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ABSTRACT
Criterion-referenced tests (CRTs) are constructed to

permit the interpretation of examinee teats performance in relation
to a set of well-defined competencies. CRTs are currently used
e xtensively in schools, industry, and the armed services because they
provide valuable and different information from norm-referenced
tests. Test publishers, school districts, and state departments of
education produce CRTs; however, Many of the available tests fall far
short of the technical quality necessary for them to accomplish their
intended purposes. This digest provides practitioners and test
developers with guidelines for evaluating CRTs. Drawn from the
Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing, 25 content and
technical questions are presented that must be answered when
e valuating criterion-referenced tests. The technology for preparing
CRTs is now well developed, and practitioners can avoid improperly
prepared tests by addressing these questions. (8S)
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Evaluating Criterion-referen

n-referenced tests
(CRTs) ate en et me -led to perinn
the interpretation of examinee
test performance in relation to a
set of well-defined competencies
(Popham, 1978). CRT scoris have
three common uses:

1, to describe examinee perfor-
atance in relation to competen-
des of interest;

2. to assign examinees to mastery
states (e.g., "masters" and "non-
masters"), for each competency
of interest, or in relation to a
group of competencies defining
a domain of content; and

3. to describe the performance of
specified groups of examinees in
program evaluation studies.

CRTs are currently used exten-
sively in schools, industry, and the
armed services because they pre'ide
valuable Information that differs
from the information provided by
norm-referenced tests (NRTs). But
CliTs, like other data-collection
instruments used in educational
decision-making, are of variable
quality, and lesser quality tests are
not going to fully meet the informa-
tional needs of users. This digest
was prepared to help practitioners
identify high quality eriterion-refer-
enced tests. Of course the same
guidelines should be useful to test
developers as well.

BACKGROUND
Most of the major test puOlishers

have available an rasortment of
criterion-referenced tests for assess-

ing reading, mat hematics gatige
arts, and other content areas in
grades K to 12. In cdditioa, many
local school districts, state depart-
ments of education, and smaller test
publishers have produced their own
criterion-referenced tests. Many of
the available tests, however, fall far
short of the technical quality neces-
sary for them to accomplish their
Intended purposes. When test: lack
sufficient technical quality, tht re are
a number of plausible explanatloris:
For one, many of the available crite-
rion-referenced tests were developed
before an adequate testing technol-
ogy was fully explicated. Fortun-
ately, an adequate technology for
constructing criterion-referenced
tests and using criterion-referenced
test scores is now available (Berk,
1984; Hambleton, in press; }iambic-
ton, Swaminathan, Algina. & Coul-
son, 1978; Popham, 1978). Guide-
lines can be produced by which
criterion-referenced tests and their
manuals ean be evaluated. The
recently published Standards for
Educational and Psychological
Testing (1985) for evaluating tests
and test manuals, prepared Ly a
joint committee of AERA. APA, and
NCME, is helpful, too, had was used
in preparing the next section.

TEST EVALUATION
There are 25 content and techni-

cal questions that must be answered
when evaluating criterion-referenced
tests, commercially prepared or
otherwise:

cl Tests

Content Questions
1. Do the competencies measured

by the test cover the content
domain of Interest?

2. Are the competencies them-
selves well-defined so that the
appropriate domain of content
for each competency is clear?

3. Is there a capability of adding to
or taking away from the test
content so that the final test
provides a suitable match to the
content domain of interest?

4. Is an appi opriate rationale
offered for the selection of com-
petencies measured in the test?

5. Is the test-item content appro-
priate to measure the competen-
cies?

Technical Questions
ti. Do the test items meet the stan-

dard item-writing principles?
7. Are the test items free from bias

and stereotyping?
8. Is each group of test items ea-

swing a competency representa-
tive of the domain of content
spanned by the competeng'?

O. Was the item-review process
carried out properly?

10. Was a suitable sample of exam-
inees used to pilot the test
items?
Were item statistics used cor-
rectly in building the test?

12. Do the test directions address
important information such as
test purpose, scoring, time



paasing and
marking antrwer sheet.s
test, hooldets)?

13. Are the time limits sufficient for
examinees to complete the test?

14. Are the test administrator's
directions complete so as
to inshre a pt oper test admin.-
istration?

15. Are the print size, quality of
printing and artwork, and page
layouts appropriate for the
examinees?

16. Are the reliability and validity
studies conducted with large
enough samples of extmilnees
for whom the test is intended?

17. Are useful reliability indices,
such as "dedsion-consistency"
and 'kappa," reported for the
test scores?

18. Are the reliability indices high
enough to justify the use of the
test In the intended application?

19. Are personal and environmental
factors that influence test per-
formance addressed In the test
msnual?

20. Is a test manual available that
addresses test purposes, devel-
opment, adniinistration, scoring,
pvchometric properties of the
test scores, and test interpreta-
tions?

21 Is there justification offe et!
(and is it appropriate) for the

Choice o
score)?

22, Is the process used to set a
standard fully documented
in the manual, and Is it
appropriate?

23. Is there acceptable and fully
documented validity evidence for
the intended use of the test
scores?

24. Are there ent- n the tech-
nical nianual :,,!UL the siw or
errors of measurement and/or
misclassification and the role
or these errors in score tiger-
pretations?

25. Are the test scores report
fully and clearly?

Clarification and expansion of
any of the questions above can be

found in Berk (1984). Hambleton
(in press), and Popham (1978).

CONCLUDVTG REMARKS
Identifying well-constructed, reli-

able, and valid criterion-referenced
tests is essential for Insuring that
the purposes of a testing program
are accomplished. The importance
f the 25 Individual questions above

will vary somewhat from one test to
another. Still, some attention to each
questior. in criterion-referenced test
evaluation would normally he desir-
able. The technology for preparing

ertterion-refere well-
devekmed at. this time. Practition
should expect that
will be used and used correctly in
preparing tests, and when it is not,
these improperly prepared tests
should be avoided.

Ronald K. Hambleton,
I iniversity of Massachusetts
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