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My first professional publication, in 1963, was as
a graduate student (with Harrison Gough) on a
validational study of a culture-fair test. Since
then, I have taught a course on psychological
testing with fair regularity. At the same time I
have steadfastly refused to specialize and have
had the opportunity to publish in several different
areas, to work in management consulting, to be
director of a counseling center and a clinical psy-
chology program, to establish an undergraduate
honors program, and to be involved in a wide
variety of projects with students in nursing, reha-
bilitation, education, social work, and other
fields. In all of these activities I have found psy-
chological testing to be central and to be very
challenging and exciting.

In this book I have tried to convey the excite-
ment associated with psychological testing and to
teach basic principles through the use of concrete
examples. When specific tests are mentioned,
they are mentioned because they are used as an
example to teach important basic principles, or in
some instances because they occupy a central/his-
torical position. No attempt has been made to be
exhaustive.

Much of what is contained in many textbooks
is rather esoteric information of use only to very
few readers. For example, most textbooks include
several formulas to compute interitem consis-
tency. However, it has been my experience that
99% of the students who take a course on testing
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will never have occasion to use such formulas,
even if they enter a career in psychology or allied
fields. The very few who might need to do such
calculations will do them by computer or will
know where to find the relevant formulas. It is the
principle that is important, and that is what I have
tried to emphasize.

Because of my varied experience in industry,
in a counseling center and other service oriented
settings, and also because as a clinically trained
academic psychologist I have done a considerable
amount of research, I have tried to cover both
sides of the coin—the basic research-oriented
issues and the application of tests in service-
oriented settings. Thus parts I and II, the first
eight chapters, serve as an introduction to basic
concepts, issues, and approaches. Parts IIT and IV,
Chapters 9 through 15, have a much more applied
focus. Finally, I have attempted to integrate both
classical approaches and newer thinking about
psychological testing.

The area of psychological testing is fairly well
defined. I cannot imagine a textbook that does not
discuss such topics as reliability, validity, norms,
etc. Thus what distinguishes one textbook from
another is not so much their content as a question
of balance. For example, most textbooks continue
to devote one or more chapters to projective tech-
niques, even though their use and importance has
decreased substantially. Projective techniques are
important, not only from a historical perspective,
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but also for what they can teach us about basic
issues in testing. In this text, they are discussed
and illustrated, but as part of a chapter (see Chap-
ter 15) within the broader context of testing in
clinical settings. Most textbooks also have several
chapters on intelligence testing, often devoting
considerable space to such topics as the heritabil-
ity of intelligence, theories of trait organization,
longitudinal studies of intelligence, and similar
topics. Such topics are of course important and
fascinating, but do they really belong in a text-
book on psychological testing? If they do, then
that means that some other topics more directly
relevant to testing are omitted or given short
shrift. In this textbook, I have chosen to focus on
testing, and to minimize the theoretical issues
associated with intelligence, personality, etc.,
except where they may be needed to have a better
understanding of testing approaches.

It is no surprise that computers have had (and
continue to have) a major impact on psychologi-
cal testing, and so an entire chapter (Chapter 17)
is devoted to this topic. There is also a vast litera-
ture and great student interest on the topic of fak-
ing, and here too an entire chapter (Chapter 16)
has been devoted to this topic. Most textbooks
begin with a historical chapter. I have chosen to
place the history chapter as last so that having
learned about testing the reader can now learn
about the historical background from a more
knowledgeable point of view.

Finally, rather than writing a textbook about
testing, I have attempted to write a textbook about
testing the individual. That is, I believe that most
testing applications involve an attempt to use tests
as a tool in order to better understand an individ-
ual, whether that person is a client in therapy, a
college student seeking career or academic guid-
ance, a business executive wishing to capitalize
on strengths and improve weaknesses, or a sub-
ject in a scientific experiment.
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AIM

In this chapter we will cover four basic issues.
The first centers on what is a test, not just a for-
mal definition, but ways of thinking about tests.
Second, we will try to develop a “taxonomy” of
tests, that is we will look at various ways in which
tests can be categorized. Third, we will look at the
ethical aspects of psychological testing. Finally,
we will explore how we can obtain information
about a specific test.

INTRODUCTION

Most likely you would have no difficulty identi-
fying a psychological test, even if you met one in
a dark alley. So the intent here is not to give you
one more definition to memorize and repeat but
rather to spark your thinking.

What is a test? Anastasi (1988), one of the best
known psychologists in the field of testing,
defined a test as an “objective” and ‘“‘standardized”
measure of a sample of behavior. This is an excel-
lent definition that focuses our attention on three
elements: (1) objectivity: that is, at least theoreti-
cally, most aspects of a test, such as how the test is
scored and how the score is interpreted, are not a
function of the subjective decision of a particular
examiner but are based on objective criteria; (2)
standardization: that is, no matter who adminis-
ters, scores, and interprets the test, there is unifor-
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The Nature
of Tests

mity of procedure; and (3) a sample of behavior: a
test is not a psychological X-ray, nor does it nec-
essarily reveal hidden conflicts and forbidden
wishes; it is a sample of a person’s behavior, hope-
fully a representative sample from which we can
draw some inferences and hypotheses.

There are three other ways to consider psycho-
logical tests which I find useful and I hope you will
also. One way is to consider the administration of
a test as an experiment. In the classical type of
experiment, the experimenter studies a phenome-
non and observes the results, while at the same
time keeping in check all extraneous variables so
that the results can be ascribed to a particular
antecedent cause. In psychological testing, how-
ever, it is usually not possible to control all the
extraneous variables, but the metaphor here is a
useful one that forces us to focus on the standard-
ized procedures, on the elimination of conflicting
causes, on experimental control, and on the gener-
ation of hypotheses that can be further investi-
gated. So if I administer a test of achievement to
little Sandra, I want to make sure that her score
reflects what she has achieved, rather than her abil-
ity to follow instructions, her degree of hunger
before lunch, her uneasiness at being tested, or
some other influence.

A second way to consider a test is to think of a
test as an interview. When you are administered
an examination in your class, you are essentially
being interviewed by the instructor to determine
how well you know the material. We will discuss
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interviews in Chapter 18, but for now consider the
following: in most situations we need to “talk” to
each other. If I am the instructor I need to know
how much you have learned. If I am hiring an
architect to design a house or a contractor to build
one, I need to evaluate their competency, and so
on. Thus “interviews” are necessary, but a test
offers many advantages over the standard inter-
view. With a test I can “interview” 50 or 5000 per-
sons at one sitting. With a test I can be much more
objective in my evaluation, since for example,
multiple-choice answer sheets do not discrimi-
nate on the basis of gender, ethnicity, or religion.

A third way to consider tests is as tools. Many
fields of endeavor have specific tools—for exam-
ple, physicians have scalpels and X-rays,
chemists have Bunsen burners and retorts. Just
because someone can wield a scalpel or light up a
Bunsen burner does not make him or her an
“expert” in that field. The best use of a tool is in
the hands of a trained professional when it is sim-
ply an aid to achieve a particular goal. Tests, how-
ever, are not just psychological tools; they also
have political and social repercussions. For exam-
ple, the well-publicized decline in SAT scores
(Wirtz & Howe, 1977) has been used as an indi-
cator of the terrible shape our educational system
is in (National Commission, 1983).

A test by any other name. . . . In this book we
will use the term psychological test (or more
briefly test) to cover those measuring devices,
techniques, procedures, examinations, etc., that in
some way assess variables relevant to psycholog-
ical functioning. Some of these variables, such as
intelligence, introversion- extraversion, and self-
esteem are clearly “psychological” in nature. Oth-
ers, like heart rate or the amount of palmar
perspiration (the galvanic skin response), are
more physiological but are related to psychologi-
cal functioning. Still other variables, like social-
ization, delinquency, or leadership may be
somewhat more “sociological” in nature, but are
of substantial interest to most social and behav-
ioral scientists. Other variables, like academic
achievement, might be more relevant to educators
or professionals working in educational settings.
The point here is that we use the term psycholog-
ical in a rather broad sense.

Psychological tests can take a variety of forms.

Some are true-false inventories, others are rating
scales, some are actual tests whereas others are
questionnaires. Some tests consist of materials
like inkblots or pictures to which the subject
responds verbally; still others consist of items like
blocks or pieces of a puzzle which the subject
manipulates. A large number of tests are simply a
set of printed items requiring some type of writ-
ten response.

Testing versus assessment. Psychological
assessment is basically a judgmental process
whereby a broad range of information, often
including the results of psychological tests, is
integrated into a meaningful understanding of a
particular person. If that person is a client or
patient in a psychotherapeutic setting, we call the
process clinical assessment. Psychological test-
ing is thus a narrower concept referring to the
psychometric aspects of a test (the technical
information about the test), the actual administra-
tion and scoring of the test, and the interpretation
made of the scores. We could of course assess a
client simply by administering a test or battery
(group) of tests. Usually the assessing psycholo-
gist also interviews the client, obtains background
information, and where appropriate and feasible,
information from others about the client (see
Korchin, 1976, for an excellent discussion of clin-
ical assessment).

Who uses tests? Oakland and Hu (1991) asked
some 53 test experts in 44 different countries
“Who uses tests?” They reported that some 16
professional groups used tests, including school
psychologists, special-education teachers, clinical
psychologists, guidance counselors, psychiatrists,
speech therapists, guidance teachers, nurses, and
even engineers. It is interesting to note that
among the 44 countries surveyed, 30 used more
foreign than locally developed tests.

Purposes of tests. Tests are used for a wide vari-
ety of purposes that can be subsumed under more
general categories. Many authors identify four
categories typically labelled as classification,
self-understanding, program evaluation, and sci-
entific inquiry.

Classification involves a decision that a partic-
ular person belongs in a certain category. For



example, based on test results we may assign a
diagnosis to a patient, accept or reject a college
applicant, place a student in the introductory
Spanish course rather than the intermediate or
advanced course, or certify that a person has met
the minimal qualifications to practice medicine. A
crucial distinction is that of diagnosis versus mas-
tery; we’ll see later, these types of tests have
somewhat different properties.

Self-understanding involves using test infor-
mation as a source of information about oneself.
Such information may already be available to the
individual, but not in a formal way. Marlene, for
example, is applying to graduate studies in elec-
trical engineering; her high GRE scores confirm
what she already knows, that she has the potential
abilities required for such study.

Program evaluation involves the use of tests to
assess not so much the individual testee, but the
effectiveness of a particular program or course of
action. You have probably seen in the newspaper
tables indicating the average achievement test
scores for various schools in your geographical
area, with the scores often taken, perhaps incor-
rectly, as evidence of the competency level of a
particular school. Program evaluation may
involve the assessment of the campus climate at a
particular college, or the value of a drug abuse
program offered by a mental health clinic, or the
effectiveness of a new medication.

Tests are also used in scientific inquiry. If you
glance through most professional journals in the
social and behavioral sciences, you will find that
a large majority of studies use psychological tests
to operationally define relevant variables and to
translate hypotheses into numerical statements
that can be assessed statistically. Some argue that
development of a field of science is in large part a
function of the available measurement techniques
(Cone & Foster, 1991; Meehl, 1978).

Tests as experimental procedure. If we accept
the analogy that administering a test is very much
like an experiment, then we need to make sure that
the experimental procedure is followed carefully
and that extraneous variables are not allowed to
influence the results. This means, for example,
that instructions and time limits need to be
adhered to strictly. The greater the control that can
be exercised on all aspects of a test situation, the
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lesser the influence of extraneous variables. Thus
the scoring of a multiple-choice exam is less influ-
enced by such variables as clarity of handwriting
than the scoring of an essay exam; a true-false per-
sonality inventory with simple instructions is
probably less influenced than an intelligence test
with detailed instructions.

Masling (1960) reviewed a variety of studies
of variables that can influence a testing situation,
in this case “projective” testing (see Chapter 15);
Sattler and Theye (1967) did the same for intelli-
gence tests. We can identify, as Masling (1960)
did, four categories of such variables:

l. The method of administration. Standard
administration can be altered by disregarding or
changing instructions, by explicitly or implicitly
giving the subject a set to answer in a certain way,
or by not following standard procedures. For
example, Coffin (1941) had subjects read ficti-
tious magazine articles indicating what were
more socially acceptable responses to the
Rorschach Inkblot test. Subsequently they were
tested with the Rorschach and the responses
clearly showed a suggestive influence on the part
of the prior readings. Ironson and Davis (1979)
administered a test of creativity three times, with
instructions to “fake creative,” “fake uncreative,”
or “be honest”; the obtained scores reflected the
influence of the instructions. On the other hand,
Sattler and Theye (1967) indicated that of twelve
studies reviewed that departed from standard
administrative procedures, only five reported sig-
nificant differences between standard and non-
standard administration.

2. Situational variables. These include a vari-
ety of aspects that presumably can alter the test
situation significantly, such as a subject feeling
frustrated, discouraged, hungry, being under the
influence of drugs, and so on. Some of these vari-
ables can have significant effects on test scores,
but the effects are not necessarily the same for all
subjects. For example, Sattler and Theye (1967)
report that discouragement affects the perfor-
mance of children but not of college students on
some intelligence tests.

3. Experimenter variables. The testing situa-
tion is a social situation, and even when the test is
administered by computer, there is clearly an
experimenter, a person in charge. That person
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may exhibit characteristics (such as age, gender,
and skin color) that differ from those of the sub-
ject. The person may appear more or less sympa-
thetic, warm or cold, more or less authoritarian,
aloof, more adept at establishing rapport, etc.
These aspects may or may not affect the subject’s
test performance; the results of the available
experimental evidence are quite complex and not
easily summarized. We can agree with Sattler and
Theye (1967) who concluded that the experi-
menter-subject relationship is important and that
(perhaps) less qualified experimenters do not
obtain appreciably different results than more
qualified experimenters. Whether the race, eth-
nicity, physical characteristics, etc., of the exper-
imenter significantly affect the testing situation
seems to depend on a lot of other variables and, in
general, does not seem to be as powerful an influ-
ence as many might think.

4. Subject variables. Do aspects of the subject,
such as level of anxiety, physical attractiveness,
etc., affect the testing situation? Masling (1960)
used attractive female accomplices who, as test
subjects, acted “warm” or ‘“cold” toward the
examiners (graduate students). The test results
were interpreted by the graduate students more
favorably when the subject acted warm than when
she acted cold.

In general what can we conclude? Aside from
the fact that most studies in this area seem to have
major design flaws and that many specific vari-
ables have not been explored consistently,
Masling (1960) concluded that there is strong evi-
dence of situational and interpersonal influences
in projective testing, while Sattler and Theye
(1967) concluded that:

1. Departures from standard procedures are more
likely to affect “specialized” groups, such as
children, schizophrenics, and juvenile delin-
quents than “normal” groups such as college
students;

2. Children seem to be more susceptible to situa-
tional factors, especially discouragement, than
are college-age adults;

3. Rapport seems to be a crucial variable, while
degree of experience of the examiner is not;

4. Racial differences, specifically a white exam-

iner and a black subject, may be important, but
the evidence is not definitive.

Tests in decision making. In the real world deci-
sions need to be made. To allow every person who
applies to medical school to be admitted would
not only create huge logistical problems, but
would result in chaos and in a situation that would
be unfair to the candidates themselves, some of
whom would not have the intellectual and other
competencies required to be physicians, to the
medical school faculty whose teaching efforts
would be diluted by the presence of unqualified
candidates, and eventually to the public who
might be faced with incompetent physicians.

Given that decisions need to be made, we must
ask what role psychological tests can play in such
decision making. Most psychologists agree that
major decisions should not be based on the results
of a single test administration, that whether or not
state university admits Sandra should not be
based solely on her SAT scores. In fact, despite a
stereotype to the contrary, it is rare for such deci-
sions to be based solely on test data. Yet in many
situations, test data represents the only source of
objective data that is standard for all candidates;
other sources of data such as interviews, grades,
and letters of recommendation are all “variable”
—grades from different schools or different
instructors are not comparable, nor are letters
written by different evaluators. Finally, as scien-
tists, we should ask what is the empirical evi-
dence for the accuracy of predicting future
behavior. That is, if we are admitting college stu-
dents to a particular institution, which sources of
data, singly or in combination, such as interview-
ers’ opinions, test scores, high school GPA, etc.,
would be most accurate in making relevant pre-
dictions, such as “let’s admit Marlene since she
will do quite well academically.” We will return
to this issue, but for now let me indicate a general
psychological principle that past behavior is the
best predictor of future behavior, and a corollary
that the results of psychological tests can provide
very useful information on which to make more
accurate future predictions.

Relation of test content to predicted behavior.
Rebecca is enrolled in an introductory Spanish



course and is given a Spanish vocabulary test by
the instructor. Is the instructor interested in
whether Rebecca knows the meaning of the spe-
cific words on the test? Yes, indeed, since the test
is designed to assess Rebecca’s mastery of the
vocabulary that has been covered in class and in
the homework assignments. Consider now a test
like the SAT, given for college admission pur-
poses. The test may contain a vocabulary section,
but the concern is not whether an individual
knows the particular words; knowledge of this
sample of words is related to something else,
namely doing well academically in college.
Finally consider a third test, the XYZ scale of
depression. Although the scale contains no items
about suicide ideation, it has been discovered
empirically that high scorers on this scale are
likely to attempt suicide. These three examples
illustrate an important point: in psychological
tests, the content of the test items may or may not
cover the behavior that is of interest—there may
be a lack of correspondence between test items
and the predicted behavior. But a test can be quite
useful if an empirical correspondence between
test scores and real life behavior can be shown.

CATEGORIES OF TESTS

Since there are thousands of tests, it would be
helpful to be able to classify tests into categories,
just as a bookstore might list its books under dif-
ferent headings. Because tests differ from each
other in a variety of ways there is no uniformly
accepted system of classification. Therefore we
will invent our own based on a series of questions
that can be asked of any test. I should point out
that despite a variety of advances in both theory
and technique, standardized tests have changed
relatively little over the years (Linn, 1986), so
while new tests are continually published, a clas-
sificatory system should be fairly stable, i.e.,
applicable today as well as 20 years from now.

Commercially published? The first question is
whether a test is commercially published (some-
times called a proprietary test) or not. Major tests
like the Stanford-Binet and the Minnesota Multi-
phasic Personality Inventory are available for pur-
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chase by qualified users through commercial
companies. The commercial publisher advertises
primarily through its catalog, and for many tests
makes available, for a fee, a specimen set, usually
the test booklet and answer sheet, a scoring key to
score the test, and a test manual that contains
information about the test. If a test is not com-
mercially published, then a copy is ordinarily
available from the test author, and there may be
some accompanying information, or perhaps just
the journal article where the test was first intro-
duced. Sometimes journal articles will include the
original test, particularly if it is quite short, but
often they will not. (Examples of articles which
contain the test items are Baker, Mednick &
Hocevar, 1991; Good & Good, 1974; McLain,
1993; Rehfisch, 1958a; Snell, 1989; Vodanovich
& Kass, 1990). Keep in mind that the contents of
journal articles are copyrighted and permission to
use a test must be obtained from both the author
and the publisher.

If you are interested in learning more about a
specific test, first you must determine if the test is
commercially published. If it is, then you will
want to consult the Mental Measurements Year-
book (MMY), available in most university
libraries. Despite its name, the MMY is published
at irregular intervals rather than yearly. However,
it is an invaluable guide. For many commercially
published tests the MMY will provide a brief
description of the test (its purpose, applicable age
range, type of score generated, price, administra-
tion time, and name and address of publisher), a
bibliography of citations relevant to the test, and
one or more reviews of the test by test experts.
Tests that are reviewed in one edition of the
MMY may or may not be reviewed in subsequent
editions, so locating information about a specific
test may involve browsing through a number of
editions. MMY reviews of specific tests are also
available through a computer service called the
Bibliographic Retrieval Services.

If the test you are interested in learning about
is not commercially published, it will probably
have an author(s) who published an article about
the test in a professional journal. The journal arti-
cle will most likely give the author’s address at
the time of publication. If you are a “legitimate”
test user, for example a graduate student doing a
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doctoral dissertation or a psychologist engaged in
research work, a letter to the author will usually
result in a reply with a copy of the test and per-
mission to use it. If the author has moved from the
original address you may locate the current
address through various directories and “Who’s
Who” type of books, or through computer-gener-
ated literature searches.

Administrative aspects. Tests can also be distin-
guished by various aspects of their administra-
tion. For example, there are group versus
individual tests; group tests can be administered
to a group of subjects at the same time and indi-
vidual tests to one person only at one time. The
Stanford-Binet test of intelligence is an individ-
ual test, whereas the SAT is a group test. Clini-
cians who deal with one client at a time generally
prefer individual tests since these often yield
observational data in addition to a test score;
researchers often need to test large groups of
subjects in minimum time and may prefer group
tests (there are of course, many exceptions to this
statement). A group test can be administered to
one individual; sometimes, an individual test can
be modified so it can be administered to a group.

Tests can also be classified as speed versus
power tests. Speed tests have a time limit which
affects performance; for example, you might be
given a page of printed text and asked to cross out
all the “e’s” in 25 seconds. How many you cross
out will be a function of how fast you respond. A
power test on the other hand is designed to mea-
sure how well you can do; and so either may have
no time limit or a time limit of convenience (a 50-
minute hour) that ordinarily does not affect per-
formance. The time limits on speed tests are
usually set so that only 50% of the applicants are
able to attempt every item. Time limits on power
tests are set so that about 90% of the applicants
can attempt all items.

Another administrative distinction is whether a
test is a secure test or not. For example, the SAT
is commercially published but is ordinarily not
made available even to researchers. Many tests
that are used in industry for personnel selection
are secure tests whose utility could be compro-
mised if they were made public. Sometimes only
the scoring key is confidential, rather than the
items themselves.

A final distinction from an administrative
point of view is how invasive the test is. A ques-
tionnaire that asks about one’s sexual behaviors is
ordinarily more invasive than a test of arithmetic;
a test completed by the subject is usually more
invasive than a report of an observer, who may
report the observations without even the subject’s
awareness.

The medium. Tests differ widely in the materi-
als used, and so we can distinguish tests on this
basis. Probably, the majority of tests are paper-
and-pencil tests that involve some set of printed
questions and require a written response, like
marking a multiple answer sheet. Other tests are
performance tests that perhaps require the
manipulation of wooden blocks or the placement
of puzzle pieces in correct juxtaposition. Still
other tests involve physiological measures such
as the galvanic skin response, the basis of the
polygraph (lie detector) machine. More and
more tests are now available for computer
administration and this may become a popular
category of tests.

Item structure. Another way to classify tests,
which overlaps with the above, is through their
item structure. Test items can be placed on a
continuum from objective to subjective. At the
objective end we have multiple-choice items; at
the subjective end we have the type of open-
ended questions that clinical psychologists and
psychiatrists ask, such as “tell me more,” “how
do you feel about that?” and “tell me about
yourself.” In between we have countless varia-
tions such as matching items (closer to the
objective pole) and essay questions (closer to
the subjective pole). Objective items are easy to
score and to manipulate statistically, but indi-
vidually reveal little other than that the person
answered correctly or incorrectly. Subjective
items are difficult and sometimes impossible to
quantify, but can be quite a revealing and rich
source of information.

Another possible distinction in item structure
is whether the items are verbal in nature or
require performance. Vocabulary and math items
are labelled verbal since they are composed of
verbal elements; building a block tower is a per-
formance item.



Area of Assessment. Tests can also be classified
according to the area of assessment. For example,
there are intelligence tests, personality question-
naires, tests of achievement, career-interest tests,
tests of reading, tests of neuropsychological func-
tioning, and so on. The MMY uses 16 such cate-
gories. These are not necessarily mutually
exclusive categories, and many of them can be fur-
ther subdivided. For example, tests of personality
could be further categorized into introversion-
extraversion, leadership, masculinity-femininity,
and so on.

In this textbook we will look at these five
major categories of tests:

1. Personality tests, which have played a major
role in the development of psychological test-
ing, both in its acceptance and criticism. Per-
sonality represents a major area of human
functioning for social-behavioral scientists
and lay persons alike;

2. Tests of cognitive abilities, not only traditional
intelligence tests, but other dimensions of cog-
nitive or intellectual functioning. In some
ways, cognitive psychology represents a major
new emphasis in psychology which has had a
significant impact on all aspects of psychology
both as a science and as an applied field;

3. Tests of attitudes, values, and interests, three
areas that psychometrically overlap, and also
offer lots of basic testing lessons;

4. Tests of psychopathology, primarily those
used by clinicians and researchers to study the
field of mental illness; and

5. Tests that assess normal and positive function-
ing, such as creativity, competence, and self-
esteem.

Test function. Tests can also be categorized
depending upon their function. Some tests are
used to diagnose present conditions. (Does the
client have a character disorder? Is the client
depressed?) Other tests are used to make predic-
tions. (Will this person do well in college? Is this
client likely to attempt suicide?) Other tests are
used in selection procedures, which basically
involve accepting or not accepting a candidate, as
in admission to graduate school. Some tests are
used for placement purposes—candidates who
have been accepted are placed in a particular
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“treatment.” For example, entering students at a
university may be placed in different level writing
courses depending upon their performance on a
writing exam. A battery of tests may be used to
make such a placement decision or to assess
which of several alternatives is most appropriate
for the particular client—here the term typically
used is classification (note that this term has both
a broader meaning and a narrower meaning, see
page 2). Some tests are used for screening pur-
poses; the term screening implies a rapid and
rough procedure. Some tests are used for certifi-
cation, usually related to some legal standard;
thus passing a driving test certifies that the person
has at the very least a minimum proficiency, and
is allowed to drive an automobile.

Score interpretation. Yet another classification
can be developed on the basis of how scores on a
test are interpreted. We can compare the score
that an individual obtains with the scores of a
group of individuals who also took the same test.
This is called a norm-reference, since we refer to
norms to give a particular score meaning; for
most tests, scores are interpreted in this manner.
We can also give meaning to a score by compar-
ing that score to a decision rule called a criterion,
so this would be a criterion-reference. For exam-
ple, when you took a driving test (either written
and/or road), the examiner did not say “Congrat-
ulations your score is two standard deviations
above the mean.” You either passed or failed
based upon some predetermined criterion that
may or may not have been explicitly stated. Note
that norm-reference and criterion-reference refer
not to the test but to how the score or performance
is interpreted. The same test could yield either or
both score interpretations.

Another distinction that can be made is
whether the measurement provided by the test is
normative or ipsative, that is, whether the stan-
dard of comparison reflects the behavior of others
or of the client. Consider a 100-item vocabulary
test which we administer to Marisa, and she
obtains a score of 82. To make sense of that score
we compare her score to some normative data—
for example, the average score of similar-age col-
lege students. Now consider a questionnaire that
asks Marisa to decide which of two values is
more important to her: “Is it more important for



