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Acronym 
or 
Abbrev. 

Term Brief Definition Difference in Use with Multiple-choice Question (MCQ) and 
Performance Tests (PTs) 

  Accreditation External validation of a program's adherence to a set of 
industry standards. 

NCCA and ANSI offer accreditation for certification and certificate 
programs irrelevant to item type used. ASTM provides standards 
for PTs but does not offer accreditation. The International Society 
for Performance Improvement (ISPI) offers accreditation for 
performance improvement programs that use PT. 

CAT Adaptive Often 'Computerized Adaptive Testing.' Each test 
administered is unique and tailored, in real time, to an 
examinee's estimated ability level to maximize 
measurement accuracy and efficiency. Typically requires 
robust item banks, relatively large sample sizes, and IRT 
(Item Response Theory; see below). 

Because of the requirement for large numbers of items with 
good statistics, this is usually limited to more traditional question 
types, such as multiple choice (MCQs). 

ADA Americans with 
Disabilities Act 

Civil rights legislation that guarantees that people with 
disabilities have the same opportunities as everyone else 
to participate in the mainstream of American life -- 
including employment (and testing) opportunities. 

For MCQs, accommodations are usually additional testing time, 
larger font, or use of a screen reader.  
 
For PTs, the accommodations are much more extensive and 
specific to the content and mechanisms of the test. 

  Appeals process A systematic way of reviewing the test scoring and 
administration process to address questions of the test’s 
accuracy.   

With MCQs, an appeal often requires a confirmation that the 
correct score was reported and/or rescoring the test.  
 
With PTs, an appeal may require review of the candidate's 
performance on all items and evidence of compliance with 
agreed on administrative procedures and control of bias by raters 
(see bias). Keeping a record of what the candidate did during the 
PT is recommended to support the appeals process (see archive 
below). 

  Archive A way of preserving the examinee performance so that 
there is evidence on which to base an appeals process. 

With MCQs, an archive records the results of candidate 
performance.  
 
With PTs, additional records of performance or results are 
required for an adequate archive (e.g., the scoring rubric used to 
record each candidate's performance, instructions given to the 
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candidate and rater (or how the response was evaluated), stimuli 
given the candidate, and response provided by each candidate). 

  Bias Scores that are systematically different based on traits or 
characteristics irrelevant to the knowledge/skills/abilities 
that the test is designed to measure. Item bias is a 
difference in item average scores for groups of matched 
ability but possessing different construct-irrelevant 
characteristics (such as race or gender). Test bias exists if 
the test reflects performance differently for members of 
different groups. 

Bias can be introduced (unintentionally) into any type of item 

based on language choice. Avoid specific cultural, gender, ethnic, 

religious, or personal pronoun references. Avoid contexts or 

situations in the item or task to be accomplished that may be 

experienced by one group of people of a given characteristic 

(e.g., men) differently than another group (e.g., women) based 

on their typical life experiences.  

  Blueprint Details the content of a test, including the 
knowledge/skills/abilities (KSAs; see below) being assessed 
by the test and their relative importance to (job) 
performance, listed as percentages. The blueprint is 
developed by subject matter experts (SMEs) and is key to 
establishing the validity of the test. Knowledge and skills 
evaluated by the test should be assessed in the 
proportions defined on the blueprint. It is part of the Test 
Specifications (see below). 

 

  Certification A formal program that assesses a person’s ability to fulfill 
job or professional duties. Often requires education, 
experience, one or more tests (exams), and some sort of 
maintenance of knowledge/skills to retain the certification. 

While MCQs and PTs focus on evaluating the knowledge, skills, 
and abilities necessary for job performance, PTs can evaluate 
ability to perform job tasks more directly than MCQs.  
 
Certifications based on PTs assess a candidate's ability to perform 
a task under conditions like those they will encounter on the job 
while those based on MCQs assess a candidate’s abilities through 
a series of questions, describing job-related problems that must 
be solved. 
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  Cheater 
Analyses 

Statistical analyses and other evidence that is used to 
determine if an examinee's score is valid. This may a 
comparison with nearby examinees to detect copying or 
comparisons to the typical response pattern when 
answering questions or performing tasks (e.g., average and 
median response time, pattern of incorrect answers, 
probability of perfect score, etc.). Sudden changes in 
passing rates or the systematic increase in passing rates 
over time may suggest that items and/or the test has been 
compromised. 

For MCQs and PTs, identity should be verified, and actions taken 
during the test should be monitored in some way to ensure that 
the person who submitted the work did the work. 
 
PTs, cheater analysis requires being able to track the actions 
taken during the test, so that they can be compared to others 
who took the test at about the same time and in the same 
location and to the typical behaviors that are done as the task is 
performed. 

CTT Classical Test 
Theory 

Classical test theory statistics include p-values (percent of 
examinees answering the question correctly or performing 
the task correctly), point-biserial correlations (item-total 
correlation), and Cronbach's alpha reliability. These 
statistics can be calculated with small sample and are 
easily interpreted; however, these statistics are sample 
dependent.  

As descriptors of item and test performance, CTT works for both 
MCQs and PTs. The criteria for what’s considered “acceptable,” 
however, may differ, in part, because guessing is less of a factor 
in PTs. 

  Cloud Generic term for off-site, commercially-provided data-
backup and transfer locations. 

 

  Confounding 
Factor 

Factors that have no relevance to the purpose of the test 
that could affect the score  

Reading ability may be more of a confounding factor for MCQs 
than PTs. 

  Content Outline Describes what the test will cover. This is one part of the 
Test Specification and Blueprint. Also called an “objective 
domain.” Objectives are the tasks or skills that will be 
assessed on the test. 

  

  Control The user interface to mechanisms, enabling the examinee 
to progress through a test, such as buttons labelled “Next” 
or “Back.”  

  

  Correlation 
(point-biserial, 
item-total) 

Degree to which two variables vary together. Correlations 
range from -1 (as one goes up, the other goes down) to +1 
(they move in the same direction in perfect alignment). A 
correlation of 0 indicates no relationship between the 
variables. 
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  Diagnostic 
Feedback 

Score reports, especially for those who fail, often include 
performance summaries in the content areas covered by 
the test to assist in remediation and help the examinee 
identify opportunities to improve. 

  

DIF Differential 
Item 
Functioning 

Identifies the items that show differences between groups 
differing in salient demographic variables (e.g., race or 
gender) but matched on total test performance. Some 
items are always identified, so it requires subject matter 
expert review of item content before a determination of 
"item bias" (see Bias, above) can be made. This analysis 
requires large number of candidates taking the same test 
form who are willing to report their group membership. 

 

  Domain Major content level designation in a Content Outline, 
Blueprint (see above), and Test Specification (see below). 
Often a test covers between 5-10 content domains. Also 
called a “functional group.” 

  

EEOC Equal 
Employment 
Opportunity 
Commission 

United States government agency that enforces laws 
prohibiting employment discrimination based on several 
specific characteristics (e.g., gender, race, ethnicity, etc.).  

  

  Elapsed time 
(item) 

The time from the presentation of the stimulus to the time 
the examinee indicates the item has been completed. It 
includes time if the candidate returns to the item. 

  

  Equating Adjusting scores or passing standards to compensate for 
item difficulty and group ability so that "it doesn't matter 
to a candidate which form of the test they took or who 
else took it at the same time." It is a statistical process to 
establish comparable scores on different forms (or 
versions) of a test so that the forms can be used 
interchangeably and the scores on one form mean the 
same thing as the equated scores on the other form(s).  
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  High-stakes test Any test for which consequential decisions are made 
based on test scores/performance including hiring, firing, 
pay, promotion, graduation, admission, licensing, and 
certification.  

  

  Inter-rater 
reliability 

Consistency in scoring between two observers. This is 
usually measured as a correlation between pairs of 
observers’ ratings of a specific performance. 

  

  Involved time Engaged time. It is the overall item time minus the time it 
took the candidate to read the instructions. 

Applicable to PTs not MCQs 

  Item A unit of scoring that includes a stimulus situation (PTs) or 
stem (MCQs) including directions, an opportunity to 
respond, and a method of scoring the correctness of the 
response.  

In MCQ tests, an item is the response to a question. In a PT, an 
item is any performed task that can be scored. 

  Item Analyses Analyzing how examinee performance on items to 
determine which are statistically acceptable (can be used 
again) and those that are not (must be removed from the 
test). Typically, these analyses include calculating the 
percent correct (p-value) and item discrimination (biserial 
or point-biserial correlation). A distractor analysis is often 
performed to understand how often distractors are being 
selected and by who (high or low performers). 

With MCQs, distractor analyses provide insight into examinee's 
understanding of an item and can help identify miskeyed items.  
 
With PTs, incorrect responses may need to be grouped and 
coded for a similar type of analysis. Although this is often 
resource intense, this analysis can provide insight into how 
examinees are understanding the tasks to be performed, unclear 
instructions, missing elements of correct performance, etc. 

IRT, 1-PL, 
2-PL, 3-PL 
Models, 
Rasch 
Model 

Item Response 
Theory 

A family of measurement models that put person ability 
and item difficulty on the same scale using logistic models 
with 1, 2, or 3 parameters. The Rasch model is a 
mathematically similar to the 1-PL Model. Although these 
models are complicated, they provide sample independent 
statistics related to item difficulty, discrimination 
(differentiating between high and low performers), and 
guessing. To run these analyses, large sample sizes are 
required, increasing as you estimate more parameters (1-
PL analyses require fewer people (but more than CTT (see 
above) than 2-PL or 3-PL models).  

The guessing parameter estimated in the 3-PL model is less 
relevant to PTs than to MCQs. 
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  Item Time 
(Overall) 

Overall item time.  It is the time from the presentation of 
the item to the time the candidate terminates 
engagement with the item. If the candidate returns to an 
item for review or revision, the time of subsequent 
engagements is added to the candidate’s item time. 

  

JTA Job/Task 
Analysis 

An analysis of the typical activities necessary for 
performing a job. Often built in two stages: 1) a group of 
subject matter experts determines the tasks (and, often, 
knowledge/skills/abilities) for a job, followed by 2) a survey 
sent to a large group of SMEs to determine the frequency 
and importance of the tasks. The JTA results in the Content 
Outline (see above) for an examination. 

 

KSAs Knowledge, 
Skills, and 
Abilities 

What one must know and be able to do to accomplish the 
tasks identified in the JTA (see above).  

In MCQs, responses to items are used to infer the examinee’s 
KSAs. 
 
In PTs, mastery of KSAs is inferred from performance of specific 
tasks. 

  Low-stakes test A test that doesn’t involve monetary or promotion 
consequences (e.g., a test of prerequisites for a course or 
to determine the starting point in a course). 

 

  Micro-
credential 

Task-level credentials; often combined into more 
significant ones. 

  

MIRT Multi-
dimensional IRT 

An analysis that hypothesizes that more than one central 
trait is being measured by the test and uses sophisticated 
statistical tools to extract information about performance 
on all traits. Requires large sample sizes and high-quality 
items. 

  

MCQs Multiple-Choice 
Questions 

An item type that presents a stimulus (stem) and a set of 
answer choices from which the examinee selects. 

 

MST Multi-stage 
Testing 

A form of CAT (see above) in which a block of items is 
given as a unit; based on the score obtained on that unit, 
subsequent units of items are selected for presentation.  
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  Omega Compares the effectiveness of one test with another 
(holding scope of content constant).  
V * R / T  
Where: 
V = Measured Validity  
R = Reliability   
T = Time 

  

 p-value Estimate of the items or tasks difficulty. It represents the 
percent of examinees answering the question correctly for 
dichotomously scored items (0/1) and the average score 
obtained for polytomously scored items (items worth 
more than one point or fractions of points). 

 

PCM Partial Credit 
Model 

IRT model, typically Rasch, that is used to evaluate the 
statistical parameters of polytomously scored items (those 
worth multiple points).  

 

PT Performance 
Test 

A test in which examinees where one performs the task of 
interest in an environment that mimics the target 
environment. 

MCQs describe the environments in which the task is performed 
or assesses knowledge or understanding of content domain. 
PTs emulate the task environment; doing so increases their 
fidelity and face validity. 

PBT Performance-
Based Test 

Examinees indicate how they would perform a task or 
behave in a situation. For example, "What are the steps 
required to bake a cake?" would be a performance-based 
test because this requires the examinees to visualize and 
remember the steps needed to bake a cake. It is not, 
however, a performance test. The definition is intended to 
contrast a ‘Performance Based Test’ with an actual 
‘Performance Test’.   

If examinees are being asked to drag and drop the steps to 
complete a task in order, by this definition, they are completing a 
PBT.  

Pt-bis Point-Biserial 
Correlation 

The correlation between a dichotomous (0,1) right/wrong 
item score and the continuous total test score. In testing, 
strong negative correlations mean that examinees who do 
well on the exam tend to answer the item incorrectly (and 
vice versa), an outcome that may suggest something is 
wrong with the question. A strong positive correlation 
means that people who do well on the exam tend to 

 



        The Performance Testing Council Psychometric Glossary 

 

 

answer the item correctly (and vice versa). Items that have 
strong positive correlations are said to “discriminate well” 
between people who have the skills being measured and 
people who do not. The point-biserial correlation for each 
distractor indicates the extent to which choosing a 
distractor is related to success on the exam. A good item 
will have a discriminating key and no discriminating 
distractors. Also called “item total correlation.” 

  Predictive 
Analytics 

Establishing the relationship between test scores and 
outcomes of interest. 

  

  Pretest Items New items that are being evaluated for future use by 
being included in a live test but that do not impact the 
examinee's score. Also called “seeded items.” 

  

 Rater Bias Bias that is introduced when performance is evaluated by 
human raters who unintentionally rate examinees on 
characteristics other than those being assessed by the 
test.  

Automated scoring of MCQs effectively eliminates the possibility 
of rater bias.  
 
PTs that are scored by human raters are susceptible to rater bias. 
Rater bias can be introduced in the selection of raters, by not 
following standardized instructions, not complying with 
administrative requirements, and in how raters apply scoring 
rubrics. Training in how to administer and apply scoring rubrics is 
critical in minimizing rater bias. 

 Raw Score The number of points a candidate earned on the test. 
Often, this is not reported to examinees. Scaled scores are 
more commonly reported to examinees. (see Scale Scores 
below.)  

 

  Rater Reliability A measure of reliability reflecting the consistency with 
which raters evaluate performance. 

 

  Ready mode The initial state of an item. Often, ready mode is identical 
for a bank of items.  

Not relevant for MCQs. 
 
For PTs, if an examinee wants to restart the item, this is the state 
of the environment in which the examinee begins the item again 
(note that the item timer is not reset when the examinee resets 
the item).   
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  Reliability The degree to which test scores are expected to be 
consistent and stable across repeated measures. A 
measure of score consistency that represents the 
hypothetical correlation between scores earned by an 
examinee repeatedly taking a test with no training or time 
in between administrations or between the scores earned 
by an examinee taking equivalent forms of the same test. 
It is often estimated from a single test form using internal 
consistency statistics, such as Cronbach's alpha or KR-20.   
However, reliability does not imply validity: that is, a 
reliable exam is measuring something accurately but not 
necessarily what it is supposed to be measuring. See 
Validity below.   

 

ROI Return on 
Investment 

(Value – Cost) / Cost 
 
For example, if a new truck costs $100,000 and improves 
the shipping one can do from $600,000 to $670,000 per 
year, the ROI for that truck in one year is calculated as:  
ROI = (70,000 – 100,000) / 100,000 = -30% 
 
If you calculate the ROI for the truck over 5 years, the ROI 
= (5 * 70,000 – 100,000) / 100,000 = 250%.  
 
Thus, ROI is often calculated for a specific time period. 

A new metric for PTs is return on expectation (ROE). It is 
measured by stakeholder's opinion on the value gained by 
supporting a PT.  
 
For example, ROE is determined by comparing the savings gained 
by some desired outcome (fewer accidents, faster response time, 
increased interest in certification program) compared to the 
savings lost or gained without the use of a PT.  

  Score Report A report providing information about the examinee’s 
performance on the test.  

  

  Score Scale The range of values that can be assigned to examinee 
performance, from lowest to highest. Typically, a specific 
value is identified to represent the passing standard, 
regardless of the number correct value it represents on a 
specific test form. By scaling raw scores, examinees can 
determine how their performance compares from one 
attempt to the next because it allows the test provider to 
ensure that the cut score can be set based on the difficulty 
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of the items that were delivered during the test rather 
than arbitrarily setting at a given percent correct.  

Sims Simulation A stimulus situation that mimics and contains critical 
elements of a target situation but not all of them. 

 

  Standard 
Setting 

Determining the score required to pass an exam. Many 
methods of standard setting are available, including group 
consensus, form equating, modified-Angoff, or contrasting 
groups, etc. 

 

  Stem The portion of the item that describes the scenario and 
the problem to be solved. Also called “stimulus.” 

In MCQs, the first part of the item that provides any contextual 
information and asks the question that the examinee answers by 
selecting the choices.  
 
In PTs, the information that is provided to the candidate to 
determine the task to be performed is the stem; the examinee 
determines what actions to take and performs them. 

  Task An activity performed while doing a job.    

  Target 
Environment 

The environment for which a test predicts performance.   

  Technical 
Report 

A summary of activities done to develop, administer, and 
maintain a test. A test development technical report 
describes the steps followed (including how the cut score 
was set), the people who participated in the process, and 
any item and test analyses performed. Administration 
technical reports describe how the test is delivered, 
including scripts (if applicable), all actions taken to ensure 
consistent administration of the test across all deliveries, 
and any accommodations provided. A technical report 
describing the steps taken to maintain the validity of the 
test over its lifetime is usually created annually and 
includes the item and test analyses performed, a list of 
items removed or replaced, an evaluation of the cut score, 
equating process (if applicable), and the estimated 
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reliability of any new forms created because of the 
analysis. 

  Test Presents predetermined stimuli to elicit behavior that is 
evaluated consistently across examinees. The stimuli 
sample behaviors within a domain with the goal of 
predicting behavior in the entire domain. Also known as an 
“exam” or “assessment.” 

  

  Test Analyses Statistical results describing a test’s performance, and 
typically include the number of examinees, passing rate, 
average score on each form, average number of attempts, 
overall pass rate, pass rate by attempt, reliability and 
standard errors, distribution parameters (standard 
deviation, skew, and kurtosis), median time, and the 
proportion of examinees who were not able to complete 
the test in the time allotted. 

  

 Test 
Specifications 

A detailed document that describes all elements of the 
test design, including the item types that will be used on 
the test, the Content Outline, the proportion of the test 
that will cover each element of that Outline, and how 
many items will be developed for each of those elements. 
(See “Blueprint” and “Content Outline” above.) 

 

Form Test Form The set of items, scored or unscored, seen by a given 
examinee when they take the test. Forms can be fixed (all 
examinees see the same combination of items) or dynamic 
(the combination of items varies across administration). 

  

  Validity The degree to which statistical and other types of evidence 
support the intended use and interpretation of the test 
scores; in other words, the test measures what it is 
designed to measure. Statistically, validity is established by 
showing a relationship (i.e., correlation) between a test 
score and a person’s performance on the job. 

  

  Verisimilitude The extent to which a simulation mimics what it’s 
supposed to mimic.  

  



        The Performance Testing Council Psychometric Glossary 

 

 

© Performance Testing Council, 2018 

Please Note: This is a work in progress. Please send suggestions, additions, edits, and corrections to Julie@PerformanceTest.org 

 


