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“Assessment”: Different 
Meanings

+1. Assessment for basic skills

- advising and placement into entering 
courses

2. Classroom Assessment Techniques (CATs) 
(Cross & Angelo)

- teaching techniques

3. Outcomes Assessment

- results/evaluation



Assessment Vs. Testing

In assessment and placement,

 Testing is the use of an instrument or tool, such 
as a placement test, to assess student learning 
and other attributes or characteristics.

 Assessment is broader: the systematic process of 
gathering and analyzing information from multiple 
sources, including testing, in order to better 
understand each student including their skills, 
background, and motivation, and what level of 
college courses they are ready to enroll in. 



Assessment and Placement 
Process

 Application

 Pre-Assessment Activities

 Placement Test

 Counseling/Advising

 Enrollment



Assessment and Placement Student Flowchart

1. Application 2.Test 
Preparation
& Review

3.Determine
Need for
Testing

6. Orientation 5. Counseling
/Advising and
Placement

4. Testing &
Assessment  

5A. Referral for
Services

7. Registration



Counseling / Advising

 Arguably the most important ingredient in the 
assessment and placement process

 Requires training and understanding of students and 
tests

 Requires knowledge of academic courses, programs, 
requirements

 Requires knowledge of support systems

 Requires significant skills in relating and understanding 
students



What is a Test?

A test is a sample of behavior, products, or performances from a 
larger domain of interest.

We could never ask students all of the possible test questions about 
arithmetic. So, we select a sample of problems to represent the 
important parts of the domain.



Kinds of Tests: Cognitive vs. Affective

1. Cognitive Tests

- Intelligence (IQ): Individual (e.g., WAIS) or group (e.g., 
Wonderlic)

- Aptitude (e.g., SAT; ACT)

- Achievement* (includes Placement tests)

*  Highest reliability and validity



Kinds of Tests: Affective

Three basic types:

- Interest (e.g., Strong)

- Personality* (e.g., Myers-Briggs)

- Study Skills

* Lowest reliability and validity



Norm Referenced vs. Criterion 
Referenced Tests

Norm Referenced: 
- Tests developed with standards, called norms, 

determined by group performance used to 
produce a rank order of students across a 
continuum of achievement

- Traditional
- Uses percentiles
- Comparison made against another group
- Can lead to lower standards
- Can be misleading 



Criterion-Referenced Tests

- Tests developed with standards set by 
knowledgeable judges/experts

- Used to determine what students can do and 
what they know, not how they compare to 
others

- Likely to provide more accurate depiction of 
skills

- Scores often reported in terms of levels of 
proficiency

- Can also use percentiles
- Can sometimes seem too difficult



Kinds of Tests: Standardized 
vs. In House

Standardized Tests:

- Content domain defined by experts

- Items written by experts

- Checks for bias carried out

- Pilot tested

- Reliability and Validity determined

- Test and items revised periodically and 
systematically

- Does NOT have to be multiple choice



In-House Tests

- “Quick and easy”

- Relatively inexpensive

- Content domain often assumed

- Items usually written by one or a few faculty

- Bias check either not carried out or very limited

- Pilot testing rarely used

- Reliability and validity rarely calculated, usually 
assumed



The Use of a Test

1.  Selection

- Job

- Admissions

2.  Counseling

- Placement

How a test is used can have a profound 
impact on student performance and 
results.



What is a “Placement Test”?

 A placement test is a basic skills achievement test that measures 
skills proficiency (e.g., in reading, writing and/or mathematics) for 
the purpose of assisting entering college students in selecting 
appropriate beginning courses.

 Achievement tests, such as a placement test, provide a “snapshot” 
of a student’s skills at the time of testing. 



Factors in Selecting a 
Placement Test

1.  Content: most critical factor; battery 
should include reading, writing and math

Reading: realistic, holistic, broad range of 
topics/subject areas

Writing: Both essay and multiple choice

Math: Arithmetic and elementary algebra*; 
higher levels as needed

*Statistics where appropriate (e.g., Statway, 
Quantway, Math Pathways, etc.)



Factors in Selecting 
a Placement Test

2.  Criterion-referenced: standards and 
proficiencies established by the faculty

3.  Discrimination: ability to differentiate 
students along a continuum

4.  Speededness: should NOT be an 
important factor; should be a power test 
where students have sufficient time to 
demonstrate skills

5.  Reliability: essential for score consistency



Factors in Selecting a 
Placement Test

6.  Guessing: Error factor that throws off accuracy

7.  Alternate Form: needed for retesting (not needed 
for computer adaptive tests)

8.  Cost: important consideration including tests, 
people, time, etc.

9.  Bias: should NOT be a significant factor



Why Placement Testing?

1.  SAT/ACT insufficient/unavailable

2.  High School grades are 

unreliable/insufficient/unavailable

3.  Provides more reliable and valid data 

for assessment

4.  Administrative efficiency



Test Reliability and Validity 

Reliability: Consistency – Does the test 

provide a consistent measure of a 

student’s skills?

Validity: Does the test measure what it is 

supposed to measure (including content 

and standards)



Reliability: Two Types

1. Test Reliability 

- Computed by the publisher: should achieve 
.90 coefficient

2. Score Reliability

- A student’s “true” score falls within a 
possible range of scores

- This range is measured by the Standard Error 
of Measurement or SEM



SEM: Standard Error of Measurement

 The standard error of measurement (SEM) is 
a measure of the amount of error in an 
individual’s score. The SEM is a statistic that 
mimics standard deviations, except used for the 
same student rather than for groups of students. 

 The SEM is computed by the publisher and is 
important for understanding reliability, for using 
cut ranges instead of cut scores, and for using 
multiple variables in making placement decisions. 



Cut Ranges: An Example

Score Placement

Below 21 Placed in lowest level dev ed

21-30 Grey area

31-40 Placed in higher level dev ed

36-45 Grey area

Above 45 Placed in college level



Setting Cut Scores/Cut Ranges

1.  Start with other’s experiences to set estimated cut 
ranges

2.  Test and place students using estimates

3.  Collect data on results

4. Adjust several ranges accordingly



Multiple Measures

 No test is perfect: there is always some error

 The use of multiple measures increases the 
accuracy of making decisions

 Placement decisions should NEVER be made 
on the basis of one score on one test

 Use cut ranges instead of cut scores



Testing Process

1.  Mandatory testing (with exceptions)

2.  Integrate with Admissions, Registration, 
Counseling/Advising, Orientation, Instruction, 
Support Services

3.  Positive messages: early and often

4.  Multiple testing opportunities

5.  Good administration

6.  Accurate scoring

7.  Integrate information using multiple factors



Making Placement Decisions

1.  Test all entering students

2.  Collect background information on each student

3.  Analyze these multiple data

4.  Use cut ranges and grey areas

5.  Make a decision about placement for each 
student



Factors Important in Making Placement 
Decisions (Priority Order)

1.  Placement test scores: consider actual scores and 
consistency of scores

2.  Other available test information: other tests such as 
SAT/ACT, in-class tests

3.  High School background data: school, courses 
completed, GPA, high school rank

4. Non-Cognitive Issues: motivation, maturity, 
responsibility, etc.

5.  Life/Background Issues: hours worked, child care needs 

6. Student opinion: use when previous data are not 
definitive; consider maturity of the student

7. Additional testing: refine previous data; use in 
conjunction with other data



Retesting

Retesting can be helpful if:

A. Review/learning has taken place

B. Guidelines are established

C. Reasons are documented

D. Person authorizing is documented



Retesting

 Create a written policy

 Retesting should require permission

 Recommend talking with counselor/ 
advisor

 Document who approved and reason for 
retesting

 Second retesting only under 
extraordinary circumstances requiring 
documentation and higher level approval

 Ban unlimited/repeated retesting



Warning: Avoid Repeated 
Retesting

 Repeated retesting can be counter-
productive, even harmful when repeated 
without strict limits or documented.

 Sends the wrong message

 May decrease accuracy of results (e.g., 
guessing, regression toward the mean)

 Interrupts courses/classes

 May impede learning



Placement and Advising

How to use test results?

 Provide students with information to devise 

successful plans within timetable

 Indicate student’s level of preparation

 Forecast additional time needed for 

developmental education

 Advise students in choosing first career goal

 Develop student education plan

 Create a structured pathways advising system



Validating Placement Tests/Placement 
Process

1.  Content review (faculty)

2.  Process review

3.  Student satisfaction

4.  Placement changes (Goal is zero)

* 5.  Faculty Ratings



Using Faculty Ratings to Evaluate 
Placement Process

1.  Identify all faculty, full and part-time, who are currently 

teaching all levels of developmental courses and first level 

college course in each content area.

2.  About 4-6 weeks into the semester, ask these faculty to 

individually rate the placement appropriateness of each of 

their students in these courses.

3.  Make sure ratings are based on proficiencies at entry to 

course (and NOT on such factors as attendance, class 

participation, and similar motivational factors).

4.  Do NOT count/include ratings of students who are 

repeating the course. 



Faculty Placement Ratings

 Appropriately Placed: this student was appropriately placed in 
this level of course according to his/her proficiency

 Should be placed in a lower level: this student should have been 
placed in a lower level course

 Should be placed in a higher level: this student should have 
been placed in a higher level course

Measureable objective: 80% of students are appropriately placed

Student Ratings: can also be used, but carefully:

- many students often evaluate themselves inappropriately 
(usually higher)

- use instead the students’ ratings of others in the same 
class/section



Administrative Steps in 
Placement

1. Estimate number of sections needed
- prior experience
- curriculum requirements
- standards
- cut-scores

2.  Offer multiple levels at the same time
3.  Have back-ups ready: sections, faculty, rooms, 
times
4.  “Flag” the computer
5.  Make placement decisions based on students’ 
needs
6.  Adjust as needed



COMPASS Ending: What to Do?

1. Continue using COMPASS for immediate future

2. Develop new plan for assessment and placement

3. Decide on new test (Accuplacer?)

4. Implement new plan


