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This paper is copcerned With the prob1ems associated with the sett1ng
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ofjgass1ng scores on professional 11cens1ng and cert1f1cat1on examinations.

-S1nce emp1r1ca1’gtud1es of tﬁe criterion related validity of ¢hese kinds of
- tests ane pract1ca11y non-existent, ‘no useful data are available by wh1qh

“to relate successfu1 and unsuccessfu1 test performance to successful and

unsuccessfu1 professional practice.” And_ until one obtains the data - des-

cribing the regression of job-performance on test performance, the setting .

of cutting scores or passing levels will have an element of erb1trar1ness.

. _ .
However, data from other performance domains which suggest that some tests

have differen&ia1 validity for minority groupss along with the fact that

in some states professional licensing examinations have been shown to have
an adverse impact on the members of minority groupg,.togefher suggest that
licensing .examinations, even if they do have a degree of 5&er-a11 validity,
may .in fact have differehtia1 validity- for minority groups. * This would
then‘seem to east the prob1emain terms of the EEOC guidelines for compliance
: with Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act since minority group members are

being exc1uded from the pract1ce of their profess1on in d1sproport1onate

numbers in the absence of any data indicating criterion related validity

of the licensing examinatioei*(or selection into the profess1on, and it is
not known whether the scores assigned to minority group members have the

. L . ) .
same predictive properties, from the stand point of competence to practice,

as those assigned to majority group members.
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0p1nﬁons differ as to whether it is feasible, or indeed possible, to

conduct criterion related validity studies in any oflqhe professions. The

problem of acqu%ring meaningful measures of job pé}formanqg is cited as the
difficulty. Sucﬁ a positfon is made more difficult to defend in view of
the fact that perfofmgnce evaluations are rolitinely conducted in'tbe profesf
sions of engineering, accountind, teaching and law. Peterson has described
a study %n North ‘Carolina where gobd reliability was obtained for ratings
-g of perfo;mance ofemedical practitioners. Even so, it does not-appear
‘1ike1y‘that ahy such studies are going to be conducted in the near future
for the purpose of setting péssing scores on\licensing examinations, so
consideration needs to be given to some alternatives which at - least in
- some sense minimize arbitrariness. . 3
Current praét%ce is to rely on content validity of profess{Snal
éxamiﬁations. There are marked differenébs among the‘grofessions“ﬁfﬁr
measuring content va]idit;’and the quality of the procedures ranges from
. - sloppy to excellent. Even in the sahe ﬁrofession there may be wide differ-
) ences in methods .across states ;nd with the same ranﬁe of quality.
In any case the means aré assumed to produce théidesired ends, so the
examinations are administered at prescribed times ﬁnd candidates who do,not:‘
' reach pre-dgtermined levels (a score of 70 off a 100 point scale seems to be Py

favored) are not admitted to practice. In some cases, as in CPA exams,

parts may be repeated and in others the entire exam must be'repeatéd, e.g.,
law. The concern here is with determining the passing score. First are
considered some typical methods de’accomp]ishing this (remembering that

- " the following methods are used in the absence of any criterion related

[ d
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* . validity data).
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A. This method uses an appropriate norm group, and sets the passing /f%

. t
Use of a Norm Group

-

score in terms of their performance. For example, one of the profesggons

in I11inois admits candidates to the exam who are rather heterogeneous with

_respect to educational achievement. Thus they have found that passing every-

one whose score is apove one standard deviation be}ow tbg mean passes about
4 .

the "right" proportion of canéﬁdates Y@ery few of the dqndidatés with Ph.D's

score that 10@). . .
[

*. B. Where only those candidates are admitted to the exiéé,who have

graduated from an accredited (by the pro%ession) school, then one might go

o ‘

two standard deviationy below the mean %o sat the passing score. " This .

method assumes that a very sm&}] percentage of such graduates should fail.
L V

Absolute Grading _ - A >

In this method a predetermined passing score is set. Typically the
score is 70 or 75, and anyone scoringsbelow that is failed. Iﬁ*s is the

typical method when the exam is essay or'p#ob1em solving, e.g., law, part
’

~ of engineering, accounting, medicine. In some cases borderline cases are

regraded, in others not. In some cases great care is taken to achieve x
reliability of g;;ding, in others almost none. The writer knows of several
states in which parts of the esgﬁy exams of a major profession are scored
by only one Tndﬂvidua].\ As might be expected, such a procedure results in“
consideréb]e variations %rom }ear to-year in the number of candidates
admitted to the profession. There are some obvious ways to improve the
rg]iabi]ity of'sdgh scores, e.g9., multiple graders, use of mode] gnswers,
and thé>like, and given the test reliability,.it is then possible to be

S

sure that with any desired probabifity the passing score actually used

would not exclude someone whose true achievement was at the level of the

\
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nominal passing score (e.g., if the nominal passing score was 70, then a
passin§ score 1.645 standard errors of measurement below 70 would provide j

95% confidence-thdt failing candidates would not have been passed).L

It can be seen that the major element of arbitrariness in all of the

above methods is the setting of passing scores. Even the setting of parti-em

cular confidence limits is arbitrar?{ although bolstered by tradition in
some contexts. This arbitrariness.yi1T remain in the absence of empirical
validation data.. However, the writer believes that meanwhile for some of
the professional exams and parts of others?)thehsetting.of passing scores
¢an be put on firmer grounds, both logically and statistically. The basic
assumption of fhe method. proposed is that facu]ty of accrediteg professional

scRools in cooperation with the accreditors provide the propey professional
: A\
. \
instruction and maintain proper standards of accomplishment to insure that
‘ ]

their graduates are competent to practicq'fn the,professionf The mechanisms

-

of the method are as follows: _ ,
: ‘ \ . .

1. For all examinees for a particular examination administration \

who are recent graduates of an accredited school within the

state, determine the regression equation for predicting exam-

v
—

. i}ation sco\es from professional school Grade Point Average.

(Y = a + b(GPA))

e

2. Calculate the predicted examination store for the Towest GPA~

required to graduate. This 1s.the nominal passing score.

3. Subtract 1.645 standard errors of estimate from the nominal
passing sfore to arrive at the actual passing score? Thus
one is 95% confident that an individual who failed should ~

not have been p sved.
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This method applies where the examination is taién, er those parts of
it, before‘or soon after graduation, e.g., bar exam. Other methdds wou]d
need to be used for thosxparts of the exam which are given on]y after
some number of years 1n practice, e.g., some cert1fy1ng exams.
" Using the above method insures (wigh high probability) that anyoﬁevv

A}

* who is admitted to préctice has at least the competence of a graduate of

é

an accredited schpol.
4

Also, in the event that the exam scores and GPA correlated differently
for members of minority groups, the separate regression equations could be
a ]

used.

Some Unresolved Questions ' ,

.Maﬁg states have more than one accredited school in a particular

profession so the quéstion arises whicd one to-use, since the equations
will differ along with minimum GPA's for graduation. There would seem to

. be some merit in using the official state school to set the standard.. How-
ever, other accredited schools may then suffer if they attract less able
students. Or, it could be argued that the equation shou]d be based on tée

___-school yielding the lowest passing score since this score does reflect a

level of achievement that prgsumab]y meets accred$tat1on standards A
compromise would be to use separate equations to determine the pass1ng score
for each school, and use their ﬁnweighted mean passing scqre as the official

\
passing score.
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