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R E S E A R C H R E P O R T

The Use of TOEFL iBT® in Admissions Decisions: Stakeholder
Perceptions of Policies and Practices

Sara T. Cushing, Haoshan Ren, & Yi Tan

Georgia State University,

This paper reports partial results from a larger study of how three different groups of stakeholders—university admissions officers,
faculty in graduate programs involved in admissions decisions, and Intensive English Program (IEP) faculty—interpret and use TOEFL
iBT® scores in making admissions decisions or preparing students to meet minimum test score requirements. Our overall goal was to
gain a better understanding of the perceived role of English language proficiency in admissions decisions and the internal and external
factors that informdecisions about acceptableways to demonstrate proficiency andminimal standards. To that end,we designed surveys
for each stakeholder group that contained questions for all groups and questions specific to each group. This report focuses on the
questions that were common to all three groups across two areas: (1) understandings of and participation in institutional policymaking
around English language proficiency tests and (2) knowledge of and attitudes toward the TOEFL iBT test itself. Our results suggested
that, as predicted, university admissions staff were the most aware of and involved in policy making but frequently consulted with ESL
experts such as IEP faculty when setting policies. This stakeholder group was also the most knowledgeable about the TOEFL iBT test.
Faculty in graduate programs varied in their understanding of and involvement in policy making and reported the least familiarity
with the test. However, they reported that more information about many aspects of the test would help them make better admissions
decisions. The results of the study add to the growing literature on language assessment literacy among various stakeholder groups,
especially in terms of identifying aspects of assessment literacy that are important to different groups of stakeholders.

Keywords language assessment literacy; language testing policies; TOEFL iBT®; TOEFL® paper-based test; stakeholders; university
admissions officers; graduate program faculty; Intensive English Program (IEP) faculty; admissions decisions; test preparation;
proficiency; standards; surveys; policy making; Duolingo English Test; Pearson Test of English
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Introduction

Over the past few decades, as many colleges and universities in the United States have sought to increase their interna-
tional student populations, providing evidence of English language proficiency has become an important component of a
prospective student’s application dossier. Over time, institutions have developed policies and procedures around English
language proficiency assessment, including decisions about which tests to accept, what minimum scores to accept, and
alternatives to standardized proficiency assessments such as completing a course of English study, in an effort to ensure
that international students have sufficient language proficiency to be successful in a degree program.

Although the TOEFL® test, in its original paper form and now as the TOEFL iBT® test, has been the dominant profi-
ciency test in the United States for decades, with IELTS as a second major option, other test developers including Pearson
and Duolingo English Test have started promoting their tests (Pearson Test of English [PTE] and Duolingo English Test
[DET]) as more convenient or less expensive alternatives to TOEFL iBT and IELTS. As Ginther and Elder (2014) noted,
the entry into the market of new proficiency tests means that test score users need to be well equipped to understand the
claims of test makers in deciding which tests to accept as evidence of language proficiency and what information is neces-
sary to make decisions about minimum test scores. That is, decision makers and other stakeholders require a certain level
of assessment literacy (Stiggins, 1991; Taylor, 2009, 2013) to revise and adjust their policies in light of new information.
At the same time, test developers and researchers should “be sensitive to many different types of test stakeholder and the
varying ways in which they find themselves engaging with and understanding assessment issues” (Taylor, 2013, p. 407).

Corresponding author: S. Cushing, email: stcushing@gsu.edu
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S. T. Cushing et al. Use of TOEFL iBT® in Admissions Decisions

In the United States, admissions decisions are typically made by different groups of stakeholders at the undergraduate
and graduate levels. For undergraduates (both domestic and international), decisions aremost oftenmade centrally, within
an office of admissions. Specialists in international admissions are thus an important stakeholder group, and this group is
typically well trained in interpreting and using proficiency test scores.

In contrast, for many graduate programs, admissions decisions are made by department faculty themselves, sometimes
following an initial screening process by a graduate admissions office at the college or university level. Given that faculty
in graduate programs, particularly at the doctoral level, work closely with students and provide intensive mentoring to
them, they may have more of a personal investment in knowing how test scores relate to academic performance than
admissions professionals yet be less equipped with information about English proficiency testing that may be useful in
their decision making.

One relatively common administrative structure is to designate a director of graduate studies (DGS) or graduate coor-
dinator fromwithin the faculty, who is taskedwith leading the admissions process. ADGSmay ormay not have experience
with, knowledge about, or interest in language proficiency tests or the testing policies of their institution but nevertheless
needs to rely on test scores as one piece of evidence to take into consideration when deciding whether or not to admit a
student. Thus, DGSs (or their equivalent) are another important stakeholder group, and a group that has been relatively
underresearched.1

A third stakeholder group whose voices are important in admissions policies, even if they are not directly involved
in admissions decisions, is English language teaching professionals. At many institutions, an alternative to a language
proficiency score for admissions is successful completion of a program of English study, typically through an Intensive
English Program (IEP). There are many different models for how IEPs are administered and where they are housed in
an institution, but IEPs generally are staffed by faculty with a master’s degree in Teaching English as a Second Language
(TESOL) or equivalent and several years of teaching experience in higher education.

There are two important reasons why IEP faculty perceptions of language tests and testing policy are relevant to an
investigation of how language tests factor into admissions decision making. First, as Green (2018) noted in her study of
assessment practices in IEPs, exit decisions (i.e., how instructors determine that students have sufficient English profi-
ciency to matriculate into a degree program) are underresearched. IEPs are frequently autonomous units within a univer-
sity and have great latitude for setting their own standards for successful completion and thus for certifying that students
have attained a level of English proficiency that can be considered equivalent to the level represented by a minimum score
on a language proficiency test. At present, there is little empirical evidence to back up the claim that these two paths to
admission are equivalent.

Second, as experts in English language teaching, IEP faculty often serve as resources for other personnel at their insti-
tution who may have questions about minimum levels of proficiency recommended for academic study, specific language
tests, and other factors that might impinge on admissions decisions. In addition, IEPs frequently offer test preparation
courses to their students, and thus IEP faculty may have more up-to-date understanding of test structure and content
than the test users (i.e., decision makers) themselves. As Deygers and Malone (2019, p. 364) noted, admissions personnel
“seldom act independently andmay rely on feedback from a variety of stakeholders fromwithin and outside the university
system.” Deygers and Malone thus recommended investigations of “beliefs of stakeholders who advise and influence the
final policy makers. Such research could result in a better understanding not only of who the potential decision-makers
are, but also how and when they can influence policy.” For these reasons, including the perceptions of IEP faculty in a
study of stakeholders may provide a richer understanding of the factors that go into institutional policies on language tests
and their implementation.

Numerous scholars have called for more studies of the assessment literacy of various stakeholder groups so that lan-
guage testing professionals can collaborate effectively with these groups. By the same token, some researchers (Deygers
& Malone, 2019; Deygers & Vanbuel, 2022) have begun to note the importance of policy literacy (Lo Bianco, 2001) for
language testing professionals. That is, for language testing research to have impact on policies, researchers need to under-
stand how policies are created and implemented in light of real-world constraints and considerations. Similarly, for test
development agencies to be able to provide useful and timely information to score users about their tests, it may be helpful
to know more about the processes and people involved in setting policies and what other sources of information are being
consulted. For example, admissions officers may consult with English language teaching professionals at their institution
on issues related to proficiency tests, but these professionals may not have testing expertise or might not have kept up
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S. T. Cushing et al. Use of TOEFL iBT® in Admissions Decisions

with developments in language testing. In such cases, it may be as important for test developers to engage with English
language teachers who are advising admissions officers as it is to engage with the admissions staff themselves. With regard
to graduate admissions, it may be useful to know how graduate directors in various fields view the usefulness of English
language tests in admissions decisions vis-à-vis other evidence of readiness for graduate study.

This paper presents selected results from a larger study of the perceptions of these three stakeholder groups—
admissions professionals, graduate directors, and IEP faculty—on the use of TOEFL iBT in admissions decisions. We
were interested in exploring four main topics: (a) how English language proficiency in general, and TOEFL iBT scores
in particular, factor into admissions decisions; (b) the internal and external factors that inform decisions about accepting
specific proficiency tests and the setting of minimum test scores; (c) the degree to which different stakeholder groups are
aware of language testing policies at their institutions and how they are created; and (d) whether the three stakeholder
groups have a shared understanding of the structure of the TOEFL iBT and the interpretation of test scores. In this paper,
we focus on the third and fourth areas, reporting on survey results that explore what stakeholders understand about how
language policies are created at their institutions, alongwith their knowledge and beliefs about the usefulness of theTOEFL
iBT test scores in admissions decisions. In other words, we wanted to investigate both the assessment literacy and policy
literacy of these stakeholder groups and understand how these areas of knowledge impact decisions about admissions.

Literature Review

As Deygers and Malone (2019) noted, most assessment literacy studies have focused on teachers, but researchers have
begun to focus on what test users, particularly administrators responsible for admissions decisions, know about profi-
ciency tests (Malone & Montee, 2014) or need to know about assessment to use test scores appropriately (Baker, 2016;
Baker et al., 2014; Ginther & Elder, 2014; O’Loughlin, 2011, 2013). A few studies have taken a case study approach to the
use of proficiency tests in admissions decisions. For example, O’Loughlin (2011) used institutional documents, surveys,
and interviews to explore how administrative and academic staff at an Australian university used IELTS scores to select
international students and what knowledge and beliefs about IELTS they had. They found that use of IELTS entry scores
was based not on any understanding or implementation of a formal standard setting process but on “both a shared sense
across Australian universities of the required English standards and prevailing market forces (p. 141);” that is, the entry
score was set at a lower than optimal level, presumably because of competition for international students with other
institutions. O’Loughlin’s (2011, 2013) research pointed out a number of areas in which respondents’ knowledge of IELTS
was lacking and concluded that, in order for the interpretation and use of test scores to be valid and ethical, policy makers
and other stakeholders “need to be better educated about the interpretation and use of test scores and other measures of
proficiency” (p. 15).

Exploring university admissions in Flanders, Belgium, from a policy literacy perspective, Deygers and Vanbuel (2022)
similarly found that admissions policies were not based on empirical evidence but rather informed by “common sense
beliefs, institutional politics … market dynamics … and realpolitik” (p. 584).

In another case study approach, Ginther and Elder (2014) surveyed and interviewed faculty at one United States and
oneAustralian university to explore levels of knowledge about test scores and their use inmaking decisions about graduate
student admission. They found that the assessment literacy of participants was “limited” (Ginther & Elder, 2014, p. 26),
particularly in terms of knowing how to use test scores beyond the minimum cutoff score and their understanding of
current approaches to testing. Furthermore, they found that external factors such as economic and political exigencies
often overrode considerations of test validity in influencing test use. Their study was limited to two institutions, however,
and they conceded that additional confirmatory research was needed before their findings could be generalized.

Little if any research exists on the perceptions of international admissions officers regarding the interpretation and
use of English proficiency tests in the United States, although at least one study (Newcomb, 2017) has delved into the
experiences and training of international admissions officers. One recent dissertation (Wilson, 2021) explored the role
of admissions officers in deciding whether to accept the DET for admission at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic and
discussed the “potential consequences that may arise when test users lack a degree of language assessment literacy” (p. 5).

In the Australian context, O’Loughlin (2013) surveyed a sample of admissions staff at two Australian universities to
find out what information about the IELTS they needed to do their jobs and found that most staff were not required to use
test scores to make informed judgments about readiness for study; they simply needed to determine whether an applicant

TOEFL Research Report No. RR-101 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-01. © 2024 Educational Testing Service 3
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S. T. Cushing et al. Use of TOEFL iBT® in Admissions Decisions

met theminimum standard for admission. It is this situation that presumably prevails for most undergraduate admissions
officers in the United States, but this is an empirical question.

In summary, research has suggested that stakeholders in admissions decisions may have limited knowledge about lan-
guage tests beyond what is needed for their immediate needs and that aspects of test validity that are centrally important
to language testing professionals often take a back seat to other concerns, such as enrollment management, when set-
ting policies on admissions and using and interpreting language test scores. However, this research has been primarily
conducted as case studies and thus further research is warranted to ultimately be able to make generalizations.

Our study contributes to this literature through surveys of three stakeholder groups described above: admissions
officers responsible for international admissions at the undergraduate level; graduate directors who make admissions
decisions for their own programs; and IEP faculty, whose expertise in English language teaching is frequently called upon
in setting policy but who can also recommend students for matriculation in lieu of a proficiency test.

Our study explored several issues related to English proficiency in admissions decisions,2 including questions specific
to each stakeholder group. For the purposes of this report, we focus on the following specific research questions that
address the factors of knowledge dissemination and beliefs:

1. What do participants know about language policies at their institution?

a. What tests are accepted, and what are the minimum test scores?
b. Who is responsible for setting these policies?
c. What factors are considered when setting policy, and who is consulted?

2. What knowledge, beliefs and attitudes do participants have toward the TOEFL iBT test?

a. What do participants report knowing and believing about the TOEFL iBT test?
b. To what extent are these areas of knowledge and belief consistent across the three stakeholder groups?
c. What do participants feel they need to know in order tomake appropriate admissions decisions and/or prepare

students for matriculating?

Methodology

Survey Development

Our original plan was to conduct face-to-face focus groups with our three stakeholder groups (admissions officers, grad-
uate directors, and IEP faculty) at three different institutions as in-depth case studies of (a) how these stakeholder groups
interacted with each other to establish, revise, and implement English language policies and (b) the degree to which there
were shared understandings of the level of English proficiency needed for academic success within each institution. We
planned to follow up these case studies with surveys targeted at larger samples from each group, investigating our original
research questions along with any that emerged from the focus groups. However, the COVID-19 pandemic precluded
travel for research, and we were unable to arrange for in-depth data collection at specific institutions. Instead, we concen-
trated our initial efforts on developing surveys to investigate our research questions, conducting a series of focus groups
and interviews with individual members of each stakeholder group to gather information that would be useful in refining
our research questions and survey items.

Through personal contacts, we were able to arrange three focus groups with IEP faculty members at different institu-
tions. It was more challenging to arrange focus groups with admissions professionals, in part because we had very few
personal contacts we could call upon, and the international admissions staff at our own university declined to participate,
citing a heavy workload. We were able to arrange one focus group of three admissions professionals in Georgia, but ulti-
mately only two attended. We then interviewed an additional admissions professional from an institution in the Midwest
using the same format. T hat respondent also provided us with insights into our draf tsurvey and helped us revise our
questions both at that interview and later through email.

Finally, we held three focus groups with graduate directors from a range of disciplines (business, biology, computer
science, music, and applied linguistics) at our own institution. The faculty from the business department informed us that
they relied heavily on international recruiters to screen prospective students and evaluate their language proficiency. We
therefore scheduled an interviewwith two of these recruiters to explore their ideas about language proficiency assessments.
We also interviewed the dean and one staffmember in the graduate school of our institution for their insights because the

4 TOEFL Research Report No. RR-101 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-01. © 2024 Educational Testing Service
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S. T. Cushing et al. Use of TOEFL iBT® in Admissions Decisions

graduate admissions process begins in the graduate school. Although these interviews were fruitful and suggested that
college or university-level graduate admissions specialists might be another stakeholder group, we ultimately decided not
to include them as a separate group for this study. The focus groups and interviews are summarized in Table 1.

Based on our review of the relevant literature and informationwe received fromparticipants fromourmain stakeholder
groups as described above, we created, pilot tested, and distributed surveys targeted at each group (Surveys can be found
here: https://tinyurl.com/5xzb6ka). The surveys contained several sections that were parallel, if not identical, across the
three groups.

Surveys were administered via the Qualtrics platform. In addition to demographic information about the respondent’s
institution, each survey had the following sections: knowledge of English language testing policy, awareness of English
language support for matriculated students, and understanding of TOEFL iBT test content and score interpretation. The
graduate director and IEP faculty surveys also had specific questions relevant to specific issues that affected only them;
results of these sections are reported elsewhere. Lastly, respondents were asked to evaluate and comment on one TOEFL
iBT independent essay response in terms of the writer’s perceived readiness to begin an academic program and estimated
total TOEFL iBT score range. At the end of the survey, participants were invited to complete a second survey, in which
they could evaluate up to eight additional essays for a small honorarium. However, due to space limitations, we are not
reporting on the writing evaluations in this report.

Participants

As described previously, three groups of participants were recruited to participate in the study: faculty from IEPs where
completion of the IEP satisfies the English language proficiency requirement, staff from undergraduate admissions office
involved in international admissions decisions, and faculty who make decisions about graduate admissions (typically,
graduate directors from individual programs). Participants were recruited through listservs, personal contacts, and exam-
ination of university websites for relevant names and contact information. Graduate directors were recruited primarily
through individualized emails, while IEP faculty were recruited first through relevant listservs and later through emails
to IEP directors who were asked to share the survey with their faculty. Admissions faculty were recruited mainly through
bulk (i.e., nonindividualized) emails to a list of US-based admissions officers that had been shared with us by another
researcher. Recruitment began in February 2022 and was completed in July 2022. Not everyone who began the survey
completed it; however, when possible, we included data from incomplete surveys (e.g., data from those participants who
completed the sections of the survey that were relevant to this report). Table 2 summarizes the survey responses from
each participant group.

In total, 266 participants from 90 institutions began the surveys, but only 219 completed them (see Table 2 for a
summary). Since respondents were recruited through a variety of means, it is impossible to calculate an exact response
rate. However, we can estimate response rates from the number of individual emails sent out. For graduate directors,

Table 1 Focus Group and Interview Summary

Description UA GD IEP Graduate admissions and recruiters

Number of groups 2 3 3 2
Number of participants 3 7 15 4
Number of institutions 3 1 3 1

Note. UA = undergraduate admissions; GD = graduate directors; IEP = intensive English programs.

Table 2 Survey Respondents

Main survey Second survey (Essay evaluation)

Item UA GD IEP UA GD IEP

Started 73 147 46 Started 30 42 22
Completed (>50%) 59 125 35 Completed (4+ essays) 26 32 16

Note. UA = undergraduate admissions; GD = graduate directors; IEP = intensive English programs.

TOEFL Research Report No. RR-101 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-01. © 2024 Educational Testing Service 5
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S. T. Cushing et al. Use of TOEFL iBT® in Admissions Decisions

Table 3 Institutions Represented in the Main Surveys

Trait UA (n = 50) IEP faculty (n = 23) GD (n = 35)

Location
New England & Mid East 10 (20%) 5 (22%) 8 (23%)
Great Lakes & Plains 13 (26%) 3 (13%) 9 (26%)
Southeast 11 (22%) 8 (35%) 9 (26%)
Southwest & Rocky Mts 3 (6%) 4 (17%) 4 (11%)
Far West 13 (26%) 4 (17%) 4 (11%)

Control
Public 29 (48%) 16 (70%) 27 (77%)
Private 21 (42%) 7 (30%) 8 (23%)

Selectivity of UA program
Inclusive 9 (18%) 5 (22%) 6 (17%)
Selective 19 (38%) 10 (44%) 9 (26%)
More selective 22 (44%) 8 (35%) 20 (57%)

Note. UA = undergraduate admissions; IEP = intensive English programs; GD = graduate directors.

374 emails were sent out and 125 usable responses were received for an approximate response rate of 33%. For admis-
sions officers, we sent bulk emails to a list of 474 names. The response rate for this group was closer to 12%. Finally,
since IEP faculty were recruited primarily through listservs, it is difficult to estimate a response rate. However, we
were aware of 55 IEPs that met our criteria and received responses from at least one person at 23, or 42%, of these
programs. For the second (optional) survey, 94 agreed to take the survey and 74 completed enough to qualify for an
honorarium.

Institutions Represented

Respondents were asked to identify their institutions in the survey, but not all respondents chose to do so. A total of
90 institutions were identified by at least one participant in one or more of the three surveys. Table 3 below describes the
demographic characteristics of these institutions based on the 2021 Carnegie Classifications of Institutions of Higher Edu-
cation (https://carnegieclassifications.acenet.edu/). Note that this table refers to institutions, not individual respondents,
as there were multiple respondents from several universities.

As the table shows, all regions of the continental United States were represented in all three groups. For IEPs and
graduate directors, the majority of respondents worked at public universities, whereas the undergraduate admissions
officers were more evenly balanced. As for selectivity, the sample leaned heavily toward more selective institutions, except
for IEP faculty.

Data Analysis

Because this is an exploratory study, we provide summaries of the responses to the relevant survey items. How-
ever, in a few cases where it is relevant to our research questions, we also conducted one-way ANOVAs across the
three stakeholder groups. Although we recognize that Likert-type rating scale scores are not interval data, we fol-
low Norman (2010), who argued that ANOVA is robust to violations of nonnormality and thus can be used with
Likert-type items.

Results

RQ1: Testing Policies

All three surveys included similar questions about policies related to language tests in admissions: which English language
proficiency tests are accepted for admission, what the minimum scores are, and who is responsible for setting policies
in these areas. Our main interest was not in making generalizations about specific policies but in the degree to which
participants from the three groupswere aware of policies and how they are set. Our assumption, based on our focus groups
and literature review, is that international undergraduate admissions officers would be most familiar with such policies

6 TOEFL Research Report No. RR-101 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-01. © 2024 Educational Testing Service
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Table 4 Percentage of Respondents Reporting Acceptance of Different English Language Proficiency Tests for Admissions

UA GD IEP
Test (n = 60) (n = 124) (n = 35)

TOEFL iBT test 100% 98% 100%
TOEFL paper-based testa 67% 69% 49%
IELTS 98% 84% 94%
Pearson Test of English (PTE) 62% 15% 46%
Duolingo English Test (DET) 93% 32% 57%
Other (please specify) 25% 7% 31%

Note. UA= undergraduate admissions; GD= graduate directors; IEP= intensive English programs. aWe included TOEFL paper-based
test based in our focus group results, even though this name is outdated.

and graduate directors the least. We therefore focus our discussion here not so much on the actual survey responses, but
the degree to which responses differ across groups.

Our first question about testing policies was the following:

To the best of your knowledge, what tests does your institution accept as evidence of English language proficiency
for undergraduate students (UA/IEP)/graduate students (GD)? Check all that apply.

Table 4 summarizes the responses to these questions. As the table shows, all three groups reported accepting the TOEFL
iBT test, and the vast majority reported accepting IELTS. There was less consistency between groups, particularly between
admissions officers and graduate directors, on some of the other tests. Specifically, themajority of admissions professionals
reported accepting the PTE and DET, while fewer graduate directors reported accepting these tests. While it may well be
that graduate admissions policies differ from undergraduate policies, a perhaps more likely explanation for this discrep-
ancy is that graduate directors may be unfamiliar with these tests and were therefore disinclined to select them as options.

Even thoughwe recognize that there are only very limited circumstances under which a paper format of TOEFL is used,
we included the TOEFL paper-based test as an option on our surveys based on comments by our focus group participants,
many ofwhombegan their careers before the advent of the TOEFL iBT and have not followed the evolution of the TOEFL®
products closely; in fact, some respondents referred to levels of proficiency in terms of the original TOEFL scale (e.g., “we
look for a 550 TOEFL score”). In our survey results, graduate directors were somewhat more likely to state that TOEFL
paper-based tests were accepted for admission than other participants, which may suggest less awareness of the changes
in the TOEFL family of tests over the past three decades.

For those who selected “other” on this question, space was provided to name additional tests. The most frequent tests
mentioned were SAT® or ACT (9), the CAE (now known as the Cambridge C1 Advanced Exam), and ITEP. TheTOEFL®
Essentials™ test was mentioned by two participants (one GD and one IEP) and the TOEFL iBT Home Edition by one UA
respondent. UA and IEP participants were far more likely to provide names of additional tests than graduate directors,
as the table shows.

Following this question, as well as others where we were not sure our list of options was comprehensive, participants
were presented with an opportunity to clarify their responses; for example, the next survey question said, “Please clarify
your answer to the previous question (optional).” Only four undergraduate admissions staff offered comments on this
question. Two referred to the paper-based TOEFL (e.g., “I know the paper-based test is phasing out but results are valid
2 years.”) and two mentioned other ways of demonstrating proficiency (e.g., “If a student has taken an SAT or ACT exam
and met a certain exam score, we would consider that as proficient as well.”).

There were 22 open-ended comments from graduate directors. Even though the question asked for clarification on
specific tests, five participants commented that policies were set by the university or graduate school (e.g., “These are
decided by the Graduate College, not our program. We do not have any specific requirements concerning English.”). Five
expressed uncertainty about whether some of the tests would be accepted (e.g., “I’m actually not sure we *don’t* accept
Pearson or Duolingo. But I’ve never seen them used.”).

Two participants took the opportunity here to express their personal opinions about the DET (in all, seven responses
mentioned DET, by far the test most often mentioned). The first was “I argued for Duolingo and lost,” while the second

TOEFL Research Report No. RR-101 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-01. © 2024 Educational Testing Service 7
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S. T. Cushing et al. Use of TOEFL iBT® in Admissions Decisions

Table 5 Unit(s) Responsible for Setting Policies About Accepting Tests of English Proficiency for Admissions

UA GD IEP
Unit (n = 64) (n = 125) (n = 35)

State-level policy (Board of regents or equivalent) 6% 7% 11%
Chief academic officer (Provost) or equivalent 30% 12% 11%
Faculty/University senate 17% 14% 9%
Admissions office or equivalent 80% 38% 54%
Each college makes its own decision about what tests to accept 3 % 8% 6%
Graduate schoola - 28% -
Each department makes its own decision about what tests to accept 8% 17% 6%
Other (please describe below) 8% 18% 6%
I don’t know 2% 22% 34%

Note. UA = undergraduate admissions; GD = graduate directors; IEP = intensive English programs. aThis answer was volunteered by
many participants in the graduate director survey.

stated: “Our institutionmade a policy of accepting Duolingo English Test scores during the pandemic and decided to con-
tinue this policy moving forward. We have been attempting to push back against this, and we’ve decided as a department
not to list DET scores as an option.”

Thenext question was the following:

To the best of your knowledge, who is responsible for setting policies about which tests of English proficiency are
accepted for undergraduate admission (UA/IEP)/graduate admission (GD) at your university? Check all that apply.

Participants were allowed to select more than one answer, so the reported percentages represent the percentage of
respondents selecting each option and do not add up to 100%. Again, we were interested both in the variety of answers
along with the degree of familiarity with the policies. As Table 5 shows, for all three groups, the admissions office or
equivalent was most often mentioned. The second most frequent response for undergraduate admissions participants was
the provost or equivalent, with others mentioning the faculty/university senate, suggesting some academic oversight of
the process. Among graduate directors, the second most frequent response was not one of the options on the survey but
was volunteered in the comments: 35 participants (28%) stated that the graduate school or equivalent at their university
was responsible for these decisions. A substantial number of respondents, particularly among graduate directors and IEP
faculty, selected “I don’t know” as a response.

Here again, participants were offered an opportunity to clarify their response. Forty-seven graduate directors com-
mented, most of them stating that decisions were made at the level of the graduate school, as noted above. However, some
respondents expressed uncertainty about this point. For example, one respondent wrote: “I assume it is the university’s
Graduate School.” A few responses outlined the process in more detail as in the following comment: “These scores are
in our university rules. They are recommended by Graduate Council and then voted upon by Graduate Faculty, Faculty
Senate and Board of Trustees.”

A few respondents commented on theminimum scores rather than on the tests here, as in this response: “TheGraduate
School establishes which tests may be used and minimum scores, but colleges and departments may establish greater
rigor.”

We then asked the following question: “Do you know how minimum TOEFL iBT scores are set at your institution? If you
answer yes, we will ask you about it in the next question.” Participants who answered yes to this question were then asked:
“Who is responsible for setting policies on minimum TOEFL iBT scores for undergraduate admission at your institution?
Check all that apply.” Accordingly, the percentages in the first row of Table 6 refer to percentages of the total sample that
claimed to have knowledge of how scores are set and thus being presented with the options. As the table shows, and as we
expected, undergraduate admissions officers weremuchmore likely than participants from the other two groups to report
knowing howminimum scores were set.While 66% of undergraduate admissions officers responded yes to the knowledge
question, only 40%of IEP faculty and 19.9% of graduate faculty did so, reflecting their relative lack of closeness to the issue.

In all three groups, the admissions office was identifiedmost often as being responsible for settingminimum standards.
Not surprisingly, graduate directors were most likely to respond that decisions were made at the college or department

8 TOEFL Research Report No. RR-101 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-01. © 2024 Educational Testing Service
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S. T. Cushing et al. Use of TOEFL iBT® in Admissions Decisions

Table 6 Unit(s) Responsible for Setting Policies About Minimum Test Scores

UA GD IEP
Unit (n = 41, 66%) (n = 22, 20%) (n = 14, 40%)

State-level policy (Board of regents or equivalent) 5% 5% 14%
Chief academic officer (Provost) or equivalent 22% 18% 36%
Faculty/University senate 12% 9% 7%
Admissions office or equivalent 95% 50% 64%
Each college makes its own decision about what tests to accept 10% 18% 0%
Each department makes its own decision about what tests to accept 5% 23% 0%
Other (please describe below) 15% 18% 14%
I don’t know 5% 5% 14%

Note. UA = undergraduate admissions; GD = graduate directors; IEP = intensive English programs.

Table 7 Open-Ended Responses to the Question: Have you personally been involved in standard setting?

Group Responses Nature of comments

UA Yes: 26 Work with units on campus (6)
No: 7 Consult with other institutions (5)

Review materials from testing companies (2)
Look at concordances between tests (3)
Use internal data (3)

GD Yes: 8 Only those with specific expertise responded
No: 10

IEP Yes: 10 Consulted by other units on tests and cutoffs
No: 2

Note. UA = undergraduate admissions; GD = graduate directors; IEP = intensive English programs.

level, with no IEP faculty choosing those options. Of course, the sample sizes are relatively small for these questions as
they were presented only to those who claimed to have knowledge of the process, so these results should be viewed with
caution.

Participants were next askedwhether they had been involved in setting English proficiency standards:Have you person-
ally been involved in setting English language proficiency standards for any program at your university? If so, please describe
your experience briefly. Because this was an open-ended question rather than a yes/no choice, many participants (the vast
majority, in the case of graduate directors) chose not to respond at all, perhaps implying a negative answer. A summary
of the responses among the three groups are found in Table 7.

Among admissions professionals, 15 answered yes, either without specifying further or by naming a specific test that
they had been involved in discussions about, while seven said no. Eleven others said yes, while providing more detail
of various kinds. Six mentioned specific units that they worked with (departments, the English Language Center, the
Of f ice of Institutional Research) and f ive mentioned that they consulted with other institutions. In terms of data that they
consulted, two mentioned information from testing companies, three mentioned correlations between tests, and three
mentioned internal data.

Among IEP faculty, 12 provided responses to this question, 10 in the affirmative and two in the negative. The 10 who
responded in the affirmative all stated that they were frequently consulted by other officials in the university. Example
comments include the following:

• “Yes. Consult with departments to determine what level of English language proficiency is needed to successfully
complete their program and be successful in their work upon graduation. Based on that information, cutoff scores
are set.”

• “Yes, I am frequently asked about new tests - whether I would recommend to accept them (i.e., Duolingo, at home
TOEFL, my best scores, etc.) and score recommendations.”

Among graduate directors, only 18 provided answers to this question, of which 10 simply responded “no.” Only three
respondents provided specific answers describing their participation, as in this example: “As Associate Dean, I researched

TOEFL Research Report No. RR-101 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-01. © 2024 Educational Testing Service 9
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S. T. Cushing et al. Use of TOEFL iBT® in Admissions Decisions

Table 8 Factors for Setting Minimum Scores (Undergraduate Admissions [UA] and Intensive English Programs [IEP])

Factor Group I don’t know
Not very
important

Somewhat
important

Very
important N(n)

State-level policy (Board of regents or equivalent) UA 14% 66% 18% 16% 58(50)
IEP 47% 47% 29% 24% 32(17)

Formal standard setting procedures UA 9% 18% 45% 37% 56(51)
IEP 42% 11% 50% 39% 31(18)

Information from test publishers UA 5% 6% 51% 44% 58(55)
IEP 34% 0% 52% 48% 31(20)

Advice from language teaching or testing expert(s)
at your institution

UA 5% 9% 40% 51% 58(55)
IEP 26% 9% 30% 61% 32(24)

Admissions practices at similar universities UA 2% 0% 31% 69% 59(58)
IEP 30% 0% 39% 61% 33(11)

Admissions practices at more selective universities UA 5% 12% 50% 33% 58(55)
IEP 34% 0% 52% 48% 32(21)

Enrollment management decisions (e.g., increasing
or decreasing international student enrollment)

UA 5% 19% 42% 33% 57(54)
IEP 33% 9% 41% 50% 33(22)

Pressure from applicants UA 2% 67% 28% 4% 57 (56)
IEP 44% 50% 44% 6% 32(18)

Other (please describe below) UA 47% 12% 0% 88% 15(8)
IEP 77% 50% 0% 50% 9(2)

Note. N represents the total of those responding to the item, and (n) represents those who did not answer “I don’t know.” Percentages
in bold indicate the most frequent response.

the various tests, scores at dozens of universities, including our benchmarking institutions and presented the information
to Graduate Council for them to make an informed decision.”

One question in this section was addressed to undergraduate admissions staff and IEP faculty but not to graduate
directors: “To the best of your knowledge, how important are the following factors when determining minimum English
language proficiency standards and/or accepting new tests at your university?” Table 8 displays the results, with the most
frequent response in bold face in each row. Note that the percentages of respondents in the columns representing the
relative importance of factors have been adjusted to exclude those answering, “I don’t know." As the table shows, the
factor that was judged the most important for both groups was “admissions decisions at similar universities,” with
approximately two/thirds of respondents rating this as “very important.” For IEP faculty, this factor was tied with “Advice
from language teaching or testing expert(s) at your institution.” IEP faculty, though a small sample, tended to rate the
importance of admissions practices at more selective institutions, enrollment management decisions, and pressure from
applicants higher than did admissions officers, reflecting perhaps some skepticism of the admissions process from some
survey respondents.

Three admissions officers made clarifying comments to this question. In all three cases, the respondents stated that
their standards were high due to faculty input or the selective nature of the institution. For example, one respondent
wrote: “For ‘Other’ there is a lot of pressure from faculty to keep our TOEFL minimum quite high (95). Their reasoning
as I understand it is that the College does not offer any language acquisition courses, nor any writing classes for language
learners, so the student needs to be able to succeed pretty independently from day 1.”

Among four IEP faculty providing clarification comments, two took somewhat critical stances toward testing and/or
admissions practices. One wrote:

“Assessments should have standards and institutional monetary concerns are irrelevant. Sure, it’s a business model
but it is a poor one. Some ivy league schools do not have IEPs or lower levels of IEP and yet it does not deter
applications. Having an appropriate bar ensures student success and reduces frustrations with having to take IEP
courses. Those making decisions do not see the impact it has locally on students, faculty, and graduation success
when standards are compromised to lower acceptance requirements (this applies to domestic students as well).”

10 TOEFL Research Report No. RR-101 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-01. © 2024 Educational Testing Service
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S. T. Cushing et al. Use of TOEFL iBT® in Admissions Decisions

Another had this to say:

“The school is now [SAT/ACT] test-optional (following others), so HS transcripts and references are more impor-
tant than ever—evenwhen considering English prof iciency. It’s a liberal arts school, sowe still look for well-rounded
students who have used English in a purposeful way outside of the classroom (e.g., community service, civic engage-
ment, athletics, etc.). Applicants requested/demanded that the college accept the DET because other schools were
accepting it. TOEFL Essentials was also accepted, but it was not widely available. Cut-Scores at peer or aspirant insti-
tutions are/were very important. Any information from the test publisher needs to be written for non-experts who
increasingly question the value of tests. How does the test address DEI and social justice issues? How is stereotype
threat minimized? etc etc.”

To summarize briefly, the responses to this set of questions across the three stakeholder groups showed variations
in knowledge about university policies regarding the acceptance of specific tests and setting minimal standards and how
such policies are set. Not surprisingly, admissions professionals were themost informed about these policies, with graduate
directors the least informed. IEP faculty reported being consulted frequently in their areas of expertise, though at least
some of these respondents expressed some skepticism over how decisions on policies are made.

RQ2: Familiarity With the TOEFL iBT Test

Our second research question addresses the degree to which stakeholder groups have similar understandings and beliefs
about the TOEFL iBT test. To address this question, we first asked about participants’ familiarity with various aspects
of the TOEFL iBT test. They were asked to rate their familiarity with these aspects of the test on a scale from 1 to 5, 1
being “not familiar at all” and 5 being “extremely familiar.” Following this question, we asked about the importance of this
knowledge for admissions decisions (in the case of undergraduate admissions and graduate directors); for IEP faculty, we
asked more generally how important the knowledge was for IEP faculty, also using a 5-point scale, with 1 labeled as “not
at all important” and 5 as “extremely important.” These questions were worded as follows:

• “How familiar are you with the following aspects of the TOEFL iBT test?” [identical for all three groups]
• “For you to make informed admissions decisions, how important is it to be familiar with the following aspects of

the TOEFL iBT test?” [Undergraduate admissions]
• “For you to make the best admissions decisions, how important is it to be familiar with the following aspects of the

TOEFL iBT test?” [Graduate directors]
• “In your opinion, how important is it for your IEP faculty to be familiar with the following aspects of the TOEFL

iBT test?” [IEP faculty]

Table 9 summarizes participants’ familiarity with aspects of the TOEFL iBT test, and Table 10 summarizes their views
on how important it is to be familiar with them. Table 9 also includes the results of a one-way ANOVA comparing the
familiarity of each aspect of TOEFL iBT across the groups.

As Table 9 shows, undergraduate admissions officers reported being familiar with the components of the test, the
information in the score report, how to interpret total and part scores, the validity and reliability of the TOEFL iBT, and
how long scores are valid, this last point being the highest scores. For ease of interpretation, mean scores of 3.5 or higher
are presented in bold face. IEP faculty reported being familiar with the different components of the test, how students
can prepare for the test, and how to interpret test scores. Graduate directors, in contrast, were not very familiar with any
aspects of the test, exceedingmean scores of 2.5 only in knowing the information included in the score report, interpreting
total and part scores, and knowing how long scores are valid. For the rest of the items, the mean scores were lower than
2.5, indicating that themajority of scores were 1 or 2. Themean scores for graduate directors were statistically significantly
lower than those for admissions officers on all items, and lower than those of IEP faculty for all items except for knowledge
about when TOEFL scores expire. IEP and admissions scores were similar on all items except the differences between the
paper-based TOEFL test and the TOEFL iBT test and how students can prepare for the test (IEP faculty reported more
knowledge on these items) and, similar to graduate directors, when test scores expire (IEP faculty knew less).

As for the importance of these aspects of knowledge, only admissions officers had any mean scores greater than 3.5, as
shown in Table 10. IEP faculty, in particular, did have any mean scores over 3.5, in contrast to the previous table. Because
the items were not identical across the three surveys, we could not perform any statistical tests to compare across groups.

TOEFL Research Report No. RR-101 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-01. © 2024 Educational Testing Service 11
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S. T. Cushing et al. Use of TOEFL iBT® in Admissions Decisions

Table 9 Familiarity with Aspects of TOEFL iBT

UA GD IEP
Structure Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Sig. Diff.

Test structure
Thedifferent components of the test 3.5 0.9 2.5 1.3 3.8 1.2 GD<UA & IEP
How the TOEFL iBT test differs from the (old)

TOEFL paper-based test
2.8 1.1 1.8 1.2 3.4 1.4 GD<UA< IEP

How the TOEFL iBT test differs from other
standardized proficiency tests

3.1 1.0 1.8 1.2 3.3 1.2 GD<UA & IEP

How students can prepare to take the TOEFL iBT test 2.9 1.2 2.1 1.3 3.9 1.0 GD<UA< IEP
Scoring and score reporting
How the test is scored 3.2 1.0 2.1 1.3 3.4 1.2 GD<UA & IEP
The information included in a score report 3.7 1.0 2.6 1.3 3.4 1.3 GD<UA & IEP
How to interpret total test score 3.7 1.0 2.7 1.4 3.6 1.2 GD<UA & IEP
How to interpret section scores 3.6 1.1 2.6 1.4 3.5 1.3 GD<UA & IEP
Validity of test scores
Validity and reliability of the TOEFL iBT scores 3.6 1.0 2.3 1.3 3.4 3.1 GD<UA & IEP
How long scores are valid (i.e., when they expire) 3.8 1.2 2.7 1.5 3.1 1.3 UA>GD & IEP

Note. UA = undergraduate admissions; GD = graduate directors; IEP = intensive English programs. Mean scores of 3.5 or higher are
noted in bold.

Table 10 Perception of Importance of Aspects of the TOEFL iBT Test

UA GD IEP

Aspect Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Test structure
Thedifferent components of the test 3.5 0.9 2.7 1.2 3.3 1.2
How the TOEFL iBT test differs from the (old) TOEFL paper-based test 2.8 1.1 2.2 1.1 2.5 1.2
How the TOEFL iBT test differs from other standardized proficiency tests 3.1 1.0 2.2 1.1 2.9 1.0
How students can prepare to take the TOEFL iBT test 2.7 1.1 2.2 1.1 3.5 1.2
Scoring and score reporting
How the test is scored 3.5 1.0 2.6 1.2 2.9 1.0
The information included in a score report 3.7 0.9 2.9 1.2 2.9 0.9
How to interpret total test score 3.8 1.0 3.1 1.2 3.1 1.1
How to interpret section scores 3.7 1.0 3.0 1.3 3.0 1.2
Validity of test scores
Validity and reliability of the TOEFL iBT scores 3.9 0.9 2.9 1.3 3.0 1.1
How long scores are valid (i.e., when they expire) 3.9 0.9 2.8 1.3 2.7 1.2

Note. UA = undergraduate admissions; GD = graduate directors; IEP = intensive English programs. Mean scores of 3.5 or higher are
noted in bold.

In order to compare the perceived importance of each factor with its perceived familiarity, we subtracted the mean
familiarity score from the mean importance score for each group. Results are presented in Table 11; note that a positive
difference indicates that the importance score is higher than the familiarity score, suggesting thatmore information in this
area would be useful. Here there are striking differences among the groups. For admissions officers, the differences were
small in most areas, though they felt it might be important to know more about how the test was scored (difference= .32),
validity and reliability of the test (difference = .25), and how to interpret total scores (difference = .18). The only area
in which their knowledge substantially exceeded their perception of its importance was in how to prepare for the test
(difference = −.15).

For IEP faculty, perceived familiarity exceeded importance in every category, sometimes substantially, as in the differ-
ence between the old TOEFL paper-based test and the TOEFL iBT (dif ference = −.76). Other difference scores ranged
from−.32 (similarity to other tests) to−.53 (information on score reports). This suggests that IEP faculty who participated
in the study felt they knew more about the test than was necessary to fulfill their job requirements.

Theopposite was true of graduate directors, whose ratings of importance were lower than those of familiarity, suggest-
ing that they felt they would benefit from additional knowledge in every area (even if the absolute importance was not

12 TOEFL Research Report No. RR-101 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-01. © 2024 Educational Testing Service
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S. T. Cushing et al. Use of TOEFL iBT® in Admissions Decisions

Table 11 Differences in Mean Scores Between Familiarity and Importance

Trait UA GD IEP

Test structure
Thedifferent components of the test −0.03 0.23 −0.47
How the TOEFL iBT test differs from the (old) TOEFL PBT test 0.05 0.36 −0.76
How the TOEFL iBT test differs from other standardized proficiency tests 0.00 0.44 −0.32
How students can prepare to take the TOEFL iBT test −0.15 0.09 −0.44
Scoring and score reporting
How the test is scored 0.32 0.57 −0.44
The information included in a score report −0.02 0.31 −0.53
How to interpret total test score 0.18 0.39 −0.50
How to interpret section score 0.05 0.40 −0.44
Validity of test scores
Validity and reliability of the TOEFL iBT scores 0.25 0.59 −0.35
How long scores are valid (i.e., when they expire) 0.07 0.13 −0.35

Note. UA = undergraduate admissions; GD = graduate directors; IEP = intensive English programs. Positive numbers indicate that
participants’ ratings of familiarity are lower than their ratings of importance.

Table 12 Belief Statements About TOEFL iBT

UA GD IEP
Statement (n = 54-55) (n = 119) (n = 34-35) Sig. Diff.

TOEFL [iBT] is trustworthy 4.49 (.57) 3.67 (.91) 3.94 (.94) UG>GD,IEP
TOEFL [iBT] is useful for making admission decisions 4.56 (.57) 3.94 (.92) 3.74 (1.01) UG>GD,IEP
TOEFL[iBT] is secure 4.26 (.81) 3.56 (.86) 3.86 (1.03) UG>GD
TOEFL [iBT] measures proficiency accurately 4.25 (.62) 3.50 (.86) 3.72 (.99) UG>GD,IEP
TOEFL [iBT] is more valid and reliable than other

proficiency tests
3.33 (.86) 3.16 (.86) 3.13 (.86) N/A

Note. UA = undergraduate admissions; GD = graduate directors; IEP = intensive English programs. The survey itself did not specify
TOEFL iBT, but our data from focus groups and qualitative comments suggest that participants use the term “TOEFL” generically to
refer to the TOEFL iBT.

as high as it was for the other two groups). The two areas with the largest difference between perceived importance and
familiarity were validity and reliability (difference = .59) and how the test is scored (difference = .57).

Next, we asked participants to indicate the degree of their agreement with five statements about the TOEFL iBT
test. Their responses are summarized in Table 12. One-way ANOVAs showed significant differences at p< .001 for all
statements except one, with medium to large effect sizes. As the table shows, admissions officers had the highest rate of
agreement, with averages above four on all questions apart from the last one. Graduate directors were most positive about
the statement that TOEFL is useful for making admissions decisions, while IEP faculty had the highest mean scores for
the statement that TOEFL is trustworthy. All three groups were relatively neutral on the statement that TOEFL is more
reliable and valid than other proficiency tests; this was also the only item that did not differ significantly among the three
groups, based on one-way ANOVAs. It may be that respondents (particularly graduate directors) may be unfamiliar with
other tests and thus were not sure how to answer this question. Based on post hoc tests, undergraduate admissions officers
had significantly higher levels of agreement than graduate directors on all the other statements and significantly higher
levels of agreement than IEP faculty on all except the security of the TOEFL.

Finally, we asked participants where they got their information about the TOEFL iBT test. We offered five options and
invited participants to comment on additional sources. The results are summarized in Table 13.

As the table shows, for UG admissions of f icers, the most frequent source of information by far was ETS materials
or training (78%) with discussions with language specialists the second highest (48%). For IEP faculty, the main source of
their knowledge was having taught TOEFL preparation courses (79.4), followed closely by materials from ETS (76.5%).
Participants from both of these groups frequently reported having information from multiple sources.

For graduate directors, in contrast, the top source of knowledge (24%) was having taken the old TOEFL paper-based
test themselves. This may not be surprising, given that faculty members advanced enough in their academic careers to

TOEFL Research Report No. RR-101 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-01. © 2024 Educational Testing Service 13

 23308516, 2024, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/ets2.12375, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [30/01/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



S. T. Cushing et al. Use of TOEFL iBT® in Admissions Decisions

Table 13 Sources of Information About the TOEFL iBT Test

UA GD IEP
Source (n = 50) (n = 82) (n = 35)

Taken TOEFL iBT test 12% 13% 32%
Taken [old] TOEFL paper-based test 6% 24% 38%
Taught a TOEFL preparation class 12% 9% 79%
Received materials or training from ETS 78% 23% 76%
Consulted with language assessment specialist 48% 23% 59%
Other 26% 29% 18%

Note. UA = undergraduate admissions; GD = graduate directors; IEP = intensive English programs.

take on administrative roles such as graduate director might easily have entered their fields as international students prior
to the introduction of the TOEFL iBT test in 2005. We return to this finding in the discussion section.

Discussion

To summarize the results of our study, our first research question asked what participants know about language poli-
cies at their institutions. Our hypothesis was supported that, among the three groups, undergraduate admissions officers
would be most knowledgeable about language testing policies and who is responsible for setting them. As for the factors
that influence these policies, admissions staff most frequently mentioned admissions standards from similar universities,
followed by consulting with language teaching and testing experts at their institutions, and then information from test
publishers. This finding is consistent with previous research, which has acknowledged the role of market factors and other
externalities in setting admissions standards (Deygers & Vanbuel, 2022; Ginther & Elder, 2014; O’Loughlin, 2011). How-
ever, IEP faculty were somewhat more likely to attribute policies to factors not related to language proficiency than were
admissions officers, suggesting some skepticism of the process.

Graduate directors were, as expected, less knowledgeable than admissions officers about language policies. They were
frequently unable to state why their program had a certain preferred TOEFL iBT score. “The score was in place when I
began” was a common theme. Several graduate directors simply stated that the graduate school (or equivalent) set the
standards and they went along with whatever was recommended.

Our second research question addressed the knowledge and beliefs that participants held about the TOEFL iBT in
particular. Again, we found that admissions staff were the most familiar and graduate directors the least. However, our
results suggest that graduate directors feel that they would like to know more about the TOEFL iBT and testing in general
to help them make informed admissions decisions. In fact, we heard from quite a few participants who expressed an
interest to know more after taking the survey. For example, one participant wrote: “I just took the survey – and it made
me feel like I really need to learn more about this topic, including because we are reviewing our use of standardized tests
for admissions in general. This is also my first year in this position. I am going to share the survey with our graduate
committee, including to get them to begin thinking about this topic more deeply, too.”

Every study has limitations, and ours is no exception. We had originally hoped to do more in-depth focus groups of
stakeholders at a small number of institutions to be able to compare the perspectives of IEP faculty, graduate directors,
and admissions professionals working in the same context. However, we were unable to travel and thus this plan was
not feasible. We thus had to rely on surveys, which were necessarily limited by the need to keep them short enough to
be feasible. Some of our original research questions were not amenable to the kinds of questions that can be asked on a
survey, and we were unable to explore these connections within institutions. Even so, it may be that our study can provide
an impetus for future research along these lines as a way to go deeper into some of the issues raised in the study.

We also did not reach our recruiting target of 300 survey respondents, despite expending a great deal of effort attempting
to recruit participants. Our sample of IEP faculty was rather smaller than we had hoped, but we were collecting data at a
time when IEPs across the country were having difficulties and many were drastically reducing their size. Furthermore,
we restricted our sample to faculty from IEPs where completion of the IEP suffices as evidence of English proficiency,
which reduced the population of potential respondents even further. However, we are not convinced that a larger sample
would have led to vastly dif ferent results, except that we would have been able to make more conf ident statements about
differences across disciplines in graduate programs or across different types of institutions. Future researchmight be useful
to be able to make this kind of comparison.

14 TOEFL Research Report No. RR-101 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-01. © 2024 Educational Testing Service
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Conclusion

Taken as a whole, the study adds to the growing literature on language assessment literacy among different groups of
stakeholders (Taylor, 2013) in terms of helping to identify which aspects of assessment literacy are important to different
test taker groups. In particular, the study complements recent work by Malone and Montee (2014) in shedding light on
what decision makers know/believe about the TOEFL iBT test and what they feel they need to know about language
proficiency tests to do their job well. By including the perspectives of English language professionals in IEPs, our study
also addresses in part Deygers and Malone’s (2019) call to understand the perspectives of those who influence policy
makers, in that admissions officers frequently consulted with the IEP faculty when contemplating policy changes.

Undergraduate admissions staff may not always be aware that achieving a minimum score on a language proficiency
test like the TOEFL iBT test does not necessarily mean that students cannot benefit from additional ESL support (see
ETS, 2020b, for a discussion of this issue). Policies that direct resources toward continuing to support students with min-
imally acceptable test scores may lead to higher retention and graduation rates for these students. Our study found that
admissions staff often relied on experts at their own institutions for advice on accepting tests and setting cut scores. Such
collaboration can benefit both the admissions staff and the ESL professionals as they seek to best serve students preparing
to matriculate into a degree program.

In the absence of collaboration with language experts, or under enrollment management pressure in a competitive
environment, it is not unrealistic for admissions professionals to base their decisions on what other institutions are doing.
It might be beneficial to collect and disseminate data on the kinds of problems that students with adequate but low test
scores may have in academic listening, speaking, reading, and writing, so that resources can be made available to such
students, or in the absence of such resources, standards can be set at a higher level. As Deygers and Vanbuel (2022) noted,
policy changes such as adding support programs for international students can be accomplished through more empirical
studies of the level of proficiency needed for students to participate fully in their academic programs combined with
an understanding on the part of language researchers of how policies are made and which key stakeholders need to be
involved in communicating research results.

Many IEP faculty and graduate directors, particularly those in leadership positions, began their academic careers before
the advent of the TOEFL iBT test, and thus their knowledge about the test may be out of date. We found that a number of
IEP faculty still default to the old TOEFL paper-based test score scale when discussing admissions and exit criteria, and
graduate directors who took the TOEFL paper-based test more than two decades ago would have little reason to know
about how the test has changed. Given that the emphasis in the test has shifted from language knowledge to language use,
it may be beneficial for test providers to provide some professional development around this topic to these stakeholder
groups. The TOEFL Research Insights series is a good example of the kind of information that could benefit stakeholders.
Volume 6, for example, provides useful information about the history of the TOEFL program (ETS, 2020a).

Of all the groups we surveyed, graduate directors were the ones who expressed the least satisfaction with their level
of understanding of the TOEFL iBT test. This is a stakeholder group where test developers might focus their outreach
efforts. However, given the great variation in disciplines, and the nature of the graduate director job, which tends to
rotate frequently, it might be more productive to direct communications to deans of graduate colleges within universities,
perhaps with materials that can easily be shared across departments, such as the TOEFL Research Insights series noted
above.

Finally, as Deygers and Malone (2019) argued, it is important for language assessment professionals to understand the
perspectives of policy makers so that their work can have “real-world impact” (p. 349). By highlighting the commonalities
and differences across our three stakeholder groups, we see our study as contributing to what Taylor (2013, p. 411) charac-
terizes as “collaborative ongoing dialogue taking place at the interface between language testing experts and non-specialist
test stakeholders.”

Notes

1 Another stakeholder group not included in this study was recruiters for graduate programs who focus on recruitment of
international students for specific disciplines, such as computer science or business.

2 Three additional research questions reported elsewhere include: (a) For graduate programs, what is the role of language
proficiency vis-à-vis other considerations in making admissions decisions? (b) 2. For IEP faculty only, how do university
language proficiency requirements influence curricular and assessment decisions? (c) Do participants from the three stakeholder
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groups evaluate TOEFL iBT essays similarly, in terms of their perceptions of the writer’s readiness for academic study and range
of probable total TOEFL iBT scores.
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