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- Editor’s Preface

How many times bave you heard this comment about a job
applicant who performed poorly on 2 test: **He can do the job; he just
doesn’t do well on tests."* On the other hand, there is the employes
about whom we hear this comment; **He scored bigh on your test, but
he doesn’t have a lick of common sense and can't do the job.™

' In the thres papers published in-this monograph, Schultz, More-
field and Valadez explore the reasons why test performance is
sometimes affected by factors that are not job related, The first two
papers discuss sources of frrelevant test variance, with the final paper
examining the effe,ct of melevant test '.'armncs on iest rehabﬂny and
validity,

Tlfe test items appearing in the monograph are usad to Hiustrate a
particular point. We have not attempted to evaluate ali psychometric
properties of the items. In {his monograph, our suthors are sharing
their ideas aboul a very interesting assessment topic. Othcrs may
have different ideas; we would like to hear them,

. Finaily, we hope youn have noticed the change in appeamnce of
the monograph. I want to thank the publications staff of the Institute
of Public Affairs at the University of South Carolins, and especially
Pinkic Whitfield, the Publications Manager, for their efforts in putting
together this monograph. We hope you find this pnbhcauon more
atiractive and easier to read.

WJH&:mE Tomes
- Editer

Types of Multiple-Choice Questions
That Malfunction

by
Chuck Schuliz
and Brenda Morefield

e often asspme that when a candidate fails & test he
or she lacks the knowledges, skills and abilitics the
test is supposed (o measure, However, factors

_ besides what the test is intended 10 measure affect lest scores,

Because of these other factors, people who know how 1o handle a

- situation may not give the “gorreot’ answer 10 a guestion about il

on the test. Candidates wonder in what frame of reference lo
respond. They must decide whether to state a solution, obtain
more information, or refer the case 1o someone else,

* Over'the years we have identificd many types of test ques-
tions that have not worked as intended. Certain guesiion formats
result in candidate response patieras that cannof be explained in
terms of guestion content. The formals seem 1o elicit responses
that are more related 1o “'response sets” than to an understangding
of the subject matter, Different candidates’ e.rpectanons ahoyt
the tést lead to differeat response patterms, .

Let's look at some question formats that lead to mali'uncuon-
ing questions and discuss how to improve them. -

Negative wardmg We might ask, ““which of the followmg
is not a factor in.. **which of the following is least important
to..." These producc peculiar results. The candidale may nnder-
s:and the guestion initially, but; in‘the process of analysis, the
candidate concentrates on !hc issues and forgets the negahvc
oricntation,

Look at question 1 in Table 1. Read through the alternatives
and see if yon can decide which answer is keyed correct....

As I reviewed this question 14 years ago, I tried hard to
figure out which was most important consideration. Thal's what
many candidates did, and perhaps that's what you did.

Some of us got fooled. We forgol 10 look for the least
important as we deliberated on which was most imponant, It
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doesn’t matter that least is underlined. With a question [his
involved, the tendency is to ook for the best solution or most
ireportant reason. Enough candldates were fooled that the
question did not work,
- 'We discovered thiz phenomeron through strange item-
* analysis results from a 117-item test with 23 *“‘not’’ questions,

" The subject-matter specialisis for this test found it easier to write -

correct answers for some of their topics than to write. distractors.

- The candidates wér_e distracted though, The negadve form of the
T starement seems o have confused the candidates on 16 of the

“not’” questions, The problem seems greamt on qucstzons wﬁh
the most complex alternatives. :

_ Notice also-that alternative ¢ contains ihc word “*cannot”,
Putting this together with the stem produces a double negative.
Doubke negatives make the guestion even more confusing,

One smaller and one larger. When writing questions with

' quantitative answers, novice test writers will include one distrac- -

. tor smeller and one larger than the correct answer, Test-wise:

cendidates who do not know the answer increage their pmbabﬂuy '

of guessing correctly by choosmg between the sccond and thard
allamanves.

Look at qucshona 2,3,and4in Tahle 1. Assummg YOU do
_ not have a calculator handy and haven’t memorized the square’
root table, question 2 is rather difficnit.

Bat if you are test-wise, you may know about “‘one smaller

and one larger*’, You narrow the choice automatically to b and
¢. Further, if you know that 60 times 60 has 0 end in zero and 55

times 55 has to end in five, then the answer has o be &, -

As author Charles Schulz put into the mouth of one-of his
Peanuts’ characters, “If you’re smart, you can get the right
answer without knowing anything."” )

Yonu can use the same approach on guestion 3 about the
French Revolution, If you know whether it began befors or after
1776 (the date of the American Revaluuon) you have the chxe
you nead o choose between b and e,

“Not Qge.rrfon

‘ __-TABLEi a

L In the dzrect seedzng of logged areas, winch of the followmg is -
the feasl unportant consxdaranon? .

& Indxgenous specms should be selected for piannng

.' ~ (b) Species should be sclected based on relative cost of

 planting stock, . :
(¢} Por purposes of seedmg, a black duff 1ayer cannot be _

" considered mineral goil. . .. _
(d) Seed should be applicd as ne:at as possnble to the pcnod
of late November thmugh Dcccmbcr _

Qu:_mritarfvé _que.rriom:— one sma{fer_. one .{arger-_ _

2. What is the square foot of 30257
() 45 @) 55 () 60 @ 65

3 When did the French Revo!uuon hegm?

@) 1758, B) 1773 (c) 1789 @ 1798

4, WhausﬁleareaoftmngleABC'i L

o ' AB = 1§
. BC=12
AC= 9
. (a) 48 square feet

{b) 54 square feet

~{c) 60 square fest

(d) 67.5squarefest - |
(¢} somecotherarea =~ -



-Question 4 is another kiad of numerical guestion that shares

the one-smaller-ons-larger bias. I I don’t know how to solve for

the area of a triangle, I can figure ont that the area cannot be
more than half (he product of the 1wo shorter sides. Therefore,
"1t pick 54 as the belter choice of b and c.
. Wecan make numerical questions more fair by gwmg aand
d cqual time.” *“When in doubt picking & or ¢ will no longer
give the test-wise an advaniage. Then all candidates bave only
ong chance in four of stumbling into the comect answer,

In question 4 we have added a fifth aliernative, e, In numeri-
cal questions we include something like *‘some other amount’” to
alleviate another factor that interferes with measuring a candi-
date's ability. Without the ¢ alternative, candidates who make

 the biggest mistakes geta second chance.

Since distractors in quantitative qrestions are demgned io.
represent the most likely wrong answers, test lakers who make

‘reasonable mistakes mark one of the alternatives offered. People
wio make unreasonable mistakes won't find their answers among
the distractors, so they have to try again. Therefore, the person
who makes the worst mistake gets 2 second chance, while the
person who makes 4 commoen mistake happily chooses ong of the
distractors we provided, and misses the question. **Some other

- amount’” fits any outiandish solution. We use it as the keyed

" answer one time in five to neutralize the test-wise. :

. True-fulse. Troe-false qoestions are sometimes placed ina

- quasi-multiple-choice form by asking svmething like, “How
many of the following statements are true?”’ We do not Iike the

© connotation of absolutes implied in trus-false questions. A
statement has e be blatant to be false in every conceivabic

- sikaton. Cand;dates differ in gudgmg how e a smternenz mist
be to be called e,

- Take for example the truc-fal&e questions 5 lhmugh 8in
Table 2. You can make a case that any one of theseis true. You
can alse make a case for any one of these being false. Question
live: There are considerations other than utilization of staff for
assigning tasks, so 5 can be false. Question six: While employee
preferences should be considered, the organization’s mission is

. more important, so 6 can be false, Statements seven and eight are
contradietory, so if one is considerad true the other could be
considered false,

. | Cn que_sﬁons such as these, whether a person'answe'r_s Tue or
false depends on issues other than the person’s understanding of

~the issues. For example, it depends on how one interprets the

situations, Questions like this sometimes appear on an objective
test, but how objective are they?

| ) TABLE2
T}ne{aise h '

TE 5 A supervisor should assign tasks to maximize
utilization of staff. .

TE &6 . A supervisor should cons;dcr an emp}.oyee 8
preferences when assigning work.

TF T 'i"asls:s should be assigned 1o cﬁlplayecs with
their career development in ming.

T F 8. A maskshould only be assigned u_i an employee
-who has been trained to do it,

9 Which of the fullowmg would you use as Iha baszs fnr assign-
mg tasks to workers? : .

~ {a) Effectwc utilization of siaff

- {b) The workers' preferences

{c) The workers' career development

{dy Wiuch workers cain do the task wzthom further irammg

AH of :he above

1), Which of the foﬂuwmg would you usc as the bas:s for
assigning tasks to workers?

(a) Effective utilizaton of staff

{b) The workers' preferences

{c) The workess' career development

(@) Which workers can do the task wuhout further trammg
(o) All uf the above :

*++ Effective format



Can we make the true-false questions work objectively by
incorporating them into a multiple-choice form? In Question 9,

 you must balance the four alternatives against one another, Here,

we would key a since, compared o the other alternatives, it is

. the impartant consideration, From a management point of view, -

the other considerations are only visble if they help achieve 4,

. The asterisks you ses to the left of duestion 9 imply that this
is a question that functions well. Question 9 puis truth and falsity
- into perspective. Asterisks used in the tables signify solutions to

malfunctioning items, There is an X drawn {hrough {he asterisks -

. at question 9. Our reviewers did not all agres that we had-

* . demonstrated a successful format with it, There is some correct-
ness in each of our distractors. Perhaps too much. The point we -
waiit to make ig that there is always some truth in digtractors, By

pitting them against one another, you deﬁne a pomt of reference

. for determining how true is true.

"All of the above™ . 'Test wrilers often use this altcmauve
" when they can’t think of three wrong answers. You find it keyed

correct much more ofien than the aliernatives teamed with it. On -
a test for which **all of the above"” is keyed comrect only one tlime -

- in four or five, candidates still choose it much more often,
We put teni five-choice all-of-the-above gquestionis among -
other guestions on a classroom est. On eighl of these questions,

 an alternative other than *‘all of the above’” was keyed. On each
of these, candidates chose **all'of the above’' more often than the

ather distractors. The liem analysis showed that these distractors

were not measuring the common faclor, achievement in the ¢lass, -

**All of the above’" attracted both poor students and studénts who

- . were creative enough to imagine the distraciors as true. Orisit

- that they attracied students with the response set fo say “all of the
~_ zbove”"? Or those who were test-wise and who know that lest
- writers usuaily incinde *“all of the abmre" only when Ihey can R
 think of three wrong answers?
**All of the above”” shares wiith true-false questions the
necessily of determining which statements are absolutely true.
© MNow let's look at question 10, where we lake question @ and add
" "*all of the above™. If we can define a correct answerin9,
wouldn't the same aunswer be correct for 107 But statements 6, 7,
and 8 can be considered true as well, Therefore, aliernatives b,

¢, and d can alsobe considered comrect, With ““all of the
. . o

" above" as a choice, the alternatives are no longer batanced
" pgainst one another. What answer a candidate chooses may have
legs to do wnh undersmndmg the issuss than with the decmon

rule used..
Sacial 9es¢rab:ﬁty 'I’hc socxal desuabilit}' response set has
been studied extensively in personality tests. Social desirgbility

“is active in multiple-choice tests as well. All too often the correct

response is clearly the most sccially acceptable thing to do, In
qiestions 11 through 13 in Table 3, we Jeave off the item stems
and present only the altemaiives. As.you read through those al-

‘ternatives you will probab.l,y see that some of the actions are quiic
 socially desirable, 'The numbers in the left hand column show .

tiow many candidates picked each altemative, We had datafor
130 candidates for Questions 11, 12, and 13,
Almost ali of the candidates chose the socially desirable

. response in 11, 12, and 13, On question 11, there were some

candidates who beheved in confrontation as well,
For those questions, the socially desirable response was the

" keyed answer. ‘The prablem we ses hese is that you don’t have to
© respond to the guestion itself--you dun t even need the siem w get

the question correct. :
- In muitiple-choice test questions, we have seen that often the -
keyed response differs from one of the distractors only by the
social acceptability of the phrasing, Question 4 issucha _
question. Alternativesz and b aretwo different ways of saying

©*'do nothing™", one of which is more aitractive than the other.

Altemnatives ¢ and' d are two ways of saying ““agk her 10 be nice."
This is a two-chmce guestion. Candldates will select euher b or
d.

On qucsuons 15 and 16 in Table 4, Lhe problem takes on a

gifferent hue. The subject-matter specialists tald us that Casc-
" warkers need to know when to close the case. They created

situations in which you have done everything you aré supposed to
do for the client and there is nothing more you legally can do.
The keyed answer for 15is & and for 16itis b, However, at
least on the test, candidates find a variety of services that are
preferable, mors socially desirable. If they have the option of
saying they would close the case or saying they would do
somcthmg more fnendly, candzdates pick the more fncndly
answer. )

Ate {he fcw pecplc who saxd l.hey wouid close the case the



best candidates? That is not c}cariy 50, 'I'ha social desxrabﬂny
TESpOnse =et seoms 10 be workmg against us,

TABLE 3

Socm! de.r:mblhty Without the sttarm:2 can you wil whlch of

. these alternatives sre keyed? The number choosmg it is shown 1o

the left of each alicrnative.

i, ¢ & Make sure you are just As fﬂrceful as he 15,
84 - (b) Try to understand what is cansing him to behave
this way.
4 {¢). Ask him for equal ime to answer his complaints, -
42 (d) Confront him ahour. hxs behavior and the effect 1: is
: havmg. . . .

12, 2 {a) Tell the person ycu can't help
2 (b} Refer the person to someone else,
- 123 (¢} Seek the answer among other resonsces.
-3 (d) Qive the person the best answer you have Wlth the
miormauon currenily available, :

13. 118 (a} Youundmd her point of view.
~ 1 (d) If she calls often enough, she will get help.
10 () We will do whaiever she asks,
1 {d) Ifshs weats ns well, we will ireat her well.

14, You have several reports that Jane, who reporis to you, has
been rude and insulting 0 her co-workers. How would you
handle the situation?

(a} }gnore it for now. |

() Wait to-see wheiher this becomes a problem

(¢} Ask Jane to watch her mouth,

{d) Talk to Jane about bcmg OIG tactful With hcr co-
WOTXEIS,

Question 17 avoids the social desirability response set while
tésting for whether a candidate will close cases when they need o
be closed. Here we have not pitted **control the caseload™ with

" “be nice™. Instead we matched four ways of controlling it

In each of the types of questions we bave referred to, there
are characteristics other than content that influence candidates'
responses, Solution: Avoid formats that, regardless of question

© content, ehcit sysiematic responses. A second solution: use a

mixture of formats so as not 1o put ail of a candidate's eggs in one

 basket.

Test characteristics produce what Campbell and Fiske called

- method varance in their landmark 1959 article on the multi-trait
- maulti-method matrix. When they measured the samé factors

through different methods they found the resuliing correlations o

be the result of both content and method.

Tn some cases the correlation berween trait A and trait B

. measured by the same method is higher {han the comelation

between trail A m\.asmed hy-one method and trait A measured by
a second method. As an example, when a supervisor rales
employees on leadership and technicat knowledge you may get a

high correlation between the two variables. 'When you measure

leadership by supervisor ratings and leadership by a multiple-

-choice test you may get a low correlation, The high correlation
_when two unrelated variables are measured by the same method is -

attributed to method variance.
- Candidates’ expectations.. 'We have been talking about re-
sposse sets in terms of question formats. Now iet’s iook at them

from the point of view of the candidates, We must acknowledge

that a test Is an artificial siuation and that the implicit ground

- rules may not be universally understood.

Questions are often presented such that the cand&date- has m
make assumplions about the fevel on which the question should
be answered, Must the candidate give a solution or decide
whether to solve the probiem or let someone else solve it?

Usually the candidate will enter the test with the set to solve
the problem, Oftea the test writer may have something else in
mind. The test writers may expect the candldate ta do snme;.hmg

- sochas:

gather additional infcrmauon
‘leave the sifuation {o the proper aulhonty
refer it lo an expert '



Jet the client decids
 help the client decide
ask for guldance

TABLE 4
- Low de.s‘i?abi!z‘t}. of cér'rec: é.k‘bice
Supposa you s!wuld closc the case?

15, 3. ’I‘eII Lmnsa y(}u intend to close her case.
- 17 Ask Louisa what she sees as solutions. o
6 Offer Louisa suggeshons about what she can do.

4 Schedule follow up visits to see how Louisa 1s_dcmg

16. 2 Amange housecleaning for Mrs. Morris, .
: 4. §ince Mrs, Morrisis notina dangcrous or neghgent
siluation, close the case:
'17 - Schédule a follow up to see how Mrs. Morris is domg,
7 Contact Mrs. Merris’ family and enlist their help, -

17. Suppose your coseload has become heavy and as you now
_ manage it you cannot adeguately service alf of your cases, If

all-of the following eplions were available to you, which one

wouldyou do to make it poss:bie» io bauea' perform :.rour
casework duties? L _

{8) Close vases &hat are nof techmcaily cllgzbie for further
- services.

" (b} Limitthe homé cach day you will be avazlable K} take
phone calis.

~(¢). Set aside cases m whxch the cllent i3 hosule or uncoup— :

eranvc :
(d) ‘Wark on only cases wuh the most severe pmblems

- **"f Bffecuve format

10

 Using the same words in every test booklet doss not ensure
thdi all candidates have the same quesuon 'I‘hc wnrds mean

" something different to each of us.

We may want 1o see whether the candidate knows that acting

- without more information is premature. We expect the candidate -
. 1o know that, this time, more informalion is needed, Other times
. we fail 10 provide all the information one would have on the job -
- and expect the candidate 10-extrapolate. How can the candldate
tsll which is the case on a particular guestion? .

- Look at question 18 In Table 5, We have given you some

-mformauan about Carl and his family, Do you have enough

information or should you gather more before charting a course of

 action? We find that some good caseworkers choose to solve the

problem on what we have given them, while others feel they need

. 1o have more information. To put all candidates on the same

wave length, make the alternatives paraltel. -
Frame the question one way or the other. If you want to f‘ nd

* out abeut the candidate’s ability to determine what infermation is

needed, ask about information, as we do in question 19. If you'

* ‘want the candidate to make a decision with the information at

hand, give as altemaum vanous courses of actxon, BS We do in

» questzon 20.

What if t!:e worker shoufd do nafhmg-" ln some s:tuauons .

" .. one should wait until the time is ripe, but the candidate expects,

“They must want me to do somethmg ROW, OF they wauldn t

" have included this question in the test,”’

A subjeci-matter specialist told us, “'In this job it is important

fcr the incumbent 10 be patient,”” So we wrote a ‘'be-patient’” -

question something like question 21 in Tabie 6. Since youknow

~ our ragionale, perhaps you will accept. d as the correct answer.

But, empirically, the guestion did not work, Candidates, even the

~ better candidaies, came up with creative solutions, They may act

like stodgy bureaucrais once they are in the job but on the test
they are proactive and innovative. -
Question 22 may be a better way to see whcmer a manager

'wxll expend rasources on a program enharcement that has not

been funded. While we are discussing !*do nothing™*, let’s again

. ook at the problem of closing cases when the objectives have all
~ been met. In questions 15, 16, and 17, we were discussing “'close
- the case™ in terms of the social desirability of altematives, In the
spiri{ of considering the multiple influences on test items, itis



relevant to consider that issue here also. The candidate may

perceive that we want 10 soive a probiem for the client rather than
_adhete to our buregucratic principles. But when we wrote those
" guestions, we had bureancrauc principles in mind How iy thc
candidate to know? ' '

Should you af’ways follow rules and pmced:ares ? What if

following the letter of the law in 3 particular situation is unrea-
sonable? Candidates may believe that we would expect them to
say that they would not break the law, Tn a Liquor Enforcement

Senior Officer test, we had a siation in which the subject-matter -

specialists and most candir_lazes Ihi)ught the candidate should
break the law, - :

The situation was: “'1 he law says you may not selt hquor 0
a certain class of business unless the customer shows yon author-
izing identificadon. A regular customer whom the ligior stere
mangger has done business with for ten years comes i five

‘minutes before closing time, The customer needs a ¢ase of scolch.
The customer left the authorizing identification at home. What
should the manager do?” .

" The candidate is put info a qaandary Regardless whether the
candidate thinks it is proper to be leniens or hard-nosed, the
candidate’s chore is to decide whether the test writers want the
reasonable response or Whe lawiiil response. What doés this

_question measwre? As a result of an appeal, a hearmgs cxammer
canceled the register built from this test,

Responsibility 10 solve the problem, 1 miked i a subject-
malter specialist about a Contracts Specialist 2 essay test she had
worked on, She insisied thaf it was a great test. However, she-
said, they had a couple of excellent candidates who failed it on
the firat ry. But after the sobject-matier specialist coached them
on what approachi to take, they had no trouble with the test the
second time. The test wasn't written well enough that cendi-

~ dates could pass withont being coached about what approach fo |

© take.

12
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T.&BLE 5
Get more znfwmatwn or solve !.‘w probfem?

_18 Carl is on your cascload. Carl's fostar parents call and ask
you to remove him from their home. Carl got inlo & fight
with their son at school and knocked oul the som's jooth,
What would you do? :

{Non-paraliel aitcma:ivos)_

.- (@ Find another placement for Carl.
(b) Refer the family for mental health counseling,
(v) Gather more information before yon take action.
(d) Havea meeting with Carl and his Fosier family to work
oui their d:ffcrences. '

Wk

s 14, (What addiuonal mformauon woulr:l yuu gather‘?)

(a) Find out who has financial responszb:luy for the dental
. work needed hy their son.
~ {b) Determine the age of the foster parents and how long
they have been providing foster care.
* {c) Find out more about Carl's adjustment in the foster -
_ -home and the circumstances of the fight,
(@ Determine whether your co-workers have had any cases
" in which violence led to injury of a member of the
foster parents famﬂy

20. {How would yuu focus ymn' u'eaunent'?)

(a) Medlatc a reconcﬂzauun. _

(b) Find another placement for Carl. -

(c) Refer Carl for mental health counseling,
(d) Hnld the fuster parents 1o theu' cnntract.

-k Eﬁectwe format '
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TABLE 6
' Take no action

21. You have pilot tested.a procedure for an experimental -

program and it works. Your supervisor is seek:ing funding for

- the program. 1t will not be funded for at least six monihs, if
: it is funded at all. You have a full workioad. What should
o you de about the experimental program? .

(a} Wmc a repart dxscusmng anmlpazed resuits _
(b} Adjust- warkload ta fil the program into cmrcnt re-
© | BDUECES,

- {c) Arrange péncdzc meetmgs of mbarestcd peopie to keep

. -up enthusissm,

’ -._{d)-_ Be patient but keep mterested peopie mfarmed of any o

. ﬂcvelopments

When .a‘kouid yau :ake acnon? '

- ***

22. To whlch one of these nonvfunded acnvmes wuuld you
devote slaff and other resourccs? : :

(a) Resyonding o requests from citizens for mformanon :
~about your rales and procedures, - - :
) Collecting signatures for a petition that would lead to
. improvement of procedures in your ageacy,
{c) Double checking the work of another unit that has been
- damaging the rcputatmn af your agency through careiass
.- BITOIS. T ..
. (d} A successfully pxlm tested pmgram your super‘fisor has
_ requested funding for, but quch will not: be ftmded for '
at 1east51x monihs. .

o '__Effecuve forma: :

' Another question asked how the candidate should handlea .
. sitation. For a Contracts Specialist 2, ihe appropriate response

4

o waslo rioufy a hxghér aﬁtho-nty Instead thess excellent candi-
- dates told how the situation should be handled Shame on themi
- Or shame on the test writers?

- Question 23 is an example of a mnmple-chmce item that

~_forces the candidate t0.choose between solving the problem and
‘referring the case ta the proper authorxty I believe the answer is
b, but many candidates may think we want them to do samething
" positive rather than pass the buck. Again, we should make the al- .

ternatives parailel, and either give four ways 1o solve the preb-

. lem, or four ways 10 get someone else to handle it. Question 24

presents alternatives at a Clerk Typist's level of involvement.

- Questicn 25 deals with how to handlc the prablem, but il is not -
 directed to 4'Clerk Typist.

Multiple-choice questions need o bc statcd in such 8 way

" that each candidate wiil be able to see the level on which the
' _qncstmn shn_uld be answcrcd “Ta this end, the alternatives shnuld'
-be parallel, Should the candidate collect more data, refer the case

to someone else, or close the case rather than solving the prob- :
lem? Make it clear whether the candidate should select 2 solution

" to the problem or a way of daalmg with the case preparatory to

formulating a solution. . _
In conclusion: we need 10 engure thai ths test score results

* from intended content not from incidental factors,. Don’t use

faulty formats, Use parallel alternatives. Phrase the questions so

. thatcandidates _kmjw.whai la'sks 10 address. o

TABLE 7

o Respanszbzhry to soive zhe pmbfem

© 23, Youarea Cletk Typ:s: in a social welfare office. You -

angwer a call from a distraught client who has besn receiving

public assistance, but whose grant has been terminated. The
- client will be evicted tomorrow if assnsmce is not ccnunued

Whal wouId you do? - - :

: {a) Ad'.rlse the clxe.nt m appeai the decxsmn.
{b} - Transfer the call 1o the client's caseworket.
{£) Say you will do what you can to get the assistance
~ continned, .
(d) Discuss the client's Opuons for handlmg any ﬁnancxai
dzfﬁcu!ﬂcs S i



k%

24.. The clerk gets the call.

{a) Transfer the call o ihe cheni 8 cascworhaz :

- {b} Have someone look ino the s;mancm and call the client
back.

- (¢} Say that you will pass the messagc along 1o lhe proper
authority.

{d) Setupan appomunent for the cheat i come in and tatk
to the cascwc'rker : :

. :éau: ) . o .
95. The cassworker gels the call and has determined that the
client is not eligible for any assistance ...

{a} Advise the client m appeal the dacmon

(6} Say you wiil do what you can to gei the asswtancc
continued,

{c) Discnss the client's opnons for haudlmg any financial
difficulties.

{d) Explam to thu client that you van- du nellnn £ more 10

help

| we% Bffective format—-
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~ Problems of Bias and Test-Wiseness in
Measuring Oral Communication and
- Pmblem-Solvmg Skills Through
-Mult:ple Choice Items

: by :
Christina L. Valadez

he firsi paper addresses structural fealures of muliiple-
choice items and answers that can affect accurate
-measurement of candidates’ shilities. The second
paper discusses how the content of multiple-choice items and
answers may, in some ingtances, resalt in measaring candidates’
style rather than the ability it was nlended to measure,
Although varying in degree of importance from job to jOb

- good communication skills are identified as an impartant element
. in almost every job analysis we conduct, There are several

aspects of comraunicaiion skills relating to style and-verbal
socialization that are not typically considered when developing
mu!uplc chu:{:{, H.ems, and yet havc the pctennal of affcctmg lest

- results, -

The {est writer faces two cha]len ges in testmg for these sk:dis
The first is 10 get the subject matter specialists to define what
constitutes good communication for their jobs, and next to
determing how best to measure their definition of *“good commu-
nication.” This is particularly chatienging when part of the
communications skills needed are oral communication skills, vet

. the iésting format is 1o be multiple-choice. We face this dilemma
- when we need i0 conduct continuous or frequent testing for large
-aumbers of candidales in different geographic arcas,

. The solulion we typically rely on is {o present a situational
problem involving verbal interaction, and ask ke candidate how

10 best solve this problem. A number of verbal strategies are

offered as alternatives, and candidates are asked to choose the one
they believe is the best response 10 the sitnation described. This

- approach typically assnmes some measure of problem-golving

ability, anoﬂ:ér element prevalent in most job analyses, as well as



“oral communication skills,”” Depending on the level and nature
of the jobs, athereicnicnis, such:as *‘interpersonal skilis,™ -
“‘dealing with the public’” or *'supervision”’ may be part of such
a srmatmnai 1[CI'H The essence of S!.lCh itemis, hﬂWE‘-VGI’, remaing -
" *“*how to affecuveiy rcspand to a communication pro‘élem ina
given context.””
. Inaneffort to anchor the respcmses Lhc snbject matter
specialists identify as important to on-the-job performance, we

~ ask them for behavioral cxamples. How does your best performer
" respond? How does a poor performer respond? We use their

- answers to those questions to build our keys and distractors.

But are subject matter specialists really providing us observa- - .

tions of successfu! oral communication siategies? Or are they -
~ instead providing us examples of their own style, or perhaps their
- assumyiicns of a stralegy lhey believe produces the des::s&
ouicoma?

.- Itis interesting and instructive lo compare how we attsmpt fo °
- measure.oral commynication skills i ina muitiple-choice format
with how we measure more quantifiable skills, math for example,

" When we presenta math problem 1o solve, we focus on the end

. resull, Any given problem,may-aliow. numerous ways to work out

the answer, My personal observations have shown diffcrencos.in:
the process used across generations due to changes in teaching -
wethods, and also differences due to the various teaching meth-

- ods in different copntries, The validity of different approaches is

o ‘recognized through testing for the ability to corret..tly reach the,

- final result, rather than testing for knowledge of a pamcuiar
- Process. _
However, when using. mulnple-choaca testmg far oral Lom-
“munication skills, by anchoring responses fo behavior, subject

‘matter spcudhus pmcla;m that they are measuring the knowledge

. of the process rather than. the, abﬂxty 1o, attain.a successful
. ontcome. Itis this assumption of the, .superiority of onc appma(.h

* Iproducing the desired oulcome, that may, present problems due
B dtfferﬁ:nces il sucuu-culuual on{:matwn, or due fo, iesr.-wlse- o
. ness. -

- some response patierns emergefor many, of the ftems dealing
with verbal interaction, 1 dlscovered one example by.exploring
with Agency X the reasons behind the low multipie-choice scores.
for a group of promational eandidates that, were considered to.

have great managcmempotenhal and. thc high. Iest scoregs of a .- -
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After reviewing s, wide vanet}{ of. muinple»chmce exams,

- gmup of pmmomnal cand:dates whosc perfonnance ratings were
 low. Analysis of answers revenled & tendency on the part of the .

good-candidates with low scores to ¢hoose an authoritarian
approach to resolving interpersonal supervisory situations ralher
than the participatory approach, which was keyed. The high

sccnng poor candidates chose the keyed participatory dppmach

" Interestingly enough, the overall management style of this

.. agency tended fo be more authoritarian than participatory. =
~Although subject-matter specialists agreed fhat the panmpatory
‘approach was best, the decision was not bas¢éd on. their cbserva-

tions of current and past job performance so much as on-what was

o ~currently thought to be ideal. Test-wise candidates who knew the

ideal could respond correctly to these questions; those who relied

- on the observed behamr of lhnsc ﬂlexr agency conszﬂercd gnod
~ performers did sot.

A similar problem can occur when relymg on an orgamza-

. tion’s verbal behavioral norms for keying a particular aspect of
the communication process as *‘correct.’” Besides individual and -

organizational differences in communication style, socialization

* in what constitutes appropriate communicative behavior varies

across ethnic, gender, geographic, and socioeconomic lings,
Some examples of distinct understandings of appropriate oral

- communication from the sociolinguistic and organizational -
* culture Iierature point out the depth of some of these differences,

First,-ani example of gender-difference. Key (Male/fFemale .

.~ Language: 1970) and others, in analyses of women's and men's
- speech pauéms;'can_ciude thal mhny-women- have been socialized .
. touse a more *‘polite”’ or ‘*correct™ form of speech than what
. Oone expects 1o lear frmn men. Thig includes a higher frequency
. of indirect expressions particularly in imperative consgruction

'tiete questions are often used in place of a smtement {e4.,
hould we leave now? rather than Let’s leave now)., A’ h{ghar
eqnem,y in the use: of‘conﬁrmatory tag questions (e ey It s time
ea' e oW, isn't ir?y has also heen noted.

] ndwd part of the current literature directed towards -
fessional:women speaks to some of the communication
fierences that have resulted from the differing verbalisocializa-

‘ton(e:g.; Harragan's Games Your Mather Never Taught You,
Gilligan’s In a Different Voicé). Although tie focus of this
- literature seems to be teaching women a different commnunicative

behavior, social-changes such-as those that have occurred in the

_ -v_prk place aver the past two decades typically produce linguistic



shifts on the part of ail pamclpants-—not just one segmenl.

* Therefore, observant, ortest-wise women will likely know which

of four aliemnate chou;es offered 1o a multiple-choice guestion is
“correct”” in the context of the traditional work ¢nvironment,
They may or may not find this “correct” approach 10 work most
effectively for them on the job.
Another example comes. from Parricia Clancy’s article, ““The
Acquisition of Communication Style in Japanese’* (1986). She
documents the efforts of Japanese mothers fo teach their chzldren

_ how 10 express themselves, particalarly their desires, inan -

indirect manner, and how to interprei the indirect requests of

- others. This focus on indirect expression contrasts sharply with

the expressive values of directness found in many of our fest
items. Again, test-wiseness or other awarencss of nonns calling
for dicectness will lead a candidate 1o the key, regardless of

" whether the candidale believes in or nses duectness a8 the:

““better’” strategy.

" Assuming the supsriority of verbal stralf:gles mvclvmg 2 hizh
degree of explanation may also exclude candidates for the WwIOng
reasons. Shirley Brice Heath, in 2 recent article titled, *“What no
bedtime story means; narcative skills at home and school” -
{1986) shows the, resnlrs of sociosconomic differences in early
linguistic sociahzatmn of children. She compared the language

- sociglization pauems of adult-child interactions, in three neigh-

boring communities--a. mainstream middle- class comimunity and
two neighboring. commmuues—-one working-class community
whose livelihood depcndﬁd on.a lextile mill, and the other an

. ethric working class/farming community whose livelihood was

derived from a combination,of farm and mill work, Major
differences were fmmd in hoyz adulls Iaught chxld:en 1o verballze
information. -

In **Mainiown", l;hc mlddle-ciass commumy, she found a
high level of usage.of written narratives, Iaheling, and what-ex-

planations, including running commeniaries linking new knowl-

edge 10 old knowledge in the communicative socialization
patterns of preschool children, .Children are explicitly tanght to

~ Iabel two-dimensional book Tepresentations and relate them to
. their “‘real” thres-dimensional counterparts. through repeated

questions such as “‘what is this called?; where have yOU Secn

- this?"” The child’s reply is then confirmed and expanded upon,
* with further, often detailed exp!anauons of the topic at hand. In

leaming and tesnng snuanuns, they.encounter later at school, the
20 '

what-explanation they were tanght is roplayed in such activities
as picking oul topic sentences, writing outlines, and ansvh'ezing
standardized Lest questions, There is a tight linear opder tothe
ms:ructmn .questioning, and expecied answers to the questions or
dcscnpuon of events.

In "“Roeadville,”’ the working class commmnnity, 1hers isa
reduced relisnce on written narrative in daily life. Children.are
taught to label ftems and provide what-explanations, but adults do
not continually link old and new knowladge for them. Children
are not coached on the gimilarities or differences between literary

" and real events. Activities are modeled to children rather than

being verbalized in great detail as in *“Maintown.”’
“Trackion', the farming community, provided an even

greater departure from *‘Maintown’* verbal socialization, There

were few bedtime stories, and a Hmited use of written materials in

-pther aspects of life as well. There was instegd, more emphasis

on nonverbal expression, and the ability to narrale events.
Labeting objects was not a facior in children’s verbal socializa-
tion, and explanations requested of the children by adults were for
reasan-bxplmlamms rather than wbat—cxplanauous Aduits
believe ¢hildren **come to know'’ how to speak, in conjrast io the
focus of teaching childrea to verbahze found in "aniovm '
Nonverbal expression in toddlers is reinforced more than lhexr
atiempts at verbal expression, which i is, vmwed as simply noise, |
chbdi bshavw: as well as other.acuvmes are modeled father

_ﬂian,expiamed or taughl. Asc dten learn 10 speak, thf;)rme '

‘i

s requiring nonspecific, compari-

HOIE. analogical quesu

' soﬁs_of ong avent, ifem, o ;')brscn with another ra_l;her zhan,;he

“‘what-questions’” ised in the other two cummunities. (Ex .
“*What’s thal like?" rather than *“What js that?"’}
“The. data. gathared Were. compared ) grade school smdem .
pcrform;znces and the, school .expectations of hteracyiearmng and
nacrative style. The school cxpactaucns fit only one. uf the. three

- commumcatmn patterns fonnd in ﬂw area (the mamsn'eam}

Those chxldren whose lmgmsua socmhmncn Jbest matched the
Hnguistic. e}r.pectauons at schoul,}nol. surpnsmgly, had. :h:: best

academic and test.performance, The article concluded that the

academic environment could bcnefit From using a variety of
approaches 1o verbal strategies, rather than maintaining the
expectation that all students cor:fann to one standard of expres-
gion and learsing,

- These same dlfferences and conclusions also can be relevant
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' n considering expectations regarding verbal behavior in the work

place and in testing. Test performance can be affected by

' different candidate expectations regarding the level and amount

of verbal inferaction, iypes of explanations needed, and assump-

© tions regarding narrative style, listening behavior, and what

- information can remain imyplicit vs what needs to be explicit. -

" ‘We deal with this to a certain extent by reducing reading dif-

ficulty, dnd attempting 1o provide complete and clear information. _

" in all test items, However, different distractors may conrinue (o

appeal to candidates of ditfering backgrounds as long 8s, in thelr -

- experience, thase approaches have proven successful. -

Testing for the verbal behavicral process, then, rather than- -
for the final outcome or for considerations for reaching the final
ouitcome, may therefare have the effect of testing for verbal so- -
+ cialization patterns, How closely the applicant’s patierns of

* verbat interaction conform to the ideals of a certain organization

- islikely 1o be reflected in the {est score. This is not the same as
“testing & candidate’s abilily to communicale oraliy in the way
necessary o do the job well,

- How can we test for this ability without unnecessanly
excluding goad candidates? Oral communication is a complex
. web of vocabulary, grammar, structure of narrative, nonverbal

cues, social cues, and paralinguistic speech features such as

accent, use of “fillers’* (hm, uh), rhythm and speed, etc, All cf_'
. these features combine and interact. Two speakers of the same -+

. background share these features and therefore are likely (o derive
the same meaning from an interchange, There is no doubt that

. differences in the interpretation of these fcatu:as can increase lhe
- potential of miscommunication.

Consider the following example of an mtczchangc between a' '

Cresk employes and an American supervisor as a demonstration
of how differing a:ssmnpﬁons in verbal interactions can lead to -

misunderstanding. First it is pointed out that varying degrees of -
_ anthoritarianism are perceived as appropiate for the supemsor.

. As we read the example, it is clear that although the supervisor
- and the employee understand each others’ words, they misunder- -
© stand the meanings. This misunderstanding leads e.ach of them ta

2 negalive ¢valuation of the other. -

This éxample is quoted from Harry C. Triandis and is taken
- from the files of & Greok psychiatrist, As background information

it is important to remember that Greeks perceive supervisory -

~ . roles as more authoritarian than Americans who prefer participa-
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'Greek. Ido notknow How

g _Yérl;-al Conversatwn L

Amencan. How icng wm 1:

" tory decision imaking. Redd the verbal conversation first then the
-+ attributions being made by the American and the Greek.

_Amer:can' Iasked him o
. ‘take you to f‘m:sh dns rcport'? ': '

pamc;pate. _ .
Greek: His behavior makes
no sense. He is the boss, -

- Why doosn't he tell me?

long should it mke’?

'. - 'Amer:can* He refuses 10 take :

' responsibility. -

- Greek: Iaskedmmrorah
o urdcr )

_ Amencan. Youarcm the best
. position to analyze ume Te- - .

qmremems

 Greek 0days. .

American: Take 15..Is it' '

agreed you will flo itin 15

days? -

Amencan. Ipness lnm tata]ce
~ responsibility | ﬁor h:s own '
‘actions,

Greek* What nonscnsel I

better gzve him an ansmr. K .

¢ 'Alnericati' He lacksﬂie abil-
T ity 1o estimiate time; this lime | -
© o dstotally inadequate.. ©

L American: -Foffer 4 contract,

 Greek: These ate my orders
15 days. '_

' In faci !hc mpnrt seeded 30 days of rcgular wurk So the

Behamr

- Greek worked day and night, but at the emi of tha ISth day,
still needcd one more tlay s work

Attnbutmn

_' American. _Whexe is the repon? Amencan' I any makmg sire

he [uﬁlls hls conu'act,



IO,

American: But we had agreed
it would be ready today.

all(m

Greek: It will be ready lomor-

The Greek hands i in }ns rcsxgn— -

Greek. He is asking for the '

 report,

" Both aunhuw that it is not

read:,'. _

'Amcru:an. Imust teach hxm-
- to fofiH his confract,
. Greek: The stupid, incompe- . _

{tent boss! Not only did he

" give me wrong orders, but
~ he does not even appreciate.

thatldida 30~<iay_}ob in
16 days,

The American is suprised.

Greel: Ican't work for such '
©aman® -

. *Excerpt from Hairis;PhﬂipR,andRabenT,Mom'.. |
* Managing Cultural Differences: 1987:78-9 - -

Tlus imerchange contains & series of events that could easily
be found in supervisory communication test items. For example,
. we might describe the problem as how to make sure an employee
submits a report on time, We might Lhen ask "Whlch of the
following would be the bcst appmach?" '

' (n) Dcwnmne a reasonable deadlme and i maorm the

employee

_ (b) Tell the crnployee what needs tu be dune, and

monitor progress.

' (c) Explain the project and agree on a dcadhna wnh the

emplayee.

. Although any of these approaches conld attain the desired
outcome, aliernate (c), the participatory approach, wounld most
likely be seen as the best approach and, thereforé, keyed as the
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*‘comrect’ answer. Yét in the situation dcscribcd; this stratepsy
did not wozk, There will be employees, like the Greek, who have
a different understanding of how a supervisor shonld communi-

-¢ate deadlines to employees. And what gbout employees of or-
‘punizations such as the previously meationed Agency X, where

expressed values do nof match actions? What ig likely to happan
in a test situation is that thes¢ employees, if they choose the
response reflecting what they wonld do, will choose a distractor,
while candidates who are test-wise and know what should be
done will choose the key.

One could argue that the candzdazes choosmg such distrac-
tors would not function as well on the job as those whose verbal

“styles batter maiched the organization’s, Yet in the examplc

provided, how well did the supervisor carry out the supamsory

task? The ““right”’ appmach did not work,

One of the most interesting features of human communica-
tion is not the knowledge of a particular set of mies, but the
abifity o learn and adapt. Those who are skitled in the st of oral
communication can nse communicative differences and resuiting
miscommunication as & source of expandmg Lhen- understanding,
and can adapt to new interactions.

" 'We adapt daily to different modes of communication _
berweenr work and home environments; between co-workers and
ihe public. Every time we move into new social env. ‘onments,
we begin to learn new ways of interacting with others. How weil
or how quickly this is accomplished varies from individual to
individual, Iris this variability that is a truer measure of oral

* commaunication skills than knowledge of a preferred commanica-

tion model. Do current meliiple-choice items presumed o

‘measure goad communication skills test for this vmabﬂuy? 1.

strongly suspect that most do not. -

Ws frequenily receive comments from cand:dates that
depending on circumstances which we have not addrassed in the
maltiple-choice item stem, they could choose any of the disirac-
tors offered as the best response, 'We tell candidates to rely solsly

.on the information provided to choosé the best response. Yet

there is so much paralinguistic information (e.g., tone, volume,

" word spacing, etc.} and ronverbal information {stance, gestures)

not 1o mention social informasion (individual history, rank, rela-

- tionships} that we take into account both consciousty and uncon-
 scicusly. Indeed, training in managemeni and communication

encowages us 1o consider numerons factors in commppicaling
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- with {Ilﬂ’erent mdmduals, ralhcr than always usmg whal falls mlﬂ
~ our owa communicative comfort zone, After much reflection, T
. am inclined 1o agree with the cand:dates who say *it altde- .
- pends.” L
- To summanzc, grven some of the problems uullmed, how
valid is it to test for current knowledge of the norms of appropri-
* ate verbal behavior in a particular environment? Even if we

argus that curreal supenor workers conform 10 the organization’s

communication styic or values, how job related is a yeliance on
one approach, given the diversity of the ever-changing modern
workforce? What are other aliematives? If wenced torely ona
maltiple-choice format, how can we bewer test for true commuri-
- cative abilities?

In oral exanss, we can be much more ﬁexxble abont crediting

o ' a variety of approaches that will achieve the desired oulcnme. In .
" ‘multiple-choice tests with only one allowable ’comect”

sponse, testing for these skills is much more prob]emauc

Perhaps we need to focus multipte-choice items more on the

criteria for achieving desired ouicome of commanicative prob-
iems rather than a “*correct’’ process. And, of utmost impor-

tance, we need 1o make sure the SMS” description of communica-
tion problem solving goes bevond their perceived reality based on

© norms, to the factual observation that we request-of them,
' 1 hope through these means we can develop multipie-chaice
items that will work better to select the best candidates from a
- diversity of backgrounds and avoid thr; tcst-wusc who simply
' 'knowthemies I
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