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ABSTRACT

In recent times there has been an increase in the number of overseas students
choosing to study in universities in English-speaking countries. As a result, the
issue of eligibility criteria has become an important one, with measurement of
proficiency in the English language being a key aspect. At present, one of the
most widely used tests for this purpose is the International English Language
Testing System (IELTS). This test is used at Curtin University of Technology
in Western Australia.

The purpose of this study is to investigate how accurate IELTS is as a
predictor of performance and success in the Schools of Business, Science and
Engineering. To do this a small-scale quantitative study was carried out amongst
first-year undergraduate students from diverse non-English-speaking back-
grounds who were admitted on the basis of their IELTS score.

The findings show little evidence for the validity of IELTS as a predictor of
academic success, confirming previous research findings which suggest that lan-
guage is but one of many important contributing factors.

Background
To enter overseas universities, non-English-speaking-background (NESB) stu-
dents must provide evidence of proficiency in the English language before being
admitted. The two most popular tests for this purpose are: TOEFL (Test of
English as a Foreign Language), and IELTS (International English Language
Testing System). 

IELTS was established in 1989, and it superseded the ELTS (English Lan-
guage Testing Service), which was originally designed as a test for prospective
postgraduate students. In the ELTS validation project, which involved a survey
of 600 overseas students at British Universities, it was found that:

… nearly 20 per cent were perceived to be disadvantaged in their studies by in-
sufficient language proficiency. On the other hand, of the 80 per cent of students
who were doing well in their studies, many had attended pre-sessional courses
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on the basis of detailed and reliable English language test results (Criper and
Davies 1988 cited in IELTS Handbook 1998).

Therefore, there was a need for a test which not only determined readiness
to undertake a degree in an English-speaking university, but one that could also
indicate approximate guidelines for length of English tuition prior to enrol-
ment in a degree course so that an acceptable language level could be attained.
An international partnership was established between the University of 
Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate (UCLES), the British Council,
and the organisation now known as IDP Education Australia: IELTS Australia.
This partnership set out initially to revise ELTS, and, in keeping with new
developments in testing theory, to produce a new test which offered both
practicality and maximum predictive power. IELTS continues to be jointly
managed by this partnership.

In Western Australia, the IELTS test is used as an indicator of English pro-
ficiency, both for overseas (international) and local ESL (English as a Second
Language) students. The latter are mostly school-leavers who have failed to
meet English language requirements in the TEE (Tertiary Entrance Exam-
ination).1 In addition, the Tertiary Institutions Service Centre (TISC) of Western
Australia has chosen to offer the same option to native English speakers who
meet other academic requirements for their chosen course of study. Prospective
students must obtain a minimum overall band score of 6.0 on IELTS in some
universities and 6.5 in others. In addition, tertiary institutions commonly set
down further minimum requirements in each of the four macroskills: listening,
reading, writing and speaking, which make up the IELTS test.

As a general rule, it is recommended that the IELTS Test Report Form,
provided by students as evidence of their present English language level, should
be no more than two years old. However, receiving institutions can nominate
the period of validity for an IELTS Test Report Form. Whilst for most this is
the stipulated two-year period, other universities, such as Curtin University,
will accept a student’s IELTS score for an indefinite period. This means that a
prospective student may meet English proficiency requirements on the basis
of an IELTS Test Report Form that is more than two years old.

In the current economic climate, there is increasing pressure on universities
to accept more overseas full fee-paying students. This has meant that a more
flexible approach to minimum entry requirements has become common
practice. As a result, if students who are borderline, or even below the recom-
mended level in terms of English proficiency, are accepted, the onus falls
upon the university to provide the English support necessary to enable them
to succeed. In addition, in order to maintain the reputation of a university
department, a minimum pass rate must be maintained. Because of this,
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university departments may need to invest considerable amounts of time a
nd resources to provide the necessary language support in order to ensure
acceptable pass rates. Therefore, university departments find it useful to
ascertain a level at which students are sufficiently competent in English, in
order not to be classified as being ‘at risk of failure’. This draws into focus the
important question of the predictive validity of the entry tests and specifically
those used to ascertain English proficiency.

Some disciplines within the university may require a higher level of English
proficiency than do others in certain macroskill areas. Higher IELTS band
scores are generally recommended for the ‘linguistically more demanding’
academic courses (for example, arts/humanities), as opposed to those which
are ‘linguistically less demanding’ (for example, science/engineering) respectively
(Tonkyn 1995). As there is no fixed ‘pass’ or ‘fail’ in IELTS, it is suggested
that each receiving institution make its own informed decision regarding the
appropriate level of English required for the different courses it offers. In a
report following the investigation of a group of international students studying
at the University of Tasmania, Cotton and Conrow (1998: 73) recommended
that different cut-off points be established for various disciplines to enhance
the correct selection of suitable candidates for specific courses.

Therefore, for the purposes of comparison, in this study two areas that
have a substantial proportion of overseas students have been selected. The first,
business, is deemed to be linguistically demanding; the second, the courses of
science and engineering, are deemed to be less linguistically demanding.

Predictive validity of language tests 
Much of the literature in the area of the predictive validity of language tests
suggests that ‘English proficiency is only one among many factors that affect
academic success’ (Graham 1987). A study by Light, Xu and Mossop (1987),
who investigated the value of the TOEFL score as a predictor of academic suc-
cess for 376 graduates at the State University of New York at Albany, supports
this. They found a ‘statistically significant but weak correlation (r = .14) between
TOEFL scores and Grade Point Averages’ (Graham, 1987, p 511).

At the same time Tonkyn (1995: 14) asserts that ‘there is plenty of evidence
that language proficiency is an important issue with regard to the academic
performance of overseas students’, and that students who score higher on a
standard English test have a greater chance of future academic success.

Most of the research on the predictive validity of IELTS relates to studies
conducted prior to the revision of the IELTS test in 1995. One such study
(Fiocco 1992) followed a group of 61 NESB students at Curtin University in
Western Australia, some of whom did not meet the university’s IELTS require-
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ment, but were nevertheless admitted to their mainstream course. The survey
was carried out in two phases: in the first phase the students’ IELTS scores were
correlated with their semester weighted averages (PPI) in order to gain some
impression of whether IELTS could be used as a predictor of success; second,
the students were interviewed to ascertain their perceptions about the language
difficulties they were experiencing, and whether these difficulties were reflected
in their IELTS scores.

With respect to the first part of the study it was found that there was a neg-
ligible correlation coefficient (.063) for the overall IELTS bandscores and the
students’ PPI (semester weighted average). The analysis of the semester weighted
averages showed that there was ‘no meaningful difference’ in the correlation
between PPIs and IELTS scores between those who had met the university’s
English language requirements, and those who had not. Nor was there a dif-
ference in the correlation between those who had entered courses that were
deemed ‘linguistically demanding’ and ‘less linguistically demanding’ (Fiocco
1992: 5).

In contrast, however, the findings from the second phase of the study sug-
gested that language did have a role to play in academic success. However, it
was found to be but one of a range of contributing variables. When students
were asked to comment on the general difficulties they encountered, 36 of the
61 interviewed indicated that they were having ‘other’ problems. These included
the difficulties they had with the teaching methods, the teachers, and feelings
of alienation and isolation. These are similar to the findings of more recent
studies (for example, Bellingham 1993; Allwright and Banerjee 1997; Cotton
and Conrow 1998) which also suggest that emotional and sociocultural factors
contribute to students’ lack of university success.

In another study (Ferguson and White 1994) the academic progress of 
28 Master’s degree students studying science subjects at Edinburgh University
was documented. All of the students took the IELTS test prior to starting their
course, and were retested at the end of the academic year. The study found that:

Initial IELTS scores correlated 0.39 with academic outcome and 0.46 on retesting
in June. The figures are similar to other predictive validity studies in indicating a
weakly positive relationship between language proficiency and academic outcome.

(Ferguson and White 1994: i)

Similarly, a study conducted by Elder (1993) on students in teacher edu-
cation courses from several tertiary institutions throughout Melbourne pointed
to the potential contribution of English language proficiency to academic
success. It investigated the relationship between the language proficiency of 
32 overseas students, as measured by IELTS, and their subsequent course 
performance. While the findings could not offer conclusive evidence about
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the predictive validity of IELTS, they did ‘confirm evidence from previous
studies that it is at low levels of proficiency that language makes a difference’
(Elder 1993: 72).

Although previous studies have shown that the predictive validity of IELTS
is greater when IELTS bandscores are lower (Ferguson and White 1993), Cotton
and Conrow (1998) highlighted the need for each institution to conduct its
own studies of the connection between language proficiency measures used
and academic outcome.

This is supported by the study conducted by Allwright and Banerjee (1997)
on the revised IELTS test. It looked at the relationship between the English
language proficiency and academic performance of 38 non-native English-
speaking students (herein referred to as EL2) on postgraduate courses at the
University of Lancaster. The researchers indicated that ‘a relationship does exist
between the language proficiency scores required of EL2 students and their
eventual academic performance’ but cautioned against the inherent problems
associated with ‘purely quantitative approaches to investigating the accuracy
of admissions criteria’ (p 47). They also found that a comparison between the
students’ IELTS scores and academic performance indicated that the higher
the score, the more likely it was that the student would achieve a clear pass.

The students in this Lancaster study had entered the University on a range
of English language admissions criteria. Furthermore, most had already under-
taken pre-sessional courses, and the researchers noted that ‘one drawback of the
admissions scores was that they could have been up to a year old, and possibly
unrepresentative of the students’ actual proficiency in English at the time of
the study’ (p 16). Therefore they were all asked to sit the IELTS test in the first
month (September) of their first semester. This test gave a point of comparison
for the students’ degree of language proficiency at the commencement of their
respective courses, since the prime aim of the study was to ‘explore the ability
of the admissions criteria to select students accurately’ (Allwright and Banerjee
1997: 16). Of the entire group, 17 had entered the university on the basis of
an IELTS Test Report Form. While the overall bandscores of this group 
remained stable across the two sets of IELTS tests, their performance on individual
modules varied greatly, and the direction was not always uniform. This highlights
the issue of the possible variation in the rate of change of a person’s language
ability, in relation to the passage of time and exposure to the language. This also
suggests that when assessing a candidate’s English language proficiency as
measured by IELTS, the age of the Test Report Form should be considered. 

The students in the study were broadly categorised into two groups: those
who had satisfied the University of Lancaster’s English language proficiency
criteria for admission, and those who had not. The researchers found that, ‘while
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neither group was coasting through their courses, the people in the ‘below’
group seemed to experience greater difficulty with their English’ (p 26). They
also noted another caution: of the ten people who had not met the university’s
entrance requirements, seven went on to gain clear passes. As such, strict adher-
ence to the admissions criteria would have resulted in these seven candidates
being excluded. However, Allwright and Banerjee also found some support
for the general principle that the greater a student’s language proficiency, the
greater his/her chance of completing his/her course successfully. Furthermore,
they were unable to establish whether all Lancaster University departments
were as supportive as was supposed, and whether they all deployed the rescue
mechanisms in standard ways.

Finally, in relation to the predictive validity of individual modules of the
IELTS test, Cotton and Conrow (1998: 96) found that ‘only the IELTS read-
ing subtest had a moderate positive correlation with (global) academic results’.
Furthermore, they reported a negative correlation with global academic results
in the case of the speaking subtest, concluding that ‘the reading subtest scores,
in particular, were best able to predict subsequent academic performance’
(1998: 109).

The inconsistency of the results described above leaves the question of
the predictive validity unanswered. Therefore the following questions will be
addressed in this study:

1 Can IELTS be considered an accurate predictor of academic performance?

2 Is the current minimum of Band 6.0 overall on the IELTS test, sufficient
to indicate the ability to succeed in these schools?

3 To what extent should English language ability be taken into consideration,
particularly with respect to other criteria?

4 Do other factors such as language background of the individual contribute
to predictive validity?

5 Is any individual module (subtest) a greater predictor of academic success
than others?

6 Does the predictive validity of IELTS vary according to the linguistic
demands of the course – in this case, in the more linguistically demanding
area of business and the less linguistically demanding disciplines of science
and engineering?

7 Should Curtin’s period of validity for an IELTS Test Report Form be 
restricted to two years?

It must be acknowledged that although the limited scope and aims of this
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quantitative study may achieve little more than to confirm findings of previous
studies, it may contribute in some way to the field of admissions decision-
making.

Method
PARTICIPANTS

A total of 89 students participated in this study. They had been accepted for
enrolment at Curtin University in the disciplines of business, science and
engineering on the basis of their IELTS score.

Details of students’ nationality and first language were noted from infor-
mation provided on their IELTS application forms. In all, 15 nationalities, and
13 first languages, were represented. The majority of students came from South-
East Asia, with the largest nationality groups from Malaysia and Indonesia (see
Appendix A).

Some anomalies in the data were apparent. For example, some students
indicated only that their first language was ‘Chinese’. This could have included
Mandarin, Cantonese or another dialect. Since this information was self-reported
on the students’ application forms, it was the only information available in rela-
tion to their first language; therefore for purposes of data collection it was neces-
sary to classify ‘Chinese’ as a separate language, for these students. In addition,
some of the permanent residents gave ‘Australian’ as their nationality, and some
of the overseas students (these were all Malaysian) gave ‘English’ as their first
language. A further 23 students indicated that their nationality was Australian,
and their first language English. These were all school-leavers who had failed
English in the TEE, and had been invited to take IELTS as a second chance at
fulfilling English entry requirements. For the purpose of this study, these 
23 students are hereafter referred to as ‘native speakers’. Since IELTS was
originally intended to test for readiness of non-native speakers to train or
study in the medium of English, it was decided to eliminate this group from
the later analyses, and to record their scores separately. One Singaporean
student who scored very well on IELTS, but who appeared to have dropped
out early in first semester, with a semester-weighted average (SWA) of 9.5 per
cent, was also excluded from the study at this point.

Therefore, data was available for 65 students, who formed the main cohort.
Of these, 49 were overseas students, and 16 were school-leavers/permanent
residents. Thirty of these students were enrolled in business, 21 in science, and
14 in engineering.

PROCEDURE

The students’ IELTS scores and alpha-numeric student numbers were obtained
according to the point of entry of the students. Their alpha-numeric numbers
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were necessary to ascertain each student’s semester-weighted averages (SWAs).
These appear as a percentage score.

For purposes of correlation, the average of the students’ first two semesters
was calculated to give a ‘year average’. The process of calculating course-weighted
averages at Curtin is complicated, and varies from course to course. Therefore,
this was undertaken to allow for fair comparison.

IELTS scores were recorded for the entire group first, then with the native
speakers excluded. For the native speakers (all of whom met minimum English
language entry requirements upon taking IELTS), details of IELTS scores and
academic results were recorded on a separate table. A further table was gener-
ated to show the same information for those other students who did not reach
the cut-off points. From this point all correlations were calculated using the
data from non-native English speaking students only.

ANALYSIS

Scatterplots were generated to show possible relationships between the following:

• SWAs for Semester 1, and SWAs for Semester 2. (This was carried out to
determine whether students’ success rate was consistent throughout the
year).

• Year averages, and IELTS overall scores.

• Year averages, and IELTS subtest scores.

• SWAs, and IELTS subtest scores. (In doing this, it was hoped to determine
whether overall bandscores and/or individual (subtest) bandscores were
indicators of future academic success).

• Dates IELTS was taken, and year averages. (The purpose of this exercise was
to establish whether there was any indication that the older the Test Report
Form, the less accurate it would be in predicting academic success).

Frequency tables were also calculated for the following:

• The three most commonly occurring language groups: Indonesian, 
‘Chinese’2 and Cantonese, indicating IELTS overall scores and academic
scores.

• Academic results for the three disciplines concerned.

The purpose of the frequency tables was to establish whether any single
language group performed better academically, and whether students in the
‘less linguistically demanding’ courses performed better than those in the
‘linguistically demanding’ courses, given that all the students in these corre-
lations were from non-English speaking backgrounds. Frequency tables were
calculated with respect to academic results for students whose overall IELTS
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score was at, or close to, the cut-off point, to determine whether corresponding
levels of academic success were indicated.

Finally, correlations between the SWAs and IELTS scores (by subtest and
overall), were calculated for the entire group, and by discipline.

One science student completed Semester 1 with a SWA of 61, but appears
to have withdrawn after that. This factor is taken into account in Semester 2
calculations.

Results and discussion
The distribution of the IELTS scores for the 89 students who made up the
original cohort is set out in Table 1 and that of the final cohort of 65 is set
out in Table 2. A comparison between Table 1 and Table 2 shows, as expected,
the extent to which the native speakers obtained higher scores on the IELTS
test than did their non-native English speaking counterparts.

Table 1: IELTS score profile for the original sample (all students)

Score Reading Writing Speaking Listening Overall

9 0 0 12 3 0
8.5 4 * * 9 3
8 13 7 17 16 11
7.5 8 * * 20 16
7 16 19 24 20 14
6.5 13 * * 15 26
6 24 48 30 4 17
5.5 9 * * 1 2
5 2 15 6 1 0
Total 89 89 89 89 89

Table 2: IELTS score profile for the final sample (NESB students only)

Score Reading Writing Speaking Listening Overall

9 0 0 1 1 0
8.5 1 * * 3 0
8 3 2 7 8 2
7.5 3 * * 12 6
7 12 10 21 20 12
6.5 13 * * 15 26
6 22 38 30 4 17
5.5 9 * * 1 2
5 2 15 6 1 0
Total 65 65 65 65 65
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As can be seen, the native speaker overall and individual bandscores were con-
siderably higher, with several falling within the 7 to 9 bandscore range. If lan-
guage were the primary indicator of future academic success, one would expect
this group to achieve higher scores in their chosen courses. However, in the
case of this native English-speaking group, IELTS scores could be considered
less indicative of future academic success than for their non-native speaking
counterparts. For this reason all the correlations were calculated using only the
results from the non-native speakers of English.

Students who do not meet English proficiency criteria may still be admitted
to their course according to other criteria, for example, a good score on math-
ematics. In this way they may be deemed ‘at risk’, but still allowed to proceed
with their course. These students would be screened on an individual basis by
the Matriculation Committee, and recommended for ongoing English language
support. While such support is certainly available, there are no uniform guide-
lines as to whether these courses are compulsory or credit-bearing. According
to Curtin University the minimum entry criteria by subtest are bandscores of
5.5 on IELTS Listening and Reading, and 6.0 on Writing and Speaking. This is
comparable to some universities, although slightly lower than others. In the
non-native English-speaking group, 20 of the 65 students did not achieve these
bandscores in the relevant subtests, but were nevertheless admitted. Of these
20, only three (student numbers 1, 16 and 32), failed to reach the pass mark
of 50 in both semesters. Furthermore, two of these would appear to have been
eligible for a conceded pass (that is, 48 or 49). Details of the IELTS scores
and academic results of these students are set out in Table 3 on page 46.

These figures also include two students who not only did not meet the
minimum criterion on one or more subtest, but also on the overall IELTS band-
score of 6.0 prior to admission (students 18 and 20). Despite this, these students
were admitted to the Faculty of Science, and both went on to gain clear passes,
with one achieving a score of 81 per cent in Semester 1. In terms of the perfor-
mance of the group as a whole, Figure 1 shows that those students who scored
well on IELTS did not necessarily score well in their academic assessments,
and vice versa. In fact, many of the students with the minimum overall band
score of 6.0 did very well during their first year. 

This is further illustrated in Table 4 where Pearson Product Moment 
correlations between IELTS scores and academic results were calculated. The
reason this type of analysis was used was because the basic assumptions under-
lying it most closely matched the conditions relating to these variables.
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Table 3: Academic scores and IELTS scores of the 20 students who did not
meet minimum English proficiency requirements

Record no SWA1 SWA2 R W S L Overall Faculty

1 55.00 *48.20 6.0 **5 7 6.5 6.0 Eng
3 65.20 57.60 7.0 **5 6 7.0 6.5 Eng
4 57.60 63.00 6.0 6 **5 7.0 6.0 Eng

10 70.50 67.00 6.5 **5 6 7.5 6.5 Sci
13 63.10 62.50 6.5 **5 **5 6.5 6.0 Sci
16 50.30 **44.70 **5.0 6 6 7.5 6.0 Sci
17 78.90 85.00 6.5 **5 7 6.0 6.0 Sci
18 60.00 51.10 6.5 **5 **5 6.0 **5.5 Sci
20 81.00 68.60 **5.0 **5 6 6.0 **5.5 Sci
25 63.00 60.80 6.5 6 **5 5.5 6.0 Bus
30 69.80 68.80 7.0 **5 6 7.5 6.5 Bus
31 75.90 58.80 6.0 **5 7 7.5 6.5 Bus
32 *48.00 52.00 6.0 6 6 **5.0 6.0 Bus
34 56.80 67.00 6.0 **5 6 6.5 6.0 Bus
37 66.30 61.30 6.5 **5 7 7.0 6.5 Bus
39 65.50 67.50 7.0 **5 6 7.5 6.5 Bus
40 69.70 76.00 7.0 6 **5 7.0 6.5 Bus
41 57.80 70.30 6.0 **5 7 7.0 6.5 Bus
42 77.60 72.20 6.0 **5 7 6.5 6.0 Bus
43 58.80 61.50 6.5 **5 **5 7.0 6.0 Bus

* SWAs represent scores which are below the pass mark
** IELTS scores are below the accepted minimum

Figure 1: Scatterplot showing overall IELTS scores and year averages
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Table 4: Correlation of IELTS and semester-weighted averages

All students Business Science Engineering
S1 S2 S1 S2 S1 S2 S1 S2

Overall .014 .076 .045 .065 .126 .031 -.190 -.014

Reading .273* .340** .396* .386* .209 .269 .235 .372

Writing -.099 -.089 -.169 -.059 -.042 -.206 -.147 .091

Listening -.094 -.067 .067 -.032 -.112 -.243 -.501 -.177

Speaking -.081 -.039 -.118 .019 .088 -.058 -.258 -.276

(n=65) (n=64) (n=30) (n=21) (n=20) (n=14)

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level

A previous predictive validity study on the ELTS test (which preceded IELTS),
concluded that: 

language plays a role but not a major dominant role in academic success once
the minimum threshold of adequate proficiency has been reached. Thereafter it
is individual non-linguistic characteristics, both cognitive and affective, that deter-
mine success. (Criper and Davies 1988: 113).

The findings of the current study confirm previous research which strongly
indicates that, although English proficiency has a role to play, factors other
than language also contribute to academic success (or lack of it), and must be
given due consideration. This is borne out by the ‘native-speaking’ school-
leavers who failed the tertiary entrance English examination, but who took
IELTS as a ‘last chance option’ for admission to Curtin. Although these 
23 students, as native speakers, scored very well on IELTS, 15 failed to achieve
the minimum pass mark in both semesters, and four of these had no recorded
grades for Semester 2, apparently having terminated their courses. For these
students it is clear that other factors must have contributed to their lack of
success. Furthermore, 16 of these students were enrolled in engineering, and
seven in science, and both of these disciplines are classified as being ‘less
linguistically demanding’. In this case, English language may have played a
less significant role in the students’ academic progress (details of their IELTS
and academic scores are recorded in Table 5)

Alternatively, even though these students’ English language skills were clearly
above the minimum requirement on entry to their courses, their academic suc-
cess was less reliant on language proficiency than on other criteria. In any case,
these findings concur with those of Cotton and Conrow (1998) in that high
levels of English proficiency, as measured by the IELTS test, do not necessarily
lead to academic success.
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Table 5: Native English-speaking academic scores and IELTS scores

Record no SWA1 SWA2 R W S L Overall Faculty

57 28.40 37.00 8 7 9 9 8.5 Eng

59 34.90 34.90 7.5 8 7 8 7.5 Eng

60 66.70 68.90 8 6 8 7.5 7.5 Eng

61 30.00 33.20 8.5 7 8 8.5 8 Eng

62 8.90 N/A 6 8 7 7.5 7.0 Eng

64 28.50 N/A 7 6 9 8 7.5 Eng

65 49.10 50.60 7.5 6 8 7.5 7.5 Eng

71 18.50 N/A 8.5 6 9 8 8 Eng

72 44.90 32.60 7.5 8 9 9 8.5 Eng

73 59.30 46.70 8.5 6 8 8 8 Eng

74 50.10 28.80 6 6 8 7.5 7 Eng

76 N/A 46.50 8 8 9 8 8.5 Eng

77 61.00 64.50 7.5 7 8 8.5 8 Eng

82 54.50 61.50 8 7 7 8.5 7.5 Eng

83 84.10 74.30 8 7 9 8 8 Eng

84 21.70 N/A 8 7 8 8.5 8 Eng

85 60.80 56.20 8 6 8 8 7.5 Sci

87 60.80 42.00 8 7 9 8 8 Sci

89 36.40 22.00 8 6 9 8.5 8 Sci

90 75.60 63.00 8 6 9 7.5 7.5 Sci

93 50.40 41.50 7 7 8 7.5 7.5 Sci

95 60.60 56.40 7.5 6 8 7.5 7.5 Sci

96 61.70 64.20 7 7 8 7.5 7.5 Sci

To investigate whether other factors, such as language background, mediate the
predictive validity of IELTS, the performance of students from the three main
language groups, Indonesian, Cantonese and other Chinese languages was
considered. Their results are shown in Table 6.

It appears that those who had Cantonese as their first language did not
perform as well academically as the students in the other two groups, despite
having the highest IELTS overall scores. However, these results are inconclusive,
as there could be some overlap between language groups here, given the anomaly
earlier identified among those whose first language is ‘Chinese’.

When a comparison of results from each faculty was undertaken, the mean
scores showed that there was not a major difference in the comparison between
IELTS scores and academic success across disciplines (see Table 7). Therefore,
based on the results from this study it would seem that the predictive validity
of IELTS does not differ according to the linguistic demand of the courses.
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Table 6: A comparison of the academic and IELTS results of the three
largest language groups

Mean
IELTS Mean Mean

Language n overall SD SWA1 SD SWA2 SD

Indonesian 18 6.31 .35 63.59 12.59 62.53 15.73

Chinese 15 6.47 .64 67.80 11.00 64.50 9.49

Cantonese 11 6.68 .52 59.70 10.58 60.31 10.57

Table 7: Descriptive statistics for the academic disciplines
(Scores based on averages of SWA1 and SWA2 – year averages)

Mean
IELTS Min

Faculty n overall SWA Max Mean SD

Business 30 6.78 38.75 81.60 63.55 8.07

Science 21 6.40 20.30 81.95 61.30 14.04

Engineering 14 6.62 48.00 84.30 63.80 11.57

All students 65 6.59 20.30 84.30 62.90 10.87

Although a significant correlation did exist in the case of reading, for all and
for business students (see Table 4), no other significant correlations were
found to exist between IELTS scores and semester-weighted averages across the
disciplines. In fact, there was a significant negative correlation (-.501) between
listening bandscores and SWA 1 for engineering. This could be due to a greater
emphasis being placed on practical/field work than on lectures in the first
semester of engineering.

Various authors have suggested that one should expect varying reliability
coefficients for different types of language tests. Lado (1961), for example,
claims that reading tests are more reliable than auditory comprehension tests,
which in turn are more reliable than oral production tests. This may explain
the fact that the only significant correlation between IELTS scores and aca-
demic results appeared in the case of the reading subtest. The reasons that the
correlation was significant for business students may be because the discipline
is generally regarded as the ‘most linguistically demanding’ of the three investi-
gated. Although the correlations were low, one should not expect a correlation
of more than 0.3 (about 10 per cent) in predictive validity studies of this kind
(Criper and Davies 1988). This is because a certain element of those test-takers
aspiring to gain university entry fall well below the minimum requirements and
therefore do not even appear in this sample. In other words, only those whose
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results fell above a certain cut-off point, and who were thus admitted to 
university, have been included. The reliability of IELTS reading and listening
subtests is reported using Cronbach’s alpha. The most recently reported figures
are shown in Appendix B.

Previous studies indicate that the predictive validity of IELTS is greater
when IELTS bandscores are lower (Ferguson and White 1993), that is to say the
correlation should be higher for students whose bandscores fall below 6.0.
However, in the present study, only two fell into this category, and therefore
the characteristics of the current truncated sample make this difficult to test. 

It is generally recommended that receiving institutions accept Test Report
Forms that are no more than two years old, and many institutions stipulate
a maximum period of validity of twelve months. This caution stems from the
fact that the students may not be exposed to the English language during the
interim period, particularly if they stay in their home countries, so there is a
chance that their English language level may regress before they commence
their course. Four of the students in this study provided IELTS Test Report
Forms that were more than two years old. In the case of most institutions, these
would no longer have been considered valid, but were accepted by Curtin. Three
of these students obtained clear passes. The fourth was eligible for a conceded
pass, with SWAs of 48 and 52 respectively. Since Curtin does not stipulate a
period of validity for IELTS Test Report Forms, it is assumed that these students
were not required to provide proof that they had actively maintained or tried to
improve their English language ability, as is recommended under IELTS guide-
lines. In the case of these four students at least, the length of time that had
elapsed between their taking the IELTS test, and the commencement of their
course, did not seem to present a problem in terms of their English language
ability.

Conclusion
The IELTS test was originally designed for use with non-native speakers of
English to determine whether or not they had sufficient English proficiency to
cope with the linguistic demands of an academic course of study. In addition
there is an underlying assumption that they would have already fulfilled the other
criteria required in order to matriculate. At the same time it is acknowledged
that academic success is dependent on a range of other factors including moti-
vation, financial support and adequate study skills. For most overseas students,
IELTS is the final link in the chain of application procedures required to enter
university, and as such, may go some way to determining their chances of
success, all other factors being equal. When used in this way, it is indeed a
useful tool to help predict academic success. It was not designed for use with
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native English speakers, and it is clear from the current study that IELTS is not
predictive for such prospective students. All 23 native English speakers included
in the study were admitted on the basis of their IELTS score. All entered the
‘less linguistically demanding’ disciplines of science and engineering, but 15 of
them failed to achieve a pass mark, despite their apparent lack of difficulty
with the English language. Certainly for native English speakers, language
proficiency has only minimal influence on academic achievement.

With respect to the establishment of a minimum cut-off point for entry
into a tertiary institution (Band 6 in the case of Curtin), although it indeed
remains an important criterion, a high IELTS score certainly did not equate to
success. This is apparent in the data from the current study, as can be observed
in Figure 1. This means that achieving a certain overall bandscore will only go
part of the way towards indicating the likelihood of achieving academic success.

On the other hand, it is also apparent that a certain amount of flexibility
should be exercised when making decisions about which students have the
greatest potential to succeed. While it will always be necessary to establish cut-
off points, it would be very short-sighted to use numeric scores exclusively when
making such decisions. Other factors should be taken into account when con-
sidering the suitability of potential students for particular courses. This is an
area to which most researchers in studies of this type are not privy, and this is
certainly a limitation of the current study.

The findings of this study suggest that overseas students who do not fully
meet admissions criteria in terms of their language may well have the potential
to succeed academically. The only two students who failed to reach the overall
minimum IELTS bandscore of 6.0 achieved clear passes, as did most of the re-
maining 18 who failed to reach the required bandscores on individual subtests.
What is not clear is the extent to which these students sought and found means
to enhance their English language ability during their first undergraduate year.
This is a significant limitation of this study. Future research should examine
these qualitative aspects. Useful information could be obtained using question-
naires and interviews involving the students, and their lecturers and English
language tutors.

It is difficult to conclude from this study whether (first) language back-
ground has an influence on the predictive validity of IELTS. One problem
was the lack of distinction between those who reported their first language as
‘Chinese’ and ‘Cantonese’. This needs to be carefully considered in future studies.

In terms of the predictive validity of IELTS, there is evidence in this study
to suggest that the reading module is the best predictor of academic success
as it was the only subtest of the four macroskills to achieve a significant 
correlation. This confirms previous findings by Cotton and Conrow (1998).
While this was true for business (deemed more linguistically demanding), it did
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not occur for the science or engineering students. Further, the study found no
other significant correlations for IELTS overall or macroskill bandscores, and
academic success (as measured by SWAs), across the disciplines.

Finally, only four of the students in this study provided IELTS Test Report
Forms that were more than two years old. These students were all successful in
their first year. Therefore it may be that they managed to maintain their English
language skills before commencing their course. However, this cannot be con-
firmed and would be an interesting and worthwhile aspect to explore in any
future research. What can be concluded from the current study, with some
caution given the small numbers, is that with regard to the guidelines about
the period of validity of a Test Report Form, ultimately each institution needs
to exercise discretion when making such decisions.

It is apparent that there is a need to look beyond language skills when
making judgments relating to students’ capacity to succeed academically. In
this study, strict adherence to the present cut-off point in IELTS scores would
have excluded several capable students. That is not to say that such students are
not at risk of failure because of their apparent weaknesses in English. However,
what is clear is that flexibility needs to be exercised in situations such as this,
and that adequate backup, in the form of English language support, should
be readily available. Students who fail to meet English language proficiency
requirements may be granted admission at the discretion of the Matriculation
Committee, with certain conditions. In such cases, the IELTS Test Report Form
can be used to make recommendations regarding the level of English support
needed by the students in order to meet the demands of a particular course of
study. However, there is no guarantee that those students who need such sup-
port will seek it, both because it is not always compulsory, and because it does
not always bear credit points toward award courses. In such cases, students are
reluctant to take on additional study commitments on top of an already demand-
ing workload. Therefore, many resort to their own means of enhancing their
English language ability.

Institutions which use the IELTS test (or a similar English proficiency test)
to screen potential candidates for admission to further study, need to bear in
mind that IELTS purports only to provide ‘an assessment of whether candidates
are ready to study or train in the medium of English’ (UCLES 1998: 2).
Achieving a high IELTS score does not give any guarantee of success. Therefore,
‘the proficiency of any language test is not single or certain, rather it varies
according to the context in which it is being examined and the question which
is being addressed’ (Criper and Davies 1988: 106). While a language test such
as IELTS can indicate a minimum proficiency level which students should
attain in order to ensure a reasonable chance of success, it must be acknowl-
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edged that students are influenced by a range of other factors, many of which
are outside the control of the receiving institutions.

NOTES

1 Such students will have been invited by TISC to take IELTS as a second chance option.

2 A total of 15 students indicated their first language was ‘Chinese’ on their application
forms.

REFERENCES

Allwright, J and J Banerjee 1997. Investigating the accuracy of admissions criteria: A case
study in a British university. Lancaster: Centre for Research in Language Education,
Lancaster University

Bellingham, L 1993. ‘The relationship of language proficiency to academic success for
international students’. New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies 30, 2: 229–32

Cotton, F and F Conrow 1998. ‘An investigation of the predictive validity of IELTS
amongst a group of international students studying at the University of Tasmania’.
EA Journal Occasional Paper 1998: IELTS Research Reports, vol. 1. Sydney: ELICOS
Association Limited

Criper, C and A Davies 1988. ELTS validation project report ELTS research report 1 (I).
Cambridge: The British Council and University of Cambridge Local Examinations
Syndicate

Elder, C 1993. ‘Language proficiency as a predictor of performance in teacher education’.
Melbourne Papers in Language Testing, 2, 1: 68–85

Ferguson, G and E White 1994. A predictive validity study of IELTS – a report com-
missioned by UCLES. Edinburgh: Institute for Applied Linguistics, University of
Edinburgh

Fiocco, M 1992. ‘English proficiency levels of students from a non-English speaking back-
ground: A study of IELTS as an indicator of tertiary success’. Unpublished research
report. Perth: Curtin University of Technology

Graham, J G 1987. ‘English language proficiency and the prediction of academic success’.
TESOL Quarterly, 21, 3: 505–21

IELTS Handbook 1998. Cambridge: University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate
Lado, R 1961. Language Testing. London: Longman
Light, R L, M Xu and J Mossop 1987. ‘English proficiency and academic performance of

international students’. TESOL Quarterly, 21, 2: 251–61

Tonkyn, A 1995. ‘English language proficiency standards for overseas students: Who needs
what level?’ Journal of International Education, 6, 3: 37–61

UCLES, The British Council, IDP Education Australia 1998. The IELTS handbook.
Cambridge: UCLES



54 Prospect Vol. 17, No. 1 April 2002

PATRICIA DOOEY AND RHONDA OLIVER

Appendix A
DESCRIPTION OF THE POPULATION BY NATIONALITY

Nationality No

Malaysian 20
Indonesian 19
British (Hong Kong) 7
Australian 5
Vietnamese 2
Thai 1
Pakistani 1
Maldivian 1
Swiss 1
Chinese 1
Slovak 1
Bruneian 1
Mexican 1
Taiwanese 1
Total 62

Appendix B

Modules Alpha

Listening Version 18 0.91
Listening Version 19 0.90
Listening Version 20 0.90
Listening Version 21 0.87
Listening Version 22 0.84
Academic Reading Version 17 0.84
Academic Reading Version 18 0.86
Academic Reading Version 19 0.85
Academic Reading Version 20 0.81
Academic Reading Version 21 0.84
Academic Reading Version 22 0.84
Academic Reading Version 23 0.85
General Training Reading Version 11 0.88
General Training Reading Version 12 0.87
General Training Reading Version 13 0.85

Source: IELTS Annual Review, 1999/2000




