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Abstract 

For the initial phases of development of the HEIghten® Civic Competency and Engagement 

(CCE) outcomes assessment, 2 prototype studies were conducted along with structured 

interviews at 3 different U.S. higher education institutions (HEIs). The purpose of these 

prototypes was to evaluate the viability of new item types and provide preliminary information 

about the structure of the overall test forms. Results from the first prototype were used to make 

modifications prior to the second prototype. Additionally, results from both prototypes were 

ultimately intended to be used to refine the item formats and the content and item specifications, 

as needed, and to inform the assembly of the pilot forms to be administered in the actual 

computer-based system to a much larger sample size representing the target test population. 

Implications and next steps are discussed. 

Key words: HEIghten® Civic Competency and Engagement, civic learning, civic competency, 

civic engagement, student learning outcomes, assessment, higher education, prototype, structured 

interviews  
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In the past several decades, higher education institutions (HEIs) and organizations that 

support the higher education community have initiated major efforts to promote a civically 

literate society (American Council of Trustees and Alumni [ACTA], 2016; Torney-Purta, 

Cabrera, Roohr, Liu, & Rios, 2015). For instance, in 2010, the U.S. Department of Education 

commissioned the National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement to 

develop standards and educational objectives that could increase civic learning for students at 

HEIs (National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement, 2012). More 

recently, the Lumina Foundation launched a revised version of the Degree Qualifications Profile, 

identifying civic and global learning as an important outcome for college graduates (Adelman, 

Ewell, Gaston, & Schneider, 2014). In addition, numerous surveys conducted with HEIs and 

employers stress the importance of civic learning. For instance, 68% of the 433 surveyed 

member institutions of the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) have 

recognized civic engagement as an essential learning outcome (AAC&U, 2011). Similarly, in a 

survey of 400 employers, 87% of respondents indicated that all students, regardless of major, 

“should gain an understanding of democratic institutions and values,” and 86% indicated that 

students should be taking “courses that build the civic knowledge, skills, and judgment essential 

for contributing to a democratic society” (Hart Research Associates, 2015, p. 4). 

Despite the importance of civic learning and calls for increased civic education, ACTA 

(2016) noted that HEIs have failed to clearly define civic knowledge or require objective 

assessments. In an effort to provide a clear definition of both civic competency and civic 

engagement, Torney-Purta et al. (2015) synthesized existing literature to create an assessment 

framework and provide recommendations for a next-generation assessment. In this research 

memorandum, we provide an overview of Torney-Purta and colleagues’ assessment framework 

and describe the methods and results of two prototype studies conducted to directly inform the 

development of the HEIghten® Civic Competency and Engagement (CCE) outcomes assessment, 

a next-generation student learning outcomes (SLO) assessment intended for students of all 

college majors. 

What Is HEIghten Civic Competency and Engagement? 

HEIghten CCE is one assessment in a suite of five computer-based SLO assessments.1 

The other assessments in the suite include critical thinking, quantitative literacy, written 

communication, and intercultural competency and diversity. The HEIghten Critical Thinking, 
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Quantitative Literacy, and Written Communication assessments were launched operationally in 

November 2016, and HEIghten’s CCE and Intercultural Competency and Diversity (ICD) 

assessments were launched operationally in January 2018 following a large-scale pilot study 

completed in early Spring 2017, and a field test conducted in Fall 2017. 

Each of these assessments is intended to be used by institutions (a) to demonstrate 

students’ knowledge in general education areas, (b) for accreditation and accountability 

purposes, (c) to benchmark students’ performance against similar institutions, (d) to evaluate 

learning over time, and (e) to make informed decisions to enhance the institutional curriculum 

(Educational Testing Service, 2016). Thus, institutions typically administer these assessments to 

both freshmen and senior students to evaluate cross-sectional learning gains or only to seniors to 

evaluate their proficiency level upon graduating college. That said, the use and administration of 

these assessments ultimately depend on the needs of the HEI, and it is possible that institutions 

would be interested in student performance at all levels of their college career. 

Assessment Framework 

The assessment framework for HEIghten CCE is described in detail in Torney-Purta et al. 

(2015). This civic learning framework is based on a synthesis of existing definitions and 

frameworks, such as AAC&U’s VALUE rubric (Rhodes, 2010), the American Association of 

State Colleges and Universities American Democracy Project (Goldfinger & Presley, 2010), the 

Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement (2010), and Lumina’s 

Degree Qualifications Profile (Adelman et al., 2014), to name a few. Existing assessments were 

also reviewed, such as the Intercollegiate Studies Institute’s (ISI) Civic Literacy Exam (ISI 

National Civic Literacy Board, 2011), the Indiana University–Purdue University Indianapolis 

Measure of the Civic-Minded Graduate (Steinberg & Norris, 2010), the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress Civics (National Assessment Governing Board, 2010), and the National 

Survey of Student Engagement topical module on civic engagement (Trustees of Indiana 

University, 2013). 

After synthesizing these existing frameworks, definitions, and assessments, Torney-Purta 

et al. (2015) proposed an assessment framework with two distinct domains: civic competency 

and civic engagement. Civic competency comprises two key components: (a) civic knowledge 

and (b) civic skills, including both analytic skills and participatory and involvement skills. Civic 

engagement comprises three components: (a) motivations, attitudes, and efficacy; (b) democratic 
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norms and values; and (c) participation and activities. See Torney-Purta et al. for detailed 

definitions of these domains and subcomponents. This framework was used to guide the 

development of the assessments used in the two prototype administrations for this study. 

Study Purpose and Rationale 

Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (American Educational Research 

Association [AERA], American Psychological Association [APA], & National Council on 

Measurement in Education [NCME], 2014) discussed four key phases of test development: “(a) 

development and evaluation of the test specifications; (b) development, tryout, and evaluation of 

the items; (c) assembly and evaluation of new test forms; and (d) development of procedures for 

administration of scoring” (p. 75). These phases provide a multistep process that is critical to 

supporting the validity of score interpretations for an assessment. Accordingly, validity, 

reliability, and fairness are all important aspects to consider throughout the process of test 

development. 

For this study, we focused on the first two phases of test development through two 

prototype test administrations of HEIghten CCE with structured interviews and a survey about 

civic participation activities. By definition, prototyping is “a preproduction model developed to 

evaluate the feasibility of new ideas, materials, technology, and design techniques as part of new 

product development” and is designed to “reduce project risk and cost” (KavehAmoli, 2016, p. 

124). Thus the results of this study were intended to provide us with (a) a preliminary 

understanding of the psychometric properties, content, clarity, and sensitivity of test items; (b) 

information regarding performance of the newer item formats; (c) estimates of timing data to 

determine test length; and (d) a preliminary evaluation of validity and reliability evidence. 

Results from these prototypes were intended to be used ultimately to refine the item formats and 

the content and item specifications, as needed, and to inform the assembly of the pilot forms to 

be administered in the actual computer-based system to a much larger sample size representing 

the target test population. 

As mentioned, the prototype administrations allowed us to conduct a preliminary 

investigation of the psychometric properties of the items (i.e., item difficulty2 and 

discrimination3). Evaluating the difficulty and discrimination of the test items can allow us to see 

whether some of our newer item types were functioning as intended. For item difficulty, we 

aimed for average difficulty between .45 and .55. For item discrimination, we did not want any 
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negative items and, ideally, wanted items above .10. We also conducted structured interviews 

(i.e., interviews with individual test takers about the items on the assessment; specific questions 

can be found in Appendices A and B) to evaluate the content, clarity, and sensitivity of test 

items. Results from these structured interviews provided student perceptions on the various items 

and allowed us to obtain feedback on the newer item formats and the clarity of the content. 

Given that the assessment consisted of both knowledge items and self-report items, it was also 

important to clarify that students understood that some items would not count toward a total 

score. 

With the prototypes, we were also able to compute a preliminary estimate of the time 

requirements (i.e., how much time students spend on sections of the assessment and the 

assessment as a whole). For all HEIghten assessments, the goal was to have a 45-minute 

assessment so that the assessment could be administered within a 50-minute class period. We 

wanted an assessment that adequately measured CCE within the allotted time without students 

feeling rushed because the test was designed as a “power test” (Lu & Sireci, 2007, p. 29) to 

evaluate the correctness of student responses and did not include speed of response as part of the 

construct. Thus we wanted to make sure that students had sufficient time to complete the items 

on the test within the allotted time. If students were to feel rushed and were unable to complete 

the assessment within the allotted time, then this speeded effect could impact our reliability 

estimates and validity of test scores (Lu & Sireci, 2007). This is referred to as speededness in the 

psychometric literature. Speededness is the interaction between “the cognitive speed at which the 

test taker works during the test, the amount of labor required by the items, and the time limit on 

the test” (van der Linden, 2011, p. 44). Timing data in the prototype informed us as to whether 

we should remove items or if we had flexibility to add more items. More items on an assessment 

means more content is being assessed and higher reliability can be achieved, but we aim to strike 

a balance between this concern and the need to keep the overall testing time within practical 

constraints. 

Initial content specifications (i.e., the number of items for content coverage) and item 

specifications (i.e., the types of items and how they are scored) for the HEIghten CCE were 

developed based on the assessment framework presented in Torney-Purta et al. (2015). The 

prototype administrations were intended to test out the current content and item format 

specifications and preliminarily evaluate whether we could produce reliable test scores that 
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would be valid for their given purpose. Specifically, we wanted to evaluate what types of scores 

we could potentially report back to HEIs at the group level and to individual test takers (e.g., 

separate scores for civic competency and engagement, subscores for civic knowledge and skills). 

Given that one of the purposes of the HEIghten CCE assessment is to provide information that 

could be used for institutional improvement, we needed to investigate the possible score types 

for use by institutional stakeholders that this assessment could produce. 

Research Memorandum Structure 

This research memorandum is divided into three parts: Prototype I, Civic Participation 

Survey, and Prototype II. Results from Prototype I informed us how to proceed with Prototype II, 

and modifications were made to the test form as needed. Given that there were still some 

questions about students’ civic participation activities after Prototype I, the Civic Participation 

Survey was conducted to inform on how to proceed with developing the civic participation items 

for Prototype II. After discussing these three smaller studies, we provide an overall discussion, 

including limitations, next steps, and conclusions. 

Part 1: Prototype I 

Methods 

Instruments. For the first prototype, conducted in November 2015, three paper-and-

pencil test forms were administered with the same items in different orders. Paper-and-pencil test 

forms were used because the focus of inquiry was the performance of the items rather than the 

computer platform and because it allowed for more efficient administration and revision between 

prototypes. A large-scale pilot test administration on the computer was conducted following 

these prototypes. The prototype forms included 20 civic competency items (divided into 10 civic 

knowledge [CK] and 10 civic skills [CS] items) and 24 civic engagement items (divided into six 

motivation, attitudes, and efficacy [MAE], 10 democratic norms and values [DNV], and eight 

participation and activities [PA] items). Item types for the civic competency section included 

single- and multiple-selection multiple-choice, situational-judgment (i.e., a multiple-choice item 

where a test taker responds to a task-related situation presented in written form), grid (i.e., a table 

with statements where the correct response is selected by check-marking a cell in the table), 

underline text, and fill-in-the-blank items. Item types for the civic engagement section included 

Likert type4 (i.e., a selected-response item where a test taker responds to a statement on a scale 
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according to subjective or objective criteria), situational-judgment, grid, and justification (i.e., a 

short answer item where a test taker provides a rationale for a previous response to a self-report 

item) items. Total testing time was expected to take no more than 45 minutes, but students were 

given 1 hour and 15 minutes to complete the assessment to avoid speededness effects, discussed 

earlier. 

Additionally, a background information questionnaire (BIQ) was administered to capture 

information about student demographic (e.g., gender, race/ethnicity, home language) and 

academic characteristics (e.g., grade point average, college major, college enrollment status). 

Students were also asked to answer questions about whether they tried their best on their test and 

about their perceived level of civic knowledge and engagement. 

Participants. A total of 100 students participated in the first prototype, of which nine 

students were randomly selected to complete the assessment and participate in an audio-recorded 

structured interview (i.e., students were asked for their feedback on the items). Because this was 

a prototype, the intent was to have a sample of approximately 100 students to provide a 

preliminary evaluation of the test items and structure of the assessment. As previously 

mentioned, a large-scale pilot administration followed these preliminary prototype studies. 

Students were compensated $40 for completing the assessment or $60 for completing the 

assessment and interview. The prototype was administered in four different classes at a medium-

sized, public, 4-year institution in the northeastern region of the United States. This HEI hosts 

both bachelor’s and master’s degree programs and is primarily residential. 

As seen in Table 1, just over half of the students were female, and the majority were 

White students who spoke English as a first language. Students were mostly full-time, 

nontransfer students. Approximately one quarter of the students in the sample were freshmen, 

and half were classified as seniors. Approximately half of students in the sample were business 

majors, 42% were natural science majors, and 10% were social science or “other” majors. 

Structured interview protocol and sample. Structured interviews were collected in 

tandem with the test administration. In the beginning of the testing session, students were 

randomly selected to participate in the interviews with consideration for gender and racial 

background. To complete the interviews, students were instructed to raise their hands each time 

they came to a “clock-stop” in the test. These clock-stops were used to collect timing data at the 

end of each test section (e.g., after completing 10 CK items). When students raised their hands, 
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proctors would ask a series of questions specific to that section of the test. Students participating 

in the structured interviews completed the assessment and interview in a separate space from 

where the assessments were being administered. Students were seated far enough away from 

each other so that students could not hear the other interview responses. The structured interview 

protocol for Prototype I is included in Appendix A. We had different concerns for the two 

sections of the assessment. Because the civic competency items were intended to measure 

knowledge and skills, the main concerns centered around perceived specificity and difficulty of 

test items and whether items tapped forgotten high school knowledge. Additionally, because the 

civic engagement items were intended to capture self-reported motivations, attitudes, efficacy, 

democratic norms and values, and participation in civic-related activities, we were interested in 

issues of social desirability and if there were items that seemed to have an obvious right answer. 

Table 1. Student Demographics 
Descriptive Prototype I Interviews I Prototype II Interviews II 

N 100 9 1044 14 
Female (%) 56 56 64 50 
White (%) 87 67 56 64 
Native English speaker (%) 96 100 72 71 
Full time (%) 96 100 99 100 
Not a transfer (%) 64 89 90 86 
Credit hours     

<30 (freshmen; %) 25 33 66 50 
31–60 (sophomores; %) 8 11 16 14 
61–90 (juniors; %) 16 0 4 7 
>90 (seniors; %) 50 56 13 29 

College majora     
Business (%) 48 44 9 7b 
Social science (%) 6 11 12 14 
Natural science (%) 42 44 70 86 
Humanities (%) 0 0 5 0 
Other (%) 4 0 2 7 

aThree percent of students in Prototype II did not report their college majors. bPercentages do not total to 100% as 
students reporting double majors (i.e., business/engineering) are reported in both categories. 

In terms of the structured interview sample, more than half of the participants were 

female, most were White and nontransfer students, and all were native English speakers and full-

time students (see Table 1). One third of the sample were freshmen, and slightly more than half 

were seniors. Two students reported their college majors as biological or biomedical science, two 

students were health and medical science majors, and two students reported being marketing 

majors. The remaining three students reported accounting, business, and political science as their 

majors, respectively. 



K. C. Roohr et al. Developing HEIghten Civic Competency and Engagement 

ETS RM-18-04    8 

Prototype Analyses 

Timing data. For both prototypes, clock-stops provided timing data for each section of 

the assessment. Students were asked to record their start and finish times. The difference 

between those times indicated the amount of time it took to complete that particular section. 

Descriptive statistics were calculated for each section, including the mean, median, and standard 

deviation. We also calculated the approximate mean time per item based on the number of items 

that appeared in each section. 

Item analyses. To complete the item analyses for the civic competency section we 

evaluated both item difficulty and item discrimination using classical test theory (CTT) methods 

due to the small sample size and because we intended to use CTT methods for the operational 

test forms. All civic competency items were scored dichotomously (0 = incorrect, 1 = correct). 

Item difficulty (p-value) was evaluated by calculating the proportion of students who got the 

item correct. A p-value of 0 indicated that no students got the item correct (i.e., the item was 

miskeyed or very difficult for students), and a p-value of 1 indicated that all students got the item 

correct (i.e., the item was very easy). Item discrimination was calculated using a point-biserial 

correlation to see whether the item discriminated between students with high and low 

performance. Negatively discriminating items are of concern because they suggest that test 

takers with lower performance are more likely to get the item correct as compared to high-

performing test takers (Allen & Yen, 1979). 

For the civic engagement items, we evaluated the proportion of students for each 

response option (e.g., the percentage of students selecting “strongly agree”). We also calculated a 

total score for civic engagement. Because all of the MAE items were Likert-type items, scores on 

each item ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). DNV items were situational-

judgment items or grid items and were therefore coded as 0/1 or 0/1/2, depending on the item. 

Items coded 0/1 had response options such as “Likely” or “Unlikely,” and items coded 0/1/2 had 

response options such as “Appropriate,” “Inappropriate,” or “Requires Further Information.” 

Weights for each response were determined by test developers prior to the prototype 

administration. PA items were all Likert-type items and also had item scores ranging from 1 to 4. 

On the basis of these weights, a total of 64 points were available for this section of the 

assessment: 22 points for MAE, 10 for DNV, and 32 for PA. 
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Reliability and subarea correlations. Reliability estimates were calculated for civic 

competency, civic engagement, and each subarea using coefficient alpha. Additionally, Pearson 

correlations were evaluated across subareas. Looking at the correlations across subareas allowed 

us to evaluate whether subareas were related or distinct from each other. For instance, we 

expected CK and CS to be related because both subareas were measuring civic competency; 

however, if they were very highly correlated, they may not be measuring two distinct subareas. 

Total score for civic competency was the number correct. For civic engagement, total score was 

calculated by adding up the various item responses (see description from previous section). In 

addition to calculating the observed correlations, we also calculated the disattenuated 

correlations (i.e., true-score correlations) to account for measurement error in the test scores: 

xy
x y

xx yy

r
r

r r′ ′ = ,  (1) 

where rx′y′ is the true-score correlation, rxy is the correlation between the two subareas, and rxx and 

ryy are the individual-level reliability estimates for each subarea. 

Results 

Timing data. Results indicated that total testing time was an average of 22 minutes: The 

civic competency section took students approximately 15 minutes and the civic engagement 

section took students approximately 7 minutes (see Table 2). It was expected that the civic 

competency section would take longer given the item types in that section of the test (e.g., 

multiple-choice, situational judgment). It was also expected that the Likert-type items on the 

civic engagement section would be the fastest to complete because they were based on student 

opinions, whereas the civic competency items were based on students’ cognitive ability, such as 

their knowledge about a topic or their ability to analyze a situation. That is, civic competency 

items had a right or wrong response, resulting in longer processing time on an item to find the 

correct response. 
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Table 2. Timing Data for Prototype I 

Section No. items Min. Max. M SD 
Mean time per item 

(s) 
Civic competency 20 5 27 15 3 45 

CK 10 3 15 8 2 48 
CS 10 3 13 7 1 42 

Civic engagement 24 2 14 7 1 18 
MAE  6 <1 4 1 0 10 
DNV  10 <1 11 3 1 18 
PA  8 1 5 1 0 8 

Total time 44 7 34 22 4 30 

Note. Minimum, maximum, mean, and standard deviation data are measured in minutes. Results do not include the 
nine students who participated in the structured interviews. Total time was 1 minute longer when including the 
structured interview timing data. CK = civic knowledge; CS = civic skills; MAE = motivations, attitudes, and 
efficacy; DNV = democratic norms and values; PA = participation and activities. 

Item analyses. Results showed that of a possible 20 points on the civic competency 

section, the mean score was 11.89 (SD = 2.87), meaning that on average, students got 59% of the 

items correct. Item difficulty ranged from .08 to .91, with CS items being generally easier for 

students than CK items (see Table 3). Across individual test items, there were three items that 

fewer than 25% of students answered correctly. Of these items, one was a multiple-selection 

multiple-choice item where students thought there were three correct responses instead of two. 

There was also a single-selection multiple-choice item where the majority of students (56%) 

selected the wrong distractor and an underlining item where few students underlined the correct 

phrase. There were seven items that more than 80% of students answered correctly. 

Table 3. Civic Competency Item Difficulty (p-value) for Prototype I 
Section No. items Min. Max. M SD 

Civic competency 20 .08 .91 .59 .27 
CK 10 .08 .87 .50 .30 
CS 10 .31 .91 .69 .22 

Note. CK = civic knowledge; CS = civic skills. 
 

Mean item discrimination for the civic competency section was .22 (see Table 4). CS 

items were slightly more discriminating than CK items, meaning the CS items were better able to 

distinguish high-performing test takers from test takers with low performance. One CS item had 

a negative item discrimination of −.08 and was further examined. That particular item was a grid 

item asking test takers to distinguish fact from opinion. Upon further analysis, many students 

determined that the statement was an opinion, but it was supposed to be a fact. The p-value for 
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this negatively discriminating item was .35, and almost half the students (47%) selected the 

distractor “Fact, Opinion” instead of the correct response “Fact, Fact.” Thus it was determined 

that the wording was ambiguous and needed to be revised. 

Table 4. Civic Competency Item Discrimination (Point-Biserial) for Prototype I 
Section No. items Min. Max. M SD 

Civic competency 20 −.08 .49 .22 .14 
CK 10 .07 .38 .18 .10 
CS 10 −.08 .49 .26 .16 

Note. CK = civic knowledge; CS = civic skills. 
 

For civic engagement, students scored a mean of 38.08 (SD = 3.84) out of a possible 64 

score points for a mean of 60%. Among the subareas, mean performance was 70%, 61%, and 

52% for the MAE, DNV, and PA items, respectively. These results indicated that in more than 

half the sample, students had high levels of MAE and DNV, and more than half the sample 

participated in the listed activities. For the MAE questions, students responded to these Likert-

type items as expected (e.g., items where we thought more students would agree showed more 

students agreeing or strongly agreeing with the statement). For the DNV questions, six of the 10 

items showed more than 70% of students responding to the anticipated “correct” answer (e.g., on 

an item where the responses were “Appropriate,” “Inappropriate,” or “Requires Further 

Information,” 90% of the students indicated that the statement was inappropriate, which was the 

expected response). Interestingly, for the PA items, there were four items for which more than 

94% of students indicated that they had not participated in that activity (response options 

included (a) “No,” (b) “Yes, but not within the last year,” (c) “Yes, within the last year,” and (d) 

“Yes, within the last six months”), and another item for which 64% of students indicated they 

had not participated in that activity. The structured interview results provided more insight into 

some of these item-level trends. 

Reliability. Results showed a reliability estimate of .61 using coefficient alpha for civic 

competency (20 items). For the subareas of CK (10 items) and CS (10 items), reliability 

estimates were very low, at .39 and .52, respectively. For civic engagement, reliability estimates 

were also very low for total score and across subareas. Overall reliability was .37 (24 items). For 

subareas, reliability estimates were .35, .41, and .34 for MAE (6 items), DNV (10 items), and PA 

(8 items), respectively. 
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Correlations across subareas. Table 5 shows the observed and true-score correlations 

across the five assessed subareas. Results showed a statistically significant true-score correlation 

of .87 between CK and CS. CK and CS were also statistically significantly correlated with DNV 

with true-score correlations of .83 and .91, respectively. MAE and PA items showed a significant 

true-score correlation of .61. 

Table 5. True-Score (Disattenuated) and Observed Correlations Across Subareas for 

Prototype I 
Subarea (1) CK (2) CS (3) MAE (4) DNV (5) PA 

(1) CK 1.00 .87 (.39**) −.32 (−.12) .83 (.33**) .44 (.16) 
(2) CS  1.00 −.16 (−.07) .91 (.42**) .30 (.13) 
(3) MAE    1.00 −.50 (−.19) .61 (.23*) 
(4) DNV    1.00 .16 (.06) 
(5) PA     1.00 

Note. Observed correlations are in parentheses. CK = civic knowledge; CS = civic skills; MAE = motivations, 
attitudes, and efficacy; DNV = democratic norms and values; PA = participation and activities. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. 

Discussion and Recommendations 

Adding more items. Timing data results suggested that more items could be added to the 

assessment moving forward. Results indicated that it took students, on average, 22 minutes to 

complete the assessment. Because students will be given a total of 45 minutes to complete this 

assessment, it is possible to increase the number of items, which will allow for more content to 

be covered on the assessment on an individual test form. To determine the number of items to 

add, we looked at the mean response time per item (45 seconds for civic competency items and 

18 seconds for civic engagement items) and the current construct coverage on the assessment by 

looking at the test blueprint. Using this information, we recommended increasing the civic 

competency section by four items (adding two CK and two CS items), which we estimated 

would add 3 minutes to the total testing time. We also suggested doubling the number of civic 

engagement items, adding approximately 7 minutes to the total testing time. Given that we do 

not want speededness to be of concern, this change will increase the mean testing time to 32 

minutes for the assessment but leaves room for students who may need more time to complete 

the assessment. 

The other added benefit to increasing the test items is that it could increase the reliability 

estimates. The reliability estimates for this prototype were quite low, which could be due to the 

small sample size or due to multidimensionality, especially for the civic engagement section of 
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the assessment, where a low true-score correlation of .16 was found between the DNV and PA 

items. Additionally, the MAE and DNV items showed a negative true-score correlation of −.50. 

These correlations could suggest that MAE, DNV, and PA items are distinct from each other and 

should be treated as separate dimensions. 

Using the cognitive interviews to inform future item development. Item analyses and 

results from the structured interviews provide important insight into future item development. 

For the civic competency items, it was clear that some items were more difficult for students. For 

instance, students in the structured interviews revealed that some of the civic competency items 

were difficult because they could not remember the government or history courses that they took 

in high school, where they had previously learned the information. This in and of itself suggested 

that students may not be learning this type of information in their college courses, thus making 

the assessment more difficult for students. Students also indicated that the language in some of 

the questions requiring them to analyze a historical document was difficult. It is important to 

note, however, that we had one political science major in the sample who indicated in his 

structured interview that the CK portion of the assessment was easy for him, so this assessment 

might be easier for students who enroll as political science or history majors in college, which is 

to be expected. It may be informative for future research to explore the benefits of all students 

taking a political science course, including exploring whether those students receive higher 

scores on this assessment. 

Item-level analyses also revealed questions with obvious answers, especially situational-

judgment items. As a result, moving forward we need to make sure there are plausible distractors 

for these item types. New distractors for these items were tested in Prototype II. Additionally, 

results from the structured interviews indicated that questions involving political groups (e.g., 

Democrats, Republicans) could elicit strong feelings from students, suggesting that we remove 

these types of items from future versions of the assessment. Lastly, results suggested that 

students overall liked the different item types and felt as though they made the assessment more 

interesting. 

Item-level results for civic engagement suggested that we should consider phrasing when 

asking about voting participation. Many students in the structured interviews indicated that they 

had not had the chance to vote due to their age. Students also indicated that the DNV questions 

were not really opinion-based questions but instead seemed to have a right or wrong answer. 
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Especially regarding a question about jury duty, students reported feeling influenced by “social 

norms” and the expectation that serving on a jury is part of one’s “civic duty,” so they “felt an 

obligation to answer [a certain way].” This helped to explain why we were seeing a moderate 

correlation with the civic competency scores and suggested that we may need to find different 

item types to measure this particular subarea to make it distinct from the measurement of CK and 

CS. New item formats for the DNV items were therefore explored for Prototype II. Item-level 

results also revealed that very few students participated in the activities within the PA section. 

We deduced that this section did not accurately represent the types of activities that students 

actually participated in and developed a survey designed to capture more relevant information. 

The results of this survey were used to inform the revision of the PA section for Prototype II. 

Part 2: Civic Participation Survey 

To better understand the civic participation of the target population, we developed a 

survey with a list of 110 possible civic, political, and engagement activities in which college 

students may participate or engage. We instructed students simply to check all that applied to 

them. Students were asked about activities or groups they participated in, belonged to, 

volunteered for, organized, and discussed. Students were also asked about whether they 

frequently participated in everyday activities, such as listening to the news; had ever given 

money to a local cause; or had ever raised awareness about issues locally, statewide, nationwide, 

or globally. Finally, students were asked about whether they worked with various interest groups 

and voted in elections. In addition to these simple “check all that apply” items, students were 

asked five open-ended questions about how they demonstrate concern for issues, what impact 

they hope to have, what limits their participation, and what actions they would take if they had 

more money or time. 

A total of 103 current college students from around the country completed the survey 

during January and February 2016. These participants were recruited through social media and 

Amazon Mechanical Turk. Of the 102 who reported their institutions, 11 students reported that 

they attended a 2-year college, and the remainder reported that they attended a 4-year college, 

ranging in selectivity from nonselective to Ivy League institutions, including private and public 

institutions, representing 31 states and one non-U.S. country. 

Of the 110 possible activities, results showed that there were 25 activities in which more 

than 50% of the sample reported having participated. An additional 40 activities were selected by 
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more than 25% of the sample. Table 6 contains a list of the 20 most commonly reported 

activities. When asked what they felt limited their ability to be socially/politically/civically 

active, 62% of students responded that they did not have enough time, 45% responded that they 

did not have enough money, 26% responded that they did not know enough about the issues, and 

9% responded that they did not care. Using these results, we refined the list of activities for the 

civic participation section for the second prototype assessment administration. 

Table 6. Top 20 Results From the Civic Participation Survey 
Question Count % 

Have you ever discussed local or campus issues with others? 89 86.41 
Have you ever discussed political problems with friends? 85 82.52 
Have you ever raised awareness about national issues by posting articles (stories) on social 
media? 75 72.82 
Have you ever discussed national issues with others? 73 70.87 
Do you frequently read articles (stories) in the newspaper (print or online) about what is 
happening in this country? 73 70.87 
Have you ever raised awareness of a political issue or problem in the community by posting 
articles (stories) on social media? 72 69.90 
Have you ever informed yourself about national issues? 71 68.93 
Have you voted in a national general election? 70 67.96 
Do you frequently read articles (stories) in the newspaper (print or online) about what is 
happening locally or statewide? 69 66.99 
Have you ever informed yourself about state issues? 69 66.99 
Have you ever discussed state issues with others? 66 64.08 
Do you frequently read articles (stories) in the newspaper (print or online) about what is 
happening in other countries? 65 63.11 
Have you ever informed yourself about global issues? 65 63.11 
Have you ever raised awareness about global issues by posting articles (stories) on social 
media? 65 63.11 
Have you ever raised awareness about state issues by posting articles (stories) on social media? 64 62.14 
Have you voted in a national primary election? 64 62.14 
Have you voted in a local election? 63 61.17 
Have you ever participated in activities to improve community or society? 62 60.19 
Have you ever informed yourself about local or campus issues? 62 60.19 
Have you ever raised awareness about local or campus issues by posting articles (stories) on 
social media? 62 60.19 

Part 3: Prototype II 

Method 

Instruments. Similar to the first prototype administration, the second prototype, 

administered in March 2016, used only one paper-and-pencil form. Based on the results from 

Prototype I, the test form for Prototype II contained 24 civic competency items (divided into 12 

CK and 12 CS items) and 50 civic engagement items (divided into 15 MAE, 15 DNV, and 20 PA 

items). This prototype was linked with another prototype assessment on intercultural 
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competency, and participants were asked to complete both assessments. Students were randomly 

administered either the CCE assessment or the intercultural competency assessment first to avoid 

potential fatigue and order effects. The intercultural competency assessment contained either 45 

or 46 items, depending on the form, and was expected to take no longer than 45 minutes. Based 

on timing data from Prototype I, we believed that students would have ample time to complete 

both assessments without any speededness effects. 

For Prototype II, there were both modified items based on results from Prototype I and 

completely new items. The civic competency section included single- and multiple-selection 

multiple-choice, grid, and situational-judgment items. This section had the largest number of 

modified items. These items were modified in terms of the distractors used (e.g., based on the 

results from Prototype I, there were some implausible distractors, so these distractors were 

modified). Items were also modified in terms of instructions to see if more cued instructions 

impacted item difficulty. For instance, instead of item directions to “select all that apply,” 

students were asked or cued to “circle two of the following.” Multiple-selection multiple-choice 

items with cued instructions have been shown to perform as well as single-selection items, which 

are traditionally recommended by item writers (Thayn, 2011). 

The civic engagement section of the assessment included all new items. In the first 

prototype, students in the structured interviews had indicated that the DNV items did not appear 

to be opinion-based questions. As a result, we explored completely new item formats for these 

items. Specifically, item types for the MAE and DNV sections included seven scenarios 

followed by Likert-type items (i.e., scenario-based items), stand-alone Likert-type items, and 

justification items. The civic participation survey that was conducted after Prototype I was used 

to assist with the development of new PA items. Similar to Prototype I, total testing time was 

expected to take no more than 45 minutes. Students were also asked to fill out the BIQ and 

posttest surveys. 

Participants. A total of 104 students participated in this prototype administration, with 

14 students completing structured interviews. The prototype was conducted at two universities. 

Of the 104 students who participated, 30 students were from a private urban 4-year 

doctoral/research university in the southeastern region of the United States (of which four 

participated in structured interviews), and 74 students were from a private urban 4-year research 

university in the northeastern United States (of which 10 participated in structured interviews). 
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At the first institution, students completed the assessment in a conference room in the campus 

library and were compensated with $25 ($40 for structured interview participants) virtual gift 

cards. At the second institution, students completed the assessment in a large campus auditorium 

and were compensated with pizza and extra credit. Incentives were determined by institutional 

partners, and students were blind to these differential compensation structures, so we do not 

believe this had any effect on the results. Students participating in structured interviews were 

again seated far enough away from each other so that they could not hear other interview 

responses. 

As seen in Table 1, the majority of the sample comprised female, full-time, nontransfer 

students who spoke English as a first language. Slightly more than half of the sample was White. 

The majority of the sample included freshman students in natural science majors. 

Structured interview sample and protocol. In the structured interview sample for 

Prototype II, there was an even split by gender, and the majority were White, native English-

speaking nontransfer students (see Table 1). All were full-time students. Half were freshmen, and 

almost one third were seniors. Five students reported their major as engineering, four reported 

majoring in biological or biomedical science, and two students were education majors. One 

student reported a math major, and two students reported double majors: 

physics/interdisciplinary studies and business/engineering. The same procedures used in 

Prototype I were used here, but with was some modification in the structured interview 

questions, especially in regard to the formatting and accessibility of specific items. These 

questions can be found in Appendix B. 

Results 

Timing data. The Prototype II assessment had 30 more items than Prototype I: four more 

civic competency items and 26 more civic engagement items. Timing data results revealed that 

the civic competency section took a mean of 15 minutes to complete, and the civic engagement 

section took a mean of 10 minutes, for a total mean testing time of 26 minutes. Although these 

results were very similar to those from Prototype I, the standard deviation was larger and the 

range of time was longer for students, ranging from 12 to 48 minutes. Median response time was 

identical to the mean results (Table 7). As shown in Figure 1, when evaluating the distribution of 

total time across students, the distribution was fairly normal. 
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Table 7. Timing Data for Prototype II 

Section 
No. 

items Min. Max. M SD 
Mean time per 

item (s) 
Civic competency 24 6 30 15 5 45 

CK 12 2 14 7 2 35 
CS 12 3 17 8 3 40 

Civic engagement 50 4 22 10 2 12 
MAE 15 <1 8 3 1 12 
DNV 15 <1 8 3 1 12 
PA 20 1 15 3 1 9 

Total time 74 12 48 26 7 21 

Note. Minimum, maximum, mean, and standard deviation data are measured in minutes. Results included all 
students, including those who participated in the structured interviews. Timing data were more accurately recorded 
for the structured interviews on Prototype II, removing time it took students to answer interview questions. CK = 
civic knowledge; CS = civic skills; MAE = motivations, attitudes, and efficacy; DNV = democratic norms and 
values; PA = participation and activities. 

 

Figure 1. Histogram of total testing time for Prototype II. 
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Item analyses. Results for Prototype II (see Tables 8 and 9) showed that of a possible 25 

points on the civic competency section, the mean score was 14.25 (SD = 3.96), meaning that on 

average, students got 59% of the items correct: similar to the result found in Prototype I. As 

shown in Table 8, item difficulty ranged from .08 to .92. Five items (two CK and three CS) had 

p-values over .75, and only 1 item had a p-value less than .30. For the CK item with a p-value of 

.08, we determined that there was in fact another plausible distractor and that the item needed to 

be rewritten. Item discrimination ranged from .01 to .50, with a mean of .26 (Table 9). As 

compared to Prototype I, items were more discriminating, on average. Similar to Prototype I, CS 

items were slightly more discriminating than CK items. No items showed negative 

discrimination. When looking at the modified items from Prototype I, all items that had more 

detailed instructions (e.g., “Check TWO of the following”) showed increased p-values. One 

identical item showed the same p-value but slightly lower discrimination (discrimination values 

of .38–.29) across the two prototypes. 

Table 8. Civic Competency Item Difficulty (p-value) for Prototype II 
Section No. items Min. Max. M SD 

Civic competency 24 .08 .92 .59 .19 
CK 12 .08 .80 .57 .21 
CS 12 .38 .92 .62 .18 

Note. CK = civic knowledge; CS = civic skills. 
 

Table 9. Civic Competency Item Discrimination (Point-Biserial) for Prototype II 
Section No. items Min. Max. M SD 

Civic competency 24 .01 .50 .26 .11 
CK 12 .10 .36 .24 .10 
CS 12 .01 .50 .28 .13 

Note. CK = civic knowledge; CS = civic skills. 
 

For the civic engagement section, students scored a mean of 132.73 (SD = 11.74) out of a 

total 200 score points (four response options times 50 items), meaning that students reported a 

civic engagement level around 67%. Among the subareas, mean performance was 74%, 74%, 

and 55% across MAE, DNV, and PA, respectively. Overall, results revealed that the new 

scenario-based items for the MAE and DNV questions functioned as expected; for the items on 

which we anticipated that students would agree, students tended to agree, and items that were 

reverse-coded (i.e., where we expected students to disagree) also functioned as intended. Across 
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test items, the majority of students stayed away from extreme responses (e.g., strongly agree). 

One item had a fairly equal split between disagreeing and agreeing, which was likely due to the 

fact that the item was double-barreled (i.e., covered two different concepts). PA items in 

Prototype II functioned much better than those in Prototype I with a larger distribution of student 

responses across items. This suggested that these new PA items were more representative of the 

types of activities in which college students typically participate. 

Reliability. Results showed that the reliability estimates for Prototype II were higher than 

they were for Prototype I. For civic competency, the reliability estimate (coefficient alpha) based 

on 24 items was .71. For the subareas, reliability was lower, with estimates of .54 (12 items) and 

.63 (12 items) for CK and CS, respectively. The reliability estimate for civic engagement based 

on 50 items was .77. MAE and DNV estimates were much lower at .52 (15 items) and .43 (15 

items), respectively. If we combine these two subareas, however, the reliability estimate 

increased to .67. The reliability estimated for the 20 PA items was .77. 

Correlations across subareas. Table 10 shows the true-score and observed correlations 

across the five assessed subareas. Results showed a significant true-score correlation of .79 

between CK and CS items, which was slightly lower than for Prototype I. A high true-score 

correlation of .90 was also found between CS and DNV questions. MAE and DNV items 

correlated the highest, with a true-score correlation greater than 1.00. PA items did not have any 

significant relationships with any other section of the assessment and showed small true-score 

correlations of .36 and .30 with MAE and DNV items, respectively. 

Table 10. True-Score (Disattenuated) and Observed Correlations Across Subareas for 

Prototype II  
Subarea (1) CK (2) CS (3) MAE (4) DNV (5) PA 

(1) CK 1.00 .79 (.46**) .38 (.20*) .35 (.17) −.17 (−.11) 
(2) CS  1.00 .66 (.38**) .90 (.47**) .01 (.003) 
(3) MAE   1.00 >1.00 (.59**) .36 (.17) 
(4) DNV    1.00 .30 (.17) 
(5) PA     1.00 

Note. Observed correlations are in parentheses. CK = civic knowledge; CS = civic skills; MAE = motivations, 
attitudes, and efficacy; DNV = democratic norms and values; PA = participation and activities. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. 

Structured interviews. Similar to Prototype I, the structured interviews provided helpful 

information regarding the text content and item presentation. Students expressed some difficulty 

with vocabulary in the test (e.g., gerrymandering, bicameralism, authoritarian) and with the older 
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language in texts such as the Federalist Papers and the U.S. Constitution. Students reported that 

they enjoyed the scenario-based items, felt that they were relatable, and that they did not seem to 

have a right answer (i.e., they were opinion based). It was clear from student comments that 

issues related to voting and elections felt particularly salient at this time, in the spring of the 2016 

U.S. presidential election, which raises questions regarding students’ awareness and engagement 

in these issues during other parts of the election cycle. Several students reported that a question 

asking about ways in which the United States is different from other developed countries stood 

out because it was “something that’s been talked about a lot recently, especially with the political 

races right now.” Students reported that questions on the PA section encouraged them to think 

critically about the extent to which they had participated in civic and political action, perhaps a 

side benefit to this assessment. One student shared, “In high school I used to participate in 

[activities to improve your campus or local community] all the time, and since I started college I 

haven’t, but in answering this I realized that I haven’t so that made me want to change.” In 

general, students reported that they enjoyed the test, appreciated the invitation to reflect on their 

civic values, and were not inclined to fake answers on this assessment. 

Discussion and Recommendations 

For civic engagement, reliability for the combined MAE and DNV areas was .67, and 

reliability for the PA items was .77. Additionally, the true-score correlation between MAE and 

DNV items was greater than 1.00. Given these results, we suggested combining MAE and DNV 

into one civic attitudes score when reporting results; however, this decision will need to be 

further confirmed using factor analysis with a larger sample. Results also showed that PA scores 

had no statistically significant relationships with any other areas. These results are consistent 

with ACTA’s (2016) recent report where the authors stated that although community service 

programs (i.e., programs where students are actively participating in civic-related activities) are 

useful, “They give students little insight into how our system of government works and what 

roles they must fill as citizens of a democratic republic” (p. 1). Additionally, after a discussion 

with the HEIs that participated in the prototypes, it was decided that reporting PA items as 

frequencies rather than as an overall score may be more useful for institutions using these results 

for institutional change. Reporting frequencies could allow the institution to obtain detailed 

information about the context of student participation (e.g., on campus, locally, nationally, 

internationally) and the regularity of these activities (e.g., always, sometimes, never). 
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In discussions with partner institutions about the results of these prototypes, we identified 

the significant role that socioeconomic status plays in students’ access to civic participation and 

service. This was echoed by institutional research administrators at a recent Campus Compact 

meeting (personal communication, September 19, 2016) in which institutions indicated that first-

generation college student status was an important factor in civic participation for their students. 

Similarly, in our civic participation survey, 45% of students also indicated that their participation 

in activities was impacted by their financial status. These results point to the importance of 

capturing this background variable, and other background variables, when administering 

HEIghten CCE. Capturing a proxy of socioeconomic status will allow institutions and 

researchers to further investigate this impact on student performance and levels of engagement. 

Next Steps 

These prototypes were intended to serve as a preliminary understanding of the test items 

and assessment structure using the item statistics and structured interview results to make 

adjustments to the items for the pilot administration with a larger, more representative sample. 

Given the small sample size in these prototype administrations, and thus the possibility of large 

standard errors, it is not appropriate to make modifications to future versions of this assessment 

based on these samples. These prototypes were intended to provide us with enough information 

to assemble the test forms for the pilot, in which a larger scope test administration on the 

computer took place. Moving forward, in addition to including a larger sample of students and 

administering the assessment on the computer, it will also be critical to include a more diverse 

sample in terms of race/ethnicity and college major. 

Pilot and Field Test Administrations 

The next steps for the HEIghten CCE assessment included the pilot administration. This 

pilot administration took place in early Spring 2017 with approximately 1,800 students across 38 

U.S. HEIs. The pilot administration was intended to replicate a real test administration. The pilot 

administration yielded item analysis results to inform the development of operational test forms. 

Before the assessment became operational in January 2018, a field test also took place in Fall 

2017 to inform standard setting and equating of scores. 

The pilot and field test results provided us with preliminary data to evaluate fairness 

issues, identify possible unintended consequences, and collect validity evidence to support test 
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score use. In terms of fairness, we evaluated whether there were subgroup differences on test 

performance or on attitudinal and engagement levels. Specifically, we intend to further assess the 

role that socioeconomic status plays in civic engagement. We also intend to consider how access 

to various activities may be different for students with different racial or ethnic backgrounds. For 

instance, Kahne and Middaugh (2008) noted that although some research has documented the 

civic knowledge and skills gap across various subgroups, minimal research has focused on equal 

access to civic learning opportunities. 

Torney-Purta et al. (2015) noted that although there are a considerable number of existing 

civic-related assessments in higher education, many of them lack strong validity evidence. As a 

result, it is critical to evaluate various sources of validity evidence upon receiving additional data 

for HEIghten CCE. For instance, we evaluated relations with external criteria by comparing 

performance to performance on the Advanced Placement® U.S. History or U.S. Government 

examination. We also looked at the relationship with performance in a service learning course or 

with the number of collegiate activities that contribute to a student’s civic knowledge, skills, or 

engagement. Building on this study, we should also consider conducting cognitive think-aloud 

interviews with students to evaluate evidence based on response processes.  

An additional critical source of validity evidence is based on test consequences, allowing 

us to investigate and identify possible unintended consequences. Some possible unintended 

consequences may be observed if performance is compared across a year when a presidential 

election took place versus a year when an election did not take place. Students may be more 

engaged in civic and political activities during election years, which could impact the levels of 

engagement reported on the assessment. Another unintended consequence would be improper 

sampling of students to investigate the overall institutional performance and levels of 

engagement. If an institution were to oversample political science or history majors, that could 

greatly impact average performance for that institution. That said, if an institution is particularly 

interested in that population, then oversampling would address that research question. The issue 

arises when claims are made on the entire student population by a nonrepresentative sample. 

Additional unintended consequences will be further identified as we collaborate more with 

institutions. 
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Conclusions 

This study focused on the first two phases of test development for HEIghten CCE to 

evaluate the viability of new item types and to provide preliminary information about the overall 

structure of the test forms. Specifically, we evaluated timing data and construct coverage to 

determine how many items to include, new item formats, and what scores we may want to 

consider reporting at the group level and to individual test takers. We also conducted structured 

interviews to evaluate student perceptions of the individual items and the overall assessment. The 

next phases of test development included evaluating new test forms for pilot and field tests 

before the assessment became operational. The pilot and field tests were much larger in scale and 

replicated the exact setting of how these assessments are administered operationally (i.e., forms 

are administered on the computer with the 45-minute time period). 

Although this study focused on one particular assessment, we followed the test 

development guidelines listed in the Standards (AERA, APA, & NCME, 2014) and 

demonstrated the iterative process of developing an assessment focusing on two key aspects of 

civic learning: civic competency and civic engagement. This assessment captures multiple 

aspects of civic learning, including knowledge, skills, attitudes, and engagement (Torney-Purta 

et al., 2015). This research memorandum demonstrated how two prototype studies and a survey 

could be utilized to refine the assessment structure, item formats, and test blueprint. 
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Appendix A. Prototype I Structured Interview Questions 

Twenty Civic Competency Items 

Students will take the 10 civic knowledge items and will then be asked the following four 

questions. This same procedure will be taken for the 10 civic skills items. 

“We are interested in the way that you and your peers interpret the questions we’ve 

developed. Please answer the questions in the following section, and then I will ask you some 

questions about the items you answered.” 

1. “Were there any questions that stood out as you were taking this section of the test?” 

a. Follow-up: Please describe. Why? In what way(s) did the question(s) stand out? 

2. “Were there any questions that you had trouble answering?” 

a. Follow-up: Please explain/why? 

3. “Were there any questions that you thought were overly specific?” 

a. Follow-up: Please elaborate/describe. 

4. “Were there any questions that elicited strong feelings?” 

a. Follow-up: Please elaborate/describe. 

Sixteen Civic Engagement Items 

Three sections: (a) motivations, attitudes, and efficacy (six Likert-type or multiple-

selection, multiple-choice items[MSMC]); (b) democratic norms and values (four situational-

judgment items in a set); and (c) participation and activities (six Likert-type or MSMC items). 

Major concerns: faking. 

1. “Were there any questions that stood out as you were taking this section of the test?” 

a. Follow-up: Please describe. Why? In what way(s) did the question(s) stand out? 

2. “Were there any questions where you felt like there was an obvious right answer or a more 

right answer?” 

a. Follow-up: Please explain/did you decide to choose that response or did you 

respond based on your own experiences? 

3. “If this section had counted for something—for a class grade or credit—would you have 

answered differently?” 

a. Follow-up: Please describe. If no, why not? If yes, how so? 
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Appendix B. Prototype II Structured Interview Questions 

Twenty-Four Civic Competency Items 

Major concerns: political bias, content that would only be known to some. Students will 

take the 12 civic knowledge items and will then be asked the following four questions. This same 

procedure will be taken for the 12 civic skills items. 

“We are interested in the way that you and your peers interpret the questions we’ve 

developed. Please answer the questions in the following section, and then I will ask you some 

questions about the items you answered.” 

1. “Were there any questions that stood out as you were taking this section of the test?” 

a. Follow-up: Please describe. Why? In what way(s) did the question(s) stand out? 

2. “Were there any questions that you had trouble answering?” 

a. Follow-up: Please explain/why? 

3. “Were there any questions that you thought were overly specific?” 

a. Follow-up: Please elaborate/describe. 

4. “Were there any questions that elicited strong feelings?” 

a. Follow-up: Please elaborate/describe. 

Specific Question Prompts 

1. Question 14: Was it clear/easy to read? Was it difficult to navigate the question? 

2. Questions 16–18 (situational judgment tests [SJTs]): 

a. What did you think of these scenario questions? Stood out? Easy/difficult? 

b. Did you find the scenarios interesting? 

c. Is there anything you would change about the scenario? 

d. Did you feel like you could relate to the scenario? 

Fifty Civic Engagement Items 

Three sections: (a) motivations, attitudes, and efficacy (15 scenario-based Likert-type 

items); (b) democratic norms and values (15 scenario-based Likert-type items); and (c) 

participation and activities (20 Likert-type items). Major concerns: faking. 

Questions for Sections 1 and 2 

1. Were there any questions that stood out as you were taking this section of the test? 
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a. Follow-up: Please describe. Why? In what way(s) did the question(s) stand out? 

2. Where there any questions where you felt like there was an obvious right answer or a more 

right answer? 

a. Follow-up: Please explain/did you decide to choose that response or did you 

respond based on your own experiences? 

3. Did you find the scenarios interesting and is there anything you would change about the 

scenario? 

a. Follow-up: What specifically would you change? 

4. Did you feel as though you could relate to the scenarios and statements provided? 

a. Follow-up: Please explain. 

5. If this section had counted for something—for a class grade, for credit—would you have 

answered differently? 

a. Follow-up: Please describe. If no, why not? If yes, how so? 

Questions for Section 3 

1. Were there any questions that stood out as you were taking this section of the test? 

a. Follow-up: Please describe. Why? In what way(s) did the question(s) stand out? 

2. Where there any questions where you felt like there was an obvious right answer or a more 

right answer? 

a. Follow-up: Please explain/did you decide to choose that or response or did you 

respond based on your own experiences? 

3. If this section had counted for something—for a class grade, for credit—would you have 

answered differently? 

a. Follow-up: Please describe. If no, why not? If yes, how so? 
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Notes 
1See https://www.ets.org/heighten 

2Item difficulty was evaluated by calculating the proportion of test takers who got the item 

correct, with a value closer to 0 indicating a difficult item and a value closer to 1 indicating an 

easier item. 

3Item discrimination was evaluated using point-biserial correlations (i.e., the correlation between 

a right or wrong response and the total test score) to see whether an item discriminated 

between test takers with high and low performance. 

4Although there is some concern with socially desirable responses to Likert-type items, previous 

research has shown that faking behavior on Likert-type items for civic engagement in a low-

stakes setting for the test taker did not significantly impact group mean performance (Rios & 

Anguiano-Carrasco, 2016). 
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