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National Reporting System for Adult Education





Evaluating Assessments for Use in the National Reporting System
To ensure comparability of the meaning of the educational functioning levels across all programs in the State, all programs must use standardized assessment procedures approved by the State that conform to the state assessment policy when determining students’ educational functioning levels. The assessment procedure must be a standardized test or a performance-based assessment with a standardized scoring rubric. If performance-based assessment is used, the assessment must meet standard psychometric criteria for validity and reliability, including scoring rubrics that are based on objective, observable criteria. States should consult the NRS document Developing Performance Assessments for Adult Learners: A Summary (available on www.nrsweb.org) for further guidance on developing performance-based assessments. Program staff should be trained in test administration and scoring to ensure that the measures are valid and reliable across programs and students. 
States are responsible for selecting the standardized assessment that local programs will use to measure educational gain. The assessments selected by the State must be appropriate for measuring educational gain within the NRS framework and conform to accepted psychometric standards for validity and reliability, as described by the National Academy of Sciences and similar sources (see for example, National Academy of Sciences [2002]. Performance Assessments for Adult Education: Exploring the Measurement Issues. National Research Council, Board on Testing and Assessment). States should use the following evaluative criteria to approve assessments for measuring educational gain for the NRS.

Intended purpose of the instrument

When evaluating assessment for use in measuring educational gain, states should assess what the assessment was originally intended to measure and its purpose. Generally speaking, tests or other assessment instruments are not inherently valid or invalid; rather, their validity hinges on how they are used. Assessments that measure educational gain should be designed to measure the development of basic English literacy and language skills through pre- and post-testing. This is not to say that tests developed and validated for one purpose can never be used for different purposes, only that the converse should not be taken for granted either. Moreover, it is usually true that the greater the difference between the intended purpose underlying the development of a given instrument and that associated with the needs of the NRS, the less likely that the instrument will be suitable for the NRS, regardless of its validity with respect to its original purpose. 
Procedures used to develop/maintain the instrument

Relevant information associated with the development process includes such details as the nature of the sample to whom the assessment was administered for the pilot or field testing (e.g., How many examinees were administered each item? Were any measures taken to ensure the motivation of the examinees? From what population were the samples drawn?), and what steps were taken to ensure the quality of the items (e.g., How are items screened for fairness and sensitivity? How are they screened for psychometric quality?). With respect to the former, it is of particular relevance to ascertain the similarity of the samples used to develop the instrument with that of the adult education population. The greater the similarity between the samples used in developing the instrument and the population of interest to the NRS, the greater the likelihood that the results associated with those samples will generalize to that population.

Other information associated with the processes used to maintain the assessment that States should consider include the rate at which new forms are developed, the steps taken to ensure their comparability with existing forms, and the extent to which security is maintained. It is essential that multiple forms of each instrument be available, that scores associated with these forms are equivalent in meaning, and that the security of the forms be maintained at all times.

Matching instrument content to NRS educational functioning level descriptors

Validity is concerned with the accuracy of measurement; in other words, the extent to which the instrument measures what it is intended to measure. Content validity of an assessment is the extent to which the items/tasks on the instrument cover the domain of interest. For the NRS, the domain of interest is comprised of the skills used to describe the educational functioning levels for both ABE and ESL. To establish the content validity with respect to the requirements of the NRS, there must be evidence that the items/tasks on that instrument measure the skills associated with these educational functioning levels (and, by the same token, do not measure skills not associated with these levels).

Typically, content validity is established via the judgments of subject matter experts (SMEs). For instance, a panel of such experts might be asked to judge the extent to which the items/tasks on a given instrument require the types and levels of skills described for a particular educational functioning level. In general, the greater the judged overlap between the content of the instrument and the skills associated with a given level descriptor, the greater the content validity of the instrument with respect to its use as a measure of educational attainment at that level. It is important to point out that the content validity of a given instrument may vary with respect to different educational functioning levels; that is, it may provide adequate coverage of the skills associated with some levels, but less than adequate coverage of the skills associated with other levels. Finally, it should be noted that the usefulness of content validity evidence is directly proportional to the quality of the judgments provided. Consequently, the test publisher should establish the credentials of the SMEs whose judgments were obtained, including their familiarity with adult education and the NRS levels, along with information regarding the number of experts used and the degree of agreement among them, both by skill and level. 
Matching scores on the instrument to NRS educational functioning levels 

The assessment must provide a way to translate scores on the assessment to the NRS educational functioning levels and the method used to establish this translation. States also should review the adequacy of the procedures used to establish the translations and the degree of uncertainty (or error) associated with them. The process used to identify the level of performance on a given instrument that is associated with a given level of achievement in some domain is generally referred to as standard setting. Although there are many different approaches to standard setting, most rely heavily on the judgments of SMEs. It is important for the test publisher to report the credentials of the experts making the standard setting judgments, as well as the number of the experts used and their degree of agreement. The latter information is directly related to the degree of error associated with the final translations, and indicates the extent to which the cut scores to the NRS might be expected to differ if they had been established by a different (though similar) panel of experts. The greater the degree of agreement is across experts, the greater the amount of faith that can be placed in the resulting translations.

Reliability/classification consistency

Reliability refers to the degree of consistency in performance on an assessment; that is, the extent to which an examinee would be expected to perform similarly across multiple administrations of the instrument or under different conditions. An important condition that can differ across administrations of a particular instrument to be used for the NRS is the form of the instrument administered. More specifically, because educational gain is determined as a function of the difference between an examinee’s pre- and post-test performance as measured on different forms of the instrument, it is essential to review the test publisher’s information regarding the expected similarity of performance across forms in the absence of instruction or other external interventions. The greater the similarity in performance across forms, the greater the alternate forms reliability of the instrument, and the stronger the inference that improvements in performance between pre- and post-testing is attributable to something other than measurement error associated with differences across forms.

Note that alternate forms reliability information should be provided for both the raw (or number correct) scores associated with the assessment being reviewed, as well as the translated NRS educational functioning level classifications. It is the consistency with which examinees are classified into the educational functioning levels that is the most important consideration for determining the appropriateness of the instrument for use in the NRS, because it is movement across the classifications that forms the basis for evaluating educational gain. Also, because the consistency of performance measurement may vary with respect to educational functioning levels, information regarding classification consistency should be reported for each level that the instrument is being considered for use in measuring educational gain. Last, it is important for the test publisher to provide information regarding the nature of the sample used to estimate the reliability of the instrument because the greater the differences between the sample and the target population (e.g., ABE students), the less generalizable the reliability estimates will be. 

Construct validity

Other types of validity information that are important in making a determination regarding the appropriateness of a given instrument for measuring educational gain for the NRS fall under the global heading of construct validity.

Convergent validity concerns the extent to which the scores on the instrument are related to scores on other instruments designed to measure the same or very similar constructs. States should review information provided by test publishers regarding the degree of relationship between examinee performance on their instrument and performance on one or more other measures currently approved for measuring educational gain in the NRS. This information should be provided with respect to the raw scores associated with the assessment and with the corresponding NRS educational functioning level classifications. Likewise, information should be provided regarding the nature of the sample from which the data were collected to determine the extent to which the results are likely to generalize to the population of interest.

Other types of information States should consider to evaluate construct validity of an assessment include evidence regarding the extent to which scores on that instrument are free from sources of variance not relevant to the skills the assessment measures, such as practice effects or cultural-based knowledge, and the extent to which performance on the assessment is related to other variables that it should be related to, such as hours of instruction or other important outcome measures (e.g., attainment/retention of employment and acquisition of academic credentials). 
The foregoing is not meant to be an exhaustive list of the types of information that might be provided by a test publisher in support of the validity of a given instrument, nor is it meant as a list of information that must be provided. Rather, this guidance is intended to suggest to States the kinds of information that would be considered relevant in the determination of whether a particular instrument is appropriate, valid, and reliable for measuring educational gain as a result of participation in an adult education program. The attached exhibit summarizes the guidance for evaluating assessments.

Exhibit 1
Guidance for Evaluating Assessments Used for Measuring Educational Gain

	What is the intended purpose of the instrument?

a.
What does the instrument’s technical manual say about the purpose of the instrument, and how does this match the requirements of the NRS? (The NRS needs instruments that allow examinees to demonstrate their standing on skills represented in the educational functioning level descriptors; it also needs instruments for which there exist multiple parallel forms, so that gains in educational functioning can be demonstrated.)

What procedures were used to develop and maintain the instrument?

b.
How was the instrument developed? (How similar were the sample[s] of examinees used to develop/evaluate the instrument to the population of interest to the NRS? What steps, if any, were taken to ensure their motivation while responding to the instrument? To what extent have items/tasks on the instrument been reviewed for fairness and sensitivity? To what extent have they been screened for the adequacy of their psychometric properties? Does the instrument have multiple forms?) 

c.
How is the instrument maintained? (How frequently, if ever, are new forms of the instrument developed? What steps are taken to ensure the comparability of scores across forms? What steps are taken to maintain the security of the instrument?)

Does the assessment match the content of the NRS educational functioning level descriptors?

d.
How adequately do the items/tasks on the instrument cover the skills used to describe the NRS’ educational functioning levels? Are aspects of a given descriptor not covered by any of the items/tasks? Are there items/tasks not associated with any of the descriptors? (Note: it is possible for an instrument to be appropriate for measuring proficiency at some levels, but not at others.)

e.
What procedures were used to establish the content validity of the instrument?  How many SMEs provided judgments linking the items/tasks to the educational functioning level descriptors, and what were their qualifications? To what extent did their judgments agree?

Can the scores on the assessment match the NRS educational functioning levels?

f.
What standard setting procedures were used to establish cut scores for transforming raw scores on the instrument to estimates of an examinee’s NRS educational functioning level? If judgment-based procedures were used, how many SMEs provided judgments, and what were their qualifications?  To what extent did their judgments agree?

g.
What is the standard error of each cut score, and how was it established?

Is there evidence of reliability and classification consistency?

h.
What is the correlation between raw scores across alternate forms of the instrument? What is the consistency with which examinees are classified into the same NRS educational functioning level across forms?

i.
How adequate was the research design leading to these estimates? (What was the size of the sample? How similar was the sample used in the data collection to the adult education population? What steps were taken to ensure the motivation of the examinees?)

Has construct validity of the assessment been demonstrated?

j.
To what extent do scores (and/or educational functioning classifications) associated with the instrument correlate (or agree) with scores or classifications associated with other instruments already approved by ED for assessing educational gain? To what extent are they related to other relevant variables, such as hours of instruction or other important process or outcome variables? How adequate were the research designs associated with these sources of evidence (see 5b above)?

k.
What other evidence is available to demonstrate that the instrument measures gains in educational functioning resulting from adult education, and not some other construct-irrelevant variables, such as practice effects?
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