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Language scores, decisions and consequences
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Language test scores 
facilitate decisions about 

language proficiency

Decisions can be extremely 
consequential

A cut score translates a test 
score into a decision
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Overview of the standard setting process

Preparation
1. Review and take the test
2. Develop definitions of just 

qualified candidates (JQCs)

Training in and apply method
“How many out of 100 JQCs 
would answer each test question 
correctly?”

Review during meeting
1. Other panelists’ judgments
2. Test taker performance

Cut score recommendation
Review of cut score recommendation 
and other data to set final cut scores

Standard setting is resource-intensive!
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Cut scores and classification decisions

FALSE POSITIVE
CLASSIFICATION English Level 3

English Level 2

English Level 1

ACCURATE
CLASSIFICATION

FALSE NEGATIVE
CLASSIFICATION
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Consequences of language score requirements reducing 
false positive classifications

Possible positive 
consequences

Stringent language score 
requirements for 

university admissions
The institution misses the opportunity to recruit 
students whose English proficiency was sufficient 
to meet the demands of their courses.

Possible negative 
consequences

The institution admits students who can cope 
with the English-language demands of their 
degree program upon arrival on campus.
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Consequences of language score requirements reducing 
false negative classifications

Possible positive 
consequences

Lenient language score 
requirements for 

university admissions
Some admitted students have difficulty coping 
with the English-language demands of their 
degree program.

Possible negative 
consequences

The institution increases the size of the pool of 
applicants from which it can recruit.
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Language proficiency tests and other sources of 
information in educational contexts

Essays

Interviews

ReferencesApplication  

Life 
experiences

Work 
experience

Portfolios

Transcripts

• Language proficiency is necessary but 
not sufficient for academic success

• Other factors will affect academic 
success

• A language test is not intended to 
measure abilities beyond language 
proficiency. 

• Some students might still fail 
academically for reasons unrelated to 
their language proficiency. 
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Resources
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Total and section test scores

Student Listening
(0-30)

Reading 
(0-30)

Speaking 
(0-30)

Writing 
(0-30)

Total
(0-120)

Mary 25 25 15 15 80

John 15 15 25 25 80

Sarah 22 21 18 19 80
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Percentile ranks

TOEFL iBT total score (0-120)
Percentile rank for all 

test takers in 2022
A cut score at this level means that

100 69 31% of test takers in 2022 would have been eligible to apply.

92 49 51% of test takers in 2022 would have been eligible to apply.

80 26 74% of test takers in 2022 would have been eligible to apply.

• Percentile ranks show the percentage of test takers at or below a score
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Score mapping to proficiency levels

“one [testing] agency’s B2 may be another’s A2/B1: the 
outcomes of the different linking approaches do not support 
each other closely and do not provide convincing mutual 
validation” 

Don't use language frameworks to 
compare scores from different tests!
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Score concordance tables

• Are the tests used for similar purposes?
• Do the tests assess similar language 

abilities?
• Are scores reported in similar ways?
• Has the score concordance been revised 

recently?
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Recommended steps 
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Recommended steps for setting cut scores 

Evaluate the consequences of false classification decisions when setting cut scores too high or too 
low

Consider the English language demands of instruction and the amount of English language support 
available to students after admission

Consider all relevant information about English language proficiency when evaluating applications, 
particularly for students with language test scores close to the minimum requirement 

Set cut scores on the total and section test scores, so that decisions about language proficiency are 
based on a comprehensive picture of the individual’s language ability

Include other information about test taker performance available from the test provider (e.g., 
percentile ranks, score mapping, score concordance)

Review score requirements regularly and adjust as needed 



Thank you!
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spapageorgiou@ets.org
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