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The TOEFL Junior® Standard test is a tool for measuring the English language skills of students ages 114+ who learn English as an
additional language. It is a paper-based multiple-choice test and measures proficiency in three sections: listening, form and meaning,
and reading. To date, empirical evidence provides some support for the construct validity of the TOEFL Junior Standard test as a measure
of progress. Although this evidence is based on test scores from multiple countries with diverse instructional environments, it does not
account for students’ instructional experiences. The present paper aims to provide additional evidence by examining the TOEFL Junior
Standard test as a progress measure within the same instructional setting. The study took place in an after-school English program in
Armenia, a non-English-speaking country. A total of 154 adolescents took the TOEFL Junior Standard test three times with different
test forms at the intervals of 10 and then 20 instructional weeks (a total of 30 weeks). The difference in differences (DID) analysis shows
that TOEFL Junior is sensitive to learning gains within 20 instructional hours per 10 weeks among A1- A2 level learners, according
to the Common European Frame of Reference (CEFR) scale. However, the data did not provide support for this sensitivity among
B1-B2 level learners even though their instructional time was twice as long. Although this methodology offers an improved control
over the students’ instructional experiences, it also delimits the results to a specific after-school program and comes with a set of other
limitations.
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The TOEFL Junior Standard test is a tool for measuring the English language skills of students ages 114 who learn English
as an additional language (ETS, 2020). It is a paper-based multiple-choice test and measures proficiency in three sections:
listening (42 questions, 40 min long), form and meaning (42 questions, 25 min long), and reading (42 questions, 50 min
long). The test measures adolescents’ ability to use English for interpersonal and academic purposes in English-medium
instructional contexts, regardless of whether the contexts (ETS, 2020; So et al., 2015) are English as a second language
(ESL) or English as a foreign language (EFL). The total resulting score can range from 600 to 900, with each section
ranging from 200 to 300 points. The score report also shows equivalent levels of the Common European Framework of
Reference (CEFR) for each test section, ranging from below A2 to B2 as well as can-do statements describing English
language abilities typical of the given CEFR level (So et al., 2015).

Although the TOEFL Junior Standard test is the result of a rigorous process based on current empirical evidence,
test validation is typically an ongoing process of accumulating evidence to facilitate proper interpretation and use of test
scores. This kind of evidence concerns the construct validity of the test. So et al. (2015) provided a detailed discussion
of the constructs that underlie the TOEFL Junior Standard test and their operationalization. An important framework
that informs this test is Bachman and Palmer’s (2010) model of language knowledge. This model assumes that language
growth is due to different learning experiences, among other factors (e.g., Chapelle et al., 2008; Messick, 1989).

There is some empirical evidence suggesting a relationship between English learning experiences and change in stu-
dents’ performance measured by standardized tests. For the International Language Testing System (IELTS), these results
suggest that academic English gains are achievable within 3-12 weeks of instruction, on average ranging from 0.21 to
half a band, measured on a scale of 0-9 and reported in increments of 0.5 points (Elder & O’Loughlin, 2003; Green, 2004;
Green & Weir, 2003). Learners at lower proficiency levels (IELTS global scores of 3.0 through 5.0) tend to show larger gains
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than those scoring 6.0 and higher (Elder & O’Loughlin, 2003; Green, 2004; Green & Weir, 2003). For example, students
with 3.0 on IELTS at pretest were able to gain more than 1.5 points in writing within 3 months of instruction (Green &
Weir, 2003). However, students with 7.0 at pretest tend to score lower at posttest even after a 12-month period of instruc-
tion. In other words, this evidence suggests that the higher the proficiency level of the learner, the harder it becomes to
make larger academic English gains.

Returning to the TOEFL family of assessments, Ling et al. (2014) demonstrated that the TOEFL iBT® is capable of
capturing language progress over 6—9 months of intensive study of English in the United States and China among high
school students (N = 111). They used a pre- and posttest design for a subset of their data based on the TOEFL iBT practice
test. Wolf and Steinberg (2011) used a cross-sectional design to compare the performance of US middle school students,
both native speakers and language learners (N = 2,622), on the TOEFL Junior Standard test. Their results also suggest that
the test can be used to monitor student progress in English-medium instructional contexts over time.

The study of Gu et al. (2015) occupies a special place in this review of literature. They conducted a longitudinal repeated
measures design across 15 countries and regions among 4,606 TOEFL Junior Standard test takers. The number of times
the test was taken varied from two to seven, and the duration between retesting ranged from 75 to 250 days. Although
their data were rich in terms of country representation, instructional contexts, and duration between retests, they were
not able to document students’ specific instructional experiences, that is, whether the test takers had attended any English
learning programs between the retests, and if so, what those programs were like. As such, the researchers relied on “the
time interval between test administrations [ ... ] as a proxy for the amount of English language learning opportunities”
(p. 3). Their results suggested that the TOEFL Junior Standard test is able to show changes in language performance
due to the time factor, i.e., the longer the interval between retesting, the greater gains the test takers demonstrate. In
their review of literature, Gu et al. (2015) also suggested that validation research with longitudinal designs to evaluate the
appropriateness of score interpretation and use of the TOEFL Junior Standard test is scarce. In fact, our review of literature
suggests that Gu et al. is the only such study with a retest design, and as the researchers acknowledged, it did not control
for the students’ instructional experiences.

The present study aims to address this gap by examining the TOEFL Junior Standard test as a progress measure relative
to the English language learning experiences of students from the same after-school program. To this end, the study
addresses the following research question: To what extent can the TOEFL Junior Standard test show gain, both in terms
of overall proficiency and individual language skills (i.e., listening, reading, form and meaning) with learners of A1-A2
and B1-B2 levels studying English with different degrees of intensity (2 hr per week versus 4 hr per week)?

Method
Context

The after-school English program where the study took place offers extracurricular English classes to children ages 6
through 16 residing in the capital city Yerevan, Armenia, a post-Soviet country in the Caucasus region. This after-school
program is part of the American University of Armenia and serves as a model school where teaching English as a
foreign language (TEFL) student teachers carry out their teaching practicums and research. At the time of the study, the
after-school program enrolled around 500 children in multiple classes of 10— 16 children in each, grouped according to a
placement test. Learners at the same level used the same ESL/EFL textbooks (published by Pearson and Cambridge), but
the teachers had the freedom to supplement the textbooks with additional materials of their own choice. The teachers were
Armenian-native speakers with master’s degrees in TEFL from the American University of Armenia, an English-medium
university.

The after-school program runs throughout the year except for 1.5 months in July and August. The curriculum spans
10 years, with 75-80% of student retention from year to year. New students can join the program at any school age and
proficiency level. Beginning and elementary learners (pre-Al through A2, CEFR) attend 1-hr classes twice a week for a
term of 10 weeks. B1 - B2 level learners and above attend 2-hr classes twice a week during the same 10 weeks. Thus, within a
term, A1-A2-level learners complete a total of 20 hr of face-to-face instruction, and B1 - B2 level learners complete a total
0f 40 hr of instruction. Most classroom instruction happens in English with minimal supportin L1 for complex vocabulary.
Communicative language skills are emphasized, with occasional explicit explanation of grammar for adolescent learners.
Students are routinely assigned homework from workbooks or project-based tasks.
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Figure 1 Timeline of test administrations throughout the total period of 30 instructional weeks.

Apart from attending the after-school program, almost all students also attended English classes in public or private
secondary schools. Their weekly hours of instruction typically varied from 2 (in public schools) to 4 (in some private
schools). It is unlikely that students in this study also participated in private tutoring classes outside school, because
parents typically place their children in either after-school or private tutoring classes, but rarely in both. It is also unlikely
that any of the student participants in this study were familiar with or preparing for the TOEFL Junior Standard test
because this was and still is a new and unknown test in Armenia. No testing center in the country offers this test to the
population, to our knowledge. All students in the target age group and their parents were invited to participate in the
study. Those who agreed were asked to sign the TOEFL Junior Standard consent form.

Data Collection and Analysis

To collect data, the TOEFL Junior Standard test was administered three times, with a different form for each test admin-
istration (i.e., a single different form was used each time). The first administration of the test took place in late September
(before the fall term). The second and third test administrations took place in late November (before the winter term) and
early May (after the spring term), respectively. As a result, the intervals between testing times varied from 10 weeks (in
the fall) to 20 weeks (winter + spring terms), with a total of 30 weeks between the start of the academic year in September
and its end in May (see Figure 1). There were breaks after each term including the longest one of 3 weeks over the holidays
in December and January.

The following are the sample sizes of the total number of students in the program, ages 11-17, in each term of the study:
fall n =2 37 out of 345 students (69%), winter n = 322 out of 429 students (75%), and spring n = 272 out of 350 students
(78%). Because the analysis included only those students who took the test three times, the resulting sample consisted of
154 students. The demographic characteristics of this sample are representative of the after-school student population in
terms of age, gender, and proficiency level. Table 1 summarizes the student participants in the study by age.

Figure 2 shows that the distributions of the first test scores of the two programs (20 and 40 hr) were understandably
quite different because the students were placed into classes according to a placement test. There is still some overlap
of initial scores due to a few reasons. First, the placement test is specific to the textbooks used in the curriculum, and
the TOEFL Junior scores cannot perfectly match curriculum-specific placement test results. Second, after the students are
placed into their classes according to the placement test, the teachers can propose changes to the student placements based
on their observations of the students’ performance in class. This overlap of student scores in the 20- and 40-hr programs
has implications for the study and will be discussed in the results and discussion sections.

All students whose parents signed the informed consents were invited to a large auditorium on the same day at the same
time and seated with two vacant seats in between each student to prevent cheating. The ratio of students and proctors was

Table 1 Distribution of Students Who Took the Test Three Times, by Age

Age Frequency Percent
11 14 9.3
12 26 17.1
13 32 21.0
14 41 26.8
15 34 22.0
16 4 2.9
17 2 1.0
Total 154 100.0
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Figure 2 Distributions of the first test scores by program: <A2-A2: 20 hr per term and B1-B2: 40 hr per term.

approximately 20:1, in addition to a supervisor who led the testing sessions. The testing procedure followed the prescribed
steps in the ETS manual for the TOEFL Junior Standard test.

The test data were analyzed in R, a programming language, which is also statistical software for computing and graphics.
Descriptive statistics included frequencies, percent, means, and standard deviations for summary tables and graphs. To
address the main research question, the difference in differences (DID) analysis of two factors was used: (a) the difference
in time (Test 1, Test 2, Test 3) and (b) the difference in the program (20 hr, 40 hr). The model specification allows us to
control for the initial difference of scores in the two groups and investigate the effect of the two programs. One limitation
of this analysis in the study is that the duration between the tests and the length of the programs are not measured in con-
tinuous but discrete scales. This means that it was not possible to estimate elasticity of students’ gains in increments of 1 hr
of instructional time. Another limitation is that the initial test scores (Test 1) are not homogeneous across students, which
makes the comparison across time more challenging. We discuss these challenges and solutions in the sections that follow.

Results

This study addresses the following research question: To what extent can the TOEFL Junior Standard test show gain, both
in terms of overall proficiency and individual language skills (i.e., listening, reading, form, and meaning) with learners of
A1-A2 and B1-B2 levels studying English with different degrees of intensity (2 hr per week versus 4 hr per week)?

Descriptive Statistics

Figures 3 through 6 summarize the students’ progress measured at different intervals. One clear pattern from this visual
summary is that there is an overall upward progression of scores between Time 1 and 3 for both A1-A2-level students
in the 20-hr program and B1-B2-level students in the 40-hr program. On closer inspection, the listening scores do not
follow this pattern between testing Time 2 (Nov-16) and Time 3 (May-17). This pattern is observable in both programs.
This irregularity may seem particularly puzzling considering that the interval between testing Time 2 and Time 3 was
20 instructional weeks, twice as long as that between testing Time 1 (Sept-16) and Time 2 (Nov-16). In the discussion
section, we offer a few possible explanations for this irregularity.

Tables 2 and 3 provide additional descriptive statistics. Table 3 shows a more detailed picture of the difference in the
listening scores between Time 2 and Time 3 (0 points for the 20-hr program and —1.09 points for the 40-hr program).
Overall, there is no clear pattern as to whether the 20-hr or 40-hr program demonstrates greater gains over the same
periods of time. The DID analyses that follow provide some insights on the differences between the two programs.
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Table 2 Means (and Standard Deviations) of TOEFL Junior Standard Across Three Test Times by Total and Section Scores (<A2-A2
Students in the 20-hr Program, n = 63; B1-B2 Students in the 40-hr Program, n =91)

<A2-A2 students

B1-B2 students

Test section and time M SD M SD
Listening 1 226.3 18.9 251.6 24.0
Listening 2 236.3 21.1 269.3 20.8
Listening 3 236.3 21.6 268.2 19.9
Form and meaning 1 231.9 16.8 266.6 22.4
Form and meaning 2 237.9 18.5 269.0 18.6
Form and meaning 3 250.9 19.3 278.1 18.7
Reading 1 222.5 19.9 251.8 26.0
Reading 2 225.2 21.1 260.4 23.8
Reading 3 237.8 22.9 265.4 21.9
Total 1 680.7 44.1 770.1 62.8
Total 2 699.5 53.3 798.7 56.6
Total 3 725.1 51.7 811.8 50.1

Table 3 Differences of Means Between Three Test Times by Total and Section Scores (<A2- A2 Students in the 20-hr Program, n = 63;
B1-B2 Students in the 40-hr Program, n =91)

Test section Compared period <A2-A2 students B1-B2 students
Listening Time 2 and Time 1 10.1 17.7
Form and meaning Time 2 and Time 1 6.03 2.36
Reading Time 2 and Time 1 2.69 8.63
Total Time 2 and Time 1 18.8 28.7
Listening Time 3 and Time 1 10.1 16.6
Form and meaning Time 3 and Time 1 19.0 11.5
Reading Time 3 and Time 1 15.2 13.7
Total Time 3 and Time 1 44.4 41.8
Listening Time 3 and Time 2 0.00 -1.09
Form and meaning Time 3 and Time 2 13.0 9.12
Reading Time 3 and Time 2 12.5 5.05
Total Time 3 and Time 2 25.6 13.1
DID Analysis

Below is the model for the data analysis:

score; = oy + o Test2; + o, Test3; + a3 Program; + oy Test2; Program; + o5 Test3; Program; 4+ €; where:

a, = a constant, which shows the average score of Test 1 in the 20-hr program. It is used as a reference to interpret
the remaining coefficients:

1
Test2; = {0

1
Test3; = {O
Program; = {

the score of Test 2 of the i, student
otherwise

the score of Test 3 of the i, student
otherwise

iy, student in the 40 — hr program
iy, student in the 20 — hr program
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1, the score of Test 2 of the i, student in 40 — hr program
Test2,Program; = {0 otherwise t

1 the score of Test 3 of the i, student in 40 — hr program

Test3;Program; = {0 otherwise

€; = random error of the model.

Table 4 summarizes the coeflicients in this model. Specifically, a, is the effect of the difference in the programs in Test
2 compared to Test 1, and a5 is the effect of the difference in the programs in Test 3 compared to Test 1.

As mentioned earlier, one challenge with this DID analysis is that the scores for Test 1 are not homogeneous across the
students, so that we cannot see the effect of the instructional intensity clearly. Therefore, we propose two approaches to
analyzing the data. In the first one, we analyze the data with heterogeneous initial test scores from all student participants
(N=154: n =63 in the 20-hr program and n = 91 in the 40-hr program). In the second analysis, we apply the same model
to a smaller subset of the data with the students whose initial scores were more homogenous, i.e., within 700-800 points
(N =64: n =17 in the 20-hr program and n =47 in the 40-hr program).

Analysis Based on Data With Heterogeneous Initial Scores

Table 5 shows the results of the DID analysis with all 154 student participants. Overall, the differences of all test sections
and total scores are significant, with R? ranging from .337 to .449. Further, we summarize the results for each program
separately.

Regarding the 20-hr program, the first row shows the average scores of Test 1 for this group of students (row o). The
total score improved across all three test times. Listening improved significantly from Test 1 to Test 2, but then this growth
stopped between Test 2 and 3 (rows o, and a,). The form and meaning score improved significantly from Test 1 to Test 2

Table 4 Interpretation of the Coeflicients

20-hour program

40-hour program

Difference between programs

Difference between programs and tests (DID)

Test 1 (' oy + 05 o5
Test 2 o+ oy Oy + 0 + 003 + 0y oy + 0y o
Test 3 oyt o, oy + 0, 03 + 0y o3+ o o5

Table 5 Difference in Differences Results for the Total and Section Scores Between the 20-hr and 40-hr Programs

Total score Listening Form and meaning Reading
a, C 680.7*** 226.3%%% 231.9%** 222,54
(6.81) (2.67) (2.43) (2.89)
o, Test 2 18.8* 10.079*** 6.03* 2.69
(9.63) (3.78) (3.44) (4.09)
o, Test 3 4444 10.17%* 19.10%* 15.20¢*
(9.63) (3.78) (3.44) (4.09)
o 40-hr program 89.30¢* 2538 34.7°0¢% 29.20%*
(8.86) (3.48) (3.16) (3.76)
o, Test 2: 40-hr program 9.87 7.61 —3.67 593
(12.53) (4.92) (4.47) (5.32)
a;_Test 3: 40-hr program —2.61 6.51 —7.56% -1.56
(12.5) (4.91) (4.47) (5.32)
Observations 462 462 462 462
R? 449 .375 426 337
Adjusted R? 443 .368 420 .330
Residual SE (df =456) 54.0 21.2 19.3 22.9
F statistic (df = 5; 456) 74.44%* 54.70¢* 67.8°* 46.4°*
Note. *p < .1; % p < .05; *p < .01.
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and Test 3 (rows a; and a,). The reading score did not improve significantly from Test 1 to Test 2, but it did by Test 3
(rows a; and o).

Regarding the 40-hr program, the coefficients in row a5 show the baseline difference of average scores between the two
programs at Test 1. The baseline scores in this model are the scores of Test 1 in the 20-hr program. The average scores here
are significantly higher for the total test score and all test sections. However, coefficients a, and a5 show the poor effect of
the 40-hr program compared to the 20-hr program. These coeflicients are not significant for the total and section scores
except for form and meaning in row a5. Moreover, this coeflicient is negative with statistical significance, meaning that
the effect of the program for form and meaning was reversed. We can conclude that given the scores in the 20-hr and 40-hr
programs, the TOEFL Junior test is sensitive to the language gains in the 20-hr program but not in the 40-hr program.

Analysis Based on Data with Homogenous Initial Scores

One major conclusion from these results is that TOEFL Junior seems to be more sensitive to the learning gains among
A1-A2level learners. Figure 7 visualizes this conclusion. The X axis shows the initial scores (Test 1), and the Y axis shows
the change of scores from Test 1 to Test 2. It is obvious that the higher the scores in the initial test, the lower the change
in Test 2.

This difference in the initial test scores makes it impossible to make more reliable estimates of the effect of intensity. To
address this challenge, we analyzed a subset of our sample where the initial test scores are more homogeneous across the
students in the two programs: 700 to 800 points. Figure 8 shows that in this new subset, the initial scores of the students
in the 20-hr program and those in the 40-hr programs are more evenly distributed across the X axis, unlike in Figure 7.
We also see that the dashed line representing the 40-hr program falls less steeply.

Table 6 summarizes the results of the DID analysis for this subset of the data. It is expected to observe fewer statistically
significant differences in row a; because in this sample the initial scores between the students in the two programs are
more homogeneous, unlike with the previous analysis (Table 5). We see some effect of the program factor on the student
subsequent test scores, that is, 40 hr having a more positive impact on student scores (see rows a4 and a5). For example, we
see one positive statistically significant difference for listening between Tests 1 and 3 (row a5), and the negative significant
difference in the previous dataset is no longer present in these results. This trend suggests that TOEFL Junior can be sensi-
tive to student gains in the 40-hr program too if their scores are low enough (i.e., 700-800 points). An important drawback
in this analysis is the diluted sample size, which could have masked statistical differences where they may truly exist.

Discussion and Conclusion

At the outset, this study intended to provide more evidence for the construct validity of the TOEFL Junior Standard test to
aid the stakeholders’ interpretation and use of the test scores. As discussed in the introduction, Gu et al. (2015) have laid

Figure 7 Relationship between Test 1 total score and the difference in scores between Tests 1 and 2 for all 154 students, by program:
20 hr and 40 hr.
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Figure 8 Relationship between Test 1 total score and the difference in scores between Tests 1 and 2 for all 64 students with homogeneous
initial scores (700-800), by program: 20 hr and 40 hr.

Table 6 Difference in Differences Results for Total Scores and Components

Total score Listening Form and meaning Reading
a, C 732.6°* 238.5%** 251.2%* 242,94
(8.88) (4.19) (3.59) (4.70)
o, Test 2 20.6 14.1¢* 4.71 1.77
(12.6) (5.92) (5.09) (6.65)
o, Test 3 30.6** 9.12 10.9¢* 10.6
(12.6) (5.92) (5.09) (6.65)
oy 40-hr program 20.7** 6.4 10.3** 3.97
(10.4) (4.89) (4.20) (5.49)
o, Test 2: 40-hr program 15.7 6.84 —0.025 8.87
(14.6) (6.91) (5.94) (7.76)
a; Test 3: 40-hr program 18.0 11.9* 2.84 3.24
(14.7) (6.91) (5.94) (7.76)
Observations 192 192 192 192
R? 299 .280 201 .108
Adjusted R? .280 .260 180 084
Residual SE (df = 186) 36.6 17.3 14.8 19.4
F statistic (df =5; 186) 15.90¢* 14.40%* 9.380* 4.490*

Note. *p < .1;*p < .05; ***p < .01.

a strong foundation toward the construct validity argument of the test. However, their study was not able to account for
the learning experiences of the test takers. This study adds new validity evidence by situating the study within the same
after-school program, thus reducing the variability of learning experiences among the students.

Opverall, the study corroborates the findings of Gu et al. (2015) that the TOEFL Junior Standard test is able to detect
change in adolescent learners’ language performance over time. Coincidentally, their study also looked at testing inter-
vals similar to those found in this study: 75 days, equivalent to about 10 instructional weeks in this study and 150 days,
equivalent to about 20 instructional weeks in this study. The third interval of 250 days is close to 30 instructional weeks
in this study given two school breaks in this period: Christmas and spring break in the after-school program. It would
not be meaningful to compare specific means of gains in the study of Gu et al. over the same periods of time with the
results of this study because of unknown differences in the learning experiences of their participants. However, in general,
our study supports existing evidence that learning gains within 10 weeks (20 hr of instruction) can be detected with the
TOEFL Junior Standard test. Further, we discuss these findings in more detail.

This study analyzed the same periods of learning for the students with different initial scores and in the programs of dif-
ferent intensity. Our findings suggest that although TOEFL Junior is sensitive to learning gains as short as 20 instructional
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hours over 10 weeks among A1-A?2 level students, it is not as sensitive when it comes to the learning gains of students
of B1-B2 levels of proficiency. Even though B1-B2 level students studied for twice as many hours (40 hr in 10 weeks),
this intensity does not help make the learning gains measurable. In their second model for student gains, Gu et al. (2015)
included the test takers’ initial scores, and as a result their estimated effects of the interval (i.e., presumed duration of
study) became smaller. They suggested that “it is possible that part of the relationship between interval and gains reflects
selection of how long to wait to retest based on the initial score” (p. 9). Our findings suggest that in addition to this poten-
tial influence, the initial score could be a variable that impacts student gain, hence the ability of TOEFL Junior to capture
it. The literature review above cites some evidence from IELTS suggesting that language learners from higher levels of
proficiency take longer to show learning gains measurable by standardized tests (Elder & O’Loughlin, 2003; Green, 2004;
Green & Weir, 2003). Vocabulary research has also accumulated strong evidence showing that the lower the frequency of
the word, the less it contributes to the text coverage (e.g., Nation, 2006; Nation & Waring, 1997). For example, if the first
1,000 most frequent words provide approximately 72-75% coverage of written text, then the second 1,000 words add only
another 5% of word coverage. In addition, there is much evidence showing a strong relationship between learners’ vocab-
ulary size and their reading and listening comprehension (e.g., Milton, 2010). In light of this, it is reasonable to expect
that the TOEFL Junior Standard test may not be equally sensitive to learning gain of more advanced learners compared
to those of A1-A2 learners.

Further, we would like to discuss the results for the listening section. Our statistics show that the listening scores did not
grow consistently across the three testing times. There are two alternative interpretations: (a) there is some irregularity
in the listening scores and (b) there is no irregularity in these scores. Regarding the first alternative, Gu et al. (2015)
pointed out that one of their analyses did not show statistically significant gains for listening either. They suggest that
“limited exposure to aural input in English could have hindered listening skill development” (p. 9). Even though theirs
was a cross-sectional study, Wolf and Steinberg (2011) did not report a similar lack of progress in listening among their
students in the United States, which again supports the argument of Gu et al. because of the ESL context. So one possible
explanation is that, indeed, the gains in listening skill are harder to detect with the TOEFL Junior Standard test in non-
English-speaking contexts simply because this skill is harder to develop over shorter periods of time due to the limited
aural exposure. Therefore, there may simply have been no appreciable gains to be detected.

Regarding the same interpretation of the irregularity of the listening scores, the proctors ruled out the possibility of a
technical problem during the last testing session. However, they reported that during the first testing session, a few younger
students had left some items in the listening section unanswered because they were too tired. Perhaps listening in English
does create a lot of stress, especially for younger test takers, who are also likely to have a lower level of proficiency, which
may cause additional frustration. This test-taking behavior must have pulled down the mean for the first listening score,
thus increasing the gain between testing Time 1 and Time 2 and decreasing this gain between testing Time 2 and Time 3.

Further, some may propose that teaching and perhaps learning in the after-school program was less effective during
the winter and spring terms. However, this proposition is unlikely because the students attended multiple different classes
with different teachers and different textbooks. Also, the variability of students’ scores does not show any irregularities (see
standard deviations in Table 2). Related to the potential seasonal influences due to the 3-week Christmas break between
the fall and winter terms, there is a possibility that students’ English proficiency may have decreased during this period
of likely disuse. If so, this impact would obviously apply to all section scores, not only listening.

A final explanation for this irregularity is that the listening section of the second form of the TOEFL Junior Standard
test was harder than it was supposed to be. This is a difficult proposition to make, but perhaps it might provide some
insight to ETS test developers.

The second interpretation regarding the findings on the listening scores is that there is no irregularity. This interpreta-
tion assumes that language proficiency is not a linear function of instructional time. Under this assumption, it is possible
to conclude that proficiency scores can grow and level off from time to time. Additionally, this plateau or negative differ-
ence could be due to a measurement error. Given the means and standard deviations, the standard error could easily reach
2 points, which accounts for the negative difference of —1.09 points between testing Time 2 and Time 3 among B1-B2
level students.

Finally, it is important to highlight a few limitations in this study. Although the student participants shared learning
experiences from the same after-school curriculum, they all attended their secondary schools with additional exposure to
English learning practices. This must have added some unpredictable variability to the data. Next, given the curriculum
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setup, it was impossible to tease apart the learners’ proficiency level from the program they attended, that is, 20-hr versus
40-hr tracks. It would have been ideal to control for these two variables in the analysis. Finally, our data show that the
students in the 40-hr program were 13.9 years old, and those in the 20-hr program were 12.7 years old. This age difference
may have been an additional variable that impacted students’ progress over time due to cognitive differences. This study
could not account for this confounding variable.

In terms of delimitations, the results could be generalizable to the given after-school context with its curriculum and
surrounding sociocultural and educational circumstances in the country. Gender and age in our sample were also reason-
ably representative of the typical population of the after-school program.

In sum, the study provides additional supporting evidence for the construct validity of the TOEFL Junior Standard test.
The test shows better sensitivity to learning gains among A1-A2 level learners than those of B1-B2 language learners.
This study also may corroborate some evidence in the literature concerning challenges with measuring listening compre-
hension over shorter periods of time in EFL contexts, although this conclusion should be treated with caution.
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