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1. Aims

A standard setting methodology was selected as this type of study has been used successfully for similar studies 

A separate standard setting session was conducted for each of the four skills. For Listening and Reading, a variant 

in detail in the methodology section of this report.

2. Panellists
A panel was recruited by advertising on appropriate regional, national and international discussion lists and 
through the contacts Pearson Canada already had with appropriate institutions. 

descriptors and practical experience in their application to English language instruction, curriculum development 
or assessment. On application, the panellists completed a form which collected key demographic and professional 
data. It was important that the panel represented Canada’s geographical diversity as well as the range of educational 
establishments where the CLB are used. The key criterion, however, was familiarity with the Canadian Language 
Benchmarks as this was critical for the success of the study.

Table 1: Characteristics of the panel

Panel Characteristic Category % (N)*

Gender
Female 91 21

Male 9 2

Job Role

61 14

Head of Department/Specialist 13 3

Director 13 3

13 3

Years of Experience with CLB

Under 5 9 2

5 to 9 43 10

10 to 15 26 6

More than 15 13 3

Not known 9 2

Canadian Provinces

Ontario 39 9

Quebec 4 1

British Columbia 9 2

Alberta 17 4

Nova Scotia 9 2

Newfoundland and Labrador - -

Saskatchewan 13 3

Manitoba 9 2

New Brunswick - -

Prince Edward Island - -

University 35 8

College 30 7

26 6

Other Institution 9 2
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The panellists were primarily female, with most being practising instructors from programmes preparing students 
using CLB-based curricula. The panellists were experienced in using the benchmarks, with the vast majority having 

of their development.

standard setting workshop was held.

3. Venue
The workshop took place on the 14th and 15th of September 2017 in a conference room at the Hyatt Regency 

which was operated by a professional sound engineer. 

rendering individual judgments. Roving microphones, connected to the audio system, were provided, but the 
acoustics in the room were such that it was possible to hear the workshop facilitator as he presented the materials 

4. Method
4.1 Advance preparation
In advance of the workshop panellists were sent, by email, a PowerPoint presentation giving an overview of PTE A, 
as well as links to online sources of information about the test. 

taker. It is a probability based model which predicts the likelihood of any particular test taker getting the item 

based on the performance of a particular test cohort i.e. norm-referenced.

The items and/or responses were compiled into booklets for use in the workshop. The composition of the booklets 
and their use are described in greater detail below.

4.2 At the workshop

presentation and spoken explanations, concentrating on the item types that were to be used for standard setting. 
An example of each of these item types was shown in the same way as it would appear to a test taker, with audio 
playback where applicable. The scoring criteria for each of these item types was explained, as was the contribution 
that each item makes to the scores for the separate skills. The panellists were reminded that although PTE A 

skill.

4.3 Collecting judgments
At the start of the workshop, each panellist was given a randomly assigned number which they were asked to keep 

and to record their judgments, which, in each case, consisted of a number between CLB 1 and 12. Within each 
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the panellists to consider each item or response independently, and according to the descriptors, rather than by 
comparison with similar items or responses. 

individually, and without conferring, by entering them in the appropriate pages of their booklet. At the end of 
® spreadsheet for 

analysis in preparation for the second round. A spreadsheet was created for each skill. Each spreadsheet was 

item. Two rows were added at the bottom of the spreadsheet to show the mode and the standard deviation of 
judgments for each item.

tendency, means and modes were also computed and displayed. This enabled each panellist to see how their 
own judgments compared with those of the panel as a whole. The items which showed the greatest variance – 
generally those where the standard deviation was more than one benchmark, and/or where there was a range 

given the opportunity to do so in the light both of the collective results and of the discussion. The panellists then 
submitted their second round judgments, again by entering them in their booklets. The booklets were collected 
once again and the revised judgments transferred to a second spreadsheet for analysis.

4.4 Listening

these item types. 

Table 2: Distribution of Listening item types

Item type Description No. in booklet
Multiple choice, choose 
single answer 4

Multiple choice, choose 
multiple answers 4

Highlight correct 
summary paragraphs is an accurate summary of the content of the clip. 4

Select missing word
options is the missing word or phrase.

4

Fill in the blanks of the clip from which certain words are missing. The test taker types the missing 
words in the gaps.

3

Highlight incorrect words of the clip in which certain words are altered from the original. The test taker 4

Total in booklet 23

It was explained to the panellists that in order to arrive at their judgment, they should, for each item, ask 

this item correctly?”

The booklet for Listening contained the prompts for the Listening items as they appear on screen in the test. 
For each item, the panellists were given a short time – approximating to the time allowed to test takers – in 
which to read the prompt in the booklet before the audio for the item was played once over the sound system. 
The panellists were then given a short time – again approximating to the time allowed in the test – in which to 
answer the item as if they themselves were taking the test. The answer key for the item was then displayed on 
the data screen in order to enable the panellists to check their answers. They were then given time to decide on 
their judgments and to record these on the respective page of the booklet. When all the panellists had entered a 
judgment, the facilitator moved on to the next item.

such as “a learner who can answer correctly”. This may be in part due to guidelines given to instructors in relation 
to the CLB:
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“As a general rule, the benchmarks assigned to a learner at the time of placement assessment, summative in-class 
assessment, or high-stakes language test, mean that the learner has achieved, and demonstrated, the level of 
communicative ability associated with most or all (traditionally, 70 to 100%) of the descriptors for the benchmarks 
assigned in each of the four skills.” 

However, it was explained that the underlying measurement model of PTE A assumes that a test taker who is “at” 

was appropriate to apply this principle when forming their judgments.

4.5 Reading

allowed to work through the booklet at their own pace, as there was no audio to be played.  The booklet contained 

Table 3: Distribution of Reading item types
Item type Description No. in booklet
Multiple choice, choose 
single answer 4

Multiple choice, choose 
multiple answers 4

Reading: Fill in the blanks by dragging the missing words from a pool of options. 8

Reading and Writing: Fill in 
the blanks by selecting from a drop-down list for each gap. 4

Total in booklet 20

As with Listening, the panellists were asked to answer each item as a test taker, then to specify for each item 

panellists had worked through the booklet, the answer keys were displayed so as to enable them to check their 

4.6 Speaking

testing or from live test administration. The booklet contained the prompts for the respective items as they would 

Describe image and Retell 
lecture
shows the distribution of item types, items and responses.

Table 4: Distribution of Speaking items and responses

Item type Description No. responses

Describe image 6 14

Retell lecture the content of the clip. 3 6

Totals 9 20

The responses were played over the sound system in booklet order. The Retell lecture

option to hear the lecture again when a response to the same item recurred later in the booklet but in each case 
they declared unanimously that this was not necessary. For the Describe image responses, the panellists were 
given time to study the graphic prompt in the booklet before the response was played. After each response, they 
were given time to consider their judgments and record them in the booklet.

responses to the Describe image items because these involve listening as well as speaking, so a failure to express 

Similar concerns were expressed in relation to other integrated items in the course of the workshop. As the aim 
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possible, the responses as evidence of Speaking ability.

4.7 Writing
The booklet for Writing contained 20 responses derived from two item types: Summarise spoken text and Write 
essay

administration. Table 5 shows the distribution of item types, items and responses.

Table 5: Distribution of Writing items and responses

Item type Description No. responses
Summarise 
spoken text a summary of the content of the clip 4 12

Write essay The test taker types an essay of up to 300 words on a given topic. 2 8

Totals 6 20

The audio prompts for the Summarise spoken text items were played over the sound system. As with the Retell 
lecture

In the second round discussion some panellists expressed the view that the responses, particularly those to the 
Summarise spoken text

the test taker who was most likely to produce the response.  

5. Analysis
5.1 The Global Scale of English

relationship to other similar scores. Similarly, no person can attain a perfect level in the language so we truncate 
the highest scores at 90. This does not mean that people are unable to exhibit higher scores, but merely that these 
scores are not reported.

5.2 Methodology

•
items: this is termed an item-centred method.

•
from test takers: this is termed a test taker-centred method.

•
and thus have multiple score points. For the analysis, all the score points were used, and not just the averages. 

• The ratings of the performances of Speaking and Writing. These were at the trait level for each task. Trait level 

are: Content, Pronunciation and Fluency, for Writing the traits are Content, Grammar and Vocabulary with 

score for test takers and the overall score on PTE A for all test takers’ responses as presented in the workshop 
were used.

• The concordance between PTE A scores and IELTS scores as established in the PTE A/IELTS concordance study.  
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5.3 Data cleaning
Before analysis could begin, the data was cleaned. The two parameters used to do this are shown below:

•

• Remove individual panellist ratings if their correlation with the average of all panellists is less than .5. In total 4 
panellists were removed.

5.4 Certainty of ratings

panellist might consider an item to represent an example of a high CLB 7, whereas another panellist may judge 
it to be an example of a low CLB 8. Therefore, although the panellists are observed to be a full level apart in their 
judgement, in fact they may be only a fraction of one level apart. To estimate the agreement of the panellists we 
can therefore best compute the maximum proportion of panellists rating within any two adjacent categories. For 
example, if we observe the following scoring pattern produced by the panellists for one of the items:

Table 6: Example of ratings from one item

CLB Level CLB 4 CLB 5 CLB 6 CLB 7 CLB 8 CLB 9 CLB 10 CLB 11 CLB 12

n raters 0 0 1 6 14 1 0 1 0

Proportion of raters 0.00 0.00 0.04 0.26 0.61 0.03 0.00 0.04 0.00

The average rating for this item is 7.83, so a high CLB level 7, almost a CLB level 8. We can also see that the 
maximum proportion of panellists within any two adjacent categories can be found in categories CLB 7 and CLB 
8. They total a proportion of 0.87 of all ratings. There are only a few panellists who either rated lower than CLB 7 
or higher than CLB 8. This means there is a high level of agreement among the panellists that the item is almost 
at CLB level 8.

If, however, for another item, we see a pattern like this:

Table 7: Example of ratings from a second item

CLB Level CLB 4 CLB 5 CLB 6 CLB 7 CLB 8 CLB 9 CLB 10 CLB 11 CLB 12

n raters 0 5 0 2 11 1 1 2 1

Proportion of raters 0.00 0.22 0.00 0.09 0.48 0.04 0.04 0.09 0.04

The average rating is also 7.83, but the maximum proportion of panellists within any two adjacent categories is 

estimate that either this item is well below level 8 or well above it. Fortunately, such extreme cases did not occur 
in the data. There were only two items which were rated with less than 0.70: one item for reading with a certainty 
value of 0.60 and one item for speaking with a certainty value of 0.67.

Table 8: Average certainty of cleaning

Average certainty after cleaning

Skill Certainty n items <0.7

Listening 0.83 0

Reading 0.86 1

Speaking 0.83 1

Writing 0.80 0
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By plotting the original GSE values of the PTE A items against the average CLB ratings from the panellists a linear 
regression function can be computed. Four regression functions were computed, one for each of the skills, 
listening, reading, speaking and writing. In the following table the regression functions are given as also the 

Table 9: Regression functions by skill

Skill Regression function Correlation Squared 
correlation

Listening GSE = 9.41 × CLB - 14.64 r2 = 0.60
Reading r2 = 0.60
Speaking GSE = 8.67 × CLB - 10.48 r = 0.90** r2 = 0.81
Writing r = 0.92** r2 = 0.85

It can be noted that the high value of the explained variance for the productive items indicates a very accurate 

generally less precise as there is no access to observable test-taker behaviour: the level estimates can only be 

Using the regression functions from the previous table, the corresponding GSE values on PTE A for each CLB can 
be computed for each of the skills scores and for the overall PTE A score.

Table 10: Computed PTE A scores for CLB

CLB PTE A Reading PTE A Writing PTE A Listening PTE A Speaking Overall Score

12 90 87 90 90 89

11 84 79 89 85 84

10 76 71 79 76 76

9 67 64 70 68 67

8 59 56 61 59 59

7 51 48 51 50 50

6 43 40 42 42 42

5 35 33 32 33 33

4 26 25 23 24 25
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5.6 Validation of CLB-GSE correspondence using IELTS-CLB (Method 2)
From previous research the relation between the GSE values of PTE A Overall score and the IELTS score bands are 

of the IELTS band scores for the four skills with the CLB. We can therefore compute the relation between the 

Overall band scores from the four skills scores. This is straightforward as the IELTS Overall band score is simply 
produced by averaging over the four skills band scores. Next we can look up the predicted PTE A scores from the 

column presents the CLB. The next four columns present the corresponding IELTS band scores for each of the 
four skills. Column 6 presents the computation of the Overall IELTS band scores by averaging the four skills. The 
last column presents the GSE values for PTE A that correspond with the Overall IELTS band score. If the CLB-IELTS 
relation is correct and if also the IELTS-PTE A concordance is correct, then the relation between CLB and PTE A can 

Table 11: CLB, IELTS and PTE A

CLB IELTS Reading IELTS Writing IELTS Listening IELTS Speaking IELTS Overall PTE A 

12 9.0 9.0 9.0 9.0 9.0 86

11 8.5 8.0 9.0 8.0 8.4 82

10 8.0 7.5 8.5 7.5 7.9 77

9 7.0 7.0 8.0 7.0 7.3 69

8 6.5 6.5 7.5 6.5 6.8 62

7 6.0 6.0 6.0 6.0 6.0 50

6 5.0 5.5 5.5 5.5 5.4 41

5 4.0 5.0 5.0 5.0 4.8 33

4 3.5 4.0 4.5 4.0 4.0 26

5.7 Comparison of Method 1 and Method 2
We now have two independent estimates of the concordance between CLB levels and GSE values for PTE A Overall 
scores. Method 1 is based on regressing GSE values of PTE A items on ratings provided by panel members on 

the CLB on the one hand and the relationship between IELTS band scores and PTE A GSE scores on the other. 
By comparing the estimated relationship between the CLB and PTE A GSE scores resulting from each of these 
two independent methods we provide a triangulation validation of the relationship between CLB and PTE A GSE 
scores. The following table compares the estimated relationship resulting from each of these methods.

Table 12: Comparison of relationship from each method

Method 1 Method 2

CLB PTE A (GSE) PTE A (GSE) Method 1 - Method 2

12 89 86 -3

11 84 82 -2

10 76 77 2

9 67 69 2

8 59 62 3

7 50 50 0

6 42 41 -1

5 33 33 0

4 25 26 2

or smaller than the 3-point error of measurement on the GSE scale. This provides strong support for the validity 
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A plot of both concordances reinforces the conclusion of close correspondence of the outcome of both methods.

Figure 1: Plot of concordance of two methods
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6. Panel feedback summary
The panellists were invited to give feedback on their experience of the standard setting workshop by responding 
to an online survey. The survey was sent to the panellists in the week following the workshop, allowing them time 

The survey took the form of a series of statements to which panellists were asked to ascribe Likert scale categories: 
“strongly agree”, “agree”, “neither agree nor disagree”, “disagree “ and “strongly disagree”. The survey also included 
an open-ended text item to enable panellists to submit additional comments. The summary of Likert responses 

Table 13: Summary of feedback survey responses
strongly 

agree agree neither agree 
nor disagree disagree

The advance information was clear. 7 13 0 2

The introductory presentation provided me with a clear understanding of the 
standard setting process. 6 10 1 5

I was able to relate the Listening items to the Canadian Language Benchmarks. 1 12 7 2

judgments in Round 2. 5 13 3 1

5 15 1 1

I was able to relate the Reading items to the Canadian Language Benchmarks. 2 14 5 1

judgments in Round 2. 4 14 3 1

5 15 0 2

I was able to relate the Speaking samples to the Canadian Language Benchmarks. 2 13 2 3

judgments in Round 2. 4 11 4 2

4 13 1 2

I was able to relate the Writing samples to the Canadian Language Benchmarks. 4 13 1 3

judgments in Round 2. 4 14 2 1

5 14 2 0
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As can be seen, a clear majority of the panellists considered that the advance information they had received 

item remarked in additional comments that they would have appreciated more explanation of the aims of the 

For each of the four skills, the survey addressed three areas: whether the panellists found it easy to relate the 

were overwhelmingly positive. Responses relating to Speaking were, however, marginally less positive than those 
for the other three skills. Four of the panellists remarked in additional comments that they found the speaking 

concepts in language frameworks and common assessment instruments as opposed to as a sub-set of language 

gained little from the discussion, were nevertheless able to arrive at decisions that they felt comfortable with. For 

In general, the panellists’ comments indicated that while they found the experience challenging, they also found it 
interesting and rewarding.  One panellist commented: “Very informative session and very well run. The only issue 

as CLB is generally task-based. The conversation and discussion which ensued during the rounds was enlightening 
and thought-provoking. Very interesting workshop which I enjoyed taking part in, thank you to all.” This comment 

pieces of language for assessment purposes rather than setting all activities in a task-based construct. That said 

7. Conclusions
The standard setting panel are representative of a broad range of practitioners of the Canadian Language 

conducted following established methodologies as described in the methodology section above. The results of 
the workshop were analysed using standard statistical methods and show a consistent relationship with other 
measures.
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Appendix 1: Regression plots
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