JUDGMENTAL VALIDITY

To determine the content validity of an instrument, we make judgments on the appropriateness of its contents. For achievement tests, this type of validity is essential.

Suppose for a moment that you are the instructor of your research methods class and wish to build an achievement test on the material in your textbook through Chapter 10. What steps could you take to maximize the content validity of the test? First, you need to consider the amount of testing time and the types of items. For example, you can ask many more multiple-choice items than essay items in a given amount of testing time. Let’s assume you decided to write 35 multiple-choice items to be administered in a 50-minute period. You could write three items on each of the 10 chapters, assuring that a broad sample of the material is covered. Then you could allocate the remaining 5 items to those topics deemed to be most important. (To be fair, you should have indicated during instruction which ones are more important than others.) Finally, you need to determine at which skill levels to measure. Will you test primarily for facts and definitions (for example, Which of the following is the definition of validity?) or for higher level skills (for example, Which of the following statements from a test manual tells us something about the content validity of the test?).

Although the above example has been simplified, it illustrates three principles for writing achievement tests with high content validity. First, a broad sample of content is usually better than a narrow one. Second, important material should be emphasized. Third, questions should be written to measure the appropriate skills such as knowledge of facts and definitions, application of definitions to new situations, drawing inferences, and making critical appraisals, and so on. Of course, the skills should be those covered in instruction and text. Keeping these principles in mind, you can make judgments of the content validity of achievement tests written by others.

Although content validity is most closely associated with achievement testing, elements of it may sometimes be applied to other types of measures. For example, if you wish to measure the broad construct called self-concept with a series of questions, you could consider sampling from each of the narrower constructs that constitute it such as physical self-concept, academic self-concept, sexual self-concept, and so on—assuring that a broad sample has been covered. If you believe one type of self-concept is more important than others for your research purpose, (e.g., academic self-concept) you might emphasize one over the others by asking more questions about it Finally, you need to write the questions in such a way that they elicit common, shared meanings from the examinees. To do this, you need to consider the examinees’ educational levels and the meanings they are likely to attach to particular words in your questions. Will they find some too difficult to understand? Are some ambiguous in their meaning? Careful consideration of these points regarding the contents of instruments helps improve validity.

We also make judgments when we consider face validity. In this approach to validity, we judge whether an instrument appears to be valid on the face of it. In other words, on superficial inspection, does it appear to measure what it purports to measure? For example, one might use a spatial relations test for selecting people for pilot training. One that uses geometric shapes moving in space would have less face validity than one that uses miniature airplanes moving in space. That is, the second one has more face validity on the surface even though both might be equally valid for measuring the underlying ability to visualize objects moving in space. Thus, face validity is primarily a public relations concern; we usually prefer to use tests that look like they are related to their purpose because this promotes public acceptance of testing and motivates examinees to do their best. Thus, among two tests of equal validity as determined by other means, we usually should select the one with the higher face validity.

EXERCISE
1.
For what type of test is content validity essential?

2.
Should we consider the types of skills required by achievement test items when judging content validity?

3.
“To improve content validity, it is usually desirable to cover only a narrow sample of content from the broad content area to be covered by an achievement test.” Is this statement true or false?

4.
Is content validity relevant only to achievement tests?

5.
Which type of validity is based on superficial inspection?

6.
What two types of validity rely on judgments?

Questions for Discussion

7.
Suppose an instructor fails to tell students the types of items (for example, multiple-choice or essay) that will be on a midterm examination. Could this affect the validity of the results? Explain.

8.
Have you ever taken an achievement test in which the content that was emphasized was different from the content you concentrated on while studying for the test? If so, describe the discrepancy and speculate on what caused it (for example, was there a miscommunication between you and the instructor?).

9.
Is it logically possible for a test to have high face validity but low content validity? Explain.

ANSWERS

1. Achievement tests

2. Yes

3. False

4. No

5. Face validity

6. Content and face

7. Answers will vary (but most students will say that the failure is unfair) – make sure to address the issues of content validity

8. Answers will vary

9. Yes, it is logically possible.  For example, a reading comprehension test may contain passages with multiple-choice questions on the passages (superficially giving it face validity for measuring comprehension) but all of the questions might only require students to locate facts in the passage.  Such questions would not measure skills associated with drawing inferences, understanding structure of a passage, inferring author’s tone, mood, and purpose.

