
1.Introduction

Theinternet-basedTestofEnglishasaForeign

Language（TOEFLiBT）wasintroducedintheUnited

Statesin2005andhasnowreplacedtheTOEFLcom-

puter-basedtest（TOEFLCBT）astherequiredtestfor

theadmissionofnon-nativeEnglishspeakersintouni-

versityprogramsintheUnitedStates.Itisalsoseeking

－andtosomeextentgaining－greateracceptancein

countriesthathave,untilnow,primarilyusedthe

IELTStestasthedeviceforevaluatingthesuitabilityof

candidatestoenteranEnglish-languagetertiarypro-

gram.Likealluniversity-entranceexaminations,the

newTOEFLiBTisahigh-stakestest;consequently,itis

notuncommonforstudentstotakethetestanumberof

timesinordertoachieveadesiredentryscore.Inan

ETSstudyofapproximately250,000TOEFLiBTcandi-

datesoveraperiodofeightmonthsin2007,Zhang

（2008）foundthataround10%ofcandidatesrepeatedthe

testinthattime,withnearlyhalfofthese（4.8%ofcan-

didates）repeatingthetestwithinamonth.Zhang・s

analysisofrepeaterperformancefoundamoderateto

highcorrespondencebetweenthetwotests,withan

overallmeanscorechangeof+3.74;howeverthestan-

darddeviationofthemeanscorechangewas9.5,indi-

catingagreatdealofvarianceintheindividualscore

changes（Zhang,2008）.

Theimpetusforthisinvestigationwasthepredilec-

tionofstudentsenrolledinanundergraduatedegreere-

quiringoneyearofoverseasstudytotakeanumberof

TOEFLiBTtestsoverashortperiodoftime,withsome

studentstakingasmanyassixtestsintwomonths.

Althoughthecostofsomanytestswasburdensome,

manystudentsfeltthereturnwouldjustifytheex-

pense,particularlyashigherscoreswereafactorinthe

awardofscholarshipsthatwouldpayforthecostofthe
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student・syearofoverseastuition.Thisinvestigation

aimed,first,toexplorefactorsaffectinghightestscore

variationinordertodeterminewhetherfrequenttest-

takingpaidoffinhigherscoresforourstudentcohort

and,secondly,todetermineiftherewereanyfactors

thatwouldindicatewhenorifrepeatedtest-taking

mightbeindicated.

2.Method

2.1.Thecandidates

In2010,ninety-threefirst-yearstudentsenrolledin

the InternationalStudies departmentofDoshisha

Women・sCollegeofLiberalArts.Thefour-yeardegree

programrequiredstudentstostudyforoneyearatan

English-speakinguniversityabroad,withtheoverseas

componentbeginningafterthefirstthreesemestershad

beencompleted.Applicationstotheoverseaspartnerin-

stitutionsneededtobefinalizedbytheendofthefirst

yearofstudy.Therewasawiderangeofpartnerinsti-

tutionsinvolved,eachhavingitsownrequirementsin

termsofTOEFL iBT scoresforentryintoaward

classes.Inaddition,mostinstitutionsofferedanESLor

abridgingprogram（withalowerentryrequirement）

thatallowedstudentstostudyanESLprogramforthe

firstsixmonthsbeforegainingadmissiontotheaward

coursesubjectsinthesecondsemesteroftheiroverseas

stay.ThemedianentryscorefortheESLprogramswas

61withthemedianentrytotheawardcoursebeing80

（outofapossibleTOEFLiBTscoreof120dividedinto

30pointseachforthespeaking,listening,readingand

writingsections）.

StudentswererequiredtositaTOEFLiBTtestin

Juneof2010（duringtheirfirstsemesterofstudy）,and

anotherattheendoftheyear（towardtheendoftheir

secondsemester）.Theresultsofthissecondtestdeter-

minedtheirchoiceofoverseasuniversityplacement.It

didsointwoways.（1）Overseaspartneruniversitiesset

theirownTOEFLiBTentryrequirementtotheirESL,

bridgingorawardcourseclasses.（2）Studentswere

rankedinternallyaccordingtotheirscores,withhigher

scoresearningstudentsfirstchoiceofdestinationinsti-

tutions.Aswell,high-valuescholarshipswereawarded

toeightstudentswhoperformedwellinboththeir

TOEFLiBTtestsandtheirgradepointaverage.These

scholarshipspaidthefullcostofthestudent・soverseas

tuition.Withsuchhighstakes,studentswerehighly

motivatedtoperform well.Therewerenorestrictions

onthenumberofiBTtestsstudentscouldchooseto

take;theywererequiredonlytosubmitanofficialscore

reportbyJanuary2011.Manystudentschosetositfor

anumberoftestsassubsequenttestsdidnotinvalidate

priorones.

Itwasdecidedtolimitthisinvestigationtothe

twenty-fivestudentswhotooktwoormoretestswithin

afour-weekperiodinordertoreduceasfaraspossible

theeffectofarealincreaseinlanguageskill,andtoin-

cludeforanalysisonlythoseteststhatfellwithinfour

weeks;however,itshouldbenotedthatallofthe

twenty-fivestudentshadpriorexperienceofthetest.

Allstudentshadundertakenthetestonatleastonepre-

viousoccasion（inJune）andalmostathird（7stu-

dents）hadalsotakenatestinthemonthprecedingthis

study.Aswell,manystudentswentontotakemore

testsinthemonthfollowingtheendofthisstudy.The

resultsofthesepriorandsubsequenttestswerenotin-

cludedinthisstudy.

Duringtheperiodcoveredinthisstudy,14students

repeatedthetestjustonceand11repeatedthetesttwice

withinafour-weekperiod.Sincestudentscouldchoose

thedateandplaceoftheirtest,individualtestdatesvar-

ied,butalltests were undertaken between mid-

Novemberandmid-Januaryandthesecond（orinsome

casesthethird）testswerecompletedwithin4weeksof

thefirst.

First-yearstudentsweredividedintoeightdiffer-

entskilllevelclassesbasedoninternaltestsonadmis-

siontothecollege.Thisinvestigationfocusesonlyon

thosestudentswhowereinthemiddlefourlevels.This

wasaresultofstudentself-selectionratherthananin-

tentionoftheinvestigation,asitwasthesemiddle-level

studentswhoweremostlikelytorepeatthetest.This

wasprobablyduetotheleveloftheirscores,whichfell

betweenornearthetwothresholdscoresof61and80.
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2.2.Test-familiarityandtest-wiseness

Thetestsincludedinthisinvestigationweretaken

towardtheendofathirtyweek（twosemester）prepa-

rationprogram withastrongTOEFLiBTemphasis,

duringwhichstudentsreceivedninehoursaweekof

skillsclassesdividedalongTOEFLiBTlinesinto90

minutes per week each of Integrative Speaking,

Integrative Writing, Academic Writing, Public

Speaking,IntensiveListeningandIntensiveReading.

Instructorsofthecomponentsvariedintheirapproach

from thosethatfavoredamoretest-basedsyllabusto

thosethatfocusedmoreontheunderlyingskillsin-

volved;however,allstudentswereexposedtomultiple

test-preparationandsampletestactivitiesforeachof

thecomponentsoftheTOEFLiBTtest.Aswell,allstu-

dentshadtakenatleastonefullpracticetestundertest

conditionsand oneofficialtest（in June）.Susser

（2010a）discussesthedifferencebetweentestfamiliari-

zationandtest-wiseness,andtheethicalityofthelatter

versustheformer.HequotesMessick（1996）asdistin-

guishingtest-wisenessaslearned・strategiesthatmight

increasetestscoreswithoutcorrespondinglyimproving

skills・,contrastingthiswithfamiliarizationthatmay

・actuallyimprovevalidity・（Messick,1996,p246）.In

practice,itseemsdifficulttobecomefamiliarwithout

becomingatleastalittlewise.Inanyevent,thecandi-

datesinthisstudycouldbeconsideredthoroughlyfa-

miliarwiththetestformatpriortotakingthefirstof

thetestsinthisstudy.

2.3.Interviews

Twenty-fourofthetwenty-fivecandidateswerein-

terviewed.Theywereasked:（a）whatfactorstheybe-

lievedaffectedtheirtestresults;（b）whethersometests

seemedeasierormoredifficultthanothers.
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Table1:Scorechanges（Test2-Test1）foreachcandidate

Reading Listening Speaking Writing Total

－8 －1 2 －2 －9
1 4 2 －1 6

2 10 0 2 14

1 8 －2 0 7

－1 6 3 －1 7

6 －5 0 －1 0

12 0 0 6 18

8 －9 1 5 5

－5 0 0 －3 －8

5 3 1 －3 6

10 0 0 6 16

2 －3 1 3 3

0 －9 －2 1 －10

－2 －1 0 0 －3

3 －6 －2 0 －5

10 3 0 3 16

9 6 0 1 16

－2 1 1 2 2

－2 －3 －1 0 －6

4 5 －3 3 9

3 －7 1 2 －1

3 4 0 0 7

－1 －1 3 4 5

1 1 1 4 7

0 4 0 3 7

Mean 2.36 0.40 0.24 1.36 4.36

SD 4.86 4.97 －1.48 2.56 8.14



3.Results

3.1.TestResults

Table1showsthedifferencesinscoresforeachof

the25candidates（calculatedasTest2scoreminusTest

1score）aswellasthemeanscorechangeandstandard

deviation.Thoughthestudyonlyconsistedoftwenty-

fivecandidates,themeanscorechangesreflectedthose

foundby Zhang in hisstudy of12,000candidates

（Zhang,2008）withthegreatestvariationoccurringin

thereadingandlisteningsectionsofthetest,followed

bywritingandthenspeaking.Itisnoteworthythatthe

speakingandwritingsectionsofthetest,whichare

markedbyraters,offeredmorereliable（thatis,less

varied）scoresthanthelisteningandreadingsections.

Ofthetwenty-fivecandidates,fifteenachieveda

scoreinthesecondtestthatwasfiveormorepoints

higherthanthefirstscore.Ofthese,fivescoredmore

than10pointshigherandfourscoredmorethan15

pointshigher.Incontrast,onlysixcandidatesachieved

alowerscoreintheirsecondtest,with-10thelowest

negativechangerecorded.

Themostsignificantchangesoccurredintheread-

ingandlisteningscoreswithnineofthecandidates

scoringmorethanafive-pointdifferenceineachof

thesesections.Incontrast,onlytwocandidates・scores

showeda5-pointchangeinthewritingsectionandnone

inthespeaking.

3.1.1.Scorechangeoverthreetests

Elevenofthetwenty-fivecandidatestookthree

TOEFLiBTtestswithinthemonth.Thetablebelow

showstheirtotalscoresforeachtest.Oftheelevencan-

didates,tenachievedahigherscoreintheirthirdtest

comparedwiththeirfirst,andonestudentscoredthe

sameonthefirstandthirdtests.Nostudentsscored

lowerinthethirdtest.Theaveragescoreimprovement

was8points.

Table3showsthemeanscorechangeandstandard

deviationforeachsection.Themeanscorechangedoes

notclearlyshowthedegreeofvariationsincenegative

changescancanceloutpositiveones－asinthelisten-

ingcomponentwheretherewasinfactahighdegreeof

variationinthetestscoresofindividualstudents.The

averagestandarddeviation（Table4）betterreflectsthe

amountofvariationincandidatestestscoresforeach

section,withthespeakingsectionagainshowingthe

leastvariance.

AstudyforETSbyStrickerandAttali（2010）intothe

acceptanceoftheTOEFL iBT inChina,Colombia,

Egypt,andGermanyfoundthattesttakers,when

askedtoagreeordisagreewiththestatementthatthe

iBTgavethem anopportunitytodemonstratetheir

ability,respondedpositivelywithregardtothelisten-
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Table2:Comparisonofcandidate・sscoresoverthree

tests

Test1 Test2 Test3 SD T3-T1

74 65 79 7.09 5

61 67 65 3.06 4

45 59 61 8.72 16

52 59 61 4.73 9

47 54 51 3.51 4

60 60 69 5.20 9

46 64 59 9.29 13

54 59 56 2.52 2

60 52 60 4.62 0

56 62 73 8.62 17

40 56 49 8.02 9

MeanSD 5.94

Meanscorechange 8.00

SDscorechange 5.60

Table3:Meanscorechangebytestsection

Meanscorechange SDscorechange

Reading 4.73 4.05

Listening 0.09 3.91

Speaking 0.82 2.75

Writing 2.36 3.11

Total 8.00 5.6

Table4:Averagestandarddeviationbytestsection

MeanSD

Reading 3.68

Listening 2.84

Speaking 1.50

Writing 2.10



ingandwriting;however,thereadingsectionreceived

onlyamoremoderateacceptance,andthespeakingtest

receivedagenerallynegativeresponsewithonly62.5%

ofcandidatesfromChinaandalow28%fromGermany

agreeingwiththestatement（theothertwocountries

fellbetweenthesescores）.Yetinthisstudy,scoresfor

thespeakingtestprovedtobethemoststableandre-

producible.Apossiblereasonforthenon-acceptanceof

thespeakingsectionofthetestmayhavebeenthatthe

questionnairewasadministeredbeforecandidateswere

apprisedoftheirscores.

3.2InterviewResults

Studentscitedfourfactors（otherthanlanguage

ability）thattheybelievedimpactedontheirtestscores

onanyparticulartestday.Thesewere:theinclusionof

experimentalquestions;thetest-roomset-up;familiar-

itywiththetopic/contentofquestions;becomingaccus-

tomedtothetestformat.

3.2.1Thedummyquestion

Most TOEFL tests include ・experimental・or

・dummy・questions（forthepurposesoftestdevelop-

mentandmoderation）eitherinthelisteningorreading

sections.Studentsdonotknowwhichquestionsareex-

perimental.Twenty-twostudentsciteddummyques-

tionsasafactorintestperformancewithsomesaying

theypreferredareadingdummywhileotherspreferred

alisteningdummy.Studentspointedtotwowaysin

whichthesedummyquestionsaffectedtheirscores.1）

Firstly,theinclusionofexperimentalquestionsre-

quiredstudentstomaintainconcentrationforalonger

period.TheTOEFLiBTisahigh-intensitytest,with

studentsrequiredtoracetheclocktocompleteaques-

tion.Oncethetimeallottedhasexpired,anewquestion

withanewtopiccomesontothescreen.Theinclusion

ofextraquestionsrequiresstudentstomaintaincon-

centrationlonger-fortyminuteslongerwhentheex-

perimentalquestionsareinthereadingsection;twenty

minuteslongeriftheyareinthelistening.Although

studentsdidnotmentionthisasafactor,theinclusion

ofexperimentalquestionsalsorequiresstudentstoen-

gagewith moretopics.Somestudentspreferreda

dummylisteningsincethiswastheshorterintermsof

overalltime.Othersfoundtheirconcentrationwanedin

thefaceofextralisteningquestions.2）Secondly,some

studentssaidtheywereadvantagedwhenrepeatingthe

test,asoftenthesamedummyquestionwouldappear.

Ablethentoidentifyitasadummy,studentsdidnot

giveitthesameintensityoffocus.Somestudentsfelt

thatitgavethemconfidenceandhelpedthemtorelax,

as they were able to understand more,having

seen/heardthequestionpreviously.Onestudentfelt

thatshelostfocusandrelaxedtoomuchduringthe

dummyquestionandthatknowingthequestionwasa

disadvantageforher.Thehigherthenumberoftests

taken,themorelikelyitwasthatstudentswoulden-

counterafamiliardummyquestion.

3.2.2Testroomconditions

Testroomset-upwasthesecondmostcitedfactor

intestscorevariation.Studentsdidnottakeallthe

testsinonetestcentre;theninestudentswhomen-

tionedthisfactorallsaidtheypreferredacentrethat

arrangedseatingsothatallcandidateswerefacinga

wall,ratherthanonewherestudentssatinpairssideby

sideorfacingoneanother.Factorsinvolvedinthiswere

1）thedistractionprovidedbythenearnessoftheother

candidate;2）noise－ particularlywhentheadjacent

candidatewasspeakingwhilethecandidatewasen-

gagedinlistening.Noisewasalsocitedasaproblem

whenstudentswerearrangedfacingwalls.

3.2.3Content

Sevenstudentsspokeoffamiliarity（orlackoffa-

miliarity）withthequestioncontentasafactorintest

scores.Studentsreportedthisashappeningmostoften

inlisteningorreadingcontexts,butitwasoccasionally

alsoaproblemwithanessayquestionthatwasoutside

theirrealmofexperience.Twostudentstalkedinmore

detailaboutthelisteningtestcontent,explainingthat

they・panicked・and・lostconcentration・whentheycould

notunderstandakeyword.

3.2.4Familiaritywithtestformat

Studentswereaskedwhethersometestsseemed
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easierthanothers,oriftheyfelttestsbecameeasieras

theydidmore.Sevenstudentssaidtheybecameaccus-

tomedtothetestovertimeandcouldthereforeconcen-

tratebetter.Fourstudentssaidthat,thoughtheyhad

feltaparticulartestwaseasierorharder,thiswasnot

borneoutintheresults.

4.Implications

Theresultsofthisstudysuggestthatrepeatedtest-

takingwithinashorttime-periodisausefulstrategyin

gaininghightest-scoresontheTOEFLiBT test－

particularlywherecandidateshaveobtainedlowerthan

desired（orexpected）reading andlistening scores.

Basedonthissample,itappearsthatrepeatingthetest

islesslikelytoresultinhigherscoresinthespeaking

section.

Oneconcernthatmayariseistheethicsoftaking

testsrepeatedlyinordertoobtainadesiredscore－or

perhapsmoreimportantlyfromaninstructorsperspec-

tive,theethicsofadvisingstudentstodoso.Thismust

beweighedagainsttheethicalityofconcealingfrom

studentsinformationthatmightassisttheminachiev-

ingtheiracademicgoals.

RogersandYang（1996）citeMillman・sdefinition

oftest-wisenessas・asubject・scapacitytoutilizethe

characteristicsandformatsofthetest/ortest-taking

situationtoreceiveahighscore・（p.249）.Instructing

studentsthattheyaremorelikelytoachieveahigh

scoreiftheytakemultipletestscertainlyseemstobe

teachingthetypeoftest-wisenessthatSusserportrays

asethicallysuspect（Susser,2010a）.Opposingthisis

theconsiderationthattheincreaseinscoresmaybe,not

amatteroftest-wiseness,butofstudentsacquiringthe

・familiarity and anxiety reduction・mentioned by

Messick（1996,p.246）asinfactimprovingtestvalidity

（Susser,2010a,p.14）.Supportingthisinterpretation

arecandidatesperceptionsthatscoreincreaseswerepri-

marilytheresultofareductionininterferencecaused

byexperimentalquestioninclusion,andbynoiseand

distractionsinthetestcentre.Thethirdfactorstudents

mentioned,thatofcontent,is more problematic.

DiscussingtheTOEFLiBTessayprompt,Susserwrites

that・Itgoeswithoutsayingthattobefairtoalltest

takers,thequestionscannotrequireknowledgeofany

specificcontent,norshouldthetopicbeculturally

biased・（2010bp.49）.Thelisteningandreadingsec-

tions,thoughnotrequiringexpertknowledge,dohave

acentraltopic,familiaritywithwhichgivesthecandi-

dateanadvantage.Theeffectoflackofknowledgeofa

keywordcannotbeover-estimated.Takingmultiple

testscaninsureagainstthis-butwhetherthisresultsin

ascorethatismorevalidorlessisdebatable.

Thequestionofvalidityoflanguagetests,andhow

validityisunderstoodbythevariousstakeholders,has

beendiscussedbymanywritersinthefield.Thisstudy

isnotconcernedwithvalidity,butwithrepeatability

andthereforereliability.Whilethereissomeoverlapbe-

tweenreliabilityandvalidity,thereisalso,asJones

（2001）says・apotentialtensionbetweenthem・（p.3）

sincetestreliability（orrepeatability）ismosteasily

achievedwhentestquestionsaresimilar（whichleadsto

problemsofpredictability）,orwhereanarrowrangeof

skillsistested（whichleadstoproblemswithuseful-

ness）.AsCheng（2006）pointsout,・Languagetest

scores...arealsoaffectedbythecharacteristicsandcon-

tentofthetesttasks・andthe・characteristicsofthe

test-taker...・（p.25）.Theyarealsoaffectedbythe

characteristicsofthetestenvironment.Allthesefac-

torsinteractwithoneanother-andthemorecomplex

thetest,thegreatertherangeoffactorsinvolved.How

aparticularstudentwillinteractwithaparticularset

oftestquestionsonaparticulardayinaparticular

placedependsonacomplexrangeoffactorsincluding

butnotlimitedtoherEnglishability.Perhapsrepeat

testtakingmerelyeliminatesthenon-essential,leaving

thestudentwithabestpossiblescore－ thoughthis

stillleavesthequestionofwhetherthe・bestpossible・is

areliableorvalidmeasureofability.
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