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Twenty-seven multiple-choice, instructor-created classroom tests from a wide variety of college sub
jects were submitted to an iterative form of item analysis. Without exception, the tests contained large 
numbers of items that contributed little or nothing to the measurement of the test taker's knowledge. 
On average, the best one-third of items (those with the highest item-to-total score correlation coeffi
cients) from each test, discriminated among test takers as well as the whole test did. The paper pre
sents revised guidelines for conducting item analyses to improve classroom tests that call for cutting 
deeper than current published recommendations when identifying items to be replaced or rewritten. 

IMPROVING THE RELIABILITY OF 

CLASSROOM TESTS 

Teachers who create objective tests for use in 
their own classrooms may draw upon a substan
tial collection of well known test development, 
analysis, and revision practices that, if used 
thoughtfully, will produce tests that have accept
able reliability and validity. Tests and measure
ments textbooks such as Sax (1997) and 
Thorndike (1997) suggest that tests should con
sist of items that meet certain standards of clarity 
and that cover the content domain appropriately. 
Hopkins (1998) adds that, once a test has been 
carefully designed, "[item analysis] can be a 
valuable activity that can enhance the test's reli
ability and validity" (p. 255). Upon administra
tion, if the test is to be used again, the items 
should be submitted to item analysis and "weak" 
items revised or replaced. The resulting version 
of the test should be an improved test. 

This paper deals with the item analysis phase 
of classroom test development. The focus of this 
work is to bring under scrutiny what seem to be 
usual test construction practices of classroom 
teachers with the intent to see if these practices 
can be modified or refined so as to produce better 
tests. Sax (1997) states, "Devote more time to 

writing and editing items than to running the item 
analysis. Little is gained by expending all of 
one's time, energy, and resources for an item 
analysis that leaves no time to improve items or 
help students." There is much truth to this. In 
test construction, there is no substitute for well
crafted items. However, an item analysis will 
assist us greatly in identifying items that should 
be revised as well as items that should be left as 
they are. Indeed, if the 27 tests that we analyzed 
in this paper are typical of classroom tests in gen
eral, the item analysis procedures and practices 
that we are recommending to use will enhance 
the reliability of classroom tests substantially. 

When we, as classroom teachers, set out to 
create an objective test, we are able to use well
known test development practices to create a test 
that we are reasonably confident is a valid test of 
the content domain. We use pre-written items 
when they are available, modify these pre-written 
items to better sample the content as we have 
covered it in the classroom, write carefully 
crafted items when pre-written ones are unavail
able, and select or create items that cover the do
main of content appropriately. We do not expect 
our test to be perfect, but we do sufficient work 
to allow ourselves to believe that the test's con
tent validity is reasonably high. We deal with 
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