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Abstract

This essay aims to compare and evaluate the writing test of two widely used English language
proficiency tests: the Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC) and the Duolingo
English Test (DET). Bachman and Palmer’s (2010) assessment use argument (AUA) is used as a
framework in this essay to compare and evaluate these two tests from three aspects: test score and
reliability, validity and score interpretations, and consequences. The results show that some features of
the TOEIC and DET writing tests (e.g., the DET writing test’s well-designed algorithm and lack of
discourse level texts, the TOEIC writing test’s all direct tasks and DIF analysis used) make the two
tests have some strengths and weaknesses respectively in each aspect.
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1. Introduction

The test that measures people’s ability in
language wuse is called proficiency test.
Proficiency test scores, especially for English
language proficiency, are required by many
colleges and universities all over the world to
make an admission decision and predict
students’ academic success (Graham, 1987). As
two widely adopted English proficiency tests,
the Test of English for International
Communication (TOEIC) and the Duolingo
English Test (DET) are compared and evaluated
in terms of their writing test in this essay. The
evaluation is based on contemporary views on
test validation, that is, an argument-based
approach. To be specific, Bachman and Palmer’s
(2010) assessment use argument (AUA) is used
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as a framework in this essay, which links
test-taker performance to test scores, scores to
interpretations about test-taker ability and
further focuses on the decisions and
consequences (Llosa, 2008; Schmidgall, 2017).
The following comparison and evaluation of the
TOEIC and DET writing test will focus on three
aspects: test score and reliability, validity and
score interpretations and consequences.

2. Score Use and Reliability

According to Huot (1990), the score that can
perfectly reflect a test taker’s relevant
knowledge is the true score, which can be totally
consistent with the same test taker’s future
performance in the same test. In other words, a
test that provides the true score has perfect
reliability. However, the true score is only an
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idealized version because error is inherent in
any testing measurement and conditions during
a test (Huot, 1990). Kline (2005) also supports
that the raw score received by any one examinee
is made up of a true component and a random
error component which prevent the test from
having perfect reliability. One source of error
comes from the raters who may be affected by
many factors, such as their quality, appreciation
of the writing texts, and so on (Huot, 1990). Both
the TOEIC and DET uses holistic scale in their
free-response writing tasks to score test takers’
performance. According to Montee and Malone
(2013), all criteria are considered together while
evaluating the overall performance to assign a
single score in holistic scales. That means the
scoring may be more easily affected by other
factors and then involve more error components,
especially when the performance is scored
individually. From this point, the holistic scales
used in the free-response writing tasks have a
threat to the reliability of the two writing tests.
However, in the DET extended writing tasks, the
test taker’s performance is scored by a separate
algorithm that is trained on 3,626 writing
performances scored by human raters with
TESOL/applied linguistics training (LaFlair &
Settles, 2019). In this sense, a test takers’
performance in these tasks is scored by all these
professionals. According to Huot (1990), when
the agreement of the raters is sufficient on the
score of one writing text, holistic scoring can be
accepted for the error that comes from
individual raters can be minimized. Therefore,
the DET writing scoring technique is relatively
reliable. In contrast, the responses to the TOEIC
writing test are sent to ETS’s Online Scoring
Network and scored by certified ETS raters
(Everson & Hines, 2010). Although the TOEIC
program employs multiple ways (e.g., item level
scoring, calibration, benchmark responses) to
monitor rater performance in order to minimize
the potential human error, no one can deny the
fact that one written text in TOEIC is scored by
no more than two raters (Qu & Ricker-Pedley,
2013). From this point, compared with the DET,
the TOEIC writing test has less reliability.
However, the potential faults that may appear in
the algorithm applied by the DET need to be
taken into consideration.

3. Validity and Score Interpretations

One component that concerns the defensibility
and fairness of interpretations made on the test
score is validity (McNamara, 2000). In Hughes’
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view (2003), Validity refers to whether the test
measures what it is supposed to measure. In
order to evaluate this notion, multiple kinds of
evidence are required to justify that the test
score reflects the test taker’s target language
abilities (Bachman & Palmer, 1996). There are
many kinds of validity, such as construct validity,
content validity, and criterion-related validity.
However, according to Hughes (2003), construct
can be seen as the general one in language
testing. This section will display various forms
of evidence to evaluate the TOEIC and DET
writing test’s construct validity and talk about
the relevant face validity.

3.1 Construct Validity

Before analyzing the construct validity of the
two writing tests, it is necessary to talk about the
domain which is the start point of identifying
the language knowledge and construct of a test
(Im, Shin, & Cheng, 2019). Bachman and Palmer
(1996) define the TLU domain as the “situation
and context in which the test taker will be using
the language outside of the test itself” (p. 18).
That means the TLU domain relates to what
type of writing ability should be assessed in a
writing test. Therefore, it is necessary for the
writing test to involve related task
characteristics which are in accordance with the
TLU domain (Wagner, 2013). The TLU domain
of the TOEIC writing test is defined as the
English used in the context of everyday and
workplace  environments (Powers, 2020).
According to ETS (1998), the test tasks and test
content in the TOEIC writing test are developed
from the written sample collected from various
personal, public and workplace environments to
reflect realistic writing tasks in these contexts,
which aligns with the TLU domain and can be
seen as good evidence for its construct validity.
Unlike the TOEIC test, the TLU domain of the
DET writing test concerns English used in a
variety of settings, including the universities
(LaFlair & Settles, 2019). Although its extended
writing tasks are designed to elicit the test
takers’ full range of written language abilities,
such as describing, recounting, and making an
argument, other tasks (i.e., yes/no text, c-test,
dictation) that also aim to assess writing ability
lack the language use at the discourse level
which is basic and significant in various settings,
especially in university (Cushing-Weigle, 2020;
Wagner & Kunnan, 2015). Due to the lack of
discourse level texts, these tasks also fail to
assess test takers’ pragmatic and sociolinguistic



competence, which can also be related to
under-representation of the construct and cause
invalidity (Purpura, 2004). Besides, compared
with the TOEIC writing test, all the writing tasks
in the DET lack characteristics to a specific
purpose of language use, which also has a
negative impact on the construct validity of the
DET writing test.

Both the TOEIC and DET writing test assess the
test taker’s performance by criterion-referenced
measures. The measures provide information
about desired performance implied at each level
of proficiency in a writing test (Glaser, 1963).
Therefore, the score received by a test user can
show the extent of this individual’s relevant
ability, which is independent of other test takers’
performance (Glaser, 1963). According to Hines
(2010), the TOEIC test lists three clear claims for
each of its writing tasks in its specification, and
the scale score and proficiency level show a
close relationship with the three levels of claims
about a test taker’s ability. Its proficiency level
descriptors also show what a test taker at a
specific level can do and cannot do in detail,
which fully reflects its criterion-referenced
scoring system. The DET writing test applies a
more  direct way to  establish its
criterion-referenced assessment construct, which
is calibrated to the Common European Frame of
Reference (CEFR), an international standard
used to describe multiple levels of language
ability (Brenzel & Settles, 2017; Council of
Europe, 2001). The criterion-referenced
measures shown in the two writing tests can be
good evidence for the construct validity.

It is also noticeable that the TOEIC and DET
writing test do well in controlling the construct
irrelevant variance, which can be reflected in the
texts of these items that are designed clear and
precise to make the instructions easy to
understand by the test takers (Spaan, 2007).
Besides, the TOEIC team emphasizes that all the
teat takers are given enough time to show their
abilities in the writing test, which precludes
construct-irrelevance.

3.2 Face Validity

According to Hughes (2003), a test that looks
like measuring what it purports to measure has
face validity. Although face validity can not offer
evidence for construct validity, it concerns
whether a test can be accepted or used (Hughes,
2003). Test can be distinguished between direct
test and indirect test. According to Hughes
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(1989), direct test requires the test taker to
perform the skill the test wants to measure and
indirect test focuses on the abilities underlying
the target skill. Direct test is popular and easy to
carry out while measuring productive skills (e.g.,
writing skill), which can be reflected in the all
the three writing tasks in the TOEIC test (i.e.,
write a sentence based on a picture, respond to a
written request, and write an opinion essay).
Under the premise of being clear about the
abilities the testing tends to assess, the three
tasks are relatively straightforward to create
realistic conditions that can elicit the test takers’
relevant behaviour (Hughes, 1989). From this
point, the TOEIC writing test has relatively high
face validity. Similarly, direct testing exists in the
DET writing test, which is reflected by its
extended writing tasks. However, some indirect
tasks (i.e. yes/no text, c-test, and dictation) also
contribute to the overall DET writing score.
While responding to these indirect tasks, test
takers can not perform in a way that indeed
reflects their writing ability, and they are even
not required to write anything in Yes/No (text).
In this sense, compared with the TOEIC writing
test, the indirect tasks make the DET writing test
has lower overall face validity. In addition, a test
taker may show two or more abilities in these
direct tasks, which makes both the test taker and
the rater unable to accurately measure the
abilities shown according to the score and
further influence the interpretation of the test
taker’s writing ability.

4. Consequences

Bachman and Palmer (2010) emphasizes that the
test scores should bring about beneficial
consequences to the stakeholders. On the TOEIC
research website, the test claim named positive
impact is corresponding to the consequence in
AUA, which focuses on offering benefits to the
test users and having a positive impact on
English learning and teaching across the world
(Schmidgall, 2017). Both the TOEIC and DET
writing test attempt to promote beneficial
outcomes by using  criterion-referenced
measures to make the test takers understand
they can get success as long as the performance
meets the target criteria level, which encourages
test takers to learn rather than competing with
others (Thomson, 2012). Besides, the TOEIC
carries out differential item functioning (DIF)
analysis to examine the content of tasks and test
performance that relatively exhibit bias in its
writing test (Im & Cheng, 2019). In contrast,
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there is no information showing the DET takes
this analysis.

As mentioned above, the TOEIC writing test
focuses on the written language ability in
everyday and workplace environment and the
domain is reflected in its task format and test
content. Test takers in the TOEIC test can
intuitively feel that the tasks may occur in their
future working, which encourages their practice
and stimulates learning. In contrast, although
the domain of the DET test tends to be general,
wide acceptance of the DET for university
admission purpose possibly causes negative
consequences for the test stakeholders. The task
format and text used in the DET writing test are
fundamentally different from those in a typical
high-education course (Wagner & Kunnan, 2015).
Although the DET writing items are proved to
be able to predict a test taker’s performance on
these classroom tasks, almost no chance of
meeting similar tasks in target settings threatens
the motivation of the test takers who have
university admission purpose to prepare for this
test (Brenzel & Settles, 2017).

5. Conclusion

Overall, considering the scoring system, the DET
writing test has higher reliability than the
TOEIC test due to its well-designed algorithm.
In the aspects of construct validity and face
validity, the DET writing test can learn much
from the TOEIC test. Taking into consideration
DIF analysis and the overlap between the test
tasks and the real language use in target settings,
the TOEIC writing test can bring about more
beneficial consequences than the DET test. As
widely used proficiency tests, there is no doubts
that both the TOEIC and DET writing test still
has room for improvement.
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