ANATOMY OF AN EXAMINATION

AIRS has just introduced three new CIRS (Certification for I&R Specialist) examinations. The process of creating new exams occurs about every 4 years, takes about 15 months to complete and follows the standards of the National Organization for Competency Assurance (NOCA at www.noca.org). Here’s how it happens …

Stage 1: The Job Task Analysis

The first and most crucial stage involves a Job Task Analysis (JTA). In order to create a testing instrument (i.e. an exam), you must know what needs to be tested. What does an I&R Specialist actually do? What skills and knowledge is needed to carry out those tasks competently? Which parts of the job are the most important?

In May 2008, a two-day workshop was conducted in Houston as a diverse group of 8 subject-matter experts (SMEs) met to create a JTA for the CIRS credential.  

The SME group involved the following volunteers:

· Barbara Dove, Grand Gateway Area Agency on Aging, Big Cabin, Oklahoma

· Cassandra Moreno, 2-1-1 Texas of the Concho Valley, San Angelo, Texas

· Christine Allender, Catholic Charities, Chicago, Illinois

· David Sisk, 2-1-1 of St. Joseph County, South Bend, Indiana

· Diana Gonzales, United Way of Greater Houston, Texas

· Kim Kruse, Aging & Disability Resource Center of Central Wisconsin, Wisconsin Rapids, Wisconsin

· Kimberly Legg, Vermont 2-1-1, South Burlington, Vermont

· Linda Pouliot, Franklin Food Pantry, Franklin, Massachusetts

Our guides through this and all of the subsequent stages were AIRS’ certification consultants, Michael Hamm and Dr. Gerald Rosen.

Michael Hamm managed the accreditation program for the National Organization for Competency Assurance (NOCA) for eight years and is an American National Standards Institute (ANSI) certified auditor for compliance determination. He is a national authority on certification and accreditation. In fact, he literally has written the book on it as he is the author of Fundamentals of Accreditation.  He also recently served on an ANSI advisory body developing a new international accreditation program for professional certification bodies.  

Our psychometrician, Dr Gerald Rosen, is a consulting psychologist specializing in the design and administration of testing programs, test validation, statistical analysis, and vocational testing.  Dr. Rosen has more than 20 years of experience in testing and measurement, and has produced numerous professional publications on these topics.  He has managed the development of many national certification and licensure programs. His background also includes a slice of I&R as he once worked at a crisis center in Pennsylvania.

The volunteers, who worked in both large and small agencies and engaged in different types of I&R, shared their experience and insights. The final document established 6 Domains, 18 Tasks, 18 Knowledge Areas and 21 Skills Sets. The Tasks were weighted in terms of their relative importance to the job and to the client (for example, “Establishing Rapport” was determined to comprise 7% of the overall job. (To view the final version, go to: http://www.airs.org/files/public/AIRS_Certification_CIRSJobPracticeAnalysis.doc).

Stage 2: JTA Validation

However, the JTA only represented the combined views of eight individuals. Did those conclusions hold true for everyone else?

The next stage involved an online survey of more than 1,400 current CIRS practitioners which yielded a response rate of around 15%.

The results validated the initial draft and enhanced it through several minor word improvements and subtle adjustments to the weightings of the various tasks.

Stage 3: Assessing Existing Questions

So now that we knew what needed to be tested, how many of our existing questions were still relevant and how many new questions would be required and in what areas?

Another volunteer SME team was assembled:

· Brenna Wheeler, Central Michigan 2-1-1, Jackson, Michigan

· Carol Grizinski, Help Hotline Crisis Center, Youngstown, Ohio

· Jennifer Bieger, United Way of Greater Cincinnati, Ohio

· Mark Lewis, Community Information and Referral, Phoenix, Arizona

· Raphael Castro, Switchboard of Miami, Florida

· Sandra Ray, United Way of Greater Houston, Texas

Throughout the process, the various volunteer groups were chosen to reflect the diversity of I&R, both in terms of the type of work performed (aging, 2-1-1, blended I&R/crisis, other specialized I&R, etc.), the nature of the agencies (small and large, urban and rural), and in terms of the individuals themselves (from 2 to 20 years of I&R experience, different levels of education, and cultural backgrounds). Most groups also included members for whom English was a second language.

The challenge for this group was to go through the entire CIRS question database of more than 300 items and decide which questions should be kept and which should be deleted. Any retained items had to be assigned to a Domain/Task within the new JTA. At the end of this process, we were able to quantify how many new questions were needed and in which areas (for example, we needed 17 new questions that tested the understanding of advocacy).

Only about 35% of the existing questions were deemed both still relevant and soundly constructed (although many of the rejected ones had not been in active use for a few years). However, all of the retained existing questions were subsequently revised/edited to the point of being virtually unrecognizable from their original form.

Stage 4: New Question Development

We now needed to write new almost 200 new questions. Cue another subject matter expert group:

· Clive Jones, AIRS, Sooke, British Columbia

· Faed Hendry, Findhelp Information Services, Toronto, Ontario

· Georgia Sales, 211 LA County, Los Angeles, California
· Joy Lankford, Gateway AgeWise Connection, Atlanta, Georgia

· Kristen Tomcko, 211 Ontario North, Thunder Bay, Ontario

· Lynda Southard, Cajun Area Agency on Aging, Lafayette, Louisiana
· Sallie Buckingham, Coastal Georgia Area Agency on Aging, Brunswick, Georgia
These volunteers responded to an open call that required the writing of sample questions that were reviewed by Dr Rosen, who later provided additional training on question writing techniques and oversaw the final submissions.

This was the longest and most challenging stage. Writing good questions is hard. But what is really hard is writing good ‘wrong’ answers. This involves coming up with three distracters for each question that are plausible without being misleading while still leaving one answer that is obviously correct (but only obvious to the individuals that properly understand the issue). 

This resulted in a final bank of more than 350 new and revised questions. Each question was linked to a specific Domain/Task within the new JTA and had a verifiable source (that is, a documented reference to a particular part of the AIRS Standards or the ABCs of I&R that confirmed the accuracy of the content).  

Stage 5: Question Review

It was now time for the entire item bank to undergo an extensive review. The nature of this stage required an in-person meeting which was held in Rochester, New York, with our psychometrician, Dr Rosen who worked with the following subject matter experts:

· Carla Boone, United Way of Southeastern Michigan/United Way 2-1-1, Detroit, Michigan

· Charlene Hipes, AIRS, Portland, Oregon

· Dana Long, Southwest Georgia Council on Aging, Albany, Georgia

· Louise Chan, Findhelp Information Services/211 Toronto, Toronto, Ontario

· Marcos Michelli, Greater Twin Cities United Way/United Way 2-1-1, St Paul, Minnesota

· Melinda Fowl, United Way of Central Maryland/2-1-1 Maryland, Baltimore, Maryland

· Shye Louis, 2-1-1/LIFE LINE, ABVI-Goodwill/2-1-1 Finger Lakes, Rochester, New York

· Thea Coons, Franklin County Senior Options, Columbus, Ohio

Over two days, every question and answer choice was rigorously reviewed and many passionate arguments ensued. Some questions were completely eliminated while the majority benefited from detailed editing. Very few questions emerged unaltered.

Stage 6: Cut Score Review

A cut score (or pass mark) is not a random number. It should represent the percentage of answers that most accurately reflects the ability of an individual who is competent in the issues being tested.

A cut score is never perfect. But it should be the score that eliminates as many false positives and false negatives as possible (that is, it tries to ensure that people who are competent, pass and that people who are not yet as competent, do not pass). Within this context, an exam might have a pass mark as high as 95 or as low as 40 if those marks represent the “border line” between someone with the desired amount of understanding and someone who has yet to reach that level .

The AIRS Certification Program, in common with many examinations, uses a methodology known as modified Angoff ratings to determine cut scores. Basically, this assigns a ‘degree of difficulty’ number to each question in the item bank. Technically, each exam can have a different cut score depending on the difficulty or otherwise of the questions within each exam. However, AIRS generates a mathematical formula to ensure that each exam contains the same balance of difficult and easy questions (that is, each exam has the same cut score).

In May 2009, a group of eight SMEs met for two days in Atlanta, Georgia, to assign Angoff ratings to each question:  

· Barbara Manning, Illinois Department on Aging, Springfield, Illinois

· Debra Harris, Crisis Center of Tampa Bay, Florida

· Jacky Clements, United Way of Metropolitan Atlanta/2-1-1 Atlanta, Georgia

· Kenita Withers, United Way of Central Virginia/2-1-1 Virginia, Lynchburg, Virginia

· Margaret Mathis, CrisisLink, Arlington, Virginia

· Michael Mousa, United Way of Greater Houston, Texas

· Sharon Russell, Knoxville-Knox County Office on Aging, Knoxville, Tennessee

As a natural part of this process, further changes were made to many questions to improve their clarity and some questions were eliminated.

Stage 7: Exam Creation

AIRS now had a database of more than 340 extensively reviewed questions but no actual examinations.

Using mathematical models from the cut score analysis, three new exams were created with an identical (to within 2 decimal points) balance of difficult/easy questions that accurately reflected the weighting of the JTA (for example, 5% of the questions involved a knowledge of the issues surrounding the gathering of documentation). By the end, each new exam has a cut score of 75.

Stage 8: Final Exam Review

But there was still one more stage to go to ensure each exam was a fair test unto itself (for example, an exam did not contain two questions that addressed the same issue with similar words … or did not contain a question that inadvertently gave away another answer). So the final SME group comprised:

· Janice M. Stille, Western Illinois Area Agency on Aging, Rock Island, Illinois

· Maurine Strickland, Bureau of Aging & Disability Resources, Wisconsin Department of Health Services, Wisconsin

· Sylvia Chavez, Findhelp Information Services, Toronto, Ontario

· Tanya Kahl, Lifeline & MedAssist, Infoline, Akron, Ohio

The process involved yet another opportunity to confirm and further hone item clarity and accuracy, and even at this stage, a handful of questions were removed as the team verified that there is one and only one correct answer for each question.  

AIRS would like to thank all of the individuals who volunteered for this long, challenging and highly confidential process, and their organizations for allowing their participation.

The cycle of Certification exam creation is a constant one, as the CIRS-A credential now has a new draft JTA that is in the validation stage, and the CRS is scheduled to start its process next spring.
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