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The Re-Placement Test: Using TOEFL
for Purposes of Placement

This article will consider using TOEFL scores for purposes of 
placement and advising for international graduate students 
at a northern California research university. As the number 
of international students is on the rise and the funds for the 
graduate ESL program are diminishing, the way in which the 
university is handling the influx of international students is 
undergoing substantial changes. One aspect of the system that 
is gaining attention is the graduate-level ESL placement exam. 
To find out if using TOEFL scores for placement is a viable op-
tion, I have looked at the Pearson r coefficient for TOEFL scores 
and university placement exam scores from years 2007-2011. 
Results from this study show a moderate correlation between 
the TOEFL and placement exam and suggest that students at 
this university with TOEFL scores 110 and above should be ex-
empt from any ESL requirement while students with TOEFL 
scores below 90 need to take ESL courses.

Introduction

The process of language testing, assessment, and placement has 
been closely examined and widely researched (Brown, 1989; 
Kelleher, 2008; Raimes, 1990). As testing and assessment are 

grounded upon the idea of validity, fairness, and reliability, I will take 
these factors into account in examining the TOEFL iBT (Test of Eng-
lish as a Foreign Language Internet Based Test) and the graduate-level 
ESL placement exam at a northern California university. The former 
is a standardized test of monolithic proportion that determines the 
academic fate of innumerable international students who are pursu-
ing an education in America, at both the undergraduate and graduate 
levels. The graduate-level ESL placement exam (known as “placement 
exam” from this point) is created at the university department level 
and serves as a filter to determine which newly admitted international 
students are required to take an ESL course, and if so, which one.
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The number of international graduate students attending uni-
versities in the US has been steadily increasing over the last decade, 
and in 2014 the number was nearly 330,000 (Institute of International 
Education, 2015). This northern California university is no exception, 
and the increasing number of international students, coupled with the 
decreasing amount of available funds, is resulting in major changes 
in the graduate-level ESL program.  As a result, the placement exam 
and the placement process are being reevaluated. According to the 
university’s catalog, students who are flagged as needing to take the 
placement exam are those for whom English is not their native lan-
guage nor their language of previous instruction. As it stands now, 
these students must take the placement exam in the weeks before the 
beginning of the fall quarter. In this time-sensitive period of shuffling 
around schedules and getting acquainted with a new lifestyle, each 
student must be prepared for potentially not passing the placement 
exam and having to sign up for an extra class. Some students strate-
gically sign up for the graduate-level ESL class preemptively, which 
results in classes that are overenrolled and with students placed on 
the wait list. This all makes for a hectic, often confusing beginning to 
the academic year. In this article, the literature review will address the 
interpretation of the TOEFL scores, its history, format, and character-
istics. I will then address the following research questions:

1. How well do TOEFL scores correlate with the ESL placement 
exam scores?

2. How well do the TOEFL subset scores correlate with the 
placement exam?

3. How well do the placement exam subset scores correlate with 
the total ESL placement exam?

4. How well do the ESL placement subset scores correlate with 
each other?

5. How well do the subset scores of the TOEFL correlate with 
the subset scores of the placement exam?

I hope that answers to these questions will aid in making recommen-
dations about the future structure of the graduate-level ESL place-
ment exam, as well as influence the way that the university handles 
the placement process.

How to Interpret TOEFL Scores
Scores are the end result for both the test taker and the institution, 

or “score consumer” (Fulcher & Davidson, 2007), and these numbers 
are the primary evidence of the test taker’s language proficiency. The 
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institution does not see any qualitative performance, but rather must 
render a decision based on the quantitative output. An aggregate score 
of 80, which is the minimum accepted TOEFL score at the northern 
California university, could represent varied levels in each skill set. 
While one student may be proficient in reading and listening yet poor 
in speaking and writing, another may be proficient in speaking and 
writing yet poor in reading and listening. This is also the case regard-
ing oral speaking proficiency, for which Iwashita, Brown, McNamara, 
and O’Hagan (2008) note that “speakers may produce qualitatively 
quite different performances and yet receive similar ratings” (p. 27). In 
this way, the quantitative score, with no qualitative input, masks how 
the test taker achieved the score. Consequently, students who share 
the same total score could potentially have vastly different linguistic 
skill sets.

Notably, more than 8,500 colleges and universities use TOEFL 
scores for admissions (Educational Testing Service/ETS, 2015), and 
each institution is charged with making sense of how to use them. ETS 
states on its website, www.ets.org, that admission decisions should not 
be based solely on the TOEFL score, but rather it should be used in 
conjunction with other criteria. Research in the field generally cor-
roborates this stance. For example, Wongtrirat (2010) conducted a 
meta-analysis of the predictive qualities of TOEFL, in particular its 
ability to predict academic achievement, defined as “GPA, numbers of 
courses completed, or both” (p. 14). The results of the analysis showed 
that TOEFL scores had a low positive correlation with academic 
achievement, including findings from Ng (2007), who looked at 433 
international students, as well as from Krausz, Schiff, Schiff, and Van 
Hise (2005) and Zhang (1996). Rarely was a high correlation reported, 
and when it was, as in the study by Burgess and Greis (1970), the re-
sults were not generalizable because of the small sample size. And, it is 
unclear how the results of their study would translate today given the 
evolution of the TOEFL throughout the years since the 1970s. Inter-
estingly, the minimum accepted TOEFL score for a particular institu-
tion can affect the predictability of the TOEFL score. An institution 
that requires a high TOEFL score will have a smaller range of scores, 
while a lower minimum score will have a larger range. Because in both 
cases there is a wide range of academic achievement, a wider range of 
TOEFL scores will yield a higher correlation with academic achieve-
ment (Wongtrirat, 2010).

A History and Overview of the TOEFL
Since the TOEFL’s inception in the early 1960s, the test has had 

more than 25 million test takers worldwide, and it has test centers 
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in 165 countries (www.ets.org). The administering organization, ETS 
(Educational Testing Services), describes the test:

The TOEFL test measures a student’s ability to use and under-
stand English at the university level and evaluates how a student 
combines reading, speaking, listening, and writing skills needed 
to succeed in an academic setting. (www.ets.org)

The themes in the literature revolving around TOEFL take into ac-
count history (Spolsky, 2007), fairness (Kunnan, 2010; McNamara 
& Roever, 2006), and validity (Xi, 2010). The history of the TOEFL 
provides the context and background, while fairness and validity are 
two contested issues that represent some of the ongoing debates in the 
literature of language assessment. Perspectives vary about the TOEFL; 
however, there is no dispute about the immense influence that this test 
wields in the admissions process for countless international students.

The test has undergone a series of developments throughout its 
history (see Table 1), evolving from a paper-based test to a computer-
based test, and finally, in 2005, the iBT, or Internet-based test. The 
challenges of the test’s evolution are significant, namely maintaining 
a high level of standardization and thus reliability. In each stage, the 
format and content must translate into an accurate scoring system, 
which Spolsky (2007) likens to navigating a “modern supertanker” (p. 
14). Specifically, each test must be calibrated to previous tests, dating 
all the way back to the first one.

Not only has the format changed, but the constructs and the con-
tent have also evolved. At the inception of the TOEFL, the constructs 
focused more on “discrete components” (Table 1), achieving this 
through multiple-choice questions. In the second phase, in addition 
to the original constructs, writing and speaking skills were added, and 
the modality changed from a paper- to a computer-based test. The 
current format of the TOEFL operationalizes communicative compe-
tence (www.ets.org), which includes both grammatical and pragmatic 
competence (Savignon, 1991), through the integration of multiple 
skill sets in its four sections, speaking, reading, listening, and writing, 
which are described below. Each section is scored out of 30 points, for 
a maximum score of 120.

The fact that the TOEFL has undergone a change in modality, 
from paper to computer, deserves attention. In its newest state the 
TOEFL is a computer-adaptive test (CAT), meaning that the difficulty 
of the questions adjusts to the performance of the test taker. In other 
words, the more questions that the test taker answers correctly, the 
harder the questions become, or vice versa.
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Table 1
History of TOEFL

Stages Construct Content
1. The first 
TOEFL Test 
1964–1979

Discrete components 
of language skills and 
knowledge

Multiple-choice items 
assessing vocabulary, reading 
comprehension, listening 
comprehension, knowledge of 
correct English structure and 
grammar

2. A suite of 
TOEFL Tests 
1979–2005

Original constructs 
(listening, reading, 
structure, and 
grammar) retained 
with two added—
writing ability and 
speaking ability

In addition to multiple-
choice items assessing the 
original constructs, separate 
constructed-response tests 
of writing, the TWE test and 
speaking, the TSE test, w,ere 
developed

3. The TOEFL 
iBT Test 2005–
present

Communicative 
competence—the 
ability to put language 
knowledge to use in 
relevant contexts

Academic tasks were 
developed that require the 
integration of receptive 
and productive skills such 
as listening, reading, and 
writing or speaking, as well 
as multiple-choice items for 
listening and reading

Note. Adapted from TOEFL Program History, p. 4. TOEFL iBT Research Insight, Series 
1, Vol. 6. Educational Testing Service. Retrieved from http://www.ets.org/s/toefl/pdf/
toefl_ibt_insight_s1v6.pdf

Because the test is administered around the world, there is un-
doubtedly a discrepancy among test takers in terms of computer fa-
miliarity and experience. Dooey (2008) studied test anxiety and found 
through questionnaires that in comparison to previous versions of the 
TOEFL, “examinees appeared to become more comfortable with using 
the computerized TOEFL test” (p. 28). Also, English ability and ex-
perience with computers did not have an impact on test anxiety level 
(Dooey, 2008). This is good news, and as computers continue to grow 
in their prevalence as an educational tool, test takers’ anxiety level due 
to the computer modality will surely decrease.

Central to a test’s characteristics, especially one of this magni-
tude, must be fairness. Fairness is defined as an “absence of bias, eq-
uitable treatment of all test takers in the testing process, and equity in 
opportunity to learn the material in an achievement test” (Standards 
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for Educational and Psychological Testing, as described in Xi, 2010, 
p. 147). In this way, fairness intersects validity, access, and justice. Xi 
(2010) posits a fairness argument based within a validity argument, 
saying that “anything that weakens fairness compromises the validity 
of test score interpretation and use“ (p. 154).

The test takers play a significant role as well, so it would be pru-
dent to look at the test from their perspective. The literature acknowl-
edges that the TOEFL provides the same test for everyone, in spite 
of the fact that the test takers make up an incredibly diverse group 
of people, both culturally and linguistically (McNamara & Roever, 
2006). Therefore, special attention needs to be paid to ensure that cer-
tain cultural/linguistic groups do not have an unfair advantage, and 
that bias is minimized. The reality is, however, that the institutions 
hold a great amount of power, and in the words of McNamara and 
Roever (2006), “as long as the score users are satisfied with the test’s 
fairness, the instrument’s acceptability does not suffer and test makers 
can expect few repercussions” (p. 136).

Bias is defined by McNamara and Roever (2006) as “a skewed and 
unfair inclination toward one side (group, population) to the detri-
ment of another” (p. 82). In assessment, however, the more neutral 
term “differential item functioning” (DIF) is used in analysis to avoid 
the connotations of “bias.” For example, a test would not be consid-
ered to have bias if there were some vocabulary items that had cog-
nates in another language because that may reflect real-world usage of 
the language (McNamara & Roever, 2006).

TOEFL Subsections
Reading Section. The first section that the test taker encounters 

is the reading section. The section has a time limit of 60-80 minutes, 
has 36-56 questions, and requires the test taker to respond to ques-
tions after reading academic passages (www.ets.org). The reading sec-
tion contains 3-4 excerpts that are about 700 words long, which is an 
increase from previous versions of the test, which used excerpts of 
about 350 words.  This increase was based on the “rationale that longer 
passages can better approximate the academic reading load at North 
American universities” (Liu, 2011, p. 236).

Liu (2011) used DIF to analyze the effect, if any, of academic ma-
jor and cultural familiarity on the reading-section performance of the 
TOEFL iBT. Liu (2011) gathered data from 8,692 participants in the 
form of a questionnaire to identify their major and cultural familiar-
ity. Then they were divided into the focal group, participants with 
relevant expertise, and the reference group, which included everyone 
else. Although there were certain individual questions that yielded a 
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difference among the groups, the diversity of question types made any 
performance difference negligible when measuring performance on 
the passage level and across a variety of passages (Liu, 2011).

Listening Section. The listening section is 60-90 minutes and has 
34-51 questions that require the test taker to respond to questions af-
ter listening to a conversation or lecture (www.ets.org). The listening 
passage appears before the questions, and so the test taker is required 
to try to remember everything. Although note taking is allowed, the 
test taker is unaware of the test questions beforehand. An example of 
a question from the listening section comes from the ETS website and 
is shown here.

1. You will hear:
(man) Shall I lock up the computer lab now before I go home?
(woman) Don’t bother. I’m not leaving for a while, I can check it 

on my way out.
(narrator) What will the woman probably do?
You will read: A. Lock the computer lab later.

B. Leave with the man.
C. Buy a new lock for the computer lab.
D. Show the man where the lab is.

(www.ets.org)

This question requires the test taker to both understand and to 
make an inference based on the short dialogue. The content of the 
question can be highly culture specific, and this could lead to con-
struct irrelevance in that the test taker must hold some cultural/prag-
matic knowledge in order to correctly answer the question. The next 
part of the listening test requires the test taker to listen to longer dia-
logues/monologues and then answer multiple questions.

Writing Section. The time limit is 50 minutes for the writing sec-
tion of the TOEFL, in which the test taker has to complete two tasks. 
The writing section tasks may include a response to a reading or a 
prompt or may require the test taker to express an opinion (www.ets
.org). This is the final section of the TOEFL. Enright and Quilan 
(2010) state about the writing section of the TOEFL:

Given the time constraints inherent in the testing situation, test 
takers do not have much time to revise and polish their writing. 
Nevertheless, these timed writing exercises are sufficient to pro-
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vide evidence of examinees’ basic writing skills, from facility of 
language use to the organization and development of ideas. (p. 
319)

This time constraint cannot be underestimated, as L2 writers 
commonly implement different strategies when writing and may need 
more time to complete a writing task in comparison to writers using 
their L1 (Raimes, 1990; Silva, 1993). Students who have honed their 
timed-writing skills have a great advantage in this test setting. As the 
TOEFL is concerned with testing for preparedness in the academic 
English setting, it is important to note that this section requires writ-
ing something equivalent to a first draft, and it does not allow enough 
time for ample editing and revision. The timed-writing skill remains 
useful in academia in terms of test taking.

The content of the writing prompts is another point of consid-
eration. Given the diversity of the test takers, what kinds of prompts 
would be suitable? An example of a writing topic is:

It has recently been announced that a new movie theater may be 
built in your neighborhood. Do you support or oppose this plan? 
Why? Use specific reasons and details to support your answer. 
(www.ets.org)

In the writing section, test takers are not offered options, and they 
must write on the topic that appears, regardless of their breadth of 
knowledge or amount of interest about the particular topic.

Speaking Section. The speaking section lasts 20 minutes and in-
cludes six tasks (www.ets.org). For example, the test taker may en-
counter:

Talk about a pleasant and memorable event that happened while 
you were in school. Explain why this event brings back fond 
memories.
Preparation Time: 15 seconds Response Time: 45 seconds
(www.ets.org)

Other speaking tasks include listening to a conversation and summa-
rizing it as well as reading a passage and talking about the main points. 
These exercises allow 20 seconds for preparation and 60 seconds for 
the response, and note taking is allowed.

Papajohn (2006) notes that the maximum speaking time on the 
speaking section is 5.5 minutes. This can be seen only as a sample 
of the test taker’s ability and not necessarily representative of his or 
her communicative competence. This is especially relevant for the 
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graduate students who intend to become teaching assistants, or TAs. 
Because one of the primary duties for TAs is to lead a weekly discus-
sion section, one must be equipped with enough linguistic skills and 
resources to present academic material, field questions from students, 
and manage classroom behaviors. The current policy requires that an 
international graduate student must receive a score of 23 or higher to 
be considered for a TA position. The policy also states that although 
there are some exceptions and waivers granted, the absolute mini-
mum is a TOEFL speaking-section score of 20. Additionally, this re-
quirement may be met with an IELTS speaking score of 7 or a SPEAK 
test score of 45 (ITA policy).

An Overview of the ESL Placement Exam
The graduate-level ESL placement exam at the northern Califor-

nia university was developed during the course of two decades. Earlier 
versions of the exam included a reading and grammar section, but 
those were discarded without any significant loss to the test’s utility. 
In its current state, there are three sections. The first part is the cloze 
test, in which a short article, or excerpt of an article, is displayed with 
20 words missing. The other two parts require a written response: one, 
in the form of a response to a prompt, and the second, in the form 
of a summary in response to a live lecture. The highest score is 100, 
and a score of 70 or above represents a passing score, meaning that 
no ESL course is required. A score of 60-69 means that the student 
should take one ESL course, and 59 or lower suggests that the student 
should take two ESL courses. In 2011, a new policy was instituted that 
exempted students with a TOEFL score of 110 or higher from taking 
the placement exam and from any ESL requirement.

Cloze Test
For the cloze test, there are 20 blanks with each blank replacing a 

word from an article excerpt. Each blank is worth one point for a total 
of 20 points. An example of the cloze test is the following:

Many animals in captivity have produced drawings spontaneous-
ly, and many more have been ______1_____ to draw or paint by 
trainers or other humans. For instance, Siri, an Indian elephant, 
was often seen ______2_____ scratches on the floor of her enclo-
sure with a pebble. When Siri’s trainer provided her with draw-
ing _______3_____, she responded ______4______ producing 
dozens of “pictures.” Two artists, who commented on the draw-
ings _______5_____ knowing who had produced them, admired 
their “flair and decisiveness and originality.”
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Some acceptable answers for (1) include “taught” and “trained” while 
“teach” or “teached” were marked as incorrect. For (2), the graders ac-
cepted “making” or “drawing” but not “doing.” See Table 2 for correct 
and incorrect responses.

Table 2
Correct and Incorrect Responses

Example Correct responses Incorrect responses Form tested
1 taught, trained teach, teached Present perfect
2 making, drawing doing Gerund (-ing)
3 pencils, colors, tools tool Plural –s
4 By through, that, 

immediately
Preposition

5 Without pictures Preposition

The grading process in 2011 (previous years had similar grading 
procedures) consisted of a group of 10 people, seven graduate stu-
dents and three faculty members, who individually completed the test 
filling in all of the words that they thought were acceptable. The group 
then went over each answer and decided what would be acceptable 
or not. Once everyone had agreed, the graders marked the tests, and 
questionable answers were discussed throughout the process. Atten-
tion was not given to spelling, as long as the word was recognizable.

Essay Response to a Prompt 
The next part of the test is the essay, which was also scored out 

of 20 points. In this section, the test taker had to choose one of three 
essay topics and write on that topic. A score of 14-20 was considered 
passing, with the delineation of 14-16 as adequate and 17-20 as strong. 
Papers that scored 13 and under were considered not passing, with 
9-13 scoring in the weak range, and 0-8 fell in the extremely weak 
range (see Table 3).

Table 3
Essay Scoring Categories

Essay scoring categories Score
Strong 17-20
Adequate 14-16
Weak 9-13
Extremely weak 0-8
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The directions for the essay section were as follows:

Directions: Write a response to ONE of the following topics.  Your 
writing will be scored for organization, development of ideas, co-
herence, and language control.  Whichever question you choose, 
make sure you support your response with specific details and 
reasoning. 

An example prompt is:

The pace of life and how people view time and punctuality can 
vary from culture to culture.  Compare the pace of life and peo-
ple’s attention to time in your culture of origin and American 
culture in order to determine to what extent they are similar or 
different.  Then comment on which pace of life you, personally, 
are most comfortable with and why.

The prompts tended to elicit culturally themed or opinion re-
sponses, in which there was no particular need to use specialized vo-
cabulary. This had the effect of leveling the playing field, as the stu-
dents who are taking the test come from a wide range of academic 
disciplines. Also, the fact that there are three prompts to choose from 
gives the student the chance to pick the topic that he or she feels most 
comfortable or confident with. This may have a countereffect if the 
student has trouble deciding or is left with the feeling of having chosen 
the wrong topic, especially under time pressure.

Summary Response to a Lecture
The final part of the test consists of a live lecture and a corre-

sponding handout. The test takers need to take notes during the lec-
ture and then write a summary of the lecture. This is supposed to 
mimic a skill that is necessary to survive in graduate school, namely, 
listening to a lecture and synthesizing the material. The lecture section 
of the placement exam focused on topics that would be of interest for 
international graduate students, but also special attention was placed 
to ensure that the topics would be obscure enough that the test tak-
ers would likely not have much prior knowledge on the topic. Some 
examples include a lecture on the “Mozart effect” or Lake Tahoe water 
quality.

The summary is given the most weight and is scored out of 30. 
Scores of 21 and over represent passing papers, with 21-25 signaling 
a clearly adequate paper, and 26-30 a strong paper. Papers that score 
20 or less are considered not passing, with 16-20 less than adequate, 
11-15 weak, and 0-10 extremely weak. See Table 4 for a display of the 
scores and scoring categories.
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Table 4
Summary Scoring Categories

Summary scoring categories Score
Strong 26-30
Clearly adequate 21-25
Less than adequate 16-20
Weak 11-15
Extremely weak 0-10

The instructions were as follows:

On the paper provided, take notes while you listen, then write, a 
summary. You have 40 minutes after the lecture to complete your 
summary.

 
While the essay was more open ended, the summary was intend-

ed to elicit a more rigid response. Instead of expressing an opinion, or 
sharing an experience, the test taker had to summarize and synthesize 
the lecture. Papers that lacked key information from the lecture were 
marked down accordingly.

Grading Process for the Essay and Summary
A norming process for both the essay and summary sections en-

sured reader reliability. This process started with two faculty mem-
bers’ reading through the exams to find essays/summaries that exem-
plified each scoring category. They also packaged three “scrambled 
sets,” one essay from each scoring category in random order. All of the 
test graders met, and the faculty members led the discussion explain-
ing the criteria for each scoring category. For example, the criteria for 
a quality essay included complexity of sentences, flow of ideas, and or-
ganization. Spelling and various local errors, however, were not con-
sidered as decisive in terms of affecting the overall score. Some essays 
had very few errors but still scored poorly because of overly simplistic 
vocabulary and sentence structure.

The graders then read an example from each category and dis-
cussed why it was scored in that way. After that, they were given the 
first scrambled set to score, and the tests were placed in the appro-
priate scoring category. A discussion followed each scrambled set to 
ensure that all of the graders were normed. Only after going through 
three scrambled sets were the graders ready to read the essays individ-
ually. Experienced graders checked scores, and papers with borderline 
scores were reread.
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Methodology
Data Collection

TOEFL scores were obtained from the Office of Graduate Stud-
ies, as was other student information such as name, country of origin, 
degree, and degree objective. Because all three types of TOEFL tests 
(paper-based, computer-based, and Internet-based) were present in 
the data, the researcher used the conversion chart found on the offi-
cial ETS website to synchronize the scores (http://www.ets.org/Media/
Tests/TOEFL/pdf/TOEFL_iBT_Score_Comparison_Tables.pdf). The 
TOEFL iBT test scores were left unchanged, while the computer-based 
and paper-based scores were converted.

Participants
In the years 2007-2011, 767 international graduate students took 

the ESL placement exam. This population represents 46 countries, 
with the top three countries being China, Korea, and Taiwan. The 
graduate programs varied even more widely than the countries, with 
63 graduate programs reported. The most popular programs for these 
international graduate students include Electrical and Computer En-
gineering, Civil and Environmental Engineering, Computer Science, 
and Chemistry. TOEFL subset and total scores for the population are 
displayed in Table 5.

Table 5
TOEFL Subset and Total Scores

Average Standard deviation Range

Listening 24.20 4.37 2-30

Reading 25.94 3.94 5-30

Speaking 20.42 3.29 12-30

Writing 23.57 3.49 12-30

Total 94.56 11.54 35-118

Notably, the average score between 2007 and 2011 was 94.56 with 
a standard deviation of 11.54. Because the minimum TOEFL score for 
admissions is set at 80, this means that students whose score was one 
standard deviation below the mean still met the minimum TOEFL 
score requirement. Students were the weakest on the speaking sec-
tion, which interestingly is not taken into consideration for placement 
purposes based on the current state of the placement exam. That said, 
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the speaking score plays a role in TA hiring decisions. The reading 
and listening sections were negatively skewed (see the Appendix for 
histograms), showing a denser concentration of high scores. Perhaps 
this is a result of successful test preparation. 

The averages for the placement exam (see Table 6) were compara-
tively lower. The average total score was 58.78, with a standard de-
viation of 12.96. That means that students who scored one standard 
deviation above the mean were on the threshold of passing. This could 
be a direct result of the test taker’s inability to prepare for the place-
ment exam because the test content is not disclosed.

Table 6
ESL Placement Exam Scores

Average Standard deviation Range

Cloze test/20 12.01 3.56 2-20
Summary/30 17.10 4.53 0-29
Essay/20 12.17 2.71 5-21
Total/100 58.78 12.96 20-94

 
Table 7 shows grouped placement exam scores that correspond 

to placements. Just under one-quarter of the test takers from the years 
2007-2011 passed the placement exam, while the other 73.7% of the 
population tested into an ESL course.

Table 7
Frequency and Percentage of Grouped Placement Exam Scores

Frequency Percent Cumulative percent
No score reported 22 2.8 2.8
70 and above 185 23.5 26.3
60-69 205 26.0 52.3
59 and below 376 47.7 100.0
Total 788 100.0

These tables are showing that an average-scoring student in the 
population scored well enough on the TOEFL for admission but did 
poorly enough to be required to take two ESL courses. So the question 
remains: How do we reconcile the reasonably high average of TOEFL 
scores, yet the less-than-adequate showing on the placement exam? 
Some implications of this will be discussed in the sections that follow. 
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Data Analysis
Figure 1 displays the population in groups based on their TOEFL 

scores and shows their corresponding mean placement-exam scores. 
This graph illustrates that the mean placement-exam score increases 
as the scoring category increases. Notably, the two scoring categories 
that average higher than a 70 on the placement exam are 110-114 and 
115-120. This supports the current policy that exempts students who 
have TOEFL scores of 110 or above from taking the placement exam.

Figure 1. TOEFL score ranges and corresponding placement scores.

What this graph does not show, however, are the N’s for each cat-
egory. These are displayed in Table 8. A mere eight students out of 
the population scored between 115 and 120, which represents a score 
in the 97th percentile out of all graduate students taking the TOEFL 
(www.ets.org). The scoring range with the highest N is 100-104, with 
92.

Table 8
TOEFL Scoring Categories and Placement Exam Performance

TOEFL scores Mean placement score Standard deviation N
0-79 49.33 11.02 45
80-84 51.39 10.37 56
85-89 53.10 11.67 60
90-94 54.21 9.69 82
95-99 58.69 11.58 75
100-104 62.39 10.96 92
105-109 66.75 10.72 60
110-114 74.14 12.51 36
115-120 77.50 11.14 8
Total 58.78 12.96 514
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Let us revisit the original research questions, which are:

1. How well do TOEFL scores correlate with the ESL placement 
exam scores?

2. How well do the TOEFL subset scores correlate with the 
placement exam?

3. How well do the placement exam subset scores correlate with 
the total ESL placement-exam scores?

4. How well do the ESL placement subset scores correlate with 
each other?

5. How well do the subset scores of the TOEFL correlate with 
the subset scores of the placement exam?

In response to research question (1), the Pearson (r) correlation for 
TOEFL scores and placement exam scores is .52. This represents a 
moderate correlation, but because the total TOEFL score is a summa-
tion of the subset scores, it is necessary to address research question 
(2), which looks at the correlation for the TOEFL subset scores and 
the placement exam scores. The speaking section of the TOEFL rep-
resents the highest correlation with the placement exam (r=.56). The 
next highest is the writing section (r=.48), followed by the listening 
(r=.45), and finally reading (r=.29). It is an interesting finding that the 
speaking section is the most highly correlated part of the TOEFL with 
regard to the placement exam, especially because the placement exam 
does not measure speaking. One explanation could be that because 
the population’s performance was the weakest in the speaking section, 
this section was the most reflective of language ability. 

In response to research question (3), all of the placement subset 
scores were well correlated with the placement exam score. The cloze 
test and placement score correlation yielded r=.80, while the summa-
ry and placement score was r=.88, and the essay and placement was 
r=.80. Because all sections correlated with .80 or higher, this shows 
that there may be some redundancy on the placement exam.

The subset scores of the placement exam had a moderate correla-
tion with each other, with the essay and summary sections ranking the 
highest (r=.61), followed by cloze test and essay (r=.53), and cloze test 
and summary (r=.50). The r value is the highest for the summary and 
essay parts of the placement exam; in other words, here lies the highest 
level of redundancy. The cloze test and summary are still moderately 
correlated, but they seem to be assessing different language skills. This 
finding, in conjunction with the results from research question (3), 
leads to the conclusion that the essay section is expendable without 
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much loss to the overall utility of the placement exam score. Further 
evidence for this is the high r value (.95) for the correlation between 
the cloze and summary subset scores and the total placement exam 
score.

For research question (5), the listening, reading, and writing sec-
tions of the TOEFL correlate the best with the cloze test of the place-
ment (r=.46, r=.38, and r=.50 respectively), while the speaking sec-
tion of the TOEFL correlates the best with the summary section of the 
placement exam (r=.48). 

Limitations
One of the limitations of using TOEFL scores in this study was 

the fact that many students took the test multiple times, sometimes 
resulting in a wide array of scores. The researcher chose to use the 
highest score for the sake of consistency, but that shrouds the test 
taker’s lower-scoring performances. One example, although it is an 
exception, is a dramatic case for the utility of the placement exam. 
This student took the TOEFL test five times, scoring as low as 47 and 
as high as 92. On the placement exam, however, this student scored 
a 27 (one of the lowest scores of the population). In other words, the 
TOEFL score was just under the population mean, while the place-
ment-exam score was more than two standard deviations below the 
mean. Because one cannot prepare for the placement exam and must 
take it “blindly,” perhaps it is more apt in showing the student’s ability. 
Moreover, the university is merely given the TOEFL and subset scores 
without any qualitative evidence of linguistic performance. Mean-
while, we can look at the placement exam and see which errors were 
committed, how often, and so forth.

Another consideration is the group of students who scored rel-
atively poorly on the TOEFL but performed well on the placement 
exam. One explanation for this is that these students might have taken 
an intensive English course in the time between the TOEFL and place-
ment exam. In effect, the placement score is more reflective of their 
current language ability compared to their score on TOEFL, which 
is a test that they might have taken six months or a year before being 
admitted to university.

One further limitation was the fact that the database available for 
this study did not provide TOEFL scores for every student. As a result, 
statistical analyses including the correlations did not represent every 
incoming international graduate student, but rather those who took 
the placement exam and had reported a TOEFL score.
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Discussion
Although there is a moderately positive correlation, there is no 

conclusive evidence that TOEFL scores can predict academic achieve-
ment or placement scores. This especially holds true for the middling 
scores, and less true for the extreme scores. As shown from the data, 
students who score 79 or lower on the TOEFL had an average score 
of 49.33 on the placement exam. Based on experience, this shows that 
further ESL instruction is needed for these students to be successful in 
their graduate programs at this university. Students with 110 or above 
TOEFL scores, on the other hand, averaged upward of 75 on the place-
ment exam, and, with few exceptions, proved themselves to be ready 
for rigorous academic work.

A number of factors may account for this pattern, including the 
nature of the test, the institutionalization of the test, and the content 
of the test. With regard to the TOEFL, the test taker can take crash 
courses and has ample access to study guides and materials. In addi-
tion, it is perfectly acceptable to take the test multiple times, and the 
lower scores are disregarded in favor of the highest one. Furthermore, 
the TOEFL has established itself as a key, defining marker for admis-
sions. Even though ETS warns that admission decisions “should not 
be based on TOEFL scores alone,” the reality is that this test score 
carries tremendous weight and can make or break an application. Be-
yond admissions, however, the utility of the TOEFL score decreas-
es, which Wongtrirat (2010) showed in a meta-analysis of whether 
TOEFL scores predict academic achievement. Granted, the extreme 
scores can help facilitate placement decisions, with the highest scores 
possibly exempting students from ESL courses and the lowest scores 
denoting the need for students to receive ESL instruction.

Still, a number of students want ESL instruction and see the ben-
efit of it given that they are progressing toward a graduate degree in a 
language other than their native one. These students ought to have the 
opportunity to take ESL classes that have been shown to cater to their 
linguistic needs more than the mainstream classes.

This study has contributed to the wealth of research around the 
TOEFL test and its predictive validity. Additionally, the comparison 
of the TOEFL and graduate-level ESL placement exam, as well as the 
profile of the students who are taking the placement test, aids in fu-
ture decision making about how to structure the ESL program to fit 
the needs of both the students and the university. Although there was 
only a slight trend indicating that TOEFL scores correlated with the 
placement-exam scores, the results can certainly facilitate advising 
with regard to the students with extreme scores. The students who 
score in the middle range can elect to enroll in the course (self-select) 
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or take the placement test to attempt to pass out of the requirement.
The results also suggest that the placement exam itself can be 

streamlined by taking out the essay section, given that the score plus 
summary scores can predict with near certainty the overall placement 
score. This, coupled with a smaller group of test takers, will save time, 
money, and energy with the administering of the test, grading, and 
advising.

The fact that the correlation was not high enough to disregard the 
placement exam in its entirety can be explained by the varying con-
structs of the two tests. The TOEFL is a massive-scale test of English 
designed to assess the proficiency of a wide range of test takers with 
diverse backgrounds and goals. The placement test, however, while 
still designed for students with a wide range of backgrounds, is more 
specialized in the sense that it is focused on the needs in a specific 
context, namely those of incoming international graduate students. 
Furthermore, the placement test matches the ESL curriculum so that 
deficiencies that are highlighted on the placement test are directly 
addressed in the subsequent ESL courses. In light of this system, the 
value of the local placement test holds strong.

Future Research
Ultimately, one of the central aims of this study is to better under-

stand the linguistic needs of the international graduate student popu-
lation at a northern California university, and the correlation analysis 
of test scores was the first step. The next step is to move beyond the ini-
tial stages that follow the students’ arrival, and to track their progress 
throughout their respective graduate programs. Given that this is a 
diverse group of students with different needs and who engage in vari-
ous academic disciplines, a qualitative or case study approach would 
create an opportunity to look deeper into the academic experience 
of international graduate students. Some questions to consider would 
be: Are these students well prepared after the ESL courses, or are they 
struggling? Should we continue to provide course work after the first 
year, and if so, what kind? Understanding the international graduate 
student population will allow the university to provide course work 
that is compatible with their needs.
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