wait only for their exam results, skipping school lessons. Consequently,
attendance and motivation throughout the ninth grade are significantly affected by the CSSLE.
Accordingly, as one teacher mentioned, “Imtahanin tez kegirilmasi imtahandan sonraki todris
prosesinin zoiflomosing gotirib ¢ixarir. Usaqlar1 adaptasiya, motivasiya elomok ¢otinlogir. Yoni,
yaxs1 olardi ki, imtahanlar tadris ilinin sonunda kegirilsin.” [The early examination leads to a
weakening of the post-examination teaching process. It becomes difficult to adapt and motivate
children. That is, it would be good if the exams were held at the end of the academic year.] Most
of the responses supported these perceptions (see Table 5).

Table 5

Teachers’ perceptions 0Of students’ motivation and attendance

Imtahandan sonra usaqlar1 tohsilo calb etmok  |It is very difficult to involve the children in

cox ¢atin olur. education after the exam.

Imtahandan sonra usaqlarin kitab, doftor It is customary for children not to bring books
gotirmomoyi ananavi hal alir. Hatta dorso and notebooks after the exam. They don't even
golmirlar, golondo do oxumaq istomirlor. attend the class, and when they do, they don't

want to study.

Repititorla hazirlasan usaq moktob sistemino  [The student who has extra tutoring can’t adapt

uygunlasa bilmir vo yaxud elo hiss edir ki, daha [to the school system or they think that they

mond lazim deyil. Ona gors oxumagq istomir.  |don’t need it anymore. So, they don’t want to
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study.

Marta qodorki dovr, bali, usaglarda canfosanliq
var. Diizdii, bazilori hazirliga gedir, yoni

moktobo golmir.

The period until March, yes, children have the
zeal to study. That's right, some take extra
tutoring, that is, they don't come to school.

... moktobdo voziyyat mart ayindan sonra ¢ox
acinacaqli olur. Vo nazros alsaq ki, martdan
sonra bizim riyaziyyatda 9-cu sinifin osas
materiallar1 martdan sonraya qalir, bu gox

boyiik ciddi problem yaradir.

... the situation at school becomes very sad after
March. And considering that after March, the
main materials of the 9th grade in our
mathematics remain after March, this creates a
very big and serious problem.

Yoni, bu ¢cox ¢atin bir seydir ki, usaqlar1 dorso

calb etmok. Bu problemdir.

That is, it is very difficult to attract children to
the lesson. This is the problem.

... kegan ilki 9-lardan gotiirak, imtahana ¢ox
ciddi sokilds hazirlagirdilar. Artiq imtahan
verandan sonra, sanki, bir sakitlikm dovri

cOkti, biitiin dorslor konara atildi.

... let's take the last year's 9th graders, they were
preparing for the exam very seriously. After
taking the exam, as if a period of calm fell, all

lessons were thrown aside.

Imtahandan sonra sagirdlorin, demok olar ki,
50% - 1 todriso yaxinlagmir. Moktobo

golmirlor.

After the exam, almost 50% of students do not

approach teaching. They don't come to school.

Subtheme for students’ perceptions 2.2 Tutoring Versus Learning at School

The necessity for private tutoring is acknowledged as an inevitable demand by the

students. These additional courses are thought to help students prepare themselves better for the

CLSSLE. Participants expressed their challenges in balancing schoolwork and tutoring tasks for

exam preparation. In addition, preparation for other school subjects, which are not examined,

gets stagnant during a 5-6-month period in the ninth grade. Students mostly prepare for the exam

subjects, ignoring the other disciplines in the ninth grade. The excerptions provided below are

some of the students' experiences that describe their learning process in the ninth grade (see

Table 6).
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Table 6

Students’ perceptions of learning under exam conditions.

Moktobdo imtahana qador digor fonnlor todris
edilmir. Har giin yalniz 3 fonns hazirlasirig.
Cox caligiriq ki yaxs1 qiymat alagq.

Other subjects are not taught till the exams in
our school. Every day, we prepare only for three
subjects. We try hard to get excellent scores.

Mono moktab bas elomir. Moktab kifayot
etmodiyi ticlin misllim yaninda hazirliga
gedirom.

School is not enough for me. Since the school is
not enough, | take private tutoring.

Vaxtimizin ¢ox hissasini imtahana hazirlasiriq
ona gora digor fonnlor {iciin ¢cox az vaxtimiz
qalir.

\We spend more time preparing for the exam,
which leaves us less time for other subjects.

Monca, 9-cu sinifdo Azorbaycan dili, riyaziyyat
vo ingilis dilindon basqa fonnlors vaxt ayirmag,
catdirmaq nisbatan ¢otin olur.

In my opinion, it is relatively difficult to devote
time to subjects other than the Azerbaijani
language, mathematics, and English in the 9th
grade.

Monco, 9-un imtahani ¢ox monasizdi. Heg bir
150 yaramir vo olmasa daha yaxs1 olardi. Digor
fonloro vaxt ayra bilordik.

In my opinion, the exam of 9 is very pointless.
It is useless, and it would be better if we didn’t
take it. We could devote time to other subjects

Hom 9dan hazirliglara gedonlor 6zlori adlarmi
basga moktoblors yazdirib imtahana
hazirlasirlar.

Those who take private tutoring from the 9th
grade, just, get enrolled in other schools and
prepare for the exam.

... bir miiollim 45 doqigo arzindo bir usaga heg
10 doqigo vaxt ayira bilmir. Bizim sinifds 25
usag var.

... ateacher can't spend even 10 minutes on a
student for 45 minutes. There are 25 students in
our class.

Subtheme for Student Perceptions 2.3 Responsibility and Academic Pressure

The focus group discussions imply that students take more responsibility and academic

pressure in the 9™ grade. Students stated that they spend most of their time studying: having extra

lessons; taking private tutoring and additional preparation to be ready for the exam. Some

students mentioned increased family expectations as a source of extrinsic motivation, which

affects their individual study habits. In some of the focus group discussions, students also stated

that being in the 9" grade causes improvement in learning specific subjects. Especially, the

increase in exam stress and the preparation process makes students take on more responsibility.
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It could be concluded that both academic pressure and student responsibility become high
because of the CLSSLE in the first term of the academic year in the 9" grade. For instance, one
of the students stated: “9-cu sinifda {istiimiizo daha ¢ox masuliyyat diisiir, ¢iinki bilirik ki, bizim
imtahanimiz olacaq, daha ¢ox 6z iizorimizds islomoaliyik.” [We feel more responsible in the 9"
grade because we know that we will take an exam. We must work harder.]

Another student mentioned: “9-cu sinifds hazirlasdigimiz imtahan indiys kimi
oxuduqlarimizin hamisinin toplami kimi bir seydir. Burada hamisini siibut elomis olacagiq.” [this
exam is like a proof of what we have learned till now. We will prove everything.]

Some more student responses can illustrate the above interpretation (see Table 7).

Table 7

Student perceptions of responsibility and pressure.

Vaziyyatin ciddiliyinin forqins variriq. \We understand the seriousness of the situation.
Imtahan olan soraitdo daha ¢ox oxuyuram. I study more in the exam environment.

O-cu sinifds, yani, hazirhqdan-hazirhga In the 9th grade, that is, you run from one tutor
qagirsan. Hon do har yerdon golon tozyiqls to another. Also, studying other subjects and
basqa fonnlori oxuyub imytahan hazirlasmaq  [preparing for exams with pressure from
nisbaton pisdir. everywhere is relatively bad.

... evo getdikdon sonra 5-6 saat dorslorimin ... after going home, | work on my studies for 5-
istiinds isloyirom. Hotta saat birs kimi 6 hours. There are even days when | study until
oxudugum giinlar do olur. one am.

Monfi cohati geyd etdiyim kimi stress The downside, as | mentioned, is stress and
hoyacandir. Miisbat cohati odur ki, masuliyyat |excitement. On the positive side, responsibility
artir. Sagirdlor daha ciddi yanagmaga increases. Students start to take it more
baslayirlar. seriously.

Summary of the Findings
In summary, the data collected from four different schools in Baku shed light on the
teachers’ and students’ perceptions regarding the influence of the Centralized Lower Secondary

School Leaving Exams (CLSSLE) on the teaching and learning process in the 9" grade. The
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main purpose of the study was to explore teachers’ perceptions of the influence of CLSSLE

on teaching the 9" graders. Simultaneously, 9th-grade students’ apprehension of the influence of
these exams on their learning was investigated as another core aim of the research. Both the
semi-structured interviews with the teachers and focus group discussions with the students were
aimed at addressing the research questions, which revealed certain findings. In relevance to the
collected data, the research findings were categorized under two major themes: “Challenges in
Teaching” and “The Impact of the CLSSLE on Students’ Learning.”

The theme “Challenges in Teaching” was elucidated in four subtheme areas. In general,
schoolteachers’ concerns on existence of private tutoring were highlighted as hindrance for
delivering their lesson plans. Thus, learning a subject with a private tutor and school program
creates confusion and spoils the school system. Another crucial factor was the consideration of
curriculum adaptation and exam-oriented teaching, which eradicates active learning methods.
The teachers expressed that because of the requirements of CLSSLE, they adjust their teaching
to exam preparation rather than active learning. In addition, exam timing was emphasized as a
big hurdle for providing adequate teaching by the teachers. The teachers complained that having
these exams in the middle of the academic year creates a stressful atmosphere in teaching and
learning in the 9" grade. The last subtheme about the teaching challenges covers the issue of
assessment under the impact of CLSSLE. Thus, some of the teachers consider the students’
centralized exam scores while assessing them. However, another group of teachers expressed
that students’ centralized exam scores do not affect their assessment strategies in the 9™ grade.

Dissected into three subthemes, “The impact of the CLSSLE on Students’ Learning” was
the other key theme that revealed the students’ and teachers’ perceptions regarding the influence

of CLSSLE on the learning of the 9" graders. Thus, students’ motivation and participation under
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the impact of CLSSLE were interpreted differently by the teachers. Some of the teachers
expressed that these exams increase students’ engagement and incentives; however, most of
them claimed that because of the CLSSLE, the students’ attendance decline dramatically in the
ot grade. In many cases, students prioritize private tutoring, avoiding school classes because
they only focus on getting ready for the centralized exams. Consequently, the other school
subjects not involved in CLSSL are kept aside by the 9th-grade students. This negligence
negatively affects learning non-examined disciplines throughout the academic year.
Nevertheless, an increased student responsibility was outlined by the students and teachers of the
ninth grade. Most of the participants expressed that the exam preparation period incites the
students to work harder under the highly stressful exam environment, though this responsibility
fades away once the students take the exam.

Overall, the findings of the study hint that the centralized lower secondary school leaving
exams have a significant influence on educators’ teaching attitudes and students’ learning
experience. (See figure 1 below). The exam-oriented environment embraces all aspects of the
teaching and learning process in the last grade of lower secondary education.

Figure 1

Summary of the findings
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The next chapter is dedicated to comparing the findings of this research with the results
of the studies conducted at various places. The literature review provided in Chapter Il will be

employed to discuss the conclusions drawn from the presented study.
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Chapter 5
Discussion

The aim of the study was to shed light on students’ and teachers’ perceptions regarding
the influence of centralized lower secondary school leaving examinations (CLSSLE) on the
teaching-learning process in the 9" grade. The study was constructed upon two research
questions that guided all the data collection and analysis process.

1. What are the teachers’ perceptions of the influence of the CLSSLE on their teaching
approaches?
2. What are the students’ perceptions of the influence of the CLSSLE on their learning?

To strengthen the research’s findings, the earlier studies' results were explored in relation
to the current insights drawn from this work. The analysis of the study revealed some new
conclusions, which trigger the importance of the conducted research. So that, the influence of
CLSSLE revealed specific challenges for teachers in delivering an adequate curriculum.
Furthermore, the learning experience of the students under the exam atmosphere was
investigated through the qualitative research methodology. The research touched on specific
nuances of teaching and learning experiences that both the teachers and students face in the 9™
grade in the Azerbaijani context, which distinguishes its uniqueness compared to the other prior
studies. However, certain similarities and discrepancies were noted between the current study
findings and previous research results.
School Curriculum Under the Influence of High-Stakes Exams.

The literature provided in Chapter Il illustrates findings regarding the influence of
centralized exams on teaching approaches (Gologlu & Kelesh, 2021; Zhao et al. 2016; Jones &

Egley, 2004; Volante 2004). The main insight related to the teaching methodology the teachers
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employ under the influence of high-stakes exams were teaching to the test, narrowing the
curriculum; overshadowing the non-tested disciplines; and creating hindrances for active
learning. Similarly, the above-mentioned factors were subject to the influence of CLSSLE on
organizing teaching in the 9™ grade at investigated schools in Baku. Thus, nearly all of the
teachers who participated in the interviews expressed that they considered the requirements of
CLSSLE while designing their lesson plans. Adequately, focus group discussions with the 9™
grade students at four schools approve the fact that students prioritize the centralized exams at
the expense of active classroom learning methods in the last year of lower secondary education.
A surprising finding was even noted at one of the institutions, where a school removed all the
untested subjects from the teaching program till the exam time so that the students could focus
only on tested disciplines for superior results.
Sustainable Learning Under the Influence of High-Stakes Exams

In accordance with the perceptions of the teachers and students who participated in the
study, it could be emphasized that “learning” progresses “positively’ till the exam time, while the
process pacifies once the students take the tests. The same finding was concluded in a
comprehensive study conducted by Maag and Oerke (2017). However, certain positive
consequences of these kinds of exams such as decreased forgetfulness, and increased self-
efficacy and self-assessment (Yiying Lai, 2023) were among the findings of this study. The
expression of teachers and students highlights that CLSSLE encourages the learners to work
intensively, repeating the previous years’ materials. Also, they feel more responsibility under the
influence of centralized exams in the 9" grade compared to earlier years.

On the other hand, learning quality under the influence of high stakes exams is of

importance to mention in comparison to the available literature. These exams lead to shallow
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learning (Morgan, 2016; Ertug, 2017), which was raised as a concern by some of the
participants. The common thought was that the students obtain temporary knowledge under the
influence of CLSSLE because they learn fast without comprehending thoroughly. Furthermore,
exam timing was mentioned as a big hurdle for continuous learning in the 9™ grade.
Teaching-Learning Environment Under the Influence of High-Stakes Exams

Psychological influence, such as exam stress were underscored as adverse effects of the
centralized exams on the teaching-learning process (Gorgodze & Chakhaia, 2021; Heissel, 2018;
Bradbury et al., 2015; llhan et al., 2021). While the findings of the previous studies mainly
characterize exam-related stress as a negative factor in educating students, the participants of this
research expressed controversial approaches to this issue. Some of the students highlighted that
these exams increase their motivation and engagement because they understand their
responsibility. Still, others find preparation for CLSSLE a stressful and tiring process that affects
their learning adversely.
Student Assessment Under the Influence of High-Stakes Exams

Along with formative and summative assessment strategies, “standardized high-stakes
assessments have had the biggest impact on the education system, overall.” (Gorgodze and
Chachaia, 2021, p.325). The findings regarding the student assessment ambiguity are of
importance to mention as a distinguishing feature of this study. The influence of centralized
examination on teachers’ assessment strategies was an unexpected research finding. Thus, the
teachers involved in the study have double approaches to considering the CLSSLE results of the

students while assessing their daily performance after the exam period.
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Conclusion

Employing the thematic research approach, the study explored the teachers’ and students’
perceptions regarding the influence of Centralized Lower Secondary School Leaving Exams
(CLSSLE) on teaching-learning process in the 9™ grade at four schools in Baku. The study was
built upon two research questions:

1. What are the teachers’ perceptions of the influence of the CLSSLE on their teaching
approaches?

2. What are the students’ perceptions of the influence of the CLSSLE on their learning?
The sample size of the study covered eight teachers and twenty-four students from four

schools in Baku city. Three of the teacher participants were males and five of them were females.
As for 9™ graders, fifteen girls and nine boys from 9th grade were involved in focus group
discussions (each, containing of 5,6 students) from four schools. The semi-structured interview
questions were used to delve into answers to the research questions of the qualitative study.
Before categorizing the findings under specific themes, the data was reviewed several times and
coded to provide accuracy. The following conclusions were drawn from the study findings:

1. Inthe 9" grade, students excessively apply for private tutoring to get successful results
from CLSSLE. The teachers face challenges delivering curriculum in the atmosphere of a
dual education system: school teaching and private tutoring.

2. CLSSLE influences the teachers’ teaching methods in the 9™ grade. Because of the
requirements of these exams, the teachers are obliged to consider both the 9th-grade
curriculum and CLSSLE content, which impedes systematic teaching.

3. Content delivery becomes a major concern as CLSSLE is held in the middle of the

academic year. Thus, exam timing influences the teachers’ content delivery approaches.
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Assessing the students’ daily performance is affected by the exam results; though, not all
the teachers prioritize CLSSLE scores while assessing them.

Because of the exam timing, sustainable learning is threatened by CLSSLE. Students’
motivation progresses till the exam, while their responsibility and participation decline
after the exam.

The quality of learning is obsessed by overestimation of CLSSLE in the ninth grade.
Extensive and overloaded education leads to temporary memorizing rather than deep
learning.

Focusing on school leaving exam subjects overshadows the other school subjects,
restricting the curriculum through the academic year in the ninth grade. The students get
apart from other disciplines that hinders the students’ academic progress in those

subjects.

Limitations

The study had the following limitations:

1. The research involved only the teachers who teach school-leaving exam subjects;

3.

nevertheless, it was intended to include the teachers of other disciplines which are not
tested.

The sample size was limited to only 4 schools, 8 teachers, and 24 students of the 9™
grade. Thus, the findings of the study may not be applied to all Azerbaijani schools.

The lack of prior research on CLSSLE in the Azerbaijani educational context restricts the
ability to compare and contrast findings with existing literature, limiting the depth and

informativeness of the study’s conclusions.
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Implications

The study on the influence of the Centralized Lower Secondary School Leaving Exams
(CLSSLE) on the teachers’ teaching and students’ learning revealed certain conclusions that can
identify some implications for future research studies and practice. The curriculum framework,
teaching-learning methodology, and the exam content integration are the factors to be discussed
at this grade level. Also, understanding how the Centralized Secondary School Leaving Exams
shape the teaching-learning process of 9th-grade students can be a precious insight for
policymakers and educators.
Implications for Future Research Studies

The teachers’ and students’ perceptions of how CLSSLE influences on the teaching-
learning process were investigated through qualitative research, which involved interviews at
four schools in Baku city. During the interviews, some of the teachers drew attention to other
disciplines which are not involved in the school leaving examination. It was emphasized that due
to CLSSLE, the teaching-learning process of un-tested subjects is overshadowed in the ninth
grade. Thus, students do not pay attention to those subjects which can hinder the students to
grasp the related topics in subsequent years. Future investigations on the longitudinal impact of
Centralized Lower Secondary School Leaving Exams on un-tested subjects could be explored to
reveal the effects of a year’s skipping in upper grades. Grasping the findings of this research to
that of future studies, regarding the overshadowed subjects, can provide an intact work that can
thoroughly cover the teaching-learning process of both tested and untested subjects in the long

term.
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Implications for Future Practice

One of the study's noticeable findings was concerns about the timing of the Centralized
Secondary School Leaving Exams. All the teachers and most of the students expressed their
worries about the exam timing, which is held in the middle of the academic year. The research
revealed that time pressure adversely affects teachers’ teaching methods, making them restrict
the curriculum to cover the exam content within a brief period. In addition, after taking the exam
students get into a big gap, losing their motivation and engagement. It was noticed that the
teaching and learning system was spoiled for three to four months after CLSSLE. Thus, it is
recommended that both the State Exam Committee and the Ministry of Science and Education
look through the exam timing. Referring to the participant responses, it is advised that the school

leaving exams be held at the end of the academic year in the 9" grade.
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Appendix A

Semi-Structured Interview Questions with Teachers
Could you please introduce yourself?
What subject do you teach?
What do you like most about teaching?
How long have you been teaching at grade nine?
Could you share your experiences teaching various grades?
How do you accommodate diverse learning activities while considering CLSSLE
requirements in grade nine? Please, provide some specific examples.
How do you attract the students to the learning process in the 9th grade?
Can you compare the teaching-learning process before and after these exams?
How much do you think the students feel overwhelmed because of these exams?
Can you share your observations or experiences, with some specific examples, regarding
how CLSSLE impacts the learning environment for 9th-grade students?
In your opinion, how do these exams influence students' motivation and engagement in
their studies during the 9th grade?
What kind of specific changes have you noticed in students' attitudes towards learning
due to the emphasis on centralized exams in the 9th grade?
Can you describe one of your classes at grade nine? In what ways do you think this
lesson differs from a grade eight class?
Can you describe any challenges or benefits that students encounter in their overall

learning experience due to the presence of centralized secondary school leaving exams?
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How do you think the focus on these exams affects students' approach to learning and
their academic performance in 9th grade?
From your perspective, how do centralized secondary school leaving exams shape your

teaching methods and strategies for 9th-grade students?

Have you noticed any adjustments in your teaching plans specifically tailored to prepare

students for these centralized exams? Please provide some specific examples.

In what ways do you believe these exams impact the way teachers design assessments
and deliver content throughout the academic year for 9th-grade students?

Can you share any challenges or opportunities you have encountered in adapting your
teaching style to align with the requirements of centralized secondary school leaving
exams?

How do you think the focus on these exams influences the broader teaching culture

within the school, particularly in the 9th-grade classrooms?
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Appendix B

Semi-Structured Focus Group Interview Questions with Students
Can you introduce yourselves?
Are you enjoying the 9th grade?
Was school more enjoyable for you in previous grades?
Do you try to get excellent scores on school assignments?
How important are the scores of summative school assessments for you?
How much time do you spend preparing for your daily homework on different school
subjects?
How do you prepare for the school leaving exams?
Do you dedicate any extra time to preparing for school leaving exams every day?
Do you feel overwhelmed because of the time pressure to prepare for the school leaving
exams? Why?
How do you think the focus on these exams influences your learning in the 9th grade?
Please, provide some specific examples.
What do you think of your classes in grade nine? How do they differ from the eighth
grade?
Do you need extra tutoring to prepare for the school leaving exams? Please, provide
reasons.
In what ways do you think your schoolteachers can better support you to be ready for the
exams?
In your opinion, what are the positive effects of having these exams in learning the tested

subjects?
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15. How well do you think you would be able to learn these subjects better without the

centralized exams in grade nine?
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Appendix C
VALIDEYNIN OVLADININ MUSAHIBOSINO RAZILIQ FORMASI

Toadqiqateimin adi:  Sakit Huseynov

Tadqgiqatin adi: Morkazlosdirilmis Orta Moktob Buraxilis imtahanlarmm Tadris vo

Oyronmo Prosesine Tasirinin Aydmnlasdirilmasi.

Tadgigatin maqgsadi: Bu tadqigatm magsadi markazlosdirilmis orta moktob buraxilis
imtahanlarinin 9-cu sinif sagirdlorinin dyronmo prosesine vo 9-cu sinif misllimlarinin tadris
uslubuna tosirlorini agkara ¢ixarmaqdan ibaratdir. Todqiqatin naticalori 9-cu sinif sagirdlorinin
tadris va 8yronmo prosesinin tokmillagdirilmasindo, elaca do miivafig fonnlori tadris edon
muoallimlara dastok mogsadi ilo miayyan tovsiyys xaraxterli tohvalorin hazirlanmasinda istifados
edilocok.

Ovladimin bu todgigatda kéniillii olaraq istirak etdiyini anlayiram.

Anlayiram ki, 6vladimm istanilon misahibs sualia cavab vermoamok hiiququ var.
Moan anlayiram ki, misahibanin sos yazisi aparilacaq, sos yazisi ancaq molumatlarin
tohlili Gguin istifads olunacaq vo biitiin soxsi molumatlar silinacok. Sas yazisi tiglincii
toroflo paylasilmayacagq.

Man miisahibanin tagriban 35-40 dagige ¢okacayini gabul edirom.

Mon analyiram Ki, 6vladimin saxsi kimliyi anonim saxlanilacagq.

Moan tadqiqgat isi ilo bagli tezisds, hesabatlarda, nosrlords va tagdimatlarda musahibadan
anonim sitatlarin istifadasins raziliq verirom.

Mon basa diistirom ki, bu misahibadon toplanilmis malumatlar tgiinci toraflo
paylasilmayacagq.

Mon bu sanadi oxudum vo basa disdiim.

Bu sonadi imzalamagla man 6vladimm misahibads istirak etmasine raziliq verirom.

Valideynin adi: Tarix: imza:

Istirak¢inin ad: Tarix: imza:

Todgiqat¢mnin adr: Tarix: Imza:
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APPENDIX D
MUOLLIMIN MUSAHIBOYO RAZILIQ FORMASI

Toadqiqateimin adi:  Sakit Huseynov

Tadqgiqatin adi: Morkazlosdirilmis Orta Moktob Buraxilis Imtahanlarinm Tadris vo

Oyronmo Prosesine Tasirinin Aydinlasdiriimasi.

Taqgiqatin maqgsadi: Bu todgiqatin magsadi markazlosdirilmis orta moktob buraxilis
imtahanlarinin 9-cu sinif sagirdlorinin dyronmo prosesine vo 9-cu sinif misllimlarinin todris
uslubuna tasirlorini agkara ¢ixarmaqdan ibaratdir. Todqiqatin naticalori 9-cu sinif sagirdlorinin
tadris va 8yronma prosesinin tokmillagdirilmasindo, eloca do mivafiq fonnlori tadris edoan
muoallimlara dastok mogsadi ilo miayyan tovsiyys xaraxterli tohvalorin hazirlanmasinda istifads
edilocok.

Misahibads istirak etmoklo mon asagidakilarla razilasiram.

Moan bu tadqiqatda koniillii olaraq istirak etdiyimi anlayiram.

Moan anlayiram ki, moni narahat edon istonilon miisahibo sualina cavab vermomok
hiiququm var.

Mon anlayiram ki, miisahiboanin sas yazisi aparilacaq, sas yazisi ancaq malumatlarin
tohlili Ggtin istifads olunacaq va biitiin soxsi malumatlar silinacok. Sas yazisi tigiincii
toroflo paylasilmayacagq.

Man miisahibanin tagriban 35-40 dagige ¢okacayini gabul edirom.

Mon analyiram ki, monim soxsi kimliyim anonim saxlanilacagq.

Mon tadqiqgat isi ilo bagli tezisds, hesabatlarda, nosrlords vo tagdimatlarda musahibamdon
anonim sitatlarm istifadasins raziliq verirom.

Moan basa diislirom ki, bu misahibadon toplanilmis malumatlar t¢linct toraflo
paylasilmayacagq.

Mon bu sanadi oxudum vo basa disdiim.

Bu sonadi imzalamagla man misahibads istirak etmays raziliq verirom.

Istirak¢inm adr: Tarix: Imza:

Todgiqatginin adr: Tarix: Imza:
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Appendix E

No */ AR “Op el 2024ciil

MUTDA-in
Direktor miiavini, B§Ti-nin
miidiri vazifosini icra edon

Normins xanim Hiiseynovaya
Hérmotli Normins xanim,

Nazerinize catdirmaq istardik ki, ADA Universitetinin MAEM 2023 “Tshsilin idarsedilmasi”
ixtisasi {izro magistr programi ikinci kurs tolobasi Sakit Huseynov apardigi yekun todgiqat isi
(Unpacking the Influence of the Centralized Lower Secondary School Leaving Exams on the
Learning-Teaching Process; Markozlogdirilmis Orta Maktsb Buraxihis Imtahanlarmnin Tadris
va Oyronmo Prosesins Tasirinin Askarlanmasi) ii¢iin Norimanov rayonu 66 sayh (Tereqqi
Liseyi), Xotai rayonu 147 némrali texniki-humanitar lisey vo Xotai rayonu 48 némroli tam orta
moktabin 9-cu sinif sagirdlori (6 sagird olmagla) vo buraxilis imtaham {izro todris edon
miellim (iki miiollim) heyoti arasinda miisahibe kegirilmasi talob olunur. Miisahibanin
moqsadi 9-cu sinifdo kegirilon merkozlogdirilmis buraxihs imtahanmin todris va Jyronma
prosesing tasiri ilo bagl miiallim vo sagirdlorin miinasibatini Syronmokdon ibaratdir.

Bu mogsadla tadgigatm apariimast figiin seraitin yaradilmasini Sizden xahis edirik.

Omokdasliga gora tagokkiirmiizii bildiririk.

H()t‘maﬂ:’% \
(£ T“:},'/\*

. \ Z=s /
Ulviyya'Mikayilova, /

Dekan

94 12)43
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Appendix F

AZORBAYCAN RESPUBLIKASI
- ELM V® TOHSIL NAZIRLIYi
BAKI $9HSRI iizre TOHSIL iDARSSI

AZ 1007, Baki, Nasimi r-nu, tel.: +994 12 598 12 22,
Xan Susinski kiig., 17 | e-mail: info@baku.edu.gov.az
“ 5= L7 2024-ciiil Ne 329788/ 21 2£8/.202

ADA Universitetinin Tahsil fakiiltasinin dekam
Ulviyye Mikayilovaya

Surati:  Baki goheri Teraqqi liseyi, 48 vo 147 némrali
iimumi tahsil miiassiselerinin rohbarlerina

Hérmatli Ulviyye xanim,

Sizin Baki Seheri izre Tehsil idaresine Gnvanladiginiz 07.03.2024-ci il tarixli, 07/5485-24
némrali mektuba (daxilolma: 3-29-59/1-560/2024/11.03.2024-cl il) aidiyysti Gzro baxiimigdir.

Bildiririk ki, ADA Universitetinin MAEM 2023 “Tehsilin idara edilmasi” ixtisas| Uzre magistr
programinin |l kurs tolebasi Sakit Hiseynovun “Markazlesdiriimis orta moktab buraxilis
imtahanlarinin tedris ve dyrenme prosesing tesirinin agkarlanmas|” mévzusunda apardigi yekun
tedqigat igi ile slagedar Baki ssheri Teareqqi liseyi, 48 ve 147 ndmreli Gmumi tshsil
milessisalerinds tedris prosesinin gedisine mane clmadan va vaxti dncadan maktsb direktoru ils
razilasdirmaqla, eyni zamanda istirakcilarin kénulliliyl prinsipi esasinda mektebin pedaqoji
heyeti ve 9-cu sinif sagirdleri arasinda miisahibe aparmasina etiraz etmirik,

Hormatls,

Azarbaycan Respublikasi EIm va Tahsil

Nazirliyi yaninda Maktsbaqadar ve Umumi

Tohsil (izre Dovlat Agentliyinin direktor

miliavini, Agentliyin Baki Sahari iizre Tahsil

idaresinin miidiri vezifasini milveqqsti icra edsn Narmina Hiiseynova

AZORBAYCAN RESPUBLIKASI
ELM VO TSHSIL NAZIRLIYI
Baki Saheri tizra Tahsil idarasi
Elektron Sanadin Surati

Imzalayan saxs:

Nermine Hiiseynova
Idars miidiri salahlyyatlerini icra edan
Sanadin N-si: 3-28-59/2-1289/2024 Tarix: 15.03.2024

Qeyd: “Elektron imza vo elektron senad hagqinda” Azarbaycan Respublikasi Qanununun 3-cii maddssine esasen
elektron imza sl imzas ite baraber huquagi qlvveye malikdir. Elektron imza soxsin Xadiz dastyicist lizarindski
méhiirla tasdig edilmis al imzasina berabar tutulur.

Tahlikasizlik kodu: 8B7CC3
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