
 
Tabaran Institute of Higher Education   ISSN 2476-5880 

 International Journal of Language Testing                                                      https://www.ijlt.ir 

 Vol. 14, No. 1; 2024, March 

99 
 

 

Attaining C1 Level Scores in TOEFL iBT: From Challenges to Needs 
 

Omid S. Kalantar1* 

 

ARTICLE INFO  ABSTRACT 

 

Article History: 

Received: August 2023                                     

Accepted: September 2023 

 This study sought to identify the challenges and needs of TOEFL 

iBT candidates in achieving C1 level scores in the speaking and 

writing sections of the exam. To this end, the researcher employed 

a mixed-method approach to collect data from a population of 46 

students, both male and female, between the ages of 22 and 30. 

The participants were enrolled in two TOEFL preparation classes 

at Universidad Nacional de Educación. The data were collected 

through a survey, class observations, and TOEFL speaking and 

writing mock tests, and were subsequently analyzed both 

qualitatively and quantitatively. The findings indicated that the 

participants encountered challenges in discussing unfamiliar topics 

fluently, struggled with producing language at the C1 level while 

employing a variety of grammar and vocabulary, and demonstrated 

reduced accuracy due to influences from their first language (L1). 

To address these challenges, it is recommended to offer a bridging 

course prior to exam preparation courses wherein the primary 

focus is devoted to enhancing candidates’ accuracy and 

communicative competence in discussing unfamiliar topics 

through corrective feedback. The findings of this study could offer 

valuable insights to TOEFL iBT test preparation instructors, 

enabling them to better understand the challenges students face and 

plan strategies to address these challenges effectively within 

preparation courses. 
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1. Introduction 

The Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) has gained unprecedented currency over 

the past years as it provides a standardized measure of one’s proficiency in the English language. 

Though the test comes in different forms, the internet-based format of the TOEFL test (TOEFL iBT) is 

probably the most popular one. Many universities use this test as a benchmark to ascertain the eligibility 

of students, especially regarding exit requirements and university admission (Crystal, 2003; Ng, 2007). 

Moreover, government agencies and scholarship review boards use TOEFL iBT as part of their 

eligibility criteria (Antoni, 2014; Herwanda et al., 2012).  

On the other hand, merely holding a TOEFL certificate may not meet the stringent criteria of 

academic institutions. Many of these establishments typically demand a C1 level score, which 

corresponds to a TOEFL iBT score of 95 and above. Consequently, a substantial number of students 

and educators dedicate their time and effort to a thorough TOEFL iBT exam preparation. This is because 

attaining a C1 level score (TOEFL 95 and above) on the TOEFL iBT exam paves the way for exciting 

opportunities in one's academic and professional journey. 

Due to the significance of TOEFL iBT, many students enroll in General English skill 

development and TOEFL preparation courses to develop the required skills prior to taking the exam. 

However, despite all the preparation, many candidates find achieving a C1 level score daunting, since 
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they need to produce advanced-level forms of English (Intriago et al., 2019). While this frustration is 

evident, its root cause and possible remedies remain largely obscure. Therefore, it is imperative to 

identify the challenges and barriers that affect obtaining C1 level scores in order to provide exam 

preparation instructions with pertinent recommendations to tackle them within preparation courses. 

Many studies have targeted identifying challenges and difficulties in TOEFL preparation by 

testing useful exam techniques and examining psychological factors involved in the test-taking process 

(Akmal et al., 2020; Barnes, 2016; Halim & Ardiningtyas, 2018; Masfufah, 2018; Netta & Trisnawati, 

2019). Nevertheless, to the best of the author's knowledge, no study has attempted to align the rubric 

expectations with student performance to pinpoint the challenges and needs in achieving advanced-

level scores (C1 and above). Furthermore, in the broader context of research on TOEFL iBT, it is 

noteworthy to consider that Ecuadorian candidates have not been studied so far. As highlighted by 

Bolton (2008), learners in various regions of the world may exhibit distinct characteristics compared to 

those in other areas. Therefore, when studying high-stakes language assessments, taking the geographic 

location of test-takers into consideration becomes imperative (Rezaeian et al., 2020).  

As Nation and Macalister state (2010), identifying exam preparation needs and challenges may help 

educators assess their learners' existing knowledge and ascertain their areas of improvement so as to 

bridge the gap between the desired and actual performance levels. By providing meticulously designed 

preparatory programs that cater to students' individual needs and align with the examination rubrics, 

educators can equip learners with the essential language proficiency and test-taking skills to tackle the 

TOEFL iBT test with confidence. Hence, this study aimed to identify the expectations of the TOEFL 

iBT exam as per its rubrics and investigate the challenges and needs of Ecuadorian candidates to achieve 

C1 level scores in the speaking and writing parts of the TOEFL iBT.  

2. Review of Literature 

2.1. TOEFL iBT  

TOEFL was developed by the National Council on the Testing of English as a Foreign 

Language in 1963 and it is a widely recognized standardized test for assessing the English language 

proficiency of non-native speakers (Stricker & Attali, 2010). The test is accepted as proof of English 

language proficiency by over 7,000 academic institutions in 130 countries, including some of the best 

universities in the world (Rahmah, 2019; Setiawan, 2013; Soali & Pujiani, 2020). The development of 

the TOEFL speaking and writing parts of the test aligns with an extended version of Bachman’s (1990) 

model of “communicative language” ability and Canale and Swain’s (1980) model of “communicative 

competence”, tapping into one’s “linguistic knowledge” (i.e., syntactic, textual, and sociolinguistic 

knowledge), strategic competence, and the contextual use of language (Brooks & Swain, 2014).  

According to Taylor & Angelis (2011), the basis for TOEFL iBT was formed in a way that 

mirrors the fundamental abilities crucial for excelling in English-medium universities. Such skills 

include the mastery to summarize, combine, and convey important information in lectures and other 

academic contexts accurately and coherently through the contextual use of language (Biber & Gray, 

2013; Enright & Tyson, 2011; Frost et al., 2020). Since the TOEFL iBT test measures candidates’ 

language skills in the academic context, its speaking and writing tasks are centered around topics, 

subjects, and real problems in academic contexts such as campus problems, lectures, and academic 

discussions. These tasks are divided into two categories: independent and integrated.  

In the independent tasks, candidates are expected to articulate their perspective on an academic 

subject, whereas in the integrated tasks, they must read academic passages, and listen to lectures and 

conversations about topics in various fields such as history, astrology, business, and other academic 

fields in order to succinctly summarize the primary ideas in either spoken or written format. As for the 

time, candidates only have 45 seconds to respond to the independent question and a mere 60 seconds to 

respond to the integrated tasks in the speaking part. In the writing part, the time allocated to carry out 

the writing tasks is 20 minutes for the integrated task and 10 minutes for the independent task. 

2.2. Attaining C1 level Scores (95 and above) in TOEFL iBT 

TOEFL scores are aligned with the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 

(CEFR), which categorizes proficiency levels into six levels: A1, A2, B1, B2, C1, and C2. To be 

classified as C1, which indicates an advanced level of English proficiency, candidates need to achieve 
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a minimum score of 24 out of 30 in the writing section and 25 out of 30 in the speaking section 

(Educational Testing Service, 2021). As per TOEFL iBT rubrics, achieving a C1 level score in the 

TOEFL speaking and writing sections requires a high level of proficiency and communicative 

competence. Candidates need to respond to speaking and writing tasks fluently, accurately, and clearly 

while using advanced forms of language. Additionally, they must display a wide range of vocabulary 

and precise grammar along with impeccable mechanics in writing (Educational Testing Service, 2021; 

Educational Testing Service, 2022a, 2022b; Educational Testing Service, 2023a, 2023b). 

According to the TOEFL rubrics, errors in speaking and writing production could be deemed 

acceptable in case they don’t hinder understanding. Moreover, candidates must excel in topic 

development, fully addressing the task and expressing ideas coherently and eloquently. This includes 

providing well-chosen supporting details and examples, demonstrating logical progression, and 

impeccable organization. Moreover, candidates are expected to maintain an exceptional focus on the 

topic throughout their responses by effectively linking ideas and utilizing a wide array of transitions. 

Furthermore, test takers must employ a variety of delivery strategies such as providing clear reasons, 

making insightful comparisons, and expressing sophisticated opinions. Candidates would need to 

convey meaning with precision by utilizing appropriate intonation, stress, and emphasis in speaking 

and making use of accurate punctuation in writing (Educational Testing Service, 2021; Educational 

Testing Service, 2022a, 2022b; Educational Testing Service, 2023a, 2023b).  

Upon studying TOEFL iBT rubrics, it became evident that the attainment of C1 level scores in 

TOEFL iBT relies on three fundamental factors: fluency, accuracy, and complexity. According to 

Choong (2011), fluency pertains to a learner's capability to articulate speech seamlessly and without 

pauses, while accuracy relates to the learner's capacity to generate language devoid of errors. 

Conversely, complexity involves the learner's adeptness in employing more advanced linguistic 

elements, encompassing a diverse array of vocabulary and syntactic structures. It is worth noting that 

such demand for language proficiency must be exhibited in response to speaking and writing tasks 

centering around academic topics, which are mostly unfamiliar to candidates. This may hinder 

achieving the cutoff score of 95. 

The literature on the effects of topic familiarity on production reveals that language learners 

perform better and are able to produce more complex and more accurate language when discussing 

familiar topics (Biber & Conrad, 2009; Lee & Anderson, 2007; Roohani et al., 2017; Skehan, 2009; 

Tedick, 1988). On a different note, a collective body of research highlights the significance of feedback 

in promoting improved performance corrective feedback plays a crucial role in closing the gap between 

the actual performance and the desired one (Ajabshir & Ebadi, (2023); Cheng et al., 2021; Zhang & 

Zhang, 2022). 

2.3. Challenges and Needs in TOEFL iBT Test Preparation 

While examining the TOEFL iBT rubrics highlights the significance of fluency, accuracy, and 

the use of sophisticated vocabulary and grammar, most prior studies on TOEFL iBT preparation courses 

have investigated applicants' and teachers' perceptions of the test structure, psychological factors, and 

the usefulness of the preparation courses and materials. It appears that identifying the challenges and 

needs of students with reference to the expectations outlined in TOEFL iBT rubrics has largely remained 

unexplored.  

In a study, Alderson and Hamp-Lyons (1996) aimed to identify differences in teaching methods 

between TOEFL preparation classes and General English classes by analyzing factors such as turn-

taking, test-taking time, teacher talk, laughter frequency, and pair work. The findings revealed that 

TOEFL preparation classes placed more emphasis on test-taking strategies and had fewer interactive 

activities compared to the regular ESL classes. In this instance, the quality of teaching relied on the 

attitudes and convictions of instructors (Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; Cheng & Watanabe, 2004).  

Naturally, focusing solely on test preparation without a balanced approach can yield unfavorable 

outcomes. For instance, Takanashi's research in 2004 uncovered that Japanese students encounter 

difficulties in effectively using communicative English and often struggle to attain their desired TOEFL 

scores, despite their strong enthusiasm for learning the English language in general. Moreover, as Spratt 

(2005) pointed out, the structure of the test significantly influences teaching methods, a phenomenon 
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often referred to as "washback." This highlights the reciprocal relationship between test design and how 

English is taught.  

The academic nature of topics discussed in the TOEFL iBT exam is another factor affecting 

teaching, learning, and learners’ performance. Huang's (2006) evaluation of ESL students from North 

American campuses revealed that Chinese students, despite achieving high TOEFL scores, faced 

difficulties comprehending academic lectures and delivering presentations. This underscores the need 

for proficiency beyond mere test scores. Similarly, Barnes (2016) found that the majority of TOEFL 

teachers primarily focused on delivering instructions and facilitating individual practice for students 

and that the TOEFL classes provide fewer opportunities for pair or group work when compared to 

general English classes.  

In a similar vein, Mahmud (2014) determined that many test takers tended to respond to TOEFL 

writing tasks by relying on memorized patterns, to compensate for their shortcomings. To combat this, 

Pan and In'nami (2017) argue that educators should allocate a greater portion of their instructional time 

to activities that involve students in both test preparation and the acquisition of English skills essential 

for professional contexts.  

Halim and Ardiningtyas (2018) conducted research on the difficulties encountered by students 

when responding to TOEFL test questions. Their findings indicated that a substantial number of 

students struggled to perform well on the test due to lower language proficiency, insufficient practice, 

and limited motivation. Furthermore, Masfufah (2018) found that Malaysian students primarily enrolled 

in preparation programs due to their inadequate English proficiency. Importantly, these issues are not 

exclusive to English learners, as they are also prevalent among English major students who have already 

attained language proficiency (Akmal et al., 2020). 

In the broader context of high-stakes assessment, Mohammadi et al. (2023) discovered that 

teacher-only and blended feedback modes lead to a notable improvement in candidates’ writing, 

specifically lexical resources. Furthermore, the participants’ attitudes toward feedback modes were 

highly positive. In a different study, Arefsadr et al. (2022) investigated the reasons behind the 

consistently low scores of IELTS candidates in writing by comparing candidates’ performance in 

IELTS and World Englishes (WEs) essay writing tasks. The results revealed that candidates scored 

better in the WEs test due to the WEs’s structure, which provides more time for writing, clearer 

instructions, and more authentic writing tasks. In light of the reviewed literature, the following research 

questions were formulated: 

1. What factors prevent candidates from achieving C1 level scores in the speaking and writing 

parts of the TOEFL iBT exam? 

2. What are TOEFL iBT candidates’ language needs to achieve C1 level scores in speaking and 

writing according to the TOEFL iBT rubrics? 

3. Method 

3.1. Research Design 

The present study aimed to investigate the challenges and needs of TOEFL candidates striving 

to attain C1 level scores in the writing and speaking sections of a TOEFL iBT preparation course. To 

accomplish this objective, a mixed-method research approach was employed. Specifically, this study 

adopted the Sequential Explanatory Strategy to collect quantitative and qualitative data. According to 

Creswell and Creswell (2017), the Sequential Explanatory Strategy is a research approach characterized 

by two distinct phases. Initially, quantitative data is collected, then, qualitative data is gathered to 

enhance the understanding and interpretation of quantitative results. Therefore, the researcher gathered 

quantitative data through a survey in the initial phase of the study, then collected qualitative data through 

class observations and the analysis of TOEFL iBT mock tests. This integration of data allowed for the 

enrichment of quantitative findings by the subsequent qualitative data collection.  

3.2. Participants 

The participants of this study were chosen from two intact TOEFL iBT preparation classes, 

totaling 46 students (24 in one class and 22 in the other), at Universidad Nacional de Educación in 

Ecuador. The composition of the participants comprised 12 male students (26%) and 34 female students 

(74%). Their ages ranged from 22 to 30 years, with an average age of 24 and a standard deviation of 
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2.71. It is noteworthy that all participants in this study had successfully completed a four-year General 

English program at the same university, progressing from an A1 level in the first semester to a C1 level 

by the eighth semester. In this preparation course, the participants received two months of instruction 

focusing on exam technique, scoring criteria, rubrics, and various activities to develop speaking and 

writing skills. The participants frequently took TOEFL iBT mock exams to ensure optimal preparation 

and familiarity with the exam structure and their scores upon taking the exam. Given the circumstances, 

the researcher functioned as the teacher of this preparation course. 

3.3. Data Collection 

Since this study followed a mixed-method approach to data collection, the data were gathered 

in two types: qualitative and quantitative. Moreover, since the population under study was not large and 

all participants possessed similar characteristics, sampling was not done and the study was conducted 

on the whole population (n = 46). 

3.3.1. Quantitative Data Collection 

To assess the students' self-perceived performance, a survey questionnaire was administered. 

This questionnaire, designed by the researcher, consisted of three distinct sections aimed at evaluating 

language proficiency, identifying challenges associated with the exam, and uncovering the students' 

specific needs to succeed in the TOEFL iBT exam.  As evident in Table 1, the reliability of the 

questionnaire was measured by Cronbach's Alpha. The results of the reliability analysis yielded a 

coefficient of .88, indicating a commendable level of reliability. 

Table 1 

Reliability Statistics 

Cronbach’s 

Alpha 

N of Items 

.883 37 

 

3.3.2. Qualitative Data Collection 

In addition to the survey, qualitative data were gathered by recording class observations in a 

teaching journal. In this sense, the teacher closely monitored the students' performance throughout the 

two-month instruction period, paying particular attention to fluency, accuracy, and the use of a range 

of words and grammar as per the rubrics. Then, the researcher interpreted the results by matching the 

observed data to the expectations outlined in the TOEFL iBT rubrics to identify disparities between the 

expectations of the test and candidates’ performance. 

Furthermore, the students participated in a final mock test, which served as another source of qualitative 

data. The researcher analyzed the results of this mock test using the same TOEFL rubrics, employing a 

qualitative approach once again. The criteria for data analysis in this part of the study also focused on 

evaluating the students' fluency, accuracy, range of words, and grammar, as outlined in the TOEFL iBT 

rubrics. 

4. Results 

4.1. Quantitative Results 

As presented in Table 2, the survey results showed that only a small percentage of students 

(2.1%) considered themselves capable of producing responses at the C1 level, and the majority (87.3%) 

lacked confidence in their English proficiency.  
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Table 2 

Students’ Level of Proficiency According to CEFR (Survey) 

 CEFR 

Level 

N % 

 

 

 

B1 21 43.17% 

B2 

C1 

25 

1 

53.2% 

2.1% 

In order to identify the reasons behind the participants' lack of confidence in their proficiency, 

the second part of the questionnaire was analyzed. The results showed that students’ fluency, accuracy, 

and ability to develop ideas using a range of vocabulary and grammar were among the specific reasons 

hindering the participants' proficiency. As per Figure 1, only a small percentage of students (6.4%) 

believed they were fluent enough to achieve C1 level scores in speaking and an even lower percentage 

(2.1%) felt accurate in their speaking.  

Additionally, very few students (4.3%) believed they could develop their ideas using a range 

of grammar in speaking, and none (0%) felt they could use a range of vocabulary effectively for the 

same purpose. The numbers in writing were similarly low. Only 2.1% of students reported C1 level 

accuracy, and 12.8% felt they could develop ideas at a C1 level. The use of a range of vocabulary and 

grammar in writing was also lacking, with only 8.5% and 4.3% of students, respectively, believing they 

could effectively employ these skills. 

 

Figure 1 

Specific Challenges According to the TOEFL iBT Rubric (Survey) 

The third part of the survey sought to identify whether or not having more thinking time would 

affect students’ performance. This is a significant factor because it provides valuable insight into 

students’ fluency and automaticity, a determining factor in obtaining C1 level scores at the TOEFL iBT 

exam. The findings revealed that students strongly believed that having more time to think and prepare 

their answers would significantly enhance their TOEFL performance and scores. As seen in Figure 2, 

More than 60% of participants believed having more thinking time would positively affect their fluency, 

and 61.7% reported a positive impact on their accuracy. Adequate thinking time was also seen as 

beneficial for vocabulary and grammar.  

Nearly half of the students (48.1%) expressed that thinking time had a high impact on 

effectively using a wide vocabulary repertoire and 48.9% of students felt that thinking time greatly 
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improved their grammar usage. Interestingly enough, no student thought additional thinking time to be 

unhelpful in providing better responses. The fact that students believed they could perform better with 

more preparation time proves that they had yet to develop the required automaticity in responding to 

TOEFL iBT tasks and needed more time to think and plan their answers. 

 

Figure 2 

The Effect of Having More Thinking Time on Performance (Survey) 

The last part of the survey focused on students’ needs. This part explored various aspects of 

language improvement, including general speaking and writing skills, as well as specific areas such as 

fluency, accuracy, topic development, range of grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation. The results 

showed that students recognized the need to practice exam techniques more and improve their overall 

speaking and writing skills, as well as, fluency, accuracy, and the use of sophisticated vocabulary and 

grammar forms.  

As demonstrated in Figure 3, the highest priority among students was exam technique, with 

74.4% expressing a need for more practice in this area. Fluency and accuracy in speaking were also 

significant needs, with 74.5% and 70.2% of students indicating a high to very high need, respectively. 

Using a range of vocabulary and grammar in both speaking and writing was also a notable need with 

68.1 and 70.2 percent of students believing they needed more improvement in the use of grammar and 

vocabulary respectively. Pronunciation was another important area, with nearly 60% of students 

desiring improvement in order to achieve better scores on the TOEFL iBT exam. In writing, accuracy 

was identified as the top priority, with 70.2% of students indicating a high to very high need for precise 

and correct language usage. Effective topic development was also important, as 63.8% of students 

expressed a high to very high need in this aspect. 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Fluency Accuracy Ranage of words Range of grammar

high to very high Effective Limited effect No effect



 

Kalantar (2024) 

106 
 

Figure 3 

 Specific Needs as Reported by Students (Survey) 

4.2. Qualitative Results 

The teacher's observations and mock test results further supported and enriched the quantitative 

findings. From the initial stages of observation, it became evident to the researcher that students 

encountered difficulties in providing fluent responses, and that their proficiency level appeared 

insufficient. As seen in figures 4 and 5, a low percentage of participants (4.26%) achieved a C1 score 

in speaking in the mock test, whereas in writing, a higher percentage (29.79%) could produce C1 level 

drafts.  

 

Figure 4 

Students’ CEFR Levels in Speaking (Mock Exam) 
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Figure 5 

Students’ CEFR Levels in Writing (Mock Exam) 

Though the observations did not paint a detailed picture, the analysis of the mock exams shed 

light on the observation data. In conducting a thorough examination of the students' grades in the final 

TOEFL iBT exam, a detailed analysis revealed notable disparities in the performance of students in 

speaking and writing. As Figure 6 demonstrates, the average performance of the students in the TOEFL 

speaking section was found to be 16.70% lower than the expected proficiency level denoted as C level. 

Similarly, in the TOEFL writing section, the students exhibited an average performance that was 

11.87% lower than the C-level. These findings indicate a deviation from the anticipated levels of 

proficiency in both speaking and writing skills among the student population under study. 

 

Figure 6 

Average Distant from C1 Level (Mock Exams)

 

Moreover, the teacher's observations in the later stages of monitoring students’ performance 

supported the survey findings, highlighting issues with fluency, accuracy, grammar, word choice, and 

topic development among students. The observations also noted the influence of students' first language 
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(L1) as the main factor influencing inaccurate production. On a different note, students often struggled 

to provide C1 level responses to questions on academic topics, which were unfamiliar to them, but 

performed well and were confident while discussing general and familiar topics. However, with 

additional time to think and organize their thoughts, students were able to express themselves more 

effectively and coherently, leading to increased fluency and reduced errors. Furthermore, the extra 

thinking time allowed students to utilize a wider range of vocabulary and demonstrate a greater variety 

of grammatical structures in their spoken and written communication. 

This disparity in performance indicates that students need to spend more time practicing oral 

and written forms of language on academic topics. Furthermore, even though the teacher reviewed C1 

level grammar and vocabulary with the students and provided them with lists of words and grammar to 

use in their speaking and writing, they failed to incorporate the suggested words and grammar into their 

responses. This suggests that the students’ communicative competence was lower than their linguistic 

competence, hindering their ability to reach C1 level scores in speaking and writing.  

As per Figures 7 and 8, the mock exams further confirmed the lack of fluency, and accuracy, 

and exhibited the use of simple language and memorized phrases instead of original communication. In 

the speaking section, the most challenging area for students was using a range of words and grammar, 

which made up 10.85% of the total 16.70% disparity from C1 level speaking. This was followed by 

fluency (2.00%), and accuracy (3.01%). Within the writing section, the most challenging area for 

students was once again the range of words and grammar, which made up 7.71% of the total 11.87% 

performance deficit. Accuracy was another significant challenge accounting for 2.14% of the overall 

disparity from C1 level production in writing. 

 

Figure 7 

Below C1 Level Scores in Speaking (Mock Exam) 

 

Figure 8 

Below C1 Level Scores in Writing (Mock Exam) 
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5. Discussion 

The results of the test, observation, and survey revealed that the majority of students did not 

possess C1 level proficiency (according to TOEFL iBT rubrics) as they struggled to use a range of 

grammar and vocabulary, and showed subpar fluency and accuracy in their production. Consequently, 

they found speaking and writing tasks burdensome and required more time to plan their answers to 

make up for their shortcomings. Another challenge was the fact that students had the tendency to use 

simple vocabulary and grammar structures. Lastly, the presence of unfamiliar academic topics in the 

speaking and writing tasks drastically increased the difficulty of the exam for the candidates. 

From the aforementioned challenges, the use of simple vocabulary and grammar can be 

considered as part of the students’ “interlanguage” journey. As per the characteristics of interlanguage 

(Selinker, 1972), learners often tend to use simple and familiar words and sentence patterns from their 

native language, while gradually incorporating elements of the target language as they progress in their 

language-learning journey. Additionally, as the reviewed literature (Biber & Conrad, 2009; Lee & 

Anderson, 2007; Roohani et al., 2017; Skehan, 2009; Tedick, 1988) revealed, students tend to use more 

complex language in discussing familiar topics. This holds significance since the topics discussed in 

the TOEFL exam are academic in nature and generally unfamiliar to students.  

Moreover, this study highlighted the influence of L1 as the dominant factor that hindered 

students’ accuracy, even after devoting a significant amount of time to corrective feedback to tackle 

inaccurate oral and written production. This signals the fossilization of inaccurate stretches of language 

influenced by L1. To combat this, the reviewed literature suggests the use of feedback corrective 

feedback (Ajabshir & Ebadi, 2023; Cheng et al., 2021; Zhang & Zhang, 2022). Implementing nuanced 

corrective feedback techniques that address errors and inaccurate utterances using both on-the-spot and 

delayed corrective feedback methods could be a viable tool to help students overcome their mistakes. 

Nevertheless, it should be noted that the participants' average speaking proficiency was just 

16.70% below the C1 level, and their writing proficiency fell short by a mere 11.87%. Specifically, the 

challenges they encountered in terms of fluency, accuracy, and the utilization of a diverse vocabulary 

and grammar were found to be only 2.00%, 3.01%, and 7.71% lower than the C1 level, respectively. 

With such a narrow margin separating their current proficiency from the desired C1 level, it becomes 

evident that more time and practice are needed to bridge this gap successfully. As Larsen-Freeman 

(2012) notes, developing language skills is a gradual and time-intensive process involving interaction 

and repeated error correction in various contexts.  

Considering the gradual nature of language learning and the close proximity of the participants’ 

proficiency to the C1 benchmark, it could be concluded that students might have been able to attain C1 

level scores with additional training and time to practice productive skills. It appears that the participants 

of this study simply needed more time to practice their target language in discussing academic and 

unfamiliar topics and improve their level of proficiency to advance in their “interlanguage” journey. 

Moreover, the majority of the participants indicated that they needed to improve their fluency, accuracy, 

and complexity in responding to the TOEFL iBT tasks. Therefore, it could be concluded that the needs 

of the participants lie in providing them with more opportunities to practice the target language in 

discussing academic and unfamiliar topics could enhance candidates’ fluency and automaticity. 

Hence, the researcher proposes introducing a bridging course that provides ample opportunity 

for oral and written practice about unfamiliar and academic topics and incorporates corrective feedback 

guidelines before starting exam preparation. Such a course would not only offer abundant opportunities 

for students to hone their productive skills on various topics, but also help them remedy their L1-

influenced errors through repeated error-correction activities. Moreover, a bridging course could 

provide students with sufficient thinking and planning time to utilize a range of vocabulary and 

grammatical structures in their production. 

Utilizing a bridging course offers a less stressful environment compared to preparation courses, 

allowing students to improve their proficiency without undue pressure. By fostering a supportive and 

welcoming atmosphere, students feel comfortable responding to challenging questions and expressing 

their opinions without time constraints. This nurturing environment, coupled with the provision of 

corrective feedback can assist students to enhance their fluency, accuracy, topic development, and the 

utilization of a broader vocabulary and grammatical repertoire effectively.  
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Finally, the conclusions drawn from this study are in line with the results of the studies done 

by Halim and Ardiningtyas (2018), as well as Takanashi (2004) who attributed shortcomings in TOEFL 

preparation to relatively low level of language proficiency and lack of practice. Also, this study 

corroborates the call made by Pan and In'nami (2017) regarding the essential nature of involving 

students in the acquisition of English skills when preparing for exams. Additionally, similar to the study 

conducted by Huang (2006) the students in this study also experienced difficulties in responding to 

tasks involving academic lectures, despite their proficiency in general English. Finally, the participants 

in this study had a tendency to memorize complex patterns of language and uncommon vocabulary as 

a remedy to overcome their substandard proficiency, which is in line with the results of the study 

conducted by Mahmud (2014).  

6. Conclusion 

In light of the findings of the study, some pedagogical implications for pertinent stakeholders 

are offered. Firstly, this study sheds light on some challenging areas in the context of TOEFL exam 

preparation that need to be focused on. This study may lead teachers to adjust their instructional methods 

in order to tackle the specific challenges students face during exam preparation programs. For example, 

they can incorporate tailored activities and exercises aimed at bolstering grammar and vocabulary 

proficiency, fostering greater fluency, and enhancing the accuracy of students' speaking and writing 

tasks. Acknowledging the potential hurdles in achieving C1 level proficiency is equally critical. By 

setting realistic goals and expectations, and modifying the curriculum to meet those goals, educators 

can guide their students in a more constructive manner, thus diminishing the anxiety and frustration 

often associated with high-stakes language assessments. Lastly, as identified by this study, the 

implementation of continuous assessment and feedback mechanisms is crucial. Exam preparation 

instructors can put more time and attention into monitoring candidates' progress and provide timely 

guidance for improvement, offering a particularly effective means of addressing the specific issues 

identified in vocabulary, grammar, fluency, and accuracy. 

Nevertheless, the present study has some limitations which need to be considered. One 

significant limitation of this study lies in the constrained sample size employed by the researcher. The 

use of a larger sample could have enhanced the study's external validity, allowing for more generalized 

conclusions about the population under investigation. Additionally, the absence of multiple raters for 

assessing students' speaking and writing performance, which led to not considering the interrater 

reliability measures concerning the scores, introduced a potential source of bias and reliability concerns. 

Having multiple raters and assessing interrater reliability would have strengthened the study's 

methodological rigor, ensuring greater confidence in the validity of the findings and reducing the 

susceptibility to individual rater biases. Future research could aim to employ a larger and more diverse 

sample to enhance the generalizability of findings and gain a more comprehensive understanding of the 

studied phenomena.  

Lastly, the findings of this study highlight a few areas for future research. Firstly, identifying 

common L1-influenced speaking and writing errors in L2 learners of English could help educators 

consider and prepare appropriate remedial plans. Therefore, it appears that targeting the identification 

of common mistakes and errors in future studies could provide significant value to instructors who teach 

exam preparation courses. Secondly, it seems that fossilization plays a crucial role in students’ 

erroneous productions. Hence, investigating nuanced remedial plans that help students overcome 

fossilized inaccuracies seems important. Another area of investigation could refer to the effects of 

incorporating more academic and unfamiliar topics into C1 level general courses. Analyzing the impact 

of discussing TOEFL-like academic and unfamiliar topics on learners' language proficiency and their 

motivation could yield valuable insights for educators aiming to enhance their students' language 

abilities in these domains. 
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