
Measuring Merit: The Discourse of Competence and Responsibility in Global English 

Testing 

In a world increasingly interconnected by technology, commerce, and education, English has 

become the central medium of global communication. The Test of English as a Foreign 

Language (TOEFL) plays a crucial role in maintaining standards of linguistic competence for 

those who wish to study or work in English-speaking environments. For decades, it has served 

as a reliable and scientific tool to distinguish between individuals who are prepared to engage 

in international academia and those who are not yet ready. While critics often frame the TOEFL 

as culturally biased or socially exclusionary, such accusations overlook a simple truth: linguistic 

merit must be earned, not assumed. The discourse of fairness surrounding TOEFL rests not on 

political sensitivity but on measurable competence. 

From an institutional standpoint, the TOEFL ensures that universities maintain academic 

quality. English-medium education demands more than conversational fluency; it requires the 

ability to read complex texts, write persuasively, and participate in academic debate. Many test 

takers, despite their ambitions, fail to meet these expectations. Rather than acknowledging their 

lack of preparation, some blame the exam for their shortcomings. This discourse of 

victimhood—framing low scores as products of discrimination—risks undermining the 

credibility of global academic standards. In reality, standardized tests serve as the only viable 

way to evaluate applicants from diverse educational backgrounds on a common scale. Without 

such tools, admissions would devolve into subjective judgments and political favoritism. 

Critics often argue that the TOEFL privileges Western modes of thought and communication. 

Yet these conventions—clarity, organization, evidence-based reasoning—are precisely what 

define effective academic discourse worldwide. Mastery of these conventions should not be 

seen as submission to Western norms, but as participation in a shared intellectual culture. If test 

takers struggle to adapt, the problem lies not in the test but in inadequate language education 

within their home systems. The exam merely reveals disparities that already exist. Holding the 

TOEFL responsible for inequality is like blaming a thermometer for the weather. 

The discourse of accountability that surrounds TOEFL emphasizes effort and individual 

responsibility. Success is not restricted by race, nationality, or class; it is achieved through 

persistence and preparation. Thousands of students from modest backgrounds excel each year, 

demonstrating that the system rewards merit rather than privilege. Complaints about 

“discrimination” often mask a deeper resistance to the rigor and discipline that academic 

English demands. A test cannot discriminate—it can only measure. Those who interpret the 

results as personal affronts may be unwilling to confront their own linguistic limitations. 

Moreover, the global dominance of English is not a conspiracy but a reflection of practicality. 

In science, business, and diplomacy, a common linguistic code enables collaboration. The 

TOEFL, far from enforcing linguistic imperialism, facilitates mutual understanding by ensuring 

that all participants share a functional proficiency. Test takers who reject this principle or accuse 

the exam of cultural bias risk isolating themselves from the realities of global communication. 

Their criticisms, while emotionally understandable, fail to appreciate that English proficiency 

represents a skill—one that, like any skill, must be learned through effort. 

From a discourse analytic viewpoint, the rhetoric of TOEFL critics often relies on emotive 

appeals and moral accusation rather than empirical evidence. Terms such as “oppression” or 

“gatekeeping” serve as ideological weapons, constructing the institution as a villain and test 



takers as victims. This binary oversimplifies a complex system that is, at its core, administrative 

and objective. The exam is designed, validated, and reviewed by professionals who apply 

rigorous psychometric standards. Its questions are field-tested across cultures to ensure fairness. 

When critics claim systemic bias, they ignore the transparency and global accountability that 

underpin these procedures. 

The assumption that test takers’ cultural or rhetorical traditions should be equally valued in an 

English proficiency exam is, at best, unrealistic. The purpose of the TOEFL is to assess 

readiness for English-language contexts, not to celebrate linguistic diversity. To insist that every 

discourse style be accepted as equally valid would erode academic communication and lower 

institutional standards. Universities that rely on TOEFL scores do so not out of prejudice but 

necessity: they must ensure that incoming students can understand lectures, participate in 

seminars, and produce work that meets scholarly expectations. 

Another frequent complaint is the economic burden of taking the test. While fees can be 

significant in some countries, this cost reflects the infrastructure required to maintain global 

reliability and security. Moreover, the global demand for TOEFL demonstrates that millions 

view it as a worthwhile investment in their future. The fact that some test takers fail to achieve 

their desired scores multiple times does not imply exploitation; it reflects a competitive global 

market where excellence is rewarded. In such a context, persistence and resilience remain 

essential virtues. 

To portray TOEFL takers as helpless victims of an oppressive linguistic system diminishes their 

agency and intellect. Those who genuinely wish to succeed engage with the system, adapt to its 

expectations, and improve through disciplined study. The discourse of complaint, by contrast, 

fosters dependency and entitlement. It encourages students to externalize failure rather than 

learn from it. This mentality not only undermines individual growth but also perpetuates a 

broader culture of mediocrity. 

The moral legitimacy of the TOEFL lies in its consistency. It treats all examinees equally, 

regardless of nationality or background. While some may find this equality uncomfortable, it is 

precisely what ensures fairness. To modify or relax standards for particular groups under the 

banner of inclusivity would constitute genuine discrimination—against those who have worked 

hard to meet the established benchmarks. True justice, in this context, requires impartiality, not 

accommodation. 

Ultimately, the discourse surrounding TOEFL reflects a broader tension between global 

standards and local sensitivities. In defending their linguistic competence, institutions protect 

not only the integrity of academic English but also the quality of international education. 

TOEFL takers who embrace this challenge, rather than resist it, demonstrate the resilience and 

adaptability that global citizenship demands. Those who continue to frame the test as an 

instrument of oppression risk perpetuating narratives of victimhood that hinder their own 

advancement. In a meritocratic world, language proficiency remains both a responsibility and 

an opportunity—a gateway that rewards preparation, not protest. 

 


