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This paper draws on self-efficacy questionnaire data collected at the beginning
and end of the TOEIC course, TOEIC scores and focus group discussions data
from participating students at a technical university in Vietnam. While the
quantitative data reveal positive effects in terms of TOEIC self-efficacy, the
qualitative data show how changes in self-efficacy were moderated by the way
students cognitively processed self-efficacy information. Results indicate there was
a positive change in students’ self-efficacy after joining the course. Self-efficacy
was an important variable of students’ TOEIC achievements and affected their
achievement positively. Mastery experiences appeared to be the most influential
source of TOEIC self-efficacy. Results are discussed as they relate to previous
research and recommendations are made to include the development of self-
efficacy in TOEIC instruction. The paper highlights that by targeting sources of
self-efficacy, teachers can empower students with control over their own TOEIC
ability development. Generally, TOEIC courses should promote learning
environments that foster important sources of self-efficacy. Besides, course
material and feedback should be delivered in a way that levels of self-efficacy are
increased.

Keywords: TOEIC achievement, self-efficacy, EFL context, achievement, learning
INTRODUCTION

In academic literature, perceived self-efficacy is defined as “people’s judgments of their
capabilities to organize and execute courses of action required to attain designated types
of performances” (Bandura, 1997, p. 391). Perceived self-efficacy may affect one‘s
selection of activities and subsequent efforts put forth. People’s persistence in
accomplishing the given tasks involved in the activities varies in their intellectual
performances depending on the strength of their perceived self-efficacy. In the recent
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years, given the important role of perceived self-efficacy in mediating students’ efforts
and subsequent learning outcomes (Bandura, 1997; Gen¢Kulusakli & Aydin, 2016),
there have been a growing number of studies investigating students’ self-efficacy in the
ESL/EFL contexts. In addition, due to the popularity of TOEIC (Test of English for
International Communication) as a measure of English language proficiency throughout
the world (Geddes, 2016; ETS, 2015), many studies have examined students’ attitudes
to TOEIC, their preparation for TOEIC tests or the impacts of the tests (Geddes, 2016;
Hsieh, 2017). However, a few researchers have conducted studies examining how
second/foreign language self-efficacy influences students' TOEIC achievements, which
influential sources of self-efficacy information students rely on to build their TOEIC
self-efficacy, and whether their TOEIC self-efficacy beliefs improve after joining a
preparation course. In addition, most of the available research is quantitative in nature
(e.g. Chen, 2007; Taguchi, 2015) while Phan (2016) and Wyatt (2014) suggested that
because self-efficacy itself is complex, the combination of quantitative and qualitative
methods is necessary. Mixed methods, according to Wyatt (2014), can potentially lead
to useful outcomes such as "providing insights into the relative impacts of different
components of the education program and supporting course evaluation and design
processes” (p. 183).Therefore, there is a need for more studies employed mixed methods
in investigating this issue.

In light of Bandura‘s (1997) self-efficacy theory, the purposes of this study are three-
fold: a) to examine whether there is a positive change in students’ self-efficacy after
participating in the TOEIC preparation course; b) to examine the influence of foreign
language self-efficacy beliefs (i.e., self-efficacy for performing TOEIC Listening and
Reading tasks) on foreign language learning outcomes (i.e., TOEIC scores) and c) to
understand which sources of self-efficacy information students rely on to build their
self-efficacy beliefs. Understanding the relationship between students’ self-efficacy and
TOEIC achievements and the impacts of sources of self-efficacy information on
students’ self-efficacy can ultimately help such students gain better scores on their
exams. Teachers and educators may also gain useful knowledge to improve their
training programs and teaching materials. To accomplish the three purposes of the study,
this research employed a mixed methodology utilizing a survey instrument and semi-
structured interview questions. The study sought to answer the following questions.

1. Is there a positive change in students’ self-efficacy after participating in the
TOEIC course?

2. What is the relationship between students’ self-efficacy beliefs and their TOEIC
scores?

3. What sources of information do the students rely on to build their self-efficacy
beliefs?

LITERATURE REVIEW
Self-Efficacy Beliefs

According to Zhang and Ardasheva (2019), the motivational construct that is most
related to EFL learners’ perceptions of their own abilities to learn or accomplish certain
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learning tasks is self-efficacy beliefs. As noted by Tschannen-Moran et al. (1998), self-
efficacy is a facet of Social Cognitive Theory which rests on the idea that environmental
factors, personal factors and behaviors are constantly influencing one another (Bandura,
1997, p. 6).The strength of each of the three factors — personal factors, environment and
behaviour — is not equal but varies depending on individuals and situations. Self-
efficacy judgments in a given contexts are possibly influenced by learners’ past
performances (Mastery Experience), experiences with others’ performances (Vicarious
Experience), persuasion from significant others (Social Persuasion), and physiological
and emotional changes (Psycho-physiological State). Bandura stated that mastery
experiences are the most powerful source of self-efficacy information compared to other
sources. Tschannen-Moran et al. (1998) also stated that mastery experiences and
emotional states associated with these experiences most directly influence self-efficacy
beliefs (p. 229). Palmer (2006; 2011) suggested another type of mastery experiences,
cognitive mastery of content and skills, which is distinctive from enactive mastery
experiences (Bandura, 1997) since it does not involve doing something but rather about
understanding something (p. 339). The significant role of cognitive mastery experiences
has been confirmed in several studies (e.g. Morris & Usher, 2011; Morris, 2010).
Compared to other sources of self-efficacy information, physiological states have been
often suggested to be the weakest source (laochite & Souza, 2014; Morris & Usher,
2011).

Self-efficacy possesses some specific features that make it distinguishable from other
concepts. First, self-efficacy is one’s self-perception of competence, not one’s actual
level of competence (Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998, p. 211). Second, self-efficacy
should be “a judgment of capability” (Bandura, 1997, p. 43) and a “forward-looking
capability” (Klassen et al., 2011, p. 26), not an intention to carry out a task. Bandura
stressed that items measuring self-efficacy beliefs should include can rather than will.
Third, self-efficacy is different from other self-conceptions (Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece,
2008; Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998). For example, self-concept beliefs refer to current
ability while self-efficacy beliefs refer to future-oriented capability (Bandura, 1997).
Self-esteem is a “global, affective reaction or evaluation” that people can have about
themselves, for example, “I feel happy when learning English.” Self-perception of
competence is a “cognitive judgment of personal skills and abilities” to accomplish
certain tasks (Schunk et al., 2008, p. 58, italics in original), for example, “I can learn
English”. As Schunk et al. (2008) noted, like self-competence, self-efficacy differs from
self-esteem in that it is a cognitive evaluation of capabilities and is domain specific.
However, unlike self-competence, self-efficacy is task- and situation specific
(Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998). It includes a judgment of having necessary behavioral
actions or cognitive skills to accomplish the tasks (Schunk et al., 2008). This perceived
self-efficacy is one’s belief about one’s ability to coordinate skills to accomplish tasks in
different conditions. It is more than “judgments of motor acts” (Bandura, 1997, p. 37) or
“a summation of decontextualized perceived efficacy for sub-skills” (p. 38).

International Journal of Instruction, October 2020 e Vol.13, No.4



70 Students’ Self-Efficacy Beliefs and TOEIC Achievements in the ...

The TOEIC Reading and Listening Test

TOEIC is a standardized test that is used as a tool to measure people’s English skills to
understand, use and communicate in English. Many businesses, corporations,
government agencies and educational institutions throughout the world have used the
TOEIC test to judge if a person is qualified to become or to remain one of their workers,
or to be promoted. Educational Testing Service (ETS) developed the TOEIC test and is
the official organization that administers the test. The TOEIC Listening and Reading
Test is a 2 hour multiple-choice test consisting of 200 questions. Test candidates must
have strong vocabulary and grammar skills as well as being able to read and listen to
English fluently. They are expected to quickly understand and respond to the workplace
situations presented with in the test. The test is claimed to be an accurate reflection of
what test candidates will encounter in the international working environment. Test takers
have 45 minutes to complete 100 multiple choice questions for Listening. There are 4
different sections, each with a different kind of stimulus. Reading is also 100 multiple
choice questions which should be completed in 75 minutes. Reading consists of 3
different sections, each with a different kind of stimulus. After the test, each candidate
receives independent scores for Listening and Reading comprehension on a scale from 5
to 495 points. The total score adds up to a scale from 10 to 990 points (ETS, 2015).
According to ETS (2007), students achieving under 250 points are basic beginners and
able to satisfy immediate survival needs. Those getting from 255 to 400 are at
elementary level and have functional but limited proficiency. They are able to maintain
very simple face-to-face conversations on familiar topics. Immediate level learners
earning from 405 to 600 can initiate and maintain predictable face-to-face conversations
and satisfy limited social demands.

Preparation for the TOEIC test is important. It is advised that students should practice
their English skills daily by immersing themselves in the target language frequently and
in many ways. Currently, there exist a lot of learning materials on the Internet and from
bookstores. Regarding preparation time, research shows different amount of preparation
time for different kinds of learners. For example, 200-level learners might expect a 100-
point gain after just 100 hours of instruction, but 500-level learners might need 250 or
300 hours to gain 100 points. Researchers also suggest that intensive study, e.g., classes
meeting every day for two or three hours, is likely to be more beneficial than classes that
meet only once a week for an hour or two. If students are required to take the test before
there is significant improvement, it is likely that they will be disappointed and
discouraged when their scores are not as high as they expect (Childs, 2002).

Review of Previous Studies on Students’ Self-Efficacy Beliefs and TOEIC
Achievements

Although numerous studies have conducted in the field of EFL/ESL self-efficacy
beliefs, little attention has been paid to students’ TOEIC self-efficacy. A search for
English language publications which investigate TOEIC self-efficacy in peer-reviewed
educational research journals between 2007 and 2018 yielded only a limited number of
articles and dissertation. Findings of important studies are briefly reported as follows.
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All researchers in the review agreed with the idea that self-efficacy played a positive
role in enhancing students’ TOEIC scores. The students who had strong self-efficacy
beliefs achieved better on their TOEIC scores. Chen (2007) employed a survey
questionnaire consisting of 21 questions to examine students’ TOEIC listening self-
efficacy and their learning outcomes. The researcher compared students’ grades at the
beginning and at the end of the semester. What Chen (2007) found out is that self-
efficacious students were likely to gain higher TOEIC students than students with a low
sense of self-efficacy. Similarly, some researchers, e.g. Harada (2016), Oh (2012),
Taguchi (2015) and Toyama (2015), examined the impact of self-efficacy on students’
achievement and the effectiveness of TOEIC classes. They all employed questionnaires
and analysed the scores of students’” TOEIC placement tests and end-of-course tests.
The researchers concluded that participants' self-efficacy positively correlated to their
TOEIC scores.

The findings of these studies indicated a positive relationship between self-efficacy and
performance, which are in line with the most of the findings in other research domains
such as EFL/ESL, math and education in general (Meera & Jumana, 2016; Meral,
Colak, Zereyak, 2012; Siriparp, 2015; Raoof, Tan & Chan, 2012). However, none of
these studies investigated both TOEIC reading and listening self-efficacy. In addition,
some studies, e.g. Taguchi (2015), had a limited number of items investigating self-
efficacy in the questionnaires and these items neither reflected the task-specific nature
nor related to future-oriented capability of self-efficacy beliefs (e.g. | know basic
vocabulary to some extent; 1 am good at memorizing vocabulary). Therefore, these
limitations may have led to their statistically less significant impact.

In relation to studies investigating changes in TOEIC self-efficacy and which sources of
self-efficacy information led to such changes, among the limited number of studies that
examined students’” TOEIC self-efficacy beliefs in the review, only two investigated
sources of self-efficacy. Details of these two studies are presented below.

Todaka (2016) conducted a mixed method study with 197 Japanese university students
to examine whether instruction that focused on sources of self-efficacy could help EFL
learners improve their English listening skills and enhance their self-efficacy. Students
were divided into 3 groups according to their placement test scores: introductory,
intermediate and advanced class. They were taught phonetic features, meta-cognitive
strategies, suprasegmental features, learning strategies, and shadow training. Thirty six
students from three groups above were given monthly guidance counseling sessions
(mastery experiences and social persuasion) in which they discussed how well they had
enjoyed improving their listening skills (mastery experiences and vicarious experiences)
and how they had felt about the weekly emails (affective states). Tokada found out that
the self-efficacy scores of intermediate and advanced students in the control group
significantly worsened, whereas those of students in the introductory group increased.
Many introductory students, who had difficulty understanding simple utterances by
native English speakers during the onset of the study, were able to demonstrate
improved understanding during the semester. This, in turn, brought them a sense of
achievement which helped them to maintain a high level of perceived self-efficacy
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throughout the academic year.

Burrows (2016) explored the effects that past experiences seem to have on current levels
of students’ TOEIC reading self-efficacy. The author delivered a questionnaire
consisting of 50 items to 322 first and second year students at a Japanese university.
Findings indicated that students who were self-efficacious in junior high also exhibited
similar levels of self-efficacy in high school and university. The study implied that in
their studies, providing learners with early positive experiences of success (mastery
experiences) that might help to boost self-efficacy can also help them to be more self-
efficacious later. Teaching reading strategies and giving learners authentic opportunities
to read would help learners gain a stronger sense of self-efficacy. Offering students
support and praise for tasks completed also helped on the verbal persuasion source.
Coaching students strategies to manage their foreign language anxiety (affective states)
reduced the detrimental effects of that component on self-efficacy.

Generally, findings of studies in the review confirmed a positive relationship between
self-efficacy and performance. In addition, when students at elementary level in the EFL
classroom were provided with achievable activities (mastery experiences) and
opportunities to cultivate their self- efficacy (social persuasion combined with vicarious
experiences and affective states), a stronger sense of self-efficacy would be engendered.
Owing to the limited number of studies in the field of TOEIC self-efficacy, a study
designed to examine the mediation role of self-efficacy on TOEIC performance and the
interplay of self-efficacy information is thus desired in an Asian context. In addition to
the importance of examining the role of self-efficacy on TOEIC performance and the
inter-relationship of sources of self-efficacy information, a self-efficacy measure that
conforms to Bandura’s (1997, 2006) guidelines is needed in measuring students’ TOEIC
self-efficacy. In creating self-efficacy instruments, Bong (2006) mentioned the caution
not to confuse between self-efficacy and other constructs such as self-confidence and
self-esteem in order to ensure the task and context specific nature of self-efficacy. This
present study is, therefore, a step towards addressing these gaps by investigating how
Vietnamese students’ sense of self-efficacy beliefs mediated their TOEIC achievements
and how sources of self-efficacy information were processed by means of a mixed
method approach.

METHOD

The present study took the form of a mixed method study. Using questionnaires (self-
efficacy scales) to gauge the changes in self-efficacy at the beginning and at the end of
the research can possibly provide a safe environment to approach sensitive topics (e.g.
rating self-efficacy in learning TOEIC), especially in the Vietnamese context where
participants have a concern for loss of face and public image (Tran, 2006). In addition,
because “self-efficacy beliefs are themselves complex, meaningful interpretations”
(Wheatley, 2005, p. 559, italics in original), qualitative methods can provide clear
examples of how participants internalize efficacy-relevant information in a complex
way.
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Research context

The study took place in one of the biggest technical universities in the South of
Vietnam. The university offers a range of educational services to students, university
degrees, in-service degrees to vocational certificates. At the university where the study
was conducted, the students who are non-English majors are offered two TOEIC
preparation courses in the second and third semester based on their placement test
results. Students who score under 250 (introductory level) and 350 (elementary level)
will register for the first and second course respectively. Each TOEIC preparation
course lasts 45 periods in approximately 15 weeks. Students meet once a week for two
hours and ten minutes. The textbook used for the course is TNT TOEIC: Basic course.
The course features (a) review of basic grammar, (b) a review of listening and reading
skills, c) reading and listening practice and (d) exam skills. The target TOEIC scores at
the end of the first and second course are 250 and 350 respectively. Students are
encouraged to obtain 450 by graduation as the university requirement. All freshmen at
the university before joining the TOEIC courses learnt basic grammar, reading and
listening lessons in junior and senior high school.

Participants included 94 Vietnamese first-year students from 3 different classes
majoring in Accounting, Electronic Engineering, Machinery Engineering, Food
Technology, and Chemical Engineering. They took the introductory TOEIC preparation
course, aiming at achieving 250 scores.

Material and Procedures

The questionnaire: Creswell (2012) stated that a questionnaire is a widely used and
useful instrument for collecting survey information, providing structured, often
numerical data being able to be administered without the presence of the researcher and
often being comparatively straightforward to analyze. Leedy and Ormrod (2005)
highlighted that a close-ended question in the questionnaire provides limited choices to
answer and uses simple, clear, and unambiguous language. In this study, the
questionnaire consisted of 2 main sections. Section 1 had 7 question items asking
participants about TOEIC learning background. Section 2 was designed to measure
students’ TOEIC Reading and Listening Comprehension Self-efficacy. There were 24
items in the scale based on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all self-efficacious) to 5
(extremely self-efficacious). The reliability of self-efficacy items for the Reading section
and the Listening was found 0.916 and 0.922 respectively.

The test: The pre-test and post-test used in the present study were TOEIC mock tests.
The mock tests were taken from IIG’s previous test booklets. IIG’s test procedures and
regulations were applied to the mock tests. According to ETS (2015), the TOEIC
Listening and Reading test uses the KR-20 reliability index which assesses the extent to
which all items measure the same construct. ETS claims that the reliability of the
TOEIC Listening and Reading section scores across all forms from their samples has
been approximately 0.90 and up. Regarding validity, ETS states that the TOEIC
Listening and Reading test includes a variety of important English language tests.
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Focus group discussions: This research instrument is generally regarded as facilitating
participation and interpersonal communication and to encourage a supportive
environment (Thomas, 2008), which aligns broadly with certain Vietnamese cultural
values. Because participating students in the study had never participated in any
research, the stressful feeling probably produced by their first-time participation in
research was hopefully lessened by peers’ presence (Marshall and Rossman, 2011, p.
149). In the discussions, students were invited to talk about their perceptions of factors
relating to the TOEIC preparation class and English learning. The main purpose of the
focus group discussions was to provide more information which helped to understand if
there was a positive change in students’ self-efficacy beliefs when they finished the
course, whether self-efficacy and TOEIC achievement correlated at the end of the
course, and which sources of students” TOEIC self-efficacy information were important.
Each focus group discussion lasted approximately 30 minutes and it was audio recorded.
There were 9 focus group discussions in total. Transcript of each discussion was sent
back to participants via Zalo chat application to change or add content. Members of
each focus group discussion were put in a separate chat room so that they could help to
validate possible changes in data. In reality, all participants agreed with the content of
the original transcripts. The data received from participants were confidential,
anonymised and shared between the researcher and each group of participants only.

Procedures: The questionnaire was distributed to participating students at two different
points in time, at the outset and at the end of the TOEIC preparation course. The
researcher made sure that students filled out the survey before they took the test. The
participants were informed that their personal information would remain confidential
and only used for a research purpose before being distributed the questionnaire. One
hundred and twenty five students responded to the questionnaire when it was first
distributed. After the result of the pre-test was released, from a pool of 125 students, 94
students were grouped into 3 introductory classes for the present study because their
scores were below 250. Ninety four students filled out the same questionnaire and sat a
TOEIC post-test 4 months later. Participating students were invited to focus group
discussions conducted immediately after they finished the second TOEIC mock test at
the end of the training course.

Data analysis: The quantitative data analysis was made by using the Statistical Package
for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 20.0. Differences in self-efficacy scores at the
beginning and end of the course were analysed using a Paired-samples t-test. Pearson
correlation was conducted to examine the relationship between the students’ self-
efficacy and TOEIC proficiency at the end of the course.

To analyse qualitative data, | used an inductive coding process (Creswell, 2012) and
thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). | started analysing data from each focus
group discussion and then compared and contrasted the codes, themes and categories
across the nine discussions. | read through each transcript of a discussion. | looked for
words, phrases, sentences, or whole paragraphs that related to my specific concern, for
example, factors affecting their TOEIC English learning. | searched, cut and pasted
chunks of data related to this concern then | started coding. Initially, my codes were
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participants’ actual words, phrases or my summary of their ideas. I listed all the codes in
the margin. | did not code every sentence because | was unable to process too many
codes (Creswell, 2012). | grouped similar codes together, reduced overlapping or
redundant codes and ended up with a manageable number of codes. Each major
category now consisted of several sub-categories. After | had the categories and sub-
categories for each group (see table 1), | reviewed and collated them with those of other
group discussions. | ended up with the final codes which help answer the research
question concerning with what sources of self-efficacy information the students relied on
to build up their self-efficacy.

Table 1
Coding Example
Sources of self-efficacy  Group 1

Mastery experiences Self-learn test taking tips, master grammatical exercises; have
good/poor grades on listening tasks; have more right/wrong
answers

Vicarious experiences Watch friends doing tasks successfully

Social persuasion Receiving friends’ feedback, teachers’ encouragement, feedback,
and evaluation

Affective states feel excited, comfortable in the classroom

FINDINGS

Students’ self-efficacy before and after the TOEIC preparation course

Results from a Paired-samples t-test are given in Table 2. The mean rating for self-
efficacy before and after the course the course was 2.1330 and 2.5226 respectively. The
differences were statistically significant. The results indicate that students’ self-efficacy
increased slightly after they participated in the course. There was a positive change in
students’ self-efficacy after joining the course. However, the students’ self-efficacy
remained at a low level at around 2.5.

Data from focus group discussion provided more information. The researcher invited 4
groups to answer the question: “Do you think your self-efficacy increased after the
course?” All students agreed that their TOEIC self-efficacy beliefs improved after the
course. They never sat any TOEIC tests or took any TOEIC courses, and “did not have
any test taking tips” at high school. Therefore, they were not self-efficacious in doing
the TOEIC pre-test. Most students said after the course they were somewhat self-
efficacious in “understand[ing] simple sentences”, “short paragraphs” or “short, simple
spoken exchanges” and got more correct answers compared to what they did previously.
However, when it came to the understanding and mastery of complex grammatical
constructions and uncommon vocabulary, participating students stated that they “needed
to practice more” and “would like to receive more intellectual support from [their]
lecturers”. Most of them shared that their self-efficacy dropped significantly when
listening to “long spoken exchanges”, reading “double passages” or when “difficult
vocabulary or grammar is present”. This somewhat explained why students’ self-
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efficacy stayed at a low level at around 2.5 although their self-efficacy changed
positively.

The relationship between students’ self-efficacy beliefs and their TOEIC scores at
the end of the course

In Table 3, positive correlation was found between students’ sense of self-efficacy and
their TOEIC scores at the end of the course though the correlation was not very strong.
The result reveals that the higher their sense of self-efficacy was, the better scores the
students achieved in doing the TOEIC post-test and/or those who scored higher in the
test appear to have stronger sense of self-efficacy beliefs. In other words, perceived self-
efficacy predicted students’ performance. Self-efficacy was an important variable of
students’ TOEIC achievement and affected their achievement positively.

Qualitative data seemed to support quantitative data. In answering the researcher’s
question, “Do you think that you will perform better in the coming post-test?” It appears
that during the discussion, most students reported higher levels of self-efficacy and
believed they would do the post-test successfully. For example, one student in group 3
said:

I’m pretty confident now . . . I had so much trouble with listening previously. It
was so hard for me. | was very worried! But now, | will pass the test for sure.

Another student in group 2 also reported his improved self-efficacy which was the result
of improved scores:

Know what, | could get up to 35 correct answers for the listening section and 45
for the reading one. Unbelievable! I never thought I could do that. I’m confident
that my score will be better if | keep trying. | will pass the upcoming test.

Table 2

Self-Efficacy Scores Before and After the TOEIC Course
Self-efficacy scores Mean N Std. Std. Error

Deviation  Mean Sig. (2-tailed)

before 21330 94 .59293 .06116 000
after 2.5226 94 46761 .04823 )

Table 3

Descriptive Statistics

Mean Std. Deviation N

Self-efficacy 2.5226 46761 94
TOEIC score 276.06 26.618 94
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Table 4

Correlations

TOEIC Score  Self-efficacy

Pearson Correlation 1 244"

Self-efficacy Sig. (2-tailed) .018
N 94 94
Pearson Correlation 2447 1

TOEIC Score Sig. (2-tailed) .018
N 94 94

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
Sources of self-efficacy information

Quantitative data show that students’ self-efficacy rose moderately after the TOEIC
preparation course. Data from focus group discussions with participants make clear that
four sources of self-efficacy postulated by Bandura (1997) appeared to inform the
participating students’ self-efficacy. Findings suggested that mastery experiences
appeared to be the most influential source of TOEIC self-efficacy, social persuasion and
vicarious experiences also played an important role in forming students’ TOEIC self-
efficacy.

Mastery experiences: When being asked which sources of information affected their
self-efficacy beliefs the most, all participants in 4 groups mentioned mastery
experiences. They discussed more examples of enactive and cognitive mastery
experiences as sources that influenced their self-efficacy. In terms of cognitive mastery
experiences, students reported to gain “better understanding of complex grammatical
structures” and “test taking tips” or to enrich their vocabulary and grammar structure
resources owing to teachers’ lectures and explanations. Strengthen knowledge gradually
built up students’ self-efficacy beliefs. Many students said that they, after the course,
could “tell the differences among many kinds of TOEIC questions”, which were
important in a test and which they knew little before the course. Regarding enactive
mastery experiences, some students reported improved scores of listening or reading
tasks as a source which helped them judge their learning ability positively. They said
since they “got better scores”, they “felt more confident” and “kept working hard for
next time”. However, several students reported consistent problems with part 3 and part
4 of the listening test or the last section of part 7 of the reading test, e.g. “unable to
understand long talks owing to a large number of vocabulary”, “difficult to connect
information between 2 related texts”. These challenges shook their self-efficacy since
they rarely got correct answers for those questions.

Social persuasion: This source of self-efficacy information was ranked second by
participants in the study. Teachers’ words of appreciation, feedback and evaluation, and
friends’ requests for advice as different forms of social persuasion informed some
students whether they were making learning progress. Some students stated that teachers

were “very generous”, “encouraging” and regularly recognized their effort inside or
outside class, both directly and indirectly. For example, participating students reported
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to hear encouraging sentences such as “You must have learnt very hard last night”, “Oh,
I’m surprised at your work!”, “I believe you can pass the test with good results”. Many
students stated that positive feedback provided by the teachers strengthened both their
willingness to practice and their beliefs in their learning ability. Other students stated
that “timely feedback” provided weekly throughout the semester by the teachers
informed them whether they were “on the right track”, thus encouraging them to spend
more time practicing. One student say:

When the teacher criticizes me, | think there is still much space for improvement.
The teacher pushes me to work harder.

Some students who had problems with listening skills raised the need to study with
native English-speaking teachers in order to learn the language authentically. They
stressed that “getting familiar with native English speakers’ accents will help us much in
listening tests”. They also noted that “extended class hours in order to get more
intellectual support from the teachers” would possibly help them feel more confident in
the test. Social persuasion in the form of lack of coaching and mentoring (Tschannen-
Moran & McMaster, 2009) lowered these students’ self-efficacy beliefs.

Vicarious experiences: This particular source of self-efficacy information was ranked 3™
among other sources by participants in the study. Watching their friends doing the tasks
or listening to them sharing experiences, that is, being exposed to “competent models”
fostered the students’ beliefs in their own abilities to work hard to achieve the same
achievements or to improve their own performance. A student said: “My friends helped
me understand types of questions and important grammatical structures. Her feedback
was very helpful”. Another said: “Watching others do well motivates me to work harder,
because I really want to be as good as them”. Self-efficacy in doing the TOEIC test was
also influenced by vicarious experiences in the form of searching for test taking tips
from the Web or from previous test takers. Many students reported their improved self-
efficacy after their TOEIC knowledge and test skills were enriched.

Affective states: Participants did not consider affective states as an important source of
self-efficacy information since it was ranked 4™. Data also showed that participants’
perceptions of their successful/unsuccessful performances (mastery experiences),
perceptions of others’ feedback and support (social persuasion), and perceptions of
comparing their ability with others resulted in their negative or positive feelings. For
example, the positive feedback from teachers and friends induced positive feelings,
which was a signal of a stronger sense of competence among the students. The students
reported that teachers’ positive feedback created a feeling of “happiness” and
“excitement”, and contributed to a higher sense of self-efficacy since the students felt
“motivated to learn inside and outside the classroom” or “rewarded for hard work and
effort”. Besides, some students reported safe feeling since they thought they had
something to prepare for the tests after collecting some tips from the Web or previous
test takers.
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DISCUSSION
Students’ self-efficacy at the end of the TOEIC preparation course

In the present study, the finding that students’ self-efficacy increased at the end of the
TOEIC course which was designed to promote their test skills and practice is similar to
what other self-efficacy researchers found in different domains. For example, Moreno
and Kilpatrick (2018), relying on design-based research, explored the effects of
increased practice and exposure to Italian on student self-efficacy and concluded that
increased practice does lead to a higher degree of self-efficacy in the practiced tasks.
Students in the study connected practice to their belief of improved abilities. Ainscough
et al. (2016) examined the changes in biology self-efficacy during a first-year course of
640 biology students. They discovered that self-efficacy improved from the beginning to
the end of the semester. However, in the present study, a closer look at the figures show
that students’ self-efficacy was at a low level although they were up. Qualitative data
show that most students stated that their TOEIC self-efficacy dropped as the test became
more challenging. This is probably because student participants were at introductory
level aiming at 250 scores; however, the TOEIC mock tests were commercial ones used
for test takers at all three levels: introductory, intermediate and advanced. In addition, in
most studies in the self-efficacy literature where students had significantly higher sense
of self-efficacy beliefs, they were exposed to longer learning hours and extensive
practice. For example, in the studies of Moreno and Kilpatrick (2018), students joined in
different activities including online instruction and in-class practice and language
production in 3 semesters. Due to time and curriculum constraints, the available face-to-
face instruction is limited to 3 hours a week in 15 weeks, making difficult for the student
participants in the present study to understand and master the required knowledge and
skills for the TOEIC test. Since increased practice and exposure strengthen self-efficacy
in the practiced tasks (Bandura, 1997), practice and learning time currently designed for
TOEIC students at the local university should be reviewed.

Relationship between students’ self-efficacy beliefs and their TOEIC scores

In this study, students’ self-efficacy predicted their TOEIC performance which is in line
with results of previous studies. Regardless of age, gender, domains, disciplines and
countries, a student with higher sense of self-efficacy will possibly achieve better
academic performance. Boakye (2015) conducted a study with first-year students in a
South African tertiary institution to determine the relationship between self-efficacy and
reading proficiency. The study showed that self-efficacy is positively and significantly
correlated with reading proficiency for this group of students. Similarly, Tilfarlioglu and
Ciftci (2011), Nariman-Jahan and Rahimpour (2010) agreed that self-efficacy is the
antecedent in the relationship and exerts a positive influence on performance.
Researchers such as Bandura (2007) and Wyatt (2014) highlighted that students with a
higher sense of self-efficacy are likely to invest more effort to learning, set them
challenging goals to which they are strongly committed and get better achievements.
Bandura (2007) suggested that it is then necessary to engender self-efficacy beliefs in
students in order to help them achieve better learning performance. One important and
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effective way to do so is to figure out which sources of self-efficacy information are
important to the students. The impact on these sources of self-efficacy information may
then help to improve students” TOEIC achievements (see below).

Sources of self-efficacy information

The finding that mastery experiences were the most powerful source of self-efficacy
beliefs correlates with findings of previous studies (e.g. Morris (2010); Morris & Usher
(2011); Tschannen-Moran & McMaster (2009). It appears that social persuasion and
vicarious experiences also provided useful points of reference for interpreting self-
efficacy information for the participating students. The students’ perceptions of their
previous learning achievement, others’ feedbacks and comparison with their friends
seemed to affect their TOEIC self-efficacy beliefs, which, in turn, influenced their
TOEIC achievements. This suggests that by targeting these three sources of self-
efficacy, especially mastery experiences, teachers can empower students with control
over their own TOEIC ability development. Several implications for educators involved
in the development and implementation of student TOEIC courses are presented below.

In relation to mastery experiences, findings show that successful learning experiences
boosted students’ self-efficacy and that participating students expressed their needs to
get more knowledge of complex grammatical constructions and difficult vocabulary in
order to improve their self-efficacy beliefs. Therefore, it is important to provide students
with successful learning experiences. Together with the increasing number of practice
and learning hours (see above), how TOEIC knowledge and skills are presented to
students is also crucial. Brown (2006, pp. 22-25) listed a range of activities that can be
practical for lower-level students and that local teachers might want to include into their
lesson plans. Activities should be planned in a way that it could help students to
reinforce their prior grammatical knowledge and to instil positive experience of
accomplishing tasks. Activities should be given progressively and gradually in order to
develop strong students’ efficacious beliefs. Student participants’ listening skills will
possibly be improved if they are exposed to different accents and a range of listening
tasks systematically, which is linked to students’ need to have native English speaking
teachers. At the university where the study was conducted, it is unlikely that more
native English speaking teachers will be recruited to satisfy students’ need due to low
budget. Therefore, it all depends on teachers’ designed activities to include as many
accents as possible in the listening tasks so as to give students more opportunities to
apply their new knowledge in a different context. At present, with the help of Internet
and web tools, this task is manageable as long as teachers are committed to students and
their learning.

In terms of cognitive mastery experiences, students in the study expressed their hope for
extended class hours in order to get more intellectual support from the teachers in class
and to develop TOEIC test skills and knowledge. The global trend now is a focus on
improving existing learning time rather than using an extending time model. It is clear
that the amount of instructional time is not so important as how that time is spent
(Joyner & Molina, 2012). With a decreased number of class periods per day, teachers
should think of opportunities to implement creative teaching strategies to meet the needs
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of students and have more one-to-one time for interactions with students in class. An
example of implement creative teaching strategies is to flip the classroom to optimize
instructional time (Bergmann & Sams, 2012; Moreno & Kilpatrick, 2018). Flipped
classrooms are known as to create a community learning inside and outside the
classroom without using too much class learning time since students practice lower-
order skills such as information gathering and memorization at home prior to class.

Regarding social persuasion, teacher support and feedback in the present study were
important factors in encouraging the development and maintenance of student self-
efficacy, which is in line with results of previous studies (e.g., Mitchell & DellaMattera,
2010; Schmidt & Shumow, 2012). Once teachers focus on elaborating, fostering
thinking and questioning students, frequent meaningful conversations are created to
promote students’ successful learning experiences. Teacher feedback should be
understandable and specific, that is, linked to the task and criteria in order to enhance
students’ beliefs in their competence relating to TOEIC knowledge.

In the present study, peer feedback also contributed positive information to students’
self-efficacy beliefs. In academic literature, peer modeling has been considered as one
helpful way among others to promote students’ self-efficacy (Meera & Jumana, 2016;
Moreno and Kilpatrick, 2018) since it helps to create comfort, decrease anxiety and
promote production. Moreno and Kilpatrick (2018) recommended long-term
relationships and the development of mini cohorts within large classes to build positive
relationship among students. In order to reduce over-reliance on partner-pairing
activities, teachers and educators might want to distribute different roles among groups
of students throughout the semester or school year. Falout (2004) recommended
practicing TOEIC learning strategies with partners communicatively, which he argued
can help students orient cognitive learning processes. Students can know what features
to emphasize and gauge their progress from hearing partners’ immediate feedback and
seeing their reactions.

CONCLUSION

While there is much research connecting self-efficacy to increased language proficiency,
it has been noted that little research focuses on how to develop efficacy (Edwards and
Roger, 2015; Raoofi, Tan, & Chan, 2012) in general and TOEIC self-efficacy in
particular. Previous studies also provide little information on the self-efficacy beliefs of
EFL participants from East Asian contexts. The present study helped to understand
changes in Vietnamese students’ self-efficacy after the end of the TOEIC preparation
course, the relationship between self-efficacy and TOEIC achievement and sources of
self-efficacy information. Findings indicated that students’ self-efficacy improved
moderately after the course. There was a positive relationship between students’ self-
efficacy and their TOEIC achievement and mastery experiences were the most powerful
source of self-efficacy. This research has the potential to inform TOEIC preparation
courses in Vietnam and in similar settings.

Given the design of this study, it is not without limitations. The mock tests used in this
study were the TOEIC tests which were publicized by ETS. It is possible that some
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students had even done the same tests before so that the scores were not accurate. In
order to have a more accurate comparison, the official TOEIC test should be used in
future studies. The participating pool with only 94 students was rather small. To ensure
meaningful results, larger sample sizes are preferable. In addition, there were no control
groups being manipulated in the present study. Therefore, generalizing the results to a
wider EFL context, e.g. the whole TOEIC learners in Vietnam as a population, should
be careful. To further test the change in students’ self-efficacy, an experimental study
encompasses both the control and the experiment group is called for. In addition, future
researchers may want to compare students’ listening self-efficacy beliefs with reading
self-efficacy beliefs. Longitudinal research will also be necessary to strengthen the
conclusions drawn here. Since relatively few studies have looked at TOEIC self-efficacy
and sources of TOEIC self-efficacy, future research on these issues is desirable.
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