Graduate Council
English as a second language (ESL) admission requirements

Background
As UW-La Crosse is expanding and developing programs in conjunction with other universities (i.e., contract programs), some of the students that were enrolled in these programs were not taking the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) and some were not achieving the required TOEFL score of 550 (or equivalent). This caused problems with visas and required emergency Graduate Council meetings over the summer to grant exceptions for students. Programs offered anecdotal evidence from faculty members that the students that were applying for the exception to this admission policy did have the requisite English skills based on conversations and interactions in the classroom.

The stress on the Office of International Education, the Programs and the cooperating Universities, and the students led the Graduate Council to reconsider the admission policy. The previous policy included the following expectation:
TOEFL score of 550 (paper-based), 213 (computer-based) or 79 (internet-based). This is not required for native speakers of English or for applicants currently enrolled in or graduated from an undergraduate degree program in the United States. In lieu of a TOEFL score, a band score of 6 is acceptable on the International English Language Testing System (IELTS) exam.  

Several constituencies weighed in on the discussion to come up with the best solution that preserved the standard of 550, but also allowed the graduate programs with foreign connections the latitude to accept well-qualified students that did not meet the standard of 550.

Policy
 The graduate council endorsed the following policy (addition is underlined).
TOEFL score of 550 (paper-based), 213 (computer-based) or 79 (internet-based). This is not required for native speakers of English or for applicants currently enrolled in or graduated from an undergraduate degree program in the United States. In lieu of a TOEFL score, a band score of 6 is acceptable on the International English Language Testing System (IELTS) exam.  Some programs require higher scores for admission, including the Doctor of Physical Therapy program.  Graduate programs may allow exceptions to the language proficiency admission requirements if there is evidence of a student’s ability to succeed in the graduate program.

Implication
This new policy preserves the TOEFL score of 550 as the standard for most applicants to the university. Graduate program directors are now allowed exceptions to the standard under any circumstance without petitioning the graduate council. Graduate Council members weighed other standards by which students could be admitted (i.e., accepting lower scores in special cases), but the consensus was that graduate program directors were in the best position to evaluate and judge a student’s ability to perform within the program’s content area.

The addition of the reference to higher scores required by some programs reflected the desire to be transparent in the admissions process.


