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ABSTRACT

A random group of 49 items was drawn from nine
commerically available reading comprehension tests. Each test was
classified independently by two judges as either a measure of the
ability to find answers to questions answered explicitly or in
paraphrase in the passages, a measure of the ability to draw
inferences or deductions, or a measure of some "other" skill. Both
judges classified a majority of the items as measures of the ability
to draw inferences or deductions, and there was a reasonable amount
of agreement between the judges in this classification process. The
judges also indicated the extent to which they thought seven types of
faults were present in each item. One judge found a total of 122
faults in the 49 items: the other judge found 31. The judges were
most often in agreement in judging items to be measures of general
knowledge rather than measures of the ability to comprehend specific
passages. (Author) :
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A random grnﬁp of 49 items was drawn from nine
commercially available reading comprehension tests. Each test
was cléssified independently by two Jjudges és eifher a measure
of the ability to find answers to questions answered explicitly
Oor in paraphrase in the passagés, é measure of the ability to
draw inferences or deductions, or a measure of some "other!

skill. Both Jjudges classified a majority of the items as

- measures of the ability to draw inferences or deductions, and

there was a reas

hle amount of agreement between the judges
in this cl ification prmceés. ‘The judges also indiﬁated the
extent to which they thought seven types of faults werz present
in each item. Oneg Jjudge found a total of 122 faults in the 49
items; the other judge found 31. The Jjudges were most often

in agreement in Jjudging items to be measures of general knowl-

edge rather than measures of the ability to comprehend specific

passages.
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Sub jective Evaluation of the Quality of Standardizzad Reading-Comprehensian
Test Items?

Fred Pyrczak
falifornia State University, Los Angeles’

Writing multiple-chaice items of high quality reguires considerable
insight into the content and intellectual skills that are io be measured,
the desirable characteristics and limitations of multiple-chaoice items,
and the probable reactions of examinees tao the items. Because item-
writing is a complicated skill, it is not surprising that a relatively
large number of faulty items in standardized tests have been identified
by sublect-matter specialists and scholars (e.g., Hofimann, 1962). The
bhasic purpose of the present study was to‘determina the extent to which
faults are present in the items in a specific set of standardized reading-
comprehension tests. The subjective ahalysis of item guality conducted
in this study differed from earlier analyses in three important respects:
a sample of items was drawn systematically for anzlysis in this study,
two judges independently rated the cuality of each item, and both judges

used the same rating scale when evaluating each its=m.

PROCEDURES
Sample. A set of nine standardized readimg-comprehension tests, which
are listed in the Test Reference List at the end of this paper, uere

selected for use in this study. All of the tests were currently available

1This study was supported by a NSF Institutional Grant awarded by the
Faculty Awards Committee of the California State University, Los Angeles.



from commercial publishecs at the time of the study, and all were designed
for wuse with junior- and seniaor-high school students. Only those items
that ask guestions about specific réading passages presented in the

tests were used. Becausz in most of the tests more than one guestion is
asked about each passage and because it was desirable to examine the
possible ;nterrelatedness of the items for a given passage, a sample of
items was drawn indirectly by random selection of passages from each
test. Passages were selscted randomly from each test until at least

five per cent of fhe total number of items were included in the sample.
No more than ten per cent of the items from any given test were included

in *he total sample of items. A total of 49 items was selected.

Aralvsis. Each item selected for use in this study was evaluated inde-
pendently by two judges.2 A special rating form was developed to aid

the judges. The first pzsrt of the form asked the Jjudges to indicafe

the skill they thought szch item was designed to measure: (1) finding

the answers to guestions answered explicitly or in paraphrase, (2) drawing
inferences or deductions, or (3) some "other" skill.

The second part of thz form presented the Jjudges with seven potential

item faults. These were:

1. Inadegquate keyed choice (i,
"caorrect" 1is not thaorough

., the choice designated as
gorrect).

2. Defensible distrzcter(gl (4 .{one_or maore "imcorrect" choices
can be defended =5 th

3
2william R. Crawford /University [of California, Los Angeles and
Mary B. Willis, Americay Institutesfor Research, Palo Alto served as
the judges.
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3. Information other than that provided in the passage is needed
in order to identify the keyed choice.

L. (Question measures general knowledge (i.e., examinees may be
&0le to answer on the basis of their knowledge without reading
the associated passage).

5. Item is related to another item on the same passage in such a
way that the interrelationship may aid an examinee who has not
carefully considered the passage.

6. Distracters are not homogeneous with keyed choice (i.e., keyed
choice is more general, longer, etc.).

7. Other faults.

Faults three, four, and Five refer specifically to multiple..choice items
designed to be p.asage-dependent. These faults have been discussed at
length by Pyrczak (1972, 1973a).

For each item, the judges were asked to indicate which faults, if any,
were present. For each fault, Furthermﬁre, the judges were asked to inm~-
dicate the extent to which the fault is detrimental to the item's ability
to discriminate between thise who do and those who do not have the
reading skill in guesticn by checking either "mot detrimental” "moderately
detrimental," or "seriously detrimental.” A similar three-point rating
scale previously has been used successfully in evaluating the quality
of arithmetic-reasoning items (Pyrczak, in press). The judges also were

asked to give a Mritten explanation for each fault that they found.

RESULTS

Skills measured. 0One judge classified ‘14 of the items as measures of

the ability to find answers to questions answered explicitly or in

paraphrase in the passages, 371 as measures of the ability to draw inferences



or deductions, and 4 as measures of some "other" skill. The other judge
classified 20, 26, and 2 items as belonging to thesz three skill areas,
respectively. The second judge did'not indicate the type of skill
measured by one of the items. The two judges agread cn the classification
af 31 of the hg'itemS. This is a fairly high rate of agreement con-
sidering the types of Jjudgments involved. Pyrczak (1573b) has discussed
some of the problems involved in classifying reading—cdmprehensiun items

in terms of the skills they appear to mzasure.

Faults present. One judge found a total of 122 fsults in the 49 items

while the otHer judge found only 31 faults. Clearly, the two judges
applied different standards when rating the items and had different types
af %nsights into the caontent of the items and their r=lationships with
the passages. Thus, by conventional standards there was a low rate of
interobserver agreement. Table 1 indicates the number of times haoth
Judges agreed that a particular type of f=zult was present in a given
item. It is interesting to note that both judges thought that seven

items, to some extent, were measures of general knowlsdge.
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Table 2 shows the number of faults found in the 43 itsms by each judge.

It is interesting that each Jjudge found esch type of Tault at least once.




DIS:UESIDN

A méjor weakness of the present study was thz low rate of agreement
between the judges on the presence or a@asence of fzults in the items.
While the rate of agreement was diseppointingly low, it was not especi-
ally surprising considering the subtle factcrs involvzd in tise types
of judgments that the experts were asked to maka, It is interesting
to note that as part of a larger study Pyrczak (in przss) had arithmetic-
reasoning items rated for quality by three judges usiﬁg a check list
similar to that used in this study and cobtained fairly consistent ratings.
Thus, it'may be that making judgments of the guality of arithmetic items
is a more clear-cut process than making judgments of the guality of
reading-comprehension items. Clearly, {urther investigation is needed
to determine 1f procedures can he develaped for obtsining consistent,
independent judgments of the guality of reading-ccmprzhension items.
Such procedures would be very helpful when editing 2nd revising reading-
comprehension items during test constructian.

Because of the limitations of the2 rating process, it is difficult
t0 draw an overall generalization regarding the extent to which faults
are present in standardized reading-comgrehensicn tesis. It seems
reasanable to conElude, however, that a majority of the items will he
subject to some type of criticism if carsfully examined by experts.

The judgeé most aften agreed on the absence of psssage-dependence
due to items measuring general knowledge as a fault. Pyrczak (1972)
suggested an empirical method of identifying items wiih this fault.

Specifically, he suggested administering reading-comgrehension guestions




in the absence af the associated passages and aéking exaninees to indicate
the hasis or bases for their responses.

In conclusion, 2 msjority of the items in reading-comprehension tests
appear.to be measures of the ability to draw inferences and deductions
from reading material, and a majority appear to be subject to some type
of criticism when critically examined by experts. Obtaining agreement
amcng experts an the number and nature of the faults in a given item
when it is examined independently by them appears to be difficult and

is 'a topic that deservas further investigation.
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Table 1: Number of times bath judges faund =zach Tault in & given item.

Number cf times
~ath judges Tound the

Fault - fzult in an item
Inadequate keyed choice 8]
Defensible distracter(s) 3

Information other than that provicded
in the passage is needed in order
to identify the keyed choice 2

Question measures general knowledge 7

Item is related to another item on

the same passage in such a way that

the interrelationship may aid an

examinee who has not carefully

considered the passage 0

Distracters are not homogeneous with
keyed choice : 2

Other faults 3
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Table 2: Number cf faults found in the 4% items by =ach judge.

Fault - " Judge 1 Judge 2

Inadequate keyed choice 18 1
Not detrimental 3 0
Moderately detrimental 5 a
Seriously detrimental b 1

Defensible distracter(s) 25 5
Not detrimental a
Moderately detrimental 10 2
Seriously detrimerital 5 3

Information other than that provided

in the passage is needed in order

to identify the keyed choice 18 5
Not detrimental 10 1
Moderatzly detrimental L O
Seripusly detrimental 2 L 4

Question measures general knowledge 22 7
‘Not detrimental 6 12
Moderately detrimental 13 - _ 13
Seriously detrimental 3 i 2

Item is related to another item on

the same passage in such & way that

the interrelationship may aid an

examinee who has not carefully _

considered the passage 10 1

Not detrimental i 2 0
Moderately detrimental 7 0
Sericusly detrimental |1 1

Distracters are not homogeneocus

with keyed choice 12 4
Not detrimental 7 3
Moderately detrimental L 2
Seriously detrimental 1 2

Other faults 13 8
Not detrimental PD 1
Moderately detrimental i 8 1
Seriously detrimental i1 6

Total ’ 122 31




