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This study aims to explicate the differences between test takers’ IELTS and TOEFL 

testing experiences. The basis of this research is the idea that test takers’ testing 

experiences are important because they can provide information that might not be 

recognized by testers (Shohamy, 2001a). The data of this study were collected by 

interviewing six graduate level students who have taken both IELTS and TOEFL tests. 

The results are presented in three different tables with their descriptions and explanations. 

The analysis of the results shows that the participants in this study perceived IELTS and 

TOEFL tests differently in three aspects: on the tests, in the tests, and effects of the tests. 

Furthermore, this study also presents information of high-stakes tests testing experience, 

concept of ideal tests, and critiques of the effects of the tests. Finally, this study provides 

some implications and recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

“It is difficult to find a person who does not have a testing story that relates to 

how a single test affected and changed his or her life” (Shohamy, 2001a, p. 7). The 

language test is one of the examples of this phenomenon. However, there are not many 

studies focusing on test takers’ experiences even though language tests play important 

roles in their lives. Thus, this research tries to convey test takers’ perceptions of two 

high-stakes tests, the IELTS and the TOEFL tests.  

This chapter has five main sections. The first section is related to the background 

of the study followed by sections on the purpose, research question, and significance of 

the study. At the end of this chapter, an overview of upcoming chapters is presented.  

Why IELTS and TOEFL Tests? 

Language tests are used for many purposes in many contexts and imposed as one 

of the important aspects in professional life. A discussion regarding language tests cannot 

be separated from International English Language Testing System (IELTS) and Test of 

English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) tests. Both tests are “almost the household of 

the professional circle” (Leung & Lewkowics, 2006, p. 222). The IELTS and TOEFL are 

two tests for English as Foreign Language (EFL)/English as Second Language (ESL) 

learners to measure their English proficiency. The TOEFL test aims at measuring English 

proficiency of EFL/ESL students intending to continue their education at higher 

institutions. It evaluates the test takers’ English skills: listening, reading, speaking, and 

writing regarding how they perform on academic tasks (ETS, 2013). The IELTS test 

measures academic and general English language proficiency. The academic test is 
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addressed for those willing to pursue their study at a post-secondary institution in an 

English-speaking country. Meanwhile, the general training test is for people willing to 

work, go to secondary school or migrate to English-speaking countries (IELTS, 2013).  

These two tests have been used for many purposes which give them a powerful 

position in society. Due to their position as high-stakes tests, test takers strive to perform 

well on the tests because it can guarantee them a better opportunity to apply for jobs, 

schools and scholarships. Besides, the detrimental effects of tests also make test takers try 

their very best to obtain a high score. Tests can create a gap between people where the 

failed people will be seen as losers, and the successful people will be seen as the winners. 

Furthermore, tests also have power to control what should be taught and what should be 

learned. In other words, they have power to control the knowledge of people.  This is 

something critical about testing where it is used as a disciplinary tool, meaning the test 

takers, whether they are willing or not, have to change their behavior in order to meet the 

tests demands (Shohamy, 2001a).  

Researcher’s Personal Experiences 

My experiences as an English student and as an English teacher portrayed the 

powerful position of the tests use and their effects. As an English student, I witnessed 

how my colleagues struggled to get the required score needed in order to apply for 

scholarships. They got rejected because of their low score, which in my opinion did not 

represent their real proficiency. Also, there are many people that I know who are forced 

to delay their intention to continue their study at higher institutions due to a low score on 

the tests.   
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As an English teacher, I saw how tests have been used to group students based on 

their language proficiency. In addition, I witnessed that some people were willing to 

spend their money in the courses to achieve the score required by the institutions in 

which they want to register. They bought more books and asked English teachers to teach 

them privately at home. Zhengdong (2009) stated, “the higher the stakes of the test, the 

stronger the urge to engage in specific test preparation practices” (p. 24). Furthermore, 

some people also paid other people to take tests on their behalf. This shows students’ fear 

of not meeting the required score. How they obtain the score is less important than 

getting the required score. This phenomenon shows that the issue of the power of the tests 

has led some people to engage in “unethical” practices. 

Based on these phenomena, I acknowledged Shohamy’s idea (2001a) as she 

stated, “when a language is tested in a higher institution as criteria of acceptance, the 

symbolic power of the test and the language are enhanced significantly presenting the 

society with an extremely powerful tool” (p. 123). This power gives tests a strong 

position to determine students’ future lives. Green (2006) also stated that performance on 

the test may have a big impact on test-takers’ lives.  

Furthermore, these experiences show me that listening to test takers is important, 

because they are the people who are most affected by the test (Shohamy, 2001a). 

However, there is not much heard about their experiences. I only could listen to their 

stories telling that the TOEFL test did not measure their English, thus it did not represent 

their real proficiency. They mentioned problems and reasons why they claimed that the 

TOEFL test was problematic. Therefore, this issue raises a question, are these complaints 
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about the TOEFL or complaints about language test? The way to answer this question is 

by investigating people who have taken more than one language test.  

Studies on Language Tests 

Since IELTS and TOEFL tests are imposed as important subjects in society, there 

are many studies focusing on the validity and reliability of these two tests. Winke, Gass, 

and Myford (2012) investigated L2 (Second Language) speech raters’ bias in the TOEFL 

test. They found that L2 raters were more tolerant with the test takers coming from the 

same country as them. In other words, if the L2 raters are coming from China, they will 

be more lenient to the L1 Chinese test takers. This poses the reliability problems of the 

test. 

Furthermore, a study conducted by Bridgeman, Powers, Elizabeth, and Mollaun 

(2011) investigated the speaking test score rated by professional test raters and 

SpeechRater
TM

 - an automated speech scoring system developed by Educational Testing 

Service (ETS). The result showed there is a difference in scores given by these two raters. 

The professional TOEFL iBT raters gave a higher score for the test takers than the 

SpeechRater
TM. 

 The SpeechRater is able to measure some aspects of communicative 

competence; however, it missed some important components such as: “coherence, 

progression of ideas, and content relevance” (p. 100) which could be identified by the 

expert test raters. 

Regarding the IELTS test, some studies showed that this test poses some 

problems. Brown (2003) found that the problem in the IELTS test was on the 

interviewers. She found that interviewers could affect the performance of test takers by 

the way they elicited information from them. Furthermore, Uysal (2010) noted and 
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criticized that the writing test in the IELTS more focus on the “form rather than the 

meaning and intelligibility” (p. 317). These studies on IELTS and TOEFL tests show that 

even though these two tests are powerful, they possess some problems picturing that the 

tests might not measure test takers’ English proficiency effectively.  

As explained above, most of the studies focus on investigating the tests regarding 

their validity, the content of the tests, and the students’ academic performance (Hill, 

Storch, & Lynch, 1999; Zahedi & Shamsaee, 2012). The research regarding test takers’ 

perceptions of tests is limited. Listening to test takers’ voices is important because it 

provides information that might not be addressed by other stakeholders (Shohamy, 

2001a). Therefore, besides focusing on investigating the tests, it is essential to explore the 

consequences of tests as a matter of validity (Messick, 1998). As the people who have 

been through the tests and experienced the consequences, test takers will be able to 

provide information from different perspective which might help practitioners and 

stakeholders to gain more understanding about language tests. The problem might be 

either in language tests or the test itself based on their perspectives.  

Therefore, one reason for looking at people who have taken both tests is because 

there is an opportunity to compare students’ perceptions between the tests. Another 

reason is related to language tests because it can give a sense of what large tests are like 

in themselves. Furthermore, test takers’ perceptions are important because they provide 

evidence of tests’ effectiveness (Tsai & Tsou, 2009). As Shohamy (2001a) argued that 

the investigation of the tests based on test takers’ experiences is significant because it 

provides stakeholders, especially testers, with new understanding about tests and their 

meanings.  
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Purpose of the Study 

The main purpose of this study is to provide deeper understanding of language 

tests based on test takers’ perceptions. In other words, this research attempts to 

emphasize the importance of listening to test takers’ voices as a way to understand 

language tests. In order to achieve this purpose, this research explicates students’ 

different perceptions of IELTS and TOEFL tests based on their testing experiences. 

Furthermore, this study can be a way to find out whether the problems that appear in the 

high-stakes tests are related to languages test in general or the specific test itself. The 

participants of this research were six graduate students who have taken both the IELTS 

and TOEFL tests. All of the participants are currently enrolled as graduate students in the 

universities in the United States. These participants shared their experiences of taking 

both tests in an individual interview. 

Research Question 

This study investigates students’ perceptions of IELTS and TOEFL tests. This study 

compares their perceptions of whether they see and experience the two tests equally or 

differently. In order to find the answer of this question, the research question is: 

Do master level students who have taken both IELTS and TOEFL tests perceive the 

two tests differently? If so, in what ways? 

Significance of the Study  

 As this research is an endeavor to emphasize the importance of listening to test 

takers’ experiences, there are five significant contributions of this study. First, the 

findings of this study might contribute to increase other stakeholders’ awareness that test 

takers’ voices can provide information about language tests from different perspectives. 
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Second, the findings might possibly help practitioners and stakeholders to understand the 

way participants in this study perceived high-stakes tests and experienced them. Third, 

this study will provide participants’ different perceptions which will deepen our 

understanding of language tests and the impact of the tests on test takers’ lives. In 

addition, this research gives the participants chances to share their thoughts and 

experiences of taking both tests, and offers ideas about how language tests should be. 

Finally, language assessment has become a growing industry which drives the 

development of many language teaching courses. This research may be useful in 

increasing testers’ awareness about the consequences of tests. 

Overview of Upcoming Chapters 

This thesis has five chapters. Following this chapter, Chapter Two will be a 

literature review providing information about high stakes language testing, the IELTS 

and TOEFL tests, studies on students’ perceptions of high stakes tests and the notion of 

democratic assessment. After that, Chapter Three, the methodology, presents the way this 

study was conducted such as the research design, participants, data collection method, 

data collection procedure, and data analysis. Next, Chapter Four provides the result of 

this study. Finally, Chapter Five presents the discussion and conclusions of this study. 

This chapter also provides information about the implications and the limitations of this 

study, recommendations for future studies and final reflections. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The aim of this study is to investigate the following research question: do master level 

students who have taken both IELTS and TOEFL tests perceive the two tests differently? 

If so, in what ways?  Based on this purpose, the topic of this study covers the knowledge 

of IELTS and TOEFL tests and studies about tests. To have an understanding and current 

development of this issue, the literature review is presented in four main sections. The 

sections in this literature review are adapted from Puspawati’s (2012) thesis entitled EFL 

(English as Foreign Language)/ESL (English as Second Language) students’ perceptions 

towards TOEFL test. Some adaptations and modifications from her thesis literature 

review were done in order to meet the purpose of this research. I first introduce high-

stakes language testing to raise critical and ethical issues of language testing. Afterwards, 

I discuss IELTS and TOEFL tests as high-stakes tests: the objectives, their development, 

the form of the tests, and the effects of high-stakes tests. Then, I highlight and review 

studies focusing on students’ perceptions on tests. Finally, this chapter discusses 

democratic assessment principles and the practices.    

High-Stakes Language Testing 

Many studies have found that language tests have become powerful in society. 

They have played crucial roles in the lives of the test takers (Uysal, 2010). The use of 

language tests can affect both educational and social lives of students (Shohamy, 2001a; 

Puspawati, 2012). Regarding students’ educational lives, tests dictate students’ learning. 

This means that their educations are based on tests, for examples: students are taught 

materials that will appear in the tests, and their learning processes are purposively 
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designed to deal with tests. Shohamy (2001a) stated that “tests are capable of dictating to 

test takers what they need to know, what they need to learn, and what they will be taught” 

(p. 17). In terms of students’ social lives, tests influence students’ behavior and attitudes. 

Students change their behavior in order to fit the tests demands (Shohamy, 2001a). In 

other words, they perceive tests not as a tool to measure their abilities and knowledge, but 

rather as a judgment time whether or not they can move forward in their lives. Students 

strive to perform well in tests due to the importance of tests result towards their future. 

Dooey (2008) asserted that language test results have become one of the important 

aspects in creating opportunities for test takers. In many countries, language tests have 

become one of the requirements in order to enter the next level of education or 

professional life. In other words, language tests have been used as the gatekeeper 

(Bridgeman & Cho, 2012). The language tests score is used as a standard to screen 

people to enter another stage in their lives. Bachman and Purpura (2008) argued that 

language tests have been used in many cases such as selecting students, giving 

certifications, and giving promotion. Reflecting on these uses, tests have marked their 

powerful position in society. 

The power of language tests cannot be separated from the features that they have. 

According to Shohamy (2001a), some features make tests become powerful in society. 

First, powerful institutions administer tests, meaning that the testers are in a powerful 

position where the test takers are powerless. Testers are the people who make decisions 

about what to be tested, and how the test score is interpreted. Second, tests use the 

language of science. Since testing is perceived as a scientific discipline, tests perpetuate 

their position in society. Third, tests use the language of numbers. Shohamy (2001a) 
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stated that the “language of numbers is considered to be a symbol of objectivity, 

scientism, and rationalism” (p. 21). In other words, language of numbers possesses all 

aspects or features that are related to “truth, trust, legitimacy and status” (p. 22). Finally, 

tests incorporate an objective format, meaning that the truth comes from the testers. Tests 

do not allow test takers to have their own interpretation for the truth. 

By having all the features mentioned above, language tests have become powerful 

in society. Language tests can either open or close opportunities for the test takers’ future 

dreams (Shohamy, 2001a; Zahedi & Shamsaee, 2012). In addition, language tests are able 

to group people in a way that certain people will be categorized as successful or failures, 

winners or losers depending on the test results (Shohamy, 2001a). These conditions 

constitute the high-stakes of language tests. Luxia (2005) argued “high-stakes tests are 

those whose results are used to make important decisions that immediately and directly 

affect the test-takers and other stakeholders” (p. 142) such as teachers and parents. 

Language tests, especially English, perpetuate their powerful influence in society because 

of their high-stakes position.  

In response to the high-stakes position of language testing, students strive to 

perform well on the test because it can facilitate them a better opportunity in their lives. 

In many studies, it is found that language tests have been used as admissions 

requirements, promotion requirements, and job application requirement (Cheng, 

Andrews, & Yu, 2011; Hirsh, 2007; Murray, Riazi, & Cross, 2012; Zhengdong, 2009). 

Due their high-stakes, tests are able to dictate test takers’ behavior.  This is something 

critical about testing that needs to be addressed, so that their uses can be monitored and 

limited. 
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The IELTS and TOEFL as High-Stakes Tests 

The reason why IELTS and TOEFL became and remain powerful in society is a 

crucial question. These two tests were purposively developed for measuring test takers’ 

English proficiencies. However, their uses and effects have gone beyond their original 

purpose. Their uses have placed them as high-stakes tests which affect individual(s)’ 

future lives. Shohamy (2001a) argued that high-stakes test results are crucial for the test-

takers’ lives in order to make important decisions. These two tests’ scores have been used 

and imposed as one of the essential factors to make important decisions in test takers’ 

lives such as pursuing for higher education and applying for job. Zahedi and Shamsaee 

(2012) pointed out that IELTS and TOEFL tests are two examples of high-stake 

standardized tests which have “critical roles in determining the future life” (p. 246) of the 

test takers. There are three purposes of high-stake tests: “selecting people for an 

occupation, issuing a certificate, and permitting one to enter a higher education” (p. 264). 

In other words, as Shohamy (2001a) argued that tests have effects not only for education 

but also for society.  

Introduction to IELTS and TOEFL Tests 

TOEFL and IELTS tests were developed in the 20
th

 century to measure test 

takers’ language proficiency. For more than 30 years, these two tests have been through 

many changes that were claimed to better measure test takers’ proficiency. Since that 

time, many studies have been conducted to investigate the effects of the test towards 

society. Many scholars are concerned about the topic of TOEFL of IELTS tests because 

of their powerful position in society. 
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TOEFL (Test of English as Foreign Language). The TOEFL test was 

introduced by the National Council on the Testing English as a Foreign Language in 

1963. The test was developed to assess non-native English speakers who intend to pursue 

their study in the medium English universities (ETS, 2013). Since 1963, the TOEFL test 

has evolved into three formats, from a paper-based test (PBT) to a computer-based test 

(CBT) and to an Internet-based test, TOEFL iBT (Hill & Liu, 2012).  

Besides the TOEFL test, there are two separate tests developed by ETS 

(Educational Testing Service): Test of Spoken English (TSE) and TWE (Test of Written 

English). The TSE test was introduced in 1970s in order to assess the speaking ability of 

international graduate students applying for teaching assistants position. The TWE test 

was developed in 1986 where it measured students writing ability based on a topic. From 

their purposes, it can be inferred that these two tests were taken by smaller numbers of 

applicants in order to meet the requirements for institutions (ETS, 2013). 

Currently, there are two formats of TOEFL test offered by ETS: Paper-Based 

Testing (PBT) and Internet-Based Testing (iBT) (Alderson, 2009). TOEFL iBT was 

launched in September 2005 to replace the TOEFL computer-based test (CBT) (Hill & 

Liu, 2012). The TOEFL iBT is different from the previous versions of TOEFL test – 

TOEFL CBT. It assesses four language skills to be needed in the academic lives of the 

applicants. This test assesses Listening, Reading, Speaking, and Writing skills where in 

the earlier version the speaking skill was not measured (Alderson, 2009). “The primary 

goal of this change is to better align the test design to the variety of language use tasks 

that examinees are expected to encounter in everyday academic life” (Sawaki, Stricker, & 

Oranje, 2009, p. 5). The difference is not only in the assessed skills, but also in the 
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content of the skills. The TOEFL iBT reading section measures test-takers ability to 

understand reading passages about a topic or a discipline. In the Listening section, test-

takers are measured on their comprehension, pragmatic understanding, connecting and 

synthesizing information of listening conversation and lecture. The Speaking section 

measures test-takers’ ability to express their ideas and respond to many information from 

multiple sources. The last section is Writing, in which test-takers have to write two 

essays. One essay is based on a given topic, and the other essay is based on a lecture. 

This writing task measures test-takers’ quality of writing: organization, grammar, and 

vocabulary (Alderson, 2009). The evolution of the TOEFL test constructions and content 

over three stages of TOEFL test development is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1 

TOEFL Test Development  

Stages Construct Contents 

1. The first TOEFL 

test 
1964 – 1979 

Discrete components of 

language skills and 

knowledge 

Multiple-choice items assessing 

vocabulary, reading 

comprehension, listening 

comprehension, knowledge of 

correct English structure and 

grammar 

2. A suite of 

TOEFL tests 
1979 – 2005 

Original constructs 

(listening, reading, structure, 

and grammar) retained but 

two additional ones added – 

writing ability and speaking 

ability. 

In addition to multiple-choice 

items assessing the original 

constructs, separate 

constructed-response tests of 

writing, the TWE test and 

speaking, the TSE test, were 

developed. 

3. The TOEFL iBT 

test 
2005 – Present 

Communicative competence 

– the ability to put language 

knowledge to use in relevant 

contexts 

Academic tasks were developed 

that require the interrogation of 

receptive and productive skills 

such as listening, reading , and 

writing or speaking, as well 

multiple choice items for 

listening and reading. 
Note. Adapted from “TOEFL iBT Research, insight TOEFL program history,” 2006, p. 4. 

Retrieved from http://www.ets.org/s/toefl/pdf/toefl_ibt_insight_s1v6.pdf 
 

http://www.ets.org/s/toefl/pdf/toefl_ibt_insight_s1v6.pdf
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IELTS (International English Language Testing System). The IELTS 

(International English Language Testing System) score is accepted by medium English 

universities to prove that applicants have fair skills and knowledge of English in order to 

pursue their studies (Green, 2005). IELTS, which was previously known as ELTS 

(English Language Testing Service), was introduced for the first time in the early 1980s 

by United Kingdom (UK) test developers motivated by the possibility to create language 

test for specific purposes (O’Sullivan, 2012). It is also created to replace English 

Proficiency Test Battery (EPTB) - a traditional multiple-choice test used by the British 

council as required test for international applicants to universities and colleges in the UK- 

(IELTS, 2013). The original ELTS was a test for students planning to study particular 

disciplines. There were six modules generated from that purpose: Life Sciences, Social 

Studies, Physical Sciences, Technology, Medicine and General Academic (O’Sullivan, 

2012).  

According to Clapham and Alderson, due to the new idea prospecting “between 

practicality and maximum predictive power” (as cited in IELTS, 2013, para. 4), the test 

developers shrink the six modules into three modules: Physical Science and Technology, 

Life and Medical Sciences, and Business Studies and Social Sciences in 1989. Each had 

options in reading and writing, and all candidates had the same speaking and listening 

papers. In 1995, IELTS test started having no domain-specific modules, and all test takers 

had the same papers with just an academic and a general training (non-academic) option 

for the test (O’Sullivan, 2012).  

Another revision was completed again to the IELTS test. The IELTS test 

developer launched a revision project for the speaking test in 1998.As a result, the 
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revision was introduced in 2001 with a more rigorous, structured interview format 

(Interlocutor Frame), and revised rating scale (Terry, 2003). A research conducted by 

Brown (2006) focusing on examining the use of revised rating scales showed a positive 

result. She found that the new rating scale minimized examiners’ inconsistency in 

assessing and rating test takers’ performances. Another research investigating the 

Interlocutor Frame (IF) conducted by O’Sullivan and Lu (2006) also demonstrated a 

positive result. It showed that the IF prevented interlocutors to treat each interview 

differently. The findings pointed out that even though there was a deviation of the IF, 

which likely occurred in the third phase of the speaking test, it did not necessarily affect 

test takers’ performances. In 2005, IELTS launched new assessment criteria in the 

Writing section. The earlier version focusing on “communicative quality” was replaced 

by “coherence and cohesion” (Uysal, 2010, p. 317). Based on a research conducted to 

evaluate the new assessment criteria, it was found that these criteria were considered 

improved by examiners because of its clarity and detailed descriptions of what and how 

to assess (Shaw, 2006). Finally, a computerized version of the IELTS was held at some of 

the IELTS centers in 2005 (IELTS, 2013). The differences between General and 

Academic IELTS are in the content, context, and the purposes of the test. The similarities 

are in terms of time allocation, length of written purposes and score reporting (IELTS, 

2013). 
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Table 2 

Introduction to IELTS and TOEFL Tests 

ITEMS TOEFL iBT IELTS 

Section (in 

order) 

Reading (60 – 80 minutes) Listening (30 minutes) 

Listening ( 60 – 90 minutes) Reading (60 minutes) 

Speaking (20 minutes) Writing (60 minutes) 

Writing (50 minutes) Speaking ( 11 – 14 minutes) 

Tasks and Topic 

 Reading: 3 texts of a topic or 

discipline. Exposition, 

argumentation and historical 

narrative. 36 - 56 questions 

 Reading. Three long texts taken 

from books, journals, magazines 

and newspapers ranged from the 

descriptive, factual, discursive and 

analytical texts. 40 questions 
Listening: 4 - 6 lectures. 

Multiple choices with single, 

and more than one correct 

answer, matching and 

sequencing items. 34 - 51 

questions. 

 Listening. Four recorded texts, 

monologues and conversations 

from a range of native speakers. 

Answer questions based on the 

questions. 

Speaking: Six tasks, two of 

the tasks ask test takers to 

express their opinions toward 

familiar topics. The other 4 

tasks ask test -takers to 

express based on what they 

heard or read. 

Speaking. Consists of three parts: 
1.  Speak about daily  

conversation/topic 
2.  Speak about particular topic 

given by the examiner 
3. Speak about further questions 

related to part 2. 
Writing: two tasks: 

independent and integrated 

tasks. The independent task 

where the candidates write a 

response essay towards a 

topic. The integrated task 

meaning test takers response 

to a reading and lecture. 

 Writing. Consists of two tasks: 
1.  Describing and explaining chart 

or diagram 

2.  Responding to a point of view, 

argument, or problem. 

Technology  

All sections done in the 

computer by using Internet. In 

the speaking and listening 

sections, test-takers wear 

headphones. 

All sections are paper based. On 

the listening section, all test takers 

listen from the same audio 

recording. In the speaking section, 

test takers are interviewed by test 

interviewer. All conversations are 

recorded by using recording 

device. 
Time (in total) 3 hours 10 minutes 2 hours 44 minutes 

Score  
Each section range score: 0 – 

30 points. 120 is the highest 

score 

1 – 9 band of score is given, range 

from the non-user to expert user 

Note. The data on TOEFL iBT are adapted from “Test of English as a foreign language: Internet-based test 

(TOEFL iBT),” by J.C. Alderson, 2009, Language Testing, 26(4), pp. 621 – 631. The data on IELTS are 

adapted from “IELTS.org,” 2013. Retrieved from 

http://ielts.org/test_takers_information/what_is_ielts/test_format.aspx 
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Effects of High-Stakes Tests 

   TOEFL and IELTS have perpetuated their position as high-stakes tests in which 

they can influence test takers’ futures. Besides that, these two tests have broad effects to 

society. Shohamy (2001a) argued that tests have two effects: educational and societal 

effects. Educational effects are related to the impacts of tests toward education, such as 

pedagogy and learning materials. The other effect, the societal effects, refers to the 

change of attitude, behavior, and perspective of the stakeholders as a result of tests. These 

effects could be the bases for practitioners and experts to limit the use of the tests in 

society. 

Educational effects of high-stakes tests. According to Shohamy (2001a) the 

educational effects of tests encompass “curriculum, teaching methods, learning strategies, 

materials, assessment practices and knowledge tested” (p. 46). High-stakes tests have 

changed the curriculum and teaching practices (pedagogy) in classroom (Au, 2007, 2009, 

2011; Cizek, 2001; Horn, 2003; Kohn, 2000; Templer 2004; Triplett, Barksdale, & 

Lepswitch, 2003). Kohn (2000) argued that curricula is fundamentally developed based 

on tests because both the content and the format of instruction of tests affect the 

curriculum. Klinger and Luce-Kapler (2007) strengthened this idea by arguing that tests 

have affected the curriculum.  

In relation to the influence of tests towards curricula, tests also have affected 

teaching and learning practices. Teachers tend to focus on materials and strategies that 

they predict will help students in tests (Triplett, Barksdale, & Lepswitch, 2003). Their 

major goal is to prepare students to pass the test. Shohamy (2001a) argued that teachers 

change their teaching strategies in order to “help” the students to get high scores, because 
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their success in teaching is viewed from the students’ scores in tests. From this point of 

view, both teachers and students become the victim of high-stakes tests. Therefore, Au 

(2009) claimed, “when punitive consequences are attached to test scores, teachers do 

indeed match their pedagogy and content to the test norms” (p. 46). The structure and 

type of tests dictate teaching and learning activities. For instance, both TOEFL and 

IELTS tests reading section consists of multiple choice questions, therefore, instructors or 

teachers will teach their students to analyze the questions rather than reading and 

understanding the texts. Meanwhile, in academic life, students are asked to have an 

understanding about the content of texts, not merely answer a series of questions. In 

short, classes become test oriented where both the content and activities focus on the test 

(Teemant, 2010). Au (2009) supported this idea that pedagogy in the classroom has 

become test-oriented, where the type of the test really affects the activities in the 

classroom. Therefore, Kohn (2000) emphasized that high-stake test scores do not reflect 

the comprehension and understanding of students, but rather their skill in taking tests.  

Furthermore, besides the consequences of test-based curricula and test-based 

pedagogy, which only focus on the test, tests also narrow the knowledge (Shohamy, 

2001a). Au (2009) argued, “high-stakes testing narrows the instructional curriculum and 

aligns it to the tests” (p. 45).  People only focus on what will appear on the tests, what 

problems need to be solved in the tests and create strategies to cope with those problems. 

In other words, tests narrow the taught topic. For example, in the TOEFL and the IELTS 

tests, the reading sections only focus on several genres. In the TOEFL test, the genres are 

exposition, argumentation, and historical narrative, and in the IELTS test the genres are 

descriptive, discursive, and factual. The students will only be taught these genres because 
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these genres appear in the test. The other genres are considered not important. To be 

clear, if there is a high probability that some materials will not appear in the test, the 

teacher will not teach them to the students, even though that material may be 

educationally important (Shohamy, 2001a). Therefore, if the students are asked to do the 

same activities outside the test-taking context then they will not be able to understand it. 

It is reported based on Amrein and Berliner (2002) research that: 

High school teachers report that although practice tests and classroom drills have 

raised the rate of passing for the reading section of the TAAS at their school, 

many of their students are unable to use those same skills for actual reading. 

These students are passing the TAAS (Texas’ Assessment of Academic Skills) 

reading section by being able to select among answers given. But they are not 

able to read assignments, to make meaning of literature, to complete reading 

assignments outside of class, or to connect reading assignments to other parts of 

the course such as discussion and writing. (p. 26) 

In addition, high- stakes tests have power to redefine knowledge. Tests are able to 

make stakeholders (e.g., test takers and parents) believe that the tested knowledge is the 

most important knowledge to be mastered (Shohamy, 2001a). Furthermore, effect is 

related to what should be taught and what should not be taught. The policy-making drives 

idea about what knowledge should be taught and this knowledge becomes the focus of 

high-stakes test.  

Based on the explanation above, it can be concluded that high-stakes tests have 

become 3 major controls: content control, formal control and pedagogic control (Au, 

2007). Tests have become the curriculum, and affected teaching practices in classroom. 
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Shohamy (2001b) argued, “the content and the knowledge contained in tests represent the 

interests of those in power who are often interested in perpetuating their domination and 

in excluding unwanted group” (p. 375). The powerful people make policies which affects 

the test. They create the test based on their beliefs about what is important, and it is done 

in order to preserve their authority. Therefore, it can create disadvantages to those people 

who are not in power. 

Societal effects of high-stakes tests. Societal effects “are concerned with the 

effects of tests on aspects such as gate-keeping, ideology, ethicality, morality, and 

fairness” (Shohamy, 2001a, p. 46). Shohamy (2001a) argued that tests have “economic 

value that estimates the worth of people” (p. 123). In other words, this means that tests 

can define people based on their achievement in the tests. For example, the economic 

value for the test-takers is to get into prestigious university. Tests also possess power to 

have people invest their money and time in tests preparation. For the TOEFL and the 

IELTS tests preparations, test takers have to pay a lot of money. It is not only related to 

the cost that they have to pay to the institution, the cost also comes from the books that 

they have to buy to “help” them to get the targeted score. Elaborated below are the 

examples of the societal effects of tests: 

1. Tests and identity. As one of the consequences of tests is grouping people 

based on their test score (Shohamy, 2001a), tests have marked their position 

as important matters not only in educational level but also in society and 

identity of the test-takers. Some studies have found that people have different 

investments in language learning and many factors affecting those 

investments: gender (Gordon, 2004; Hruska, 2004; MacPherson, 2005; 
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Morita, 2004;), race (Kubota & Lin, 2006), and community practice (Gao, 

2008; King & Ganuza, 2005; Morita, 2004; Rajadurai, 2010).  

2. Tests and ethicality. The imposed power of tests has led stakeholders such as 

the test takers, parents, and teachers to believe that tests, IELTS and TOEFL 

tests, are everything. Templer (2004) argued, “the entry points into privileged 

career paths at the portal to university study in English-speaking countries—

and within numerous job pyramids inside the corporate and professional 

world—are controlled by quantitatively measured performance on several 

international language proficiency tests” (p. 1). This means that the IELTS 

and the TOEFL tests have marked their position as the only instrument to 

enter such privileged career and university. This appealing construction of 

tests has made people invest their time and money for the tests including 

preparation and test taking.  

3. Tests and fairness. Fairness is also another issue in the high-stakes tests. Xi 

(2010) argued about tests fairness focusing on “the comparison of testing 

practices and testing outcomes across different groups” (p. 154). In other 

words, she argued about the notion of equality in tests. Language tests are 

supposed to be designed equally relevant to each group. This means that tests 

should be designed without excluding or perpetuating power of any groups in 

society. Furthermore, some studies reveal that fairness is a prominent issue in 

language testing. In her study, Puspawati (2012) found that the students 

perceived the topic in the TOEFL test as unfair. They claimed that the topic 

mostly covers about American culture and scientific disciplines. Coming from 
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different backgrounds of knowledge and culture, they found the topic in the 

test unfamiliar. Wise et al. (2004) also found similar result. Based on their 

evaluation of the California High School Exit Examination (CAHSEE), they 

found out that Hispanic and African American students’ passing percentage 

was lower than the American students were. These findings imply that test 

takers who are familiar with the knowledge and culture of the mainstream 

group will get advantage from tests.  

Based on the explanation above, it can be derived that test takers try their best on 

tests in order to avoid punishments and to get rewards both in the educational and society 

level. In the educational level, prestigious university is seen as the reward for the 

successful test takers. In society level, by getting into prestigious university, these test 

takers have a special position in their communities. These effects of high-stakes tests 

have created many consequences: narrowing the knowledge, redefine knowledge, and 

legitimized the power of bureaucrats and other elite groups. 

Having discussed the effects of the IELTS and the TOEFL as high-stakes tests, it 

is really important to know how the stakeholders’, especially the test takers, perceptions 

of tests because they are the people affected by the test. However, the studies about the 

IELTS and the TOEFL were more focused on their validity and reliability. There are 

many studies focusing on the IELTS test’s validity (Elder & Wigglesworth, 2003; 

Mickan, Slater, & Gibson, 2000; Sadeghi, 2010) and reliability (Merrylees, 1999; 

Sulaiman, 2012). As well, the TOEFL test studies focus on this topic: Validity (Attali, 

2007; Bridgeman, Powers, Elizabeth, & Mollaun, 2011; Sawaki & Nissan, 2009; Weigle, 

2010) and reliability (Hsu, 2012; Kokhan, 2012; Zhang, 2010).  
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Besides being studied solely, there are some studies comparing these two tests. 

Zahedi and Shamsaee (2012) focused on comparing the construct validity of IELTS and 

TOEFL iBT speaking module. ETS in 2010 also has conducted a study comparing IELTS 

and TOEFL iBT scores. Hill, Storch, and Lynch (1999) compared these two tests as 

academic success predictors; however, there is little research focusing on students’ 

perceptions of these two tests. Meanwhile, as Shohamy (2001a) argued that listening to 

the test takers’ voices about tests will lead us into a better understanding about tests 

especially for high-stakes tests. Reflecting on this argument, this study is the part of this 

process. As this current study focuses on students’ perceptions towards the IELTS and 

the TOEFL test, the result of this study will give insight about how students perceive 

these high-stake tests. The next section provides information some studies related to 

students’ perceptions of high-stakes tests.  

Studies on Students’ Perceptions of High-Stakes Tests 

Murray et al. (2012) pointed out test-takers’ attitudes toward test may have 

significant implications to test validity. Dooey (2008) argued the importance to determine 

test validity related to the consequences of the test which is based on Messick’s (1998) 

idea that validity is not just referring to “the accuracy of score inferences but also to 

evaluation of the appropriateness, meaningfulness, and usefulness of score inferences, 

which involves judgments not only of truth but of worth” (p. 41). Huhta, Kalaja, and 

Pitnkanen-Huhta (2006) also asserted that social consequences and value of tests are two 

aspects of validity of tests.  Listening to test takers’ voices and perceptions of tests are 

important, because they are the people who have experienced the social and educational 

consequences of tests. Therefore, including students’ perceptions of tests is one of the 
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aspects in construct validity (He & Shi, 2008). Shohamy (2001a) argued tests have its 

powerful effects not only in students’ educational lives, but also in their social lives.  

Furthermore, she also emphasized the importance of knowing students’ perceptions 

towards tests as it can lead into information about the importance, the use, and the 

meaning of the tests to the students’ lives. Based on the literature review, there are some 

points related to the students’ perceptions of tests. 

Impacts of Tests 

Some studies found that tests affect students’ emotion (Gan, Humpreys, & Hamp-

Lyons, 2004; Huhta, Kalaja, & Pitnkanen-Huhta, 2006; Li, Zhong, & Suen, 2012; 

Murray, Riazi, & Cross, 2012; Triplett & Barksdale, 2005; Triplett, Barksdale, & 

Leftwich, 2003) and learning (Cheng, Andrews, & Yu, 2011; He & Shi , 2008; Huhta, 

Kalaja, & Pitnkanen-Huhta, 2006; Li, Zhong, & Suen, 2012; Puspawati, 2012; Xie & 

Andrews, 2013). These two impacts affect the way test takers in the study perceived tests 

and the way they dealt with the test. 

Impacts of tests toward students’ emotion. Triplett, Barksdale, and Leftwich 

(2003) found that students felt worried every time they talked about test. They worried 

before the test, while they were taking the test, and after the test. Another point found in 

the research was student’s fear of being a failed student was in their mind when they were 

working on the test. One of the students even felt uncomfortable that he would make his 

parents worry. Even though he felt nervous and scared every day, he did not tell his 

parents because he worried that they would get nervous as well. The effect reported in 

this research is not only affecting students emotionally but also physically. 
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“it was hard and it made you nervous. And it made you tired because you got to 

get up early to study” (p. 19) 

Triplett and Barksdale (2005) also did another research regarding students’ 

perceptions of test. The findings showed that the test had negative impact toward their 

emotions. They expressed their feeling and experiences negatively. Other students also 

expressed anger due to the possible consequences of failure. It shows that tests gave 

negative impact towards students’ emotions not only when they took the test, but they 

were aware about the consequences of the test. A student said, “I really don’t need dumb 

test telling if I get to go to another grade” (p. 251). It shows how powerful testing is, 

hence it can create hatred toward the test.  

Triplett, Barksdale, and Leftwich (2003)’s finding is supported by Huhta, Kalaja, 

and Pitnkanen-Huhta (2006). In their study, they found that test gave negative impact to 

test-takers’ feeling. Students felt stress in the preparation of the test.  

Matti: “I’m that much stressed about English that (..) I’d like to get laudatur [the 

highest grade] because (..) well (..) that’s what (..) I’m doing here trying to 

improve my grade (..)” (p. 335) 

The participant showed his stressfulness even before taking the test. This study shows 

that tests have marked their position as important factor, because even though the test-

takers have not taken the test, they experienced the stress. 

 Another qualitative study conducted by Puspawati (2012) focusing on student-

teachers’ perceptions towards TOELF test showed that the test created negative feeling 

towards their emotion. The students demonstrated that they experienced stressfulness, 

anxiety, and nervousness when they were taking the test.  
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“but you see like ugh…you feel very stressful because you always thinking about 

‘I don’t have enough time, I don’t have enough time’ and you 

always…hmm….especially TOEFL for me is umm….the only way I can go to 

study abroad. I always thinking about, ‘ok, I made a mistake here, so what should 

I do for the next step. So, all the memory about TOEFL is kind of stressful” (p. 

45) 

One of the reasons that the participants in the study claimed as the factor of their negative 

feeling was related to the position of the TOEFL test as high stake test. Due to this factor, 

they were under pressure when they were taking the test.  

A recent quantitative study done by Murray, Riazi, and Cross (2012) focused on 

test takers’ attitudes toward the test and interrelationship between test takers’ attitudes 

and their demographic found that tests gave negative impact to test-takers’ feeling.  The 

result of the study shows that test-takers had negative responses towards the tests. 69.5% 

of participants said that they experienced anxiety because of PEAT (Professional English 

Assessment for Teachers), 59% of participants felt depressed. Furthermore, 54% of 

participants claimed that sometimes they wanted to give up, 42% of the test takers were 

angry and 39% of them were embarrassed. This study points out that tests can give 

negative feeling to the test-takers regardless their different backgrounds and origins.  

Furthermore, Doe et al. (2011) investigated L1 and L2 test takers’ perceptions 

toward language test. Regardless of their native language, both groups responded the 

same about taking the test. They considered the test as unfair, bad, waste of time, and 

pointless because the test did not reflect their true ability in English. 
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However, these studies also found students’ positive emotional responses toward 

the test indicating that each test taker had different attitudes towards the test especially if 

it was related to the result of the test. Murray, Riazi, and Cross (2012) found that the test-

takers obtaining high score on PEAT had positive responses of the test. It aligns with a 

study done by Gan, Humpreys, and Hamp-Lyons (2004) showing that students who 

obtained satisfactory score of English proficiency test tended to have positive attitude 

towards the test, which was different from the students who obtain low score. The score 

itself gave an impact into students’ confidence about their English. Students felt more 

positive toward their English proficiency when they got satisfactory score on the test.  

Impacts of tests towards students’ learning.  Similar to the impacts of tests 

towards students’ emotion in which students felt nervous before, during, and after taking 

tests, tests give impact students’ learning in the same way. Xie and Andrews (2012) 

found that the students analyze the test to be able to deal with tests. The students 

expressed that by “knowing what is necessary could give them a sense of direction and 

control over the upcoming task” (p. 63). The students develop their own ways to deal 

with test. Puspawati (2012) found the similar result in her study investigating student-

teachers’ perceptions of TOEFL test. The result revealed that students tended to be more 

focus on dealing with the test instead of improving their English proficiency.  

Cheng, Andrews, and Yu (2011) did another research related to the impact of the 

test on learning. The research intended to explore students and parents’ perceptions of the 

impact of SBA (School Based Assessment). The result of the study showed that higher 

competence students responded positively to non-SBA compared to lower competence 

students. The lower competence students responded more positively to SBA. Regardless 
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what test they focused on, the test had an impact in their study. They studied and 

practiced not only while they were having the class, but also when they finished the class. 

He and Shi (2008) also investigated how Chinese students perceived and 

compared standardized writing test of TWE (Test of Written English) and the essay test 

in LPI (English Language Proficiency Index) – a required English test to get in to post-

secondary institutions in Canada-. Some students passed the TWE test claimed that they 

could get high score because they memorized sentences and structures. The impact of the 

test in this case is that the students developed their understandings about strategy in 

taking the test by memorizing pattern, sentences, and structures. Therefore, when they 

studied for the test they memorized all the information they obtained whether from their 

teacher or the Internet. 

Huhta, Kalaja, and Pitnkanen-Huhta (2006) also found that test could affect 

students’ learning either positively or negatively. Some students tended to study more 

until the last minute before the test. They read all books related to English and borrowed 

books from their teachers as well in order to prepare themselves. However, some students 

already gave up before the test because they thought there was not enough time to study. 

Suvi: “I haven’t studied at all (.) and probably I won’t because (…) there’s not 

much time anyway (…) or I don’t know I’ve got that grammar book there 

in front of me but I haven’t studied it yet (..) let’s see then tomorrow how it 

goes” (p. 335) 

Doe et al. (2011) interviewed and observed three test takers during their 

preparation time, before the test, and after taking the test. The result implied that each test 

taker has their strategies based on the context of the test. In the test preparation, the 
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participants showed that they were trying to figure out what kind of strategies they would 

use on the test. The strategies changed over time as the test time became closer. It shows 

that the test takers had pointed out the importance of strategies in taking the test.  

The recent research done by Li, Zhong, and Suen (2012) found that CET (College 

English test) had a big impact on the content of the material that they learned. The 

research done by Teemant (2010) also proved the same issue that tests have driven 

classroom activities which become more test oriented both in content and in learning.  

From the explanations above, it can be concluded that tests tend to give negative 

impact emotionally to the students. Tests can make students feel uncomfortable even 

hatred because they have such powerful effects towards their future lives. Tests also give 

negative impact to the students physically. They had to get up early even though they 

could not sleep at night. In relation to the impact of test towards learning, tests do not 

only give negative but also positive impacts. Since tests have powerful effects to 

students’ educational life, students tend to study more and created their own way of 

learning. However, their learning becomes more about how to get a good score rather 

than improve their knowledge. In addition, it gives negative impacts because the students 

felt like they did not have enough time to prepare, therefore they chose not to study. 

These impacts of tests towards students’ emotion, body, and learning illustrate the power 

of tests in their lives.  

Problems in the Test 

Besides giving many impacts towards students’ emotion and learning, tests also 

pose some problems. He and Shi (2008) found that the writing topics in the LPI (English 

Language Proficiency Index) affected students’ performance on the test. LPI essays 
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topics were related to Canadian culture. The students had problems in writing because 

they had no background information and had limited language vocabularies regarding the 

topic. The writing prompt gave advantages to the local students where they are familiar 

with the topic. Therefore, the Chinese students argued that the LPI test did not reflect 

their writing ability. He and Shi (2012) asserted their finding by doing another research 

about the relation between topic and ESL writing. They found that the students 

complained about the topic prompt that they were not familiar with and about the lack of 

vocabularies in the topic. 

Bing: “Most of the students here [in this class] came here [to Canada] not long 

ago and haven’t settled down yet. It seems they only know the names of 

democracy party and conservative [party]. For other parties, they have no 

ideas. They are no familiar with the politics here yet. They don’t know the 

government system either. So, it is more difficult for us to write on this 

topic” (p. 458) 

Another problem, which can be highlighted from the research done by He and Shi 

(2008), is related to the validity of the writing test result. Most of the students argued that 

they got a high score in the TWE test because they memorized patterns and materials 

from the test. They searched the patterns and materials online or found it in the 

bookstore, memorized it, and then applied it on the test. Therefore, there was a doubt that 

TWE is really measuring students’ writing ability. It is more about having good memory 

to pass the test rather than real proficiency in English. Thus, the test takers’ score from 

this test does not represent their real writing proficiency because this test does not 

measure their writing ability, but their memorization ability of patterns and materials.  
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Since this research focused on LPI and TWE (He & Shi, 2008), it allowed the 

researchers to compare the tests. All the participants in this study agreed that LPI was 

more difficult than TWE. The participants realized that the memorization strategy that 

they applied in TWE test did not work in the LPI test. However, the writing prompt in the 

test also made the students find difficulties because they were not familiar with the 

Canadian culture. By listening to students’ perceptions who have taken two kinds of tests, 

information about each test can be obtained which enable the researchers to compare 

them and find out the sense of writing tests between themselves. One of the implications 

generated from the research is that there is a need to develop an appropriate writing 

prompt.  The students claimed that the topic in TWE was too general, so they just could 

apply what they have remembered; meanwhile the topic in LPI was too specific. These 

contrasting ideas imply that there is a need to develop culturally fair writing prompt and 

general experiences which will not create advantage or disadvantage to certain group. 

Another problem found in the test is related to the time allocation (Doe et al., 

2011; Puspawati 2012; Triplett & Barksdale, 2005). They found out that students were 

concerned about the time allocation in the test. Some students argued that tests were too 

long; while the rest said they were too short (Triplett & Barksdale, 2005). Puspawati 

(2012) also supported this finding. The participants argued that the time given in the test 

was too short. It made them feel pressured and stressful. 

 “you feel very stressful because you always thinking about ‘I don’t have enough 

time, don’t have enough time [ to finish the test]’” (p. 53) 

Another problem in the test is regarding the use of technology (Noubandegani, 

2012; Sawaki, 2001). Sawaki (2001) found that the test-takers complained about the 
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intense exposure to the computer screen causing them to have eye fatigue while they 

were doing the test. The eye fatigue they got affected their concentration; therefore, they 

could not perform well in the test. Besides fatigue problems, Noubandegani (2012) also 

pointed out that most of the participants agreed that test takers’ computer familiarity 

could affect their performances positively. This finding questions the intention of tests 

whether to assess students’ English proficiency or their computer skills. 

However, a study conducted by Rasti (2009) showed that test takers perceived 

IELTS test positively. They claimed that the place and the time given supported them to 

perform in the IELTS test. In addition, they reported that the test measure their English 

proficiency “quite accurately” (p. 145). They noted that test format familiarity and test 

rubric helped them to perform in the test. 

The studies above illustrates that tests have some issues. The students argued that 

taking tests was more about having good strategies rather than having high proficiency. It 

raises question about the validity of the test whether it is really measuring students’ 

proficiency or strategy in taking the tests (Puspawati, 2012). Also, the familiarity of test 

format and rubric affected their performance in the test. Furthermore, topics given in the 

tests can be advantage or disadvantage for certain test takers. It raises the question about 

the fairness issue in the test. Another problem that tests have is about time allocation and 

the use of technology in the test.   

Factors Affecting Students’ Performance on the Test 

Some studies also found some factors affecting students’ performance on the test 

and test preparation. One of the influential factors affected students’ performances on the 

test is the strategies that they use in the test (Klinger & Luce-Kapler, 2007; Puspawati, 
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2012). Puspawati (2012) found that test taking strategy was able to increase students’ 

score. She found that preparation done by participants prior to the test was more about 

improving their strategy rather than improving English ability. Her finding aligns with 

Klinger and Luce-Kapler’s (2007) finding reporting that students with strategies were 

able to pass the test. McNeil (2011) also found that the students applying strategies in the 

reading test had higher score in the reading comprehension score. McNeil (2011) proved 

that using strategies in taking test had significant impact towards students’ score. 

Another factor influencing students’ performances on the test is students’ personal 

negative experiences (Huhta, Kalaja, & Pitnkanen-Huhta, 2006; Puspawati, 2012). The 

main sources of negative attitude towards test were test takers personal experience and 

feeling, and impact from other people (Murray, Riazi, & Cross, 2012). Huhta, Kalaja, and 

Pitnkanen-Huhta (2006) found that one of the participants shared that he got a bad score 

in the last test, and he was not happy about it. Therefore, when he would take the test for 

the second time he felt nervous and stressed due to his failure in the past. This shows that 

failure on the past test also contributed to students’ negative feeling. They wanted to get 

higher score because they did not want to have the same bad post-experience after taking 

the test; therefore, they felt nervous and stressed to take the second test. Also, the fact 

that their future would be determined by the test score increased their anxiety (Puspawati, 

2012). Negative feelings and discomfort have been proven as factors that can affect 

students’ performance on the test.   

Students’ familiarity with topic is another factor affecting students’ performance 

on the test (He & Shi, 2008, 2012; Sasaki, 2000). He and Shi (2008, 2012) studies found 

that students’ familiarity would affect their performance on the test significantly. The 
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students found difficulties in terms of vocabulary, cultural, and context. They also 

experienced lack of confidence in commenting on authorities. Their lack of vocabularies 

made them unable to express their ideas and thoughts. Related to the cultural contexts of 

the writing, the students were afraid that the words they used in the essay did not 

represent what they thought due to cultural barriers. Furthermore, students had lack of 

confidence in commenting on authorities because they did not know about Canadian 

politics. Therefore, they had no confidence in writing about that. Sasaki (2000) also 

revealed the same thing. These findings strengthen Fulcher and Reiter (2003), Alptekin 

(2006) and Lee (2007) findings about the significant influence of topic familiarity 

towards students’ performance on test. 

Place and environment also contributed to the students’ performance on the tests. 

Puspawati (2012) found that the students felt anxious and could not focus on test because 

of the air conditioner and the noise from the key board and other test takers – on the 

speaking section. Since the context, in this case the place of the test, was not comfortable, 

the test takers could not concentrate and focus on the tests. They could hear what the 

other test takers said when they had their speaking section.  

Computer familiarity (Noubandegani, 2012; Puspawati, 2012) becomes one of the 

factors that affect students’ performance on tests. Students who were not familiar with 

computer and technology faced anxiety which affected their performances. 

Noubandegani (2012) asserted that computer familiarity affected students’ test 

performance positively meaning that when the test takers were familiar with computer, it 

would help them in doing the test and vice versa.  
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Based on these studies on students’ perceptions, tests impose impacts to the 

students and impose some problems. Tests affect students’ learning and emotion. 

Regarding students’ emotion, tests give negative feelings to the students. The students 

expressed their negative feelings prior to the test, on the test, and after the test. Also, tests 

gave negative impact physically, because they had to wake up early in the morning to 

study and could not sleep at night because they kept thinking about the test. In terms of 

learning, tests drive the learning to become more test-oriented. They learn everything that 

based on tests demand. Tests also pose some problems related to time allocation, topics 

covered in the test, and whether the test really measures students’ English proficiency or 

test taking skills. These studies also identify several factors influencing students’ 

performance on the test, such as: strategies, past experience, place and environment, 

computer familiarity and topic familiarity.  

After the discussion how these two tests have marked their position in society as 

high-stakes tests which pose many consequences and impact not only in education but 

also in society. Students’ perceptions also pointed many impacts and problems of tests; 

therefore there is a need to find an alternative perspective of language assessment. The 

section below will introduce about democratic assessment perspective and practices. 

Democratic Assessment 

This study aims to investigate students’ perceptions towards IELTS and TOEFL 

tests; therefore, there is a need to highlight about democratic assessment. This is due to 

the importance and the position of these two tests towards the test takers’ lives. The 

notion of democratic assessment provides an insight about how to treat and create tests 
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that can be acceptable in a sense that tests’ contents and uses do not discriminate any 

groups in society (Shohamy, 2001b).  

As the discussion before, the uses of tests as instrument of power by those in 

authority have lead into the misuses of the tests. Tests are used as disciplinary tools, 

meaning test takers is pushed to change their behavior in order to comply the tests 

demand, so that they can improve their score (Shohamy 2001a, 2001b, 2004). 

Furthermore, it is also used to redefine knowledge and impose the knowledge of those in 

authority. Such misuses of the tests narrow the knowledge, and can create contradiction 

with the existing knowledge. These misuses have violated the principles of democratic 

practices. Therefore, there is a need to have democratic assessment practices aiming at 

“monitoring and limiting the uses of tests, especially those that have the potential to 

exclude and discriminate against groups and individuals” (Shohamy, 2001b, p. 373).  

The principles of democratic assessment are focused on cooperating stakeholders to 

monitor and limit the powerful use of tests. Based on the idea of the principles, five 

democratic assessment practices are required (Shohamy, 2004): 

1. Incorporating diverse groups’ knowledge on tests  

This practice demands to involve different groups in the process of constructing 

tests. The testing policy is usually based on homogeneous knowledge coming 

from dominant group which ignore knowledge from other groups. Therefore, 

there is a need to collaborate knowledge from different group in constructing, 

developing, and designing tests. The need to consider knowledge from each group 

as equal and legitimate also becomes the essence of this practice. Each group 

needs to be recognized for the differences.  
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2. Cooperating test takers in conducting tests 

Tests are usually top-bottom system where the test takers (bottom) only receive 

everything the tester give. The democratic assessment practice for this notion is a 

sharing power between the tester and the test takers. This new model of 

assessment asks these two stakeholders to collaborate then evaluate and 

experience the process of test together. This means that the tester and the test 

takers are in the same position in order to have democratic act of testing. For 

broader practices, it is not only between testers and test takers but also with other 

stakeholders, so that it can provide knowledge of the tested.  

3. Applying CLT (Critical Language Testing) to examine the uses of tests 

Critical Language Testing (CLT) refers to “the need to question the use of tests as 

tools of power, to examine their consequences in education and society, and 

eventually to monitor, control, and limit their powerful role” (p. 84). CLT 

addresses some issues related to the language testing which are: first, it examines 

the aim of the tests. It is related to the idea that tests are tools to impose 

knowledge from certain group in authority. Therefore, CLT points out a question 

whether tests assess the knowledge of diverse groups in society or preserve and 

maintain knowledge of those in power. Second, CLT asks for collaboration 

among stakeholders because the tester’s knowledge is incomplete. This act is 

needed in order to have more valid and accurate descriptions of knowledge. Third, 

CLT questions the use of tests as a single tool to assess knowledge, and asks for 

the use of other procedures which can give more valid interpretations of 

individual’s or group’s knowledge. Fourth, CLT asks the stakeholders to critically 
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look at the role of tests in society to raise the testers’ awareness about the power 

of the tests. Fifth, CLT asks many questions regarding the test and the 

stakeholders, so that the misuse of the tests can be predicted. From these 

addressed issues, it can be conclude that CLT can defy the use of the test as 

powerful instrument.  

4. Protecting test takers’ rights 

Test takers are often seen as powerless object in testing. This notion is rooted to 

the practice where the test takers have to meet the demand of the tests. Such 

practices make the test takers seem have no rights. However, by using democratic 

assessment principles, the test takers’ rights have to be protected because they are 

the true victims of tests (Shohamy 2001a, 2001b). There are some ways to apply 

this democratic principle such as: questioning the uses of the tests, having the 

right not to be tested,  suing litigation, protecting privacy and confidentiality, 

questioning test decisions: consequences and fairness, having alternative form of 

assessment, and sharing discourse.  

5. Addressing  test makers’ and testers’ responsibilities  

This principle demands the testers to be responsible for the consequences of 

developing powerful instrument. They have to be aware about the consequences 

of the instrument that they have developed. Language testers have six 

responsibilities (Shohamy, 2001b):  

a. “Ethical responsibility” (p. 381) 
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b. “Responsibility for making others aware” (p. 382): the tester has to provide 

the users and public about the “intentions, effects and consequences” (p. 382) 

of the test based on the dimensions and the facets use of tests.  

c. “Responsibility for all the language test consequences” (p. 382): the testers 

need to accept responsibility to test consequences. 

d. “Responsibility for imposing sanctions”: the testers have to be responsible for 

the product (test) and “therefore obliged to forbid its use when it is found to 

be defective” (p. 382). 

e. “Shared responsibility where the responsibilities for good conduct are in the 

hands of all those who are involved in the testing process (shared authority 

and shared responsibility)” (p. 382): the testers have to admit their knowledge 

is limited; therefore they need to collaborate and work together with other 

groups. This responsibility also means to be critical to the test and its use, to 

gather data about the effect and the consequences of tests, to against the 

misuse of tests, and to protect both testers and test takers. 

f. “Responsibility to abide by Codes of Practice (ILTA, 2000)”: it covers 

“professional’s role in society, integrity, conflicts of interest, diligence and 

due care, confidentiality, and communication with clients and the public” (p. 

383). 

Conclusion 

 Based on the elaboration in this chapter, it is clear that listening to test takers’ 

voices is important. Test takers were able to point out issues that might not be noticed 

from the view of other stakeholders. Test takers highlighted the detrimental effects of the 
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tests such as the power of tests that can change their behavior to meet the tests demands. 

Furthermore, they also highlighted the societal and educational effects of tests. In a sense, 

test takers voices are essential in providing information about tests, their meanings, and 

their consequences. Therefore, I conduct this study in order to give further insight about 

test takers’ perceptions of high- stakes tests. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

As elaborated in the previous chapters, this research is an endeavor to highlight 

the importance of listening to test takers’ voices as a way to understand language tests. 

The aim of this study is to explicate test takers’ different perceptions of the IELTS and 

the TOEFL tests. To meet t purpose, each participant in this study was interviewed 

through Skype for approximately 45 minutes.  

This chapter describes the research design, the participants, the data collection 

method and the procedures applied in this study. Furthermore, it provides explanation on 

how the data was analyzed. At the end, the summary of the methodology chapter is 

presented. 

Research Design 

The purpose of the study is to explore and investigate the perceptions of six 

graduate students who have taken both IELTS and TOEFL tests, meaning the participants 

described and shared their experiences and thoughts about the tests. Based on this 

objective, the research approach chosen for this study was qualitative approach. Lichtman 

(2009) argued that qualitative research is a way to have knowledge about a specific issue 

by gathering, interpreting and organizing information from the participants. Reflecting on 

this definition, this means qualitative research provides rich information about 

individual(s)’ experiences of a specific issue and it is not simply listening to their opinion 

and thought, but understanding their experiences (Scott & Garner, 2013). Merriam (2009) 

mentioned that “the nature of qualitative research: the focus is on process, understanding, 

and meaning; the researcher is the primary instrument of data collection of analysis; the 
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process is inductive; the product is richly descriptive” (p. 14). Based on these reasons, I 

justified the use of qualitative approach for my study. 

Participants 

Based on to the purpose of the study in which I intended to explore and 

investigate students’ perceptions of the IELTS and the TOEFL testing experiences, the 

participants of this study have to have taken both of the tests. The participants were six 

international graduate students who have or pursue a degree in TESOL (Teaching English 

to Speakers of Other Languages)/TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign Language) 

/TESL (Teaching English as a Second Language)/Applied Linguistics, and are second 

language learners of English. These criteria were selected because I sought to obtain rich 

information regarding the topic of the study. By having or pursuing a degree in the field 

of English, the participants were assumed to have deeper understanding about language 

testing which would be very important for the study. In terms of gender issue, there was 

no restriction of gender in this study. The age of the participants was 18 – 45 years old 

because this age range includes both undergraduate and graduate students’ age group. 

The demographic information of the participants is presented in Table 3. 

Regarding the number of the participants, I decided to have six participants in this 

study. This decision was due to my intention to have rich information regarding the topic. 

Perry (2005) stated that information rich-paradigm emphasizes on the quality of the 

information, not the quantity of the sample. Thus, the number of participants in a 

qualitative research is not considered as a big issue, since the purpose of this research was 

to listen to individual(s)’ experiences of a particular issue, and was not going to be 

generalized (Lambert, 2012; Lichtman, 2009; Scott & Garner, 2013). 
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Table 3 

Participants’ Demographic Information 

Participants 

(pseudonym) 
Nationality Gender 

Academic 

Status 

Reasons for Taking Test 

IELTS TOEFL 

Aci Indonesian Female 

Graduate 

Student 

(Master) 

No 

requirements 

(as an 

experience) 

Not 

identified 

Shinta Saudi  Female 

Graduate 

Student 

(Master) 

School 

requirement 

Job 

requirement 

Imam Indonesian Male 

Graduate 

Student 

(Master) 

No 

requirements 

(as an 

experience) 

Not 

identified 

Norah Saudi Female 

Graduate 

Student 

(Master) 

School 

requirement 

School 

requirement 

Andy Saudi Male 

Graduate 

Student 

(Master) 

Job 

requirement  

School 

requirement 

Erica Indonesian Female 

Graduate 

Student 

(Master) 

Not 

identified 

Not 

identified 

Data Collection Method 

Semi-structured Interview 

 In order to collect data, I applied interview methodology. According to Lambert 

(2012) interview is an efficient way to elicit in-depth information of someone’s 

experience, perspectives, and opinions. Grounded in this definition, interview is not 

merely: the interviewer asked questions and the interviewee answered them. In this 

respect, the researcher had to actively engage in the conversation focused on the study 

(Merriam, 2009; Lambert, 2012). The interview approach enabled me to obtain 

participants’ thoughts, opinions, and ideas toward a specific topic. 
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According to Perry (2005) there are three types of interview: highly structured 

interview, semi-structured interview, and open structured interview. This research 

employed a semi-structured interview. Semi-structured interview is a type of interview 

where the researcher is allowed to ask additional question and discuss additional topics 

related to the issue discussed (Lambert, 2012).  This type allowed me to “pursue new 

lines of enquiry in response to what interviewees say” (p. 104). Furthermore, Morse 

(2012) argued that semi-structured interview is applied when the researcher has sufficient 

knowledge related to the topic, but unable to anticipate the response of the participants. In 

this regard, I have reasonable amount of knowledge about students’ perceptions of 

language tests and issues in language assessment. The semi-structured interview 

questions were designed in order to meet the objectives of the study. I had interview 

questions guidelines (see Appendix E) assuring the flow of coverage topic and chance for 

the participants to explain their answers in detail (Scott & Garner, 2013).   Beitin (2012) 

said, “interview question should help guide an interviewer but not so rigidly that an 

interviewee is not able to shift footings and perspectives. Interviewers should encourage 

participants to discuss how they constructed their narrative” (p. 251). 

Individual Interview 

The kind of interview used in this research was an individual interview. 

Individual interview is the most common strategy used by researchers in order to collect 

data in qualitative research (Beitin, 2012). Lichtman (2009) argued that “individual 

interview is a process where the participants share what they know, have learned and can 

add dimensions to our understanding of the situation by using their own words, in his 

voice, with his languages and narrative” (p. 143). The reasons I applied this type of 
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interview is due to, first, individual interview would give the participants a comfort 

feeling when they described and expressed their thought to the researcher. Triplet, 

Leftwitch, and Barksdale (2003) acknowledged that individual interview give feeling of 

comfort to the participants. Second, arranging individual interview would be more 

manageable than arranging group interview (Beitin, 2012) relating to time constraints. 

Individual(s) have their own schedule, and matching their schedule would be difficult. 

Third, individual interview was “less susceptible to members holding back or altering 

information in the presence of another member for fear the information would negatively 

affect the relationship” (Beitin, 2012, p. 244). Another reason behind my decision of 

conducting individual interview was related to the use of Skype in the interview.  

The participants were interviewed by using Skype – an internet telephone service 

which allows video chatting. There were several reasons why I decided to use Skype 

(video conference) as the medium of interview. First, the use of Skype was due to the 

residence of the participants. The participants and the researcher were geographically 

dispersed. Therefore, the use of online media is possible (Lichtman, 2009). Second, I did 

not assigned participants to do any tasks during the interview. Furthermore, by using 

video conference, I would not miss non-verbal cues during the interview, which could be 

one way for me to know the state of participant’s comfort. Finally, using Skype would be 

convenient for the participants because they did not have to come to the assigned place. 

At this point, I also could assure the participants’ identity confidentiality because they 

would not be seen coming to certain places to meet me. In terms of the place of the 

interview, the participants decided the location they wanted to have a Skype interview. 

However, at the same time, I also asked them to have a comfortable and a quiet place.   
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Potential Drawbacks and Countermeasures 

As the principal investigator, I was aware that the participants might feel 

uncomfortable and embarrassed to talk about their personal experience of taking the 

IELTS and TOEFL tests. Another possible risk came from the fact that the participants 

might feel uncomfortable having approximately forty five minutes interview on Skype. 

Therefore, to handle the risk of comfortableness and embarrassment of the interview 

questions, the participants had been informed both in the consent form and before the 

interview that they had power not to answer certain questions. In addition, after the 

interview, I, as the researcher, gave my participants positive feedback telling them that 

their information was really helpful and valued. In order to handle risk related to 

discomfort with the length of the interview, the participants were given freedom to 

schedule the interview time. Also, if as, the interviewer, I felt that there was extensive 

discomfort to the participant; I would ask them if they wish to stop the interview.  

Data Collection Procedure 

Recruiting Participants 

This study used purposive and snowball sampling method in order to have six 

participants. These two methods were applied due to the need for this research. The 

purposeful sampling method would give the researcher rich information about the topic 

because the samples were indicated to “supply most information possible regarding the 

research question” (Perry, 2005, p. 57). The other method was snowball sampling 

method. Johnston and Sabin (2010) defined snowball sampling as “chain referral 

sampling method that relies on referrals from initial subjects to generate additional 

subjects” (p. 38). In other words, the researcher obtained information about other 
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participants from the participants. This method was chosen because the population of this 

study has specific characteristics (Cohen &Arieli, 2011), and might only be recognized 

by certain people.  

I started finding the participants by contacting colleagues and acquaintances who 

either fit the inclusion criteria or who might know someone fitting the criteria. After 

finding the participants, I sent them an email (see Appendix D) to invite them to be a 

participant in my study. Following email contact and agreement to meet by Skype, I 

asked each participant to accept my friend request on Skype. Afterwards, I discussed 

Skype meeting time with each participant either via email or Skype to explain the project 

and the consent form (see Appendix C) of this study.  Only participants who agreed to 

participate after the explanation were asked to sign the consent form in front of me and to 

show me the signature. Following agreement and the signature of the consent form, they 

were asked to send the form to me by post.  

Interview 

The interview was conducted at locations decided by the participants. The 

interview time was based on participants’ convenience. The interview questions were 

constructed to meet the purpose of the research. The interview questions consisted of 

three segments where, first, the researcher asked about participants’ perceptions of the 

TOEFL test. Second, the questions were about perceptions of the IELTS test. The last 

segment was related to comparison between IELTS and TOEFL tests. The questions for 

segment one and two were similar, only the subject of the questions was changed. At the 

end of the interview, I assured my participants that their identity would be kept strictly 
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confidential. In addition, I would offer whether or not they wanted to have the copy of the 

analysis.  

Data Analysis 

According to Merriam (2009) “data analysis is a complex process that involves 

moving back and forth between concrete bits of data and abstract concept, between 

inductive and deductive reasoning, between description and interpretation” (p. 176). Due 

to its importance in the discussion part, the data was analyzed very carefully by 

transcribing, giving themes, and coding them. The analysis used in this research is 

thematic analysis (Gomm, 2004). The thematic analysis codes each conversation based 

on the theme. The steps in thematic analysis are (Gomm 2004, p. 189): 

 1. Deciding what themes will be 

 2. Deciding what will count as evidence of a theme 

    3. Coding a transcript to indicate this passage is an example of this theme, and 

that passage is an example of another theme; 

4. From then on the analysis is in term of which kinds of people said what, which 

relates to a particular theme, and how saying something with regard to one 

theme relates to saying something with regard to another theme. 

Transcription 

Transcribing process could be counted as the first step of analysis because it 

allowed me to become familiar with the data (King & Horrocks, 2010). In the process of 

transcribing the audio material into text, I focused more on “what is said rather than how 

it is said” (Poland, 2002, p. 630, italics in original). However, even though my focus was 

on what is said, a reliable transcript was needed in order to avoid ambiguity in analyzing 
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the content of the transcript (Poland, 2002). I decided to combine basic transcription 

taken from King and Horrocks (2010, pp. 145-155) and Kumagai (2013, p. 53) in the 

process of transcribing my digital audio-recorded data (Table 4).  

The transcription process was started by converting audio data into text. To 

capture all words and features (e.g., pauses, emphasis, prolongation, etc.) in the 

interview, I used Windows Media Player program that enabled me to control the speed of 

the audio recording, and to see the length of the interview time. Following this process, I 

reviewed the transcript over time to ensure that my transcription represented what was 

said by my participants.  

Table 4 

Transcription and Excerpts Features 

Interview feature Representation Notes 

Prolongation 

colons :, the number of colons 

indicates the length of 

prolongation   

Pauses  

(.)very short pause, probably 

no more than one-tenth of a 

second 

If it is more than 5 

seconds, I put number to 

represent how long the 

pause is, e.g. (.5) (…) longer pauses.  

Emphasis  Capital Letters   

Intonation 

, low rise   

? high rise   

. low fall   

! exclamatory utterances   

Audibility problem [inaudible]   

Laughing and/or 

similar features 
round brackets {laughing}  

  

Concealed 

Information 
square brackets [info] 

 

Utterances omission <omit>  
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Coding and Categorizing  

After transcribing all of the recorded material, the process of data analysis was 

followed by coding the data. I read all of the data and decided on the themes that emerged 

from the interview and coded them. Following this process, I coded the data relating to 

the themes.  

Following the coding process, I then categorized them. I analyzed and compared 

the data of the six participants and identified themes that were discussed in all interviews. 

There are seven themes, which are prominently – mentioned by three participants - 

discussed: testing experiences, perceptions of topic, perceptions of task, perceptions of 

time, perceptions of score, and perceptions of effects of the test. Each theme in this study 

has its own subtheme. Described below is the description of each theme and subthemes in 

this research. 

The first theme is testing experiences. Testing experience addresses the external 

factors, not including the content of the test, which is prominent during participants’ test 

taking experiences. There are four subthemes for this theme: environment, exposure to 

the test, stakes of the tests and the technology. Environment refers to the condition of test 

takers’ surroundings when they were taking the test including the other test takers, the 

seat, and the sound/noise in the room. Exposure to the test relates to test takers’ 

familiarity with the test. Also, this theme covers the test takers’ preparation before taking 

the test. The next subtheme is the stakes of the test. This subtheme indicates the reason 

tests takers take the tests, which can be related to their future lives or the position of the 

test towards their lives. The last subtheme is technology, which covers the equipment and 

tools used for the tests. 
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The second theme is topic in the test, referring to the area of discipline or content 

covered in the tests. Unfamiliarity, the only subtheme, addresses the degree of test takers’ 

knowledge, awareness or insight into a topic. The third theme is the tasks indicating the 

four skills being measured in the tests. There are two subthemes for this theme: 

practicality and English proficiency measurement. Practicality is the applicability and 

connection of the tasks towards real life performance. The English proficiency 

measurement refers to whether or not the tasks in the test measure test takers’ English 

proficiency based on participants’ perceptions. 

The fourth theme is the time in the test, which has two subthemes: the length or 

duration of the tests and the allocated time in the tests. The length or duration of the tests 

is the overall time for tests. The allocated time in the tests is the time given for each task 

in the tests.  

The sixth theme is the score of the tests, referring to the score that the participants 

obtained on the test. Representativeness, the only subtheme, relates to whether or not the 

score that test takers obtained is significant compared to their English proficiency based 

on their perceptions. 

The last theme is the effects of the tests, which are about the post-testing effects 

perceived by the test takers after they took the tests. There are two subthemes for this 

theme: perceived English proficiency and societal effect. Perceived English proficiency 

subtheme is related to how the test takers identify their English proficiency after getting 

the score of the test. The last subtheme is societal effect, referring to ethicality, morality, 

and gate-keeping issues of the tests based on the test takers’ perceptions. 
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After analyzing the data based on the theme, then participants’ ideas, arguments, 

and claims regarding the themes were determined into three categories: positive, neutral, 

and negative. Each category has its criteria. The criterion of positive perceptions is: the 

participants showed their fondness and favor towards tests by using positive expressions, 

such as: “it makes you feel comfortable”, “it helps you to concentrate”, and “it really 

measure your English ability”. The criterion of neutral perceptions is: the participants 

used plain expressions that did not show whether they perceived the tests negatively or 

positively. For instance, when the participants said “the topic in both tests is academic”, 

“I do not have any problem with the time”, it was considered as neutral perceptions. 

Finally, the criterion of negative perception is: the participants showed their dislike, 

objection, and disagreement towards tests by using negative expressions, such as: “it is so 

stressful”, “it doesn’t measure your English ability”, and “I don’t like the topic in the 

test”.   

All the processes elaborated above were applied to each test: IELTS and TOEFL. 

This means that each test has its own table consisting of the seven themes which emerge 

from participants’ data.  Table 5 presents the summary of the themes and subthemes. 

Following the process of data analysis, a peer review was conducted to establish 

credibility and trustworthiness of my analysis. Creswell and Miller (2000) argued, “a peer 

reviewer provides support, plays devil’s advocate, challenges the researchers’ 

assumptions, pushes the researchers to the next step methodologically, and asks hard 

questions about method and interpretations” (p. 129). The reviewers were three colleague 

researchers who were familiar with my research.  
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The frequency column in Table 5 represents the number of participants stating 

their perceptions toward subtheme. The analysis processes are very helpful to arrange my 

data. Creating the table and then comparing table of IELTS and TOEFL tests are helping 

me to look at the differences between these two tests regarding my participants’ testing 

experiences.  

Table 5 

Participants’ Perceptions of the Tests 

Themes Subthemes Frequency of Participants’ Perceptions (N=6) 

Positive Neutral Negative 

 

 

Testing 

Experience 

Environment       

Exposure to the test       

Stakes of the test       

Technology       

Perceptions of 

Topic 

Familiarity     

 

Perceptions of 

Task 

Practicality       

English proficiency 

measurement 

      

 

Perceptions of 

Time 

Length/Duration of 

the test 

      

Allocated time in 

the tests 

      

Perceptions of 

tests score 

Representativeness       

 

Effects of the 

tests 

Perceived English 

proficiency 

      

Societal effects       

Summary 

This chapter described the rationale of the methodological approach and data 

collection method of this study. As this study aims at investigating and exploring 

students’ perceptions of TOEFL and IELTS tests, the qualitative approach was applied 
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for this study. The recruitment of the participants was conducted by adapting purposive 

and snowball sampling method. By applying these methods, six participants participated 

in this qualitative research. They were interviewed individually through Skype. Each 

interview was digitally audio-recorded, and lasted for approximately 45 minutes. The 

recorded data was transcribed for the analysis. The analysis was done by using themes 

and coding them. The findings and discussions of the data are presented in Chapter Four. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

This research intends to explicate the differences between students’ perceptions of 

IELTS and TOEFL test taking experiences. Based on the analysis, there are six sets of 

themes used in this study: testing experience, perceptions of topic, perceptions of tasks, 

perceptions of time, perceptions of score, and perceptions of effects of the test. The 

participants’ perceptions of IELTS and TOEFL tests data were analyzed into these six 

themes. Therefore, this chapter has three main sections describing the analyzed data. First 

section presents the analyzed data of participants’ perceptions of the TOEFL test 

followed by their examples. After that, a table is presented to summarize the TOEFL test 

section. Second section is the description of the participants’ perceptions of IELTS test.  

Also, a table is presented to conclude this part. The last section of this chapter is a 

comparison table of participants’ perceptions of IELTS and TOEFL tests followed by 

relative descriptions. 

Participants’ Perceptions of the TOEFL Test 

 This section describes participants’ perceptions towards the TOEFL test. As the 

aforementioned statements, there are six themes emerged from the interview of six 

participants. Excerpts taken from the interview follow the elaboration of each theme. In 

addition, all the names used in the excerpts are pseudonyms. 

Testing Experience 

 In the interview, all participants expressed their TOEFL testing experiences. They 

mentioned some factors that are prominent influencing their testing experiences: 

environment, exposure to the test, stakes of the test, and the technology used on the test.  
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Environment. Most of the participants complained about the environment of the 

TOEFL test. They reported that the environment was not appropriate for test taking 

because of the noise, the seat, and the space. One of the examples of the participants’ 

complaints is: 

Aci: “We like.all the test takers. We do.we didn’t have like separate room for 

that, so it’s like partition and them, so you could hear. You could hear the 

people next to you speaking.” (personal communication, October 28, 2013). 

The situation where they could hear other test takers speaking and typing made them 

have negative experience when they took the test. Besides the other test takers, the 

location of the test also contributed towards their negative experiences. One participant 

argued that since the test was conducted at school, she could hear students talking and 

screaming from the testing room.  

Exposure to the test. Most of the participants stated that exposure to the test 

made them have negative feeling towards the TOEFL test.   

Shinta: “Like in the practices I knew that it’s gonna be very scientific which is not 

my like. Not My favorite thing so it is my another point” (personal 

communication, November 30, 2013) 

The excerpt above represents the perceptions of other participants who perceived this 

subtheme negatively as well. They argued that during their preparation, they found that 

the TOEFL test was about a specific field. Another participant also claimed that during 

the preparation, she could not find what the TOEFL test really was. She felt that she got 

lost, because she barely understood the standard of the TOEFL test. Another point is 
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related to their previous experiences of the test. Since this participant knew how the test 

would be like, he experienced negative feeling when he was taking the test.  

However, there are two participants claiming that the exposure to the test helped 

them to be familiar with the test. 

Aci: “They are familiar enough. It is more like, I am not saying that, I am good at 

taking test, but it is just that I had more exposure to that kind of test. So 

that’s why” (personal communication, October 28, 2013) 

Stakes of the test. When it comes to the stakes of the test, more than half of 

participants expressed stressfulness and anxiety during test taking. They stated that the 

position of the test that would determine their future lives (e.g., job and school 

requirement) made them have negative feeling.  

Norah: “ok, the first one is a the stressful time, so, yeah because you try to reach 

the highest score as much as you can” (personal communication, 

November 16, 2013) 

On the other hand, one participant expressed that she did not experience negative 

feeling when it comes to the stakes of the test. She said because “it is a test” (Aci, 

personal communication, October 28, 2013). Unfortunately, there was no further 

explanation about her statement. 

Technology. The technology factor is the only factor that all participants agreed 

contributed to their negative feeling. They reported that the technology created anxiety 

and difficulties during test taking. 

Imam: “I feel worried because it’s yes internet, in [name of a country] the internet 

connection is really really terrible so I was worried that in the middle of I 
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am doing the test suddenly there is a lost of connection, and then I can lost 

everything, yeah that kind of worried, yeah because if it really happens, it 

will change everything, it mean it will change your mood when you are 

doing the exam, and it will give you more a:: like what happened if I was 

in the middle doing it, and was it going to be saved or not or I have to redo 

it again, so basically in iBT TOEFL, yeah there is also worriedness about 

internet connection” (personal communication, November 3, 2013) 

One participant also argued that the equipment used on the test such as the 

computer was not compatible. She claimed that the computers “were very very VERY 

old, and like the keyboard you could barely press the buttons and it was just stupid and 

horrible, really” (Shinta, personal communication, November 30, 2013). 

In conclusion, most of the participants reported negative experiences when they 

took the TOEFL test. There are four factors: environment, exposure to the test, stakes of 

the test and the technology. Technology is the only factor that all participants agreed 

contributed to their negative experiences. Their technology anxiety is not related to their 

computer familiarity, but rather towards the compatibility equipment used for the test. 

Topic in the Test 

As one of the important factors that can influence test takers’ success in working 

on the test, the topics covered in the test should not be leaning towards one mainstream 

discipline. It can be disadvantageous for test takers who are not coming from that 

prevailing discipline. Since all participants in this study mentioned this issue frequently, 

it means this issue is a profound topic that demands more attention from researchers and 

stakeholders. 
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This theme is mainly about participants’ unfamiliarity of the topic. The 

participants’ perceptions are equally divided into neutral and negative. The participants 

perceiving it neutrally expressed neither fondness nor disappointment towards the topic. 

They said that the topic in TOEFL test is academic. One participant argued that the topic 

in the TOEFL test was not a problem for her.  

Aci: “and I did not really have challenge with the Topic of the test. So like the 

writing and stuff..they. They. They were not really emm a problem. A 

challenge for me” (personal communication, October 28, 2013) 

The other three participants perceiving the topic negatively claimed that the topic 

was not general interest. The topic directed towards a particular discipline. 

Shinta: “I think the worst part is about the topic, everything in that test was about 

topics that are not general interest, that are not easy for everyone, I know 

that it’s not supposed to be easy but at LEAST something you can, you 

can build on for your own knowledge, but when you get that test, you 

don’t you don’t get anything like you feel that you have never done any 

studying before, it’s completely new things, something so like specialize 

in one are, and that’s hard, REALLy” (personal communication, 

November 3, 2013) 

They argued that the test is mostly about a specific knowledge that is not familiar to 

them. Since they came from different field, they found the topic in the TOEFL test 

difficult. Reflecting on one participant’s idea in which she expressed her understanding 

of test difficulties, that it is a nature of test to not be easy, but the topic in the TOEFL test 

was very specific. Thus, it can be implied that the topic in the TOEFL test is problematic.  
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 To sum up, half of the participants in this study perceived the topic in the TOEFL 

test negatively. They argued that the topic in the TOEFL test was unfamiliar because they 

came from different disciplines. They stated that it contributed towards their performance 

on the test. Participants perceiving it neutrally argued that the TOEFL test is academic 

without showing either disappointment or fondness towards the topic. 

Tasks in the Test 

 As the TOEFL test intends to measure test takers’ English proficiency, the tasks: 

Speaking, Reading, Writing, and Listening, should be designed properly so that the 

outcome will provide valid information about test takers’ English ability. There are two 

points that the participants emphasized when they discussed about the tasks in the test: 

practicality and the measurement of English proficiency. The issue of practicality is 

related to the practices of these skills in the real life.  

Practicality. Half of the participants argued that the tasks in the TOEFL test were 

not practical. Most of the participants emphasized the speaking task in which they had to 

listen and talk to computer. They stated that the speaking task did not portray a real life 

activity and hindered them to talk. 

Andy: “I thought well first in the speaking part you talk with the computer and it 

really senseless, and it doesn’t really make sense to talk to a computer, I 

think that if you talk with someone else you can talk more freely and you 

know share your ideas and experiences while if you speak with the 

computer or if your speaking is recorded and no one is speaking is actually 

speaking with you, that really it doesn’t really allow you to talk that 

much” (personal communication, November 3, 2013) 
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One participant also elaborated that the tasks in the TOEFL test were not applicable 

because the skills were merely to pass the test. 

Imam: “I mean for example I am teaching English education and the class doesn’t 

necessarily talk about TOEFL things, strategy or so on or skills that people 

need as the TOEFL, but still the campus the university forces students to 

pass” (personal communication, November 3, 2013). 

  However, two participants reported that the tasks were practical because they 

could apply it in an academic setting. They claimed that the tasks gave them a sense of 

academic setting, which they would face in the university. 

Erica: “the good impression of the TOEFL ibt is ..i think it REALLY tries to 

measure the performance of the  participants in academic setting. So, 

because from the type of the question that I have I can that the conclusion 

that they are really trying to know performance of the students in the real 

university contexts and also outside the classroom but in the real situation.  

I think they focus on those two contexts. I think that. It really well 

arranged” (personal communication, November 5, 2013) 

English proficiency measurement. Almost all of the participants claimed that 

the TOEFL test did not measure their English proficiency, but rather their understanding 

of a specific topic. In other words, it is about their knowledge, not their English 

proficiency. This phenomenon points out a problem in the test. Since many students from 

different fields take TOEFL test, the topic in the tasks should not give advantage to one 

mainstream field. The participants argued:  
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Norah: “Yeah they examine your knowledge about that, knowing about certain 

thing like astrology and some you know once asked us about medicine 

construction of something like that” (personal communication, November 

16, 2013) 

 

Andy: “yeah, so if you want to hmm give a test to someone who learning English, 

I don’t think, I don’t think that you would ask him or her about something 

on geography, something on the surfaces of the earth, something like, 

something like chemistry biology, I remember biology, something in 

biology, I don’t think it makes sense, cause the test in here is not to hmm 

measure the knowledge of the test takers but it intend, this test intend to 

measure or to know  how fluent test takers in English” (personal 

communication, November 10, 2013). 

One participant who perceived it neutrally argued that the TOEFL test measured 

test takers’ proficiency in some ways, but did not in others. She claimed that the TOEFL 

test lacked in the speaking test, but good in other tasks such as the reading.  

In conclusion, the participants in this study perceived the tasks in the TOEFL 

negatively due to the impracticality and the content. The use of technology made the test 

unpractical, because in real life test takers were not facing a computer when they were 

talking. Furthermore, the skills tested were not applicable for the test takers in their real 

lives.  
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Time in the Test 

The TOEFL test is conducted for 3 hours and 10 minutes. The test takers have a 

short break after finishing two tasks. In the interview, the participants also mentioned two 

themes that they discussed when it comes to the time in the TOEFL test: the duration of 

the test and the time allocated for each task. 

Length/duration of the test. The participants, who mentioned the duration of the 

test, perceived the duration negatively. They argued that the test was too long. The fact 

that they have to face a computer for almost four hours was exhausting. When I 

mentioned the break time, one participant said that the break time was useless because 

they kept thinking about the next two tasks during the break. 

Shinta: “yeah, it takes a long, like it takes about 4 hours and you are sitting on 

the computer, even I think if you are, if you are good to take this test, the 

timing itself it’s just horrible, like sitting for four hours” (personal 

communication, November 30, 2013) 

 

Me: “I mean, you got the break right? Like after you finish reading and listening 

then you have a break 10 minutes I think 

Andy: “yeah, which is really useless in my opinion cause it doesn’t really refresh 

you, because you go outside that room, you take the test, you start thinking 

about the two other parts of the test or the two sections of the test” 

(personal communication, November 10, 2013) 
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The issue of exhaustion/length made it difficult for them to concentrate during the 

test. They argued that even for the people who are good at taking test, four hours for a 

test is too long.   

Allocated time in the task. More than half of the participants claimed that they 

faced problem with allocated time in the task. They mentioned that the time given was 

too short, which made them unable to concentrate and finish their task. 

Erica: “they SHOULD give more time because I don’t talk with a person. I don’t 

make any communication with a person and…I think that the time given is 

kinda strict..kinda rigid and it doesn’t really represent while I write, while I 

speaking in the real communication context” (personal communication, 

November 5, 2013) 

One participant perceiving the time given in the test positively said that only the speaking 

task gave a problem due to the short time, “yeah the speaking part section, only the 

speaking” (Imam, personal communication, November 3, 2013). But, for the rests of the 

tasks, he perceived the time positively. 

One participant perceived the time in the test neutrally. She argued it is more 

about test takers management rather than the time itself.  

Norah: “if you are not expert in time managing you will lost you know, even if 

the content is easier, you have to manage your time because time is 

running” (personal communication, November 16, 2013) 

To sum up, most of the participants perceived the time in TOEFL test negatively. 

They argued that the test was too long which made them exhausted. Similarly, they also 

argued that the time given in each task is too short. The participant perceiving the time in 
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the test positively also claimed that the time in the speaking task was too short. He stated 

that “ i have a very very short time to prepare, and it makes me very very anxious” 

(Imam, personal communication, November 3, 2013). However, he perceived the time in 

other tasks positively. Finally, the participant positioning herself neutrally argued that the 

time in the test was not the problem, but the way test takers managed the time. 

Score of the Test 

In the interview, all the participants also mentioned about the score that they 

obtained in the test. Half of the participants reported that the score they obtained on the 

test did not represent their real English ability due to the content and the idea of the test. 

One participant argued that the score that she obtained was bad. She stated, “Like I 

always told that my proficiency was not that bad, but the score was really really bad” 

(Shinta, personal communication, November 30, 2013). Another participant also argued: 

Norah: “I have a friend who are physic like medicine major and doctor majoring, 

they get higher score, because they have already know about it, as I told 

you, I am thinking that this is tree and she told me “no, it’s an animal”, I 

have no idea, hmm yeah” (personal communication, November 16, 

2013) 

She explained that her friends who were not majoring in English were able to get a high 

score because they knew about the topic. It means the score represented test takers’ 

knowledge of topic rather than their English ability. 

 The participants maintaining their neutral position argued that the test has its 

system that has standard. In addition, another participant just mentioned feedback that she 

got along with her score. She perceived it neither positively nor negatively. 
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Me: “do you think that the score represent your English proficiency?” 

Imam: “not necessarily, a test is a test” (personal communication, November 3, 

2013) 

Among six participants, one participant perceived the score positively. She 

claimed that the score that she obtained reflected her performance. 

Erica: “mmm because when I got the result they also provide me with the 

guidelines or the comments why I got that particular score. I think and in my 

personal experience it really matches with my performance {laughing}. 

Yeah I think TOEFL iBT” (personal communication, November 5, 2013) 

 In conclusion, most of the participants argued that the scores that they obtained in 

the TOEFL test were not their real English proficiency. However, two participants 

claimed that since the test has its standard, they perceived the test score neutrally. One 

participant claimed that the test score was representative because it matched with her 

performance in the test. In addition, she also claimed the fact that she did not see the 

interviewers make the score far from subjectivity issue. 

Effects of the Tests 

In the interview, participants also talked about effects that they experienced after 

taking the test. They also put their afterthought towards the effects of test since they are 

people working in the area of language learning. Particularly they talked about two 

effects: their perceptions of their English proficiency and the societal effects. 

Perceived English proficiency. Five participants expressed their perceptions of 

this issue. Two participants argued that the score gave negative effects towards how they 

perceived their language proficiency. One participant stated, “I feel like I am, I don’t I 
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don’t like I am not strong enough in English after I got the score,” (Shinta, personal 

communication, November 30, 2013). They argued that the bad score they obtained in the 

test made them feel not confident with their English.  

 On the other hand, two participants said that the score that they obtained did not 

really affect the way they perceived their English proficiency. They took into account the 

feedback that they got from the TOEFL iBT. They did not perceive her English 

negatively or positively because of the score. One of the participants said, “for TOEFL 

iBT, ‘you got this because you are like this’. It really like you talking to particular 

person” (Erica, personal communication, November 5, 2013) 

 One participant claimed that the good score that he got in the test made him 

position himself like an “elite” in the society. He claimed, “You feel like you are in a 

kind a elite if you have passed 550 or 600 on paper, of course” (Imam, personal 

communication, November 3, 2013). He reported to be more confident in his English 

because he passed a certain score in the TOEFL test. 

Societal effects of the tests. Societal effects become one of the prominent issues 

discussed by the participants. Since they have experienced the consequences of the test, 

they are able to express their thoughts toward this topic. The fact that they are able to 

express their perceptions of the societal effects of the test will provide more information 

about effects of TOEFL test. 

Almost all participants perceived the effects of the TOEFL test negatively. They 

mentioned the issue of fairness, morality, and gatekeeping in the interview.  

Andy: “yeah I mean sometimes your admission to a certain school can depend on 

that score, so if you score like 89 and they ask for 95, then you maybe you 
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cannot get in to that school, which I think I don’t know, it really doesn’t 

make sense” (personal communication, November 10, 2013) 

 

Imam: “I have been also working, TOEFL is also a good business, because many 

people take it and the preparation, it’s a good money, I think right now has 

become what do you call has less educational value, it’s more like, people 

kinda make it into commercial thing,” (personal communication, 

November 3, 2013) 

They stated that the TOEFL test became the gatekeeper for students who wanted to 

continue to their higher education. If the students cannot pass the certain score, they have 

to wait for other chances or even bury their dreams to continue their education. 

Furthermore, another participant also highlighted the decreasing of moral value because 

of the test. The test does not become the tools to measure someone’s proficiency, but 

rather as a business. He also added that “some, a lot of people try to bribe you know so 

they can have fake TOEFL score” (Imam, personal communication, November 3, 2013). 

To sum up, most of the participants agreed that TOEFL test has negative effects, which is 

not only related to them but also related to others.  

From the descriptions of the participants’ perceptions of the TOEFL test, it can be 

concluded that most of the participants perceived the TOEFL test negatively. They 

complained about the testing experiences, the topic in the test, the task given in the test, 

the time, the unrepresentative score and the effects of the test. Table 6 presents the 

summary of the participants’ perceptions of the TOEFL test. 

 

 

 



 

 

69 

 

 

 

Table 6 

Frequency of Participants’ Perceptions of the TOEFL Test 

   

Themes Subthemes 

Frequency of Participants’ Perceptions 

(N=6) 

Positive Neutral Negative 

Testing 

Experience 

Environment     83.33% 

Exposure to the 

test 
33.33% 

 
66.67% 

Stakes of the test 
 

16.67% 66.67% 

Technology     100.00% 

Perceptions of 

Topic Unfamiliarity 
  50.00% 50.00% 

Perceptions of 

Task 

Practicality 33.33%   50.00% 

English proficiency 

measurement 
  16.67% 83.33% 

Perceptions of 

Time 

Length/Duration of 

the test 
    33.33% 

Allocated time in 

the tests 
16.67% 16.67% 66.67% 

Perceptions of 

tests score 
Representativeness 16.67% 33.33% 50.00% 

Effects of the 

tests 

Perceived English 

proficiency 
16.67% 33.33% 33.33% 

Societal effects   16.67% 83.33% 

Frequency Total (%) 116.67 183.33 766.67 

 Participants’ Perceptions of the IELTS Test  

After asking the participants of their perceptions of the TOEFL test, I asked them 

about their perceptions of the IELTS test. Almost all participants mentioned similar 

points that they previously mentioned in the TOEFL test. It implies that these 

characteristics are profound topics in test taking experiences.  

Testing Experience 

 In the interview, the participants expressed and described their IELTS testing 

experience. When they explained this theme, some of the participants tended to compare 



 

 

70 

 

it with the TOEFL test. However, it did not lessen the purpose of this section in which to 

get information of participants’ perceptions of their IELTS testing experiences. 

Environment. Half of participants reported that the environment of the IELTS 

test was conducive. They described the environment was good for testing because there 

was no noise and the seat was comfortable. This supportive environment helped them to 

focus on doing the test.  

Shinta: “like in the IELTS we were sitting in a class, like normal exam which we 

were there was someone (not clear)  everyone in her own table, you have 

your own table, you have your own headset and the room is so so quiet, 

no one is allowed to speak, so it’s more more organized than the TOEFL, 

you have the feeling that you are really in a test and in a quiet room that 

help you focus more on the test, so it is more organized” (personal 

communication, November 30, 2013) 

However, one participant argued that the environment when he took the IELTS 

test was not supportive due to the huge number of candidates in one small room.  

Imam: “this is about the test site, because they are like, probably more than 20 

people and it has small room, and yeah you know, it’s very crowded” 

(personal communication, November 3, 2013) 

To sum up, most of the participants argued that the environment of the IELTS test 

was good for test takers. They reported the seat, the room, and the space on the test 

enabled them to concentrate on the test. Yet, one participant had different experience 

because the room was too small to occupy twenty test takers. 
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Exposure to the test. When the participants discussed their exposure to the test, 

almost all participants perceived it positively. They stated the exposure to the test helped 

them to know about the test and the content of the test.  

Erica: “I know that IELTS has many a..many versions but as I know the standard 

one for the IELTS is Cambridge so ..so.. I think I was more confident in 

learning and that impact when I was doing the real test” (personal 

communication, November 5, 2013) 

 

Norah: “as I told you it’s only one week between the booking and the exam, she 

give me a book called target Ban, if you know it, it’s a great one, so it’s 

full of strategies and most of them is work for me,” (personal 

communication, November 16, 2013) 

The participants claimed that the preparation to the IELTS test made them feel confident 

to face the test. They argued that since the IELTS test had clear standard, it made the test 

preparation manageable. 

 On the other hand, one participant perceived the exposure to the IELTS test 

negatively. Since he had difficulties to buy IELTS books, get access to the IELTS test, 

which contributed negatively towards his preparation. 

Imam: “I mean the type of the questions you know, like what are exactly the 

content of the test… hmmm it’s not easy to find books about IELTS, most 

of the time it’s easier to find TOEFL preparation book,” (personal 

communication, November 3, 2013) 
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 In conclusion, almost all participants agreed that exposure to the IELTS test 

helped them to get ready for the test. They claimed that because of the preparation, they 

were able to understand the content and the tasks in the test.  

 Stakes of the test. When it comes to the stakes of the test, most of the participants 

said that it gave them negative feeling when they took the test. Since the test would play 

important role for their future lives, such as education and job, they experienced 

stressfulness during the test.  

Shinta: “hm so the first one is stressful too because the IELTS I took the IELTS 

because I wanted to apply for university so it wasn’t about a job but it was 

about my higher education so it was somehow stressful” (personal 

communication, November 30, 2013) 

However, two participants in the study perceived the stakes of the test neutrally 

because the test did not have direct effects toward their lives. 

Imam: “oh yeah because I mean first IELTS I took it years I have no motivation 

it, I just kinda to experience it, so probably people took it for real reason 

like, to achieve they probably they probably have,..” (personal 

communication, November 3, 2013) 

It can be implied that when a test’s position is at high stakes, it can create 

negative feeling towards students’ testing experience. During working on the test, they 

kept thinking about the stakes of the test in which their future lives would depend on. On 

the other hand, when a test does not affect test takers’ future, it does not create such high-

pressure feeling to the test takers. 
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Technology. The IELTS test is a paper-based test. In the listening section, all the 

test takers listen from the one audio system. Most of the participants expressed fondness 

to the technology used in the IELTS test. The fact that they could read and write on 

paper, and then highlighted the things that they thought important made them perceive 

the IELTS test positively. 

Shinta: “number five I like it is more because it’s paper based, I don’t like, like 

reading from the screen it’s TOO much for me, so this one as even for the 

writing part, I am not like fast in typing so paper makes me like write 

more, so I like it because of that” (personal communication, November 30, 

2013) 

However, two participants perceived the technology used in the IELTS test 

negatively. They argued that the audio system in the listening section did not support the 

test takers.  

Andy: “for example in the listening part you [inaudible] with the speaker. 

Sometimes you don’t hear the speaker very well because they use, they use 

the mm the not a headphone,< …> at this time we didn’t really use 

headphone so you may miss something, I mean I did good but for others 

they maybe you know miss many points” (personal communication, 

November 10, 2013) 

Since the test takers did not have headphone on the test, they were afraid that they might 

lose some points during the listening. They claimed that one audio system might not 

reach all test takers. Therefore, the seat arrangement could create either advantage or 

disadvantage to the test takers. 
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In conclusion, most of the participants perceived the technology used in the 

IELTS test positively. They argued that it was more comfortable to do test on paper than 

computer. Also some participants said that they did not type fast which could create 

difficulties for them.  On the other hand, two participants complained about the 

technology used in the listening test. They claimed that the unavailability of headphone 

might hinder them to hear all the listening content. In addition, since IELTS test used one 

audio system to cover all test takers, the seat could become an important factor to be 

successful in the listening test.    

Topic in the Test 

In the interview, all the participants mentioned the issue of topic in the test. There 

was no participant perceived the topic in the test negatively. They claimed that the topic 

in the IELTS test considered the test takers’ backgrounds.  

Norah: “one of the question about coffee which I like it a lot, and story of coffee 

and talk about the coffee mineral, about one of the machines that make 

coffee, whenever you read , you know, it’s easy, they didn’t talk deeply 

about the machine of coffee, no, in the surface one,” (personal 

communication, November 16, 2013) 

 

Shinta: “I have a reading about museums which is fine, everyone know, Ok I 

wasn’t very aware what was the whole idea about the museums, but still 

something you can manage, you can predict the meaning of the words” 

(personal communication, November 30, 2013) 
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They claimed that the topics were manageable. Even though they were not familiar 

enough with the topic, they favored it because the discussion was not in detail. They 

stated that test takers could guess the meaning with their English knowledge. On the 

other hand, two participants perceived the topic in the test neutrally. They mentioned that 

the topic in the IELTS test was general.  

To sum up, most of the participants perceived the topic in the IELTS test 

positively due to the level of in-depth knowledge discussed. Two participants in this 

study perceived the topic in the IELTS test neutrally because they claimed that the topics 

discussed in IELTS test were general and common.  

Tasks in the Test 

Almost all of the participants discussed the topic of tasks in the IELTS test. The 

tasks in tests are important because the score of the test is based on how the participants 

do in the tasks. This implies that the tasks should be designed carefully to measure test 

takers English ability. In the IELTS test, the tasks are divided into reading, listening, 

writing and speaking. For the speaking task, each test taker has it with an interviewer. 

Practicality. Most of the participants perceived the tasks in the IELTS test were 

practical. They particularly pointed out the speaking task. They claimed that doing the 

task with an interviewer made it authentic like a real life performance. 

Andy: “I found it really LOVELY actually because I had to speak with someone 

and then he was asking me you know we use body language, you know 

gestures not only about you know utterances what we say, it wasn’t about  

you know verbalizing words, it was really an experience, I would say THIS 

IS a speaking experience,” (personal communication, November 10, 2013) 
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One participant also argued that the tasks in the IELTS test are practical in general 

context. She clarified it by stating:  

Erica: “the IELTS test:::  it really measures the ability of the second language, the 

English language learners in four different aspects yeah reading listening 

and writing and speaking, but not really academically but .. I mean. They 

really measure in general. In general one. The abillity.” (personal 

communication, November 5, 2013) 

English proficiency measurement. More than half of the participants claimed 

that the IELTS test measure their English proficiency.  

Shinta: “due to everything we mentioned before, like it’s more about your general 

knowledge of English. It is something, somehow you could, that could 

measure your English, somehow not to a great extent, but for example 

like in the reading, there was like a summary, fill in the blank for the 

reading and this part you could everything about using your knowledge 

about part of speech, because they will give you about maybe five or six 

words and you have only to change the form into to make them fit into 

the blank and that’s basically based on your knowledge of part of speech 

and how to make form noun, verb and adjective, just to fill in the blank, 

so yeah I think it’s somehow measure your ability,” (personal 

communication, November 30, 2013) 

The aspects that make them come to those perceptions are related to the content of the 

test. They claimed that the test really tried to measure test takers’ English proficiency, not 

their knowledge of a specific topic.  
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 However, one participant perceived it negatively because he did not believe that 

this test measure test takers’ English as a foreign language. He argued that the test was 

about measuring test takers’ English based on one particular mainstream society.  

Imam: “I think as an [nationality] and teacher myself I think, I mean we should 

more [name of a country] version of standardize English test rather than 

TOEFL and IELTS because in my experience a lot of my students will not 

go abroad, I mean, those two exams are not, do not measure the real 

proficiency in English as a foreign language,” (personal communication, 

November 3, 2013) 

 In conclusion, the participants in this study perceived the tasks in the IELTS test 

positively because its practicality and degree of measuring test takers’ language 

proficiency. They stated that the test measured their English proficiency not their 

knowledge of a topic in English. For the participant who perceived it negatively, he 

argued that the test measured test takers’ ability of a particular English. On the other 

hand, one participant perceived it neutrally. She maintained her neutral position because 

she argued that there is no perfect test, each test has its own weaknesses. 

Time in the Test 

The duration of the IELTS test is 2 hours 44 minutes. The three tasks: reading, 

listening and writing, are conducted in a row with a short break after each task. The 

speaking task can be conducted on different days or on the same day depending on the 

number of the participants.   
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Length/Duration. Most of the participants perceived the duration of the test 

positively. They argued that the time given was appropriate for a test. Furthermore, since 

the speaking task was conducted on different days making them feel more relax. 

Norah: “IELTS you have like Reading listening and writing AND you have a 

chance to like speaking on the same day or another day, so it’s like 

relieving thing, you feel relax, you have like flexibility” (personal 

communication, November 16, 2013) 

Most of the participants favored the idea of the test being conducted for almost three 

hours, especially because they could do the speaking test on different days. One 

participant got her speaking test on the same day. However, since she had some break 

time before the speaking task, she perceived it positively. 

Allocated time in the task. In the interview, the participants also mentioned their 

perceptions towards the time allocated in the task of the test. One participant perceived 

the time in the IELTS test positively. She argued that the time given in the test was fair 

enough for test takers to finish the task. On the other hand, two participants perceived the 

time neutrally. They claimed that the time management was important aspect enabling 

them to cope with the time in the test. 

Aci: “I didn’t personally I didn’t have problem with the time. Well my time 

management was pretty good, and even for the writing section I finished 

before the time is up, so I didn’t have any problem with that.” (personal 

communication, October 28, 2013) 

In conclusion, none of the participants in the study perceived the time in the 

IELTS test negatively. The first reason is related to the length of the test, which is not too 
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long or too short for a test. The second reason is the time allocated for the task in the test. 

Two participants perceiving the test neutrally argued that time management was the key 

to deal with time in the test.  

Score of the Test 

The score in the IELTS test starts from 1 to 9, ranging from non-user to expert-

user. Five out of six participants mentioned this topic in the interview. Half of them 

perceived the representativeness of the IELTS score positively, “somehow yes, yeah to 

some extent, I feel more confident, ok that could be my level in English,” (Shinta, 

personal communication, November 30, 2013). They perceived the score positively 

because the test measured their English proficiency. They argued that the test consisted of 

questions designed to measure test takers English abilities. Therefore, when they received 

the score, they accepted it positively.  

Yet, one participant argued that her IELTS score did not represent her real 

English ability because there might be subjectivity aspect during the assessment.  

Erica: “yeah, there is even like a joke like in IALF there were interviewers or 

several evaluators for the writing and the speaking and WE kinda like “oh I 

hope I will not get that particular person because his so strict, so I hope I 

can get the normal one” that is kinda joke {laughing}” (personal 

communication, November 5, 2013) 

One participant perceived the score neutrally. She showed neither satisfaction nor 

disappointment towards the score she obtained. She explained the content of the score 

that she obtained. 
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Aci: “A:::nd …mmmm yeah, and then the when you take a look at the result, the 

the what do you call it, the document.like, you would see clearly for ..for 

IELTS like they separate the score for each section and then you see that ok 

for example like oh you got nine for this, you got nine for this and stuff and 

stuff.” (personal communication, October 28, 2013) 

 In conclusion, half of the participants argued that the score they obtained on the 

IELTS test represented their real English ability. They claimed that the test measure their 

proficiency, therefore the score they obtained was their real abilities. One participant 

argued that the score did not reflect her real proficiency because there might be a 

subjectivity element in scoring. One participant perceived it neutrally because she did not 

show either negative or positive perception of IELTS score regarding the 

representativeness. 

Effects of the Test 

Perceived English proficiency. Half of the participants in this study reported that 

the score that they obtained in the IELTS test influenced the way they perceived their 

English ability. They said that they felt more confident when they got the IELTS test 

result.  

Shinta: “I got a better score which is like, there was about one year between the 

two tests. And I got six in the TOE in the IELTS which is very good 

score, like it compared 100 in the TOEFL, so I feel like like more 

confident I guess about it,” (personal communication, November 30, 

2013) 
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They obtained good score from the test that they perceived positively. Therefore, it made 

them feel more confident towards their English. The rest of the participants did not 

discuss this topic in the discussion. 

Societal effects of the tests. Most of the participants perceived the societal effects 

of the IELTS test neutrally. One participant claimed that IELTS test could be used for 

screening students. She argued, “so as I told you, certain major in university should have 

IELTS” (Norah, personal communication, November 16, 2013). Since students are 

positioned to have their English proficiency score to register to universities, the IELTS 

test is appropriate, but only for specific majors such as social science.  

One participant perceived the effects of the IELTS test negatively. She stated that 

the problem of standardized test was gatekeeping. She argued that standardized tests 

made people experience stressfulness and anxiety. It can also be inferred that the other 

societal effect is related to the impact of the test to the test takers. 

Shinta: “they are similar because they are all of them standardized test, and they 

are like stressful because people take them because to do something else 

with them not just taking them for fun.” (personal communication, 

November 30, 2013) 

Based on the descriptions, it can be concluded that most of the participants 

perceived the IELTS test positively. They claimed that their testing experiences were 

good due to the environment and the technology used. Also, they argued that the topic, 

the tasks and the time in the test were manageable. Regarding the score, most of the 

participants argued that the IELTS score is representative. For the effects of the tests, 
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participants mainly perceived it positively and neutrally. Table 7 presents the summary of 

participants’ perceptions of IELTS test. 

Table 7 

Frequency of Participants’ Perceptions of the IELTS Test 

   

Themes Subthemes 

Frequency of participants' perceptions 

(N=6) 

Positive Neutral Negative 

Testing 

Experience 

Environment 50.00%   16.67% 

Exposure to the test 83.33% 
 

16.67% 

Stakes of the test 
 

33.33% 50.00% 

Technology 50.00%   33.33% 

Perceptions of 

Topic Unfamiliarity 
66.67% 33.33%   

Perceptions of 

Task 

Practicality 83.33%     

English proficiency 

measurement 
66.67% 16.67% 16.67% 

Perceptions of 

Time 

Length/Duration of 

the test 
83.33%     

Allocated time in 

the tests 
16.67% 33.33%   

Perceptions of 

tests score 
Representativeness 50.00% 16.67% 16.67% 

Effects of the tests 
Perceived English 

proficiency 
50.00% 

  

societal effects   50.00% 16.67% 

Frequency Total (%) 600.00 183.33 166.67 

  

The Comparison of Participants’ Perceptions of the IELTS and TOEFL Tests 

 Having discussed participants’ perceptions of each test, this section presents the 

comparison of participants’ perceptions of both tests. As this research intends to explicate 

the differences between these two tests, the table from each test is combined together to 

show the differences. 
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Table 8 

Comparison of Participants' Perceptions of the IELTS and TOEFL Tests 

   

Themes Subthemes 

Frequency of participants' perceptions  (N=6) 

Positive Neutral Negative 

IELTS TOEFL IELTS TOEFL IELTS TOEFL 

Testing 

Experience 

Environment 50.00% 
 

 
 

16.67% 83.33% 

Exposure to the test 83.33% 33.33% 
  

16.67% 66.67% 

Stakes of the test 
  

33.33% 16.67% 50.00% 66.67% 

Technology 50.00% 
   

33.33% 100.00% 

Perceptions of 

Topic 
Unfamiliarity 66.67% 

 
33.33% 50.00% 

 
50.00% 

Perceptions of 

Task 

Practicality 
83.33% 33.33% 

   
50.00% 

English proficiency 

measurement 
66.67% 

 
16.67% 16.67% 16.67% 83.33% 

Perceptions of 

Time 

Length/Duration of the test 83.33% 
    

33.33% 

Allocated time in the tests 16.67% 16.67% 33.33% 16.67% 
 

66.67% 

Perceptions of 

tests score 
Representativeness 50.00% 16.67% 16.67% 33.33% 16.67% 50.00% 

Effects of the tests 

Perceived English 

proficiency 
50.00% 16.67% 

 
33.33% 

 
33.33% 

Societal effects   
50.00% 16.67% 16.67% 83.33% 

Frequency Total (%) 600.00 116.67 183.33 183.33 166.67 766.67 
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Table 8 shows the comparison of participants’ perceptions between IELTS and 

TOEFL tests. Among six themes of the data, there are some significant differences 

between IELTS and TOEFL test. On testing experience theme, 50% of the participants 

perceived the environment of the IELTS test positively. Meanwhile 83.33% of the 

participants perceived the environment of the TOEFL test negatively. Regarding the 

technology, 100% of the participants claimed that the technology used in the TOEFL test 

negatively influenced their testing experience. In contrast, 50% of the participants 

favored the technology used in the IELTS test. In the issue of stakes of the tests, 50% of 

the participants perceived the IELTS test negatively. Similarly, 66.67% of the 

participants perceived the TOEFL test negatively.  

When it comes to the perceptions of the tasks, 83.33% of the participants claimed 

that the tasks in the IELTS test were practical. In contrast, 50% of the participants said 

that the tasks in the TOEFL test were impractical. In relation to the English proficiency 

measurement, 66.67% of the participants perceived this issue positively for the IELTS 

test, and 83.33% of the participants perceived negatively for the TOEFL test. This result 

shows that most of the participants agree that tasks in the IELTS test are more practical, 

and measure test takers’ English proficiency effectively compared to TOEFL test.  

The next theme is the participants’ perceptions of the time in the test. 83.33% of 

the participants perceived the duration of the IELTS test positively. Meanwhile, 33.33% 

of them perceived it negatively for the TOEFL test. Concerning the time allocation for 

the tasks, 33.33% of the participants positioned themselves in a neutral area for the 

IELTS test, while 66.67% of the participants positioned themselves in a negative area for 

the TOEFL test. In terms of the effects of the test, 83.33% of the participants claimed that 
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TOEFL test has negative effects towards society, while 50% of them perceived the 

effects of IELTS test neutrally. In conclusion, most of the participants perceived the 

IELTS test positively. Meanwhile, they perceived the TOEFL test more negatively in all 

themes. There are two themes where the distribution of their perceptions is almost 

equally divided: perceptions of the topic in the test and perceptions of the test score.  

Conclusion 

This chapter provides results of the analyzed data gathered from the participants. 

There are six sets of themes emerged from the analysis: testing experience, perceptions of 

topic, perceptions of tasks, perceptions of time, perceptions of score and perceptions of 

effects of the test. The results show that participants in this study have different 

perceptions of IELTS and TOEFL tests. The prominent differences are: the testing 

experience, perceptions of the task, perceptions of the time, and perceptions of the effects 

of the tests. The rest of the themes, perception of the topic and perceptions of the score, 

did show different perceptions, yet equally divided into positive, neutral and negative 

perceptions. The next chapter presents the discussions of these findings. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

This study aims to explicate differences between students’ perceptions toward two 

high-stakes tests, IELTS and TOEFL. Having conducted data collection, data analysis 

and presenting the result of analyzed data, I discuss the result of the analyzed data in this 

chapter. Following the discussion part, I present the conclusion, the implications of this 

study, the limitations, and recommendations for future studies.  

This study is an endeavor to give test takers chances to vocalize their perceptions 

towards tests because “it is very rare that a test taker could protest, complain or claim that 

the test did not fit his or her knowledge or that he or she was not expected to master that 

knowledge” (Shohamy, 2001, p. 154). Some previous studies focusing on test takers’ 

voices proved that giving test takers chances to share their experiences would provide 

information which is valuable in designing and using tests. This phenomenon asserted 

Shohamy’s (2001a) idea where she argued, “listening to the voices of test takers can 

provide testers with a new and unique perspective and a deep insight into tests and their 

meanings” (p. 7). In a sense, listening to test takers is a profound issue to bring into 

discussion because they are the people who have experienced the tests and the 

consequences. This attempt will enable stakeholders, especially testers, to understand that 

listening to takers’ voices is important. 

Different Perceptions of IELTS and TOEFL Tests 

There are three aspects of IELTS and TOEFL tests that the participants in this 

study perceived differently: on the tests (e.g., the environment and the technology), in the 

tests (e.g., the tasks and the time), and the effects of the tests. These three aspects also 
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provide information on how participants in this study perceived high-stakes tests, 

conceptualized ideal tests, and criticized the effects and the uses of the tests. 

On the Tests Aspects  

The differences between participants’ perceptions of IELTS and TOEFL test 

taking experiences lie in the environment and the technology used on the tests. According 

to the participants, the environment of the TOEFL test was not appropriate for test taking 

because of the noise, the space, and the other test takers. Puspawati’s (2012) research also 

showed similar findings in which test takers criticized the environment of the TOEFL test 

due to the same factors. The technology used in the TOEFL test, such as the internet and 

the equipment, also made the participants in this study experience anxiety. In addition, 

they reported eye fatigue because of the long exposure to computer monitors. Technology 

is mentioned by Puspawati (2012) and Sawaki (2001) as a factor that can contribute 

towards test takers’ performance on tests.  

In contrast, participants in this study perceived technology and environment in the 

IELTS test positively. They claimed that the good environment (e.g., quiet room) and 

technology (such as paper-based test and audio system) in the IELTS test made them able 

to work better. Luce and Kapler (2007) and Puspawati (2012) argued that when test 

takers felt uncomfortable with the environment or the technology used in the test, they 

were not able to perform to the best of their ability.  

Besides the differences, there is one similarity between their perceptions of 

IELTS and TOEFL testing experiences: the stakes of the tests. Since the tests had direct 

effects in their lives such as pursuing higher education or applying for a job, it made them 

experience negative feelings when they worked on the tests. This result supports findings 
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from previous studies such as Triplett, Barksdale, and Leftwich (2003), Triplett and 

Barksdale (2005), Puspawati (2012), and Murray, Riazi, and Cross (2012) whose studies 

focused on students’ perceptions on high-stakes tests. They reported that students felt 

nervous, stressed, and anxious during the tests. 

On the other hand, two participants in this study did not experience negative 

feelings when they took the IELTS test. Their reason for taking the test was not for any 

requirements, but rather to experience it. Therefore, the participants in this study 

experienced different levels of stressfulness when the tests have different consequences 

toward their lives. This finding deepens our understanding of tests’ position’s influences 

on test takers’ testing experience.  

Altogether, IELTS and TOEFL tests gave negative experiences to the students 

when the tests were at high stakes. This study reveals that comfortable environment and 

supportive technology will help test takers work better on the tests. This study also 

supports Puspawati’s (2012) findings that the way the TOEFL test is conducted is not 

supportive for the test takers.  

In the Tests Aspects 

IELTS and TOEFL tests look similar based on skills tested: Reading, Writing, 

Listening, and Speaking. These two tests claim to possess the authority to measure 

individuals’ English proficiency. However, the participants in this study perceived these 

two tests differently. They lean more positively toward the IELTS test instead of the 

TOEFL. There are two prominent reasons for their position: tasks and the time given in 

the tests.  
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The first point is the tasks. The participants argued that the tasks in the TOEFL 

test were impractical, and did not measure test takers’ English proficiency. This finding is 

similar to Puspawati (2012) in which she argued that participants did not find the TOEFL 

test practical, nor did it measure their English ability. In this study, most of the 

participants said that the format of the test, such as speaking with a computer, did not 

represent the real use of English. The participants also argued that the skills that were 

being tested on in the TOEFL did not have relation to the use of English in the class. 

Furthermore, the content of the test assured them that the tasks in the TOEFL test did not 

measure English proficiency, but rather their knowledge of specific subjects. They 

claimed that the topics in the TOEFL test were unfamiliar and discussed in great detail, 

making it difficult for them to understand the content. This finding asserts 

Puspawati’s(2012) and He and Shi’s (2008, 2012) findings in which they found that topic 

unfamiliarity created difficulties to test takers.  

On the contrary, the participants perceived the tasks in the IELTS test positively. 

IELTS test practicality for the real life performance and its content assured them that the 

test intended to measure their English proficiency. This finding aligns with Rasti’s (2009) 

research where she found that test takers also had positive attitudes toward the test. 

Participants in her study argued that the IELTS test measured their “linguistics and 

communicative competence precisely” (p. 145). In addition, participants in this study 

perceived the IELTS test’s topics positively even though they were not familiar. They 

argued that since the topic in the IELTS test was not discussed in deep detail, they found 

it more manageable. One participant asserted this claim by stating that the IELTS test 

considers the test takers’ backgrounds. This argument is in line with Shohamy’s (2001b, 
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2004) notion of democratic assessment, pointing out the issue of incorporating 

knowledge of test takers in developing tests. Furthermore, the issue of unfamiliarity 

connects with the fairness issue in the test. Tests should be designed without excluding 

any group in society (Xi, 2010). Since test takers come from many different fields of 

knowledge, it will be fair if topics in the test do not lean towards one mainstream field, or 

are discussed in deep detail. 

 The last topic is the time, covering the duration and time allocated for each task. 

Participants in this study perceived the time in the TOEFL tests negatively because the 

duration is too long. In addition, they complained of the limited time allocated to finish 

the tasks. This result is in line with Puspawati’s (2012) finding in which her participants 

criticized the time given in the TOEFL test.  

In contrast, the participants in this study found the time in the IELTS test fair 

enough. They favored the duration of the test and the time allocated which helped them to 

perform better. This finding supports Rasti’s (2009) result in which she argued that time 

given in the IELTS test was perceived positively by her participants.  

In conclusion, the participants in the study perceived IELTS and TOEFL tests 

differently. They lean towards the IELTS test because it is similar to their concept of 

ideal tests. They argued that tests should consider test takers’ backgrounds. Generalizing 

test takers’ qualifications such as cultures, countries, and fields of study were regarded by 

participants as unfair. Therefore, considering and including test takers’ knowledge in 

creating tests is essential (Shohamy, 2004). Furthermore, their concept of ideal tests is 

related to the time given in the tests. The timing should not create disadvantage to test 
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takers to work on the test. These findings show that applying democratic assessment in 

the high-stakes tests is achievable.  

These finding also highlight that even though the tests look similar, the content, 

the manifestation, and the way the test is conducted are important matters which 

differentiate these two tests. The participants argued that an ideal test should consider 

those three elements. The content should consider diverse knowledge of test takers, the 

manifestation should be delivered clearly, and the way it is conducted should be 

appropriate to support test takers in working on the test.  

 On a different level, based on the data, it is clear that participants in this study 

perceived the tasks and the time in the IELTS test positively. These factors might 

positively affect their perception toward score representativeness.  However, some of the 

participants who had positive attitudes toward the IELTS perceived the score either 

neutrally or negatively. They argued that the IELTS score might not represent their real 

English ability. One of the factors was the interviewers’ bias which has become one of 

the critical topics for the IELTS test. Brown (2003) found that interviewer variation in 

eliciting test takers’ communicative competencies could affect test takers’ performance.  

This bias could influence raters’ judgments of test takers’ abilities.  

 For the TOEFL test, they argued that since they got clear feedback of their 

performance, it gave them a sense that the score represented their real performance on the 

test. In contrast, they argued that the IELTS test’s feedback was too general. It is not 

addressed to a particular test taker.   

 To sum up, based on participants’ perceptions these two tests were still lacking in 

representing test takers’ real abilities. However, they claimed the score in the IELTS test 
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was more representative than the TOEFL test. This implies that test takers still question 

the representativeness of the tests. In addition, they highlighted their need for feedback. 

By being able to provide comprehensible feedback of test takers’ performance in the test, 

testers show their responsibility of their judgment. Shohamy (2004) argued that testers 

have to be responsible for their actions.  

Effects of the Tests Aspects 

One of the effects of these two tests is related to the way participants in this study 

perceived their English proficiency. Even though participants in this study were aware 

that the score of the tests did not represent their real English ability, it more or less 

influenced the way they perceived their English proficiency. The effect is parallel with 

their score. Test takers obtaining higher scores stated that they felt more confident of 

their English and vice versa.  This phenomenon asserts the powerful effect of tests 

towards test takers. Since tests possess features such as the power of numbers (Shohamy, 

2001a), they can affect the way people perceive their abilities. The dimension of numbers 

in the test score does not only relate to the matter of representativeness but also self-

recognition from the view of test takers. Therefore, there is a need to create a test that is 

able to present test takers’ real ability.  

Another effect that participants in this study pointed out is the societal effects: 

gatekeeping, fairness, morality, and ethicality (Shohamy, 2001a). Since tests are 

conducted by powerful organizations and required by influential institutions such as 

universities, the power of tests has expanded beyond its original intention, measuring test 

takers’ proficiency. Participants in this study criticized the use of the tests as the 

requirement to enter school or apply for a job.  They stressed particularly on the use of 
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the TOEFL test. Since they claimed that the TOEFL test itself is unfair, it will be unfair if 

the test is also used as a requirement. This shows that the participants in this study felt 

that they were treated unfairly by the test. The unfairness issue of the test occurs not only 

when they took the test, but also after they took the test. 

Furthermore, they mentioned another example of the effect of the tests, the 

morality and ethicality (Shohamy, 2001a). They stated that tests were able to make 

people change their behavior in order to meet test demands or to be successful in the test. 

For example, people may pay other people to take tests on their behalf. In addition, tests 

also affect test takers’ ways to interpret passages in the test. Test takers are in the 

powerless position where they “could not refuse to take the test, and were forced to look 

for the exact answers the test makers intended” (p. 49).  

However, despite the fact that the IELTS test is used as a gatekeeper to enter 

universities, participants in this study showed more leniencies towards it. They argued 

that since IELTS test considers test takers background regarding the content of the test, it 

made them perceive the use of the test neutrally. There were fewer unfairness issues in 

the IELTS test. Based on participants’ data, if the test is designed and conducted by 

considering and including knowledge from test takers, participants might not negatively 

perceive tests as a gatekeeper.  

Conclusion 

The aim of this study is to explicate the differences between test takers’ IELTS 

and TOEFL testing experiences. As discussed in this chapter, participants perceived three 

aspects of the two tests differently: on the tests, in the tests, and effects of the tests. First, 

participants’ perceptions of the on test aspect highlighted that technology and 
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environment in the TOEFL test were not supportive for the test takers. In contrast, IELTS 

test provided test takers with a more comfortable and convenient environment and 

technology. Second, participants’ perceptions of the in test aspect emphasized that the 

TOEFL test did not measure test takers’ language ability due to its impracticality. 

Participants also expressed their opinion that the TOEFL test did not intend to measure 

language ability, but rather knowledge of a subject. However, their perceptions towards 

the IELTS test were the opposite. Finally, participants’ perceptions of the effects of tests 

aspects pointed out more negatives than positives, referencing gatekeeping, fairness, 

ethicality, and morality.  

In addition, this study also provides information of high-stakes tests testing 

experience, a concept of ideal tests, and critiques of the effects of the tests. The first one 

is the parallel correlation between the tests and their influences on test takers’ 

experiences. For instance, there is an equivalent connection between the position of the 

test and their level of stressfulness. This means, the higher stakes of the tests entails the 

higher level of stressfulness the test takers will feel. The second point is the concept of 

ideal tests. Test makers should consider test takers’ backgrounds in creating a test since 

test takers come from diverse groups. Therefore, it is important to create a test that is not 

leaning towards one mainstream society. Also, supportive environment and technology 

should be provided. The last topic is the effects of the test. The effects of tests can be 

minimized if the tests are conducted in democratic ways aiming at “monitoring and 

limiting the uses of tests, especially those that have the potential to exclude and 

discriminate against groups and individuals” (Shohamy, 2001b, p. 373). In order to 

achieve this, five democratic practices should be applied: incorporating diverse groups’ 
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knowledge on tests, cooperating test takers in conducting tests, applying Critical 

Language Testing (CLT), protecting test takers’ rights, and addressing test makers and 

testers’ responsibilities (Shohamy, 2001b). 

Implications of the Study 

There are some implications that can be derived from this study. First, this current 

study exposes the factors (e.g., tasks and time in the tests) becoming the concerns of test 

takers in the high-stakes tests. This means, these factors are prominent elements in tests 

that need to be looked at more thoroughly by those involved in testing act. Second, this 

study also addresses issues that will remain as questions, such as whether the problem in 

language tests are about the specific test or the language tests in general, if studies only 

focus on investigating test takers who have taken one test. The participants in this study 

pointed out bigger problems in the TOEFL test rather than in the IELTS test. This issue 

raises awareness that some aspects in both tests need to be revisited. In addition, 

participants conceptualized and criticized the use of the tests based on their experiences. 

Participants in this study revealed that if the test were designed fairly, they would 

perceive the use of test as gatekeeper neutrally. This means that the content, the 

manifestation, and the way tests are conducted are important matters to be reviewed 

carefully. Also, regarding the three elements mentioned above, this study highlights the 

different values that IELTS and TOEFL tests use. The IELTS test should be used in the 

Humanities field and the TOEFL in the Science field. Third, applying the practices of 

democratic assessment emphasizing on inclusion and non-discrimination is achievable. 

Finally, this study implies the importance of giving valid and reliable feedback to test 

takers  
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Limitation of the Study 

There are two major limitations of this study. The first limitation is the small 

number of the participants. Therefore, the finding of this study cannot be over 

generalized. The second limitation lies on the fact that I, as researcher, do not have 

information about my participants’ test taking time. In other words, there is no data about 

which test was taken first and or when it was taken. This detail might or might not 

influence the participants’ perceptions towards IELTS and TOEFL tests. 

Recommendations for Future Studies 

This study reveals the importance of feedback in testing. This can be the new area 

of study focusing on high-stakes tests. To date, I have not found any studies investigating 

students’ perceptions of the high-stakes tests feedback. Furthermore, this study also 

exposes a correlation between participants’ test score and their perceived English 

proficiency. Conducting this research can be the way to have better understanding about 

the powerful effect of tests which not only affect test takers’ future lives, but also the way 

they perceive their English ability. Finally, since the participants in this study are English 

majors, it will be valuable to know how test takers from other majors perceive IELTS and 

TOEFL tests. The result of this future study can be compared with the current study, and 

eventually deepen our understanding about test takers’ perceptions of high-stakes tests.   

Final Reflections 

 I realized that conducting this study might not change the way IELTS and TOEFL 

tests are conducted. However, by conducting this research I recognized that test takers 

have been treated unfairly. I did not use to pay attention to this issue because I just 

accepted it as a part of systems that I had to follow. This research enlightened me that test 
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takers are in the powerless position because they are treated as recipient. Furthermore, 

this study helped me to understand that listening test takers voices is a way to fight the 

unfairness and other consequences. They are the individuals who experience direct 

effects of the tests. I hope that this research can raise stakeholders’ awareness towards the 

influences of high-stakes tests. In addition, I learned many things during the process of 

writing this thesis. Every single step I have done with the guidance from my professor 

helped me to understand the meaning of research. Conducting a research is also a way for 

me to be more aware about phenomenon and issues around me.  
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APPENDIX C 

Informed Consent Form 

TITLE: Students’ Perceptions of IELTS (International English Language Testing 

System) and TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) tests 

You are invited to participate in this research study. The following information is 

provided in order to help you to make an informed decision whether or not to participate. 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to ask. You are eligible to participate 

because you are a second language learner of English, an undergraduate or a graduate 

student who has or pursues a degree in TESOL/TEFL/TESL/ Applied Linguistics, and 

have taken both IELTS and TOEFL tests. This study attempts to gain insights into 

students’ perceptions of IELTS and TOEFL tests.  

You will be asked to have an interview with the researcher by using Skype. The interview 

will take approximately 45 minutes where you will be asked some questions addressing 

the purpose of the study. In the interview, you have rights and power not to answer 

certain questions which may cause you to feel uncomfortable. This interview will be 

digitally audio-recorded so that I can keep track of our conversation. Therefore I ask your 

permission to record our interview. I will transcribe the interview for analysis. In the 

transcript, I will use pseudonym in lieu of your real name in order to protect your identity. 

You may request to see these sections if you wish. 

Your participation in this study is voluntary. You are free to decide to participate in this 

study or to withdraw at any time without adversely affecting your relationship with the 

researcher. If you choose to participate, you may withdraw at any time by notifying me 

through E-mail, phone, or mail. Upon your request to withdraw, all information 

pertaining to you will be destroyed. If you choose to participate, all information will be 

held in strict confidence. The information obtained in the study may be published in 

scientific journals or presented at scientific meetings but your identity will be kept strictly 

confidential. If you are willing to participate, please sign the statement below. Thank you. 

Researcher: 

Hartati Suryaningsih  

M.A. Candidate 

TESOL Program 

English Department 

Indiana University of Pennsylvania 

Indiana, PA 15705, U.S.A 

Phone: 724-467-0740 

E-mail: zrws@iup.edu  

 

 

Thesis Advisor: 

Dr. David I. Hanauer 

Professor 

Composition and TESOL 

English Department 

Indiana University of Pennsylvania 

Indiana, PA 15705, U.S.A 

Phone: 724-357-2274 

E-mail: Hanauer@iup.edu 

 

This project has been approved by the Indiana University of Pennsylvania 

Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects (Phone: 724-357-

7730) 

mailto:zrws@iup.edu
mailto:Hanauer@iup.edu
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Informed Consent Form (continued) 

VOLUNTARY CONSENT FORM: 

I have read and understand the information on the form and I consent to volunteer 

to be a subject in this study.  I understand that my responses are completely 

confidential and that I have the right to withdraw at any time.  I have received an 

unsigned copy of this informed Consent Form to keep in my possession. 

  

 

Name (please print):_______________________________________________ 

 

Signature: _____________________________ 

 

Date: _________________________________ 

 

I certify that I have explained to the above individual the nature and purpose, the 

potential benefits, and possible risks associated with participating in this research 

study, have answered any questions that have been raised, and have witnessed the 

above signature. 

 

 

                              __________________________________________                                                                                                  

Date       Investigator's Signature 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

115 

 

APPENDIX D 

E-mail Protocol 

Dear -----------, 

 

My name is Hartati Suryaningsih, and I am a Master candidate majoring in TESOL 

(Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) at Indiana University of 

Pennsylvania. I am currently working on my thesis focusing on students’ perceptions of 

IELTS (International English Language Testing System) and TOEFL (Test of English as 

Foreign Language) tests. 

  

You are invited to participate in this research study. You are eligible to participate 

because you are a second language learner of English, an undergraduate or a graduate 

student who has or pursues a degree in TESOL (Teaching English to the Speaker of 

Other Languages)/TESL (Teaching English as a Second Language)/TEFL (Teaching 

English as a Foreign Language)/Applied Linguistics, and have taken both IELTS and 

TOEFL tests. 
 

You will be asked to have an interview with me by using Skype. The interview will take 

approximately 45 minutes where you will be asked some questions addressing the 

purpose of the study. 

 

If you are interested in participating in this study which can be the way for you to share 

your experiences and perceptions of both tests as well as contributing to research on 

language testing, please contact me by replying this email.  

 

Following your email response, I will explain this research in greater detail; therefore you 

can decide whether or not to participate in this study. 

  

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Hartati Suryaningsih  

M.A. Candidate 

TESOL Program 

English Department 

Indiana University of Pennsylvania 

Indiana, PA 15705, U.S.A 

Phone: 724-467-0740 

E-mail: zrws@iup.edu  

 

 

 

mailto:zrws@iup.edu
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APPENDIX E 

Interview Protocol 

TOEFL test 

I would like you to think carefully about the TOEFL test. Please try to remember details 

of doing the test. 

1. Could you please make a list of 5 things that characterize your experience of TOEFL 

test? 

2. Could you tell me about each one and describe it as detail as you can? 

3. What would you say about the TOEFL test? Please provide positive and negative 

impressions. 

IELTS test 

I would like you to think carefully about the IELTS test. Please try to remember details of 

doing the test. 

4. Could you please make a list of 5 things that characterize your experience of IELTS test? 

5. Could you tell me about each one and describe it as much detail as you can? 

6. What would you say about IELTS test? Please provide positive and negative impressions. 

Both IELTS and TOEFL tests 

7. Based on your perception, how are these two tests different? Or how are these two tests 

similar?  

8. Would you like to tell me which test is fairer? Could you explain why? 

9. Would you like to tell me which test do you prefer? Could you explain why? 
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