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I. IntroductionI. Introduction

This report seeks to explain the development of a new TOEIC listening practice platform 
(henceforth referred to as simply the ‘platform’) for the LUNA learning management system that 
the authors have developed. The platform was developed with assistance from the Collaborative 
Research Subsidy Grant awarded by Kwansei Gakuin University and, upon completion of the 
project, features thousands of authentic TOEIC listening questions available to anyone with 
access to the LUNA learning management system (LMS). This instrument will help students to 
prepare for one of the most important tests in English foreign language education today.

This platform seeks to provide opportunities for students to practice the TOEIC listening 
section of the TOEIC test and will provide Japanese students of English at KGU with an 
opportunity to better identify their strengths and weaknesses in English and generally improve 
their English ability. This report will describe the TOEIC in brief detail as well as how the 
platform is being designed, developed, and implemented. Furthermore, this report will comment 
on both the positive and negative aspects experienced during the creation of this platform.

II. Background to the StudyII. Background to the Study

The Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC) is a commonly used 
assessment of listening, reading, speaking, and writing skills for people who are interested in, or 
already a part of international business or other globalized fields. The TOEIC comprises two 
separate sections, one which tests the receptive English skills (reading and listening) and one 
which tests the productive English skills (speaking and writing). The structure of each of the two 
tests is unique and the scoring is also different. The TOEIC practice platform being developed as 
part of this article only focuses on the listening portion of the test as an online platform is not 
suitable for speaking and writing feedback, furthermore, the reading and listening section of the 
TOEIC is seen as the more difficult of the two sections of the TOEIC.

After analyzing many online courses, as well as several commercially available TOEIC 
study guides and "test prep" course material publications, the authors surmised that the most 
accurate representation of the current listening section of the TOEIC could be achieved by 
creating questions in line with original TOEIC materials published within the Official TOEIC 
Listening & Reading Exercise book series (available from https://www.ets.org). The authors 
gathered and evaluated 12 complete listening tests consisting of 1200 questions. From this data, a 
corpus was created to further review trends and any other commonly appearing aspects of 
genuine TOEIC questions. This corpus was then utilized in tandem with the larger New TOEIC 
Service List (Browne, C. & Culligan, B., 2016) to provide a corpus covering all major iterations of 
TOEIC materials.

Analysis of the TOEIC corpus enabled the authors to study common phrasal and sentence 
patterns in the compiled TOEIC listening tests. This led to several findings that could then be 
applied to the creation of what Messick (1989) would deem as valid question types. The choice of 
subjects, as well as noun usage, was informed by the analysis of the TOEIC corpus compiled by
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the authors as well as the new TOEIC Service List (available from
http://www.newgeneralservicelist.org). Of note, both corpora displayed an approximately 13%
inclusion of nouns in spoken TOEIC questions (Browne, C. & Culligan, B., 2016).

A question that could not be answered through the use of corpus analysis was that of the
minimum number of questions to include whilst maintaining a suitable variance in the questions
being presented to students upon repeated test attempts. Students are expected to be using the
TOEIC platform more than once, and in doing so, their chance of question repetition increases
with each attempt. This led to two questions the authors needed to answer in regard to the
development of the platform:

I. What is the minimum number of questions to include to maintain a suitably high level of
variance?

II. Are there any other factors to be aware of when considering the question of high
variance?

Through probability analysis, the authors came to the conclusion that the question pools shall
provide, at maximum, a 31% chance of repetition over three attempts at the platform. For a more
detailed look at this analysis, please refer to Linton’s (2022) development overview.

III. Development

A major consideration for the development of an effective TOEIC listening practice tool is
the implementation of clear, comprehensible, and accurate audio. This type of audio is in line
with the actual audio used in the tests developed by ETS. Although authors such as Miller (2003),
Herron & Seay (1991) and Vogely, A. (1995) demonstrate that listening comprehension improves
with increased exposure to authentic speech, this argument is incongruous with the TOEIC
approach in which short conversations are largely devoid of discourse markers (such as
“y’know”, “anyway”, “right”, “okay”, “as I said”, “to begin with”) and filled pauses (such as “uh” or
“err”). This provides a clearer discourse for test-takers to follow but avoids the natural
hesitations and stuttering of native speech. As the goal of this project is to design a testing
platform for students looking to prepare for the TOEIC and not necessarily to improve their
general comprehension of native speech, the audio developed will be in line with the TOEIC style
and avoid the use of discourse markers, filled pauses or any other utterances that may provide
confusion for the test taker.

The audio was generated using the artificial intelligence text to voice engine hosted by
Well Said Labs (https://wellsaidlabs.com). This engine provided the ability to quickly and easily
develop authentic audio with individual phonetic patterns and multiple speakers. This engine
was easily able to adapt to the requirements of the audio (such as the omission of discourse
markers and filled pauses).

The first portion of the listening section of the TOEIC presents a photograph and asks a
question relating to the photograph. The authors of this article scrutinized the photographs used
in the authentic TOEIC and identified some commonly found themes. These photographs were
always in black and white, never animated or computer graphics and generally were in a social
setting such as a business place, restaurant, school, or university and focused on one activity
with some minor distractors (such as an activity in the background of the picture, and irrelevant
item on a desk or other similar red herrings). The authors looked to follow these themes closely
when deciding upon photographs to use for the testing platform. The decision was made to use
rights-managed images from stock image sites such as Shutterstock
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(https://www.shutterstock.com) and Getty Images (https://www.gettyimages.com) due to the
following design choices:

I. Convenient and straightforward database search.

II. Wide and varied range of topics and subjects.

III. As images are not cached by Google or other web crawlers generally available, students
or other test-takers are less likely to find the image source and the integrity of the test is
maintained.

IV. FindingsIV. Findings

One of the advantages of developing a platform that exists within an LMS such as LUNA
(itself being a proprietary version of BlackBoard) is that the security and stability of the platform
are directly tied to the security and stability of the LMS itself. Therefore, users of the platform
receive a representation of the TOEIC test when operating the platform as that is both secure and
faithful to the TOEIC itself.

LUNA handles sets of questions using “pools”, which are defined by BlackBoard as “a
collection of questions that is stored for repeated use. Proper utilization of these pools means the
teacher in charge of the test is able to both maintain test item security and also maintain test
genuineness when a student tasks the same test multiple times. This is due to the mechanic
within LUNA that allows for a test to include an item at random from a pool of choices.

A major problem encountered during the later stages of the development of the platform
was the way in which the LMS handles the uploading of data in bulk. If a user has a large number
of items (such as testing questions) to upload directly to the LMS, they are able to do so using the
LUNA batch upload system. Using this system, as long as users follow the correct formatting
styles and use the file associations, they are able to upload a large number of questions into
LUNA directly. The point where this begins to create an issue is when uploading different
question types in line with the TOEIC question types.

The 4 sections of the TOEIC (as referenced above) consist of multiple-choice questions,
with test-takers answering a question based on visual and aural input. Section 1 consists of an
image and a question associated with the image; section 2 provides an audio prompt with the
test-taker deciding on the best response; section 3 consists of a conversation between 2 or 3
speakers with three questions relating to the conversation, and; section 4 which consists of a
single speaker and, as with section 3, 3 questions attached to the audio prompt. The researchers
were able to bulk upload multiple-choice questions mirroring those seen in sections 1 and 2 of
the TOEIC Listening test with no issues, however, when attempting to upload questions from
sections 3 and 4 to the LUNA LMS, they encountered a problem.

When dealing with such a large number of items as were created for this project, this
issue of validity becomes a concern. Although through all phases of development the authors
sought to maintain the accuracy of the questions created by keeping the syntactic structures
similar to those used in the authentic materials, as well as verb and noun usage complying with
the findings of TOEIC Service List 1, created by Charlie Browne, Brent Culligan and Joseph
Phillips and available from http://www.newgeneralservicelist.org/toeic-list. To maintain validity,
ongoing item analysis will need to occur, identifying questions that may, for whatever reason,
come across as ambiguous or misleading. Thankfully, LUNA has an internal item analysis
mechanic that is suitably powerful and useful in this context. What this means is that, instead of
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using an application such as SPSS, all upkeep of the platform can be completed within LUNA
itself.

V. DiscussionV. Discussion

This platform is an opportunity for students of English to achieve more in their academic
careers as well as provide opportunities for employment they would not have otherwise. For
these reasons, this project is an important one. Kwansei Gakuin students are required to take the
test at least two times in their first two years of academic study, not only as an assessment of
their own ability but also as a useful metric for administrators and instructors to assess the
quality of the English education on offer at KGU.

The current study has found that through the development of a testing platform utilizing
as authentic TOEIC style questions as possible, students will be better prepared to achieve higher
scores on their TOEIC. During the next semester, the authors and faculty will continue to assess
and adjust the parameters of the testing platform to provide the best possible tool for students. It
is the authors’ expectation that after the ongoing refinement to question validity over the course
of the next semester, students will have a testing platform that serves as a suitable preparation
for the TOEIC.

Furthermore, through the completion of this project, it has become apparent that LUNA
can be a powerful and useful tool when developing educational material such as the platform
created as the focus of this project. Although it is fair to say that compromises needed to be
made to develop an effective final product, generally, LUNA was adequate for educational
purposes.

VI. ConclusionVI. Conclusion

It is fair to say that any tool with the power to improve the TOEIC scores and therefore
English ability of students is a worthy investment. The opportunity provided with assistance from
the Collaborative Research Subsidy Grant awarded by Kwansei Gakuin University enabled the
authors of this report to design a platform that hopefully will continue to serve the students of
Kwansei Gakuin University for years to come.
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