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Special Area Rationale:  Validity
Concluding his chapter on “Writing Assessment as Technology and Research” in (Re)Articulating Writing Assessment for Teaching and Learning, Brian Huot argues that as teachers and writing program administrators take responsibility for their own assessments, this “brings with it the need to know and understand research practices and to realize that theory on validity inquiry is necessary information for those of us who would conduct assessment research” (164).  As one of those who would conduct assessment research, it behooves me not only to realize that validity theory is necessary information but to actively become more knowledgeable about this theory that comes out of educational measurement and psychometrics.  As Hamp-Lyons and Condon assert in Assessing the Portfolio, “We have to read – and heed – each other’s work” (185, n.1).  The qualifying exam process provides an excellent opportunity for me to address this (till now) shortcoming in my formal education as a compositionist.
The Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing, co-published by the American Educational Research Association, the American Psychological Association, and the National Council on Measurement in Education more or less once per decade (and most recently in 1999), serve, in the words of Michael T. Kane, as “benchmarks in the development of measurement theory” (319).  The Standards crystallize the current dominant paradigm of epistemologies and values operating within the fields of educational measurement and psychometrics.  In them we see the traces of the successful argumentation of theorists such as Cronbach, Messick, and Shepard.  Reifying the thinking of major contributors to the field, the Standards stand as clear evidence of the intellectual coherence of the various concepts embedded within them, perhaps most prominently, validity theory.  In defining the concept, the Standards assert as much: “Validity refers to the degree to which evidence and theory support the interpretations of test scores entailed by proposed uses of tests.  Validity is, therefore, the most fundamental consideration in developing and evaluating tests” (9).  

The status quo of validity theory is the unified view put forward most thoroughly by Messick.  According to him, “the essence of the unified view of validity is that the appropriateness, meaningfulness, and usefulness of score-based inferences are inseparable and that the unifying force is empirically grounded construct interpretation” (“Validity” 64).  Angoff, Kane, Moss, Shepard, and Messick himself (among others) write the history of the development of the unified view of validity and trace the ascension of construct-related evidence and theory to its current role as the unifying force.  In the 1940s, validity was a relatively simple concept: a test was valid if it measured what it claimed to measure.  This identity could be more or less straightforwardly ascertained through criterion referencing.  If the test scores correlated with some other measurement of more or less the same thing, the test was valid.  In those situations where criteria were not readily available for comparison with test scores, content correspondence could provide evidence of validity.  If expert judgment determined that the items on the test sampled content from a relevant domain, the test was valid.  The trinitarian approach to validity was rounded out in the 1950s when construct validity was added to the mix.  Construct validity was an appropriate approach when the thing being tested was more difficult to pin down than the demonstrable ability to perform a job task or acquisition of content knowledge in an academic subject.  Aptitudes, traits, and other theoretical, psychological constructs required logical explication in order to deduce hypotheses that could be tested empirically.  The trinitarian concept of validity led to what Kane refers to as “using the different models as a sort of toolkit, with each model to be employed as needed in the validation of educational and psychological tests” (“Current Concerns” 323).  By the end of the 1970s, there was much discussion about what Kane calls the “highly opportunistic” choices being made about what constituted sufficient validity evidence.  
In his chapter in the third edition of Educational Measurement, Messick exhaustively (and exhaustingly) demonstrates the foundational support of construct theories for each of the previously-labeled validity “types.”  He shows that construct theories inform decisions about what connects a test to a criterion, how content samples are determined to be relevant to and representative of larger domains, and every other decision made about a test, a test score, and an interpretation of that score.  Messick also gives some attention to the notion of adverse social consequences of testing and test score use as he attempts to link concern for consequences to concern for validity.  He goes so far as to reveal his motive when he writes, “On what can the legitimacy of the obligation to appraise social consequences be based if not on the only genuine imperative in testing, namely, validity?” (20).  This move to expand the responsibilities of test developers and test users sparked a lively conversation in the field which is captured in part by a 1998 devoted issue of Educational Measurement, Issues and Practice, the components of which are listed on my bibliography.
Haswell addresses the importance of consequences in his validation inquiry into the WSU Writing Programs’ uses of the freshman placement exam and the Junior Writing Portfolio, writing, “If the essential question of test validation is whether the test works for society, then the overriding issue pertains to public benefit and not to universal ‘aptitude’ or to internal validity” (92).  Moss’ response to him stands as evidence that the fields of educational measurement and composition can interact to their mutual benefit.  Callahan and Griffee are other examples of compositionists whose work benefits from the application of validity theory.  
Multitrait-multimethod matrix (Campbell and Fiske, Reichardt and Coleman), factor analysis (Kline), longitudinal (Haswell), and interpretive argument-based (Kane) approaches to validation argumentation all respond to the calls of Cronbach, Messick, and others for the active identification and investigation of plausible rival hypotheses to test score interpretation.  Indeed, Messick quotes himself on this point: “And evidence discounting plausible rival hypotheses is the hallmark of construct validation (Messick, 1980)” (“Once and Future” 39).  The work I do for my dissertation will be driven by this requirement of validity theory.  However, I won’t be putting in the effort to identify and (possibly) discount plausible rival hypotheses as I attempt to collect evidence and interpret it merely in order to satisfy the demands of science-oriented theorists.  Such work has enormous rhetorical impact, as well.  Messick acknowledges as much when he writes, “if measurement is science and the use of measurements is applied (political) science, the justification and defense of measurement and its validity is and may always be a rhetorical art” (“Once and Future” 43).  This is the obverse of the benefits observed by Huot as accruing to composition and writing assessment scholars if they will make themselves more familiar with the theories and technologies of validation argumentation.
In addition to applying what I learn from this special area in order to perform validation research on any test score interpretations I use in my dissertation research, I will also use validity theory’s emphasis on adverse social consequences of test use and interpretation as justification for the research project itself.  Multimedia compositions, electronic portfolios, and other emergent interactions of composition pedagogy and digital literacy must be subjected to validation inquiry in order to maximize their potential for developing increased rhetorical awareness and efficacy, while minimizing their potential for contributing to adverse social consequences, such as the amplification of differential college readiness.
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