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SIZING UP CANDIDATES FOR A NEW ACHIEVEMENT TEST

a

9 A major decision for a school system is the selection of
a new achievement test. However, in many systems, the people ‘
charged with making that deCIsion are doing so for the first
time. Even those of us who have done it before are somewhat
fuzzy about the best process to follow. What should be
considered? This paper concentrates on what we as educators,
administrators, and researchers should consider to get the most
for our money and effort when choosing a new achievement test:. ~
-The experiences from four major test changes in the Austin Pub11c
Schpols, Austin, Texas, provided the base from which the forms - and
procedures descrlbed arose. :

, The Austin Public Schools have changed achievement tests
at various grade levels several times recently. Each time the
circumstances required a different approach to the decision. The
factors which are critical to the. school system somehow, do not

coin€ide exactly with the promot1ona] information prov1ded by the.f_

test \wublishers. Moreover, the factors important to the
testipg office do not co1nc1de exactly with those important to, -
other*areas of- the school system. The testing office, campus
staff, and porents each have perspectives which ‘make them
the most appropriate ones to judye the merits of tests -
on different characteristics. -Over the years, we have 1dent1f1ed
the factors which*must be considered to represent the needs of
the entire school system in the test-selection process. T
- d

. In 1980, a new achlé:ement test was introduced for grades
1 through  8; in 1982, for kindergarten; in 1982, for high school
graduation competenciess and in 1983, for grudes 9 through 12.
As each test has been c??nged; we have developed instrument
description forms, rating forms, and summary forms. After the
new high school test was selected in 1983, the separate forms and
procedures followed were combined into a un1f1ed system or = -
approach to use in selecting future achievement tests. .
A SYSthot]L approach to.the selection of an agh]vvement
test can help ensure that the best. decision.is made--the one that
returns the most useful information for the investment of money,
effort, and time. To aid ourse]ves and others when the time

: » :
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0 comes to select a new achievement test, this paper includes
information and rating fiorms designéd around the ‘five factors
we have found to be most critical to making the best choice.
These five factors. are: . ' ' ‘

e

1. Technical soundness, : gﬁ

™y

Loglistical feasibility,

| 3. Instructional validity, "'
oY 4. Financial aFfordability, and . o y
» _Su Interpretational, ease. .

Two princibies will also be described as- p]aying
important roles.-in the selection process. ‘These are:

1. The Fatal Flaw Principle and
2. The Shoo-In Erihcip]e.

- The Fatal Flaw Principle comes into play when one -
of the five rating factors.,is essential for a new test.:. In this
situation, any candidate that rates at an unacceptable level on
that critical, essential factor cannot be adopted; thus, a fatal
flaw exists. " ‘

The Shoo-In Principle is less precise, but a test that 5
rates as clearly the superior candidate on a single factor that'is
critical—3amd-essential becomes & shoo-in in the absence of a
fatal flaw.

WHO ARE THE EXPERTS?

{

As mentioned €arlier, the perspectives and priorities of
various groups of people dlffer when Judging dchievement test
candidates. Figure I outlines the areds in which each of five groups’
appears torbe the most- appropriate to accept the responSibiiity '
for ensuring that the correct choice is made. This is.not to say
that all groups are not to consider .all factors, but the group(s)
with the major responsibility for each factor is{are) . indicated.

*

.

NHAT ARE .THE §TEPS FOR SELECTING AN ACHIEVEME&T TEST?

Figure 2 outlines the steps which are usually taken when
an achievement test is selected. There appear to be three 4
contexts within which test are chosen. These three contexts are:




SN 1. Any test may be chosen,
| 2. One test is clear]y the best and
3; One test.is mandated
o : 7 A1l three of these situations have been encountered

in Austin, and we have found that following only the steps necessary
_saves everyone time from pursuing nonoptions, ) .

s Ay

WHAT 1S THE RATING SCALE? S Lo
ﬁx\ Attachment 1 presents the rating scale, tltled "Factors
for Rating Achievement Tests. The ratlng scale has two intended

pu:/oses
’ \\ 1. To expedite a systematic comparison among achievement
tests, and .

4

2. To allow a weighting of the facbbrs to be rated ~
according to the system's needs.

The rating scale contains three components:

1. Squactor_natings{:'
_— :2. Factor natings, and
3. Overall ‘weightingjfor the test.
Subfactors are the subsidiary cons1deratlons which, taken as a
whole, make up each of the five factors. Subfactors are assigned
ratings by the indivipual or group using the rating scale on the
following basis: 3 . ‘
Adequate ! .
Mostly Adequate c
Partly Adeqj%%e[ Partly Inadequate
Mostly Inade te
Ingdequate °

N W Hn
wou o non

For €xample, if under ‘the factor of technlcol soundness, e
the rellab111ty of the candidate test is judged by the rater to
be "mostly adequate," the rater would assign a rating of 4 to
this subfactor. The number of.subfactors under each of the
factors differs. However, sﬂnce an arithmetic average of the
subfactor ratings is taken to arrive at the five factor ratings,
each subfactor component is equally represented in the factor
ratings. In cases where the average is a decimal fraction, the
average should be rounded to the nearest whole number. As will




" be noted .from Attachment 1, several types of reliahility should
be considered by the rater. In such cases where the subfactor
is not-a unitary concept, the rater may choose to jgssigq ratings
to.each of the subcomponents under the subfactor ¥n Ss
average these, or may simply consider these eubcomponents in
moklng an overall subfactor rating.

‘It should be noted that these subfactor ‘ratings-are a
matter oF subject1ve ‘judgment on the part of the rater, based on
the rater's experience and familiarity Lthrough *tudy of the test
under«conSIderatlon In fact, subfactor ratings will prob bly
differ. from individual to individual and from group
(adm1n15trators, teachers, parents, etc.) togroup.

" Therefore, it is to the benef1t of the schdol district to obta1n
nultiple rat1ngs of a test for comparison-and as a basis for
further study and discussion should the differences be extreme.

However, it is in this connection that the Fatal Flaw
Pr1nciple may usefully be emplpyed. If any of the five factor.
ratifigs, made up of the averages of the subfactor ratings, is
less than 3, i.e., mostly inadequate or inadequate, the test

1d be dropped from consideration. This is a useful procedure
wh1c helps to narrow the range of candidate tests and wh1ch
serves as an anchor. for the different rating groups. . .

The third component of the rating scale, an overall.
"weighting of each, of the five factors, is &n additional
mechanism for separating Lnadequate tests from adequate
tests based on judgments of the importance of each of
the five factors. The overall weightings should- be treated as |
percentages summing to 100. ~For example, the ]ongth&]
feasibility of a test may be of paramount importance to a :
district. In-this event, the rater might assign a 60% weight to
this factor and, perhaps, a 101 weight to each of the remaining
fFour factors.. To arrive at the weighted factor ratings, theny
the rater would multiply theé factor ratings by the percentage
_ weights. In the example, if the factor rating for logistical
feasibility was 3, the weighted factor rating would equal 180.
Note, however, that after such weighted factors have been
obtained, the' only valfd ‘comparisons are between tests, not.
between factors on the same test. Should a rater desire to ™
compare factors on. the same test the unweighted factor ratings
should be used. : X s

e i : . ) '
WHAT ARE THE FIVE.FACTORS?

Technical Sobndness'

. This first factor ‘is the one which; fnitially, is of the
most importance to the district testing office, and of lesser
concern to the other consumers. Ultimately, however, it is the
base upon which the whole testing entefiprise will rest because
sooner or later, given the high v1sib111ty thCh test scores h&ve

O



chosen must stand up to thhe critical review of the other
consumers. Therefore, this factor must be given thorough ~\
consideration, even to the extent of disqualifying from the
outset some tests which are apparently attractive from the
standpoint of the other four factors. In fact, as embodied in
the fatal flaw principle, each of the five factors contains
features which may disqualify a test from consideration despite
the test's strengths in other areas. This paper does not purport
to be an exhaustive examination of the technical bases for . -
evaluating the psychometric properties of a test since these
aspects are covered at length elsewhere. However, the rating
scale should be a workable check11st touch1ng.ﬁp the major
criteria. .

assumed for.an accountability-conscious pﬁggic,.the test which is ,

.

ng_st1ca1 Feasibility ’ - : ' o -
. -~

P

Th1s factor attempts to address those features of a.test’
concerned ‘with the logistics of the actual agministration of the
test. One consideration is the levels of the test which are .
available. Is there a level available for each grade to be
tested, or are several grades to administered the same test
level? TIn either event, there should be good articulation across
~test levels. : . \“\

A second consideration is whether thHere are alternate
forms of the test available. Alternate forms are deSIrab1e for
-severdl reasons: e .

o 1. If the same form of the test is given repeatedly,
particularly if the same level is given to different
T ' grades over the course of several years, as was the
case with AISD's high school achievement test, the
test takers become familiar with the test wﬁre]y
from its repetition. -In this event, it is useful to-
have at least one alternate form of the test to
ensure that reliable test results are obtained.
In Austin, two forms of ,tHe high.school
achlevement test were. alternated annually at each-
~high school. In this way, thc test takers were
. presented with a slightly different test in

alternating years.

. ’
Familiaritj;\1th the \est also tends to promote a
shift in instructional practlces toward the content
of the test. An alternate form of the test helps/’/ﬂ

“ensure that {he instructional focus does. not become

: too .warrow, but must in tead rematn sensitive to

¢ "7 the sl1ght differences f om one form of the

test to the other

o

3. 1In the instance where cheating on the test is
‘suspgcted, an alternate form of the test may -




Lo

be adminis&ered for" comparison purposes:

L Functional—level testing may also be a desirable
characterlstlc of a test.

Another consideration is the amount of Lime the tcst
.requfres for administration. With a premium on
~instructional time, it is desirable for the test to -
take as little time as possible away from instruction. Hence,
te whose subtests are shorter translates to fewer days over
wh h the test must. be administered.

Finally, ease of scoring is an 1mportant conswderatlon
in terms of a test's 1og1st1cal feasibility. In smaller school
districts, where scoring is done manually, a test
which is readlly hand scored and which quickly" generates der1ved
scores is prefewable to a test with complex scoring procedures
which may necessitate sending the ans - documents to the test ¥
publisher for scoring, at extra cost tb the district and with a
consequent time delay in receiving the scores. 1In 1orqer school
districts, which have the capab111ty to score the test -
house," a test with the requisite conversion tables and other
techn1ca1 -documentation readlly ava11ab1e is essential.

Instruct10nal Va11d1ty

4

-

This is a Factor of prime concern, since ynless the
test covers the instructional areas in which information
is required, it cannot be va]uable even if it has
“excellent technical soundness. I this regard, the match
between the test and the curriculum must be as close as possiple.
A test that matches the system's curriculum very ‘well might be a
shoo-in candidate. It should be noted that-a perfect match between
a district's curriculum and the content of a commercially published
test is unlikely. Therefore, an alternative for a district is a
locally developed test which can Be constructed which would ensure
& closer match, However, this is an erpensive and time-consuming -
alternative. An add1t1ona1 drawback is the lack of natlonal -
norms with which to compare district achievement.
‘ Related to the match with curriculum is the conSIderation
of the terminology used by the candidate test. If the 1unguoge
used in the administration directions aud in the test items is a
noticéable departure from that Lustomar11y used by teachers in
their everyday 1nstruct1on some provisions have .to be made eer]y
1n the school year, .well before the test admindstration,
cquaint the students with the test's terminology.

x Finally, an 1mportant consideration, perhaps of
overriding importance, is the utility of the test results for
instruction. Apart from the accountablility function of ‘the test
for curriculum decisions, the test must generate useful
information for teachers to use in the instruction of individual
students. To this end, the test must contain information for
districts to create skill profiles of individual student
- strengths and weaknesses. - : ' g

/
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Financial Affordability: - \ o -

<

L4

This factor is an important and -sometimes overlooked

“concarn. Even if a test is -excellent in terms.of -its technical

soundness, logistical-feasdibility, and instructional validity, it ¢
- must be affordable by the district. Financial considerations include:
“~.

1. Start-up costs. The district must make 'a large
“initial outlay of funds fo purchase teachers guides,
scoring keys, and the 1iké for annual use. It must:

: also purchase reusable book]ets: if the test is for

< _ grade levels above the early -primary, for students

' who'mark on a separate answer sheet. o . b

2. " Annual costs. For students in the early primary
, grades who cannot use a separate answer sheet and
' must mark directly onto the test booklet, the ‘
. district must purchase replacement booklets annually.
It must also purchase additional tegcher quides and
other testing materials+«as these betome delapidated
due to ord1nary use or due to the rigors of shipping.

q

~

Interpretational Ease .

This factor is related to the utility of the\test for
generating interpretable results. A vaniety of scores should be
» ava11ab1e, imcluding an overall compbsit core, scores for .each
/ ' of the major domaihs tested, e.g., -a total mathematics score, and
scores which can be grouped accordxng ‘to each of the subskills
., tested, e.g9., number sense. The test should have norming dates
" useful for annual achievement comparisons and for major projects
. such as Chapter 1. The test battery should include tests in
4 . areas of concern to school districts, including newer areas such
as life skills and-computer literacy. Test sCores.should allow
comparisons both on a longitudinal and a cross-sectional basis.

A

"comcwswr

A ] N
Zametlmes we think that a SYhool system should. neyer . s
change acthievemgnt, tests--especially if we know the implications

of replacing one test with another. However, once past the

hurdle of committipg to a change, learning from the experience of
others can make the selecton process much more efficient and
productive. In this paper, we have outlined and described the
following aspects of the process of selecting an achievement test:

cAr .

“* 1. The factors to consider,
& g 2. The people with the gregtest responsibility to ensure
: .adequacy for the new test on each factor,
“ B , ¢ -
/ - -/ |

‘ . N '—j;— AY:




3. The Fatal Plaw Princiﬁse;ﬁwhich eliminates a tegt
,,ousflght ‘ . . -

4. The Shoo-In Principle which selects a.single test
outr1ght and .

S

. 5. The context within which a test is se]ected

« Is it pretentious of us to have laid out stch an’
elaborate process for others to follow without having first put
it to the test, so to speak? Of course it is. Our purpose, we
_must admit, was to document our ideas for ourselves while the
emotions of our recent test changes are still fresh. We do '~
intend to follow the suggestfons of this paper the next time we
change one of our achievement tests. Until then, if amny reader
.takes our plan to heart, let us know how it works.

’
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e : ' ' : _ - , Attachment 1
). ‘ | A\ .
. > \‘\ : ’ A

FACTORS FOR RATING ACHIEVEMENT TESTS

I

" Test: - , : : .

Directions: Assign a numerical rat1ng from 1 to 5 to each of the factors
which follow. In this scale: Adequdate

’ Mostly Adequate

Partly Adequate, Partly Inadequate
Mostly Inadequate

5
4
3
2
1 = Inadequate -

Factor ratings will be based on an average of subfactor ratings.

Ratings (1-5) ' " Factors

) I. Technical Soundness

(ﬁrimary raters: Testing Staff)

. . A. Reliability
~ 1. Test-Retest .
2. Internal Consistency
3. Correlation with Other Tests/Forms

B. Validity
1. Divergent
2. Factorial
3. Concurrent
4. Predictive

2 C. Norms
1. Empirical Norms
2. Critical Norming Dates
3. Norm Sample
a. National Representation
b. Size of Sample
. c. Subgroup Norms
1. Urban
2. Regional
d. Consistencies
1. 50th %ile = GE for
time of testing
2. +1.0 GE/year growth
at 50th %ile
3. >1.0 GE/year growth
above 50th %ile
4. <1.0 GE/year growth
below 50th %ile
- 5. Standard score growth
’ rate 10g1ca1

.

D. PFairness

1. No Sex Bias

2 No Ethnic Bias . .
O ‘ . r

ERIC 13
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II. Logistical feasibility

- (Primary raters: Teachers and Principalsg
. ' Testing Staff)
(Secondary raters: Central Administration)

A. Levels Availabxs per Grade Span
B. Alternate Forms Available-

. 'C. Out-of-Level Testing

1. Booklet Adaptations

2. Administration Differences
. Across Levels :

Testing Schedule
1. Days
‘2. Tinile per Test

. Ease of Scoring

1. Manual Scoring _

2. Publisher's Scoring Service
3. District's Machine Scoring

F. Format
1. Physical Layout of Items
2. Print :
3. Graphics and Illustration

G. Clarity of Directions
v 1. For Test Administrators
2. For Students

H. Availability of Student Practice
Materials

LN ' " . I. Training Reqgirements for
' Administratoks

J. Other Language Editions

K. Editions for tHe Handicapped

14
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N

III. Instructional Validity

: ® .
(Primary raters: Teachers and Principals)
(Secondary raters: Testing Staff, Central

¢ Administration)

' A. Areas Tested \\\~)

B. Match with Curriculum
1. Content
2. Skills Levels
3. ?erminology

C. Utility of Test

IV. Financial Affordability
(Primary raters: Central Administration,
: ' Board of Trustees)
(Secondary raters: Testing Staff)

A. Start-Up Costs
1. Reusable Booklets
2. "Teacher Guides

B. - Annual Costs
1. Disposable Booklets
2. ‘Answer Sheets
3. Scoring
4. Reporting

C. Adjusted Annual Per Pupil Cost:
[ (Start-Up Costs) = (Annual Costs
x Years Life Expectancy of Test] -
Years Life Expectancy of Test

13-



V. Interpretational Ease

‘(Primary raters: Parents, Teachers and
‘Principals, Testing Staff,
s , Central\Administration,
Board of'?rustees)

A. Scores Available “\u
1. Overall Composite
2. Major Domains
3. ©Skills Areas

°

' - B. Norming Date
C. Test Afeas

D. Comparability -
1. Past Scores - .
2. Other Districts{Groups

¢

Test Rating Summary
Factor Weight x Rating = Total
I : ' ,
II
III
v
v

100 , Overall Rating =~ =~

Weight: Divide 100 up among the five factors (for example:
10, 30, 20, 10, 30) to represent the relative importance
of each in the decision.

16
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