ASSESSMENT TESTING 
DR. CLAIRE HAYES
‘If knowledge of a test does not enable one to make a better decision than the best decision that would be made without the use of the tests then the test serves no useful purpose and might just as well not be given!'  
Mehrans and Lehmann, 1975. 

Introduction 
The word “test” has different meanings for everyone. Those who have a history of academic success may see a test as a challenge, a way of obtaining recognition and validation, a focus to work towards. Others have less positive experiences of tests. Even the mere mention of the word can bring horrific memories of cramming, sweating and forgetting. Some people live with the fear of not being good enough and see “bad” test results as confirmation of that. Interestingly, those same people attribute “good” results to the test being easy rather than anything to do with their own ability. 
We can not assume that anybody else’s experience of tests is the same as ours. An essential first step in the world of test usage is for each of us to know as clearly as we can what our experience of tests actually is. Spend some time thinking back to Primary School – did you lie in dread of the spelling tests? Were you very disappointed to only get 18 out of 20 right? Did you keep your result hidden or did you put in a lot of work trying to find out what everyone in the class got?

What was your own experience of tests in secondary school? Did you have Entrance Tests? Were you streamed as a result? Was this fair? Where were you in your class? Top ten, middle ten, or lower ten? What was your attitude to the Christmas tests? The summer tests? The Inter Cert?, The Leaving Cert? Take a few moments and focus on the one test during secondary school that really stands out for you. See it as clearly as if you are watching a video. What is it about that test which makes you remember it more than all of the others you have done? How did you feel before, during and after the test? What were your parents’ reactions to how you did in the test? What was it like when the results came out? Did you celebrate or try to hide for weeks?

Then you went to College. What was that like for you? Was your experience of tests different than they had ever been? Did you suddenly discover that it was ok to actually fail an exam? Were you disappointed not to be in the top three in the class? Were you pleased with your degree or did you feel that the final tests did not reflect your ability and your learning? What were your friends’ reactions to your results?  

You are now a guidance counsellor. So you have trained to be a teacher, you have worked as a teacher, you have trained to be a guidance counsellor and you are working as a guidance counsellor. You have lots of experience of tests – of doing tests and of giving tests. Is it different for you to give tests than to do them? What is it like for you to watch a group of students do a test? Do you have sympathy for the young girl or boy who sits unable to write anything or do you feel impatient, or even quietly smug that if they had paid attention in class as you told them they would be able to do the test? And parents? How do you feel when you are leaving school on a Friday afternoon and Johnny Smith’s mother asks you about his results in Irish or the DATS?

Being clear on your own experience regarding tests is essential if you are to use tests responsibly. How did you feel about tests before you received any training in them during your post-graduate course in Guidance Counselling? Did you see them as the answer to everything or as evil devices that should be banned? Did your views change during the course? What about your experience actually using tests? Do you think that a good test, well used has its place in the world of guidance counselling? Or do you think that they are dangerous and do more harm than good?

I am not going to try and convince you that tests are good. Some are not. Some tests are great, but badly used can be lethal. Some tests currently in use in Irish Schools, such as the AH3, are decades out of date. The various textbooks on testing agree that tests are used to help make decisions. Help. In their place, with an awareness of their limitations, tests can be extremely useful. But they can also be extremely dangerous. The difference lies with the test user – you – the qualified and experienced guidance counsellor. 

For me there is one golden rule in using tests:

“Use tests responsibly or not at all”.

Using tests responsibly implies that the guidance counsellor is qualified and competent and pays particular care to each of the following areas: Selection, Administration, Scoring, Interpretation, Feedback, Report writing, Protection and Evaluation.

1.  Selection of Tests
The first consideration in selecting a particular test is knowing what question you want the test to help you answer. If you were wondering about a child’s ability, then an ability test would be required. Other types of measures guidance counsellors may use include aptitude tests, interest inventories and problem-check lists. Those guidance counsellors working with adults may also use personality tests, although these are not recommended to be used with adolescents. With some students it may not be necessary to get them to fill in an Interest Inventory. Just asking them about their interests might be enough. Perhaps your question is “how best to help the young person choose a career?” That includes matching ability with aptitudes with interests. Tests may be useful.

The next step is in determining the actual quality of the tests to be used. Responsible test users know the difference between a standardised test and a non-standardised test. They fully understand the importance of reliability and validity in determining whether they should use a particular test. All textbooks on psychometric tests emphasise the importance of these two constructs: Reliability - is the test consistent? Validity - is it accurate? There are a number of ways of establishing whether the test is reliable and valid. A good test will have a manual with it giving evidence of specific tests carried out to determine reliability and validity – this is where a basic notion of statistics is helpful. If a particular test of correlation or difference was carried out there should be a figure between –1 and +1 given in the manual to demonstrate reliability and validity. The nearer to 0 the less the correlation or difference there was. As an exercise, check the manual of the test you use a lot. How were reliability and validity established? What co-efficient numbers were given?

Other important questions to ask focus on the norming details. Where was the test normed? When? How big was the sample?  What were their ages and gender? This is important as you might find a wonderful ability test with 2003 norms for 12 to 15 year old boys and girls but realise that it was standardised on ten children living in Outer Mongolia. Clearly ten children would not be enough of a sample to generalise to Irish children and perhaps the cultural differences might be significant too, so you might decide to stick with the AH3 ability test (Heim, Watts, & Simmonds, 1974), while being acutely aware that its norms are completely outdated. Test manuals give details of the standardisation process. These need to be read carefully. If the norms are not comparable is there another test that is more suitable? One example of this is the DAT for Guidance (Hyde and Trickey, 1995).  Some schools are still using the “Old Dats”, the Differential Aptitude Tests (Educational Research Centre, 1986) which have 1975-1976 norms. This is not acceptable given that there is a more current form of the test with 1995 Irish Norms. Obviously it is hoped that these norms will be updated regularly. 

Standardising tests is expensive and the Irish market may be seen by some test publishers as too small to justify the cost. Therefore it is likely that with most of the tests Irish guidance counsellors use, the norms will not be exactly appropriate and so allowances need to be taken into account. An important exception to note here is the Porteous Problem Checklist (Porteous, 1997) which is standardised on Irish children and which has 1997 norms for boys and girls aged 12 to 17. 

Currently there is a lot of discussion of Level A and Level B training. These refer to standards set by the British Psychological Society (BPS):
‘Level A covers general foundations of testing, and the performance skills associated with test administration and interpretation for group ability tests. Level B Complements Level A. It increases the scope of the scheme to cover personality assessment, and the interpretation and use of personality tests. Together, Level A and Level B provide a set of standards which define the competent use of psychological tests in occupational settings.’  (BPS, 2000, p.i)

Traditionally test publishers use the Level A and Level B standards as criteria to determine who is qualified to use a particular test. Other test publishers require additional training in their particular test to qualify someone to use it. The Irish guidance counsellor courses have been informally seen as the equivalent to Level A, although their focus has been primarily on education, rather than occupational settings. The Institute of Guidance Counsellors, the National Centre for Guidance in Education and the Department of Education and Science are aware of the confusion among some guidance counsellors as to whether they are in fact trained sufficiently to use tests and are working to ensure that the psychometrics components of guidance counselling courses are formally accredited by a recognised professional body. 

Selecting an appropriate test for use in Irish schools is not easy. There are not enough good, reliable, valid tests, recently standardised on Irish children available. And even if there were, Irish children differ too. In any group of students there will be children who differ in terms of ability, cultural background, motivation, interest and physical attributes. Therefore in selecting a test, guidance counsellors need to accept that there really is no perfect test. We can use them responsibly only so long as we are aware of their limitations and make allowances for them. Given a choice between an unreliable test with up to-date Irish norms and a reliable test with old UK norms, I know which I would go for. Given the lack of perfect tests it is even more imperative that we administer, score, interpret, feedback, report, protect and evaluate tests in a responsible manner. 

2.
Test Administration
‘Standardisation implies uniformity of procedure in administering and scoring the test. If the scores obtained by different persons are to be comparable, testing conditions must obviously be the same for all’. 

Anastasi and Urbina (1997, p. 6)

A good test manual will give clear instructions as to how its test is to be administered. Ideally these must be followed, but if allowances have to be made for children with particular disabilities, these should be noted and taken into consideration when interpreting the results. Salvia and Ysseldyke (2001) noted that “unless a test is administered according to the standardised procedures the inferences based on the test are invalid” (p.157). Some tests allow the test administrator to “teach” the core principles using practice tests – others do not. Some tests require a stopwatch, others allow students unlimited time to complete items. The best way to prepare for administering a test is to practice. Read the instructions aloud – do they seem too formal, do they make sense, or do they need further explanation. Is that allowed according to the manual? 

Aiken (1997) lists a number of considerations before administrating a test, such as scheduling the test, informed consent, becoming familiar with the test, ensuring satisfactory testing conditions and minimising cheating. He lists the examiner’s duties during the test as follows: following test directions, remaining alert, establishing rapport, preparing for special problems and flexibility. On this last point Aiken is referring primarily to flexibility in so far as it is possible, without jeopardising the standardised nature of the test. 

Some practical considerations in administering a test include finding a room that is appropriate. Students completing a test in a room next door to a building site may perform differently than students who have total quiet. It is important to ensure that the students will not be interrupted by another class-group waiting to come in. Correct temperature, lighting and seating must all be sorted before the students arrive. 

As the students will vary in relation to how anxious they are about the test, it is important to help them relax without unintentionally raising their anxiety levels. A calm approach, acknowledging that some of them may be worried makes sense. In my experience too much focus on ensuring that the students are not worried may be counter-productive as excessive reassurance can increase someone’s anxiety. 

I strongly recommend that guidance counsellors have help with administrating tests. It is very tempting, and at times quite easy, for students to continue working after the time is up. The main administrator may not notice the student who is staring out the window and did not bother finishing half the test. The results may indicate a low level of what ever is being tested – good observation during test administration may point to other key variables such as disinterest or lack of persistence. 

Tests can also be administered individually. Problem checklists such as the Porteous Problem Checklist (Porteous, 1997) may be much more beneficial given individually than in a group as the guidance counsellor can observe carefully the student’s manner in completing the items. A slight hesitancy at a particular item might be an invaluable clue as to what is really going on for a student. While good administration of tests obviously requires organisational skills, it also requires an empathic relationship, astute observation and sensitivity. In my view the “counselling” part of the guidance counsellor’s role is integral to testing at all stages, but particularly in the administration of tests and the feedback of the results. 

3.
Scoring Tests
This might seem obvious, but minor errors in scoring tests can have serious implications for the students. Some tests are handscored using acetate sheets that need to be positioned correctly. Others are handscored using a duplicate sheet, which is torn off. Some tests allow for hand scoring as well as computer scoring options. Whichever method is used it is important that scores are treble checked for accuracy. Basic mistakes include looking up the wrong norms and making simple but serious computational errors. 

4.
Test Interpretation
Interpreting tests well is a challenge and comes with care and experience. The more familiar the guidance counsellors are with a particular test, the better they are going to be at interpreting it. It is essential that they also know the particular construct they are measuring. What is ability? What is an aptitude? What is an interest? Can these be measured? What exactly does the test measure? One suggestion is that the guidance counsellors complete a test first themselves. They get practice actually doing the test which can be very helpful when discussing it with students, they get practice scoring it and they will be particularly interested in what the test actually means and will put the time into understanding the results and in interpreting them carefully. 

Careful interpretation of the test involves considering the results in the light of the test’s limitations, how the student participated in the test process as well as other factors such as the health of the child and cultural background. Obviously a student who turns up at school two days after the tragic accident of a parent will complete a test differently than if he/she had completed it the week before. The test results give guidance counsellors certain pieces of information – they need to put these in the context of the overall picture. A good working knowledge of percentiles, t-scores and standard deviations will allow the guidance counsellor to interpret the results in the context of the normal curve and will aid in feeding back the results to the student and/or his parent. 
5.
Feed-Back of Test Results
Poor feedback of test results can leave a student confused. Bad feedback can leave him/her demoralised and humiliated. Good feedback takes time and thought. My own sense is that it should take place on an individual basis, with guidance counsellors drawing primarily on their counselling skills. I suggest that the student be introduced to the concept of the normal curve first and helped understand that the “Average range” is from the 25th to the 75th percentile. Asking him/her to predict the results can be very revealing. The meaning, or meanings, of the test result needs to be explored. What does the test result actually mean? Is it valid or is it influenced by other factors such as illness or anxiety? Who is going to be pleased, surprised or disappointed by this result? Towards the end of the session it is often helpful to ask the student to explain to the guidance counsellor his interpretation of the test results as if he was telling his parents. This allows for an opportunity to clarify or affirm if necessary. 

Some guidance counsellors may not be able to see students individually for feedback. If results are to be posted I suggest that a clear explanation of the test and the meaning of the result be included. Actually drawing the normal curve and plotting the student’s results on it might be worthwhile. There is a very clear description of the normal curve and how percentiles, stanines, stens and t-scores relate to it on p. 26 of the DAT for Guidance Manual (Hyde & Trickey, 1995). On no account should a number be used in isolation and out of context as a test result of 60 is useless unless it is clarified as to whether it is a percentile or a t-score. 

When feeding back test results pay particular attention to the students’ reactions, as some students place themselves under tremendous pressure and have unrealistic expectations of their abilities. Schools differ in terms of policy as to who has access to the test results of students, but if they are to be made available to other teachers I recommend that they be given a crash course in basic statistics first so that they do not confuse percentiles with t-scores.

6.
Report Writing
In general it is important that reports are kept short and tight. It is essential to find out whom the report is for and what it is going to be used for. At times a guidance counsellor may be asked to write a report for the Health Board or for the Courts. These might differ from an end of year report for parents. One criticism of reports is that they can be too anecdotal, while other reports may be too technical and actually meaningless. Avoid jargon in the report, place test results in context, and take care not to draw conclusions which may be outside your area of competence. In writing a report consider that this could be used by a very astute Barrister in a Court of Law. Would you feel confident standing over it? Have you been very definite as in “he was very depressed” or have you used words such as “seemed”, “appeared”, “might be”. 

Depending on the type of report it can be very helpful to use headings such as:
Name:

Address:




Date of Birth:



Date of Testing:



Date of Report:



Referred by:


Report to:

Reason for Testing:



Background Information:

Presentation:

Results:



Conclusions and 

Recommendations: 

7.
Protection of Tests
Using tests responsibly includes being very protective of tests themselves. Friends and colleagues may ask you to lend them a test so that they can prepare their child for a test such as an Entrance Test.  Common sense suggests that this is not a good idea, but it can be very difficult to actually say no unless you realise that to do so would be a complete breach of ethics. As a guidance counsellor you are bound by the Code of Ethics of the Institute of Guidance Counsellors, (IGC, 2002). There are also very clear international guidelines and standards such as those of the International Test Commission (ITC), the British Psychological Society (BPS) and the American Psychological Association (APA). The Psychological Society of Ireland (PSI) has recently joined the ITC and as such will be advising its members that they must adhere to their guidelines in relation to testing. Details of these are given online at http://www.intestcom.org/test_use_full.htm. Details of the APA’s “Code of Fair Practice in Testing” are to be found at http://www.apa.org/science/testing.html
The BPS has developed a new website on testing which gives guidelines to test users as well as test takers: 

http://www.psychtesting.org.uk
Each of these guidelines focus on ethics and competence and the outline of the ITC Guidelines is as follows:

1   Take responsibility for ethical test use 

1.1 Act in a professional and ethical manner
1.2 Ensure they have the competence to use tests

1.3 Take responsibility for their use of tests

1.4 Ensure that test materials are kept securely

1.5 Ensure that test results are treated confidentially.

2   Follow good practice in the use of tests 

2.1 Evaluate the potential utility of testing in an assessment situation

2.2 Choose technically sound tests appropriate for the situation

2.3 Give due consideration to issues of fairness in testing

2.4 Make necessary preparations for the testing session

2.5 Administer the tests properly

2.6 Score and analyse test results accurately

2.7 Interpret results appropriately

2.8 Communicate the results clearly and accurately to relevant others


2.9 Review the appropriateness of the test and its use

More specific information on each of these points is on the ITC website.

8.
Evaluating Tests
It is very easy to get into a pattern of using tests without really asking why. It is recommended that guidance counsellors review their use of tests regularly. Are there more recent tests available, which would be more appropriate to aid in whatever question you would like the test to help you answer? Test Suppliers are important resources and it is well worth getting into the habit of calling in at least once a year to check on new material. 

John McCarthy wrote a very interesting article on Expectancy Tables (McCarthy, 1988) which sets out very clearly how guidance counsellors can use data such as the AH3 scores to predict the expected results in the Junior Certificate. Therefore if a test is dated, but is reliable and valid, the guidance counsellor may still be able to use it effectively. 

Conclusion
So far in this supplement I have focussed on testing. However, good and responsible test use occurs in the context of an assessment. Linn and Gronlund (1995) start their book with the following quotation:

‘Assessment of student learning requires the use of a number of techniques for measuring student achievement, but assessment is more than a collection of techniques. It is a process, a systematic process that plays a significant role in effective teaching. It begins with the identification of learning goals and ends with a judgement concerning the extent to which these goals have been obtained’ (p.3).

Guidance counsellors assess more than achievement. They assess interest, motivation, persistence, enthusiasm, aptitude, difficulties, and levels of support and isolation. Sometimes tests may be helpful in their assessment. Other times they may not. Tests have limitations, but tests used responsibly can be a valuable tool for the guidance counsellor in assessing and helping a student. 

Kaplan and Saccuzzo end their book on testing by saying:

‘We feel quite safe in predicting continued controversy and disagreement in the testing field which will no doubt produce further change…We continue to be optimistic because we see the change as ultimately resulting in more empirical data, better theories, continuing innovations and advances and higher standards’.  (p. 625).

It is very clear that controversy is evident in the world of testing. Yet, having used a variety of tests myself and having worked in the training of guidance counsellors in the use of tests, I also continue to be optimistic. I am convinced that the “testing” role of the guidance counsellor can not be separated from the “counselling” role. The challenge in using tests lies with the guidance counsellor’s willingness to be informed, to be competent and to be responsible. Being informed means taking the time to find out, to read and to learn. The various textbooks on testing will seem considerably less daunting now that you have experience and I would recommend that every guidance counsellor invest in one as a reference tool. Feeling competent comes with experience. Murphy and Davidshofer, (1994) emphasised that tests are used to make decisions. I hold that tests can help make decisions. Some decisions are the responsibility of the guidance counsellors. Others are more appropriately made by students and/or parents with the help of the guidance counsellors.

Tests may be useful but at times it may be in the best interests of the students not to use them. The key decision of whether to use tests or not rests with the guidance counsellor. If you do decide to use tests – use them responsibly, or not at all!
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