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Abstract 

This mixed-methods study with an exploratory convergent design (Creswell, 2009) 

investigated the test preparation practices, reasons for test choice, perceived performance, 

and reported emotional experience of 33 participant test takers on two high-stakes 

language proficiency tests. The findings indicated a variety of practices employed in 

taking the tests (IELTS and TOEFL iBT), including, in order of prevalence: seeking 

information from former test takers, using test preparation books/practice tests, and using 

online resources. Perceived performance and emotional experience during reading 

sections were rated most negatively. The two main concerns the participant test takers had 

were the speeded nature of the reading and writing sections of the test, and test 

administration factors. These findings shed light on the mechanism of washback (i.e. the 

effect of high-stakes tests on teaching and learning). Both test preparation practices and 

test takers’ opinions of tests have implications for the validity of inferences drawn from 

tests. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Across the world, large-scale language proficiency tests act as gatekeepers to millions 

of people who wish to study or work in, or immigrate to, countries where the 

dominant language of communication is different from their own first language 

(Chalhoub-Deville & Turner, 2000; Green, 2005; Ma, 2017; Merrifield, 2008; Mickan 

& Motteram, 2006; Stoneman, 2006; Wall, 2000). The central characteristic of 

language proficiency tests is that they purport to assess “knowledge, competence, or 

ability in the use of a language” (Bachman, 1990, p.16), although how these terms are 

applied has been, and continues to be, subject to debate (Shin, 2013). Examples of 

large-scale language proficiency tests include the Test of English as a Foreign 

Language (TOEFL), International English Language Testing System (IELTS), 

Canadian Academic English Language (CAEL) assessment, and Test of English for 

International Communication (TOEIC). In the language of assessment such tests may 

be referred to as high-stakes in nature because they are critical events in the lives of 

the people who take them, because scores derived from performance on these tests are 

used to make decisions that have profound ramifications for their career and life 

trajectories (McNamara, 2000). Given their importance to test-takers, test score users, 

and assorted other stakeholders, it is perhaps unsurprising that a significant global 

industry based on preparation for these tests has arisen. Although numerous studies 

have investigated the effects of high-stakes tests on curriculum and teaching and 

learning at the classroom level, DeLuca, Cheng, Fox, Doe, and Lee (2013) note that 

“few studies have been conducted on test-taker perspectives” (p.664).  

As a language teacher who has taught in several countries and been involved 

in the delivery of preparation courses for some of the more well-known high-stakes 



 2 

proficiency tests, I am particularly interested in how these tests influence teaching and 

learning. This phenomenon, referred to as washback (or backwash) (Alderson & Wall, 

1993), has been the subject of a considerable body of research over the previous three 

decades. Although numerous studies have been conducted into the effects of high-

stakes language proficiency tests on classroom teaching and learning, fewer have 

addressed test preparation from the perspective of how test takers themselves choose 

the preparation practices they employ prior to taking the test (see, for example, Doe & 

Fox, 2011; Fox & Cheng, 2015; Ma, 2017). In this study, the term test preparation 

practices refers to a broad spectrum of activity, including but not limited to taking 

instructed test preparation and general English courses, using official and unofficial 

preparation materials, using free and paid-for online resources, and seeking 

knowledge about the test from friends and acquaintances. 

The rationale for conducting this study is threefold. First, the independent 

preparation practices of test takers prior to taking high-stakes tests represents an area 

of interest because this appears to have been under-researched in comparison to 

classroom-based preparation courses (Fox & Cheng, 2015), and since test takers are 

the group most directly affected by the outcomes of high-stakes tests it would seem 

obvious that their perspectives should be considered. Second, test takers’ preparation 

practices may have significance for the validity of test scores, based on whether they 

address the underlying constructs purportedly assessed by the test. Third, 

understanding aspects of the test experience from test-takers perspective such as 

reasons for choice of test, opinions about the test, and subjective experience during the 

test may increase understanding of the testing process and assist in developing tests 

that are as fair, valid, and equitable as possible. 
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 In this study, I investigated the reported test preparation practices of students 

in an English as a Second Language for Academic Purposes (ESLA) unit of a 

Canadian university who recently sat one of two globally-administered high-stakes 

tests; namely the IELTS and the TOEFL iBT. In the Canadian context, results from 

these two tests (in addition to the CAEL Assessment) are widely used to make 

admissions decisions about prospective students from overseas whose first language is 

not English; Canadian francophone students; dual Canadian citizens and permanent 

residents who have studied in non-English speaking contexts; and graduates of 

English-medium offshore schools or Canadian high schools with less than three years 

of residency. As part of their application requirements, participants in this study 

would have been asked to provide test scores to the admissions department of the 

university.  

 The overarching aim of this study is to investigate the preparation practices 

that test takers employ prior to taking the TOEFL and IELTS tests, and the influence 

of these preparation practices on their accounts of test performance. This study was 

guided by the following research questions:   

1. What reported test preparation practices do IELTS and TOEFL test takers 

employ prior to sitting these tests? What factors appear to influence test takers’ 

choice of test?  

2. How do these reported preparation practices influence their perceived 

performance on the tests?  Do reported test preparation practices have any 

effect on test takers’ reported subjective emotional experience on the test? 

3. What opinions do test takers have of the tests, and what are the implications of 

these opinions with regards to validity? 
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To address the research questions, this thesis is divided into five chapters. 

Chapter one has described the background, rationale, aims and research questions 

central to this study. Chapter two presents background information on the IELTS and 

TOEFL tests and a review of the previous research literature on large-scale language 

proficiency tests, with a focus on the fundamental and interconnected concepts of 

high-stakes testing, validity, washback, and test preparation. Chapter three details the 

research methodology underpinning the study and describes the research setting, 

participants, instruments used to gather and analyze quantitative and qualitative data, 

data-collection procedures, and methods of analysis. Chapter four presents the 

findings and discussion of the study. Chapter five summarizes the findings of the 

study, addresses the limitations of the study, and suggests potential further avenues of 

study. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

This study is informed by four interconnected themes and concepts: (1) high-stakes 

language proficiency testing, (2) validity, (3) washback, and (4) test preparation. 

Accordingly, these themes are each addressed in turn in this literature review. 

2.1 High-Stakes Testing 

 All tests, language or otherwise, purport to assess some characteristic, ability, 

or skill in the test taker; however, some tests have more serious consequences than 

others. Tests on which little depends may be described as low-stakes, an example of 

which may be a classroom quiz that students are required to take but which has no 

impact on their final grades (Cole & Osterlind, 2008). Conversely, high-stakes tests 

act as gatekeepers, and are associated with significant repercussions, consequences, or 

outcomes; therefore, a test can be described as high-stakes depends on how significant 

the ramifications of success or failure are for the test taker. High-stakes tests are those 

where “a lot hinges on the determinations made in the language test, for example, 

where it is used to screen for admission to academic or work settings” (McNamara, 

2000, p.48). In the broader testing domain, examples of high-stakes tests include 

“high school graduation tests, college undergraduate entrance tests, university 

graduate or professional degree entrance tests, professional licensing tests … 

employment tests, and immigration and citizenship tests” (Kunnan, 2012, p.1), as 

scores from these are all used to make decisions which have significant impacts on 

test-takers’ life trajectories and opportunities. Within the narrower domain of 

language testing, large-scale, standardized language proficiency tests such as the 



 6 

IELTS and TOEFL1 are high-stakes in nature as they are used by decision-makers in 

university admission departments, government immigration departments, and 

professional licensing organizations to make decisions on whether or not individuals 

are admitted to programs of study, granted work visas or citizenship, or accredited by 

professional bodies (Chalhoub-Deville & Turner, 2000; Green, 2005; Ma, 2017; 

Merrifield, 2008; Mickan & Motteram, 2006; Stoneman, 2006; Wall, 2000). 

High-stakes tests are not simply neutral instruments, and can be viewed from a 

critical perspective with regards to their social and political implications (Bachman & 

Palmer, 1996; Menken, 2007; Messick, 1996 Shohamy, 2001). Menken (2007) states 

that high stakes tests act as “a sorting mechanism in education for all students; 

immigrants as well as other minorities have historically been particularly vulnerable to 

high-stakes decisions made [based on] test scores” (p.403). Shohamy (2001) argues 

that high-stakes tests act as agents of power and control, and their legitimacy can be 

upheld or diminished over time depending on the character of the social matrix within 

which they are embedded. According to Messick (1996), the social implications of 

language testing and the use of test results are of paramount importance as contrary to 

being neutral instruments that simply assess ability, a central characteristic of high-

stakes testing is a power balance heavily weighted towards the test score user [i.e. the 

person or organization that uses test scores to make decisions]. Messick (1989) states 

that 

… although in some instances tests are intended to serve the needs 

of the test taker (e.g., school testing with a diagnostic purpose) it is 

                                                 
1 Since 2006 the TOEFL has been available in two versions: Paper-Based Test (pBT) and Internet-

based Test (iBT). Although both are currently in use, the iBT is the most commonly taken test and 

therefore the subject of most recent study. Consequently, all subsequent references to the TOEFL in 

this study denote the iBT unless otherwise stated. 
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important to keep in mind that selection, placement, and 

achievement measures are primarily intended to serve the decision-

making needs of the user institution. (p.9) 

McNamara and Roever (2006) discuss the social dimension of language 

testing and state that “our conceptions of what it is that we are measuring and the 

things we prioritize in measurement, will reflect values, which we can assume will be 

social and cultural in origin, and that tests have real effects in the educational and 

social context in which they are used” (p.12). Although an in-depth review and 

analysis of the myriad ethical, social, political and ideological implications of high-

stakes language proficiency tests is beyond the scope of this study, it must be borne in 

mind that these issues are significant, and that tests such as the IELTS and TOEFL 

should not automatically be accepted as being neutral, value-free instruments; 

furthermore, as we shall see, these issues are integral to current conceptions of 

validity. 

2.2 Two High-Stakes Language Proficiency Tests: TOEFL and IELTS 

The TOEFL and IELTS are two of the most globally dominant English 

language proficiency tests in existence today; scores derived from these tests are used 

for university admission purposes worldwide (Alderson, 2009; Merrifield, 2008). 

Although both the TOEFL and the academic version of the IELTS are used to assess 

the overall construct of academic language ability, Chalhoub-Deville and Turner 

(2000) note that they each have subtly different philosophical underpinnings. 

Chalhoub-Deville and Turner (2000) state that “the Cambridge exams [including 

IELTS] have been constructed more like an achievement test with strong links 

between the examination and teaching syllabi”, whereas “the hallmark of TOEFL…is 
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its psychometric qualities with a strong emphasis on reliability” (p.524). In summary, 

this means that the item types found on the IELTS are explicitly linked to those that 

may be encountered in instructional settings whereas the TOEFL is marketed as a 

proficiency test, existing in isolation from any instructional program and purporting to 

assess something essentially internal to the test taker (Chalhoub-Deville & Turner, 

2000). Nonetheless, we may conclude that the IELTS and TOEFL tests both purport 

to assess the target construct of academic English, that is, English as it is used in the 

higher education context. The following two sections describe the structure and 

content of the TOEFL iBT, and the IELTS, respectively. 

2.2.1 The Test of English as a Foreign Language 

The TOEFL is a commercial, standardized test of English for academic 

purposes, and is intended to “measure the ability of non-native speakers of English to 

use and understand English as it is spoken, written and heard in academic settings” 

(Alderson, 2009, p. 621). The TOEFL is developed, owned, and administered by ETS 

(Education Testing Service) of Princeton, New Jersey, which also owns and 

administers several other high-stakes tests including the Scholastic Aptitude Test 

(SAT) and General Equivalency Diploma (GED). As of 2018, over 30 million people 

worldwide have taken the TOEFL, with the test currently administered at over 4300 

test centres across the world (ETS, 2018). TOEFL scores are accepted by over 10,000 

universities, colleges, agencies and other institutions in 130 countries (ETS, 2018). 

Test-takers pay between USD$150 and $300 to take the test, depending on their 

country of residence (ETS, 2018). 

The origins of the TOEFL date back to the early 1960s. The first paper-based 

TOEFL test (the pBT) was introduced in 1964, and since then the TOEFL has been 
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repeatedly refined and developed, with its precursors, the Test of Spoken English 

(TSE) becoming available as an additional component in the 1970s, and the Test of 

Written English (TWE) developed and offered as an optional additional component in 

1986 (Alderson, 2009). From 1998 to 2006, the TOEFL was available as a computer-

based test (cBT), and from 2006 until the present has been available as both internet-

based test (TOEFL iBT) and paper-based test (TOEFL pBT) with the format used 

depending on where the test is taken and the technology available (Alderson, 2009). 

Since the rollout of the latest version in 2006, the TOEFL has consisted of four main 

sections: reading, speaking, listening, and writing. Each section is scored out of 30 

and these are combined to give an overall score out of 120. 

The reading section is between 60 and 100 minutes in length and contains 

from three to five texts from university level textbooks on a variety of academic 

subjects. These texts may be expositive, argumentative, or historical-narrative in 

nature (Alderson, 2009), and are each accompanied by twelve to fourteen questions 

designed to gauge test-takers comprehension and inferencing abilities. In the reading 

section, there are three main item types: four-option multiple choice, four-option 

sentence insertion, and ‘reading to learn’ items that have more than one correct option. 

‘Reading to learn’ is further assessed by way of asking students to select important 

ideas from a passage from a list, and complete schematic tables with information 

communicated in the reading (Alderson, 2009). 

The speaking section of the TOEFL is 20 minutes long and contains both 

independent and integrated tasks, of which there are two and four on the test 

respectively. For independent tasks, candidates are required to speak at length about a 

topic that is familiar to them. For integrated tasks, candidates are required to speak in 
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response to something they read and/or hear. During the integrated speaking tasks, 

candidates are exposed to reading passages between 75 and 100 words long, and 

listening passages between 60 and 120 seconds in length. Prior to responding, 

candidates are permitted up to 30 seconds to prepare a response, and are given up to 

60 seconds in which to respond (Alderson, 2009). The speaking section is designed to 

assess candidates’ ability to speak about topics with which they are familiar, and 

compare, contrast, synthesize, and summarize information from different sources 

spontaneously. Task responses are scored on four criteria: general, delivery, language 

use, and topic development. Notably, in the TOEFL iBT spoken responses are 

recorded by a microphone connected to the computer the candidate uses to sit the test; 

no human interlocutors are involved (Chapelle, Enright & Jamieson, 2008). 

The listening section, which is designed to test candidates for comprehension, 

pragmatic awareness, and ability to synthesize information, lasts between 40 and 60 

minutes and contains four to six academic-style lectures and two to three 

conversations. The lectures, some of which contain classroom discussion, are between 

three and five minutes long and contain between 500 and 800 words; conversations 

are each approximately three minutes long and contain between 12 and 25 

conversational ‘turns’. Test takers are expected to answer approximately six questions 

per lecture, and five questions per conversation. There are four main item types: four-

option multiple choice (single answer), four-option multiple choice (multiple answer), 

item sequencing (putting information in the correct order), and matching of texts or 

objects to a table, graph, or chart (Alderson, 2009). 

The writing section also contains both independent and integrated tasks; 

however, in this section there is only one task of each type. For the independent 
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writing question, candidates are required to write at length on opinions they hold or 

choices they have made or would make, supporting these points logically and 

coherently. The time limit to prepare and write responses to independent writing tasks 

is 30 minutes. For integrated writing tasks, candidates are given three minutes to read 

a text 230-300 words in length on an academic topic. The topic disappears from the 

screen after this time and candidates then listen to a recording of a speaker discussing 

the same topic as was the subject of the text, but introducing alternative or 

contradictory perspectives. When the listening has concluded, the previously-shown 

text is once again displayed on the screen. Candidates are then given 20 minutes to 

type a response in which they connect the main points covered in the text and those 

covered in the listening passage, and identify how these relate to each other (Alderson, 

2009).  

The TOEFL iBT has been subject to an extensive process of validation based 

on Kane’s (2006) interpretation and use argument (IUA) model, a process 

documented in detail by Chapelle, Enright and Jamieson (2008). Furthermore, ETS 

funds and supports ongoing research into the TOEFL iBT and there exists a great deal 

of research into its validation, components, uses, and effects worldwide (Alderson, 

2009; Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; Chapelle, Enright & Jamieson, 2008; DeLuca, 

Cheng, Fox, Doe & Li, 2013; Fox & Cheng, 2015; Kyle, Crossley & McNamara, 

2016; Liu, 2014; Malone & Montee, 2014; Stricker & Attali, 2010; Wall & Horák, 

2006; Ward & Liu, 1994; Yu, 2012). 

  



 12 

2.2.2 The International English Language Testing System 

The IELTS (International English Language Testing System) is another 

commercial, globally administered English proficiency test, and is a direct competitor 

to the TOEFL iBT. The IELTS is developed, owned, and administered jointly by the 

British Council, IDP Education, and Cambridge English language Assessment 

(Cambridge English Assessment, 2018). There are two versions of the IELTS: an 

‘Academic’ version and a ‘General’ version, and each year over three million 

individuals sit some version of the IELTS (Cambridge Assessment English, 2018) at 

over 1,200 locations throughout the world (IELTS, 2017a). The academic version is 

intended for individuals who require proof of their ability to study in an environment 

where English is the language of instruction or who wish to take a language 

proficiency test score to gain professional accreditation, whereas the general version is 

intended for those who intend to migrate to an English-speaking country or who 

require a certain test score to gain entry to work, training, or secondary education in 

an English-speaking country; particularly Australia, Canada, or the UK (IELTS, 

2017a). The speaking and listening task specifications are identical across both test 

versions; however, the content of the reading and writing task specifications differ 

across the two versions, with these sections reflecting academic content on the 

academic version of the IELTS, and general content on the general version (IELTS, 

2017b). The academic IELTS is the version of interest in this study, and from this 

point all references to the IELTS will mean the academic version of the test.  

Like the TOEFL iBT, the IELTS is divided into four main sections: reading, 

speaking, listening, and writing. The test takes two hours and 45 minutes to complete, 

with 30 minutes for listening, 60 minutes for reading, 60 minutes for writing, and 11-

14 minutes for speaking (IELTS, 2017b). Performance is scored on a scale of from 0 
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(did not attempt the test) to 9 (expert user) at half-band increments (i.e., it is possible 

to achieve a score of e.g., 0.5, 1.5, 2.5, etc.). IELTS score reports detail both overall 

and individual section scores according to this 0-9 scale (IELTS, 2018). 

 As on the TOEFL, the reading section of the IELTS academic version is 

intended to assess academic reading ability. The IELTS reading section contains three 

texts which range “from the descriptive and factual to the discursive and analytical” 

(IELTS, 2018, p.3), and are selected based on their representation of academic and 

professional written material. Test takers are required to answer a total of 40 questions 

on the texts, and questions are intended to assess reading skills such as reading for 

detail, comprehending logical argument and opinion, reading for gist, detail, and main 

ideas, and understanding opinions, attitudes, and purpose (IELTS, 2018). 

 The speaking section of the IELTS consists of three sections, and lasts 

between 11 and 14 minutes. Significantly, the IELTS speaking section is conducted in 

person with a human interviewer, in contrast to the TOEFL speaking section during 

which test takers speak into a computer microphone without the presence of a human 

interlocutor. With regards to content, part one of the IELTS speaking section mirrors 

the independent speaking section on the TOEFL, with the examiner asking questions 

about a broad range of topics that are familiar to the student; these may include work, 

studies, interests, and family (IELTS, 2018). In part two, candidates are given a card 

on which is printed a question prompting students to speak about a specific topic. 

Candidates are allowed one minute to prepare an answer and are required to speak 

about the specified topic for up to two minutes, with the examiner asking one or two 

follow-up questions about the same topic (IELTS, 2018). In part three of the IELTS 

speaking section, candidates are asked additional questions about the topic from part 



 14 

two, encouraging deeper and more abstract discussion of the topic. Part three lasts 

from four to five minutes. 

During the listening section of the IELTS, candidates hear four recordings of 

speech, after which they are required to answer questions relating to the content. The 

four recordings each have different characteristics: the first depicts a conversation 

between two people in an everyday social context; the second is a monologue relating 

to an everyday matter; the third is a conversation between a maximum of four people 

in an academic context; and the fourth is a monologue on an academic topic (IELTS, 

2017b).  

 The writing section of the academic version of the IELTS, which lasts 60 

minutes, contains tasks on topics that are “of general interest and suitable for test 

takers entering undergraduate and postgraduate studies or seeking professional 

registration” (IELTS, 2018, p.3). This section consists of two tasks: in Task one, 

candidates are required to describe, summarize, or explain a graph, table, chart, or 

diagram (IELTS, 2018). This task is intended to assess candidates’ ability to describe, 

understand, or explain data, a process, an event, or an object. For Task two, candidates 

are required to construct an essay “in response to a point of view, argument, or 

problem (IELTS, 2018, p.3). Responses must be written in a suitably academic style. 

Unlike with the TOEFL, there appears to be relatively little detailed information on 

exactly how the IELTS is validated, although IELTS does support research relating to 

the test through its IELTS Research Reports series (IELTS, 2018). 

If tests such as the TOEFL and IELTS purport to assess test takers’ readiness 

to function in an academic environment where the language on instruction is English, 

how can we be sure that they achieve this? Brooks and Swain (2014) state that “the 
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use of such proficiency tests (e.g., TOEFL iBT) as evidence of language facility for 

admission decisions is based on the claim that scores on the tests can predict test 

takers’ linguistic readiness (or not) to cope with the language demands of academic 

studies” (Swain, 2014, p.354). Thus, these tests must be subjected to an ongoing 

process of validation. 

2.3 Validity 

Tests are used to made defensible decisions based on inferences, or logical 

conclusions drawn from test takers’ performance on certain measures, and these 

inferences must be underpinned by reason, logic, and evidence if a test is to be 

considered valid (Messick, 1989). However, validity is a highly complex topic, and 

understanding of it continues to develop (Cizek, 2012; Cronbach & Meehl, 1955; 

Kane, 2013; McNamara & Roever, 2006; Messick, 1989). The following section 

represents a selected historical account of validity theory with regards to high-stakes 

language tests, and its implications with regards to the topic of this study. 

An influential contribution to current conceptualizations of the nature of 

validity in testing was made by Cronbach and Meehl (1955), who established a basis 

for validating psychological tests and made the point that evidence should be sought 

for test interpretation, refuting validity claims in early arguments for the validity of 

the TOEFL that were advanced mainly based a simple reliability coefficient. 

Cronbach and Meehl (1955) proposed that validity can be viewed across four 

dimensions: predictive, concurrent, content, and construct validity. Predictive and 

concurrent validity can both be classified under the larger category of Criterion-

oriented measures, and are concerned with whether a test addresses certain underlying 

abilities; for example, grammar knowledge in the case of language tests. The 
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predictive validity component refers to how well a test predicts performance in some 

specified domain; for example, if a candidate performs well on a test of academic 

writing, this should predict their performance on other academic writing tasks external 

to the test. Concurrent validity refers to the correspondence on scores on different 

tests purporting to measure the same ability, for example, substituting a cloze task for 

an open-ended writing task when assessing grammar usage. Content validity refers to 

how well the test items represent the target domain; in the case of the TOEFL and 

IELTS Academic tests, the stated target domain is ‘academic English’ (although 

whether such a domain exists may be open to question). Construct validity applies 

“whenever a test is to be interpreted as a measure of some attribute or quality which is 

not operationally defined, [that is], whenever no criterion or universe of content is 

accepted as entirely adequate” (Cronbach & Meehl, 1955, p.282). In the context of 

language testing, no test will ever be able to represent the entirety of content implied 

by a domain classification, for example, ‘academic English’, therefore construct 

validity is a central concern. Following Cronbach and Meehl (1955), understanding of 

validity underwent a further advance in the 1990s, spearheaded by Samuel Messick. 

Messick (1989) represents a significant and deeply influential advance in the 

understanding of validity. According to McNamara (2009), the two main ways 

Messick developed the understanding of validity were by “proposing a new 

understanding of how inferences made based on tests must be challenged, and in 

drawing attention to the consequences of test use” (p.31). In addition to the strands of 

validity described by Cronbach and Meehl (1955), Messick (1989) argued that any 

model of validity should be extended beyond empirical questions of concurrent, 

predictive, content, and construct validity to include consideration of the 

“appropriateness, meaningfulness, and usefulness of score-based inferences” 
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(Messick, 1989, p.5). This development elevated validity from being simply a set of 

measures based on the test itself, and placed the inferences based on these measures, 

and the consequences of the test and test score use at the centre of validity; this final 

addition to the validity lexicon has come to be referred to as consequential validity. 

Messick’s (1989) conception of the dimensions of validity are represented by a 

progressive matrix, as shown in Table 1. 

Table 1: Messick's (1996) Facets of Validity as a Progressive Matrix (p.10) 

 Test Interpretation Test Use 

Evidential 

Basis 

Construct validity (CV) Construct validity +  

Relevance / utility (R/U) 

Consequential  

Basis 

CV + Value implications  

(VI) 

CV + R/U  

 + VI +  

Social consequences 

 

In Messick’s (1989) progressive matrix model, he columns are labelled test 

interpretation (left column) and test use (right column), and the rows are labelled 

evidential basis (top row) and consequential basis (bottom row). From top-left to 

bottom-right, the four cells represent (a) construct validity, (b) evidential basis of test 

use, (c) consequential basis of test interpretation, and (d) consequential basis of test 

use (Cizek, 2012). According to Messick’s (1989) unitary model, construct validity, at 

the intersection of evidential basis and test interpretation (cell a), represents the basis 

of validity. As the construct is impossible to observe under test-conditions, tests must 

somehow model this real-world behaviour to make inferences about a test-taker’s 

ability that are based on convincing evidence. Cell (b), at the intersection of evidential 

basis and test use, indicates that the uses of tests must also be underpinned by 
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evidence. Cell (c), at the intersection of consequential basis and test interpretation, 

“highlights the proposition that value considerations underlie score meaning and are 

inherent at every stage of test development, administration, and reporting, beginning 

with the very conceptualization of a test” (Cizek, 2012, p.33). Cell (d), at the 

intersection of consequential basis and test use, represents consideration of the 

broader social implications of test use; or according to Messick (1989), “the functional 

worth of scores in terms of social consequences and their use” (p.84). 

According to Messick’s (1989) progressive matrix model of validity, construct 

validity underpins all other facets of validity as these exist in a nested arrangement. 

Although Messick’s (1989) model has been highly influential, Cizek (2012) argues 

that this unitary conceptualization is flawed. According to Cizek (2012), incorporating 

test interpretation and test use into one unitary model of validity entails accepting a 

definition of validity “where one aspect (i.e., accuracy of score inferences) is 

incompatible with the other (i.e., the justification for actions taken based on test 

results” (p.34). To illustrate this point, Cizek (2012) uses the analogy of a blood test 

which could predict, with a high degree of accuracy, whether an individual would in 

the future develop an illness which would result in a slow and painful death. In this 

analogy, the validity of the score inference (whether the test accurately detects the 

presence of the latent disease) is not connected to the appropriateness or otherwise of 

the test’s use; that is, the score validity of the test may be substantially supported by 

evidence, even if its deployment may have overall negative consequences such as the 

subject of the test potentially experiencing severe mental distress and therefore 

rendered invalid with regards to Messick’s (1989) consequential validity facet. Cizek 

(2012) claims that Messick’s (1989) linking of test interpretation and test use in a 

unitary model of validity should be reconsidered, and argues in favour of a “a crisp 
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conceptual distinction between two fundamental concerns—the validity of a test score 

inference and the justification for a test’s use” (p.37). 

In a later paper developing his model of validity, Messick (1996) reiterated 

that validity is “not a property of the test or assessment as such, but rather of the 

meaning of the test scores” (p. 245), and introduced a set of six aspects that may be 

considered components of an overarching concept of validity. These are: the content 

aspect (determining the boundaries of the construct domain, i.e. the skills, knowledge 

etc. to be assessed); the substantive aspect (the appropriateness of sampling for the 

target domain); the structural aspect (the relation of the internal structure of the 

assessment to the internal structure of the construct domain); the generalizability 

aspect (how representative the assessment content is of the content and processes of 

the construct domain); the external aspect (whether the assessment constructs 

“rationally account for the external pattern of correlations” (p. 251); and the 

consequential aspect (the consequences of test score interpretation in personal, social, 

political and economic terms). 

Bachman (2007) argues that in the context of language tests, the construct may 

be defined in three general ways: ability-focused, task-focused, and interaction-

focused. Bachman (2007) charts the history of approaches to defining the construct in 

language testing, and states that since the early 1960s, there has existed a dialectic 

between “a focus on language ability [or trait] as the construct of interest and a focus 

on task or context as the construct” (p.43). The ability/trait approach broadly 

corresponds to a Chomskyan, ‘competence-based’ model of language ability as 

something which is internal to the individual, that is, the abilities or traits that they 

possess. On the other hand, the task/context-based approach situates the construct as 
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being concerned with the kinds of tasks learners can perform, and may, therefore, be 

viewed as more constructivist in character (Creswell, 2009). These two strands are 

reconciled by Chapelle (as cited in Bachman, 2007), who argues for an 

interactionalist approach to construct definition which views ability and task-based 

definitions as reconcilable. In the interactionalist view, Chapelle (as cited in Bachman, 

2007) argues that the interactionalist approach “must specify relevant aspects of both 

trait and context” (p.58), but that this is not a simple summation of the two; rather, 

“trait components [cannot] be defined in context-independent, absolute terms, and 

contextual features cannot be defined without reference to their impact on underlying 

characteristics [of language users or test takers]” (p.58). 

McNamara and Roever (2006) propose that test score validation may be 

imagined as consisting of a sequential chain of inferences. These are: eliciting student 

performance (task design), scoring the performances (scoring procedures), 

ascertaining how typical the score is (reliability, generalizability), what the score 

means (interpretation), and using the score to make decisions (consequences) 

(McNamara & Roever, 2006). Kane (2013) also subscribes to the chain of inferences 

model of validation with regards to the interpretation and use of test scores.  

Kane (2013) describes validation with regards to tests as “an evaluation of the 

coherence and completeness of an interpretation and use argument [IUA] and of the 

plausibility of its inferences and assumptions” (p.1). Kane (2013) states that “…to 

validate an interpretation or use of measurements is to evaluate the rationale, or 

argument, for the proposed conclusions or decisions” (p.64), and that “…validity is 

not a property of the test. Rather, it is a property of the proposed interpretations and 

uses of the test scores” (Kane, 2013, p. 3). Kane (2013) notes that tests cannot be 



 21 

viewed as neutral instruments that simply assess some set of attributes in isolation, but 

as instruments that produce results that are then used for specific purposes, for 

example, in the case of high-stakes language tests such as the TOEFL test, granting 

admission to a course of higher study. Therefore, the interpretation and use of test 

results must be considered when discussing validity.  

According to Kane’s (2013) model, the process of validation proceeds by 

making the case for inferences made at each step of the testing process; these can be 

viewed as a series of ‘bridges’ which must be crossed for a test to be considered valid. 

The first of these is the scoring inference, which refers to the conversion of an 

observation (i.e. performance on a test component) into a valid score. The second is 

the generalization inference, which refers to how well the scores reflect general 

performance in a test setting. The third is the extrapolation inference, which refers to 

the use of scores to predict extra-test performance in the target domain. The fourth 

inference concerns implications of test use, which corresponds to Messick’s (1989) 

concept of consequential validity, or Cheng’s (2007) concept of impact. Kane’s 

(2006) IUA approach has been influential, with the most recent version of the TOEFL 

iBT undergoing a rigorous and extensive process of validation by Chapelle, Enright, 

and Jamieson (2008). 

Under Kane’s (2013) argument-based approach to validation, “interpretations 

can change over time as uses change and as new evidence becomes available” (Kane, 

2013, p. 45); when interpretations and uses change, new evidence may be required to 

validate these. According to Kane (2013), the more ambitious the claim being made 

by the assessment the greater the requirement for evidential support for these claims; 

furthermore, ambitious claims, while more useful than less-ambitious claims, are more 
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difficult to validate. Significantly, Kane (2013) argues that “negative consequences 

can render a score use unacceptable” (p.1), and the validation of a score interpretation 

has no automatic bearing on the validation of a score use. For example, an instance of 

potentially invalid score use would be the use of TOEFL scores (an assessment of 

academic language proficiency) by an employer to select candidates for a position that 

did not require the use of academic English. Kane (2013) integrates the empirical 

aspect of test validation with the consequential aspect, inextricably incorporating this 

into the validation network. In summary, Kane (2013) states that “…to validate an 

interpretation or use of measurements is to evaluate the rationale, or argument, for the 

proposed conclusions or decisions” (p.64). Michael Kane’s work, dating back to the 

early 1990s and continuing today, “is seen as an extension of a long tradition and 

history of validity in educational and psychological measurement… [and] draws on 

argumentation theory and logical reasoning” (Dr. A. Arias, personal communication, 

September 11, 2018).  

With regards to the consequential aspect of validity, Chalhoub-Deville (2016) 

and Zumbo and Hubley (2016) reiterate Shohamy’s (2001) point that testing exists 

within a social and political matrix, and that test scores, and more importantly the use 

of test scores, extend beyond the individual level and into the social and political 

realms, which they argue has implications for validity. McNamara (2009) 

distinguishes two views vis-a-vis the social and political role of tests.  

One holds that language-testing practice can be made ethical and 

stresses the individual responsibility of testers to ensure that it is. 

The other sees tests as essentially sociopolitical constructs, which, 

because [they are] designed as instruments of power and control 
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[and] must therefore be subjected to the same kind of critique as are 

all other political structures in society (McNamara, 2009, p.43). 

In line with this view, Kane (2013) agrees that tests cannot be viewed as 

neutral instruments that simply assess some set of attributes in isolation, but as an 

instrument that produces results that are used for a specific purpose; for example, in 

the case of high-stakes language tests such as the TOEFL test, filtering candidates for 

admission to a course of higher study. Therefore, it follows that the use of the test 

results must be carefully considered when discussing validity. 

Adopting a strong task/context perspective to construct definition, McNamara 

(2009) argues that the idea of a psychometrically-defined language ability as an ‘inner 

essence’ may be misguided and instead adopts a perspective informed by the ideas of 

Judith Butler, viewing language ability as performative, as opposed to being a 

representation of something internal. Butler (1993, as cited in McNamara, 2009) 

posits a difference between performativity, or the construction of a sense of something 

inner by certain acts, and expression, which is “the outward manifestation of 

something inner” (McNamara, 2009, p.41). This dichotomy corresponds to a long-

running debate within the language testing community (Bachman, 2007), which likely 

has its roots in more fundamental ideological and ontological arguments. 

Messick’s (1989) consequential aspect of validity is considered by Chalhoub-

Deville (2016), who argues that “the social dimension to validity” (p. 454) has been 

neglected. Chalhoub-Deville (2016) references both Messick’s approach and Kane’s 

IUA (interpretation / use argument) approaches to validity, but goes further than either 

in arguing that any consideration of validity must account for “the interconnections of 

policy mandates, testing research, and societal consequences” (p. 454). Furthermore, 
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Chalhoub-Deville (2016) situates language testing in the context of a ‘global 

education reform movement’ (GERM), and calls for “a social orientation to validity 

research” (p. 460). Essentially, Chalhoub-Deville (2016) suggests that exclusively 

construct-related measures of validity neglect the socio-political aspect of the use of 

test scores, and encourages a ‘theory of action’ (TOA) approach as a means of 

accommodating “consequential investigations at the aggregate and system level” (p. 

463).  

Messick (1996) discusses the concepts of authenticity and directness in 

relation to testing, with authenticity referring to the closeness of the test content to the 

real-world tasks represented by the test content, and directness referring to the 

desirable situation wherein the test content is not artificially restricted by the test 

format. Further threats to validity described by Messick (1996) include construct 

under-representation, whereby the focal testing constructs are too narrow in relation 

to the target tasks or skills, and construct-irrelevant variance, a problem caused by 

assessments being too broad, and “containing excess reliable variance that is 

irrelevant to the interpreted constructs” (p. 244). Construct-irrelevant variance may 

arise due to (for example) the format of the test, such as when test-takers without the 

requisite computer skills are asked to take a computer-based test (Fox & Cheng, 

2015). In such an example, the assessment of the construct (language proficiency) is 

undermined by difficulties that test-takers may have with the format of the test, and 

therefore the resulting test scores cannot be accepted as a valid measure of the 

construct.  

In the current study, the topic of interest is the preparation practices test takers 

employ prior to taking the TOEFL and IELTS high-stakes language proficiency tests, 



 25 

and their effect on test takers’ accounts of performance and subjective experiences 

during these tests. So far in this section, we have discussed foundational notions of 

validity, and their application to high-stakes proficiency tests. We will now turn to the 

concept of washback. As we shall see, this concept has complex implications for 

validity, and offers a framework through which we can examine the issues 

surrounding student preparation for high-stakes tests. 

2.4 Washback  

As described in the validity section of this literature review, following Messick 

(1989) and Kane (2013), the concept of validity may be considered to encompass the 

effects of a test on teaching and learning. This effect has been subject to a 

considerable body of research over the previous 30 years, a program that was arguably 

prompted by Alderson and Wall (1993), who postulated the existence of a 

phenomenon they and others label washback (or backwash). Washback, a concept 

which may be viewed as falling under the category of consequential validity (Messick, 

1989), refers to the effects that the existence of a test has on the activities of those 

who are affected by the test (or stakeholders). Four main contributions to washback 

research are central to this study: Alderson and Wall (1993), Bailey (1996), Cheng, 

Watanabe, and Curtis (2004), and Green (2007). In this section, these contributions 

will be discussed, as well as other significant contributions to the washback literature 

with a focus on washback to the learner. 

Alderson and Wall (1993) initiated a program of research on washback that 

continues to the present day (Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; Bailey, 1996; Cheng, 

2005; Cheng, Watanabe, and Curtis, 2007; Green, 2013; Messick, 1996). In their 

milestone paper, Alderson and Wall (1993) considered the idea that tests may cause 
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“teachers and learners [to] do things they would not necessarily otherwise do because 

of a test” (p.117), and formulated 15 hypotheses regarding washback with the 

intention of inspiring future research. These are: 

1. A test will influence teaching. 

2. A test will influence learning. 

3. A test will influence what teachers teach. 

4. A test will influence how teachers teach. 

5. A test will influence what learners learn. 

6. A test will influence how learners learn. 

7. A test will influence the rate and sequence of teaching. 

8. A test will influence the rate and sequence of learning. 

9. A test will influence the degree and depth of teaching. 

10. A test will influence the degree and depth of learning. 

11. A test will influence attitudes to the content, method, etc. of teaching and 

learning. 

12. Tests that have important consequences will have washback. 

13. Tests that do not have important consequences will have no washback. 

14. Tests will have washback on all learners and teachers. 

15. Tests will have washback effects for some learners and some teachers, but not 

for others (Alderson & Wall, 1993, pp. 120-121). 
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 As a factor that could be argued to be contingent on consequential validity, 

washback may be considered as part of the broader category of impact (Cheng & 

Curtis, 2004). Impact refers to the ramifications of testing on stakeholders and society 

with implications as diverse as the political, social, and financial (Bachman & Palmer, 

1996; Cheng, 2008; Hamp-Lyons, 1997). Bailey (1996) proposed that tests may have 

effects on teaching and learning that can be positive or negative, and these can differ 

for various stakeholder groups (Fig.1). Building on the work of Alderson and Wall 

(1993) and Hughes (as cited in Alderson & Wall, 1993), Bailey’s (1996) model 

conceptualizes washback as acting in terms of participants, processes, and products. 

Participants refers to any group of that may be influenced by a test, for example 

students, teachers, materials designers and curriculum designers, and researchers. 

Processes refers to how the test influences the activity of the participants. In Bailey’s 

(1996) model, products may include learning, teaching, new materials and curricula, 

and research results (see next page). 
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Figure 1: Bailey's (1996) Washback Model (p.294)2 

 

Messick (1996) discusses the possibility of washback being positive or 

negative, and states that positive washback may occur when the test “includes 

authentic and direct samples of the communicative behaviours of listening, speaking, 

reading, and writing of the language being learnt” (p. 241). Conversely, negative 

washback refers to negative effects of tests on learner and teacher behaviour which 

may have little connection with the target construct. With regards to the connection 

between washback and validity, according to Messick (1996), washback can only be 

considered to have a bearing on validity if it can be evidentially shown “to be an 

effect of the test and not of other forces operative on the educational scene” (p. 242).  

Numerous studies have been conducted into the washback effects of high-

stakes tests at both the macro-systemic level and the micro school, classroom, and 

                                                 
2 Included under the terms of the Copyright Act of Canada, Section 29 (Fair Dealing). 
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individual levels. Wall and Alderson’s (1993) study informed Alderson and Wall’s 

(1993) Washback hypotheses. Wall and Alderson (1993) investigated the influence of 

the redesigning of a high-stakes English examination in Sri Lanka that was intended 

as an agent of educational and curricular change, and based on their findings 

formulated guidelines for policymakers and educators who intend to implement such 

changes through the introduction of tests. This work informed Cheng (2005) who, in a 

similar study, examined the effects of an examination in Hong Kong and observed 

that this test in question affected stakeholders both at the macro-level, “including 

different parties or levels of stakeholders within the Hong Kong educational context, 

[and] at the micro-level, in terms of classroom teaching and learning, including 

aspects of [teachers’ and learners’] attitudes” (Cheng, 2014, p.353). 

Green (2013) defines washback as “the impact that a test has on the teaching 

and learning done in preparation for it” (p. 40). Green (2013) notes that a distinction 

may be drawn between the extent (Bachman & Palmer, 1996) or intensity (Cheng, 

2005) of washback and its direction, which can be beneficial, damaging, or not 

impactful. Hughes (as cited in Green (2013) suggested that washback should only be 

anticipated where participants are (1) motivated to succeed on the test, (2) believe 

they know how to be successful and (3) believe they have sufficient resources to 

succeed. Green (2007) Proposes a model that conceptualizes three aspects of 

washback: direction, variability, and intensity. In terms of direction, the model 

proposes that an overlap between the focal construct and the test design characteristics 

implies the potential for positive washback. However, where the test design 

characteristics and focal construct do not overlap, negative washback may occur. 

Variability refers to the effect of participant characteristics and values (e.g., 

knowledge and understanding of the test and its demands, acceptance of these 
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demands, and resources available to cope with these demands (Green, 2007). Intensity 

refers to how strong the washback effect is likely to be, and is conceptualized by 

Green (2007) as being defined by two dimensions: perception of test importance, and 

perceptions of test difficulty. With regards to factors influencing washback intensity, 

Green’s (2007) model predicts that if a test is perceived as important but easy, no 

washback will occur, and if a test is perceived as unimportant, little washback will 

occur, whether it is perceived as easy, challenging, or difficult. For washback to 

occur, a test must be perceived to be important and challenging, and not easy or 

unachievable (Green, 2007).  

Informed by Green’s (2007) washback model, we shall thus now turn our 

attention to the concept of test preparation, and the washback effects of the TOEFL 

and IELTS on test takers directly. We will consider types of test preparation, and the 

possible associated direction, variability, and intensity of washback in these instances. 

2.5 Washback and Test Preparation 

If washback encompasses the effect of tests on teaching and learning, what 

forms might this take? This is a complex question, but for the purposes of this study 

we will make a distinction between washback to teachers and washback to learners, 

although realistically this line may be somewhat blurred. Cheng (2008) refers to 

consequences of high stakes testing as being “both intended or unintended and 

positive or negative aspects of instruction [on] students, teachers, and the school 

(p.349). This framing mirrors Messick’s (1982) consequential aspect of validity; 

therefore, we may connect washback to validity in this way. Aside from the effect of 

test on teaching and learning, consequences and impact can manifest at multiple 

levels, from the systematic effect across society and the education system (Wall & 
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Horák, 2008) to the individual financial burden borne by test takers (Alsagoafi, 2018). 

However, since the current study relates to test taker preparation practices, we shall 

focus on that specific aspect. Before looking at specific studies of test preparation 

from either the classroom or student perspective, we must first consider the meaning 

of test preparation. 

Messick (1982) defines test preparation as “any intervention procedure 

specifically undertaken to improve test scores, whether by improving the skills 

measured by the test or by improving the skills for taking the test, or both” (p.70). 

Anastasi (1981) proposed three main categories of test preparation, depending on the 

nature of the instruction; these are test-taking orientation, coaching, and training in 

applicable skills. Test-taking orientation refers to familiarization with the test format, 

question types, and procedure; this is intended to reduce anxiety on the test. Coaching 

refers to the use of practice exercises analogous to the test items with the purpose of 

enhancing performance. Training in applicable skills, the most desirable mode of test 

preparation, aims to improve performance in the target construct (e.g., using general 

academic exercises to train for the TOEFL and IELTS, which have academic English 

as their construct). 

Smith (1991) lists eight general types of test preparation that may be employed 

when preparing students to take high-stakes tests. These are: 

(a) ordinary curriculum with no special preparation,  

(b) teaching test-taking skills,  

(c) exhortation,  

(d) teaching content known to be covered by the test,  
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(e) teaching to the test in format and content,  

(f) stress inoculation,  

(g) practicing test or parallel test items, and  

(h) cheating (p.521). 

 

 According to Smith (1991), an ordinary curriculum reflects little to no 

orientation towards the test. Teaching test-taking skills involves orienting test takers 

towards specific skills that are applicable to the test, for example, strategies that may 

be used on certain types of item. Exhortation refers to general encouragement through 

general motivational techniques. Teaching content refers to incorporating content into 

the curriculum that is known or predicted to be on the test. Teaching to the test in 

format and content involves familiarizing test takers with the structure of the test and 

how items are presented, as well as the type of content that is predicted to be found on 

the test. Stress inoculation refers to the teaching of techniques that test takers may use 

to reduce stress during the test. Practicing test or parallel test items involves 

practicing the exact types of questions that may be found on the test. Cheating, 

according to Smith (1991), may be considered to include “any test preparation 

practice that [artificially] inflates scores” (p.537). This final category is particularly 

complex, as various stakeholders may have different ideas with regards to what 

constitutes cheating and therefore the line between acceptable and unacceptable test 

preparation practices may blur, depending on how one defines cheating.  

The use of test preparation is not uncontroversial. The literature appears to be 

divided between those who take an ambivalent-at-best view of the effectiveness or 

ethics (or both) of focused preparation for high-stakes tests (Green, 2005; Hamp-
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Lyons, 1999; Liu, 2014; Zhengdong, 2009) and those who are more optimistic about 

various types of test preparation (Brown, 1998; Wadden & Hilke, 1999). Somewhat 

pessimistically, Messick (1996) noted that “if it occurs, washback is likely to be 

orientated towards the achievement of high test scores as opposed to the achievement 

of facile domain skills” (p 245) which may lead to the possibility that certain 

preparation practices may contribute to the artificial raising of scores by improving 

performance on the test independent of performance in the construct domain; this is 

referred to as score inflation. Despite considerable debate in the literature, it seems to 

be generally accepted that activities geared towards improving skills in the construct 

domain, as opposed to the test domain, are desirable (Ma, 2017; Messick, 1996). 

Conversely, Messick (1996) suggests that the validated proficiency tests “can be 

subverted by test preparation practices or coaching emphasizing testwiseness 

strategies that might increase test scores without correspondingly improving the skills 

measured by the test” (p.246); therefore, the coached test performance may invalidate 

the interpretation and use of the coached scores. 

What teachers do in the classroom when their instruction is oriented towards a 

test has been subject to a significant amount of research since Alderson and Wall 

(1993). Previous studies have been conducted into the effects of high-stakes tests on 

classroom instruction, including both for IELTS (Brown, 1998; Elder & O’Loughlin, 

2003; Green, 2007; Zhengdong, 2009) and TOEFL (Fox & Cheng, 2015; Gebril, 

2018; Green, 2005; Kim, 2007; Roberts, 2002; Smith, 1991). With regards to taught 

courses, evidence that test-oriented preparation courses influence test scores is mixed. 

Zhengdong (2009) investigated the effect of IELTS test preparation courses on IELTS 

test performance, and found no evidence that such preparation courses influence 

IELTS test scores. Green (2007) investigated the effect of dedicated test preparation 
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classes on performance on the writing section of the IELTS and found that when 

compared with general academic language writing classes and combined test 

preparation and general academic writing classes, dedicated IELTS writing 

preparation classes were not associated with any clear performance advantage. 

However, Brown (1998), in a study comparing the pre-test and post-test scores of 

students taking instructed EAP and IELTS preparation courses, found that students 

who received specific IELTS-focused preparation instruction received higher marks 

on the IELTS than those who took general EAP courses. 

Despite the variability in the literature regarding the effectiveness of 

preparation courses, some researchers report that such courses may confer an 

advantage in that test takers may learn strategic behaviours and knowledge that are 

advantageous on the test, and may also extend to the wider construct domain. Issitt 

(2008) investigated three types of strategies that may be employed by test takers. The 

three strategies are aimed at psychological preparation, general academic English 

awareness, and test awareness based on published IELTS marking criteria. Issitt 

(2008) reports that based on speaking scores in the IELTS, there is some evidence to 

suggest that these three types of strategies are useful in preparing students for the 

speaking section. 

Fox and Cheng (2015) note that although test-takers are the group most 

affected by high-stakes proficiency testing, their role as “principal stakeholders in 

language testing has not always been recognised” (p. 66). Fox and Cheng (2015) 

suggest that performance by test-takers may differ in terms of test-taking strategies, 

behaviours and perceptions, prior knowledge, anxiety, and motivation. Mickan and 

Motteram (2009) investigated the test preparation activities employed by candidates 
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prior to taking the IELTS test, with the aim of formulating “a description of candidate 

experiences and practices outside of language programs” (p.5). Mickan and Motteram 

(2009) observed that many subjects reported using practice materials (particularly 

published tests) to prepare. In their study, Mickan and Motteram (2009) report that 

most candidates had prepared alone (although some reported shared preparation 

practices including “studying and talking together, doing practice tests, and sharing 

resources” (p.10). Overall, out of 78 respondents, only six reported having attended 

English lessons while preparing for the IELTS. Of the total number, 37 had studied or 

practiced for the test, 13 had taken practice tests, 8 had used internet or library 

resources, and five did not prepare at all. Regarding this last figure, Mickan and 

Motteram (2009) reported that “a number of candidates had repeatedly taken the 

IELTS test with some admitting to not knowing how to improve their scores” (p.1). 

Of the 78 respondents, 41 reported having used an IELTS preparation textbook, 54 sat 

practice tests (one respondent reporting having taken 100 such tests).  

Ma (2017) researched the preparation techniques of Chinese students for high-

stakes English language tests with a focus on the “nature, perceived effects, and 

perceived value of test preparation practices for the TOEFL iBT and the College 

English Test Band 4 (CET4)” (p.ii). Ma (2017) reported that overall, three general 

practices that helped Chinese students’ perceived success on the test were test 

familiarization, stress management, and English skill improvement; however, these 

factors were influenced by candidates’ individual characteristics, perceptions, and 

situated context, in concurrence with Green’s (2013) points regarding variability of 

washback. 
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With regards to the types of skills test takers may gain from their preparation 

practices, some are in line with the stated construct of language proficiency, whereas 

others may threaten the validity of the test. Mickan and Motteram (2009) and Doe and 

Fox (2011) both draw a distinction between language-use strategies, which promote 

and assist engagement with language itself, and testwiseness strategies, which relate 

to techniques and methods that are specific to the form of the test in question. Gebril 

(2018) connects teaching to the test, which “refers to those activities that merely focus 

on test content and ignore real learning” (p.5) with testwiseness, which can be defined 

as “skills used by test takers to attempt to answer a question without mastering the 

implied knowledge, [which may promote] skills that may help students answer test 

questions without adequate understanding of the target content or skills” (p.6); this in 

turn may contribute to score pollution, or test scores that are corrupted with regard to 

construct validity. Cohen (2007) argues that awareness of test taking strategies is 

central to considerations of validity, as it allows a distinction to be drawn between 

language-based learner strategies and test-taking (test management and testwiseness) 

strategies. 

Gosa, as cited in Xie and Andrews (2012), found that student’s views on 

teaching and learning activities were influenced most strongly by the students’ 

expectation of assessment. Xie and Andrews’ (2012) study extends understanding of 

this, and found that candidates’ perceptions of both test design and test use influenced 

their preparation practices. Fox and Cheng (2015) investigated stakeholder accounts 

of taking the TOEFL iBT, including test-preparation practices employed by test takers 

prior to the test. In their study, they report that common test preparation practices 

included looking at online practice tests and preparation guides, talking to friends, and 

taking preparation courses. Doe and Fox (2011) state that test preparation may also 
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take other forms, including “studying alone with preparation books as guides, or 

seeking explicit or implicit test-preparation tips from an English for Academic 

Purposes (EAP) course” (p.30). 

Ma (2017) notes that “the threat that test preparation poses to validity has been 

categorized into two main aspects: score inflation and construct-irrelevant variance” 

(p.42). Construct-irrelevant variance refers to other factors influencing test 

performance that are external to the testing of the construct. An example of construct 

irrelevant variance is illustrated in Fox and Cheng (2007) who describe a case where 

in a test of writing, test-takers may have been prevented from performing the task not 

because they could not write, but because they did not understand a word used in the 

question, therefore negatively affecting the construct validity of the test. Fox and 

Cheng (2015) report that for the TOEFL, another possible source of construct 

irrelevant variance is the computer-based nature of the test, in that computer ability is 

not a stated construct of the test but a certain level of computer skills is required to 

navigate the test interface and complete test items. Therefore, test takers who are not 

familiar with computers may achieve misleading scores as this factor may have 

prevented them from fully representing their language skills. 

As specified at the beginning of this chapter, this study is guided by the 

overarching and intertwined concepts of high-stakes language proficiency testing, 

validity, washback, and test preparation practices. The literature described to this 

point provides a background information on these topics from which to proceed with 

the research questions central to this study. To reiterate, the main research questions 

guiding this study are: 
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1. What reported test preparation practices do IELTS and TOEFL test takers 

employ prior to sitting these tests? What factors appear to influence test takers’ 

choice of test?  

2. How do these reported test preparation practices influence test takers’ 

perceived performance on the tests?  Do test preparation practices have any 

effect on test takers’ reported subjective emotional experience on the test? 

3. What opinions do test takers have of the tests, and what are the implications of 

these opinions with regards to validity? 

The next chapter describes the methods employed in this study to address 

these research questions.  
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Chapter Three: Methods 

3.1 Research Design 

 The current study employs a combination of qualitative and quantitative 

aspects, and can therefore be described as employing a mixed-methods approach. 

According to Sandelowski (as cited in Dörnyei, 2007), mixed-methods approaches 

enable researchers to (a) achieve a fuller understanding of a target phenomenon, and 

(b) verify one set of findings against the other” (p.164). The second of these goals 

may be referred to as triangulation, in that it involves cross-validation of conclusions 

by comparing results obtained via different data gathering methods. Dörnyei (2007) 

states that “triangulation [is] an effective strategy to ensure research validity: if a 

finding survives a series of tests with different methods, it can be regarded as more 

valid than a hypothesis tested only with the help of a single method” (p.165). In this 

study, I am concerned with what preparation practices test takers employed prior to 

taking the test, how they assessed their own performance and subjective experience on 

the test, and their reasons for taking a specific test. To fully investigate these issues, I 

adopted an exploratory convergent mixed-methods research design (Creswell, 2009). 

In this design paradigm, the quantitative and qualitative data are collected and 

analyzed simultaneously, and the results are synthesized to provide an overall picture. 

Accordingly, this study was conducted using two main data-collection methods: (1) a 

questionnaire containing both quantitative and qualitative components, and (2) semi-

structured interviews which generated qualitative data. As the quantitative strand of 

data collection and analysis is less dominant than the qualitative in this study, the 

design can be characterized as quantitative + QUALITATIVE in nature (Creswell, 

2009). Figure 2 (next page) shows a schematic representation of the convergent 

mixed-methods research design. 
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3.2 Setting 

 The setting for the data collection phase of this study was the English as a 

Second Language for Academic Purposes (ESLA) unit at a mid-sized Canadian 

university. This ESLA unit, run under the auspices of the School of Linguistics and 

Language Studies at the university, is intended for English as a Second Language 

(ESL) students who did not achieve specified cutoff scores on entry-contingent high-

stakes language proficiency tests which would have allowed them to enroll in their 

primary degree program full-time. Students in the ESLA unit take courses that target 

academic English skills in the four main domains (reading, writing, speaking, and 

listening), as well as research and study skills. ESLA classes are grouped into three 

levels: ESLA 1300 (introductory), ESLA 1500 (intermediate), and ESLA 1900 

(advanced), with students ideally advancing through the levels over successive 

semesters (although students with higher test scores, but that still fall under the cutoff 

for entry into full-load degree courses, may skip 1300 and/or 1500 levels). Courses are 

Quantitative 

Data Collection 

and Analysis 

Qualitative Data 

Collection and 

Analysis 

Merge 

Interpretation 

and Analysis 

Figure 2: Convergent Mixed-Methods Research Design (Creswell, 2009, p.37) 
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for-credit and are completed in one semester, although failure of a level necessitates 

that students repeat the level if they wish to remain enrolled at the university. A 

limited number of for-credit courses from students’ degree courses may be taken 

alongside ESLA courses.  

3.3 Participants 

 All ESLA students, as part of their application process to the university, sit one 

of the major high-stakes language proficiency tests (TOEFL, IELTS, or CAEL). 

Scores from these tests are submitted to the university admissions department, which 

uses them to decide whether the student possesses the requisite language skills to enter 

full-time academic study, or needs to take ESLA courses prior to full-time registration 

in their degree program. Therefore, the ESLA student population represented an ideal 

group through which to study test preparation practices as they all would have taken at 

least one of these tests prior to enrollment.  

On receipt of CUREB ethics approval (Appendix A), seven ESLA class 

teachers were contacted via email (Appendix B) and asked for permission to visit their 

ESLA class so that I could explain my study and distribute questionnaires to students 

who volunteered to participate. Of the teachers I contacted, three agreed to grant 

access to their classes for the purposes of the study. I visited the classes, informed the 

student groups about the aims of the study using a pre-written script (Appendix C), 

and distributed questionnaires (Appendices D1 and D2) and combined 

information/consent forms (Appendix E) to volunteer questionnaire respondents. A 

total of 33 completed questionnaires were collected: 27 from prior IELTS test takers, 

and 6 from prior TOEFL test takers (Table 2).  
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Table 2: Overall Characteristics of Questionnaire Respondents 

No. Pseudonym Test 

Taken 

Age Gender Home 

Country 

Times 

test 

taken 

1 Pearl IELTS 37 F Turkey 1 

2 Anastasia TOEFL 19 F Serbia 3 

3 Elida IELTS 20 F Syria 1 

4 Nelson IELTS 19 M Palestine 2 

5 Chan TOEFL 24 F China 3 

6 Sung IELTS 20 M China 3 

7 Edwin IELTS 22 M Senegal 3 

8 Matt IELTS 19 M China 5 

9 Damon IELTS 21 M China 3 

10 Maxwell IELTS 19 M Palestine 6 

11 Britta IELTS 25 F Ethiopia 1 

12 Gisele IELTS 22 F Palestine 2 

13 Fay IELTS 21 F Iran 1 

14 Lucas IELTS 19 M China 5 

15 Ashley IELTS 19 F China 4 

16 Brett IELTS 19 M China 2 

17 Forest IELTS 20 M China 1 

18 Michael TOEFL 19 M China 4 

19 Josiah TOEFL 21 M Pakistan 1 

20 Cathy TOEFL 20 F Kenya 1 

21 Hatem TOEFL 18 M Egypt 2 

22 Paris IELTS 20 F China 2 

23 Lacie IELTS 19 F China 6 

24 Aliya IELTS 22 F Libya 1 

25 Ally IELTS 21 F Ethiopia 2 

26 Dennis IELTS 19 M China 4 

27 Yuki IELTS 19 F Japan 2 

28 Lewis IELTS 18 M China 4 

29 Fatima IELTS 21 F Syria 2 

30 Adham IELTS 18 M Kuwait 2 
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31 Sebastian IELTS 19 M China 4 

32 Riley IELTS 18 F China 4 

33 Fernando IELTS 19 M China 4 

 

All participants had taken either the IELTS or TOEFL test in the previous two years, 

and were ESLA 1900 (advanced-level) students with one exception (Pearl).  

At the end of each questionnaire, I included a solicitation for volunteers to 

participate in the interview portion of the study. From the questionnaire participant 

pool, five who had completed the questionnaire were recruited to participate in the 

interview portion of the study. In the interest of balance, I decided to recruit three 

participants who had taken the IELTS and two who had taken the TOEFL; 

consequently, the first three IELTS and the first two TOEFL respondents who 

volunteered via email were informed of their acceptance via email (see Appendix F). 

Table 3 shows the characteristics of the five interview participants. 

Table 3: Characteristics of Interview Participants 

No. Pseudonym Test 

Taken 

Age Gender Home 

Country 

Times 

Test 

Taken 

1 Pearl IELTS 37 F Turkey 1 

2 Anastasia TOEFL 19 F Serbia 3 

3 Elida IELTS 20 F Syria 1 

4 Nelson IELTS 19 M Palestine 2 

5 Chan TOEFL 24 F China 3 

 

3.4 Data Collection 

 For the purposes of this study, I initially classified the main types of test 

preparation practices described in the literature into categories to facilitate the 
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construction of the questionnaire items relating to preparation practices. This allowed 

me to present participants with a range of options from which to choose, which I 

considered a more effective method of data collection for this aspect of the study 

because it did not require questionnaire respondents to generate these categories 

themselves; furthermore, I considered this approach appropriate because it would 

facilitate the initial coding and metrics for preparation practices. The main preparation 

practice categories are shown in Table 4, along with citations to the source papers 

supporting their inclusion.  

Table 4: Test Preparation Practices by Source 

Preparation Practice Type Source(s) 

Test Preparation Classes Brown (1998), Fox & Cheng (2015); 

Green (2007) 

General / EAP Classes Mickan & Motteram (2009) 

Published Test Materials / Textbooks Mickan & Motteram (2009); Roberts 

(2002) 

Practice Tests Roberts (2002) 

Self-study Doe & Fox (2011) 

Online Resources Mickan & Motteram (2009) 

Talking to Friends Fox & Cheng (2015) 

 

Data collection commenced on March 14, 2018, and was completed on April 

6, 2018. Three ESLA 1900 (upper-level) classes were each visited twice between the 

dates of March 12, 2018 and March 30, 2018, with questionnaires distributed during 

the first visit and collected during the second; this approach was chosen to allow 

participants the opportunity to take the questionnaire home and complete it without 

time pressure. During the second class visit, students who returned completed 
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questionnaires were rewarded with a gift of a study notebook as a token of thanks. On 

collection of all questionnaires, participants were randomly assigned a participant 

number and a pseudonym from a predetermined list (Appendix G).  

For the semi-structured interviews, meetings were arranged via email with 

questionnaire respondents who volunteered for the interview portion at times 

convenient for both the participant and the investigator; these were conducted at 

appropriately quiet locations on campus, following a specified semi-structured 

interview protocol (Appendix H). Five interviews lasting from between 26 and 36 

minutes were conducted with interview volunteers. Details of the dates and durations 

of the interviews are shown in Table 5.  

Table 5: Interview Dates and Durations 

Participant Pseudonym Date of Interview Duration of Interview 

(Mins) 

Pearl 21 March 2018 26:38 

Anastasia 30 March 2018 35:21 

Chan 30 March 2018 31:51 

Nelson 03 April 2018 25:58 

Elida 06 April 2018 28:49 

 

3.5 Instruments 

 Two instruments were used to collect data for the study: a questionnaire and a 

semi-structured interview.  

3.5.1 Questionnaire 

The questionnaire (Appendices D1 and D2) was designed to elicit information 

from participants regarding the test preparation practices they had employed prior to 
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taking the test, as well as general biographical information, self-reported experiences 

during the different test sections, reported effect of preparation practices on test 

performance, and their reasons for choosing the test they sat. A range of categories of 

test preparation practices were drawn up, based on findings from a variety of sources 

(Brown, 1998; Doe & Fox, 2011; Fox & Cheng, 2015; Green, 2007; Ma, 2017; 

Mickan & Motteram, 2009; Roberts, 2002). The questionnaire was printed and 

distributed with either TOEFL (Appendix D1) or IELTS (Appendix D2) identification 

although the content was identical except for this; consequently, both are therefore 

referred to as the questionnaire. 1 to 6 Likert-type interval response formats (Likert, 

1932) were used for questions that asked respondents for subjective ratings, for 

example, how much they felt specific test preparation practices improved their 

performance on the test. 

The questionnaire (Appendices D1 and D2) was divided into one opening 

section and 14 main questions. The opening section (un-numbered) elicited 

information relating to participants’ background information (name, age, gender, 

home country, languages spoken, and degree program at the university).  

 Question 1 asked how many years of English education (full-time or part-time) 

participants had had prior to taking the test.  

 Question 2 asked how long participants had spent living in an English-

speaking country.  

 Question 3 asked for the reason participants had taken the test.  

 Question 4 asked how many times participants had taken the test.  

 Question 5 asked participants to rate on a Likert-type response format of 1 to 6 

(1 = not at all good, 6 = excellent) how good they thought the test they took 



 47 

was as a measure of (a) academic English proficiency, and (b) general English 

proficiency.  

 Question 6 asked participants where they had taken the test.  

 Question 7 asked participants whether they had prepared for the test.  

 Question 8 asked participants to specify their preparation practices from a 

specified list drawn up using information uncovered during the literature 

review (using official and unofficial preparation textbooks, taking instructed 

courses, using free or paid-for online resources, searching online forums, 

talking to others who had taken the test, using media, using authentic 

materials).  

 Questions 9 and 10 asked participants to rate on a 6-point Likert-type response 

format how much they thought their chosen preparation practices helped their 

(a) performance and (b) confidence on the test, respectively (1 = not at all, 6 = 

a lot).  

 Question 11 asked participants to rank from 1 to 6 (with 1 being most 

important and 6 being least important) their opinion of the importance of 

specific skills (reading, speaking, listening, writing, grammar, and vocabulary) 

in succeeding on the test.  

 Question 12 asked participants to specify their overall and section scores for 

the test they took.  

 Question 13 asked participants to rate on a scale of 1 to 6 (1 = not at all, 6 = a 

lot) how much they thought the test they took prepared them for their studies. 

  Question 14 asked participants to describe, in short answer form, their 

subjective feelings during the four sections of the test (reading, writing, 

speaking, and listening).  
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A combined information sheet and consent form (Appendix E) was attached to 

the front of each questionnaire, containing information on the aims of the study, the 

date of ethics approval, and researcher and supervisor contact information. 

Participants were asked to sign and date this consent form to affirm their consent to 

participate in the study. 

3.5.2 Interview 

 The interview followed a semi-structured format, as specified by Charmaz and 

Belgrave (2012), in which a set of focused questions relevant to the research area are 

specified in the interview protocol (see Appendix H), but room is allowed for 

digressions that are of interest. The purpose of the interview was to collect more 

detailed information on participants’ test preparation practices, how their preparation 

practices influenced their performance and subjective experience on different sections 

of the test, and their opinions of the test. Participants were also asked why they chose 

the test they sat and not another. Interviews began with general discussion of the 

participant’s background and English experience before leading to the more in-depth 

questions, with the semi-structured format allowing for digressions into pertinent 

topics for both the researcher and the participants. As with the questionnaire, 

participants were asked to read and sign a combined information and consent form 

(Appendix I) granting the investigator permission to record their responses, along with 

information on the aims of the study, the date of ethics clearance, an affirmation of 

participation, information on data protection, and researcher and supervisor contact 

details. Interview volunteers were rewarded with an Amazon Canada voucher to the 

value of $25 for their participation.  
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3.6 Analysis 

 The data analysis in this study was conducted for the quantitative data 

generated by the quantitative items on the questionnaire, and for the qualitative data 

generated by the qualitative questionnaire items and the interviews, in a convergent 

manner (Creswell, 2009); In accordance with the research design the analysis of both 

types of data was conducted non-sequentially. 

3.6.1 Questionnaire Quantitative Data 

All questionnaires were assigned a participant number and a pseudonym. 

Quantitative questionnaire responses were tabulated in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet, 

with rows on the spreadsheet corresponding to respondents and columns to question 

response data. SPSS Version 25, was used to obtain descriptive statistics for each 

category of data. 

3.6.2 Questionnaire Qualitative Data 

Two items on the questionnaire generated qualitative data. These questions 

were Question 9: “Why did you choose to take the IELTS/TOEFL and not a different 

English proficiency test?”, and Question 19: “Please describe the feelings you 

experienced while taking the different sections of the test”. The responses to these two 

questions were transcribed from the questionnaires into an aggregate Microsoft Word 

document containing all respondents’ responses to Question 9, and the same for each 

separate section of Question 19 (reading, listening, speaking, and writing). 

3.6.3 Interview Qualitative Data 

Interviews were transcribed from the digital recording device (a password-

protected Apple iPhone) used to record the audio into a Microsoft Word document. 
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These files were then printed in a format conducive to manual qualitative coding, with 

the dialogue in the left third of each page and the centre and right thirds left blank.  

3.6.4 Qualitative Coding 

The qualitative questionnaire and interview data were subjected to a process of 

qualitative coding. Saldaña (2009) states that “a code in qualitative inquiry is most 

often a word or short phrase [assigned by the researcher] that symbolically assigns a 

summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of 

language-based or visual data” (p.3). Qualitative coding thus enables the analysis of 

data and extraction of meaning from texts through a focused, principled means of 

inquiry, allowing for the detection of patterns and categorization of units of textual 

data. For the qualitative data in this study, a combination of coding techniques was 

applied to extract meaning in accordance with the research questions. Structural 

coding (p.84), which is used to construct a taxonomy of categories based on certain 

criteria, was used to inductively ascertain the reasons for test choice. Affective (or 

emotion) coding (p.105) enables the identification of subjective experiential emotion 

information in the data, and was used to inductively identify subjective experiences 

reported by questionnaire respondents and interview participants on different sections 

of the test, and information relating to performance on the test. Provisional coding 

(p.144) entails coding data according to a pre-identified list of categories; this 

technique, informed by the categories of test preparation practice detailed in the 

literature review, was used to identify and classify information relating to the reported 

preparation techniques of participants. Finally, in-vivo coding (p.91) was used to 

extract meaningful quotes from participants across all aspects of the study. 
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Using this combination of coding techniques, which can overall be described 

as an eclectic coding approach (Saldaña, 2009), the qualitative questionnaire and 

interview data were coded in two cycles. First-cycle coding involves looking for 

fragments of relevant information from the data, and second-cycle coding involves 

categorizing this information (Saldaña, 2009). As previously stated, both inductive 

(emergent) and deductive coding techniques were employed depending on the data 

type and specific question. I constructed an initial provisional coding scheme based on 

the literature review and research questions. The questionnaire qualitative data and the 

interviews were coded using the relevant techniques, and based on a combination of 

inductive and deductive coding I then constructed a final overall coding scheme that 

was used for all qualitative data in the study (Appendix J). The coding scheme was 

divided into eight main code categories:  

(1) opinions of test,  

(2) performance on test,  

(3) preparation practices,  

(4) reasons for choosing test,  

(5) strategies,  

(6) subjective experience during test,  

(7) speededness, and  

(8) repeated test taking.  

Of these top-level codes, opinions of test, performance on test, and subjective 

experience of test each contained four second-level codes, one each for general, 

reading, writing, speaking, and listening elements of the test. These second-level 

codes each had three third-level codes: positive, negative, and neutral, corresponding 

to the categorization of the coded content. Therefore, if an interview participant 



 52 

mentioned feeling that they performed poorly on the reading section of the test, this 

was coded as performance on test + reading + negative. The preparation practices 

first-level code had a number of sub-codes specific to types of test preparation; this 

taxonomy was deductively applied based on information gathered during the literature 

review. The reasons for choosing test code category was constructed inductively 

based on respondents’ questionnaire responses to the relevant question. The strategies, 

speededness, and repeated test taking first level codes appeared after first cycle 

coding, as these aspects of the tests and test preparation repeatedly appeared in 

participant responses during the first cycle of coding.  

In the interest of coding reliability, one non-coded interview was passed to a 

second experienced coder, who independently coded a data sample in the form of one 

complete interview transcription based on the coding scheme with the aim of 

assessing intercoder agreement (Creswell, 2009), which may also be referred to as a 

measure of interrater reliability. For this purpose, the two independently-coded 

interviews were compared for similarity of coding using a hit/miss protocol. This 

technique entails comparing the coded interviews and registering a ‘hit’ each time 

both coders identify the same head code from the text, and a ‘miss’ when one coder 

registers a code but the other does not. Analysis of the hit/miss data revealed that the 

‘hit’ agreement figure was 80.2%, that is, both coders agreed with the coding choice 

80.2% of the time. Creswell (2009) notes that “the consistency of the coding should 

agree at least 80% of the time for good qualitative reliability” (p.191); therefore, given 

that this threshold was met, we can conclude that the coding reliability level was 

acceptable (see Appendices K and L for samples of primary researcher and second 

coder coding, respectively). 
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Having ascertained the reliability of the coding, the interview and 

questionnaire qualitative transcribed data were imported into the NVivo qualitative 

analysis program for the purposes of analysis. NVivo allows the collation and 

encoding of qualitative data as well as word frequency counts and cross-tabulation of 

data and matrix searches, and is therefore a useful tool to the qualitative researcher. 

The coding scheme (Appendix I) was entered into NVivo as coding ‘nodes’, and the 

qualitative data Word files were converted to PDF format, imported to NVivo, and 

recoded in digital form according to the final scheme. This allowed the manipulation 

of the data in the form of cross tabulations, matrix search queries, and word counts, as 

well as categorization of qualitative data into an easily-searchable and indexed form. 
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Chapter Four: Findings and Discussion 

So far, I have outlined the background to the study, summarized and discussed 

relevant literature, and described the methods used in the data collection and analysis 

phase. This chapter presents and discusses the findings of the study, and is organized 

as follows. First, relevant information regarding the participants in the study is 

presented. General information regarding the total questionnaire respondent group is 

presented in Table 6, followed by brief descriptions of the five interview participants. 

Following this, findings for each main area of the study according to the research 

questions are presented and discussed for both the overall questionnaire group, and 

each individual interview respondent. In accordance with the convergent quantitative 

+ QUALITATIVE3 research design (Creswell, 2009), (see Figure 2). The quantitative 

data are analyzed using general descriptive statistics, and the qualitative data using 

coding frequencies based on the coding scheme (Appendix J) and relevant in-vivo 

quotes from interview participants.  

 This chapter is organized following the order of the research questions. 

Following brief descriptions of the questionnaire and interview respondent groups the 

quantitative and qualitative data are presented, analyzed, and findings discussed for 

each research question in turn (research questions one, two, and three). 

4.1. Questionnaire Respondent Results 

 Table 6 (next page) shows the ratios of the gender, age, and reported first 

language of the questionnaire respondent group by test taken. The gender and age 

proportions were similar between the two groups. However, as is evident from the 

data, the questionnaire respondents overwhelmingly reported sitting the IELTS, with 

                                                 
3 The capitalization here indicates qualitative dominance (Creswell, 2009). 
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27 respondents (81.8%) having sat the IELTS and 6 (18.2%) the TOEFL. The largest 

first language (L1) group in the sample was Chinese [Mandarin and Cantonese] 

(48.5%), followed by Arabic (24%).  

Table 6: Questionnaire Respondent Information Breakdown by Test Taken 

Characteristic Combined Test 

Takers (TOEFL & 

IELTS, n=33) 

IELTS Test 

Takers (n=27) 

TOEFL Test 

Takers (n=6) 

Males/Females (%) 51.5/48.5 52/48 50/50 

Age (Mean/Median) 20.5/19 20.6/19 20.2/19.5 

First Language: (%)    

Chinese (Mandarin & 

Cantonese) 

48.5% 51.9% 33.3% 

Arabic 24% 25.9% 16.7% 

Amharic 6% 7.4% - 

Farsi  3% 3.7% - 

Fulani 3% 3.7% - 

Japanese 3% 3.7% - 

Pashto 3% - 16.7% 

Serbian 3% - 16.7% 

Somali 3% - 16.7% 

Turkish 3% 3.7% - 

Number of Times Test 

Taken (Mean/Median) 

2.8/2 2.9/2 2.3/2.5 

 

 As can be seen in Table 6, there was a wide disparity between the numbers of 

respondents for each test, with IELTS respondents representing 81.8% (n=27) of the 

respondent group, and TOEFL respondents representing 18.2% (n=6). In total, 33 

participants responded to the questionnaire, which represents a rather small sample 

size. Interestingly, repeated test taking appears to be a feature of the total group, with 

respondents reporting having taken either the IELTS or TOEFL a mean number of 2.8 
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times. This is important to note, as it is a characteristic of the group that may have a 

bearing on why they chose to respond to the questionnaire during the data collection 

phase. Clearly, this group was motivated to participate in the study whereas others 

were not, so it should be noted that the respondent group may or may not be 

representative of the overall ESLA student or general IELTS/TOEFL test taker 

populations.  

4.2 Interview Participant Profiles 

 This section contains a brief profile of each participant for the interview 

section of the study, with information elicited during the interviews. In the qualitative 

data analysis, I return to each interview participant and report their responses as they 

relate to each research question. 

Pearl (IELTS) 

The first participant to be interviewed, Pearl, was a native of Turkey and spoke 

Turkish as her first language. Pearl was unique in the interview participant group in 

that she was not an ESLA student, and rather was participating in an ESLA 1900 class 

as an assistant to the class teacher as part of the practicum requirement for her 

Master’s degree in Applied Linguistics and Discourse Studies at the university. 

Nonetheless, she volunteered to participate in the interview portion of the study 

because she had sat the IELTS as part of her degree application process and was 

interested in the topic of the study. She had studied English as a subject throughout 

high school, and following her high school graduation she trained as an English 

teacher and taught at the high school level in Turkey for fifteen years. Pearl had also 

served as a speaking examiner for a Cambridge Exams-administered English 

proficiency test in Turkey, which gave her a deep insight into the language testing and 
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language education in general. She stated that she prepared to take the IELTS while 

teaching full-time, and took the test only once. Pearl sat the IELTS in Turkey. 

Nelson (IELTS) 

Nelson, was born and spent part of his early life in Palestine but emigrated to 

Saudi Arabia with his family as a child, and spoke Arabic as his first language. He 

attended an international school in Saudi Arabia where English was the exclusive 

language of instruction for 12 years prior to his high school graduation. At school, in 

addition to studying the main academic subjects in English, he also took Arabic and 

French language classes. His program at the university was an undergraduate degree 

in Biomedical and Electrical Engineering. Nelson sat the IELTS twice in Saudi Arabia 

prior to his acceptance to the university. 

Elida (IELTS) 

 Elida was born and grew up in Syria, spoke Arabic as her first language, and 

was studying for a degree in Social Sciences at the university. She had studied English 

as a subject at school in Syria from the beginning of high school onwards. She had 

spent relatively little time living in an English-speaking country prior to taking the 

exam. Elida stated that she had taken the IELTS once, in Canada, prior to her 

admission to the university. 

Anastasia (TOEFL) 

 Anastasia was born and grew up in Serbia, spoke Serbian as her first language, 

and was enrolled in a Communications and Media degree at the university. She stated 

that she had started studying English in kindergarten, and that her English study had 

continued throughout her primary and secondary education. For the latter part of her 

secondary-level education Anastasia had attended an all-girls boarding school in 
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Maine, USA, where she sat her SATs prior to commencing her university studies in 

Canada. She stated that she had sat the TOEFL three times, prior to her acceptance to 

the university. 

Chan (TOEFL) 

 Chan was from China, spoke Mandarin as her first language, and was studying 

Communications and Media as her undergraduate degree subject. She stated had 

studied English as a subject throughout her education from kindergarten until 

graduating high school in China, and that this had been mandatory throughout her pre-

university education. She also stated that she had taken after-school and weekend 

courses, including English, for all core subjects at elementary and high school. Chan 

reported that she had sat the TOEFL three times, achieving the exact same overall 

score each time. 

4.3 Reported Preparation Practices 

 In response to the research question: What test preparation practices do IELTS 

and TOEFL test takers employ prior to sitting these tests? this section describes the 

reported preparation practices of questionnaire respondents and interview participants.  

4.3.1 Questionnaire Respondents’ Reported Preparation Practices 

 Table 7 (next page) shows the percentage of questionnaire respondents 

reporting specific categories of preparation practice. Preparation practice categories 

have been sorted in descending order of prevalence for the total test taker group 

(please see the following page). 
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Table 7: Summary of Prevalence of Preparation Practice Use as a Percentage of 

Questionnaire Respondents Who Employed This Practice 

Preparation 

Practice Type 

TOEFL and 

IELTS Test Takers 

(n=33) 

IELTS Test Takers 

Only (n=27) 

TOEFL Test 

Takers Only (n=6) 

Talking to friends 

who had previously 

taken the test  

69.7% (n=23) 70.4% (n=19) 66.7% (n=4) 

Official Preparation 

Books/Tests  

66.7% (n=22) 66.7% (n=18) 66.7% (n=4) 

Free Online 

Materials  

63.6% (n=21) 63% (n=17) 66.7% (n=4) 

Audio/Visual 

Media  

57.6% (n=19) 59.3% (n=16) 50% (n=3) 

Time with English-

speaking friends  

48.5% (n=16) 51.9% (n=14) 33.3% (n=2) 

Part-time Instructed 

Test Preparation 

Course  

42.4% (n=14) 40.7% (n=11) 50% (n=3) 

Authentic Texts  42.4% (n=14) 44.4% (n=12) 33.3% (n=2) 

Unofficial 

Preparation Books / 

Tests  

39.4%(n=13) 37% (n=10) 50% (n=3) 

Online Forums  36.4% (n=12) 33.3% (n=9) 50% (n=3) 

Paid Online 

Materials  

24.2% (n=8) 18.5% (n=5) 50% (n=3) 

General Instructed 

English / EAP 

Course  

18.2% (n=6) 18.5% (n=5) 16.7% (n=1) 

Full-time Instructed 

Test Preparation 

Course  

15.2% (n=5) 18.5% (n=5) 0% (n=0) 

 

 The data for test preparation practices for the total questionnaire group shows 

that talking to friends who had previously taken the test was the most common 

reported preparation practice category, with 69.7% (n=23) of the 33 respondents 
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reporting having done this prior to taking the test. This was followed by official 

preparation books/tests (66.7%, n=22) and free online materials (63.6%, n=21). For 

the total sample, the three least commonly reported preparation practices were full-

time instructed test preparation course (15.2%, n=5)), general instructed English/EAP 

course (18.2%, n=6), and paid online materials (24.2%, n=8).  

 The top result for the combined group, talking to friends who had taken the 

test, echoes Fox and Cheng’s (2015) finding that this was a common practice among 

test takers, and emphasizes the idea that high-stakes language proficiency tests are 

socially-situated constructs. It is therefore perhaps unsurprising that test takers seek 

the advice and insight of others prior to taking the test. The findings regarding 

published test materials and textbooks echo Mickan and Motteram (2009) and Roberts 

(2002), who both identify these as common modes of test preparation. This also 

reflects the fact that there exists a vast industry based on the production and 

distribution of such materials (Hamp-Lyons, 1999; Wadden & Hilke, 1999). The 

prevalence of the use of online resources for test preparation concurs with Mickan and 

Motteram’s (2009) findings, although given how common this practice appears to be, 

more research is required into its exact origins, nature and mechanisms. 

4.3.2 Interview Participants’ Reported Preparation Practices 

 The reported preparation practices data for interview participants are drawn 

from two sources: the questionnaires that they completed as part of the overall 

questionnaire respondent group, and the content of their interviews. Table 8 (next 

page) shows the questionnaire-reported preparation practices for interview 

participants. 
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Table 8: Interview Participants' Reported Test Preparation Practices (Questionnaire 

Responses) 

Preparation Practice 

Category 

Pearl 

(IELTS) 

Nelson 

(IELTS) 

Elida 

(IELTS) 

Anastasia 

(TOEFL) 

Chan 

(TOEFL) 

Official Preparation 

Books/Tests 

     

Unofficial 

Preparation 

Books/Tests 

     

Part-time Instructed 

Test Preparation 

Course 

     

Full-time Instructed 

Test Preparation 

Course 

     

General Instructed 

English / EAP 

Course 

     

Free Online 

Materials 

     

Paid Online 

Materials 

     

Online Forums      

Talking to friends 

who had previously 

taken the test 

     

Time with English-

speaking friends 

     

Audio/Visual Media      

Authentic Texts      

 

 

 Interview participants’ top three test preparation practices appear to generally 

reflect patterns of preparation practices reported by the overall questionnaire sample 

group, although interview participants reported free online materials as their most 

common preparation practice (n=5), followed by talking to friends who had previously 
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taken the test (n=4) and official preparation books/tests (n=4). The least common 

preparation practices reported by the interview participant group on the questionnaire 

were the use of authentic texts (n=1) and general instructed English / EAP courses 

(n=1). Among the interview participants, Pearl reported employing the fewest types of 

preparation practice (free online materials only); therefore, she may be an outlier with 

regards to the total group, although this may have been a function of her specific 

circumstances. In contrast, Anastasia reported using every category of test preparation 

practice except for full-time instructed test preparation course. We shall now turn to 

each interview participant in turn, and give an overall description of their individual 

approaches to test preparation using relevant in-vivo quotes from the participants 

themselves. The interview data offer a fine-grained illustration of idiosyncratic test 

preparation practices by respondent, and show that while individual patterns of test 

preparation practices differ, certain themes (e.g., the use of strategies) tend to recur 

across participants. 

Pearl 

As previously stated, Pearl reported using the fewest types of test preparation, 

relying mainly on freely-available materials sourced online. She stated: 

Pearl: Well, at the time I was working really hard, I was teaching, 

and so I didn’t have much time to get prepared properly, 

unfortunately, but I wanted [to] so the only thing I could do was to 

do some tests online, to have a look at the previous tests and the 

question types, and… I watched some webinars… about the content 

of the test, and I, uh, did some listening tests which were online 

again. 
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However, Pearl reported a significant error that she made during her preparation for 

the IELTS: 

Pearl: I made a mistake, I only did those listening tasks which were 

prepared for the general, uh, IELTS…  

Interviewer: Not the academic?  

Pearl: Not the academic, unfortunately I realized the difference 

during the test!  

Pearl stated that she paid special attention to the writing section of the IELTS during 

her preparation, and used online videos for advice: 

Pearl: I was not used to… doing academic writing, so I focused on 

this too, and for the writing I watched some online videos giving 

some tips about what kind of structures to use, what kind of 

vocabulary to focus [on]...  

Pearl warned about the varying quality of such freely-available online videos, stating 

that she had to be careful to select ones that were most useful: 

Interviewer: And were those online videos, um, sort of, just 

YouTube videos that you could watch for free, or…  

Pearl: Yeah, they were YouTube videos but there are thousands of 

them, so you need to be careful about which ones to pick up because 

there are some good quality ones, I don’t remember the names but, 

uh, I followed those ones.  

For writing, Pearl reported that she practiced her academic writing based on topics 

that she sourced from online resources, and checked her writing herself: 

Pearl: For the writing, there were hundreds of topics, so I tried to, 

not write all of them, of course, but I tried to get, think some deeper 
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ideas, to… I mean, if I’m asked about this topic then, in order to be 

ready, I tried to think about them, elaborate on those topics.  

Interviewer: Did you get any feedback on your writing, um, before 

the test?  

Pearl: Hmm… I don’t know… only myself. I checked my writing as 

my teacher!  

With regards to her preparation for the speaking section, Pearl reported that she 

practiced her speaking skills as much as possible, by herself if necessary: 

Pearl: I also checked speaking topics, and I tried to speak to the wall 

[laughs], to the door, and to my husband, sometimes on my own, 

just to try to be fluent, because you see we don’t normally speak 

English in Turkey, so outside the classroom I didn’t use to practice 

at all, so I tried to practice on my own.  

Interviewer: So, it was, anything you could speak to at all you would 

speak to?  

Pearl: Yeah, basically! Especially to the mirror, it works very well, I 

recommend [it]!  

For the reading section of the IELTS, Pearl stated that she did not do any preparation 

at all: 

Pearl: For reading I did not do any preparation because I thought 

that was going to be the easiest part of it, which turned out to be the 

opposite! 

Overall, Pearl was extremely self-reliant when it came to her test preparation 

practices, relying on online resources as her only external source of insights into the 

structure of the IELTS and strategies that she could utilize to maximize her 
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performance on the test. Furthermore, she drew on her significant experience as a 

language teacher and former test examiner, as well as her own resourcefulness in 

considering what each section of the test was intended to assess. 

Nelson  

 In his questionnaire responses to the question asking respondents to specify 

their test preparation practices, Nelson reported using official and unofficial 

preparation books and tests, free online materials, and talking to friends who had 

previously taken the IELTS. However, he stated that he used online resources, 

particularly online videos for most of his preparation, and revealed that he learned test 

taking strategies from these that he considered useful: 

Interviewer: So, would you say that most of your preparation was 

online, through webinars and practice materials you found through 

the internet?  

Nelson: Yes, the YouTube videos were the most things that prepared 

me for the IELTS test.  

Interviewer: Do you remember what sort of sources they were from, 

or was it more like “a bit from here, a bit from there”?  

Nelson: No, I guess it’s a big school, I don’t remember the name of 

the channel but I can look it up for you… Yeah, it was “Learn 

English with Anna”, that was the channel which I used.  

Interviewer: Thanks. So, you talked about strategies you learned 

from that, so things like note taking…  

Nelson: Yeah, and vocabulary words, and how to scan paragraphs, 

underlining dates, names, verbs, and so on.  

Interviewer: And did you have to pay for that or was it free?  
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Nelson: No, it was completely free.  

With regards to preparation books, Nelson stated that he used one official IELTS test 

preparation booklet which he received for free when he registered for the test: 

Nelson: I didn’t buy any, but this book was offered for free by the 

British Council when I first reserved for the test they gave me this 

book, so I watched the videos and then I practiced from this book, 

and it also has an answer key at the end, yeah… it was given for free 

in order to practice. It was only for April, for a limited time you got 

it for free when booking the test, it was kind of a special offer.  

Like Pearl, Nelson drew largely from online resources to gain an 

understanding of the requirements of the IELTS and to learn strategies that he felt 

would help him on the test. He also used official preparation books, to practice his 

skills and gain a deeper understanding of the tasks he would face during the test. 

Elida  

 In her questionnaire responses, Elida reported using official preparation books, 

free online materials, talking to friends who had previously taken the test, spending 

time with English-speaking friends, and audio/visual media. Elida reported that she 

attended a part-time IELTS preparation course, though notably this was three years 

before she took the test. Consequently, she did not indicate this on the questionnaire in 

her preparation practices prior to taking the test; however, this can be considered 

relevant information and so was discussed when it came to light during the interview. 

Elida: Me and my friends, we were a group of three, we took some 

classes with a teacher, but not in Canada, abroad, and we took two 

days a week classes. So, it was general, and we tried to have some 



 67 

idea about how the test would be, how everything’s going to be, and, 

uh, we did some speaking and writing, and he was correcting us, so 

it was a good experience but I didn’t do the test then because I 

wanted to do it before university, so… but then when I prepared 

before the exam it was different because I prepared for it alone… I 

took two months of classes so it wasn’t too much, but it was good 

enough to have a good idea about it, and to just get over the book.  

Elida reported that the classes were generally focused on skills: 

Elida: It was just reading the test, practicing skimming and 

scanning. And some skills, you know, it’s all about skills so we took 

some skills, like, we learned how to write, how to organize our ideas 

when we need to write or talk, or when we listen, when we should 

pay attention to the speaker.  

In contrast, immediately prior to taking the test, Elida reported that she prepared alone 

using mostly online resources: 

Elida: Before the exam I studied on my own, so I was depending on 

some YouTube or some links I have, I didn’t study from the book, 

because I didn’t have time to get over all the book, it’s big.  

Interviewer: So, was there an official book that you were using?  

Elida: Well, it was links that someone I knew who’d took it before 

sent me, like, it was questions from the book, but in a specific way 

that’s it’s easier to study, and with the questions and answers—I 

needed the answers because no-one was correcting me, so I didn’t 

know if I did well or not.  

Interviewer: Right, so it was just yourself?  
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Elida: Yes, it was just myself, and the good thing was doing lots of 

preparation tests before the big test, and from the links there was 

uh… answers. So, I checked my answers and I compared, and I 

learned. And for the speaking I used YouTube, because there are 

good teachers that give good advice and they ask questions, [and] 

you answer them… 

Elida stated that she found the online videos particularly useful in preparing for the 

speaking section, specifically with regards to strategies that could be used in 

constructing a spoken answer:  

Elida: I [would] think about [a response], and then they would say 

“it’s better for you to talk this way, not that way, use this example”, 

and there was also the real interview, it’s really good, you can see it 

and take ideas, like “oh, he did that really well”.  

Interviewer: Was that kind of, for example, structuring, or what kind 

of, bits of phrases to use etc.?  

Elida: Yeah, exactly, how to start a sentence, how to give an 

example, how you check the time, sometimes you need to talk for 

two minutes and that’s not easy on the subject you are talking about. 

Elida also reported practicing her speaking skills by recording herself and listening to 

her speaking to identify ways to improve: 

Elida: I recorded myself and listened to myself, to see when I was 

panicking, or thinking too much… 

Elida’s pattern of test preparation practices was unusual in that she had taken 

an instructed test preparation course, but this was three years before she sat the test. 

She used self-practice and critique to prepare for the speaking sections, and drew on 
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online resources to familiarize herself with the test. Perhaps the most salient quote 

from Elida was “it’s all about skills”, which encapsulated her perception of the test 

and explains her focus on skills and strategies.  

Anastasia  

 Anastasia reported the greatest number of different preparation practice types 

in her questionnaire responses, omitting only the full-time instructed test preparation 

course option. She took the TOEFL three times in total, and reported different 

preparation approaches each time: 

Anastasia: I took [the TOEFL] three times – first time I didn’t 

prepare at all, I just went there, sort of like, let’s see, I never took 

TOEFL, I don’t know what it’s about, I didn’t even know how long 

it’s going to take  

Interviewer: Really? Wow.  

Anastasia: Nothing! I just Googled the night before to see what is it 

about, and my friends were like, “it’s not that hard, but it depends 

what test you get”, so I was just like, let’s go, let’s waste $200, why 

not! … [The] second time I took [the TOEFL] – between [the] first 

and second time I was preparing a lot. 

Prior to her second sitting of the TOEFL, Anastasia enrolled in distance test 

preparation classes run from Serbia, and she attended these online while 

simultaneously studying at boarding school in Maine: 

Anastasia: I found, uh, it’s a like private English school, so I found 

it online and I ask if I can do Skype with them so I had classes 

online… I had, like two or three classes per week, so, and I was 

preparing a lot, she gave me a lot of homework, [the teacher] told 



 70 

me, like, strategies to do, and everything, I took it second time and I 

had enough for [the university’s entrance] requirements… it was one 

hour, the class was one hour, I think I had, like, two or three classes 

a week, and then a week before test I think it was every day, or 

something like that. 

About the content of the classes, Anastasia stated that:  

Anastasia: They taught me strategies for readings, so that was pretty 

much all I had to do, practice with those strategies and… I mean, 

they couldn’t teach me anything else for readings, except that I had 

to practice on my own, listenings… uh, we practiced together I 

think, it was listening, so, and she gave me lot of homework to do on 

listenings, like compare the answers, if they’re right or wrong, and 

pretty much on note taking for that, speaking, I practiced a lot for 

that because I can’t fit everything in one minute or 30 seconds, like 

[laughs] how do you want me to do it? Do you want me to speak 

fast? So, I had to put down on paper what I had to say, what’s 

important, what’s not important, writings, uh, also I had, oh my god, 

at that time I think I wrote hundreds and hundreds of essays per 

week, I was writing like crazy at that time.  

Anastasia reported that she utilized both paid and free online resources: 

Anastasia: [I used] videos on YouTube for note-taking strategies, 

things like that. 

Interviewer: For the TOEFL specifically?  

Anastasia: Yes, I can’t remember, it was something like that, note… 

yeah, something like note-taking it was called, specifically for 
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TOEFL, so I watched that, I was Googling all the time TOEFL 

strategies, how to prepare for TOEFL… I paid for just [online 

content relating to] reading strategies, for the rest I didn’t want 

anything because I was comfortable with those ones, but I needed 

one for reading specifically because reading was my weakest point, 

uh… and the rest were free, yeah.  

In relation to social media sources, Anastasia stated that she did not use online 

forums, but sought information about the TOEFL from friends over social media 

networks: 

Anastasia: I was talking to my friends that already took it, so if you 

consider that as a social media…[laughs] because I talked with them 

through social media, so it’s pretty much, yeah, I used it, but for… 

getting more information, specifically from some web page or 

anything, no. 

Overall, Anastasia recounted casting a wide net in sourcing ways to prepare for the 

TOEFL, an approach she described as stemming from her strong motivation to 

achieve the necessary score on the test: 

Anastasia: Some [other sources] were from official TOEFL website, 

and some were from random websites, I considered everything just 

to pass the test, give me everything just to pass it, and to finish with 

it. 

Overall, Anastasia employed an ‘omnivorous’ approach to her test preparation, 

employing just about any method she could find, and reflecting her strong motivation 

to succeed on the test. The fact that she took the test three times further reflects her 

motivation to maximize her score. 



 72 

Chan 

 In her questionnaire responses, in terms of her preparation practices prior to 

taking the TOEFL Chan reported the use of both official and unofficial preparation 

books and tests, taking a part-time instructed test preparation classes, free and paid 

online materials, online forums, talking to friends who had previously taken the test, 

and audio/visual media. However, her most significant preparation practice was 

enrolling in a part-time instructed test preparation course in her native China; 

consequently, this covered the most discussion time during the interview: 

Chan: I took lessons, and had four teachers, for speaking, reading, 

listening and writing, and prepared for two months to take the first 

exam.  

Interviewer: So, what exact preparation methods did you use? You 

said you took courses, were they full-time, every day courses?  

Chan: Yes, like, today is listening, tomorrow is reading…  

Interviewer: And were those all-day courses?  

Chan: Three or four hours a day.  

Interviewer: And how long did you do that for?  

Chan: From December to March. Maybe about 5 months.  

Regarding her assessment of the classes, Chan stated that she had faith in their 

methods: 

Chan: They [the school] have a really mature model for that, with a 

lot of materials, and some techniques to deal with the exam. So, in 

the first class they gave me lots of materials and told me how to get 

good scores on that, and some mock exams, mock questions. And 
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yeah, they are really good teachers, so I wasn’t nervous at all 

because I believed in them.  

Chan stated that she learned specific skills in the classes aimed at improving 

performance on specific sections of the test. For speaking preparation, Chan said: 

Chan: They [the teachers] gave me some speaking models, and I 

prepared much on the listening part, because we need to listen to 

some videos and make some notes and make my response, so I 

focused on the listening parts.  

Interviewer: You mentioned ‘speaking models’, what did you mean 

by that?  

Chan: Um, just like, how to begin your, like beginning sentences, 

and transitions, and conclusion sentences, things like that.  

Interestingly, two test-related skills Chan learned during the test preparation classes 

was the use of shorthand for the listening sections, and the practice of folding a piece 

of paper 6 times to regulate space for note-taking: 

Chan: First, my teachers [taught] me some symbols  

Interviewer: Like shorthand?  

Chan: Yeah! Most of the time I used the symbols and made notes, 

and they told me some, like, when I listen to the [audio], if the 

professors said “interestingly…” then I need to pay attention to the 

following sentences. If I heard some words that I don’t know, I need 

to write down the pronunciation of that, and I can guess when I get 

the questions. [For the listening section] we get A4 paper, and my 

teacher told me to fold it 3 times because we have 6 listenings [and 

to use these folded portions to make notes on each listening].  
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Chan revealed that her teachers advised a specific approach to multiple choice 

questions: 

Chan: There are multiple choice [questions], so sometimes if I don’t 

know the questions, maybe I should guess the four choices, like 

“this is impossible, that is impossible” …  

For the reading section, Chan’s teachers advised rote vocabulary learning as a 

preparation technique: 

Interviewer: So, did your teachers prepare you in any special ways 

for reading?  

Chan: They gave me a really long word list. Like a book! And [I had 

to] memorize all of them.  

Interviewer: So, memorize the word and definition?  

Chan: Yeah, I think that’s the foundation, not only for the reading 

part, each of my teachers gave me a word list, like, for the listening 

part they gave me the word list but classified by discipline, like 

Psychology or Biology. 

Chan also described certain strategies that her test preparation course teachers taught 

her for the writing section: 

Chan: There’s two parts of writing, first listen to the video, but my 

teacher told me to focus on the second writing, the big essay. I don’t 

know if this is right, because my teacher told me how to write the 

first paragraph, and how to write the second paragraph’s first 

sentences, and how to write a conclusion, like it’s also a model…  

Interviewer: A general structure?  
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Chan: Yeah, and in the first paragraph, the first sentence is a general 

introduction, and think I put a sentence, this is “however this is a 

controversial problem, but from my perspective, blah, blah…”, so I 

put this sentence in every essay. 

Overall, Chan focused on the test preparation course, and the advice of the 

teachers for it, as the basis of her approach to the test. Unlike any of the other 

respondents, she reported unique skills like folding the note paper three times to 

allocate space for taking notes on each of the six listening sections, the use of 

shorthand in taking notes, and vocabulary memorization. Chan’s approach represents 

a significant example of the use of specific strategies that may be employed during the 

test to maximize performance, although some of these may represent test taking 

strategies as opposed to language use strategies. 

Interview participants’ reported test preparation practices reflect the variety of 

practices found in the overall test taker group, with both idiosyncratic patterns of test 

preparation practice, ranging from the use of self-study and online resources in Pearl’s 

case, to an omnivorous, wide-ranging set of preparation practices in Anastasia’s case. 

However, in common with the questionnaire group, online resources were a salient 

component of the interview participants’ test preparation. Although Mickan and 

Motteram (2009) addressed this factor, it appears that there is a need for more 

research into this facet of test preparation. 

The finding that all interview respondents reported using specific strategies to 

aid their test performance concurs with previous research into the prevalence of 

strategy use by test takers on high-stakes language proficiency tests (Barkaoui, 

Brooks, Swain, & Lapkin, 2012; Cohen, 2007; Doe & Fox, 2011). With regards to 
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strategies, the questionnaire and interview groups reported practices appear to suggest 

a combination of the types of strategies described by Issitt (2008), which address 

psychological preparation, general academic English awareness, and test awareness or 

orientation. Furthermore, the findings in this section suggest a combination of 

language use and testwise strategies as described by Doe and Fox (2011). An example 

of the former is Pearl’s preparation for the speaking section, wherein she freely 

practiced her speaking on various topics to maximize her performance on this section 

of the IELTS through addressing the focal construct; this could be considered positive 

washback (Messick, 1996). Conversely, Chan mentioned the use of testwise strategies 

on the multiple-choice sections of the TOEFL, a practice that Gebril (2018) and others 

note may cause artificial score inflation and therefore be classed as negative washback 

(Green, 2007) with implications for the construct validity (Messick, 1989) of the test 

scores on the test. 

4.4 Reasons for Choice of Test 

 In response to the portion of research question one that asks: What factors 

appear to influence test takers’ choice of test?, this section examines test takers’ 

reported reasons for choosing a specific test (TOEFL or IELTS). It should be noted 

that because the small size of the TOEFL sample this should be considered to have 

limited generalizability; however, TOEFL-related responses are still considered. 

4.4.1 Questionnaire Respondents’ Reported Reasons for Choice of Test 

 Table 9 (next page) shows questionnaire respondents’ stated reason for taking 

the test, as coded using the structural coding approach (Saldaña, 2009) described in 

the Methods section [n.b. some respondents gave more than one reason for their 

choice of test and if this was the case, both reasons were recorded; therefore, 
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numerical totals add up to more than 33 for the combined test taker group, and 27 and 

6 for the IELTS and TOEFL groups respectively]. 

Table 9: Questionnaire Respondents’ Reasons for Test Choice 

Reason for Taking 

Test 

All Respondents 

(n=33) 

(%) 

IELTS 

Respondents 

(n=27) (%) 

TOEFL 

Respondents (n=6) 

(%) 

Easier than others 9 (27.3%) 9 (33.3%) 0 (0.0%) 

Familiar 9 (27.3%) 8 (29.6%) 1 (16.7%) 

Common 6 (18.2%) 6 (22.2%) 0 (0.0%) 

Recommended 4 (12.1%) 2 (7.4%) 2 (33.3%) 

Required 4 (12.1%) 3 (11.1%) 1 (16.7%) 

Computer-based 2 (6.1%) 0 (0.0%) 2 (33.3%) 

Paper-based 2 (6.1%) 2 (7.4%) 0 (0.0%) 

Human examiner 2 (6.1%) 2 (7.4%) 0 (0.0%) 

Available 2 (6.1%) 0 (0.0%) 2 (33.3%) 

Popular 2 (6.1%) 2 (7.4%) 0 (0.0%) 

Better 2 (6.1%) 2 (7.4%) 0 (0.0%) 

Content 1 (3.0%) 1 (3.7%) 0 (0.0%) 

Convenient 1 (3.0%) 1 (3.7%) 0 (0.0%) 

Free to take 1 (3.0%) 1 (3.7%) 0 (0.0%) 

 

 From Table 9, we may make several observations. It appears that more than a 

quarter of IELTS respondents (33.3%) reported choosing this test because they 

perceived it as easier than alternative tests. With regards to other reasons for choosing 

the IELTS, 29.6% of IELTS respondents reported that they perceived it as more 

familiar than other tests, and 22% chose the test because they considered it more 

common. On the other hand, the most common reasons for choosing TOEFL were 

split equally between recommended (33.3%), available (33.3%), and computer-based 
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(33.3%). None of the TOEFL respondents reported the perception that it was easier 

than other similar tests, in contrast with the IELTS test taker group.  

4.4.2 Interview Participants’ Reported Reasons for Choice of Test 

 As qualitatively coded from both interviews and questionnaire data, table 10 

shows interview participants’ stated reasons for choosing the specific test they sat. 

Table 10: Interview Participants' Reasons for Test Choice (Questionnaire Responses) 

Reason for Test 

Choice 

Pearl 

(IELTS) 

Nelson 

(IELTS) 

Elida 

(IELTS) 

Anastasia 

(TOEFL) 

Chan 

(TOEFL) 

Easier than Others      

Familiar      

Common      

Recommended      

Required      

Computer-based      

Paper-based      

Human Examiner      

Available      

Popular      

Better      

Content      

Convenient      

Free to Take      

 

Based on Table 10, two main observations may be made about reasons for test 

choice among interview participants. First, all IELTS test takers interviewed reported 

the perception that the IELTS is easier than other language proficiency tests. Second, 
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the only reasons the two TOEFL test takers gave for their choice of test was that it 

was recommended, required, or the only one available, although it should be noted 

that this may be a function of the small TOEFL group sample size. Individual 

respondents’ reasons are now considered in detail. 

Pearl 

 Pearl reported choosing the IELTS because she perceived it as easier, more 

familiar, and popular: 

Pearl: Maybe this [the IELTS] was the most popular one, and, uh, I 

thought this was more doable than the other ones, like TOEFL 

[laughs]. I don’t know why I had this prejudice, but maybe I also 

had a student who, uh, I helped, to uh, who had this exam years ago, 

but it was a general IELTS, so maybe that’s why I felt closer with 

this one… maybe more people are taking this exam than the other 

ones… I knew the question types more than the others, they were 

more, uh, they… I mean, this was the most popular one, so became 

across the question types many types, even when I was getting for 

my university exam we had many questions from the previous 

IELTS tests, so I felt that I could do this better. 

Nelson 

 Nelson stated that he chose the IELTS because he perceived it as easier than 

other language proficiency tests, it was recommended to him, and the speaking section 

was conducted with a human examiner. 

Nelson: Many people told me that IELTS is easier than the TOEFL, 

and it’s easier because you are communicating with a human, 

instead of a computer, because in the speaking part of TOEFL you 
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are speaking to a computer, that’s why they told me it might be a 

better choice… I researched and asked people who took both tests 

[IELTS and TOEFL] before and they told me that IELTS is easier. 

Elida 

 Elida reported that she chose the IELTS because she perceived it as 

easier/having content that she felt would be more suited to her strengths, and more 

familiar: 

Elida: I chose it [the IELTS] because I heard it’s more, like, there’s 

no science and math and all that academic stuff in it, although there 

is are academic readings and subjects, but, uh I felt more 

comfortable doing the one without science and math and all those 

stuff, and also, because I had a part-time teacher that gave me 

lessons about IELTS, but that was, like, three years ago.  

Anastasia 

 Anastasia took the TOEFL solely because it was the only test available to her 

at the time when she needed to take it. 

I was [at boarding school] in Maine, so at the time it was only 

TOEFL offered in my high school, none of [the] other [tests]… I 

didn’t have [any] other choice unless I wanted to travel down to 

Boston and take another test. 

Chan 

 On her questionnaire response, Chan wrote that the university required 

TOEFL. However, in her interview she stated that she took the TOEFL because it was 

recommended by her teachers based on her perceived strengths: 
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Chan: My teacher told me these were my choices, IELTS and 

TOEFL, and she asked me which part of English you think you are 

good at, and I thought maybe listening, and so she said maybe you 

should take the TOEFL exam, because listening is really important 

in the TOEFL.  

Interviewer: So, your teacher pointed you towards the TOEFL?  

Chan: Well yeah, but it’s really… I think it wasn’t a hard choice, 

there were only two choices! I didn’t really think deeply about that.  

 We will now consider research question 1, and summarize the findings of the 

previous two sections as they relate to this question. 

4.4.3 Research Question 1: Summary of Findings 

What reported test preparation practices do IELTS and TOEFL test takers 

employ prior to sitting these tests? What factors appear to influence test 

takers’ choice of test? 

Among the combined questionnaire respondent group (n=33), the six most 

common ways respondents reported preparing to take the IELTS or TOEFL were:  

 talking to friends who had previously taken the test, (69.7%, n=23),  

 official preparation books/tests, (66.7% n=22)  

 using free online materials (63.6% n=21),  

 using audio/visual media (57.6% n=19),  

 spending time with English-speaking friends (48.5% n=16), and  

 enrolling in a part-time instructed test preparation course (42.4% 

n=14).  
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These findings were supported by the interview data, with four out of five participants 

reporting talking to friends who had previously taken the test and using official 

preparation books/tests, and all five respondents reporting the use of free online 

materials. Interview participants reported a variety of patterns of preparation 

practices, with extremes represented by Pearl, who relied solely on online materials 

and her own knowledge and experience as a teacher to guide her preparation; and 

Anastasia, who employed a wide variety of preparation practices. Differences between 

the test taker groups (IELTS and TOEFL) were impossible to assess given the small 

size of the TOEFL sample group (6) in comparison to the IELTS group (27). 

As is apparent from consideration of the reported test taking practices of the 

questionnaire respondents and the interview participants, the IELTS and TOEFL 

appear to exert a washback effect that manifests as the use of a variety of test 

preparation behaviours by students. These test preparation practices appear motivated 

by test takers’ understanding of the stakes associated with the test, and manifested in 

individually unique combinations, but with several appearing to be more common, 

including seeking the advice of friends and acquaintances, using preparation books 

and tests, and availing of online resources. As discussed in the literature review 

section of this study, test preparation practices must be carefully evaluated to ensure 

they do not threaten the validity of tests due to testwise strategies that artificially 

inflate test scores (Anastasi, 1981; Messick, 1996; Miyasaka, 2000), although in 

practice it is likely that test takers will utilize any option available to maximize their 

scores.   

 With regards to reasons for choosing a specific test, 33% of IELTS 

respondents reported that they chose this test because they perceived it as easier than 

other tests, a finding that has implications for the putative equivalence between the 
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IELTS and TOEFL with regards to test score users. 29.6% of IELTS respondents 

reported that they chose the test because they perceived it as more familiar than other 

tests, and 22.2% chose it because it was more common. The data for the TOEFL 

group should be cautiously interpreted due to the small sample size of respondents 

who had sat the TOEFL; however, none of the TOEFL respondents reported that 

facility was a reason for choosing the test. 

 Having considered preparation practices prior to sitting these tests, and factors 

that influence test takers’ choice of test, in the following sections I explore how these 

tests taking practices appear to influence participant test takers’ accounts of their 

performance and their subjective emotional experience during the test. After the 

findings are presented and discussed, I consider research question 2, and summarize 

the findings as they relate to this question.  

4.5 Perceived Effect of Preparation Practices on Test Performance 

 In response to the portion of research question two that asks: How do these 

preparation practices influence perceived performance on the test?, an unexpected 

potential link was discovered between reported performance on the test and subjective 

emotional experience for specific parts of the test. This finding is elaborated on after 

consideration of the findings. 

4.5.1 Questionnaire Respondents’ Perceived Effect of Preparation Practices on 

Test Performance 

Table 11 (next page) shows questionnaire respondents’ evaluations of test 

preparation practices effect on performance on the test for the combined, IELTS, and 

TOEFL groups, and is sorted from highest to lowest effect for the combined group 
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means for each preparation practice category according to aggregated 1 to 6 Likert-

type ratings 

Table 11: Summary of Questionnaire Respondents' Perceived Effect on Test 

Performance of Specific Preparation Practices (Likert-type response format, 1 to 6) 

Preparation 

Practice Type 

TOEFL and IELTS 

Test Takers 

(Mean/Median/n)  

IELTS Test Takers 

Only  

(Mean/Median/n) 

TOEFL Test 

Takers Only 

(Mean/Median/n) 

Paid Online 

Materials  

5.2 / 5.5 (n=6) 5/5 (n=4) 5.5/5.5 (n=2) 

Unofficial 

Preparation 

Books/Tests  

5.1 / 5 (n=13) 5.2/5 (n=10) 4.7/5 (n=3) 

Part-time 

Instructed Test 

Preparation 

Course  

5 / 5 (n=13) 4.9/5 (n=10) 5.3/5 (n=3) 

Official 

Preparation 

Books/Tests  

4.9 / 5 (n=23) 5/5 (n=19) 4.5/5 (n=4) 

Free Online 

Materials  

4.9 / 5 (n=20) 4.8/5 (n=17) 5/5 (n=3) 

Time with 

English-speaking 

friends  

4.9 / 5 (n=16) 4.8/5 (n=14) 5.5/5.5 (n=2) 

Full-time 

Instructed Test 

Preparation 

Course  

4.8 / 5 (n=5) 4.8/5 (n=5) - 

Talking to friends 

who had 

previously taken 

the test  

4.5 / 5 (n=21) 4.4/4.5 (n=18) 5/5 (n=3) 

Audio/Visual 

Media  

4.2 / 4 (n=19) 4.1/4 (n=16) 4.7/4 (n=3) 

General 

Instructed 

English/EAP 

Course  

4 / 4 (n=7) 3.8/4 (n=6) 5/5 (n=1) 

Online Forums  3.8 / 4 (n=11) 3.6/4 (n=8) 5/5 (n=3) 
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Authentic Texts  3.7 / 4 (n=7) 3.8/4 (n=5) 3.5/3.5 (n=2) 

 

The similarity in the figures for participants’ perceptions of test performance 

as described by 1 to 6 Likert-type responses was surprising, with one scale point 

difference covering the top nine practices, and 1.5 points covering all practices. 

However, this may be because there is a possibility that Likert response formats are 

not necessarily true interval scales. Jamieson (2004) notes that “the response 

categories in Likert scales have a rank order, but the intervals between values cannot 

be presumed equal” (p.1217). Therefore, these findings should be interpreted 

cautiously. In addition, it should be noted that reported practice effects were only 

considered for those participants who reported using these practices prior to taking the 

test. 

Table 12 (next page) shows all participants’ reported assessment of their 

performance on the test, as coded from the qualitative questionnaire and interview 

data. It should be noted that for questionnaire respondents, in response to the question 

Please describe the feelings you experienced while taking the different sections of the 

test, some reported information that was ascertained to relate to performance as 

opposed to emotional experience; this was therefore categorized as performance under 

the structural coding (Saldaña, 2009) category during qualitative coding. Figures refer 

to the number of participants reporting performance for each category at least once. 
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Table 12: Test Takers' Reported Performance Per Test Section (Number of 

Respondents Coded At Least Once in Each Category) (n=33) 

 
Section of Test 

Performance 

Assessment 

Category 

General Listening Speaking Reading Writing 

Positive 0 7 11 2 6 

Neutral/Mixed 2 2 0 3 3 

Negative 0 7 5 12 9 

 

 From Table 12, it is apparent that the speaking section of the tests was 

associated with the greatest number of positive subjective performance perceptions 

across all respondents, followed by listening; conversely, the reading section, 

followed by writing, had the greatest number of individuals coded as reporting 

negative performance perceptions. It should be noted, however, that not all 

respondents registered an opinion regarding performance on the sections of the test; 

these data were gathered from questionnaire respondents’ responses to a question on 

the questionnaire regarding subjective experience, to which many responded with 

information that was coded as relating to performance instead. 

4.5.2 Interview Participants’ Perceived Test Performance 

Pearl 

Pearl reported that she felt her preparation practices for the writing aided her 

performance on the IELTS: 

Pearl: For writing, yeah, I focused on academic writing, and that 

worked I can say, because before that I didn’t know anything about 

how to write academically, so… if I hadn’t worked on writing 
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before I took the exam I wouldn’t have been able to do anything, 

and I would have got a much lower score.  

Even though Pearl did not do any specific preparation for the reading, she was pleased 

with her performance on this section of the test: 

Pearl: [It] was to my surprise that I got an 8.5 [out of 9 on the] 

reading [section], because it was really hard. 

Interestingly, Pearl reported that the timed nature of the test [speededness] influenced 

her perceived test performance, particularly during the reading and writing sections: 

Pearl: The reading passages, they were very, very hard and we had 

very limited time… [during the writing section] I was really ready to 

write, because you know I prepared very well, but I was not 

satisfied, I was not happy with what I wrote and I had to erase and 

write again, erase and write again, so I had some timing problems, 

so towards the end of the time I had to be, uh, less careful [about] 

what I was writing. 

With regards to the speaking section, Pearl reported that she was satisfied with her 

performance, although about the independent speaking task she had this to say: 

Pearl: I just tried to produce something which sounded silly to 

myself, maybe that was the reason of getting, uh… Yeah, it’s not 

bad, 7.5, still… for those speaking… yeah, she, she asked me some 

more questions so to elaborate on, uh, what I was telling, and 

luckily…she had another question on another topic, which I could 

talk more, but I, yeah, I was okay. 

Pearl’s error in practicing for the listening section of the general IELTS, as opposed to 

the academic version, was reflected in her perceived performance on the test: 
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Pearl: As I told you I made this mistake of focusing on general 

IELTS listening texts so I found them, oh, these are very easy to 

understand so I don’t need to go any further! [laughs]… which was 

my mistake and which resulted in getting a 7, the lowest… of the 

scores 

Nelson 

Nelson related that he had the most difficulty with the reading and writing 

sections of the IELTS: 

Nelson: I only had trouble in the writing part and the reading part, I 

wasn’t actually confident while taking these parts of the test.  

In elaborating on his performance during the writing section, Nelson had this to say: 

Nelson: For the writing part, the first part was the one which has the 

diagram and I lost marks on this, because I don’t know how to 

analyze a diagram, it was about the internet speed in Asia and USA 

in a graph, like, how is the speed in this country and that country, I 

was unable to analyze it, I had to write 150 words in the first part, I 

wrote way more than 150 because I wanted to include every single 

detail, but for the second part I was well-prepared because I had 

something similar in my school, it was approximately the same 

prompt but different things.  

Like Pearl, Nelson mentioned the timed nature of the reading section as having an 

adverse effect on his performance, particularly on the reading section of the test: 

Nelson: I practiced before, but I also faced a lot of problems in the 

test because I thought the time was going to be enough, I faced 

difficulties at the end, I wasn’t able to finish, because there were 
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three readings, the first one is the easiest, the second one is medium, 

and the last one was the hardest… if I had 15 extra minutes I might 

have done better on the reading part, I might have answered more 

accurately on some parts, and also that helps me in solving the 

questions accurately.  

Nelson felt that he performed best on the speaking section of the IELTS, and 

attributed some of this performance directly to his preparation: 

Nelson: For the speaking section, it was actually the best part, and I 

got the best score of all sections, from the videos I watched I learned 

they don’t want you to use hard words, you don’t have to show them 

you know how to speak English but you should use the proper 

sentence lengths and so on. The part I was most prepared for was the 

speaking test, and it was easiest for me, I got a 7.0 [out of 9]. 

Nelson also reported being reasonably pleased with his performance on the listening, 

and again directly linked his preparation practice to his performance: 

Nelson: I did three practice tests online. I expected the grade I got, it 

was 6.5, it was the same thing in the test which I did. The first one 

was 6, the second and third were 6.5. It was somehow consistent. 

Elida 

 Elida summed up her performance on the sections of the test as follows, 

mentioning the timed nature of the reading section: 

Elida: For me I was good at speaking, I don’t know if you noticed 

that! And I love writing, so the listening was a little bit more 

difficult for me, and the reading… because you don’t usually read 
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the three articles in three hours or less, so I needed to practice that, 

and also, you need to answer the questions, yeah.  

Elida recounted that she experienced a moment of doubt during the speaking section 

with regards to the content of the question, but she realized that the content isn’t as 

important as the use of language in answering the prompt: 

Elida: I faced one problem, when I understood the question wrong, 

so I wanted to talk about something, I prepared to talk about 

something, but then I noticed in the last ten seconds “Oh, what if 

she’s talking about that, not this! What if she means this thing!” So I 

changed everything, I changed all my ideas I changed everything, all 

my ideas, but the problem was if I told her about what I was 

preparing that would be better, so I felt sad about this, because my 

speaking was not as good as I expected, but I got a really good mark 

in that, maybe I didn’t do a lot of mistakes, but they don’t really care 

about the subject, whether it’s good or not, so it was not really a 

good subject, but it was good speaking so I got a good mark.  

On the listening section, Elida stated that she experienced a lapse in concentration, but 

she felt that this did not significantly affect her score for this section: 

Elida: I faced one problem in the test, which was… I lost myself, I 

was listening and I felt that I… there was one blank where I didn’t 

write and he’s talking about the rest, so I didn’t know what to do!   

Anastasia 

 With regards to the writing section, Anastasia reported that strategies she had 

learned through her preparation aided her performance on this section of the TOEFL: 
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Anastasia: Writing, I didn’t find that hard …[the] first time that I 

took [the TOEFL] I wrote it in the way I don’t know how, because I 

didn’t prepare for that one, so and then for the second and third time 

I knew strategy how to start, how to finish, what to put in each one, 

so pretty much I knew strategies so it was easy, for me.  

And, 

Anastasia: That helped a lot, because, um, my prof told me, like, 

strategies, how to start introduction, first, third and second, uh, first 

second and third supporting point for second writing 

Anastasia reported that she felt that she had performed well on the listening section, 

although she voiced concerns about the length of the listening extracts: 

Anastasia: Listenings weren’t that hard, it’s just they were so long, 

so you lose concentration and you have, how many, like… ten 

listenings or something? 

She also reported that note-taking was a major part of her approach to the listening 

elements of the test, both in the integrated tasks and the listening section of the 

TOEFL: 

Anastasia: I’m fast at note taking, so I write everything, and it was 

pretty much easy to find the answer because I wrote every single 

thing that they said, I mean maybe some non-important ones I did, 

but mostly I wrote everything so I had the answers, so it wasn’t that 

hard 

Anastasia reported that she found the speaking section easy; however, like Pearl, 

Nelson and Elida, she voiced concerns about speededness: 
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Anastasia: Speaking, it’s simply easy…only the time limit, I would 

expand it to two minutes [laughs] because I can’t… you have only 

thirty seconds to prepare, but it wasn’t that hard, like once you get 

into a routine of practicing to speak fast and [putting] all the 

information in, that’s fine. 

Anastasia explicitly stated that strategies she learned from her preparation aided her 

performance on the independent speaking tasks particularly: 

Anastasia: I had on paper, like writing three reasons, three 

supporting points that I’m going to mention, like refer to question or 

what was it, can’t remember actually, specifically questions, but 

yeah, first two were basic questions about myself, so I always had at 

least two supporting points and if I can come up with a third one in 

those 15 seconds of preparation that’s good, if not I just briefly 

explain those two, and… yeah, so it helped me a lot, those 

preparation and classes.  

Anastasia reported the most difficulty during the reading section of the TOEFL: 

Anastasia: It was really hard and going back to text and looking, 

trying to find the answer, and the questions are really tricky, 

honestly, all of them. So maybe like a few of them are easy like to 

put your score up, pretty much, but all the rest of them are like, 

“what do you want me to do?” I don’t understand, where do you 

want me to find the answer?” Because it can be A, C and D also, but 

it’s not… here were also some questions where nothing could work. 

I feel like nobody knows the answer [laughs], that’s… only the 

people who made it.  
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Chan 

 In contrast to all other participants, Chan rated the speaking section of the 

TOEFL as the most difficult for her: 

Chan: In our high school or primary school we focused much on the 

reading and listening, not on speaking.  

Interviewer: So, was it more difficult because of that?  

Chan: Yeah, it’s my weakest part. I don’t put much faith in it, if I 

got 22 or 21 [out of 30 on the speaking section] that’s great, I’m 

happy.  

Chan also reported experiencing difficulties on the reading section of the test, a 

problem she attributed to her perceived lack of vocabulary: 

Chan: Reading is difficult for me, because I don’t like to memorize 

vocabulary, so there’s a lot of words I don’t know, so I think that’s 

why I get low scores on reading, so I think that vocabulary is the 

most important part in reading.  

With regards to the listening section, Chan stated that she tried to use the note-taking 

skills she had learned during her test preparation course, but found this difficult in 

practice: 

Chan: I was too busy to make notes, and at first I think that’s really 

useful, but after that I think that distracts me from really listening to 

what the professor said, so I make notes, really good notes, 

organized, but after that I saw the notes and did not really 

understand what I write, so I think that’s distracting me.  
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Overall, the findings for the interview participants mirror the questionnaire 

respondents’ impressions of their performance on the test, with reading appearing to 

be associated with the greatest number of negative reports, followed by writing. 

4.6 Subjective Emotional Experience During Test  

 The following section describes the data for test takers’ subjective emotional 

experience during the different sections of the test. As the findings below illustrate, 

there was an association between test takers accounts of performance and reported 

subjective emotional experience. 

4.6.1 Questionnaire Respondents’ Reported Subjective Experience During 

Specific Test Sections 

 Table 13 shows data coded using both questionnaire respondents’ replies to the 

questionnaire item “Please describe the feelings you experienced while taking the 

different sections of the IELTS test”, and interview data. This was coded using a 

structural coding (Saldaña, 2009) approach. Figures refer to the number of 

participants reporting each emotion category at least once. 

Table 13: Numbers of All Respondents Reporting Specific Categories of Subjective 

Emotional Experience During Different Sections of Test (Number of Respondents 

Coded At Least Once in Each Category) (n=33) 

 Section of Test 

Emotion 

Category 

General Listening Speaking Reading Writing 

Positive 0 10 16 3 5 

Neutral/Mixed 1 4 5 2 4 

Negative 1 17 9 20 15 
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It is immediately apparent from the data that reading was associated with the 

greatest number of questionnaire respondents reporting negative emotions (20), 

followed by listening (17), writing (15) and speaking (9). Conversely, the speaking 

section was associated with the greatest number of positive emotions (16), followed 

by listening (10), writing (5) and reading (3).  

 Table 14 shows the incidence of emotion words appearing in all questionnaire 

respondents’ replies to the open-ended question: Please describe the feelings you 

experienced while taking different sections of the test. 

Table 14: Ranking of Total Incidence of Emotion Words Appearing Across All 

Questionnaire Respondents’ (IELTS and TOEFL) Qualitative Responses 

Word Rank  Listening  Speaking Reading Writing 

1 confident (8) confident (12) confused (6) confident (5) 

2 nervous (7) nervous (9) nervous (5) nervous (5) 

3 prepared (4) prepared (4) prepared (4) confused (4) 

4 anxious (2) comfortable (3) confident (3) prepared (4) 

5 confused (1) afraid (2) afraid (2) anxious (1) 

6 demotivated (1) anxious (2) anxious (2) comfortable (1) 

7 excited (1) scared (2) scared (2) panicked (1) 

8 panicked (1) confused (1) stress (2) satisfied (1) 

9 relaxed (1) happy (1) excited (1) tired (1) 

10 terrified (1) silly (1) hopeless (1) - 

 

In this analysis, stemmed words have been included, meaning that different 

word forms (e.g., confusion, confuse, confused) have been classified as the adjective 

form (e.g., confused). Although this method of analysis excludes the context of the 

words, one main observation can be made: the two most commonly occurring emotion 
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word for reading have a negative connotation (confused, 5; and nervous, 9), and the 

most commonly occurring words with regards to writing are confident (5) and nervous 

(5). As Cassaday and Johnson (2002) note, test anxiety [negative emotional 

experience] during the test is likely to have a detrimental impact on test scores 

independent of other factors. Therefore, test takers’ reported subjective experience on 

the reading section may have a feedback effect, with negative emotional experience 

leading to sub-optimal performance.  

4.6.2 Interview Participants’ Reported Subjective Experience During Specific 

Test Sections 

 This section describes, in detail, the subjective emotional experiences reported 

by participants during their interviews.  

Pearl 

Pearl reported some negative feelings on the listening and writing sections of the 

IELTS: 

Pearl: The part that I was most, uh, let’s say scared [laughs] was 

listening… and writing, because I was not used to doing academic 

writing. 

With regards to the speaking section, Pearl described a moment of panic stemming 

from being briefly confounded by one question: 

Pearl: The examiner, uh, wanted me to talk about, uh, a topic that 

was not easy to be productive immediately, so I need to give a lot of 

thought, which… which caused a feeling of panic. I don’t remember 

the question exactly but it was like, uh, something like “a surprising 

present you bought for someone”, you see, it’s not easy to 
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answer…because you have to think about it before you answer this, 

you see? I’m sure that there were many surprising presents but I just, 

it was not easy to make up one at that moment, or to remember one 

at that moment 

Nevertheless, this feeling of panic passed and Pearl reported feeling better about the 

next question: 

Pearl: Luckily, she [the speaking examiner] had another question on 

another topic, which I could talk more, but I, yeah, I was okay, I felt 

confident.  

Pearl described feeling strong negative emotions during the reading section, stemming 

from her perception of the difficulty of the texts: 

Pearl: I could understand but I didn’t realize because of panic 

because obviously, I could, I could do it very well… but still, it was 

really torturing, it was a torturing hour for me [laughs] so, it was so 

hard the reading passages, so hard and long, with a lot of 

vocabulary, yeah.  

Due to mistakenly expecting a pause between the third and fourth sections of the test, 

Pearl reported that she experienced some negative emotions during the listening 

section: 

Pearl: [As a result] I was so nervous you see, so I missed half of the 

last section, and I was, I lost my motivation of course, but that was 

my mistake because after I finished the test I immediately googled 

because I was sure I was going to complain about this, but I checked 

and then I saw that there was no pause between [these sections]. 
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Nelson 

Nelson reported feeling a lack of confidence during the reading and writing 

sections of the IELTS. 

Nelson: I only had trouble in the writing part and the reading part, I 

wasn’t actually confident while taking these parts of the test.  

Although he generally felt good about the speaking section of the test, Nelson 

reported that when speaking to the examiner: 

Nelson: It was natural at the beginning, until the last part when I was 

a bit confused about the topic 

For the listening section, Nelson stated that his preparation practices had contributed 

to a feeling of confidence: 

Nelson: I think listening was the one I saw most improvement, 

because at the beginning I wasn’t able to listen and take notes at the 

same time, it needed a lot of time to practice on this, I practiced in 

different classes on this, like math, chemistry, biology, biology was 

the most thing because it has a lot of definitions, so I practiced 

writing what the teacher says in order to improve my ability in 

taking the test.  

Elida 

Elida reported some general nervousness about taking the IELTS, but overall nothing 

excessive at the beginning. She reported high confidence during the speaking section 

of the test, but also some worry about the question content: 

Elida: I was confident about [the speaking section] because I felt 

like it’s my best part—I enjoy speaking English and I don’t feel like 
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I have a problem with that, but for sure I was also worried about the 

subject and the questions she’s going to ask me, the examiner. 

Elida reported some negative feelings during the reading section of the test, caused by 

her impression that her skills were insufficient for the task at hand: 

Elida: I also searched for skills to improve reading, like look for key 

sentences, find dates and words, underline it, those skills, this is how 

I improved it but I was nervous about it in the exam because I felt 

like that wasn’t enough for me, I needed more. But this was all I 

could do.  

Anastasia 

Anastasia used fewer emotion words in her answers than other participants, 

and often answered questions intended to probe emotional responses with 

commentary about her performance. However, she did describe the feelings she 

experienced while preparing for and taking the test in general terms, stating: 

 Anastasia: It [taking the test] very stressful for, especially, like, 

high school age, and when you’re thinking, like, this is either going 

to get me into university or not… [it was] the most stressful time of 

my life.  

Anastasia reported feeling annoyance during the speaking section of the test due to the 

distraction of hearing other test takers speak: 

Anastasia: Everybody is pretty much doing it at the same time, 

speaking, so you can hear other people, and that’s annoying. 

Chan 

Like Anastasia, Chan responded to questions intended to probe emotional 

responses with descriptions of her performance, and used few emotion words in her 
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responses. In her interview, Chan reported feeling few negative emotional experiences 

during the TOEFL, which she attributed to how her preparation course teachers 

prepared her to take the test: 

Chan: They are really good teachers, so I wasn’t nervous at all 

because I believed in them.  

Interviewer: So, you weren’t nervous when you were taking the test?  

Chan: Not really, no!  

However, Chan described feeling distracted during the test by some of the techniques 

she had been taught: 

I was too busy to make notes, and at first I [thought] that’s really 

useful, but after that I think that distracts me from really listening to 

what the professor said, so I make notes, really good notes 

organized, but after that I saw the notes and did not really 

understand what I write, so I think that’s distracting me.  

4.6.3 Research Question 2: Summary of Findings 

 How do these preparation practices influence their perceived performance on 

the tests?  Do test preparation practices have any effect on test takers’ 

subjective emotional experience on the test? 

The evidence that specific test preparation practices improved perceived 

performance on specific sections of the tests was inconclusive, as the influence of 

reported test preparation practice on reported test section performance (as described 

by a 1 to 6 point Likert-type statement) did not show considerable difference. 

However, there is a possibility that this may be related either to the small sample size, 

or as mentioned earlier to the properties of Likert-type response formats themselves; 

as Jamieson (2004) notes, Likert data should be cautiously interpreted. 
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 Interview respondents reported that specific practices that improved their 

strategic awareness of how to approach the test improved their perceived performance 

on the test; all interview participants emphasized the role of test taking skills and 

strategies as having an influence on their test performance. These skills and strategies 

generally appeared not to threaten test construct validity, and included such skills as 

note-taking, discourse structuring; however, several participants stated that they 

considered test-taking skills to have a greater influence on test success than language 

use ability. Notably, one participant (Chan) mentioned the use of multiple choice 

testwiseness strategies.  

With regards to the second part of research question 2, for the participant group, 

emotions on the test appeared more aligned with perceived performance than test 

preparation practices. It is notable that, when compared, the tables displaying test 

takers’ reported performance per test section as coded from qualitative questionnaire 

data (Table 12), and Numbers of All Respondents Reporting Specific Categories of 

Subjective Emotional Experience During Different Sections of Test (Table 13) show 

that the speaking section had the highest number of positively coded reports on both, 

and the reading section the highest number of negatively coded reports. These 

findings support several previous studies, for example Tsai and Li (2012) that suggest 

that the reading sections of high-stakes language proficiency tests are a particular 

cause of anxiety among test takers. 

4.7 Opinions of Test 

 This section describes salient findings with regards to participants’ opinions of 

the test they took, and particularly specific concerns that were raised.  
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4.7.1 Participants’ Opinions of Test 

 Data for all respondents’ opinions of the test were coded using interview data, 

as well as answers to the questionnaire item “Please describe the feelings you 

experienced while taking different sections of the test”. As in previous sections, 

although this question sought to elicit information on emotional experience, 

respondents included other information in their answers. One salient finding was that 

out of all respondents, 19 participants, representing 57.6% of the total sample (16 

IELTS and 3 TOEFL) remarked on having difficulty with speededness, almost 

exclusively in relation to the reading and writing sections. According to Lu and Sireci 

(2007), speededness refers to “the situation where the time limits on a standardized 

test do not allow substantial numbers of examinees to fully consider all test items” 

(p.29).  Shown below are selected examples of such responses by section: 

Reading 

Forest: It is the hard part for me, the time is too short. 

Aliya: I was nervous and scared because I don’t like reading and we 

have limited time so it was hard. 

Gisele: It was very long and it took a long time to understand. The 

first two readings were okay but I did not have time to finish the 

third one, so I felt that I didn’t prepare well. 

Writing 

Ally: The writing was hard for me because it takes me time to start 

thinking what to write about, so thinking took most of my test time 

and I didn’t have enough time to finish everything I wanted to write 

about. 
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Adham: I had a hard time to write in an academic way and to 

complete the two sections in an hour. 

Fay: Not prepared. Some issues. Ran out of time. Bad time 

management. 

I shall now turn to the opinions of the test voiced by individual interview 

participants. Because space constraints preclude an in-depth exploration of all 

interview participants’ opinions of the test they took in fine detail, we shall consider 

each interview participant, their general opinions of the test, and anything they 

considered particularly problematic. 

Pearl 

Although Pearl stated that she considered the IELTS a good assessment of 

academic English ability, she made several observations about factors that she found 

problematic; these related to speededness (Fox & Cheng, 2007; Lu & Sireci, 2007), 

the test environment, and the speaking examiner. With regards to the test in general 

and speededness, Pearl had this to say: 

Pearl: I think the reading [section] does what it’s supposed to do, 

because the texts are academic level, I agree with that, for listening 

yes, it does what it’s supposed to do, for writing too, yeah, it 

absolutely does what it’s supposed to, and, no, I think all these 

sections do what they’re supposed to but the only problem is that, 

uh, if, the fact that you cannot do well in this test does not indicate 

that you are not good at these sections because you have a time 

constraint. 
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Pearl described the room in which she took the test, and stated that she did not 

consider the environment ideal for taking such an important test: 

Pearl: For the listening I want to add something else, because the 

problem with IELTS listening is that you have to take, uh, this test 

in a very crowded classroom…[during] this listening test I was 

seated in a room of hundreds of people, maybe, I couldn’t count it 

but it was at least a hundred, but they played, uh… they played the 

texts using those huge…  

Interviewer: Oh, PA systems, big speakers?  

Pearl: Yeah, uh-huh, big speakers, and then sometimes, it was 

wintertime…and people were sneezing, and [sniffs] doing this all 

the time, so it was really hard to concentrate.  

Pearl stated that during the speaking section, she was somewhat taken aback by the 

examiner’s spoken English ability. 

Pearl: My examiner, the, uh, I mean her English was not that good. I 

mean the pronunciation, her word choice. Of course, she followed 

the, uh… 

Interviewer: The script?  

Pearl: Yeah, script, but then I was really productive, talked a lot, 

and, but then she didn’t seem so happy with that, I don’t know why.  

Nelson 

Nelson reported generally positive impressions of the IELTS as an assessment 

of the ability to use English in academic settings: 

Nelson: Actually, it’s a really good test for universities, because if 

people don’t know how to speak English they will find a lot of 
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difficulties with communicating with professors, taking notes, doing 

assignments and so on, so it’s actually something mandatory for a 

student when applying to university to be well prepared in speaking 

English, and understanding English.  

With regards to the test environment, Nelson described his experience as positive and 

without problems: 

Nelson: For the listening reading and writing, it was a big hall with 

around 150 people. It was fine, because each table was far from the 

next ones so it was like you were sitting by yourself.  

However, Nelson also remarked negatively on the speededness of the reading section: 

Nelson: Actually, for me it was the time for the reading part, the 

time was the thing I thought was unfair because I wanted more time, 

I wanted at least 15 extra minutes, for the reading part…if I had 15 

extra minutes I might have done better on the reading part, I might 

have answered more accurately on some parts, and also that helps 

me in solving the questions accurately.  

Elida 

Despite having generally positive impressions of the IELTS, Elida made 

interesting observations relating to test taking skills and speededness: 

Elida: I know you maybe get good vocabulary from preparing, but at 

the same time I think that any person, even if he doesn’t have good 

English or good vocabulary, he can take a good mark in IELTS, 

because I think it’s more about skills than English. I think it’s more 

about skills.  
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And: 

Elida: Sometimes in my own first language, if I have [to read] three 

big articles in one hour, I can’t even do it sometimes! It depends on 

the article. 

Elida reported that the room in which she sat the test was suitable for its purpose: 

Elida: It was small, but there weren’t too many people so it was fine, 

and it was a good atmosphere.  

Anastasia 

Anastasia reported generally negative opinions about the TOEFL, mostly 

relating to the stress of taking the test, and the fact that she took three tests which she 

perceived to differ in difficulty: 

Anastasia: I took it three times, I had three completely different 

tests, one was easy, another one was extremely hard… I had some 

tests, or like, readings where they were harder for understanding 

generally, vocabulary was extremely hard [compared to] previous 

ones, so that was weird 

In addition, Anastasia voiced negative opinions about how the structure of the TOEFL 

differs from test to test: 

Anastasia: I hated, you know how for example if you have, like four 

readings you have like, three listenings? I hated that. Why can’t you 

put, like, three-three or four-four, do always the same, because you 

never know, like, you click… to open the test and you find out how 

many readings you have. 

Anastasia also expressed dissatisfaction with the test environment: 
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Anastasia: it was hard because in TOEFL, so everybody’s in the 

same room, and everybody is pretty much doing it at the same time, 

speaking, so you can hear other people, and that’s annoying.  

Furthermore, Anastasia reported that the computer interface format of the TOEFL 

may be problematic: 

Anastasia: Staring at a computer constantly for three hours, you’re 

not blinking, you’re just reading, reading, reading, writing, writing, 

writing, so that’s… I find it very hard. I find it harder to read on 

computer. 

With regards to speededness, Anastasia’s main concern was with the speaking section: 

Anastasia: For me it [the listening section] was easy, only the time 

limit, I would expand it to two minutes because I can’t… you have 

only thirty seconds to prepare, but it wasn’t that hard, like once you 

get into a routine of practicing to speak very fast, and put all the 

information in. 

Chan 

Overall, Chan expressed positive opinions about the TOEFL: 

Chan: I think the listening is good, because the video is really 

similar to the [classes]I take here [at the university], so that’s good, 

and the writing, I think that’s good too, because the essay is similar 

to what I do here, and uh, reading, I don’t think reading…. Because 

reading is from different disciplines, and I only took communication 

and media now, so I still don’t know much professional words about 

my program so I need to learn here, but there [is] some general 

vocabulary [that is] useful 
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However, Chan expressed concerns about the speededness of the speaking section, as 

well as the test room environment: 

Chan: The speaking, I don’t think it’s good because I need to talk to 

a computer, and I need to pay attention to the time limit, and I don’t 

know how they are evaluating my speaking level, so I think that’s 

not comprehensive. And during the exam, at one moment everybody 

starts talking, and my teacher told me before the exam, if I took 

maybe later I could maybe listen to some people’s first questions! 

But I think, people sitting near me, they want to hear me! 

4.7.2 Research Question 3: Summary of Findings 

 What opinions do test takers have of the test(s), and what are the implications 

of these opinions with regards to validity? 

The findings show that the most salient patterns of opinions apparent in the 

data with regards to the tests fell under two categories: speededness (Fox & Cheng, 

2007; Lu & Sireci, 2007) and adverse test conditions potentially causing construct-

irrelevant variance (Fox & Cheng, 2015; Haladyna & Downing, 2004; Ma, 2017; 

Messick, 1996). Fox and Cheng (2015) report that speededness contributes negatively 

to test takers’ subjective emotional experience during tests, while Lu and Sireci (2007) 

raise the point that if speededness is a factor contributing to test scores but is not one 

of the constructs being assessed in a test, this has serious negative implications with 

regards to validity. Over half of all respondents (57.6%) reported difficulty with the 

time limits on the reading and/or writing sections of the test, findings that echo Fox 

and Cheng (2007), and Lu and Sireci (2007), who note that “speededness [in tests that 

do not have speed of response as a focal construct] introduces a severe threat to the 

validity of interpretations based on test scores” (p.29). 
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 The findings regarding adverse test conditions also have implications with 

regards to validity. Interview participants reported such problems as distraction from 

other test takers, crowded test rooms, computer fatigue in the case of the TOEFL, and 

problems with the speaking examiner in the case of the IELTS. There is a possibility 

that these could potentially give rise to construct-irrelevant variance (see, for 

example, Fox & Cheng, 2007; Ma, 2017; Messick, 1996), which has implications for 

the validity of the tests and the interpretation of test scores. 

In the next and final chapter of this study, I will summarize the research 

findings, discuss their implications with regards to validity, washback, and test 

preparation, and consider the study’s limitations. 
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 

 The core aim of this study was to investigate the test preparation practices that 

test takers report employing when preparing to take two similar high-stakes language 

proficiency tests (IELTS and TOEFL). In addition, the study sought to shed light on 

how test preparation practices informed test takers’ reported performance on the tests, 

reported subjective emotional experiences during the tests, reported reasons for 

choosing a specific test, and opinions of the tests. The research was guided by the 

overarching concept of washback (Alderson & Wall, 1993; Bailey, 1996; Cheng, 

Curtis, & Watanabe, 2007; Green, 2007) which postulates that tests influence teaching 

and learning; and the concepts of high-stakes tests (Kunnan, 2012), test preparation 

(Anastasi, 1981; Messick, 1982; Smith, 1991), and validity (Cronback & Meehl, 1955; 

McNamara & Roever, 2006; Messick, 1989; Kane, 2013). To address the research 

questions guiding the study, an exploratory convergent mixed-methods research 

design (Creswell, 2009) was employed, with data gathered using a questionnaire 

incorporating both quantitative and qualitative items, and interviews with selected 

participants. The next section briefly summarizes the findings of the study with 

regards to the stated research questions. Following this, the implications of the study 

are considered, followed by its limitations. Finally, directions for further research are 

suggested. 

5.1 Summary and Implications of Findings 

Several salient findings are apparent from the results of this study. First, test 

takers employ a variety of test preparation practices when preparing for high-stakes 

language proficiency tests, in this case the TOEFL and IELTS. In this study, the most 

common of these were seeking knowledge from friends and acquaintances who were 
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familiar with the test, followed by official test preparation books and tests, and free 

online resources. These findings support the washback hypothesis that high-stakes 

tests will influence learners and learning (Alderson and Wall, 1993), and illustrate 

students’ motivation to succeed on these tests. However, we must be aware that 

washback can be negative, positive, or neutral, and can vary over time and between 

individuals (Cheng, 2007). Therefore, teachers, materials developers and producers, 

and indeed students, should strive to promote and engage in practices that address the 

stated constructs as opposed to those that may interfere with validity, and test takers 

should be encouraged to critically assess the information they receive from a range of 

sources. Realistically, test takers will most likely primarily aim to achieve high test 

scores, because high-stakes tests like the IELTS and TOEFL act as gatekeepers of 

ambition, and represent a hurdle that must be overcome to enable them to follow their 

dreams. Nevertheless, validity matters, and students may be best served by engaging 

in preparation practices that will serve them well both on the test, and afterwards in 

their academic careers. With regards to the reasons test takers choose a specific test, it 

appears that there is a common opinion (among IELTS test takers) that the IELTS is 

easier than the TOEFL. This is worthy of investigation because if this claim can be 

supported, this has implications for the validity of inferences drawn from both tests: if 

they purport to assess the same focal constructs, then it should necessarily follow that 

one should not be easier or more difficult than the other.  

The second main finding of this study is that there appears to be a connection 

between students’ reported performance on sections of the tests and their reported 

emotional experience during those sections. Although this study aimed to investigate 

the effects of certain test preparation practices on performance during specific sections 

of the tests, no evidence was found to suggest any differences; however, it seems clear 
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from the data that students report both negative emotional experience and 

performance self-evaluation on the reading sections of the tests specifically. This 

suggests that in choosing their preparation practices, test takers may be well advised 

to take account of these aspects by focusing on emotion management and developing 

the requisite reading skills to succeed on the test and beyond. 

Finally, the results of the study suggest that the test environment may be a 

source of construct-irrelevant variance that may have a negative effect on test scores, 

and therefore potentially represent a threat to the validity of these scores. Testing 

companies should strive to make their tests as fair and equitable as possible by 

ensuring that the environments in which students take their tests are fit for purpose 

and do not threaten the tests scores’ validity. Furthermore, the issues of speededness 

and construct-irrelevant variance are a significant concern with regards to the validity 

of inferences drawn from IELTS and TOEFL scores. Speededness appears to be a 

salient concern, as from test takers’ perspectives the data appear to suggest that this 

could be considered a barrier to the valid demonstration of language proficiency.  

Overall, as a teacher, this study has given me an insight into the stakes at play 

in high-stakes language proficiency tests, how test takers prepare to take these tests, 

why they choose their specific test preparation practices, and what opinions they have 

of the tests. The salience of strategies in this study has illustrated of how these may be 

positive or negative, and as a teacher, it is useful to remember that the construct 

extends into, and arises from, the academic world in which students aim to perform. 

Therefore, teachers and materials developers should aim to encourage students to 

develop the skills that will help them not just to pass a high-stakes test, but to succeed 

in their academic and professional careers. 
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5.3 Limitations of the Study 

 The study had several significant limitations. First, the overall sample size was 

small, at a total of 33 questionnaire respondents, therefore the generalizability of the 

findings is somewhat limited. Second, the discrepancy between the sizes of the IELTS 

and TOEFL groups precluded any meaningful comparison of these tests along the 

dimensions addressed in the research questions, so for quantitative measures the 

groups were combined. Third, the tests were treated as largely analogous because they 

purport to assess the same constructs; however, due to their subtle differences in their 

philosophical underpinnings (Chalhoub-Deville & Turner, 2000) this may be open to 

question. Fourth, the sample group for this study consisted exclusively of students in 

an upper-level EAP program at one Canadian university; this also limits the 

generalizability of the study. 

5.4 Future Directions 

As Fox and Cheng (2015) note, more research needs to be conducted into 

testing from the perspective of test takers. With regards to this study, it may be worth 

expanding the questions asked to incorporate other high-stakes language proficiency 

tests not covered in this study, and to examine differences between the IELTS, 

TOEFL, and other such high-stakes language proficiency tests based on the 

foundational research questions of this study. In addition, it is apparent that more 

research needs to be conducted with regards to the use of online resources in test 

takers’ preparation practice.  
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Appendix B: Email Request to ESLA Teachers 

 
Email Request to ESLA Instructors 

 

Dear [ESLA instructor], 

 

My name is Ciaran McCullough, and I am a 2nd year MA student in Applied 

Linguistics and Discourse Studies in the School of Linguistics and Language Studies 

at Carleton. My area of study is language testing and assessment, and my MA thesis 

supervisor is Dr. Janna Fox 

 

I am currently in the preliminary stages of researching my MA thesis, entitled 

“Gatekeepers of Aspiration: The Effects of Test Preparation Techniques on Test-

Taker Performance and Confidence on High-Stakes Language Proficiency Tests”. I 

am interested in how test-takers prepare for the TOEFL iBT and IELTS tests, and how 

these preparation techniques influence test-takers’ reported confidence on the test, as 

well as their objective test score outcomes. 

 

The first stage of my research will entail asking individuals who have sat either the 

TOEFL iBT or IELTS in the previous two years to complete a short questionnaire 

about the preparation techniques they employed prior to taking the test. Respondents 

will be rewarded for their participation with a small (< $5 value) gift.  

 

If possible, would I be able to visit your ESLA class to recruit participants for my 

study? My suggestion is that I visit in the last 5-10 minutes of a lesson, briefly explain 

the study, and distribute questionnaires to students who agree to participate. To avoid 

rushing respondents they will be allowed to take these questionnaires home to 

complete, and I will visit at the end of the same class the following week / day to 

collect responses.  

 

I am also looking for five volunteers to participate in semi-structured interviews to ask 

follow-up questions about their test-preparation techniques for the qualitative element 

of the study. Students who are willing to participate in a short (~30 minute) interview 

will be asked to email me to communicate their availability. I will accept the first 

three respondents who have sat the TOEFL iBT, and the first three who have sat the 

IELTS, and these volunteers will be rewarded with a $25 Amazon Canada voucher. 

 

I plan to begin collecting data in March 2018. If you are willing to allow me to visit 

your class, please let me know by emailing me at 

ciaran.mccullough@cmail.carleton.ca before March 1st, 2018. 

 

Please find attached a copy of the script I intend to read during the class visit. 

 

Best regards, 

Ciaran McCullough  
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Appendix C: ESLA Class Visit Script 

 
 

TOEFL iBT / IELTS STUDY 

 

ESLA Class Visit Script for questionnaire distribution (Ciaran 

McCullough) 
 

 

Good [morning/afternoon], ESLA students, 

 

My name is Ciaran McCullough, and I am an MA student in the School of Linguistics 

and Applied Language Studies. I would like to thank [ESLA instructor’s name] for 

kindly allowing me to visit your class today. 

 

I have been an ESL / EFL teacher for around eight years, and I have taught in Japan, 

France, and here in Canada. My background as a language teacher led me to the MA 

program in Applied Linguistics at Carleton, and I am currently in the process of 

conducting research for my MA thesis.  

 

The topic I have chosen to research is large-scale, high-stakes language tests, 

specifically the TOEFL iBT and the IELTS tests. I am sure most of you will know 

about these tests; indeed, some of you will have sat one of them as part of your 

application process to Carleton. 

 

As you probably know, the TOEFL iBT and IELTS are critical tests in many people’s 

lives, used as they are for academic selection and immigration, to name just two. 

Therefore, I believe that it is necessary to research these tests to gain a deeper 

understanding into how students prepare for them, and the usefulness of these 

preparation techniques.  

 

My specific research questions are as follows: 

 

1. What techniques / methods do test-takers use to prepare for the TOEFL iBT 

/ IELTS tests? 

 

2. What effect do specific test preparation techniques have on test performance 

on the TOEFL iBT and IELTS tests? 

 

3. What effect do specific test preparation techniques have on students’ 

perceived confidence during the TOEFL iBT and IELTS tests? 

 

I am visiting your class today because I have prepared a short questionnaire to collect 

information that I hope will help answer these questions. If you: 



 124 

 

- have sat the TOEFL iBT or IELTS within the last two years, and 

- are willing to complete the questionnaire, 

 

please take a questionnaire on your way out. I will collect these tests at the beginning 

of [Wednesday’s] class next week. 

 

If you are willing to participate in this study, please read and sign the consent form 

attached to the front of the questionnaire. You are not obliged to complete this 

questionnaire, and if you do decide to participate you will be able to withdraw at any 

time with no questions asked. Students who return a completed questionnaire will 

receive a small gift for their participation. 

 

I am also looking for five volunteers to interview about how they prepared to take the 

TOEFL iBT or IELTS (three who took the IELTS and two who took the TOEFL). If 

you are interested in being interviewed, please email me at my Carleton email address 

on the last page of the questionnaire, putting the test you took (IELTS / TOEFL) in the 

subject line. Interviews will take approximately 30 minutes, and will take place on 

campus at a convenient time for the participant. Individuals who volunteer to be 

interviewed will be rewarded with a $20 Amazon Canada voucher for their 

participation, and the first three respondents for each test will be accepted. 

 

Thank you for your attention! 
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Appendix D1: TOEFL Test Taker Questionnaire 

 

 
 

TOEFL iBT TEST-TAKER FEEDBACK 

QUESTIONNAIRE  
(Adapted from Fox & Cheng, 2015, Roberts, 2002, Doe, 2006). 

 

Have you taken the TOEFL test in the previous two years? If so, we would 

like to hear your feedback!  

You have the right to withdraw from this study at any time or skip any questions 

you do not wish to answer. 

 

Name:   _______________________________ 

Age:     _____ 

Gender:   _____ 

Home country:  _______________________________ 

Languages spoken: 

 First / native language: __________________________ 

 Second language:      __________________________ 

 Third language:      __________________________ 

Degree program at Carleton: _________________________ 

 

Why did you choose to take the TOEFL test (and not another)? 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 
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1. How many years of English education did you have before taking the 

TOEFL? 

 

Full-time education in English (e.g., international school, school 

in an English-speaking country):        _____ years _____ months 

 

Part-time English education (e.g., after-school English lessons):   

             _____ years _____ months 

Total years of Education in English:        

       _____ years _____ months 

 

2. Until now, how much time have you spent living in an English-speaking 

country (e.g., Canada, the UK)? 

               _____ years _____ months 

 

3. Why did you take the TOEFL? Check () all that apply. 

__ To get into university 

__ For my work 

__ For practice 

__ Other (Please specify)  

 

 

4. How many times in total have you taken the TOEFL? 

I have taken the TOEFL ______ times 

 

5. How good do you think the TOEFL is as a measure of: 

(a) academic English proficiency, and  

(b) general English language proficiency?          

(1 = not at all good, 6 = excellent) 
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Academic English proficiency          1    2    3    4    5    6    

General English language proficiency         1    2    3    4    5    6 

6. Where did you take the TOEFL test? Check () all that apply. 

__ In my home country (Please specify) 

___________________________ 

  __ In Canada 

   __ In neither my home country nor Canada: (Please specify) 

 

 __________________________________________________________ 

  

7. Did you prepare in advance for the TOEFL? (Please circle) YES / NO  

If YES, please answer questions 6 to 11.  

If NO, please answer questions 9 and 10. 

 

8. How did you prepare for the test? Check () all that apply. 

__ I used official TOEFL preparation books / tests. 

__ I used an unofficial preparation book / test. 

__ I took a part-time instructed TOEFL preparation course. 

__ I took a full-time instructed TOEFL preparation course. 

__ I took an instructed general English course. 

__ I used free online practice materials (including videos / online 

courses). 

__ I used paid online practice materials (including videos / online 

courses). 

__ I searched online forums (e.g., Facebook groups, Reddit) for 

information on how to take the test. 

__ I talked to friends who knew about / had taken the test. 

__ I spent time with English-speaking friends. 

__ I watched TV / watched movies / listened to radio programs / listened 

to podcasts in English. 
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__ I used authentic materials such as newspapers, academic textbooks.  

__ Other (please specify): 

____________________________________________ 

 

9. Please rate how much you think your preparation method(s) helped your 

performance on the test (1 = not at all, 6 = a lot). 

Official TOEFL preparation books / tests        1    2    3    4    5    6    

Unofficial test preparation books / tests           1    2    3    4    5    6  

Part-time instructed TOEFL preparation course        1    2    3    4    5    6   

Full-time instructed TOEFL preparation course        1    2    3    4    5    6     

Instructed general English course.                              1    2    3    4    5    6  

Free online practice materials / courses (including videos)         

       1    2    3    4    5   6   

Paid online practice materials / courses (including videos)     

       1    2    3    4    5    6     

Online forums (e.g., Facebook, Reddit)          1    2    3    4    5    6   

Talking to friends who knew about the test.        1    2    3    4    5    6   

Spending time with English-speaking friends.        1    2    3    4    5    6   

Watching TV / movies / listening to radio programs / podcasts in 

English. 

              1    2    3    4    5    6   

Using authentic materials such as newspapers, academic textbooks 

Other (please specify) _____________________________________ 

       1    2    3    4    5    6   

 

10. Please rate how much you think your preparation method(s) helped 

improve your confidence when taking the test (1 = not at all, 6 = a lot) 

 

Official TOEFL preparation books / tests                1    2    3    4    5    6    

Unofficial preparation books / tests           1    2    3    4    5    6  
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Part-time instructed TOEFL preparation course         1    2    3    4    5    6   

Full-time instructed TOEFL preparation course         1    2    3    4    5    6     

Instructed general English course.                              1    2    3    4    5    6  

Free online practice materials / courses (including videos)         

        1    2    3    4    5   6     

Paid online practice materials / courses (including videos)     

       1    2    3    4    5    6     

Online forums (e.g., Facebook, Reddit)         1    2    3    4    5    6   

Talking to friends who knew about the test.        1    2    3    4    5    6   

Spending time with English-speaking friends.        1    2    3    4    5    6   

Watching TV / movies / listening to radio programs / podcasts in 

English. 

             1    2    3    4    5    6   

Using authentic materials such as newspapers, academic textbooks 

              1    2    3    4    5    6 

Other (please specify) _____________________________________ 

       1    2    3    4    5    6   

 

11. How important do you think the following skills are for attaining a high 

TOEFL test score? Please rank the categories 1 to 6, with 1 being 

‘most important’ and 6 being ‘least important’. 

 Speaking:   ___ 

 Reading:     ___ 

 Listening:   ___ 

 Writing:      ___ 

 Grammar     ___ 

 Vocabulary  ___ 

 

12. What TOEFL test score did you attain for each section? (Only answer 

this question if you are comfortable doing so) 
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Total TOEFL score: ______ 

 

If you remember your scores for each section of the test, please write 

them below. 

 

Reading:                   ______ 

Listening:                 ______ 

Speaking:                 ______ 

Writing:                    ______ 

 

13. Overall, how much do you think taking the TOEFL test prepared you for 

your studies? (1 = not at all, 6 = a lot)     

           1    2    3    4    5    6   

 

14. Please describe the feelings you experienced while taking the different 

sections of the TOEFL test (e.g., did you feel confident, nervous, 

prepared, anxious, confused, anything else? Why?) 

 

Speaking section: 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Listening section 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 



 131 

 

Reading section: 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Writing section: 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

 

If you are interested in participating in a short (30 minute) interview about 

your experience of preparing for the TOEFL, please contact me at 

ciaranmccullough@cmail.carleton.ca. The first 2 email responses for past 

TOEFL will be accepted for this phase of the study, and will be 

compensated for their participation with a $20 Amazon Canada voucher.  

Thank you for your participation!
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Appendix D2: IELTS Test Taker Questionnaire 

 

 
 

IELTS TEST-TAKER FEEDBACK QUESTIONNAIRE  
(Adapted from Fox & Cheng, 2015, Roberts, 2002, Doe, 2006). 

 

Have you taken the IELTS test in the previous two years? If so, we would 

like to hear your feedback!  

You have the right to withdraw from this study at any time or skip any questions 

you do not wish to answer. 

 

Name:   _______________________________ 

Age:     _____ 

Gender:   _____ 

Home country:  _______________________________ 

Languages spoken: 

 First / native language: __________________________ 

 Second language:      __________________________ 

 Third language:      __________________________ 

Degree program at Carleton: _________________________ 

 

Why did you choose to take the IELTS test (and not another)? 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 
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1. How many years of English education did you have before taking the 

IELTS? 

Full-time education in English (e.g., international school, school 

in an English-speaking country):        _____ years _____ months 

 

Part-time English education (e.g., after-school English lessons):   

             _____ years _____ months 

Total years of Education in English:        

       _____ years _____ months 

 

2. Until now, how much time have you spent living in an English-speaking 

country (e.g., Canada, the UK)? 

               _____ years _____ months 

 

3. Why did you take the IELTS? Check () all that apply. 

__ To get into university 

__ For my work 

__ For practice 

__ Other (Please specify)  

 

 

4. How many times in total have you taken the IELTS? 

I have taken the IELTS ______ times 

 

5. How good do you think the IELTS is as a measure of: 

(a) academic English proficiency, and  

(b) general English language proficiency?          

(1 = not at all good, 6 = excellent) 

 

Academic English proficiency          1    2    3    4    5    6    
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General English language proficiency         1    2    3    4    5    6 

 

6. Where did you take the IELTS test? Check () all that apply. 

__ In my home country (Please specify) 

___________________________ 

  __ In Canada 

   __ In neither my home country nor Canada: (Please specify) 

 

 __________________________________________________________ 

  

7. Did you prepare in advance for the IELTS? (Please circle) YES / NO  

If YES, please answer questions 6 to 11.  

If NO, please answer questions 9 and 10. 

 

8. How did you prepare for the test? Check () all that apply. 

__ I used official IELTS preparation books / tests. 

__ I used an unofficial preparation book / test. 

__ I took a part-time instructed IELTS preparation course. 

__ I took a full-time instructed IELTS preparation course. 

__ I took an instructed general English course. 

__ I used free online practice materials (including videos / online 

courses). 

__ I used paid online practice materials (including videos / online 

courses). 

__ I searched online forums (e.g., Facebook groups, Reddit) for 

information on how to take the test. 

__ I talked to friends who knew about / had taken the test. 

__ I spent time with English-speaking friends. 

__ I watched TV / watched movies / listened to radio programs / listened 

to podcasts in English. 
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__ I used authentic materials such as newspapers, academic textbooks.  

__ Other (please specify): 

____________________________________________ 

 

9. Please rate how much you think your preparation method(s) helped your 

performance on the test (1 = not at all, 6 = a lot). 

Official IELTS preparation books / tests        1    2    3    4    5    6    

Unofficial test preparation books / tests           1    2    3    4    5    6  

Part-time instructed IELTS preparation course          1    2    3    4    5    6   

Full-time instructed IELTS preparation course          1    2    3    4    5    6     

Instructed general English course.                              1    2    3    4    5    6  

Free online practice materials / courses (including videos)         

        1    2    3    4    5   6   

Paid online practice materials / courses (including videos)     

       1    2    3    4    5    6     

Online forums (e.g., Facebook, Reddit)          1    2    3    4    5    6   

Talking to friends who knew about the test.        1    2    3    4    5    6   

Spending time with English-speaking friends.        1    2    3    4    5    6   

Watching TV / movies / listening to radio programs / podcasts in 

English. 

              1    2    3    4    5    6   

Using authentic materials such as newspapers, academic textbooks 

Other (please specify) _____________________________________ 

       1    2    3    4    5    6   

 

10. Please rate how much you think your preparation method(s) helped 

improve your confidence when taking the test (1 = not at all, 6 = a lot) 

 

Official IELTS preparation books / tests                1    2    3    4    5    6    

Unofficial preparation books / tests           1    2    3    4    5    6  
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Part-time instructed IELTS preparation course         1    2    3    4    5    6   

Full-time instructed IELTS preparation course          1    2    3    4    5    6     

Instructed general English course.                              1    2    3    4    5    6  

Free online practice materials / courses (including videos)         

        1    2    3    4    5   6     

Paid online practice materials / courses (including videos)     

       1    2    3    4    5    6     

Online forums (e.g., Facebook, Reddit)         1    2    3    4    5    6   

Talking to friends who knew about the test.        1    2    3    4    5    6   

Spending time with English-speaking friends.        1    2    3    4    5    6   

Watching TV / movies / listening to radio programs / podcasts in 

English. 

             1    2    3    4    5    6   

Using authentic materials such as newspapers, academic textbooks 

              1    2    3    4    5    6 

Other (please specify) _____________________________________ 

       1    2    3    4    5    6   

 

11. How important do you think the following skills are for attaining a high 

IELTS test score? Please rank the categories 1 to 6, with 1 being ‘most 

important’ and 6 being ‘least important’. 

 Speaking:   ___ 

 Reading:     ___ 

 Listening:   ___ 

 Writing:      ___ 

 Grammar     ___ 

 Vocabulary  ___ 

 

12. What IELTS test score did you attain for each section? (Only answer 

this question if you are comfortable doing so) 
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Total IELTS score: ______ 

 

If you remember your scores for each section of the test, please write 

them below. 

Reading:                   ______ 

Listening:                 ______ 

Speaking:                 ______ 

Writing:                    ______ 

 

13. Overall, how much do you think taking the IELTS test prepared you for 

your studies? (1 = not at all, 6 = a lot)     

               1    2    3    4    5    6   

 

14. Please describe the feelings you experienced while taking the different 

sections of the IELTS test (e.g., did you feel confident, nervous, 

prepared, anxious, confused, anything else? Why?) 

 

Speaking section: 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Listening section 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 
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Reading section: 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Writing section: 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

 

If you are interested in participating in a short (30 minute) interview about 

your experience of preparing for the TOEFL, please contact me at 

ciaranmccullough@cmail.carleton.ca. The first 2 email responses for past 

TOEFL will be accepted for this phase of the study, and will be 

compensated for their participation with a $20 Amazon Canada voucher.  

Thank you for your participation! 
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Appendix E: Questionnaire Consent Form 

 

 
 

Questionnaire Consent Form 
 

Title: Gatekeepers of Aspiration: Researching the effects of test 
preparation techniques on test-taker performance and confidence in 

high-stakes language tests. 

Date of ethics clearance: February 27, 2018 
Ethics Clearance for the Collection of Data Expires: February 

28, 2019 
 

I ______________________________________, choose to 

participate in a study on test preparation techniques for high-stakes 

language tests. This study aims to investigate the effect of different 

test preparation techniques on test scores and test-taker confidence 

during the test. The researcher for this study is Ciaran 

McCullough in the School of Linguistics and Language 

Studies. He is working under the supervision of Dr. Janna Fox in 

the School of Linguistics and Language Studies. 

 

 
This study involves completing a questionnaire which will ask you 

for some personal details (your name, age, home country, 
languages you speak), which test you took (TOEFL iBT or IELTS), 

why you chose to take this test, where you took the test, your 

background of English study, preparation techniques you employed 
to prepare for the test, your opinions of the importance of different 

skills in achieving a desirable test score, your actual test scores, and 
your personal experience of taking the test. 

 
You have the right to end your participation in the study at any 

time, for any reason, up until April 15, 2018. You can withdraw by 
phoning or emailing the researcher or the research supervisor. If 

you withdraw from the study, all information you have provided will 
be immediately destroyed. You may decline to answer any questions 

on the questionnaire that you do not wish to answer. 
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I will take precautions to protect your identity and data. This will be 

done by keeping all questionnaires in a locked filing cabinet at 
Carleton, and anonymizing the data during digital tabulation. 

Research data will only be accessible by the researcher and the 
research supervisor. Once the project has been completed, the 

paper questionnaires will be destroyed, and all (anonymized) 

electronic research data will be kept for five years and potentially 
used for other research projects on this same topic. At the end of 

five years, all research data will be securely destroyed (electronic 
data will be erased). 

 
As a token of appreciation, you will receive a small gift (value: $5). 

This is yours to keep, even if you withdraw from the study. 
 

If you would like a copy of the finished research project, you are 
invited to contact the researcher to request an electronic copy which 

will be provided to you. 
 

The ethics protocol for this project was reviewed by the Carleton 
University Research Ethics Board, which provided clearance to carry 

out the research. If you have any ethical concerns with the study, 

please contact Dr. Andy Adler, Chair, Carleton University Research 
Ethics Board-A (by phone at 613-520-2600 ext. 2517 or via email at 

ethics@carleton.ca).  
 

Researcher contact information:  Supervisor contact 
information: 

Ciaran McCullough     Dr. Janna Fox 
School of Linguistics and  

Language Studies School of Linguistics 
and Language 

Studies  
   

Carleton University      Carleton University 
Tel: (613) 323-3013     Tel: (613) 520-2600 

Ext. 2046 

Email: ciaranmccullough@cmail.carleton.ca Email: 
janna.fox@carleton.ca 

 
________________________     ______________

  
Signature of participant      Date 

 
_______________________     ______________

  
Signature of researcher      Date 
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Appendix F: Email Response to ESLA Student Interview Volunteers 

 

 
 

Email Response to Interview Volunteers (ESLA Students) 
 

Dear [ESLA student], 

 

Thank you for volunteering to be interviewed as part of my research into test-

preparation techniques used by students preparing to take the TOEFL or IELTS tests. 

I am very interested in hearing what you have to say, and learning more about how 

you prepared to take the test. I hereby invite you for interview on any of the following 

dates: 

 

[dd/mm/yy at: TIME] 

[dd/mm/yy at: TIME] 

 

Interviews will be conducted in the graduate lounge of the Applied Linguistics and 

Discourse Studies department in Paterson Hall. At the agreed time, I will meet you 

outside Paterson Hall and we will proceed to the lounge to commence the interview. It 

will take around 30 minutes, and refreshments will be provided. You will also receive 

an Amazon Canada voucher to the value of $25 for your participation. I will ask you 

questions about your language study background and your test preparation practices, 

as well as a few other topics. Your voice will be recorded, and after the study is 

complete your data will be securely deleted and no identifying information will be 

released. 

 

The ethics protocol for this project was reviewed by the Carleton University Research 

Ethics Board, which provided clearance to carry out the research. (Clearance expires 

on: insert date here.)  

  

If you have any ethical concerns with the study, please contact Dr. Andy Adler, Chair, 

Carleton University Research Ethics Board-A (by phone at 613-520-2600 ext. 2517 or 

via email at ethics@carleton.ca). 

 

Please let me know when you are available for interview. I look forward to meeting 

with you. 

 

Best regards, 

 

 

Ciaran McCullough 
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Appendix G: Participant Pseudonym Options 
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Appendix H: Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

 

 
 

TOEFL iBT / IELTS STUDY (Researcher: Ciaran McCullough) 
 

 

Semi-structured Interview Questions  

 

1.  What’s your name? 

 

2.  How are you today? 

 

3.  Where are you from? 

 

4.  What language do you speak at home? 

 

5.  What subject do you study (or intend to study) at Carleton? 

 

6.  How long have you been studying English? 

 

7.  What level are you in the ESLA program? Are you enjoying it? 

 

8.  Did you take the TOEFL iBT or IELTS? Why did you take this specific test? 

 

9.  How did you prepare to take the TOEFL iBT / IELTS test? 

 

10.  Why did you choose to use these preparation techniques? 

 

11.  How do you think your preparation techniques helped you to succeed on the 

test? 

 

12.  How did you feel during the different sections of the test?  

 

- Speaking 

- Reading 

- Listening 

- Writing 

 

13.  What test-preparation techniques do you feel helped improve your confidence 

on the different sections of the test? 

 

- Speaking 

- Reading 
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- Listening 

- Writing 

 

14.  Which of your skills do you believe improved the most as a result of your test 

preparation? 

 

- Speaking 

- Reading 

- Listening 

- Writing 

- Grammar 

- Vocabulary 

 

15.  What are your general opinions of the test you took? What did you think of 

the different sections? 

 

16. Is there anything you would like to ask me? 
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Appendix I: Interview Consent Form 

 
 

 

Interview Consent Form 
 
Title: Gatekeepers of Aspiration: Researching the effects of test 

preparation techniques on test-taker performance and confidence in 

high-stakes language tests. 
 

Date of ethics clearance: TBD 
 

Ethics Clearance for the Collection of Data Expires: TBD 
 

I ______________________________________, choose to 

participate in a study on test preparation techniques for high-stakes 

language tests. This study aims to investigate the effect of different 

test preparation techniques on test scores and test-taker confidence 

during the test. The researcher for this study is Ciaran 

McCullough in the School of Linguistics and Language 

Studies. He is working under the supervision of Dr. Janna Fox in 

the School of Linguistics and Language Studies. 

 

 
This procedure takes the form of an interview, and will take around 

30 minutes to complete. This interview involves answering 

questions about your language study background, your experience 
taking the TOEFL iBT / IELTS, and the preparation techniques you 

used when preparing for the TOEFL iBT / IELTS test. Specifically, 
you will be asked to expand on responses to the TOEFL iBT / IELTS 

questionnaire you completed previously. You are encouraged to 
expand upon your answers to this questionnaire in as much detail 

as you can. Your responses will be audio recorded and transcribed 
by the researcher for analysis. You personally are not the subject of 

the study, rather, your test preparation techniques are of interest in 
this research.  

 
You have the right to end your participation in the study at any 



 146 

time, for any reason, both during the interview and up until April 

15, 2018. You can withdraw by phoning or emailing the researcher 
or the research supervisor. If you withdraw from the study, all 

information you have provided will be immediately destroyed. You 
may decline to answer any questions on the questionnaire that you 

do not wish to answer. 

 
I will take precautions to protect your identity and data. This will be 

done by keeping all audio files in a password-protected recording 
device and password-protected computer files, and anonymizing the 

data during digital tabulation. Your response will be assigned a 
pseudonym (false name), and you will not be in any way identifiable 

in any published research. Research data will only be accessible by 
the researcher and the research supervisor. Once the project has 

been completed, all audio files will be deleted, and all (anonymized) 
transcribed data will be kept for five years and potentially used for 

other research projects on this same topic. At the end of five years, 
all research data will be irreversibly erased. 

 
As a token of appreciation, you will receive an Amazon Canada gift 

voucher to the value of $20.This is yours to keep, even if you 

withdraw from the study. 
 

If you would like a copy of the finished research project, you are 
invited to contact the researcher to request an electronic copy which 

will be provided to you. 
 

The ethics protocol for this project was reviewed by the Carleton 
University Research Ethics Board, which provided clearance to carry 

out the research. If you have any ethical concerns with the study, 
please contact Dr. Andy Adler, Chair, Carleton University Research 

Ethics Board-A (by phone at 613-520-2600 ext. 2517 or via email at 
ethics@carleton.ca).  

 
 

 

Researcher contact information:  Supervisor contact 
information: 

Ciaran McCullough     Dr. Janna Fox 
School of Linguistics and Language Studies School of Linguistics 

and Language 
Studies  

   
Carleton University      Carleton University 

Tel: (613) 323-3013     Tel: (613) 520-2600 
Ext. 2046 
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Email: CiaranMccullough@cmail.carleton.ca Email: 

JannaFox@cunet.carleton.ca 
 

________________________     ______________
  

Signature of participant      Date 

 
_______________________     ______________

  
Signature of researcher      Date 
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Appendix J: Qualitative Coding Scheme 

 

 

Opinions of Test 

 General 

  Negative 

  Neutral 

  Positive 

 Listening 

  Negative 

  Neutral 

  Positive 

 Reading 

  Negative 

  Neutral 

  Positive 

 Speaking 

  Negative 

  Neutral 

  Positive 

 Writing 

  Negative 

  Neutral 

  Positive 

  

Performance on Test 

 General 

  Negative 

  Neutral 

  Positive 

 Listening 

  Negative 

  Neutral 

  Positive 

 Reading 

  Negative 

  Neutral 

  Positive 

 Speaking 

  Negative 

  Neutral 

  Positive 

 Writing 

  Negative 

  Neutral 

  Positive 

 

Preparation Practices 
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 Authentic texts 

 Instructed general English or EAP courses 

 Instructed test preparation courses 

  Full-time 

  Part-time 

   Online 

   In-person 

 Media 

 Online materials 

  Online forums and social media 

  Online published content (e-books, online text resources) 

  Online sample tests 

  Webinars and videos 

 Skills practice 

 Spending time with English speakers 

 Talking to friends who had taken the test 

 Test preparation books and sample tests 

 

Reasons for Choosing Test 

 Available 

 Better 

 Common 

Content 

 Convenient 

 Easier 

 Familiar 

 Format 

   Computer  

  Human examiner 

  Paper 

 Free to take 

 Popular 

 Recommended 

 Required 

 

Strategies 

 

Subjective experience during test 

 General 

  Negative 

  Neutral 

  Positive 

 Listening 

  Negative 

  Neutral 

  Positive 

 Reading 

  Negative 

  Neutral 
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  Positive 

 Speaking 

  Negative 

  Neutral 

  Positive 

 Writing 

  Neutral 

  Positive 

 

Speededness 

 

Repeated test taking 
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Appendix K: Primary Researcher Initial Coding Sample 
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Appendix L: Second Coder Initial Coding Sample 

 

 
 


