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Building a Validity Argument for the TOEFL Junior® Tests

Ching-Ni Hsieh

ETS, Princeton, New Jersey United States

The TOEFL Junior® tests are designed to evaluate young language students’ English reading, listening, speaking, and writing skills
in an English-medium secondary instructional context. This paper articulates a validity argument constructed to support the use and
interpretation of the TOEFL Junior test scores for the purpose of placement, progress monitoring, and evaluation of a test taker’s
English skills. The validity argument is built within an argument-based approach to validation and consists of six validity inferences that
provide a coherent narrative about the measurement quality and intended uses of the TOEFL Junior test scores. Each validity inference
is underpinned by specific assumptions and corresponding evidential support. The claims and supporting evidence presented in the
validity argument demonstrate how the TOEFL Junior research program takes a rigorous approach to supporting the uses of the tests.
The compilation of validity evidence serves as a resource for score users and stakeholders, guiding them to make informed decisions
regarding the use and interpretation of TOEFL Junior test scores within their educational contexts.

Keywords TOEFL Junior® test; reading; listening; speaking; writing; validity; test scores; score users; English language assessment;
young language students; English as a second language; English as a foreign language
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Tomeet the growing demand for assessing English as a second or foreign language (ESL/EFL) for young language learners
(YLLs) worldwide, ETS developed and launched the TOEFL Junior® tests in 2010. The tests are designed for students
ages 11 and older whose first language is not English and who are in the process of developing the English language
proficiency (ELP) required to participate in an English-medium secondary instructional context, (i.e., the target language
use [TLU] domain). The TOEFL Junior tests measure students’ ability to use English for communicative purposes in
situations and tasks representative of English-medium school contexts. Thetest scores are intended to provide information
about the academic and social ELPof test takers to support decisions regarding placing students into different instructional
levels and to monitor student progress in developing ELP over time. The tests can inform instruction in English-language
programs that prepare students for academic English skills.

TheTOEFL Junior TLU domain includes three subdomains—social-interpersonal, navigational, and academic—with
more emphasis placed on the academic domain. These subdomains are informed by Bailey and colleagues’ extensive
research on school language (Bailey, 2007; Bailey & Heritage, 2008) and the TOEFL Junior test design team’s review of
language learning standards and curricula. The social-interpersonal subdomain encompasses uses of language for estab-
lishing and maintaining personal relationships, where, for example, students participate in casual conversations with
friends or classmates in school settings. The navigational subdomain encompasses uses of language to communicate
or navigate school or course information, where, for example, students communicate with peers or school staff about
school- and course-related materials and activities but not about academic content. The academic subdomain entails
language activities performed to learn academic content in English, such as participating in short conversations about
academic content in a class, comprehending written academic texts, and summarizing oral or written academic texts (see
So et al., 2015, for details).

The TOEFL Junior test constructs and task designs are guided by Bachman and Palmer’s (2010) theoretical model
of language knowledge. The model informed the test construct definition and the identification of important language
knowledge and skills to measure, the features of reading and listening passages, and the expected characteristics of spoken
and written performance (So et al., 2015). The theoretical model also illuminated the design and operationalization of
the test tasks and allowed the test developers to ef fectively simulate the actual TLU tasks that would provide evidence
about a test taker’s language ability to communicate in English in the three TLU subdomains.
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C.-N. Hsieh Building a Validity Argument for the TOEFL Junior® Tests

Since the initial launch, the TOEFL Junior tests have undergone several changes. Originally, two versions of the TOEFL
Junior tests were developed to meet different test takers’ and score users’ needs, which included the paper-based and
computer-delivered TOEFL Junior Standard test and the computer-delivered TOEFL Junior Comprehensive test. Thetwo
tests targeted the same TLU domain and subdomains described above, although they differed in the skills tested (see
details in the next paragraph). Depending on stakeholders’ needs, either the TOEFL Junior Standard or the TOEFL Junior
Comprehensive test could be used. The TOEFL Junior Comprehensive test was sunset in 2016 due to operational con-
siderations, though the speaking section of the test—TOEFL Junior Speaking—continued to be offered as a stand-alone
test. In August 2023, the TOEFL Junior testing program launched a new, stand-alone test—TOEFL JuniorWriting, which
was largely developed based on the writing section of the TOEFL Junior Comprehensive test. Thus, at the time of writing,
the TOEFL Junior tests include three separate tests: the paper-based and computer-delivered TOEFL Junior Standard, the
computer-delivered TOEFL Junior Speaking, and the computer- delivered TOEFL Junior Writing (see https://www.ets
.org/toefl/junior.html).

The paper-based and computer-delivered TOEFL Junior Standard test consists of three sections—Listening Compre-
hension, Language Form and Meaning, and Reading Comprehension. The Listening Comprehension section measures a
test taker’s ability to listen to and understand English. The Language Form and Meaning section measures a test taker’s
ability to demonstrate proficiency in key enabling English skills such as grammar and vocabulary in context. The Reading
Comprehension section measures a test taker’s ability to read and understand academic and non-academic texts written
in English. Test questions in all three sections are multiple-choice questions. Test takers mark their responses to the test
questions on an answer sheet. The answer sheet is then read by amachine for scoring. Each section contains 42 four-choice
questions with a total testing time of 1 hour and 55 minutes. Each section score is determined by the number of questions
a student has answered correctly. The number of correct responses on each section (i.e., the raw score) is converted to a
scale score of 200–300 points. The total scale score is the sum of the three section scale scores and ranges from 600–900
points. The score report provides information about the total scale score, an overall score level accompanied by an overall
performance descriptor, a description of the English-language abilities typical of test takers scoring within a particular
scale score range, section scale scores and their corresponding levels on the Common European Framework of Reference
(CEFR; Council of Europe, 2001) that shows the test taker’s ability in comparison to a widely used tool for describing lan-
guage proficiency, and a Lexilemeasure (see https://lexile.com/) based on the Reading Comprehension section scale score.

TheTOEFL Junior Speaking test measures a test taker’s ability to communicate orally in English in a classroom setting
in secondary level education. Thetest is delivered on the computer and has four tasks and lasts about 18 minutes. Thefour
tasks include one Read Aloud, one Picture Narration, one nonacademic Listen-Speak, and one academic Listen-Speak
task. The responses are scored by trained human raters using a 0–4 point scoring rubric (ETS, 2022a); total score is
reported on a scale of 0–16. The score report provides information about the total score (i.e., sum of the four task raw
scores), performance descriptors of a test taker’s ability, and the corresponding CEFR level. Detailed information about
the speaking score level descriptors can be found at https://www.ets.org/pdfs/toefl/toefl-junior-speaking-descriptors.pdf .

The TOEFL Junior Writing test measures a test taker’s computer-based English writing ability to communicate for
social-interpersonal, school navigational, and academic purposes. The test has four task types, including Edit, E-mail,
Opinion, and Listen-Write, and lasts about 40 minutes. The Edit task contains two sets of multiple-choice questions,
and each of the other three tasks requires a written response. T he written responses are scored by an automated scoring
engine using natural language processing and artificial intelligence (AI) capabilities, which is trained on human ratings
(ETS, 2023). As with Speaking, the total score ranges from 0 to 16 (See ETS, 2022b, for the writing scoring guide). The
score report provides information about the total score and the accompanied overall performance descriptor, a descrip-
tion of the English-language abilities typical of test takers scoring within a particular score range, and the corresponding
CEFR level. Detailed information about the writing score level descriptors can be found at https://www.ets.org/pdfs/toefl
/toefl-junior-writing-score-descriptors.pdf.

Argument-Based Approach to Validation

The TOEFL Junior validity argument is built using an argument-based approach to validation (Kane, 2006, 2013)
and draws on the TOEFL iBT® validity argument detailed in Chapelle et al. (2008). Kane (1992) f irst introduced the
argument-based validity framework, using Toulmin’s (1958, 2003) framework of argumentation, where claims about
a test are supported by warrants (i.e., general statements that are used to justify a claim) or contradicted by rebuttals

2 TOEFL Research Report No. RR-102 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-05. © 2024 Educational Testing Service
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C.-N. Hsieh Building a Validity Argument for the TOEFL Junior® Tests

(i.e., alternative explanations or counterarguments to a claim). Warrants and/or rebuttals can be supported or refuted
based on backing or evidence gathered from relevant documentation and theoretical or empirical research findings.
The framework was later expanded in Kane (2006, 2013) where he identified two types of arguments: an interpretive
argument, or interpretation/use argument (IUA), followed by a validity argument. Kane (2013, 2016, 2021) explained
that validation is an ongoing process that (a) starts with outlining the proposed interpretations and uses of test scores in
an IUA, which conceptually links test performances to conclusions and decisions based on the test scores, and (b) then
evaluates the plausibility of these proposed interpretations in a validity argument. In other words, the IUA outlines the
steps validation needs to go through and in what way, whereas the validity argument refers to how well evidence supports
or challenges the IUA.

The characteristics of an argument-based approach to validation can be summarized as follows: (a) test developers or
researchers specify the various score meanings and uses, (b) claims or inferences made based on the test scores are used as
the building blocks to build an IUA, and (c) test developers or researchers use the IUA as a frame for gathering evidence to
build the validity argument. This approach provides a systematic process for how validation researchers structure validity
arguments and allows researchers or test developers the flexibility to determine the claims they want to make based on
test scores and the types of evidence needed to support the claims made, depending on the testing contexts and test uses
(Kane, 2013).

The argument-based framework for validation has been employed by many language test developers and researchers
to validate both high-stakes (e.g., Chapelle et al., 2008; Schmidgall, 2017) and low-stakes tests (e.g., Chapelle et al., 2010;
Chapelle & Voss, 2014; Knoch & Chapelle, 2018; Nguyen et al., 2023; Youn, 2015). Among these, Chapelle et al. (2008)
is used as a model for the current paper given its focus on the TOEFL iBT test that measures academic ELP and its
comprehensive coverage of evidence collected from early test development to subsequent validation after test launch—a
scope of work that is unprecedent in research studies following an argument-based approach to validation. Chapelle
et al. (2008) presented a step-by-step illustration of the argument-based framework by first articulating an interpretive
argument, which contains a sequence of six inferential steps: (a) domain description, (b) evaluation, (c) generalization,
(d) explanation, (e) extrapolation, and (f) utilization. The researchers then specified a list of warrants, assumptions, and
evidence to support the score inferences across the six steps. The book chapters present extensive empirical research studies
and methods used to collect validity evidence for the assessment of the six inferences in the interpretive argument (see
Chapelle et al., 2008, for details). Thisseminal work provides a holistic and systematic process that guided the development
of the TOEFL Junior IUA presented in the next section.

TOEFL Junior Interpretive Argument

To support the adequacy and appropriateness of the TOEFL Junior test scores for intended uses and score interpretations,
during test design and development ETS test developers and researchers created a preliminary TOEFL Junior interpretive
argument to guide test validation. This high-level framework consisted of the same six inferences proposed in Chapelle
et al. (2008) and included brief statements that connected the test scores to their meanings and uses (see So et al., 2015,
pp. 22–23). The preliminary framework served as a guide to collecting validity evidence and more than a decade of
research has formed an accumulated body of evidence for the validity of the proposed score interpretations and uses.

This paper expands the TOEFL Junior preliminary validation framework by building a TOEFL Junior validity argu-
ment, following an argument-based approach to validation (Kane, 2013). Within the context of TOEFL Junior, an inter-
pretive argument was f irst built where claims about the intended interpretations and uses of the test scores were clearly
stated by laying out a network of inferences and their associated assumptions inherent in the proposed interpretations and
uses. Second, using the TOEFL Junior interpretive argument as a frame for organizing evidence, the extent to which each
claim is upheld with evidence was evaluated in a TOEFL Junior validity argument. The purpose of the validity argument,
as explained in Kane (2013, 2016), is to make explicit the meaning of test scores and the basis for claiming various aspects
of score meanings and uses.

The proposed TOEFL Junior interpretive argument consists of the following six-step inferences, with assumptions
identified for each of the warrants (see Figure 1). Each of these inferences is intended to capture an aspect of score mean-
ing: (a) domain description: the test items and tasks represent skills and abilities required for students to have a successful
experience in an English-medium secondary school context; (b) evaluation: scores on the tests reflect the targeted lan-
guage abilities and skills; (c) generalization: similar test scores are expected to be obtained across different test forms and

TOEFL Research Report No. RR-102 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-05. © 2024 Educational Testing Service 3
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C.-N. Hsieh Building a Validity Argument for the TOEFL Junior® Tests

Inference: Warrant         Assumptions (numbered under each warrant)  
F. Utilization: TOEFL Junior tests are useful for assessing students’ English language 

proficiency, monitoring progress, making placement decisions, and supporting teaching and 

learning. 

 1. The meaning of the TOEFL Junior test scores is clearly interpretable by 

stakeholders.  

2. TOEFL Junior test scores are appropriate for intended uses.  

E. Extrapolation: Performance on the TOEFL Junior tests reflects students’ performance in 

an English-medium secondary school context. 

 1. Performance on the TOEFL Junior tests is related to teacher judgments of 

students’ language abilities.  

2. Performance on the TOEFL Junior tests is related to students’ self-

assessment of English language abilities.  

3. Performance on the TOEFL Junior tests is related to other tests of English 

language proficiency in the target language use (TLU) domain. 

D. Explanation: TOEFL Junior scores can be attributed to the test construct of academic 

English language proficiency in secondary-level education. 

 1. Internal structure of TOEFL Junior test scores is consistent with a theoretical 

view of English language proficiency. 

2. The linguistic knowledge, strategies, and processes required to successfully 

complete TOEFL Junior tasks vary in keeping with theoretical expectations. 

3. Test performance varies according to experience in learning English. 

C. Generalization: Similar scores on the TOEFL Junior are expected to be obtained across 

comparable tasks, test forms, and testing conditions. 

 1. Sufficient numbers of tasks are included to provide stable estimates of test 

takers’ performances.

2. Scaling and equating procedures are used to ensure score consistency across 

test forms.  

3. The TOEFL Junior test scores are consistent across test forms. 

4. Clearly defined test specifications are used to create parallel tasks and forms.  

B. Evaluation: Scores on TOEFL Junior reflect the targeted language abilities and skills.  

 1. Scoring procedures and guidelines are well-specified and followed. 

2. Scoring rubrics are appropriate for judging evidence of the targeted language 

abilities. 

3. Statistical characteristics of test items and tasks are appropriate for providing 

evidence of the targeted language abilities.  

4. Task administration conditions are appropriate for providing evidence of the 

targeted language abilities. 

A. Domain Description: TOEFL Junior test items and tasks represent skills and abilities 

required for students to have a successful experience in an English-medium secondary 

school context.  

 1. Assessment tasks produce evidence of abilities representative of language 

knowledge and skills required for study in an English-medium secondary 

school context.  

2. Teachers and students perceive the test tasks as relevant and representative of 

the TLU domain.  

Figure 1 TOEFL Junior Interpretive Argument

testing occasions; (d) explanation: test scores are attributed to a construct of academic English proficiency in secondary
level education; (e) extrapolation: the construct of academic English proficiency as assessed by TOEFL Junior accounts
for students’ performance in an English-medium secondary school context; and (f) utilization: test scores are useful for
assessing students’ ELP, tracking students’ progress, making placement decisions, and informing teaching and learning.
The inferences, warrants, and assumptions start from identifying the TLU domains and tasks as part of the construct def-
inition, move to examining whether the test scores account for relevant abilities from theoretical perspectives, and end
with the utilization inference for evaluating decisions based on test scores.

4 TOEFL Research Report No. RR-102 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-05. © 2024 Educational Testing Service
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C.-N. Hsieh Building a Validity Argument for the TOEFL Junior® Tests

TOEFL Junior Validity Argument

TheTOEFL Junior validity argument provides an overall evaluation of the TOEFL Junior interpretive argument to deter-
mine how well the available evidence supports the inferences and assumptions in the interpretive argument (i.e., backing
evidence) or challenges these inferences (i.e., rebuttal evidence; Kane, 2013). In this paper, validity evidence was collected
from three main sources: (a) internal documents regarding operational procedures for item development, statistical anal-
ysis of test items, and rater training and calibration; (b) published research studies, and (c) publicly available resources
provided by the TOEFL Junior testing program. This body of evidence has been aligned to the assumptions and warrants
underlying each inference of the interpretive argument, as discussed in the sections below.

Domain Description

The domain description inference makes the important claim that the TOEFL Junior test items and tasks represent the
skills and abilities required for students to have a successful experience in an English-medium secondary school context.
This claim is justified if students’ performances on the tests reveal relevant knowledge, skills, and abilities in situations
representative of those used in the TLU domain. This warrant is further based on the assumption that assessment tasks
representing the TLU domain can be identified.

Assumption 1

Assessment tasks produce evidence of abilities representative of language knowledge and skills required for study in an
English-medium secondary school context.

Backing

Review of relevant documents and empirical research helped identify and confirm that assessment tasks captured
important language tasks that required knowledge and skills used in the TLU domain.

The first backing came from domain analysis and systematic review of various ESL/EFL standards and textbooks
during the early stage of test development (So et al., 2015). The test development team reviewed English language
standards, curricula, and textbooks used in Brazil, China, France, Korea, Japan, Taiwan, Turkey, and Vietnam. In
addition, the team analyzed ELP standards for English learners in U.S. middle schools (i.e., California, Colorado, Florida,
NewYork, and Texas state standards and theWIDA consortium standards) and consulted academic literature on language
used in academic contexts. The research team also sought input from experienced classroom teachers and experts in
ESL and EFL instruction and gathered insights into language demands required in secondary school contexts. Results of
these research efforts helped identify the important real-world tasks and the skills needed to complete those tasks within
secondary level education (see detail in So et al., 2015).

Subsequent to the test launch, empirical studies were carried out to examine the appropriateness and relevance of the
TOEFL Junior assessment tasks.One such studywas a systematic analysis of text complexity in the reading passages used in
theTOEFL®Family ofAssessments, includingTOEFL iBT, TOEFL Junior, andTOEFLPrimary® (Chen&Sheehan, 2015).
The researchers used an automated text analysis tool, TextEvaluator® (Sheehan et al., 2010), to analyze a collection of
reading passages used in these three tests. T heTOEFL Junior reading passageswere found to have complexity scoreswithin
the range specified for secondary school students and were representative of the reading tasks and texts that students
would encounter in middle schools in the United States (National Governors Association & Council of Chief State School
Officers, 2010). Additionally, Timpe-Laughlin (2018) analyzed the alignment betweenTOEFL Junior Standard test content
and four EFL textbooks used for Grades 7 to 10 in Berlin, Germany. Findings showed that the language knowledge and
skills assessed in the test aligned well with those covered in the textbooks.

Assumption 2

Teachers and students perceive the test tasks as relevant and representative of the TLU domain.

TOEFL Research Report No. RR-102 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-05. © 2024 Educational Testing Service 5
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C.-N. Hsieh Building a Validity Argument for the TOEFL Junior® Tests

Backing

Teachers and students thought that the TOEFL Junior test tasks were relevant to and representative of the language knowl-
edge and skills included in English language classes and curricula.

The first support for this assumption came from empirical investigations of perceived task importance and relevance
by teachers. Classroom teachers are key stakeholders of the TOEFL Junior tests because they constitute primary users of
the test results; moreover, they have direct knowledge of the target test-taking population and the language knowledge
and skills taught in English language curricula and materials. Because the TOEFL Junior tests are intended to be used in
contexts where English is taught as a foreign/second/additional language, the perceptions of teachers from these contexts
are critical to ensure that the test tasks are relevant and appropriate for measuring the target construct.

During test development, teachers’ views about the proposed TOEFL Junior assessment tasks were reported in
So (2014). The researcher conducted focus-group interviews with 10 EFL teachers (four from public schools, two from
a private school, and four from after-school programs) in South Korea to investigate their perceived relevance and
importance of the TOEFL Junior Comprehensive pilot speaking and writing tasks. The teachers thought that the Read
Aloud, Picture Narration, and integrated Listen-Speak tasks were good measures of students’ speaking skills and relevant
to the kinds of activities they used in the classroom. They were generally positive about the Editing, E-mail, Opinion, and
integrated Listen-Write tasks but expressed concerns about a piloted Dictation task, suggesting that this task was not a
valid measure of students’ writing ability. Following additional analyses, the Dictation task was removed, which helped
to ensure that TOEFL Junior test tasks were relevant and representative of those in the TLU domain.

In Timpe-Laughlin (2018), the researcher interviewed four teachers from two schools in Berlin, Germany. T he teachers
indicated that the language knowledge and skills assessed in TOEFL Junior Standard alignedwell with the EFL curriculum
used. In another study, Galikyan et al. (2019) had 202 students, ages between 11 and 16, from an after-school language
program in Armenia take the TOEFL Junior Standard test and respond to a questionnaire that investigated their percep-
tions of the test design and skills assessed. Nine classroom teachers from the program also reviewed the test materials
and responded to a teacher questionnaire that gathered their viewpoints about the test construct and intended uses. Both
stakeholder groups reported that the TOEFL Junior Standard test allowed students to accurately demonstrate their English
language abilities and that the test tasks ref lected the language used in the classroom.

Evaluation

The evaluation inference is based on the warrant that TOEFL Junior test scores reflect the targeted language abilities and
skills. Thiswarrant is based on assumptions about scoring, item analyses, and conditions of task administration. Backing in
support of these assumptions includes evaluating scoring criteria and procedures, rater training and calibration, running
statistical analyses of test items, and comparing performances on different test administration conditions.

Assumption 1

Scoring procedures and guidelines are well specified and followed.

Backing 1

Review of internal documents indicated that standard procedures and guidelines were followed to score test items on the
TOEFL Junior Standard test.

Standard procedures for scoring the TOEFL Junior Standard test and for producing the section scale scores are
described in internal documents. These documents outline the processes for item analysis, equating, scoring, and scaling
(i.e., converting raw score points to scale scores). These procedures are strictly followed by ETS’s assessment developers,
data analysts, and psychometricians who are involved in scoring the test.

Backing 2

Review of internal documents showed that raters were trained, certified, and calibrated following standard procedures
and guidelines.

6 TOEFL Research Report No. RR-102 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-05. © 2024 Educational Testing Service
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C.-N. Hsieh Building a Validity Argument for the TOEFL Junior® Tests

For the TOEFL Junior Speaking test, internal documents on scoring procedures specify that raters need to complete
a training program and pass a certification test using the ETS Online Network for Evaluation (ONE) system. Before each
operational scoring session, raters have to pass a calibration test that evaluates their readiness to score for that particular
scoring day. As raters score, they aremonitored and supported by ETS’s scoring leadership team, which provides guidance
and feedback to raters when needed to ensure the accuracy and quality of scoring. In addition, rater support documents
with benchmark samples of each score point are made available to the raters in the ONE system. Review of these internal
documents revealed that the TOEFL Junior raters are thoroughly trained, certified, and monitored in use of the scoring
rubrics.

Assumption 2

Scoring rubrics are appropriate for judging evidence of the targeted language abilities.

Backing 1

Rubrics were developed, trialed, and revised based on expert consensus.
Rubric development and pilot testing studies are documented in the TOEFL Junior test design framework paper (So

et al., 2015). The scoring rubrics were developed on the basis of best practices for creating appropriate and meaningful
scores, results from the pilot studies, and intended uses of the reported scores. The scoring rubrics for the TOEFL Junior
speaking and writing measures were developed through an iterative process of rubric development, trialing, and revision.

Backing 2

Research showed that raters are able to score reliably and identify differences in performances across score levels.
So (2014) provides initial empirical evidence concerning issues related to rater reliability. Trained raters double scored

TOEFL Junior Comprehensive spoken and written responses, collected from 2,931 test takers who participated in the
pilot test. Interrater correlations between the scores given by two raters ranged between .67 and .76 for the speaking items
and between .73 and .92 for the writing items, indicating substantial rater agreement.

Ensuing empirical studies using discourse-analytic approaches to examining spoken andwritten responses have shown
that raters were able to apply the scoring rubrics consistently to responses elicited by the test tasks. For speaking, Hsieh and
Wang (2019) analyzed features of fluency, grammar, vocabulary, and content quality demonstrated in test takers’ responses
to the TOEFL Junior Comprehensive Picture Narration and Listen-Speak tasks. Findings showed that the majority of the
21 spoken features examined differentiated test takers across proficiency levels with medium to large effect sizes. For
writing, Wolf et al. (2018) analyzed TOEFL Junior Comprehensive test takers’ performances on the Opinion writing task
and conducted detailed analysis of features of fluency, grammar, vocabulary, and discourse complexity using both human
annotation and automated text analysis tools (i.e., TextEvaluator [see Sheehan et al., 2010]) and e-rater (an automated
essay scoring system; see Attali & Burstein, 2006, for details of the features included in the system). Results revealed clear
relationships between various linguistic accuracy and complexity variables and the students’ writing task scores assigned
by certified raters. Findings of these two studies provide empirical validity evidence to support the claim that raters are
able to differentiate test-taker performances using the scoring rubrics.

It should be noted that, as described earlier, the current TOEFL Junior Writing test is scored using an automated
scoring engine that is trained on human scores and covers the same scoring criteria used in the scoring rubrics. The
agreement between machine scores and human scores across task types and score levels was evaluated prior to imple-
mentation of automated scoring. Pearson correlations between machine and human scores ranged from .77 to .80 across
tasks, similar to correlations between two human raters, which ranged from .73 to .80. Human-machine score agreement
was also evaluated across test takers from different language groups to ensure consistent scoring and to ensure agreement
in classification of test-taker proficiency in terms of the CEFR levels. The results provided evidence supporting the
reliability of using machine scoring for the TOEFL Junior Writing test.

Assumption 3

Statistical characteristics of test items and tasks are appropriate for providing evidence of the targeted language abilities.
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C.-N. Hsieh Building a Validity Argument for the TOEFL Junior® Tests

Backing

Item analyses were conducted to verify that the difficulty and discrimination of test items and tasks were appropriate.
The psychometric quality of the TOEFL Junior test items and tasks was examined throughout test development. For

example, So (2014) reported analyzing item difficulty on the TOEFL Junior Comprehensive pilot speaking and writing
tasks to determine if the test tasks produced appropriate levels of difficulty and differentiated among test takers’ levels of
ability. Young et al. (2013) conducted a differential item functioning (DIF) analysis on the TOEFL Junior Standard pilot
test forms and found construct-relevant explanations for the items that exhibited significant group differences in the DIF
analysis. Overall, results of item analyses based on the TOEFL Junior pilot data provide good backing for the psychometric
quality of the test scores during early stages of test development.

After the test launch, the TOEFL Junior data analysts and psychometricians conduct routine analysis of item character-
istics, following ETS Standards for Quality and Fairness (ETS, 2014). TheTOEFL Junior testing program makes available
brief reports on the distributions of test-taker demographic characteristics, average performance of groups of test takers,
and percentile ranks of scale scores (ETS, 2022c).

Assumption 4

Task administration conditions are appropriate for providing evidence of the targeted language abilities.

Backing

Empirical research findings showed that task administration conditions were appropriate.
Backing for the assumption that the task administration conditions were appropriate was initially derived from proto-

typing and pilot studies around the world. These studies focused on whether the young test takers were able to understand
the test instructions and complete the test items or tasks in a manner that was appropriate given their language abilities
and age. So (2014) reported that, through the initial trials of the TOEFL Junior Comprehensive speaking and writing
test tasks, one speaking and one writing task were eliminated because of concerns about testing time for young learners,
coupled with construct relevance and psychometric quality of the tasks. The amount of time required for completing the
test tasks was finalized based on results of the prototyping and pilot testing studies.

External researchers have further explored other conditions for test administration and provided evidence that the
TOEFL Junior test administration conditions are appropriate for measuring the English language ability of young learners
with different backgrounds or needs. For example, for the Listening Comprehension section of the TOEFL Junior Stan-
dard test, Eberharter et al. (2023) compared the standard single-listening administration mode with a self-paced mode.
The participants were 139 eighth-grade EFL students from four secondary schools in Austria who had reading-related
learning difficulties. Each student completed 15 items in a single-listening condition and another 15 in a self-paced
condition. Analysis of the students’ performances yielded comparable test scores between the two conditions, supporting
valid score meaning and interpretation of the standard single-listening administration condition for this group of
learners. In another EFL context, Yeom and Jun (2020) had 84 seventh to ninth graders from four public schools in South
Korea take the paper- and computer-delivered TOEFL Junior Standard Reading Comprehension test items. Analysis
of the students’ performances resulted in equivalent scores between the two test-delivery modes. Findings of the two
studies provided backing to support the appropriateness of the TOEFL Junior Standard test administration conditions
for measuring the targeted language abilities.

Generalization

Thegeneralization inference is based on the warrant that similar test scores are expected to be obtained across comparable
tasks, test forms, and testing conditions. Two assumptions underlie thiswarrant and concern issues of reliability andmean-
ingful and consistent score interpretation. Backing for the assumptions was obtained through studies of generalizability
and reliability and through rigorous task design and development.

Assumption 1

Sufficient numbers of tasks are included to provide stable estimates of test takers’ performances.
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C.-N. Hsieh Building a Validity Argument for the TOEFL Junior® Tests

Backing

Results from reliability and generalizability studies indicated the number of test taskswas appropriate tomaintain required
levels of reliability.

So (2014) provided evidence concerning issues related to the number of speaking andwriting tasks required tomaintain
reliability for the TOEFL Junior Comprehensive speaking and writing test sections. Generalizability theory (G-theory)
analyses on pilot test items were used to examine the influence of reducing one speaking and one writing test item on
the reliability of the test while also considering teachers’ feedback about the relevance and importance of the proposed
pilot test tasks as described earlier. Results of the G-theory analyses showed that removing one speaking and one writing
item did not have a substantial impact on the reliability of the TOEFL Junior Comprehensive speaking and writing test
sections. For speaking, the G-coefficient was .92 for five double-scored items and dropped to .90 for four double-scored
items. For writing, the G-coefficient was .88 for five double-scored items and dropped to .85 for four double-scored items.
The research team considered that the generalizability coefficients were acceptable for the intended uses of the test and
included four speaking and four writing items in the final test specifications.

Assumption 2

Scaling and equating procedures are used to ensure score consistency across test forms.

Backing

Review of relevant documents and publications provided evidence that procedures for scaling and equating are well spec-
ified and adhered to.

This assumption is supported by an internal document that outlines the process of ongoing scaling and equating of
test sections and forms. Scaling and equating of the test forms is carried out using an item response theory framework
to estimate item parameters. For each of the TOEFL Junior Standard test section, the total number of correct selected-
response items (i.e., the raw score) is statistically adjusted, or equated, to account for dif ferences in dif f iculty between test
forms. The equating process compensates for small differences across test forms and allows scores from each test form to
be used interchangeably. The equated raw scores are then converted to section scale scores that range from 200 to 300.
Scores on any new TOEFL Junior Standard test form are equated and then reported on a common scale. Scaling and
equating procedures ensure consistent interpretation of scores across test forms and administrations.

Assumption 3

The TOEFL Junior test scores are consistent across test forms.

Backing 1

The reliability coefficients and standard error ofmeasurement (SEM) of the TOEFL Junior tests indicate that the test scores
are consistent across test forms.

The two statistics commonly used to describe the reliability of test scores of a group of test takers are the reliability
coefficient and the SEM. The reliability coefficient is an estimate of the correlation between scores on different test forms
and indicates the degree to which a test form produces consistent scores. It varies from .00, indicating no agreement at
all, to 1.00, indicating perfect agreement. The reliability coefficients for the TOEFL Junior Standard scale scores are .87
for Listening Comprehension, .87 for Language Form and Meaning, .89 for Reading Comprehension, and .95 for the total
test, showing adequately high score consistency across test forms (ETS, 2018, p. 24).

The SEM indicates the extent to which test takers’ scores differ from their true scores. A test taker’s “true score” is the
average of the scores that a given test taker would earn on all possible test forms. The difference between a test taker’s true
score and the score the test taker actually earns is called the “error of measurement.” The SEM, for a group of test takers,
is the average size of those differences. The SEM for each of the TOEFL Junior Standard test section scale scores is 9.8 for
Listening Comprehension, 9.0 for Language Form and Meaning, and 10.0 for Reading Comprehension, and the SEM for
the total test score is 16.6 (ETS, 2018, p. 24).
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C.-N. Hsieh Building a Validity Argument for the TOEFL Junior® Tests

For the TOEFL Junior Speaking andWriting tests, raw scores are reported to test takers because themeanings of the raw
scores can be more easily interpreted through the descriptions in the scoring rubrics and thus the scores are not equated
(So et al., 2015). Score comparability of the TOEFL Junior Speaking and Writing tests is maintained through trying out
new test items in small-scale sessions before they are used operationally as well as through rigorous rater training and
monitoring. The reliability coefficient for the TOEFL Junior Speaking test is .87 and the SEM is 1.24 (ETS, 2018, p. 31).
Thereliability coefficient and SEM for the newly launched TOEFL JuniorWriting test is not available at the time of writing
and will be reported when available.

Backing 2

Analysis of repeat test-taker performance provides evidence supporting the stability of the TOEFL Junior Standard scores
across test administrations.

Empirical evidence pertaining to the stability or test-retest reliability for the TOEFL Junior Standard test came from
Gu et al. (2015), who conducted an analysis of repeat test takers’ performances. In a subset of the data, performances
of 619 test takers who had taken the test twice within a 2.5-month period showed that all three mean test section scale
score changes (e.g., 2.5 score point on Listening Comprehension) were smaller than the SEM for each test section. These
operational test data provide evidence supporting the stability of the test scale scores across administrations.

Assumption 4

Clearly def ined test specif ications are used to create parallel tasks and forms.

Backing

TOEFL Junior item specifications are used for producing parallel items and tasks.
Theassumption is backed by the TOEFL Junior item writers’ use of well-defined item specifications. Confidential item

specifications provide detailed descriptions of the test tasks and identify which aspects of the test tasks must remain
constant to consistently assess pertinent language knowledge and skills and which aspects can be allowed to vary to create
new items (e.g., topics for the speaking tasks). Checklists are included in the specifications such that item writers can
double check and ensure that the standard steps involved in item development are followed and completed.

Explanation

The explanation inference is based on the warrant that the TOEFL Junior test scores can be attributed to the test construct
of academic ELP in secondary-level education. Sources of backing for this warrant include investigations of the internal
structure of the tests, the linguistic knowledge, processes, and strategies underlying task performance, and the relationship
between test performance and experience in learning English.

Assumption 1

Internal structure of TOEFL Junior test scores is consistent with a theoretical understanding of academic ELP.

Backing

Expected correlations were found among measures within the TOEFL Junior tests and the factor structure of measures
was consistent with theorized relationships.

Backing for the assumption included factor analysis studies conducted to support a theorized factor structure of the
TOEFL Junior tests. Gu (2015) analyzed the TOEFL Junior Comprehensive pilot test data collected from 436 participants
in 15 countries to investigate the latent structure of English language ability in EFL school-age learners. The results showed
that the learners’ test performances were best explained by a higher-order factor model, representing a global English
language ability and four first-order factors that corresponded to the four language skills. Building on the work of Gu,
Manna et al. (2018) investigated the factor structure of the English language abilities measured by the TOEFL Junior
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C.-N. Hsieh Building a Validity Argument for the TOEFL Junior® Tests

Comprehensive test. Data were collected from 2,885 secondary school students in Japan to control for variations in first
language and academic context. Analyses of the data showed that a correlated four-factor model associated with the four
language skills best represented the English language abilities measured by the test. Though differing in the final selected
latent factor models, the two studies provide validity evidence to support the four-skills structure of the ELP measured
by the TOEFL Junior tests and support the theoretical view that ELP is composed of highly interrelated components
(Bachman & Palmer, 2010).

Assumption 2

The linguistic knowledge, strategies, and processes required to successfully complete TOEFL Junior tasks vary in keeping
with theoretical expectations.

Backing 1

Empirical studies showed that the linguistic knowledge and skills required to complete the TOEFL Junior tasks aligned
with expected developmental patterns and theoretical definitions of language proficiency.

The first source of backing came from empirical studies that examined the linguistic knowledge and skills required to
complete the TOEFL Junior speaking and writing tasks. For the speaking tasks, backing is found in Gu and Hsieh (2019)
and Hsieh and Wang (2019), who analyzed features of fluency, vocabulary, grammar, and content quality exhibited in
TOEFL Junior Comprehensive test takers’ spoken responses. Results of the two studies converged, demonstrating that
responses receiving increasing higher scores showed expected developmental patterns in speaking proficiency phenomena
specified in theoreticalmodels of communicative competence (e.g., Bachman&Palmer, 1996). These phenomena included
construct-relevant dimensions such as increasing speech fluency, grammatical complexity, and content quality (e.g., Frost
et al., 2011; Iwashita et al., 2008).

For the writing tasks, backing was found inWolf et al. (2018), who conducted detailed analyses of test takers’ responses
on theTOEFL JuniorComprehensiveOpinionwriting task. The responseswere analyzed for aspects of essay length, lexical
complexity, grammatical accuracy, syntactic complexity, and discourse complexity. The written features analyzed varied as
expected with scores assigned by trained raters andwere consistent with expected characteristics of argumentative writing
(e.g., Cumming et al., 2005; Grant & Ginther, 2000).

Further backing was found in Hsieh (2023), who examined the association between L2 reading and writing skills using
measures of the TOEFL Junior tests. The participants included 185 students in Grades 7 and 8 from Denmark, Finland,
and the Netherlands who completed the TOEFL Junior Standard test. The researcher also collected the students’ written
responses to the TOEFL Junior Email writing task and a researcher-developed descriptive writing task. Findings showed
that the students’ TOEFL Junior Standard reading comprehension test scores were related to their writing performances,
particularly in terms of writing fluency (amount of text produced) and idea development. More advanced readers showed
a greater level of linguistic sophistication when producing the written texts. This link between reading and writing reflects
the theoretical expectation of an association between reading-writing skills, as found in first language (L1) literacy research
(Fitzgerald & Shanahan, 2000).

The relationship between TOEFL Junior test performances and theoretical expectations for the language knowledge
and skills required for completing the test tasks is further supported by several research studies funded by the TOEFL
Committee of Examiners and TOEFL Young Students research grants (e.g., Kim, 2023; Kim et al., 2022; Wallace, 2020,
2021; Wallace & Lee, 2020). For example, a concern that second language (L2) listening performance was jointly deter-
mined by both linguistic knowledge (e.g., vocabulary size) and nonlinguistic factors (e.g., executive functions) was tested
in Wallace and Lee (2020). The researchers had 209 Japanese senior high school EFL learners respond to a practice ver-
sion of the TOEFL Junior Standard Listening Comprehension section, a listening vocabulary levels test, and several tests
that measured the students’ executive function in terms of working memory (e.g., revising information held in tempo-
rary storage, switching attentional focus among mental representations). Findings revealed that the students’ vocabulary
knowledge was the only variable that significantly predicted their listening comprehension scores. This result supported
the claim that language ability—the target construct of the TOEFL Junior tests—should be the main factor influencing
successful test task completion, whereas recognizing that many peripheral factors such as cognitive ability, background
knowledge, strategic competence may contribute to a test taker’s success (Hulstijn, 2015; So et al., 2015).
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C.-N. Hsieh Building a Validity Argument for the TOEFL Junior® Tests

Similarly, Kim et al. (2022) investigated the extent to which L2 grammar and vocabulary knowledge and cognitive
factors (i.e., workingmemory capacity (WMC), L1 inferencing ability) predicted L2 listening comprehension for passages
of different lengths. The participants were 193 ninth grade EFL students in South Korea who responded to a research
version of the TOEFL Junior Standard test, and the instruments measured WMC and L1 inferencing ability. Outcomes of
the study demonstrated that the students’ linguistic knowledge, as measured by performance on the Language Form and
Meaning section of the TOEFL Junior Standard test, showed strong links to their listening comprehension for both shorter
and longer listening passages. Conversely, WMC was weakly associated with comprehension of longer passages, and L1
inferencing ability was weakly associated with comprehension of shorter passages. Given that WMC and L1 inferencing
ability are peripheral to the test construct, the fact that they playedminimal roles in the students’ listening comprehension
performance provides another piece of validity evidence, implying that students’ listening performance is related to the
expected language knowledge and skills required for comprehension (Buck, 2001).

Collectively, this body of empirical studies provides strong evidence that the TOEFL Junior test scores are influenced
by relevant L2 linguistic knowledge and skills required to successfully complete the test tasks and are consistent with the
theoretical models of language proficiency on which the TOEFL Junior tests are based (Bachman & Palmer, 2010).

Backing 2

Task completion strategies and cognitive processes used by test takers were consistent with expected processes for suc-
cessfully completing the TOEFL Junior tasks.

Backing for this assumptionwas found in studies that examined strategy use and cognitive processes test takers engaged
in when responding to the TOEFL Junior test tasks. Hsieh and Gu (2020) collected verbal report data from 31 students in
Grades 4 to 6 of an English-medium primary school in Hong Kong to explore the students’ strategy use when responding
to two TOEFL Primary and one TOEFL Junior picture-based speaking tasks. After the students responded to each task,
they reported or reflected on the processes of deriving their spoken responses. Analyses of the verbal reports indicated
that the students relied on construct-relevant organizational and elaboration strategies when responding to the TOEFL
Junior Picture Narration task.

Similarly, Choi and Loewen (2022) explored task-specific strategic behaviors of 45 EFL learners in upper primary and
lower secondary schools in South Korea. Thestudents completed two TOEFL Junior Picture Narration and two integrated
Listen-Speak tasks and participated in stimulated recall sessions to report their strategy use when responding to the tasks.
Results showed that the students utilized a variety of cognitive and metacognitive strategies that were relevant to the tasks
or test construct (e.g., evaluating the content, planning). This study also documented task-specific strategy use, in line
with theoretical expectations and empirical work based on adult L2 learners (Swain et al., 2009).

Yeom and Jun (2020) investigated strategy use in reading comprehension. The participants included 84 EFL learners
in Grades 7 to 9 in South Korea who completed selected TOEFL Junior Standard Reading Comprehension test ques-
tions and filled out a questionnaire of reading and test-taking strategies. Findings suggested that students with different
levels of English reading proficiency differed in their strategy use. High-proficiency readers reported using more strate-
gies to enhance the quality of their reading comprehension (e.g., use logical connectors to clarify content and passage
organization) than the lower-proficiency readers, as expected.

With respect to the cognitive processes underlying test performance, most empirical studies investigated the role of
WMC, along with linguistic knowledge required to complete test tasks as discussed above. The impact of WMC on test
takers’ reading comprehension and writing performances were investigated in two studies that employed the same data
set collected from 94 students in Grades 6 and 7 who were from two English-medium schools in Hungary. The first study,
Michel et al. (2019), reported the impact of WMC on the students’ performance on the TOEFL Junior Comprehensive
Email and integrated Listen-Write tasks. The second study, Brunfaut et al. (2021), focused on the ef fects of WMC on stu-
dents’ performances on the TOEFL Junior Comprehensive Reading Comprehension section. Findings of the two studies
converged, suggesting that WMC had limited effects on reading comprehension and writing performance. Given that
WMC is peripheral to the language ability construct measured by the TOEFL Junior tests, these studies provide evidence
that young learners’ varying levels of working memory functions do not cause construct-irrelevant variance in TOEFL
Junior test scores.

Affective factors, such as task motivation or test anxiety, that test takers experience during task completion can also
influence test performance, especially for young learners whose ability to exercise control over their emotional status
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C.-N. Hsieh Building a Validity Argument for the TOEFL Junior® Tests

is still undergoing development (Butler, 2017). Kormos et al. (2020) investigated the impact of task motivation on test
performance among 104 Hungarian primary school students, ages 11 to 15. The students completed the TOEFL Junior
Comprehensive integrated Listen-Speak and Listen-Write tasks and then filled out a task-motivation questionnaire that
assessed their posttest feelings, reported effort, task appraisal, emotional state, and result assessment. Findings revealed
that the task-motivational variables (e.g., task effort, task anxiety) were largely unrelated to the students’ task perfor-
mances. The researchers attributed the findings to positive reactions from the students, resulting from appropriate task
administration conditions, as well as the authentic task design that reflected the English-medium instructional context
that the participating students were engaged in. Thestudy results also indicated that variations in the students’ motivation
did not create construct-irrelevant variance, providing validity evidence to support score interpretation.

Assumption 3

Test performance varies according to experience in learning English.

Backing

Research results showed that test performance improved with greater experience in learning English.
Backing for this assumption came from research comparing differences in TOEFL Junior test scores among learners

with varying degrees of experience in learning English. Based on students’ repeated performances on the TOEFL Junior
Standard test, Madyarov et al. (2021) found that the test scores of beginner-level Armenian adolescent students, ages 11
to 17, in an after-school English language program improved significantly after receiving 20 hours of instruction over a
10-week period. Ling and Gu (2019) analyzed operational test data and self-reported background information to examine
the associations between TOEFL Junior Comprehensive test scores and construct-relevant learning experiences. Results
of the analysis showed that a greater number of years studying English and a longer length of stay in an English-speaking
country were significantly associated with higher levels of ELP as measured by the TOEFL Junior Comprehensive.

Also using self-reported background information, Huang et al. (2021) used a survey to gather information about par-
ticipating students’ hours of formal English instruction received, onset age of learning, and frequency of out-of-school
contact with English. The correlations between the students’ test scores on the TOEFL Junior speaking practice items and
the construct-relevant learning experience variables were moderately high (between .30 and .49). Findings of the three
studies collectively provide evidence to support the claim that TOEFL Junior test scores differ based on the amount and
quality of experience in learning English. These findings are also consistent with the differences that one would expect
based on a theoretical construct of academic language proficiency that developswith time spent learningEnglish (Chapelle
et al., 2008).

Extrapolation

The extrapolation inference is based on the warrant that performance on the TOEFL Junior tests reflects students’ per-
formance in an English-medium secondary school context. Underlying this warrant is the assumption that test-taker
performance is related to other criteria of language proficiency in the TLU domain. Evidence relevant to this warrant
comes from research studies investigating variables in the TLU domain such as teacher judgements of students’ language
abilities and test takers’ self-assessments or about the relationships between TOEFL Junior test scores and other external
measures of English.

Assumption 1

Performance on the TOEFL Junior tests is related to teacher judgments of students’ language abilities.

Backing

Empirical studies showed that TOEFL Junior test scores were related to teacher judgments of students’ language abilities.
Papageorgiou and Cho (2014) examined the relationship between students’ test scores on the TOEFL Junior Standard

test and teachers’ evaluation of students’ English language ability related to course placement decisions. The TOEFL Junior
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C.-N. Hsieh Building a Validity Argument for the TOEFL Junior® Tests

Standard test was administered to 92 students in Grades 7 to 9 from two secondary schools that offered varying levels of
ESL courses. The researchers also asked classroom teachers to evaluate the accuracy of each student’s ESL placement and
recommend an appropriate ESL level if they thought that the students’ current placement was inaccurate based on their
knowledge of the students’ language abilities. Strong correlations between the students’ test scores and teachers’ judgments
were found in both schools (r = .72 and r = .83, respectively).

Huang et al. (2021) also used teacher judgments as an indicator of students’ ELP in a secondary school context in
Taiwan. Six English teachers were recruited to evaluate their students’ English language abilities using a 100-point scale.
In addition, 252 students in Grades 7 to 9 from these teachers’ classes completed the practice version of the TOEFL Junior
Comprehensive speaking test. The correlation between the students’ speaking test scores and teacher ratings of students’
speaking proficiency was r = .62. Results of these two studies provide empirical evidence in support of the links between
students’ performances on the TOEFL Junior tests and teachers’ judgments of students’ English language abilities.

Assumption 2

Performance on the TOEFL Junior tests is related to students’ self-assessment of English language abilities.

Backing

Empirical studies found that TOEFL Junior test scores were associated with students’ self-assessment of English language
abilities.

In addition to teacher ratings described above, Huang et al. (2021) used self-assessment as another nontest criterion of
students’ English language ability. Theparticipating students were asked to evaluate their own English listening, speaking,
reading, and writing skills using a 100-point percentile scale based on how they compared to other students of the same
age. Amoderate correlation was observed between students’ self-assessment and their scores on the speaking practice test
(r = .57). In another study that employed self-assessment, Kormos et al. (2020) had students evaluate their performances
on the TOEFL Junior Comprehensive integrated Listen-Speak and Listen-Write tasks using a 4-point scale. The students’
subjective evaluations were significantly, though weakly, correlated with their performances on the Listen-Speak (r = .20)
and Listen-Write (r = .21) tasks.

As Chapelle et al. (2008) pointed out, high correlations of self-assessments with test scores are not expected due to the
different measurement methods used and the differences in the constructs of perceived language ability and test perfor-
mance. Thus, for both studies, the moderate to weak correlations observed provide validity evidence for the assumption
that TOEFL Junior test scores are, as expected, related to self-assessment of language proficiency in secondary school
contexts.

Assumption 3

Performance on the TOEFL Junior tests is related to other tests of ELP in the TLU domain.

Backing

Research results showed positive relationships between TOEFL Junior test scores and other tests of ELP in secondary
school contexts.

The validity evidence for the relationship to other criteria of ELP in the TLU domain refers to the degree to which
TOEFL Junior test scores are similar to the scores of other tests that measure similar constructs (Messick, 1996). Backing
of this assumption was obtained through correlations that were estimated between the scores of the TOEFL Junior tests
and other measures of academic English proficiency appropriate for the target population.

Kamiya (2017) collected data from 144 students in Grade 12 who took the English section of the National Center
Test (NCT), a national matriculation exam used in Japan for college admissions, and the TOEFL Junior Comprehensive
test. The NCT English test measured similar constructs of academic English reading and listening skills. The correlations
between the students’ scores on the NCT listening and reading tests and the TOEFL Junior Comprehensive reading and
listening sections were between .71 and .78.

14 TOEFL Research Report No. RR-102 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-05. © 2024 Educational Testing Service
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C.-N. Hsieh Building a Validity Argument for the TOEFL Junior® Tests

As mentioned earlier in the paper, Huang et al. (2021) had 252 students in Grades 7 to 9 in Taiwan respond to four
TOEFL Junior speaking practice tasks. The students also completed two construct-related speaking monologue tasks and
two interactive speaking tasks that were developed by the researchers and validated in a larger assessment development
project (Bailey & Heritage, 2014). The correlations between the scores on the TOEFL Junior speaking practice tasks and
the researcher-developed speaking tasks ranged from .55 to .73. Results of the two empirical studies demonstrate that
TOEFL Junior test scores are related to construct-relevant external measures of ELP.

Utilization

The utilization inference is based on the warrant that TOEFL Junior test scores are useful for measuring students’ ELP,
tracking progress, making placement decisions, and supporting teaching and learning. This warrant relies on the assump-
tions that the test scores are clearly interpretable by stakeholders and are appropriate for intended uses.

Assumption 1

Themeaning of TOEFL Junior test scores is clearly interpretable by stakeholders.

Backing 1

Interpretive materials are made available to help stakeholders understand score meanings and make decisions.
Test developers and researchers at ETS have conducted a series of studies to develop score levels and descriptors that

providemeaningful information to test takers, parents, teachers, and score users. For example, to enhance scoremeanings
and interpretability of the TOEFL Junior Standard total scale scores, Papageorgiou,Morgan, and Becker (2015) developed
performance levels and descriptors for score reporting purposes. Data were collected from 3,607 students who took an
operational test form in 2012. The researchers analyzed the accuracy and consistency of classifying the test takers into
four, five, and six levels, defined by different cut scores. Considering the intended uses of the test, ultimately a five-level
solution was selected for reporting overall test performance. Performance level descriptors were then created by analyzing
test-taker performance, item difficulty, and the relevant CEFR level descriptors (Council of Europe, 2001). In the TOEFL
Junior Standard test score report, the typical profile of each performance level on the test is also reported in terms of CEFR
levels to support score interpretations for users familiar with the CEFR.

Similar research and development effort for facilitating score interpretability was made for the TOEFL Junior Com-
prehensive test. Papageorgiou, Xi, et al. (2015) developed band levels for overall score and accompanying performance
descriptors. Data were collected from 2,931 pilot test takers, which were used in identifying six band levels and creat-
ing performance level descriptors for reporting purposes. Multiple sources of information were drawn upon in this effort,
including test-taker performance on the test, speaking and writing scoring rubrics, characteristics of the test items, typical
student performance profiles, the performance of norm groups on the test, and relevant CEFR level descriptors.

To help stakeholders understand score meanings and make score-based decisions, the TOEFL Junior testing program
also offers information about the test constructs targeted by the TOEFL Junior tests and themeanings of test scores, as well
as sample score reports, sample test items, and performance descriptors. These materials are located on the TOEFL Junior
Website (https://www.ets.org/toefl/junior.html) and in test-taker handbooks (ETS, 2018, 2023). Interpretive materials are
developed and reviewed by multiple groups, including ETS researchers, assessment developers, marketing, and business
staff prior to publication to ensure clarity, understandability, and relevance to the intended audience.

Backing 2

TOEFL Junior test scores are linked to external language proficiency standards or frameworks to enhance score meanings
and facilitate interpretation.

ETS researchers and external research collaborators have conducted several standard setting and score mapping
studies to link the TOEFL Junior test scores to external language proficiency standards and frameworks. These mapping
results guide stakeholders in understanding students’ abilities relative to widely accepted international standards with the
goal of supporting teaching and learning worldwide. For example, Baron and Tannenbaum (2011) and Tannenbaum and
Baron (2015) carried out standard setting studies linking the TOEFL Junior Standard and TOEFL Junior Comprehensive
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tests, respectively, to CEFR levels. Additionally, Baron and Papageorgiou (2016) conducted a standard setting study
where recommended cut scores for ESL placement decisions were identified for the TOEFL Junior tests. In these studies,
language education experts and teachers were carefully recruited from different types of schools or ESL programs around
the world to ensure proper representation. Rigorous procedures and established standard setting methods, including the
modifiedAngoff procedure (Cizek & Bunch, 2007) and Performance Profile method (Fleckenstein et al., 2020; Hambleton
et al., 2000; Zieky et al., 2008), were systematically followed during the standard setting meetings. The researchers also
collected evidence addressing the validity of the standard setting processes by gathering panelists’ perceptions on their
own standard setting judgments.

Additionally, as described earlier in the paper, the TOEFL Junior StandardReadingComprehension section scale scores
have been mapped to the Lexile Framework for Reading, which places the ability of the reader and the difficulty of the
texts on the same scale. TheTOEFL Junior Standard test score report includes the Lexile measure to help students choose
books at the right reading level to improve their English reading proficiency.

More recently, in a joint project between ETS and the National Education Examinations Authority (NEEA; Ministry of
Education, China), researchers at ETS and NEEA conducted a study to map the scores of the TOEFL Junior Standard and
TOEFL Junior Speaking tests onto the China’s Standards of English (CSE; NEEA, 2018). To estalish content alignment,
or construct congruence, between the tests and CSE levels, the research team first analyzed the CSE level descriptors
to identify those that were relevant to the TOEFL Junior test content. A standard setting meeting was then held with
16 language educators in China who represented a variety of Chinese institutions involved in teaching the age groups
targeted by the TOEFL Junior tests. T he study was published in a bilingual Chinese and English journal (see Papageorgiou
et al., 2022) to help disseminate the scoremapping results to Chinese educators and policymakers and to inform language
teaching and assessment in the local educational contexts.

Assumption 2

TOEFL Junior test scores are appropriate for intended uses.

Backing 1

Students and teachers perceived the TOEFL Junior tests to be suitable for intended uses.
Galikyan et al. (2019) sought feedback from students and teachers regarding the usefulness of the TOEFL Junior Stan-

dard test within the context of an after-school program in Armenia. Results of survey responses indicated that both the
students and teachers considered that the TOEFL Junior Standard test was accurate in measuring students’ English lan-
guage skills. The teachers also thought that the test could be an effective tool for capturing changes in students’ ELP over
time andhelping themdecidewhether a studentwas ready tomove on to the next course level. As described earlier, Timpe-
Laughlin (2018) interviewed four EFL teachers in Germany. These teachers had been using the TOEFL Junior Standard
test in their classes and were positive about the use of the test to measure their students’ English language abilities and
monitor students’ progress over time as well as to promote students’ learning motivation.

Backing 2

Empirical studies showed that TOEFL Junior test scores effectively reflected learning gains and could be used for progress
monitoring.

Gu et al. (2015) analyzed 4,600 repeat test takers’ performances on the TOEFL Junior Standard test to evaluate the
extent to which the test scores were consistent with changes in underlying language abilities resulting from English lan-
guage learning. Statistical modeling, using the time interval between test administrations as an indicator of language
growth given that test takers were actively studying English, revealed that test takers with longer intervals between retest-
ing (e.g., longer than 250 days) showed greater score gains than did those who retested at shorter intervals (e.g., shorter
than 75 days). The study provides empirical support for the claim that the TOEFL Junior Standard test can document
changes in language ability and be used for monitoring growth over time.

Adding to this empirical evidence, Madyarov et al. (2021) investigated the use of TOEFL Junior Standard test as a mea-
sure of progress for students enrolled in an after-school language learning program. The researchers collected 154 students’
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performances on the test on three occasions, at intervals of 10 and then 20 instructional weeks within a single program to
reduce the variability of learning experiences among the students—an issue not controlled for in Gu et al. (2015). They
found that the test was sensitive to learning gains for learners at the A1–A2 CEFR levels who received 20 instructional
hours over a 10-week period. However, the test was not as sensitive to learning gains for B1-B2 level students. The finding
corroborates previous research that suggests that language learners from higher levels of proficiency may take longer to
show score gains measurable by standardized tests (e.g., Elder & O’Loughlin, 2003). This means that the TOEFL Junior
Standard test may be a more useful tool for monitoring progress for lower level learners, though future validity evidence
is needed to investigate this hypothesis.

Backing 3

T he TOEFL Junior tests had positive washback on language teaching and learning.
Wolf et al. (2023) conducted a longitudinal study over 2 years to investigate the washback from using the TOEFLYoung

Student Series (YSS) tests, including TOEFL Primary and TOEFL Junior, within five schools in Turkey. The researchers
used multiple research methodologies, including interviews of school administrators and classroom teachers, analysis of
instructional logs fromparticipating teachers, analyses of textbooks used, and surveys of teachers, administrators, parents,
and Grades 3 to 7 students. They also gathered students’ performances on the TOEFL YSS tests over the 2-year period.
Analyses of the multiple sources of data revealed that the use of the TOEFL YSS tests had limited washback effect at the
micro-level in daily classroom instruction, with no observable changes to the teaching content and methods resulting
from the test use. Interestingly, the researchers observed some positive macro-level washback effects. For example, two
schools used the test scores to identify students who needed extra support and offered after-school instruction to those
in need. Other macro-level washback included increased student motivation to learn so as to succeed on the TOEFL YSS
tests.However, the teachers and parents reported having difficulties understanding the scale scores of the TOEFLYSS tests,
especially the TOEFL Primary test scores. While the challenges commented were mostly related to the TOEFL Primary
test, the finding indicates that additional support or resources are needed to help stakeholders better interpret and use the
test results.

Discussion

Thepurpose of building a validity argument for the TOEFL Junior tests was to collect validity evidence to support claims
regarding the interpretations and uses of test scores for intended purposes. Overall, the validity argument provides sys-
tematic support for these claims. Despite the low-stakes nature of the TOEFL Junior tests, extensive documentation and
empirical studies exist to support each of the six major inferences outlined in the interpretive argument. This body of
evidence supports the conclusion that TOEFL Junior tests are appropriate for measuring students’ ELP, tracking stu-
dents’ progress over time, making placement decisions, and supporting teaching and learning, though further backing
regarding positive washback and the use of automated scoring for the TOEFL Junior Writing test is required. This section
summarizes and assesses the main findings in relation to the inferences in the interpretive argument.

The first inference in the argument, domain description, was fully supported by several domain analysis activities
carried out during test development that informed task design and through ensuing empirical investigations of perceived
task relevance and importance by teachers and students. These stakeholder perceptions provide important evidence for
the claim that assessment tasks are representative of the instructional domain targeted by the test.

For the evaluation inference, the validity evidence shows that the test items and scoring procedures are adequate for
intended interpretations. This inference was backed by evidence gathered from internal documents regarding routine
procedures and guidelines for operation of the test, including statistical analyses of test items, producing test scores, rater
training and certification, and empirical examination of different test administration conditions. Results of these reviews
and empirical studies provide substantial evidence to support the claim that the TOEFL Junior test scores accurately ref lect
intended language skills and abilities.

The generalization inference requires evidence to show that test takers would receive consistent scores on comparable
assessment tasks and test forms and across test administrations and scoring conditions. Evidence from a variety of sources
provide the needed validity evidence supporting the consistency of test scores and score meanings. Such sources include
results of generalizability and reliability studies, information provided in the internal documents regarding scaling and
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equating procedures, and the use of item specifications to create parallel forms. However, a reliability estimate for the
newly launched TOEFL Junior Writing test is not yet available at the time of writing and needs to be provided when avail-
able to show backing for the consistency of scores on this test. Additional research is also needed to evaluate the use of AI
capabilities to score the TOEFL Junior Writing responses to ensure that the machine-generated scores are generalizable
across tasks, test forms, and testing conditions. This topic is particularly important given that issues regarding the use of
automated scoring of young learners’ essays, such as difficulty in detecting off-topic or gibberish responses and score con-
sistency across subgroups of learners (e.g., across grade level), have been raised in a recent study that investigatedmachine-
scoring of student essays for Grades 3 to 6 (seeHannah et al., 2023). Another topic worth noting pertains to the application
of AI technology to providemore fine-grained feedback to YLLs and teachers. Thefeasibility and validity of incorporating
AI-generated feedback in the TOEFL Junior Writing score report deserve research and development attention to further
support positive impacts on language teaching and learning—one of the main uses of the TOEFL Junior tests.

The explanation inference links the test items and scores back to the test construct definition. Kane (2013) argued that
a test that involves making inferences about a theoretical construct would require stronger evidence to support the link
between test scores and the theory than those that do not make such claims. As stated in So et al. (2015), Bachman and
Palmer’s (2010)model of language knowledge serves as the theoretical framework for the design of the TOEFL Junior tests
and informs the link between the assessment tasks and the TLU tasks. To evaluate the link to theoretical expectations of
task performances on the TOEFL Junior tests, extensive empirical studies were carried out that examined test response
characteristics, the linguistic knowledge, processes, and strategies required to perform the test tasks, the internal structure
of the tests, and the relationships between the tests and external measures of similar constructs. Findings of the collected
empirical studies provide substantial backing for the claim that TOEFL Junior test scores are attributable to the theoretical
construct of academic ELP in secondary education.

Theextrapolation inference links the test scores to claims about a test taker’s language knowledge and ability in the TLU
domain, outside of the testing setting. Evidence was gathered to show that test-taker performance is related to other cri-
teria of language proficiency in the TLU domain. This validity evidence includes the relationships between TOEFL Junior
test scores and scores on researcher-developed speaking and writing tasks, teacher judgements of students’ abilities, and
students’ self-assessment. Although the extrapolation inference is adequately supported for the intended score interpre-
tations, relatively fewer empirical studies exist to support the assumptions underlying this inference. Future studies might
explore additional measures of English proficiency (e.g., classroom-based assessments) that would enable meaningful
comparisons between students’ test performance and their language performance in the TLU domain.

Finally, the utilization inference relates to score interpretation and, more importantly, uses, which in part involves con-
sideration of how test scores and uses are communicated to stakeholders. The meanings of the TOEFL Junior test scores
are communicated to test takers, teachers, parents, and score users in score reports, test taker handbooks, the TOEFL
Junior website, and research reports or publications. These materials help promote effective and appropriate uses of the
tests and the avoidance of misuse. In addition, the usefulness of the TOEFL Junior test scores were investigated in research
studies that evaluated perceptions of test use in different language learning contexts, and the feasibility of using the tests
for monitoring progress. These studies provide substantial support for the claim that the tests are helpful for uses such
as measuring students’ ELP, tracking progress, and informing language teaching and learning. Nonetheless, despite the
abundance of evidence supporting the utilization inference, as revealed in Wolf et al. (2023), limited direct evidence is
available regarding the impact of the TOEFL Junior tests on English teaching. Future research endeavors are warranted
to explore factors that influence washback in the language classrooms and how classroom teachers can better utilize the
test results to effectively promote teaching and learning. In addition, some stakeholders reported having difficulty under-
standing the scale scores in Wolf et al. In light of the research findings, the TOEFL Junior testing program may consider
offering additional score interpretationmaterials to enhance the comprehensibility of score reporting information. Empir-
ical investigations regarding how stakeholders interpret and actually use the score reports will provide an additional piece
of important validity evidence to support the utilization inference.

Conclusion

This report is one of only a few examples of the use of an argument-based framework to validating language assessments
designed for YLLs. This document adds to the existing body of research supporting the TOEFL Junior tests by articu-
lating the full range of an interpretive argument for the tests and collecting comprehensive validity evidence to evaluate

18 TOEFL Research Report No. RR-102 and ETS Research Report Series No. RR-24-05. © 2024 Educational Testing Service

 23308516, 2024, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/ets2.12379, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [30/01/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



C.-N. Hsieh Building a Validity Argument for the TOEFL Junior® Tests

the proposed interpretive argument. To the best of my knowledge, this report is the first of its kind for a young learner
assessment and can serve as an example for building a context-specific validity argument for the interpretations and uses
of other language assessments designed for YLLs.

Perhaps most importantly, the body of validity evidence on the TOEFL Junior tests presented here can help and guide
score users and other stakeholders to make informed decisions about the intended uses and interpretations of TOEFL
Junior test scores and their fitness for different educational contexts. Nonetheless, given that test validation is an ongo-
ing process, subsequent investigations or replications of existing studies in different linguistic, cultural, and proficiency
contexts will continue to be informative and critical to enhance the TOEFL Junior validity argument.
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