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Preface

Tests are used to make decisions. This simple sentence describes both the theme and the ra-
tionale of this book. Too often, psychological testing is presented as a dry, technical, ab-
stract subject. It is not. Psychological tests have a substantial impact on a variety of im-
portant decisions. In some settings, such as the armed services, tests represent the only
feasible method of making selection and classification decisions. The point is that tests
affect people’s lives, for good or for ill, and a firm understanding of psychological test-
ing is necessary in many of the settings where important decisions (e.g., college admis-
sions, job placement, clinical assessments) must be made about individuals.

Most students in a testing course have taken many tests and will probably take
many more in the future. These students have a real, practical interest in testing. They
are also likely to be skeptical about the accuracy and the value of psychological tests. A
good part of your job when teaching a testing course is to present a full and fair evalua-
tion of the advantages and drawbacks of psychological testing. We believe that this can
best be done by focusing on the impact of tests on decisions. Students generally show
little interest in learning a “laundry list” of test names, but they are very interested in
knowing how tests are used and whether the use of tests leads to better or worse deci-
sions than would be reached without tests.

Our text is divided into four sections. In Part I (Chapters 1 through 3), we introduce
the concepts of psychological testing and discuss the impact of testing on society. Part I
(Chapters 4 through 10) discusses the principles of psychological measurement and the
techniques used to analyze tests. Part III (Chapters 11 through 17) discusses the devel-
opment of tests, with particular attention to the domains of cognitive ability, interests,
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Xiv Preface

and personality. Part IV (Chapters 18 through 22) discusses the use of psychological tests
to make important decisions about individuals.

This book does not have several features found in other testing books. First, we do
not cover dozens of obscure tests. Rather, we have focused on widely used or technically
superior exemplars of the major classes of tests. You will not encounter in this book many
tests that are never heard of outside a psychological measurement class, and, frankly, we
see no good reason why you should. Second, we do not cover several topics that, while
important, have little relevance for decision making. Thus, we do not discuss at length
topics such as attitude measurement or the assessment of values.

Each chapter contains one or more brief sections entitled Critical Discussion. The
critical discussion sections present a variety of issues that are controversial (e.g., Should
IQ Scores of Black Examinees be Based on White Norms? in Chapter 5), or that illustrate
applications of concepts discussed in the chapters (e.g., Using Item Response Theory to
Detect Test Bias in Chapter 10), or that provide a different perspective of familiar mate-
rial (e.g., Personnel Selection from the Applicant’s Point of View in Chapter 19). These
critical discussions may provide ideas for further classroom discussions, term papers, or
projects and are designed to help your students integrate material from this course with
their other interests and knowledge bases.

As you'll note when reading through the text, we are, on the whole, optimistic
about psychological testing. There are areas where the technology has failed to keep up
with the theory, where the basic theories are flawed, or where the applications of testing
have done more harm than good. On the whole, however, psychological tests often pro-
vide the fairest and most accurate method of making important decisions. In part, this
reflects the strength of tests and, in part, it reflects the weakness of the competition (e.g.,
interviews, letters of recommendation, clinical intuition). In any case, we think that psy-
chological tests do make a contribution and are likely to be with us for a long time to
come. We hope that this text will contribute to your students’ understanding of the ad-
vantages and drawbacks of psychological testing.

We have made many changes in preparing this revision. First, we have rearranged
several chapters in a way that we think makes the book easier to follow and more use-
ful to students. Second, there have been many important changes in the field of testing
since our last edition, most notably a major overhaul of the SAT (Scholastic Assessment
Tests), and a new edition of the Sixteen Personality Factors inventory (16pf). Recent de-
velopments in a number of areas are reviewed in this edition.

Finally, at the end of every chapter, we identify and define several key terms, which
represent important concepts introduced or discussed in that chapter. These key terms
provide capsule summaries of important points introduced in each chapter.
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Tests and Measurements

The term psychological test brings to mind a number of conflicting images. On the one
hand, the term might make one think of the type of test so often described in television,
movies, and the popular literature, wherein a patient answers questions like, “How long
have you hated your mother?” and in doing so reveals hidden facets of his or her per-
sonality to the clinician. On the other hand, the psychological test might refer to a long
series of multiple-choice questions such as those answered by hundreds of high school
students taking college entrance examinations. Another type of “psychological test” is
the self-scored type published in the Reader’s Digest, which purports to tell you whether
your marriage is on the rocks, whether you are as anxious as the next fellow, or whether
you should change your job or your life-style.

In general, psychological tests are neither mysterious, as our first example might
suggest, nor frivolous, as our last example might suggest. Rather, psychological tests rep-
resent systematic applications of a few relatively simple principles in an attempt to mea-
sure personal attributes thought to be important in describing or understanding indi-
vidual behavior. The aim of this book is to describe the basic principles of psychological
measurement and to describe the major types of tests and their applications. We will not
present test theory in all its technical detail, nor will we describe (or even mention) all
the different psychological tests currently available. Rather, our goal is to provide the in-
formation needed to make sensible evaluations of psychological tests and their uses
within education, industry, and clinical practice.

The first question that should be addressed in a psychological testing text is, “Why
is psychological testing important?” There are several possible answers to this question,



2 Chapter 1 Tests and Measurements

but we believe that the best answer lies in the simple statement that forms the central
theme of this book: Tests are used to make important decisions about individuals. College ad-
missions officers consult test scores before deciding whether to admit or reject appli-
cants. Clinical psychologists use a variety of objective and projective tests in the process
of choosing a course of treatment for individual clients. The military uses test scores as
aids in deciding which jobs an individual soldier might be qualified to fill. Tests are used
in the world of work, both in personnel selection and in professional certification and li-
censure. Almost everyone reading this book has taken at least one standardized psy-
chological test. Scores on such a test may have had some impact on an important deci-
sion that has affected your life. The area of psychological testing is therefore one of
considerable practical importance.

Psychological tests are used to measure a wide variety of attributes—intelligence,
motivation, mastery of seventh-grade mathematics, vocational preferences, spatial abil-
ity, anxiety, form perception, and countless others. Unfortunately, one feature that all
psychological tests share in common is their limited precision. They rarely, if ever, pro-
vide exact, definitive measures of variables that are believed to have important effects
on human behavior. Thus, psychological tests do not provide a basis for making com-
pletely accurate decisions about individuals. In reality, no method guarantees complete
accuracy. Thus, although psychological tests are known to be imperfect measures, a spe-
cial panel of the National Academy of Sciences concluded that psychological tests gen-
erally represent the best, fairest, and most economical method of obtaining the informa-
tion necessary to make sensible decisions about individuals (Wigdor & Garner, 1982a,
1982b). The conclusions reached by the National Academy panel form another impor-
tant theme that runs through this book. Although psychological tests are far from per-
fect, they represent the best, fairest, and most accurate technology available for making many im-
portant decisions about individuals.

Psychological testing is highly controversial. Public debate over the use of tests,
particularly standardized tests of intelligence, has raged since at least the 1920s (Cron-
bach, 1975; Haney, 1981; Scarr, 1989).! There is presently extensive literature, both pop-
ular and technical, dealing with issues such as test bias and test fairness. Federal and
state laws have been passed calling for minimum competency testing and for truth in
testing, terms that refer to a variety of efforts to regulate testing and to increase public
access to information on test development and use. Tests and testing programs have been
challenged in the courts, often successfully.

Psychological testing is not only important and controversial, it is a highly spe-
cialized and somewhat technical enterprise. In many of the natural sciences, measure-
ment is a relatively straightforward process that involves assessing the physical prop-
erties of objects, such as height, weight, or velocity.? However, for the most part,

1Special issues of American Psychologist in November 1965 and October 1981 provide excel-
lent summaries of many of the issues in this debate.

2Note, however, that physical measurement is neither static nor simple. Proposals to rede-
fine the basic unit of length, the meter, in terms of the time light takes to travel from point to point
(Robinson, 1983) provide an example of continuing progress in redefining the bases of physical
measurement.



