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TEST OF ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE (TOEFL): GOOD INDICATOR
FOR STUDENT SUCCESS AT COMMUNITY COLLEGES?
CHAPTER I:
INTRODUCTION
Presently, there are over two million students worldwide who are studying outside
of their home country. Those who pursue studies in the United States represent over onequarter of these students. In fact, the United States enrolled the largest percentage of the
world’s international student population in 2006. According to the Institute of
International Education (IIE; 2006), there are approximately 564,766 international
students enrolled in U.S. institutions, with 83,160 of these enrolled in two-year degree
institutions and community colleges. Universities and colleges in the US have enrolled
more international students than the U.K., Germany, and France combined. In the course
of a year, the international students who enrolled for the first time at a U.S. campus
increased by 8%, from 131,946 students in 2004/2005 to 142,923 in 2005/2006. These
students come from both developing and industrialized countries. Over 58% come from
India, China, South Korea, and Japan, which make up the top four countries that send
students to the United States (IIE, 2006).
The Admissions of International Students to U.S. Higher Education
In order to attend an institution of higher education in the United States, overseas
students must apply for and be issued an F-1 Student Visa from the U.S. Embassy or
Consulate in their home country. According to U.S. Citizenship and Immigration
Services (USCIS), an F-1 student is a nonimmigrant who is pursuing a “full course of
study” to achieve a specific educational or professional objective at an academic
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institution in the United States that has been specifically designated by the Department of
Homeland Security (DHS) as qualified to offer courses of study to such students.
Students must also have been enrolled in SEVIS (the Student and Exchange Visitor
Information System). The federal regulations implementing this statutory provision are
found generally in 8 C.F.R. 214.2(f), 214.3, and 214.4 (Fosnocht, 2006).
As part of their application for admittance to colleges and universities in the
United States, international students are often required to take the Test of English for
Foreign Language (TOEFL). The TOEFL, offered through the Educational Testing
Service (ETS) in 180 countries, is available for prospective students to take online
(Internet-based test) or on its paper-based version (ETS, 2007). In recent years, TOEFL
has become one of the most prevalent instruments used by North American colleges and
universities to ascertain whether international students qualify for admittance to their
institutions. (Johnson, Jordan, & Poehner, 2005). A survey examining TOEFL score
requirements for international students at the nation’s top colleges and universities
(Appendix A) found that most of these use specific TOEFL scores to determine student
eligibility (Ng, 2006). Colleges and universities generally set their own TOEFL scores
that denotes a student’s eligibility for admission, and in general, these vary among
undergraduate and graduate programs. Given the fundamental role TOEFL plays in
international students’ ability to gain entrance to universities, TOEFL greatly influences
how English language is taught in overseas institutions as well as how U.S. colleges
perceive the way international students learn in the United States. Because international
students tend to place a primary emphasis on achieving through TOEFL prior to their
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admission to American colleges, the purpose of this study was to determine how effective
this assessment tool (TOEFL) is in gauging and predicting a student’s academic success
at an urban community college setting.
Implications of the Study
International students face many difficulties as they attempt to adjust to higher
education in the United States (Boyer & Sedlacek, 1986). Their difficulties are not only
in the realm of academics, but include life issues, such as finances, housing, food, as well
as social challenges. International students who are away from friends and relatives are in
particular need of sufficient support in the realm of friendships and acceptance by various
social groups (Heikinheimo & Shute, 1986; Meloni, 1986; Reinick, 1986). Their
academic challenges require that they achieve a level of English-language proficiency
necessary to complete various academic tasks and to understand American academic
systems and expectations.
Most international students must achieve a certain standard score on the TOEFL,
which corresponds to the minimum level of English language competence considered
necessary for the prospective student to function in an academic setting. However, in
reality, this minimum score does not accurately reflect English language ability, nor does
it consistently correspond to a completely satisfactory scholastic performance
(Tannenbaum & Wylie, 2004). Many teachers and administrators familiar with TOEFL
and the students who score high on it, have noticed that TOEFL does not reflect a
student’s capacity to use everyday English. Several issues regarding the validity of the
TOEFL test as a proficiency measure for students’ English for academic purposes have

4
come to the attention of administrators, scholars, and researchers who study the
effectiveness of language testing in predicting student success (e.g., Jameison, Jones,
Kirsch, Mosenthal, & Taylor, 2000; Spurling, 1987).
In recent years, the number of international students enrolling in American
institutions of higher education has continued to increase, and more students have been
admitted to the community colleges to study English as a second language. The educators
and institutions are faced with challenges of devising more reliable and effective ways to
assess students’ potential for academic success and, in particular, English proficiency.
Since the TOEFL has been widely used to assess the international students’ academic
potential, it is crucial to find out whether English proficiency scores (TOEFL scores)
make a difference in their educational success. Further, it is particularly vital that
community colleges, which have open door policies and are attractive to international
students, evaluate the effectiveness of the TOEFL scores to determine their direct impact
on learning outcomes. The primary purpose of this study was to determine whether
TOEFL is indeed a good indicator of student’s performance in terms of Grade Point
Average (GPA), course completion, and retention rates.
Research Study Site
This study collected data from international students who were admitted to attend
the colleges of the Peralta Community College District (PCCD) from the fall of 2001
through the fall of 2002. The district, located in Northern California, consists of four
colleges, Berkeley City College, College of Alameda, Laney College, and Merritt
College, and serves approximately 600 international students per year. The district serves
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the six cities in northern Alameda County: Alameda, Albany, Berkeley, Emeryville,
Piedmont, and Oakland, with a combined population of 601,675 (U.S. Census Bureau,
2005).
PCCD has been approved by the United States Citizenship and Immigration
Services (USCIS) to accept international students with or without TOEFL scores.
Students who come with a TOEFL score higher than 480 are enrolled in regular academic
programs. Most students who come without a TOEFL score, or who have scored below
480 on the test, are enrolled in the academic English as a Second Language (ESL) classes
until they are able to benefit from the regular academic courses. These latter students are
waived from the TOEFL tests if they have completed high-level ESL classes or are ready
to take pre-college English courses. All students must go through a matriculation process,
which involves taking assessment or placement tests, and attending orientation and
academic advising during their enrollment process.
Theoretical Framework
One’s level of English language proficiency is one of the most significant factors
in determining international students’ academic success at colleges where English is the
primary means of instruction (Hughey & Hinson, 1993; Light, Xu, & Mossop, 1987).
Research has shown that effective learning by international students is related to their
level of language competency (Abel, 2002). However, one’s capacity for acquiring
English for educational purposes has linguistic and cultural components. A number of
studies (e.g., Micheau & Billmyer, 1987; Olsen & Huckin, 1990) have suggested a
relationship between the language used in academic settings and awareness of academic
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cultural norms and expectations for study in the U.S. higher education system. Students
regularly must adjust to the demands of the U.S. academic system through a process of
enculturation to the oral and written styles of the academy. Overall, the TOEFL test
consists of listening comprehension, grammatical structure, essay writing, and speaking.
According to the Education Testing Service (2007), the latest Internet-based TOEFL
(IBT) test demonstrates the English skills needed for academic success. This new IBT
test has integrated the English speaking section, which measures students’ English ability
to comprehend English and to communicate effectively in an academic setting.
Context of the Problem
More than 1.6 million students attend community colleges in the state of
California (Wassmer, Moore, & Shulock, 2003). Almost all community colleges and
universities across the country use the TOEFL to assess international students’ potential
for academic success in their admission process. According to IIE (2006), the 10
community colleges with the most international students enrolled in California all use
TOEFL scores for admission requirements to their programs (e.g., Santa Monica College,
De Anza College, City College of San Francisco).
The majority of international students in the U.S. come from China (62,582),
South Korea (59,022) and Japan (38,712) and thus are not native speakers of the English
language (IIE, 2006). Since TOEFL is extensively used by many U.S. institutions to
gauge students’ level of English proficiency before they arrive in the U.S., the researcher
is intrigued by s the level of English language proficiency deemed necessary by these
institutions to overcome learning barriers and ultimately enhance student success.
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Studies have shown that there is a great deal of ambivalence, both on the part of
students and educators, surrounding the status of TOEFL as an accurate measure of
English language competency (Tannenbaum & Wylie, 2004). Many international
students who have TOEFL scores of 550 and above enroll in courses in which they are
inadequately prepared in English writing, reading, and speaking skills, which in turn
severely impairs their full capacity to participate in their educational pursuit (Johnson et
al., 2005). Every semester, U.S. embassies deny a number of students from attending
Peralta community colleges based on the fact that these students have not taken the
TOEFL test in spite of the fact that the Peralta District has enrolled many students who
have not taken the TOEFL test. Many students from Asian and South East Asian
countries, such as China, Vietnam, Thailand, Malaysia, and Indonesia were recently
rejected in the Fall of 2006 for their US F-1 visa because they did not have a TOEFL
score. Consequently, these students were unable to enter the United States to further their
studies. This information was obtained from either the students who were denied issuance
of an F-1 visa, or their sponsors, in the course of corresponding with the researcher of this
study through e-mail.
Significance of Study
The researcher met and spoke with Julia Futura-Toy, the Director of the Office of
Public and Diplomatic Liaison for Visas Services in the department of state, at the
California Colleges for International Education conference. Futura-Toy (personal
communication, October 6, 2006) stated that embassies in the world are still relying on
TOEFL scores as one of the major criteria for the issuance of student visas to overseas
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students who wish to pursue their studies in the United States. Futura-Toy told the
researcher that, so far, there are no other facts that the embassies can rely on in issuing
the visas; therefore, she asked that the outcome of this study to be shared with her upon
its completion. This study, therefore, should be helpful to policy-makers at the
department of state who issue the student visas necessary to overseas students who want
to further their studies in the United States.
This study is also useful for administrators of higher education regarding the use
of TOEFL scores in admitting the international students and issuing visas. As mentioned
previously, U.S. and Canadian institutions of higher learning set their admission
requirements using their own designated TOEFL scores (Appendix A). Most of the U.S.
universities set their TOEFL score for admission requirements for international students
at 550. Community colleges generally set TOEFL score requirements between 450 to
500. This score reflects the best estimation on the part of these institutions of students’
readiness to learn and comprehend subject matter taught in the English language
(Tannenbaum & Wylie, 2004). Students with TOEFL scores at or above the required
score are considered to have demonstrated an English proficiency level necessary to
successful study in academic institutions where English is the medium of instruction,
while those with lower than the required test scores are regarded as students who have
not yet achieved English proficiency for that purpose. Therefore, this study has important
implications for U.S. community colleges that recruit international students to attend their
institutions.

9
Since ETS has dominated testing in academic services around the world and has
been a high commodity for students, assessments such as TOEFL have become “high
stakes” tests that affect teaching and learning in the United States. Many students who
take the TOEFL and other assessment or skills test have to pay not only for their
examination, but also for professional preparation. These students also experience
personal pressure to perform well. In the process of preparing for the TOEFL test,
students are coached to master their test-taking ability. In this regard, TOEFL has become
an instrument that measures test-taking ability rather than English proficiency. Thus, it is
useful to the consulate officers and admissions administrators to know whether there is a
correlation between the TOEFL scores and the students’ performance in terms of their
GPA, course completion, and retention rates at the community colleges.
Statement of Purpose
This study focused on student success among international students who took the
TOEFL test with scores of at least 480 and those who either did not take the test or did
not receive the minimum requisite TOEFL score before they were admitted to the
colleges of the Peralta Community College District. The primary concern of this study
was to identify the relationship, if any, between an international student’s language
proficiency, based on TOEFL scores, and student academic performance at the
community college setting. The following research questions were developed to guide
this study:
1. To determine if there is a significant relationship between TOEFL scores of 480
or above, and GPA, course completion, and retention rates.
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2. To determine if there is a significant relationship between the number of English
as a Second Language (ESL) courses taken and GPA, course completion, and
retention rates.
3. To identify relationships among selected demographic factors, such as age,
gender, educational goals, country of origin and student success as measured by
GPA, course completion, and retention rates of international students with
TOEFL of 480 or above, and those without a TOEFL score or a score below 480.
4. To determine whether there is a significant relationship between the students who
had TOEFL scores of 480 or above and those who had not taken the test or did
not receive the minimum TOEFL score of 480 in relation to their GPA, course
completion, and retention rates.
Research Hypotheses
The specific purpose of this study was to determine whether students who obtain
the required TOEFL scores are more successful than students who enter colleges without
the required TOEFL scores. The Null hypothesis stated that there is no difference in the
means of one or more dependent variables measuring academic success across levels of
two study groups (the two groups of students, those with scores on the TOEFL and those
without it). In answering the questions of this research, the main null hypothesis of this
study is outlined below:
Main Hypothesis: There is no significant difference between the students with
required TOEFL scores and those without on their GPA, course completion, and retention
rates. Students with required TOEFL scores were defined as those who took the TOEFL
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and scored 480 or higher. Those without required TOEFL scores were defined as students
who did not take the TOEFL or those who scored below 480. In this study, it was
expected that the null hypothesis would not be rejected.
Sub-hypotheses:
1. There is no significant correlation between TOEFL scores of 480 or above, and
GPA, course completion, and retention rates.
2. There is no significant correlation between the number of ESL courses taken and
GPA, course completion, and retention rates.
3. There is no significant correlation between selected demographic factors, such as
age, gender, educational goals, country of origin and student success as measured
by GPA, course completion, and retention rates of international students with
TOEFL of 480 or above, and those without a TOEFL score or a score below 480.
Assumptions
This study was based on the following assumptions:
1. The students who had not taken the TOEFL tests or had TOEFL scores below 480
are placed in the ESL classes according to the college placement test scores.
2. The students who had TOEFL scores of 480 or above have acquired a level of
English proficiency sufficient to enroll in regular college coursework in a college
setting.
Limitations of Study
The generalizations made from the research are subject to the following
limitations:
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1. The population sample is based on only one urban college district international
students.
2. The students in this study might have left the college district due to several
reasons: transferred to a 4-year university; needed one or two semesters before
transferring to other programs, such as MBA or other professional schools; had
financial or family emergencies or other factors beyond the students’ control.
These factors may need to be considered as confounding variables that affect the
study because leaving early shows incompletion of study and financial hardships
may stop them from continuing their studies.
Referring to the first limitation noted above, interpretations of this study’s
findings must be applied with caution, as the results may not be generalized to student
populations who are not international, or students who enroll in other undergraduate or
graduate institutions. However, it is reasonable to suggest they may be applicable to other
community colleges in the US. Most colleges, like PCCD, use TOEFL scores to assess
students for admissions and offer ESL classes as a means of improving English
proficiency. A purely statistical study like this one necessarily has data limitations.
However, the results from this study and similar ones can help to set the agenda for
follow-up case studies and qualitative analyses that can probe more deeply some of the
factors that appear to enhance or impede the international students’ success at community
colleges of higher education in English-speaking countries.
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Definition of Terms
Grade Point Average (GPA): Defined as the average grades for the semester or
accumulated GPA depending on the number of semesters enrolled.
Attempted course enrollment: The sum of course enrollments where student
received an official grade of A, B, C, D, F, Credit (CR), No Credit (NC), Incomplete (I),
or Withdrawal (W).
Successful course completion: Computed as the sum of course enrollments where
student received an official grade of A, B, C, or Credit (CR) divided by attempted course
enrollment.
Retention rate: Computed as the sum of course enrollments where student
received an official grade of A, B, C, D, F, Credit (CR), No Credit (NC), Incomplete (I)
divided by attempted course enrollment.
Test of English as a Foreign Language: A standardized test used to evaluate
proficiency in English writing, reading, speaking, and listening of people whose native
language is not English, focusing mainly on international students planning to study in
the United States and Canada. The scores are required for purposes of admission by
colleges and universities in the United States and Canada (Educational Testing Services,
2007)
Academic ESL: Credit ESL classes, credits can be used for associate degrees or
college transfer requirements.
Nonacademic ESL: Noncredit ESL classes.
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International student: One who has come to the U.S. on an F-1 Student Visa
specifically for educational purposes and is registered at an accredited institution.
Summary
Community colleges that are committed to student success must include their
international students in that commitment (Andrade, 2006). In recent years, the American
Association for Community Colleges (AACC) and community colleges in the United
States have placed more emphasis on recruiting and attracting international students to
attend their colleges in order to generate revenue as well as to enrich campus diversity.
Therefore, it is essential to find out the success rates of the international students by
exploring the relationship between students admitted with TOEFL scores of 480, or
higher, and those without them in relation to their GPA, course completion, and retention
rates.
The study was limited to the PCCD. The data was drawn from international
student admission folders in the Peralta Office of International Education as well as their
academic records. Records were accessed from students who enrolled between fall 2001
and fall 2002, and student success tracked up to five years. Therefore, the interpretation
of the study is limited and warranted.
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CHAPTER II:
LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
The review of literature initially focuses on the motivation of international
students attending community colleges. Then, it slowly narrows to specific topics,
organized into the following main sections. The first section focuses on international
students attending community colleges and the impact that their English proficiency has
on their academic success. The second section focuses on the study’s independent
variable, the TOEFL test, and its impact on international students. The third section looks
at one component of the independent variables, which are the academic ESL courses at
the community colleges and their relation to international students’ academic success.
The fourth section covers TOEFL and its relationship to the dependent variables, which
are the GPA, course completion, and retention rates.
The International Students at Community Colleges
The United States has approximately 1,200 public community colleges that enroll
over five million students each year (Association of American Community Colleges,
2005). Community colleges have continued to attract an increasing percentage of students
in general. The mission of the community colleges has evolved from primarily providing
a university transfer program to offering a comprehensive range of options in response to
a shifting societal context. Presently, community colleges nationwide offer a mix of
liberal arts, science, and vocational courses (Bailey & Averianova, 1999). Community
college students generally spend two years at the college in order to fulfill their general
education requirements and lower division major coursework before transferring to four-
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year universities. Some may choose to complete an associate degree in liberal arts,
science, or in a vocational program before transferring. Studies have shown that since
1990, over 50% of students who attend four-year universities first enroll in community
colleges (Cejda & Rewey, 1998). In the year 2000, two-thirds of all first-time freshmen
attending universities in California had previously enrolled in a community college.
California’s community colleges also offer an affordable and accessible gateway to
higher education for large numbers of low-income and historically underrepresented
minority students (Wassmer, Moore, & Shulock, 2003).
Community colleges have become the third educational destination for
international students after the Carnegie designations of doctoral research and master’s
institutions, followed by institutions that award Bachelor degrees (IIE, 2006). This is due
to the financial benefits and transferability to the four-year university (Hagedorn, 2005;
Evelyn, 2005). As a result, community colleges in the United States have experienced an
8% increase in international student enrollment from 2000 to 2006. In 2005, 1.4% of the
enrollees in United States associate degrees were international students (IIE, 2006).
These outcomes are of equal benefit to colleges and international students.
International students select to attend community colleges with a motivation that is
similar to that of American students. Community colleges, when compared to
universities, offer education that is affordable. International students choose to attend the
community colleges because they “see advantages in a less-expensive route to a four-year
degree, an environment much more forgiving of English-language deficiencies, and
student populations high in ethnic diversity” (Evelyn, 2005, p. A11). Students find it
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appealing to take lower division coursework for about two to three years before
transferring to four-year universities.
In return, international students contribute not only to campus life and diversity,
but also to the dialogue and exchange of ideas in the classroom. Students from other
countries who attend U.S. community colleges both have an impact and benefit the
United States and its college system in numerous ways. International students make a
meaningful contribution to the scholarship, prospective globalization efforts, and finances
of the community colleges (Woolston, 1995). International students contribute almost
$13.5 billion to the U.S. economy. Last year, California alone received over $2 billion
from these students (IIE, 2006).
However, international students may go through many challenges in the United
States. These challenges are related to learning, study strategies, personal characteristics,
and importantly, their level of language proficiency. Research has consistently cited
inadequate language proficiency as one of the most important factors affecting
international students’ academic performance (Chapman, Wan, & Xu, 1988; Reinick,
1986; Spaulding & Flack, 1976; Stoynoff, 1997). Therefore, language competence is one
of the most powerful factors affecting international students’ adjustment to American
academic programs. Other factors include test-taking abilities, learning and study skills,
and adjustment to the American cultural and educational systems.
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The TOEFL Test
Impact on International Students
Globalization has increased the significance of the English language in today’s
world. English dominates as an essential language in knowledge advancement and in the
internationalization of universities, (Canagarajah, 1999). In this respect, testing a
prospective student’s proficiency of English has become an industry: worldwide
commercialized testing has established itself inside English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
assessment in the standardized EFL competency test. The EFL assessment tests such as
TOEFL and IELTS (International English Language Testing System) have functioned as
the gatekeeper for access to higher education in the British/Australia/North America
(BANA) countries. These EFL exam batteries have become the determining factors for
educational future of elite international students (Ainley, 1999; Zughoul, 2003).
The TOEFL was developed in 1963 through the cooperative efforts of over 30
public and private institutions as a means of assessing language competence among
prospective international students (Choy & Davenport, 1986). American colleges and
universities recognize the significance of language competency as a prerequisite for
successful academic performance and thus consistently use the TOEFL to assess
international students’ potential for academic success. Although the TOEFL test Scan
Manual recommends not using the TOEFL to predict GPA (Spurling, 1987), it continues
to be an extensively used instrument by the colleges to gauge international students’
English language skills deemed necessary for successful college-level study in the U.S.
Today, the TOEFL is the most widely used EFL test instrument by universities and
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colleges to assess international students’ English proficiency for admissions purposes
(Jameison, Jones, Kirsch, Mosenthal, & Taylor, 2000) and is the most common EFL test
administered internationally (Hamp-Lyons, 1998; Pierce, 1992).
TOEFL Test Structure
More than 300,000 people registered to take the computer-based test within 1998
to 1999 (ETS, 1999). The test can be taken in paper- and pencil-test format and
computer-based-test (CBT) format, which was introduced in July 1998 in many parts of
the world. In 2006, the TOEFL Internet-based test (TOEFL IBT) was implemented to
better inform institutions about a student’s ability to communicate in an academic setting,
including verbal speech, and it emphasizes their readiness for academic coursework as
well as their integrated skills in reading, listening, speaking, and writing (Zareva, 2005).
Until the introduction of the TOEFL-CBT format in 1998, the TOEFL test had remained
almost unchanged for over 40 years. The TOEFL test structures are outlined below
according to the TOEFL test Scan Manual (ETS, 2007):
Paper and Pencil Test
The time duration for the paper and pencil test is approximate three hours. The
test has four components: listening comprehension, grammatical structure, reading, and
writing. The listening comprehension component contains 50 questions on taped
conversations and measures the ability to understand English. The grammar structure
component contains 40 questions, focusing on correct sentence structure and sentence
completion and measures the ability to recognize language that is appropriate for standard
written English. The third component, reading, contains 60 questions that are based on
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several short passages and measures the capacity to read and understand short passages.
Finally, the writing component is measured by requiring test takers to write an essay in
English on an assigned topic. Skills measured in this section include the aptitude to
generate and organize ideas, to support those ideas with examples or evidence, and to
compose in standard written English a response to an assigned topic.
Computer Based Test
The time duration for the computer based test (CBT) is approximately three to
four hours. The test consists of four sections: listening, structure (grammar), reading, and
writing. The listening comprehension section consists of 30-50 multiple-choice questions
and measures the ability to understand English. The next section, structure (grammar),
measures student’s ability to recognize written English and includes 25 multiple-choice
questions. The third section, reading, measures reading comprehension and consists of
45-55 multiple-choice questions. Finally, those who take the CBT write a 30-minute
essay. However, it is important to note that the CBT was last offered in October, 2006.
The Internet-based TOEFL Test (IBT)
The TOEFL IBT test is unique because it integrates all four main language skills
that are essential for effective communication. Speaking measures the competency to
communicate effectively, listening measures the capacity to comprehend English as it
used in colleges, reading measures the aptitude to comprehend scholastic reading
material, and writing measures the competency to write appropriately for college
academic standards. Therefore, the test is intended to indicate whether students have the
English skills needed for academic success. TOEFL IBT emphasizes integrated skills
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such as note taking, and it provides improved information to institutions about students’
capability and readiness to communicate and perform in an academic environment. The
time duration for the tests is as follows: Reading (60-100 minutes), Listening (60-90
minutes), Speaking (20 minutes), and Writing (50 minutes).
TOEFL Score
The computerized or (CBT) TOEFL uses a different scoring scale than the paper
and pencil test. On the paper-based test, the score is determined by the total number of
correct answers, whereas, on the sections of the test which measure listening
comprehension and grammatical structure, the questions given are based on skill level.
Therefore, applicants reaching difficult level correct answers are given a higher score.
The minimum score required for admission depends on which version of the TOEFL the
applicant takes. IBT tests range from a low score of 17 to a high score of 120. In the
CBT, TOEFL scores can range from a low of 57 to a high of 300. The total score on the
paper-based TOEFL can range from a low of 333 to a high of 677. Individual colleges
and universities set their own TOEFL score standards for admission. A TOEFL score is
valid for two years.
The ESL Programs at the Community Colleges and Their Relation to the International
Students’ Academic Success
ESL Programs at the Community Colleges
The role of community colleges to serve the needs of communities has been well
established (AACC, 2006). Language instruction for nonnative speakers of English (who
are either immigrants or international students studying in the United States) is one of the
services provided by many community colleges. Therefore, many students use
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community colleges as a source of language training and enroll in English as a second
language (ESL) courses. ESL programs aim to help non-native English speakers acquire
the new language. They also provide non-native English speakers with the necessary
skills to persist in academic coursework and function in society.
Colleges and universities differ in how ESL programs are organized. Shoemaker
(1996) conducted a survey on the ESL programs at community colleges in the Unites
States. The survey was mailed to 180 community colleges and received responses from
60 ESL programs in 13 states. Shoemaker found that only one-fourth of the ESL
programs were directly under the English Department and the rest were under other
departments such as Developmental Studies, Arts and Humanities, or ESL and
Linguistics. Further, the ESL instruction was inconsistent and not standardized within
community colleges. From the survey, 20% of the ESL programs were offered as
intensive (20-25 hours weekly); 51% were semi-intensive (10-19 hours per week); 58%
were offered as academic ESL; and 44% were offered as adult education ESL. These
findings were consistent with Ignash (1995), who also found irregular ESL course
offerings at community colleges. According to Ignash, there are four distinct curricular
designs for ESL instruction at community colleges:

1. The noncredit design, which encompasses beginning and intermediate level ESL
programs.
2. The academic design, which provides credit to all ESL courses found within an
academic department.
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3. The comprehensive design, which offers a breadth of course offerings, with both
credit and non-credit ESL courses available to students of all levels of English
proficiency.
4. The credit design, which awards credit for almost all ESL classes and
mainstreams the students from ESL to regular courses.
In general, community colleges offer a broad spectrum of ESL programs to a
diverse group of students. Kimmel and Davis (1996) pointed out that a wellconceptualized ESL curriculum incorporates critical cognitive and social survival skills
and provides a holistic approach to learning. The students in ESL programs come from a
variety of cultural and linguistic backgrounds and may require additional development
services.
Studies have been conducted to determine the effectiveness of ESL programs on
student outcomes. Educators at New York City Technical College did a study to
determine if their ESL courses promoted positive academic outcomes within the general
curriculum (Gerardi, 1996). They compared the credits earned, matriculation rate, and
grade point averages (GPA) of native-born students to immigrant students and found that
immigrant students, who initially enrolled in the ESL program, tended to have lower
GPAs and earned fewer total credits than native students. However, immigrant students
persisted at a 63 % rate compared to 55 % of native-born students. These data suggest
that the ESL program at New York City Technical College led to positive outcomes for
immigrant students despite lower GPA’s and credits earned.
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ESL and the International Students at the Community Colleges
The majority of ESL students who enroll at the community colleges are refugees
and recent immigrants (Ellis, 1999). They come from a variety of cultural and linguistic
backgrounds and may require additional development services. ESL students at
community colleges also consist of international students who are usually well educated
in their native language and many have met the TOEFL score requirement set by the
individual institution. For those students who do not meet the required TOEFL scores or
whose English skills are less competent, community colleges offer an opportunity to
become immersed in an English speaking environment. Because of the wide variety in
the strengths and weaknesses of the international students’ English proficiency at the
community college level, teachers need to be aware of the differences in learning styles
and other difficulties in learning associated with their cultural backgrounds. Another
language-related challenge international students encounter is the use of English idioms
and Eurocentric examples in classes during discussions of content material (Lee, 1997).
The Eurocentric tradition still shapes many of the assumptions about teaching, learning,
and the appropriate behavior of the academy. For example, classroom communication
often reflects traditions of Standard English and writing, direct eye contact, and
controlled emotions (Stage & Manning, 1992). There were 43,580 international students
in the U.S. who were enrolled in the Intensive English Programs in 2005 (IIE, 2006).
Accordingly, the role of ESL can contribute to overall student success (Ellis, 1999).
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Examining TOEFL Scores and Indicators of Academic
Achievement and Student Success of International Students
Student success is one of the primary concerns of community colleges (e.g., Hurd,
2000; Mcdaniel & Graham, 2001; Tinto, 1993; Wyman, 1997) and is evaluated by factors
such as retention, persistence, and course completion rates. However, most of the studies
only address the importance of retention and persistence and the impact they have on
both the students and economics of the educational institutions. There has been limited
research addressing the success rates of the international students at the community
colleges in terms of their GPA, course completion, and retention rates.
As mentioned above, researchers have found an imperfect relationship between
English language proficiency tests and scholastic performance and have questioned the
validity of EFL tests for college and university admissions (e.g., Spurling, 1987). Johnson
et al. (2005) asserted that educators find the TOEFL test to be ineffective in measuring
day-to-day interactions with native English speakers as well as in it’s capacity to reflect
the everyday use of English which is essential for functioning in the academic milieu.
According to Burrell and Kim, “TOEFL is a test of general language proficiency and may
not measure the proficiencies required by the discipline-specific nature of college
learning and the technical vocabulary needed for academic success.” (1988, p. 84).
Similarly, Spurling (1987) stated that since TOEFL does not distinguish between learner
groups, it is unfair for college admissions administrators and Visa Consuls of the
Department of State to rely on TOEFL without taking other factors into consideration.
Research measuring English proficiency by TOEFL scores as a predictor of
academic success has been mixed. On the other hand, a strong relationship between
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English ability and academic performance is routinely assumed by admissions officers.
Burgess and Greis (1984) found that TOEFL scores correlate significantly with grade
point average, particularly when grades for courses requiring little English were deleted
from the grades being averaged. Heil and Aleamoni (1974) also found significant
correlation between TOEFL and GPA, although the correlations were not strong (r =.27
with first semester GPA; r =.336 with second-semester GPA). Ho and Spinks (1985)
studied the predictive value of English skills scores and number of other variables for 230
students from the University of Hong Kong. They concluded that scores on the English
tests had the most predictive value. It should be kept in mind, however, that while GPA is
the most commonly used criterion for academic success, researchers have noted that it is
not always a valid indicator of academic achievement (e.g., Heil & Aleamoni, 1974).
The TOEFL also correlates modestly but significantly with credits earned (Abel,
2002). Spurling (1987) found that English language tests are good predictors for Hispanic
populations, but not for students from other countries. He also found that many students,
particularly Vietnamese women, performed well in courses even thought they had not
performed well on the English proficiency test required for admission. Spurling
concluded that English language tests should be used as advisory information rather than
compulsory information and administrators should use this information with caution, as
these tests may be unfair to Asian students. This seems important, considering the high
number of Asian students who come to the United States for study each year.
However, a number of studies have revealed a lack of relationship between
English-language proficiency tests and academic success (e.g., Hwang & Dizney, 1970;
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Mulligan, 1966; Xu, 1991). Specifically the studies indicate that English language test
scores are a poor predictor of academic performance. Hwang and Dizney (1970) found no
significant correlation between TOEFL scores and the first-term GPA for 63 Chinese
students. Xu (1991) also concluded that TOEFL scores, the most commonly used
measure of English proficiency and readiness for international students to begin their
academic program in the U.S. higher education institutions, were not significantly
associated with the level of academic difficulty.
TOEFL and GPA
While most research utilizes student records for data, other factors vary, such as
student population (e.g., graduate or undergraduate), definition of student success, and
period of time data is collected (e.g., first semester GPA). Further, institutions vary in
admission requirements for international students, so that a study might only consist of
students who met different, specific TOEFL score requirements (e.g., 500, 550).
To demonstrate that TOEFL is predictive of academic success, studies often
compare TOEFL scores with students’ last semester GPA. Hughey and Hinson (1993)
examined the academic records of international students enrolled at a private university
from 1984 through 1992. TOEFL scores were correlated with students last semester GPA
and found a significant low relationship (r = .19, p <.05). Thus the scores do not appear
to be efficient in predicting academic success as indicated by GPA. An analysis of
variance found no gender differences, but mean differences showed the discrepancy
between students’ country of origin. Overall, students’ mean TOEFL score was 494 and
their mean GPA was 2.54. Students from European descent had a mean TOEFL score of
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557 and a mean GPA of 2.74, yet students from Southeast Asia has a mean TOEFL score
of 492 and mean GPA of 2.75. Students from Japan/Korea had the lowest with a mean
TOEFL score of 475 and GPA 2.45. While the TOEFL scores show a large difference of
mean TOEFL scores of students from different countries or regions, GPA scores were
quite similar. The researchers also found that the correlation between scores on the
TOEFL by specific academic majors and cumulative GPA at the time of departure from
the institution was higher for students in humanities and education, science and
mathematics, and undeclared majors than correlations for those majoring in business or
music. These differences may indicate that verbal and written communication skills are
more emphasized in the different disciplines.
TOEFL score requirements for admissions vary, and are often higher for graduate
school programs. Light, Xu, and Mossop (1987) examined the records of 387 graduate
international students, of which 376 included TOEFL scores, and the cutoff TOEFL score
for admittance was 550. Interestingly, the study also included students who had TOEFL
scores below the set requirements of the university. The researchers also examined
differences among majors and students’ language background. The results found a
significant relationship between TOEFL scores and students’ GPA (r = .14, p <.05),
however, the relationship was too low for TOEFL to be determined a predictor of student
success. Slightly stronger relationships were found for students in the social sciences
(r = .22, p <.05), education (r = .30, p <.05), and public affairs (r = .30, p <.05) than for
other fields of study such as science/math and business majors which were negligible. A
t-test found no difference between those who scored below 550 on the TOEFL, and
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further examination revealed that this group had higher GPA than other groups. The
researchers suggested this group may have been admitted due to academic promise, yet
there could have been other factors of explanation. For example, the study did not
examine students’ prior experience or preparation for study in an English speaking
environment. Another possible explanation could have been student motivation, such as
working hard to prove them selves having lacked the requiring entrance score. The
researchers also found that number of credit hours completed had a low correlation with
TOEFL scores (r = .19, p < .01) but the study did not look at number of credit hours
attempted or provide any explanation why some enrolled in as little as three credit hours.
The number of credit hours completed could have been related to GPA, as students with
more credit hours may have had lower GPA.
A similar study was conducted by Johnson (1988) but instead focused on
undergraduate international students. Transcripts and records of 196 students examined
TOEFL scores, GPA, course load, number of credits earned, nationality, and major. The
TOEFL score requirement for the institution was 500, as opposed to the study by Light et
al. where the requirement was 550 for international graduate students. The study found a
moderate correlation between TOEFL scores and GPA (r=.36, p<.01) and that students
who had TOEFL scores lower than 500 (n = 68) had significantly lower GPA’s than
those who scored 500 and above (z = –.377, p<.01). These results differed from Light et
al.’s study (1987) which found that students who scored lower than the required 550 did
not have lower GPA’s. However, because of the different TOEFL score requirements and
level of study (graduate versus undergraduate) these results can not be compared. Further
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examination found a very strong relationship between language proficiency and number
of credits earned (r = .80, p <.01). Johnson concluded that TOEFL may be a more
effective predictor when TOEFL requirements are lower, as institutions that have higher
requirements may accept students who have higher English proficiency.
TOEFL and First Certificate of English (FCE)
A comparison of TOEFL score and the First Certificate of English (FCE) score is
necessary to determine the effectiveness of predicting the international students’
academic performance measured by their overall GPA. FCE is administered by
University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate and assesses the similar aspects
of language ability measured by TOEFL. It is critical to compare the study done on
overseas students taking English as a foreign language and the ESL international students
here in the United States. Al-Musawi and Al-Ansari (1999) conducted a study on TOEFL
and the First Certificate of English (FCE) to determine whether students’ TOEFL score
or their FCE score was a better predictor of their academic performance at the University
of Bahrain. The study consists of 86 first-and second-year students who were enrolled in
English language and literature programs at the University. They examined the
multivariate relationship of the TOEFL and the FCE to investigate whether students’
academic success is best assessed by the total score of the TOEFL or their overall score
on the FCE.
It is interesting to note that 52.3% of the examines obtained TOEFL scores
between 463 and 600 and there were few differences in the FCE scores (56 to 69) in this
interval, whereas 33.8% of the examinees attained FCE scores between 52.5 and 59.55
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and had varied TOEFL scores (403 to 477) in this interval. Thus, 81.3% of the examinees
who obtained FCE score less than 45 also scored low in their TOEFL. In addition, 53%
of the examinees who obtained TOEFL scores between 430 and 503 also corresponded to
61.7% who scored between 45 and 60 in the FCE. Likewise, 76.5% of the examinees
who scored higher than 60 (high achievers) in the FCE also demonstrated high TOEFL
scores (506 to 603). However, regression analysis revealed that on the FCE, the sentence
transformation sub-scores and TOEFL section 2 (structure and written expression) scores
are the only test scores that contributed to the prediction of both students’ GPA overall
and GPA in English courses at the University. The TOEFL section scores did not
contribute enough to be consistent in the linear prediction model. The study indicated that
the FCE is a better test instrument than the TOEFL, particularly if English is taught as a
foreign language in overseas institutions. The researchers concluded that the TOEFL test
did not seem to be an effective predictor of students’ academic achievement at the
university level.
TOEFL and ESL
A recent study on international students’ admission criteria by using TOEFL
scores and ESL classes was conducted by Person (2002). The study examined the two
groups of students who were admitted to Marshall University’s Career and Technical
Education and other graduate degree programs. One group admitted through TOEFL
scores and the other admitted through completion of ESL classes as entrance
requirements. The population in the study was a convenience sample of 126 international
students from 22 different countries who were enrolled from 1994 to 2000. A correlation
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research design between two or more quantifiable variables (TOEFL, ESL, GPA,
Completion of major, and other demographic factors such as age, gender, country of
origin) indicated that the majority of TOEFL students (n = 86) originated from China
(58.1%), India (9.3%), and Japan (8.1%). Further analysis found a low positive
association (.266) at (p <.05) between TOEFL scores and students’ first and last GPA and
ESL students’ first and last GPA. This finding indicated that TOEFL students were
prepared for first semester academic courses. Correlation of ESL scores and First GPA
produced a low positive association (.127) at (p >.05) suggesting that ESL students also
were academically prepared for the semester courses. The study found that TOEFL
scores showed less than negligible association with the last GPA (.009) and the ESL
students had negligible association (.029) with their last GPA as well. The author
concluded that the possibility of the course work difficulty played a role in both TOEFL
and ESL students’ decrease in their GPA’s throughout the course of their studies. It can
also be assumed that while TOEFL was a predictor for students first semester academic
success, it was not a predictor for students’ overall academic performance at an American
university. Further, students entering the university with acceptable TOEFL scores
performed comparably to students with ESL preparation in measures of academic
success.
Summary
The value of the TOEFL test as a tool for gauging scholastic potential is still not
clear. Although some literature shows no direct correlation between the TOEFL scores
and the academic performance of students based on their GPA (Hwang & Dizney, 1970;
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Xu, 1991), other studies have found an association between TOEFL scores and student
success (e.g., Heil & Aleamoni, 1974; Ho & Spinks, 1985). Therefore, its widespread use
only underscores the need for more comprehensive understanding of its relative strengths
and weaknesses as a predictive instrument. Until now, most of the studies were
conducted among graduate and undergraduate students at the university level. Most of the
studies investigated the correlation of students’ TOEFL scores to their GPA for only one
or two semesters. Therefore, there is a need for definitive studies conducted on the
community college level on the effectiveness of TOEFL as an indicator of student
success. A study on students who come with lower TOEFL score requirements (mostly
below 500) needs to be undertaken because as research has shown, lower TOEFL scores
seem have a better correlation with academic performance than TOEFL scores of 500 and
above. In addition, it would be helpful to conduct a longitudinal study of both groups of
students whose TOEFL scores are 480 and above with those below 480 or have no
TOEFL score and enrolled in ESL courses in terms of their GPA, course completion, and
retention rates. Person’s study examined students who did not take the TOEFL and
instead enrolled in ESL courses (2002). However, these students enrolled in ESL courses
before their admittance to the university. This study will contribute to understanding
student success by including students who have not taken the TOEFL and enroll in ESL
courses after they have been admitted to the college.
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CHAPTER III:
METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this study was to determine whether the TOEFL is an indicator of
student success at community colleges. This chapter presents the methodology for the
study. The first section of this chapter discusses the theoretical perspective: the
researcher’s background, professional background, and the post-positivist influence of
this study. Next, the methods are discussed, followed by the procedures and data analysis
used in this study. Finally, reliability and validity issues are described.
Researcher’s Theoretical Perspective
When conducting research, it is important for the researcher to address his or her
research epistemology, or theoretical perspective, and personal experiences of conducting
research. This section briefly describes the researcher’s experiences and post-positivist
framework that influenced this study.
Personal Background and Epistemology
The researcher’s childhood and personal experience of being brought up in a strict,
structured environment influenced him to be organized and systematic. The researcher
was taught as a child that there are such things as knowledge and truth. Further, the
researcher’s experience of having lived abroad and in the other states in the United States
helped shape his worldview. The extensive international travel experience for the past
nine years has helped the researcher to be globally minded. The researcher believes that
every aspect of society, from economics to education to politics, has been affected by the
dynamics of globalization and internationalization. The reality is that people are
interconnected even though they may be from diverse cultural backgrounds and are
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unique individuals. Diversity is for all people, and the synergy of diverse groups helps
create new ideas and stimulate intellectual development. Therefore, the researcher firmly
believes that there are realities and truths that can be known. However, the social and
cultural influence of today's society affects such realities and the ways in which we go
about finding what can be known. Given these realities, it is essential that leadership be
fluid, systemic, and flexible in order to create change and develop new structures to adapt
to the changing needs of our increasingly diverse world.
Professional Background
The researcher has been employed by the college district identified for the past 18
years and has been involved with community colleges for the past 22 years in a variety of
roles, including that of an instructor, academic/career counselor, chairperson of the
counseling department, dean of student services, director, and presently in an associate
vice chancellor position, providing leadership to the Peralta Community College District
(PCCD). The researcher’s primary interest and motivation has always been in students’
individual growth and their attainment of educational and career objectives. Education
and knowledge improve students’ way of life by increasing their potential to obtain
higher-paying jobs and positions. This is especially true for overseas students. Thus, the
researcher has been engaged in and will continue to look for and research ways to
enhance student success.
Post-Positivist Epistemology
According to Merriam (1998) there are three orientations for research: positivism,
interpretive, and critical. Positivism is the base philosophy for quantitative methods
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(Firestone, 1987), and was the researcher’s orientation for this study. The researcher
employed the post-positivism paradigm to systematically explore the question. Positivists
assume there is an objective reality that is separate from individual perspectives and
attempt to explain social situations through objective methods and analysis (Firestone,
1987). Post-positivism recognizes that there are limitations in scientific research and that
inevitably there will also be some partiality in the process; however, research sheds light
on the reality of the issues being studied, albeit imperfectly (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). In
view of the researcher's post-positivist epistemology and the nature of the study, which
relies heavily on numerical data and statistical analysis, quantitative research was deemed
the best fit for this study (Black, 1999; Creswell, 2005; Gall, Gall, & Borg, 1999). The
researcher employed a correlational design and remained detached from his personal
values in conducting the study to reduce biases and errors. Finally, the importance of
quantitative research is that it applies a scientific approach with adequate thoroughness
and accuracy to produce valid conclusions, one that requires the use of statistical tools
and the compilation of quantitative data (Black, 1999).
A study’s proposed questions and relationships are stated as phenomena to be
subjected to quantitative tests and analyses. The statement of the problem helps to
maintain the logic of any argument for or against the truth of a proposed relationship.
Since there has been a widespread concern for student enrollment on campus that would
impinge on state funding, the intuitive assumption for this study is that embracing
international education and students should enhance both diversity and institutional
growth (Boggs & Irwin, 2007; Ng, 2007; Raby & Valeau, 2007). Therefore, in this
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research methodology, I employed a quantitative and systematic process for collection of
the data, analyses, and interpretation of the data results from an objective perspective
while searching for these realities.
Method
This section describes the methods used in this study. The study utilized
quantitative, non-parametric research methods. Non-parametric research methods use
tests which are sometimes called distribution-free statistics because they do not require
the data to fit a normal distribution. More generally, nonparametric tests require less
restrictive assumptions about the data. Another important reason for using these tests is
that they allow for the analysis of continuous and categorical data.
In the sections below, the TOEFL and ESL requirements are discussed, followed
by a description of the target population for this study. Next, justification for using
correlation is introduced, including a discussion of the advantages and disadvantages of a
correlational design. Finally, the independent and dependent variables are defined.
TOEFL and ESL Courses
The purpose of the TOEFL test is to evaluate the English proficiency of people
whose native language is not English. At Peralta Community College District schools,
students who do not take the TOEFL or score below 480 are required to enroll in ESL
courses until they are able to benefit from regular academic courses. For the purpose of
measurement, this study examined the number of lower-level ESL courses taken that are
not transferable, as transferable courses are considered equivalent to regular English
courses and require higher English proficiency. Lower-level ESL courses are not
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transferable to a four-year university but are applicable for an Associate’s degree
coursework or units.
Target Population
The population in this study was a convenience sample consisting of the entire
roster of international students admitted to the Peralta Colleges from the following three
semesters: fall 2001, spring 2002, and fall 2002. These students’ academic performances
were tracked through the completion of their studies or the fall 2006 semester. The
sample size consisted of 433 students.
All matriculated international students from the fall of 2001 through fall of 2002
were selected as students this study. This period was chosen because it represented a
point at which political and educational perspectives were changing. First, the September
11th events resulted in immigration reform in the country and made it more difficult for
international students to be granted visas due to the U.S. government’s fear of terrorism.
The researcher wanted to give a sufficient period of time to assess the performance of
students who were admitted during the war crisis in the United States and war in the
Middle East. Even though the selection of any group for study can severely limit to
whom the results can be extended or generalized, for the main purpose of the study, this
purposive population may be more representative than randomly selected individuals
(Black, 1999). Second, the researcher wanted to ensure that sufficient time was provided
for longitudinal data and to allow for variation, as well as for students with limited
English proficiency to complete their studies. Even though the samples in the study were
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not randomized, the results of the study may be generalized to a similar population (Gall,
Gall, & Borg, 1999; Tuckman, 1999).
Research Design
Justification for Using Correlation Design
The goal of a correlational design is to predict scores or future behavior while
explaining the relationship among a set of defined variables (Creswell, 2005).
Correlational studies examine a single group of students as opposed to an experimental
design, which consists of two or more groups for comparison measures. There are two
types of correlational studies: explanatory and predictive (Creswell, 2005). This study
chose an explanatory design. In explanatory design, also referred to as relational research,
the researcher examines how changes in one variable relate to changes in one or more
other variables. In predictive design, the researcher identifies specific variables that
predict the outcome in another variable.
The study examined a number of variables, described later in this chapter, and
their relationship among international students enrolled in a specified community college
district and academic success. The students intended for this study are further defined as
those who speak English as second language. This study would not benefit from having a
control group, as it would be inappropriate and invalid to compare these students to other
students who speak English as a primary language, or native English speakers. For the
study, the researcher examined two primary independent variables (ESL and TOEFL)
with their GPA, course completion, and retention to see how they relate to the
independent variables.
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Advantages of Correlational Design
There are several reasons why a correlational design helps understanding for this
study. First, there was a large sample population. This study was able to draw upon 433
student records that were available for this study. This data was accurate, as it was part of
the students’ academic record, even though numerical data was calculated for number of
ESL courses, course completion, and retention, and not subjected to researcher’s error,
and came from four community colleges. Thus, the results can be generalized to a larger
population. Second, using a correlational design increased the understanding of whether
the TOEFL (score of 480 and above) is a predictor of international students’ success in an
English medium of instruction at a community college setting. Using a correlational
design also increased understanding of whether enrolling in ESL courses (those who did
not take the TOEFL or scored lower than 480) is a good indicator for international
students’ success. Third, using a correlational design in this study provided results that
may influence the United States Department of State to change policy in issuing visas to
overseas students to enter the United States for educational pursuits, and can assist
university and community college leaders and administrators determine whether TOEFL
is an effective predictor for success or if alternative admittance requirements are
acceptable for students who do not take the TOEFL or score lower than a school’s
minimum requirement.
Disadvantages of Correlation Design
The primary disadvantage of using a correlational design is that there is no
experimental control group or comparative measure of previous academic success. The
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research design for this study was chosen due to the nature of the study, whereby the
students were not randomly selected (Gall, Gall & Borg, 1999). Further, no causal
relationships can be established between the variables for this study.
Independent and Dependent Variables
This section describes the independent and dependent variables identified for this
study. The table below lists the independent and dependent variables with their
operational definition for this study.
Independent Variables
An independent variable is defined as a variable that influences, effects, or causes
variation in an outcome or dependent variable (Creswell, 2005; Schutt, 2006). In this
study, there were two primary independent variables: TOEFL scores and number of ESL
courses taken. TOEFL scores, among students who scored 480 or higher, were compared
to the dependent variables and secondary independent variables. The number of ESL
courses taken included both students who took the TOEFL and scored lower than 480 and
those who did not take the TOEFL. Number of non-transferable ESL courses was
counted for all students, whether they had taken the TOEFL with a score of 480 and
above, below 480, and those who did not take the TOEFL. The secondary independent
variables were the following: country of origin, educational goals, major, age, and
gender.
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Table 1
Independent and Dependent Variables and Operational Definition

Variable

Type

Operational Definition/Data Source

TOEFL

IV
(primary)

Score of 480 and above; no ELS courses
required

ESL Course

IV
(primary)

GPA

DV

Course completion

DV

Retention

DV

Age
Gender
Educational Goals

IV
IV
IV

Country of Origin

IV

Major/Course of Study

IV

Number of ESL courses completed;
required for students who either did not
take the TOEFL or scored under 480
The average grades for the semester or
accumulated GPA depending on the
number of semesters enrolled
Number of courses successfully completed
with a grade of C or better divided by the
total number of courses attempted.
Number of courses enrolled with a grade
other than “W” divided by the total number
of courses attempted
Actual age
Male or Female
A student’s goal or purpose for enrolling in
the community college district (e.g.,
vocational, Associates, transfer)
Country student originated according to
student’s academic record
Major field of study listed in student’s
academic application form from their
student folder

Dependent Variables
A dependent variable is a variable that is dependent on, or under the influence of,
another variable (Schutt, 2006). The dependent variables for this study were students’
grade point average (GPA), course completion, and retention. To fully understand the

43
components of the students’ academic performance, it was necessary to test for factors
that promote good grades. GPA was defined as the average grades for the semester or
accumulated GPA, depending on the number of semesters enrolled. Course completion
was used as a measure of success for community college students because it provided a
valid and reliable measure of success. Completion rates were calculated as the quotient of
the number of courses attempted (in a given semester, year, etc.) divided by the number
of courses successfully completed with a grade of C or better (Hagedorn, 2005). Thus the
score had a range from .00 to 1.00. Retention rates were used as a measure of success for
community college students. In the context of the study, it was calculated as the number
of courses enrolled with a grade other than “W” over the total number of courses
attempted. Like course completion, the score had a range from .00 to 1.00.
Procedures
To determine the effectiveness of TOEFL for future academic success of
international students at a community college district, permission was obtained to access
the student folders in the Peralta Office of International Education to ascertain their
TOEFL score (if available), age, gender, educational goals, and country of origin
(independent variables). Permission was obtained from the Peralta Admission and
Records Office to examine data from the district databases regarding the students’ GPA,
course completion, retention rates (dependent variables), and number of ESL courses
(independent variable). ESL courses play a critical role in helping students who do not
have English proficiency requirements to overcome barriers to achieve student success.
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The students’ GPA, course completion, and retention records at the time of their
completion of studies at the Peralta Colleges were documented from 2001 through fall
2006. Student data, including grades, GPA, ESL courses, and course enrollment, were
collected from the district database in order to analyze student academic success, which
was evaluated through GPA, course completion, and retention rates. Course completion
and retention rates were calculated based on the formula and non-transferable ESL
courses were individually counted. This step was repeated to ensure accuracy of the data.
The researcher categorized students into two groups: those who had received a
score 480 (paper) or 157 (computer) and those who did not have a TOEFL score or the
score was below 480 (paper) or 157 (computer). Scores based on the TOEFL CBT were
recoded to their comparable paper score (ETS, 2007). The researcher followed their
performance with respect to their GPA, course completion, and retention rates until fall
2006. The researcher had control over the nature of the study and how the data was
analyzed.
Those who did not have the TOEFL scores were required through matriculation
process to take an English as a second language assessment test. After assessment exams,
all students were individually placed into appropriate ESL courses by academic
counselors. Students then enrolled in appropriate ESL classes for one or two semesters or
longer, depending on their English proficiency prior to enrollment in academic
coursework at PCCD. The number of ESL courses students completed from enrollment to
their departure were counted and used in the analysis.
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The table below shows the variables and corresponding codes assigned to the students in
the study. Numerical codes were assigned to the categorical variables. For example, the
data code for Asia was 0, for Latin America was 1, and so forth. As shown, the variables
were separated into two groups: categorical and continuous. TOEFL is listed under both
categorical and continuous variables, as the variable was continuous for research question
one and coded categorically for research questions three and four. As detailed further in
the following chapter, country of origin (categorical) was coded by region. Continuous
variables on the table show the range of possible scores. For example,
possible scores ranged from 0 (no TOEFL) to 677 (highest possible). Number of ESL
courses ranged from 0 to the highest number of ESL courses completed in the data, which
was 22.
Data Analysis
This section describes the statistical analyses of the research questions. The
researcher used both descriptive and inferential statistics. An introduction to the
descriptive statistics used for the analysis is presented first. Next, the inferential statistics
used for the data are presented.
Descriptive Statistics
Frequencies and cross-tabulations were used to examine the data. Frequencies,
percentages, mean, and standard deviation were used to explain and present the data.
Using a descriptive approach of the data helped the researcher be efficient and effective
in presenting the findings through visual representations.
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Table 2
Categorical and Continuous Data Codes

Variable Name

Categorical Variables

Code

Dependent/Independent

Gender

• Male
• Female
• Asia
• Latin America
• Europe
• Middle East
• Africa
• Oceania
• English Speaking
• Business
• Science
• Language Arts
• Vocational
• CIS
• Liberal Arts
• AA/Certificate only
• Transfer w/ or w/out AA
• Professional enrichment
• Self enrichment
• Undecided/undeclared
• No TOEFL (or score less than 480)
• Yes (TOEFL & score of 480 and
above)

0
1
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Independent

1
2
3
4
5
6

Independent

1
2
3
4
5
0

Independent

Country of Origin

Major

Educational Goals

TOEFL
*Research
Questions III & IV

Independent

Independent

1

Continuous Variables
Age
TOEFL*Research
Question I
Number of ESL
Courses
Course
Completion
Retention
GPA

• Actual age
• Range from 0-677

Independent
Independent

• Range from 0-22

Independent

• Range from 0.00 -1.00

Dependent

• Range from 0.00 -1.00
• Range from .00 to 4.00

Dependent
Dependent
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Inferential Statistics
In order to determine the appropriate statistical analysis, the researcher displayed
the data to be collected and defined each independent variable as continuous or
categorical. Continuous scores or variables are values that fall on a continuum of scores
and include interval, rating, or scaled scores (Creswell, 2005). Categorical scores or
variables are values assigned to a particular group or category, and include discrete or
nominal scores (Creswell). Identifying continuous and categorical variables in the study
was necessary to determine the appropriate statistical tests needed. The following table
shows the statistics that were chosen according to each research question and whether the
variables were categorical or continuous.
Note that TOEFL was defined as both categorical and continuous. In order to
address the first research question, TOEFL was measured as a continuous score (0-677).
For research questions three and four, TOEFL was measured as categorical: whether the
students scored 480 and above, below 480, or had not taken the TOEFL. Even though the
research question identified a particular TOEFL group (score of 480 and above or a score
less than 480 and those with no TOEFL scores) the researcher examined all TOEFL
scores with measures of student success. The first research question examined the
relationship between TOEFL scores of 480 and above with students’ GPA, course
completion, and retention rates. The variables consisted of three dependent variables
(GPA, course completion, and retention) that were continuous and one independent
variable (TOEFL scores) that was continuous. The appropriate statistical procedure for
answering this research question was the Pearson product moment correlation.
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Table 3
Research Questions and Statistical Testing

Research Question
To determine if there is a
significant relationship
between TOEFL scores of
480 or above with GPA,
course completion, and
retention rates
To determine if there is a
significant relationship
between number of ESL
courses taken with GPA,
course completion, and
retention rates
To identify relationships
among selected
demographic factors, such
as gender, country of
origin, major, educational
goals and student success
as measured by GPA,
course completion, and
retention rates, of
international students with
TOEFL of 480 or above or
a score below 480
To determine whether there
is a significant relationship
between the students who
had TOEFL scores of 480
or above and those who
had not taken the test or did
not receive the minimum
TOEFL score of 480 in
relation to their GPA,
course completion, and
retention rates

Variables
IV continuous
DV continuous
DV continuous
DV continuous

Statistical Test
Pearson product
moment correlation

Descriptive
X

Inferential
X

IV continuous
DV continuous
DV continuous
DV continuous

Pearson product
moment correlation

X

X

IV categorical
IV categorical
IV categorical
IV categorical
DV continuous
DV continuous
DV continuous

Point-biserial
correlation

X

X

IV categorical
DV continuous
DV continuous
DV continuous

Point-biserial
correlation

X

X
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The second research question examined the relationship between number of ESL
courses and GPA, course completion, and retention rates. The independent variable
(number of ESL courses) was continuous and the dependent variables (GPA, course
completion, and retention rates) were continuous. The appropriate statistical procedure
for answering this research question was the Pearson product moment correlation.
The third research question examined the relationships between the demographic
factors major, gender, country of origin, and educational goals and student success as
measured by GPA, course completion, and retention of international students with a
TOEFL score of 480 or above, a score of below 480, or no TOEFL score. To answer this
question, a different type of correlation was needed as the independent variables
(demographic factors and TOEFL) were categorical and the dependent variables (GPA,
course completion, and retention) were continuous. The appropriate statistical analysis
for this research question was a point-biserial correlation.
The fourth research question examined the relationships between students who
took the TOEFL with scores of 480 and above and those who did not take the TOEFL or
scored lower than 480 on the TOEFL in relation to their GPA, completion, and retention.
The independent variable (TOEFL) was categorical and the dependent variables (GPA,
course completion, and retention rates) were continuous. The appropriate statistical
procedure for this research question was a point-biserial correlation.
Strategies to Ensure Soundness of Data, Data Analysis, and Interpretation
In order to ensure the soundness and accuracy of data collection, data analysis,
and interpretation of the study, every effort was made to ensure objectivity and
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consistency in data collection, analysis, and interpretation of the study. This section first
discusses reliability for this study, followed by issues of validity. Last, the researcher
presents research guidelines as suggested by Creswell (2005) to enhance this study’s
effectiveness in increasing understanding about the culture of study. The following
sections outline the mechanisms and processes that ensure the reliability and validity of
the study and the procedures that achieve the study’s objectives.
Reliability and Validity
Reliability
In experimental research, reliability is defined as the extent to which a study
yields the same results upon repeated measures, or external and internal comparison
measures. For this study, the data was archival and therefore out of the researcher’s
control. However, the researcher maintained logical consistency in carrying out the
research and did his utmost to ensure that the research design was appropriate to the
nature of the research and enquiry. The reliability of the study maintained consistency in
the procedural process of data collection for all subjects involved. The researcher strived
to remain objective in the cognitive domain throughout the data collection and analysis
process to enhance reliability. Such striving towards objectivity often manifests itself in
the standard of acceptability for any experimental or observational evidence. The
researcher ensured that the scientific study is replicable and the research findings can be
generalized to other similar populations.
The collection of the data such as TOEFL scores, number of ESL courses taken,
age, gender, country of origin, educational goals, majors, GPA, course completion, and
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retention rates were completed by the same individuals to minimize errors and
inconsistencies of data entry on the Excel spreadsheets. The researcher avoided
confounding variables in data collection process to maintain internal validity of the study.
Wainer and Lukhele (1997) conducted a study testing the reliability of computerbased (CBT) format TOEFL scores. They performed the testing on four forms using a
hybrid item response theory (IRT) model. They discovered very negligible difference
between their overall reliability when the test items were assumed to be independent and
when their dependence was modeled. However, when test sections were analyzed
individually, a larger difference in reliability was found. The reliability of TOEFL scores
was estimated using a minor alteration of Cronbach’s coefficient alpha. This particular
degree of internal consistency estimates test-retest reliability of an instrument. The newly
revised form’s 30 independent items yielded a reliability of .71. The independent items of
the older form perform in a manner that is identical to those in the newer one (Wainer &
Lukhele). Therefore, the researchers concluded that the TOEFL scores are very reliable.
The newly revised form and its structure that includes more items with extensive local
dependence have not lowered reliability to any degree (Wainer & Lukhele). Since 1997,
there has not been any research conducted on the reliability of the most recent TOEFL
Internet-based (IBT) format, which was implemented in 2006.
As far as data collection is concerned, although there was not a random selection
of subjects, the researcher had control over the sampling and data collection procedure to
ensure consistency of the subject selection process. The data that was collected from
students’ folders at the Office of International Education, as well as the data collected
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from the district data warehouse, such as GPA, course completion, and retention rates,
was done in a consistent manner.
Validity
Validity is the extent to which a study measures what it intends to measure.
Therefore, it was important to determine whether this study measured student success and
whether the TOEFL is an effective measure for student success. The overall validity of
the outcomes of the study depended on various component validities: internal, external,
construct, and statistical. The researcher ensured that an instrument measured what it was
supposed to measure.
Since this study did not evaluate the reliability and validity of the TOEFL, the
concern for validity was whether or not this study measured student success. To do this,
the researcher chose three dependent variables to measure student success: GPA, course
completion, and student retention.
The researcher identified threats to internal validity for this study. First is
selection: there are “people factors” that may influence a study (Cresswell, 2005). For
this study, students took the TOEFL and/or ESL courses at different times. Further, the
time period for student success (GPA, course completion, and retention) was not
consistent across students. In considering this issue, the researcher determined that
controlling for these differences would not allow generalizability for the target population
(international students). Educational goals differ among students at the community
college setting. While one student may have enrolled in only one semester, another may
have enrolled for two years or even five years. To help identify this factor, the researcher
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included the independent variable of educational goals, which helped explain the
variations in the dependent variables.
Planning a consistent design for extracting data from this population would not be
possible, especially for the purpose of the study. As mentioned above, students’
educational plans differ (e.g., one semester, four semesters). Second, the researcher
would not be able to generalize if he only selected a specific sample from the target
population. Third, the purpose of this study is to explore the relationships between the
variables for the entire population; to give an overall picture of international students
enrolling in community college programs. Fourth, the study measures student success up
to their last semester (unless still attending, then up to the most recent) at the community
college district.
Additional Research Guidelines
According to Schutt (2006) guidelines for positivists and post-positivists provide
valid and accurate understanding of the interpretations that are made of the social world.
The researcher decided which guidelines fit the study and its potential outcomes. The
following guidelines were utilized: “Plan and carry out investigations systematically”
… “clarify assumptions” …“test ideas against empirical reality without becoming too
personally invested in a particular outcome”… “specify the meaning of terms”… “search
for regularities or patterns” (Schutt, 1996, pp. 41-42).
Plan and Carry Out Investigations Systematically
It is imperative that a researcher think through what he or she plans to test and
how. For this study, the researcher has done this through personal reflection based on
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experiences and knowledge of data that exists for the population of study. Each research
question has been mapped out in order to determine what statistical tests are most
appropriate for the variables presented in this study.
Clarify Assumptions
As Schutt (2006) explained, all research has background assumptions. In other
words, it is difficult to say that any research is objective, and therefore, a researcher must
clarify his or her beliefs about the population and variables of study. The assumptions
made for this study are data accuracy and student intentions.
Data accuracy. The researcher believes that the data accurately portrays student
data (TOEFL information, ESL courses, and other independent and dependent variables).
Student intention. The researcher believes that the majority of international students
who come to the community college district have sincere intentions of doing well
academically considering the time and financial investment they spend to come here, and
factors that pertain to moving away from home and adjusting to the American culture.
Test Ideas against Empirical Reality without Becoming too Personally Invested in a
Particular Outcome
It is crucial that the post-positivist not be influenced by personal interest and that he
or she presents data while controlling for biases and confounding variables. This
increases internal validity. Internal validity, traditionally used in experimental designs,
refers to the threats of external sources. The research has included secondary variables in
order to address how these variables relate or do not relate to the primary independent
variables and the dependent variables. In other words, to determine whether TOEFL is
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related to student success (GPA, course completion, retention), the researcher included
additional information (e.g., country of origin, age) that pertain to student success.
Specify the Meaning of Terms
Words have different meanings, and often a reader might have different ideas or
definitions for the terms used in a study. The researcher addressed this concern by
explaining and giving operational definitions for terms in order to clearly communicate
what they meant in this study.
Search for Regularities or Patterns
Post-positivists believe that general principles are derived from investigating
underlying relationships (Grinnell as cited in Schutt, 2006). The study sought this
understanding by examining the relationships that exist among international student
success and the variables presented. The large sample size helped to generalize the results
to a wide population for international students seeking education in the United States. By
examining those who score high on the TOEFL as compared to those who score low or
have not taken the TOEFL, the outcomes can possibly be generalized beyond the
community college level.

56
CHAPTER IV:
RESULTS
This chapter consists of three sections. The first section presents the results from
examining the independent and dependent variables in the form of descriptive statistics.
The second section presents the correlational analyses of the research questions. Finally,
supplementary findings that were not sought in the research questions are also presented.
Descriptive Statistics
Student Differences
A total of 433 students’ student records were included in this study. Of those
students, 236 were female (54.5%) and 197 were male (45.5%). The average age of
students was 29.69 (SD = 6.19), with a range from 22 to 65. Interesting characteristics
were found in the descriptive analysis for gender and the population: major field of study,
educational goals, and country of origin. Major field of study is discussed in this section;
educational goals and country of origin are presented in the subsequent sections.
Table 4 below shows the number of male and female students according to major
field of study. Most of the students had majors within the schools of Liberal Arts (31%, n
= 136), Business (25%, n = 107), and Computer Information Systems (CIS) (18%, n =
80). Within major fields of study, gender representation varied. Females represented 82%
(n = 23) of students whose major was in the school of Language Arts, 64% (n = 29) of
students whose major was listed under Vocational, and 63% (n = 86) of students whose
major was in Liberal Arts. Males represented 73% (n = 58) of students whose major was
in CIS.
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Table 4
Major Field of Study and Gender Differences
_______________________________________________________________________
Gender
Major Field of Study
Male
Percent
Female Percent
Total Percent
_______________________________________________________________________
Business
Science
Language Arts
Vocational
CIS
Liberal Arts
Total

47
21
5
16
58
50
197

44%
57%
18%
36%
73%
37%
45%

60
16
23
29
22
86
236

56%
43%
82%
64%
27%
63%
55%

107
37
28
45
80
136
433

25.0%
9.0%
6.5%
10.5%
18.0%
31.0%
100.0%

_______________________________________________________________________
Educational Goals
Of the 433 students, 55% (n = 238) intended to transfer to a university, with or
without an Associate’s Degree. Table 5 below shows the educational goals of students
according to gender. As the table demonstrates, nearly an equal number of male (n = 120)
and female (n = 118) students intended to transfer to a university, with or without an
Associate’s degree. More female students attended community college to obtain an
Associate’s degree without transfer (n = 18), for professional enrichment (n = 35) and
self enrichment (n = 31) compared to the male students.
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Table 5
Educational Goal Differences
________________________________________________________________
Educational Goal

Gender
_______________

Male Percent Female Percent
Total Percent
________________________________________________________________
AA Degree/Certificate
Without Transfer

10

36%

18

64%

28

6%

Transfer to University
120
(With or without Associates)

50%

118

50%

238

55%

Professional Enrichment

21

37.5%

35

62.5%

56

13%

Self Enrichment

16

34%

31

66%

47

11%

Undecided/Undeclared

30

47%

34

53%

64

15%

Total
197 45%
236 55%
433
100%
________________________________________________________________

Country of Origin
The students of this study represented a total of 68 countries. Country of origin
was recoded and made consistent with Open Doors (IIE, 2006) reporting of United States
international students’ country of origin. The variable country of origin was then coded
by region or continent (IIE, 2006) for analysis along with the countries where English is
the primary language. To maintain consistency, all references to this component will
continue to use the term country of origin. As seen in the table below, 316 (73%) of the
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students were from Asia. Each of the remaining countries represented less than 10% of
the total population, the highest being Europe with 7% (n = 31).

Table 6
Country of Origin Differences by Region
_______________________________________________________________
Region
Male
Female
Total
Percent
_______________________________________________________________
Asia

136

180

316

73.0%

Latin America

10

14

24

5.5%

Europe

12

19

31

7.2%

Middle East

13

6

19

4.4%

Africa

11

9

20

4.6%

5

1

6

1.4%

10

7

17

3.9%

Oceania
English Speaking

________________________________________________________________

Table 7 below shows the countries from Asia that students originated from upon
coming to the United States. The percentages shown are calculated from number of
students from Asia. Most of the students from Asia were from Korea (27.2%, n = 86)
followed by Japan (17.1%, n = 54), China (12.6%, n = 40) and Hong Kong (11.7%, n =
37).
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Table 7
Country of Origin Differences: Asia
__________________________________________________
Country

Frequency

Percent
Asia
__________________________________________________
China

40

12.6%

Hong Kong

37

11.7%

India

7

2.2%

Indonesia

5

1.6%

Japan

54

17.1%

Korea

86

27.2%

Malaysia

2

<1.0%

Mongolia

19

6.0%

Myanmar

1

<1.0%

Nepal

13

4.1%

Philippines

11

3.5%

Sri Lanka

3

<1.0%

Taiwan

18

5.7%

Thailand

2

<1.0%

Tibet

1

<1.0%

17

5.4%

Vietnam

___________________________________________________

TOEFL and Student Success
The first descriptive statistics for TOEFL looked at the mean GPA, course
completion, and retention for those who took the TOEFL and scored 480 and above
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(TOEFL) and those who did not take the TOEFL or scored under 480 (No TOEFL). Of
the students in the study, 311 (72%) did not take the TOEFL (n = 291) or scored lower
than 480 (n = 20), whereas 122 (28%) took the TOEFL and scored 480 and above. Figure
1 below shows the mean GPA, course completion, and retention as defined in this study.
As shown, the means were comparable for both groups. For example, GPA for No
TOEFL students was 2.97, and GPA for TOEFL students was 3.12.

4.00
3.00
2.00
1.00
0.00

No TOEFL
N=311

TOEFL
N=122

GPA

2.97

3.12

Completion

0.80

0.84

Retention

0.90

0.92

Figure 1. Student Success Measures for TOEFL
TOEFL and Gender
Table 8 below shows how male and female students scored on the TOEFL and
how many did not take the TOEFL. The TOEFL category was separated into the
following categories: those who did not take the TOEFL, scores less than 480, 480 to
499, 500-524, 525-549, 550-574, 575-599, and 600 and above. Overall, 67% (n = 291) of
the students did not take the TOEFL, and 5% (n = 20) scored less than 480. Of the
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students that did not take the TOEFL, 54% (n = 158; 36.5% of the total population) were
female and 46% (n = 133; 31% of the total population) were male. The remaining scores
were fairly evenly distributed, with exception of the range 500-524 in which 11 students
were male, and 16 were female, and range 575-59 in which 6 were male and 11 were
female. The mean for all TOEFL scores (n = 142) was 530 (SD = 51).
Table 8
Gender and Student TOEFL Scores
_________________________________________________________
Gender
__________________________
TOEFL Score
Male
Female
Total
_________________________________________________________
Did not take

133

158

291

Less than 480

10

10

20

480-499

10

11

21

500-524

11

16

27

525-549

8

11

19

550-574

13

11

24

575-599

6

11

17

600 and above

6

8

14

_________________________________________________________

TOEFL and ESL
Table 9 shows the number of students who took the TOEFL and scored higher
than 480 (Yes) and those who did not or scored lower than 480 (No), and the number of
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ESL courses they took. As the table demonstrates, 224 (52%) of the students did not
enroll in any ESL courses. Of these 224 students, 122 (54%; 28% of total students) did
not take the TOEFL or scored lower than 480.
For students who enrolled in ESL courses, 141 (67%; 33% of total students)
enrolled in 1-5 courses and had either not taken the TOEFL or scored lower than 480.
The table also shows that 311 (72%) students did not take the TOEFL or scored less than
480. Of this group, 122 (39%; 28% of total students) students did not enroll in ESL
courses and 141 (45%; 33% of total students) enrolled in 1-5 ESL courses.
Table 9
Students’ TOEFL Score Categories and Number of ESL Courses Enrolled
________________________________________________________________
ESL Courses

TOEFL
________________________
Taken
Gender
No
Yes
Total
________________________________________________________________
No ESL
Courses

1-5 ESL
Courses

6-10 ESL
Courses

11 or More
ESL Courses

Male

63

45

108

Female

59

57

116

Male

60

9

69

Female

81

11

92

Male

15

0

15

Female

18

0

18

Male

5

0

5

Female

10

0

10

Total
311
122
433
________________________________________________________________
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TOEFL and Country of Origin
As mentioned above, 311 students did not take the TOEFL or scored less than
480. Figure 2 below displays the students’ country of origin with the following three
TOEFL categories: those who did not take the TOEFL or scored less than 480, those who
scored between 480 and 449, and those who scored 550 and above. The data found that
72% (n = 311) of students did not take the TOEFL or scored less than 480, and from this
group 72% (n = 223; 52% of total population) were from Asia. Within the Asian group,
71% (n = 223; 52% of total population) did not take the TOEFL or scored less than 480.
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Students from Asia accounted for 87% (n = 58; 13% of total population) of those who
scored 480-549 on the TOEFL, and 64% (n = 35; 8% of total population) of those who
scored 550 and above on the TOEFL.
ESL and Country of Origin
Many of the students did not enroll in ESL courses. As shown in Figure 3 below, 52%
(n = 224) of the students did not enroll in ESL courses, and only 37% (n = 160) of
students enrolled in 1-5 ESL courses. Of students that took one-to-five ESL courses, 83%
were Asian (n = 132; 30% of total students). For Asian students, 47% (n = 147; 34% of
total students) did not take ESL courses.
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ESL and Educational Goals
Figure 4 below shows the number of students according to their educational goals
and number of ESL courses they enrolled in, including those who did not enroll in ESL
courses. The number of ESL courses was categorized as follows: no ESL courses, 1-5
courses, 6-10 courses, and 11 and above. As mentioned in the previous section (ESL and
Country of Origin), 52% (n = 224) of the total students did not enroll in ESL courses and
37% (n = 160) enrolled in one to five ESL courses. For educational goal of the students,
55% (n = 238) planned to transfer to a university. From this group, 58% (n = 138; 32% of
total students) did not enroll in ESL courses, and 35% (n = 83; 19% of total students)
enrolled in one to five ESL courses.
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Inferential Statistics
This study sought to determine whether a relationship existed among the variables
examined. The primary independent variables (TOEFL and ESL courses) were associated
with three dependent variables (GPA, course completion, retention). Additional variables
were also included in the analysis for research question III: gender, country of origin,
major field of study, and educational goal. The conventions suggested by Davis (1971)
were used to determine the strength of relationships between the variables and are shown
in table 10 below.

Table 10
Conventions for Correlation Strength
_____________________________________________
Coefficient
Description
_____________________________________________
.01 to .09

Negligible Association

.10 to .29

Low Association

.30 to .49

Moderate Association

.50 to .69

Substantial Association

.70 or higher

Very Strong Association

_____________________________________________

Research Question I
The first research question sought to determine if there was a significant
relationship between TOEFL scores of 480 or above with GPA, course completion, and
retention. Pearson product moment correlations was calculated and found no significant
relationship between TOEFL scores of 480 and above and the three dependent variables.
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The relationships between TOEFL and completion, and TOEFL and retention were
negligible. TOEFL had a low association (.128) with GPA that was not significant, as
shown in Table 11 below. The table also demonstrates significant relationships between
the dependent variables. The correlations between the dependent variables are discussed
in the supplementary analysis section of this chapter.
Table 11
Correlation of TOEFL Scores 480 and Above and Student Success
_______________________________________________________________________
TOEFL

GPA

Completion

Retention

_______________________________________________________________________
TOEFL

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

GPA

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

Completion

Retention

___

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

.128
.160
122

.064
.482
122

.029
.749
122

___

.907**
.000
122

.756**
.000
122

___

.885**
.000
122

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

___

_______________________________________________________________________
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

A second analysis was completed to determine if there was a significant
relationship between all TOEFL scores, which included those who scored 480 and above,
those who scored under 480, and those who did not take the test (measured at 0). A
Pearson product moment correlation was calculated and found a negligible relationship
between TOEFL and the three dependent variables (GPA, course completion, retention)
as shown in Table 12.

69
Table 12
Correlation of All TOEFL Scores/no TOEFL and Student Success
_______________________________________________________________________
TOEFL
GPA Completion Retention
_______________________________________________________________________
TOEFL/
No TOEFL

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

GPA

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

Completion

Retention

___

.058
.229
433

.060
.212
433

.044
.358
433

___

.819**
.000
433

.596**
.000
433

___

.828**
.000
433

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

___

_____________________________________________________________________
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Research Question II
The second research question sought to determine the relationship between the
number of ESL courses taken with GPA, course completion, and retention rates. A
Pearson product moment correlation was calculated and found negligible relationships
between the number of ESL courses taken and GPA and course completion as shown in
Table 13 below. A low positive relationship (.133) was found between number of ESL
courses and retention that was not significant.
A second analysis was completed to determine if there was a significant
relationship between all ESL data, including those who did not take any ESL courses
(measured at 0), and the dependent variables. A Pearson product moment correlation was
calculated and found a negligible relationship between ESL and GPA and course
completion as shown in Table 14.
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Table 13
Number of ESL Courses and Student Success
_______________________________________________________________________
ESL
GPA
Completion
Retention
_______________________________________________________________________
ESL

GPA

Completion

Retention

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

___

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

-.023
.741
209

.060
.391
209

.133
.055
209

___

.635**
.000
209

.270**
.000
209

___

.792**
.000
209

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

___

_______________________________________________________________________
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Table 14
Correlation between All ESL/No ESL Courses and Student Success
______________________________________________________________________
ESL
GPA
Completion
Retention
______________________________________________________________________
ESL/No
ESL Courses

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

GPA

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

Completion

Retention

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

___

.024
.624
433

.078
.105
433

.111*
.021
433

___

.819**
.000
433

.596**
.000
433

___

.828**
.000
433

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

___

______________________________________________________________________
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

71
A low positive association (.111*) at (p <.05) was found between retention and number
of ESL courses taken. This suggests that the more ESL courses students take the more
likely they stay in class without withdrawing from enrollment.
Research Question III
The third research question sought to identify relationships among select
demographic factors (gender, country of origin, major, educational goals), TOEFL groups
(480 and above; no TOEFL or less than 480), and student success measured by GPA,
course completion, and retention rates of international students. Results from the analysis
are displayed in Table 15.
A point biserial correlation coefficient was calculated and found no significant
correlation between select demographic factors, such as gender, country of origin, major,
educational goals and student success as measured by GPA, course completion, and
retention rates of international students with TOEFL of 480 or above, and those without a
TOEFL score or a score below 480. However, there were low positive relationships
between gender and the three dependent variables measuring student success. A low
positive relationship (.271** at p <.01) was found between gender and GPA. This
suggests that female students had higher GPA than male students. A low positive
relationship (.242** at p <.01) was found between gender and completion. This suggests
that female students are more likely than male students to complete courses with a grade
of A, B, C, or Credit. A low positive relationship (.185** at p <.01) was found between
gender and retention. This suggests that female students are more likely than male
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students to stay in class without withdrawing from enrollment. Overall, these findings
suggest that female students had higher student success than male students.
A point biserial correlation coefficient was calculated and found a significant low
negative relationship (–.117* at p <.05) between country of origin and gender. This
suggests students from Asia were less likely to be male. This was demonstrated earlier in
the descriptive statistics in Table 6, which showed that of the 316 students from Asia, 136
were male students and 180 were female students.
Table 15
Demographic Variables TOEFL/No TOEFL, and Student Success Correlations

TOEFL
No
TOEFL
Gender

Country

Major

Ed.
Goal

GPA
Completion

Pearson Corr.+
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Pearson Corr
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Pearson C.
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Pearson C.
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Pearson C.
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Pearson C.
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Pearson C.
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

Gender

Country

Major

Ed.
Goal

GPA

.016
.747
433

-.071
.142
433
-.117*
.015
433

-.038
.427
433
-.005
.912
433
.020
.675
433

-.0926*
.056
433
.038
.428
433
.002
.969
433
-.081
.092
433

.077
.110
433
.271**
.000
433
-.002
.986
433
.018
.702
433
.033
.498
433

Completion

.078
.106
433
.242**
.000
433
.038
.427
433
.005
.924
433
.008
.865
433
.819**
.000
433

Retention

.060
.210
433
.185**
.000
433
.008
.863
433
-.043
.374
433
.054
.261
433
.596**
.000
433
.828**
.000
433

+Point biserial Correlation is mathematically equivalent to Pearson Correlation
*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level
(2-tailed).
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Negligible relationships were found between the other independent variables (country of
origin, major, education goal) and the three dependent variables measuring student
success (GPA, course completion, and retention). A significant negligible negative
relationship (-.0926 at p <.05) was found between educational goal and TOEFL groups
and was disregarded.
Research Question IV
The fourth research question sought to determine whether there was a significant
relationship between the two groups of students (TOEFL scores of 480 and above; no
TOEFL or scored less than 480) in relation to their GPA, course completion, and
retention rates, as shown in Table 16.
Table 16
Categorical TOEFL/No TOEFL Correlated with Student Success
_____________________________________________________________________
TOEFL/No GPA
Completion
Retention
TOEFL
_____________________________________________________________________
TOEFL/No

Pearson Correlation+

TOEFL

Sig. (2-tailed)
N

GPA

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

Completion

Retention

___

.077

.078

.060

.110
433

.106
433

.210
433

___

.819**
.000
433

.596**
.000
433

___

.828**
.000
433

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

___

_____________________________________________________________________
+Point biserial Correlation is mathematically equivalent to Pearson Correlation
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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A point biserial correlation coefficient was calculated and found a negligible relationship
between the TOEFL/No TOEFL groups and their GPA, retention, and course completion.
Supplementary Analyses
The researcher discovered some of the variables had significant relationships.
These findings were not sought in the research questions. Further, two additional
variables were available in the records database: number of semesters attended and
highest education level. These additional findings are presented in this section.
Primary Independent Variables
A moderate negative relationship (-.324** at p <.01) was found between the two
primary independent variables, TOEFL and ESL, as shown in Table 17. This suggests
that students with higher TOEFL scores enrolled in fewer number of ESL courses than
students who have not taken or scored low on TOEFL.

Table 17
ESL and TOEFL Correlation
___________________________________________________________
ESL
___________________________________________________________
TOEFL

Pearson correlation
–.324**
Sig. (2-tailed)
.000
N
433
___________________________________________________________
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

75
The Dependent Variables
A very strong positive relationship (.819** at p <.01) was found between GPA
and course completion, as shown in Table 18. This suggests that students that complete
courses with a grade A, B, C, or Credit are more likely to have a higher GPA.
A very strong positive relationship (.828** at p <.01) was found between course
completion and retention. This suggests that students that complete courses with a grade
A, B, C, or Credit are likely to stay in class without withdrawing from enrollment.
A substantial positive relationship (.596** at p <.01) was found between retention
and GPA. This suggests that students that stay in class without withdrawing from
enrollment are more likely to have a higher GPA.
Table 18
Student Success: Correlation of the Dependent Variables
________________________________________________________________
GPA Completion

Retention

________________________________________________________________
GPA

Completion

Pearson correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
Pearson correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

Retention

___

.819**
.000
433

.596**
.000
433

___

.828**
.000
433

Pearson correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
___
N
________________________________________________________________
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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ESL and Number of Semesters Attended
A low positive significant relationship (.260** at p <.01) was found between ESL
and number of semesters attended, as shown in Table 19. This suggests that ESL students
tend to enroll in more semester-long classes.
Table 19
Correlation of Number of Semesters Attended and ESL Courses
___________________________________________________________
Semesters Attended
___________________________________________________________
ESL

Pearson correlation
.260**
Sig. (2-tailed)
.000
N
433
___________________________________________________________
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Highest Education Level and GPA
A low positive relationship (.182** at p <.01) was found between high education
level and GPA, as shown in Table 20. This suggests that students with higher level of
education receive higher grades.
Table 20
Correlation of GPA and Highest Education Level
___________________________________________________________
Education Level
___________________________________________________________
GPA

Pearson correlation
.182**
Sig. (2-tailed)
.000
N
433
___________________________________________________________
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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Summary
This chapter provided analysis of the research question for this study. Descriptive
statistics and additional analysis were also presented. The descriptive statistics provided
information about the student demographics, demonstrating differences among the
groups. The next chapter concludes this study with discussion of findings, including
implications for future research.
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CHAPTER V:
DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to determine if there is a significant relationship
between TOEFL scores and student success as measured by GPA, course completion, and
retention. The study examined additional factors such as number of ESL courses and
demographic factors available in student records (e.g., age, gender, educational goals).
This chapter discusses the research findings for international students’ preparation
and success in an urban community college setting. Six components are presented,
beginning with a discussion of student demographic information. Next, the TOEFL and
ESL descriptive findings are discussed, followed by presentation of the research
questions. Limitations, implications, and recommendations are presented. The chapter
concludes with the researchers final remarks.
Student Profiles
A total of 433 student records were included in this study. Although the students
were fairly matched in gender, there were several differences within the student
population in this study as found in the descriptive results. This section will discuss the
descriptive results of the study. First, country of origin is presented. Next, educational
goal results are presented. Finally, gender and major field of study are discussed.
Country of Origin
For the analyses, the study recoded students’ country of origin to represent the
region students originated from. It was found that 73% of the international students were
from Asia. This characteristic is not uncommon in studies of international students and
English proficiency. For example, Person’s (2002) study examining academic preparation
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and student success found that 63.7% of the international students were from Asia,
primarily China, Japan, and Thailand. Similarly, the Asian countries most represented in
this study were Japan, China, and Korea. Finally, a report of all international students in
the United States shows that 58% come from India, China, South Korea, and Japan (IIE,
2006). These findings demonstrate that the international student population at PCCD is
consistent with others studying in the United States.
There are two explanations for the high percentage of Asian students in this study:
the location of PCCD, and its relationship with Asian countries and representatives.
PCCD is conveniently located within and near areas with large Asian populations. For
example, in Oakland, where two of the colleges are located, there are the following Asian
communities: Chinatown, Vietnamese, Mongolian, and Korean Town. Berkeley, where
one college is located, has its own Indian community. Nearby San Francisco has its own
Asian communities that include Japan Town and Chinatown. Further, the Bay Area in
itself is a large, international community that attracts people from all over the world.
PCCD established the International Education Program in 1997. Since then, the
program has developed strong working relationships and partnerships with both local and
overseas institutions and representatives of many Asian countries, such as China, Japan,
Korea, Mongolia, and Vietnam, where most of the PCCD Asian students originated.
Educational Goal
This study provided a unique variable in the data by looking at the educational
goals of the students. Most studies examining English proficiency and international
students tend to focus on students in specific programs or majors (e.g., Hughey &
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Hinson, 1993; Johnson, 1988; Light, Xu, & Mossop, 1987; Person, 2002). An expected
characteristic found in the data was that over half of the students’ educational goal was to
transfer to a university with or without an Associate’s degree. As shown in Table 5,
which illustrates the educational goals of the students, 55% of the students intended to
transfer to a university, whether local or not. An attraction for international students
coming to study at PCCD could be the number of higher institutions located in the Bay
Area. Stanford University, University of California, Berkeley, and University of
California, San Francisco are world renowned universities. Several major California State
Universities are also located nearby, such as in San Francisco and Hayward (East Bay).
Many students at PCCD want to pursue a Bachelor’s degree and enroll at PCCD because
of the articulation transfer agreement the colleges have with both the University of
California and California State University system. Further, it is easier for admission and
more affordable to attend community colleges before transferring to four-year institutions
and upper division coursework.
The results of this study found that more female than male students either
attended PCCD to obtain an Associate’s degree or certificate without transferring to a
university or enrolled for professional or self enrichment. As shown in Table 5, of the
195 students not intending to transfer to a university, 61% (n = 118) were female and
39% (n = 77) were male. Thus female students were more likely than male students to
enroll at PCCD for reasons other than transferring to a university. For the remaining 238
students, an equal number of female (n = 118) and male (n = 120) students enrolled at
PCCD planned to transfer to a university, with or without an Associate’s degree. Part of
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the mission of PCCD is to serve the needs of the community such as providing vocational
and traditional academic programs to students.
Gender and Major Field of Study
Although there were comparable numbers of male (45.5%) and female (54.5%)
students in this study, gender differences in major field of study were shown in the
results. More female students were enrolled in Liberal arts, Language Arts, and
Vocational studies, as shown in Table 4. Asian female students in particular enroll in
American community colleges with specific reasons and career objectives. While many
want to upgrade their skills or gain more work experience, they also tend to be more
vocationally oriented (e.g., cosmetology, dance, nursing) and thus want an Associate’s
degree without transfer.
TOEFL and ESL in Relation to Student Success
The study first examined descriptive statistics regarding TOEFL scores and
number of ESL courses. This section presents descriptive and supplementary results
examining TOEFL, number of ESL courses, and demographic information. TOEFL and
student success is presented first, followed by TOEFL and gender. TOEFL and number is
presented next, followed by a discussion of ESL, TOEFL, and country of origin.
TOEFL and Student Success
The study found that most of the students had good academic performance
regardless of whether they had taken the TOEFL or how many ESL courses they had
completed. This was first apparent in Figure 1, which showed the mean GPA, course
completion, and retention of students who either did not take the TOEFL or scored under
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480 and students who took the TOEFL and scored over 480. Examining this data alone
demonstrated minimal difference between the two groups’ success rates. Table 21
provides further classification of students’ TOEFL scores, including those who did not
take the TOEFL, with the average GPA, course completion, and retention respectively.
As shown in the table, those who scored over 600 on the TOEFL were consistently
slightly higher and had smaller standard deviations than the other groups for GPA, course
completion, and retention. For GPA, those who scored between 480-499 and 550-574
performed slightly higher than the other groups, and those who scored 500-524 had
slightly higher retention. Those who scored less than 480 were slightly lower than the
other groups for GPA, course completion, and retention. Those who scored 525-549
scored slightly lower for course completion and retention. However, it was interesting to
note that the differences were so small between and among most of the TOEFL groups
that it could be stated the students all performed consistently regardless of TOEFL scores.
TOEFL and Gender
The study also looked at gender differences and TOEFL. Gender and the range of
scores (or no score) were displayed in Table 8. There was no difference in scores
according to gender, and slightly more female students did not take the TOEFL.
Although more female than male students performed higher on the TOEFL, there were
more female students in the study.
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Table 21
TOEFL Groups’ Average GPA, Course Completion, and Retention
_______________________________________________________________________
TOEFL Group

GPA

Completion

Retention

_______________________________________________________________________
No TOEFL (n = 291)
Mean
SD

2.990
.800

.8018
.2570

.9003
.1692

Less that 480 (n = 20)
Mean
SD

2.780
.990

.7656
.2996

.8759
.2411

480-499
Mean
SD

3.210
.917

.8623
.2390

.9122
.1805

500-524
Mean
SD

2.970
.783

.8542
.2254

.9602
.0815

525-549
Mean
SD

2.8000
.9853

.7734
.2752

.8856
.2272

550-574
Mean
SD

3.210
.791

.8771
.2422

.9132
.2004

575-599
Mean
SD

3.090
1.070

.8072
.2849

.8900
.2080

600 and Above
Mean
SD

3.5900
.4342

.9584
.0835

.9886
.0340

_______________________________________________________________________
TOEFL and Number of ESL Courses
A high number of students, 311 (72%) did not take the TOEFL or scored lower
than 480. Out of this group, 180 (61%; 44% of total population) enrolled in ESL courses,
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as shown in Table 9. Overall, it was interesting to note that 28% (n = 122) of the students
did not take the TOEFL and did not enroll in any ESL courses. A total of 209 (48%)
students took ESL courses whereas 224 (52%) did not enroll in any ESL courses.
However, 23.5% of the students had taken the TOEFL and did not enroll in any ESL
courses. Thus, over half of all the students did not enroll in any ESL courses, whether or
not they had taken the TOEFL. It is likely that these students had previous learning
experience in English language skills, such as enrollment in a language school abroad or
in the United States, or had attended other United States colleges and universities.
However, this data was not examined in the defined set of data in this study, yet the data
could explain why so many students did not enroll in any ESL courses.
For students who took the TOEFL, only 20 enrolled in 1-5 ESL courses. This
group represented 5% of the total students. In contrast, 43.5% of the students enrolled in
ESL courses had not taken the TOEFL. The number of courses enrolled ranged from 1
course to 22 courses, indicating that students differed in their needs for this type of
coursework.
Regardless of the number of ESL courses or TOEFL scores, it was apparent that
most of these students did well according to GPA, course completion, and retention. The
study found a significant negative correlation between TOEFL and number of ESL
courses, implying that students with higher TOEFL scores also did well in the regular
matriculation English placement test at the college, which indicates that they were not
required to enroll in ESL courses. Students who enter PCCD with no TOEFL are referred
to counselors who then determine placement into ESL courses based on their assessment
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scores. Once students demonstrate (even with no ESL) English proficiency by passing
level five ESL coursework with a C or better, they are then admitted into regular English
courses.
ESL, TOEFL, and Country of Origin
The international students at PCCD averaged a score of 530 (SD = 51) on the
TOEFL. This is lower than the national average of 571 (SD = 54) as reported by
Zimmaro (2004) in an evaluative comparison of TOEFL and verbal assessments for
graduate study (GRE Verbal, GMAT Verbal).
Asian students represented 73% of students in this study, yet 47% (n = 147; 34%
of total population) of this group did not enroll in any ESL courses and 71% (n = 223;
52% of total population) did not take the TOEFL or scored less than 480. This data
demonstrates that more than half of the Asian population were admitted without taking
the TOEFL or scored below admission requirements, yet only 42% (n = 132) enrolled in
one-to-five ESL courses. It is possible that the number of students who did not enroll in
any ESL courses were involved in other training or experiences using the English
language. For example, some students may have enrolled in language schools prior to
enrolling at PCCD. Many schools located near PCCD and throughout the United States
offer language studies, and an increasing number of language schools reside in the
students’ home country. This finding led to the conclusion that neither TOEFL scores nor
ESL coursework had any predictive value on the student success. The data further
supports that students may come with English training from other venues that would help
them succeed in their educational pursuits. This may be a topic for further study.
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Analyses of the Research Questions
This section presents a discussion of results pertaining to the research questions of
this study. This study had the following aims:
1. To determine if there is a significant relationship between TOEFL scores of 480
or above with GPA, course completion, and retention rates.
2. To determine if there is a significant relationship between number of ESL courses
taken with GPA, course completion, and retention rates.
3. To identify relationships among selected demographic factors, such as gender,
country of origin, major, educational goals and student success as measured by
GPA, course completion, and retention rates, of international students with
TOEFL of 480 or above or a score below 480.
4. To determine whether there is a significant relationship between the students who
had TOEFL scores of 480 or above and those who had not taken the test or did
not receive the minimum TOEFL score of 480 in relation to their GPA, course
completion, and retention rates.
Since TOEFL was measured using both categorical and continuous data in the
analysis, categorical measures were denoted as TOEFL groups. In other words, TOEFL
groups refers to research questions three and four, which compared students who took
TOEFL and students who did not take TOEFL (or scored under 480) in relation to their
student success and the defined demographic (independent) variables.
Presented first in this section is TOEFL and student success, followed by ESL and
student success. Next presented are the student demographics, TOEFL, and student
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success, followed by TOEFL groups and student success. A summary of the research
questions concludes this section.
TOEFL and Student Success
The analysis of students’ TOEFL scores of 480 and above were correlated with
measures of student success (GPA, course completion, retention), and found no
significant relationships among the variables. A second analysis was completed to
include all TOEFL scores, including those who had not taken the TOEFL. The results
found no relationship between all TOEFL scores and measures of student success. It was
concluded that the TOEFL scores had no influence on how students performed while they
were at PCCD.
Figure 5 shows the scatterplot with the correlation of students’ GPA and all
TOEFL scores. The figure demonstrates that most of the students had GPA’s of 2.0 and
above, many ranging between 3.0 and 4.0. Figures 6 and 7 show all TOEFL scores and
course completion and retention respectively. As demonstrated, most students had course
completion and retention of .60 and above, many between .80 and 1.00. Thus many
students, regardless of their TOEFL scores, are able to succeed at the community college
level. The average GPA of the international students in this study was 3.02 (SD = .83)
and as demonstrated in the figure, many students completed their coursework with a
grade of A, B, C, or Credit, and stayed in class without withdrawing from enrollment.
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Figure 7. All TOEFL Scores and Student Retention
ESL and Student Success
The analysis of the number of ESL courses completed were correlated with
measures of student success, and found no significant relationships among the variables.
A second analysis was completed to include all students, including those who did not
enroll in any ESL courses. A low positive relationship was found between the number of
ESL courses and retention, indicating that students who enrolled in more ESL courses
were more likely to stay in class without withdrawing from enrollment. In general, ESL
students need to complete a certain level of ESL courses and meet prerequisites before
they are allowed to move on to higher level ESL or regular English courses and other
major coursework.
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Student Demographics, TOEFL, and Student Success
The third research question sought to examine select demographic factors with the
TOEFL groups and student success. Female students had higher GPA, course completion,
and retention than male students. While Person (2002) found no gender differences,
Spitzer (2000) found that female students tend to be more certain of their educational
goals and perform better academically.
TOEFL Groups and Student Success
The analysis of the fourth research question sought to determine if there was a
significant relationship between TOEFL groups and student success. This study
demonstrated that TOEFL groups had a negligible relationship with GPA, course
completion, and retention.
Summary of Research Question Analyses
For most of the correlation analysis, there were negligible relationships.
Therefore, the null hypotheses were retained for the primary research questions. The null
hypotheses were as follows:
•

There was no significant correlation between TOEFL scores of 480 and
above, and GPA, course completion, and retention rates. For all TOEFL
scores, there was no significant correlation between all TOEFL scores,
including those who did not take TOEFL.

•

There was no significant correlation between the number of ESL courses
taken and GPA, course completion, and retention rates. Interestingly, there
was a low relationship between ESL courses and retention when students
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who took no ESL courses were included in the analysis. This suggests that
ESL students are more likely to stay in class without withdrawing from
enrollment so that they can move up to the higher level ESL or regular
English courses in order to achieve their educational goal.
•

There was no significant correlation between select demographic factors,
such as gender, country of origin, major, educational goals and student
success as measured by GPA, course completion, and retention rates of
international students with TOEFL of 480 or above, and those without a
TOEFL score or a score below 480. However, the study did find a
relationship between gender and student success measures. Country of
origin had a negative relationship with gender, and educational goal had a
negligible negative relationship with TOEFL groups.

•

There was no significant difference between the students with required
TOEFL scores and those without TOEFL scores (or a score under 480) as
measured by the lack of significant difference with their GPA, course
completion, and retention measures.
Limitations

This section discusses the limitations of the study. First discussed is number of
courses. Next, students’ course of study is presented, followed by length of study.
Finally, methods of measuring of student success are discussed.
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Number of Courses
Graham (1987) noted that the problem with many studies related to student
success is that they only measure GPA for student success and do not examine other
factors, such as number of courses enrolled or number of courses passed. This study did
not present the number of courses in the analyses except for the number of ESL courses
taken by the students. However, the information was available and was computed in a
separate analysis. This analysis found that the number of semesters attended has a
significant low positive relationship (.113 at p < .05) with completion and a significant
low positive relationship (.260 at p <.01) with number of ESL courses enrolled.
Course of Study
Students with different majors enroll in different courses, and have different
requirements than students in other programs of study. Students in some programs may
enroll in “easier” coursework. However, defining courses in terms of difficulty is nearly
impossible. Opinions of faculty members may differ among those who might define
courses as “difficult” or “easy,” and perspectives or thinking and learning styles differ
among the students who take the courses.
Length of Study
A factor that may have influenced the results of this study is the number of ESL
courses students took. Students that enroll in ESL courses tend to stay longer in order to
complete their educational goals. For example, a student with minimal English
proficiency may need to enroll in ESL courses full-time during his or her entire first year
of study. Thus students may need to delay or limit the number of courses required for
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their educational goal, delaying completion of their studies such as obtaining an
Associate’s degree, professional certificate, or transfer to a university. However, this did
not affect the outcome of this study, as averages were used to calculate students’ success.
Further, those who stayed longer at PCCD increased the validity of the study as it gave a
wider spectrum of coursework for comparison.
Measures of Student Success
Studies have varied in terms of the semester used to examine students’ GPA
(Hughey & Hinson, 1993; Johnson, 1988; Light, et al., 1987; Person, 2002). Many have
only taken into account students’ first semester GPA, while others measured students’
last GPA. This study examined the performance of a cohort of international students who
enrolled from Fall of 2001 to Fall of 2002, and followed their performance through the
completion of their studies or Fall, 2006.
However, the study was limited to international students in that it did not compare
demographic information and student success factors with domestic students. Comparing
these two groups would have been difficult, as domestic students may enroll part time or
skip semesters whereas international students are required for immigration status to
maintain 12 units each semester and continuous enrollment until departure or termination,
specifically international students are held to a different standard.
Implications and Recommendations
This section presents the implications and recommendations based on this study’s
purposes and findings in the analyses. Test fairness is presented first, followed by
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discussion of a holistic approach with international student admission. Finally, innovative
approaches are presented for future research.
Test Fairness
According to Bobko and Kehoe (as cited in Spurling, 1987) the fairness of a test
is based on how it is used rather than what the test is. TOEFL is often used in admissions
as a predictor of student success, and is a requirement for students to obtain an F-1
Student Visa to the United States. Further, the TOEFL manual states that it is not meant
to be used as a predictor of GPA, yet there is a common assumption by U.S. Embassies
and admissions officers that there is a strong relationship between English language test
scores and academic performance (Spurling, 1987).
This study found that the TOEFL, when referring to an urban community college
setting, is not an accurate indicator of international student performance in terms of
measuring GPA, course completion, and retention. Although it could be a good tool to
provide college admission offices a general idea of students’ English proficiency level,
results of this study show that it should not be used as a predictor or measurement of
potential student success. In addition, results showed no difference in urban, rural, and
suburban settings of community colleges in terms of TOEFL usefulness. This has
important implications as most international students take the TOEFL test prior to
applying to community colleges in the U.S.
Holistic Approach
The results of this study show that approaches to student success should be more
holistic than they currently are, given the fact that TOEFL has been demonstrated to have
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no correlation with student success. Graham (1987) presented many examples of previous
research that found negligible and low correlations between TOEFL scores and student
success. Graham further mentioned that cultural issues need to be considered. When
international students come to America, they must adapt to the Eurocentric language,
academic culture, Eurocentric tradition, and various cultural complexities, such as
lifestyle, social expectations and etiquette, communication style, privacy issues, politics,
entertainment, relationship issues, American slang, media, arts, sports, food, fashion and
even the celebration of American holidays.
While English proficiency is important, assessments should focus on course
requirements. For example, students may need to adapt to the note-taking, homework,
writing, and test environments of American schools. One struggle international students
encounter is moving from more rote-memory learning to developing critical thinking
skills, which are required in American colleges. Other factors, such as motivation and
support, are also important for students to be successful during their educational
experiences in America.
As mentioned previously, TOEFL tests are a good tool to provide the admissions
office with a general idea of students’ English proficiency. However, we need to include
students’ high school transcripts, prior educational experience, extra-curricular or work
experience and personal essays in their application materials to assess their academic
readiness. Further, institutions can assess students’ academic readiness by administrating
their own English assessment placement tests to students upon their arrival from
overseas.
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Innovative Approach
Future research should begin to examine other factors of international students’
experiences in American colleges and universities. It is clear that studies examining
English proficiency tests and academic success have found low or negligible
relationships. Studies need to incorporate qualitative and evaluative methods, such as
interviewing students before and/or after their course of study in the United States to
discover what experiences may or may not influence their academic performance.
Instructors should also be interviewed to give their perspectives and experiences teaching
international students.
Therefore, it is recommended that future research conduct more comprehensive
studies on international student performance based on the required full course of study by
immigration regulation or number of courses taken in relation to TOEFL scores. It would
be interesting to find out whether there is a difference between ESL and TOEFL groups
in relation to their transfer rates. There is a need to compare TOEFL scores that are
offered to students through overseas language programs or English courses, and the
scores of international students who are in the United States and taking ESL courses.
Further, some students may enroll in local language or ESL courses prior to admittance,
as in Person’s study (2002), while others, such as the current study, allow students to take
ESL after admittance and concurrent with other courses. Therefore, it is necessary to find
comprehensive ways to assess the academic readiness of international students which
would include a number of relevant measures, such as prior educational records, extra-
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curricular work experience, students’ personal motivation, family support, and
institutional placement tests.
Concluding Remarks
The findings of this study compliment other studies looking at English
proficiency tests and international students’ academic success. Light, Xu, and Mossop
(1987) found that TOEFL is not an effective measure of foreign language proficiency in
an academic setting. Graham (1987) also discussed studies that found low correlations
between test scores measuring English proficiency and academic performance of
international students, yet other studies have determined that these tests are good
predictors when proficiency is low. The aforementioned studies by Person (2002) and
Spurling (1987) also found low correlations between English proficiency tests and
international students’ academic success.
TOEFL has been a popular commodity for ETS and admission administrators as
an assessment tool for admission requirements by measuring English proficiency and
university readiness. The results of the study support the researcher’s recommendation
that the Department of State and embassies should look at other factors such as students’
academic background in order to ensure more equal access for students who wish to
come to the United States for study.
Regarding the social-political connotations of using TOEFL, students who come
from less fortunate or lower socioeconomic backgrounds or countries tend not to be given
equal access to the opportunity to study here in the U.S. TOEFL is partly responsible for
this, for students need to have strong financial support to receive English training or
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preparation coursework for the TOEFL test in addition to the cost they have to pay for the
test itself. Institutions in the U.S. should look into other means of helping students save
costs by establishing their own institutional TOEFL to assess students’ English
proficiency online and at minimal cost.
Internationally, the United States competes with other countries, such as Canada,
Australia and England, in recruiting international students. Locally, there are always
competing interests among faculty, administrators and students regarding priorities in
programs and services that impact our services to international students.
In view of the results of this study, we need to remember that we are living in a
knowledge-based economy and knowledge-based learning is required in the knowledgebased economies of developing countries: learning to learn, learning to convert
information into knowledge, and learning to transmit new knowledge into useful
application is more vital than rote learning and memorization of knowledge. Students
must learn to reason critically and solve complex issues. These are the skills that
employees need to possess in the developing countries. English skills, including reading,
writing and speaking, are crucial in a global economy. Community colleges in general
serve as a typical setting for students from all over the world, including domestic
students, to function as a gateway to higher education. This supports the Open Door
mission in the state of California that promises open access for diverse student
populations from all over the world. With this mission, students should be allowed to
enroll in classes despite their TOEFL scores, or lack of TOEFL scores, especially those
who wants to acquire knowledge and skills in vocational fields.
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Community colleges in general are making effective efforts to provide ESL
training to international students. Colleges that provide ESL courses and allow students
to concurrently enroll in other lower division major coursework if students are able to
benefit from it are serving students well, as they are creating opportunities for students to
advance in their educational pursuits. This kind of contextual learning experience is
helpful to the ESL students because they can apply their acquired English skills to help
them to succeed in college.
American colleges must provide a comprehensive approach to helping
international students adapt to and understand the American academic culture
and the context of learning they enter. Colleges should be better equipped to respond to
the needs of international students, whose learning styles are often at variance with
American ones, such as those who are likely to have been steeped in rote learning rather
than a culture of critical thinking. Interaction with fellow classmates in the classroom also
differs across cultures. Institutions must provide the students with a support network and
assist them in their study skills and tutorial services, such as peer tutoring, academic
counseling, and other student activities to help them succeed.
As the number of international students intending to study in the Unites States
increases, so must our efforts to re-examine the academic readiness of students so they
will have a successful American college experience. Results of this study suggest that
TOEFL is limited and not a good indicator for student success. In addition, students from
non-English speaking countries have other primary challenges such as finances,
loneliness, housing, safety, and adjustment to the United States academic systems and
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cultures. Therefore, educators must address these issues so that international students
may succeed in United States’ educational institutions. Their success not only benefits
domestic students, teachers, and institutions, but it also enriches the American culture.
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX A
Institutional Requirements of TOEFL Scores for Different Degree Levels, May 2006

Institution

City

State

TOEFL score
Paper

Computer

Total Int’l
Students
2005

Internet

Associate’s Institutions [* TOEFL required for admission]
Houston Community College
Santa Monica College
Montgomery College
*De Anza College
*CUNY Borough of Manhattan Community
College
Miami-Dade Community College
North Harris Montgomery Community
College District
City College of San Francisco
Nassau Community College
*Foothill College

TX
CA

550
450

213
133

-

3,702
2,557

MD
CA
NY

575
500
450

231
173
133

91
61
-

2,100
2,083
1,660

Miami
The
Woodlands
San
Francisco
Garden City
Los Altos
Hills
Pasadena
Torrance
Pleasant Hill
Los Angeles
Costa Mesa
El Cajon
Glendale
Santa

FL
TX

550
530

213
197

-

1,490
1,414

CA

475

153

-

1,322

NY
CA

500
500

173
173

-

1,235
1,209

45
45
45
45
-

977
800
728
725
652
598
574
527

CA
CA
CA
CA
CA
CA
CA
CA

450
133
450
133
173
500
133
450
500
173
450
133
133
450
No TOEFL score required

109

*Pasadena City College
*El Camino College
Diablo Valley College
Los Angeles City College
*Orange Coast College
Grossmont College
*Glendale Community College
Santa Barbara City College

Houston
Santa
Monica
Rockville
Cupertino
New York

Peralta Community College District

Barbara
Oakland

CA

480

157

54-55

522

HI
NY
UT
TX
HI
MA

475
550
500
520
500
600

173
213
173
190
173
250

-

1,117
1,087
454
423
371
350

MI

550

213

-

324

-

298
292
275

Baccalaureate Institutions [* TOEFL required for admission]
*Brigham Young University – Hawaii Campus
*SUNY – Fashion Institute of Technology
*Utah Valley State College
University of Dallas
University of Hawaii at Hilo
*Mount Holyoke College
*Calvin College
University of Maine at Fort Kent
Daemen College
CUNY New York City College of Technology

Institution

Laie
New York
Orem
Irving
Hilo
South
Hadley
Grand
Rapids
Fort Kent
Amherst
Brooklyn

City

ME
NY
NY

Information Not Available
173
500
Information Not Available

State

TOEFL score

Total Int’l
Student
2005

Master’s Institutions [* TOEFL required for admission]
*San Francisco State University

CA
CA
CA
HI
NY
CA
CA
CA
OK
NY

500

173

500
173
500
173
550
213
550
213
173
500
197
525
500
173
500
173
Information Not Available

61

2,175

61
80
61
-

1,529
1,464
1,429
1,346
1,343
1,341
1,315
1,220
1,205

110

*San Jose State University
*California State University – Fullerton
*Hawaii Pacific University
*Rochester Institute of Technology
*California State University – Northridge
*California State University – East Bay
*California State University – Long Beach
*University of Central Oklahoma
CUNY Baruch College

San
Francisco
San Jose
Fullerton
Honolulu
Rochester
Northridge
Hayward
Long Beach
Edmund
New York

California State University – Los Angeles
*California State Polytechnic University –
Pomona
*California State University – Fresno
Santa Clara University
*California State University – Sacramento
California State University – San Bernardino

Los Angeles
Pomona

CA
CA

550
525

213
195

-

935
774

Fresno
Santa Clara
Sacramento
San
Bernardino

CA
CA
CA
CA

500
550
510
500

173
213
180
173

-

716
633
631
619

79

79

6,846
5,560
5,333
5,278
5,140
4,921

Doctoral/Research Institutions [* TOEFL required for admission]
University Of Southern California
*University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
*University of Texas at Austin
Columbia University
New York University
Purdue University, Main Campus

CA
IL
TX
NY
NY
IN

*University of Michigan – Ann Arbor
*Boston University
*University of California – Los Angeles
*The Ohio State University, Main Campus

Los Angeles
Champaign
Austin
New York
New York
West
Lafayette
Ann Arbor
Boston
Los Angeles
Columbus

MI
MA
CA
OH

570
550
550
527

230
215
220
197

88
-

4,632
4,541
4,217
4,140

Stanford University
*University of California – Berkeley
*University of California – Davis

Stanford
Berkeley
Davis

CA
CA
CA

550
550

260
220
213

-

3,102
2,700
1,985

600
250
550
213
Information Not Available
250
600
Information Not Available
550
213

-
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APPENDIX B
Report on International Educational Exchange
Leading 20 Places of Origin, 2004/05 & 2005/06
Open Doors 2006

Rank

Place of Origin

2004/05

2005/06

2005/06
% of Int'l
Student Total

WORLD TOTAL

565,039

564,766

100

-0.05

2005/06
% Change

1

India

80,466

76,503

13.5

-4.9

2

China

62,523

62,582

11.1

0.1

3

Korea, Republic of

53,358

58,847

10.4

10.3

4

Japan

42,215

38,712

6.9

-8.3

5

Canada

28,140

28,202

5.0

0.2

6

Taiwan

25,914

27,876

4.9

7.6

7

Mexico

13,063

13,931

2.5

6.6

8

Turkey

12,474

11,622

2.1

-6.8

9

Germany

8,640

8,829

1.6

2.2

10

Thailand

8,637

8,765

1.6

1.5

11

United Kingdom

8,236

8,274

1.5

0.5

12

Hong Kong

7,180

7,849

1.4

9.3

13

Indonesia

7,760

7,575

1.3

-2.4

14

Brazil

7,244

7,009

1.2

-3.2

15

Colombia

7,334

6,835

1.2

-6.8

16

France

6,555

6,640

1.2

1.3

17

Kenya

6,728

6,559

1.2

-2.5

18

Nigeria

6,335

6,192

1.1

-2.3

19

Nepal

4,861

6,061

1.1

24.7

20

Pakistan

6,296

5,759

1.0

-8.5
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APPENDIX C

Regional Distribution of the Origin of
International Students in the U.S.
Open Doors 2006
Oceania
1%
N. America
5%
Latin
America
12%
Latin
America
12%

Europe
15%

Europe
13%

Middle
East
6%
Middle
East
3%

N.
America
5%

Africa
6%

Africa
6%

Oceania
1%

2004/2005 2005/2006

Asia
57%
Asia
58%
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