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Introduction

In 1979, the Educational Testing Service (ETS) developed the TOEIC (Test of
English for International Communication), an English proficiency test for
people working in international environments, based on a request from the
Japanese Ministry of International Trade and Industry. The Chauncey Group
International, a subsidiary of ETS, currently develops and publishes the test.
Over two million people per year take the TOEIC (www.toeic.com). Accord-
ing to the TOEIC Report on Test-Takers Worldwide, 1997-98, 63% of the TOEIC
results were used in Japan, 29% in Korea, and 8% in other countries.

Most reviews of the TOEIC have been descriptions of the test (Gilfert,
1996; Perkins, 1987). The TOEIC comprises the listening and the reading
section. Buck (2001) reviews only the listening section. For the reading sec-
tion of the TOEIC we could find only one critical review (Richards, 1992)
published over the two decades since the test was developed. Therefore, our
purpose in this article is to review critically the reading section based on
recent studies of language assessment, particularly for construct validity and
content validity, which are considered by language testing researchers
(Bachman, 1990; Cumming, 1996) as fundamental for validation of language
tests.

Potential Users and Purpose

The TOEIC User’s Guide suggests that the test can be used by corporations,
English training programs, English language schools, or individuals. The
guide reports that more than 4,000 corporations around the world have used
the test for recruiting, promoting, and deploying employees. The test is also
used by corporations for screening employees for several purposes: (a) tech-
nical training in English; (b) overseas assignments; and (c) language training.
In addition, corporations can use the test for diagnosing their language
training programs and employees’ English proficiency. Educational institu-
tions in both ESL and EFL contexts have adopted the TOEIC for formative or
placement purposes (Gilfert, 1996). The TOEIC has been adopted by univer-
sities in Japan and Korea for the formative assessment of students’ English
proficiency and to assist students with future employment (Gilfert, 1996;
Kim, 2001). Finally, the TOEIC has been taken by individuals who wished to
show a measure of their English proficiency to their potential employers.
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Format of the Reading Section

The reading and listening sections can be administered and scored inde-
pendently. Examinees are to complete the reading section in 75 minutes. The
section comprises the last three parts of the test, Part 5 (Incomplete Senten-
ces), Part 6 (Error Recognition), and Part 7 (Reading Comprehension). Parts 5
and 7 have 40 questions each, and Part 6 has 20 questions. Altogether, the
section has 100 multiple-choice questions with four possibilities each. The
scores are measured by the number of correct responses, converted to a
number on a scale from 5 to 495 in intervals of 5 points.! The scores of the
listening section are also converted to a number on a sale-of 5 to 495. Adding
the listening and the reading scores together is the TOEIC total score on a
scale ranging from 10 to 990.

Issues of Construct Validity and Content Validity

In this section we review construct validity and content validity of the
reading section and consider the validity of the entire TOEIC test.

Construct Validity

The TOEIC claims to assess English for International Communication, but
has no clear identification of the TOEIC test domain. For example, the TOEIC
Examinee Handbook (1998) says, “TOEIC does not test ‘business English’” (p.
12), whereas the handbook explains that the TOEIC is a test that measures
“English with others in business, commerce and industry” (p. 1). The hand-
book also states that the TOEIC assesses “general English proficiency in an
international environment” (p. 12) and “the everyday English skills of people
working in an international environment” (p. 1). The TOEIC does not iden-
tify what an international environment is. Nor does it give any theoretical
explanations of the aspects of English that the test measures or how the
TOEIC version of English is different from world Englishes (Kachru & Nel-
son, 1996) or dialects of English that are encountered in natural, everyday life
situations. Moreover, it is not clear whether the TOEIC’s definition of English
includes non-native speakers’ (NNS) English. It is also ambiguous as to
whether the TOEIC test developers took into account international commu-
nication between NNSs.

The TOEIC test makers do not show the construct validity of each section
separately, although they do give their general concepts of the test. For
example, the TOEIC Technical Manual (www toeic.com) says, “The test does
not require specialized knowledge or vocabulary beyond that of a person
who uses English in everyday work activities” (I-1). Yet some of the settings
and situations in the TOEIC such as those involving research, contracts, and
negotiations must require cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP)
in Cummins’ (2001) sense. Furthermore, the TOEIC does not measure
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examinees’ pragmatic competence, which is included in most models of -
language proficiency and communicative competence (Bachman, 1990;
Canale & Swain, 1980). Recent research on communicative competence and
reading has come to view language and language proficiency in terms of
context and purpose (Hudson, 1996; Savignon, 1991). The TOEIC does not
appear to have a theoretical framework for its discrete multiple-choice for-
mat in Part 5 (Incomplete Sentences) and Part 6 (Error Recognition) of the
reading section.

As Alderson (2000) states, in tests like the TOEIC, most commonly “the
tester does not know why the candidate responded the way she did” (p. 212).
For example, this is a sample question of Part 5 (TOEIC Examinee Handbook,
1998).

Because the equipment is very delicate, it must be handled with
(A)caring

(B) careful

(C) care

(D) carefully. (p. 27)

In a real-world work environment, intelligibility seems to be important,
particularly in international communication between NNSs. In an actual
daily communication, answers B and D may not be critical errors with regard
to intelligibility. Another example is also a sample question of Part 5 (TOEIC
Examinee Handbook, 1998).

Mr. Yang’s trip will him away from the office for ten days.
(A) withdraw

(B) continue

(C) retain

(D) keep. (p. 28)

The test-takers should know an idiom keep A from B to answer this item.
However, the question does not give any contexts related to the sentence.
The form of Part 5 itself does not seem to correspond to real-world commu-
nications that test-takers may engage in. If the TOEIC examines only the
test-takers” general English proficiency, the form of Part 5 without contexts
can be acceptable. Yet the TOEIC developers contend that they measure
English proficiency in an international work environment. In a daily commu-
nication, people can guess what interlocutors mean from contexts, which is
different from the test form and test condition of Part 5 in the TOEIC.

For these reasons, test developers have to keep test-takers’ responses to
each item in mind when designing and choosing the items they intend to
include in the TOEIC, as Alderson (2000) points out. Yet there are no avail-
able accounts of how this is done such as explained for the TOEFL (Peirce,
1992). Investigation by the test developers should consider the test-takers’
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perspectives and attitudes toward the items and passages of the reading
comprehension test. If research on construct validity from multicultural and
multilingual perspectives has been already conducted, the results should be
published and acceptable to the test-users, test-takers, and other language-
testing researchers.

Content Validity

A direct reading test should reflect as closely as possible the interaction
that takes place between a reader and a text in the equivalent real life
reading activity. However, in real life, reading purpose, background
knowledge, formal knowledge, and various types of language know-
ledge may all interact with text content to contribute to a reader’s text
comprehension. (Weir, 1997, p. 39)

All these factors are crucial to the development of appropriate second lan-
guage (SL) reading tests despite the difficulties they may entail. The Chaun-
cey Group International, the developer of the TOEIC, seems to place
importance on choosing test content that is consistent with the test-takers’
needs. As explained in the TOEIC Technical Manual, studies (Tannenbaum &
Rosenfeld, 1995% Woodford, 1982, cited in the TOEIC Technical Manual) have
assessed the English-language skills needed by employees from various
parts of the world to meet the requirements of multinational companies.
However, these studies have only focused on the English-language skills
required by multinational companies, implying that the context for the test is
corporate interest rather than the potential test-takers’ real-world work con-
text.

While reviewing the reading section of the TOEIC test (specifically Part 7
of the test), we realized that the test reflects no consideration of cultural and
linguistic differences in examinees. Although the test claims to be “unbiased
and culturally relevant for the test-takers worldwide” (TOEIC Technical
Manual, 11-2), the context and settings used as reading passages in the TOEIC
test are clearly based on North American standards, which is an obvious
disadvantage for others brought up in a different culture or applications of
results of the test to situations outside North America. For example, this is a
sample question of Part 7 (Reading Comprehension, TOEIC Official Test
Preparation Guide, 2001).

Message for: Mr. Ibrahim

From: Michel leBlanc

Taken by: Henri

Time: 2:15 p.m., Thurs.

Message:

Michel LeBlanc at Batir Construction called. Has finished updating the
contract but can’t meet you on Friday at 3. Wanted to know when he
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can reach you to reschedule. Will be at home this evening, but will try to
contact you before then. If he doesn’t get in touch with you, call him
after 8 p.m. at home at 24-55-5123.

Sample Question 59

59. Why did Mr. LeBlanc call Mr. Ibrahim?
(A) To rearrange a meeting

(B) To ask for some building work to be done
(C) To find out when a meeting will end

(D) To request a work schedule

Sample Question 60

60. What is Mr. LeBlanc going to do?

(A) Meet Mr. Ibrahim on Friday

(B) Revise the contract

(C) Go out for the evening

(D) Telephone again this afternoon. (p. 185)

In this question, the test-takers cannot know in what kind of international
environment this message is written. The test-takers do not know the rela-
tionship between Mr. Ibrahim and Henry in their company. What national
company in what country Mr. Ibrahim and Henry are working for is not
described in the sample either. Test-takers can guess nationalities and cul-
tural backgrounds of people in the question by their names, but the informa-
tion about the people is not clear. Despite lack of background information,
these contexts seem to be important for natural communication in interna-
tional workplaces, particularly in terms of pragmatics. For example, people
call each other by their last name and position in Japanese and Venezuelan
companies, whereas we are more familiar. If Henry is working in a company
in those countries, he might have written his last name, and he might have
written “Manager Ibrahim” on the message. The issue is not directly related
to the answers of the questions (Questions 59 and 60), but the test-takers
cannot have a clear image in what contexts this communication occurs when
they answer the questions.

Another content-related issue in the TOEIC is the test developers’ choice
of using only one item format throughout the entire test. The problems of
using multiple-choice questions for reading comprehension tests, as well as
for other second-language tests, has been widely researched (Alderson, 2000;
Weir, 1997). Three issues have often been discussed in the literature: (a) there
is a guessing factor in which the examinee might be able to get an item right
by a simple random elimination of the distractors; (b) the test-taker could
also be able to answer by analyzing the structure of a question without really
knowing the right answer; and most important (c) there is a chance that the
examinees might be able to receive training in developing techniques for
enhancing their ability to answer these types of questions correctly.
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In addition, another problematic factor appears in the reading com-
prehension section of the TOEIC, specifically Part 6 (Error Recognition), in
which the students have to identify the underlined word or phrase that is
grammatically wrong or needs some kind of correction. We particularly
agree with Enright et al.’s (2000) suggestion that isolated grammatical know-
ledge may not be critical for assessing reading comprehension. In fact, syn-
tax-related features are also found in tests such as the TOEFL, but in a
separate section specially designated for grammar structure and not as part
of the reading comprehension construct as it is used in the TOEIC. We agree
with Enright et al.’s perspective that the combination of sets and signals of a
syntactic nature can enhance and provide support for other purposes such as
adding contextual information or efficiently processing information.

Limitations

- As stated by many test-users and test-takers around the world (TOEIC Ex-
aminee Handbook), the TOEIC is not only recognized by important multina-
tional companies and organizations, but it is also considered an effective tool
that provides people with an accurate idea of a person’s English proficiency
level. The TOEIC seems to be practical and accurate, especially when used
for screening purposes in the intermediate levels of English proficiency
(Buck, 2001). As described by Buck, “although the test covers a wide ability
range, the target group is probably best described as a lower intermediate
level” (p. 210).

The test’s validation, however, has a significant limitation. Although the
TOEIC has established high internal reliability (e.g., the reading KR-
Reliability Coefficient is 0.93), the construct and the content validity of the
test have not been systematically and empirically examined since the test
was developed in the 1970s.> Woodford’s (1982) study has been the only
published empirical study to examine the validation of the TOEIC that we
know of since the test’s development, and it reviewed only Part 7 of the
Reading section. Richards (1992) suggests that more validation studies for
the TOEIC are needed, but he does not examine its validation himself. Thus
further studies of the test’s validation are called for. Lack of construct and
content validity research on the TOEIC may confuse test-users, test-takers,
and English instructors. The test developers of the TOEIC do not show clear
validations of the TOEIC such as what is standard English in an international
environment and the process of test development in order to establish
validity of the test (Bachman, 1990; Brown, 1995; Peirce, 1992).

Conclusions

Approaches to language teaching and assessment have changed in many
countries since the TOEIC was developed; most important, ideas about
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validity in language testing have also developed over these two decades
(Cumming, 1996; Kunnan, 1998, 2000). Yet only one systematic content
validation study of the reading section of the TOEIC has been published
since its development (Woodford, 1982).* Although we recognize the prac-
ticality and efficiency of the TOEIC, especially when used as a screening
instrument, we would like to see more research done about the test’s validity.
Test developers should establish construct and content validity by illus-
trating the process of developing the test items in order to come up with a
representation of the construct and the content according to the objectives
the test was designed to measure.

As Richards (1992) points out, openness about the TOEIC content is
crucial for investigating its validity. Bachman (1990) also points out “the
consideration of test content is ... an important part of both test development
and test use” (p. 244). The ethical standards of the test (see Code of Fair Testing
Practices in Education, 1988) for test developers and test-users would be
applied further as well in the process of demonstrating the TOEIC’s valida-
tion. Bachman (1990) explains “demonstrating that a test is relevant to and
covers a given area of content or ability is ... a necessary part of validation”
(p. 244). Boyd and Davies (2002) claim “accountability in language testing ...
requires openness to stakeholders” (p. 296). They also contend that openness
to stakeholders is necessary for all test developers in order to establish an
ethics of tests and that it is responsibility of test-makers to test-users and
test-takers in regard to ethics of tests. Because the TOEIC has been adopted
as a high-stakes test by many companies in the world, openness about its
validity will facilitate establishment of ethics for the sake of its test-users and
test-takers. We hope that the TOEIC developers have accountability for
people who use this test as a high-stakes test all over the world.

Notes

'Scoring of the TOEIC is described in the TOEIC Technical Manual on their Web site
(Www.toeic.com).

*The TOEIC Technical Manual does not include Tannenbaum and Rosenfeld’s (1995) study in its
references. We have been unable to locate this reference.

3Woodford’s (1982) content validity study on the reading section is problematic because its
sample size is small (99 participants) and participants were only Japanese. The study did not

examine the content validity of Part 5 (Incomplete Sentences) and Part 6 (Error Recognition) as
reading assessments.

*Most published validation studies of the TOEIC have examined the concurrent validity of the

test (Wilson, 1993; TOEIC Report on Test-Takers Worldwide, 1996). See TOEIC Technical Manual,
1-2).
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