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Specifying the Three Ws in Educational Measurement: Who uses Which scores for What purpose?

Andrew Ho, Harvard Graduate School of Education

| argue that understanding and improving educational measurement requires specificity about actors,
scores, and purpose: Who uses which scores for what purpose? | show how this specificity complements
Briggs’ frameworks for educational measurement that he presented in his 2022 address as president of

the National Council on Measurement in Education.

On April 23, 2022, then-President of the National Council on Measurement in Education (NCME)
Derek Briggs delivered a sweeping presidential address at the NCME annual meeting in San Diego,
California. At its beginning, he predicted that, “there’s a really good chance that I'm going to try to do
too much in this talk” (Briggs, 2022a). There, and in his published address in this issue, | believe he

attempted to achieve at least the following goals:

1) To establish 2022 as a pivot point for our field to “turn the page.”

2) To establish historical context for 2022 by comparing it to the 1920s.

3) To preview a forthcoming chapter in Educational Measurement (5 edition) with Josh
McGrane and Andy Maul that advances a framework for the “nature of measurement.”

4) To provide a framework for educational measurement: as a subset of assessment and in the
neighborhood of values, history, culture, politics, law, and economics.

5) To define and cohere four affinity groups: testing specialists, computational
psychometricians, classroom assessment specialists, and philosophers of science / critical
theorists.

6) To call on more research evaluating scaling and equal-interval scale properties.



7) To call for caution in the use of educational technology due to its possible influences on
social emotional and mental health.

8) To distinguish educational equity and fairness.

9) To raise concerns about conflicts of interest and independence of researchers who work for
testing organizations.

10) To advance his theme: “measurement in education is a valuable and worthy aspiration, but

it must be practiced with humility, and in moderation” (Briggs, 2022b, p. 1).

There is a concept in scholarship known as the “minimum publishable unit,” where cynical
scholars might carve a research project into many smaller just-publishable papers in order to maximize
the appearance of scholarly productivity. Derek proves here that there might be the opposite: the
maximum publishable unit, a collection of compelling arguments and frameworks each of which could
support a lifelong research trajectory or, for example, a book like Derek’s own (Briggs, 2022c). Standing
alone, such a collection could feel scattered or flimsy. Instead, each of Derek’s points connects to his
career of scholarly contributions and professional service. The result is a coherent and authoritative call
for rigor and clarity in the pursuit of measurement.

Derek spends most of his address defining aspects of measurement and locating measurement
within education. No one has done more in the educational measurement community to raise the
importance of defining measurement in recent years. His 2022 book and forthcoming chapter with Josh
McGrane and Andy Maul will surely be reference points for measurement students and practitioners for
years to come. | certainly agree with Derek that defining measurement is important. However, my own
framework for educational measurement contrasts with his in what | hope are useful ways. | sketch out
these contrasts here and demonstrate that they lead to a potentially “bigger tent” than the one that

Derek pitched for educational measurement and the NCME community in his presidential address.



Clarifying Actors, Scores, and Purposes in Educational Measurement

The cornerstones of Derek’s presentation are Figures 1 and 2 (Briggs, 2022b). Figure 1 shows
Derek (and Josh and Andy’s) four intersecting critical aspects of measurement (Theory, Instrumentation,
Scales and Units, and Modeling, or TISM). Figure 2 shows how Derek conceives of measurement as
nested within assessment, which is nested within education. Although there are no arrows in Derek’s
Figure 2, Derek’s address is structured “inside out,” from defining aspects of measurement (TISM)
outwards to education and the world. He argues that we should clarify the “value proposition” of
measurement itself, and from there advance education. The TISM framework is applicable to education

but is not informed by it, at least as Derek presents it here.

Four critical aspects of measurement
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Figure 1. From Briggs (2022a; 2022b). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1jgUiZ2LUv8&t=10m43s
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Figure 2. From Briggs (2022a; 2022b). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1jgUiZ2LUv8&t=19m14s




To me, what makes educational measurement so interesting and challenging is the variety of
actors in educational systems who use a variety of educational scores for a variety of educational
purposes. Although | appreciate a “measurement-centric” approach, | think frameworks for educational
measurement also need clarity about what | like to call the “Three Ws”: Who is using Which score for
What purpose?! Haertel and Ho (2016) provide examples of how actors shift constructs and adapt
scores for different purposes. The arrows do not only point from the inside out (from measurement to
education) but also point from the outside in.

It is predictable how actors use measurement (or its mantle) for particular and sometimes
shifting purposes (Ho, 2014). Measurement specialists cannot sit unaffected at the heart of Derek’s
Figure 2 and dictate how educational actors must use resulting scores. And measurements cannot
remain unaffected by the “Three Ws,” either. A canonical example of this is Koretzian Inflation Theory
(Koretz, 2008; Koretz & Hamilton, 2006), where high stakes cause inflated trends over trends on lower-
stakes “audit” tests or items (Koretz & Beguin, 2010). To advance measurement in education, we must
not only understand measurement but understand who might use measurements, how, and why, in the
context of education. Derek’s framework is compatible with these “outside in” dimensions but does not
foreground them.

Emphasizing outside-in influences in Figure 2 can also add context to our understanding of the
role of measurement in intelligence testing and the horrors of the eugenics movement. Derek’s
presentation follows Gould (1996) and names the key scholars, including Goddard, Terman, Yerkes, and
Brigham. Derek explains their faulty reasoning as they conflated differences in average test scores with
innate differences and, worse, argued on this basis for immoral social policies. Derek also suggests that,

“what was largely missing was a serious and sustained debate over the meaning of measurement in

! Instead of asking Who is using Which score for What purpose, one can also abbreviate this to different Ws: Who
measures What, and Why? However, | prefer the focus on the score quantity rather than the construct.



psychology” (Briggs, 2022b, p. 5), and, “while instrumentation is necessary for measurement, it is not
sufficient. Any time we forget this we create the potential to repeat the mistakes of the past” (Briggs,
2022b, p. 5).

| interpret this to mean that had these scholars improved their attention to testable theories
and other TISM intersections, they would have discovered that intelligence is not immutable, weakening
eugenic efforts to claim the mantle of measurement. However, a simplistic reading of this presentation
might be that “true” measurement is a central solution to racist uses and other misuses of quantities:
save measurement, save the world. Such a reading could also suggest the rise of eugenics was due to
bad measurement leading good scholars astray. The problem was racists and racism. Greater attention
to the “outside in” influences of values, history, culture, politics, and the other terms in Derek’s Figure 2
could help to appropriately contextualize the role of measurement (and faux measurement) in
education and society in our past, present, and future.

For this reason, | appreciated Derek’s call to reach out to different affinity groups, particularly
critical theorists who think about power dynamics around quantification and how measurements do not
just measure but also influence those who engage with them (Randall, 2021). An “outside in”
perspective also suggests that the NCME community engage with other affinity groups and roles that
Derek did not call out specifically. Who works with measurement in education, with which scores, for
what purposes? What if these actors do not “do measurement” as Derek defines it, but they believe that

they do? Are they all welcome?

Measurement in/of/for Education
My interpretation of the “ME” in “NCME”: “Measurement in Education,” is that measurement is
not simply dropped “in” education but interacts with education contexts through a variety of

educational actors, scores, and purposes. | appreciate Derek, Josh, and Andy’s TISM framework even as



it is not uniquely related to education. We can incorporate TISM principles into educational contexts,
where additional questions related to the “Three Ws” become more salient and have predictable
answers that shape how we gather and interpret TISM-related evidence. | would like an “active voice”
expression of the “Three Ws” to become convention in educational measurement presentations,
naming actors (who?), scores (which?), and purpose (what?), the same way we are trained, for example,
to always define and display standard errors of measurement.

My outside-in perspective on measurement in education also suggests that we elevate or
extend engagement to members of additional affinity groups. | believe that Derek would include
members of federal, state, and local educational agencies and organizations as members of his first
affinity group that he called “testing specialists,” but | think it is still important to identify them
specifically. Their roles remain hard-coded into the NCME board membership rotation in our bylaws

(NCME, 2022) for good reason, in my opinion. They remain in powerful positions to make educational

scores more meaningful or more modest to students, parents, teachers, and the public, as measurement
evidence dictates.

| also think we should engage those with a broader perspective on the measurement of
educational systems. These include aggregated test scores for individual students but could also extend
to more behavioral outcomes like attendance and graduation rates, as well as measures related to
educational systems like segregation. Sociologists are well poised for this work, for example, those who

Ill

work with what Raudenbush and Sampson (1999) call “ecometrics,” for quantification of ecological
settings like schools.

Ecometrics could help more conventional educational measurement specialists understand the
context of individual student measurement. It could also help measurement students to see the

relationships between our methods and hierarchical models where the targets of inference are not

individuals but classrooms, schools, or neighborhoods. This unifying perspective also runs through the



2019 report of the National Academy of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, Monitoring Educational
Equity. That report took a broad perspective on measures as indicators, including test scores and other
statistics like student access to resources and opportunities, high-quality pre-kindergarten programs, K-
12 curricula, experienced teachers, and non-academic supports. To me, this is measurement in
education and measurement of education, and both very much belong in NCME.

Finally, | appreciated Derek’s embrace of classroom assessment specialists as a community
worth engaging. | have similarly appreciated NCME’s support of this topic through recent special
conferences on Classroom Assessment. | agree with Derek that assessment and measurement are worth
distinguishing. They may overlap in efforts to enable teachers to use individual scores to inform their
instruction, and they may not overlap when teachers are rendering nonquantitative judgments and
decisions based on evidence. Even in these cases, there remains an inside-out and outside-in
relationship that | identified earlier. Classroom judgments set a context for any other testing and
measurement that might occur in classrooms, and testing and measurement can influence classroom
judgments.

Derek’s 2022 presidential address was an inspiring call to our field to re-establish its foundations
while also reaching out to intersecting affinity groups. Thanks to his convincing recent work and this
address, | am sure our field knows to ask of our students and each other what we might call, “the Derek
Briggs question,” which is, “What do you mean by ‘measurement’?” | hope my commentary has inspired
a follow-up “Three Ws” that are particularly important in measurement in educational contexts: “Who is
using Which scores for What purpose?” And perhaps the most memorable takeaway from Derek’s

address was his clear sense of gratitude, passion, and openness to learning. Let that be a lesson to us all.
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