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1. Introduction

Current research has shown how the increased level of educational exchange among newly globalized in-
stitutions of learning is creating the need for an increase in English-language proficiency (Friedman & Antal,
2005; Institute of International Education, 2010; Mitry, 2008; Person, 2007). In academia, cultural under-
standing of content delivered in the classroom has become a topic of research and application for an in-
creasing number of prominent educational institutions (Marshall University, 2011; University of Southern
California, 2010). 

In a study conducted by Howell (2010), faculty members were surveyed to assess the international students’
classroom performance at the target university. The data demonstrated a language-proficiency problem.
This study was designed to meet the current need by implementing a cultural component to the established
English as a Second Language (ESL) intensive-immersion program to increase international students’ lan-
guage proficiency. The potential increase in language proficiency was measured by comparing students’
pre- and post-intervention TOEFL test scores. 

This study determined whether academic performance could be improved by adding a cultural component
to the ESL program to assist in the comprehension of the traditional elements of the TOEFL: (a) listening
comprehension, (b) structure, and (c) writing comprehension. With this model, the researcher sought to ex-
pand on the newly researched and validated need for global competency for students currently seeking ad-
mission to American universities (Person, 2007).  The results of this study have worldwide implication in
higher education and the improved competence of the local workforce in global emerging economies.
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2. Literature Review

This literature review contains three main sections: (a) the current quantitative measures of language profi-
ciency, (b) current qualitative measures of language proficiency, and (c) alternative methods of measuring
language proficiency to support the implementation of a cultural component to increase language profi-
ciency of international college students. The literature review provided the basis of the research questions
for this study.

2.1. Quantitative Measures of Language Proficiency

Currently, TOEFL scores are used in admitting students under the main assumption that complying with the
requirements of the test would provide evidence of language competency. Each test consists of three major
parts administered in sections timed separately. In each section, questions are in the form of multiple choices
with four answers or options. Eighty-three percent of the total TOEFL score is provided by multiple-choice
questions (Roemer, 2008). Roemer (2008) viewed the delivery of the test as too heavily dependent on one
learning style, leaving out critical reasoning.  

De Vita (2001) echoed the same criticism. His study centered on the problem of academic performance due
to the mismatch of learning styles and cultural conditioning. De Vita gathered data based on Felder and
Soloman’s Index of Learning Styles. Over 75% of international students displayed a preference for visual
rather than verbal inputs. De Vita suggested that culture influenced the development of individual learning
styles and strongly affected the sequential processing of individual thinking. 

First instituted in 1963, the TOEFL has traditionally represented the criteria to measure the language and
assumed communication proficiency of students applying to colleges and universities throughout the United
States. The TOEFL was deemed necessary and sufficient for students to gain admission and perform suc-
cessfully in their academic studies.  The test consists of three areas of traditional cognition of the language:
(a) listening comprehension, (b) structure and written expression, and (c) reading comprehension. 

The current practices in the quantitative selection of international students for admission in the major Amer-
ican universities (Institute of International Education, 2010) show a wide range of requirements. Require-
ments range from a minimum of 600 for the University of Southern California to a TOEFL minimum of 525
for the Ohio State University.  The average minimum TOEFL score for the top 15 universities hosting inter-
national students in the United States is 550 (ETS, 2010). The target university in this study requires a TOEFL
score of 500. 

The TOEFL is designed to measure the communicative competence of nonnative speakers of English seek-
ing admission to the U.S. and Canadian colleges and universities (ETS, 2010). However, Duran, Canale,
Penfield, Stanfield, and Liskin-Gasparro (as cited in O’Neill & Theuri, 2007) first challenged the test in 1986
and showed deficiencies in the construction of the test due to the omission of cultural considerations. O’Neill
and Theuri’s (2007) findings supported this study’s inquiry into the value of implementing a cultural com-
ponent to increase international college students’ performance by showing the impact of language on con-
tent-based performance. Increasingly, validation has been advocated (Hofstede, 2003; Mitry 2008; Person,
2002) to demonstrate the linkage between native culture and the recognition of its expression in and through
the native language. The implementation of the Introduction to the American Cultural Model in this study was
to test this aspect of language competency.    

2.2. Qualitative Measures of Language Proficiency

Person’s (2002) study investigated the need to evaluate whether students admitted to the university through
the completion of an ESL program benefited from the experience. She compared the GPAs of those students
with international students not receiving a language-proficiency supplement. Her data were gathered from
64 females and 62 males from 22 countries. Person (2002) correlated ESL students’ scores and TOEFL stu-
dents’ scores with their first and last GPAs. 

The conclusion reached by Person (2002) was calling for qualitative research in validating the criteria in
measuring the TOEFL for ESL students. The cultural evidence uncovered by Person (2002) led her to com-
plete another study (Person, 2007), which broadened her research into the internationalization of the edu-
cational field. Person (2007) explained in simple terms two of Hofstede’s (2003) cultural measurement
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indices, collectivism and individualism. The significance of Person’s (2007) study was in the evidence of the
language-culture problem in students’ performance needing a more qualitatively based analysis. 

Numerous studies have been conducted using the comparison of TOFEL and GPA scores and Duel Lan-
guage Learners (DLL) who have higher needs to be prepared for school (Ginther & Yan, 2017; Ackerman &
Tazi, 2015; Guzman-Orth, Lopez & Tolentino, 2017).  However, these studies do not take into account the
cultural-social dimensions which make this study unique.

The need for further research in the identification of critical variables influencing the language-proficiency
topic of this study includes extending some current studies (Person, 2002, 2007) and replicating others
(Mitry, 2008). The researcher sought to identify the critical variables to be tested to answer the main research
question of whether international students’ proficiency could be improved through the addition of a cultural
component (Mitry, 2008; O’Neill & Theuri, 2007; Roemer, 2002). 

2.3. Alternative Methods of Measuring Language Proficiency

Traditionally, research studies testing the validity of the TOEFL for admission have centered on quantitative
correlations between TOEFL scores and the academic GPAs of students. The assumption is that evidence
of language proficiency as measured by the TOEFL will lead to successful academic achievement (Person,
2002). Chen and Li (2008), among others, have challenged this assumption and demonstrated the defi-
ciency present in the TOEFL. They showed why a high TOEFL score may not lead to success in many sub-
ject-specific academic programs that require a higher level of communicative competency. This has led to
the need to explore alternative testing of language proficiency to include culture and language as separate
variables.

Mitry (2008), a university professor in economics, conducted research with students to test the impact of in-
cluding cultural-diversity measures in the teaching of his discipline, known for its strong emphasis on quan-
titative measurements, especially in the United States. His initial rationale for the investigation was that in
economics, the general performance of students was lower than in other subjects as measured by stan-
dardized testing (ETS, as cited in Mitry, 2008). The purpose of the experiment was to measure the impact
of discussing cultural attitudes when explaining the ceteris paribus assumption underlying the explanations
of macro- and microeconomic concepts. In gathering his data, Mitry used Hofstede’s (2003) scale of cultural
values started and periodically updated since the 1980s. 

Mitry (2008) designed his experiments to show that cultures perceive information differently when they exist
in a different context. The cultural-value measures offered by Hofstede’s (2003) model of cultural dimen-
sions provided the basic design for data collection. The results showed an improvement in economic inter-
pretations by students when taught cultural diversity as compared to students who were not taught diversity.
Mitry concluded that cultural factors affected the perception of information. The peer-reviewed publication
of Mitry’s experiments illustrated the vital importance of a student’s understanding of the cultural context
needed to understand a content-based subject such as economics. Two of the cultural dimensions of Hof-
stede’s index, individualism and uncertainty avoidance, used by Mitry were similarly used in the Introduc-
tion to American Cultural Model in this study. His conclusion was that the students having received the
cultural increase, the experimental group, scored much higher on standard economic tests. With some vari-
ation, this experiment was replicated in the implementation of the American Cultural Model of this study.   

As important as it is, assessing an individual’s command of English to meet expected criteria of success at
university for international students is not a simple procedure. The most widely used instrument is still the
TOEFL, an exam required for admission at over 7,200 colleges and universities in the United States and
Canada (International Institute of Education, 2010). Researchers have recognized that despite its widespread
acceptance, the test may not be an accurate measure of English-language proficiency (Mestenhauser &
Ellingboe, 2005; Person, 2002, 2007; Roemer, 2002).

This literature review has attempted to account for three major ways that language proficiency can be meas-
ured and performance assessed for international students who come to study at American universities. The
review revealed the possible reason for a language-proficiency issue facing these students. Traditional re-
search focused on quantitative measures of language proficiency through the sole use of the TOEFL exam.
However, more current research has shown that English-language proficiency can be increased by em-
ploying qualitative instruments based on cultural factors that can be measured. Many researchers (e.g., De
Vita, 2001; Friedman & Antal, 2005; Mitry, 2008; Person, 2007; Welch & Welch, 2008) have recommended
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the pursuit of alternative cultural-diversity methods to increase international students’ language proficiency
along with the traditional method. 

There are worldwide implications of English-language proficiency for students in emerging economies.  The
results of this study can be applied to higher education and business worldwide as English is the universal
language of modern business.  In a study conducted by Jin and Cortazzi (2006) the authors outline the im-
portance of English Language Teaching (ELT) in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) as the bridge to the
future.  According to Selmer’s (2006) study of language ability and adjustment to Western expatriates in
China, the findings indicated that “language ability had a positive association with their sociocultural ad-
justment” (para 1).  Enderwich and Akoorie (1994) conducted a pilot study of the employment of foreign lan-
guage specialists and export success.  They found that the most successful companies employed more
foreign language specialists and had a much deeper understanding of language proficiency.  The results of
these studies support the need for this research and further study of language and social cultural implica-
tions for higher education and international business.

Research Questions
1. How will the ESL program affect students’ TOEFL scores as measured by pre- and posttests in the

control group? 
2. How will the implementation of the Introduction to American Cultural Model significantly affect

students’ TOEFL scores as measured by pre- and posttests in the experimental group? 
3. How will the implementation of the Introduction to American Cultural Model significantly affect

students’ TOEFL scores as measured by the difference in mean TOEFL scores between the control
group and experimental group? 

3. Methodology 

The methodology used for this study partially borrowed from the educational research methods developed
by Gall et al. (2007). According to Gall et al., “The most commonly used quasi-experimental design in edu-
cational research is the nonequivalent control-group design. In this design, research participants are not ran-
domly assigned to the experimental and control groups and both groups take a pretest and a posttest” (p.
416). In this study, language proficiency was measured by comparing the TOEFL scores of two ESL classes
to determine whether there was a statistically significant increase in the TOEFL scores as measured by a pre-
and posttest in (a) one class without a cultural addition to the language instruction and (b) another class with
the cultural component added. The former, ESL class, did not include the cultural component and was the
control group, and the latter, ESL class, included the cultural component as the experimental group. Lan-
guage proficiency was further measured by comparing the TOEFL scores of the two ESL classes to deter-
mine whether any difference between the two groups was statistically significant. 

Control group. The control group was composed of the ESL students who did not receive a cultural com-
ponent added to their class. The ESL class ENG 0980-1 had 24 multinational students, 9 female and 15
male, ages 19–23. The class was scheduled on Tuesday and Thursday from 8:00 a.m. to 9:20 a.m. These
students were not given any additional cultural component to their class but were pre- and post-tested on
the TOEFL. 

Experimental group. The other sample also consisted of 24 multinational students, 13 female and 11 male,
of the same age range as the control group. They were enrolled in ENG 0980-2 of the ESL class, scheduled
Tuesday nights from 6:00 p.m. to 9:00 p.m. The curriculum for this ENG 0980-2 ESL program included the
Introduction to American Cultural Model as a 5-week addition to its curriculum between April 19 and May 23,
2012. That group was tested prior to and subsequent to program exposure. The standardized TOEFL was
the instrument administered to measure the international students’ language proficiency.

Data analysis. Analysis of the data using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences program (Cronk,
1999) determined whether the students in the experimental group, who received the cultural component,
showed a larger language increase in TOEFL scores than the students in the control group. Within each sam-
ple, t tests were conducted to determine whether the pre- and posttest TOEFL scores were significantly dif-
ferent at a selected probability level (Research Questions 1 and 2). A paired-samples t test (Gall et al., 2007)
was used to identify any significant difference between control and experimental groups to determine
whether the Introduction to American Cultural Model had a significant impact (Research Question 3). Mitry
(2008) referred to this improvement as the cultural-diversity measure.
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For the purposes of this study “A paired t-test is used to compare two population means where you have
two samples in which observations in one sample can be paired with observations in the other sample”.  For
the purposes of this study, we used a parametric test since we were comparing the mean TOFEL scores of
2 groups, the control group and the experimental group.  Secondly, each group shared a total population
of 24 participants which is large enough for a parametric test.  Thirdly, the parametric test was used for
there was a known variance in the two normal populations.  The 2 sample t-test is used when the data come
from two normal populations with the same variances.  De Winter, supports the use of t-tests with smaller
sample sizes (Pearson, 1931; Barlett, 1935; Geary, 1947; De Winter, 2013).

4. Results

The quantitative evidence of the impact of the implementation of the Introduction to American Cultural Model
was collected in the form of pre- and post-intervention TOEFL scores of an experimental group (n = 24) and
a control group (n = 24). In the experimental group, 11 students were male and 13 were female. In the con-
trol group, 15 students were male and 9 were female. The TOEFL scores of the experimental group were
compared to those of the control group. The t test was applied to the data to determine whether the mean
change in scores of the control group differed significantly from that of the experimental group. A 95% con-
fidence interval was used to indicate statistically significant findings. 

Research Question 1
How will the ESL program affect students’ TOEFL scores as measured by pre- and posttests in the control
group? A t test was used to identify any significant differences between the pre- and posttest scores on the
TOEFL for the control group, which did not receive the Introduction to American Cultural Model. The t test
revealed no statistically significant difference, p = 4.301. 

Research Question 2
How will the implementation of the Introduction to American Cultural Model significantly affect students’
TOEFL scores as measured by pre- and posttests in the experimental group? A t test was used to identify
any significant differences between the TOEFL pre- and post-intervention scores for the experimental group.
The t test revealed no statistically significant difference, p = 1.254.

Research Question 3
How will the implementation of the Introduction to American Cultural Model significantly affect students’
TOEFL scores as measured by the difference in mean TOEFL scores between the control group and ex-
perimental group? The average mean score increase was 24.21 for the experimental group, compared to
17.83 for the control group. A paired-samples t test was performed on the mean change in TOEFL scores
between pre- and posttest for both the control and experimental groups. This was to support more accurately
the results for the change in the TOEFL scores. The result showed a statistically significant difference in the
change in the TOEFL scores between the control group and the experimental group, t = 1.83, p = .04. 

In conclusion, the quantitative TOEFL scores significantly improved in the experimental group who were ex-
posed to the Introduction to American Cultural Model. The increase in the mean TOEFL score following the
intervention for the experimental group was statistically significantly higher than that of the control group, with
a 95% confidence interval. 
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Conclusion

The data for the quantitative analysis showed that the experimental group’s TOEFL scores following the intervention
showed a statistically significant increase as compared to the control group. The implementation of the Introduction to
American Cultural Model increased the experimental group’s scores on the TOEFL by a percentage that was 36.8% more
than the percentage the control group’s scores increased. The most consistently observed increases were in verbal and
experiential communication, supporting the positive impact of the Introduction to the American Cultural Model. 

The implementation of the American Cultural Model to increase English-language proficiency at an international college
has shown positive results. The findings are encouraging and validate the positive impact of the teaching of culture on lan-
guage proficiency. Adding qualitative to quantitative research had been suggested by several previous studies (De Vita,
2001; Person, 2002, 2007; O’Neill & Theuri, 2007, Mitry, 2008; Welch & Welch, 2008). Specifically, in this study, the teach-
ing of American values in the implementation of the Introduction to the American Cultural Model successfully increased
the English-language proficiency of a small, selected group of international students at a South Florida university.
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