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Abstract: The main objective of this study was to see whetregraration influences the
learners’ reading comprehension of IELTS and TOERILSb as a subsidiary question,
this study tried to find answer(s) to the followiqgestion: Does getting a high score
imply enhancement in the reading comprehensiontgbllo this end, sixty EFL learners
were selected to take part in a preparation programwhich they were instructed
different techniques and strategies to deal withieding section of TOEFL and IELTS
tests. Although the participants’ scores enhanaedhe post tests, the preparation
program did differently on these two tests (IELT® & OEFL). Generally, findings
showed that the preparation effect was more visibl@erformance of the IELTS reading
test than on that of the TOEFL reading test. TheTIi&E preparation group
significantlyoutperformed the TOEFL preparation gpoon the IELTS reading test. In
contrast, the TOEFL preparation group performedtéethan the IELTSpreparation
group on the TOEFL reading test, but this diffemas not significant. These different
effects of test preparation on test performancectafied in the current study findings.
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1. Introduction

With the ever-increasing importanceof IELTS and HDEests for non-native speakers,as
decisive gatewaysto better education opportundies obtaining survivalskills in the countries
where English is spoken as first language,gettingged preparation for these instrumental tests
has increasingly become a vital requirement.Thecisp preparation may be of different sorts.
For example, test familiarization is designed teusa that prospective test takers are well versed
in the general skills required for test taking amdhelp them gain familiarity with the procedures
that are required to take a particular test. Thigetof preparation may entail, for instance,
exposing test takers to the kinds of item formaesytwill encounter, making certain that they
know when to guess, and helping them learn to ajgpotheir time appropriately. Special
preparation of this sort is generally regardedessrdble, as it presumably enables individuals to
master the mechanics of test taking, thereby feedimem to focus on, and accurately
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demonstrate, the skills and abilities that are ¢paissessed (Powers, 2012).A variety of different
types of test preparation: formal commercial coaghschool-offered test preparation programs,
and test sponsor-provided test familiarization Hagen introduced (Powers, 2012).

Test developers, researchers, teachers and stlidshtdakershave always been
concerned with the issue of the effect of test araoon on the learners’ performance of IELS
and TOEFL tests. However, on the other hand,fromogetheoretical and pedagogical point of
view, researchers and test designers often highlighmerit of a test which can independently
measure the underlying ability of test-takers reaigams of how well they have prepared or
crammed for the test. In other words, if prepaniagults in a higher test score regardless of
whether the candidate’s ability has increased, tthes construct validity of the test is
guestionable (Nguyen, 2007).From a practical stamdphowever, teachers and students/test
takers often feel the vitality of test preparatimfore being tested.

In Iran, preparation programs are normally deemmdnsichpertinent though there is
hardly a clear and predefined program or plan feparing the English language learners for
special purposes like partaking in the TOEFL or TELexams. This problem stems, to a large
extent, from the status of English learning ancthe® in Iran, where English is learnt as a
foreign language, so obviously there is littleaify, exposure to authentic situations to use real
English as a back-up means to compensate for gieatydeficiencies of classroom contexts and
other testing events. Moreover, only the ‘passikiis§ i.e. reading and writing, (though this
term has been harshly criticized by Chastain, 1&&8paid attention. In fact, reading skill is seen
as the main source of providing learners with talgeguage input, and expectedly less heed is
given to reading section in preparation programdram.The taken- for-granted expectation
among teachers and test-takers is that the reaeictgpn of the international tests would be the
trump card to get high score due to all the prapardearners received during their school years
and college attendance. Given the importance athdb it, this skill was chosen as the
independent variable for this study. Iranian leesnaten expect that if they attend TOEFL or
IELTS preparation programs, then their scores boslkdlls will improve, especially on reading
skill, for the reason mentioned earlier. Their estpgons, however, are not always met.

The reasons for the gap between their expectadodswhat actually occurs have not
been researched in-depth to date in Iran. It is tmgued that from theoretical and practical
outlooks, it is useful to investigate the effecttedt preparation on test scores in general, and on
reading test scores in particular in an Iraniatirggt

In this study, test candidates were instructedousricombinations of test preparation
materials to enable them to become more familidh whe reading section of the IELTS and
TOEFL, with each of the item types they containgd dhe strategies necessary to tackle this
section in each test. The materials included frigth sample reading tests, and hints or tips for
approaching each of these item types.
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2. Review of related literature
2.1 Therelationship between test preparation programs and test scor e improvement

Messick (1982, as cited in Powers, 2012) providednaightful logicalanalysis of the ways in
which special test preparation may impact validithere appears to have been little
empiricalresearch to demonstrate how such practisaffect, for example, the relationship of
test scores to other relevant measures. Most dittltBes of test preparation have focused on the
extent to which these practices cause spurious siaste improvement. However, although
relatively rare, researchers have also examinetipth a logical and an empirical manner, the
effects of test preparation on the empirical relahips of test scores to other indicators of
developed ability.

The impact of special preparation on test valigita germane consideration. Though the
assumption is sometimes made that preparationezar snly to adulterate the construct validity
and impair the predictive power of a test, somal&inf special preparation may, by reducing
irrelevant sources of test difficulty, actually impe both construct validity and predictive
validity (Hayes & Read, 2004; Farnsworth, 2013).

A number of studies have investigated the relalignbetween test preparation programs
and test performance scores (Anderman& Power, 1B8Agert, Kulik, &Kulik, 1983; Powers,
1985, 1986, 2012;Geranpayeh, 1994; Bachman, David&yan, & Choi, 1995;Thiel,
1995;Brown, 1998; Hayes & Watt, 1998; Celestine &iny) 1999; Hayes & Read,
2004;Nguyen,2007;Cho and Bridgeman, 2012; Sheshikelahari&Aidinlou 2012). The
findings from this body of research, however, apesbme extent contradictory: while a
relationship between test preparation and testopednce is acknowledged in some studies,
doubts about this relationship have also been doiGdanks largely to Messick (1982), the
guestion of the effectiveness of test preparatia@ bheen extended beyond the search for a
simple dichotomous yes/no answer to the oversiredlifuestion “Does preparation work?”
Partly as a result, researchers now seem moren@tclio examine the components of test
preparation programs in order to ascertain theiquéat features that are implicated in its
effectiveness. This complex picture can be seearsearch conducted in both nlamguage and
language testing contexts.

2.2 The effect of preparation programs on non-language tests

In research into non-language tests, incompatiiiéirfgs can be seen regarding the effect of
preparation programs. Anderman and Power (198@)iestuthe effect of a special preparation
program on the verbal part of the Scholastic AgetdTest (SAT). The researchers found that the
special preparation program had very little impactstudents’ total scores in the SAT verbal
section. Powers (1985) studied the effect of aiappeeparation program on scores of academic
aptitude tests by using a representative samplg (83 5,107 candidates. His finding was
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similar to that of Alderman and Powers (1980): fmeparation program had diminutive
influence on test-takers scores.

In contrast, Bangert, Kulik&Kulik(1983) used a “raetnalysis” or “the analysis of
analyses” method to investigate the effectivendgsreparation programs on achievement test
scores. By statistically analyzing the results ofagge collection of individual studies, they
concluded that preparation boosted achievemenes@ord that there was a positive correlation
between the length of preparation period and tiheegement score achieved. Similarly, Powers
(1986) used a quantitative summary method to sgitbdhe results of ten previous studies on
the effect of test practice on a number of teshitharacteristics. He found a strong relation
between test preparation and (a) the length andplexdity of the test instructions, and (b) the
format of the test item.

Powers (1986) suggest that GRE analytical abilityres may relate more strongly to
academic performance after special test prepar#tieom under more standard conditions and that
they may relate less to measures of other cogréiinities (verbal and quantitative scores). No
consistent effects were detected on either thenateonsistency or the convergent validity of
the analytical measure.

McLaughlin, Skaggs, and Patterson (2009) examineD Gest preparation activities and
created eight mutually exclusive test preparaticofile groups: public school adult education
with or without a practice test, community collegiult education with or without a practice test,
individual study with or without a practice testagtice test only, andone It was demonstrated
that the group with the highest pass rates wasmtheidual study with a practice test group, and
the lowest pass rates were recorded for the psbhool adult education without a practice test

group.

2.3 Research on the effect of preparation programs on language tests

The effect of test preparation on language tesésnmtter of some controversy;the effectiveness
of preparation programs and products, unequal adoethem, and concerns about the impact of
preparation on the validity of test scores haveagbibeen at issue.

Bachman et al (1995) reported that test preparalidmot produce a significant gain in
test scores. Similarly, Celestine and Ming (1999)nd that IELTS preparation did not make a
significant difference to the scores of either ageror high proficiency students from different
disciplines. They went further by explaining thgtraparation course did not have any effect on
the test scores because ‘IELTS is a test of pmafy thus the knowledge of test-taking
strategies cannot substitute for fluency’ (p. 46).

Another study referring to the effect of IELTS paegtion on test performance in Asian
students was carried out by Hayes and Read (20048. findings revealed that though
approximately half of the student population immgdvtheir scores, the difference was not
significant. An earlier study by Hayes and Watt98Palso focused on the effect of the IELTS
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test preparation on the test performance of Adiagests. They found that a two-month program
with a testing rather than a teaching focus did ingirove students’ performance. A similar
finding was reported by Elder &O’Loughlin(2003) their study of IELTS score gains of 112
students after a three-month intensive English ystind either Australian or New Zealand.
Although the average score gain of these studeasshalf a band overall with a slightly greater
average improvement for listening, there was ncaathge for the subset of students who had
taken a course focusing specifically on test pr&jpam. In a more recent study, Sheshkelani,
Ahari and Aidinlou (2012) found that Iranian Englimajor students without test preparation got
lower scores in listening than those who were pexpéor TOEFL.

However, a number of studies lend support tothecefdf testing preparation programs
on test performance. Brown (1998) compared theopadnce on an IELTS test of students in an
IELTS preparation course and a more broadly focus&® course. A positive effect of the
IELTS preparation program on the students’ perforceawas found. However, the sample sizes
of the two groups in Brown’s study were rather dnf@lvs. 5) and only writing skills were
researched. Thus the findings of his study nedektterpreted with caution. Brown called for
‘a replication of the study with a larger populateample’ (p. 36). Hayes and Read (2004) found
a significant difference in the mean score in tBETIS listening sub-test of 12 Asian students
after a course focused on IELTS preparation thaigir overall score improvement was not
significant. In a larger scale study, Geranpayedd4) examined the comparability of TOEFL
and IELTS scores across two groups (group A: 11gests and group B: 103 subjects). Group
B had gone through the TOEFL preparation coursevegr@ more familiar with this test than
group A. A test preparation effect was found asugr® performed significantly better than
group A.

Farnsworth (2013) states that most language assasgmgsearch on test coaching has
looked at the effect of test formats on instructigpractices, or so-called test washback, and not
looked at score increases due to coaching pradigesting research, however, has shown
similarly modest results of coaching on scores (puyons (1991); Brown, 1998; Nguyen,
2007). This effect is intrinsically difficult to nasure however, because genuine proficiency
gains and score gains derived from mastering stefdemat and/or test-taking strategies are very
hard to tease apart, and real proficiency gaireylikccur alongside “test wiseness” score gains
during test coaching instruction.

The issue that finds head from these studies oefthets of preparation programs is that
researchers have been at odds in their findingardety the effect of language test preparation
on test performance. The differences in the fingimgght be due to many factors, as pointed out
by Nguyen (2007), such as the kinds of tests antdet formats, the sample sizes, the
background disciplines, the background cultures] #re language proficiency levels of the
studies’ participants. In addition, the positionEosfglish, i.e., EFL or ESL is a critical factor, as
perceived in Iranian context. Consequently, moeaech on this issue is needed to better
understand the effect of test preparation on tedbpnance.
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In a similar vein, following Nguyen’ (2007) studwhich made comparison between the
effect two preparation programs on learners’ pemforce on the listening skill, this study aimed
at investigating the effect of test preparationtius reading section of TOEFLIBT and IELTS and
answering the following questions:

1: What is the effect of test preparation on testggmance on the IELTSandTOEFLIBT reading
section?

2: To what extant would the learners’ performancéhe reading section of IELTS and TOEFL
iBTbe indicative of theiractualability in readingilé?

3. Methodology
Resear ch contexts and participants

Participants for the study were 60 Iranian studerite were doing either the IELTS or TOEFL

preparation courses in Ahvaz and Abadan cities,Estan province in the southern part of Iran
for the purpose of maximizing their chances of iaying their reading score in TOEFL or

IELTS or any similar tests like Ph.D. entrance exetion in Iran. The IELTS preparation group
consisted of 30Ph.D. candidates majoring in differdields other than English at

aprivatelanguage institute; the TOEFL preparatiooug was also 30Ph.D. candidates from
different majors other than language attendinglerdanguage institute.

3.3 Instruments

It was not possible to obtain operational versiohsither test because of security consideration;
therefore, the test materials used in the stude e IELTS Sample reading test versions 2010
and the TOEFL iBT practice test online 2010. Whiles may place certain constraints on the
validity of the study, it should be said that tE.TS Specimen practice test published by the
British Council, IDP IELTS Australia, and Univengipf Cambridge ESOL Examinations is
closer to the real IELTS test than anyother comrakHELTS practice tests available. Similarly,
the TOEFL iBT practice test available in 2010 wisely contrived to the real TOEFL iBT test.
The number of items for each sample test was 46tqus and the time allotted was 60 minutes
for each test administration.

3.4 Procedures
3.4.1 Treatment

The IELTS preparation group was provided with imstions on IELTS 6 hours a week in which
about 1.5 to 2 hours were devoted to reading skii$ doing IELTS reading practice tests. The
program lasted for 10 weeks. The English languagégency of this group of students ranged
from IELTS band 5 to IELTS 6.5 with the reading swdnd from 4.5 to 6.5. The TOEFL iBT

group was introduced to the TOEFL preparation @ogfor about 2 hours on the first day. After
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that, instructions were focused on teaching readkilis in general and on the TOEFL iBT
reading test in particular. For the participantghia TOEFL group, the training for the TOEFL
iBT reading test ran for approximately 3 hours gvether day and lasted for 2 weeks. The
English language proficiency of the TOEFL prepamtgroup ranged from 35 to 50 on the
TOEFL iBT with the reading sub-band from 10 to 3he time allocated for the preparation of
the two groups and the level-off of their averageres were closely scrutinized so that the two
groups would be as much the same as possible.nidass that the outliers in both groups were
excluded prior to study. Each group took the twsigen two different test administrations
separately with an interval of 10 days to avoid anyating of dissimilating effects.

3.4.2 Data collection

All participants in the study took both the IELTSdaT OEFL practice tests. In order to avoid any
possibility of a test practice effect, 30 particifmtook thelELTS Specimen 2010 readingst
first and the other 30 took the iBT TOEFL readiegttfirst. The data collection design can be
summarized as follows (table 1).

Table 1: The data collection procedure in this stud

IELTS preparation group TOEFL preparation group
Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4
15 learners 15 learners 15 learners 15 learners

Step 1: IELTS TOEFL iBT IELTS TOEFL iBT

STEP 2: TOEFL iBT IELTS TOEFL iBT IELTS

3.4.3 Data analysis

The effect of test preparation on test performamas investigated through a comparison of test
performance between the two groups. T-tests werdoged for the mean score comparison.lt
should be noted that the finding in this study dughbe interpreted with caution since the

number of test takers is admittedly small for mglkgeneralizations, as maintained by (Camilli&

Shepard, 1994; McNamara &Roever, 2006).

4.Results
4.1 The effect of preparation on the performance of IEL T Sreading test

Theanalysis of raw scores showsan effect of préparaf IELTS reading on the performance of
the IELTS reading test for both groups of test tek@&he descriptive analysis of the scores is
provided in table 2 below.
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Table 2: Descriptive analysis of the scores onlHI€l'S reading test

Groups Maximum| Minimum| Mean No.
IELTS Preparation 32 15 22.4 30
TOEFL iBT Preparation| 24 13 18.7 30

As it is clear from table 2, the mean score ando®ihe IELTS preparation group were higher
than those of the TOEFL group. Particularly, the sbidwed a greater homogeneity in the IELTS
group. However, to examine whether there was &statly significant difference between the
two groups, an independent t-test was administéedale 3). The observed value (2.781) was
higher than the critical t value (p=1.667) at @hke and .05 level of significance. Therefore, we
can conclude that there was a significant diffeeebetween the groups in the performance on
the IELTS reading test.

Table 3: a comparison of means of the groups’ perémce on the IELTS reading Test

Groups Mean score  Std. deviation SE btwn. groupgs t
IELTS Preparation Group 22.4 4.901
TOEFL iBT Preparation Group18.7 5.428

1.331 2.781

4.2 The effect of preparation on the performance of TOEFL reading test

Unlike the descriptive statistics obtained on tleefgrmance of the IELTS reading test, where
there were clear differences between the two grotingse were less obvious differences in the
TOEFL reading test scores across the two groupshasn in table 4. The maximum and

minimum scores of the two groups of test-takergalaively close (Max. 28 vs. 32 and Min. 16

vs. 18). Besides, the mean score and SD of thgtaps, though different, were also close.

Table 4: Descriptive analysis of the scores ont&FL reading test

Groups Maximum| Minimum| Mean No.
IELTS Preparation 28 16 23 30
TOEFL iBT Preparation, 32 18 24.1 30

In order to find out if there was a statisticallgrsficant difference between the two groups, an
independent t-test was used. The observed value.4t& which is smaller than the p-value
(1.667) at onal.f. and .05 level of significance. Table 5 illustrates inferential statistics. This
led us to claim that there was no significant effeficpreparationon the performance of TOEFL
reading test between the two groups.

Table 5: a comparison of the means of the groupBpmance on the TOEFL reading Test
Groups Mean score  Std. deviation  SE btwn.Grolpss t
IELTS Preparation Group 23 3.383
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TOEFL iBT Preparation Group24.1 3.483

2.620 0.419

5. Discussion and conclusion

The descriptive analyses of the raw scores, mearescand standard deviation of the two
groups are suggestive of the effect of test prejoarson test performance. This effect was
particularly more evident in the IELTS reading tdsin in TOEFLIBT reading test. In short, it

was found that there was a significant effect dfTI& reading preparation on test performance,
while there was no such effect for the TOEFL regdmmeparation program. These findings
support and contradict previous findings. On tHeatfof preparation on the IELTS reading, this
study confirms Elder and O’Loughin (2003), Hayes &ead (2004), and Noguyen(2007), who
found significant gains in the learners’ performaion the reading section of IELTS test after an
intensive IELTS preparation courses. However, shigly contradicts what Celestine and Ming
(1999) and Hayes and Watt (1998) voiced regardiegrieffectiveness of the IELTS preparation
courses on learners’ scores in the IELTS test.

Moreover, our findings are consistent with whatlBaan et al. (1995) who claimedno
effect of the TOEFL preparation on the learnersfgrenance on the reading section. Likewise,
in this study the results show no clear effecthed TOEFL iBT preparation on the learners’
performance on the TOEFL iBT test. On the contréng study gainsays the findings reported
by other researchers (e.g. Geranpayeh, 1994) stéeren the same issue.Geranpayeh (1994)
compared the effect of TOEFL preparation treatnwthh no preparation effect on the TOEFL
test. He found that those who underwent TOEFL pegjmn outperformed those who received
no instruction. Geranpayeh’ study, however, isadéht from the present study in that it included
an intact group to examine the effect of the indeljeat variable, that is, the treatment. However,
in the present study the effect of two differeeatments, i.e. IELTS and TOEFL iBTpreparation
programs were investigated. Another striking défeme was the TOEFL test employed in
Geranpayeh’s (1994) study (Noguyen, 2007).In thadys the test had less construct validity
than its subsequent versions, since it was moreerainle’ to test preparation than the more
recent ones (Noguyen, 2007). We believe the reslitained in the TOEFL iBT in this study
were not affected by the test taking strategiesepred in the treatment.

The differences in the effect of preparation pangs on the learners’ performances can
be attributed to a number of considerations: fifgte nature of the IELTS reading test which is
quite different from that of the TOEFL reading sect The question types and the task types of
the IELTS test impose different demands on thettdsdr to employ a variety of processes and
authentic procedures to embark on answering thetigns. On the other hand, in the TOEFL
iBT there are a set of limited question types adéd that can be answered not necessarily by
drawing on the strategies needed for the IELTS twpart section. Therefore, it is tentative to
claim that the questions in the IELTS are not ontyre difficult and demanding than the TOEFL
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iBT ones, but also they tap on a wide range ofllas&nd abilities beyond the straightforward
reading strategies instructed in the classroomi&#gpthe challenge is to fold, and sometimes,
unfold the combined strategies needed for the IE&R& without enough practice this is doomed
to failure, while for the TOEFL one can compendatethe lack of language skill by relying on
his/her global real-worldknowledge. We also agrét Woguyen (2007) claim that combining
different task types under one section would deerethe test method effect on the test
performance, but it may have negative effect, atéd third reason is the genre of the texts
utilized in these two tests. The texts in the IEL/€&ding section are descriptive, discursive and
academic-related subjects and thus can be regasiedher than the TOEFL iBT texts, where
the texts are restricted only to academic domais.fitay lead us to conclude that the learners in
the IELTS group are more familiar with a variety ggnres and did better in the performance
phase of the study, accordingly.

One important issue noted by Miyasaka (2000) antbeRstein (2004) is how test
preparation can potentially affect test validityiy®baka (2000) stated that the majority of large-
scale assessment tests should be designed sméhabwld make reasonable inferences about the
achievement levels of students with respect toesdnknowledge and/or skills within a given
domain. The primary concern is whether a few monfhsreparation can significantly influence
scores. In other words, if preparation does affestt scores, is the purpose of the test to measure
the knowledge of the test-taker (pertaining to thyic of the given test)? If yes, how much
knowledge is truly being measured, specificallytabt-takers have access to tools that may
artificially enhance their scores (Rubenstein, 2@0898)?

ACT has noted that the earning of high scores enAGT should not be merely a reflection of
intrinsic talent or provisional preparation, bubsld reflect a level of accomplishment resulting
from hard work, planning, and a solid commitmenC{A 2005).

But the validity of the test score is compromisedew test preparation artificially
increases students’ test scores without increasiagtery of the content domain, underlying
subject-area knowledge, and/or testing skill (Paim2004). Further, any test preparation
practice that violates ethical standards wouldffaceé nullify any validity of the students’ test
results (Miyasaka, 2000). Cho and Bridgeman (2084)ress concern about the predictive
validity of the TOEFL iBT expressed in terms of m@ation with academic success. They
maintain the students with higher TOEFL iBT scaessded to earn higher grade point averages
(GPA) in their study and the TOEFL iBT provided anhation about the future academic
performance of non-native English speaking studbat®nd that provided by other admissions
tests. Combined with our results in this studyséhebservations can hardly lead us to conclude
that a correlation might indicate a meaningful tietsship between TOEFL iBT scores and
preparation effect on test performance.

Contrary to what learners expected, their perfocaaon the reading section of the two
valid and accredited international tests was nokéad up by their previous repertoire of skills
acquired in their secondary and tertiary studiesiould be concluded that thatformal education
of English in our schools and universities doegmtivide our Englishstudents with necessary
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and enoughreadiness for International and standanae of English. So it is of highimportance
to have extra classes of skillsteaching for Engdislients as it is seenhow effective and useful it
was in for Non-English students. Last not the léashatthis study was not a nation-wide, large
scaleand it is recommended that anyone willing xtered and make solid generalizations
conduct it over a larger groups of learners wittiedent levels of proficiency. The findings of
the study will provide evidence to the score v#idhat concerns university admission officers
and professors, i.e. whether accurate inferences datisions can be made from students
TOEFL and IELTS scores to their actual English leage proficiency.

Finally, ETS research on test preparation has be®e than an academic exercise. It has
resulted in significant—even dramatic—modificatidoseveral tests that ETS offers. These
changes are perhaps the clearest example of treeiropETS’s research on test preparation.
However, there have, arguably, been more subtbesfhs well. Now, when new assessments
are being developed, the potential coachabilitgroposed new test item types is likely to be a
factor in decisions about the final compositioradgést. Considerations about test preparation
figure into thedesignof tests, well before these tests are ever adraneigdtto test takers.
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