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Policy Fragmentation in AI-Based English Admission Testing:
A Welsh Policy Analysis of the Duolingo English Test (DET) and UKVI Compliance

1. Defining the Policy Problem
(Bardach Step 1: Define the Problem)
Over the past decade, the Duolingo English Test (DET) has become a widely used AI-enabled, fully online English language assessment in higher education admissions. Unlike traditional center-based tests such as IELTS and TOEFL, DET employs computer-adaptive testing and remote proctoring to generate rapid, standardized scores (Isaacs et al., 2023; Park, 2024). These features have expanded access for international applicants facing financial, geographical, or mobility-related constraints, a trend that accelerated during and after the COVID-19 pandemic.
From an educational perspective, English language testing in admissions functions as a high-stakes gatekeeping mechanism. Language proficiency requirements operate as proxies for academic preparedness, shaping judgements about applicants’ ability to engage with academic texts, assessment practices, and disciplinary discourse. When such proxies are weakly aligned with the actual linguistic demands of academic study, admissions decisions risk admitting students who may face avoidable challenges in progression and assessment, shifting institutional responsibility from selection to remediation. Decisions about which tests are recognized are therefore educational judgements rather than neutral administrative choices, with direct implications for access, fairness, and academic outcomes.
Within the UK, many higher education institutions now accept DET for academic admission. In Wales, however, this practice has exposed a significant policy problem arising from misalignment between institutional admissions decisions and UK Visas and Immigration (UKVI) regulations. UKVI recognizes only Secure English Language Tests (SELTs) for the Student Route visa, excluding DET from this framework. This regulatory position reflects an immigration policy logic that prioritizes standardization and risk control over pedagogical innovation. As a result, applicants may receive academic offers based on DET scores yet later discover that these do not satisfy visa requirements, generating financial loss, emotional distress, and disrupted enrolment, while exposing institutions to reputational and regulatory risk.
This problem cannot be reduced to questions of test validity or isolated institutional discretion. Rather, it reflects a multi-level governance gap in which universities retain autonomy over educational admissions criteria while immigration compliance is regulated centrally. In the absence of coordinated Welsh or UK-wide guidance on the educational and regulatory status of AI-based, non-SELT assessments, universities have developed divergent and often opaque public-facing policies. Inconsistent messaging, unclear distinctions between academic and immigration requirements, and variable transparency have produced a fragmented admissions landscape characterized by information asymmetry and uncertainty.
The consequences of this fragmentation extend beyond administrative inefficiency. As highlighted in the literature on digital assessment and admissions governance, they include heightened equity risks for financially disadvantaged applicants, increased regulatory exposure for institutions, and educational opacity whereby innovation in assessment practices outpaces the development of defensible admissions policy. The core policy problem, therefore, is not whether DET is an effective language test, but how Welsh universities interpret and operationalize English language proficiency as an educational admissions criterion within a regulatory environment that separates academic judgement from immigration compliance. DET thus functions as a stress test for policy coherence in Welsh higher education, revealing how misalignment between assessment practices and immigration regulation generates risk, inequity, and policy fragmentation.

2. Evidence Base and Context
(Bardach Step 2: Assemble the Evidence)
This report does not seek to evaluate DET psychometrically or to generate new empirical data. Instead, it adopts a policy analysis approach to examine how existing admissions policies and regulatory frameworks interact, and with what consequences for governance, equity and institutional risk.
The evidence informing this policy analysis is drawn from a structured and critical review of educational, regulatory, and media sources, reflecting the multi-dimensional nature of English language testing in higher education admissions. Rather than treating policy documents as neutral statements, the analysis examines how language proficiency requirements are constructed, communicated, and interpreted within institutional and regulatory contexts.
First, the analysis draws on publicly available institutional and regulatory documentation, including university-level English language entry requirement webpages, programme-specific admissions guidance, pre-sessional course information, UK Visas and Immigration (UKVI) Secure English Language Test (SELT) regulations, and UCAS Fair Admissions principles. These materials function as policy texts that actively shape applicant understanding by framing the relationship between academic judgement and immigration compliance. Their content—and, critically, their silences—provide evidence of how institutions differentiate, conflate, or obscure these requirements in practice. “UKVI guidance indicates that, at degree level, Student sponsors may assess English and record the basis of assessment on the CAS; whether a SELT is required is therefore contingent on sponsor decisions and CAS coding, which increases the importance of transparent institutional communication.”
Second, peer-reviewed educational research on AI-mediated language assessment situates the Duolingo English Test (DET) within broader debates on validity, fairness, and the consequences of high-stakes testing. Isaacs et al. (2023) report moderate predictive validity between DET scores and subsequent academic performance, indicating potential educational utility while also highlighting limitations relative to more established assessments. Park (2024) identifies methodological challenges associated with remote, AI-based testing environments, including issues of construct representation, test security, and score interpretation. From an educational perspective, this literature demonstrates that the value of DET in admissions is contingent not only on its technical design but on how test scores are interpreted and operationalized within institutional decision-making.
Third, scholarship on fairness and equity in digital language assessment provides evidence of the differentiated impact of remote testing on diverse applicant groups. Research on test-taker perceptions and access (Yao, 2023; Knoch and McNamara, 2019) highlights how technology-dependent assessments may advantage candidates with greater digital literacy, test familiarity, or stable technological access, while disadvantaging others. In admissions contexts, where language testing functions as a gatekeeping mechanism, such disparities have long-term implications for educational access and progression.
Media reporting constitutes a fourth strand of evidence, illuminating public and sectoral discourses surrounding DET. Higher education sector press has frequently portrayed DET as an innovative and democratizing response to access barriers intensified during the COVID-19 pandemic, emphasizing affordability and rapid score turnaround. In contrast, mainstream media coverage has foregrounded concerns regarding remote proctoring, test security, and the lack of regulatory recognition for visa purposes. This dual framing positions DET simultaneously as an access-enhancing innovation and a source of regulatory risk, shaping applicant expectations and institutional reputational considerations.
In line with the aims of a policy analysis report, no primary data collection was undertaken. The analysis relies on secondary sources to examine how policies and practices are articulated and interpreted. This approach introduces recognized limitations: publicly available institutional documentation may be incomplete, inconsistently updated, or strategically ambiguous. However, this limitation is analytically significant rather than incidental. Inconsistent and opaque documentation is itself a core feature of the policy problem, contributing directly to information asymmetry and fragmented applicant experiences.
Taken together, the assembled evidence reveals a context in which educational assessment principles, institutional autonomy, technological innovation, immigration regulation, and public discourse intersect. This complexity reinforces the need for a theory-informed policy analysis that moves beyond narrow questions of test validity to examine how language proficiency evidence is mobilized, communicated, and governed within Welsh higher education admissions.

2.1 Conceptual Clarifications: Language Assessment in Higher Education Admissions
To evaluate the role of the Duolingo English Test (DET) in higher education admissions, it is necessary to clarify key educational concepts underpinning language assessment practices. Academic language proficiency refers not simply to general communicative ability, but to the capacity to meet the linguistic demands of academic study, including engagement with discipline-specific texts, extended academic writing, participation in academic discourse, and response to assessment tasks in higher education contexts (McNamara and Roever, 2006). Language proficiency requirements therefore function as proxies for academic preparedness rather than neutral indicators of language ability.
A distinction must also be made between testing and assessment. Testing involves the administration of standardized instruments to generate comparable scores, whereas assessment encompasses the broader interpretive process through which evidence is evaluated and used to inform educational judgements (Bachman and Palmer, 2010). In admissions contexts, language tests are not ends in themselves; their scores acquire meaning only through institutional interpretation and decision-making.
AI-mediated language assessments such as DET occupy a contested position within educational assessment literature. While offering efficiencies in scale, cost, and accessibility, they raise concerns regarding construct representation, algorithmic decision-making, and fairness, particularly in high-stakes admissions settings (Knoch and McNamara, 2019). Clarifying these conceptual foundations ensures that the subsequent policy analysis is grounded in an educational understanding of language assessment rather than treating DET solely as a regulatory or administrative instrument.

3. Analytical Framework
This report follows the ECDE 7017 assessment structure, using Bardach’s Eightfold Path as a selective organizing tool rather than as the driver of the analysis. The policy issue—the fragmented use of the Duolingo English Test (DET) in Welsh higher education admissions under UKVI regulatory constraints—extends beyond a narrow technical choice problem, raising questions of educational judgement, institutional responsibility, equity, and implementation across governance levels.
Bardach’s framework is used because it supports systematic comparison of policy options, requires explicit evaluative criteria, and enables transparent justification of recommendations by linking them to evidence rather than to experience-based judgement (Bardach and Palatnik, 2020). However, a purely rational-choice approach risks underplaying the discursive and institutional dimensions through which admissions policies are interpreted and enacted in practice. In line with module concepts, institutional admissions webpages, UKVI guidance, and sector media are therefore treated as policy texts that both reflect and shape decision-making, particularly under conditions of ambiguity and decentralized implementation (Ball, 1993; Ozga, 2000).
Policy options are developed and evaluated against four criteria:
1. Regulatory compliance (UKVI/SELT alignment): assessed as a spectrum of risk, including clarity of alignment with UKVI rules, likelihood of adverse visa outcomes, and the extent to which institutional practices protect applicants from avoidable harm.
2. Transparency and public communication: assessed through the clarity and consistency of admissions messaging, including whether academic requirements are distinguished from immigration requirements and whether information asymmetry is minimized.
3. Institutional feasibility and risk management: assessed in terms of implement ability within existing admissions capacity, staff capability, digital infrastructure, and reputational exposure.
4. Equity and student protection: assessed through how risks and benefits are distributed across applicant groups, with attention to financial constraints, digital access, and familiarity with AI-mediated assessment.
These criteria are treated as explicit normative choices rather than neutral technical measures, prioritizing legal compliance, communicative responsibility, organizational realism, and social justice. Making these value judgements visible supports Level 7 expectations for critical evaluation and provides a defensible basis for the recommendations that follow. 
4. Institutional Policy Mapping: Welsh Universities
This section examines how Welsh universities articulate—or fail to articulate—their position on the Duolingo English Test (DET) through publicly accessible admissions documentation. The aim is not merely descriptive listing but to analyses how policy ambiguity, decentralized interpretation, and communicative silence shape admissions practices and applicant experience.
To establish the evidential basis, the mapping draws on English language entry requirement webpages, international admissions guidance, and test acceptance information from institutional sources. These policy texts are treated as active governance artefacts rather than neutral information sources, revealing how universities mediate the roles of academic judgement and regulatory compliance in practice.
4.1 Bangor University
Bangor University’s official international admissions and English language requirement pages list a range of accepted English proficiency tests, including IELTS, TOEFL iBT, PTE, and explicitly the Duolingo English Test with specified score equivalences for degree programs (e.g., Duolingo 105–125 as equivalent to specified IELTS levels). This indicates institutional recognition of DET at the point of academic language requirement. However, Bangor’s documentation does not clarify how DET scores interface with UK Visas and Immigration (UKVI) Secure English Language Test (SELT) requirements for visa purposes, creating ambiguity for applicants about the immigration validity of DET evidence.
4.2 Aberystwyth University
Aberystwyth University’s published English language requirements list recognized tests such as IELTS, Cambridge, and TOEFL, and provide pre-sessional course options, but do not explicitly include the Duolingo English Test on the central English requirements page. 
The absence of explicit DET references at institutional level—despite its acceptance at peer UK institutions—suggests decentralized or implicit interpretation, where departmental practices or informal guidance might be used to judge DET scores, rather than clear central policy.
4.3 Swansea University
Swansea University’s official English language requirement documentation emphasizes the need for a recognized English language test qualification before acceptance, without specifying DET in the central list of tests. 
This lack of explicit DET recognition constitutes a form of policy silence at the central admissions policy level, leaving applicants reliant on informal or additional adviser input to interpret whether their DET scores might satisfy language prerequisites.
4.4 University of South Wales
The University of South Wales’s English language requirements outline a suite of recognized qualifications (e.g., IELTS, TOEFL, PTE), including online tests like non-UKVI IELTS, but do not explicitly reference Duolingo. 
This sustained omission at the central policy text level reinforces the pattern of fragmented policy articulation, where institutions may accept a range of evidence but fail to clearly communicate the status of AI-mediated tests to applicants.
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), with no mention of Duolingo scores. By restricting its published criteria to UKVI aligned tests, Wrexham demonstrates a conservative institutional approach that aligns explicitly with central immigration requirements but does not acknowledge DET as an acceptable route, even for academic acceptance.
4.6 University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD)
The University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s international applications guidance lists English language proficiency as a required criterion but refers to “a UKVI recognized Secure English Language Test” for entry, without explicitly naming DET or setting out equivalence scores on the publicly available guidance page. This absence of specific DET policy suggests that institutional recognition is implicitly reliant on UKVI frameworks, with no published institutional stance on the use of non-SELT AI-mediated tests.
4.7 Cardiff University (Implicit Evidence)
While Cardiff University’s official communications on English language requirements focus on Secure English Language Tests for pre-sessional courses, available documentation does not list Duolingo as an accepted central test. Cardiff University
This indicates a fragmentation between central policy text and broader sector practice, where some Cardiff programs may implicitly accept a range of tests but do not publicize explicit DET recognition in admissions policy texts.

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 absence of coherent, publicly articulated DET policies across Welsh higher education institutions suggests not merely inconsistent communication but a structural policy challenge. This fragmentation undermines transparency, predictability, and equity in admissions processes by transferring interpretive burden onto applicants and reinforcing information asymmetry, particularly for those with limited access to specialist advice. The mapping therefore reinforces the need for more coordinated policy guidance at Welsh or UK level to support defensible educational judgement while safeguarding applicants from unintended harm in the intersection between academic admissions and immigration regulation.
5. Policy Analysis: Strengths, Risks, and Structural Gaps
(Bardach Steps 5–6)
In line with Bardach’s emphasis on evaluating policy consequences and trade-offs, the following analysis examines the strengths, risks and structural gaps associated with DET use.
Drawing on the institutional mapping presented in Section 4, this section synthesizes the key strengths, risks, and structural gaps associated with the use of the Duolingo English Test (DET) in Welsh higher education admissions. The analysis demonstrates that DET’s perceived benefits are inseparable from the governance risks generated by fragmented policy articulation and misalignment with immigration regulation.
5.1 Strengths of DET within Admissions Systems
DET offers clear advantages in terms of accessibility, cost reduction, and administrative efficiency. Its low fee and remote delivery expand access for applicants facing financial, geographical, or mobility-related constraints, aligning with widening participation objectives and post-COVID digitalization of admissions processes. Rapid score reporting supports institutional efficiency and competitiveness in international recruitment, while AI-mediated assessment positions universities within broader narratives of educational innovation.
However, these strengths only translate into meaningful benefits when embedded within coherent and transparent admissions frameworks. In the absence of such frameworks, accessibility gains risk being offset by downstream harms.
5.2 Governance and Regulatory Risks
The primary risk associated with DET arises from its non-SELT status under UK Visas and Immigration (UKVI) regulations. As demonstrated in the institutional mapping, applicants may receive academic offers based on DET evidence while remaining ineligible for a Student Route visa. This misalignment exposes applicants to financial loss, emotional distress, and disrupted enrolment, while placing institutions at risk of reputational damage and regulatory scrutiny.
Beyond visa compliance, the decentralized and inconsistent treatment of DET across Welsh universities constitutes a broader governance failure. Fragmented policy articulation, reliance on programmed-level discretion, and institutional silence within central admissions texts generate significant information asymmetry. Applicants are required to infer eligibility from incomplete or informal sources, a burden that disproportionately affects those with limited access to professional advice or institutional knowledge.
5.3 Equity Implications and Student Protection
Taken together, studies on predictive validity (Isaacs et al., 2023) and subjective fairness (Yao, 2023) suggest that the risks associated with DET are less about linguistic measurement and more about how uncertainty and regulatory ambiguity shape applicant experience—reinforcing the need for governance-focused policy intervention.
DET users are often applicants from lower-income or geographically marginalized contexts who rely on its affordability and accessibility. When institutional policies lack clarity, these applicants bear a disproportionate share of risk. Rather than mitigating inequality, ambiguous acceptance of DET can inadvertently reinforce structural disadvantage by transferring responsibility for regulatory navigation onto students themselves.
Concerns identified in the literature regarding fairness, digital access, and algorithmic decision-making further amplify these equity risks in high-stakes admissions contexts. In the absence of explicit safeguards, institutional reliance on DET risks undermining ethical commitments to fair access and student protection.
5.4 Structural Policy Gaps
Taken together, these findings reveal not isolated institutional shortcomings but a set of structural policy gaps. At institutional level, English language requirements are often treated as technical entry conditions rather than as mechanisms shaping access and educational trajectories. At sector level, the absence of coordinated Welsh or UK-wide guidance on AI-mediated, non-SELT assessments leaves universities to manage risk individually, resulting in policy drift rather than deliberate strategy.
DET thus functions less as an innovative solution than as a diagnostic indicator of governance weakness. The problem 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 feasible options are identified and evaluated below.
Drawing on the institutional mapping and the preceding analysis of strengths, risks, and structural gaps, three policy options are identified to address the fragmented use of the Duolingo English Test (DET) in Welsh higher education admissions. These options are evaluated 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 involves accepting DET scores for all academic admissions while explicitly excluding their use for visa purposes. From an access perspective, this approach is attractive: it reduces financial and geographical barriers and aligns with trends towards digitalization and flexibility in admissions. However, it performs poorly against the criteria of regulatory compliance and equity. Evidence from admissions practice indicates that distinctions between academic and immigration requirements are frequently misunderstood by applicants, particularly those with limited informational resources. As a result, this option transfers regulatory risk onto applicants and exposes institutions to reputational and ethical concerns, undermining its apparent inclusivity.
Option 2: Conditional Acceptance of DET (Preferred Option)
Under this approach, DET is accepted only for pathways that do not require Student Route visa sponsorship, such as online programs or preparatory routes, while SELT-approved tests remain mandatory for visa-bearing programs. This option performs consistently across all four analytical criteria. It preserves the accessibility and efficiency benefits of DET where regulatory risk is minimal, while safeguarding applicants and institutions from avoidable visa-related harm. Although conditional acceptance requires clear, centralized communication to prevent confusion, it represents 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 requirements. While it scores highly on regulatory certainty and administrative simplicity, it performs poorly in relation to equity and institutional competitiveness. By restricting acceptable evidence to traditional test formats, it disproportionately affects 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
When evaluated against the four analytical criteria—regulatory compliance, transparency, institutional feasibility, and equity—conditional acceptance emerges as the most defensible policy option. Full acceptance prioritizes accessibility but fails to mitigate regulatory and ethical risk, while non-acceptance ensures compliance at the cost of fairness and strategic flexibility. Conditional acceptance offers the most balanced response, directly addressing the fragmentation identified across Welsh institutions by integrating innovation with clear regulatory and communicative safeguards.

7. Implementation Considerations
Consistent with Bardach’s focus on practical implement ability, this section considers how the preferred option could be operationalised within existing admissions systems.
The effective implementation of conditional acceptance depends primarily on coherent institutional communication rather than extensive procedural reform. Centralized admissions guidance that clearly distinguishes between academic language assessment and immigration requirements is essential to reduce information asymmetry. Internal alignment among admissions teams and periodic review of policy in response to regulatory change are necessary to prevent inconsistent interpretation and policy drift. At sector level, shared guidance would further enhance coherence and reduce institutional exposure to reputational and regulatory risk.

8. Conclusion and Policy Takeaway
This analysis demonstrates that the use of the Duolingo English Test in Welsh higher education admissions is not primarily a question of assessment validity, but a governance challenge arising from misalignment between institutional autonomy and immigration regulation. In the absence of coordinated policy frameworks, DET operates as a site of ambiguity that disproportionately transfers risk to applicants, particularly those with limited financial and informational resources.
Conditional acceptance of DET represents the most sustainable and ethically defensible response. By embedding transparency, regulatory compliance, and equity within admissions policy, Welsh universities can reconcile digital innovation with educational responsibility. Crucially, this approach underscores that widening access through technology must be matched by policy coherence if student interests are to be protected and institutional legitimacy maintained.
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