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Abstract: This study aims to examine whether non-English majored students’ TOEIC scores are
improved after participating in a TOEIC preparation course. Another purpose is to understand possible
reasons affecting the scores. To accomplish the two purposes of the study, students’ TOEIC scores before
and after a TOEIC preparation course in a natural classroom setting were analyzed using Paired-samples
t-test. Focus group discussions were used to understand reasons that led to changes in scores. Findings
suggest that students’ TOEIC scores were not improved when they finished the course. The study
students’ perceptions of their effort, background knowledge, motivation, limited instructional time and a
change in selected answer choices appeared to negatively affect their achievements.
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1 INTRODUCTION

English today is the international language. Over 85 percent of international organizations make
some official use of English. This is true in Asia and the Pacific where about 90 percent of international
bodies carry on their proceedings only in English [1]. English is the key in enabling countries to discuss
and negotiate political, social, educational, and economic aspects. The widespread use of English makes it
imperative for any country wishing to access the global community for economic development. Put
differently, the language plays a key role in the economic development of a country.

The close relationship between English and job-seeking has made the need to improve graduates’
English communicative competence urgent. A TOEIC (Test of English for International Communication)
certificate has recently become a graduation requirement in many universities in Vietnam [2]. As a matter
of fact, many TOEIC preparation courses are offered throughout the country from English learning
centers to universities to help students achieve desired scores. Since there has not been much research on
the effectiveness of these courses, it is questionable whether the offered learning courses prepare students
fully for TOEIC tests, whether their students are confident in sitting the tests and whether their scores are
improved after the courses.

The main purpose of this study is to examine whether non-English majored students’ TOEIC scores
are improved after participating in a TOEIC preparation course. Another purpose is to understand
possible reasons affecting the scores. To accomplish the two purposes of the study, students’ TOEIC
scores before and after a TOEIC preparation course in a natural classroom setting were analyzed using
Paired-samples t-test. In addition, focus group discussions were used to understand reasons that led to
changes in scores. By investigating the effectiveness of a TOEIC preparation course, the study will
contribute to the review of TOEIC teaching materials and methods at the local university, which may
provide local language teachers with insights to improve the quality of TOEIC courses as well as its
organization. This will ultimately contribute to students' successful language performance. In the long
term, graduates from Vietnamese institutions may have the English language skills to better serve the
labour market needs of Vietnam and the region. In this fashion, the study will benefit foreign language
acquisition for pedagogical purposes. The study addressed the following questions:

1. Are students’ TOEIC scores improved after the TOEIC preparation course?
2. What factors affect the scores?
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. The TOEIC Reading and Listening Test:

TOEIC is a standardized test that is used as a tool to measure people’s English skills to understand,
use and communicate in English. Many businesses, corporations, government agencies and educational
institutions throughout the world have used the TOEIC test to judge if a person is qualified to become one
of their workers, to remain one of their workers, or to be promoted. Educational Testing Service (ETS)
developed the TOEIC test and is the official organization that administers the test. According to ETS, the
tests are marked by rigorously trained ETS graders who follow strict rules to guarantee the test’s
consistency. This ensures scores that are fair, reliable and consistent yearly.

The TOEIC test is relied on throughout the world for over 35 years now [3]. The TOEIC Listening
and Reading Test is a 2 hour multiple-choice test consisting of 200 questions. Test candidates must have
strong vocabulary and grammar skills as well as being able to read and listen to English fluently. They are
expected to quickly understand and respond to the workplace situations they are presented with in the test.
The test is claimed to be an accurate reflection of what test candidates will encounter in the international
working environment. Test takers have 45 minutes to complete 100 multiple choice questions for
Listening. There are 4 different sections, each with a different kind of stimulus. Reading is also 100
multiple choice questions which should be completed in 75 minutes. Reading consists of 3 different
sections, each with a different kind of stimulus. After the test, each candidate receives independent scores
for Listening and Reading comprehension on a scale from 5 to 495 points. The total score adds up to a
scale from 10 to 990 points [3].

Preparation for the TOEIC test is important. It is advised that students should practice their English
skills daily by immersing themselves in the target language frequently and in many ways. Currently, there
exist a lot of learning materials on the Internet and from bookstores. Regarding preparation time, research
shows different amount of preparation time for different kinds of learners. For example, 200-level
learners might expect a 100-point gain after just 100 hours of instruction, but 500-level learners might
need 250 or 300 hours to gain 100 points. Researchers also suggest that intensive study, e.g., classes
meeting every day for two or three hours, is likely to be more beneficial than classes that meet only once
a week for an hour or two. If students are required to take the test before there is significant improvement,
it is likely that they will be disappointed and discouraged when their scores are not as high as they expect

[4].
2.2. The TOEIC course:

Students at the university where the study was conducted are offered two consecutive TOEIC preparation
courses in the second and third semester. Each course lasts 45 periods in approximately 15 weeks.
Students meet once a week for two hours and ten minutes. The TOEIC scores before and at the end of the
offered courses are institutional ones administered by Faculty of Foreign Languages. The textbook used
for the course is TNT TOEIC: Basic course. The course features (a) review of basic grammar, (b) a
review of listening and reading skills, ¢) reading and listening practice and (d) exam skills. The target
TOEIC scores at the end of the first and second course are 250 and 350 respectively. Students are
encouraged to obtain 450 by graduation as the university requirement. According to [3], students
achieving under 250 points are basic beginners and able to satisfy immediate survival needs. Those
getting from 255 to 400 are at elementary level and have functional but limited proficiency. They are able
to maintain very simple face-to-face conversations on familiar topics. Immediate level learners earning
from 405 to 600 can initiate and maintain predictable face-to-face conversations and satisfy limited social
demands.

All sophomores at the university before joining the TOEIC courses learnt basic grammar, reading
and listening lessons in junior and senior high school. At primary, junior and senior high school levels in
Vietnam, the testing of English is mainly confined to reading and writing skills due to the lack of
resources and ill-defining testing criteria in the curricula [5], [6]. Consequently, high school leavers will
probably have problems in communication skills in general and in learning TOEIC Listening skills in
particular when they are at university level.
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2.3. Previous studies on the effectiveness of TOEIC preparation courses

Despite the increasing importance of TOEIC certificates to students’ job-seeking and the growing
number of TOEIC preparation courses, there has been very little research into the question of whether
preparation courses can help improve TOEIC scores. Among the very few studies which have
investigated this issue, researchers have reached different results.

Some researchers (e.g. [7], [8], [9] [10], [11]) suggest that TOEIC courses had a significant influence
on improving students” TOEIC scores. For example, [7] conducted a quantitative study to investigate the
effects of the TOEIC course at a junior college in Tokyo. The TOEIC scores of 60 first-year students
were analyzed by one-way ANOVA and t-tests. The relationship between the vocabulary test and TOEIC
scores was estimated using Pearson product-moment correlations. The results showed that the TOEIC
course was effective in improving students” TOEIC scores. In 2014 and 2015, TOEIC scores increased by
approximately 100 points in nine months. In 2016, scores rose by around 90 points in only three months.
Similarly, [12] and [8] found out that the intensive TOEIC preparation program helped improve students’
overall scores significantly. However, students’ listening comprehension scores did not increase
significantly after the preparation courses. Articulation, textbook and facility were claimed to contribute
to the successful results.

Another group of researchers argue that TOEIC preparation courses do nothing to improve students’
scores. For example, [13] compared the two sets of students, that is, English majors and non-English
majors, in their own study investigating the effects of TOEIC. The second set of students was further
divided into three treatment groups, one studied with TOEIC preparation materials, one studied business
English and one had a four-skills general English class. With the exception of one group, there was no
difference due to what materials the students studied. The non-major TOEIC preparation group did show
significant gains on their reading scores. However, the researchers believed that the non-majors’ lower
initial scores may have been a contributing factor. Therefore, they cautioned against applying the findings
to other teaching situations. Recently, [14] conducted a study with 60 students in a technical college in
northern Taiwan to understand if the TOEIC preparation courses helped technical college students in the
TOEIC exam. No significant improvement on the TOEIC test scores after students’ engaging in this
preparation program was detected. The researcher listed several reasons for the disappointing result of the
course, including students’ low learning motivation, limited vocabulary, poor grammar skills and slow
reading speed.

The literature above has demonstrated contradictory results regarding the effectiveness of TOEIC
courses. In addition, in Vietnam, no studies have investigated the issue so far. Therefore, it is necessary to
conduct a similar research on a TOEIC preparation course at a Vietnamese university.

3 METHODS

3.1. Participants:

Participants included 94 Vietnamese second-year students at a technical university in Vietnam. The
participants majored in Accounting, Electronic Engineering, Machinery Engineering, Food Technology,
and Chemical Engineering.

3.2. Material and Procedure:

Students’ TOEIC scores before and after a TOEIC preparation course in a natural classroom setting
were compared by using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 20.0. Focus group
discussions were used to understand reasons that led to changes in scores.

The test: Students were invited to take a pre-test (TOEIC mock test) and a post-test (TOEIC mock
test) before and after the fifteen-week program. It is important to note that the TOEIC mock tests here
were not the same as the institutional ones administered by Faculty of Foreign Languages. The mock tests
were conducted one week before the institutional tests and were taken from I1G’s previous test booklets.
The test procedures and regulations applied to the mock tests. Therefore, it is likely that students’ scores
of the mock test reflect their scores in the institutional ones.
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According to [3], the TOEIC Listening and Reading test uses the KR-20 reliability index which
assesses the extent to which all items measure the same construct. ETS claims that the reliability of the
TOEIC Listening and Reading section scores across all forms from their samples has been approximately
0.90 and up. Regarding validity, ETS states that the TOEIC Listening and Reading test includes a variety
of important English language tests.

Focus group discussions: This research instrument is generally regarded as facilitating participation
and interpersonal communication and to encourage a supportive environment [15], which aligns broadly
with certain Vietnamese cultural values. Because participating students in the study had never
participated in any research, the stressful feeling probably produced by their first-time participation in
research was hopefully lessened by peers’ presence [16]. Participating students were invited to different
focus group discussions conducted immediately after the second TOEIC mock test. In the discussions,
students expressed their perceptions of factors relating to the TOEIC preparation class and English
learning. Each focus group discussion lasted approximately 60 minutes and it was audio recorded. There
were 9 focus group discussions in total.

3.3. Data analysis:

To analyse qualitative data, the first author used an inductive coding process [17] and thematic
analysis [18]. The quantitative data analysis was made by using the Statistical Package for Social
Sciences (SPSS) version 20.0. For the analysis of the effectiveness of the TOEIC classes, differences in
TOEIC scores were analyzed using a Paired-samples t-test.

4 RESULTS

4.1. Comparisons of Pre-test and Post-test: Quantitative data

Results from a Paired-samples t-test are given in the tables. The mean rating for scores before the
course was 280.21 and after the course was 254.74. The average TOEIC total scores decreased by 25.468
points. The differences were statistically significant.

Table 1: Students” TOEIC scores

Paired Samples Statistics

Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
Pair 1 score 2 280.21 94 19.810 2.043
score 3 254.74 94 44.328 4,572

Paired Samples Correlations

N Correlation Sig.
Pair 1 |score 2 & score 3 94 .296 .004

Paired Samples Test

Paired Differences
Mean Std. Deviation  [Std. Error Mean 95% Confidence
Interval of the
Difference
Lower
Pair 1 |score 2 - score 3 25.468 42.872 4.422 16.687
Paired Samples Test
Paired Differences t df Sig. (2-tailed)

95% Confidence
Interval of the
Difference

Upper

Pair 1 score 2 - score 3 34.249 5.760 93 .000
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4.2. Factors affecting the scores: Qualitative data

The rationale behind the changes in students’ scores was revealed in the focus group discussions
conducted with students in three classes. Findings suggest that the students’ perceptions of their effort,
background knowledge, motivation, limited instructional time and a change in selected answer choices
affected their TOEIC scores.

4.2.1. Effort

Most students confessed that they did not put much effort as required to practice English at home.
Few of them invested more than 1 hour daily listening to English or doing homework. None of the
students explored external learning materials on the Internet although they reported their teachers’
emphasis of the importance of self-learning many times during class hours. Some students agreed that
they were “aware of the importance of practicing English at home”; however, they were “not
hardworking enough” and “easy to give up when confronting difficult exercises”. The limited amount of
effort putting into learning English outside the classroom is likely to link to their limited background
knowledge and lack of motivation which are presented in turn below.

4.2.2. Background knowledge

Many students stated that their lack of listening skills at junior and senior high school prevented
them from doing well in a TOEIC test. A large number of students reported that although there were
listening lessons in high school textbooks but they “got few opportunities to be exposed to native
speakers from the CDs”. Instead, it was “the teachers” who read aloud the conversation and students did
the listening exercises. Therefore, when it came to do a TOEIC listening task, students confronted with
“too many new words and complicated ideas which were said too quickly and in strange voices”. In
addition, all of the students reported that they had limited knowledge of TOEIC test skills and TOEIC
learning strategies. Students did not find acquired learning strategies at high school helpful to expand
their vocabulary size because TOEIC vocabulary covers a range of topics which might require different
strategies.

4.2.3. Motivation

It is not surprised when almost all of the participating students made clear that they were not
motivated to learn new words and structures or self-study as required. They lost their willingness and
interest towards the lessons because “doing exercises all the time [was] tiring and boring”. The students
stated that teachers spent all class hours teaching new structures and providing corrective feedback which
seemed not to be always helpful to improve their competence. Class time was reported to be “really
stressful”, “boring” and students felt unmotivated to learn.

4.3.4. Limited instructional time

Most students in the study were dissatisfied with current amount of class time and stated that they
received fewer contact hours than they had expected. On average, students have 3 hours of learning time
and 6 hours of independent study weekly. The students stated that they needed more intellectual support
from the teachers to develop basic skills and knowledge. According to the students, extended learning
time would give teachers more time to “lecture”, “cover things in the textbook”, “build rapport with
students”, “explain things” and ‘“check homework™ in the classroom. Besides, participating students
reported that they themselves also needed more time in class to do exercises and complete their work
under the direct supervision of the teachers.

4.3.5. A change in selected answer choices

Some students stated that the way they selected correct answer choices largely changed near the end
of the course. During the first test, these students chose the answers randomly although they were not sure
whether the answers were correct. “I just chose option A for the first five questions, B for the next ones
and so on”. However, during the second test near the end of the course, the students felt they could not do
the same way. “I had to think about why I should choose this option, not the other but it took me a lot of
time to think. The test was too long and | ran out of time!” “I already got some knowledge which made
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me think about different options”. The changed selection contributed to lower scores in reality; however,
this indicated that students already gained some knowledge and need coaching regarding learning
strategies as discussed in the discussion section below.

5 DISCUSSION

Findings from the study indicated that students’ TOEIC scores were not improved when they
finished the course. Instead, their scores decreased by 25.468 points. The mean score immediately before
the institutional test was 254.74 which was lower than the criterion of passing of 350.This finding this
similar to what [14] found out as discussed earlier in the literature review section. It appears that there
exist some factors which resulted in the lack of improvement in students’ scores.

Firstly, demotivation is one factor that hinders students from putting more effort into learning. Most
students in the study stated that the class was not fun at all and really stressful since teachers focused on
teaching exam techniques and giving corrective feedback. The negative washback effects of TOEIC test
have been discussed much in the literature [19] as [20] claimed that a test “cannot determine how teachers
teach, however much it might influence what they teach” (p. 127, emphasis in original). In order to
increase the average TOEIC scores for technical university students, it is essential to take motivation
factor into consideration. No matter how good the teaching method is or how effective their teachers are,
students’ scores will not increase if they do not study. Therefore, it is rather important for the teachers to
find ways to encourage students to study hard during and after class [14]. References [19] and [21]
provided some suggestions that successful exam teachers can apply in their classroom in order to engage
EFL students in TOEIC preparation classes. For example, teachers should create a balance between the
teaching-centered approach and the student-centered approach, e.g. including pair work, group activities
and games in teaching plans.

Findings also suggest that most students did not have clear understanding of how to develop good
study habits and learning strategies of TOEIC, which negatively affected their scores. This finding is not
surprising since students’ English proficiency varies between students from rural areas and urban areas
[22]. In addition, it is likely that the language knowledge required for a TOEIC test was different from
language knowledge gained at high school [14]. Reference [23] emphasized the need to encourage
students to develop good study habits and build exam skills to achieve the best results. Teachers can help
students familiarize themselves with the test and test-item types in the classroom. However, since class
length and class time are limited, it would be ideal if the local university offers soft-skills courses outside
timetabled sessions coaching sophomores to develop the organizational skills and discipline required for
standardized tests. When coaching students to build up their study habits and TOEIC learning strategies,
student motivation should be taken into account as discussed above.

In the present study, limited class time seems to be one problem that caused students’ low scores.
The lower-level students expressed their hope for extended class hours in order to get more intellectual
support from the teachers in class and to develop basic skills and knowledge. However, the global trend
now is a focus on improving existing learning time rather than using an extending time model. It is clear
that the amount of instructional time is not so important as how that time is spent [24]. With a decreased
number of class periods per day, teachers should think of opportunities to implement creative teaching
strategies to meet the needs of students and have more one-to-one time for interactions with students in
class. An example of implement creative teaching strategies is to flip the classroom to optimize
instructional time [25]. Flipped classrooms are known as to create a community learning inside and
outside the classroom without using too much class learning time since students practice lower-order
skills such as information gathering and memorization at home prior to class.

This study also has several suggestions for future course design. First, the priority should be the
teaching in listening since most students expressed concerns on their lack of listening skills and strategies.
It is evident that at high school, listening skills were not emphasized and students lack opportunities to
practice the skills beyond the classroom. Second, it is important to help students acquire more TOEIC
vocabulary and complex structures. Knowing more English words and structures related to the working
environment will help students score higher in the TOEIC exams and improve their reading and listening
speed accordingly. In order to help students develop the skills that they will demonstrate on the test, [26]
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listed a range of activities that can be practical for lower-level students. It is likely that students will be
able to finish the reading questions within the time limit and then score higher in the reading
comprehension section. Their listening skills will possibly be improved if they are exposed to different
accents and a range of listening tasks systematically.

6 CONCLUSION

The purpose of this study is to understand whether sophomores’ TOEIC scores were improved after
they participated in a TOEIC preparation course and possible reasons affected the results. Findings
indicated that students achieved lowered scores due to limited effort, lack of background knowledge,
demotivation, limited class time and a change in selected answer choices. This research has the potential
to inform TOEIC preparation courses in Vietnam and in similar settings.

Limitations: The tests used in this study were the mock TOEIC tests which were publicized by ETS.
It is possible that some students had even done the same mock tests before so that the scores were not
accurate. In order to have a more accurate comparison, the official TOEIC test should be used in future
studies. In addition, there were no control groups being manipulated in the present study. Therefore,
generalizing the results to a wider EFL context, e.g. the whole TOEIC learners in Vietham as a
population, should be careful. To further test the effectiveness of TOEIC preparation courses, an
experimental study encompasses both the control and the experiment group is called for. Future studies
should also include teachers’ voice in understanding the reasons affecting students’ scores.
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