
 

0 
 

CENTRE FOR RESEARCH IN ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNING AND ASSESSMENT (CRELLA) 

IELTS Equivalence Research Project 
(GMC 133) 
Final Report 

 

Dr Lynda Taylor and Dr Sathena Chan  
5/13/2015 

 

 

 

  

 



 

1 
 

Table of Contents 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ............................................................................................................................ 2 

1. INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................. 17 

1.1 Background ................................................................................................................................. 17 

1.2 Aims and objectives of the research ........................................................................................... 18 

1.3 Ethical considerations ................................................................................................................. 19 

2. SURVEYING ENGLISH LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY TESTS FOR REGISTRATION PURPOSES .................. 20 

2.1 Surveying English language proficiency tests for possible consideration within UK GMC 

registration procedures to select those meeting essential quality criteria ...................................... 20 

2.2 Surveying English language proficiency tests currently used for professional registration 

purposes in the UK and elsewhere ................................................................................................... 25 

3. THEORETICAL BASES FOR COMPARING SELECTED ENGLISH LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY TESTS ........ 27 

3.1 A qualitative framework for comparing skill/ability constructs across selected English language 

proficiency tests ................................................................................................................................ 27 

3.2 A quantitative approach to determining the comparability of score outcomes across selected 

English language proficiency tests .................................................................................................... 28 

4. RESULTS OF THE ANALYSIS ................................................................................................................ 30 

4.1 Identifying and selecting potentially suitable tests for demonstrating English language 

proficiency for GMC purposes (Phase 1) .......................................................................................... 30 

4.2 Surveying the practice of other national and international professional regulatory bodies 

(Phases 1 and 2) ................................................................................................................................ 31 

4.3 Test scrutiny for comparison with IELTS (Phase 2) ..................................................................... 38 

4.3.1 Reading: principles, process and outcomes ......................................................................... 38 

4.3.2 Writing: principles, process and outcomes .......................................................................... 47 

4.3.3 Speaking: principles, process and outcomes ....................................................................... 53 

4.3.4 Listening: principles, process and outcomes ....................................................................... 65 

4.3.5 Overall outcomes ................................................................................................................. 84 

4.4 Comparable test scores to the currently accepted IELTS thresholds ......................................... 87 

5. CONCLUSION ..................................................................................................................................... 99 

5.1 Summary of findings ................................................................................................................... 99 

5.2 Limitations of the study ............................................................................................................ 111 

5.3 Potential for extending the analysis to additional tests ........................................................... 111 

6. REFERENCES .................................................................................................................................... 112 

 



 

2 
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The research project described in this report set out to identify English language proficiency (ELP) 

test(s) which might be considered comparable  to IELTS in terms of their suitability for satisfying the 

General Medical Council (the GMC) of the English language proficiency of doctors applying for 

registration and licensing in the UK.  

The research was conducted by a highly specialised team of applied linguists and language testing 

experts working at the Centre for Research in English Language Learning and Assessment (CRELLA), a 

world-leading research centre located at the University of Bedfordshire, UK. The research project 

was planned and managed by Dr Lynda Taylor and Dr Sathena Chan (as the Principal Researchers), 

and they were also responsible for co-authoring this final report. In addition, it is important to 

acknowledge the significant contributions to various parts of the research made by Professor Cyril 

Weir, Professor Anthony Green, Professor Stephen Bax, Dr John Field, Dr Chihiro Inoue and Dr 

Fumiyo Nakatsuhara.   

Doctors who qualify outside the UK but want to practise in the UK must demonstrate that they can 

communicate effectively in English before the GMC will give them a licence to practise. They can do 

this in a number of ways, including achieving scores required by the GMC in the academic version of 

the IELTS test. This is currently the only test that the GMC accepts as suitable evidence of English 

language proficiency; and since June 2014 the GMC requires doctors presenting IELTS test scores as 

evidence of their English language capability to achieve at least a minimum overall score of Band 7.5 

in the Academic version of IELTS, with a minimum of Band 7 on all subcomponents of the IELTS test 

(Listening, Reading, Writing and Speaking). This confirmed the required language ability level as 

being at or above the C1 level (i.e. firmly within the Proficient User descriptive band) of the Common 

European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) which is a widely recognised standard of 

ability or performance in language education and assessment. The table below shows the range of 

IELTS band scores that, according to the test providers, map to the C1 and C2 levels of the CEFR:    

Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) IELTS Band Score 

Proficient User 
C2 Band 9, 8.5 

C1 Bands 8, 7.5 and 7  

  
IELTS is not the only test of English language proficiency available in the marketplace. Various other 

tests of English are used for professional and academic purposes, including both well-established 

products and more recent arrivals in the marketplace. Some of these tests are already accepted and 

used by other professional medical registration bodies worldwide where English is a key language, 

e.g. Australian Medical Council, Singapore Medical Council. 

Through a process of consultation between CRELLA and the GMC, the specific aims of the IELTS 

Equivalence Research Project were established as follows: 

1. To identify a comprehensive list of other available test(s) of English language proficiency and/or 

communication skills apart from IELTS, including any that are specifically used within a medical 

context (UK and international). 
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2. To consider how other professional regulatory bodies (both UK and international) check for and 

confirm an acceptable level of English language proficiency prior to entry into a technical, high-risk 

profession. 

3. To compare the list of tests identified in (1) above to IELTS, with respect to their suitability on a 

range of essential quality criteria. IELTS was recognised, therefore, as constituting the criterion or 

standard of suitability against which other potentially suitable English language proficiency tests 

should be compared. 

4. To identify, should one or more tests be considered as at least as suitable as IELTS, what would be 

the equivalent for these test(s) to the GMC’s current requirements for the academic version of IELTS, 

as well as how the equivalent scores identified on alternative tests compare to the levels of the 

Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (2001). 

In line with the underlying rationale for the project, the research was guided by four specific 

research questions and the research outcomes are reported against these four research questions 

(see below). 

The research study adopted a mixed methods approach, involving a systematic documentary review 

of selected tests combined with desk-based internet research; targeted follow-up contact with 

specific test providers and/or test user organisations was also undertaken. A core assumption was to 

work on the basis of the GMC’s current recognition of IELTS Band 7/7.5 as the accepted benchmark. 

A set of essential criterial features relating to test validity and practicality was identified to develop a 

comparative framework capable of determining whether test features and test scores from other 

potentially acceptable tests could reasonably be considered comparable to those provided by IELTS.  

CRELLA has won national and international recognition as a centre for research into language testing 

and as the source of a socio-cognitive framework (SCF) used by governments and other agencies to 

develop and evaluate language tests. The SCF is designed to enable the analysis and evaluation of 

evidence in support of claims regarding the quality of any language test on several core dimensions. 

The framework can be applied to scrutinise, in a rigorous and systematic way, all aspects of test 

validity, including test content and test reliability. By selecting appropriate parameters from the 

framework (e.g. contextual features, cognitive processing features, technical measurement 

features), it becomes possible to identify and evaluate those characteristics of a testing system 

which are likely to be essential considerations for the GMC when recognising a suitable test for 

registration purposes, including key practicality aspects such as test security, score integrity and 

verification of results. 

The comparative analysis of a selection of potential alternative tests to IELTS was undertaken by the 

full team of researchers at CRELLA, with key individuals allocated according to specialism to analyse 

the skill-based components of each test and to scrutinise their validity, as well as to evaluate 

essential practicality issues. The results of the comparative analysis were a matrix indicating the 

presence or absence of key characteristics for each skill-based component, together with 

explanatory annotations where helpful and the decision of the individual research teams as to how 

comparable the skill-based component was to its IELTS partner in respect of each parameter. This 

process then informed an overall judgment made by the full research team as to comparability and 
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level of score needed on each alternative test considered potentially acceptable for GMC 

registration purposes.  

The outcomes of the analyses and accompanying discussion reported in Section 4 of the report are 

summarised here in relation to each of the four research questions articulated in Section 1.2: 

RQ1: What tests of English language and/or communication skills are available and suitable for 

demonstrating English language proficiency for entry to a technical, high-risk profession? 

 

A survey of available ELP tests identified a total of 45 different tests for consideration. This 

preliminary list was subjected to a filtering process in order to identify and select a manageable 

number of tests which met essential quality assurance criteria as far as CRELLA and the GMC were 

concerned and which were likely to be potential serious alternatives to IELTS. The selected tests 

were then to be carried forward for in-depth scrutiny and comparative analysis against the IELTS 

benchmark.  

 

Nine ELP tests were identified as meeting the essential quality assurance criteria and prioritised for 

scrutiny in Phase 2 in light of the resources available: 

 

 Cambridge English: Advanced (CAE) 

 Cambridge English: Proficiency (CPE) 

 Examination for the Certificate of Proficiency in English (ECPE)  

 General English Proficiency Test – Advanced (GEPT Advanced)  

 International ESOL and International Spoken ESOL tests (IESOL and ISESOL) – Level 2 

 International ESOL and International Spoken ESOL tests (IESOL and ISESOL) – Level 3 

 Internet-based Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL iBT) 

 Occupational English Test (OET) 

 Pearson Test of English – Academic (PTE-A) 

 

A brief summary description is given below for each of these nine ELP tests – drawing upon the 

information given by the test providers on their websites and in documentation in the public 

domain. Some of the ELP tests described below target one specific level of English language 

proficiency, often with explicit reference to one of the six Reference Level Descriptions offered by 

the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR), e.g. CAE – Level C1, ECPE – 

Level C2. Other tests in the list, like IELTS, aim to measure English language ability across a range of 

proficiency levels, e.g. TOEFL iBT – Levels B1/B2/C1, PTE-A – Levels A2/B1/B2/C1/C2).  In terms of 

practical test design, this means that while a test targeted at a single level will include material and 

tasks at that level, a test which spans several levels will include material and tasks from across a 

wider proficiency span thus representing a broader range of difficulty.    

 

Cambridge English: Advanced (CAE) 

The Certificate in Advanced English (CAE) test specifically targets Level C1 of the CEFR which is 

generally considered as the level required for success in an academic study context and in a 

professional workplace context. It covers all 4 language skills (Reading, Writing, Listening and 

Speaking) and knowledge of grammar and vocabulary (in just under 5 hours). The Reading 
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component (75 mins) tests the ability to deal with different types of text as well as the knowledge 

and control of the English language. The Writing component (90 mins) tests the ability to write a 

variety of text types. The Use of English component (60 mins) tests knowledge and control of 

grammar and vocabulary. The Listening component (40 mins) tests the ability to follow a range of 

spoken materials, such as lectures and interviews. The Speaking test (15 mins) is taken face to face 

with an examiner and one or two other candidates to assess the ability to communicate in a real-life, 

interactional context. CAE is owned and produced by Cambridge English Language Assessment, part 

of the University of Cambridge. The Cambridge Assessment website shows that CAE is accepted as 

evidence of English language skills by more than 5,000 educational institutions, businesses and 

government departments around the world. In the UK context, the list includes the Chartered 

Institute of Marketing, the Market Research Society (MRS), the Solicitors Regulation Authority, and 

the World Association of Nuclear Operators.   

 

Cambridge English: Proficiency (CPE) 

The Cambridge Certificate of Proficiency in English (CPE) is aimed at the proficiency level above CAE. 

This means that CPE is targeted at Level C2 of the CEFR which represents the highest proficiency 

level described in the framework. CPE covers all 4 language skills (Reading, Writing, Listening and 

Speaking) and knowledge of grammar and vocabulary (in just under 4 hours). The Reading and Use 

of English component (90 mins) tests the ability to deal with different types of text as well as the 

knowledge and control of the English language. The Writing component (90 mins) tests the ability to 

write a variety of text types. The Listening component (40 mins) tests the ability to follow a range of 

spoken materials, such as lectures and interviews. The Speaking test (16 mins) is taken face to face 

with an examiner and one or two other candidates to assess the ability to communicate in a real-life, 

interactional context. CPE is owned and produced by Cambridge English Language Assessment, part 

of the University of Cambridge. The Cambridge Assessment website shows that CPE is accepted as 

evidence of English language skills by many universities, employers and governments worldwide. In 

the UK context this includes the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA), the Health 

and Care Professions Council (HCPC)1, the Institute of Administrative Management, the National 

Register of Public Service Interpreters, the Solicitors Regulation Authority, and the World Association 

of Nuclear Operators.   

 

Examination for the Certificate of Proficiency in English (ECPE)  

The stated purpose of the ECPE is to certify English language proficiency by assessing linguistic, 

discoursal, sociolinguistic, and pragmatic elements of the English language. Listening, Reading, 

Writing and Speaking skills are evaluated through a combination of tasks and the examination 

focuses on skills and content at the C2 level of the CEFR. ECPE certificate holders are expected to be 

comfortable engaging with abstract ideas and concepts. They are interactive oral English speakers; 

they contribute to the development of a discussion, can understand conversational questions, can 

grasp both the gist and details of a conversation delivered in Standard American English, and can 

understand extended spoken discourse. They should also have a wide-ranging and flexible 

vocabulary as well as a sound grasp of English grammar. They can understand written materials that 

are encountered in both general and more specialized workplace contexts as well as in university-

level study. Additionally, they are able to communicate in standard written English with good 

                                                           
1 No mention of the use of CPE for ELP evidence could be found on the HCPC website. 
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expression and accuracy. The test is divided into four separate sections. In the face to face Speaking 

test (30-35 mins) test takers participate in a semi-structured, multistage task involving two 

examinees and two examiners. The Writing test (30 mins) requires test takers to write an essay 

based upon one of two topic choices. The Listening test (35-40 mins) assesses understanding of 

short conversations, spoken questions and more extended talks. The 

Grammar/Cloze/Vocabulary/Reading (GCVR) test (75 mins) assesses knowledge and use of grammar 

and vocabulary, as well as understanding of the content of several written texts. ECPE is owned and 

produced by Cambridge Michigan Language Assessments (CaMLA), a collaboration between the 

University of Cambridge and the University of Michigan. ECPE is recognized in several countries as 

official proof of proficiency in the English language and can be used for academic and professional 

purposes. Recognising institutions in the UK include the University of Bradford, Queen Mary 

University London and the University of Manchester Business School; in the US, ECPE is recognised 

by the University of California, Davis, and by the University of Memphis School of Public Health, 

among other institutions.      

General English Proficiency Test – Advanced (GEPT Advanced) 

The General English Proficiency Test – Advanced (GEPT Advanced) is a level-specific test focusing on 

Level C1 of the CEFR. The test covers all four language skills (Listening, Reading, Writing and 

Speaking) in approximately 4 hours. Successful test-takers at this level require English language 

abilities which enable them to communicate fluently, with only occasional errors related to language 

accuracy and appropriateness, and to handle academic or professional2 requirements and situations. 

The Listening component (45 mins) tests the ability to understand monologues and dialogues of 

varying lengths, including conversations on different topics, professional lectures, speeches, and 

news reports. The Reading component (70 mins) tests the ability to read written English from 

different sources, including magazines, newspapers, and professional periodicals and to employ 

different reading strategies according to various reading purposes. The Writing paper (1hr 45mins) 

tests the ability to summarize articles on general and professional topics, to write well-organized and 

coherent essays, with appropriate lexical and grammatical usage, to express opinions and discuss in 

depth a range of topics. The Speaking test (approx. 25 mins) is taken face to face with an examiner 

and includes both a discussion and a presentation. The Speaking test aims to assess how well the 

candidate can participate in discussions on abstract topics and can fluently express their opinions 

about social issues. GEPT Advanced is produced and administered by the Language Training and 

Testing Center (LTTC), based at the National Taiwan University (NTU), as part of a suite of ELP tests 

targeting English learners at 5 levels in Taiwan. The full GEPT suite is administered throughout 

Taiwan and is available in a limited number of other Asian countries (Vietnam and China). The GEPT 

suite is aligned with Taiwan's English education framework, meeting the specific needs of English 

learners in Taiwan for self-assessment and providing institutions or schools with a reference for 

evaluating the English proficiency levels of their job applicants, employees, or students. In recent 

years, a small number of universities around the world, including institutions in Japan, France, 

                                                           
2 The use of ‘professional’ in this and most other test summaries typically refers to the use of English 
within a general workplace-related context (as opposed to an academic study context); the term 
does not indicate any specific professional domain, i.e. it does not mean that the materials relate to 
a specialised domain such as the healthcare professions unless stated otherwise. OET, for example, 
clearly relates to a professional healthcare context.  
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Germany and the US, have adopted GEPT Advanced as a means of measuring the English language 

ability of Taiwanese applicants interested in pursuing further study opportunities overseas. 

 

International ESOL and International Spoken ESOL tests (IESOL and ISESOL) – Level 2 

The Level 2 International ESOL (IESOL) and Level 2 International Spoken ESOL tests (ISESOL) tests can 

be combined to form an International ESOL Diploma offered by City & Guilds. The two tests are 

targeted at the C1 level of the CEFR and, when taken together, they assess students' communicative 

competencies in all four skill-areas of Writing, Reading, Listening and Speaking. The IESOL test 

component consists of a single paper covering assessment of Listening, Reading and Writing skills.  

The ISESOL test component (15 mins) assesses Speaking ability through a face to face structured 

interview with an interlocutor. Successful candidates at this level (Expert) are expected to be able to: 

understand demanding texts and recognise implicit meaning; use language fluently and 

spontaneously; engage in discussion making clear and effective contributions; produce well-

structured, detailed text on complex subjects; communicate ideas and opinions effectively. The City 

& Guilds website reports that the International ESOL Diploma is recognised by governments and 

universities in several parts of the world, but no specific examples of recognising organisations or 

institutions are given by the test providers. 

International ESOL and International Spoken ESOL tests (IESOL and ISESOL) – Level 3 

The Level 3 International ESOL (IESOL) and Level 3 International Spoken ESOL tests (ISESOL) 

represent the proficiency level above IESOL/ISESOL Level 2 and can also be combined to form an 

International ESOL Diploma offered by City & Guilds. The two tests are targeted at the C2 level of the 

CEFR and, when taken together, they assess students' communicative competencies in all four skill-

areas of Writing, Reading, Listening and Speaking. The IESOL test component consists of a single 

paper covering assessment of Listening, Reading and Writing skills (approx. 30 mins for Listening, 

and 2 hours 40 mins for Reading and Writing).  The ISESOL test component (17 mins) assesses 

Speaking ability through a face to face structured interview with an interlocutor. Successful 

candidates at this level (Mastery) are expected to be able to: understand with ease virtually 

everything heard or read; summarise information, reconstruct arguments and accounts coherently; 

express self spontaneously, very fluently and precisely, differentiating finer shades of meaning even 

in more complex situations. The City & Guilds website reports that the International ESOL Diploma is 

recognised by governments and universities in several parts of the world, but no specific examples of 

recognising organisations or institutions are given by the test providers. 

Internet-based Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL iBT) 

The TOEFL IBT test, administered via the internet, measures ability to use and understand English at 

the university level, evaluating how well Listening, Reading, Writing and Speaking skills can be 

combined to perform academic tasks. TOEFL IBT targets a range of English language proficiency 

levels (rather than just a single level), covering the B1, B2 and C1 levels of the CEFR. Candidates are 

tested on all four skills and have to perform tasks that integrate more than one skill, e.g. Reading 

and Listening in order to speak or write in response to a question prompt. The Reading test (60-80 

mins) involves reading passages from academic texts and answering questions. The Listening test 

(60-90 mins) involves listening to lectures, classroom discussions and conversations, then answering 

questions. The Writing test (50 mins) involves writing two essay responses based on reading and 
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listening input to support an opinion. The Speaking test (20 mins) comprises six short tasks to 

express an opinion on a familiar topic and to speak or answer questions drawing on reading and 

listening input. The Speaking test is taken on computer in response to recorded input and it is 

therefore not reciprocally interactive in the way that a face to face with a human interlocutor can 

be. TOEFL iBT is produced and administered by Educational Testing Service in the USA and test 

scores are accepted by more than 9,000 universities, colleges, agencies and other institutions in over 

130 countries worldwide. The ETS website reports that medical and licensing agencies use TOEFL 

scores for professional certification, but no specific examples of such regulatory bodies could be 

identified via the website search facility.  

 

Occupational English Test (OET) 

OET is an international English test for the healthcare sector, originally developed in the late 1980s 

under contract to the Australian Federal Government. OET has not been intentionally mapped to the 

CEFR, though work is ongoing to explore the relationship of OET indirectly to the CEFR via alignment 

between OET band scores and IELTS band scores.  The test aims to assess all four skills and 

comprises four subtests: Listening (50 mins), Reading (60 mins), Writing (45 mins) and Speaking (20 

mins). The Listening and Reading subtests are designed to assess a candidate’s ability to understand 

spoken and written English, based upon health-related topics and tasks common to all healthcare 

professions. The Writing and Speaking subtests are specific to the 12 individual healthcare 

professions3 and are designed to reflect common tasks performed in the workplace.   OET is now 

owned and produced by Cambridge Boxhill Language Assessment, a joint venture between 

Cambridge English Language Assessment and Box Hill Institute in Australia. The test is recognised by 

over 20 regulatory healthcare bodies and councils in Australia, New Zealand and Singapore, and is 

accepted by hospitals, universities and colleges as proof of a candidate’s English language ability for 

educational and training purposes. 

 

Pearson Test of English – Academic (PTE-A) 

The Pearson Test of English Academic (PET-A) is an international computer-based English language 

test, designed to provide a measure of test takers’ language ability to education institutions, and 

professional and government organisations requiring a standard of academic English for admission 

purposes. PTE-A targets a range of English language proficiency levels (rather than just a single level) 

covering the A2, B1, B2, C1 and C2 levels of the CEFR. The test aims to assess test takers’ Listening, 

Reading, Speaking and Writing ability and is designed to be representative of academic language 

demands within a university or college setting. The test lasts approximately 3 hours and consists of 

three main parts. Part 1: Speaking and Writing (85-95 mins) comprises a series of Speaking tasks 

(reading aloud, repetition, retelling a lecture), followed by a series of Writing tasks, including essays 

and summaries. Part 2: Reading (30-40 mins) comprises a series of Reading activities, while Part 3: 

Listening (approx. 45-55 mins) consists of short recordings using lecture-style material and contains 

two sections, one with Listening-into-Writing tasks and one with a range of Listening-only tasks. The 

Speaking test is taken on computer in response to recorded input and it is therefore not reciprocally 

interactive in the way that a face to face with a human interlocutor can be. The test is developed and 

administered by the Language Testing Division of Pearson, an international education company.  The 

                                                           
3 Dentistry, Dietetics, Medicine, Nursing, Occupational Therapy, Optometry, Pharmacy, 
Physiotherapy, Podiatry, Radiography, Speech Pathology, Veterinary Science 
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Pearson PTE website reports that professional and government organisations use PTE-A scores, but 

no specific examples of regulatory bodies could be identified via the website search facility. 

 

UK Home Office approval of ELPs as Secure English Language Tests (SELTs) for immigration and visa 

application 

In December 2010 the UK Border Agency of the Home Office (UKBA) instigated a formal approval 

system for ELP tests to be accepted as part of the UK’s immigration and visa application process for 

employment routes (e.g. Tiers 1 and 2), for study routes, (e.g. Tier 4), and for spouses and partners 

of those already in the UK. ELP test providers seeking inclusion on the UKBA’s approved list of Secure 

English Language Tests (SELTs) were required to submit for scrutiny various types of evidence about 

their organisation and to demonstrate that their test product met a set of defined requirements 

related to: (1) test criteria, (2) test development, (3) test delivery, and (4) security and verification of 

test results. (A copy of the original UKBA criteria for inclusion is provided in Appendix 10). The 

submission and approval process resulted in the Home Office issuing a list of formally approved 

SELTS which had been assessed by the UKBA and their consultants as meeting the Home Office’s 

requirements for the purposes of immigration and visa application.  

In 2013 UK Visa and Immigration (UKVI) took over the responsibilities of the UKBA. At the start of the 

IELTS Equivalence Research Project in April 2014, the UKVI list of currently approved SELTs was used 

as one of the sources for identifying potential ELP tests which might be suitable for inclusion in the 

project, though SELT status itself was not adopted as a criterion for inclusion. Six of the nine tests 

subsequently selected for Phase 2 scrutiny and comparison against IELTS were on the UKVI SELTs list: 

CAE, CPE, Internet-based TOEFL, IESOL/ISESOL Level 2 and Level 3, PTE-A (plus IELTS). Three 

additional non-SELT tests (ECPE, GEPT-Advanced and OET) were included in the research study since 

they fully met the essential criteria for Phase 2 scrutiny.  

During the second half of 2014 a significant change took place with regard to UKVI policy and 

practice concerning SELTs. In June 2014, following concerns about test integrity and security, UKVI 

suspended from the approved SELTs list the two tests provided by Educational Testing Service 

(TOEIC and TOEFL iBT). ETS subsequently stated its intention not to seek UKVI re-approval for these 

two tests so TOEFL iBT lost its SELT status permanently. The UKVI SELTs list was updated to reflect 

this from 1 August 2014.  

In February 2015, the UKVI announced further changes to its list of approved SELTs, particularly the 

introduction of a ‘Transitional’ period, during which existing SELTs taken on or before 5 April 2015 

could be used in a UK immigration application but only until 5 November 2015. UKVI also gave 

advance warning of a new list of approved SELTs and Test Centres to be introduced from 6 April 

2015. Notification was given that anyone taking a test on or after 6 April 2015 must take one of the 

new listed tests at one of the approved centres if they wish to use it in an immigration application. 

The UKVI list issued in early April 2015 names only two test providers that offer Approved Secure 

English Language Tests and Test Centres from 6 April 2015: Trinity College London and Cambridge 

English Language Assessment. According to the UKVI's webpage, the latest decision results from 

work conducted by UK NARIC which provides assurance that the tests offered by the SELT providers 

meet certain requirements.  However, the requirements the selected SELTs had to meet are not 

currently available in the public domain.  IELTS is now the only approved SELT for people applying for 
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UK visas around the world. Trinity College London's Integrated Skills in English (ISE at 5 levels – 

Foundation/A2, I/B1, II/B2, III/C1 and IV/C2) and the Graded Examinations in Spoken English (GESE 

(Listening/Speaking only at 3 levels – A1, A2 and B1) are the only approved SELTs for people applying 

in the UK. The Trinity College ISE tests were not eligible for scrutiny in the 2014 IELTS Equivalence 

Research Project because they did not at that time assess all four skill components and were 

undergoing a process of test revision and redevelopment. The new ISE, due to be launched on 1 

September 2015, will assess the 4 skill components in two integrated papers and may thus become a 

a candidate for a further study in the future. 

In summary, therefore, IELTS is now the only one of the nine ELP tests scrutinised within the IELTS 

Equivalence Research Project 2014/15 which has official Home Office approval as a SELT.    

 

RQ2: What tests do other professional regulatory bodies, in the UK and internationally, accept as 

appropriate evidence of English language and/or communication skills proficiency before 

registration? 

 

A search of the websites of almost 100 UK-based and international bodies for the healthcare 

professions was undertaken to determine ELP requirements for professional registration and 

licensing and to identify any ELP tests approved by them for these purposes. Although it had been 

hoped to extend this survey beyond the healthcare professions to include other regulatory bodies 

for high-risk professions, e.g. lawyers, engineers and pilots, resource limitations unfortunately made 

this further step impossible to undertake within the scope and timeframe of the current project.     

 

Based upon the results of the website survey, those tests most widely used by healthcare regulatory 

bodies in various parts of the world appear to be: 

 IELTS (used in the UK, Australia, New Zealand, USA, Canada, Ireland, South Africa and 

Singapore) 

 OET (used in Australia, New Zealand and Singapore) 

 TOEFL iBT (used in the UK, Canada and Singapore) 

A handful of other tests mentioned in the survey as being accepted by individual regulatory bodies 

among the healthcare professions are: CAE, AQA CELS, IGCSE, Hong Kong CEE, TOEIC, BEC Vantage 

(all used in the UK); CAE (used in Ireland); NZREX, PLAB (used in Australia); USMLE (used in the USA); 

CELBAN, CANTest, MELAB (all used in Canada); The Proficiency Test in Medical English (used in Hong 

Kong). See Appendix 9 for specific details of which bodies use which test(s). 

 

In the UK it appears that IELTS remains the preferred ELP test for professional registration purposes 

across the healthcare professions, while in Australia and New Zealand both IELTS and the OET are 

widely recognised and accepted. Several of Canada’s provincial Colleges of Physicians and Surgeons 

accept both IELTS and TOEFL iBT. In Ireland the relevant boards accept IELTS, though the Irish 

Medical Council also accepts CAE, with a C1 or C2 level passing certificate. The Irish Medical Council 

does not mention recognising the higher level CPE test. The Health Professionals Council of South 

Africa accepts IELTS but mentions no other tests. In Hong Kong the Medical Council has its own 

Proficiency Test in Medical English while in Singapore IELTS, TOEFL iBT and OET are all accepted as 

providing evidence of English language proficiency for professional registration purposes in 

healthcare domains. 
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The GMC currently sets the ELP requirements for doctors qualifying outside the UK at an IELTS band 

7.5 (which constitutes the rounded average of the component scores from the 4 skill-focused 

subtests), with a minimum of band 7.0 for each of the skill-focused subtests in IELTS (i.e. Reading, 

Writing, Listening and Speaking). Based on the survey of regulatory boards’ policy and practice in 

this study, this requirement appears to sit at the higher, more demanding end of the scale. A 

number of other UK bodies set a comparable benchmark to that of the GMC, or they cross-refer to 

the GMC standard (i.e. 7.5 overall with a minimum of 7.0 in each skill area). UK bodies adopting a 

slightly lower benchmark level than the GMC, according to the information on their websites at the 

time of this study, typically accept an overall IELTS 7.0 with a minimum of 6.5 or a 7.0 in each skill. 

An overall minimum of 7.0 in IELTS, with a minimum 6.5 in each component, is also the standard set 

by the Health and Care Professions Council for most of its professional sectors, with the notable 

exception of the category for Speech and Language Therapists, for whom a much higher overall band 

8.0 in IELTS is required, with a minimum band 7.5 in each skill area. 

 

On balance, GMC policy and practice (in terms of using IELTS scores) appears broadly similar to that 

of New Zealand and in Australia, though the overall IELTS score for the latter tends to be 7.0 rather 

than 7.5.  Comparable OET score levels accepted by organisations in Australia and New Zealand are 

grades A or B for each component (N.B. OET does not report an overall grade for the test as a 

whole).  

 

Professional bodies in Ireland, Canada and Singapore appear to accept a slightly lower IELTS 

standard on balance, i.e. an overall 7.0 with a minimum 6.5 or 7.0 in each subtest component. The 

equivalent score required on TOEFL iBT appears to be generally 96 overall with a minimum of 24 in 

each of the four skill-based sections (though higher for Speech Therapists). In South Africa an overall 

band 6.0 on IELTS appears to be the standard, but with no mention of minimum component scores.  

 

The survey of regulatory bodies in different parts of the world also highlights how some healthcare 

professions choose to differentiate in their ELP requirements between the different language skills 

tested and the scores the board expects;  typically, higher scores are required for the skills of 

Speaking and Listening than for Reading and Writing.  

 

RQ3: How do the tests identified in RQ1 and RQ2 compare with IELTS Academic on a range of 

essential criteria? 

 

Designated CRELLA teams undertook a detailed review of the skill-focused components (Reading, 

Writing, Speaking and Listening) for the nine tests (CAE, CPE, ECPE, GEPT-A, IESOL/ISESOL Level 2, 

IESOL/ISESOL Level 3, TOEFL iBT, OET and PTE-A) that emerged from Phase 1 as potential 

alternatives worthy of comparative analysis alongside IELTS. The full CRELLA team later met as an 

expert judgement panel to review the outcomes of the review across the nine potential alternative 

tests with the aim of reaching a consensual judgement on the relative difficulty of each test overall 

with respect to IELTS. Their judgements are summarised below, supported by some supplementary 

comments.  

The comparative analysis of the nine tests against IELTS as the baseline for comparison revealed 

important variation in their testing approaches and the demands these make on test takers (see 
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further discussion below). The comparative analysis also revealed key differences between those 

tests that seek to represent a range of difficulty levels (e.g. IELTS, TOEFL iBT) and those that target a 

more narrowly defined proficiency level (e.g. CPE, GEPT-Advanced). A test that is designed to be 

targeted at the CEFR C1 or C2 level is, by its very nature, likely to be more demanding than IELTS. As 

a more broad-ranging test, IELTS is designed to measure most sensitively and reliably between IELTS 

Bands 5.5 and 7.5 and thus includes test material and tasks at levels well below C1/C2. Though an 

IELTS Band 9 is presented by the test providers as indicative of a C2 level, it should be noted that this 

score outcome is based upon performance on tasks sampled across a range of proficiency levels, 

only a small proportion of which will be at the C2 level. A  test that is specifically targeted at the C1 

or C2 levels will generally provide more in-depth sampling of performance at the proficiency level of 

interest.   

 

Given the many and complex ways in which the tests varied one from another in terms of their 

approach and content, the nine tests were judged to be more or less demanding than IELTS 

according to the level of demands imposed on the test taker by the test material and tasks. In some 

cases, the test demands were judged to be greater/lesser than for IELTS in respect of all four skill 

areas – Reading, Writing, Listening and Speaking. In other cases, the demands of a test were judged 

to be greater/lesser than for IELTS in respect of some (but not all four) skills, i.e. the test was judged 

to be ‘marginally’ more/less demanding than IELTS. In some cases, the judgement sought to reflect 

the complex balance of skill subtests that are more demanding, less demanding or comparable as 

compared with IELTS. (A full and detailed explanation of the rationale underpinning all judgements 

relating to the individual skills and the test overall can be found in Section 4.3 of this report.) 

 

CAE: was judged, on balance, to be marginally more demanding overall than IELTS.  

While the Reading, Writing and Listening subtests can be considered comparable to IELTS, the four 

tasks and the 3-way interaction in the Speaking test are likely to make CAE marginally more 

demanding overall than IELTS.   

 

CPE: was judged, on balance, to be more demanding overall than IELTS in respect of all four skills. 

This is unsurprising given that CPE is designed to be targeted at the C2 proficiency level of the CEFR.  

 

ECPE: was judged, on balance, to be marginally less demanding overall than IELTS.  

The Speaking test is judged to be more demanding than IELTS. While the Listening test can be 

considered comparable to IELTS, the Reading and Writing (with a single task and less demanding 

cognitive processing) tests make ECPE marginally less demanding overall.  

 

GEPT - Advanced: was judged to be more demanding overall than IELTS, in respect of all four skills – 

Reading, Writing, Listening and Speaking.  The test is designed for the C1 proficiency level.   

 

IESOL/ISESOL Level 2: were judged to be marginally less demanding overall than IELTS.  

IESOL/ISESOL Level 2 are judged to be less demanding than IELTS in the testing of Reading and 

Writing and marginally more  demanding than IELTS in the testing of Listening and Speaking.  
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IESOL/ISESOL Level 3: were judged to be marginally more demanding overall than IELTS.  

IESOL/ISESOL Level 3 are judged be less demanding than IELTS in the testing of Reading and 

marginally demanding than IELTS in the testing of Listening and Speaking. The Writing test can be 

considered comparable to IELTS.  

 

TOEFL iBT: was judged, on balance, to be marginally more demanding overall than IELTS.  

While the Reading test can be considered comparable to IELTS, both the Writing and Listening 

subtests are more demanding overall. The Speaking test is marginally more demanding than IELTS. 

 

OET: was judged to be marginally more demanding overall than IELTS.  

While the Reading, Listening and Speaking tests are judged to be more demanding than IELTS (the 

Listening test considerably more demanding in terms of task requirements), the Writing test is 

regarded as marginally less demanding than IELTS given that the topic is contextualised within the 

test taker’s professional area of expertise and is therefore likely to be familiar to them. 

 

PTE-A: was judged to be more demanding than IELTS in the productive skills (Writing and Speaking) 

and less demanding than IELTS in the receptive skills (Reading and Listening).  

The test reports an overall global score; while it also provides a limited skills profile indicating 

relative strengths and weaknesses, it is difficult to determine meaningful thresholds for individual 

skills. Given that the GMC requires a 7.5 overall in IELTS with a minimum band 7 for each of the four 

skills, it is therefore difficult to assert with any degree of confidence whether the PTE-A test as a 

whole is comparable to IELTS, or more or less demanding.  

 

The in-depth comparative analysis undertaken in this study across ten different ELP tests (i.e. IELTS 

as the baseline for comparison, plus CAE, CPE, ECPE, GEPT-A, IESOL/ISESOL Level 2, IESOL/ISESOL 

Level 3, TOEFL IBT, OET and PTE-A) highlights clearly the extent to which the tests differ in terms of 

their content and approach, often in significant ways. Though all the tests aim to assess English for 

academic and professional purposes in a valid and reliable manner, and they all cover the four 

communicative skills (Reading, Writing, Listening and Speaking), the ten tests are structured and 

delivered in different ways, e.g. some are paper and pencil, and some are computer-based; they 

include different numbers and types of task in differing combinations; and they operate differing 

approaches to scoring and score reporting. In terms of comparing the differing approaches to 

assessing Reading ability across the tests, it may be important for the GMC to consider the number 

and length of the texts included in the test as well as the nature of the material and the levels of 

cognitive processing demanded of test takers by the questions and tasks set, i.e. whether they elicit 

sufficient processing at higher rather than just lower processing levels. In terms of the testing of 

Writing skills, it may be important to consider the number and variety of the tasks set and how far 

the demands of the Writing subtest approximate to demands in the professional domain of interest, 

i.e. do the tasks require the integration of knowledge and information rather than just knowledge-

telling activities?  When comparing and evaluating the testing of Listening across the different tests, 

the GMC may wish to take account of the number and length of the passages in the test as well as 

the nature and variety of the input and the types and levels of cognitive processing demanded of 

test takers by the questions and tasks. With regard to the assessment of Speaking, it may be 

important to take into consideration whether the testing of spoken language ability allows for a 

direct and reciprocal approach (i.e. involving face to face interaction with one or more human 
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interlocutors which permits a broader sampling of spoken language ability that includes interactional 

competence), or a non-reciprocal, responsive approach (i.e. responding to a set of pre-recorded 

questions and tasks prompts).     

 

RQ4: For any tests identified as comparable to IELTS in terms of their suitability, what are the 

equivalent scores to the accepted IELTS thresholds currently required by the GMC, and how do 

these scores compare to CEFR levels?  

An analysis of test provider claims and supporting evidence on matters of test comparability and 

CEFR alignment, combined with a review of any other independent and peer-reviewed research 

studies available in the public domain, made it possible to develop a reasonable picture of how 

scores on the different tests under scrutiny might be meaningfully compared alongside one another. 

(Full details of the available sources for this can be found in Section 4.4 of this report.)       

Strong correlations (between 0.73 and 0.87) were reported between five of the selected tests (i.e. 

CAE, CPE, TOEFL iBT, OET and PTE-A) and IELTS (according to information provided by the test 

producers themselves). Moderate correlations between GEPT component scores and IELTS scores 

were reported. Therefore, these six alternatives can be broadly predictive of overall IELTS scores. 

There is no publicly available evidence presented in support of the claims of the concordance 

between City & Guilds exams and overall scores on IELTS. No studies have been carried out relating 

ECPE directly to IELTS and CaMLA does not provide a concordance table connecting scores on the 

two tests.  

However, these correlations also suggest there are likely to be substantive differences in what is 

measured by each test. There are noticeable discrepancies between the reported studies in the 

score correspondences they produce.  For example, according to the Pearson research, which 

involves both IELTS and TOEFL iBT, a score in the 7.5 band overall on IELTS corresponds to 106-113 

on TOEFL iBT and 73-78 on PTE-A (Pearson, 2012). However, in the ETS study the relevant score 

range on TOEFL iBT is 102-109 (ETS, 2010).  

The selected tests clearly measure all four communicative skills, but place more or less emphasis on 

different aspects or elements of these skills, and measure them in different ways. Although CAE, 

CPE, ECPE, GEPT, IESOL/ISESOL, TOEFL iBT and PTE A are all offered for use in determining an 

adequate suitable level of English for study and work purposes (while OET is specifically workplace-

relevant), the tests are structured differently, include different task types, employ different 

approaches to scoring and have different measurement characteristics. 

In the short term, the scores presented below could reasonably be considered for acceptance by the 

GMC as alternatives to overall IELTS band 7.5, and as alternatives to IELTS band 7.0 for the individual 

skill-based components. This table excludes ECPE as CaMLA does not provide information to show 

the overall score concordances for IELTS 7.5. IESOL/ISESOL Level 2 (C1) is also excluded because, 

according to  City & Guilds, obtaining an IESOL/ISESOL Level 2 (C1) certificate is comparable to the 

6.5/7.0 band overall on IELTS and is therefore too low to meet the GMC requirements. 
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 IELTS  

Overall  

band 7.5 

IELTS 

Listening  

band 7.0 

IELTS 

Speaking  

band 7.0 

IELTS  

Reading 

band 7.0 

IELTS  

Writing  

band 7.0 

CAE* 74 (Grade B)     

CPE**** Grade C     

GEPT – 

Advanced** 

 Pass Pass Pass Pass 

IESOL/ISESOL 

Level 3 (C2)*** 

Pass     

TOEFL iBT* 102 24 23 24 27 

OET*  B B A A 

PTE-A* 73     
* based upon test provider assertions, supported by findings from internal research studies conducted by the test provider  
**based upon test provider assertions, supported by findings from research commissioned externally by the test provider 
***based upon test provider assertions only, with no other supporting evidence      
****Cambridge English has not published any CPE: IELTS concordance; this suggestion is based on the test provider’s claims concerning 

the Cambridge common scale: a passing grade of C on CPE represents a higher level of performance than a grade of B on CAE. 

In terms of trying to relate the scores above to existing practice among UK and international 

healthcare bodies, none of those surveyed appear to specify on their websites what constitutes an 

acceptable grade for either CAE or CPE; this could mean that any ‘passing’ grade, i.e. grade C or 

above, is acceptable, but this might need to be confirmed individually with the body concerned.  

Among those organisations reporting use of TOEFL iBT for registration and licensing purposes (e.g. in 

Canada and Singapore), the overall score of 102 in the table above exceeds in all cases the overall 

scores specified by these healthcare bodies which range between 92 and 100 (e.g. 92, 94, 96, 97, 

100). Minimum score requirements for the individual TOEFL iBT skill-based components also vary 

somewhat from body to body, but generally seem to be set at a minimum score of 24 for each skill; 

in some cases, however, a higher component score is required for Speaking and Writing (e.g. 25 or 

27), with a lower score (e.g. 20) or even no minimum score at all for Reading or Listening.           

No healthcare professional bodies were found who report accepting PTE-A, GEPT-Advanced and 

ISEOL/ISESOL Level 3 as evidence of English language proficiency. This may reflect the relatively 

recent launch of PTE-A (2009) rather than the suitability or otherwise of the test for registration and 

licensing purposes. GEPT-Advanced is used mainly as evidence of Taiwanese students' English 

language proficiency for academic admission purposes (including degree and exchange programmes) 

by universities in Taiwan, Japan, Germany, Switzerland and Canada. 

Bodies using OET for registration and licensing purposes appear to accept a passing grade of either A 

or B for the most part for each of the four skill components, though a minimum of three As is 

required for Speech Pathology/Therapy (i.e. by Speech Pathology Australia, and the Allied Health 

Professions Council in Singapore).  

When reviewing the table above, it is important to recognise that OET does not report an overall 

score on the test as a whole, only the four component scores for individual skills. GEPT does report 

an overall score but does not yet provide guidance on how this compares to an overall IELTS score. 

Unfortunately, there is not enough data available for us to make recommendations on component 

skills for CAE, CPE, IESOL/ISESOL Level 3 or PTE-A,  nor, given the relatively poor levels of reliability 
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for some component scores, would we recommend that there is a sound basis for such 

requirements.  

Over the longer term, rather than attempting to use these alternative tests to attempt to predict 

IELTS scores, scores on each test are better interpreted on their own merit. This suggests that if any 

test is to be approved as an alternative to IELTS for purposes of medical registration and licensing, 

the best course of action, in line with the practice of American registration bodies described in 

Taylor and Pill (2013), would be to conduct a separate standard setting study to determine the 

appropriate cut score or cut scores for that test. Standard setting is defined as the decision-making 

process of classifying candidates into a number of levels or categories (Kane, 2001). The cut score is 

the boundary between adjacent performance categories and represents the point on a test’s score 

reporting scale which can be used to determine whether a particular score is sufficient for the 

specific purpose of professional registration and licensing (Zieky, Perie and Livingston, 2008). 

This study sought to address a set of complex questions concerning the comparability of tests and 

test scores. Questions of test score equivalence are perhaps best answered through an empirical 

experimental study in which a carefully selected sample of representative test-takers is required to 

sit all the different tests under consideration in order that their scores on each of the tests can be 

compared against one another. In practice, of course, this approach is rarely feasible, and though it 

may be possible when comparing just two tests, it is very unlikely to be a realistic proposition when 

seeking to compare three or more tests. Even if it were logistically feasible, such an approach risks 

neglecting important cognitive and contextual validity features of the multiple tests under scrutiny. 

For this reason, an alternative, more content-analytic approach was necessary as well as desirable in 

this study, drawing on (i) information and evidence relating to the cognitive and contextual validity 

of the tests’ content, and (ii) information  concerning score interpretation, value and comparability, 

provided by test providers themselves or publicly available in independent research literature.  

It is hoped that the outcomes of this research will be useful in informing future GMC policy and 

practice on the use of English language proficiency tests and their score outcomes within the 

registration and licensing process for doctors who have qualified outside the UK. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background  
The UK’s General Medical Council (GMC) currently requires all doctors who obtained their primary 

medical qualification outside the EEA or Switzerland (other than those who are exempt under 

certain legal conditions) seeking professional registration in the UK, to demonstrate a sufficient 

knowledge of English to ensure safe practice in the UK before registration and a licence to practise 

are granted4. Unless they are able to provide alternative acceptable evidence of their English 

language skills, doctors who qualified outside the UK are currently required to take a well-

established English language proficiency test - the International English Language Testing System 

(IELTS), and to achieve a minimum overall score in the Academic version of IELTS, together with 

minimum scores on the four skill-focused subtests (i.e. Listening, Reading, Writing and Speaking).  

In June 2014, while the research reported here was in progress, the GMC was granted the new 

power to ask doctors who qualified within the EEA or Switzerland, and who apply for registration 

and a licence to practise, for evidence of their English language skills should there be a concern 

about their ability to communicate effectively in English. The GMC provides guidance to European 

doctors explaining the criteria that apply and the types of evidence likely to be accepted as evidence 

of their English language skills5 before registration and a licence to practise will be granted. This 

includes achieving the required IELTS scores (Academic version). The new powers also allow the 

GMC to direct any licensed doctor to undergo a language assessment. 

The IELTS Equivalence Research Project (GMC133), initiated in March 2014, was designed to survey a 

wide range of other English language proficiency tests that are currently available and to undertake 

a comparison between these tests and IELTS to establish their potential suitability for future use 

within the GMC registration and licensing framework. In this respect, IELTS is being used as the 

benchmark for suitability. The study was also designed to survey the current practice of other 

professional bodies worldwide that use English language proficiency tests in a similar way to the 

GMC for professional registration purposes. 

The research was commissioned by the GMC from the Centre for Research in English Language 

Learning and Assessment (CRELLA), a world-leading research centre for language testing and 

assessment located at the University of Bedfordshire, UK.6 The project was conducted in close 

collaboration with the GMC as the commissioning body.  

This document constitutes the Final Report on the research. It describes the aim of the research and 

the specific research questions, and documents the research principles, process and outcomes of the 

study which took place between April 2014 and March 2015.  

                                                           
4 
http://www.gmc.uk.org/IMG___Guidance___Evidence_of_the_necessary_knowledge_of_English__IMGs____
DC5671.pdf_56822544.pdf 
5 
http://www.gmc.uk.org/Evidence_of_English_language_skills___Guidance_for_European_doctors___DC5767.
pdf_56557987.pdf 
6 For more information on CRELLA, go to: www.beds.ac.uk/crella  

http://www.beds.ac.uk/crella
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1.2 Aims and objectives of the research  
As mentioned in Section 1.1, the GMC currently requires all doctors who qualify outside the UK to 

demonstrate the necessary knowledge of English for formal entry into the UK professional 

community and for safe practice thereafter. Since June 2014, an acceptable level of English language 

proficiency is demonstrated by achieving a minimum overall score of Band 7.5 in IELTS Academic, 

with a minimum of Band 7 on all subcomponents of the IELTS test (Listening, Reading, Writing and 

Speaking). This confirmed the required language ability level as being at the C1 level (i.e. firmly 

within the Proficient User descriptive band) of the Common European Framework of Reference for 

Languages (CEFR), which is a widely recognised standard of ability or performance in language 

testing. The table below shows the range of IELTS band scores that, according to the test providers, 

map to the C1 and C2 levels of the CEFR:    

Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) IELTS Band Score 

Proficient User 
C2 Band 9, 8.5 

C1 Bands 8, 7.5 and 7  

 

IELTS is not the only English language proficiency test which is available for demonstrating English 

language proficiency. A wide variety of other tests of English are used for professional and academic 

purposes, including both well-established products and more recent arrivals in the marketplace. 

Some of these tests are already used by other professional medical registration bodies worldwide 

where English is a key language, e.g. Australian Medical Council, Singapore Medical Council. 

Through a process of consultation between CRELLA and the GMC, the specific aims of the IELTS 

Equivalence Research Project were established as follows: 

1. To identify a comprehensive list of other available test(s) of English language proficiency and/or 

communication skills apart from IELTS, including any that are specifically used within a medical 

context (UK and international). 

2. To consider how other professional regulatory bodies (both UK and international) check for and 

confirm an acceptable level of English language proficiency prior to entry into a technical, high-risk 

profession. 

3. To compare the list of tests identified in (1) above to IELTS, with respect to their suitability on a 

range of essential quality criteria. IELTS was recognised, therefore, as constituting the criterion or 

standard of suitability against which other potentially suitable English language proficiency tests 

should be compared. 

4. To identify, should one or more tests be considered as at least as suitable as IELTS, what would be 

the equivalent for these test(s) to the GMC’s current requirements for the academic version of IELTS, 

as well as how the equivalent scores identified on alternative tests compare to the levels of the 

Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (2001). 

Based upon the underlying rationale for the study outlined above, four specific research questions 

were developed to structure and guide the research study: 
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RQ1: What tests of English language and/or communication skills are available and suitable 

for demonstrating English language proficiency for entry to a technical, high-risk profession? 

 

RQ2: What tests do other professional regulatory bodies, in the UK and internationally, 

accept as appropriate evidence of English language and/or communication skills proficiency 

before registration? 

 

RQ3: How do the tests identified in RQ1 and RQ2 compare with IELTS Academic on a range of 

essential criteria? 

 

RQ4: For any tests identified as comparable to IELTS in terms of their suitability, what are the 

equivalent scores to the accepted IELTS thresholds currently required by the GMC, and how 

do these scores compare to CEFR levels? 
 

1.3 Ethical considerations  
Given the nature of the research methodology proposed for this research project, i.e. predominantly 

documentary review and desk-based research via the internet, no requirement for survey 

instruments or interview protocols was anticipated. Any contact made with public test providers or 

with regulatory bodies was expected to be of an individualised nature, with a view to clarifying or 

supplementing information on policy and practice that already existed in the public domain.  

The study was carried out in accordance with University of Bedfordshire ethical procedures which 

can be viewed online at 

https://in.beds.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/246578/EthicsGoodResPract-and-

ResMisconduct.pdf, and under the oversight of the University Research Ethics Committee (UREC). 

Formal approval was sought and received from UREC in accordance with established procedures of 

good research practice at the University. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

  

https://in.beds.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/246578/EthicsGoodResPract-and-ResMisconduct.pdf
https://in.beds.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/246578/EthicsGoodResPract-and-ResMisconduct.pdf
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2. SURVEYING ENGLISH LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY TESTS FOR 

REGISTRATION PURPOSES 

2.1 Surveying English language proficiency tests for possible consideration 

within UK GMC registration procedures to select those meeting essential 

quality criteria  

Research Question 1 (RQ1) entailed a survey of tests of English language and/or communication 

skills which are available for demonstrating English language proficiency for entry to a technical and 

high-risk profession, with a view to selecting those which meet essential quality criteria for possible 

consideration within UK GMC registration procedures.  

Investigation of RQ1 involved three key steps:  

Step 1: compiling a preliminary comprehensive list of currently available tests of English language 

and/or communication skills (other than IELTS) which may be suitable for demonstrating English 

language proficiency for entry to a technical and high-risk profession  

The purpose of compiling this list was to survey as comprehensively as possible currently available 

tests of English language and/or communication skills (other than IELTS) which may be suitable as 

acceptable alternatives alongside IELTS (Phase 1). The criteria for inclusion on the preliminary 

comprehensive list were discussed and agreed with the GMC as follows:  

(1) English language proficiency tests for which the GMC has already received requests for 

acceptance from overseas qualified doctors, e.g. internet-based Test of English as a Foreign 

Language (TOEFL iBT), Cambridge Advanced (CAE), Cambridge Proficiency (CPE), and United States 

Medical Licensing Examination (USMLE); 

(2) English language proficiency tests which are approved as a Secure English Language Test (SELTs) 

by the Home Office and its UK Visa and Immigration service (UKVI), formerly known as the UK Border 

Agency (UKBA, 2014). In December 2010 the UK Border Agency of the Home Office (UKBA) instigated 

a formal approval system for ELP tests to be accepted as part of the UK’s immigration and visa 

application process for employment routes (e.g. Tiers 1 and 2), for study routes, (e.g. Tier 4), and for 

spouses and partners of those already in the UK. ELP test providers seeking inclusion on the UKBA’s 

approved list of Secure English Language Tests (SELTs) were required to submit for scrutiny various 

types of evidence about their organisation and to demonstrate that their test product met a set of 

defined requirements related to: (1) test criteria, (2) test development, (3) test delivery, and (4) 

security and verification of test results. (A copy of the original UKBA criteria for inclusion is provided 

in Appendix 10). The submission and approval process resulted in the Home Office issuing a list of 

formally approved SELTS which had been assessed by the UKBA and their consultants as meeting the 

Home Office’s requirements for the purposes of immigration and visa application.  

In 2013 UK Visa and Immigration (UKVI) took over the responsibilities of the UKBA. At the start of the 

IELTS Equivalence Research Project in April 2014, the UKVI list of currently approved SELTs was used 

as one of the sources for identifying potential ELP tests which might be suitable for inclusion in the 

project, though SELT status itself was not adopted as a criterion for inclusion. Six of the nine tests 

subsequently selected for Phase 2 scrutiny and comparison against IELTS were on the UKVI SELTs list: 
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CAE, CPE, Internet-based TOEFL, IESOL/ISESOL Level 2 and Level 3, PTE-A (plus IELTS). The Trinity 

College London’s Integrated Skills in English (ISE) and their Graded Examinations in Spoken English 

(GESE) were not eligible for scrutiny in the 2014 IELTS Equivalence Research Project because they did 

not at that time assess all four skill components and/or were undergoing a process of test revision 

and redevelopment.  

 (3) English language proficiency tests which are widely used in countries from which the GMC 

receives a high volume of applications for registration, according to 2008-2013 data routinely 

gathered by the GMC and supplied to CRELLA. These countries include: Italy, Greece, Romania, 

Spain, Hungary, Germany, Poland, Bulgaria, Ireland, Czech Republic, Netherlands, Portugal, France, 

Slovakia, Lithuania, Malta, Australia, Bangladesh, Egypt, India, Iraq, Pakistan, Nigeria, Sri Lanka and 

Sudan. (n.b. the threshold for country inclusion was agreed as 50 or more applications annually); 

(4) English language proficiency tests which are medically oriented; and 

(5) Other English language proficiency tests emerging as a result of addressing RQ2. 

More than 40 English language proficiency tests were identified and included on the preliminary 

comprehensive list (see Appendix 1). 

Step 2: developing a set of a priori criteria to filter the preliminary list so as to identify those tests 

which represent genuine potential alternatives to IELTS according to a set of essential quality criteria  

An initial set of 13 possible a priori criteria (all key features that are already true for IELTS) was 

identified to assist with the task of filtering the preliminary list of 45 in order to select the most 

appropriate tests for a second stage analysis (Phase 2). Phase 2 was to involve closer scrutiny of the 

test and comparison against the IELTS benchmark. After review and discussion with the GMC team, 

the following eight essential quality criteria were prioritised from the original set of 13: 

 

1. the existence of high-level security procedures for test production and delivery;  

2. the existence of a test score verification system that allows score users to check and confirm test 

results; 

3. assessment of all four communicative skills; 

4. parallel forms of the test available for all test components; 

(When a test is routinely offered on a regular basis or across frequent administrations, e.g. 

annually or monthly or more often, then it is necessary for multiple versions of a test to be 

produced.  Test security is clearly at risk if the same version of the test is reused across multiple 

dates. But if multiple versions of a test need to be produced to meet the demand for frequent 

test administration sessions, it becomes very important that different versions of the same test 

are produced to the same standard and level of difficulty, and that they are validated or quality-

assured. If not, then different versions of the same test risk not being comparable and their 

scores cannot safely be considered equivalent for decision making purposes. Thus, test 

producers need to have robust standard procedures in place for test production as well as bring 

forward associated evidence for claims made about equivalence across multiple versions of their 

test);  

5. appropriate evidence of the reliability of the test and the dependability of its scores; 
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6. an approved test centre (or centre network) routinely monitored and inspected for Quality 

Assurance; 

7. demonstrable evidence that the test measures at the CEFR C1 level and/or above; and 

8. representation of an appropriate test domain (i.e. academic/professional rather than just 

general orientation)  

 

Five of the original 13 a priori criteria were de-prioritised in discussion with the GMC as explained 

below:  

 inclusion of a direct face-to-face speaking test component (rather than just a semi-direct test of 

oral proficiency which assesses test takers' oral proficiency in a non face-to-face setting without 

a human interlocutor, e.g. via a language laboratory or computer)  

o while a face-to-face speaking test (such as exists in IELTS) may be preferable in some 

respects because it permits the testing of reciprocal interaction, there exist some well-

researched and well-regarded ELP tests that adopt a semi-direct format (e.g. TOEFL iBT); 

since some of these are already accepted for international professional registration 

purposes, it seemed inappropriate to exclude these tests at an early stage 

 

 formal acceptance/approval/recognition of the test by comparable registration bodies for 

medicine and similar professions  

o although the GMC was keen to be aware of what other professional registration bodies 

do, it did not wish to be restricted by their policy and practice 

 

 geographical and temporal accessibility of the test (i.e. internationally available on a regular 

basis) 

o although this criterion had been of importance in previous studies on acceptable English 

language proficiency tests undertaken medical registration bodies (e.g. O’Neill et al, 

2007), accessibility was considered by the GMC to be less relevant to its immediate 

needs given that the primary concern was not ‘test reach’ for recruitment purposes 

 

 easy availability of comprehensive and up-to-date information for relevant stakeholder groups, 

i.e. test takers, test score users  

although the provision of essential published information concerning test purpose and 

quality is generally regarded as an important measure of test quality, this criterion was 

considered to be redundant if the other criteria had been met  

 

 evidence of a commitment to comprehensive on-going research for purposes of test validation 

and improvement  

o while it is generally accepted among language testers that a test should have a sound 

basis in relevant theory and empirical research, the GMC believed that recently 

developed tests which had not yet had time to develop an extensive research and 

validation literature for themselves should not necessarily be excluded from 

consideration 
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Step 3: evaluating the comprehensive preliminary list of 45 tests according to the eight a priori 

criteria via a desk-based Internet search (followed up, if necessary, by targeted contact with specific 

test providers) 

As mentioned earlier, a total of 45 tests were identified as the result of Step 1. Desk-based internet 

research was then conducted for all 45 tests to evaluate whether they merited closer scrutiny in 

Phase 2 based on the eight a priori criteria listed above and shown in Table 2.1. Further explanation 

of the eight criteria shown in columns 1-13 is provided in Figure 2.1. 

The website for each of the 45 tests was surveyed and information sought on each test for each of 

the eight essential quality criteria. The results of this survey, together with some explanatory 

commentary, were recorded in an excel spreadsheet. The full spreadsheet is included in this report 

as Appendix 1 and the outcomes of this analysis will be presented and discussed in Section 4.1.    
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Figure 2.1: Template for Phase 1 analysis of English Language Proficiency (ELP) tests 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Columns 1-3 in Figure 1 present the list of English language tests and test producers that are widely available and taken in reasonably large numbers around 
the world in a variety of contexts and for a variety of purposes (for detailed selection criteria, see Appendix 1).  

Column 4 indicates whether a public claim is made by the test provider that their test is targeted at a particular level(s) of the CEFR.  

Columns 5-12 highlight the eight a priori criteria for test acceptability; the extent to which information on these criteria is provided by the test provider on 
their public website is indicated against each test in the full list (for detailed explanation of each criterion, see Appendix 1). 

Column 13 captures some additional important comments, giving reasons why a test in the list can be regarded as a candidate for close scrutiny in Phase 2, 
or why it may be inappropriate for further investigation.  

Column 14 indicates specific additional information that needed to be requested from the test provider (through email contact) concerning certain criteria.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Name Full 
name 
of 
test 

Provider CEFR 
target 
level  

Criterion 1 
High-level 
security 
procedures 
for test 
production 
and 
delivery 

Criterion 2 
 A 
verification 
system 
that allows 
score users 
to check 
and 
confirm 
test results 

Criterion 3 
Assessment of 
all 4 
communicative 
skills (reading, 
writing, 
listening, 
speaking) 

Criterion 4 
Parallel 
forms of the 
test 
available for 
all test 
components  

Criterion 5 
Evidence of 
the reliability 
of the test 
and the 
dependability 
of its scores 

Criterion 6            
An 
approved 
test centre 
(or centre 
network) 
routinely 
monitored 
and 
inspected 
for QA 

Criterion 7 
Demonstra
ble 
evidence 
that the 
test 
measures at 
the CEFR C1 
level and/or 
above 

Criterion 8 
Appropriate 
test domain 
(e.g. 
Academic 
/professional) 

Comments Does 
CRELLA 
need to 
send a 
request to 
the test 
provider 
asking 
them to 
supply 
missing 
information 
regarding 
specific 
criteria?  
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2.2 Surveying English language proficiency tests currently used for 

professional registration purposes in the UK and elsewhere  

Research Question 2 (RQ2) entailed an extensive survey of regulatory bodies for healthcare 

professionals, including both organisations based in the UK and international bodies in mainly 

English-speaking countries and regions where internationally-trained doctors and other healthcare 

professionals typically seek registration.  

The purpose of the survey was to investigate what such regulatory bodies currently demand as 

appropriate evidence of the level of English language proficiency and/or communication skills 

needed by applicants prior to formal admission into and subsequent practice within a technical and 

high-risk profession.  

Investigation of RQ2 involved desk-based research and analysis over the period April-October 2014 

as explained below: 

 a list was compiled in the form of an excel spreadsheet of the names and website addresses 

of regulatory bodies for healthcare professionals in the UK and internationally: this list was 

initially informed by previous studies of a similar nature (Merrifield 2008, 2011), 

supplemented with a follow-up exercise to identify as many additional relevant 

organisations as possible; as part of this process, the website pages on test recognition for 

the English language proficiency tests selected for Phase 2 of this study were checked as far 

as possible to identify any further healthcare bodies not already included on our list which 

mentioned using the test for registration purposes; 

 key English-speaking countries  targeted included: UK, Australia, New Zealand, USA, Canada, 

Ireland, South Africa, Hong Kong and Singapore;  

 at the request of the GMC, additional effort was made to identify regulatory authorities in 

those countries which are significant source countries for overseas-qualified doctors 

applying to the GMC for registration in the UK:  Bangladesh, Egypt, India, Iraq, Nigeria, 

Sudan, Sri Lanka, Pakistan;7 

 some effort was also made, again at the request of the GMC, to discover policy and practice 

regarding language requirements of regulatory authorities in EEA countries which are 

significant source countries for overseas-qualified doctors applying to the GMC: Bulgaria, 

Czech Republic, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Malta, 

Netherlands, Pakistan, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Spain;8 

 the GMC further requested that attention be paid, if possible, to the policy and practice of 

some bodies from outside the healthcare professions – representing other high-risk 

professions, such as lawyers and pilots, to explore the ELP requirements they have in place; 

however, constraints of time and resources unfortunately made this step impossible to 

complete within the scope and timeframe of the current project; 

                                                           
7 An appropriate medical regulatory authority could not be identified for all of these countries via the web-
based exercise. 
8 For most of these countries, it proved extremely difficult to identify relevant professional organisations for 
these countries mainly because the websites were in the language(s) of the country concerned; no translation 
capabilities or resources had been factored into this study. 
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 following compilation of an extensive (though admittedly not exhaustive) list of almost 100 

names and website addresses of regulatory bodies for healthcare professionals in the UK 

and internationally, a systematic electronic search of each regulatory body’s website was 

undertaken to gather relevant information concerning English language proficiency 

requirements for their professional registration purposes for internationally qualified 

applicants, specifically any mention of accepting test scores from approved ELP tests; 

various search criteria were used to seek out this information,  including phrases such as: 

(English) language (proficiency) requirements,  registration (procedures/standards), 

overseas/international  applicants, overseas qualification/assessment, and similar terms 

that seemed relevant to the task in hand 

 the excel spreadsheet was used to record any specific information given on ELP tests 

recognised and test scores currently required for each regulatory body in the list, including 

any mention of recent changes in policy/practice, or likely revision in the future; where no 

information could be found on the regulatory body’s website this finding was recorded as 

‘no information found’  

 

Once the relevant data had been gathered, the information was reviewed and analysed to identify 

any major trends and patterns. Particular attention was paid during this process to how far the use 

of ELP requirements within registration procedures for healthcare professionals  varies among UK-

based and international regulatory bodies as well as across differing healthcare professions (e.g. 

doctors, nurses, pharmacists, speech therapists), and how far requirements for registration purposes 

align with current GMC policy and practice. Note was also made of the range of ELP tests used in 

addition to, or instead of, IELTS.  

The results of this investigation are presented and discussed in Section 4.2 of this report and the full 

spreadsheet is included as Appendix 9 for reference.   
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3. THEORETICAL BASES FOR COMPARING SELECTED ENGLISH 

LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY TESTS 

3.1 A qualitative framework for comparing skill/ability constructs across 

selected English language proficiency tests  
 
In this research study we employed the socio-cognitive framework (SCF) for test validation that has 

been developed by CRELLA over the last eight years. The SCF marks the first systematic attempt at 

providing assessment stakeholders with a coherent and accessible methodology for test 

development and validation research, covering social, cognitive and evaluative (scoring) dimensions 

of language use and linking these to the context and consequences of test use. The framework 

provides for theoretical consideration of the issues but can also be applied practically for critical 

analyses of test content; it therefore has direct relevance and value to operational language testing, 

especially when such testing is conducted on an industrial scale by national and international 

examination providers. While other frameworks developed during the 1990s (e.g., Bachman’s 1990 

Communicative Language Ability model and the Council of Europe’s 2001 Common European 

Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR)) undoubtedly helped end users to consider key issues 

from a theoretical perspective, they have proved extremely difficult for examination providers to 

operationalise in their practical test development and validation activity. 

Building on the first comprehensive explication of the SCF in Weir's (2005) volume Language Testing 

and Validation: An Evidence-based Approach, CRELLA engaged in a long-term research programme 

to validate and refine the SCF. CRELLA staff systematically applied the framework to a range of 

internationally recognized English tests (e.g. Eiken Japan, GEPT Taiwan, Trinity College London 

exams, Cambridge English Language Assessments) across different proficiency levels, skills and 

domains, to improve understanding of the tests’ construct validity. The goal was to investigate the 

extent to which these measurement instruments were an adequate and comprehensive 

representation of the real life language ability construct – with special attention to the features that 

most efficiently distinguish one proficiency level from another.  

The eight-year project on developing the SCF provided for the first time a systematic and empirically- 

based framework of criteria that can be used for analysing language tests and identifying areas 

where tests under-represent a construct or include test features that are irrelevant to it. The criteria 

are detailed and comprehensive, covering social, cognitive and scoring aspects of test design.  

There is a growing expectation that examination boards need to be publically accountable for their 

assessment products. We need to know how test developers determine and control criterial 

distinctions between tests offered at different levels on the proficiency continuum, or how they 

establish the cut scores which are claimed to be indicators of certain levels. The subsequent 

widespread application of the framework (e.g., by the British Council, Cambridge English Language 

Assessment, Trinity College London in the UK, and the Language Training and Testing Center (LTTC) 

in Taiwan) to their international high stakes tests has enabled the instruments to discriminate more 

effectively between different language proficiency levels. Building test specifications on a clearly 

defined model for test development and validation provides a platform from which to drive the 
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formal collection of evidence for constructing a sound validity argument underpinning appropriate 

test use. 

The key components of the socio-cognitive framework (SCF) 

The SCF is designed to enable the analysis and evaluation of evidence in support of claims regarding 

the quality of any language test on several core dimensions. The framework can be applied to 

scrutinise, in a rigorous and systematic way, all aspects of test validity, including test content and 

test reliability. By selecting appropriate parameters from the SCF (e.g. contextual features, cognitive 

processing features, technical measurement features), it becomes possible to identify and evaluate 

those characteristics of a testing system which are likely to be essential considerations for the GMC 

when selecting a suitable test for registration purposes, including key practicality aspects such as 

test security, score integrity and verification of results. 

The SCF comprises a number of core construct-related components. The component relating to 

Cognitive validity represents the candidate in the test event. It concerns the individual language user 

and their cognitive or mental processing of the test task. The component of Context validity 

concerns the contextual parameters of a task, which are often socially or externally determined in 

terms of the demands of the task setting, with its specified input and expected output. Scoring 

validity, i.e. how the task performance is evaluated, is the component which combines with 

Cognitive and Context validity in an interactive, symbiotic relationship to constitute the overall 

construct validity of any test.  

When discussing the assessment of each of the four language ability skills – Reading, Writing, 

Speaking and Listening - in the report in Section 4.3 below, we will provide more detail of the 

cognitive and contextual parameters that the CRELLA team examined to determine the 

comparability of the constructs being measured by the various alternatives to IELTS under 

consideration. 

3.2 A quantitative approach to determining the comparability of score 

outcomes across selected English language proficiency tests  

Should one or more ELP tests prove worthy of being considered as suitable alternatives alongside 

IELTS in terms of the comparability of constructs being measured, a key concern becomes what 

would be the equivalent for these test(s) to the GMC’s current requirements for the Academic 

version of IELTS, as well as how the equivalent scores identified on alternative tests compare to the 

levels of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (2001).  

In theory, this question is best answered through an experimental empirical study in which a 

carefully selected sample of representative test-takers is required to sit all the different tests under 

consideration in order that their scores on each of the tests can be compared against one another. In 

practice, of course, such a complex and time-consuming empirical research study is unlikely to be 

possible. Asking a population of test-takers to sit as many as nine different English language 

proficiency tests (plus IELTS), each test lasting one or more hours, would be both practically 

challenging and very expensive in terms of time and other resources. In addition, the score 

outcomes might be adversely impacted by a range of unwelcome variables such as unfamiliarity with 
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test formats, poor motivation and test-taker fatigue. An alternative approach is needed, therefore, 

which draws on information concerning score interpretation, value and comparability - information 

which is either provided by test providers themselves, or is publicly available in the independent 

research literature.  

For this research study, it was decided to establish for any tests identified and selected as being 

potential suitable alternatives to IELTS the scores on those tests that were claimed by the test 

providers to: 

a) be equivalent to the accepted IELTS thresholds currently required by the GMC. i.e.: 

− an overall score of at least Band 7.5 

− a score of at least Band 7.0 in each of the four areas tested (Listening, Reading, Writing 

and Speaking) 

b) correspond to levels C1 and above of the Common European Framework of Reference for 

Languages (CEFR). 

We located published material from each provider that supported claims of correspondence 

between the test in question and IELTS scores. In each case we evaluated the quality of the claims 

regarding the overall score that would correspond to overall IELTS Band 7.5 and the scores for 

Listening, Reading, Writing and Speaking that would correspond to Band 7.0 (see Section 4.4 below). 

In addition, Section 4.4 reports what attempts have been made to link each test to the Common 

European Framework of Reference for Languages (Council of Europe 2001) and considers the value 

of these links for relating the tests to IELTS. 
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4. RESULTS OF THE ANALYSIS 

4.1 Identifying and selecting potentially suitable tests for demonstrating 

English language proficiency for GMC purposes (Phase 1) 

Based on the desk-based Internet research highlighted in Section 2.1, a total of four tests were 

initially shortlisted which appeared to meet all eight essential quality criteria at the Phase 1 stage: 

 Cambridge English: Advanced (CAE) 

 Cambridge English: Proficiency (CPE) 

 Internet-based Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL iBT) 

 Pearson Test of English - Academic (PTE-A) 

These four tests were therefore eligible for closer scrutiny using the in-depth comparative 

framework proposed for Phase 2. The complete analysis for all 45 tests is provided in Appendix 1. 

As suggested by the GMC, a follow-up enquiry letter (see Appendix 2 for an example) was sent by 

email to (named) providers of the following six tests requesting specific information concerning one 

or more of the eight essential criteria (i.e. the outstanding information that the researchers were 

unable to locate through their desk research). Test providers were invited to supply the outstanding 

information, or to indicate where it could be located in the public domain, within 21 days.  

  

1. ECPE (Cambridge-Michigan Language Assessment) 

2. OET (Cambridge-Boxhill Language Assessment) 

3. Eiken Grade 1 (The Eiken Foundation, Japan) 

4. GEPT-Advanced (Language Training and Testing Center - LTTC, Taiwan) 

5. MELAB (Cambridge-Michigan Language Assessment) 

6. IESOL and ISESOL (City and Guilds – Certificate and Diploma at C1 and C2 levels) 

 

In addition, an enquiry letter (see Appendix 3 for an example) was sent to providers of the following 

five tests, via their Contacts webpage, to confirm where the test stands regarding alignment with the 

CEFR. Once again, information was requested within a 21-day period. 

  

1. CanTest (University of Ottawa) 

2. CAEL (Carleton University, Ottawa) 

3. ISLPR (ISLPR Language Services, Australia) 

4. CET (Ministry of Education of People's Republic of China) 

5. CELBAN (Centre for Canadian Language Benchmarks) 

  

The test providers of CET and CELBAN replied that they are not currently in a position to claim a 

precise correspondence between their test and the CEFR framework. No response was received 

from the providers of CanTest, CAEL or ISLPR. 

 

The providers of ECPE, OET, Eiken Grade 1, GEPT, MELAB, IESOL and ISESOL all responded to the 

enquiry for additional information for the Phase 1 analysis by the requested deadline. The providers 

of OET, ECPE, GEPT and IESOL/ISESOL supplied documentation to show that their tests meet the 
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missing criteria. Constraints on the resources available for the project combined with the time 

pressure to complete the original 6-month research study by end October 2014, meant that the 

research team needed to consider carefully how many additional tests it was realistic to add to the 

five tests already identified for Phase 2 scrutiny (i.e. IELTS, Cambridge Proficiency, Cambridge 

Advanced, Internet-based TOEFL and Pearson Test of English - Academic).  

 

Following discussion with the GMC, the Occupational English Test (OET) was prioritised for inclusion 

in the Phase 2 analysis alongside the other five tests already on the list. This decision was taken on 

the grounds that OET is a medically-oriented language proficiency test which is already used in some 

parts of the world for professional registration purposes, i.e. Australia, New Zealand and Singapore.  

 

In autumn 2014, the GMC requested that the original 6-month project be extended so that ECPE, 

GEPT-Advanced and IESOL/ISESOL Levels 2 and 3 could also be included in the research study. These 

four tests had all successfully met the essential quality criteria and were considered candidates for 

closer comparative analysis against IELTS. As a result, a total of nine tests were carried forward to 

the Phase 2 scrutiny for comparative analysis against IELTS (i.e. CAE, CPE, ECPE, GEPT-Advanced, 

IESOL/ISESOL Levels 2 and 3, OET, PTE-A and TOEFL iBT).   

  

4.2 Surveying the practice of other national and international professional 

regulatory bodies (Phases 1 and 2)  
 
The websites of almost 100 UK-based and international regulatory bodies for the healthcare 

professions were searched in mid-2014 to investigate what such bodies require at that point in time 

as appropriate evidence of the level of English language proficiency and/or communication skills 

needed by applicants for professional registration. Drawing upon the detailed information gathered 

through this search (see Appendix 9 in this report), a number of key trends and patterns were 

observed relating to three main issues, as follows: 

 the range of ELP tests approved for use by professional bodies in addition to, or instead of, 

IELTS 

 the perceived match between GMC policy and practice and the policy/practice of other 

regulatory bodies in the UK and in other international contexts  

 the use by some professional regulatory bodies of differentiated scores for the different 

language skills (i.e. reading, writing, listening, speaking) 
 

The range of ELP tests approved for use by professional bodies in addition to, or instead of, IELTS 

In the UK it appears that IELTS remains the preferred ELP test for professional registration purposes 

across the healthcare professions. Among other tests mentioned were tests, e.g. a professional 

competency test, that are presumably internal to the profession and which might contain some sort 

of English language or communication skills element (e.g. Clinical OSCE). The General Osteopathic 

Council (GOsC) mentions preferring IELTS but apparently also accepts Cambridge English: Advanced 

(CAE), the International General Certificate of Secondary Education (IGCSE)9, the Hong Kong CEE, 

TOEFL iBT and TOEIC. For general dental practitioners seeking admission to health authority lists in 

                                                           
9 IGCSE is oriented to secondary education and makes no alignment claim to the CEFR – see Appendix 1. 
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the NHS, the Royal College of Surgeons accepts (in addition to an IELTS 6.0 in each component) the 

following tests: AQA Certificate in English Language Skills (CELS)10; Cambridge Business English 

Certificate (BEC) Vantage; and TOEFL (the score specified for this test suggests that this relates to a 

previous version of TOEFL, not the latest TOEFL iBT version). However, it should be noted that the 

table of English language testing qualifications on this organisation’s website is somewhat 

inconsistent and confusing. 

In Australia, the most commonly mentioned tests are IELTS and the Occupational English Test (OET), 

which was originally developed in and for Australia by the Language Testing Research Centre at the 

University of Melbourne in the early 1990s. Almost all the boards surveyed report accepting both 

IELTS and OET scores. The Australian Medical Council Inc also accepts the NZREX (New Zealand 

Registration Examination) and the GMC’s PLAB Test, as does the Medical Board of Australia. The 

Nursing and Midwifery Board of Australia report that other ELP tests may be approved by the board 

from time to time. Only the Chinese Medicine Board of Australia mentions accepting TOEFL in 

addition, but the scores given relate to a previous version of TOEFL with its separate test of Written 

and Spoken English Tests (TWE and TSE); this has since been replaced by the current TOEFL iBT. 

In New Zealand, all the boards surveyed accept both IELTS and OET. 

It proved extremely difficult to track down a list of appropriate regulatory authorities in the USA, at 

either federal or state level, in order to identify what English language proficiency requirements are 

expected from IMGs. Further work may be needed in this area using a different methodological 

approach to that adopted for investigating other parts of the English-speaking world. What seems 

clear is that the United States Medical Licensing Examination (USMLE) incorporates within it an 

English language and communication skills component and it may be that this serves universally 

across the USA for registration purposes (inferred from the website of the Educational Commission 

for Foreign Medical Graduates). The use of IELTS was mentioned in relation to the International 

Commission on Healthcare Professionals. 

When exploring policy and practice in Canada, it proved much easier to drill down from national to 

provincial level than had been the case for the USA. Several of Canada’s provincial Colleges of 

Physicians and Surgeons accept both IELTS and TOEFL iBT. Nursing-related bodies mention using 

IELTS and also the Canadian English Language Assessment Benchmark Assessment for Nurses 

(CELBAN), a recently developed English language test specifically for the nursing profession in 

Canada.  Regulatory bodies for pharmacists appear to accept a wider range of tests in addition to 

IELTS and TOEFL iBT: the Canadian Test of English (CANTEST) and the Michigan English Language 

Assessment Battery (MELAB). 

No information could be found on ELP requirements for the Caribbean, though the Caribbean 

Association of Medical Council (CAMC) examination appears to be in English and claims to test 

‘written and factual knowledge’ as well as clinical communication and problem-solving’.  

In Ireland the relevant boards accept IELTS, though the Irish Medical Council also accepts CAE. 

The Health Professionals Council of South Africa accepts IELTS but mentions no other tests. 

                                                           
10 A test with this name could not be found on the AQA website but may in fact refer (somewhat confusingly) 
to the AQA IGCSE English test – see previous footnote.  
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In Hong Kong the Medical Council has its own Proficiency Test in Medical English which forms Part II 

of a 3-part Licensing Examination. The test is a written English paper designed to ensure that the 

candidates’ command of English is adequate for professional purposes.11  

In Singapore IELTS, TOEFL iBT and OET are all accepted as providing evidence of English language 

proficiency. 

Unfortunately, no relevant information could be found when searching the websites of various 

healthcare regulatory bodies in countries which are significant source countries for IMGs seeking UK 

registration (Bangladesh, Egypt, India, Iraq, Nigeria, Sudan and Sri Lanka). The only exception is the 

Pakistan Medical and Dental Council which apparently accepts both IELTS and TOEFL scores (though 

the latter score seems to relate to the ‘old’ TOEFL test). 

No useful or accessible websites could be found when searching for information for EEA countries 

which are listed by the GMC as significant source countries for IMGs seeking UK registration. For 

most of these countries, it proved extremely difficult to reliably identify relevant professional 

organisations so as to determine policy and practice regarding certification of language proficiency 

at the national level. The task was further complicated by websites being in the language of the 

country concerned, thus requiring translation capabilities and resources which had not been 

factored into this study. The only exception was Malta for which the following information was 

found: while there was no obvious mention of any ELP requirements a statement made in 2003 

asserted that the "Medical Council Malta may require a Medical or Dental Professional whose 

primary degree is not from Malta or from an EU-Member State 'to sit for and pass a professional and 

linguistic proficiency test' in order to be granted registration in Malta". The nature of such a test was 

not described. 

Despite a lack of data from this study on policy and practice in the significant EEA source countries, a 

2009 study comparing 10 regulatory authorities worldwide, provides some useful information which 

can be included here. This study was commissioned by the GMC from RAND to provide an evidence 

base on the systems of medical regulation in place in the countries of origin of doctors seeking to 

enter the UK and obtain registration to practise. The countries selected for analysis by the GMC 

were the countries of origin of the ten largest groups of non-UK qualified doctors registered in the 

UK according to data available for February 2009: Egypt, Germany, Greece, India, Italy, Nigeria, 

Pakistan, Poland, South Africa and Spain (a list which overlaps significantly with the lists of EEA 

source countries provided to us by the GMC for this study).  

 

The 2009 report noted the 'decentralised polycentric systems' regarding professional registration for 

many countries, including Spain, Germany and Italy (similar to those in India and Nigeria). For 

example, it was reported that a non-Nigerian doctor without an additional qualification (i.e. a 

                                                           
11 Part I is an Examination in Professional Knowledge consisting of two papers, each comprising 120 multiple 

choice questions testing candidates’ medical knowledge. Part III is a Clinical Examination designed to test 

ability to apply professional knowledge to clinical problems; it is possible that speaking and listening skills are 

evaluated in Part III of the Licensing Examination, although it should be noted that candidates can choose to 

respond in either English, Cantonese or Putonghua.     
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specialist degree) is apparently required to sit and pass the Council’s assessment examination before 

he/she was registered with the Council. The examination consists of a multiple choice questions 

paper covering all aspects of basic and clinical sciences in medicine, a short answer question paper, a 

long essay question paper, a clinical examination comprising long and short cases or objectives 

structured around clinical examination, some practical examination, oral examination and an English 

language paper for non-English-speaking graduates from medical schools whose language of 

instruction is not English. In Poland, according to the RAND report, non-EEA qualified doctors also 

needed to pass a specialised medical Polish language exam confirming that their command of 

written and spoken Polish is of the standard required to practise medicine. The report added that in 

some countries doctors are simply required to sign a declaration stating that they possess a level of 

language that would allow them to practise medicine in that country, or that language requirement 

is tested during the recruitment process. Often, candidates are examined on their medical 

knowledge and skills, and often they are also tested on their fluency in the language spoken in the 

country where they are registering (Rand 2009, p.9-10).  

 

It seems likely that such situations continue to be the case in many EU and other countries. 

Nevertheless, in-country policy and practice can change over time. It is interesting to note, for 

example, that the 2009 study reported that a registration applicant in Germany needed to have 

German language skills but that there was no specific test of German language skills for applicants. 

In 2013 a new dual level, 4 skills test of medical German was introduced targeting international 

doctors in a German-speaking hospital: telc Deutsch B2/C1 - Medizin. A second test is designed to 

target nursing staff: telc Deutsch B1/B2 - Pflege.  This may become more common practice in the 

future. 

 

To summarise, in the UK it appears that IELTS remains the preferred ELP test for professional 

registration purposes across the healthcare professions, while in Australia and New Zealand both 

IELTS and the OET are widely recognised and accepted. Several of Canada’s provincial Colleges of 

Physicians and Surgeons accept both IELTS and TOEFL iBT. In Ireland the relevant boards accept 

IELTS, though the Irish Medical Council also accepts CAE, with a C1 or C2 level passing certificate. The 

Irish Medical Council does not mention recognising the higher level CPE test. The Health 

Professionals Council of South Africa accepts IELTS but mentions no other tests. In Hong Kong the 

Medical Council has its own Proficiency Test in Medical English while in Singapore IELTS, TOEFL iBT 

and OET are all accepted as providing evidence of English language proficiency for professional 

registration purposes in healthcare domains. 

 

The perceived match between GMC policy and practice and the policy/practice of other regulatory 

bodies in the UK and in other international contexts  

The GMC currently sets the ELP requirements for overseas-qualified applicants at an overall IELTS  

Band 7.5 (which constitutes the rounded average of the component scores from the 4 skill-focused 

subtests ), with a minimum of Band 7.0 for each of the skill subtests in IELTS (i.e. reading, writing, 

listening and speaking).    

 



 

35 
 

Other UK bodies setting a comparable benchmark to the GMC, or adopting the GMC standard (i.e. 

7.5 overall with a minimum of 7.0 in each skill area) include:  

 Royal College of Anaesthetists 

 Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists  

 Royal College of Opthalmologists 

 Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health 

 Royal College of Pathologists 

 Royal College of Psychiatrists 
 

The UK Foundation Programme (http://www.foundationprogramme.nhs.uk/pages/home) requires a 

7.5 overall with a 7.5 in each component. 

Bodies which accept a slightly lower benchmark level than the GMC, according to the information on 

their websites, typically accept an overall IELTS 7.0 with a minimum of 6.5 or a 7.0 in each skill, 

include: 

 General Dental Council 

 General Optical Council 

 General Osteopathic Council 

 General Pharmaceutical Council 

 Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC)  

 Nursing and Midwifery Council (NB this body raised the minimum skill requirements from 

6.5 to 7.0 in 2007)  
 

Although an overall minimum of 7.0 in IELTS, with a minimum 6.5 in each component, is the 

standard set by the Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC) for most of its professional sectors, a 

much higher overall band 8.0 in IELTS is required, with a minimum band 7.5 in each skill area, for 

Speech and Language Therapists. 

Like the GMC, the six UK bodies listed above come under the remit of the Professional Standards 

Authority. Two additional bodies that fall within the PSA’s remit are the Pharmaceutical Society and 

the General Chiropractic Council. However, the ELP requirements for both organisations remain 

somewhat unclear and no mention of IELTS or other tests could be found on their websites.  

In Australia most of the regulatory bodies surveyed require a minimum overall score of 7.0 in IELTS 

with a minimum score of 7.0 in each component. Comparable OET score levels accepted by the same 

organisations are grades A or B for each component (NB OET does not report an overall grade for the 

test as a whole). Such bodies include: 

 Australian Medical Council Inc 

 Australian Nursing and Midwifery Council 

 Australian Health Practitioner Regulation Authority 

 Chiropractic Board of Australia 

 Dental Board of Australia 

 Medical Board of Australia 

 Medical Radiation Board of Australia 

 Nursing and Midwifery Board of Australia 

 Occupational Therapy Board of Australia 

 Optometry Board of Australia 

 Osteopathy Board of Australia 

http://www.foundationprogramme.nhs.uk/pages/home
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 Physiotherapy Board of Australia 

 Podiatry Board of Australia 

 Australian Dental Council 

 Australian Institute of Radiography 

 Australian Physiotherapy Council  

 Occupational Therapy Council of Australia and New Zealand 
 

Some Australian boards set slightly higher standards. The Australian Pharmacy Examining Council 

and the Pharmacy Board of Australia set an overall minimum of 7.5 in IELTS with minimum 7.0 in the 

4 skills (comparable to GMC practice), and grades A or B in OET. Speech Pathology Australia appears 

to accept only OET results, with at least 3 grade As and 1 grade B.   

 

In New Zealand the ELP requirement for the New Zealand Medical Council is comparable to that of 

the UK GMC, i.e. 7.5 overall in IELTS with 7.0 in each component.  The same standard is required by: 

 Pharmacy Council of New Zealand 

 Dental Council of New Zealand 

 Physiotherapy Board of New Zealand  
 

The Australasian and New Zealand Podiatry Accreditation Council have differentiated overall IELTS 

scores for the two countries: 7.5 for New Zealand and 7.0 for Australia, perhaps reflecting the 

differing scale of demand for IMGs in the two contexts. 

 

In Canada regulatory boards using IELTS mostly require an overall 7.0 with a minimum 7.0 in each 

component. The equivalent score required on TOEFL iBT appears to be generally 96 overall with a 

minimum of 24 in each of the four skill-based sections. Regulatory bodies for pharmacy appear to 

set slightly lower IELTS requirements, both overall and in the four components. 

 

In Ireland, the Irish Medical Council sets the standard at 7.0 overall in IELTS with a minimum 6.5 in 

all four skills. The Irish Nursing Board, however, sets an overall 7.0 with minimum 7.0 in speaking 

and writing, and a minimum 6.5 in listening and reading. 

 

In South Africa, Health Professionals of South Africa require an overall band 6.0 on IELTS with no 

mention of minimum component scores.  

 

In Singapore, all the councils surveyed set an IELTS overall minimum of 7.0, with 7.0 in each skill. A 

grade B or above is required for all skills in OET. Acceptable scores for TOEFL iBT range from 94 

(Singapore Pharmacy Council) to 100 (Singapore Medical Council and Allied Health Professions 

Council – Occupational Therapy and Physiotherapy). ELP requirements for Speech Therapy are set 

higher at: IELTS 8.0 overall, with minimum 7.5 in each skill; 100 on TOEFL iBT; and at least 3 grade As 

and 1 grade B on OET. 

 

To summarise, the GMC currently sets the ELP requirements for doctors qualifying outside the UK at 

an IELTS band 7.5 (which constitutes the rounded average of the component scores from the 4 skill-

focused subtests), with a minimum of band 7.0 for each of the skill-focused subtests in IELTS (i.e. 

Reading, Writing, Listening and Speaking). Based on the survey of regulatory boards’ policy and 

practice in this study, this requirement appears to sit at the higher, more demanding end of the 
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scale. A number of other UK bodies set a comparable benchmark to that of the GMC, or they cross-

refer to the GMC standard (i.e. 7.5 overall with a minimum of 7.0 in each skill area). UK bodies 

adopting a slightly lower benchmark level than the GMC, according to the information on their 

websites at the time of this study, typically accept an overall IELTS 7.0 with a minimum of 6.5 or a 7.0 

in each skill. An overall minimum of 7.0 in IELTS, with a minimum 6.5 in each component, is also the 

standard set by the Health and Care Professions Council for most of its professional sectors, with the 

notable exception of the category for Speech and Language Therapists, for whom a much higher 

overall band 8.0 in IELTS is required, with a minimum band 7.5 in each skill area. 

 

On balance, GMC policy and practice (in terms of using IELTS scores) appears broadly similar to that 

of New Zealand and in Australia, though the overall IELTS score for the latter tends to be 7.0 rather 

than 7.5.  Comparable OET score levels accepted by organisations in Australia and New Zealand are 

grades A or B for each component (N.B. OET does not report an overall grade for the test as a 

whole). Professional bodies in Ireland, Canada and Singapore appear to accept a slightly lower IELTS 

standard on balance, i.e. an overall 7.0 with a minimum 6.5 or 7.0 in each subtest component. The 

equivalent score required on TOEFL iBT appears to be generally 96 overall with a minimum of 24 in 

each of the four skill-based sections (though higher for Speech Therapists). In South Africa an overall 

band 6.0 on IELTS appears to be the standard, but with no mention of minimum component scores.  

  

The use by some professional regulatory bodies of differentiated scores for the different language 

skills (i.e. reading, writing, listening, speaking) 

The survey of regulatory bodies worldwide highlights how some healthcare professions choose to 

differentiate in their ELP requirements between the different language skills tested and the scores 

the board expects. Examples of this include: 

 General Optical Council (UK) – who require a minimum 7.0 in IELTS Speaking, and no less 

than 6.0 in the other 3 skills (and a 7.0 overall) 

 New Zealand Medical Council – who require IELTS 7.5 in Speaking and Listening, but only a 

7.0 in Reading and Writing 

 International Commission on Healthcare Professionals in the USA – who require an overall 

IELTS 6.5 or 6.0 for different sectors, but with a higher minimum of 7.0 on IELTS Speaking for 

these sectors 

 Colleges of Registered Nurses in British Columbia and in Ontario – who require a 7.5 for 

IELTS Listening, a 7.0 for IELTS Speaking and Writing, and an IELTS 6.5 for Reading, with an 

overall IELTS 7.0 

 The regulatory bodies for pharmacy in Canada also appear to differentiate their 

requirements in various ways across the language skills for the tests they accept (see 

Appendix 9 for more details).  
 

Some caveats concerning this part of the study 

A number of caveats should be borne in mind when reviewing the survey of policy and practice that 

was undertaken as part of this study and when seeking to interpret the findings outlined above: 

 regulatory bodies vary considerably in their policy and practice on English language 

proficiency requirements and the information they provide on their websites does not 

always appear to be transparent, consistent or up-to-date; 
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 it is not easy to be definitive about the current state of affairs for any given body since 

policy and practice change over time, e.g. as approved tests are revised, as new tests 

become available, as test recognition and currency arrangements are reviewed; the findings 

reported here reflect the information that was gathered in mid-2014 and policy and practice  

may have changed since that time;   

 though some bodies claim regular review and updating of their policy and practice in this 

area, the website pages do not always appear to bear this out; 

 there may be important differences to note between the nature and status of different 

professional healthcare organisations, some of which have statutory and/or regulatory 

powers while others seem to be more like professional membership bodies or collegial 

societies with advisory rather than regulatory power;  

 regulatory bodies’ policy on eligibility for exemption from having to take an ELP test appear 

to vary substantially; exemption may be on grounds of successful secondary education in 

English, or tertiary qualifications taught and assessed in English in listed English–speaking 

countries, or some other combination  of circumstances; 

 some boards make mention of accepting other ELP tests from time to time but give no 

further details on this; 

 in some parts of the world it is extremely difficult to discern the regulatory relationship 

between the national/federal level and the state/provincial level; this proved to be the case 

for the USA, and to some extent for Australia too, although the situation in Canada 

appeared more transparent and it proved much easier to track down provincial boards.  

 

4.3 Test scrutiny for comparison with IELTS (Phase 2) 

4.3.1 Reading: principles, process and outcomes  

 
Principles 

To analyse accurately and precisely the nature of the reading tests under consideration in this study 

we needed a detailed conceptual framework to help us account for the various elements of the 

reading construct. To fully explain what is being tested, account had to be taken of the cognitive as 

well as the contextual dimensions of test task performance. 

A socio-cognitive framework for reading test task analysis 

We base our analysis of the various English language reading tests on the processing model suggested 

initially by Weir (2005) and elaborated in Khalifa and Weir (2009) which draws on the external evidence 

from cognitive psychology concerning the nature of the expertise that examining boards should aim 

to sample through test tasks. The principal concern is with the mental processes readers actually use in 

comprehending texts when engaging in different types of real-life reading.  We start by looking more 

closely at types of reading and the cognitive processes they give rise to.  

Careful reading is intended to extract meaning from presented material at a local or a global level, 

i.e. within or beyond the sentence right up to the level of the complete text or texts. The approach to 

reading is based on slow, careful, linear, incremental reading for comprehension. There is also a case 

for taking account of the speed of reading as well as comprehension. Studies into students' reading 

abilities have indicated that for many readers reading quickly, selectively and efficiently (expeditious 
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reading) poses greater problems than reading carefully and efficiently (Beard, 1972; Weir, 1983; 

Weir, Yang and Jin, 2000). Expeditious reading of continuous prose to access desired information in a 

text is difficult because it demands rapid recognition which is contingent upon sufficient practice in 

reading in the target language. 

Expeditious reading includes skimming, search reading, and scanning. Skimming is generally defined 

as reading to obtain the gist, general impression and/or superordinate main idea of a text. Search 

reading involves locating information on predetermined topics. The reader only wants the 

information necessary to answer set questions or to extract data for example in order to complete 

written assignments. Search reading differs from skimming in that the search for information is 

guided by predetermined topics so the reader does not necessarily have to establish a macro-

propositional structure for the whole of the text. Search reading can take place at both the local and 

global level. Where the desired information can be located within a single sentence it would be 

classified as local and where information has to be put together across sentences it would be seen as 

global. In both cases the search is for words in the same semantic field as the target information, 

unlike scanning where exact word matches are sought. 

In terms of the cognitive validity of the potential alternatives to the IELTS reading test we were 

interested in answering a number of questions. Do the cognitive processes required to complete test 

tasks sufficiently resemble the cognitive processes a candidate would normally employ in the IELTS 

tasks? Is the range of processes elicited by test items as sufficiently comprehensive as those in IELTS?  

The various types of reading and the cognitive processes they may give rise to are represented in 

diagrammatic form in Figure 4.1 below. In the left hand column we have the metacognitive activity of 

a goal setter because, in deciding what type(s) of reading to employ when faced with a text or texts, 

critical decisions are taken which affect the level(s) of processing to be activated in the central core of 

our framework (the main focus of attention in our comparative study). The monitor can be applied to 

each of the levels of processing that is activated in response to the goal setter’s instructions. The 

knowledge base required for comprehension constitutes the right hand column. These latter features 

reappear under the contextual parameters discussed below which determine the cognitive load of 

the text to be processed.  
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Figure 4.1:  Types of reading and associated cognitive processes (Khalifa and Weir, 2009, p43) 
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In our analysis of the reading examinations in this study, as well considering the cognitive dimensions 

of a task, we make reference to the contextual parameters that are likely to influence test task 

performance in the reading tasks under review: i.e. the performance conditions/textual features, 

under which reading activities take place. Are the contextual characteristics of the test task an 

adequate and comprehensive representation of those that would be normally encountered in the 

IELTS reading test?  

We examine how potential IELTS reading test alternatives have attempted to calibrate test input along 

a number of dimensions. For example the length of a text and the frequency of vocabulary in a text 

will affect ease of reading. The lexical and syntactic complexity of a text are a function of how such 

contextual parameters are realised within it. Both individually and in combination they are likely to 

impact on the cognitive demands imposed upon the reader. A text with high frequency lexis is likely to 

be easier to process than a text of the same length on the same topic with a large number of low 

frequency lexical items. All other things being equal, a shorter text is likely to be easier to process than 

a significantly longer text. 

In Figure 4.2 below we draw on the contextual parameters suggested by Khalifa and Weir (2009) as 

being most likely to have an impact on text complexity in reading tests. Using this framework as our 

informing source, we explored the task parameters of context validity in terms of Task Setting and 

Linguistic Demands (Task Input) for each of the reading tests.   

Figure 4.2: Some criterial aspects of context validity for reading test tasks  

CONTEXT VALIDITY 
      
          Task Setting 

 
 Response method 
 Text length 
 Time constraints 
 Domain 

 

 

                                                                                                                  

Linguistic Demands: 

 Discourse mode (genre/rhetorical 
task(s)) 
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sentence length 

 Lexical complexity- cumulative 
coverage, academic word level, lexical 
density, modifiers per noun phrase, 
mean number of words before main 
verb 

 Abstractness/concreteness 
 Content knowledge (subject and 

culture) 
 Presentation: verbal and/or non-verbal 

input 
 Readability 
 Topic 
 Writer reader relationship 
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Process 

In our review of potential alternatives to the IELTS reading test we therefore examined the types of 

reading and the cognitive processes they give rise to as set out in Figure 4.1 above and the context 

validity parameters as set out in Figure 4.2 above. Data on each of these was entered into a pro-

forma template, which was then completed in turn for each of the reading tests examined, including 

IELTS (see completed templates in Appendix 5). 

The process we followed began with a comprehensive literature search for published information, in 

particular for independent research where available, relating to all aspects of the test in question, in 

order to gather information for each category in the pro-forma. We also examined samples of actual 

tests in order to verify the published claims, or to obtain more detailed information. For example, 

we drew on published descriptions of each test in order to complete the sections on Skills Focus and 

Task Description, Timing, and so on, and checked these against samples of each test.  

In categories where no published information was available for a particular test (say, with respect to 

Cognitive processing, Goal setting) two analysts independently evaluated the test in question to 

reach a judgment. In those cases where a numerical analysis of contextual parameters was needed 

(e.g. Readability and Lexical Level), published samples of reading passages from each test were 

analysed using computer tools such as Compleat Lexical Tutor (www.lextutor.ca), Cohmetrix 

(www.cohmetrix.com) and Text Inspector (www.textinspector.com) so as to obtain, for example, 

lexical and syntactic complexity measures for each test. Given that the published samples of reading 

texts for certain of the test are relatively few in number, these figures should be considered 

indicative rather than authoritative. 

Outcomes 

When the pro-forma had been completed for each of the reading tests (the resulting detailed 

analyses for each test can be seen in Appendix 5), an expert focus group of three reading specialists 

reviewed the information for each test in each category and came to a judgement concerning the 

relative difficulty of the text in each of the categories in comparison with the IELTS reading paper. 

The focus group then drew on the individual analyses to form a judgement concerning the relative 

difficulty of each reading test as a whole, in comparison with IELTS. The result can be seen in Table 

4.1 below, with the Rationale Summary following on in Table 4.2: 
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Table 4.1: Comparison of the IELTS reading test with the other tests under consideration 

Key:  = comparable with IELTS      > more demanding than IELTS   < less demanding than IELTS 
 

Reading Test CPE  
 

CAE  
 

PTE-A 
 

     TOEFL iBT OET  
 

Evaluation > = < = > 

Task Features 

Skills focus = = = = = 

Cognitive processing 

Goal setting 

> = = = = 

Cognitive processing 

Levels of reading 

> = = = = 

Text Features 

Word count/time = = < = < 

Domain = = = = = 

Discourse mode = = = = = 

Content knowledge = = < < > 

Cultural specificity = = = = = 

Nature of 

information 

> > = = = 

Presentation = = = = = 

Lexical Level:  

Cumulative coverage = = = > > 

Academic Word level   < < = = > 

Lexical Density = = = = = 

Mean number 
modifiers per noun 
phrase 

= = = = = 

Mean number of 
words before main 
verb in main clause 

= < < = < 

Grammatical level  > = < = = 

Av. sentence length > < = < = 

Readability < < = = > 

Topic = = = = > 

Rhet. organization = = = = = 

Text genre = = = = = 

Intended Writer/ 

Reader relationship 

= = = = > 

Reliability12 : Estimate of internal consistency of test items 

KR20 Less reliable Less reliable More reliable Less reliable 
Equally 

reliable 

 

                                                           
12 An estimate of the reliability of a reading or a listening test, which usually consists of discrete test items that are 
dichotomously scored (i.e. correct or incorrect), is typically reported using an estimate of internal consistency on a 0-1 
scale. The internal consistency of a reading test indicates the degree to which candidates’ scores on the individual items 
are consistent with their total score on the reading/listening test as a whole.  Commonly used statistics for computing and 
reporting reading test reliability are Kuder-Richardson formula KR-20, and Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. 
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Table 4.1: Comparison of the IELTS reading test with the other tests under consideration 

(Continued) 

Key:  = comparable with IELTS      > more demanding than IELTS   < less demanding than IELTS 
 

Reading Test GEPT Advanced Michigan ECPE IESOL and ISESOL 
C1 

IESOL and ISESOL 
C2 

Evaluation > < < < 

Task Features 

Skills focus > = = = 

Cognitive processing 
Goal setting 

> < < < 

Cognitive processing 
Levels of reading 

> = = = 

Text Features 

Word count/time > < < < 

Domain = = = = 

Discourse mode = < < < 
Content knowledge = = < < 

Cultural specificity < = = = 

Nature of information = = = = 

Presentation = = = = 

Lexical Level:  
The cumulative coverage         >=>>>       >==// >         >=>>> 

Academic Word level     == = < < 

Lexical Density =         ===== = = 

Mean number of modifiers 
per noun phrase 

=    < ‘’’ < = 

Mean number of words 
before main verb in main 
clause 

=     <<<< < < 

Grammatical level  = >= = = 

Average sentence length = < < < 
Readability = < < < 

Topic = = = = 

Rhetorical organization = = = = 

Text genre = = = = 

Intended Writer/Reader 
relationship 

= = = = 

Reliability : Estimate of internal consistency of test items 
 

KR20 Equally  reliable Equally reliable Less reliable 
 
Less reliable 
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Table 4.2: Reading - Rationale Summary 

CPE > CAE = PTE-A < TOEFL iBT = OET > 

The expert focus group judged the CPE 

reading test to be more demanding 

overall than the IELTS reading paper. 

This is unsurprising given that CPE is 

designed to target a single proficiency 

level - the C2 level of the CEFR; 

therefore the reading test 

intentionally reflects texts and tasks 

that are appropriate to this specific 

level.  By comparison, IELTS is 

designed to target a range of levels 

from CEFR B1-C2.  In particular, the 

CPE was considered more demanding 

than the IELTS reading test in terms 

of:  the cognitive processing required 

of the candidates; the nature of 

information in the texts; and the 

grammatical level and the average 

sentence length of the reading inputs. 

Two measures (namely proportion of 

academic words and readability) were 

adjudged less demanding than IELTS. 

But on balance, and taking into 

account all the contextual indices and 

the cognitive demands, the CPE 

reading appeared more demanding 

than IELTS reading.  

The expert focus group 

judged CAE reading test to 

be comparable to IELTS on 

all of the main indices 

examined. In terms of two 

lexical measures (i.e. 

proportion of academic 

word and mean number of 

words before main verb in 

main clause), it was 

adjudged to be less 

demanding than IELTS, 

and on one measure (the 

nature of information) it 

was adjudged more 

demanding. On balance, 

and taking into account all 

the indices, the CAE 

reading and IELTS reading 

tests were adjudged to be 

comparable in terms of 

the demands they place 

on the candidate. 

 

Although comparable to IELTS on 

many measures, the Pearson 

Academic reading test was judged 

by the expert focus group to be less 

demanding than IELTS in overall 

terms. This was due to the fact that 

on a number of important indices, 

including the time duration of the 

test (maximum of 41 minutes as 

compared to IELTS’ 60) and the 

length of reading material provided 

(a maximum of 1130 words as 

compared with IELTS’ 2750), as 

well as several other indicators, the 

demands placed upon candidates 

were adjudged to be less overall 

than in the IELTS reading paper. It 

should, however, be noted that 

Pearson’s own analysis of reliability 

(internal consistency) for PTE 

produced the highest estimate of 

all the reading tests analysed.   

 

The expert focus group judged 

the TOEFL iBT reading test to be 

comparable to IELTS on all of 

the main indices examined. In 

terms of average sentence 

length of the reading passages, 

the content knowledge 

required, and cultural 

specificity, it was adjudged to 

be less demanding than IELTS, 

and in one measure (lexical 

coverage of the texts examined) 

it was adjudged more 

demanding. However, on 

balance, and taking into 

account all of the indices, the 

TOEFL reading and IELTS 

reading tests were adjudged to 

be comparable in terms of the 

demands they place on the 

candidate. 

 

The expert focus group 

judged the OET reading 

test to be more demanding 

overall than the IELTS 

reading paper. This is 

mainly due to the specific 

knowledge of healthcare-

related matters which the 

test requires of candidates. 

This need for specialised 

knowledge is also reflected 

in, for example, some of 

the more demanding lexis 

used, as well as in the 

overall readability and 

topic measures. 
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Table 4.2: Reading - Rationale Summary (Continued) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

GEPT Advanced >  ECPE < IESOL (C1)  < 
 

IESOL (C2)  < 
 

The expert focus group judged the 
GPET Advanced reading test to be 
more demanding overall than the 
IELTS reading paper.  In particular, the 
GEPT was considered to be more 
demanding than the IELTS reading test 
in terms of: the skills coverage; 
cognitive processing goal setting; the 
cognitive processing required of the 
candidates (as well as careful reading 
GEPT has a dedicated paper for 
expeditious reading); the far greater 
amount of text that has to be 
processed; and the cumulative lexical 
coverage. The GEPT Advanced reading 
appeared on five parameters to be 
more demanding than IELTS reading. It 
should be noted that GEPT is a level-
specific test targeted at C1. It was 
equally reliable. 
 

The expert focus group judged the 
the Michigan reading test to be 
equivalent to IELTS in twelve of the 
main indices examined. In terms of 
cognitive processing goal setting; 
word count; discourse mode; two 
of the lexical measures; the 
average sentence length of its 
reading passages and their  
readability, it was adjudged to be 
less demanding than IELTS. In 
terms of the lexical coverage of the 
texts examined; and grammatical 
level it was adjudged more 
demanding, but on balance, and 
taking into account all of the 
indices, the Michigan reading test 
was adjudged to be less 
demanding the IELTS. It was 
equally reliable. 

 

The City and Guilds C1 reading 
test, although equivalent with 
IELTS in terms of 12 of the 
parameters, was adjudged by 
the expert focus group in 
overall terms to be less 
demanding than the IELTS 
equivalent. This was due to the 
fact that according to a 
number of important indices, 
including the word count/time 
duration of the test, the length 
of reading material; cognitive 
processing goal setting; 
discourse mode; content 
knowledge, three of the lexical 
measures including academic 
word coverage; average 
sentence length and 
readability, the demands 
placed upon candidates were 
adjudged to be somewhat less 
overall than in the IELTS 
reading paper. It was also less 
reliable 

 

The City and Guilds C2 reading 
test, although equivalent with 
IELTS in terms of 13 of the 
parameters, was adjudged in 
overall terms to be less 
demanding than the IELTS 
equivalent (which is surprising 
given that the test providers 
claim it is targeted at the C2 
level). This was due to the fact 
that in a number of important 
indices, including the word 
count/time duration of the test, 
the length of reading material; 
cognitive processing goal 
setting; discourse mode; content 
knowledge, two of the lexical 
measures including academic 
word coverage; average 
sentence length and readability 
the demands placed upon 
candidates were adjudged to be 
somewhat less overall than in 
the IELTS reading paper. It was 
also less reliable 
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4.3.2 Writing: principles, process and outcomes 

 

Principles 

To analyse accurately and precisely the nature of the writing tests under consideration in this study 

we needed a detailed conceptual framework to help us account for the various elements of the 

writing construct. To fully explain what is being tested, account had to be taken of the cognitive as 

well as the contextual dimensions of test task performance. 

 A socio-cognitive framework for writing test task analysis 

We base our analysis of the various English language writing tests on the processing model suggested 

initially by Weir (2005) and elaborated in Shaw and Weir (2007) which draws on the external evidence 

from cognitive psychology concerning the nature of the expertise that examining boards should aim 

to sample through writing test tasks. The principal concern is with the mental processes writers actually 

use in composing different writing tasks. The different writing processes are represented in Figure 4.3 

below.  

Figure 4.3:  Writing - cognitive processes (Shaw and Weir, 2007) 

Cognitive processes 

Macro-planning: Gathering of ideas and identification of major constraints 

(genre, readership, goals) 

Organisation: Ordering the ideas; identifying relationships between them; 

determining which are central to the goals of the text and which are of secondary 

importance. 

Micro-planning: Focusing on the part of the text that is about to be produced. 

Here, the planning takes place on at least two levels: the goal of the paragraph, 

itself aligned with the overall goal of the writing activity; within the paragraph, 

the immediate need to structure an upcoming sentence in terms of information 

Translation: Propositional content previously held in abstract form is converted to 

linguistic form. 

Monitoring: At a basic level monitoring involves checking the mechanical 

accuracy of spelling, punctuation and syntax. At a more advanced level, it can 

involve examining the text to determine whether it reflects the writer’s intentions 

and fits the developing argument structure of the text. 

Revising: As a result of monitoring activities a writer will return to those aspects 

of the text considered unsatisfactory and make corrections or adjustments 

perhaps after each sentence, each paragraph or when the whole text has been 

written. 
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In terms of the cognitive validity of the potential alternatives to the IELTS writing test we were 

interested in answering a number of questions. Do the cognitive processes required to complete test 

tasks sufficiently resemble the cognitive processes a candidate would normally employ in the IELTS 

writing tasks? Is the range of processes elicited by tasks as sufficiently comprehensive as those in 

IELTS?  

In our analysis of the writing tests in this study, as well considering the cognitive dimensions of a task, 

we make reference to the contextual parameters that are likely to influence test task performance in 

the writing tasks under review: i.e. the performance conditions under which writing activities take 

place. Are the contextual characteristics (including number of tasks, response format and genre, 

source texts, domain, topic, purpose, knowledge of criteria, writer-reader relationship, timing and text 

length, and skills focus) of the test task an adequate and comprehensive representation of those that 

would be normally encountered in the IELTS writing test?  

We also examine the linguistic demands of the output expected from the test takers by the potential 

IELTS writing test alternatives. We examine the discourse mode (rhetorical task) which test takers are 

required to perform, and the requirement of lexical level, syntactic complexity, grammatical accuracy 

and coherence and cohesion of these tests. Both individually and in combination they are likely to 

impact on the cognitive demands imposed upon the writers.  

We will now consider these key parameters of cognitive and contextual validity in our analysis of the 

English language writing tasks below. 

Process 

In our review of potential alternatives to the IELTS writing test we therefore examined the cognitive 

processes of the writing tasks as set out in Figure 4.3 above and the context validity parameters as 

highlighted above. Data on each of these was entered into a pro-forma template, which was then 

completed in turn for each of the writing tests examined, including IELTS (see completed templates 

in Appendix 6). 

The process followed began with a comprehensive literature search for published information, in 

particular for independent research where available, relating to all aspects of the test in question, in 

order to gather information for each category in the pro-forma. We also examined samples of actual 

tests in order to verify the published claims, or to obtain more detailed information. For example, 

we drew on published descriptions of each test in order to complete the sections on Skills Focus and 

Task Description, Timing, and so on, and checked these against samples of each test.  

Outcomes 

When the pro-forma had been completed for each of the writing tests (the resulting detailed 

analyses for each test can be seen in Appendix 6), an expert focus group of three writing specialists 

reviewed the information for each test in each category and came to a judgement concerning the 

relative difficulty of the text in each of the categories in comparison with the IELTS writing paper. 

The focus group then drew on the individual analyses to form a judgement concerning the relative 

difficulty of each writing test as a whole, in comparison with IELTS, and the result can be seen in 

Table 4.3 below, with the Rationale Summary in Table 4.4: 



 

49 
 

 

Table 4.3: Comparison of the IELTS writing test with the other tests under consideration 

 

KEY:    = comparable with IELTS      > more demanding than IELTS   < less demanding than IELTS 

 

  

Writing Test CPE  CAE  PTE-A TOEFL iBT  OET  

Evaluation > = > > < 

Features of the Writing Test 

Number of tasks = = > = < 

Response format and 

Genre 

= = > = < 

Source texts > > > > > 

Domain = = = = = 

Topic 

(Content knowledge) 

> > = = = 

Purpose > > = = = 

Knowledge of criteria = = = = = 

Writer-reader 

relationship 

= < = = > 

Timing + Text length 

of expected response 

> < > > < 

Skills focus > = > = = 

Cognitive processing > = = = < 

Linguistic demands of the output 

Discourse mode 

(rhetorical task) 
> 

= = = 
< 

Lexical Level > = = = = 

Syntactic complexity > = = = = 

Grammatical 

accuracy 
= 

= = = = 

Coherence and 

cohesion 
> 

= = = = 

Reliability: Estimate of rating quality (rater consistency) 

Inter-rater  
Reliability 

(except for PTE-A 

which uses 

automated scoring) 

Less 

reliable 

(0.73) 

Less  

reliable 

(0.79) 

More  

reliable 

(0.91) 

Less  

reliable 

(0.74) 

Equally 
reliable 
 (0.89) 
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Table 4.3: Comparison of the IELTS writing test with the other tests under consideration 

(Continued) 

KEY:    = comparable with IELTS      > more demanding than IELTS   < less demanding than IELTS 

 

 

 

Writing Test GEPT Advanced ECPE IESOL Level 2 
(Expert C1) 

IESOL Level 3 
(Mastery C2) 

Evaluation > < < = 

Features of the Writing Test 

Number of tasks = < = = 

Response format and 
Genre 

> < = = 

Source texts > < < < 
Domain = = < < 

Topic 
(Content knowledge) 

= = < < 

Purpose = = = < 

Knowledge of criteria = = = = 
Writer-reader 
relationship 

= < < < 

Timing + Text length of 
expected response 

> < = = 

Skills focus > < = < 

Cognitive processing > = ? < 

Linguistic demands of the output 

Discourse mode 
(rhetorical task) 

> 
= = > 

Lexical Level = = = > 

Syntactic complexity = = = > 

Grammatical accuracy = = = > 

Coherence and cohesion = = = > 
Reliability: Estimate of rating quality (rater consistency) 

Inter-rater  
Reliability 

(except for PTE-A which 
uses automated scoring) 

More 
reliable 

(0.89-0.90) 

Less  

reliable 
(0.77) 

(Pass/Fail 
agreement: 84.7%) 

No information 
available 

No information 
available 
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Table 4.4 : Writing – Rationale Summary 
 

CPE > CAE = PTE-A > TOEFL iBT  > OET < 

CPE is designed to target a single 

proficiency level - the C2 level of the 

CEFR; therefore the writing test 

reflects tasks and skills appropriate 

to this single level.  The CPE Writing 

test was judged by the expert focus 

group as more demanding overall 

than an IELTS Writing test in a 

number of respects. The CPE test 

has a more complex skills focus than 

IELTS, sampling writing skills more 

broadly: reading-into-writing and 

writing.   Cognitive processing in CPE 

was judged to be more demanding 

due to the need for knowledge 

transformation from reading sources 

to writing; multiple verbal source 

texts in the task; and higher 

demands in organizing the text to 

fulfil the task purpose. The CPE was 

also more demanding in terms of 

topic (more specific content 

knowledge is required), purpose, 

timing and expected text length than 

the IELTS Writing. Most of the 

linguistic demands were considered 

more demanding than the IELTS 

Writing Test. 

CAE is designed to target a single 

proficiency level - the C1 level of 

the CEFR; therefore the writing test 

reflects tasks and skills appropriate 

to this single level. The CAE Writing 

test was judged by the expert focus 

group to be more demanding than 

the IELTS test in terms of source 

texts and purpose.  The CAE test 

also involves a broader skills focus, 

including reading-into-writing and 

writing of a letter, a proposal, a 

competition entry, a contribution 

to a guidebook or a work related 

task.  However, candidates are able 

to choose 2 out of 4 writing options 

offered in Task 2, thus allowing 

them to select those topics/genres 

they find more accessible or which 

they perceive as easier. In addition, 

the CAE test is less demanding in 

terms of timing and text length. 

Considering all these parameters, 

the CAE Writing was considered to 

be comparable to the IELTS Writing 

test.  All linguistic demands 

imposed by the CAE writing test 

were considered to be comparable 

to those of the IELTS Writing Test.  

Similar to IELTS, PTE-A is 

designed to target a range 

of proficiency levels; 

therefore the writing test 

reflects tasks and skills 

appropriate across these 

multiple levels in a similar 

way to IELTS. The PTE-A 

Writing test was judged by 

the expert focus group to 

be slightly more 

demanding in terms of 

number of tasks, response 

format and genre, demand 

of source texts, timing and 

the text length of 

expected response. The 

PTE-A test involves a wider 

range of response format 

and genre, such as 

summarise written text, 

essay, listening and 

writing, and reading and 

writing. The integrated 

tasks require test takers 

have to process written 

and spoken source 

materials in timed 

conditions.   

Similar to IELTS, TOEFL 

iBT is designed to 

target a range of 

proficiency levels; 

therefore the writing 

test aims to reflect 

tasks and skills 

appropriate across 

these multiple levels in 

a similar way to IELTS. 

The TOEFL iBT Writing 

test is very similar to 

IELTS in its demands, 

but was judged by the 

focus group to be 

marginally more 

demanding due to a 

higher demand in 

source texts, timing 

and the text length of 

expected response. 

Both independent and 

integrated writing skills 

are tested. Test takers 

have to process 

written and spoken 

source materials in the 

integrated task.    

OET is designed to target a range of 

proficiency levels; therefore the 

writing test reflects tasks and skills 

appropriate across these multiple 

levels in a similar way to IELTS. The 

OET Writing test was judged by the 

expert focus group to be more 

demanding than IELTS because 

candidates have to read more source 

texts, write on a more specific topic 

and address a tightly defined writer-

reader relationship.  However, the 

OET Writing test has only 1 task and 

the skills focus is targeted specifically 

on writing a letter based on provided 

medically contextualized information.  

Most linguistic demands, except 

discourse mode, imposed by the OET 

writing test are considered to be 

comparable to the IELTS Writing Test 

(Band 7 or above). Considering all 

these aspects, the OET Writing was 

considered a less demanding test 

than IELTS Writing given that it is 

taken by candidates with a 

healthcare background.  
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Table 4.4: Writing – Rationale Summary (Continued) 

GEPT Advanced >  ECPE < IESOL Level 2 (Expert C1) < IESOL Level 3 (Mastery C2)   = 

The GPE Advanced writing test was adjudged 
to be more demanding, on the whole, than 
the IELTS writing paper. It should be noted 
that GEPT is a level-specific test targeted at 
C1. The GEPT Advanced writing appeared on 
six parameters to be more demanding than 
IELTS writing. In particular, the GEPT was 
considered to be more demanding than the 
IELTS writing test in terms of: response 
format and genre; the skills coverage; the 
cognitive processing required of the 
candidates ; the far greater amount of source 
texts that has to be processed; and the 
discourse mode. Both tasks are integrated 
tasks. Test takers are required to process 
both verbal and non-verbal materials in the 
tasks. High-level processing such as summary 
and interpretation of source materials is 
required of the candidates. The GPE 
Advanced writing test was more reliable than 
IELTS writing in terms of inter-rater reliability. 
 

The ECPE writing test was adjudged to be 
less demanding than IELTS in six of the 
main indices examined. In terms of 
number of tasks (one compared to two in 
IELTS); response format and genre; 
source texts (candidates are not required 
to process any verbal or non-verbal 
source materials); timing and text length 
of expected response (a shorter test of 
30 mins with less expected text length 
than IELTS); and skill focus, it was 
adjudged to be less demanding than 
IELTS. It was less reliable than IELTS 
writing in terms of inter-rater reliability. 

 

 

The IESOL C1 writing test, although 
equivalent with IELTS in terms of 11 
of the parameters, was adjudged by 
the expert focus group in overall 
terms to be less demanding than the 
IELTS equivalent. This was due to the 
fact that according to a number of 
important indices, including source 
texts, domain, topic, and writer-
reader relationship, the IESOL C1 
writing test was judged to be less 
demanding than IELTS. Some of the 
genres tested, such as personal 
letter and narrative story are easier 
than those tested in IELTS. No 
information regarding inter-rater 
reliability was available. 

The IESOL C2 writing test is designed 
to target a single proficiency level - the 
C2 level of the CEFR; therefore the 
writing test reflects tasks and skills 
appropriate to this single level. All 
linguistic demands imposed by the 
IESOL C2 writing test were considered 
to be more demanding than those of 
the IELTS Writing Test. However, the 
IESOL C2 writing test was judged by 
the expert focus group to be less 
demanding than the IELTS test in 
terms of source texts, domain, topic, 
purpose, writer-reader relationship, 
skills focus and cognitive processing.  
Considering all these parameters, the 
IESOL C2 writing test was considered 
to be comparable to the IELTS Writing 
test. The intrinsic complexity of the 
IESOL C2 Writing test equates to the 
difficulty of achieving a Band 7 or 
above on IELTS. No information 
regarding inter-rater reliability was 
available. 
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4.3.3 Speaking: principles, process and outcomes  

Principles 

To analyse accurately and precisely the nature of the speaking tests under consideration in this study 

we needed a detailed conceptual framework to help us account for the various elements of the 

spoken language ability construct. To fully explain what is being tested, account had to be taken of 

the cognitive as well as the contextual dimensions of speaking task performance. 

 A socio-cognitive framework for speaking test task analysis 

We base our analysis of the various English language speaking  tests on the processing model suggested 

initially by Weir (2005) and elaborated in Field (2011) which draws on the external evidence from 

cognitive psychology concerning the nature of the expertise that examining boards should aim to 

sample through test tasks. The principal concern is with the mental processes speakers actually use 

when engaging in different types of real-life spoken interaction.   

In terms of the cognitive validity of the potential alternatives to the IELTS speaking test we were 

interested in answering a number of questions. Do the cognitive processes required to complete test 

tasks sufficiently resemble the cognitive processes a candidate would normally employ in the IELTS 

speaking test tasks? Is the range of processes elicited by test tasks as sufficiently comprehensive as 

those in the IELTS speaking test?  

A cognitive processing model for speaking is represented in diagrammatic form in Figure 4.5 below. 

The central column shows the stages or level(s) of processing. The right-hand column shows the 

outputs of each processing stage, while the left-hand column lists the information sources that feed 

into the phases of the processing system.  Some of these information source features determine the 

cognitive demands of any speaking test task and they also reappear under the contextual 

parameters discussed below.  
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Figure 4.5:  Cognitive processing model of speaking ability (Field, 2011, p74-77) 

 

 

In our analysis of the different speaking tests in this study, as well considering the cognitive 

dimensions of a task, we make reference to the contextual parameters that are likely to influence 

test task performance in the speaking tasks under review: i.e. the performance conditions/task 

features, under which the spoken interaction takes place. Are the contextual characteristics of the 

test task an adequate and comprehensive representation of those that would be normally 

encountered in the IELTS speaking test?  

We examine how potential IELTS speaking test alternatives have attempted to calibrate test input 

along a number of dimensions. For example, the number of speaking test tasks, the nature of the 

speaking task input (e.g. verbal/visual/both) and the number/status of speakers with whom the test 

taker needs to interact all have the potential to affect task demands.  

In Figure 4.6 below we draw on the contextual parameters suggested by Galaczi and ffrench (2011) as 

being most likely to have an impact on task complexity in speaking tests. Using this framework as our 

informing source, we determined to explore for each of the speaking tests the task parameters of 

Information sources feeding into 

phases of the processing system 

Cognitive processes Outputs of processing 

Speaker’s general goals 
World knowledge 
Knowledge of listener 
Knowledge of situation 
Recall of discourse so far 
Rhetoric and discourse patterns 

 
 

CONCEPTUALISATION 
 

 
 
Pre-verbal message 

Recall of ongoing topic 
Syntax 
Lexical knowledge  
Pragmatic knowledge 
Knowledge of formulaic chunks 
Combinatorial possibilities 
(syntactic/collocational) 

 
 

GRAMMATICAL ENCODING:  
constructing a syntactic  frame 
forming links to lexical entries 

 
 
Abstract surface 
structure 

Lexical knowledge 
Phonological knowledge 

MORPHO-PHONOLOGICAL 
ENCODING: 

conversion to linguistic form 

 
Phonological plan 

Syllabary: Knowledge of articulatory 
settings 

PHONETIC  ENCODING: 
conversion to instructions to 
articulators; cues stored in a 

speech buffer. 

 
Phonetic plan 

 ARTICULATION: 
execution of instructions 

Overt speech 

Speaker’s general goals 
Target utterance stored in buffer 
Recall of discourse so far 

 
SELF-MONITORING 

 

Self-repair 
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context validity in terms of Features of the stimulus task (Task input) and Features of the expected 

response (Spoken output).   

Figure 4.6: Some criterial aspects of context validity for speaking test tasks  

CONTEXT VALIDITY 
                                                                                                                  
Demands: Task - Linguistic (Input and Output) 
 Domain 
 Discourse mode  
 Content knowledge 
 Cultural specificity 
 Nature of information 
 Presentation 
 Topic  familiarity 
 Intended speaker/listener relationship 
 Lexical level 
 Grammatical level 
 Functional range 
 Interaction pattern(s) 
 Planning time (or not) 
 Criteria for performance evaluation 

 

 

Process 

In our review of potential alternatives to the IELTS speaking test we therefore examined the cognitive 

processes as set out in Figure 4.5 above and the context validity parameters as set out in Figure 4.6 

above. Data on each of these was entered into a pro-forma template, which was then completed in 

turn for each of the speaking tests examined, including IELTS (see completed templates in Appendix 

7). 

The process we followed began with a comprehensive literature search for published information, in 

particular for independent research where available, relating to all aspects of the test in question, in 

order to gather information for each category in the pro-forma. We also examined samples of actual 

tests in order to verify the published claims, or to obtain more detailed information. For example, 

we drew on published descriptions of each test in order to complete the sections on Skills Focus and 

Task Description, Timing, and so on, and checked these against samples of each test.  

Outcomes 

When the pro-forma had been completed for each of the speaking tests (the resulting detailed 

analyses for each test can be seen in Appendix 7), an expert focus group of three speaking specialists 

reviewed the information for each test in each category and came to a judgement concerning the 

relative difficulty of the test in each of the categories in comparison with the IELTS speaking test. The 

focus group then drew on the individual analyses to form a judgement concerning the relative 

difficulty of each speaking test as a whole, in comparison with IELTS. The result can be seen in Table 

4.5 below, with the Rationale Summary following on in Table 4.6: 
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Table 4.5: Comparison of the IELTS Speaking test with the other speaking tests under 

consideration 

KEY:  = comparable with IELTS    > more demanding than IELTS     < less demanding than IELTS 
≥ marginally more demanding than IELTS      ≤ marginally less demanding than IELTS 
 

Speaking Test CPE CAE PTE-A TOEFL iBT OET 

Evaluation > > ≥ ≥ > 

Features of the Speaking Test 

Skills 
focus 

> > > > > 

Cognitive 
processing 

> > > ≥ > 

Features of the Stimulus Task(s) 

Domain = = < = = 

Discourse  
mode 

= = = = ≤ 

Content  
knowledge 

= = > > > 

Cultural  
specificity 

≥ ≥ = ≥ = 

Nature of  
information 

> = = = = 

Presentation > > > > = 

Topic  
familiarity 

= = = = 
< 

Intended Speaker/ 
Listener relationship 

> > 
> = > 

Features of the Expected Response – Spoken Output 

Discourse  
Mode 

= = < = > 

Presentation = = ≤ ≤ ≥ 

Lexical  
level* 

?(>) ?(>) ?(=) ?(=) ?(>) 

Grammatical/ 
structural level* 

?(>) ?(>) ?(=) ?(=) ?(=) 

Functional  
range 

> > < < > 

Reliability: Estimate of rating quality (rater consistency) 

Inter-rater reliability 
(correlation between 
raters, except PTE-A) 

Equally 
reliable 
(0.85) 

Equally 
reliable 
(0.82) 

More 
Reliable 
(0.91) 

 

Equally 
Reliable 
(0.88) 

Equally 
reliable 
(0.89) 

 

* Published/unpublished information on lexical and/or structural levels of anticipated spoken task 

output proved difficult to find for comparative purposes. In light of this, as much information as 

possible was gathered , and on the basis of this information the expert group reached tentative 

decisions represented as follows: ?(=), ?(>).  
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Table 4.5: Comparison of the IELTS Speaking test with the other speaking tests under 

consideration (Continued) 

KEY:  = comparable with IELTS    > more demanding than IELTS     < less demanding than IELTS 
≥ marginally more demanding than IELTS      ≤ marginally less demanding than IELTS 
 

Speaking Test 
GEPT 

Advanced 
ECPE ISESOL Level 2 

(Expert -C1) 
ISESOL Level 3 
(Mastery - C2) 

Evaluation > > ≥ > 

Features of the Speaking Test 

Skills 
focus 

> > > > 

Cognitive 
processing 

> > > > 

Features of the Stimulus Task(s) 

Domain = < < < 

Discourse  
mode 

= = = = 

Content  
knowledge 

= < < = 

Cultural  
specificity 

> = = = 

Nature of  
information 

= < = > 

Presentation > = = = 

Topic  
familiarity 

= < = = 

Intended Speaker/ 
Listener relationship 

> > > > 

Features of the Expected Response – Spoken Output 

Discourse  
Mode 

= = = = 

Presentation = = = = 

Lexical  
level* 

?(≥) ?(≥) ?(=) ?(≥) 

Grammatical/ 
structural level* 

?(≥) ?(≥) ?(=) ?(≥) 

Functional  
range 

> > > > 

Reliability: Estimate of rating quality (rater consistency) 

Inter-rater reliability 
(correlation 

between raters, 
except PTE-A) 

Marginally 
more reliable 

(0.89-0.90) 

Equally 
reliable 
(0.88) 

No 
information 

available 

No 
information 

available 

* Published/unpublished information on lexical and/or structural levels of anticipated spoken task 

output proved difficult to find for comparative purposes. In light of this, as much information as 

possible was gathered , and on the basis of this information the expert group reached tentative 

decisions represented as follows: ?(=), ?(>). 
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Table 4.6: Speaking – Rationale Summary 
 

CPE CAE PTE-A TOEFL iBT OET 

Additional explanatory notes 

General: Skills focus/coverage and Cognitive processing demands 

CPE is designed to target a 
single proficiency level - the C2 
level of the CEFR; therefore the 
speaking test reflects tasks and 
skills appropriate to this single 
level.  By comparison IELTS is 
designed to target a range of 
levels, which are claimed to 
cover the B1-C2 span of the 
CEFR.  As a result the CPE 
Speaking test can be judged as 
more demanding overall than 
an IELTS Speaking tests in a 
number of respects. The above 
analysis highlights specific 
parameters where this 
becomes clear and the detailed 
comments below add further 
explanation of what this 
means.   
The CPE test has a more 
complex skills focus than IELTS, 
sampling interactional skills 
more broadly: interviewer-test 
taker talk, peer-peer talk, and 
group discussion (3-way). 
Cognitive processing in CPE can 
be judged as more demanding 
due to: the peer-peer and 3-
way interaction between the 
speakers; and combination of 

CAE is designed to target a 
single proficiency level - the 
C1 level of the CEFR; 
therefore the speaking test 
reflects tasks and skills 
appropriate to this single 
level. By comparison IELTS is 
designed to target a range of 
levels, which are claimed to 
cover the B1-C2 span of the 
CEFR.  As a result the CAE 
Speaking test can be judged 
as being more demanding 
overall than an IELTS Speaking 
test in a number of respects. 
The above analysis highlights 
specific parameters where 
this becomes clear and the 
detailed comments below add 
further explanation of what 
this means.   
The CAE test has a more 
complex skills focus than 
IELTS, sampling interactional 
skills more broadly:  
interviewer-test taker talk, 
peer-peer talk, and group 
discussion (3-way).   Cognitive 
processing in CAE can be 
judged as more demanding 
due to: the peer-peer and 3-

PTE Academic is designed to 
target a range of proficiency 
levels, which are claimed to 
cover the B1 to C2 span of the 
CEFR; therefore the speaking 
test reflects tasks and skills 
appropriate across these 
multiple levels in a similar way 
to IELTS.  
PTE involves a broad skills focus 
(though not all interactional 
skills), including reading aloud, 
sentence repetition and 
integrated listening-into-
speaking tasks. Cognitive 
processing demands are 
increased due to: large number 
of very short tasks requiring 
frequent fresh starts; the 
challenge of managing time 
pressures when responding in a 
semi-direct test with no 
planning time before each task 
response; and the overall test 
length. 

TOEFL IBT is designed to target a 
range of proficiency levels, which 
are claimed to cover the B1 to C2 
span of the CEFR;  therefore the 
speaking test reflects tasks and 
skills appropriate across these 
multiple levels in a similar way to 
IELTS.  
TOEFL IBT involves a broad skills 
focus (though not all 
interactional skills), including 
integrated reading/listening-into-
speaking tasks. Cognitive 
processing demands are 
increased due to: the number of 
tasks requiring frequent fresh 
starts; the challenge of managing 
time pressures when responding 
in a semi-direct test. 

OET is designed to target a 
range of proficiency levels; 
therefore the speaking test 
reflects tasks and skills 
appropriate across these 
multiple levels in a similar way 
to IELTS. However, 
The OET skills focus also 
includes elements of 
professional competency (i.e. 
using medically contextualized 
discourse) as well as more 
general linguistic skills; this 
leads to a more demanding test.  
OET requires the candidate to 
take part in 2 healthcare-related 
roleplay scenarios, i.e. 
simulated interactions between 
the candidate as the 
professional in their chosen 
healthcare domain and an 
interlocutor who plays a 
patient/carer/relative role (cf 
OSCE). Roleplays are more 
demanding on the language 
user in terms of cognitive 
processing (i.e. the increased 
conceptualization demands 
involved in adopting a persona 
as well as being a general 
language user). 
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verbal and visual input in the 
tasks; and the absence of 
planning time for the task 
response.   

way interaction between the 
speakers; and combination of 
verbal and visual input in the 
tasks; and the absence of 
planning time for the task 
response. 

Features of the Stimulus Task(s) 

Domain coverage in CPE is 
similar to IELTS (both social and 
academic). 
Discourse mode and content 
knowledge in CPE are 
comparable to IELTS. Cultural 
specificity in CPE is judged 
slightly more demanding than 
IELTS due to a focus on varied 
social/factual domains. Nature 
of information is considered 
more abstract in CPE than in 
IELTS. Presentation is 
considered more demanding 
than IELTS due to use of visual 
(pictures) as well as verbal 
input. Topic familiarity in CPE 
is considered similar to IELTS. 
The peer-peer and 3-way 
interaction in CPE increases the 
cognitive processing load in 
terms of the speakers 
managing the intended 
speaker/listener relationships 
thus making it more 
demanding than the simpler 
examiner-test-taker interaction 
in IELTS. 
 

Domain coverage in CAE is 
similar to IELTS (both social 
and academic). 
Discourse mode and content 
knowledge in CAE are 
comparable to IELTS. Cultural 
specificity in CAE is judged 
slightly more demanding than 
IELTS due to a focus on varied 
social/factual domains. 
Nature of information in CAE 
is considered similar to IELTS. 
Presentation is considered 
more demanding than IELTS 
due to use of visual (pictures) 
as well as verbal input. Topic 
familiarity in CAE is 
considered similar to IELTS. 
The peer-peer and 3-way 
interaction in CAE increases 
the cognitive processing load 
in terms of the speakers 
managing the intended 
speaker/listener 
relationships thus making it 
more demanding than the 
simpler examiner-test-taker 
interaction in IELTS. 
 

Domain coverage in PTE is 
narrower than in IELTS 
(primarily academic). Discourse 
mode is comparable to IELTS 
while content knowledge is 
judged to be more demanding 
due to a stronger focus on 
academic content. Cultural 
specificity and nature of 
information in PTE are judged 
similar to IELTS. 
Presentation is considered 
more demanding than IELTS 
due to use of visual (pictures) as 
well as verbal input, but also 
due to the absence of the usual 
para-linguistic cues (i.e. speaker 
gestures) in face-to-face 
interaction that can help 
listeners. Topic familiarity in 
PTE is considered similar to 
IELTS. 
The inclusion of non-native 
English speaker accents on the 
PTE recording increases the  
cognitive processing load in 
terms of the speakers managing 
the intended speaker/ 
listener relationships thus 

Domain coverage in TOEFL IBT is 
similar to IELTS (both social and 
academic). Discourse mode is 
comparable to IELTS while 
content knowledge is judged to 
be more demanding due to a 
stronger focus on academic 
content. Cultural specificity in 
TOEFL IBT was judged slightly 
more demanding than IELTS due 
to a focus on the N American 
context. 
Presentation is considered more 
demanding than IELTS due to use 
of visual (pictures) as well as 
verbal input, but also due to the 
absence of the usual para-
linguistic cues (i.e. speaker 
gestures) in face-to-face 
interaction that can help 
listeners. 
Topic familiarity in TOEFL IBT is 
considered similar to IELTS. 
Managing the intended speaker/ 
listener relationship is 
comparable to IELTS. 
 
 

 Domain coverage in OET is 
similar to IELTS (both social and 
academic/professional). Range 
of discourse types is narrower 
in OET because of its strong 
professional focus and this 
increases the specificity of the 
content knowledge too. Nature 
of information in OET is 
considered similar to IELTS (i.e. 
concrete rather than abstract 
within context of the 2 medical 
scenarios). Presentation is 
considered similar to IELTS. 
OET is considered less 
demanding on the topic 
familiarity parameter given that 
the test taker can choose from a 
range of 12 healthcare domains 
the one which is closest to their 
own speciality; topic familiarity 
is likely to be significantly 
increased as a result.  The 2 
healthcare-related roleplay 
scenarios increase the need for 
awareness and management of 
the intended speaker/ 
listener relationship thus 
making it more demanding than 
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making it more demanding than 
IELTS. 
 

IELTS. 
 

Features of the Expected Response – Spoken Output 

Discourse mode in CPE is 
judged as comparable to IELTS 
in terms of range of discourse 
types. Presentation in CPE is 
comparable to IELTS. 
Lexis and grammar are 
estimated as more demanding 
than in IELTS. 
Functional range in CPE is 
considered more demanding 
than in IELTS due to the need 
to manage the complexities of 
a 3-way interaction in the 
speaking test.  
 

Discourse mode in CAE is 
judged as comparable to IELTS 
in terms of range of discourse 
types. Presentation in CAE is 
comparable to IELTS. 
Lexis and grammar are 
estimated as more 
demanding than in IELTS. 
Functional range in CAE is 
considered more demanding 
than in IELTS due to the need 
to manage the complexities of 
a 3-way interaction in the 
speaking test.  
 

Discourse mode in PTE is 
judged as less demanding than 
IELTS since it requires neither 
argumentative nor instructive 
discourse. Presentation in PTE 
is considered slightly less 
demanding than IELTS because 
it does not involve the 
interactional demands of face-
to-face communication 
Lexis and grammar are 
estimated as comparable to 
IELTS. 
Functional range in PTE is 
considered less demanding 
than in IELTS because the 
requirement for interactional 
management is limited in a 
semi-direct speaking test when 
compared with a face-to-face 
speaking test.  
 

Discourse mode in TOEFL IBT is 
judged as comparable to IELTS in 
terms of range of discourse types.  
Presentation in TOEFL IBT is 
considered slightly less 
demanding than IELTS because it 
does not involve the interactional 
demands of face-to-face 
communication. Lexis and 
grammar are estimated as 
comparable to IELTS. 
Functional range in TOEFL IBT is 
considered less demanding than 
in IELTS because the requirement 
for interactional management is 
limited in a semi-direct speaking 
test when compared with a face-
to-face speaking test.  
 

Discourse mode in OET is 
judged as more demanding than 
IELTS since it requires 
instructive discourse in addition.  
Presentation in OET is 
considered slightly more 
demanding than IELTS due to 
the more complex interactional 
demands of face-to-face 
communication between 
speaker and listener in the 2 
healthcare-related roleplay 
scenarios.  
Lexis is estimated as more 
demanding than in IELTS due to 
its specialist nature while 
grammar is estimated as 
comparable to IELTS. 
Functional range in OET is 
considered more demanding 
than in IELTS due to the more 
complex interactional demands 
of face-to-face communication 
between speaker and listener in 
the 2 healthcare roleplay 
scenarios.  

Estimated Reliability of Rating Spoken Output 

Reported estimate is 
considered comparable with 
that for IELTS and reaches an 
acceptable industry standard 
(above .8). 

Reported estimate is 
considered comparable with 
that for IELTS and reaches an 
acceptable industry standard 
(above .8). 

Reported estimate (above .9) is 
higher than that reported for 
IELTS. But note that the higher 
value is partly a function of 
having a large number of test 

Reported estimate is considered 
comparable with that for IELTS 
and reaches an acceptable 
industry standard (above .8). 

Reported estimate is considered 
comparable with that for IELTS 
and reaches an acceptable 
industry standard (above .8). 
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tasks (40) which are scored 
using an automated scoring 
system (rather than a human 
judge).  
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Table 4.6: Speaking – Rationale Summary (Continued) 

ECPE 
GEPT 

Advanced 
ISESOL Level 2 

(Expert -C1) 
ISESOL Level 3 
(Mastery - C2) 

Additional explanatory notes 

General: Skills focus/coverage and Cognitive processing demands 

ECPE is designed to target a single 
proficiency level – the C2 level of the CEFR; 
therefore the speaking test aims to reflect 
tasks and skills appropriate to this level. By 
comparison, IELTS is designed to target a 
range of levels, which are claimed to cover 
the B1-C2 span of the CEFR. As a result, the 
ECPE Speaking test can be judged as more 
demanding overall than an IELTS Speaking 
test in a number of respects. The above 
analysis highlights specific parameters 
where this becomes clear and the detailed 
comments below add further explanation of 
what this means in practice. 
The ECPE test has a more complex skills 
focus than IELTS: the multi-stage peer-peer 
format is designed to sample interactional 
spoken skills more broadly and at a higher 
level, including some more sophisticated 
functional and pragmatic skills at later 
stages (e.g. Stage 5: Justifying defending).  
Cognitive processing in ECPE is considered 
to be more demanding than the IELTS 
Speaking test, due to the extensive peer-
peer interaction during the five stages of 
the test, building on each other with 
increased linguistic and interactional 
demands. 

GEPT Advanced is designed to target a 
single proficiency level – the C1 level of the 
CEFR; therefore the speaking test aims to 
reflect tasks and skills appropriate to this 
level. By comparison, IELTS is designed to 
target a range of levels, which are claimed 
to cover the B1-C2 span of the CEFR. As a 
result, the GEPT Advanced Speaking test 
can be judged as more demanding overall 
than an IELTS Speaking test in a number of 
respects. The above analysis highlights 
specific parameters where this becomes 
clear and the detailed comments below add 
further explanation of what this means in 
practice. 
The GEPT Advanced test has a more 
complex skills focus than IELTS: the peer-
peer format offers candidates the 
opportunity to participate in discussion on 
abstract topics/issues, and samples 
interactional spoken skills more broadly and 
at a higher level. The initial phase of the 
discussion task (Part 2) requires information 
exchange based on verbal and visual input, 
and the Part 3 presentation task involve s 
summarisation of the partner’s 
presentation. Such multi-dimensional tasks 
increase the cognitive processing demands 
on the language user, making the test more 
demanding than the IELTS Speaking test.  

ISESOL (Expert) is designed to target a single 
proficiency level – the C1 level of the CEFR; 
therefore the speaking test aims to reflect 
tasks and skills appropriate to this level. By 
comparison, IELTS is designed to target a 
range of levels, which are claimed to cover 
the B1-C2 span of the CEFR. As a result, the 
ISESOL (Expert) Speaking test can be judged 
as more demanding overall than an IELTS 
Speaking test in a number of respects. The 
above analysis highlights specific 
parameters where this becomes clear and 
the detailed comments below add further 
explanation of what this means in practice. 
The ISESOL (Expert) test has a more 
complex skills focus than IELTS: it samples 
interactional spoken competence at a 
higher level, including some sophisticated 
functional and pragmatic skills in Part 2. The 
simulation element of the Part 2 tasks 
(responding/ initiating appropriately in 
specific social situations in real time without 
preparation) also increases the cognitive 
processing demands on the language user, 
making the test more demanding than the 
IELTS Speaking  test. 

ISESOL (Mastery) is designed to target a 
single proficiency level – the C2 level of the 
CEFR; therefore the speaking test aims to 
reflect tasks and skills appropriate to this 
level. By comparison, IELTS is designed to 
target a range of levels, which are claimed 
to cover the B1-C2 span of the CEFR. As a 
result, the ISESOL (Mastery) Speaking test 
can be judged as more demanding overall 
than an IELTS Speaking test in a number of 
respects. The above analysis highlights 
specific parameters where this becomes 
clear and the detailed comments below add 
further explanation of what this means in 
practice. 
The ISESOL (Expert) test has a more 
complex skills focus than IELTS: it samples 
interactional spoken competence at a 
higher level, including some sophisticated 
functional and pragmatic skills in Part 2. The 
simulation element of the Part 2 tasks 
(responding/ initiating appropriately in 
specific social situations in real time without 
preparation) also increases the cognitive 
processing demands on the language user, 
making the test more demanding than the 
IELTS Speaking test. 
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Features of the Stimulus Task(s) 

Domain coverage in ECPE considered 
narrower than in IELTS since it is primarily 
socially focused (not work/academic 
related), while discourse mode is 
considered comparable to IELTS. Content 
knowledge is judged to be less demanding 
than for IELTS given the latter’s academic 
orientation. Cultural specificity is 
comparable to IELTS, while nature of 
information and topic familiarity are 
judged to be less demanding than IELTS as 
the test is designed to be accessible to a 
range of age. Presentation is considered 
similar to IETLS. The peer-peer interaction 
in ECPE increases the cognitive processing 
load in terms of the speakers managing the 
intended speaker/listener relationships 
thus making it more demanding than the 
simpler examiner-candidate interaction in 
IELTS. 

Domain coverage in GEPT Advanced is 
similar to IELTS (both social and academic). 
Discourse mode and content knowledge in 
GEPT Advanced are comparable to IELTS. 
Cultural specificity in GEPT Advanced is 
judged slightly more demanding than IELTS 
as the test is designed mainly for Taiwanese 
contexts. Nature of information in GEPT 
Advanced is considered similar to IELTS. 
Presentation is judged to be more 
demanding than IELTS due to use of visual 
(e.g. chart, table) as well as verbal input. 
Topic familiarity in GEPT Advanced is 
considered similar to IELTS. The peer-peer 
interaction in GEPT Advanced increases the 
cognitive processing load in terms of the 
speakers managing the intended 
speaker/listener relationships thus making 
it more demanding than the simpler 
examiner-candidate interaction in IELTS. 

Domain coverage in ISESOL (Expert) is 
considered narrower than in IELTS since it is 
primarily socially focused (not 
work/academic related), while discourse 
mode is considered comparable to IELTS. 
Content knowledge is judged to be less 
demanding than for IELTS given the latter’s 
academic orientation. Cultural specificity, 
nature of information, presentation and 
topic familiarity are all considered similar 
to IELTS. Managing the intended 
speaker/listener relationship is judged as 
more demanding than in IELTS due to the 
complex pragmatic challenges involved in 
the Part 2 simulated functional scenarios 
(responding/ initiating appropriately in 
specific social situations in real time without 
preparation). 

Domain coverage in ISESOL (Mastery) is 
considered narrower than in IELTS since it is 
primarily socially focused (not 
work/academic related), while discourse 
mode is considered comparable to IELTS. 
Content knowledge and cultural specificity 
are judged to be similar to the demands of 
IELTS. Nature of information is judged as 
more demanding than IELTS due to a strong 
focus on more abstract themes and issues. 
Presentation and topic familiarity are all 
considered similar to IELTS. Managing the 
intended speaker/listener relationship is 
considered more demanding than in IELTS 
due to the complex pragmatic challenges 
involved in the Part 2 simulated functional 
scenarios (responding/ initiating 
appropriately in specific social situations in 
real time without preparation). 

Features of the Expected Response – Spoken Output 

Discourse mode in ECPE is judged as 
comparable to IELTS in terms of range of 
discourse types. Presentation is also similar. 
Lexis and grammar are estimated as 
comparable or slightly more demanding 
than IELTS. Functional range is considered 
more demanding, as the test is designed to 
elicit a wide range of informational, 
interactional and managing interaction 
functions. 

Discourse mode in GEPT Advanced is 
judged as comparable to IELTS in terms of 
range of discourse types. Presentation is 
also similar. Lexis and grammar are 
estimated as comparable or slightly more 
demanding than IELTS. Functional range is 
considered more demanding, as the test is 
designed to elicit a wide range of 
informational, interactional and managing 
interaction functions.  

Discourse mode in ISESOL (Expert) is judged 
as comparable to IELTS in terms of range of 
discourse types. Presentation is also similar.  
Lexis and grammar are estimated as 
comparable to IELTS. Functional range is 
judged as more demanding due to the 
specific challenges posed in Part 2. 

Discourse mode in ISESOL (Mastery) is 
judged as comparable to IELTS in terms of 
range of discourse types. Presentation is 
also similar. Lexis and grammar are 
estimated as comparable to IELTS or 
marginally more demanding due to it being 
targeted at the C2 level. Functional range is 
judged as more demanding due to the 
specific pragmatic challenges posed in Part 
2. 

Estimated reliability of Rating Spoken Output 

Reported estimate is considered 
comparable with that for IELTS and reaches 

Reported estimate (.89-.90) is marginally 
higher than that reported for IELTS. 

No reported estimate of rating reliability 
could be found. 

No reported estimate of rating reliability 
could be found. 
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an acceptable industry standard (above .8).  
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4.3.4 Listening: principles, process and outcomes  

 

Principles 

A framework was constructed with a view to comparing the listening tests which are the subject of 

this exercise. Initially, it drew upon criteria designed for evaluating the reading tests in the study. 

However, while tests of reading and listening share certain common formats in terms of the 

comprehension tasks used, the two skills are very different in terms of the processes demanded of a 

language user. The original criteria used for the reading tests therefore had to be modified and 

considerably expanded. Most obviously, account had to be taken of the characteristics not simply of 

the texts used but also of the ways in which they were delivered by speakers, how many speakers 

there were etc. 

Some of the criteria used were also shaped by a cognitive model of listening proposed by Field 

(2013), which views the skill as consisting of five distinct levels of processing: 

Input decoding: where incoming sounds are matched to the sounds of the current language 

Lexical search: where a group of sounds is matched to words in the listener’s vocabulary 

Parsing:  where a grammatical structure is traced in a group of words in order to produce a 

basic piece of information 

Meaning building: where the basic information is interpreted in relation to the context and 

the goals of the speaker 

Discourse building: where each new piece of information is added to what went before. 

The model has previously been used to explore two important considerations in evaluating second 

language listening tests: 

 Does the test elicit processes from the test-taker that resemble those that would be 

employed in a real-world context (in the case of the present study, listening to 

professionally-relevant material?) 

 Do the processes elicited by the different parts of the test succeed in covering all of the 

levels above so that one can say that they are comprehensive enough to represent the 

listening skill as a whole? This is a particular consideration in high-stakes tests, where the 

issue is often whether a candidate can function effectively at all the levels of processing 

that a professional or academic context demands.  

 

In the case of a second language listener, successful use of the processes outlined above may be 

influenced by a number of distinct factors. 

Expertise. The candidate’s skill and experience in handling the processes essential to 

listening – not simply in recognising words but also in interpreting information. 
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Level of language.   Clearly test design has to take account of the language level of the target 

population. However, in the case of listening, there is no guarantee that language with 

which a candidate is familiar will be recognised when it occurs in connected speech.  

Density and complexity of the information. Leaving aside the matter of language, the 

demands made upon the second language listener are considerably increased when the 

information provided is dense and linked in complex ways. 

Difficulty of the tasks. Some test formats are more cognitively demanding than others (e.g. 

requiring a candidate to read or write at the same time as listening). 

Cultural knowledge and assumptions.  Test design has to take account of the candidate’s 

likely familiarity with a) professional and academic contexts and assumptions referred to in 

the recorded material; b) aspects of social life in a target language environment;  c) 

pragmatic language – the language used for inviting, offering, threatening etc. – and 

indicators of politeness and formality. 

All of these considerations informed the choice of criteria for the framework which was used to 

compare the six listening tests in the study. The final categories employed are shown in Figure 4.7 

below. 

The notes that follow explain the relevance of many of these criteria in evaluating a test of second 

language listening. 

General features of the test 

Target level.  A test may be targeted at a particular level or may aim to assess across a range of 

levels. The distinction is important in tests of listening.  Listening is quite time-consuming to test; a 

test which attempts to discriminate between a range of levels may therefore need to be longer to 

ensure that the various levels are adequately represented. 

Skills focus.  Many listening materials and tests define their targets not in terms of cognitive 

processes but in terms of rather general ‘listening for’ categories. While many tests focus on the 

listening skill alone, some include tasks which assess more than one skill (for example, listening in 

order to write a summary). Scores for these tests do not provide a measure of listening proficiency 

alone. It may, however, be claimed that the task as a whole emulates real-world tasks that will be 

demanded of the candidate and that it can therefore be used to predict performance in an academic 

or professional context. 

Structure.  Listening tests are often divided into different sections to achieve variety of topic and 

variety in the processes in which test takers have to engage. 

Task description.  It is normal practice to use a range of formats in the testing of listening. Different 

standard formats elicit different processes from test takers. Some formats favour test takers with a 

particular cognitive bent (e.g. test takers who are good at decision making – not itself a necessary 

part of listening). Particular issues are associated with formats that require candidates to fill in gaps. 

These formats may entail them reading, writing and listening at the same time. In the case of tasks 
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that require written responses, there may be quite tight specifications in relation to spelling, 

grammar etc – which relate to writing rather than listening proficiency. 
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Figure 4.7: Criteria used in comparisons between listening tests 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Task features 

Target:  Level or range of levels at which the test is aimed 
Skills focus: Aspects of the skill on which the test specifications claim to be focusing 
Structure:  Overall design of the test 
Task description:  Types of format used 
Timing: Overall duration of the test (including double play of recordings where relevant and time to 
read and answer questions) 
Item density: Typical frequency of questions in relation to the length of the recording (one item per 
N seconds or per N words of the recording) 
Delivery and marking: Paper-delivered test vs computer delivered test. How answers are marked 
where a judgement is required as to their correctness. 
Weighting: How a final score is derived from correct responses 
Presentation: Number of hearings of the recording that are permitted. Point at which questions are 
presented to candidates (before or after listening) 

Cognitive criteria 
Goal setting: General types of listening that are featured 
Levels of listening:  Levels of processing (see above) which are targeted by the question items 

Features of the input 

 Input as text 
Domain.   Types of text that are featured (interview, lecture, conversation etc) 
Interaction. Monologue vs dialogue (with number of speakers) 
Discourse types. Narrative, description, exposition, discussion etc. 
Information:  General vs specific to a field            
Topic:  General vs subject-specific 
Cultural specificity: What understanding of local or professional / academic culture is assumed 
Abstractness: How concrete the information is 
Text length and duration:  How long the recorded material typically lasts (in words or time) 
Utterance length.  Average numbers of words between speaker pauses (may correspond to length 
of a clause in writing) 
Information density and complexity. Points of information in a recording by length of recording. 

 

Input as recorded material 
Origin:  scripted /studio performed vs authentic 
Transmission:  Audio vs video. Means of compensating for lack of visual cues 
Articulation: naturalness 
Speech rate: speed at which speakers speak (allowing for differences between conversational and 
presentational styles) 
Accent:  Range of accents of English 

 

Language content 
Lexical level:  Distribution of words by their frequency when available (1K = within thousand most 
frequent; 2K = within next thousand etc) 
Grammar level: General indication of level of grammatical patterns used 
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Timing.  Length of listening passage contributes to demands of the task. Longer passages demand 

more sustained attention. 

Item density.  Length of passage needs to be balanced against the number of items to be answered.  

Short gaps between items increase the demands upon the listener. 

Presentation. The argument for a single play is that this is what would occur in a real-world context. 

The argument against is that, with audio (as against video) material, the test taker is deprived of 

visual cues (gesture, facial expression, PP slides) that would be present in a real-world context. In 

addition, many real-world contexts allow for the listener to request clarification or to replay a 

recording of a lecture etc. 

Presenting a set of questions before test takers hear a recording is unavoidable in paper-delivered 

tests (to provide them afterwards would mean that the ability to answer depended heavily on 

memory).  But the effect of pre-presenting questions is to give test takers information that might not 

be available in a real-world context. In computer-delivered tests, questions can be presented 

between two plays of a recording 

Cognitive targets.  Questions in an academic test of listening should target information at three high 

levels: complex factual information; interpretive information relating to context, etc; information 

based on an overall understanding of the passage.  In most tests (including IELTS), questions tend to 

focus mainly on the first two. 

Cognitive levels of listening.  Any listening activity requires the listener to perform at perceptual 

levels (recognising sounds, recognising words, parsing for grammar). Higher-level tests, particularly 

professional and academic ones, should feature items which requite listeners to apply the 

information that they have picked up perceptually – understanding its relevance, understanding 

speaker intentions, inferring information that is not explicit, placing information in a wider context 

of an entire conversation, lecture, broadcast etc. 

Input as text 

Domain. Material that is social in content versus material that is academic/professional in content 

Interaction.  Proportion of monologue to dialogue tasks, linked to future listening needs of test 

taker. Dialogue tasks can be conversations or interviews; can be transactional or interactional. An 

important factor is the number of voices featured; more voices increase listening demands but also 

position the listener more clearly as an ‘overhearer’. A third possibility is an interactive listening task 

where the test taker has to respond appropriately to a prompt. 

Discourse mode.  Narrative, instructional and descriptive discourse is generally easier to process 

because the conceptual connections are easy to follow.  In academic or professional contexts one 

would expect a preponderance of passages that are a) expository  b) analytical  c) discursive (for and 

against)  or persuasive  d) interpretive. 

Utterance length.  An utterance is the time between two pauses (usually brief planning pauses) 

when a speaker is articulating. During that time, a listener has to assemble what has been heard 

syllable by syllable, before imposing a grammatical pattern on it. So the longer the average 
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utterance is, the greater the demands upon the listener in terms of how much has to be stored in 

the mind to analyse. Academic and professional discourse is more measured than conversation and 

typically includes quite long utterances, among them some that contain subordinate clauses. 

Information density and complexity. A major factor in increasing the cognitive demands of listening 

material but one that is rarely specified or checked by test boards. Denser information increases the 

demands upon the test taker, as do more complex conceptual links between the utterances that 

impart the information. High density and complexity are to be expected in tests at higher levels of 

proficiency and in academic and professional discourse. 

Input as recorded material 

Origin.  The ideal is to use authentic material, taken directly from real-world sources. For practical 

reasons (partly problems with permissions and partly difficulties in extracting a sufficient quantity of 

information to test), test boards usually prefer to use re-recorded material (using modified 

transcripts of authentic material), scripted material or (more rarely) material improvised by actors in 

a studio 

Transmission.  Most current tests rely on audio rather than video material. Reasons sometimes cited 

relate to test security. This means that facial expressions, gesture and general context are not 

available to the test taker as they would be in a real-world situation. Rubrics are generally used, 

however, to advise the test taker of the general situation and of who the speakers are. 

Speech rate.  Slower than normal speech should be used at lower levels; but academic / professional 

tests at B2 level and above should feature standard rates of speech.  At these levels tests should 

feature a range of speeds since speech rate may vary according to speaker role: with conversational 

style faster than presentational style. Interventions in seminars are likely to be more hesitant and 

slower than presentations. 

 Accent.  Some test boards feature a large range of accents (including regional ones) in the belief 

that a competent listener should be able to cope with many different accents even if they are 

unfamiliar. There is no foundation for this idea; and multiplicity of accents is not necessarily a 

positive feature in a test. At higher levels, tests should ideally feature standard American, British and 

Australasian varieties of English – ideally (though this is not always possible) with a bias towards the 

major variety of the part of the world where the test taker is likely to study, work or live. Mixing 

accents within a dialogue can be considered somewhat unfair to the test taker. 

Language content 

Lexical.   The vocabulary used in a test can be controlled according to its frequency. Large speech 

corpora have enabled frequency to be measured in bands of 1000 words, with 1K the most frequent 

words in a language, followed by 2K and so on. However, even at higher proficiency  levels, it is to be 

expected that the majority of words in a recording will fall between 1K and 3K, because function 

words such as the, of, etc occur so commonly, even in academic speech. 

Grammatical.  Rather than matching grammar points against a typical English syllabus, it is more 

informative to consider grammatical difficulty in terms of a) the extent to which utterances diverge 
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from the standard Subject-Verb-Object pattern (with consequent  difficulties in parsing them) and  

b) the extent to which subordination occurs within utterances – and also between utterances 

Process 

The framework was first applied to the IELTS listening test in order to obtain a benchmark against 

which the other tests could be compared.  One of the important features of the IELTS test is that it 

consists of 4 distinct sections, each with its own type of content and range of formats. This was 

represented in the table that was assembled (see Appendix 8). Where the framework required 

representative tests to be sampled, publicly available sets of retired tests were consulted 

(Cambridge IELTS 4, 5, 6 and 7). This enabled us to report, for example, on typical recording types 

and content. Reference was also made to published research into the cognitive processes elicited by 

the test (Badger and Yan, 2012, Field 2012) and to the current IELTS Handbook. 

So far as the other tests were concerned, current Handbooks were consulted for those designed by 

Cambridge English. A further valuable source was Geranpayeh and Taylor (2013) where chapters on 

Cognitive validity (Field) and Context validity (Elliott and Wilson) provided a systematic validation of 

CPE and CAE as well as useful data based upon sampling the processes targeted in the tests, item 

density and the range of vocabulary used.  For PTE, the Official Guide (2010) was consulted, together 

with internet material which included scoring systems and a sample test. Similarly, internet sources 

provided an outline of the goals and structure of TOEFL iBT, as well as a wide range of listening 

papers that could be sampled. The Handbook was also consulted. The OET Handbook provided 

information about the goals and structure of the test; and a sample test was examined. In all cases, 

recorded material used in the test was sampled. 

The information gathered was first assembled in the form of a profile of the IELTS test; a similar 

profile was then designed for each of the five tests under consideration.  See Appendix 5 for these 

detailed summaries. 

A table was then put together, comparing each of the five tests, factor by factor, to IELTS.  Symbols 

indicated, for each of the framework categories, whether the test in question was less demanding, 

more demanding or roughly equal in its demands to IELTS.  A conclusion as to overall equivalence 

was then added to the table.  

This comparative table was reviewed by a team of three members of CRELLA, led by Dr John Field, 

the listening specialist of the research unit. Agreement was reached on the judgements made and on 

the overall classifications of relative difficulty. As will be discussed below, the notion of ‘difficulty’ 

sometimes proved somewhat ambivalent in the case of listening. It is possible for a test to become 

difficult to the point where it becomes potentially a less valid indicator of general listening 

proficiency across a range of typical candidates. In addition, to give an example, using a single accent 

in the recorded material might make a test easier in principle, but it might render it harder for any 

candidate who was not familiar with that accent. 

Outcomes 

The comparative table appears below as Table 4.7, while Table 4.8 provides brief summative notes 

on each of the tests. Detailed analyses of each of the tests appear in Appendix 8. 



 

72 
 

A few general comments on outcomes may assist the GMC in interpreting the results. Firstly, it is 

worth pinpointing a number of features of the IELTS test, against which the comparisons were made. 

IELTS Listening 

 Targets a range of levels from B2 in the early sections to C1 in the later ones 

 Consists of four sections, of which two are monologues and two are dialogues. Two relate 

to campus life; one is a discussion relating to study and only one entails listening to 

lecture-style material. Much of the material is thus general rather than specific to an 

academic subject. Equal points are given for each section 

 Uses a variety of test formats – and sometimes two formats in a single section 

 Uses recordings that are generally from 3 to 4 minutes long, with ten questions on each, 

which are presented before the recording is heard 

 Allows only one play of each recording 

 Features scripted material 

 Makes use of a range of English accents (British, American, Aus/NZ) 

 

Several complications arose when assessing the difficulty of other tests against these features; and it 

was not always possible to compare like with like. A brief comparison between the main features of 

the nine tests therefore follows; and may help the GMC to assess the tests’ relevance to the 

assessment purposes that they have in mind. 

The notion of ‘difficulty’. Both TOEFL iBT and OET appear to be directed at a single, considerably 

higher, level than IELTS. In TOEFL iBT, much of the difficulty is carried by the recorded material, 

which has very high information density, includes quite a lot of subject-specific terminology and is 

delivered at a relatively fast speech rate. Some of this material would prove demanding even for a 

native listener. In OET, the recorded material is less demanding in density; and though it contains 

low-frequency vocabulary, it relates to familiar, specifically medical contexts. The high difficulty of 

the OET test resides largely in the task demands which are extremely heavy, with (in the sample) 147 

items to be answered - much of this decision-making occurring while at the same time listening. 

Both these tests are therefore very demanding. Difficulty is heightened by the fact that neither test 

permits a second play of the recording. On the one hand, the GMC could regard anybody who passes 

these tests as an extremely competent near-native listener; on the other, it may be that the tests 

would fail many applicants who might normally meet the kinds of standard that IELTS represents. In 

attempting to ratchet up recording difficulty, GEPT relies quite often upon low frequency or 

specialist vocabulary which is likely to be beyond the range of test takers at C1 level. IESOL Levels 2 

and 3 fall back on esoteric idioms, which test takers are unlikely to have encountered unless they 

have lived in the UK. Exposure to these idioms is a matter of chance; but they feature in up to 8 out 

of 30 test items, meaning that the final score may understate a candidate’s actual listening 

proficiency. 

Target level. While IELTS aims to cover a range of levels (broadly from B2 to C1), CPE and CAE target 

only one level.  PTE aims to target all levels from A1 to C1. In cognitive terms, many of the questions 

in Section 2 seem to tap in to quite low-level processes; while Section 1 demands quite a high 

academic level, which entails note-taking and summarising.  TOEFL iBT and OET are targeted at a 

single level, which (as noted) seems considerably higher than IELTS. Similarly, GEPT, ECPE and the 
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IESOL tests all target a single CEFR level. The recorded content and task demands of the tests does 

not always seem to correspond closely to the level aimed for. In the material reviewed, GEPT 

appeared to operate quite often at C2 level and ECPE at level C1. Actual level in the IESOL tests was 

difficult to ascertain because of the use of low-frequency idiomatic language. In some parts, Level 2 

seemed more demanding in its use of topic-specific terminology than Level 3. 

Skills focus.  Most of the tests focus on listening independently of the other skills. However, Section 

1 of PTE consists of an integrated skills task requiring written summaries of recorded material. 

Examination of the scoring system suggests that the score produced is heavily weighted towards 

writing, with up to 80% of the marks being given for accuracy of written language. Section 1 of OET 

consists of a similar task involving note-taking. However, here the answers are individually marked 

by raters, which presumably permits allowance to be made for listening accuracy as a component of 

the task. 

Structure. IELTS has four sections, distinguished by topic and format. CPE and CAE also have four, 

distinguished by recording length (two with a set of short clips and two with longer recordings).  PTE 

has two sections (one with listening-into-writing tasks and one using conventional test formats). 

Both make use of short recordings. TOEFL iBT has two sections: one featuring lecture-style material 

and one conversational-style. OET has two sections: one featuring a listening-into-notetaking task 

and one more conventional test formats. GEPT has three sections: one of short conversational clips, 

one of longer conversational and one of presentational monologues. ECPE has a section of 

conversational clips plus one of longer radio interview material. ECPE and IESOL Level 3 add a section 

where test takers have to choose an appropriate response to a decontextualised clip. In IESOL Level 

2, a similar task requires test takers to add a final line to a dialogue. 

Task description.  Four of the tests, like IELTS, employ a variety of formats so as not to advantage 

candidates with particular mental sets. The exception is TOEFL iBT, which only uses multiple choice.  

The same four tests include some items where the candidate has to fill in his /her own words.  Three 

of the four are marked by trained raters; the exception is PTE where even subjective answers are 

marked by computer. ECPE uses only one format – multiple-choice. GEPT and the IESOL tests employ 

only two formats – multiple-choice and gap-filling. In these tests, there is quite limited advice on 

number of words to insert in gaps and on the degree of latitude that raters have in what responses 

they can accept. 

Timing. This has to be considered in conjunction with the number of plays of the recorded material 

that a test permits. Double play considerably extends the running time of a test.  As a benchmark, 

IELTS lasts for 30 mins with only one play of the recordings. CPE and CAE last approx 40 mins 

(including double plays of the recordings and time to read questions). PTE lasts 45-60 mins (with one 

play of the recordings and 15-25 mins in Section 1 given over to writing). TOEFL iBT lasts 60-90 

minutes (with one play of longer recordings). OET lasts approx 50 minutes (with one play of the 

recordings and writing of answers taking place during listening). GEPT and ECPE last a little longer 

than IELTS, with the same number of items or more (GEPT: 40; ECPE: 50). The IESOL tests are shorter 

in running time, despite the fact that they feature double play of the recording; they also contain 

fewer items (only 30). 

Item density.  In IELTS, there is around 1 item for every 24 seconds of recording running time.  In CPE 

and CAE the figure ranges between 17 and 40 seconds; in TOEFL iBT between 24 and 30 seconds. 
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The density in OET was calculated at one item every 11 to 13.5 secs. While IELTS requires 40 

responses from about 15 mins of recorded material, OET requires 147 responses from 30 mins. It is 

not always possible to compare item density in GEPT, ECPE and the IESOL tests with that in IELTS on 

a like for like basis. But where it is, it is not markedly different. 

Delivery and marking.  CPE, CAE, OET are paper-based like IELTS; PTE and TOEFL iBT are computer 

delivered. Where responses are constructed (i.e. written by candidates) they are marked by raters in 

CPE, CAE and OET. They are marked by computer in PTE. No constructed responses in TOEFL iBT. 

ECPE, GEPT and the IESOL tests are all paper delivered. Constructed responses in the second and 

third are marked by raters. 

Weighting. Generally, as in IELTS, one point is awarded for each correct answer. However, PTE 

employs a more complex system to ensure that Sections 1 and 2 carry equal weight. The scoring 

system for Section 1 (featuring a listening-into-writing task) seems to be heavily weighted towards 

accuracy in written language. Section 2 taps in to lower-level listening processes and makes 

occasional use of reading texts. Some concern can therefore be expressed as to how validly and 

finely the scores obtained can represent listening proficiency as a single construct.   

Presentation.  Single play in PTE, TOEFL iBT and OET. Double play in CPE and CAE. Single play in GEPT 

and ECPE; double play in the IESOL tests. There are arguments for both alternatives (see above).  

Cognitive processing: levels. The higher levels (involving interpreting meaning in context and building 

an overall representation of a conversation / lecture) are critical in academic and professional 

contexts. All tests tap in to these levels to some extent. PTE Section 1 does so but Section 2 seems 

more oriented towards lower-level perceptual processes. 

Domain, topic and cultural specificity.  The recorded material in IELTS features two sections of social 

exchanges loosely related to the academic context, one discussion of study-related issues and one 

simulated lecture. The domains covered are more general in CPE and CAE and include (e.g.) 

simulated broadcast interviews and documentary-style material. Material in PTE is solely in the form 

of simulated lectures, mainly expository. Half the material in TOEFL iBT consists of dialogues which 

are quite culturally specific to an American campus; half consists of lectures that are subject-specific 

and contain terminology. The material in OET is linked throughout to professional medical contexts. 

GEPT and IESOL Level 2 sometimes use topic-specific terminology in quite a dense way. Both IESOL 

tests make use of culturally-specific idioms. 

Recording length. Recorded material in IELTS lasts for 3-4 minutes and is presented as a whole. Two 

sections of CPE and CAE are similar; but two make use of short clips lasting from 30-60 secs.  All 

recorded material in PTE is short, lasting 60-90 secs. By contrast, in the first section of TOEFL iBT, 

recordings can last for 5 minutes or more; while in the second part they last for only 2. Recordings in 

OET last for 15 mins but are subdivided into short sections of about 30-60 secs. GEPT and IESOL 

Level 3 additionally make use of single sentence recordings of 4 to 10 seconds to which test takers 

have to choose a response. 

Informational density and complexity of recorded material. In CPE, CAE and OET, this is as high as in 

IELTS (though in OET professional background knowledge can be drawn upon). Information density 

was judged to range between medium and high in PET. In TOEFL iBT, it was judged to be 
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considerably higher than in the other tests, and its difficulty was not often eased by measured 

speaker delivery or by repetition and redundancy. Information density is sometimes very high in 

GEPT, making the content quite difficult to process. 

Recordings. Recordings in all tests are scripted or re-recorded from modified authentic material. 

Only audio material is used; all tests except PTE therefore compensate for the lack of visual cues by 

providing a clear topic or context in the rubrics. Speech rate is relatively standard in CPE, CAE and 

PTE, allowing for the difference between conversational contexts and more measured 

presentational ones.  Much of the material in TOEFL iBT and some in OET moves into higher than 

standard speeds, with less allowance made for the listener. While some GEPT and ECPE tapescripts 

may have been derived originally from authentic sources, those in the IESOL tests appear to be 

wholly scripted. Speech rate in GEPT is sometimes at higher than standard speeds.  

Accent.  CPE and CAE include a mixture of international accents (British, US, Australia/ NZ) and 

include some British regional varieties. OTE is designed for Australasia and therefore features local 

accents; while TOEFL iBT has only recently introduced non-US accents in a few of the recordings 

used. It might seem less demanding to feature only one accent; but much will obviously depend on 

whether it is the variety of English to which the candidate has been exposed. GEPT and ECPE feature 

only General American accents, with no regional variations and no other varieties of English. The 

IESOL tests feature only Standard southern British accents, with no regional variations and no other 

varieties of English.  
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Table 4.7: Comparison of IELTS Listening test with other tests under consideration 
 
KEY:      = comparable with IELTS       < less demanding than IELTS   > more demanding than IELTS  

? information not readily available                   * see explanatory notes below   

 
Listening Test CPE CAE PTE-A TOEFL iBT OET 

OVERALL > = < > > 

Task Features 

Target level > = < > = 

Skills focus > = = = = 

Structure = = < = = 

Task description = = < < = 

Timing (allowing for 

double play where 

used) 

= = = > > 

Item density = = ? = ? 

Delivery and marking = = < = = 

Weighting = = * = = 

Presentation < < > = = 

Cognitive processing: 

Goal setting 

= = < = = 

Cognitive processing: 

Levels of listening 

targeted by items 

> = < > < 

Features of the input 

Input as text 

Domain > > < = > 

Interaction = = * = = 

Discourse mode = = > = < 

Information = = = > > 

Topic = = = > < 

Cultural specificity < < = > > 

Abstractness = = = > = 

Text length and 

duration 

< < < > < 

Utterance length ? ? ? ? ?=- 

Information density 

and complexity 

= = = > === 

Input as recording 

Origin / authenticity = = < < > 

Transmission = = >= = === 

Articulation = = < < = 

Speech rate = = = > = 

Accent = = = <     * <     * 
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Language 

Lexical level = = = > > 

Grammatical level = = = > = 

Reliability: Estimate of internal consistency (test items) 

KR20 Equally 
reliable 
 (0.91) 

Equally  
reliable 

 (0.9) 

Equally 
reliable 

 (0.9) 

Information 
unavailable 

Equally 
reliable 
 (0.89) 

 

* Features which make comparison difficult:  

 Weighting: includes other criteria as well as listening 

 Interaction: only monologue material 

 Accents:  one predominant non-British accent (TOEFL mainly US; OET wholly Aus/NZ) 
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Table 4.7: Comparison of IELTS Listening test with other tests under consideration (Continued) 

KEY:      = comparable with IELTS       < less demanding than IELTS   > more demanding than IELTS  
? information not readily available                   * see explanatory notes below 

Listening Test GEPT ECPE IESOL Level 3 
(Mastery C2) 

IESOL Level 2 
(Expert C1) 

OVERALL > = > > 

Task Features 

Target level / Actual 

level 

≥ ≥ >    ≥ 

Skills focus = = = = 

Structure = > >                    > 

Task description  
Items 
Format 

 
= 
= 

 
= 
< 

 
< 
= 

 
  < 

= 

Timing (allowing for 
double play where used) 

= = < < 

Item density = > = = 

Delivery and marking = < = = 

Weighting = = = = 

Presentation = = < < 

Cognitive processing: 
Goal setting 

> = = = 

Cognitive processing: 
Levels of listening 
targeted by items 

> = = = 

Features of the input 

Input as text 

Type  = > > > 

Interaction = = = = 

Discourse mode = = = = 

Information > = = = 

Topic > = = > 

Cultural specificity = = > > 

Abstractness = = = = 

Text length and duration = < = = 

Utterance length Information 
unavailable 

Information 
unavailable 

Information 
unavailable 

Information 
unavailable 

Information density and 
complexity 

> = = = 

Input as recording 

Origin / authenticity < = < < 

Transmission > > > > 

Articulation < = < < 

Speech rate > = < < 

Accent and voice < < < < 

Language 

Lexical level > = > > 
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Grammatical level = = = = 

Reliability 

KR20 = = = = 
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Table 4.8:  Listening – Rationale Summary 

CPE  

> 

CAE 

=  

PTE-A  

< 

TOEFL iBT  

> 

OET  

> 

Targeted at one level. We 
judge this test to be a suitable 
measure of listening 
proficiency at a higher level but 
more general in content and 
domain than IELTS. Short clips 
as well as long passages. 
 
* Aimed at single high level 
(C1/C2) 
* Skills focus includes reporting 
at whole-text level 
* 2 plays of recording 
* Greater focus on whole-text 
info. than in IELTS 
* Wider range of text types 
than IELTS 
* Not specific to academic 
context and culture 
* Includes short and longer 
recordings 
* Scripted and studio recorded 
material – some based on 
authentic sources 
* Articulation relatively natural 
* Range of native-speaker 

English accents (including 

regional varieties from the UK 

and other English-speaking 

countries such as Australia, US) 

Targeted at one level 
We judge the recorded material 
and tasks to be at a similar level 
to Paper 4 of IELTS but more 
general in content and domain 
than IELTS.  
Review suggests less focus on 
speaker’s line of argument. 
Short clips as well as long 
passages. 
 
* Aimed at single level (C1) – 
level of much of IELTS 
*2 plays of recording 
* wider range of text types than 
IELTS 
* Not specific to academic 
context and culture 
* Includes short and longer 
recordings 
* Scripted and studio recorded 
material 
* Articulation relatively natural 
* Range of native-speaker 

English accents (including 

regional varieties from the UK 

and other English-speaking 

countries such as Australia, US) 

 
 

Multilevel test (A1 to C1) with 
integrated skills in parts. 
Many of the tasks tap in to 
cognitive processes which are 
more basic than those of IELTS 
and below the target level. 
The recorded texts are close to 
written style in language and 
structure and lack some features 
of natural speech. 
 
*Multi-level: broader range of 
levels than IELTS 
* Structure: little variation in 
recording length or type 
* Part 2 tasks are very varied but 
limited in what they target  
* Machine marked despite one 
part of the test requiring a 
subjective score 
* Weighting of marks between 
sections unclear.  
*Integrated-skills scores hard to 
interpret; mix written language 
accuracy with skill. 
* Many tasks in Section 2 are 
aimed at perceptual processes 
(e.g. word recognition) rather 
than higher-level ones. 
* Narrower range of text types 
than IELTS (only lecture-style 
material) 

We judge this test to be targeted 
at a high level that would be 
difficult for many candidates to 
achieve. 
Passages have a high 
information density and are 
sometimes spoken at quite a 
high speed. 
The test is quite US-specific in 
both cultural terms and in the 
accents featured. 
Only one task format is used – 
potentially favouring those 
whose cognitive style handles 
this type of task well. 
 
* Recorded material at high C2 
level  
* Only one format (multiple-
choice)  
* Longer recorded material 
 * Machine marked but all tasks 
objective 
*Information and topics 
complex and specialised. Heavy  
use of subject-specific 
terminology 
* Dialogues narrowly linked to 
US campuses; 
* Recorded material is at a very 
demanding (native speaker?) 
level in terms of information 

A test at C2 level that is 
specific to health 
professionals, though the 
material (consultations and 
lectures on medicine) would 
not be relevant to all grades.  
The material is at a higher 
level than IELTS in terms of 
information density and the 
use of subject-specific 
terminology (though some of 
the latter might be expected 
to be familiar). 
The tasks are extremely 
demanding and require 
reading and writing under 
pressure of time and while 
also listening. 
Very large number of items to 
answer (47 compared with 40 
in IELTS). The high item 
density imposes heavy 
demands on a listener 
working in English as their 
second language. 
 
*Designed for Australia /NZ 
with local accents. 
* Recorded material at C2 
level 
* Longer recorded material 
than IELTS but subdivided into 
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* Monologue only.  
* Recorded material all short 
(max. 90 secs) 
* Texts quite close to written 
discourse in style and structure 
* Recorded material lacking 
some features of natural speech  
* Minimal information provided 
by rubrics before listening 
* Both native and non-native-

speaker English speaker accents  

 
 

density and complexity. Little 
redundancy and sometimes 
resembles material written to be 
read. 
* Recorded material lacks some 
features of natural speech 
* Speech rate can be fast, given 
the information density of the 
material. 
* High lexical level – much 
subject-specific terminology. 
* Mainly US accents, a few GB 
and Aus/NZ 

short sections 
* Integrated skills in Part A are 
relevant to professional 
context. 
* High information density in 
the recorded material, which 
is not sufficiently 
counterbalanced by the 
possible familiarity of the 
context 
* Only one play of recording 
as in IELTS – but timing is of 
concern, with test takers 
performing tasks under 
pressure of time and while 
actually listening.  
* Discourse modes and 
information based on familiar 
professional contexts 
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Table 4.8:  Listening – Rationale Summary (Continued) 

GEPT 
> 

ECPE 
= 

IESOL Level 2 
(Expert C1) 

> 

IESOL Level 3  
(Mastery C2) 

> 

Single level test. 
We judge this test to be operating at a 
higher level than IELTS although it is said 
to be aligned with CEFR level C1.  Heavy 
listening demands are imposed by quite 
fast speech rates and high information 
density, suggesting the material is at C2.  
In some parts, the test has been made 
difficult by introducing low frequency 
vocabulary (including specialised 
terminology). The acquisition of such 
vocabulary by learners is a matter of 
chance; and when too prevalent in a 
recording it restricts the opportunity to 
listen coherently. It tends to favour those 
who are strategic test takers and/or good 
at guessing rather than serving to identify 
good listeners. 
Another feature contributing to difficulty 
is considerable reliance on items that test 
the ability to infer meaning and attitude 
not explicitly expressed. 
Only one accent: General American. 
 
* Aimed at a single high level  
* Skills focus specifies type of input but 
not the types of listening that are to be 
targeted 
* Much conversational material (like 
IELTS) 
* Similar length to IELTS in time and 

Single level test. 
We judge the recorded material and 
tasks to be at a similar level to Paper 4 
of IELTS, although the test claims to 
target level C2. 
The language used is well controlled 
and appropriate for C1 level 
candidates. There is some subject-
specific terminology in Section 3; but 
responses to questions are not 
dependent upon knowing or 
interpreting it. 
There are both short and longer 
passages. Unlike IELTS, the test 
features uncontextualised single 
sentence cues, to which test takers 
have to choose a response. 
Only one test format is used – maybe 
disfavouring those whose cognitive 
style does not handle this type of task 
well. 
Recorded material is presented 
without prior contextual information. 
Only one accent: General American 
 
 * Clear specification of listening skills 
targeted (global, local and inferential) 
* Similar timing to IELTS; but 10 more 
items 
* Only 1 play of recording 
* Targets a wider range of processes  

Single level test, which aims to operate 
at level C1. 
Specifications and format closely 
resemble those at Mastery level. The 
exception is Section 1, which consists of 
3 conversational turns with the test 
taker required to choose an appropriate 
continuation.  
The recorded material in Section 1 is 
generally free of reliance on British 
idioms (see ‘Mastery’) but here the 
multiple choice options sometimes 
require learners to discriminate 
between idioms – thus transferring the 
difficulty on to written input.  
Section 2 in the sample examined 
employs mainstream lexis at a 
frequency level suitable for C1 and C2 
level candidates.   But the use of 
subject-specific terminology and/or 
idioms in Sections 3 and 4 was 
sometimes such as to render the 
recordings difficult to follow. 
Marks are out of only 30 and again this 
raises the issue of how finely they 
discriminate between candidates. 
Two test formats are used. 
Recorded material is presented with 
little prior contextual information. 
Only one accent: Standard southern 
British 

Single level test, which aims to operate 
at level C2. 
Unlike IELTS, Section 1 of the test 
features uncontextualised single 
sentence cues to which test takers have 
to choose a response. 
One means of increasing test difficulty is 
by the use in this section of quite 
esoteric idioms, which test takers are 
expected to recognise and interpret. 
This is not a wholly valid listening task. 
This type of vocabulary is acquired 
randomly – and is unlikely to be known 
by those without experience of UK 
residence. 
This might not matter in a longer test – 
but Section 1 accounts for 8 points out 
of only 30, or around 25% of the total. 
The final score may not therefore 
discriminate very finely between 
candidates in terms of their listening 
proficiency since in effect it draws upon 
only 22 safe items. 
Elsewhere, the test uses mainstream 
lexis of a frequency suitable for C1 and 
C2 level candidates and does well in 
avoiding excessive subject-specific 
terminology. 
The test features recordings of many 
lengths – single sentence cues to which 
test takers have to choose a response; 
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number of questions 
* Limited support for test taker: little 
context is provided before listening and no 
indications are given of how many words 
to fill gaps. 
* Some of the content is quite specialised, 
favouring candidates from certain fields 
and imposing heavy listening demands 
upon non-specialists. 
* Scripted material but some may be 
transcribed from authentic courses and re-
recorded 
* Delivery is at quite a fast rate but is 
sometimes read-aloud  in style 
 
 
 

than IELTS 
* Features social, professional and 
academic settings 
* Scripted material but some may be 
transcribed from authentic courses and 
re-recorded 
* Articulation relatively natural in 
conversational material; less so in 
longer more formal passages 
* A semi-fast conversational rate but a 
wel- modulated presentational  
delivery 
. 
 
 

 
* Clear specification of listening skills 
which the test aims to target (quite 
similar to ‘Mastery’) 
* Shorter than IELTS in both running 
time and number of items 
* Two plays of the recording 
* Some important cognitive processes 
targeted 
* Limited support to test takers in terms 
of pre-listening information on context 
and topic 
* Scripted material, studio recorded. 
*Natural delivery at a medium 
conversational / presentational rate. 
 

short conversations; a longer 
monologue and dialogue. 
Two test formats are used. 
Recorded material is presented with 
little prior contextual information. 
Only one accent: Standard southern 
British 
 
* Clear specification of listening skills 
which the test aims to target 
* Shorter than IELTS in both running 
time and number of items 
* Two plays of the recording 
* Some important cognitive processes 
targeted 
* Limited support to test takers in terms 
of pre-listening information on context 
and topic 
* Scripted material, studio recorded. 
*Natural delivery at a medium 
conversational / presentational rate. 
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4.3.5 Overall outcomes  

 

Process and outcomes 

Sections 4.3.1-4.3.4 above reported the principles, process and outcomes associated with an in-

depth review and analysis of the skill-focused components (Reading, Writing, Speaking and 

Listening) for nine tests (CAE, CPE, ECPE, GEPT Advanced, IESOL/ISESOL Level 2/C1, IESOL/ISESOL 

Level 3/C2, OET, PTE-A, and TOEFL iBT) which emerged from Phase 1 as potential alternatives to 

IELTS worthy of closer scrutiny and comparative analysis alongside IELTS. Having completed a 

detailed review and comparative analysis of the skill-focused components in specialist teams, the full 

CRELLA team met as an expert judgement panel to review the outcomes across the nine potential 

alternative tests. The aim was to reach a judgement concerning the relative difficulty of each test 

overall with respect to IELTS overall. The judgement outcomes can be seen in Table 4.9 below, 

supported by some supplementary comments. 
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Table 4.9: Comparison of the overall IELTS test with the other overall tests under consideration 

KEY:  = comparable with IELTS    > more demanding than IELTS     < less demanding than IELTS     
          ≥ marginally more demanding than IELTS       ≤ marginally less demanding than IELTS 
     

TEST CPE CAE PTE-A TOEFL iBT OET 
GEPT 

Advanced 
ECPE 

IESOL+ISESOL 
Level 2 (C1) 

IESOL+ISESOL 
Level 3 (C2) 

Reading > = < = > 
> < < < 

Writing > = > > < 
> < < = 

Listening > = < > > > = ≥ > 

Speaking > > ≥ ≥ > > > ≥ > 

OVERALL > ≥ ? ≥ ≥   > ≤ ≤ ≥ 

Supplementary 
comments 

On balance, 
CPE is judged 
by the expert 
focus group to 
be more 
demanding 
overall than 
IELTS in 
respect of all 
four skills. This 
is un-surprising 
given that CPE 
is designed to 
be targeted at 
the C2 
proficiency 
level.   

On balance, 
CAE is judged 
by the expert 
focus group 
to be 
marginally 
more 
demanding 
overall than 
IELTS. While 
the Reading, 
Writing and 
Listening 
tests can be 
considered 
comparable 
to IELTS, the 
multiple 
tasks and 3-
way inter-

PTE-A is judged 
by the expert 
focus group to 
be more 
demanding 
than IELTS in 
its testing of 
the productive 
skills (Writing 
and Speaking) 
and less 
demanding 
than IELTS in 
its testing of 
the receptive 
skills (Reading 
and Listening). 
The test 
primarily 
reports an 

On balance, 
TOEFL iBT is 
judged by 
the expert 
focus group 
to be 
marginally 
more 
demanding 
overall than 
IELTS. While 
the Reading 
test can be 
considered 
comparable 
to IELTS, 
both the 
Writing and 
Listening 
tests are 

On balance, 
OET is 
judged by 
the expert 
focus group 
to be 
marginally 
more 
demanding 
overall than 
IELTS. While 
the Reading, 
Listening 
and 
Speaking 
tests are 
judged to be 
more 
demanding 
than IELTS, 

On balance, 
GEPT - 
Advanced is 
judged by 
the expert 
focus group 
to be more 
demanding 
overall than 
IELTS in 
respect of 
all four 
skills. This is 
un-
surprising 
given that 
the test is 
designed to 
be targeted 
at the C1 

On balance, 
ECPE is judged 
by the expert 
focus group to 
be marginally 
less demanding 
overall than 
IELTS. The 
Speaking test is 
judged to be 
more 
demanding 
than IELTS. 
While the 
Listening test 
can be 
considered 
comparable to 
IELTS, the 
Reading and 

IESOL+ISESOL 
Level 2 are 
judged by the 
expert focus 
group to be less 
demanding 
than IELTS in its 
testing of 
reading and 
writing and 
marginally 
more  
demanding 
than IELTS in its 
testing of 
Listening and 
Speaking. On 
balance, 
IESOL+ISESOL 
Level 2 are 

IESOL+ISESOL 
Level 3 are 
judged by the 
expert focus 
group to be less 
demanding 
than IELTS in its 
testing of the 
reading  and 
marginally 
demanding 
than IELTS in its 
testing of 
Listening and 
Speaking. The 
Writing test can 
be considered 
comparable to 
IELTS. On 
balance, 
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action in the 
Speaking test 
make CAE 
marginally 
more 
demanding 
overall.   

overall global 
score, together 
with some 
indication of 
skills profiling 
showing 
relative 
strengths and 
weaknesses. 
Given that the 
GMC requires 
a 7.5 overall 
profile in IELTS 
with a 
minimum band 
7 for each of 
the 4 skills, it is 
difficult to 
assert with any 
degree of 
confidence 
whether the 
PTE-A test as a 
whole is 
comparable to 
IELTS, or more 
or less 
demanding.   

more 
demanding 
overall. The 
Speaking is 
marginally 
more 
demanding.  

the Writing 
test is 
regarded as 
marginally 
less 
demanding 
than lELTS 
given that 
the topic is 
firmly 
contextual-
ised within 
the test 
taker’s 
professional 
area of 
medical 
expertise 
and is 
therefore 
likely to be 
familiar to 
them. 

proficiency 
level.   

Writing (with a 
single task and 
less demanding 
cognitive 
processing) 
tests make 
ECPE marginally 
less demanding 
overall.   

judged by the 
expert focus 
group to be 
marginally less 
demanding 
overall than 
IELTS.  

IESOL+ISESOL 
Level 3 are 
judged by the 
expert focus 
group to be 
marginally 
more 
demanding 
overall than 
IELTS (which is 
surprising given 
the test 
providers claim 
that Level 3 
targets the C2 
level).  
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4.4 Comparable test scores to the currently accepted IELTS thresholds  
This section reports outcomes from an investigation of what would be comparable scores to IELTS 

for the nine tests under consideration to the GMC’s current test score requirements for the 

Academic version of IELTS, as well as how the comparable scores identified on the nine alternative 

tests compare to the levels of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (2001). 

We refer to these scores as ‘comparable’ rather than ‘equivalent’ because the tests concerned are 

not designed to test precisely the same language abilities and do not satisfy established 

requirements for technical equivalence.   

(a) Pearson: Test of English Academic (PTE-A) 

Evidence presented by Pearson for the relationship between PTE-A and IELTS is largely derived from 

a study conducted in the course of the field testing of PTE-A which took place in 2007-8. Over 10,000 

test takers participated, including speakers of 126 first languages. These test takers were asked to 

report their scores on IELTS or TOEFL iBT. Of those reporting a score, over 2,400 had taken IELTS and 

140 had taken TOEFL. There was a moderately strong correlation between the PTE-A and both of the 

alternative tests (IELTS 0.76, TOEFL iBT 0.75), although the much larger number of test takers lends 

greater credibility to the PTE-A: IELTS than to the PTE-A: TOEFL iBT correspondence. 

Table 4.10: PTE Academic field test participants reporting scores on alternative tests 

 Test takers Mean score Correlation with PTE-A 

TOEFL iBT  140  92.9  0.75  

IELTS  2432  6.49  0.76  

Source: PTE Academic: Score Guide 

Although no details were provided of the statistical approach adopted, the results from these score 

comparisons were used by Pearson to draw up concordance tables mapping PTE-A to IELTS and 

TOEFL iBT. These tables were reported to take account of the ‘less than optimal effort of test takers 

during field testing where test results have no direct relevance to the test takers’ (p.50) (a 

recognised threat to the validity of such exercises). However, no details were given of how any 

adjustments were made to take account of this. It was reported that results from the ‘tens of 

thousands of test takers who have taken PTE Academic annually since launch’ tended to support the 

accuracy of these concordances, but no data was presented to support this. 

The test provider rightly sounded a note of caution, stating that all attempts to predict a score on 

one test based on the score on another test are flawed. They are affected by the measurement error 

associated with each test as well as by the error associated with the comparison procedures. 

Furthermore, different tests are designed to assess somewhat different skills and so results are very 

unlikely to be interchangeable. 

Pearson provided concordance tables for overall scores, but not for the four skills of Listening, 

Speaking, Reading and Writing. In fact, they warned that scores reported for each skill are less 

reliable than those reported for the test as a whole and that it is better not to use these scores for 

important decisions. This would make any recommendations on correspondences in these four skill 

areas speculative at best. 
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Table 4.11: Score Concordance Table for PTE Academic, TOEFL iBT and IELTS 

TOEFL iBT  PTE A IELTS  TOEFL iBT  PTE A IELTS  TOEFL iBT  PTE A IELTS 

 90 

9.0 

 101 69 

7.0 

 76 51 

6.0 

89  100  75 

50 88  99 68  74 

87  98 67  73 

49 

5.5 

86  97 66  72 

85 

8.5 

 96  71 

48 120 84  95 65  70 

119 83  94 64 

6.5 

 69 

47 

118 82 

8.0 

 93 63  68 

117 81  92  67 

116  91 62  66 

46 115 80  90 61  65 

114 79  89 60  64 

45 113 78 

7.5 

 88  63 

112 77  87 59  62 

44 

111  86  61 

110 76  85 58  60 

109 75  84 57 

 

 59 

43 

108  83 56  58 

107 74  82  57 

106 73  81 55  56 

42 

105 72 

 

 80 54  55 

104  79 53  54 

103 71  78 52  53 

 

 

102 70  77   52 

Source: PTE Academic: Score Guide 

(b) Educational Testing Service: TOEFL iBT 

The evidence presented by ETS for the relationship between TOEFL and IELTS is derived from a study 

conducted in 2008-9 which employed an equipercentile linking method. This involved identifying the 

IELTS and TOEFL iBT scores that would screen out a similar percentage of the test takers on both 

measures. 1,153 test takers participated although no information was given on their nationalities, 

first languages or other background data. The participants were asked to report their scores on IELTS 

or TOEFL iBT. There was a moderately strong correlation of 0.73 between the scores on the two 

tests.  

Table 4.12: TOEFL iBT test takers reporting scores on both TOEFL iBT and IELTS 

 Test takers IELTS mean  TOEFL iBT mean Correlation 

Overall 1,153 6.6 83.6 0.73 

Listening 1,153 6.8 20.9 0.63 

Speaking 1,153 6.3 20.0 0.57 

Reading 1,153 6.8 21.2 0.68 

Writing 1,153 6.1 21.6 0.44 

Source: Linking TOEFL iBT ™ Scores to IELTS® Scores – A Research Report.  

Unlike the Pearson study, the ETS report provided links between TOEFL iBT Section scores and the 

four IELTS papers. However, the caveats applying to linking tests as a whole apply to an even greater 
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extent when it comes to linking test parts. Both the reliability of the individual papers or sections 

and the correlations between them are inevitably lower than for the tests overall. As a result, the 

relationships between the scores are even more prone to measurement error and less confidence 

can be placed in the meaningfulness of the results.  

Table 4.13: Concordance between TOEFL iBT scores and IELTS (Total scores and Section scores) 

IELTS Score Total TOEFL Score Listening Speaking Reading Writing 

9.0 118‐120 30 30 30 30 

8.5 115‐117 29 28‐29 29 30 

8.0 110‐114 28 26‐27 29 30 

7.5 102‐109 27 24‐25 27‐28 29 

7.0 94‐101 24‐26 23 24‐26 27‐28 

6.5 79‐93 20‐23 20‐22 19‐23 24‐26 

6.0 60‐78 12‐19 18‐19 13‐18 21‐23 

5.5 46‐59 7‐11 16‐17 8‐12 18‐20 

Source: Linking TOEFL iBT ™ Scores to IELTS® Scores – A Research Report.  

(c) Cambridge English Language Assessment: Occupational English Test (OET); Cambridge English: 

Proficiency (CPE); Cambridge English: Advanced (CAE) 

OET 

An unpublished draft report for the GMC linking the OET to IELTS was provided in confidence to 

CRELLA by Cambridge English Language Assessment (Cambridge Boxhill Language Assessment 2014). 

Like the ETS study, this is based on an equipercentile methodology involving self-report data from 

test takers (359 in this case) who had taken both tests. Unlike the ETS study, some data was 

provided on candidate background (25 different nationalities were represented) and care was taken 

to balance the order in which the tests were taken by participants (as candidates often take the 

second test following unsatisfactory performance on the first). This counterbalanced design would 

obviate the need for the kind of adjustment apparently made by Pearson to account for differences 

in motivation when taking different tests. Although the number of participants was relatively small 

(making the results more susceptible to the influence of anomalous data), unlike either the Pearson 

or ETS studies, these were most likely candidates taking the tests for the purpose of registering as 

doctors. Their mean IELTS score of 6.9 was closer to the mean for this group as a whole (6.8 in 2012) 

than were the means for participants in the Pearson (mean IELTS score 6.5) and ETS (mean IELTS 

score 6.6) studies. 

Table 4.14: OET and IELTS test takers reporting scores on both tests 

 Test takers IELTS mean  OET mean Correlation 

Overall 359 6.9   

Listening 359 7.2 3.8 0.48 

Speaking 359 7.0 3.8 0.48 

Reading 359 6.9 3.9 0.52 

Writing 359 6.4 3.8 0.36 
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Source: The Occupational English Test and English Language Standards for International Medical 

Graduates: A draft report for the GMC (provided in confidence by the test providers) 

OET does not report an overall test score, but reports separate scores on each of the four test 

components. There were only moderate correlations between the OET components and the 

corresponding IELTS test papers. Because of this, the concordance between the results must be 

treated very cautiously. Although this will apparently be addressed in forthcoming revisions to the 

scoring procedures, a further issue affecting OET is that the test results are reported in terms of 

grades A to E and so lack the granularity of the PTE-A or TOEFL iBT scales. The concordance between 

OET and IELTS is therefore presented by the test providers in graphical form (Figure 4.8). From this 

figure it appears that a band score of 7.0 on IELTS Listening and Speaking approximates quite closely 

to a grade B in OET Listening and Speaking, but that IELTS 7.0 corresponds to a relatively strong B 

grade performance in Reading and Writing. The B band in OTE Reading and Writing may be awarded 

for performance below IELTS 7.0 in Reading and Writing. We would therefore suggest that it is safer 

to ask for an A band in these two skills to ensure the minimum requirement of IELTS 7.0 is achieved. 

We are informed that, in view of these findings, Cambridge Boxhill Language Assessment are making 

adjustments to enhance alignment to IELTS 7.0 in all skill areas.  

Figure 4.8: Concordance between OET grades and scores on IELTS for listening, reading, speaking 

and writing 

 

Source: The Occupational English Test and English Language Standards for International Medical 

Graduates: A draft report for the GMC (provided in confidence by the test providers)   

CAE and CPE 

CAE and CPE both form part of a graded suite of tests provided by Cambridge English. Each test in 

the suite targets a different level of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 

with CAE being aimed at C1 and CPE at the (higher) C2 level. It may seem surprising, given that these 

tests are developed by the same organisation as IELTS that almost no information is provided on the 

concordances between IELTS and CPE. However, compared to PTE A, TOEFL iBT and CAE, which are 

all in competition with IELTS in the international student market and to OET which is used in medical 

registration, there may be relatively little demand for direct comparisons between CPE and IELTS. 
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The case for the relationship between CAE and IELTS scores is presented in two documents available 

from the Cambridge English website: Comparing scores on Cambridge English: Advanced and IELTS 

and Methodology used for benchmarking Cambridge English: Advanced to IELTS. In the first of these, 

it is claimed that the link between IELTS and CAE is based on three sources of evidence. These 

sources include item banking for Reading and Listening papers; Common Scales for Writing and 

Speaking papers; and post-test score comparisons.  

The first of these sources of evidence, item banking, refers to the practice of trialling test material to 

establish its measurement characteristics before including it in operational tests. All items are kept 

in a common database – the item bank – together with information about their relative difficulty. 

According to Cambridge English, Reading and Listening items for Cambridge exams including IELTS, 

CAE and CPE were located on a common measurement scale, regardless of which test they would be 

allocated to. Tests could thus be constructed by taking from the bank items that match the desired 

level and range of difficulty. This meant that comparable standards could be applied when test 

forms were assembled. The Reading and Listening papers of CAE and CPE were effectively aligned to 

IELTS through the process of test construction. Unfortunately no further details were provided to 

explain how this item banking approach is carried out or how successful the test provider was in 

predicting the difficulty of the material when it came to be used on operational tests. This lack of 

information makes it impossible to judge the quality of this line of evidence. 

The second source, the Common Scales for Writing and Speaking, refers to the comparability of the 

mark schemes employed in the different tests. Rating scales employed in both IELTS and CAE (and, it 

may be assumed, CPE) were said to draw on the same qualitative analyses of the features of test 

taker performance at different levels. Unfortunately, as with item banking, no supporting data was 

provided on how this common provenance affected the comparability of standards. This lack of 

information again makes it impossible to evaluate the quality of the claim. 

More data was provided in relation to post-test score comparisons between IELTS and CAE. This 

includes a study carried out in 2009 in which a population of IELTS test takers was invited to take 

CAE in addition to their IELTS test, while a group of CAE test takers was invited to take IELTS in 

addition to their CAE test. In all 186 test takers participated from 24 countries in Europe, Asia, South 

America, and Africa. As with the ETS and OET studies an equipercentile linking method was used. 

Few technical details were provided in the document, Comparing scores on Cambridge English: 

Advanced (CAE) and IELTS, but a paper by Lim et al. (2013) did provide the correlations between 

scores on the four IELTS papers and their CAE counterparts as well as the correlation for the overall 

score. No concordance table was provided in either source to show the relationship between the 

speaking, listening, reading and writing papers on IELTS, but a presentation on the study (Johnson 

and Blackhurst n.d.) suggested that the score associated with a C grade on CAE for each paper would 

correspond to IELTS band 7.0 for Reading and Listening and 6.5 for Writing and Speaking. 
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Table 4.15: IELTS and CAE test takers reporting scores on both tests 

 
Test takers Correlation 

Overall 186 0.87 

Listening 186 0.49 

Speaking 186 0.58 

Reading 186 0.65 

Writing 186 0.59 

Source: Lim et al. (2013) 

According to the concordance table published by Cambridge English, IELTS band 7.5 is at a similar 

level to a Grade B performance on CAE. As CPE is designed to test at a level above CAE, it can be 

assumed that the IELTS score concordances for CPE would be correspondingly higher, but no score 

evidence was provided for CPE to support specific recommendations. 

Table 4.16: Concordance between CAE scores and grades and overall IELTS scores 

IELTS Score CAE Score  CAE Grade 

8.0 80 A 

7.5 74 B 

7.0 67 
C 

6.5 58 

6.0 52  

Source: Comparing scores on Cambridge English: Advanced (CAE) and IELTS 

(d) Cambridge Michigan Language Assessments (CaMLA): Examination for the Certificate of 

Proficiency in English (ECPE) 

No studies have been carried out relating ECPE directly to IELTS and CaMLA does not provide a 

concordance table connecting scores on the two tests. 

(e) The Language Training and Testing Center (LTTC): GEPT Advanced 

A study investigating cross-test comparisons between GEPT reading and writing scores and IELTS 

bands was carried out by Weir, Chan and Nakatsuhara (2013). It involved 179 Taiwanese students. 

Although the number of participants was limited, they found moderate correlations between GEPT 

and IELTS results, with the scores suggesting that it was somewhat harder for the participants to 

pass the GEPT Advanced writing test than to score 6.5 or above on the IELTS writing test (of 25 

students achieving IELTS 6.5 or higher, only six also achieved a passing score on GEPT Advanced 

Writing) and that it might be harder to pass the GEPT Advanced reading test than to score 6.5 or 

above on the IELTS reading test (of 61 students scoring IELTS 6.5 or above, only four achieved a 

passing score on GEPT Advanced Reading). Table 4.17 shows the concordance between GEPT scores 

and those on IELTS and TOEFL iBT.  
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Table 4.17: Concordance between GEPT Advanced scores and overall scores on IELTS and TOEFL 

iBT 

GEPT IELTS TOEFL iBT 

Advanced 

Second Stage 
(speaking and writing) 

7.5 110 

First stage 
(listening and reading) 

7.0 100 

Source: www.lttc.ntu.edu.tw/E_LTTC/E_GEPT/alignment.htm 

(f) City and Guilds: IESOL C1 Expert and C2 Master  

A document titled ‘International English Qualifications: Frequently asked questions’ (City and Guilds 

2009) presents a table claiming to show ‘the levels that are broadly equivalent’ (p.5) between City 

and Guilds, Cambridge English and IELTS tests. There is no evidence presented in support of these 

claims other than the observation that ‘the International ESOL examinations were… developed using 

the CEFR[R] as a reference tool where the exam specifications, tasks and assessment criteria were all 

developed using the CEF[R] as a source document’ (p.8).  

Table 4.18: Concordance between City & Guilds exams and overall scores on IELTS and Cambridge 

Main Suite 

City & Guilds 
IESOL & ISESOL 

Common European 
Framework 

Cambridge main suite 
 

IELTS 
 

Mastery C2 CPE +7.5 

Expert C1 CAE 6.5/7.0 

Communicator B2 FCE 5.0/5.5/6.0 

 Source: City and Guilds 2009 p.5 

The Common European Framework of Reference 

The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (or CEFR), published by the Council 

of Europe in 2001, is intended to help teachers and others to develop and connect language 

syllabuses, curriculum guidelines, examinations and textbooks. It takes what it describes as an 

‘action-oriented approach’ to language education: the purpose of learning a language is to enable 

the learner to communicate increasingly effectively in a growing range of social situations that are 

relevant to his or her individual needs. In addition to providing a descriptive scheme to capture the 

different social contexts in which learners might need or aspire to use languages, it divides language 

proficiency into a scale with six core levels ranging upwards from A1 to C2.  

The Council of Europe has published a Manual (Council of Europe, 2009) to help organisations to link 

their tests to the framework in order to promote transparency. The Manual sets out a number of 

options for standard setting, generally favouring the use of panels of expert judges. However, the 

Manual makes it clear that links between different tests and the framework are not a basis for 

equating those tests: ‘There is no suggestion that different examinations that have been linked to 

the CEFR… could be considered to be in some way equivalent. Examinations vary in content and 

style…so two examinations may both be “at B2 level” and yet differ considerably’ (Council of Europe 

2009, p.4).  
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With the exception of the OET, links to these CEFR levels have been published for all of the tests 

under consideration. No material is yet publicly available relating OET to the CEFR.  

A study published online (O’Sullivan 2008) describes in detail the process involved in linking the City 

and Guilds B2 Communicator level to the CEFR. Although the 2008 report stated that plans were in 

place to conduct further studies to cover other City and Guilds tests, no report is provided for the C1 

Expert or C2 Mastery tests. There is therefore insufficient evidence provided by City and Guilds to 

substantiate the claimed CEFR links for these tests. 

A study was conducted in 2005 to relate ECPE to the CEFR. Following procedures outlined in the 

draft Council of Europe manual (Council of Europe 2004), the study was intended to support a claim 

based on ‘specification’ or a content analysis of the examination by expert judges, profiling it in 

relation to the categories and levels of the CEFR.  According to the Council of Europe manual, claims 

based on specification are less compelling than those based on the standardisation/ benchmarking 

and standard setting procedures employed for other tests under consideration (specification is 

recommended as a preliminary step towards other phases in a CEFR linking study). A report on the 

project (which is being prepared for publication) was made available to the CRELLA team by CaMLA. 

A panel of thirteen independent judges concurred that each language skill is tested in the ECPE at 

level C2 on the CEFR.  Only in the case of the listening section were the judges unable to place the 

skill conclusively at C2 as opposed to C1. It was suggested that this result could be attributed to gaps 

in the CEFR, rather than to the test: the CEFR C2 level lacks descriptors for listening (the CEFR 

descriptors for listening that appear at the C2 level of the scales are all ‘as C1’).  

Wu and Wu (2010) described a project to relate the Reading tests in the GEPT suite to the CEFR 

based on the draft Council of Europe manual and including the recommended standardisation/ 

benchmarking and standard setting procedures. Conclusions from this study are presented in Table 

4.19.  

Table 4.19: GEPT Reading Suite Alignment (Wu and Wu 2010, p.217) 

GEPT CEFR Number of items 

Elementary A2+ 20 

Intermediate B1 11 

High-Intermediate B2- 22 

Advanced C1 17 

 

The listening tests were linked to the CEFR by Brunfaut and Harding (2014) using similar methods.  

The results are displayed in Table 4.20. The colours used in Table 4.20 indicate a discrepancy noted 

by the researchers at some levels between the test material (yellow) and the performance standards 

represented by the pass marks on the test (blue). Although the test items at Intermediate and High 

Intermediate were found on the whole to be pitched at a rather less demanding level than expected, 

the pass marks were set high and so compensated for the easiness of the material. At the Advanced 

level, it was recommended that a score of 70% would represent a C1 level performance: rather 

higher than the passing score of 63%. 
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Table 4.20: GEPT Listening Suite Alignment (Brunfaut and Harding 2014)  

C1   

B2+     

B2   

B2-   

B1+   

 High 
Intermediate 

Advanced 

 

Work to link the Writing tests to the CEFR (Knoch forthcoming) has not yet been completed and 

studies on Speaking are yet to be commissioned. 

Figure 4.9 summarises the links made between the eight tests (with the exception of OET) and the 

CEFR are given in below. Note that CAE, CPE and IELTS all appear on the same chart. 

Figure 4.9: Recommendations made by test providers on links between the tests under 
consideration and the CEFR 
Cambridge (including IELTS) 

 

TOEFL iBT 

CEFR TOEFL Score Writing Speaking  Listening  Reading  

 0–56 0-30 0-30 0-30 0-30 

B1 57–86 17 19 13 8 

B2 87–109 21 23 21 22 

C1 110–120 28 28 26 28 

 

PTE-A  

 

City and Guilds 

 C&G examinations 

C1 Mastery (Pass) 

B2 Expert (Pass) 
 

GEPT 

C1 Advanced (Pass) 
The total score on Stage 
1 Listening and Reading 
is equal to or above 
150, with each subtest 
score no lower than 64 
out of 120. A passing 
score in Stage 2 Writing 
and Speaking is Band 3 

 

ECPE 

C2 ECPE Pass 
(750-835 scaled points, 
over 650 required in all 
sections)   
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Discrepancies can be found between these studies and the outcomes of the IELTS linking studies 

cited above. For example, the CEFR C1 level ranges from 110 on TOEFL iBT according to ETS and 110 

on TOEFL iBT would be IELTS 8.0 according to their three-way score concordance table. However, 

according to Cambridge, the C1 level ranges upwards from a point close to the lower bound of the 

IELTS 6.5 band (corresponding to 70-93 on TOEFL iBT according to the ETS score concordance table). 

For Pearson, C1 ranges from 76 on PTE-A which agrees on the TOEFL iBT score of 110, but is 

identified with the middle of the IELTS 7.5 band. Lim et al (2013) point out that two separate panel-

based linking studies conducted by ETS for the TOEFL test (Tannenbaum and Wylie, 2004; 

Tannenbaum and Wylie 2008), although they employed very similar methods, arrived at such 

different conclusions on cut scores that ‘the C1 cut score in the earlier study is deemed to be the B1 

cut score in the more recent study’ (p.45). In the earlier study (which focussed on the older paper-

based version of TOEFL) the iBT equivalent of the C1 cut score would be 83: consistent with the 

IELTS-Cambridge interpretation that minimal achievement of C1 is just above the cut score for the 

6.5 band on IELTS. 

Whether the cause of these discrepancies lies in the different methods used, or in divergent 

interpretations of the framework, or in some other issue, it is clear that linking to the CEFR is not 

likely to prove helpful in relating the scores on the nine tests to IELTS.  

Conclusions 

First, it is important to emphasise that none of the test providers claimed equivalence between 

scores on the tests in question and scores on IELTS. Moderately strong correlations of between 0.73 

and 0.87 were observed between five of the selected tests (i.e. CAE, CPE, OET, TOEFL iBT and PTE-A) 

and IELTS. Moderate correlations were observed between GEPT component scores and those on 

IELTS.  While the evidence suggests that all of the alternatives can be broadly predictive of overall 

IELTS scores, these correlations also suggest there are substantive differences in what is measured 

by each test. Scores on CAE, CPE, ECPE, GEPT, IESOL/ISESOL, OET, PTE A and TOEFL iBT are not 

designed to predict each other and are not interchangeable. Reflecting such differences, it can be 

seen that there are discrepancies between the studies in the score correspondences they produce. 

According to the Pearson research, which involves both IELTS and TOEFL iBT, a score in the 7.5 band 

overall on IELTS corresponds to 106-113 on TOEFL iBT and 73-78 on PTE-A. However, in the ETS 

study the relevant score range on TOEFL iBT is 102-109.  

Table 4.21 shows the overall score concordances published by the test providers for IELTS 7.5. This 

table excludes OET as it does not report overall scores. ECPE and GEPT do not provide information to 

show the overall score concordances for IELTS 7.5. According to the City and Guilds, obtaining an 

IESOL/ISESOL Level 2 (C1) is comparable to the 6.5/7.0 band overall on IELTS.  
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Table 4.21: Minimum scores associated with overall IELTS band 7.5 on PTE-A, TOEFL iBT, CAE, CPE 

and IESOL/ISESOL Level 3 (C2) 

PTE-A* TOEFL iBT* CAE* IESOL/ISESOL Level 3 (C2)*** CPE**** 

73 102 74 (Grade B) Pass Grade C 

* based upon test provider assertions, supported by findings from internal research studies conducted by the test provider  
**based upon test provider assertions, supported by findings from research commissioned externally by the test provider 
***based upon test provider assertions only, with no other supporting evidence      
****Cambridge English has not published any CPE: IELTS concordance; this suggestion is based on the test provider’s claims concerning 
the Cambridge common scale: a passing grade of C on CPE represents a higher level of performance than a grade of B on CAE. 

Score correspondences at the component level are provided for TOEFL iBT (in addition to the overall 

figure given above), for OET (which does not report overall scores) and for GEPT (which has not yet 

provided guidance on overall scores). These are given in Table 4.22. ECPE is excluded because no 

claims are made by the provider about the relationship to scores on IELTS either overall or at the 

individual component level.  

The point made by Pearson that section scores are less reliable than scores for the test as a whole is 

pertinent and raises doubts about the value of setting score requirements for individual test 

components. However, it is clear that any test taker whose OET score corresponded to the 7.0 

requirement on all four OET component papers would have achieved an overall performance 

corresponding to IELTS 7.5. With respect to the individual component paper scores, although 

Cambridge Boxhill have informed us that they are working to ensure that B on OET will be broadly 

comparable to a band 7.0 IELTS performance across components, at present, taking a cautious view, 

the scores on OET that we can confidently associate with at least band 7.0 on IELTS are Listening and 

Speaking: B, Reading and Writing: A.  

Table 4.22: Minimum component scores associated with at least IELTS band 7.0 for TOEFL iBT, OET 

and GEPT-Advanced 

 Listening Speaking Reading Writing 

TOEFL iBT* 24 23 24 27 

OET* B B A A 

GEPT-Advanced** Pass Pass Pass Pass 

* based upon test provider assertions, supported by findings from internal research studies conducted by the test provider  
**based upon test provider assertions, supported by findings from research commissioned externally by the test provider 
 

We can point to shortcomings in the methods employed, or in the reporting, of all of the studies we 

reviewed. Pearson do not explain the methods used to generate their concordances or the nature of 

the adjustment made to account for differential motivation; ETS fails to provide any demographic 

data on the test takers (indeed, none of the studies is very informative on this score); the Cambridge 

and GEPT studies are based on small numbers of test takers. The reporting of descriptive statistics by 

Cambridge is uninformative and the GEPT study only involves the written language. PTE A and CAE 

do not provide concordances for individual skills and OET does not provide an overall score that can 

be compared with IELTS 7.5. However, addressing such criticisms would not solve the fundamental 
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issue. The tests measure quite similar, but distinct skills and they do so in different ways. Although 

IELTS, TOEFL iBT, PTE A, ECPE, GEPT Advanced, CAE and CPE are all offered for use in determining 

whether international students have an adequate level of English to study through the medium of 

English, the tests are structured differently, include different task types, employ different 

approaches to scoring and have different measurement characteristics. 

In the short term, the scores presented in Table 4.21 and Table 4.22 could be considered for 

acceptance by the GMC as alternatives to IELTS 7.5. There is not enough data available for us to 

make recommendations on component skills for PTE A, CAE, CPE, ECPE or City & Guilds tests, nor, 

given the relatively poor levels of reliability for component scores, would we recommend that there 

is a sound basis for such requirements. Over the longer term, rather than attempting to use these 

alternative tests to attempt to predict IELTS scores, our recommendation would be that scores on 

each test should be interpreted on their own merit. This suggests that if any test is to be approved as 

an alternative to IELTS for purposes of medical registration, the best course of action, in line with the 

practice of American registration bodies described in Taylor and Pill (2013), would be to conduct a 

separate standard setting study to determine the appropriate cut score or cut scores for that test.  
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5. CONCLUSION   

5.1 Summary of findings  
 

The outcomes of this research study are intended for use in informing future GMC policy and 

practice on the use of English language proficiency tests within the registration and licensing process 

for doctors who qualified outside the UK. The outcomes of the analyses and accompanying 

discussion reported in Section 4 above are summarised here in relation to each of the four research 

questions articulated in Section 1.2: 

RQ1: What tests of English language and/or communication skills are available and suitable for 

demonstrating English language proficiency for entry to a technical, high-risk profession? 

 

A survey of available ELP tests identified a total of 45 different tests for consideration (see Appendix 

1). This preliminary list was subjected to an initial filtering process in order to identify and select a 

manageable number of tests which met essential quality assurance criteria as far as CRELLA and the 

GMC were concerned and were therefore likely to be potential serious alternatives to IELTS. The 

selected tests were then carried forward for in-depth scrutiny and comparative analysis against the 

IELTS benchmark.  

 

Nine ELP tests were identified as meeting the essential quality assurance criteria and prioritised for 

scrutiny in Phase 2 in light of the resources available: 

 

 Cambridge English: Advanced (CAE) 

 Cambridge English: Proficiency (CPE) 

 Examination for the Certificate of Proficiency in English (ECPE)  

 General English Proficiency Test – Advanced (GEPT Advanced)  

 International ESOL and International Spoken ESOL tests (IESOL and ISESOL) – Level 2 

 International ESOL and International Spoken ESOL tests (IESOL and ISESOL) – Level 3 

 Internet-based Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL iBT) 

 Occupational English Test (OET) 

 Pearson Test of English – Academic (PTE-A) 

 

A brief summary description is given below for each of these nine ELP tests – drawing upon the 

information given by the test providers on their websites and in documentation in the public 

domain. Some of the ELP tests described below target one specific level of English language 

proficiency, often with explicit reference to one of the six Reference Level Descriptions offered by 

the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR), e.g. CAE – Level C1, ECPE – 

Level C2. Other tests in the list, like IELTS, aim to measure English language ability across a range of 

proficiency levels, e.g. TOEFL iBT – Levels B1/B2/C1, PTE-A – Levels A2/B1/B2/C1/C2).  In terms of 

practical test design, this means that while a test targeted at a single level will include material and 

tasks at that level, a test which spans several levels will include material and tasks from across a 

wider proficiency span thus representing a broader range of difficulty.    
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Cambridge English: Advanced (CAE) 

The Certificate in Advanced English (CAE) test specifically targets Level C1 of the CEFR which is 

generally considered as the level required for success in an academic study context and in a 

professional workplace context. It covers all 4 language skills (Reading, Writing, Listening and 

Speaking) and knowledge of grammar and vocabulary (in just under 5 hours). The Reading 

component (75 mins) tests the ability to deal with different types of text as well as the knowledge 

and control of the English language. The Writing component (90 mins) tests the ability to write a 

variety of text types. The Use of English component (60 mins) tests knowledge and control of 

grammar and vocabulary. The Listening component (40 mins) tests the ability to follow a range of 

spoken materials, such as lectures and interviews. The Speaking test (15 mins) is taken face to face 

with an examiner and one or two other candidates to assess the ability to communicate in a real-life, 

interactional context. CAE is owned and produced by Cambridge English Language Assessment, part 

of the University of Cambridge. The Cambridge Assessment website shows that CAE is accepted as 

evidence of English language skills by more than 5,000 educational institutions, businesses and 

government departments around the world. In the UK context, the list includes the Chartered 

Institute of Marketing, the Market Research Society (MRS), the Solicitors Regulation Authority, and 

the World Association of Nuclear Operators.   

 

Cambridge English: Proficiency (CPE) 

The Cambridge Certificate of Proficiency in English (CPE) is aimed at the proficiency level above CAE. 

This means that CPE is targeted at Level C2 of the CEFR which represents the highest proficiency 

level described in the framework. CPE covers all 4 language skills (Reading, Writing, Listening and 

Speaking) and knowledge of grammar and vocabulary (in just under 4 hours). The Reading and Use 

of English component (90 mins) tests the ability to deal with different types of text as well as the 

knowledge and control of the English language. The Writing component (90 mins) tests the ability to 

write a variety of text types. The Listening component (40 mins) tests the ability to follow a range of 

spoken materials, such as lectures and interviews. The Speaking test (16 mins) is taken face to face 

with an examiner and one or two other candidates to assess the ability to communicate in a real-life, 

interactional context. CPE is owned and produced by Cambridge English Language Assessment, part 

of the University of Cambridge. The Cambridge Assessment website shows that CPE is accepted as 

evidence of English language skills by many universities, employers and governments worldwide. In 

the UK context this includes the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA), the Health 

and Care Professions Council (HCPC)13, the Institute of Administrative Management, the National 

Register of Public Service Interpreters, the Solicitors Regulation Authority, and the World Association 

of Nuclear Operators.   

 

Examination for the Certificate of Proficiency in English (ECPE)  

The stated purpose of the ECPE is to certify English language proficiency by assessing linguistic, 

discoursal, sociolinguistic, and pragmatic elements of the English language. Listening, Reading, 

Writing and Speaking skills are evaluated through a combination of tasks and the examination 

focuses on skills and content at the C2 level of the CEFR. ECPE certificate holders are expected to be 

comfortable engaging with abstract ideas and concepts. They are interactive oral English speakers; 

they contribute to the development of a discussion, can understand conversational questions, can 

                                                           
13 No mention of the use of CPE for ELP evidence could be found on the HCPC website. 
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grasp both the gist and details of a conversation delivered in Standard American English, and can 

understand extended spoken discourse. They should also have a wide-ranging and flexible 

vocabulary as well as a sound grasp of English grammar. They can understand written materials that 

are encountered in both general and more specialized workplace contexts as well as in university-

level study. Additionally, they are able to communicate in standard written English with good 

expression and accuracy. The test is divided into four separate sections. In the face to face Speaking 

test (30-35 mins) test takers participate in a semi-structured, multistage task involving two 

examinees and two examiners. The Writing test (30 mins) requires test takers to write an essay 

based upon one of two topic choices. The Listening test (35-40 mins) assesses understanding of 

short conversations, spoken questions and more extended talks. The 

Grammar/Cloze/Vocabulary/Reading (GCVR) test (75 mins) assesses knowledge and use of grammar 

and vocabulary, as well as understanding of the content of several written texts. ECPE is owned and 

produced by Cambridge Michigan Language Assessments (CaMLA), a collaboration between the 

University of Cambridge and the University of Michigan. ECPE is recognized in several countries as 

official proof of proficiency in the English language and can be used for academic and professional 

purposes. Recognising institutions in the UK include the University of Bradford, Queen Mary 

University London and the University of Manchester Business School; in the US, ECPE is recognised 

by the University of California, Davis, and by the University of Memphis School of Public Health, 

among other institutions.      

General English Proficiency Test – Advanced (GEPT Advanced) 

The General English Proficiency Test – Advanced (GEPT Advanced) is a level-specific test focusing on 

Level C1 of the CEFR. The test covers all four language skills (Listening, Reading, Writing and 

Speaking) in approximately 4 hours. Successful test-takers at this level require English language 

abilities which enable them to communicate fluently, with only occasional errors related to language 

accuracy and appropriateness, and to handle academic or professional14 requirements and 

situations. The Listening component (45 mins) tests the ability to understand monologues and 

dialogues of varying lengths, including conversations on different topics, professional lectures, 

speeches, and news reports. The Reading component (70 mins) tests the ability to read written 

English from different sources, including magazines, newspapers, and professional periodicals and to 

employ different reading strategies according to various reading purposes. The Writing paper (1hr 

45mins) tests the ability to summarize articles on general and professional topics, to write well-

organized and coherent essays, with appropriate lexical and grammatical usage, to express opinions 

and discuss in depth a range of topics. The Speaking test (approx. 25 mins) is taken face to face with 

an examiner and includes both a discussion and a presentation. The Speaking test aims to assess 

how well the candidate can participate in discussions on abstract topics and can fluently express 

their opinions about social issues. GEPT Advanced is produced and administered by the Language 

Training and Testing Center (LTTC), based at the National Taiwan University (NTU), as part of a suite 

of ELP tests targeting English learners at 5 levels in Taiwan. The full GEPT suite is administered 

throughout Taiwan and is available in a limited number of other Asian countries (Vietnam and 

                                                           
14 The use of ‘professional’ in this and most other test summaries typically refers to the use of 
English within a general workplace-related context (as opposed to an academic study context); the 
term does not indicate any specific professional domain, i.e. it does not mean that the materials 
relate to a specialised domain such as the healthcare professions unless stated otherwise. OET, for 
example, clearly relates to a professional healthcare context.  
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China). The GEPT suite is aligned with Taiwan's English education framework, meeting the specific 

needs of English learners in Taiwan for self-assessment and providing institutions or schools with a 

reference for evaluating the English proficiency levels of their job applicants, employees, or 

students. In recent years, a small number of universities around the world, including institutions in 

Japan, France, Germany and the US, have adopted GEPT Advanced as a means of measuring the 

English language ability of Taiwanese applicants interested in pursuing further study opportunities 

overseas. 

 

International ESOL and International Spoken ESOL tests (IESOL and ISESOL) – Level 2 

The Level 2 International ESOL (IESOL) and Level 2 International Spoken ESOL tests (ISESOL) tests can 

be combined to form an International ESOL Diploma offered by City & Guilds. The two tests are 

targeted at the C1 level of the CEFR and, when taken together, they assess students' communicative 

competencies in all four skill-areas of Writing, Reading, Listening and Speaking. The IESOL test 

component consists of a single paper covering assessment of Listening, Reading and Writing skills.  

The ISESOL test component (15 mins) assesses Speaking ability through a face to face structured 

interview with an interlocutor. Successful candidates at this level (Expert) are expected to be able to: 

understand demanding texts and recognise implicit meaning; use language fluently and 

spontaneously; engage in discussion making clear and effective contributions; produce well-

structured, detailed text on complex subjects; communicate ideas and opinions effectively. The City 

& Guilds website reports that the International ESOL Diploma is recognised by governments and 

universities in several parts of the world, but no specific examples of recognising organisations or 

institutions are given by the test providers. 

International ESOL and International Spoken ESOL tests (IESOL and ISESOL) – Level 3 

The Level 3 International ESOL (IESOL) and Level 3 International Spoken ESOL tests (ISESOL) 

represent the proficiency level above IESOL/ISESOL Level 2 and can also be combined to form an 

International ESOL Diploma offered by City & Guilds. The two tests are targeted at the C2 level of the 

CEFR and, when taken together, they assess students' communicative competencies in all four skill-

areas of Writing, Reading, Listening and Speaking. The IESOL test component consists of a single 

paper covering assessment of Listening, Reading and Writing skills (approx. 30 mins for Listening, 

and 2 hours 40 mins for Reading and Writing).  The ISESOL test component (17 mins) assesses 

Speaking ability through a face to face structured interview with an interlocutor. Successful 

candidates at this level (Mastery) are expected to be able to: understand with ease virtually 

everything heard or read; summarise information, reconstruct arguments and accounts coherently; 

express self spontaneously, very fluently and precisely, differentiating finer shades of meaning even 

in more complex situations. The City & Guilds website reports that the International ESOL Diploma is 

recognised by governments and universities in several parts of the world, but no specific examples of 

recognising organisations or institutions are given by the test providers. 

Internet-based Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL iBT) 

The TOEFL IBT test, administered via the internet, measures ability to use and understand English at 

the university level, evaluating how well Listening, Reading, Writing and Speaking skills can be 

combined to perform academic tasks. TOEFL IBT targets a range of English language proficiency 

levels (rather than just a single level), covering the B1, B2 and C1 levels of the CEFR. Candidates are 
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tested on all four skills and have to perform tasks that integrate more than one skill, e.g. Reading 

and Listening in order to speak or write in response to a question prompt. The Reading test (60-80 

mins) involves reading passages from academic texts and answering questions. The Listening test 

(60-90 mins) involves listening to lectures, classroom discussions and conversations, then answering 

questions. The Writing test (50 mins) involves writing two essay responses based on reading and 

listening input to support an opinion. The Speaking test (20 mins) comprises six short tasks to 

express an opinion on a familiar topic and to speak or answer questions drawing on reading and 

listening input. The Speaking test is taken on computer in response to recorded input and it is 

therefore not reciprocally interactive in the way that a face to face with a human interlocutor can 

be. TOEFL iBT is produced and administered by Educational Testing Service in the USA and test 

scores are accepted by more than 9,000 universities, colleges, agencies and other institutions in over 

130 countries worldwide. The ETS website reports that medical and licensing agencies use TOEFL 

scores for professional certification, but no specific examples of such regulatory bodies could be 

identified via the website search facility.  

 

Occupational English Test (OET) 

OET is an international English test for the healthcare sector, originally developed in the late 1980s 

under contract to the Australian Federal Government. OET has not been intentionally mapped to the 

CEFR, though work is ongoing to explore the relationship of OET indirectly to the CEFR via alignment 

between OET band scores and IELTS band scores.  The test aims to assess all four skills and 

comprises four subtests: Listening (50 mins), Reading (60 mins), Writing (45 mins) and Speaking (20 

mins). The Listening and Reading subtests are designed to assess a candidate’s ability to understand 

spoken and written English, based upon health-related topics and tasks common to all healthcare 

professions. The Writing and Speaking subtests are specific to the 12 individual healthcare 

professions15 and are designed to reflect common tasks performed in the workplace.   OET is now 

owned and produced by Cambridge Boxhill Language Assessment, a joint venture between 

Cambridge English Language Assessment and Box Hill Institute in Australia. The test is recognised by 

over 20 regulatory healthcare bodies and councils in Australia, New Zealand and Singapore, and is 

accepted by hospitals, universities and colleges as proof of a candidate’s English language ability for 

educational and training purposes. 

 

Pearson Test of English – Academic (PTE-A) 

The Pearson Test of English Academic (PET-A) is an international computer-based English language 

test, designed to provide a measure of test takers’ language ability to education institutions, and 

professional and government organisations requiring a standard of academic English for admission 

purposes. PTE-A targets a range of English language proficiency levels (rather than just a single level) 

covering the A2, B1, B2, C1 and C2 levels of the CEFR. The test aims to assess test takers’ Listening, 

Reading, Speaking and Writing ability and is designed to be representative of academic language 

demands within a university or college setting. The test lasts approximately 3 hours and consists of 

three main parts. Part 1: Speaking and Writing (85-95 mins) comprises a series of Speaking tasks 

(reading aloud, repetition, retelling a lecture), followed by a series of Writing tasks, including essays 

and summaries. Part 2: Reading (30-40 mins) comprises a series of Reading activities, while Part 3: 

                                                           
15 Dentistry, Dietetics, Medicine, Nursing, Occupational Therapy, Optometry, Pharmacy, 
Physiotherapy, Podiatry, Radiography, Speech Pathology, Veterinary Science 
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Listening (approx. 45-55 mins) consists of short recordings using lecture-style material and contains 

two sections, one with Listening-into-Writing tasks and one with a range of Listening-only tasks. The 

Speaking test is taken on computer in response to recorded input and it is therefore not reciprocally 

interactive in the way that a face to face with a human interlocutor can be. The test is developed and 

administered by the Language Testing Division of Pearson, an international education company.  The 

Pearson PTE website reports that professional and government organisations use PTE-A scores, but 

no specific examples of regulatory bodies could be identified via the website search facility. 

The preliminary analysis undertaken as part of the survey of all 45 available ELP tests in Appendix 1 

should also assist the GMC in responding to specific requests from applicants to consider particular 

English tests for registration purposes. 

RQ2: What tests do other professional regulatory bodies, in the UK and internationally, accept as 

appropriate evidence of English language and/or communication skills proficiency before 

registration? 

 

A search of the websites of almost 100 UK-based and international bodies for the healthcare 

professions was undertaken to determine ELP requirements for professional registration and 

licensing and to identify any ELP tests approved by them for these purposes. Although it had been 

hoped to extend this survey beyond the healthcare professions to include other regulatory bodies 

for high-risk professions, e.g. lawyers, engineers and pilots, resource limitations unfortunately made 

this further step impossible to undertake within the scope and timeframe of the current project.   

 

Based upon the results of the website survey, those tests most widely used by healthcare regulatory 

bodies in various parts of the world appear to be: 

 IELTS (used in the UK, Australia, New Zealand, USA, Canada, Ireland, South Africa and 

Singapore) 

 OET (used in Australia, New Zealand and Singapore) 

 TOEFL iBT (used in the UK, Canada and Singapore) 

Other tests occasionally mentioned in the survey as being accepted by individual regulatory bodies 

among the healthcare professions are: 

 CAE, AQA CELS, IGCSE, Hong Kong CEE, TOEIC, BEC Vantage (used in the UK) 

 CAE (used in Ireland) 

 NZREX, PLAB (used in Australia) 

 USMLE (used in the USA) 

 CELBAN, CANTest, MELAB (used in Canada) 

 The Proficiency Test in Medical English (used in Hong Kong) 
See Appendix 9 for specific details of which bodies use which test(s).  

In the UK it appears that IELTS remains the preferred ELP test for professional registration purposes 

across the healthcare professions, while in Australia and New Zealand both IELTS and the 

Occupational English Test (OET) are widely recognised and accepted. Several of Canada’s provincial 

Colleges of Physicians and Surgeons accept both IELTS and TOEFL iBT. In Ireland the relevant boards 

accept IELTS, though the Irish Medical Council also accepts CAE, with a C1 or C2 level passing 

certificate. The Irish Medical Council does not mention recognising the higher level CPE test. The 

Health Professionals Council of South Africa accepts IELTS but mentions no other tests. In Hong Kong 

the Medical Council has its own Proficiency Test in Medical English while in Singapore IELTS, TOEFL 
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iBT and OET are all accepted as providing evidence of English language proficiency for professional 

registration purposes in healthcare domains. 

The GMC currently sets the ELP requirements for doctors qualifying outside the UK at an IELTS  band 

7.5 (which constitutes the rounded average of the component scores from the 4 skill-focused 

subtests ), with a minimum of band 7.0 for each of the skill subtests in IELTS (i.e. reading, writing, 

listening and speaking). Based upon the survey of regulatory bodies’ policy and practice in this study,  

this requirement appears to sit at the higher, more demanding end of the scale. A number of other 

UK bodies set a comparable benchmark to that of the GMC, or they cross-refer to the GMC standard 

(i.e. 7.5 overall with a minimum of 7.0 in each skill area). UK bodies adopting a slightly lower 

benchmark level than the GMC, according to the information on their websites, typically accept an 

overall IELTS 7.0 with a minimum of 6.5 or a 7.0 in each skill. An overall minimum of 7.0 in IELTS, 

with a minimum 6.5 in each component, is also the standard set by the Health and Care Professions 

Council for most of its professional sectors, with the notable exception of the category for Speech 

and Language Therapists, for whom a much higher overall band 8.0 in IELTS is required, with a 

minimum band 7.5 in each skill area. 

 

On balance, GMC policy and practice (in terms of using IELTS scores) is broadly similar to that of New 

Zealand and of Australia, though the overall IELTS score for the latter tends to be 7.0 rather than 7.5.  

Comparable OET score levels accepted by organisations in Australia and New Zealand are grades A 

or B for each component (N.B. OET does not report an overall grade for the test as a whole).  

 

Policy and practice in Ireland, Canada and Singapore appear to accept a slightly lower IELTS standard 

on balance, i.e. an overall 7.0 with a minimum 6.5. or 7.0 in each component. The equivalent score 

required on TOEFL iBT appears to be generally 96 overall with a minimum of 24 in each of the four 

skill-based sections (higher for Speech Therapists). In South Africa an overall band 6.0 on IELTS 

appears to be the standard, with no mention of minimum component scores.  

 

The survey of regulatory bodies in different parts of the world also highlights how some healthcare 

professions choose to differentiate in their ELP requirements between the different language skills 

tested and the scores the board expects; typically higher scores are required for Speaking and 

Listening than for Reading and Writing.  

 

RQ3: How do the tests identified in RQ1 and RQ2 compare with IELTS Academic on a range of 

essential criteria? 

 

Designated CRELLA teams undertook a detailed review of the skill-focused components (Reading, 

Writing, Speaking and Listening) for the nine tests (CAE, CPE, ECPE, GEPT-A, IESOL/ISESOL Level 2,  

IESOL/ISESOL Level 3, OET, PTE-A and TOEFL iBT) which emerged from Phase 1 as potential 

alternatives worthy of comparative analysis against IELTS. The full CRELLA team subsequently met as 

an expert judgement panel to review the outcomes across the nine potential alternative tests with 

the aim of reaching a consensual judgement on the relative difficulty of each test overall with 

respect to IELTS. Their judgements are summarised below, supported by some supplementary 

comments. 
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The comparative analysis of the nine tests against IELTS as the baseline for comparison revealed 

important variation in their testing approaches and the demands these make on test takers (see 

further discussion below). The comparative analysis also revealed key differences between those 

tests that seek to represent a range of difficulty levels (e.g. IELTS, TOEFL iBT) and those that target a 

more narrowly defined proficiency level (e.g. CPE, GEPT-Advanced). A test that is designed to be 

targeted at the CEFR C1 or C2 level is, by its very nature, likely to be more demanding than IELTS. As 

a more broad-ranging test, IELTS is designed to measure most sensitively and reliably between IELTS 

Bands 5.5 and 7.5 and thus includes test material and tasks at levels well below C1/C2. Though an 

IELTS Band 9 is presented by the test providers as indicative of a C2 level, it should be noted that this 

score outcome is based upon performance on tasks sampled across a range of proficiency levels, 

only a small proportion of which will be at the C2 level. A  test that is specifically targeted at the C1 

or C2 levels will generally provide more in-depth sampling of performance at the proficiency level of 

interest.   

 

Given the many and complex ways in which the tests varied one from another in terms of their 

approach and content, the nine tests were judged to be more or less demanding than IELTS 

according to the level of demands imposed on the test taker by the test material and tasks. In some 

cases, the test demands were judged to be greater/lesser than for IELTS in respect of all four skill 

areas – Reading, Writing, Listening and Speaking. In other cases, the demands of a test were judged 

to be greater/lesser than for IELTS in respect of some (but not all four) skills, i.e. the test was judged 

to be ‘marginally’ more/less demanding than IELTS. In some cases, the judgement sought to reflect 

the complex balance of skill subtests that are more demanding, less demanding or comparable as 

compared with IELTS. (A full and detailed explanation of the rationale underpinning all judgements 

relating to the individual skills and the test overall can be found in Section 4.3 of this report.) 

CAE: was judged, on balance, to be marginally more demanding overall than IELTS.  

While the Reading, Writing and Listening subtests can be considered comparable to IELTS, the four 

tasks and the 3-way interaction in the Speaking test are likely to make CAE marginally more 

demanding overall than IELTS.   

 

CPE: was judged, on balance, to be more demanding overall than IELTS in respect of all four skills. 

This is unsurprising given that CPE is designed to be targeted at the C2 proficiency level of the CEFR.  

 

ECPE: was judged, on balance, to be marginally less demanding overall than IELTS.  

The Speaking test is judged to be more demanding than IELTS. While the Listening test can be 

considered comparable to IELTS, the Reading and Writing (with a single task and less demanding 

cognitive processing) tests make ECPE marginally less demanding overall.  

 

GEPT - Advanced: was judged to be more demanding overall than IELTS, in respect of all four skills – 

Reading, Writing, Listening and Speaking.  The test is designed for the C1 proficiency level.   

 

IESOL/ISESOL Level 2: were judged to be marginally less demanding overall than IELTS.  

IESOL/ISESOL Level 2 are judged to be less demanding than IELTS in the testing of Reading and 

Writing and marginally more  demanding than IELTS in the testing of Listening and Speaking.  

 



 

107 
 

IESOL/ISESOL Level 3: were judged to be marginally more demanding overall than IELTS.  

IESOL/ISESOL Level 3 are judged be less demanding than IELTS in the testing of Reading and 

marginally demanding than IELTS in the testing of Listening and Speaking. The Writing test can be 

considered comparable to IELTS.  

 

TOEFL iBT: was judged, on balance, to be marginally more demanding overall than IELTS.  

While the Reading test can be considered comparable to IELTS, both the Writing and Listening 

subtests are more demanding overall. The Speaking test is marginally more demanding than IELTS. 

 

OET: was judged to be marginally more demanding overall than IELTS.  

While the Reading, Listening and Speaking tests are judged to be more demanding than IELTS (the 

Listening test considerably more demanding in terms of task requirements), the Writing test is 

regarded as marginally less demanding than IELTS given that the topic is contextualised within the 

test taker’s professional area of expertise and is therefore likely to be familiar to them. 

 

PTE-A: was judged to be more demanding than IELTS in the productive skills (Writing and Speaking) 

and less demanding than IELTS in the receptive skills (Reading and Listening).  

The test reports an overall global score; while it also provides a limited skills profile indicating 

relative strengths and weaknesses, it is difficult to determine meaningful thresholds for individual 

skills. Given that the GMC requires a 7.5 overall in IELTS with a minimum band 7 for each of the four 

skills, it is therefore difficult to assert with any degree of confidence whether the PTE-A test as a 

whole is comparable to IELTS, or more or less demanding.   

 

The in-depth comparative analysis undertaken in this study across ten different ELP tests (i.e. IELTS 

as the baseline for comparison, plus CAE, CPE, ECPE, GEPT-A, IESOL/ISESOL Level 2, IESOL/ISESOL 

Level 3, TOEFL IBT, OET and PTE-A) highlights clearly the extent to which the tests differ in terms of 

their content and approach, often in significant ways. Though all the tests aim to assess English for 

academic and professional purposes in a valid and reliable manner, and they all cover the four 

communicative skills (Reading, Writing, Listening and Speaking), the ten tests are structured and 

delivered in different ways, e.g. some are paper and pencil, and some are computer-based; they 

include different numbers and types of task in differing combinations; and they operate differing 

approaches to scoring and score reporting. In terms of comparing the differing approaches to 

assessing Reading ability across the tests, it may be important for the GMC to consider the number 

and length of the texts included in the test as well as the nature of the material and the levels of 

cognitive processing demanded of test takers by the questions and tasks set, i.e. whether they elicit 

sufficient processing at higher rather than just lower processing levels. In terms of the testing of 

Writing skills, it may be important to consider the number and variety of the tasks set and how far 

the demands of the Writing subtest approximate to demands in the professional domain of interest, 

i.e. do the tasks require the integration of knowledge and information rather than just knowledge-

telling activities?  When comparing and evaluating the testing of Listening across the different tests, 

the GMC may wish to take account of the number and length of the passages in the test as well as 

the nature and variety of the input and the types and levels of cognitive processing demanded of 

test takers by the questions and tasks. With regard to the assessment of Speaking, it may be 

important to take into consideration whether the testing of spoken language ability allows for a 

direct and reciprocal approach (i.e. involving face to face interaction with one or more human 
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interlocutors which permits a broader sampling of spoken language ability that includes interactional 

competence), or a non-reciprocal, responsive approach (i.e. responding to a set of pre-recorded 

questions and tasks prompts).     

 

RQ4: For any tests identified as comparable to IELTS in terms of their suitability, what are the 

equivalent scores to the accepted IELTS thresholds currently required by the GMC, and how do 

these scores compare to CEFR levels? 

An analysis of test provider assertions and supporting evidence on claims of test comparability and 

CEFR alignment, combined with a review of any other independent peer reviewed research available 

in the public domain, made it possible to develop a reasonable picture of how scores on the 

different tests under scrutiny might be meaningfully compared alongside one another. (Full details 

of the available sources for this can be found in Section 4.4 of this report.)       

Strong correlations (between 0.73 and 0.87) were reported between five of the selected tests (i.e. 

CAE, CPE, TOEFL iBT, OET and PTE-A) and IELTS (according to information provided by the test 

producers themselves). Moderate correlations between GEPT component scores and IELTS scores 

were reported. Therefore, these six alternatives can be broadly predictive of overall IELTS scores. 

There is no publicly available evidence presented in support of the claims of the concordance 

between City & Guilds exams and overall scores on IELTS. No studies have been carried out relating 

ECPE directly to IELTS and CaMLA does not provide a concordance table connecting scores on the 

two tests.  

However, these correlations also suggest there are likely to be substantive differences in what is 

measured by each test. There are noticeable discrepancies between the reported studies in the 

score correspondences they produce.  For example, according to the Pearson research, which 

involves both IELTS and TOEFL iBT, a score in the 7.5 band overall on IELTS corresponds to 106-113 

on TOEFL iBT and 73-78 on PTE-A (Pearson, 2012). However, in the ETS study the relevant score 

range on TOEFL iBT is 102-109 (ETS, 2010).  

Shortcomings in the methods employed, or in the reporting, can be highlighted for all of the studies 

reviewed. However, addressing these would not solve the fundamental issue. The selected tests 

clearly measure all four communicative skills, but place more or less emphasis on different aspects 

or elements of these skills, and measure them in different ways. Although CAE, CPE, ECPE, GEPT, 

IESOL/ISESOL, TOEFL iBT and PTE A are all offered for use in determining an adequate suitable level 

of English for study and work purposes (while OET is more specifically workplace-relevant), the tests 

are structured differently, include different task types, employ different approaches to scoring and 

have different measurement characteristics. 

In the short term, the scores presented in Table 5.1 below (which presents the combined data from 

Tables 4.21 and 4.22 above) could reasonably be considered for acceptance by the GMC as 

alternatives to overall IELTS band 7.5, and as alternatives to IELTS band 7.0 for the individual skill-

based components. This table excludes ECPE as CaMLA does not provide information to show the 

overall score concordances for IELTS 7.5. IESOL/ISESOL Level 2 (C1) is also excluded because 

according to  City and Guilds, obtaining an IESOL/ISESOL Level 2 (C1) certificate is comparable to the 

6.5/7.0 band overall on IELTS and is therefore too low to meet the GMC requirements.  
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Table 5.1: Minimum scores associated with IELTS overall band 7.5 and skill components band 7.0 

 IELTS  

Overall  

band 7.5 

IELTS 

Listening  

band 7.0 

IELTS 

Speaking  

band 7.0 

IELTS  

Reading 

band 7.0 

IELTS  

Writing  

band 7.0 

CAE* 74 (Grade B)     

CPE**** Grade C     

GEPT – 

Advanced** 

 Pass Pass Pass Pass 

IESOL/ISESOL 

Level 3 (C2)*** 

Pass     

TOEFL iBT* 102 24 23 24 27 

OET*  B B A A 

PTE-A* 73     
* based upon test provider assertions, supported by findings from internal research studies conducted by the test provider  
**based upon test provider assertions, supported by findings from research commissioned externally by the test provider 
***based upon test provider assertions only, with no other supporting evidence 
****Cambridge English has not published any CPE: IELTS concordance; this suggestion  is based on the test provider’s claims concerning 
the Cambridge common scale: a passing grade of C on CPE represents a higher level of performance than a grade of B on CAE.      
 

In terms of trying to relate the scores above to existing practice among UK and international 

healthcare bodies, none of those bodies surveyed appear to specify on their websites what 

constitutes an acceptable overall grade for either CPE or CAE; this could mean that any ‘passing’ 

grade, i.e. grade C or above, is acceptable, but this might need to be confirmed individually with the 

body concerned.  

Among those organisations reporting use of TOEFL iBT for registration and licensing purposes (e.g. in 

Canada and Singapore), the overall score of 102 in Table 5.1 exceeds in all cases the overall scores 

specified by these healthcare bodies which range between 92 and 100 (e.g. 92, 94, 96, 97, 100). 

Minimum score requirements for the individual TOEFL iBT skill-based components also vary 

somewhat from body to body, but generally seem to be set at a minimum score of 24 for each skill; 

in some cases, however, a higher component score is required for speaking and writing (e.g. 25 or 

27), with a lower score (e.g. 20) or even no minimum score at all for reading or listening.           

No healthcare professional bodies were found who report accepting PTE-Academic, GEPT - 

Advanced and ISEOL/ISESOL Level 3 as evidence of English language proficiency. This may reflect the 

relatively recent launch of PTE-A (2009) rather than the suitability or otherwise of the test for 

registration and licensing purposes. GEPT-Advanced is used mainly as evidence of Taiwanese 

students' English language proficiency for academic admission purposes (including degree and 

exchange programmes by universities in Taiwan, Japan, Germany, Switzerland and Canada). 

Bodies using OET for registration and licensing purposes appear to accept a passing grade of either A 

or B for the most part for each of the four skill components, though a minimum of three As is 

required for Speech Pathology/Therapy (i.e. by Speech Pathology Australia, and the Allied Health 

Professions Council in Singapore).  

When reviewing Table 5.1, it is important to recognise that OET does not report an overall score on 

the test as a whole, only the four component scores for individual skills. GEPT does report an overall 

score but does not yet provide guidance on how this compares to an overall IELTS score. 
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Unfortunately, there is not enough data available for us to make recommendations on component 

skills for PTE-A, CAE, CPE or IESOL/ISESOL Level 3 (C2), nor, given the relatively poor levels of 

reliability for some component scores, would we recommend that there is a sound basis for such 

requirements.  

Over the longer term, rather than attempting to use these alternative tests to attempt to predict 

IELTS scores, scores on each test are better interpreted on their own merit. This suggests that if any 

test is to be approved as an alternative to IELTS for purposes of medical registration and licensing, 

the best course of action, in line with the practice of American registration bodies described in 

Taylor and Pill (2013), would be to conduct a separate standard setting study to determine the 

appropriate cut score or cut scores for that test.  

Note on recent changes to UK Home Office approval of ELPs as Secure English Language Tests 

(SELTs)  

In 2013 UK Visa and Immigration (UKVI) took over the responsibilities of the UKBA. At the start of the 

IELTS Equivalence Research Project in April 2014, the UKVI list of currently approved SELTs was used 

as one of the sources for identifying potential ELP tests which might be suitable for inclusion in the 

project, though SELT status itself was not adopted as a criterion for inclusion. Six of the nine tests 

subsequently selected for Phase 2 scrutiny and comparison against IELTS were on the UKVI SELTs list 

as it was in early 2014: CAE, CPE, Internet-based TOEFL, IESOL/ISESOL Level 2 and Level 3, PTE-A 

(plus IELTS). Three additional non-SELT tests (ECPE, GEPT-Advanced and OET) were included in the 

research study since they fully met the essential criteria for Phase 2 scrutiny.  

Later in 2014 a significant change took place with regard to UKVI policy and practice concerning 

SELTs. In June 2014, following concerns about test integrity and security, UKVI suspended from the 

approved SELTs list the two tests provided by Educational Testing Service (TOEIC and TOEFL iBT). ETS 

subsequently stated its intention not to seek UKVI re-approval for these two tests so TOEFL iBT lost 

its SELT status permanently. The UKVI SELTs list was updated to reflect this from 1 August 2014.  

In February 2015, the UKVI announced further changes to its list of approved SELTs, particularly the 

introduction of a ‘Transitional’ period, during which existing SELTs taken on or before 5 April 2015 

could be used in a UK immigration application but only until 5 November 2015. UKVI also gave 

advance warning of a new list of approved SELTs and Test Centres to be introduced from 6 April 

2015. Notification was given that anyone taking a test on or after 6 April 2015 must take one of the 

new listed tests at one of the approved centres if they wish to use it in an immigration application. 

The UKVI list issued in early April 2015 names only two test providers that offer Approved Secure 

English Language Tests and Test Centres from 6 April 2015: Trinity College London and Cambridge 

English Language Assessment. According to the UKVI's webpage, the latest decision results from 

work conducted by UK NARIC which provides assurance that the tests offered by the SELT providers 

meet certain requirements.  However, the requirements the selected SELTs had to meet are not 

currently available in the public domain.  IELTS is now the only approved SELT for people applying for 

UK visas around the world. Trinity College London's Integrated Skills in English (ISE at 5 levels – 

Foundation/A2, I/B1, II/B2, III/C1 and IV/C2) and the Graded Examinations in Spoken English (GESE 

(Listening/Speaking only at 3 levels – A1, A2 and B1) are the only approved SELTs for people applying 

in the UK. The Trinity College ISE tests were not eligible for scrutiny in the 2014 IELTS Equivalence 
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Research Project because they did not at that time assess all four skill components and were 

undergoing a process of test revision and redevelopment. The new ISE, due to be launched on 1 

September 2015, will assess the 4 skill components in two integrated papers and may thus become a 

a candidate for a further study in the future. 

5.2 Limitations of the study  

This study sought to address a set of complex questions concerning the comparability of tests and 

test scores. Questions of test score equivalence are perhaps best answered through an empirical 

experimental study in which a carefully selected sample of representative test-takers is required to 

sit all the different tests under consideration in order that their scores on each of the tests can be 

compared against one another. In practice, of course, this approach is rarely feasible, and though it 

may be possible when comparing just two tests, it is very unlikely to be a realistic proposition when 

seeking to compare three or more tests. Even if it were logistically possible, such an approach risks 

neglecting important cognitive and contextual validity features of the tests under scrutiny. For this 

reason, an alternative, more content-analytic approach was necessary as well as desirable in this 

study, drawing on (i) information and evidence relating to the cognitive and contextual validity of 

the test content, and (ii) information concerning score interpretation, value and comparability 

provided by test providers themselves or publicly available in independent research literature.  

While  the research team sought all relevant information as thoroughly and systematically as 

possible within the scope of the investigation, it is important to acknowledge  that additional 

relevant information may be in existence; the fact that this was not readily available or could not be 

found by the research team may affect the analyses. Nevertheless, as supplementary information 

comes to light, whether supplied by test providers or published in the research literature, the 

contents of this report can be amended and revised accordingly.  

A number of important caveats also apply with regard to the survey of professional bodies’ policy 

and practice undertaken as part of this study and these are discussed in detail at the end of Section 

4.2.  

5.3 Potential for extending the analysis to additional tests  
 
The experience of undertaking this study suggests that the chosen methodology, derived from the 

socio-cognitive framework as outlined in Sections 3 and 4, worked successfully as originally 

anticipated. This methodology was relatively easy to apply in the comparison of other ELP tests with 

the IELTS benchmark in Phase 2. The September 2015 revisions to the Trinity ISE examination 

enabling information to be obtained on individual skills and UKVI's recent decision (February 2015) 

to make Trinity ISE and GESE (speaking component only) the only acceptable SELT alternatives to 

IELTS suggest that the new version of ISE, when publicly available, might also be investigated.  

 

It would also be possible to consider extending the survey of professional bodies’ policy and practice 

on English language proficiency requirements to include organisation beyond the healthcare world, 

e.g. other high-risk professions such as lawyers, pilots, etc. As explained in the report, the timescale 

and other resource limitations unfortunately made it impossible to extend the current project 

beyond the nearly 100 professional healthcare-related bodies that were surveyed in this study.      
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