Achievement Test Selection: Making the Best Choice
Lore A. Nielsen, John A. Hilderbrand, Susan D. Turner
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Selecting Your District’s Achievement Test: How to Make the Best Choice

That system-wide normative testing is an educational fact of life is undeniable; the
demands of accountability ensure its continued well-being. Furthermore, where account-
ability has been demanded, litigation has quickly followed. Districts have been required
to demonstrate in court that tests measure what has been taught in the classrooms. Given
these realities, however, how do deciston-makers at the district level determine which test
among the many touted by publishers best meets their needs?

One large Florida school district, Hillsborough County, followed a set of procedures
in their test selection process which could be used by other districts facing a similar dilem-
ma. These procedures were established by the Department of Testing and Evaluation and
sanctioned by the Directors of Instruction. In formulating the procedures, the first consid-
eration was the purposes for which the selected test would be used. By looking at the way
the current test was used, Testing and Evaluation personnel determined that results would
form the basis for decisions on classroom instruction, school-wide curriculum modifications,
and county-level planning. The overriding purpose of testing at all these levels was clearly
improvement of instruction. Therefore, throughout the test selection process, emphasis was
placed on finding the test which most closely matched Hillsborough County’s curriculum.

The current norm-referenced test had been used since 1975 and scores had increased
steadily. The normative data from the test were ten years old and no longer provided a
sound comparison of district students with a national sample. Moreover, high student and
teacher familiarity with test items might be causing a test-retest phenomenon. The most
critical problem, however, was that no evidence existed to support the premise that the
norm-referenced test reflected the county’s present curriculum, Although a match between
the two may have existed when the test was adopted, there was no reason to assume the
test continued to assess achievement related to the district’s curriculum.,

The review process for selecting a new standardized test was a multi-step process.
Activities fell into three main categories:

1. Preparation for test review,
2. Test presentations, and
3. Data analysis and field testing.

Preparation for Test Review

The six largest test publishers were given and accepted an invitation to patticipate
in the review process. They were then sent materials describing the school system including
the most recent achievement report, socio-economic data, and curriculum objectives. They
were also provided with the review form which would be used and guidelines in choosing the
test they would present: 1) the test must match the county curricuium, grades K through
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10; 2) the test had been developed using acceptable methodology; and 3) it had been
normed no eatlier than 1977.

Each test publisher was assigned a presentation date and provided guidelines for the
presentation which included length of presentation, place, and committee composition.
Publishers were encouraged to emphasize the curriculum-test match and available reporting
procedures. Each publisher was requested to provide to the Department of Testing and
Evaluation two weeks prior to the presentation sufficient spectimen materials for each mem-
ber to receive the appropriate level tests and related materials.

Moreover, publishers were cautioned to make all contacts concerning the test review
through the Department of Testing and Evaluation; that is, no instructional persons were to
be contacted privately and/or individually about the test selection process.

While communication with the six publishers was ongoing, the Director of Testing
and Evaluation formed a steering committee of four people he felt could give the most input
in the planning process. None of these persons served on the subsequently appointed test
review committee. This group reviewed current literature on test selection procedures as
well as test review forms used by other school systems and made recommendations for the
review procedures. The Director of Testing and Evaluation and his staff drafted the forms
based on their suggestions. Five areas were covered by the review forms: test content,
quality of items, test format, test administration and reports. (See Appendix A for a copy
of the review form.)

Under test content, determination was made of how well the test matched the dis-
trict’s curriculum and State Minimum Standards. How thoroughly the cognitive domain had
been sampled, how closely items matched the curriculum, and the extent of curriculum
coverage on the test were issues to be decided. Examination of the quality of items includ-
ed considering the appropriateness of the test in assessing the students for whom it was in-
tended, including readability of items, control of bias, relevance of items to students’ experi-
ences, item difficulty, and item clarity.

Test format, or the physical make-up of the test, included consideration of use of
llustrations, print size, items per page, item arrangement, use of color, clarity of test direc-
tions within the test, and sample items. The area of test administration included time allot-
ment, directions for test administration, and the informational content of the manual.
Finally, the review of the reports possibie with each test entailed evaluating the complete-
ness of information contained in the reports, curriculum decisions which would be made on
the basis of each test, availability of subtest analysis, clarity of reporting forms, and facili-
tation of interpretation of test data.

Selection of a test review committee was the next logical step in the process. The
committee was designed so that all grades, levels of instructional decision-makers, and im-
pacted subject areas were represented fairly. Positions represented on the committee were:
principals, counselors, assistnat principals, curriculum specialists, supervisors and teachers.
The Testing and Evaluation Director selected persons to fill the committee positions ran-
domly from lists of individuals recommended by either the appropriate Director (or General
Director) or the principals’ council. Each person was given responsibility for reviewing cer-
tain levels of the test in one or both of two subject areas: mathematics or communications
(see Figure 1 for test review assignments). Personnel in the Department of Testing and
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the cumulative mean across the areas were used to compare strength and weaknesses of the
two tests. These ratings were also used to give feedback to the test publishers about the
committee’s reactions to their tests.

The Director of Testing and Evaluation and his staff next reviewed the two tests
identified by the test review committee for technical qualities. This review involved exam-
ining the technical manual for data on test construction procedures, reliability, validity,
norming procedures, etc., as well as analyzing the theoretical models on which the tests were
based. The decision had been made in planning the entire selection process to leave this
review until after the tests which best matched the curriculum were identified. This deci-
sion was based on the assumption that all six of the largest publishers followed basically
sound technology in constructing their tests. The technical review confirmed that assump-
tion for the two tests analyzed.

At this point, the district’s data processing personnel were consulted to determine
the time and cost involved to establish the scoring and reporting packages. Negotiations
over costs and services were initiated with each publisher.

One of the tests was then pilot tested with several randomly selected groups of stu-
dents at grades three, five, and eight. Because normative data for the second test were not
yet available, it could not be scored meaningfully and therefore was not piloted. For the
test which was piloted, grade equivalent scores were compared to the most recent adminis-
tration of the current test by grade level on similar subtests. These data along with all other
pertinent data were considered in the Director’s final recommendations.

Discussion

The Director of Testing and Evaluation made a final recommendation to the Assistant
Superintendent for Instruction. The Assistant Superintendent’s decision was later approved
by the Superintendent and the Board. The chosen test will be used for the first time in
spring 1983.

The Hillsborough County Department of Testing and Evaluation learned much during
the test selection process. Some of the procedures foilowed worked well; some will be mod-
ified when it becomes time again to select a standardized test. First, involving an excep-
tional student supervisor was fortuitous; this person provided invaluable insights into color
and format considerations based on knowledge of SLD, EH, and EMH students. In contrast,

one group which should have been represented but was not was the Federal Programs
division.

Separating the reviewers into elementary and secondary groups without regular arti-
culation between the two areas caused some problems at the final meeting; each ZIoup
preferred different tests. Had communication between them been ongoing, perhaps each
group could have understood the position of the other and a test satisfactory both to ele-
mentary and secondary concerns could have been identified more readily.
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. Finally, the inservice afforded the reviewers was a serendipitous effect indeed. Super-
! visors and teachers alike gained knowledge about test construction and test considerations
which they were able to add to their store of professional knowledge.
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The test selection procedures followed by this district were long and involved, but
they did permit an important decision to be made on the basis of sound data rather than
on whim. Throughout the process, instructional considerations were emphasized over
financial concerns. The result should be a testing program which matches the county’s
curriculum and yields data from which solid educational decisions can be made.
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TEST REVIEW FORM {Pg. 3}
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