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Abstract

This study aims to explore the attitudes of PhD candidates of TOLIMO in Iran. TOLIMO is
a high-stake test in Iran that is used for PhD completion. This qualitative study uses case
study for data collection and data analysis. There are different English exams in Iran, but
the evidences show that there are not enough explorations about the quality of TOLIMO.
The participants of the study are selected by purposive sampling then the investigator takes
an unstructured open-ended interview to achieve useful information and code. The data for
this study were collected through an unstructured open ended interview with the informant
of the study. There are three main propositions in this study: Positive attitude towards
TOLIMO, Negative attitude towards TOLIMO and suggestion for improvement. Policy
makers by the results of this study can improve the reading and listening section of the
TOLIMO. They can use better facilities for holding the test and decrease the length of the

reading parts.

Key words: attitude, TOLIMO, PhD candidate, case study, reading, listening
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Chapter one

Introduction

1.1. Overview

This study tries to investigate the attitudes of PhD students toward TOLIMO in Iran.
TOLIMO is a high-stake nation-wide test administered as a pre-requisite for the completion
of the PhD program in Iran. By finding the attitudes of PhD students, policymakers can
modify the structure and content of the TOLIMO exam. Therefore, they can omit or add
some sections in this type of examination. Despite its importance, PhD candidates’ attitude
towards standardized proficiency tests such as TOLIMO has rarely been explored. Many
researchers study about the TOEFL and the IELTS, but there is a lack of study about the
TOLIMO, which is a popular instrument for assessing the English knowledge of PhD
students in Iran. Policymakers do not pay attention to the opinion of PhD students whether

TOLIMO is suitable for assessment or not.

Attitude is defined as a disposition or inclination to answer positively or negatively
towards a certain thing like an idea, object, person, or situation. Students have positive or
negative attitudes towards the language they want to learn or the people who speak it.
Positive attitude is one of the reasons that students do better on the exams (Poorsoti &
Davatgari, 2000). Moreover, a large number of studies investigate the relationships between
attitude and proficiency in the language (Bachman, 1990; Malallaha, 2000; Coleman,
Strafield, & Hagan, 2003). Similarly, Gardner (1985) believes that attitude and other

affective variables are as important as aptitude for language achievement.
1.2. Statement of the Problem

There are many English exams which are used to assess the English ability of students in

schools, institutes and universities, one of them is TOLIMO. PhD students must pass this
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high- stake nation-wide exam to continue their education and it is pre-requisite for higher
education. However, many PhD students cannot pass TOLIMO, they complain about the

quality and validity of this test.
1.3. Significance of the Study

The findings of the study can help policymakers to set a new style in foreign language
testing. Also, the educational system in Iran can use the findings to improve the quality of
similar exams like MSRT. The findings can be useful for candidates who try to pass the
TOEFL and IELTS in their educations. The other reason of conducting this study is to
change the traditional way of testing in Iranian institutes, schools and universities. The last
reason of this study is changing the educational materials that used for English exams

preparation.

1.4. Purpose of the Study

This study aims to investigate PhD candidates’ attitude towards TOLIMO, a high-stake
nation-wide test administered as a pre-requisite for the completion of the PhD program. The
general question, “What are your perceptions of TOLIMO? Would you please explain its
strengths and weaknesses?” will be used not only to elicit theoretically relevant data but also
to direct this study. This research is qualitative one: as a result, there isn’t any hypothesis.
Subsequent questions were taken from an initial analysis of the data collected from the

perspectives of two qualified participants.

1.5. Limitations of the Study

Although there are many people who have participated in TOLIMO but the researcher of
this study is not able to get access to such cases. There are different opinions about TOLIMO
that can be expressed by many participants of this study but this study just cover the small
group.

Also, this study is not information rich enough to achieve to its main purpose because of

involving only the one university in Iran to get the meanings out of their experiences.



1.6. Delimitations of the Study

To delimit some limitations of the study, the PhD candidates who attend more than one time
in the exam is interviewed. Also, this study tries to cover the opinions of the participants
who have both negative and positive opinion about the TOLIMO. I try to interview with the
PhD candidates who are accessible for further questions. For improving the quality of the
data, the researcher tries to interview with the experienced PhD candidates to narrow down
the limitations. The candidates of the study are chosen by the suggestion of the PhD students
who attended in TOLIMO.

1.7. Ethical Issues

To address ethical issues, the researcher developed a specific informed consent ‘agreement’,
in order to gain the informed consent from participants which is based on the recommended
items by Bailey (1996) and Arksey and Knight (1999). The items concern informing the
participants about the purpose of the research, the procedures of the research, the risk and
benefits of the research, the voluntary nature of research participation, and the subject’s right
to stop the research at any time. Generally, these procedures are used to protect
confidentiality. Moreover, the participants were endured that they can withdraw any stages

of the study.
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Chapter Two
Review of the related Literature

2.1. Introduction

TOLIMO is one of the exams held in Iran for PhD students. There are different definitions
for this type of exam but according to the ministry of science, research, and technology of
the Islamic Republic of Iran, TOLIMO is a nationwide large-scale English proficiency test
that is held by the Iranian testing organization. There are different exams that are held in Iran
and other countries like MSRT, TOEFL, IELTS, etc. However, the evidences show that there
is not enough exploration about the quality of TOLIMO and the opinion of the participants.
A good test has two aspects: reliability, that means the precision with which a test measures
what it is supposed to measure and validity, i.e., if the test really measures what it is supposed
to measure. (Bachman, 1990; Walt & Steyn, 2008; Farhady, Jafarpur, & Birjandi, 2006;
Nodoushan, 2009). High-stakes tests are those whose results are seen by students, teachers,
administrators, parents, or the public as the basis upon which important decisions are made
that immediately and directly affect the test-takers and other stakeholders (Salehi,
Karimvand, & Naeeni, 2011). The primary use of high-stakes tests has been “to ration future
opportunity as the basis for determining admission to the next layer of education or to

employment opportunities” (Chapman & Snyder, 2000: 458).

The present study has tried to investigate the topic of exploring PhD candidates’
attitude towards TOLIMO by using: 1)establish a theoretical framework in describing the
attitudes toward language learning and testing 2) present empirical findings to support the

thesis statements and 3) present implications for practice.
2.2. Theoretical Perspectives
2.2.1. Definition and Aspects of Attitude

There are different definitions for attitude. According to Oxford and Shearin (1994) attitude
is one factor that influences on motivation in learning of a language. Attitude, according to
Allport (1971, p. 13), refers to “a mental and neural state of readiness organized by

experience, using a directive or dynamic influence on individual’s response to all objects and
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situations in which it is related”. In a similar definition, Rasti (2009, p. 111) says that attitude
was defined as “a disposition or tendency to respond positively or negatively towards a
certain thing such as an idea, object, person or situation”. Likewise, attitude is defined as ‘a
psychological status that is expressed by some degree of favor or disfavor’ (Eagly & Chaiken,
1993, p. 1).

There are some definitions of the different aspects of attitude. For instance, Baker
(1992) recognizes three aspects of attitude: affective, cognitive, and conative, and classified
the five important features of attitudes, as follow: (1) attitudes are cognitive and affective;
(2) attitudes are dimensional rather than bilateral; (3) attitudes incline a person to behave in
a certain way, but the connection between attitudes and behaviors is not a tough; (4) attitudes
are learnt, not innate and (5) attitudes try to persevere but they can be improved by
experience. In another study, Murray et al. (2012), pointed out that ‘attitude’ consists of three
main components: the first one is belief (the intention that may true or not), opinion (the
actual or theoretical actions that should or should not happen), and emotions (feelings about

different matters).

2.2.2. Relationship between attitude and Language Learning

There are studies that define the relationship between attitude and motivation in language
learning. For example, Oxford and Shearin (1996) recognizes six features that influence
motivation in language learning: attitudes, beliefs about self, goal, involvement,

environmental support and personal attributes.

Some of the researchers pay attention to the attitude about language and language
learning. For example, Holmes (1992) believes those people develop their attitudes towards
languages that reflect their opinions about persons who speak the languages, and the
conditions and roles with which they are related. Furthermore, attitudes vary from different
aspects like anxiety about the language and the situation of language learning, or attitudes of
learners about speakers of the L2, the country or city in which it is spoken, the classroom,
the teacher, other learners, particular aspects in the learning activities, exams and views about
learning (Johnson & Johnson, 1998).



There are some of the theories about the relationship between the language learning,
motivation and attitude of learners. Brown (2000) believes that positive attitudes are
beneficial for second language learners and negative attitudes decreased motivation.
Similarly, Gardner (1985) believes that attitude and aptitude are important for language
achievement. For some of the specialists, learners’ attitudes, motivation, beliefs and
perceptions of language learning and teaching are valuable. (Cotterall, 1999; Gardner, 1983;
Gardner and Maclntyre, 1993; Nunan, 1998; O’Nell, 1991). Some other researchers have
similar idea, for example, Finocchiaro (1982) believes that factors like positive learner and
teacher attitudes have important role in testing and language learning. Moreover, Holmes
(1992) says that if people have a positive feeling about persons who use the language, they
would be more highly motivated toward learning the language. Also, Van Lier (1996) in his
studies claims that interesting and meaningful expressions of language, improve motivation
and positive attitudes to language and language learning. Truitt (1995) theorized that the
beliefs of students and their attitudes about learning of new language might vary according

to cultural background and previous experiences.
2.2.3. Different Types of Case Study

There are various types of tests. For example, traditional English tests have the fixed formats.
Ory (2004) says that traditional form of English language tests are fixed response format with
one correct answer. It means that, it is objective. Objective items require students to choose
the correct items from several options or fill the blank with a word or short phrase to answer

a question or complete a statement.

The aims of using the tests are diverse. Bachman and Purpura (2008) claim that
language tests have been used in many cases like the selection of students, giving
certifications, and giving promotion. Similarly, Zahedi and Shamsaee (2012) say that
language tests open or close opportunities for the test takers’ dreams (Zahedi & Shamsaee,
2012). Someone believe that assessment and testing are different. For instance, Leung and
Lewkowicz (2006) believes that assessment is a super-ordinate term that used for all types

of assessment, while testing means one particular form of assessment.



In many schools, universities and institutes exams are used as a kind of evaluation
system that tries to evaluate the knowledge of students. In many countries, language tests are
one of the requirements to enter different levels of education or professional life. In other
words, language tests used as the gatekeeper (Bridgeman & Cho, 2012). There are many
reasons that government and ministry of education in different countries use tests for
assessment. For instance, McNamara (2004) stated that because of national standards in
educational achievement, some of the countries use tests. As a result, there are different types
of exams. For example, competitive examinations refer to two thousand years ago and carry
remaining effects on contemporary assessment practices (Carless, 2011). There is high-stakes
tests that used in many institutes. Luxia (2005) argued that “high-stakes tests are those whose
results are used to make important decisions that immediately and directly affect the test-
takers and other stakeholders” (p. 142). According to Shohamy (2001a) tests are able to make
stakeholders believe that the tested knowledge is the most important knowledge.

2.2.4. Relationship between Test and Test Takers

Some researchers pay attention to the influence of tests on test takers. It has been recognized
for many years that assessment has an intense effect on how students experience school and
how they identify themselves as learners (Shohamy, 2007). So, the power of tests encourages
teachers to teach the tests. Also, test preparation evokes feelings of fear, unfairness, bias,
pressure and doubt in students (Shohamy, 1998). In the similar study, Kirkland (1971)
concluded that tests could influence factors like student’s self-concept, motivation, goal,
study practices, and anxiety. Shohamy (2001a) argues that considering the opinions of test
takers about exams direct us to a better understanding about exams specifically high-stake
tests. According to Murray, Riazi and Cross (2012) negative attitudes of test takers were
personal experiences and feelings of test takers and influence of people. On the other hand,
according to Vallerand and Reid (1984) motivation can be enhanced after the exam if the
student receives positive feedback. The similar studies try to find out the relationship between
tests and performances of test takers. For example, Oxford and Shearin (1994) say that good
performances on exams can cause the sense of success. Likewise, As Shohamy (1993)

claimed that using tests for authority and controlling the students has led to top-down



educational change strategies. It means that tests decide what students should do. This
process can be considered unethical, undemocratic and unbeneficial for test takers.
Researchers have tried to realize why test takers have bad performances on tests.
Generally, an investigation of English as a foreign language (EFL) students’ problems with
English tests is limited (Zeidner & Bensoussan, 1988). Fillipi (2012) is one the researchers
who has done research about factors that cause weak performances of test takers on tests.
Some educationalists focused on standardized tests like TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign
Language) and IELTS (International English Language Testing System) (Wait & Gressel,
2009; Aboudan, 2011; Wolf & Steinberg, 2011). There are scientists who concluded that
expectations of test takers affect the performances of students in exams (Onwuegbuzie,
Baiey, & Daley, 2001). Bachman (1990) believes that the performances of test takers in
exams affected by factors like familiarity of the place and the equipment that used, staffs,
time of the test, physical conditions and personal factors such as age, gender and educational
background. Some of the problems of test takers were the inability to read the texts, lack of
vocabulary knowledge both receptive and productive, weak word choice, the inability to
understand questions and lack of knowledge in writing (Al-Buainain, 2006). Studies have
shown that English proficiency affects students’ performance on tests (Aydn et al., 2006;
Teemant, 2010; Korhonen et al., 2012). Alike, Baker and Marshall (2002:1) say that lack of
proficiency in language is one of the main reasons that international students cannot match
their expectations and experiences. Some of the theorists study about the effect of anxiety in
bad performance of students. For instance, Sarason and Sarason (1990) argued that test
anxiety is caused by individuals’ perception of the test as a form of pressure to do well. Read
and Hayes (2003) reported that there is positive feeling about IELTS among teachers and
tough motivation in learners. There are various opinions about the weakness of tests in evaluation
of test takers. For example, Kohn (2000) believed that the scores of high-stake tests do not reveal the
knowledge of students, but rather their skill in taking tests. Doe et al. (2011) investigated about
language tests and perception of L1 and L2 test takers toward language tests. Test takers considered
the test as unfair, bad, waste of time, and useless because the test did not evaluate their true ability in
English. Scientists, researchers and educationalists interested in students’ difficulties in learning a
foreign language, because it enhances students’ performance on tests. Some of the researchers
examined teachers’ proficiency and teachers’ practice and proposed in-service training (Ho, 2008).

10



Some of the students and educationalists complain about the validity of the tests. The validity refers
to the content of the test. According to Bachman (1990), there are two aspects that ensure the content
is valid: content relevance and content coverage. It means that the content of the test should be
relevant to the areas to be measured and coverage means the supporting of content or ability that
purports. Another aspect of the test is fairness. According to Penfield and Camilli (2007) fairness
refers to whether test marks measure same things among different groups or not. In other word,
fairness refers to construct validity. Some of the educationalists studied about validity of the tests, for
example, Shi and He (20120 examined the tests and their validity. Also, some of the educationalists
like Teemant (2010) stated that there is not enough research about the students’ actual knowledge and
their test performance. Murray et al. (2012) pointed out test-takers’ attitudes toward test may have
significant implications to test validity. There are advantages and disadvantages of standardized
testing, for students. Gottlieb (2006) provided a table which clearly shows the advantages

and disadvantages of testing.

Advantages Disadvantages

Procedure reliable data Often serve as a gatekeeper

Insist on uniform data collection and | Represent shallow curricula, not

analysis broad, in-depth knowledge

Provide a national perspective or | Don’t allow for student creativity or

ranking imagination

Are not confounded by individual | Don’t take different student learning

teacher effects styles into account

Often are readily scored Adhere to time limits

Easy train teachers on procedures for | Lead to misinterpretation of data and

administration overgeneralization of results

Table 1. Advantages & Disadvantages of Testing
11



2.3. Empirical Findings
Reviewing the theoretical perspective, makes clear the opinions of educationalists and
policymakers about the attitudes of test takers and testing. Now, we review the actual
teaching and learning. Many studies focus on the role of testing. For example. Uysal (2010)
found that language tests are powerful tool in society. Tests have played important roles in
test takers lives.

There are findings about the attitudes of test takers about testing. Alderson and Hamp-
Lyons (1996) found that many teachers and students have negative attitudes to the test, they
feel that tests don’t show the reality. Triplett and Barksdale (2005) also did another research
about perception of students towards tests. The findings of their study showed that the tests
had negative effect on the emotions of students. Students stated their emotion and
experiences negatively. In another study, Truitt (1995) studied about the attitude of language
learners and found that student beliefs and attitudes about language learning may differ based
on cultural background and prior experiences. Similarly, Lamb (2004) in his study about the
attitude of language learners found that learners at the beginning of learning have positive
attitude towards language but at the end their attitudes toward the experience of formal
learning tended to weaken. Murray, Riazi, and Cross (2012) found that tests have negative
effect on test-takers’ emotion. The result of their study shows that test-takers had bad
reactions towards the exams. There is a similar study about the reaction of students towards
the tests. For example, Likewise, Triplett, Barksdale, and Leftwich (2003) found that students
were worry whenever they talked about tests. Students were worry before taking the test,
while they were taking the test, and after the end of the test. Also, the researchers found that
fear of students of failing was in their thought when they were taking tests.

The empirical studies focus on the effect of attitude of test performance. Huhta,
Kalaja, and Pitnkanen-Huhta (2006) found that when the students got a bad score in his or
her last exam, they are not happy about it. Therefore, while he or she would take the second
test, he or she felt worried and stressed because of his or her failure in the past. They also
found that the results of test can affect students’ learning either positively or negatively.
Similarly, Greene (1929) found that students’ feelings of easiness and difficulty of the tests

affect their performance.
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Some of the researchers try to find out the relationship between attitude towards test
and language learning. For instance, Malallaha (2000) studied about Arab learner attitudes
towards English and found that there are positive attitude towards English language and the
proficiency of language learners in exams was related to the positive attitude to English.

Some of the studies try to pay attention to high-stake tests that is held in different
countries. For instance, Zhao and Cheng’s (2010) have studied about Chinese students’
attitudes to the CET, and they identified four components to represent students’ attitudes,
including test-taking anxiety/lack of concentration, test-taking motivation, belief in CET, and
test easiness. There is an example about attitude of language learners towards IELTS in Iran.
Rasti (2009) worked on Iranian candidates' attitudes towards IELTS and the findings of his
research show that nearly 80% of the participants have positive attitude towards IELTS. Also,
there is not any meaningful relationship between Iranian candidates’ sex, age, educational
background, and IELTS scores with their attitudes towards IELTS.

There are empirical studies that try to find out the effect of standard tests like TOEFL
and IELTS on students’ performances. Some studies have not found any relationship between
IELTS and students’ performances (Fiocco, 1987; Graham, 1987; Light, Xu and Mossop,
1987). In the similar study, Kerstjens and Nery’s (2000) studied about the relationship
between the IELTS test and students’ academic performance. They found that at the
professional level, IELTS was a significant predictor of academic performance for students.
In another study, Feast (2002) have tried to investigate the relationship between scores of
IELTS as a language proficiency measurement and performance of students at university.
She found an important and positive, but weak relationship between English language
proficiency and academic performance.

Other studies focus on attitudes of test takers towards IELTS and TOEFL. For
example, Stricker, Wilder, and Rock (2004) found that test takers have positive attitudes
about TOEFL CBT in testing centers like Buenos Aires, Cairo, and Frankfurt. In 2007,
Lewthwaite found that the nature and type of activities that used by UAE IELTS candidates
for exam preparation was a main cause in the balance of positive and negative attitudes. There
is a famous empirical study about the attitude of Iranian who participate in IELTS. Rasti
(2009) found that candidates who have positive attitude towards IELTS do not differ from

13



other groups in their performance on the test. Rasti found that having a positive attitude
towards IELTS does not secure attainment a good score.

Some of the researchers pay attention to the content of the standard tests and the
problems of test takers in taking the high-stake tests. For example, Puspawati (2012) found
that according to students, the topic in the TOEFL test is unfair. Similarly, Evans & Green
(2007) studied the language problems of Cantonese-speaking students at Hong Kong and
found that major percentage of the test takers have problems when studying content subjects
in English. In addition they found that students’ problems focus on academic writing and
speaking. The different aspects of the findings reveal that students’ receptive and productive
vocabularies are not enough for them. Findings also show that students have fewer
difficulties with academic listening than the other three skills. There is similar study reveals
that students have problem in writing topics in the LPI (English Language Proficiency Index).
This is because of writing topics (He & Shi, 2008).

The similar studies focus on the manner of testing and the facilities of the place of
testing. For example, Sawaki (2001) found that the test-takers complained about the watching
the screen of computer because of eye tiredness while test takers were reading the test.
Puspawati (2012) found that the students could not focus on test because of the noise of air
conditioner and the noise from the keyboard of the computer and other test takers on the
speaking section. Also, there is a study that pay attention to the time of testing. Triplett &
Barksdale (2005) found that many students were worried about the time of testing. Some
students complained that tests were too long; while other students said tests were too short.
There is a study about the performance of test takers on TOEFL computer based test.
Jamieson, Taylor, Kirsch, and Eignor (1999) found that TOEFL computer-based test (CBT)
increased test takers’ acceptance of the test.

Other factors that affect the performance of test takers is the structure of test and its
questions. For instance, He and Shi (2008, 2012) found that familiarity of students with
structure of test will affect the performance of test takers. They found that vocabulary,
cultural differences and context of the test are area of difficulty for test takers. Similarly, Bird
and Welford (1995) wanted to explore the effect of using both modified and unmodified tests
on native and non-native speakers and found differences between the two tests with non-

native speakers. There is an empirical study in which Filipi (2012) found that the language
14



of items in test is an important factor in determining item difficulty. Also, he found that test
format is another factor in item difficulty.

Some educationalists refer to lexical knowledge of test takers. Teemant (2010) who
studied problems in testing found that vocabulary and grammar were one of the important
problems in language testing. Ata (2010) found that poor lexical and cultural knowledge of
English by Arab- speaking students can cause numerous negative interferences. His study
suggests that IELTS preparation courses should contain texts and tasks that would relate to
the social and academic acculturation of test takers. Knowledge of vocabulary is important
in determining item difficulty. For example, Korhonen et al. (2012) found out that students
with low mathematical performance had low scores in vocabulary, reading comprehension
and spelling. Harrison and Morgan (2012) studied about the influence of using simple
English on students’ performances. They want to identify problems in the language of
examinations and found that it is useful to apply simplified English such as using familiar
vocabulary, rewording, using simple sentence structure and clear test instructions.

There are other factors that affect students’ performance on tests. For instance,
Teemant (2010) who wanted to realize ESL university students’ problems in testing. He
found that students do not know how to express their opinions, memorize in English,

paraphrase, or read questions.

2.4. Implications for Practice

This study tried at reviewing (1) weakness and strength of TOLIMO in Iran (2) attitude of
PhD students towards high-stake tests like TOLIMO (3) validity and reliability of TOLIMO
(4) similarities and differences of TOLIMO with other high-stake tests. The review has clear
implications for practitioners since they can use the review as a guide to find the weaknesses
of high-stake tests like TOLIMO. The reviewed literature also useful for policy makers who

want to change the system of testing in Iran.

2.5. Summary of Empirical Findings
The results of the empirical findings show that:

e Many teachers and students have negative attitude towards testing (Alderson & Hamp-Lyons,
1996).
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e The attitude of test takers affect their performances (Greene, 1929).

e There are positive relationship between attitude towards English language and the proficiency
of language learners in exams (Malallaha, 2000).

o Test takers have positive attitude towards high-stake tests in different countries (Zhao &
Cheng, 2010).

e There is a weak relationship between scores of high-stake tests and tests takers performances
(Feast, 2002).

e There is a positive attitude towards IELTS tests between test takers (Rasti, 2009).

e Some of the test takers have problems with the content of high-stake tests (Puspawati, 2012).

o Facilities of the testing are not proper (Sawaki, 2001).

2.6. Statement of the Gap

According to literature, there is not enough explorations and studies about the high-stake
tests in Iran, especially TOLIMO. There are many English exams which are used for
assessing the English ability of students in schools, institutes and universities, one of them is
TOLIMO. Many PhD students must pass this high-stake nation-wide exam to continue their
education and it is pre-requisite for higher education. On the other hand, many PhD students
cannot pass TOLIMO, they complain about the quality and validity of this test. Also some of
the specialist believe that this exam is not standard. Many PhD students believe that TOLIMO
Is not suitable for assessing the English proficiency.

Generally, literatures show that there is lack of concentration on TOLIMO in Iran. It
seems useful to take into account the opinions of test takers to improve the quality of this
test. Focusing on weaknesses and strengths of TOLIMO helps policy makers and teachers to

enhance the quality of their materials, contents and teaching.
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Chapter Three

Methodology

3.1. Overview

In this study case study is used as a branch of qualitative studies. There are different
definitions for case study. The processes of sampling procedure, data collection, and data

analysis were done according to rules of the case study research method.
3.2. Background Information

According to Bromley (1990), in the case study, there is an “organized survey about
an event or a set of related events which tries to prove and explain the phenomenon of
interest” (p. 302). Becker explains that case study refers to an analysis of the individual case
that “one can properly acquire knowledge of the phenomena from intensive exploration of a
single case” (p.75). The case study tries to take a comprehensive understanding of the case

and develop more theoretical statements about the regularities in the observed phenomena.

The flexibility introduced into the case study is an important and useful attribute as
explained by Becker (1970):

It prepares the investigator to deal with unexpected findings and,
indeed, requires him to reorient his study in the light of such
development. It forces him to consider, however crudely, the multiple
interrelations of particular phenomena he observes. And it saves him
from making assumptions that may turn out to be incorrect about
matters that are relevant, though tangential, to his main concerns. This
is because a case study will nearly always provide some facts to guide
those assumptions, while studies with more limited data-gathering
procedures are forced to assume what the observer making a case study

can check on. (p.76).

By reviewing the literature, five features of case study research can be recognized:

first one is particularity. Case studies explore the particularity of the case (Stake 1995), and
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usually involve a small number of participants who are studied in order to gain understanding
of complex social phenomena. The case is selected precisely in order to understand the
particular in depth, rather than to find out what is generally true of the many (Cohen et al.
2000; Merriam 1998).

Case studies generate a thick description (Geertz 1973) of the case, which provides
rich, in-depth insights and holistic understanding of complex phenomena. This requires that
sufficient data be collected to enable researchers to discover systematic connections among
experiences, behaviors and relationships, and to explore changes in these over time (Duff
2008; van Lier 2005). Case studies typically make use of multiple sources of data, combining
interviews and observations with questionnaires and/or documents, for example, in order to
provide different perspectives on the phenomena being studied (Denzin & Lincoln 2003a;
Duff 2008; Merriam 1998; Yin 2003). Case studies tend to employ a flexible design which
allows the inclusion of an emergent strategy (Anderson & Arsenault 1998) as the study
unfolds. Such flexibility, however, requires a rigorous, disciplined and systematic approach
to the research design (Richards 2003; Yin 2003). There is an approach that sees the case
study as a research strategy, an empirical examination that probes a phenomenon within its
real-life context. Case-study research can mean single and multiple case studies, can include
guantitative evidence, relies on multiple sources of evidence, and profits from the prior

progress of theoretical intentions.

The earliest use of case study referred to Europe, especially to France. The
methodology in the United States was most closely connected with The University of
Chicago Department of Sociology. From 1900's until 1935, The Chicago School was famous
in this field and the source of a great deal of the literature. The sociology is strongly related
to the case study research, and during the period leading up to 1935, several problems were

propounded by investigators in other fields of study.

Zonabend (1992) stated that case study is conducted by giving special attention to
wholeness in observation, reconstruction, and analysis of the cases under study. Case study

is fulfilled in a way that integrates the beliefs of the "actors” in the case under study.
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A regular criticism of case study methodology is that its reliance on a single case
renders it incapable of providing a generalizing conclusion. Yin (1993) presented Giddens'
view that considered case methodology "microscopic” because it "lacked a sufficient

number" of cases.

Hamel (Hamel et al., 1993) and Yin (1984, 1989a, 1989b, 1993, 1994) strongly
argued that the size of the sample that used in cases does not change a multiple case into a
macroscopic study. The aim of the study should establish the parameters, and then should be
applied to all research. In this way, even a single case could be considered acceptable,

provided the established objective.

Tellis (1997) says that study about construct validity causes problem in case study
surveys. Because of investigators’ bias, construct validity is a source of criticism. Yin (1994)
proposed three solutions to solve this problem: using several sources of evidence, forming a
chain of evidence, and having a draft case study report reviewed by key informants. Another
aspect of validity is internal validity. It is a problem only in causal (explanatory) cases.
Internal validity is a problem of "interpretations™ in case studies, and can be solved with
pattern checking. External validity refers to knowing whether the results are generalizable
beyond the instant case. (Tellis 1997).

According to Yin (1994) the case study design must have five components: the
research question, proposition, units of analysis, determination of how the data are linked to
the propositions and criteria to interpret the findings. Yin concluded that operationally

defining the unit of analysis supports with recurrence and efforts at case comparison.

The study's questions are most likely to be "how" and "why" questions, and their
definition is the first task of the researcher. The study's propositions sometimes derive from
the "how" and "why" questions, and are helpful in focusing the study's goals. An exploratory
study, rather than having propositions, would have a stated purpose or criteria on which the
success will be judged. The unit of analysis defines what the case is. This could be groups,
organizations or countries, but it is the primary unit of analysis. Linking the data to
propositions and the criteria for interpreting the findings are the least developed aspects in
case studies (Yin, 1994).
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Campbell (1975) described "pattern-matching™ as a useful technique for linking data
to the propositions. Campbell (1975) asserted that pattern-matching is a situation where
several pieces of information from the same case may be related to some theoretical

proposition.

Stake (1995) stressed that the number and type of case studies depends upon the
purpose of the survey: an instrumental case study is used to provide insight into an issue; an
intrinsic case study is undertaken to gain a deeper understanding of the case; and the
collective case study is the study of a number of cases in order to inquire into a particular

phenomenon.

Guba and Lincoln (1981) describe case study “types”. These types are factual,
interpretative and evaluative. Each case study must outline the purpose, then depending on
the type of case study and the actions proposed by the researcher, the researcher could

determine the possible products of the study.

3.2.1. Types of Case Study
3.2.2. Exploratory Case Study

An exploratory case study (Yin 2003) is one which aims to identify questions and
propositions which can be explored through subsequent study. This study was an exploratory
case study which examined participants' own perspectives on experiences related to teacher
learning with a view to developing models and theories based on the findings (Bassey 1999;
Duff 2008).

3.2.3. Instrumental Case Study

An instrumental case study (Stake 1995) is one in which the case is explored to help
generate understanding of wider issues beyond the case itself. This case study was
instrumental in that it aimed to provide insights into wider issues regarding teacher learning
and teacher education, and facilitate understanding of the relationship between participants'
beliefs and actions, rather than studying the cases because of their intrinsically interesting

nature.
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3.2.4. Multiple Case Study

This was a multiple case study (Yin 2003), sometimes referred to as a collective case
study (Stake 1995) or set of cases (Robson 2002), where each of the three participants formed
an individual case. Thus, three separate but similar cases were explored within the same
context, and subsequent cross-case analysis enabled me to explore similarities and

differences among the three individual cases.

An important feature of this study is that it was longitudinal. Multiple data sets were
collected at regular intervals over a 20-month period which enabled me to build up a complex
vivid picture of each of the participants, to identify turning points and defining moments in
the development of their beliefs and teaching, and to explore changes and developments in
depth over time (Dérnyei 2007; Duff 2008).

Case study made use of analytic generalization (Yin 2003), whereby findings are
generalizable to theoretical propositions rather than to wider populations (I discuss
generalizability in greater depth in section 4.5.3 below). Thus, my findings report that
something has happened somewhere, posit that it might happen somewhere else, albeit
perhaps differently, and invite other researchers to try and find out (Bassey 1999). The thick
description generated by the case study approach also helps readers determine the
generalizability of the findings to other contexts (Gall et al. 2007; Richards 2003).

The purposes of case study research may be exploratory, descriptive, interpretive and
explanatory (Mariano, 2000). Yin (1993) listed several examples along with the appropriate
research design in each case. There were suggestions for a general approach to designing
case studies, and also recommendations for exploratory, explanatory, and descriptive case

studies.
3.2.5. Exploratory Case Study

Exploratory case study or pilot study is used when researcher is seeking to answer a
question that sought to explain the presumed causal links in real-life interventions that are
too complex for the survey or experimental strategies. (Yin, 2003). In exploratory case

studies, research, and data collection may be started prior to definition of the research
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questions and hypotheses. This type of study has been considered as an introduction to some
social research. However, the framework of the study must be created ahead of time. Pilot
projects are very useful in determining the final protocols that will be used. Survey guestions
may be dropped or added based on the outcome of the pilot study. Selecting cases is a difficult
process, but the literature provides guidance in this area (Yin, 1989a). Stake (1995)
recommended that the selection offers the opportunity to maximize what can be learned,
knowing that time is limited. Hence the cases that are selected should be easy and willing

subjects. A good instrumental case does not have to defend its typicality.

3.2.6. Explanatory Case Study

Explanatory cases are suitable for doing causal studies. In very complex and
multivariate cases, the analysis can make use of pattern-matching techniques. Yin and Moore
(1987) conducted a study to examine the reason why some research findings get into practical
use. They used a funded research project as the unit of analysis, where the topic was constant
but the project varied. The utilization outcomes were explained by three rival theories: a

knowledge-driven theory, a problem-solving theory, and a social-interaction theory.
3.2.7. Descriptive Case Study

Descriptive cases require that the researcher begin with a descriptive theory, or face
the possibility that problems will occur during the project. Pyecha (1988) used this
methodology to study special education, using a pattern-matching procedure. Several states
were studied and the data about each state's activities were compared to another, with
idealized theoretic patterns. Thus what is implied in this type of study is the formation of
hypotheses of cause-effect relationships. Hence the descriptive theory must cover the depth
and possibility of the case under study. The selection of cases and the unit of analysis is

developed in the same manner as the other types of case studies.

There is much debate in the research literature about ways in which qualitative
research can enhance the validity of its findings and conclusions (Denzin & Lincoln 2003a;
Ddornyei 2007; Duff 2008; Gall et al. 2007; Morse 1999; Robson 2002; Seale 1999). Much
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of this debate focuses on whether to replace traditionally accepted concepts - validity,
generalizability, reliability and objectivity - with Lincoln and Guba's (1985) alternative

concept of “trustworthiness' - credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability.
3.3. Research Design

This study aims to investigate PhD candidates’ attitude towards TOLIMO, a high-
stake nation-wide test administered as a pre-requisite for the completion of the PhD program.
The general question, “What do you think about TOLIMO? Would you please explain its
strengths and weaknesses?” will be used not only to elicit theoretically relevant data but also

to direct this study. This research is qualitative one as a result there isn’t any hypothesis.

This is a qualitative research. There are different types of qualitative research, one of
them is case study. Consequently this study uses exploratory case study for acquiring data.
Exploratory case study is used when researcher is seeking to answer a question that sought

to explain the presumed causal links in real-life (Yin, 2003).

The participants of the study are selected by purposive sampling then the investigator
take an unstructured open-ended interview to achieve useful information and code. After that

the process of triangulation is done to verify the validity of data.
3.4. Sampling Procedure
3.4.1. Background Information

In case study survey, the participants of the study is selected voluntarily. That means
every persons who met the requirements and agreed to participate in the study was accepted.
In case study research, the selection of samples is very important. Many reports in
psychology (Bromley, 1986), sociology (Creswell, 1997; Yin, 1984, 1994), and education
(Stake, 1978, 1995) have studied the individual as the unit of analysis, and have used the case

study method to improve rich and comprehensive understandings about people.

A case selection that is based on representativeness will seldom be able to produce
suitable results. When selecting a subject for a case study, researchers will therefore use
information-oriented sampling, as opposed to random sampling. Outlier cases (that is, those
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which are extreme, unusual or abnormal) reveal more information than the potentially
representative case. Alternatively, a case may be selected as a key case, chosen because of

the inherent interest of the case or the circumstances surrounding it.

The persons to be included within the group must be distinguished from those who
are outside it' (Yin 2003: 24), and this was done by means of a sampling strategy. The
sampling strategy greatly influences the quality of research, and a distinction is made in the
literature between “random' and “purposive' sampling (Cohen et al. 2000; Morse 1991; Patton
1990). Purposive sampling enables researchers to select “individuals who can provide rich
and varied insights into the phenomenon under investigation so as to maximize what we can
learn' (Dérnyei 2007: 126). Case studies can use one participant, or a small group of
participants. However, it is important that the population of participants remain small. The
participants can represent a diverse cross section of society, but this isn't necessary. Often, a
brief "case history"” is done on the participants of the study in order to provide researchers
with a clearer understanding of their participants, as well as some insight as to how their own

personal histories might affect the outcome of the study.
3.4.2. Sampling

In this research the purposive sampling is used. The first participant of the study is
selected randomly and after that he suggested another interviewee. In the similar case, the
participants of the study suggest their friends and suitable cases who attend in the TOLIMO.
The researcher looked for those people who had related experiences about TOLIMO and its
quality. The purposive sampling was followed by snowball sampling to find additional
participants. In this section, participants introduced their friends who already had participated
in TOLIMO. This process was followed until gathered data were going to be repeated and
saturated. Participants of the study talked about different aspects of TOLIMO. The purposive
sampling technique, also called judgment sampling, is the deliberate choice of an informant
due to the qualities the informant possesses. It is a nonrandom technique that does not need
underlying theories or a set number of informants. Simply put, the researcher decides what
needs to be known and sets out to find people who can and are willing to provide the

information by virtue of knowledge or experience (Bernard 2002, Lewis & Sheppard 2006).
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3.5. Participants

All the population of the study are from Shahrood University. Both male and female
students will participate in this study with different background knowledge about English.
They are 15 participants and all of them are from different cities of Iran and their fields of

study are various. The ages of participants are from 27 to 50 years old.

Student Age Gender Education Occupation | Years of
Participants College
PhD.C1 29 Male Mathematic | Student 2
PhD.C2 28 Male Mechanic Student 1
PhD.C3 28 Male Mechanic Student 1
PhD.C4 27 Female Mathematic | Student 2
PhD.C5 30 Male Mining Student 2
PhD.C6 29 Male Mechanic Student 3
PhD.C7 30 Female Mathematic | Student 2
PhD.C8 29 Male Civil Student 3
Engineering
PhD.C9 32 Male Physical Student 3
Education
PhD.C10 34 Male Computer Student 4
Engineering
PhD.C11 30 Male Chemistry Student 2
PhD.C12 29 Female Mathematic | Student 2
PhD.C13 31 Female Mathematic | Student 2
PhD.C14 30 Male Physics Student 2

Table 2. Participants’ data
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3.6. Data Collection
3.6.1. Background Information

Data collection, and in general the implementation of a good case study, depend
significantly upon the competence of the researcher. Unlike, a questionnaire, the evidence to
be gathered is defined as it is collected, and the researcher is an active agent in the process.
This means that the researcher undertaking data collection must be able to ask good
questions, to listen and to interpret the answers. This involves having a sound grasp of the
questions and propositions of the case study, and being able to approach the study in an

unbiased, and flexible manner.

Interviews, which are traditionally one of the most important means of eliciting
introspective data in case study research (Yin 2003). The interviews were also progressively
focused (Silverman 2000; Verschuren 2003), both within and across cases, such that each

stage of interviews informed the next.

In case study, qualitative rather than quantitative data was collected in order for
analysis, because as Stake (1995, p. 37) points out, qualitative researchers “have forced for
explanation and control” as well as “understanding the sophisticated interrelationships
among all that exists”. Stake (1995) stated that the protocols that are used to ensure accuracy
and alternative explanations are called triangulation. Triangulation is defined as “the process
of collecting data from several different sources or in different ways in order to provide a
complete understanding of a phenomenon” (Richards & Schmidt, 2003, p. 565). Using
triangulation in a case study ensures the resources are fully used so that all the important data
is triangulated (Stake, 1995). The need for triangulation arises from the ethical need to
confirm the validity of the processes. In case studies, this could be done by using multiple
sources of data (Yin, 1984).

Depending on whether researchers have chosen to use a single or multi-modal
approach for the case study, they may choose to collect data from one or any combination of
these sources: documents, archival records, interviews, direct observation, participant

observation and artifacts.
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Documents could be letters, notes, programs, administrative documents, newspaper
articles, or any document that is useful to the investigation. In the interest of triangulation of
evidence, the documents serve to corroborate the evidence from other sources. Documents
are also useful for making inferences about events. Archival documents can be service

records, organizational records, lists” of names, survey data, and other such records.

Interviews are one of the most important sources of case study information. There are
several forms of interviews that are possible: open-ended, focused, and structured or survey.
In an open-ended interview, key respondents are asked to comment about certain events.
They may propose solutions or provide insight into events. They may also corroborate
evidence obtained from other sources. The researcher must avoid becoming dependent on a
single informant, and search for the same data from other sources to confirm its validity. The
focused interview is used in a situation where the interviewee is interviewed for a short period
of time, usually answering set questions. This technique is often used to confirm data
collected from another source. The structured interview is similar to a survey, and is used to
gather data in cases such as neighborhood studies. The questions are detailed and developed

in advance, much as they are in a survey.

Direct observation occurs when a field visit is conducted during the case study. It
could be as simple as casual data collection activities, or formal protocols to measure and
record behaviors. This technique is useful for providing additional information about the
topic being studied. The reliability is enhanced when more than one observer is involved in
the task.

Participant-observation makes the researcher into an active participant in the events
being studied. This often occurs in studies of neighborhoods or groups. Physical artifacts can
be tools, instruments, or some other physical evidence that may be collected during the study
as part of a field visit. The perspective of the researcher can be broadened as a result of the

discovery.

In the field of composition research, these six sources might be: a writer's drafts,
school records of student writers, transcripts of interviews with a writer, transcripts of

conversations between writers (and protocols), videotapes and notes from direct field
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observations, hard copies of a writer's work on computer. Protocols, that is, transcriptions of
participants talking aloud about what they are doing as they do it, have been particularly

common in composition case studies.

It can be said then, that cross checking data from multiple sources can help provide a
multidimensional profile of composing activities in a particular setting. Merriam, S. (1985)
suggests "checking, verifying, testing, probing, and confirming collected data as you go,
arguing that this process will follow in a funnel-like design resulting in less data gathering in
later phases of the study along with a similar increase in analysis checking, verifying, and

confirming.

3.6.2. Data Collection in this Study

The data for this study will be collected through an unstructured open ended
interview with the informant of the study. According to Glaser (2001), interviewing was a
passive process of listening. As each interview finishes it will be analyzed, concepts and
categories will be drawn.

Interviews will be recorded with the permission from interviewee, however, they will
be sure that their real names and identities will not be announced, instead researcher will use
fabricated names. Interview is a tool which permits an in-depth exploration of a particular
topic and goes beneath the surface of ordinary conversation (Charmaz, 2006). Interviewer
will start with one broad introductory questions that can be followed by relevant follow-up
questions. The first question is that: What are your perceptions of TOLIMO? The participant
should be active whereas the interviewer should listen actively and encourage the participant
to talk and to clarify details (Charmaz, 2006), for example; *“that is interesting, tell me more
about it”’.
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3.7. Data Analysis
3.7.1. Background Information

Generally, researchers interpret their data in one of two ways: holistically or through coding.
Holistic analysis does not attempt to break the evidence into parts, but rather to draw
conclusions based on the text as a whole. However, composition researchers commonly
interpret their data by coding that is by systematically searching data to identify and/or
categorize specific observable actions or characteristics. These observable actions then

become the key variables in the study.

This exploratory case study aimed to generate theory rather than to test existing
theory, and as such the analytical approach | took was essentially iterative and abductive
(Blaikie 1993; Coffey & Atkinson 1996; Constas 1992; Morse 1994; Scott & Usher 1999).
Whereas deductive approaches begin with, and inductive approaches begin without, a set of
a priori categories, abduction is a strategy which implies a dialogic relationship between

analysis and theory and a cyclical rather than a linear logic.

I constantly checked and revised these until new categories emerged, taking care to
avoid either imposing prior categories of analysis or prematurely forming such categories as
both may have contaminated the data or influenced my perspective (Morse 1994; Patton
1990; Silverman 2000). The explicitness of research procedures enhances the credibility of
research (Lincoln & Guba 1985).

3.7.1.1. Pre-coding:

The first stage of data analysis, pre-coding, consisted of three elements; (1)

transcription of data, (2) writing of analytic memos, and (3) initial development of categories.

I developed my own system for transcribing (as recommended by Dérnyei 2007; Duff
2008; Lapadat 2000; Roberts 1997), and corrected minor linguistic errors so as to create a

more natural and readable discourse.
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| then read, re-read and reflected on each transcription and wrote analytic memos for
each. These served as summary sheets for each set of data collected (Duff 2008). The third

step in pre-coding was to begin developing categories of analysis.
3.7.1.2. Coding:

The second stage of data analysis involved “reducing the data' in order to highlight
key concepts and categories and to start linking these to broader concepts (Hammersley &
Atkinson 1995; Morse 1994; Silverman 2000; Tesch 1990).

3.7.1.3. Theorizing:

The final stage of data analysis involves interpreting, theorizing and drawing
conclusions (Coffey & Atkinson 1996; Doérnyei 2007; Hammersley 1992; Miles &
Huberman 1994; Morse 1994; Richards 2005; Silverman 2001).

Miles and Huberman (1984) suggested analytic techniques such as rearranging the
arrays, placing the evidence in a matrix of categories, creating flowcharts or data displays,
tabulating the frequency of different events, using means, variances and cross tabulations to
examine the relationships between variables, and other such techniques to facilitate analysis.
Yin (1994) presented two strategies for general use: One is to rely on theoretical propositions
of the study, and then to analyze the evidence based on those propositions. Pattern-matching
Is another major mode of analysis. This type of logic compares an empirical pattern with a
predicted one. Internal validity is enhanced when the patterns coincide. If the case study is
an explanatory one, the patterns may be related to the dependent or independent variables. If
it is a descriptive study, the predicted pattern must be defined prior to data collection. Yin
(1994) recommended using rival explanations as pattern-matching when there are
independent variables involved. This requires the development of rival theoretical
propositions, but the overall concern remains the degree to which a pattern matches the

predicted one.

Stake (1995) recommended categorical aggregation as another means of analysis and
also suggested developing protocols for this phase of the case study to enhance the quality of

the research. He also presented ideas on pattern-matching along the lines that Yin (1994)
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presented. Runkel (1990) used aggregated measures to obtain relative frequencies in a
multiple-case study. Stake (1995) favored coding the data and identifying the issues more
clearly at the analysis stage. Eisner and Peshkin (1990) placed a high priority on direct
interpretation of events, and lower on interpretation of measurement data, which is another

viable alternative to be considered.

Merriam, S. (1988) suggests seven analytic frameworks for the organization and
presentation of data: the role of participants, the network analysis of formal and informal
exchanges among groups, historical, thematically, resources, ritual and symbolism, critical

incidents that challenge or reinforce fundamental beliefs, practices, and values.

There are two purposes of these frameworks: to look for patterns among the data and

to look for patterns that give meaning to the case study.

While most researchers begin their case studies expecting to look for particular
observable characteristics, it is not unusual for key variables to emerge during data collection.
Typical variables coded in case studies of writers include pauses writers make in the
production of a text, the use of specific linguistic units (such as nouns or verbs), and writing

processes (planning, drafting, revising, and editing).
3.7.2. Data Analysis

In this study, once written records are available, analysis involves the coding of data
and the identification of salient points or structures. Data analysis may begin informally
during interviews or observations and continue during transcription, when recurring themes,
patterns, and categories become evident. There are three main propositions in this study:
Positive attitude towards TOLIMO, Negative attitude towards TOLIMO and finally
suggestion for improvement. For the positive attitude we had extracted two subcategories

and in negative attitude part we extracted seven subcategory.
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Chapter Four
Results

4.1. Overview

The purpose of this study is to investigate PhD candidates’ perceptions of TOLIMO. Case
study was used to collect and analyze data. The interviewees in this study state their
experiences and understanding from TOLIMO. The main goal of this chapter is to present
the factors that shape attitudes towards TOLIMO.

Analyzing the data revealed three main categories: positive attitude towards
TOLIMO, negative attitude towards TOLIMO and suggestion for improvement. The
candidates who believe that TOLIMO is a standard test talked about the sufficiency of the
timing of exam, reasonable relationship between the timing of exam and number of tests and
finally they say it can evaluate participants exactly. Also, other participants mentioned:
insufficiency of timing of the exam, substandard administration of listening section, low
quality administration, inappropriateness of listening section, substandard text length in
reading part and inappropriateness of number of the questions as the main drawbacks of the

test.
4.2. Positive Attitude towards TOLIMO

Analysis revealed negative attitude towards TOLIMO as the rule and positive attitudes
towards the test as an exception. Only a small group of candidates believe that TOLIMO
effectively evaluates the participants’ proficiency. They take into account the timing of exam

and good evaluation of the test.
4.2.1. Sufficiency of the Time

Some PhD candidates state that the exam timing is sufficient. It means that there is a good
correlation between number of questions and timing. If you are ready for the exam, you can

answer the questions in allocated time. PhD.C3 explains this issue:

There are many questions in this exam, but in my opinion it’s not

weakness. The candidate who has studied for exam can easily pass the
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test, as a result it’s not related to the time of the exam. The candidates
compete with the other participants of the test so the time of exam is the

same for everyone.
4.2.2. Evaluation Appropriateness of the Test

Other groups of interviewees believe that TOLIMO is a good choice for evaluating the PhD
candidates. In comparison with MSRT, another similar exam, TOLIMO is chosen by many
PhD students. They say that this exam can categorize good and bad participants. Also weak

and strong students in this test have not the same performance. PhD.C14 explains:

I think the questions of TOLIMO are more standard than MSRT. If you
have studied for exam you can get a good grade. In my opinion.
Candidates are compared with other participants and after that your
final score is calculated.

PhD.C5 explains that TOLIMO is a good tool for evaluation of English knowledge.

This group of students believe that good score depends on sufficient knowledge of English:

TOLIMO can exactly distinguish poor candidate from knowledgeable
ones. Every candidate who has the sufficient knowledge in English can
take a suitable score. | have taken the score that | expected. Sometimes

you receive the score that it is higher than your expectation.
4.3. Negative Attitude towards TOLIMO
4.3.1. Insufficiency of Timing of Exam

There are many PhD students who complain about the exam timing. They say that no
relationships between timing of exam and number of questions. As it was mentioned by the
candidates, they cannot answer to all questions just because of the shortage of time. PhD.C4

says:

I didn’t see any relationship between number of questions and timing.
Many candidates did not enough time to answer questions. | think the
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difficulty of the questions influence on the performance of the students
so that they don’t have time. It, means there is relationship between

timing and difficulty of test.

Some of the students believe that the problem of timing, relate to the English
knowledge of students. It means that candidates are not knowledgeable and their level is not

acceptable. PhD.C2 explains that:

The timing of exam is not sufficient, I think many students like me are
not ready for exam, so that they cannot manage their time in the session
of exam. Also students are very weak in English. Therefore, they focus
on each question and lose the time. Candidates should be able to

manage time, they are PhD students and before that pass similar exams.

Other groups of students believe that the amount of time is directly related
to the number of questions. In their opinions, managers should decrease the number

of questions to help candidates. PhD.C7 states that:

There is not good relationship between time and amount of questions.
Time is very short so you cannot think about the questions. The
authorities should increase the time or decrease the number of

questions.

The amount of time depends on the knowledge of students and their
readiness but nearly all the interviewees believe that time is insufficient. Candidates

suggest the time increased. PhD.C5 says:

It seems that time of TOLIMO is very short. The participants of
TOLIMO are from different fields therefore, they are not knowledgeable
in English. I think managers of the test can add few minutes to the total
time. Many candidates translate the questions into the Persian and this

process consume the time.
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4.3.2. Substandard Administration of Listening Section

TOLIMO is held in different universities, institutes and schools. But sometimes the facilities
of these places are not acceptable. Many participants criticize the atmosphere of the sessions
and the classes used for testing. In their opinions the authorities don’t pay attention to the
facilities and place of testing. The other group of students focus on hardware section of

listening part. For example, PhD.C8 says that:

The physical condition is awful. For example, there isn’t good response
from speakers in listening section. Because of this problem, many
students are not able to answer the questions. As a result candidates are
cheating or sleeping during the listening section. I believe that listening

section is difficult but it can be improved by using the best facilities.

Some candidates criticize the place of testing. They believe that the classes
and place of testing are small, also sounding system is not suitable for this kind of
exam. PhD.C6 explains:

The atmosphere of the place of testing is ambiguous for me. The classes
that used for exam is small, also I think these classes are not suitable
for this important exam. The authorities don’t know anything about the
exam. You can easily understand the problem in sounding system, many
students cannot understand the speaker. | should say that some of the

listening problems related to the poor knowledge of candidates.

There are many complains about the quality of sound system of testing. Some
candidates state that the performances of students in listening section related to the quality
of the sound of the speakers. PhD.C7 states that:

| had attend in TOLIMO twice. In the first exam | was not ready for the
listening part and the quality of the speakers was good, but in the second
test the sound of the speakers was unclear. | was ready for listening but

I couldn’t hear what the speaker says.
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Although, TOLIMO is held in famous universities, it doesn’t warranty the quality of
the listening section. Candidates criticize the facilities of universities especially the sounding

system. PhD.C11 explains his opinion:

| don’t like the manner of holding exam. The managers of the exams
used the terrible speakers. | can’t understand the voice of listening
section. The exam was held in EIm o Sanaat University so that | expected

the high quality sound in listening section.

According to some candidates the behavior of the proctors besides sounding
system is a big problem. The candidates say that proctors don’t pay attention to the
candidates and talk to each other. Also in the listening section the talking between

proctors annoy the candidates. PhD.C9 says that:

I think the listening section is difficult for all candidates and the reason
for this problem refers to the sounding system of the test. The managers
of the exam use the sound software that make the conversations unreal.
Another problem is talking of proctors during the test. They don’t take
into account the participants and talk to each other in listening section.

Sometimes they tell joke and funny things to other persons in session.

There are students who state that the quality of listening section is not proper
for this type exam. They compare the facilities of TOLIMO with IELTS and
TOEFL. PhD.C10 explains that:

If you attend in IELTS and TOEFL exams, the listening section is held
in laboratory, but you don’t this that in TOLIMO. The cost of TOLIMO
is few so that managers don’t provide the sufficient things for you. There
are speakers at the end of the saloon and you cannot hear the voice of

speaker of listening section.
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4.3.3. Low Quiality of Presentation of Exam

TOLIMO just held in big cities with huge population like Tehran, Mashhad, Isfahan,
Tabriz and Shiraz. The candidates from other parts of the country gather in these
cities for testing but some of them believe that it’s not fair. There are many PhD
students in different cities and many universities and institutes have PhD students
in small provinces so the holding of exam in few cities is a big problem. For example
PhD.C12 says:

TOLIMO is not held in small cities, | think it’s a problem. PhD students
should travel to the big cities like Tehran and Mashhad for exam, in my
opinion the distance and tiredness influence on their performances.
Candidates have not a suitable place for resting and in the session they

are tired and sleepy.

The other group of students have good suggestions for the problem of
distance and tiredness of candidates. They suggest to hold the TOLIMO in center of
provinces for helping the candidates. PhD.C12 states that:

TOLIMO is held in few cities and this is a weakness. | think the
authorities can find a solution, in my opinion TOLIMO can be held in
the center of each province so that candidates should not travel to big
cities. One of the main weaknesses of travelling to other cities is cost of

trip.

4.3.4. Inappropriateness of Listening Section

According to interviewees, listening part is the most difficult section of TOLIMO.
Many reasons are introduced by candidates as a cause of difficulty. PhD candidates

complain about the texts that used in listening, time, instructions and vocabulary.
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Students say that they are not ready for listening so that they suggest to omit
listening in TOLIMO. PhD.C7 says that:

Listening was very difficult for me, | had not proficiency in this part.
Also I was not familiar with oral instructions of this part. Unfamiliarity
with instructions made the listening difficult. | suggest to omit the
listening, because by elimination of listening students can focus on
reading and grammar. These parts are more suitable than listening for

candidates.

Weak participants have problem in listening. They don’t practice for this
part and just focus on reading and grammar. Candidates state that basic knowledge
of PhD students are very poor. PhD.C3 says:

The most difficult part of exam is listening. Many PhD students have not
basic knowledge about English, therefore, they try to get the acceptable
mark. On the other hand, listening needs practice. You cannot answer

the questions of this part with one month practice.

Other group of students believe that holding exams like TOLIMO is for
article writing. PhD.C8 states that:

Listening is difficult for all candidates. Authorities hold exams like this
to improve the writing skills of students but there is useless parts like
listening. Candidates cannot have good performance in this section

because they have not listening proficiency.

Some of interviewees believe that the performance of students related to the

materials they use for improving listening skill. For example PhD.C9 says:

Many students have not good exercise for listening, therefore, listening
is difficult for them and finally they eliminate this part. | think using

hard question is easier for listening than grammar and reading. Some
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of the students have not access to the proper sources. Also I think there

are good books for reading and grammar.

In all courses, students should attend in the different classes. For TOLIMO
preparation, candidates say that English classes can helpful. Some of the students

say that attending in the listening class is beneficial. PhD.C13 explains that:

If you want to have good performance in listening section of TOLIMO,
attend the listening classes of institutes. You must practice about one
year to have proficiency in listening. | couldn’t answer the listening
question because | was not ready. | suggest to introduce CDs for
listening practice.

Candidates of TOLIMO are from different fields of study so they are not
proficient in English. Candidates state that listening should designed according to
the level of participants. They complain about rate of speaking and time of listening
part. PhD.C14 states:

When you listen to the audios of listening section the sound interrupted
immediately. Students are from different fields of study so I think it’s
better to allow participants think about listening questions, | mean add

more time to this part.

In many cases, participants state that listening is not related to their studies.
PhD students try to write I1SI articles and thesis, therefore, listening is not necessary
for them. They say that listening and speaking are useful for students who want to

continue their studies in abroad. PhD.C1 says that:

Listening was very difficult for me. In TOLIMO there isn’t negative
point for false answers so | omit listening section. Listening has not
positive effect for participants, PhD students use English for translation,
therefore, listening is not useful for them. They want to study the
scientific websites and software in English actually grammar and

reading are more important than listening.
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4.3.5. Substandard Text Length in Reading Part

One of the important parts of TOLIMO is reading. In this exam, there are four or
five readings. In many TOLIMO exams, readings are very long with many
questions. Participants say that they lose time by reading the texts. Also they believe

that time for this part is very short. PhD.C2 says:

In my opinion reading is the main weakness of this test. Every year the
texts of exam are selected from special books so that candidates answer
questions by memorizing. For example, one of my friends have attend in
TOLIMO many times and he has passed the exam by memorizing the
texts. Many readings of the test are reiterative and sometimes texts refer

for special theme.

Some of the interviewees say that texts are selected from special sources.
Selection of texts from specific sources is the main mistake. Participants have access

to the sources and by memorizing they can answer the questions. PhD.C4 explained:

Texts and readings are originated from special book. When you attend
in this exam, you face with question bank. I didn’t answer the reading

question because texts were long.

According to PhD candidates, the content of readings doesn’t related to the
fields of study of participants. Texts are selected from scientific and historical
sources, on other hand, the unknown vocabulary is used in these texts. PhD.C6

explained:

When | participated in the exam, | faced with the texts that related to the
astronomy and cardiology. My field of study in university is physical
education so | was not familiar with professional words of these fields.
I think one of the problem of TOLIMO is that it doesn’t cover all fields.
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Reading section can be useful because you should learn grammar and

vocabulary.

Other participants have similar idea and say that text and its vocabulary are
not match with their fields. PhD.C10 says:

The readings are long and boring. TOLIMO is very similar to Konkoor,
in which you can find five long texts. The time that is allocated to the
reading section is not enough. | can easily read my special books and
texts that related to my studies, but I cannot understand the meaning of
the words that used in TOLIMO. One of the techniques that used by
designers of TOLIMO is that they select a text and substitute the easy

words with difficult ones.
4.3.6. Insufficiency for the Personal Studies

In many interviews PhD candidates of TOLIMO say that holding English
exams like TOLIMO and MSRT is not helpful. Half of the interviewees believe that
their English knowledge doesn’t change after test. According to expressions of
participants, content, structure and manner of TOLIMO is not related to their
studies. PhD.C4 said:

Today, it’s not necessary to have TOLIMO degree, because it’s not
useful for students. TOLIMO is not valid internationally so | believe it
should be omitted. The content of the exam is ordinary and it doesn’t
related to the fields of students. As a result, if you are not successful it

in this exam, you don’t lose anything.

One of the important parts of TOLIMO is grammar. In this section, the
grammar questions are presented to candidates. Many of these questions related to
the tenses. Some of the students believe that past tense is more useful than other

tenses. They state that holding exam is for article writing. PhD.C14 explained:
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First of all, we should determine the aim of English exams. Authorities
say that English exams help participants to write article. On the other,
there are useless tenses like future tense in exam. When a PhD candidate
writes an article, he or she uses just past and present tense. I think the

usage of other tenses in grammar section is inappropriate.

There are other candidates who believe their English knowledge is same

without any change. PhD.C2 explained:

My English knowledge hadn’t change after this test. An exam cannot
change the knowledge of students. In TOLIMO there isn’t any difference
between the persons who pass the test and failed ones. | don’t know how
this exam evaluate the candidates, also it’s not clear what’ the aim of

this exam. Helping for article writing or improving English knowledge?
4.3.7. Inappropriateness of Number of the Questions

Many participants of the TOLIMO believe that there are many questions in
the exam. They say that it is not essential to pass many questions that waste their
time and energy. TOLIMO tries to cover all areas of the English knowledge so
different types of questions are used to evaluate candidates accurately. The
candidates say that they cannot manage the time because of number of questions.
PhD.C5 explained that:

There are many questions in the test, on the other hand the time of exam
is not sufficient so that | cannot think about the answers. I am not
proficient in English, therefore, |1 need time for thinking. By large
amount of questions | lose my concentration and energy for thinking.

Some of the candidates believe that number of questions is the weak point
of TOLIMO. In their opinion students are tired during the test, they have travelled
from different cities so they lose their energy. As a result, they are not ready for

many questions. PhD.C7 explained that:
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The number of questions is very large, it made me tired. At the end of
the exam | was tired therefore, | couldn’t focus of the questions. There
Is not any relationship between the number of questions and time. The
managers should decrease the number of questions. In my opinion the

weak point of TOLIMO is questions.
4.4. Suggestions for Improvement

The participants of this study according to their experience suggest the
matters that can help test designers. Many of the PhD candidates attend in TOLIMO
exam more than one time, as a result, they understand the negative and positive
points. They suggest to include: 1.speaking and writing section 2.introducing source
for studying

4.4.1. Including Speaking and Writing Section

Candidates in the study believe that TOLIMO should include writing score
because of article writing of the PhD students. They explain that article writing can
be substitute with test. PhD.C12 explains:

I think the test should be arranged according to the candidates’
necessity. For example some of the students want to apply for foreign
universities, the exams like TOLIMO should designed for these students.
The candidates who want to apply for other universities should be able
to write and speak, on the other hand, the candidates who want to
continue his or her study in Iran should focus on article writing. |
suggest that PhD students who publish ISI article are knowledgeable in
English, therefore, they shouldn’t pass exams like TOLIMO. | think the
theme of TOLIMO should be related to the field of studies of

Participants.

In TOLIMO, there isn’t speaking section for evaluating the speaking ability
of participants. It means that the speaking is not important. Some of interviewees

suggest to include the speaking. They believe that PhD candidates should be able to
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communicate with foreigners, therefore, they need speaking ability. PhD.C1 says
that:

If you want more academic test, you should include the score of
speaking section. The tests like TOEFL and IELTS have speaking
section so the participants can evaluate their ability in all the aspects.
Learning new language is not grammar and reading, speaking play

important role in language learning.
4.4.2. Introducing Sources for the Test

TOLIMO like other high-stake tests has not any source for studying. In this
exam, test designers have not introduced specific book, CD, article and text for test
takers. Participants of the test suggest authorities to introduce the resources for
candidates. PhD.C4 explains that:

There isn’t any source for TOLIMO, | suggest test designers to
introduce source for grammar and vocabulary section of the test. In
these books writers can explain the grammar rules and questions that
similar to the questions of grammar section of TOLIMO. Also it would
be good if authorities arrange CD for listening section. The questions
of the exam should not be taken from the books and CDs, because many

students try to memorize the content of the sources.
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Chapter five
Discussion and Conclusion
5.1. Overview

The purpose of this study is to explore the attitude of PhD candidates towards TOLIMO by
qualitative case study as well as the suggestion of participants for improvement of the test is
taken into account. To this end, some PhD students who take TOLIMO are chosen to

introduce their attitude and experience about TOLIMO.

This chapter presents a summary of the findings, a discussion of the findings in
relation to the former studies in this field, the pedagogical implications of the study, and
finally the suggestions for additional research.

5.2. Discussion

Participants of this study state their experiences and opinions about the quality of the
TOLIMO. There are three main propositions about TOLIMO. The first group of interviewees
have positive attitude towards TOLIMO. The second group have negative attitude and the

last group have some suggestions for improvement.

The candidates who have positive attitude say that TOLIMO is a good instrument for
evaluation of the PhD candidates. The goal of using the tests are diverse. For example,
Bachman and Purpura (2008) claims that language tests used in many cases like selection of
students, giving certifications, and giving promotion. Small group of participants of the
present study says that TOLIMO is a good choice for selection the good candidates. These

group of interviewees claim timing, number of questions and difficulty of the test are normal.

The second group of participants of the study state their negative point of view about
TOLIMO. According to Murray, Riazi and Cross (2012) negative attitudes of test takers were
personal experiences and feelings of test takers and influence of people. On the other hand,

according to Vallerand and Reid (1984) motivation can be enhanced after the exam if the
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student receives positive feedback. The negative attitudes of the interviewees have divided
into six subcategories: 1)insufficiency of timing of exam, 2)substandard administration of
listening section, 3)low quality of presentation of exam, 4)inability of test to evaluate
candidates, 5)substandard text length in reading part, 6)insufficiency for the personal studies
and 7)inappropriateness of number of the questions.

Analysis of the data shows that timing of exam is insufficient. Participants say that
timing is limited so that weak students cannot manage the time. In their opinion, there are
many questions in TOLIMO, therefore they need extra time for completing the test. In the
study, Bachman (1990) believes that performances of the students depend on timing of the
exam. In the similar study, Triplett & Barksdale (2005) found that many students were
worried about the time of testing. Interviewees believe that test takers should decrease the

number of questions or increase the time of exam.

The second subcategory in negative attitude refers to administration of the listening
section. Based on results of this study, the facilities of the place of testing are not suitable.
Participants say that they cannot easily hear the sound from speakers. Also the place of the
exam like classes and saloons are small. Sawaki (2001) found that the test-takers complained
about the facility of the place of testing. Similarly, Puspawati (2012) found that the students
could not focus on test because of the inappropriateness of the place of testing. Another
reason that is elicited from interviews is that, proctors are distracting the participants of the
test. Some of the proctors talk to each other so that candidates cannot focus on the exam.
There are interviewees who complain that listening section should be held in laboratory like
TOEFL and IELTS.

The results of the study show that many students are not satisfied with the cities in
which TOLIMO are held. TOLIMO is held in big cities like Tehran, Isfahan, Shiraz,
Mashhad and Tabriz so candidates from small cities should travel to big cities. They are tired
and sleepy because of trip the so that they cannot perform very well in exam. Shohamy (1998)
says that some of the students feel fear, unfairness, bias, pressure and doubt during the test

preparation. In another study, Bachman (1990) claims that the performances of test takers in
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exams affected by factors like familiarity of the place, the equipment that used and staffs.

Some of the students suggest that TOLIMO can be held in the center of each province.

The result of chapter four show that listening section is very difficult for some group
of participants. They believe that unclear instructions, lack of proficiency in English and
ambiguous sounds make this section difficult. In the similar study, Shohamy (1993) claimed
that the use of tests has led to top-down educational change strategies and this can be
considered unethical, undemocratic and unbeneficial for test takers. It means that the
candidates try to learn and memorize the materials of listening section without any
internalization. The previous studies have shown that English proficiency affects students’
performance on tests (Aydn et al., 2006; Teemant, 2010; Korhonen et al., 2012).

Another important weak point of TOLIMO according to participants of the study is
length of reading texts. Candidates believe that reading part included long and boring texts.
Also the number of questions in this part are excessive. Some group of interviewees say about
the content of the texts. In their opinion special books are used for this part. Also the scientific
contents that doesn’t related to many field are used in TOLIMO. Sometimes the content of
the text is not related to any field of study.

Results make clear for us that TOLIMO is not suitable for personal studies of PhD
students. They told us that attending in TOLIMO doesn’t help them in article writing, reading
text and speaking. Participants of the study say that holding exams like TOLIMO and MSRT
cannot help students to improve their knowledge in English. In similar study, Rasti (2009)
found that there is not any meaningful relationship between Iranian candidates’ educational
background, and IELTS scores with their attitudes towards IELTS.

Another weak point of TOLIMO according to participants of the study is number of
questions. They believe that there are many questions in the test, as a result, there is not

meaningful relationship between number of questions and timing of exam.

There are good suggestions for improvement of the TOLIMO. Shohamy (2001a)
claimed that considering the opinions of test takers about exams direct us to a better
understanding about exams specifically high-stake tests. Some of the candidates suggest to
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arrange tests according to the necessities of the participants. They believe that TOLIMO
should be related to the fields of studies of students, also there should be focus on writing
parts for students who want to apply for foreign universities. Participants of the study say

that reading parts should be related to the fields of studies of students.

Another suggestion is that PhD candidates who write ISI article should be excused
from TOLIMO. These group of interviewees say that the student who write I1SI article is very
proficient in English. The other group of interviewees suggest to include speaking section
for TOLIMO. They believe that PhD students want to travel foreign countries for seminars

so that they need speaking ability.
5.3. Implication for Practice

There are many high-stake English tests like TOEFL, IELTS, TOLIMO and
MSRT in Iran that PhD candidates attend. The policy makers should try to improve the
quality of Iranian exams like TILOMO and MSRT, because these exams are used for
evaluation. Timing is an important element in every exam, as a result, authorities should try

to increase the time as well as the place of testing is very important for participants.

Policy makers by the results of this study can improve the reading and listening
section of the TOLIMO. They can use better facilities for holding the test and decrease the
length of the reading parts. Speaking section can be added to the TOLIMO and MSRT to
help students. The test designers can include more fields of studies in reading parts. Also,

TOLIMO can be held in every province and city.
5.4. Suggestion for Further Studies

This study tries to search about the attitudes of PhD candidates who attend in
TOLIMO. Other researchers can focus on the similar test, MSRT. The present study ask PhD
candidates about their opinions but these questions can be asked from other participants who
are not PhD students. TOEFL and IELTS are held in Iran for evaluation of PhD candidates,
the similar study can be done for participants of IELTS and TOEFL.
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