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COMPARISON OF ITEM PREEQUATING AND RANDOM GROUPS EQUATING
USING IRT AND EQUIPERCENTILE METHODS

In the item preequating design for equating alternate forms of a test,
items to be included in subsequent forms are pretested during the operational
administrations of already equated forms. Item statistics for the pretested
items are then used to equate scores on the newly constructed forms to the
scale used for reporting scores. One presumed benefit of this design is that
new forms can be equated prior to administering them intact. Thus, the item
preequating design can be used in situations, such as those that result from
test legislation, that require all items contributing to examinees' scores to
be released to the examinees. In addition, because most testing programs
pretest items, item statistics for pretested items are often readily
available. However, for the item pretesting design to produce acceptable
equating results, test items must behave similarly in pretest and operational
contexts., In particular, item position and other context effects might lead
to differences in the way items behave in these two settings and, therefore,
result in inadequate equating.

In the present study, the feasibility of using the item preequating
design to equate the ACT Assessment Mathematics test (American College Testing
Program, 1988) is investigated. The equating results from the item
preequating design are compared to the results from the operational ACT
Assessment equating design that uses randomly equivalent groups with the
operational results used as the criterion. The results from the preequating

design are also compared to "no equating."” In "no equating,"

the raw-to-

scaled score conversion table is constructed under the assumption that the
conversion table on a new form is identical to that for a given old form.

Equipercentile and three-parameter logistic item response theory (IRT)

equating methods are compared for both designs.



Eignor (1985), Eignor and Stocking (1986), and Stocking and Eignor (1986)
conducted a series of studies on the use of IRT item preequating with the
Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) (Donlon 1984). These authors concluded that
the item preequating design was inadequate for the SAT Mathematical test.

They also concluded that the problems resulted from a combination of test
multidimensionality and differences in examinee groups having a negative
effect on the IRT estimation process.

These results on the SAT suggest that item preequating might be
problematic with the ACT Mathematics test. However, the extent to which the
results from the SAT Mathematical test can be generalized to the ACT
Mathematics test is not clear, because the tests differ markedly in their
content specifications, pretest methods, and operational equating methods. 1In
addition, the multidimensionality problems that affected the IRT method used
in the SAT studies might not affect the equipercentile method that is used in
the present study. Thus, the present study provides additional research
evidence on the use of item preequating.

Method

The data used in this study were the item responses of examinees to the
ACT Assessment Mathematics test, which is a 40-item, five-alternative
multiple-choice test. The data layout for the administraﬁion of test forms is
presented in Table 1.

Six alternate forms labeled A, B, C, D, E, and F were used. In the
spiraled administrations (S1, S2, S3, and S4) forms were spiraled within each
test center, with the result being that randomly equivalent groups of
examinees were administered the alternate forms for a partfcular spiraled
administration. For example, randomly equivalent groups of examinees were

administered forms A and B in administration Sl. In the pretest



administrations Pl and P2, each examinee was administered an intact test form
along with a 20-item pretest unit administered at the end of the testing
period. Approximately 30 pretest units were spiraled in each pretest
administration, and approximately 200 examinees were administered each item.
Some of the items from these pretest units were used to construct forms E

and F.

Based on the data outlined in Table 1, form E and form F were equated to
form A using the random groups design and the item preequating design. An
equipercentile method and an IRT method were used to conduct the equating for
each design. The results of the equating process were raw-to-scaled score
conversion tables for form E and form F.

Equipercentile equating using the random groups design (ER) is the

current operational method for equating the ACT Assessment Mathematics test.
Using this method, forms E and F were equated to form A raw scores by the
equating chain of E and F to D, D to C, and C to A using data from
administrations S4, S3, and S2. All equating in this chain was conducted
using equipercentile equating and random groups. The method described by
Kolen (1984) was used to conduct the equating and smooth the equating
relationships.

Three-parameter logistic model IRT equating using the random groups

design (IR) used data from administrations sl, S2, S3, and S4. LOGIST
(Wingersky, Barton, & Lord, 1985) was run separately for each
form/administration S1, S2, S3, and S4 combination shown in Table 1. The IRT
ability (8) scale for form A in administration Sl was considered to be the
base scale, and item parameter estimates from all other forms were placed on

this scale.



The LOGIST-based item parameter estimates for forms spiraled during the
same administration were considered to be on the same IRT ability scale,
because these forms were administered to randomly equivalent groups. To
convert item parameters from one spiraled administration to another spiraled
administration, the mean and standard deviations of the IRT difficulty
parameter estimates were set equal for the form that was common to the two
administrations (e.g., form A is common to S1 and S2). The conversion
equation that resulted was used to convert the item parameter estimates from
one administration to the ability scale of the other administration. (See
Hambleton and Swaminathan, 1984, ch. 10 for the equations used to convert the
estimates.)

These procedures were used to convert form E and form F item parameter
estimates to the ability scale for form A in administration S1, based on data
from administrations S1, S2, S3, and S4. These item parameter estimates then
were used with IRT estimated true score equating (Lord, 1980) to estimate form
A raw score equivalents of form E and form F raw scores.

Data from administrations Pl and P2 were used to equate form E and form F

to form A based on equipercentile equating using the item pretest design

(EP). Classical item difficulty and discrimination indices of these items for
administration Sl were estimated. The resuiting item statistics were then
used to estimate form E and form F frequency distributions for the examinee
group in administration Sl. Finally, these estimated distributions were used
to equate form E and form F to form A based on the examinee group in Sl using
equipercentile methods.

Specifically, the item difficulties (proportion—correét) of the form E
and form F items for the group of examinees in administration S1, the base

administration, were estimated in the following manner. For item i pretested



in administration Pl, the item difficulty observed in administration Pl is
p;. The mean item difficulty for form B items in administration Pl is
P , and S is the mean item difficulty for form B in administration
P1,B S1,B
Sl., The difficulty of item i in administration Sl was estimated as
::= . -— +_ .
Pi =Py " Pp1,g " Ps1,B (1
Item difficulties pretested in administration Pl were converted in this
manner. An analogous procedure, which involved an additional level of
chaining, was followed for items pretested in administration P2.’

Next, the mean and standard deviation of the observed score distributions
for form E and form F were estimated for the group of examinees in Sl. The
mean of the form E distribution was estimated as

—_ ki
Xp = 2 P. » (2)
. i
1:E
where the summation is over form E items. The standard deviation was

estimated as

_ % * s X
S = .z [pi(l pi)] ., (3)
1:E v
where the summation is over form E items and T, is the estimated point

als
w

biserial for item i (see Lord & Novick, 1968, p. 330). For Equation 3, r, was
taken as the point biserial correlation between the item and total score on
the operational form (B or D) from administration Pl or P2, Thus, it was
assumed that the point biserial for administrations Pl or P2 was an adequate
estimate of the point biserial for administration Sl. An analogous procedure
was used for form F.

Based on the means and standard deviations from Equations 2 and 3, the E
and F frequency distributions for the group of examinees in administration S1
were estimated using the negative hypergeometric distribution (Lord & Novick,
1968, pp. 515-520). The negative hypergeometric distribution was also used to

estimate a raw score frequency distribution for form A in administration Sl



based on the mean and standard deviation of the form A raw scores in

administration Sl. Equipercentile methods were used to equate the form E and

form F distributions to form A.
Data from administrations Pl and P2 also were used to equate form E and

form F to form A using IRT equating with the item pretesting design (IP). The

first step in this equating process was to convert item parameter estimates
from administrations Pl and P2 to the form A scale for administration S1.
Three parameter logistic model item’parameters and abilities for form B were
estimated using LOGIST for administration Pl. Because of small sample sizes
for the pretested items, the examinee abilities based on form B were fixed,
and these fixed abilities were used to estimate the item parameters for the
pretest items. The pretest item parameter estimates were converted to the
form A ability (8) scale in administration Sl, by setting equal the mean and
standard deviation of the form B item difficulty parameter estimates for
administration Pl and S1. A similar procedure that involved an additional
chaining step was followed to convert the item parameter estimates for items
pretested in administration P2 to the form A ability scale in administration
Sl. Based on the resulting estimated item parameters, estimated IRT true
score equating methods (Lord, 1980) were used to estimate form A raw score
equivalents of form E and form F raw scores.

There were practical problems that complicated the item preequating
methods. These problems included the fact that not all of the form E and form
F items were pretested in administration Pl and P2. Also, one item had poorly
estimated IRT pretest item parameters (very low estimated discrimination and
very high estimated difficulty). As a result of these problems, only 37 of
the 40 items in form E and 30 of the 40 items in form F had valid pretest-

based item statistics for both pretest methods.



To conduct item preequating, the statistics for items without pretest-
based item statistics (3 items on form E and 10 items on form F) were
estimated from administration S4. For method EP, the S4 item difficulties for
these items were converted to administration Sl values using the procedure
described in conjunction with Equations 1-3, chained from S4 to S3 to S2 to
Sl. The administration S4 point biserials were used as the administration Sl
estimates. For method IP, the item parameter estimates from method IR for the
items without pretest statistics were used as the estimates for these items.

The procedures just described would not be adequate if item preequating
were used operationally. However, these procedures can be used to investigate
the feasibility of the item preequating design with the ACT Assessment
Mathematics test using already available data.

Results

Summary statistics are shown in Table 2 for all intact forms used in the
study. One notable result in this table is that the examinee groups appear to
be similar from one spiraled administration to another. For example, the
largest difference between means for a given form administered in two spiral
administrations is .38 for form D in administrations S$3 and S4. The
differences between the groups in the pretest administrations and the spiral
administrations are more marked. For example, the mean score for form D in
administration P2 is 3.08 points lower than the mean for the same form in
administration S3. These differences probably result because the pretest
administrations are at times of the year different from the spiral
administration.

An item statistics summary is presented in Table 3. The statistics in
this table are based only on the 37 form E items and 30 form F items that were

estimated in both the pretest and operational modes. The item difficulties in






In these equations, X;; is a form A equivalent of form E or form F integer
score i using equating method 1, X,. is a similar quantity for equating method
2, fi is the frequency of form E or form F score i, and all summations are
over the integer scores on form E or form F shown in Tables 4 and 5. The BIAS
index is a measure of the mean difference between converted scores on two
forms. The root mean-squared difference index (RMSD) is a measure of the
squared difference between converted scores, and provides an index of
similarity of conversion tables that is weighted by score frequency. To
implement Equations 4 and 5 for comparisons with no equating (NEQ), X,; is the
conversion for the method to be compared and Xy, = 1.

The BIAS and RMSD indices are presented in Tables 6 and 7. For
implementing Equations 4 and 5 in these tables, the row method is method 1 in
Equations 4 and 5 and the column method is method 2. The BIAS indices are
shown above the diagonal and the RMSD are shown below the diagonal.

Recall that the random groups design methods are used as the criterion.
Refer to the RMSD indices shown below the diagonal in Tables 6 and 7, where
smaller index values reflect more similar conversion tables. The random
groups methods ER and IR agree fairly closely in their RMSD indices. The
results for the pretest methods (EP and IP) were fairly similar to one
another, but they differed markedly from those for the random groups method.
For both forms, even no equating (NEQ) produced results more consistent with
the ER and IR results than did the IP method. Similar statements hold for the
BIAS indices.

Discussion

The pretest methods (EP and IP) did not compare favorably with the random

groups methods (ER and IR). The IRT pretest method (IP) introduced more

estimated error into the equating process than had no equating been done.





