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Policy Fragmentation in AI‑Based English Admission Testing:
A Welsh Policy Analysis of the Duolingo English Test and UK Visas and Immigration Compliance
1. Defining the Policy Problem
(Bardach Step 1: Define the Problem) 
Policy analysis begins with a clear definition of the problem and the institutional context in which it arises (Bardach and Patashnik, 2020). This study applies Bardach’s Eightfold Path to examine a policy coordination issue in Welsh higher education concerning the use of the Duolingo English Test (DET) in international student admissions. Specifically, the analysis investigates how university admissions policies interact with immigration regulations administered by UK Visas and Immigration (UKVI), and how misalignment between these policy domains may generate practical challenges for applicants and institutions.
Over the past decade, the Duolingo English Test (DET) has emerged internationally as a fully online English language proficiency assessment used in higher education admissions (Isaacs et al., 2023; Park et al., 2024). Unlike traditional center‑based examinations such as the International English Language Testing System (IELTS) and the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), DET is delivered remotely through an adaptive computer‑based system that integrates automated scoring with online proctoring. These technological features allow candidates to complete the assessment from home and obtain results within a short timeframe. The expansion of remote testing options became particularly visible during and after the COVID‑19 pandemic, when universities sought more flexible admissions mechanisms for international applicants (BBC News, 2023).
Within higher education, English language testing functions as a high‑stakes gatekeeping mechanism determining whether applicants are considered linguistically prepared for academic study (McNamara and Roever, 2006; Bachman and Palmer, 2010). Universities typically establish minimum language requirements to ensure that students possess sufficient academic language proficiency to engage with lectures, disciplinary texts, and assessed coursework. In this context, language test scores operate as institutional proxies for academic readiness. When such proxies do not accurately reflect the linguistic demands of higher education, concerns may arise regarding fairness, access, and the validity of admission decisions (McNamara and Knoch, 2019).
In the United Kingdom, many universities now accept DET scores as evidence of English language proficiency for academic admission (Isaacs et al., 2023; Park et al., 2024). However, immigration compliance for international students is regulated nationally by UK Visas and Immigration (UKVI). For the Student Route visa, UKVI recognizes only Secure English Language Tests (SELTs). SELTs are government‑approved English language assessments delivered through authorized test providers under strict security conditions and are used specifically to verify language proficiency for visa purposes (UK Visas and Immigration, 2024). Consequently, an English test accepted by a university for academic admission may not satisfy the English language requirement for a UK student visa.
This distinction creates a potential policy tension between institutional admissions autonomy and immigration regulation. Universities are responsible for determining academic entry requirements, including acceptable forms of English language evidence, whereas visa eligibility requirements are set centrally by the UK government. Such arrangements reflect a broader system of multi‑level governance in which authority is distributed across institutional levels and policy domains (Marks and Hooghe, 2003). In practice, frontline actors—such as admissions officers and international applicants—must interpret and apply these intersecting rules when navigating the admissions and visa processes (Lipsky, 1980).
As a result, applicants may receive university offers based on DET scores yet subsequently discover that these results do not meet visa requirements under UKVI regulations. This misalignment may lead to practical consequences including additional testing costs, delayed visa applications, disrupted study plans, or postponed enrolment. Universities may also face administrative and reputational risks when applicants misunderstand the distinction between tests accepted for academic admission and those required for immigration compliance (Bruce et al., 2025).
Importantly, the issue examined here does not concern the psychometric validity of the Duolingo English Test itself. Rather, the policy problem arises from the institutional separation between higher education admissions policies and immigration regulation in the United Kingdom. Research on multi‑level governance suggests that when policy authority is distributed across different institutional levels without strong coordination mechanisms, implementation can become fragmented and difficult for policy users to interpret (Marks and Hooghe, 2003).
Within this governance context, universities across the United Kingdom have adopted different approaches to recognizing newer digital assessments such as DET for academic admissions (Isaacs et al., 2023; Park et al., 2024). However, there is limited national guidance clarifying how non‑SELT digital assessments should be communicated to applicants in relation to visa requirements. As a result, publicly available admissions information varies between institutions in how clearly it distinguishes academic language requirements from visa language requirements.
Such variation can produce information asymmetry for prospective international students, particularly when applicants must interpret complex regulatory frameworks across multiple institutions. Policy implementation research suggests that when policy rules are communicated unevenly across organizations, policy users may struggle to interpret or apply them consistently (Lipsky, 1980). In the context of international admissions, unclear guidance may therefore create practical and financial risks for applicants while also generating administrative challenges for universities (Bruce et al., 2025).
The core policy problem addressed in this analysis is therefore one of policy coordination rather than test validity. In the Welsh higher education context, universities must simultaneously manage institutional recruitment strategies, educational assessment practices, and United Kingdom immigration regulations. The case of the Duolingo English Test illustrates how innovations in digital language assessment can interact with existing regulatory frameworks in ways that produce policy fragmentation.
Examining this case provides insight into how policy coherence can be affected when educational assessment practices evolve more rapidly than the regulatory structures governing international student mobility. Analyzing the interaction between admissions policies and immigration regulation in Wales therefore offers a useful lens for understanding broader coordination challenges within international higher education governance.
2. Evidence Base and Context
(Bardach Step 2: Assemble the Evidence)
This section outlines the evidence informing the policy analysis and explains how different sources contribute to understanding the interaction between university admissions practices and UK‑level immigration regulation. Together, institutional, regulatory, scholarly, and media sources illuminate the governance challenges associated with the use of the Duolingo English Test (DET) in higher‑education admissions.
The analysis draws on a critical review of educational, regulatory, and media materials. Rather than treating policy texts as neutral descriptions, the review examines how English‑language requirements are constructed, communicated, and interpreted within institutional and regulatory contexts, and how these interpretations influence both applicant behavior and institutional decision‑making.
First, the study examines publicly available institutional and regulatory documentation, including university English‑language entry requirement webpages, program‑specific admissions guidance, pre‑sessional course information, UK Visas and Immigration (UKVI) guidance on Secure English Language Tests (SELTs), and UCAS Fair Admissions principles. These materials function as policy artefacts that shape applicant understanding by framing—explicitly or implicitly—the relationship between academic judgement and immigration compliance. Research on policy communication suggests that institutional texts influence interpretation not only through what they state but also through what they omit (Lipsky, 1980; Bruce et al., 2025). In this context, ambiguous or incomplete information becomes analytically significant. For example, UKVI guidance states that student sponsors may assess English language ability and record the basis of assessment on the Confirmation of Acceptance for Studies (CAS), meaning that the requirement for a SELT depends partly on sponsor discretion and CAS coding (UK Visas and Immigration, 2024). Such regulatory flexibility can create interpretive uncertainty for applicants, particularly where institutional webpages do not clearly explain the relationship between academic assessments and visa requirements.
Second, peer‑reviewed educational research on AI‑mediated language assessment situates DET within wider debates on validity, fairness, and high‑stakes decision‑making. Isaacs et al. (2023) report moderate predictive validity between DET scores and subsequent academic performance, suggesting potential educational utility while identifying limitations such as restricted coverage of academic language constructs, reduced control over remote testing conditions, and questions regarding the comparability of AI‑generated proficiency estimates with traditional frameworks. Park et al. (2024) further highlight methodological challenges in remote AI‑based testing, including issues related to construct representation, test security, and score interpretation. Collectively, this literature indicates that DET’s role in admissions depends not only on its technical design but also on how institutions interpret and operationalize its scores within existing regulatory and educational systems.
Third, research on fairness and equity in digital language assessment highlights the differentiated effects of technology‑mediated testing environments. Studies suggest that online assessments may advantage candidates with higher digital literacy, familiarity with online testing interfaces, and reliable technological infrastructure, while disadvantaging applicants with limited internet access, constrained testing environments, or little experience with remote assessment formats (Yao, 2023; Knoch, McNamara and Fan, 2019). In admissions systems where language testing functions as a gatekeeping mechanism, such disparities raise broader concerns about fairness and educational opportunity (McNamara and Roever, 2006). Differences in technological access may therefore translate into unequal opportunities for prospective international students.
Media reporting forms a fourth strand of evidence, providing insight into wider public and sectoral narratives surrounding DET. Coverage in higher‑education publications such as Times Higher Education often presents DET as an innovative response to access barriers highlighted during the COVID‑19 pandemic, emphasizing its lower cost, rapid score reporting, and accessibility for students unable to attend physical testing centers (Flaherty, 2020; Times Higher Education, 2020). In contrast, mainstream media coverage has frequently focused on concerns related to remote proctoring, test security, and the lack of recognition for UK student visa purposes at certain stages of policy development (BBC News, 2020; BBC News, 2023). These contrasting narratives position DET simultaneously as an access‑enhancing innovation and a potential regulatory risk within immigration‑linked admissions systems. Media framing is significant because it can shape both applicant expectations and institutional reputational considerations in policy areas where educational practice intersects with immigration regulation.
Consistent with the scope of a policy analysis report, no primary data were collected. Instead, the study relies on secondary sources to examine how policies and practices are articulated and interpreted. This approach has recognized limitations: publicly available institutional documentation may be incomplete, inconsistently updated, or strategically ambiguous. However, this limitation is analytically relevant, as inconsistent or opaque information is itself a feature of the policy problem, contributing to information asymmetry and fragmented applicant experiences.
2.1 Conceptual Clarifications: Language Assessment in Higher Education Admissions
A clear conceptual foundation is necessary before analyzing the role of the Duolingo English Test (DET) in higher‑education admissions. Consistent with the paper’s comparative focus, this section clarifies key concepts shaping the interpretation of language‑assessment practices in university entry processes. Academic language proficiency refers not only to general communicative ability but to the capacity to meet the linguistic and epistemic demands of academic study. This includes engaging with discipline‑specific texts, producing sustained academic writing, participating in scholarly discourse, and responding effectively to assessment tasks (McNamara and Roever, 2006). Consequently, language‑proficiency requirements function as proxies for academic preparedness rather than neutral measures of linguistic ability.
A further distinction concerns testing and assessment. Testing refers to the administration of standardized instruments designed to generate quantifiable and comparable scores. Assessment, in contrast, involves the broader interpretive process through which evidence is evaluated, contextualized, and used to inform educational judgement (Bachman and Palmer, 2010). Within admissions processes, language‑test scores therefore acquire meaning only through institutional interpretation shaped by program expectations, regulatory obligations, and contextual understandings of student readiness.
AI‑mediated language assessments such as DET occupy a contested position in the assessment literature. Although they offer advantages in cost, speed, and accessibility, they also raise concerns regarding construct representation, algorithmic scoring, test security, and fairness—particularly in high‑stakes admissions contexts (Knoch, McNamara and Fan, 2019; Isaacs et al., 2023). Establishing these conceptual foundations ensures that the policy analysis is grounded in an educational understanding of language assessment rather than reducing DET to a purely administrative or regulatory instrument.
3. Analytical Framework
This report follows the ECDE7017 assessment structure while using Bardach’s Eightfold Path as an organizing framework rather than the sole analytical driver. Stating this explicitly clarifies how the approach aligns with the report’s comparative and policy‑focused objectives. The policy problem—the fragmented use of the Duolingo English Test (DET) in Welsh higher‑education admissions under UK Visas and Immigration (UKVI) regulatory constraints—extends beyond a technical decision‑making issue. It raises broader questions concerning educational judgement, institutional responsibility, equality of opportunity, and multi‑level policy implementation.
Bardach’s Eightfold Path supports systematic comparison of policy options, the use of explicit evaluative criteria, and evidence‑based justification of recommendations (Bardach and Patashnik, 2020). However, relying solely on rational‑choice reasoning risks overlooking the discursive and institutional dynamics through which admissions policies are interpreted and enacted. To address this limitation, the analysis incorporates insights from education‑policy scholarship, recognizing that admissions practices operate within contexts characterized by ambiguity, competing pressures, and decentralized interpretation (Ball, 1993; Ozga, 2000).
Accordingly, institutional admissions webpages, UKVI regulatory guidance, and sector‑media reporting are treated as policy texts that both reflect and shape decision‑making practices. Analyzing these materials in this way enables the study to trace how meanings are constructed, how institutional discretion operates, and how regulatory uncertainty interacts with educational judgement in practice.
Policy options for the use of the Duolingo English Test (DET) in Welsh higher‑education admissions—(a) full acceptance, (b) conditional or program‑specific acceptance, © non‑acceptance with alternative pathways, and (d) strategic acceptance aligned with UKVI‑compliant Secure English Language Tests (SELTs)—are evaluated against four criteria:
1. Regulatory compliance (UKVI/SELT alignment): assessed as a spectrum of institutional risk, including the clarity of alignment with UKVI regulations, the likelihood of adverse visa outcomes arising from regulatory misinterpretation, and the extent to which institutional practices protect applicants from avoidable harm, such as submitting non‑compliant test results.
2. Transparency and public communication: assessed through the clarity, accessibility, and consistency of admissions information. Particular attention is given to whether academic requirements are clearly distinguished from immigration regulations and how information asymmetry arises when ambiguous or incomplete webpages require applicants to infer DET acceptance. Mitigation measures include explicit guidance, consistent cross‑page messaging, and timely updates to institutional information.
3. Institutional feasibility and risk management: assessed in relation to operational feasibility within existing admissions capacity, staff expertise, and digital infrastructure, as well as exposure to reputational or regulatory risk. Research on organisational realism emphasises that policy enactment depends not only on formal rules but also on local institutional capacity and professional judgement (Ball, 1993; Ozga, 2000).
4. Equity and student protection: assessed by examining how risks and benefits are distributed across applicant groups, particularly those with financial constraints, limited digital access, or limited familiarity with AI‑mediated language testing (Isaacs et al., 2023). This criterion reflects Level 7 expectations that policy evaluation should consider broader issues of fairness and social justice.
These criteria are treated as explicit normative choices rather than neutral technical tools. They prioritize legal compliance, communicative clarity, organizational realism, and distributive justice. Making these value judgements explicit strengthens analytical transparency and provides a defensible foundation for the policy recommendations that follow.


4. Institutional Policy Mapping: Welsh Universities
The decision to focus on Welsh universities is grounded in a clear policy rationale. Welsh higher‑education institutions operate within a distinctive multi‑level governance environment: they follow UK‑wide immigration regulations while responding to devolved higher‑education priorities, funding structures, and widening‑access commitments specific to Wales. This dual positioning makes Wales an analytically significant context for examining how institutions interpret DET acceptance under UKVI constraints.
This section therefore examines how Welsh universities articulate—or fail to articulate—their stance on the Duolingo English Test (DET) through publicly accessible admissions documentation. The aim is not simply to catalogue webpages but to analyses how policy ambiguity, decentralized interpretation, and communicative silence shape admissions practices and applicants’ decision‑making experiences.
To establish the evidential basis, the mapping draws on English‑language entry‑requirement webpages, international admissions guidance, and institutional statements regarding test acceptance. These policy texts are understood as active governance artefacts, produced through interactions among multiple stakeholders—including admissions teams, compliance officers, international recruitment units, legal advisors, and senior management. Their interpretation by external stakeholders—applicants, agents, and pathway providers—further shapes how academic judgement and regulatory compliance are enacted in practice.
4.1 Bangor University
Bangor University’s official international admissions and English‑language requirement webpages list a range of accepted English proficiency tests, including the International English Language Testing System (IELTS), the Test of English as a Foreign Language Internet‑Based Test (TOEFL iBT), the Pearson Test of English Academic (PTE Academic), and the Duolingo English Test (DET). The university provides score equivalences indicating that DET results (for example, scores in the range of approximately 105–125) correspond to particular IELTS score bands required for degree programs.
This documentation indicates that DET is recognized by the institution as evidence of academic English language proficiency for admission purposes. However, the published guidance on Bangor’s English‑language requirement pages does not clarify whether DET can satisfy the UK Visas and Immigration (UKVI) Secure English Language Test (SELT) requirements associated with UK student visa applications. Because the DET is not currently a UKVI‑approved SELT, the absence of clarification may create uncertainty for international applicants regarding whether a DET score alone would be sufficient for both academic admission and visa eligibility.

4.2 Aberystwyth University
Aberystwyth University’s central English‑language requirements page lists several recognised qualifications, including IELTS, Cambridge English qualifications, and TOEFL, and also provides information about pre‑sessional English courses for applicants who do not yet meet the required level. However, the Duolingo English Test (DET) is not explicitly included among the listed tests on this central admissions guidance page.
This omission may indicate that the university does not currently make formal use of DET within its centrally published admissions policy. At the same time, the absence of explicit reference in the central policy text—rather than a clearly stated prohibition—can create uncertainty for applicants attempting to determine whether DET evidence might be considered through alternative routes or discretionary institutional practices.
4.3 Swansea University
Swansea University’s official English‑language requirements pages state that applicants must provide evidence from a recognized English‑language test before admission can be confirmed. The central admissions guidance lists several accepted qualifications, including IELTS, TOEFL iBT, and PTE Academic, but does not include the Duolingo English Test (DET) in the primary list of recognized tests.
Where a test is not mentioned within the university’s central admissions documentation, applicants may interpret this either as evidence that the test is not accepted or as an indication that further clarification from admissions advisers is required. In policy analysis literature, such situations are sometimes described as policy silence or policy ambiguity, where the absence of explicit guidance in formal documentation can shift interpretive responsibility onto applicants or administrative staff (Ball, 1993; Ozga, 2000).

4.4 University of South Wales
The University of South Wales publishes English‑language requirements that identify several recognised qualifications, including IELTS, TOEFL iBT, and PTE Academic, and also refers to online assessment routes such as non‑UKVI versions of IELTS. However, the Duolingo English Test (DET) is not explicitly referenced within the university’s central English‑language requirements documentation.
The absence of DET within these central policy texts—namely the university’s publicly available English‑language requirements pages for international applicants—illustrates a pattern in which institutions provide detailed guidance on established tests while offering limited or no information about newer AI‑mediated assessments. For applicants, this can create uncertainty about whether DET results are considered acceptable evidence of language proficiency, particularly when universities in other parts of the UK have begun to recognise the test for academic admission purposes.
4.5 Wrexham University
Wrexham University’s English language requirements page lists accepted certificates based on equivalence to UKVI standards (e.g. IELTS and Language Cert) and, at the time of writing, does not explicitly list the Duolingo English Test as an accepted qualification. By restricting its published criteria to UKVI‑aligned tests, Wrexham demonstrates a conservative institutional approach that aligns explicitly with central immigration requirements and does not present DET as a recognized route for meeting its published English‑language entry requirements.
4.6 University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD)
The University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s international admissions guidance identifies English language proficiency as a required entry criterion and refers applicants to “a UKVI‑recognized Secure English Language Test (SELT)” for visa‑related purposes (UWTSD, 2024, English Language Requirements page). However, the publicly available guidance does not explicitly list the Duolingo English Test (DET) or provide equivalence scores for it. This suggests that institutional guidance is primarily aligned with UKVI‑recognized SELT frameworks, with no clearly published institutional policy regarding the use of non‑SELT, digitally delivered tests such as DET.
4.7 Cardiff University (Implicit Evidence)
Cardiff University’s publicly available English‑language requirements pages—particularly those specifying UKVI Secure English Language Tests (SELTs) for pre‑sessional and postgraduate admissions—do not include the Duolingo English Test (DET) among the centrally recognized qualifications. The university’s central policy text in this context refers specifically to the English Language Requirements section of the main admissions website, which outlines recognized SELTs and equivalency pathways for international applicants (Cardiff University, 2024).
Although program‑level information hosted on individual school pages occasionally references a broader range of evidence for English proficiency, such references are not standardized and do not explicitly endorse DET. This misalignment between central policy text and localized program‑level practice indicates a form of policy fragmentation. Cardiff therefore exemplifies a wider pattern in Wales whereby institutions may apply implicit or discretionary acceptance of non‑SELT tests, yet refrain from articulating this publicly in formal admissions guidance. The absence of explicit DET recognition in Cardiff’s core documentation thus reinforces the uncertainty faced by applicants attempting to interpret institutional expectations.

4.8 Cross-Institutional Synthesis 
Across Welsh higher education institutions, a pattern of institutional silence or opacity regarding the Duolingo English Test is evident in central admissions documentation. Only Bangor University explicitly publishes DET equivalence information on its official language requirement pages, while others either omit DET entirely or focus on Secure English Language Tests without reference to AI-based alternatives. This produces a fragmented admissions information environment where applicants must rely on informal guidance or assumptions about test recognition.
Fragmentation is reflected not only in presence versus absence of DET references but in variability of communication clarity about how language evidence maps to visa eligibility. Such institutional variation supports the understanding of admissions policy as a discretionary practice under conditions of ambiguity rather than a standardized sector approach.
4.9 Sector‑Level Implications Emerging from Institutional Mapping
The institutional mapping across Welsh higher education—limited intentionally to Wales only for the purposes of this policy analysis—reveals a lack of coherent and publicly articulated positions on the use of the Duolingo English Test (DET). This is more than communicative inconsistency; it represents a structural policy gap arising from heterogeneous institutional reliance on UKVI SELT frameworks, variable interpretations of acceptable evidence, and uneven incorporation of AI‑mediated assessments into formal admissions policies.
This fragmentation manifests in several interconnected ways.
· Transparency is reduced because applicants cannot reliably identify which tests are acceptable across the sector.
· Predictability diminishes as decision‑making criteria differ not only between institutions but sometimes across programs within the same university.
· Equity is undermined because the interpretive burden is shifted onto applicants, who must infer institutional expectations from incomplete or ambiguous guidance. Those without specialist advice are disproportionately disadvantaged—particularly applicants from lower‑resource contexts or first‑generation international students, where information asymmetry is most acute.
The analysis also clarifies the core policy at stake: UKVI’s SELT framework determines which tests are visa‑compliant, but it does not prohibit universities from recognizing additional tests for academic admissions. The misinterpretation of SELT requirements by some institutions (or the cautious alignment with SELTs for the sake of administrative simplicity) produces unintended consequences. These include:
· the risk of defensible educational judgement being compromised when admissions teams rely narrowly on SELT‑aligned tests regardless of their suitability for academic proficiency evaluation;
· unintended harm to applicants who may invest financially in a test later deemed insufficient for either academic admission or visa compliance;
· misalignment between academic admissions and immigration regulation, creating operational inefficiencies and heightened applicant uncertainty.
Collectively, these dynamics indicate a sector‑level need for coordinated guidance, either at Welsh or UK level, to ensure consistent, transparent, and defensible policies regarding emerging AI‑mediated assessments such as DET.
5. Policy Analysis: Strengths, Risks, and Structural Gaps
(Bardach Steps 5–6: British spelling applied)
In line with Bardach’s emphasis on evaluating consequences and trade‑offs, this section analyses the strengths, risks, and structural gaps associated with the use of the Duolingo English Test (DET) in Welsh higher‑education admissions. Drawing on the institutional mapping in Section 4, it shows that DET’s perceived benefits are closely tied to governance risks arising from fragmented policy articulation and possible misalignment with immigration regulation.


5.1 Strengths of DET within Admissions Systems
The Duolingo English Test (DET) offers several operational advantages for higher‑education admissions. Its relatively low cost and fully remote delivery expand access for applicants facing financial, geographical, or mobility‑related barriers, aligning with sector priorities around widening participation and the digitalisation of admissions processes accelerated during the COVID‑19 pandemic.
Rapid score reporting can also support administrative efficiency by reducing delays within international recruitment cycles. Moreover, DET’s AI‑mediated adaptive design reflects wider trends in digital assessment innovation.
However, these advantages only translate into meaningful benefits when supported by clear institutional admissions policies. Where universities fail to articulate whether and how DET can be used as evidence of English‑language proficiency, the test’s accessibility benefits may be undermined by uncertainty. Applicants may struggle to determine the academic acceptability of DET or to understand how institutional recognition relates to separate immigration requirements, generating downstream risks in the admissions process.

5.2 Governance and Regulatory Risks
A central governance risk arises from DET’s non‑SELT status under UK Visas and Immigration (UKVI) rules. The Secure English Language Test (SELT) framework provides verified evidence of English‑language ability for immigration purposes. While universities retain autonomy to accept alternative tests for academic admission, these tests may not meet the evidential requirements for a UK Student Route visa.
As illustrated in Section 4, this separation between admissions policy and immigration regulation creates practical complications. Applicants may receive academic offers based on DET results yet remain unable to use those results for visa applications, increasing the likelihood of financial loss, delayed enrolment, or the need to take an additional language test at short notice.
Inconsistent treatment of DET across Welsh universities further reflects a wider governance challenge. Some institutions explicitly reference DET in central admissions documentation, while others rely mainly on tests aligned with the SELT framework or omit DET entirely. This variation often reflects institutional caution in balancing admissions autonomy with immigration‑compliance obligations rather than disagreement about DET’s linguistic validity. Where institutional guidance lacks clarity, programme‑level discretion or informal interpretation may shape decisions, reducing transparency.
These conditions contribute to information asymmetry. Applicants may be required to interpret fragmented institutional webpages, program guidance, or recruitment communications to determine whether DET will be accepted. This interpretive burden may disproportionately affect applicants without access to specialist educational advisers or stronger institutional networks.
5.3 Equity Implications and Student Protection
Research on the Duolingo English Test has largely focused on issues such as predictive validity and fairness. For instance, Isaacs et al. (2023) examine links between DET scores and academic performance indicators, while Yao (2023) explores perceptions of fairness and user experience in digital English language testing. Together, this literature indicates that debates around DET extend beyond linguistic measurement to the ways digital testing systems operate within institutional decision‑making contexts.
Within international admissions, the accessibility of DET may particularly appeal to applicants who face financial or geographical barriers to attending traditional in‑person test centers. Its lower fees and remote format can therefore widen participation for students in regions where conventional English language tests are less accessible.
However, when admissions guidance does not clearly explain how DET is recognized or how it relates to visa requirements, those most reliant on the test may also be most exposed to uncertainty. Responsibility for interpreting complex regulatory and institutional requirements can then shift to applicants themselves. Rather than reducing inequality, unclear or inconsistent policy communication may reproduce structural disadvantage within international admissions processes.
Scholarship on digital assessment also highlights broader concerns regarding fairness, digital access, and algorithmically mediated decision‑making in high‑stakes educational contexts (e.g., Williamson, 2020; Knoch & Chapelle, 2018). These concerns do not invalidate AI‑supported language testing, but they emphasize the need for transparent governance and explicit institutional guidance when such assessments inform consequential admissions decisions.
5.4 Structural Policy Gaps
Taken together, these findings point not to isolated institutional shortcomings but to broader structural policy gaps. At the institutional level, English language requirements are often treated as technical entry conditions rather than mechanisms shaping access and educational trajectories. At the sector level, the absence of coordinated Welsh or UK‑wide guidance on AI‑mediated, non‑SELT assessments leaves universities to manage risks individually, producing policy drift rather than deliberate strategy.
In this sense, DET functions less as a policy solution than as an indicator of governance weakness. The core issue lies not in the test itself, but in the lack of policy coherence linking educational judgement, institutional communication, and immigration compliance.
6. Policy Options and Evaluation
Following Bardach’s step of constructing and comparing policy alternatives, three options are identified to address the fragmented use of the Duolingo English Test (DET) in Welsh higher education admissions. These options are assessed as governance responses rather than purely technical choices, with implications for regulatory compliance, transparency, institutional feasibility, and equity.
Option 1: Full Acceptance of DET for Academic Admission
This option allows DET for all academic admissions while excluding it from visa purposes. Although it reduces financial and geographical barriers and aligns with trends toward digitalized admissions, it performs poorly in terms of regulatory compliance and equity. Distinctions between academic admission and immigration requirements are frequently misunderstood by applicants, particularly those with limited informational resources. Consequently, this approach shifts regulatory risk to students and may create reputational and ethical concerns for institutions, undermining its apparent inclusivity.
Option 2: Conditional Acceptance of DET (Preferred Option)
Under this model, DET is accepted only for pathways that do not require Student Route visa sponsorship, such as online or preparatory programs, while SELT‑approved tests remain mandatory for visa‑bearing courses. This option performs consistently across the four criteria. It preserves the accessibility and efficiency advantages of DET where regulatory risk is minimal, while protecting applicants and institutions from visa‑related harm—for example, situations in which students admitted using a non‑SELT test later discover that their English evidence does not meet UK Visas and Immigration (UKVI) requirements, potentially resulting in visa refusal, financial loss, or delayed enrolment (UKVI, 2024; Isaacs et al., 2023). Although it requires clear institutional communication, conditional acceptance offers the most feasible and equitable response to the governance gaps identified in Welsh admissions practice.
Option 3: Non‑Acceptance of DET
This option excludes DET from all admissions decisions regardless of visa status. While it ensures regulatory certainty and administrative simplicity, it performs poorly in terms of equity and competitiveness. Restricting acceptable evidence to traditional tests may disadvantage applicants with limited financial resources or access to test centers and runs counter to broader trends in digital assessment and international recruitment.
6.1 Comparative Evaluation
Across the four criteria—regulatory compliance, transparency, institutional feasibility, and equity—conditional acceptance emerges as the most defensible option. Full acceptance improves accessibility but fails to mitigate regulatory risk, whereas non‑acceptance prioritizes compliance at the expense of fairness and flexibility. Drawing on the institutional mapping and sector evidence (UKVI, 2024; Bruce et al., 2025), conditional acceptance provides the most balanced response to the fragmentation observed across Welsh universities by combining innovation with clear regulatory safeguards.

7. Implementation Considerations
Consistent with Bardach’s emphasis on practical implementation, the effectiveness of conditional acceptance depends largely on coherent institutional communication rather than major procedural change. Admissions guidance should clearly distinguish between academic language requirements and immigration rules in order to reduce information asymmetry. Internal alignment among admissions teams and periodic policy review are also necessary to prevent inconsistent interpretation as regulations evolve. At the sector level, shared guidance could further enhance coherence and reduce institutional exposure to reputational or regulatory risk.

8. Conclusion and Policy Takeaway
The analysis suggests that the role of the Duolingo English Test in Welsh higher education admissions is less a question of test validity than a governance issue arising from the misalignment between institutional autonomy and immigration regulation. In the absence of coordinated guidance, DET becomes a point of policy ambiguity that can shift risk onto applicants, particularly those with limited financial or informational resources.
Conditional acceptance represents the most sustainable and ethically defensible response. By integrating transparency, regulatory compliance, and equity within admissions policy, Welsh universities can balance digital innovation with institutional responsibility. More broadly, the analysis highlights that technological expansion in assessment must be accompanied by coherent policy frameworks to protect students and maintain institutional credibility.
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