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This study details an analysis of the scores of the International English Language Testing System
(IELTS) test and the TOEFL Internet-based Test (TOEFL iBT), obtained from 53 university students
in Japan, and assessed the validity of the two score comparison tables published by Educational
Testing Service (2010) and by MEXT (2018). The findings indicated that 27 participants (50.9%)
received the corresponding scores suggested in the Educational Testing Service table, while 15
(28.3%) received the CEFR-based corresponding scores suggested in the Ministry of Education
table. Additionally, it was observed that participants who had more experience with either of
the tests tended to score higher on that test than what was projected in the Educational Testing
Service table.
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his is a small-scale score comparison study between the paper-based International

English Language Testing System (IELTS) Academic test and the TOEFL Internet-
based Test (TOEFL iBT), two of the most widely accepted English proficiency tests in the
world. English-medium universities worldwide often include scores of both tests in their
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English language requirements for applicants from outside English-speaking countries.
In Japan, an increasing number of Japanese universities have incorporated commercially
available English tests into their selection processes for admission. This shift is in
response to a recommendation by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science
and Technology (MEXT) (MEXT, 2021a), and the IELTS test and TOEFL iBT are among
the accepted tests of a number of universities (Kawaijuku, 2023).

Considering that many universities around the world accept both tests, examining
the score linkage between them would be of interest to such universities and their
applicants. Davies et al. (1999), however, challenged the concept of test equivalence:

Strictly speaking, this concept is unjustifiable, since each test is designed for a
different purpose and a different population, and may view and assess language
traits in different ways as well as describing test-taker performance differently. (p.
199)

Even so, they acknowledged that test users may demand statements of equivalence
between different tests and suggested that the demand can be met by conducting a
concurrent validity study, in which scores of different tests taken by the same group of
people are compared. Test providers have carried out such studies and produced score
comparison tables between their own and their competitors’ tests (e.g., Cardwell et al.,
2024; Clesham & Hughes, 2020; Educational Testing Service, 2010; Elliot et al., 2021;
Kim et al., 2017).

Similar to those studies, this study reviewed the scores of different tests taken by the
same group. However, due to the limited sample size, the intention of the study was
not to create a score comparison table. Instead, it provided evaluation of the accuracy
of two existing comparison tables, one published by Educational Testing Service
(hereinafter ETS table) (Educational Testing Service, 2010) and the other by MEXT
(hereinafter MEXT table) (MEXT, 2018). While the ETS table is grounded in the results
of a concurrent validity study, the score linkages in the MEXT table are based on the
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Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) levels. Since the two
tables suggest different correspondences between the IELTS and TOEFL scores, it would
be worthwhile to investigate their accuracy. The purpose of this study, therefore, was

to examine the relationship between the IELTS and TOEFL scores and to evaluate the
accuracy of the ETS and MEXT tables.

Method
Participants

The participants in this study were 53 students (36 females and 17 males), including
one postgraduate student from an MA TESOL program and 52 undergraduates (four in
their 1st year, 10 in their 2nd, 21 in their 3rd, and 17 in their 4th). They were attending
a university that emphasized foreign language education, and as their main focus on
foreign languages, 41 were studying English, while 11 were studying other languages
such as Spanish, Chinese, and Vietnamese. All but four were L1 Japanese speakers, and
these four were L1 speakers of Chinese, French, and Thai but also proficient in Japanese.

Participants were recruited via the university’s web portal. Incentives for participation
included fee waivers for the two tests and an Amazon coupon worth 5,000 yen. The
research grant allowed for the participation of only 56 individuals, but 151 students
applied, and the selection was made based on their TOEIC L&R or TOEFL ITP scores.
Since the 1ELTS test and TOEFL iBT are designed to assess English language ability
needed for higher education and are not suitable for low proficiency students, only those
with TOEIC 730 and above or TOEFL ITP 513 and above were chosen. Ethical approval
was obtained from the university’s institutional review board, and all the participants
provided informed consent. The study started with 56 participants, but one missed the
1ELTS test and two missed the TOEFL iBT, and were therefore excluded.

Procedures

The participants took the IELTS test and TOEFL iBT between July and November
2022 in a designated testing center. They were instructed to select exam dates within
the window of August to September 2022 and to take both tests within a month of
each other. However, three participants had to reschedule their exams due to illness or
transportation issues. Another accidentally canceled her score at the end of the TOEFL
iBT, so she submitted the score report for the test she had taken in July. The scores of
these four participants were included in the study, even though they took the two tests
more than a month apart, on the ground that their English proficiency levels would not
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change much in such a short time. Out of 53, 28 took the IELTS test first, and 25 took
the TOEFL iBT first. For the exam dates of each participant, see the webpage for this
study (https://bit.ly/pcp2023mk). The scores were analyzed for descriptive statistics and
correlations and were compared to the ETS and MEXT tables.

Materials
IELTS and TOEFL iBT

The paper-based IELTS Academic test (hereinafter IELTS test) and the computer-based
TOEFL iBT (hereinafter TOEFL iBT) were used in the study. Note that the TOEFL iBT
has been updated multiple times since its inception in 2005, and the version used in this
study is different from that used in Educational Testing Service (2010) and the current
one introduced in July 2023.

Table 1 compares the components of the two tests. For more details on the 1ELTS test,
see Read (2022), and for more details on the version of the TOEFL iBT used in this study,
see Educational Testing Service (2020a).

Table 1
Components of the IELTS Test and the TOEFL iBT
IELTS TOEFL
2 conversations and 2 monologues,  2-3 conversations and 3-4
Listening 40 questions, 30 minutes monologues, 28-39 questions,
41-57 minutes
Reading 3 passages, 40 questions, 60 minutes 3-4 passages, 30-40 questions,
54-72 minutes
Speaking 3 parts, 11-14 minutes 4 tasks, 17 minutes
.. 2 tasks (150 words and 250 words), 2 tasks (150-225 words and 300
Writing

60 minutes words), 50 minutes

The IELTS section and overall scores range from 0-9 with a half-point interval. The
overall score is the average of the four section scores rounded to the nearest half-point.
The TOEFL section scores range from 0-30 with a full-point interval, and the total score
is the sum of the four section scores, ranging from 0-120.
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Reliability estimates for the IELTS test are .91 for the listening scores, .90 for the
reading, .87 for the speaking, .92 for the writing, and .97 for the overall scores (IELTS,
2023). Reliability estimates for the TOEFL iBT are .87 for the listening scores, .87 for the

reading, .86 for the speaking, .80 for the writing, and .95 for the total scores (Educational
Testing Service, 2020b).

ETS Table

Educational Testing Service (2010) presented five score comparison tables that link
section and overall/total scores of the IELTS test and TOEFL iBT. The tables were
created with the scores of 1,153 test takers from 70 countries, including China (41%),
the United States (6%), and Japan (5%). The score data were collected in 2008 and 2009.
The equipercentile linking method, in which scores are equated based on their percentile
ranks, was used to link the scores. Because the score scales of the two tests are different,
the tables linked 1ELTS scores to ranges of TOEFL scores.

Among the five tables, this study evaluated the one that links the IELTS overall and
TOEFL total scores. Table 2 shows part of the correspondence in the table. IELTS 7.5 and
above and their corresponding TOEFL score ranges are excluded. Note that the widths of
the TOEFL score ranges are not even. For example, the TOEFL score range for IELTS 6
has 19 scores between 60 and 78, but the score range for IELTS 5 has 11 scores between
35 and 45.

Table 2
Correspondence Between the IELTS and TOEFL Scores in the ETS Table
1IELTS 0-4 4.5 5 5.5 6 6.5 7
TOEFL 0-31 32-34 35-45 46-59 60-78 79-93 | 94-101
MEXT Table

MEXT (2018) published a comparison table that links scores from eight English
proficiency tests (Cambridge English Qualifications, Eiken, GTEC, IELTS, TEAP, TEAP
CBT, TOEFL iBT, and TOEC L&R+S&W) with the six CEFR levels, ranging from Al
(lowest) to C2 (highest). These linkages were established based on the test providers’
assessments of the relationships between their respective tests and the CEFR levels.
The table was created as part of MEXT’s effort to integrate these eight tests into the
nation’s university entrance selection system. Although the plan for the new system was
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abandoned in 2019, some universities have incorporated commercially available tests in
their selection processes, and the table continues to hold influence among them (MEXT,
2021b).

Table 3 shows the CEFR-linked correspondence of the MEXT table in the left half and
a subdivided version of the correspondence in the right half. Because the ETS table links
one IELTS score to a range of TOEFL scores, a subdivided version was created to include
the comparable divisions by dividing each CEFR level of the original correspondence by
3. At the B1 level of the subdivided version, IELTS 4, 4.5, and 5 are linked to 10 TOEFL
scores each. At the B2 level, IELTS 5.5 and 6.5 are linked to eight TOEFL scores each and
IELTS 6 to seven TOEFL scores. At the C1 level, IELTS 7 and 8 are linked to nine TOEFL
scores each and 1IELTS 7.5 to eight TOEFL scores.

Table 3
Correspondence Between the IELTS and TOEFL Scores in the MEXT Table
CEFR Original linkage Each level divided by 3
level IELTS TOEFL IELTS TOEFL
8 112-120
C1 7-8 95-120 7.5 104-111
7 95-103
6.5 87-94
B2 5.5-6.5 72-94 6 80-86
5.5 72-79
5 62-71
B1 4-5 42-71 4.5 52-61
4 42-51

Table 4 compares the TOEFL score ranges of the ETS table (Table 2), and the subdivided
version of the MEXT table, shown in the right half of Table 3. The TOEFL score ranges of
the two tables corresponding to 1IELTS 7 are similar, and there is a significant overlap in the
score ranges corresponding to IELTS 6.5. However, for IELTS scores of 6 and below, there
are no overlaps in the TOEFL score ranges between the two tables.
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Among the four section mean scores of the IELTS test, the reading score is the highest,
followed by the listening and writing scores, and the speaking score is the lowest. Among
the four section mean scores of the TOEFL iBT, the writing score is the highest, followed
by the listening and speaking scores, and the reading score is the lowest. The IELTS
mean scores suggest that reading is the participants’ strongest skill, but the TOEFL mean
scores suggest that it is their weakest. This may indicate that the two tests assess and
score English abilities in different ways, as suggested by Davies et al. (1999).

Kanzaki: An Investigation of IELTS and TOEFL iBT Score Compatibility
Table 4
Comparing Correspondence in the ETS and Subdivided MEXT Tables

1IELTS 0-4%*/4 4.5 5 5.5 6 6.5 7

TOEFL 0-31 32-34 35-45 46-59 60-78 79-93 | 94-101

(ETS)

TOEFL 42-51 52-61 62-71 72-79 80-86 87-94 | 95-103

(MEXT)

Note. *The ETS table links IELTS 0-4 to TOEFL 0-31.

Results
Descriptive Statistics

Table 5 presents the descriptive statistics for the section and overall/total scores of
the IELTS test and TOEFL iBT. The observed score ranges and the standard deviations
indicate that the listening and reading scores are more widely spread out than the

speaking and writing scores on both tests.

Correlations

The results of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test indicate that seven out of 10 sets of
scores do not follow a normal distribution, and the histograms show that all 10 sets of
scores deviate from a normal distribution. When the assumption of normality is violated,
nonparametric statistics, such as Spearman’s r, correlation, should be used to analyze
the data. However, it is a convention of score comparison studies to report Pearson’s
r correlations, so both types of correlations were calculated between the section and
overall/total scores of the two tests. For non-normally distributed data sets, bootstrap
methods are recommended to generate confidence intervals (Field, 2024; Plonsky et
al., 2015; Puth et al., 2015), so bootstrapping was performed with 2,000 samples, and

Table 5 bias-corrected and accelerated bootstrap 95% confidence intervals were obtained for all
Descriptive Statistics for Scores correlations. All correlations were significant and are displayed in Table 6.
Test Score type Possible score Score range SD M
o Table 6
Listening 0-9 4.5-7.5 0.8 5.9 .
Correlations Between the IELTS and TOEFL Scores
Reading 0-9 4-8.5 0.8 6.0 — " . -
IELTS Speaking 0-9 47 0.6 56 Listening Readl'ng Spea?(11'1g Writing Overall/Total
Writing 0-9 5-7 0.5 5.7 Spearman’s r 67 ST A0 617 797
s 138,711  [.35,.74] [14,.60]  [.44,.74] (.67, .88]
Overall 0-9 5-7 0.5 5.9
. .56% .54 427 57 79%
Listening 0-30 5-28 4.9 16.2 Pearson’s r
[.42,.69] [.33,.74]  [.22,.59] [42,.72] [.70, .87]
Reading 0-30 3-25 4.6 15.9
. Note. N = 53. *p < .001 (two-tailed). **p = .002 (two-tailed). ***p = .003 (two-tailed). BCa bootstrap
TOEFL  Speaking 0-30 6-22 3.2 16.0 95% Cls reported in brackets.
Writing 0-30 10-21 3.1 16.4
Total 0-120 30-88 13.0 64.6 Comparing the two types of correlations, they are the same for the listening and
Note N =53 overall/total scores, the Spearman’s r_ correlations are higher for the reading and writing
ote. = .
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scores, and the Pearson’s r correlation is higher for the speaking scores. Overall, the two
types of correlations are similar.

Educational Testing Service (2010) reported that the listening, reading, speaking, writing,
and overall/total score correlations between the two tests were .63, .68, .57, .44, and .73,
respectively. Compared to these, the listening, reading, and speaking score correlations are
lower in this study, but the writing and overall/total score correlations are higher.

Figure 1 is a scatterplot that visually presents the relationship between the IELTS
overall and TOEFL total scores. Because all the participants received one of the five
IELTS scores between 5 and 7, the dots are aligned on the five vertical lines representing
the five scores.

Evaluating the ETS and MEXT Tables

Table 7 uses the ETS table grid and shows how many participants received what
combination of an IELTS overall score and a TOEFL total score range. For example, “12”
in the slot where the column for IELTS 6 and the row for TOEFL 60-78 intersect means
that 12 participants received an IELTS score of 6 and a TOEFL score of between 60 and
78. Shaded slots indicate that the IELTS scores and TOEFL score ranges align with the
correspondence in the ETS table.

Figure 1
Scatterplot of the IELTS Overall and TOEFL Total Scores (N = 53)
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Table 7
Relationship Between the IELTS and TOEFL Scores With the ETS Table Grid
IELTS
5 5.5 6 6.5 7
94-101
79-93 3 3 4
60-78 8 12
TOEFL 46-59 2 11 1
35-45 1 2
32-34
0-31 1
Note. N =53.

The rate of those who received the corresponding scores is highest among those with
IELTS 6 (12 out of 16, 75%), followed by IELTS 5.5 (11 out of 21, 52.4%). The rates are
lower for those with IELTS 5 (one out of four, 25%) and 6.5 (three out of eight, 37.5%),
and none of the four participants with 1IELTS 7 received a TOEFL score within the
corresponding range. In total, 27 out of 53 (50.9%) received the corresponding scores.

Among participants with IELTS S and 5.5, 10 out of 25 (40%) received a TOEFL score
above the corresponding ranges. However, among those with IELTS 6.5 and 7, none
received a TOEFL score above the corresponding ranges.

Table 8 uses the MEXT table grid and shows how many participants received what
combination scores on the two tests. The bold-lined areas indicate where the same
CEFR level scores of the two tests meet, while the shaded slots indicate where the
corresponding scores in the subdivided version of the table meet.
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Table 8 Table 9
Relationship Between the IELTS and TOEFL Scores With the MEXT Table Grid Average TOEFL Scores of the Five IELTS Score Groups
IELTS IELTS group 5 5.5 6 6.5 7
B1 B2 C1 TOEFL average 413 57.6 69.7 75.3 82.8
5 5.5 6 6.5 7 TOEFL (ETS) 35-45 46-59 60-78 79-93 94-101
C1 95-103 TOEFL (MEXT) 62-71 72-79 80-86 87-94 95-103
87-94 n 4 21 16 8 4
B2 80-86 2 3 Note. N = 53.
72-79 1 4 3
TOEFL 62-71 5 8 ) Effects of Previous Test-Taking Experience
B1 52-61 11 2 Among the 53 participants, 35 took the IELTS test and the TOEFL iBT for the first
time in this study. Among the 18 who had taken either or both tests before the study,
42-51 2 4 seven had taken the IELTS test only, five had taken the TOEFL iBT only, and six had
NA Below 42 taken both. Among the six who had taken both, one had taken the IELTS test more than
Note. N = 53. the other, three had taken the TOEFL iBT more than the other, and two had taken both

For the CEFR level correspondence, two out of four participants (50%) with B1 level
1ELTS scores and 13 out of 45 (28.9%) with B2 level IELTS scores received the same CEFR
level TOEFL scores. In total, 15 out of 53 (28.3%) received the corresponding CEFR level
scores. The TOEFL scores of the remaining 38 (71.7%) were one level below the CEFR
levels linked to their IELTS scores. 1t seems that the B2 level IELTS scores are equivalent
to the B1 level TOEFL scores. For the subdivided correspondence, only three out of 53
(5.7%) received the corresponding scores.

Table 9 shows the average TOEFL scores of the five IELTS score groups. Among
the five TOEFL average scores, those of the IELTS 5, 5.5, and 6 groups are within the
corresponding ETS table score ranges, whereas none of the five scores are within the
corresponding score ranges of the subdivided MEXT table.
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tests an equal number of times. Altogether, 37 had taken both tests an equal number of
times (including those who had not taken either), eight had taken the IELTS test more,
and eight had taken the TOEFL iBT more.

Table 10 shows the relationship between the participants’ test-taking experience and
their scores in relation to the correspondence of the ETS table. The participants have
been divided into three groups: those who had taken the TOEFL iBT more, those who
had taken both tests an equal number of times (including those who had not taken
either), and those who had taken the 1ELTS test more. Their TOEFL iBT total scores are
divided into three categories in relation to the corresponding score ranges: above, within,
and below the corresponding score ranges.
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Table 10

Relationship Between Test-Taking Experience and Scores

Test-taking TOEFL score in relation to the corresponding range

experience Above Within Below

More TOEFL 5 2 1

Equal times 8 22 7

More IELTS 0 3 5
Note. N =53.

Among those who had taken the TOEFL iBT more times, five out of eight (62.5%)
received a TOEFL score above the corresponding score ranges. Among those who had
taken both tests an equal number of times (including those who had not taken either),

22 out of 37 (59.5%) received a TOEFL score within the corresponding score ranges.
Among those who had taken the IELTS test more times, five out of eight (62.5%) received
a TOEFL score that was below the corresponding score ranges.

Discussion

The correlation between the IELTS overall and TOEFL total scores found in this
study was .79, which is moderately high but arguably not high enough for scores of the
two tests to be used interchangeably. For scores of different tests to be interchangeable,
a certain level of correlation is required, and Dorans (2000, 2004) argued that the
threshold for credible interchangeability is .866, based on the rate of reduction in
uncertainty. However, correlations between scores of different English proficiency
tests are rarely in the high .80s and typically below .80. Examples of score correlations
between major English proficiency tests include .73 between the 1ELTS test and TOEFL
iBT (Educational Testing Service, 2010), .74 between the 1ELTS test and Pearson Test of
English Academic (Clesham & Hughes, 2020), .71 between the TOEFL iBT and Duolingo
English Test (DET), and .65 between the IELTS test and DET (Cardwell et al., 2023). Even
so, universities that use the IELTS and TOEFL scores interchangeably should be aware
that their practice of doing so could be considered psychometrically unsound.

This lower-than-ideal correlation may have contributed to the low accuracy rates of
the ETS and MEXT tables; 27 out of 53 (50.9%) received the corresponding scores in the
ETS table, and 15 out of 53 (28.3%) received the corresponding CEFR level scores in the
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MEXT table. Another factor that may have affected the accuracy of the correspondence
was the participants’ prior experience with the two tests; those who had taken the IELTS
test more times than the TOEFL iBT were more likely to get a higher IELTS score relative
to their TOEFL score, and vice versa. Among those who had taken both tests an equal
number of times (including those who had not taken either), the accuracy rate of the ETS
table was higher (22 out of 37, 59.5%).

Conclusion

An important implication of the study is that the IELTS and TOEFL score
correspondence in the MEXT table is inaccurate and, therefore, Japanese universities
should not rely on it. For example, a number of Japanese universities treat applicants
with IELTS 4 and those with TOEFL iBT 42 equally in their selection processes
(Kawaijuku, 2023) because both scores are linked in the MEXT table as the lowest of
the CEFR B1 level scores. However, based on the findings of this study, the TOEFL iBT
equivalent of IELTS 4 seems to be a score range of around 30, and the IELTS equivalent
of TOEFL iBT 42 is a score of 5.

Another implication related to the accuracy of a score comparison table is that it is
difficult to link scores of two English tests accurately, even when a concurrent validity
study is conducted. This is because each test is designed differently, views and assesses
language traits differently, and describes test-taker performance differently, as Davies et
al. (1999) suggested.

A practical implication for learners is that if they take the same English test repeatedly,
they might get relatively better results on that test than on another with which they have
little experience. Therefore, if they fail to achieve a required score on one test, it would
be better to try the same test again than switch to another.

The limitation of the study is that the sample size is small, so the results should be
considered with caution. For future research, a study with a bigger sample is desirable.
In fact, ETS has sent out emails calling for volunteers to participate in a new score
comparison study between the IELTS test and TOEFL iBT. It would be interesting to see
how the new comparison table will be different from the one examined in this study.

Data Sharing

The score data, SPSS output, exam dates, and other information related to this study
are available at https://bit.ly/pcp2023mk.
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