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Abstract

This study aims to explore four dimensions of test validity: face validity, con-
struct validity, consequential validity and criterion validity in the context of the
Duolingo English Test. Through descriptive research, it brings about some in-
spiration for test takers to consider how to choose an appropriate test.
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1. Introduction

Due to the restriction of individual activities during the COVID-19 pandemic,
many online tests have grown tremendously. As Idnani et al. (2021) stated that
online tests play a crucial role in distance education, especially in an unforeseen
state like the COVID-19 lockdown. Considering the minor differences between
online tests and paper-and-pencil tests (Clark et al., 2020; Prisacari et al., 2017),
assessing the validity of online testing can support the proposal of using effective
alternatives in limited conditions.

Furthermore, sometimes tests like IELTS were cancelled for the time being
because of unforeseen lockdowns in the city. The test-takers who have received a
conditional offer to study in countries like the UK are very anxious because of
the approaching deadline for turning in a language score certificate. To choose
an alternative test that can be taken spontaneously becomes an urgent task.
Therefore, selecting a test that is fit for purpose, that is, using validity to identify
a good test has become an unavoidable consideration. Contrary to other expen-
sive and restricted access language tests, the Duolingo English Test (called DET
for short) relies on its convenient accessibility, affordable, and rapid score re-

porting advantages to appeal to a mass audience (Brenzel & Settles, 2017). To be
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more specific, there are three main reasons for one to choose DET. Firstly it can
be taken at home or office with an equipment like camera to supervise the ex-
amination of circumstances on the spot to ensure fair and open implementation
of the test. Secondly, it is much cheaper to take a DET than IELTS or TOEFL.
Last but not least, DET reports the score about three days after the test.

This article uses Messick’s (1989, cited in Messick, 1996) definition of test va-
lidity that the validity of a test could be regarded as a comprehensive inference.
In fact, it is necessary to explore four dimensions of test validity: face validity,
construct validity, consequential validity and criterion validity. Therefore, this
article explores the link between these sub-validities and DET through me-
ta-analysis research, aiming to help test takers consider whether it is an appro-

priate test or not.

2. The Key Concept of the DET Validity
2.1. The Definition of Test Validity

With the shift in educational concepts, a wide range of students intend to study
abroad and thus need to select an appropriate language test that can prove the
levels of their language proficiency. There is no doubt that students tend to select
a test that has powerful validity or is fit for the test purpose. Validity is an inte-
grated evaluative measure of the degree to which empirical evidence and theo-
retical rationales support the adequacy and appropriateness of inferences and
actions based on test scores and other modes of assessment (Messick, 1989, cited
in Messick, 1996). In brief, test validity refers to a comprehensive inference eva-
luated by appropriate and adequate test scores. Brenzel and Settles (2017) in
their research state that the DET has a strong correlation with other popular
language tests such as TOEFL and IELTS, which shows that the DET scores can
be accepted for language learners and institutions. However, given the practical
need to use validity in the DET, it is unavoidable to explore the classifications of
test validity in depth.

2.2. The Classification of Test Validity

Previous empirical studies (e.g., Yao, 2023; Brenzel & Settles, 2017) have ex-
plored different sub-validities connected with the DET scores, but rarely syn-
thesize assessing the effect of four sub-validities within the DET implementation.
While DET validity in this study can be effectively evaluated by the following
dimensions: face validity, construct validity, consequential validity and criterion
validity.

Firstly, the face validity of a language test can be evaluated immediately by the
test taker’s performance. For example, if the teacher prepares a cloze test based
on the latest text to examine whether students have reviewed vocabulary, this
test can be considered to have face validity. Interestingly, Rubio (2005) argued
that it is less rigorous to only make the judgement by face validity because it is a
subjective measure of the test content. Hence, it is necessary to use other validity
dimensions to support the performance of the test.
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Secondly, construct validity aims to use the accumulation of evidence to sup-
port the test taker’s measuring actions whether similar to the inferences. Ac-
cording to Teglasi (1998), the reason why construct validity plays a significant
role in evaluating test validity is that it represents a shift from prediction to ex-
planation. In a way, focusing on construct validity might support the researcher
to assess the DET validity with evidence instead of subjective judgment.

Thirdly, consequential validity refers to “the appraisal of the potential and ac-
tual consequences of a test” (Reckase, 1998: p.15). It can present whether the test
content matches what testers learned. Roediger and Karpicke (2006) support
that setting tests helps students pay more attention to the recognition and me-
morization of the knowledge they have learned. However, if the assessment con-
tent is inadequate with the test takers’ abilities, the test taker who passes the test
may not have the required abilities. Accordingly, in the present study, conse-
quential validity as an essential dimension of test validity is also valued.

Lastly, the study by Cronbach and Meehl (1955, cited by Shou et al., 2022)
demonstrated that criterion validity indicates the degree of convergence between
the test taker’s score and the criterion score. However, interestingly, this is con-
trary to a study conducted by McDonald (2005) who argued that there is no real
need for any theory to support criterion validity because if test scores could not
be well correlated or are even negatively correlated with criterion scores, this test
would not be the valid measurement that originates from the same concept. In
some way, this statement confirms criterion validity could not be neglected in
the test, also exploring the value of criterion validity still could not be thrown
out. Similar to other approved language tests such as IELTS or TOEFL, testers in
DET also can visually self-appraise their language proficiency with relevant lan-
guage requirements. All in all, using test validity properly not only helps test
takers accurately know about their language proficiency but also allows them to

select the appropriate test according to their purposes.

3. The Analysis of the DET Validity

As the focus is on determining the validity of language tests empirically, this re-
search mainly adopts the method of literature research for sub-validities of DET.
Meta-analysis, meanwhile, is conducted in this paper since it is a rigorous ap-
proach that can compare, and even extract common results from a wide range of
literature (Dornyei, 2007).

To identify reliable representations of each sub-validities for this meta-analysis,
the DET official handbook was searched. The author searched for corresponding
aspects using each definition of sub-validities. Altogether, four manifestations of
separate sub-validities were presented and analysed.

At first, from the Duolingo English Test official guide (Duolingo, Inc., 2021),
face validity can be observed. Different from other language tests such as the
IELTS or the TOEFL, the DET provides a total score along with four sub-scores

as follows:
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* Literacy: the test taker’s English reading and writing abilities.

* Comprehension: the test taker’s English reading and listening abilities.
* Conversation: the test taker’s English listening and speaking abilities.

* Production: the test taker’s English writing and speaking abilities.

These sub-scores demonstrate that the DET fits the goal of a language test: to
assess the test taker’s listening, speaking, reading and writing skills. In other
words, these scores can help test takers intuitively evaluate their language
strengths and weaknesses very well, thereby effectively improving them within a
short time.

Secondly, verifying the construct validity of the DET should consider why the
DET is a test that can satisfy the test taker’s need. In other words, what is the aim
of constructing the DET? As stated in the official research (Duolingo, Inc.,
2021), “The DET is designed to measure integrated English reading, writing, lis-
tening and speaking skills in alignment with the Common European Framework
of Reference (CEFR).” The CEFR is an international criterion for the evaluation
of individual language proficiency, using a total score to indicate the test taker’s
comprehensive language proficiency (Settles et al., 2020). There are six grades
from Al for beginners to C2 for advanced learners, which helps test takers aware
of the score that they need to achieve. In all, given DET can explain test takers’
language proficiency reasonably, even can compared with other acceptable lan-
guage tests, it might be viewed as an appropriate language test for the public us-
ing a professional assessment criterion.

Besides, another aspect of construct validity is that different items have their
language skill requirements. The provided criteria are helpful for a test taker to
answer questions logically and adequately. For instance, the speaking aural ques-
tion is one of the items that assess the test taker’s listening and speaking skills. A
test taker is required to listen to a question three times and then answer it rea-
sonably in a limited time. If the answer meets the key points in the questions, the
test taker will be considered to not only have sufficient materials to talk about
the question but also, especially, be able to understand the question’s meaning
with no barriers.

Concerning consequential validity, attention should be paid to the outcomes
of the language test. As claimed in the official research (DET, 2021), the conse-
quences of using scores can be used to estimate whether a test conforms to its
design and purposes. Normally, the consequences of test scores are evaluated to
gain some good effects for stakeholders. For example, whether teachers and test
takers can accept this test or not will be considered. In some situations such as
undergraduate and postgraduate admissions, DET scores can be used to prove
the language proficiency of candidates. Nonetheless, unintended consequences
equally deserve attention because they may result from misuse or misunders-
tanding. Taking an example from the official research (Duolingo, Inc., 2021),
some test takers from non-English countries may often type some non-English
characters and punctuation that the test system cannot recognize, thus being

placed in a disadvantaged position. This kind of unfairness problem as a poten-
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tial unintended consequence will be revealed when test takers have different
typing or writing conventions. Therefore, a professional test should carefully
evaluate the grading system and ensure that test takers will not be disturbed by
unfair issues.

Lastly, exploring criterion validity in the DET should ensure the test taker’s
actions or responses are well correlated with the criterion answers. For example,
in the extended speaking picture description section, a picture is provided for
test takers to use one or more sentences to describe it in detail and accurately.
Similarly, in the extended writing independent text section, test takers are re-
quired to write logically and fluently to talk about the topic. In these items, test
takers should respond effectively given the offering information. Then the rating
system and human scorers allow the grading rubric to rate responses (Duolingo,
Inc., 2021), while the scores can intuitively observe the similarities between test

takers’ answers and standard ones.

4. Conclusion

To conclude, DET as a modern English proficiency assessment has been ac-
cepted by today’s international institutions and learners. This article presents a
small portion of ever-growing research that supports the validity of the DET,
aiming to assess the use of different kinds of sub-validities: face validity, con-
struct validity, consequential validity and criterion validity in the DET.

The research into the test validity of the DET has shown that the DET is an
effective language test. The fact is that test takers can benefit from the conve-
nient testing experience in an online mode. Its price is also affordable and
therefore accepted by most test takers. Furthermore, DET is accepted by more
and more western universities as a means to evaluate the applicants’ language
ability.

However, it is inevitable to recognize that there exist some practical challenges
for a modern language test. The basic one is that compared with traditional lan-
guage tests like the IELTS and the TOEFL, the social acceptability of the DET
needs to be considered. Although individual language proficiency can be proved
by the DET in some education institutions, some prominent universities such as
the Ivy League demand specific language tests. Thus, it is necessary to check the
admission requirements of universities before selecting the appropriate language
test. Additionally, the role of standardized language tests in learners’ future aca-
demic ability engendered controversy. Some international learners proposed
that the templates and techniques used in language tests are hard to transfer to
their academic writing. Considering sustainable development for individual
education, it is crucial to keep learners’ interest in professional reading after
grasping fundamental language knowledge.

The validity of the DET is tentatively discussed in this study. Given that only
using these four validity dimensions to evaluate the validity of the DET is insuf-

ficient, it is considerable to supplement other sub-validities in further studies,
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aiming to ensure that test takers can select the language test fit for their purposes.
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