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ABSTRACT 
 
This paper describes methods for an alignment study and psychometric analyses of a formative 
assessment system, Diagnoser Tools for physics. Diagnoser Tools begin with facet clusters as the 
interpretive framework for designing questions and instructional activities. Thus each question in the 
diagnostic assessments includes distractors that represent common problematic ideas in physics. 
Although Diagnoser Tools appear to have instructional validity, current alignment and psychometric 
approaches have not been sufficient for validating the complex, multidimensionality of the facets and 
facet-based diagnostic questions. Together the recent alignment and psychometric studies provide a 
more comprehensive picture of the validity of the facet-based assessment system. 
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Evaluating the Diagnostic Validity of a Facet-based Formative Assessment System 
 

Facet-based assessments are one innovative approach to helping teachers diagnose students’ 
science understanding (Minstrell, 2001; Minstrell, Anderson, Kraus, & Minstrell, 2008). The facets 
perspective assumes that students’ understandings possess some strengths to build on, possibly in 
addition to problematic thinking that can be revised through additional learning opportunities.  The 
term “facets” acknowledges that not all students’ thinking can be considered “misconceptions” or 
errors. Facet clusters serve as the interpretive framework for analyzing student responses to questions 
and for designing instructional activities to promote learning in the online Diagnoser Tools formative 
assessment system (www.diagnoser.com). 

Despite the designed-in multidimensionality of facet-based assessments, the preponderance of 
psychometric analyses performed so far have failed to capture the richness of the evidence about what 
students know and how they know it. Standard classical test theory or unidimensional approaches can 
be useful for capturing some critical measurement properties of items and instruments [such as gross 
item indices of “difficulty,” biserial correlations with total score, classical unidimensional indices of total 
score reliability including KR20 and Cronbach’s alpha (Cronbach, 1951; Lord & Novick, 1968; Allen & Yen, 
2002; van der Linden & Hambleton, 1997), and unidimensional IRT analyses], but are not designed to 
reflect the facet-based multidimensional richness of the data. 

In light of the rich conceptual and cognitive models guiding item development and data 
collection, the failure to use more powerful measurement models means that the linkage from 
observation to interpretation and from interpretation back to cognition is only of the most 
rudimentary form. The work reported here provides a strong interpretive framework supported 
by sophisticated psychometric techniques as a way of capturing the diagnostic power of the 
instrument, and enhancing its usefulness as a formative assessment tool. Our approach provides 
insight about the potential of the facet-based approach to offer a clear and transparent articulation 
of the linkage between the assumptions about cognition and observed student performance. 

Components of the research project include:  (a) an Evidence-Centered Design analysis of facet-
based instructional materials and assessments that provides a view of the evidentiary coherence of the 
existing system; (b) an alignment study of the Diagnoser system with multiple standards frameworks 
that describes deep connections among existing standards frameworks and the Diagnoser system and 
illuminates how alignment approaches can simultaneously inform all aspects of a formative assessment 
system; (c) the application of sophisticated psychometric models to the existing data that provides 
statistical evidence for inferential claims that support classroom use of the Diagnoser system; and (d) 
the identification of cases in which new or improved Diagnoser question sets can be developed and 
tested with students.   

This paper focuses on methodologies associated with the psychometric analyses of the Diagnoser 
question sets and the alignment study of facets and question sets. Force and Motion content was 
targeted in this project for two reasons. First, extensive research has been conducted on misconceptions 
in force and motion (e.g., Driver et al., 1994; Hashweh, 1988; Lythcott, 1985; Wandersee et al., 1994) 
and by staff of several related Diagnoser projects, providing a substantial research basis for the design of 
the instructional materials and assessments.  Second, Force and Motion clusters are among the earliest 
developed as part of the online Physics Diagnoser and have been used continually since 2004 during 
which has been available via the internet, providing a large database of student performances for 
analysis. 
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Diagnoser Tools 

Diagnoser Tools is an online system developed by Facet Innovations to support teachers in enacting 
the practice of formative assessment in the subject fields of middle school and high school physics, 
physical science and chemistry. Effective formative assessment practice requires that teachers and 
students establish a common understanding of learning goals, teachers elicit student thinking, teachers 
respond to and make sense of student thinking in relation to learning goals, teachers take action based 
on their interpretation of students’ learning needs, and teachers re-assess (Black and Wiliam, 2009). 
Effective elicitation of student ideas often involves dialogic conversation, particularly to identify 
problematic ways of reasoning. Diagnostic assessments also can be used to give teachers a “snap-shot” 
of conceptions in the class. 

Diagnoser Tools includes questions to elicit and engage students in conversation about their ideas 
(elicitation questions), lessons that prompt students to explore their ideas (developmental lessons), 
diagnostic questions (Diagnoser question sets), and activities targeted to address specific problematic 
ideas (prescriptive activities). Each component references a facet cluster.  In this sense, facet clusters 
serve as the backbone of the system.   Our early work in this project focuses primarily on two 
components of this system—the facet clusters and the Diagnoser question sets.  

Facet Clusters 

Each facet cluster contains learning goals and common problematic student ideas related to these 
learning goals. Figure 1 shows the facet cluster for Forces as Interactions. Facets are arranged with the 
goal facets at the top followed by more problematic facets. The 0X and 1X facets are the goal facets. The 
2X through 9X facets indicate ideas that have some problematic aspects. In general, the higher number 
facets (i.e., 9X, 8X) are the most problematic. The X0s indicate more general statements of student ideas 
and are sometimes followed by specific examples, coded as X1 through X9. 
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Figure 1. Forces as Interactions Facet Cluster 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question Sets 

One or two sets of questions are associated with each facet cluster. As a student works through a 
question set, she receives targeted feedback after responding to each item. Most response options for 
selected-response questions are linked to a particular facet, and the feedback and subsequent question 
shown to the student are based on the facet that was diagnosed from the response to the previous 
question. Figure 2 shows two items from a question set on Forces as Interactions and a table showing 
the facet code assigned to each answer option of Question 1.  

 

 

00 The student understands that all forces arise out of an interaction between two objects and that these 
forces are equal in magnitude and opposite in direction. 

 01 All forces arise out of an interaction between two objects. 

 02 The force pairs are equal in magnitude. 

 03 The force pairs are opposite in direction. 

 

40 The student identifies equal force pairs, but indicates that both forces act on the same object. (For the 
example of a book at rest on a table, the gravitational force down on the book and the normal force up by 
the table on the book are identified as an action-reaction pair.) 

50 The student uses the effects of a force as an indication of the relative magnitudes of the forces in an 
interaction. 

 51 More damage indicates one of the interacting objects exerted a larger force. 

 52 If an object is at rest, the interaction forces must be balanced. 

 53 If an object moves, the interaction forces must be unbalanced. 

 54 If an object accelerates, the interaction forces must be unbalanced. 

60 The student indicates that the forces in a force pair do not have equal magnitude because the objects are 
dissimilar in some property (e.g., bigger, stronger, faster). 

 61 The 'stronger' object exerts a greater force. 

 62 The moving object or a faster moving object exerts a greater force. 

 63 The more active or energetic object exerts more force. 

 64 The bigger or heavier object exerts more force. 

90 The student believes that inanimate/passive objects cannot exert a force. 
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Figure 2. Questions from Forces as Interactions Diagnoser Question Set 

 

 
Facet-based assessments have been designed in such a way that most multiple-choice distractors 

are linked to particular facets of understanding that represent complete, partial or incorrect 
understanding. For example Question 1 states: “Jennifer and Katie stand and lean on each other. 
Jennifer weighs 150 pounds and Katie weighs 120 pounds. Which one pushes harder on the other?” If a 
student chooses Option C: “Jennifer pushes harder because she weighs more,” then Diagnoser reports 
that this response indicates that the student’s way of thinking corresponds to Facet 64, “The bigger or 
heavier object exerts more force.”. From Figure 1, we see that Facet 64 falls within a more general 
problematic understanding: Facet 60, “The student indicates that the forces in a force pair do not have 
equal magnitude because the objects are dissimilar in some property (e.g. bigger, stronger, faster).” 
Question 2 follows Question 1 and requests students to show their reasoning in addition to answering 
the multiple choice question. 
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Some questions are composed as a related pair of questions, where the second question of the pair 
asks the student to provide a reason for the response given to the first question. For these paired 
questions, a facet is inferred from responses to both questions. An example can be found in Questions 6 
and 7, also in Figure 3. For instance, if a student chose Option a for Question 6 and Option b for 
Question 7, the system will diagnose the student thinking as Facet 53.  

 
Figure 3. Paired Questions in Forces as Interactions Diagnoser Question Set 

 
Note. Only facet combinations with Question 6 Option a combinations with 
Question 7 are shown. 
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Teachers receive real-time results of students’ answers in a report describing the facets used by 
each student. The report also contains summary statistics for the percentages of the class responding 
with particular facets. Students also receive a report on their performance that highlights some things 
they may need to work on. A teacher’s report consists of a list of the inferred facets, one to each 
question or related pair of questions. As can be seen in Figure 4, students’ responses varied in degree of 
internal consistency across the questions. For example, Student 6, who responded with Facet 64 to 
Question 1, was therefore branched to Question 4, followed by Questions 5, 6 and 7, and facets 
associated with her remaining responses were 00, 02, 02, 01. Since facets 0x represent learning targets, 
this student, after the first response, demonstrated consistent goal knowledge and understanding. By 
contrast, the response facets for Student 1 are 50, 40, 54, 90, 60, 62, 51; a very inconsistent indication of 
any specific facet of understanding for this student.  

Figure 4. Forces as Interactions Teacher Report 
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Instructional and Diagnostic Validity of Diagnoser Question Sets 

A fundamental assumption that applies to facets-based assessments is that the items tap a range of 
critical understandings and cognitive skills in the content domain.  In essence, the assessment 
instrument and its items are inherently multidimensional by design.  Such multidimensionality is a 
potential strength that can be captured for the productive purposes of profiling facets of students’ 
understanding and generating interpretive results that instructors could use in their teaching.  
Responses to individual items provide information about likely student misconceptions or partial 
conceptions, and patterns of responses to a set of facet-based questions are expected to provide strong 
evidence about a student’s knowledge and understanding.  This work aims to develop and examine 
formal methods that can psychometrically and statistically support the typical diagnostic uses of the 
Diagnoser Teacher Reports as illustrated in Figure 4.   

Facet-based assessments appear to have instructional validity, but not much research has been 
done on issues of interpretation of facet-based assessments.  Without such research the interpretability 
and use of these assessments is severely restricted. Studies that validate the conceptions represented as 
well as the relation between facets and items in question sets have never been conducted.  In addition, 
psychometric modeling and analysis typically performed with these data have fallen short of reflecting 
the true design and purpose of the assessments (Scalise, Madhyastha, Minstrell, and Wilson, 2010; 
Steedle & Shavelson, 2009; Steedle, 2008; Wilson 1992, 2008). 

 Our approach for examining the diagnostic validity of Diagnoser Tools takes into account that 
Diagnoser Tools function as a system, rather than as discrete components. Facets within a cluster are 
intended to relate to one another in meaningful ways. Each of the components (i.e., lessons, question 
sets) are intended to cohere within each facet cluster.  Moreover, interpretation of evidence about the 
validity of these components must take account of when lessons and question sets are intended to be 
used in instruction.  Although traditional alignment and psychometric analyses may provide some 
information about the validity of these components, they are not sufficient.  Our research questions and 
approach reflect this perspective. 

Alignment Study 

 In contrast to typical alignment studies, this study will provide more substantial evidence about the 
diagnostic capabilities of the Diagnoser formative assessment system.  Because facet clusters are a 
foundational piece to which other components of Diagnoser Tools relate, several research questions for 
the alignment study focus on the content, diagnostic, and cognitive validity of the facets in the cluster, 
as shown in Table 1. We will examine goal facets in relation to standards (research question 1).  Because 
problematic facets are essential for designing diagnostic questions, we also attend to the representation 
and ordering of problematic facets (research questions 2 and 3). 
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Table 1. Research Questions and Approach for Alignment Study of Facet Clusters 

Research Questions Alignment to Internal or 
External Criteria or Other  

Type of Validity Rationale 

RQ1: To what degree do 
standards and facet clusters 
address the same content 
categories?  

External: Alignment of goal 
facets to 3 standards 
frameworks (Benchmarks for 
Scientific Literacy, College 
Board Standards objectives, 
and New Framework for 
Science Education core and 
component ideas) 

Content validity Confirmation of existing 
alignment to BSL; 
Documentation of range of 
knowledge addressed in 
relation to new frameworks 

RQ2: Do problematic facets 
represent the range of 
frequent 'misconceptions' 
and problematic ways of 
thinking? 

 

External: Alignment of 
problematic facets to 
misconceptions reflected in 
research 

Diagnostic 
validity; Cognitive 
validity 

Confirmation that 
problematic facets are 
representative of student 
cognition in physics and can 
provide relevant diagnostic 
information 

RQ3: Does the ordering of 
problematic facets 
appropriately reflect less to 
more problematic ideas? 

Other: Judgment of the 
degree to which the ranking 
of the problematic facts 
reflect an order of less to 
more problematical 

Diagnostic 
validity; Cognitive 
validity 

Informs extent to which 
clusters appropriately 
represent PFs as more or 
less problematic—this 
would affect teacher’s 
perceptions of the extent to 
which students have 
significant difficulty with the 
physics content. Informs 
understandings about the 
relationships of 
misconceptions and 
problematic ideas in 
students’ thinking about 
physics. Not necessarily 
evidence of whether facet 
clusters are a learning 
trajectory. 
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 The analysis of question sets also is designed to evaluate content, diagnostic, and cognitive validity, 
as shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. Research Questions and Approach for Alignment Study of Diagnoser Question Sets 

Research Questions Alignment to Internal or 
External Criteria or Other  

Type of Validity Rationale 

RQ4: To what degree do 
Diagnoser questions align 
to facet clusters? (To what 
degree does the correct 
answer align to the goal 
facet? To what degree do 
the incorrect answers align 
to the problematic facets?)  

Internal: Alignment of each 
question to facet cluster 

Diagnostic 
validity; Indirect 
content validity 

Confirmation that questions 
are likely to elicit intended 
facets. Indirect content 
alignment signifies that if 
questions are aligned to 
facet clusters and facet 
clusters are aligned to 
content standards, we can 
infer that questions are 
aligned to content 
standards. 

 

RQ5: What degree of depth 
or complexity of knowledge 
do Diagnoser questions 
address? 

External: Alignment of each 
question to components 
reflecting depth of knowledge 
(declarative, procedural, 
schematic, or strategic) 

Cognitive validity Evidence about the 
complexity of questions and 
sets 

RQ6: How well do the 
reports communicate 
student performance in 
ways that teachers 
understand and inform next 
instructional steps?  

Other: Judgment of the 
effectiveness of the Diagnoser 
question set reporting 
functionality for supporting 
teachers’ formative use of the 
question sets 

Diagnostic validity Evidence about 
effectiveness of Diagnoser 
data for teacher use 

RQ7: To what extent do the 
pathways through the 
questions in each Diagnoser 
Question Set represent a 
logical, conceptually 
appropriate sequence? 

Other: Judgments about 
whether use of paired 
questions, skips and repeats is 
logical and appropriate for 
diagnosing student thinking; Is 
question order logical (e.g., in 
terms of when facets are 
elicited)?; What do common 
response pathways reveal 
about the diagnostic 
capabilities of the question 
sets? 

Diagnostic validity Analysis will provide insight 
into similarities and 
differences in question set 
design and flow, and 
perhaps also differences in 
the diagnostic capabilities of 
question sets.  

 

Method 

 Identification and Distribution of Panelists. Six experts in physics content, physics instruction, 
science standards, and cognitive science will be selected as panelists. Panelists will be divided into two 
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groups. We will assign alignment tasks so that group effort is approximately equivalent.  Group 1 will 
consist of three panelists with expertise in physics content, physics instruction and science standards. 
Group 1 panelists will respond to research questions 1 and 4.  Group 2 will consist of three panelists 
with expertise in physics content, physics instruction and cognitive science. Group 2 panelists will 
respond to research questions 2, 3, 5, 6 and 7.  Although Group 2 panelists will be responding to more 
research questions, we expect that the amount of time to complete judgments will be similar to the 
time needed for Group 1 because of the difference in the nature of the research questions. 

 Panelists first will convene via teleconference to learn about the Diagnoser system and receive 
training on how to complete the alignment for research questions 1, 2, and 3. Panelists will submit their 
responses online.  Panelists will convene at a common location to receive training on how to complete 
the judgments for the remaining questions. Training and completion of ratings will occur over 2 days. 

 Judgments of Facet Clusters. Seventeen facet clusters related to the three key concept strands in 
Force and Motion: 1) Description of Motion, 2) Nature of Forces, and 3) Forces to Explain Motion will be 
included in the study.  Panelists will judge each facet cluster’s alignment to two nationally recognized 
frameworks: AAAS Benchmarks for Scientific Literacy (AAAS, 1993) and Science:  The College Board 
Standards for College Success (College Board, 2009). When standards based on the new framework for 
K-12 science education: A Framework for K-12 Science Education: Practices, Crosscutting Concepts, and 
Core Ideas (NRC, 2011) are available, we will reconvene panelists to review facet clusters in relation to 
these standards. For research question 1, the panelists will make a judgment about the degree to which 
the goal facets and sub-goal facets in each cluster align with the standards using a 4-point Likert scale (1 
= Not aligned to 4 = Fully aligned; “Fully aligned” means that the set of facets addresses all components 
of the associated standards and “Not aligned” means that the set of facets addresses none of the 
components of the associated standards.) For research question 2, panelists also will judge the extent to 
which the problematic facets in each cluster reflect common misconceptions and problematic ways of 
thinking documented in the K-12 literature associated with the topic within the cluster related, using a 
5-point Likert scale (1 = Very poor coverage to 5 = Very good coverage). For research question 3, 
panelists will consider whether the ordering of the problematic facets reflects how these problematic 
ways of thinking are in learning physics and whether ideas that represent more significant learning 
needs are more likely to prevent students from attaining the learning goal are given a higher facet code. 
The panelists will then use a 3-point Likert scale (1 = not at all appropriate to 3 = very appropriate) to 
rate the degree to which the ranking of the problematic facets in Diagnoser reflect an order of less to 
more problematical. 
 Judgments of Diagnoser Question Sets. Of the 17 facet clusters included in the study, most have 
two associated Diagnoser Question Sets.  Each question set typically has 7-12 questions. A total of 32 
Diagnoser Question Sets will be included in the study.  For each item in the Diagnoser question sets, 
panelists will evaluate the extent to which the response options exemplify the facets as they are coded, 
using a 3-point Likert scale (1=No, 2=Somewhat, 3=Yes). Panelists will also identify the particular types 
of knowledge, declarative, procedural, schematic, or strategic (Li, Shavelson & White, 2002; Ruiz-Primo, 
2002; Ruiz-Primo et al., 2002, Shavelson & Ruiz-Primo, 1999) that students may use to answer each 
question by reviewing a low inference checklist. Because the data from question sets are critical for 
helping teachers make instructional decisions, panelists will indicate how effectively the reports:  (a) 
communicate what students know and can do and (b) inform next instructional steps using a 4-point 
rating scales (Not at all effective/useful to Very effective/useful) and open-ended text responses to 
questions on how the reports can be improved to better communicate what students know and can do 
or to better inform instruction.  
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 Finally, for each question set panelists will review three common pathways through the question 
sets (based on actual student data), as not all students complete the same sets of questions or complete 
a same set of questions in the same sequence. For each pathway panelists will evaluate whether 
questions are presented in a logical, conceptually appropriate sequence for use by teachers to diagnose 
and remediate the misconceptions the students hold.  Panelists will respond using a 4-point scale 
ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. 

 For each question in the alignment protocol, all judgments will be made using an online survey 
system to facilitate analyses. Judgments can easily be exported to examine interrater agreement and to 
summarize findings for facet clusters and question sets. If possible, discrepant ratings will be resolved by 
consensus.  

 Future Analyses of Elicitation Questions, Developmental Lessons and Prescriptive Activities. To 
complete a comprehensive analysis of the Diagnoser system, a second phase of the alignment study will 
include an analysis of the elicitation questions, developmental lessons and prescriptive activities. 
Panelists will confirm the alignment of elicitation questions to facet clusters. Developmental lessons and 
prescriptive activities will be analyzed not only in terms of alignment to facet clusters, but also to 
examine how they engage students in the scientific practices (e.g., data interpretation, explanation, 
modeling), 

Psychometric Analyses of Diagnoser Question Sets 

 Diagnostic Question Set Data. Existing Physics Diagnoser data available for analysis have been 
collected through the online website http://www.Diagnoser.com/. The primary student outcomes, as 
shown in the Teacher Report, Figure 4, are the “facet scores” from a student’s question set responses, 
which are a sequence of facets derived from a student’s multiple-choice responses.  In addition to the 
facet codes linked to each multiple-choice response, we include as a further dimension the type of 
context for a given question or multiple choice option. For example student’s responses to Diagnoser 
questions appear to be affected by whether acting objects are animate or inanimate, or whether the 
question situation is a real-world setting or is more abstract. We have developed a list of context types 
for investigation. We summarize and represent students’ facet scores within context type for a given 
question set in three ways: (1) prevalence across the question set of inferred facets; which facets 
occurred and how often relative to types of question context; (2) patterns of inferred facets; and (3) 
degree of consistency within a given student’s facet pattern.   

 Advanced psychometric analyses focus on two main objectives: (1) to summarize the observed 
ranges and patterns of performance of a variety of groups of students in question sets associated with 
each cluster; and (2) to provide a definitive evaluation of the diagnostic capacity of the question sets 
with respect to inferring aspects of students’ facet profiles in light of the formative purposes of these 
assessments.  Previous model-based psychometric studies have looked at only a few clusters and facet-
based question sets and have had limited success in capturing students’ observed performance on items 
in ways that were sensitive to the cluster and facets structure (Scalise, Madhyastha, Minstrell, and 
Wilson, 2010; Steedle & Shavelson, 2009; Steedle, 2008; Wilson 1992, 2008). Here we are analyzing 
available data from all seventeen clusters and thirty-two question sets, and are employing a novel set of 
approaches that take into account structural and design characteristics of the facet assessments in light 
of their classroom diagnostic purpose. For example, highly promising diagnostic model-based analyses 
have been completed of another type of misconception-based assessment called concept inventories 
(Santiago-Román, 2009; Santiago-Román et. al., in preparation). In that work a set of “skills” for 
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diagnostic measurement and reporting was shown to be highly predictive of student performance. We 
are carrying out similar diagnostic analyses for facet-based assessments, guided by findings from the 
alignment study and ECD analyses, and we are using a constrained latent class model for cognitive 
diagnosis called the Fusion Model (DiBello, Roussos & Stout, 2007; DiBello & Stout, 2003; DiBello & 
Stout 2007). In addition, a new diagnostic model is being applied that goes beyond question right/wrong 
scoring and takes account of facet information linked to multiple choice options (DiBello, Stout & 
Henson, in press; for a different approach see de la Torre 2009). We also are performing unidimensional 
analyses to establish baseline information about performance on individual items and on the whole test. 
For that purpose we are applying a partial credit model that allows for two or more possible responses 
to have the same ordered score level to scale the response data (Wilson 1992, 2008). 

 Classroom Formative Focus. This psychometric and statistical approach to the Physics Diagnoser 
data takes account of three key aspects of these assessments: (1) the chief purpose being for teachers 
to identify one or two aspects of thinking that could profitably be discussed with a student or class; (2) 
incorporation of a number of contextual features of questions and multiple choice options that affect 
student performance; and (3) the “low stakes” nature of typical formative classroom uses of these facet-
based assessments. For example, the inclusion of question context as part of the measurement model 
acknowledges the reality that students’ question responses are best interpreted in light of the context of 
the questions or responses. Whether a student’s possession of a particular facet of thinking is robust 
across multiple contexts is a more difficult question that is not decidable from the Diagnoser question 
sets, given their short length. For example eight context categories are being investigated, each with 
multiple context types within category. A given question set with ten or fewer questions on average 
cannot provide a robust coverage of all or most of the relevant contexts in interaction with the facets of 
the given cluster. Based on the short lengths of Diagnoser question sets and consideration of multiple 
contexts, any attempt to infer a student’s facet construction of knowledge will on average have 
relatively low reliability and will reflect only a small number of relevant context types. The classroom 
formative focus for the question sets is on identifying aspects of students’ thinking that would be most 
profitable for informing decisions about next activities, for example for facilitating a classroom 
discussion. In practical terms, given the context types that were not included in the given question set, 
even if a particular student’s question set indicates high consistency in selecting question responses that 
correspond to the goal facet in a given cluster, we may still wish to identify a problematic facet of 
thinking about which to engage in conversation with that student or group of students.  

 New Psychometric Paradigm. Given the status of question set results as one of multiple sources of 
information available to teachers and students in the classroom, a different psychometric paradigm is 
suggested. The pertinent psychometric question is what is the strength of evidence or information 
provided by a given Diagnoser question set for the purpose of updating a teacher’s and student’s prior 
beliefs about students’ constructions of knowledge? Given what the teacher knows about a particular 
student or class prior to the administration of a given question set, how can the teacher’s prior beliefs 
about the student or class be modified or updated as a result of the scored Diagnoser question set 
responses? We adopt the statistical notion of Bayesian updating of prior beliefs, where we mean an 
application of Bayes Theorem (Bayes, 1763; Stigler, 1982) that allows one to express new beliefs about a 
student or class based on new evidence and prior beliefs. Bayesian updating takes the place of the 
classical standardized test notion of an assessment event that is isolated from all other teaching and 
learning events and that must stand entirely on its own. By contrast, a high school physics classroom 
typically unfolds as a series of occurrences: discussion, activity, discussion, hands-on activity, discussion, 
and then perhaps Diagnoser question set. The activities before the question set allow teachers and 
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students to build sets of prior beliefs about students’ constructions of knowledge. The Diagnoser 
question set provides one new piece of information to students and teachers at a given point of time. 
The operative question in this situation becomes how effectively does the question set enable teachers 
and students to update their prior beliefs about students’ current constructions of understanding? What 
are the implications about design of questions and question sets for supporting the updating of beliefs? 

 Thus, we examine the effectiveness of a Diagnoser question set for providing additional evidence 
about individual students and groups of students that is psychometrically supported and informative for 
updating prior beliefs about a student’s apparent construction (facet). The traditional canons of high 
classical unidimensional reliability are moot for Diagnoser questions sets in such a context. An incorrect 
or inaccurate signal about a student as interpreted from a facet based assessment result very likely will 
have an opportunity to be corrected during the succeeding few days as the class proceeds, and a 
functioning classroom will demonstrate a degree of self-correction. Acknowledgement of such a 
Bayesian updating paradigm within a set of low stakes uses of the facets based assessments shifts the 
measurement focus to identifying one or two facets of problematic and correct thinking that may be 
worth attention by the student and teacher in the classroom. Thus, measurement here functions 
directly in the service of instructional decision making, and an acknowledgement of the partial nature of 
the information provided by any single question set is part of the effective interpretation of the results 
as evidence-based promotion of useful classroom discourse. 

 We are beginning our investigations with groups of students for whom we have data on three 
closely related facet clusters: Forces as Interactions, Explaining Constant Speed, and Explaining Changes 
in 1-Dimensional Motion. For these students we have responses to as many as six Question Sets, two for 
each of the three facet clusters named. We are examining students’ facet prevalence values and 
patterns relative to context features of the questions and how they relate to students’ diagnostic model-
computed facet profiles. We also are comparing students’ performances at middle school and high 
school levels within and between clusters. To ensure that estimates of standard error, effect sizes, and 
statistical significance are not artificially inflated or deflated, we are accounting for clustering of 
students within classes by performing Hierarchical Linear Modeling (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) analyses.   

Coherence among Alignment and Psychometric Studies 
 Together the present alignment and psychometric studies provide a more comprehensive picture of 
the validity of the facet-based assessment system. The studies are complementary, and each informs 
the other. If as part of the alignment study experts confirm that facet clusters are indeed meaningful 
groups of physics concepts/ideas, that items are aligned to these facets, and that the question set 
reports present information to teachers that help them make instructional decisions, we have more 
confidence in this formative assessment system. The psychometric analyses provide statistical evidence 
for these inferences about what questions tell teachers about student thinking. 

 Additionally, components of each study can inform the other.  For example, the psychometric 
studies will take account of judgments made by experts about alignment to various sets of standards. In 
addition, the alignment study findings may suggest that certain facets are more or less equivalent or 
that questions intended to address one facet actually appears to relate to different facets.  These 
findings will have implications for the measurement models. The alignment study also can incorporate 
psychometric findings.  For example, in reviewing question set pathways, “common” pathways can be 
informed by actual student data.   
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Considerations and Implications 

 Questions and diagnostic assessments when used as part of formative assessment have a clear 
purpose of helping teachers elicit, engage and diagnose student thinking so that they can respond to 
students’ learning needs and facilitate sense-making in class discussions and lessons. Thus, they must be 
evaluated not only in terms of whether they tap appropriate standards, but also in terms of whether 
they elicit targeted goal understandings and problematic facets of thinking and whether they actually 
support teachers in making instructional decisions based on student conceptions. Because questions in 
Diagnoser Tools are based on facet clusters that supposedly represent the core conceptual 
understandings and problematic ideas, these facet clusters also must be evaluated.  

A key contribution of this project is its application of rigorous methods of psychometric and 
evidentiary analyses to the existing Physics Diagnoser system and its extensive existing database of 
student performance.  The psychometric analyses apply new diagnostic and statistical approaches to a 
very large database of existing data.  These analyses will logically and statistically test the degree of 
concordance of the existing system and the substantial facets system developmental foundations and 
design which were based on pragmatic, subject area instructional and pedagogical expertise and early 
literature on physics teaching and learning and on misconception research.   

The Alignment Study implements a new approach for a comprehensive analysis of an assessment 
system designed for formative use.  Traditional alignment approaches typically only examine questions 
in relation to standards, but they do not articulate a methodology for evaluating the appropriateness of 
problematic ideas in a framework which is guiding the assessment design. In addition, because we want 
to evaluate the diagnostic and cognitive validity of questions, we must examine whether items not only 
elicit goal ideas, but also problematic ideas. Thus, new approaches/types of research questions were 
needed to investigate the representation of these problematic facets. To evaluate the cognitive 
demands of items, we also are examining whether items elicit declarative, procedural, schematic, 
and/or strategic knowledge. Finally, because sets of questions are meaningful units in and of 
themselves, we ask questions about how the questions in a set work together to support the teacher in 
making instructional decisions based on data from the question sets. 

In concert these approaches are assembling multiple strands of evidence to build a powerful, 
theoretically and empirically grounded validity argument that directly impacts the pragmatic successes 
of the Diagnoser Tools system, and that is expected to lead to methods for improving the questions to 
be tested with students in the second half of the project.  In sum, this project applies a rigorous 
comprehensive approach to understanding the cognitive, instructional and inferential underpinnings of 
the Diagnoser Tools system in light of the Diagnoser’s pragmatic classroom applications.   

We believe that our approach is generalizable beyond Diagnoser Tools for physics. The tools and 
methods developed here certainly can be applied to Diagnoser Tools in other domains (e.g., chemistry 
and human biology). These approaches to psychometrics and alignment should also work for other 
comprehensive formative assessment systems that incorporate tools for teachers that provide learning 
goals and targeted problematic ideas, questions and lessons to elicit and develop student ideas, and 
questions that are intended to supply diagnostic information related to learning and teaching. 
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