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ABSTRACT

International education exchanges within higher education continue to rise each year and
as a result, American Colleges and Universities are struggling to understand the
implications of ‘internationalizing’ their campuses. In wanting to diversify their schools,
the number of international students continues to rise but the expectations for both the
international student and higher education have yet to be clearly defined. Adjustment
needs for both the international student and the College and/or University must be
thoroughly investigated. Therefore, this study sought to answer the question, “Is there a
relationship between the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) scores,
academic culture shock and academic success for international students enrolled in an
MBA program within the United States?” The intention of this study, using a mixed-
methods research procedure for collecting, analyzing, and converging both quantitative
and qualitative data was to gain a better understanding of, as well as to identify
correlations between, TOEFL scores, academic success and academic culture shock in
order to recognize barriers faced by international students accepted into an American
MBA program, barriers that may not be taken into account because of one’s TOEFL
score. Quantitative and qualitative data was collected via two studies in the form of
international students answering a Graduate Classroom Culture Scale, participating in
interviews and participating in an academic culture course in order to determine if certain
variables would affect an international student’s transition into an American MBA
program. In addition, this study stressed the importance of understanding and defining the
relationship between English language proficiency and academic success as an important

factor to consider when admitting international students to a graduate program within the



United States, as well as for institutions of higher learning understanding the role support

services play in an international students overall success.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

This dissertation will seek to answer the question “Is there a relationship between
the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) scores, academic culture shock and
academic success for international students enrolled in an MBA program within the
United States?” In order to answer the above question, this dissertation will seek to
determine if international students enrolled in an MBA program in the United States
benefit from taking a culture course that would significantly address academic culture
shock. Not only will this dissertation attempt to identify a relationship between TOEFL
scores, academic success as indicated by one’s grade point average (GPA) and culture
shock, it will also seek to identify academic acculturation experiences of international
students.

The need to engage in such research is due in large part to the numbers of
international students who travel to the United States each year to study at an American
University. International education exchanges continue to increase every year.
According to the 2012 Open Doors Report on International Educational Exchange, “the
number of international students at colleges and universities in the United States [has]
increased by six percent to a record high of 764,495 in the 2011/12 academic year”
(2012, para. 1). The research conducted in this dissertation will contribute something
new to the discipline by showing a relationship between the three variables of TOEFL
scores, academic success and academic cultural knowledge. Much research has been

conducted on academic success and TOEFL scores but little research has shown the



correlation between TOEFL scores, academic success and academic culture shock.
Academic culture shock or learning shock (Gu, 2009, p. 40) or education shock (Hoff,
1979; Yamazaki, 2005) refers to “unpleasant feelings and difficult experiences that
learners encounter when they are exposed to a new learning environment” (Gu, 2009, p.
42). International students in particular suffer from learning shock due to not only being
placed into a new environment but a new learning environment that causes learners to
“struggle with both insufficient language ability and a contrasting teaching and learning
tradition” (p. 42). Gu (2005) also defines learning shock as a “specific manifestation of
culture shock in the educational environment” (p. 4).

Looking at the data provided by the Open Doors Report, it is clear that
international student enrollments are not slowing down and continue to rise each year.
The need to better accommodate international students has not gone unnoticed within
higher education as many universities are internationalizing their campuses through
recruitment efforts abroad. Once on campus, new non-US students participate in
orientation programs designed to help them adjust. However, are university’s orientation
efforts being placed within the proper areas? The research for this dissertation will
explore the existing models as well as combining several protocols in an effort to enhance
what others have done.

The need to address academic culture shock can be seen in literature that focuses
on international students’ adjustment needs, despite their TOEFL scores. For example,
Meyer, in his article entitled, “A Conceptual Framework for Comprehensive International
Student Orientation Programs,” (2001) discusses the differences between American

students and international students’ academic acculturation. Meyer acknowledges that



while all students are faced with academic acculturation stressors, international students
face additional acculturation stressors that ultimately affect a student’s academic
performance. Meyer states that, “achieving academic success [is] difficult and stressful
for international students. In order to cope with educational shock and to be
academically successful, international students need to know the American educational
system, adjust their academic routines and classroom behavior, and develop new learning
strategies” (2001, p. 56). Despite a student’s score on the TOEFL exam, the need to
acclimate to an American educational system is not the same for everyone. Thus, the
need to adjust and adjust quickly becomes a major stress for almost all international
students. With these ideas in mind, this dissertation will analyze through research,
interviews and surveys, whether or not, regardless of one’s TOEFL score, international
students will achieve academic acculturation (as measured by academic success in the
form of one’s GPA) if given the chance to take a semester long academic cultural
program.
1.1 Purpose

The intention of this study is to gain a better understanding of, as well as to
identify correlations between, TOEFL scores, academic success and academic culture
shock in order to recognize barriers faced by international students accepted into an
American graduate program, barriers that may not be taken into account because of one’s
TOEFL score. Additionally, this study will pilot a semester-long seminar, to be offered
to all first-year and/or transfer students admitted to Johnson & Wales University’s (JWU)
MBA program. Depending upon the pilot study results, such a course for international

students may be added to curriculum for international students.



The researcher collected data by interviewing first-year international graduate
students who have been admitted to JWU’s Graduate program with at least a minimum
internet-based TOEFL (iBT TOEFL) score of 80 (or equivalent English language
proficiency exam) or have taken classes in JWU’s ESL program. The focus of this
dissertation is to see if academic culture shock causes a gap between those who are
admitted to the MBA program but first must take ESL classes and/or take an academic
culture course versus those who are admitted directly into the MBA program.

1.2 Method and Structure

This dissertation will be both a qualitative and quantitative study of international
students who have been accepted to study in the MBA program at Johnson & Wales
University. Interviews as well as surveys will be conducted with international students
who have been accepted to the university. International students accepted to the
university have either taken the iBT TEOFL test (scoring an 80 or above or an equivalent
English language proficiency exam) and were directly admitted to the MBA program, or
they did not receive the minimum score of 80 and/or did not have a passing English
language proficiency score, in which case they were accepted to JWU’s MBA program,
but were required to take the university’s placement test. Johnson & Wales University
tests all international students who have not received a minimum passing score of 80 on
the TOEFL or who have not taken an English language placement exam. The placement
exam used by Johnson & Wales University is called Accuplacer English as a Second
Language (ESL) Levels of English Proficiency (LOEP) Test. Students are placed into
beginner, middle or advanced ESL classes based on their Accuplacer ESL LOEP Test. If

they score 315 or higher, they are then given the opportunity to take the institutional



paper-based TOEFL that will allow some students to enter directly into the graduate
program if they receive a score of 550 or above (equivalent to 80 or above on the iBT
TOEFL test).

The primary concern of this study is to identify relationships between a student’s
TOEFL score, a student’s GPA, and learning shock or academic stresses experienced by
students. There were four groups identified for this study. Group one consisted of
international students who directly entered into the MBA program and did not receive the
acculturation treatment; group two consisted of international students who directly
entered into the MBA program and did receive the acculturation treatment; group three
consisted of international students required to take ESL courses at JWU prior to entering
the MBA program who did not receive the acculturation treatment; and group four
consisted of international students required to take ESL courses at JWU prior to entering
the MBA program who did receive the acculturation treatment. Students were selected
by contacting faculty within the MBA program. Faculty within the MBA program

selected only classes that were taught to first year MBA students.

Student Directly Required to Take | Does Not Receive Receives Acculturation
Target Enters MBA ESL Classes Acculturation Treatment
Groups Program at JWU Treatment
Group One X X
Group Two X X
Group Three X X
Group Four X X

Table 1.1: Treatment and Non-Treatment Groups

The treatment consisted of an academic culture orientation course that was
delivered via hybrid-style, i.e., an on-line course that also met face-to-face once a week.
The course ran for eight weeks. Each week, information was posted to an on-line site for

students to read and post comments via a class blog as well as meeting once a week in




person. Topics for each week were as follows: week one, American academic culture
and study skills; week two, communication skills: interpersonal and professional; week
three, critical thinking skills; week four, business writing; week five, information literacy;
week six, APA citation guidelines; week seven, academic writing skills; week 8,
discussion groups where students were able to discuss their progress in the MBA

program as well as their experiences taking the academic culture course.

Weekly Course Outline Course Name

Week One American Academic Culture and
Study Skills

Week Two Communication Skills:
Interpersonal and Professional

Week Three Critical Thinking Skills

Week Four Business Writing

Week Five Information Literacy

Week Six APA Citation Guidelines

Week Seven Academic Writing Skills

Week Eight Discussion Groups

Table 1.2: Academic Culture Course Weekly Course Topics

This seminar focused specifically on the wants, needs, desires, and fears of the students
attending the weekly seminars. Moreover, it sought to increase each student’s knowledge
in the areas of American academic norms and written and oral communication skills.

The number of students selected for the study was based on the number of new graduate
students accepted into MBA program at JWU. The students were selected on a voluntary
basis and were divided into two groups. The first group comprised of students who
volunteered to take part in the study and was selected randomly to take part in the
treatment, that is, the hybrid culture and academic culture shock course referenced above
while also enrolled in their first semester of their MBA program at Johnson & Wales
University. The second group comprised of students who did not take part in the

treatment but were be enrolled in the same classes as the students receiving the treatment.



A few students selected to be in the treatment were also randomly selected to take part in
interviews. All students selected took part in random surveys. At the end of the term,
TOEFL scores and GPAs of students selected to participate in the study were examined
to determine if the treatment affected student academic performance as well as to see if
any correlation could be made between a student’s TOEFL score and a student’s
academic success. Post-treatment analysis looked at each student’s GPA for his or her
first year. Also, information from surveys and interviews were analyzed to determine if
the treatment affected a student’s academic acculturation. Two studies were completed: a
pilot study, during the summer 2014 term and a main study during the fall 2014 term. The
results of these studies were compared in order to highlight any differences.

The following research questions guided this study:

1. Is there a relationship between a students’ TOEFL score and a students’ academic
success? This question needs to be asked and researched due to the lack of
consensus in the literature as to whether or not there is a clear connection between
a student’s TOEFL score and a student’s academic success rate. This dissertation
must include this question to see if students who enter Johnson & Wales
University with an iBT TOEFL score of 80 or higher, set by the admissions office
at Johnson & Wales University, perform academically better than those students
who score lower on the TOEFL.

2. Will first-year international students accepted into the MBA program at Johnson
& Wales University be at an advantage in taking a cultural course that
significantly addresses academic culture shock versus those that do not?

Considerable research has been conducted on the need for orientations for



international students. The area in which research is currently deficient is the
length for which orientations should run as well as their content. Moreover, such
culture courses may provide a way to help students with an iBT TOEFL score
below 80 to close the gap with those students who surpass the current standard
iBT TOEFL admission score.

3. Are first-year international students directly accepted into a graduate program at a
disadvantage by not taking any support or orientation programs versus those
students who were accepted into the graduate program but either complete ESL
courses or take a support/orientation course? This question will determine if
academic intervention is needed despite having an iBT TOEFL score of 80 or
above (or equivalent English language proficiency exam). The TOEFL score is
an important element as it suggests to staff and faculty that these students have
sufficient English language skills and need no additional academic intervention.
This dissertation will be structured as such: Chapter One will include the

introduction to the problem; background of the study; statement of the problem; purpose
of the study; rationale; research questions; significance of the study; and assumptions.
Chapter Two will be review of literature. Chapter Three will discuss the methodology as
such: introduction; statement of problem; research questions; research methodology;
research design; population and sampling procedure; instrumentation and sources of data;
validity; reliability; data collection procedures; data analysis procedures; ethical
considerations; and limitations. Chapter Four will focus on data analysis and results.

Chapter Five, the conclusion, will focus on discussion of results and suggestions for



future research. Chapter five will also discuss the importance of this study to the field of
humanities and technology.
1.3 Relevance to Program

This dissertation will examine the role technology plays in how international
students are selected for admission into institutions of higher learning within the United
States. This dissertation will also examine if using technology will aid in the
acculturation process of international students. Language and communication are key
components in accessing information and therefore are necessary for a student to possess
not only in order to be admitted into a graduate program but also to perform at an
adequate level once accepted. The technology examined for this dissertation will be the
validity of the TOEFL exam, a technology that assesses potential academic success for
international students being considered for admission to an institution of higher learning
within the United States, as well as a hybrid course that will use technology to help
students to assimilate to American academic culture. Learning a new language and
adapting to a new culture are by their very nature processes that require the use of many
facets of a student’s knowledge, intelligence, and skills. Similarly, this dissertation takes
a multidisciplinary approach to answer the research questions raised, using both
quantitative and qualitative data and methods that look at both language acquisition and
the acquisition of cultural knowledge to evaluate the intersection of technology and the

humanities in this area.
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CHAPTER TWO

REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE

2.1 Introduction

The following is a summary of the literature pertinent to this dissertation. This
literature review includes dissertations, articles, and books that focus on the role of the
TOEFL score in determining an international student’s acceptance into a graduate
program within the United States. This literature review also focuses on the use of the
TOEFL score as an indicator of a student’s potential success upon acceptance to a
College or University within the United States, and challenges international students may
face once accepted and enrolled into an American University, such as learning shock. In
addition, the literature review will also examine literature surrounding orientation and
learning support programs and acculturation experiences specific to international
students.

2.2 Validity of the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) Exam

Education Testing Services (ETS) published a series of papers addressing various
studies on the ever-evolving TOEFL exam. In its Series I, Volume 6 entitled “TOEFL
iBT Research Insight: TOEFL Program History” (2011), ETS and its Research and
Development Division published a report on the evolution of the TOEFL exam beginning
with its inception in the 1960s. This particular “Insight” paper discusses the history of
the TOEFL exam beginning in 1964 as a paper-based medium with multiple-choice
questions. Dubbed by ETS as a test that evaluates “discrete components of language
skills and knowledge, the test assessed vocabulary, reading comprehension, listening

comprehension, as well as knowledge of correct English structure and grammar” (2011,



