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Studies on English language teaching (ELT) in Iran suggest that it is not successful enough in
producing proficient language learners. University students’ low English proficiency limits their
exploitation of academic resources and raises concerns about the quality of their educations. The
current study is an attempt to find out the predictive validity of English proficiency level for academic
achievement in the fields of English literature and Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL).
To do so, a twofold procedure has been adopted. In the first phase, 83 undergraduate and postgraduate
students in the above-mentioned courses of state universities in Iran were selected by convenience
sampling. The correlation of their English proficiency level in three language skills of listening,
reading, and writing, measured by an IELTS test, and their academic performance, measured by their
current semester grade point averages (GPAs), was examined. Statistical data analysis disclosed a
significantly positive correlation between the two variables under scrutiny. In the second phase, 155
students majoring in the same courses selected by convenience sampling were asked to fill out an
already established 4-point Likert scale questionnaire in order to investigate the students’ perception
about the effect of English proficiency on academic performance compared with other important
factors. Statistical data analysis of the questionnaire revealed that ‘English proficiency’ was the eighth
important factor among 35 factors influencing academic performance. The findings of the present
study suggest that English proficiency functions as a cluster encompassing predictive validity for
educational success as well as significant impact on students’ academic achievement. Thus, stricter
measures regarding students’ English proficiency filtering should be applied for admission to the
Iranian universities.
Keywords: Predictive Validity, English Proficiency, Academic Achievement, English Language
Teaching
1. Introduction
As they will be presented in the next section, many studies have been carried out investigating the
relationship between university students’ English proficiency level and their academic performance
in general (Ghenghesh, 2015; Maleki & Zangani, 2007; Oliver, 2012). Possibly, this was recognized
as one way the researchers hoped to convince the non-native students attend target language classes
to promote their English proficiency level. However, few studies focused on the above-mentioned
relationship in specific disciplines and courses in particular. This was recognized as a research gap in
the current study as it intends to examine the function of English proficiency levels in a specific
course. As far as the objectives of the previous studies are concerned, admitting international students
had great financial and academic benefits for those universities. According to Zua (2016) and Reinold
(2018), other than huge income earned out of international students’ tuition and their daily basis
expenses, universities’ scientific and technical research could benefit largely from these students in
various perspectives due to their abilities and skills flourished in different cultures and past
experiences. In order to preserve such benefits and good reputation, the universities’ policy and
planning agents intended to fulfill the international students’ needs particularly in the language field
to maintain their higher education programs in the standard quality. In order to make sure that English
1

Assistant Professor in TEFL, khalilisabet@guilan.ac.ir; Department of English Language, University of Guilan,
Guilan, Iran.
2

MA student in TEFL, marysalamat@gmail.com; Department of English Language, University of Guilan, Guilan,
Iran.

32

Chabahar Maritime University

Iranian Journal of English for Academic Purposes
IJEAP, 2020, 9(3)

ISSN: 2476-3187

(Previously Published under the Title: Maritime English Journal)

proficiency level of the international students was compatible with their academic language needs,
these universities used English proficiency examinations such as Test of English as a Foreign
Language (TOEFL) and International English Language Testing System (IELTS) or their own
domestic English proficiency tests as the gate keeper. The goal of studies about the relationship
between students’ English proficiency level and their academic success in such universities was either
to redesign the already existed proficiency testing system and admitting programs or to further
develop English as a Second Language (ESL) programs based on the students’ language needs (Wait
& Gressel, 2009).
In countries like Iran where English is not the medium of instruction in almost any university
field, investigating the relationship between students’ English proficiency level and their academic
performance usually follows the goal of promoting the current educational program in terms of ELT,
either for the country’s educational system or for the specific university discipline by finding the areas
of students’ needs in English for Academic Purposes (EAP).
In recent decades, Iran is facing globalization like any other part of the world. According to
Mitchell and Yildiz (2012), higher education is at the center of this phenomenon and economic aspect
of globalization -as the most important factor- has led the Iranian universities to mass admission of
new students. Currently, there are different educational divisions in Iran’s universities including day
sessions, evening sessions, virtual system, Pardis section, Payam-e-Noor University, surplus capacity,
etc. Students at different academic levels are admitted in the same field of study at the same university.
It seems that this would lead to heterogeneity regarding students’ academic level and standard in the
above-mentioned systems. Nonetheless, these students are obliged to the same curriculum and
generally receive no further support from their university. The question raised here is whether this
would affect the students’ academic performance, achievement and quality of higher education
programs in the Iranian universities.
The current study was an attempt to investigate the above question for EFL Iranian students.
The main objective of this study was to find out whether there is a statistically significant relationship
between EFL students’ English proficiency level (in three language skills of listening, reading, and
writing) as indicated by their IELTS scores and their academic performance as reflected in their grade
point averages (GPAs). This study also investigated how EFL students evaluate the effect of English
proficiency level on their academic achievement compared with other important factors. The study is
unique to some extent in the sense that such study has rarely been conducted with a sample of different
educational divisions which is the reality of the current population of Iranian university students. In
addition, the second phase of the study, the survey about the Iranian EFL students’ perception of the
impact of English proficiency level on their academic performance, was conducted for the first time
in Iran. The inquiry about the students’ perception is important as almost all significant factors
affecting students’ academic achievement were taken into account. Therefore, the findings of this
study would help the university authorities to revise their policy and planning regarding foreign
language education programs in order to support the students whose English proficiency is not
compatible with the language demands in their field of study.
2. Review of the Related Literature
Before reviewing the related literature, it is necessary to pay attention to the fact that academic
achievement is affected by many factors different from one context to another, and English
proficiency is just one factor among them. Therefore, the goals of such studies are quite dependent
on the context of the study and its unique specifications. In the present section, some examples of
studies about the relationship between academic achievement and English proficiency level in various
contexts including English as a Foreign Language (EFL) and English for Specific Purposes (ESP) for
various disciplines will be reviewed.
In the University of Sydney, Woodrow (2006) investigated the correlation between
postgraduate students’ English proficiency indicated by their IELTS scores and their academic
achievement specified by their 1ST semester GPAs in order to find out the predictive validity of
IELTS examination in such particular contexts. The significant but weak correlation (R = .4, P < .01)
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was found between students’ overall IELTS bands and their 1st semester academic performance or
GPAs. More scrutiny revealed that at the lower level of English proficiency, the correlation was
stronger than at the higher level.
In another study conducted by Oliver, Vanderford and Grote, (2012) the relationship between
different English language proficiency evidences and academic achievement of Non-English
Speaking Background (NESB) undergraduate and postgraduate students enrolled in Curtin University
in Australia over a three-year period (2006-2008) was investigated. The aim of the study was to
examine the sufficiency of English language proficiency requirement for academic progression of
NESB undergraduate and postgraduate students enrolling at the university. The study found that the
best evidence for potential academic success refers to standardized tests, such as IELTS and TOEFL.
More specifically, students submitting other documents of English language proficiency evidence
tended to have more difficulties in their studies.
Tests such as TOEFL, which determine the English proficiency levels, are usually the only
evaluation metric common to international applicants from a wide range of academic backgrounds
for US universities branches abroad. Therefore, the result of such tests sometimes is used beyond
their primary intended role to predict the applicants’ academic success. Even when the TOEFL is not
used as an indicator of academic success, TOEFL score minimums are imposed as a condition for
acceptance. Furthermore, the field of study may impact the degree to which English language
proficiency is important to students’ academic success, so it is essential to investigate which fields of
academic study are most closely tied to the measure of language ability (Barkaoui, 2017). To
investigate this issue, Wait and Gressel (2009) evaluated the relationship between TOEFL and several
majors in an American university in the United Arab Emirates. After statistical analyses, a positive
correlation between TOEFL score and academic performance in five categories including overall
GPA, engineering GPA, humanities GPA, Comprehensive Assessment Examination (CAE) pass rate,
and graduation rate was identified. However, this relationship was weaker for engineering students
than for students majoring in some other academic fields such as business and the arts.
Sahragard, Baharloo and Soozandehfar (2011) carried out a study in Shiraz University in which
151 undergraduate students in all academic levels majoring in English Language and Literature
participated in order to find out the relationship between their English proficiency and academic
achievement in this specific context. The result indicated an almost strong significantly positive
relationship between students’ language proficiency level and their academic performance (r = .53, p
< .05).
Maleki and Zangani (2007) also investigated the relationship between English proficiency level
and academic performance of the students at Islamic Azad University of Takestan in Iran, majoring
in a number of different fields. According to these researchers, one of the serious problems of Iranian
university students is that many of them cannot effectively communicate in English even after
graduation. They believe this issue is due to the students’ problems in General English which in turn
affects their academic success. The result of the correlation between variables under the study
revealed a significant relationship between English proficiency level and academic achievement (R
= .48, P < .05).
The results of studies are inconsistent regarding the correlation between students’ English
proficiency level and their academic performance. One reason for such a fluctuation is that academic
achievement is a complex construct depending on many variables. According to Andrade (2006), Fox
(2004) and Phakiti (2008), there are a wide range of non-linguistic factors that can impact the
academic progress including cultural background, educational background, level of cultural
adjustment, country of origin, personal characteristics, attitude, motivation, age, gender, chosen
discipline, course level (undergraduate or postgraduate), level of support from social networks,
personal financial issues, time available for study, ability to adapt to the (academic) culture, study
strategies/practices, and class attendance (and engagement), (Andrade as cited in Oliver, Vanderford
and Grote, 2012, p.4). In addition, the ability to control the above-mentioned non-linguistic factors is
limited. The other reason based on Oliver et al. (2012) can be the difficulty of defining and measuring
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language proficiency level and academic success. Nonetheless, Oliver et al. (2012) point out that there
is a general consensus on the usefulness of standardized English proficiency tests in predicting
academic performance despite the existence of multiple issues regarding the predictive validity of
such tests. They have recommended that individual universities and their faculties should conduct
their own research to investigate the relationship between students’ academic achievements and their
English proficiency level in order to set the optimum or minimum requirements for the courses they
offer. So, such studies (Martirosyan, Hwang & Wanjohi, 2015) can be considered part of the
evaluation programs the universities need to conduct periodically in order to maintain the quality of
the higher education programs. The present study is a research attempt to seek convincing answers
for the following questions:
Research Question One: Do English proficiency levels function as predictor for Iranian university
students’ academic achievement?
Research Question Two: What are Iranian university students’ perceptions of the impact of English
proficiency level on their academic performance?
3. Methodology
3.1. Participants
Two cohorts of students participated in the current study. The first group consisted of 83 participants
who took part in an IELTS exam in order to identify their English language proficiency level. They
consisted of 36 undergraduate students majoring in the English language and literature as well as 47
postgraduate students majoring in teaching English as a foreign language in the state universities of
Guilan, Golestan and Mazandaran. The undergraduate students’ age ranged from 20 to 28 and the
postgraduate students’ from 23-49. The participants in this group were chosen through the
convenience sampling method from seven intact classes (population 217). The second cohort
consisted of 155 English literature and TEFL undergraduate and postgraduate students out of 402
population in the same state universities, selected through convenience sampling method, who
participated in completing a questionnaire survey in order to investigate EFL students’ perceptions
about the effects of English proficiency level among other important factors on academic performance
and achievement. Furthermore, two experienced IELTS instructors were employed to rate the
participants’ IELTS writing tests.
3.2. Instruments and Materials
In order to measure the participants’ English proficiency, an IELTS Academic test was administered.
The test was chosen from the practice test materials published by Cambridge University Press (IELTS
10). The rationale behind using IELTS Academic for this study was that according to IELTS Home
Page (2019), it has a worldwide reputation on assessing English proficiency based on combination of
reliable testing backed by extensive research to ensure that it meets the needs of students in higher
education institutions across the world.
In order to find out students’ perception about the effect of English proficiency on their
academic performance, a questionnaire initially developed by Killen (1994) and later revised by
Sibanda, Iwa, and Benedict (2015) was utilized. This questionnaire was used in the second phase of
the Killen’s study on the success/failure factors influencing academic performance. Moreover, the
validity of the instrument was reported in both above-mentioned studies. The questionnaire consists
of thirty-five academic success factors which were presented in a Likert format including NI = not
influential; SI = slightly influential; FI = fairly influential; and VI = very influential (Appendix A).
The reliability of the students’ questionnaire was checked through a pilot study with EFL students.
Since there were multiple Likert scale items in the questionnaire, Cronbach's alpha was used to
measure the internal consistency for the questionnaire items. The reliability value of α =.895 was
obtained. The reliability statistics are presented in Table 1. The reliability statistics provided the actual
values for the Cronbach's alpha. Based on George and Mallery (2003) the reliability of the students’
questionnaire (α= .895) indicates that the internal consistency within the items were “good” for this
specific sample.
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Table 1: Reliability Statistics of The Students’ Questionnaire
Questionnaire

Cronbach's Alpha
.895

N of Items
35

N of sample
20

Furthermore, IELTS writing tasks band descriptors were utilized for evaluating students’ writing
tasks. In addition, in order to calculate the correlation between English proficiency and academic
achievement, the researcher was permitted to have access to the participants’ GPAs of their current
semester as the indicator of their academic performance and achievement.
3.3. Procedures
Investigating the predictive validity of English proficiency levels for academic achievement as well
as finding out the students’ perception about the effect of English proficiency on academic
performance were the focal goals of the present study. To this end, a sample of EFL students in the
state universities were selected from different educational divisions including day, evening, and
virtual systems to participate in the study. Based on some tests, the students were different in terms
of English proficiency level although they were subjected to the same academic curriculum. The
procedure of gathering data for the current study was carried out in two phases. For the first phase,
the IELTS examination in three sections of listening, reading and writing was given to the EFL
students in seven intact classes chosen through a convenience sampling method. The test was
administered towards the end of semesters in the second half of academic year 2017-2018. The
rationale behind choosing the time being towards the end of the semester was to minimize the duration
between the proficiency test and the end of semester examinations in order to eliminate the effect of
maturation factor on students’ English proficiency. In order to rate the writing sections of the IELTS
test, first the quarter of the participants’ writings were rated by three raters including the researcher.
The rating was conducted using IELTS writing tasks band descriptors. In order to calculate the interrater reliability based on Mackey and Gass (2016), the simple percentage agreement was calculated
and the agreement value of 74% among three raters was resulted. Since there was consistency among
raters, the rest of the writing papers were evaluated by the researcher.
To conduct the second phase of the present research, the survey study was carried out in some
intact EFL classes. Similar to the first phase of the research, the students were given the necessary
information about the study and its goals. Then they were required to complete the questionnaire
indicating whether they liked to participate in the study. One hundred and fifty-five EFL students
from different levels participated in this phase of the study.
4. Results
4.1. Checking the Required Assumptions
In the current study, the data were collected in terms of the students’ proficiency in three language
skills of listening, reading, and writing as well as their grade point average. The data were processed
and analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 23. Before running
the parametric test, the main assumptions were examined to see whether the distributions met the
required assumption. As the first assumption, it was established that all the variables in the study
including the IELTS scores and the GPA scores were interval data and were measured at the
continuous level. The second assumption required that there was a linear relationship between the
above-mentioned variables. Therefore, a scatterplot was created for each pair of variables and the two
variables were plotted against each other to check for linearity. The scatter plot for the variables is
presented in the following sections:
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Figure 1: Scatter Plot for The GPA Scores and Listening Scores

For the relationship between GPA scores and the listening scores, the line in the graph sloped upward,
so it could be concluded that the correlation between the variables was positive.

Figure 2: Scatter Plot for The GPA Scores and Reading Scores

For the relationship between GPA scores and the reading scores, the line in the graph gradually sloped
upward implying that there was a positive correlation between the two variables.

Figure 3: Scatter Plot for The GPA Scores and Writing Scores

For the relationship between the GPA scores and the writing scores, the dots went together and formed
a straight line. That meant that the two variables were related to one another. Increases or decreases
in the writing scores had effect on increases or decreases in GPA scores. For the third assumption of
the Pearson test, the outliers were examined through the explore command. Since Pearson's r is
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sensitive to outliers, the distribution of scores was examined in terms of the outliers. There were no
significant outliers in the distributions and the data points followed the usual pattern. This was
examined through computing the trimmed means for the variables and comparing them against the
original means. Finally, based on the fourth assumption, the variables were assessed to see if they
were approximately normally distributed. In order to assess the normality of the distributions,
skewness analysis was used. The results are presented in Table 2.
Table 2: Normality Assumption for The Distributions
Listening

Reading

Writing

Total
IELTS
score

GPA

Mean
95% Confidence Interval for Mean

Lower Bound
Upper Bound

5% Trimmed Mean
Std. Deviation
Skewness
Kurtosis
Mean
95% Confidence Interval for Mean

Lower Bound
Upper Bound

5% Trimmed Mean
Std. Deviation
Skewness
Kurtosis
Mean
95% Confidence Interval for Mean

Lower Bound
Upper Bound

5% Trimmed Mean
Std. Deviation
Skewness
Kurtosis
Mean
95% Confidence Interval for Mean

Lower Bound
Upper Bound

5% Trimmed Mean
Std. Deviation
Skewness
Kurtosis
Mean
95% Confidence Interval for Mean

Lower Bound
Upper Bound

5% Trimmed Mean
Std. Deviation
Skewness
Kurtosis

Statistic
4.6687
4.2746
5.0628
4.7718
1.80493
-1.146
1.602
4.8976
4.6024
5.1928
4.9541
1.35196
-.843
1.301
4.3855
4.1939
4.5772
4.3594
.87765
.304
-.247
4.6687
4.4417
4.8957
4.6807
1.03969
-.214
-.170
16.0436
15.6402
16.4470
16.1118
1.84755
-.700
-.217

Std. Error
.19812

.264
.523
.14840

.264
.523
.09634

.264
.523
.11412

.264
.523
.20279

.264
.523

In Table 2, the descriptive statistics and other information concerning the variables were provided.
This information included trimmed mean, skewness, kurtosis, standard deviation, and 95%
Confidence Interval for Mean. To obtain the 5% Trimmed Mean, first, the top and bottom 5 percent
of the cases were removed and a new mean value was calculated. Next, the original means and the
new trimmed means were compared for all the tests, and it was found that extreme scores did not
have a strong influence on the means. In other words, since the trimmed means and mean values were
not very different and the two mean values were very similar for the IELTS scores and the GPA
scores, the values were not too different from the remaining distribution and thus these cases were
retained in the data file. In addition, the Skewness and kurtosis values that were within the range of
(+2) were also provided as part of this output that gave information about the normal distribution of
scores in all tests. After examining the main assumptions for the Pearson test, the main statistical
analyses were run to provide the answers to the research questions.
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4.2. Investigating the Research Questions
The Pearson correlation coefficient was used to examine the strength and direction of the linear
relationship between the two continuous variables including the students’ IELTS scores in three
language skills of listening, reading, and writing and their GPA scores.
Table 3: Pearson Correlation Test for The Students’ Listening Scores and The GPA Scores

Listening

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
**Correlation Is Significant at the 0.01 Level (2-Tailed).

GPA
.297**
.006
83

The p-values were compared to the significance level. In Table 3, the p-value for the correlation
between listening scores and GPA is less than the significance level of 0.01, which indicates that the
correlation coefficient is significant (r (83) = .297, p < .01). Based on the statistical guidelines (Evan,
1996; Mackey and Gass, 2016) this relationship is weak. Therefore, the null hypothesis is rejected
implying that there is significant relationship between students’ listening proficiency (IETLS
Listening Score) and their academic performance (GPAs).
Table 4: Pearson Correlation Test for The Students’ Reading Score and The GPA Scores
GPA
.233*
.034
83

Reading

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N
*Correlation Is Significant at the 0.05 Level (2-Tailed).

As it is shown in Table 4, the Pearson Correlation came to .233 with a p value of .034. Since the p
value is lower than the alpha level (0.05), it was concluded that there is meaningful linear relationship
between the learners’ reading proficiency and their GPA (r (83) = .233, p < .05). Based on Mackey
and Gass (2016) guidelines, this relationship is weak. Consequently, the null hypothesis is rejected
implying that there is statistically significant relationship between students’ reading proficiency
(IETLS reading score) and their academic performance (GPAs). To examine the relationship between
the learners’ writing proficiency and their GPA, another Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation
analysis was run.
Table 5: Pearson Correlation Test for The Students’ Writing Scores and The GPA Scores
Writing

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
N

GPA
.358**
.001
83

** Correlation is Significant at the 0.01 Level (2-Tailed).

The results of Pearson correlation coefficients revealed a statistically significant positive relationship
between the learners’ writing proficiency and their academic performance (r (83) = .358, p < .01).
According to Mackey and Gass (2016) suggestion, this relationship is almost moderate. So, the null
hypothesis is rejected suggesting that there is statistically significant relationship between students’
English writing proficiency and their academic performance.
The actual size of Pearson’s (r) and the amount of shared variance between the two variables
were also obtained. It was calculated by squaring the value of the correlation coefficient. The shared
variances between the variables are in Table 4.5. As it is displayed in table 4.5, IELTS writing scores
were better predictors of GPA scores compared to listening and reading scores.
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Table 6: Shared Variances Among the Variables
Variables
Listening * GPA
Reading * GPA
Writing * GPA

Strength
.297
.233
.358

Shared variances
.297* .297=.0261*100= 2.61%
.233*.233=.0126*100=1.26%
.358*.358=.1204*100=12.04%

In order to find out the most significant factors (top ten) affecting students’ academic performance
based on their own perception, item statistics were computed for the items of the questionnaire (Table
4.6). The highest mean ranks were reported for item 18 “self-motivation” and item four “hardworking,
commitment and dedication” for which many respondents rated VI (very influential) as the most
significant factors that affected their academic performance. The respondents also reported high mean
rank for “self-confidence”, “Ability to understand in-depth content”, “Self-discipline”, “regular
study”, Ability to work independently as well as “English proficiency”. “Efficient time management
and organizational skills” and “Having good writing skills” were the next two effective factors in
developing the students’ academic performance based on their own perception.
Table 7: Item Statistics for the Questionnaire
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.

English proficiency
Regular study
Regular attendance at lectures
Hardworking, commitment and dedication
Assignment completion and submission
Clear presentations by lecturers
Ability to understand in-depth content
Timely and regular examination preparation
External motivation (from friends, family and lecturers)
Self-discipline
Paying enough attention in lectures
Supportive and approachable lecturers
Ability to work in group activities
Dedication to a dream
Efficient time management and organizational skills
Understanding between lecturers and students
Effective study methods (individual and group)
Self-motivation
Motivated lecturers
Practical relevant content
Quiet lectures environment
Lecturers’ attendance
Self-confidence
Ability to work independently
Reading beyond prescribed material
Lecturers and students relationship
Regular and comprehensive feedback on progress from lecturers
Having a positive attitude towards university
Financial support e.g. from family
Lecturers giving more time in lectures
Information if class is cancelled
Easy access of lecturers’ notes and slides via blackboard learning
Assignments given by all lecturers at the same time
Having good writing skills
Lecturers to communicate exam dates allowing time for preparation

40

Mean
3.1484
3.1871
2.8839
3.2903
2.7935
2.8129
3.2258
2.8452
2.8839
3.2194
2.8516
2.8129
2.6387
2.9161
3.0968
2.8065
3.0258
3.4129
2.8065
2.8452
2.4452
2.7419
3.2452
3.1484
2.9806
2.6839
2.6774
2.9355
2.7419
2.3355
2.6452
2.8129
2.2903
3.0581
3.0129

SD
.85123
.84352
.91846
.91855
.88050
.85118
.87199
.79888
.95315
.84723
.82015
.89578
.95946
1.0061
.91718
.95412
.98659
.82010
.97432
.89110
.89835
.93168
1.0022
.91732
.92912
.99188
.81333
.93751
.95916
.94166
1.0490
.88851
.88983
.88449
.90444

N
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
155
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5. Discussion and Conclusion
The current study has been conducted in two phases. In the first place, it was intended to investigate
the possible predictive validity of Iranian EFL students’ English proficiency levels in three language
skills of listening, reading, and writing on their academic achievement. Although the correlation
analysis indicated that there was a significant positive relationship between the students’ English
proficiency levels in three mentioned language skills and their academic achievements, the strength
of the correlation between the variables was weak according to Mackey and Gass, (2016) guidelines.
This would possibly suggest that English proficiency in three language skills of listening, reading and
writing are not strong predictors of how EFL students would perform academically in Iranian
universities. In the second phase In addition, the researchers intended to investigate the students’
perceptions of the impact of English proficiency levels on their academic performance. The outcome
of the questionnaire survey can help to interpret such results to a great extent. In this survey, 155 EFL
students were asked to evaluate 35 factors affecting their academic performance. Statistical analysis
of the survey data indicates that the top ten factors affecting EFL students’ academic performance
are: 1) self-motivation, 2) hardworking, commitment and dedication, 3) self-confidence, 4) Ability to
understand in-depth content, 5) Self-discipline, 6) regular study, 7) Ability to work independently, 8)
English proficiency, 9) Efficient time management and organizational skills, and 10) Having good
writing skills respectively. Based on the students’ perception, there are seven factors which are more
important than English proficiency justifying to some extent the weak correlation between the
variables in this study.
By more scrutinizing in the results of the study, it is understood that correlation coefficient for
the writing part (r = 0.358, p<0.01) is bigger compared to those for the listening (r = 0.297, p < 0.01)
and reading (r = 0.233, p <0.05) sections of the IELTS test. It means that proficiency in the writing
skill is more effective for gaining better academic results. On the other hand reading scores and GPA
indicate the weakest correlation. The possible explanation for this could be the evaluations and
assignments in Iranian universities which are mostly in written form. The weak correlation between
variables can also be interpreted as the result of the nature of the proficiency test. Since the test was
not a high stake one, this may have influenced the students’ performance meaning that they did not
do their best on the test. Another interpretation for such finding can be the different strategies students
use in order to cope with the language demands of their field of study. In addition, the lecturers may
also compromise the way they deliver their course or evaluate students’ assignments in order to
accommodate their students’ language abilities. For example, when grading students’ writings, they
may ignore the grammar mistakes and focus on the content or they may have to adjust the depth and
difficulty of content covered in their class or to alter their method of delivery. More precise
interpretation for findings of this study demands more investigation in a separate study which is out
of the scope of the current study.
The findings of the current research are compatible with some other studies conducted
worldwide. More specifically, studies carried out by Green (2014); Harsch, Ushioda, and Ladroue,
(2017); Morris and Maxey (2014); Kamrul Hasan and Moniruzzaman Akhand (2014); Sadeghi,
Moshtaghi Kashani, Maleki and Haghdoost (2013); Martirousyian, Hwng and Wanjohi (2015);
Woodrow (2006); and Zua (2016) have all come up with similar results. In fact, all of them found a
significant correlation between English proficiency and academic achievement. The reason can be
either such studies were conducted on a sample consisting of graduate or postgraduate students whose
English proficiency usually played more important role for academic success, or the sample
consisting of students whose major study was closely affected by English proficiency such as EFL,
MBA, Social sciences and Education courses. On the other hand, there are some studies which their
findings contradicted the findings of the current study. For instance, studies carried out by Chen and
Sun (2006), Fass-Holmes and Vaughn (2015), and Fox (2004) found no correlation between
university students’ English proficiency and their academic performance. The justification for such
discrepancy might be the fact that the participants’ major study which was less affected by the
students’ English proficiency levels. To render some examples we can mention the courses in
engineering field where some context-related factors other than English proficiency played relatively
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more important roles for academic achievement. More specifically, some language-irrelevant
variables like technical construct could possibly overshadow the role of English proficiency on the
subjects’ academic performance.
It is worth mentioning that the findings of this study were affected by some limitations. The
first limitation refers to the participants who were made aware of the aim of the IELTS test prior to
taking it and as it was not a high-stake examination, some participants might not put enough effort to
get the best result. Secondly, this study would come to the best result if all the participants were
chosen from the same academic level since this would equalize the courses taken by the participants
for calculating GPA. The third limitation refers to the number of students participating in this study
which despite the researcher’s exhaustive effort could not exceed 83. Another limitation of the study
was that out of 83 participants, only 12 students agreed to take part in the speaking section of the test.
Therefore, the speaking section was excluded from the proficiency test. Finally, there are many other
important factors influencing academic success among which English proficiency is just one factor.
It is impossible to control all other factors affecting academic achievement in order to reach more
reliable results.
Despite the limitations, this study has important implications for foreign education policy and
planning actors in different levels from university faculty members to authorities in the ministry of
education. As the descriptive statistics in table 4.4 suggest, English proficiency level of EFL students
in Iran generally is below the norm accepted in the international universities for ESL/EFL courses. In
order to raise the level of students’ English proficiency at universities, the authorities should either
use a standard proficiency test such as TOFLE or IELTS with minimum entry level as a gate keeper
or consider holding make up programs for the students whose English proficiency level does not meet
the minimum requirements.
Another implication of the current study for the faculty members and the policy makers in
universities is to pay due attention and take effective actions in order to improve the students’
academic writing skills as the finding of the study clearly indicates its effective role in academic
success of the students. At the ministry level, the authorities should consider a multifaceted reform
program for the English education in the public sector. A program which not only consists of
textbooks and curriculum reforms but also considers other important aspects for implementation of a
successful language learning program such as training qualified teachers, considering the context and
the students’ needs in choosing the ELT methodology, allocating fair amount of time to the language
programs, providing necessary financial and technological supports, encouraging and educating the
students about the importance of learning English, etc. The current study has also some implications
for the university EFL students in both undergraduate and postgraduate levels as it gives them insight
about the English proficiency level requirements in order to be more successful academically.
Finally, as it was already stated the limitations of the current study had some negative effects
on the results achieved from this research. Providing the future researchers with the chance to
overcome the obstacles causing limitations for this research, they will definitely achieve more precise
results. For example if all the participants are chosen from the same academic level, studying the
same courses taught by the same lecturers, the study will definitely give more reliable results. Future
research can also include the investigation about the effects of other important context related
variables on academic success along with English proficiency such as the professors’ attitudes
towards their students’ English proficiency, the strategies students use to manage the language
demands of the courses delivering in English, students’ main goals of higher education, etc. It would
also be helpful to investigate the correlation between English proficiency and academic success for
other disciplines, especially for science and technology related fields in the postgraduate levels and
upper. In addition the future research can be conducted considering a greater number of participants
(more than a hundred) in order to increase the accuracy of the findings. Furthermore such research
can be conducted in different universities, since each university has its unique contextual conditions
that have their own effects on the students’ academic success.
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Appendix A: Questionnaire on academic success factors
This questionnaire forms the basis of the research methodology. Please note that the response will be treated
with confidentiality and will be used for research purpose only.
How do the below factors influence your academic performance? Mark ‘X’ in the appropriate boxes, where: NI
= Not Influential; SI = Slightly Influential; FI = Fairly Influential; VI = Very Influential
Characteristics - Success Factors
English proficiency
Regular study
Regular attendance at lectures
Hardworking, commitment and dedication
Assignment completion and submission
Clear presentations by lecturers
Ability to understand in-depth content
Timely and regular examination preparation
External motivation (from friends, family and lecturers, guest speakers)
Self-discipline
Paying enough attention in lectures
Supportive and approachable lecturers
Ability to work in group activities
Dedication to a dream
Efficient time management and organizational skills
Understanding between lecturers and students
Effective study methods (individual and group)
Self-motivation
Motivated lecturers
Practical relevant content
Quiet lectures environment
Lecturers’ attendance
Self-confidence
Ability to work independently
Reading beyond prescribed material
Lecturers and students relationship
Regular and comprehensive feedback on progress from lecturers
Having a positive attitude towards university
Financial support e.g. from family
Lecturers giving more time in lectures
Information if class is cancelled
Easy access of lecturers’ notes and slides via blackboard learning
Assignments given by all lecturers at the same time
Having good writing skills
Lecturers to communicate exam dates allowing time for preparation
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