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Introduction
In 2009, one of the initiatives of the National Council of 
State Boards of Nursing (NCSBN®) was to determine a 
passing standard for nurses on the Test of English as a 
Foreign Language Internet Based Test (TOEFL® iBT). Pre-
viously, NCSBN had recommended an English proficiency 
passing standard for TOEFL and the International English 
Language Testing System (IELTS®). This study provides a 
specific recommendation for TOEFL iBT because the In-
ternet-based test adds a speaking component to TOEFL. 
In keeping with the Standards for Educational and Psy-
chological Testing, the procedures and rationale used to 
set a passing standard should be documented (American 
Educational Research Association, American Psychologi-
cal Association, and National Council on Measurement in 
Education, 1999). This research brief explains the process 
and the NCSBN passing standard recommendation to 
member boards of nursing.

TOEFL® iBT Examination
TOEFL, produced by Educational Testing Service (ETS), 
is an examination designed to measure English language 
proficiency among non-native English speakers in the aca-
demic setting. It is administered internationally in over 180 
countries and is accepted as an English proficiency test 
among academic institutions (ETS, 2009). Two versions 
of the TOEFL examination are administered in the U.S.: 
the Paper-based Test (PBT) and the Internet-based Test 
(iBT). Currently, a majority of TOEFL tests administered 
are Internet-based, however, the PBT is available as a sup-
plement to TOEFL iBT in a limited number of locations  
(ETS, 2009).

The TOEFL iBT measures reading, listening, speaking 
and writing skills. Test takers are allowed a total of four 
hours to complete the test. For the reading section, the 
examinee reads three to five passages of approximate-
ly 700 words each and then answers 12 to 14 questions  
for each passage. The reading section takes 60 to 100  

 
minutes. For the listening section, the examinee listens to  
four to six classroom lectures and two to three conversa-
tions that are three to five minutes in length. After listen-
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Panelist Orientation and Training
Another important element in the standard setting pro-
cess is to ensure that the members of the panel are ad-
equately prepared for the standard setting task. Thus, a 
set of preparatory materials was sent to panelists approxi-
mately two weeks prior to the standard setting workshop. 
The materials included a description of the TOEFL iBT, 
the agenda of the standard setting workshop, the NCLEX-
RN® and NCLEX-PN® test plans, and a preworkshop 
homework assignment. Panelists were asked to read the 
materials and complete the homework assignment prior 
to attending the standard setting workshop. The home-
work was divided into four sections with each addressing a 
different language skill measured by TOEFL iBT: reading, 
listening, speaking and writing. For each section, panel-
ists considered entry-level nursing activities that require 





www.ncsbn.org	 5

© 2009 NCSBN

Table 2. TOEFL iBT Score Scale

Skill Score Range Level
Reading 0-30 Low (0-14)

Intermediate (15-21)

High (22-30)

Listening 0-30 Low (0-14)

Intermediate (15-21)

High (22-30)

Speaking 0-4 points converted to 0-30 score scale Weak (0-9)

Limited (10-17)

Fair (18-25)

Good (26-30)

Writing 0-5 points converted to 0-30 score scale Limited (0-16)

Fair (17-23)

Good (24-30)

Table 3. Summary of Panel ľNs, clinica1 laboratory scientists (medica1 technologists), speech language pathologists, audiologists and physician assistants8926
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As seen in Table 4, the current VisaScreen® TOEFL require-
ments for other allied health professions are consistent 
with recommendations from the standard setting panel. 
The committee also reviewed 2007 test score information 
from the TOEFL iBT in order to gain information on the im-
pact of a recommended passing score. The test scores of 
TOEFL examinees who reported that they took the test to 
obtain professional licensure were considered. The com-
mittee chose this sub-population of TOEFL examinees 
because their educational level would be similar to that of 
entry-level nurses. After weighing all available evidence, 
including their in-depth knowledge about the nursing pro-
fession, the NEC recommended that the minimally accept-
able TOEFL iBT scores for entry-level nurses be an overall 
score of 84 with a minimum speaking score requirement 
of 26. The recommended minimum overall score is one 
point higher than the TOEFL passing standard endorsed 
by NCSBN in 2005.

Comparison with Minimum IELTS® Passing 
Standard for Entry-level Nurses 
In 2005, NCSBN recommended a minimally acceptable 
English proficiency standard for entry-level nursing using 
the IELTS test (NCSBN, 2005). Similar to the TOEFL, the 
IELTS is designed to assess English skill levels of non-na-
tive English speakers. IELTS is mostly used in Great Britain, 
Ireland, New Zealand and Australia. This test is designed 
to measure general English, not just North American Eng-
lish. IELTS covers listening, reading, writing and speaking 
and measures an examinee’s proficiency levels using band 
scores that range from 0 to 9 (Table 5). Using a standard 
setting process similar to the one described in the present 
paper, the NEC recommended a 6.5 overall IELTS band 
score with a minimum of 6.0 in any one IELTS module for 
entry-level nurses (O’Neill, Buckendahl, Plake & Taylor, 
2007).

Table 5. IELTS Band Scores

Band 9 – Expert User

Has fully operational command of the language: appropriate, accurate and fluent with complete understanding. 

Band 8 – Very Good User

Has fully operational command of the language with only occasional and unsystematic inaccuracies and inappropriateness. 
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Common European Framework of Reference
The developers of IELTS and TOEFL have mapped both 
tests onto the Common European Framework of Refer-
ence for Languages: Learning, Teaching, Assessment 
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Appendix A: Skills and Tasks Identified by TOEFL® iBT Standard Setting 
Panel Members

1. Reading Section:
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