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Three Methods • Common
• Purdue
• Cornell



Common 
Method

• SLA designee opens manual and looks for 
content on which to base test items



Common 
Method

• Manual may or may not have learning 
objectives (LOs)



Common 
Method: Pros

• Maximum flexibility for SLA in 
determining content

• Can base items on LOs, if present



Common 
Method: Cons

• SLA designee takes on task of identifying 
content alone

• Likely to result in overrepresentation of 
some content areas and 
underrepresentation of others

• Content less likely to be linked to job 
(especially if learning objectives are 
lacking)

• Test susceptible to test- or item-level 
challenge



Common 
Method: 
Mitigating the 
Cons

• Solicit subject matter expert (SME) input
• Content weighting (e.g., % of test that 

should cover each chapter)
• Content selection (e.g., which specific topics 

should be covered on test)
• Item review (with nondisclosure agreement)

• If LOs not in manual, write own prior to 
writing test item

• Helps clarify item content and focus writing



Purdue Method • Manual contains LOs that address 
required job knowledge and skills

• SMEs determine % of test items that 
address each group of job tasks

• Reflects relative task importance with 
respect to public and environmental 
protection allocated to each group of tasks

• Example: 12% of test items should address 
tasks involved in planning pest management 
activities

• SLA designee writes items that address 
learning objectives



Purdue Method:
Pros

• Logically defensible process
• Content weighting relies on informed 

group judgment
• Determined by SMEs

• SLA responsible for choice of LOs on which to 
base test items and retains right to include 
overlooked LOs

• Balanced across job tasks
• Whether writer splits or lumps chapters

• Items tied to job-based learning 
objectives

• Provides a persuasive rebuttal against an 
exam- or item-level challenge



Purdue Method:
Cons

• Susceptible to selection bias
• SLA alone selects LOs on which to base test

• Content for any group of tasks could be 
spread across several chapters in manual

• Might be more difficult to find the chapter 
in which a selected LO is in the manual



Purdue Method:
Mitigating the 
Cons

• SMEs review test (with nondisclosure 
agreement)

• Conduct pre-test with sample audience
• When grouping tasks, indicate in which 

chapter each LO will appear



Cornell Method • Manual contains LOs that address 
required job knowledge and skills

• Test based on most important 
learning objectives (LOs) as selected 
by subject matter experts (SMEs)

• Each SME selects independently
• Equal proportion selected from each 

chapter
• Ensures all content areas are weighted 

equally on exam



Cornell Method Step 1: Determine % of LOs to select in 
manual (will explain how later)



Cornell Method Step 1: Determine % of LOs to select in 
manual

Step 2: Determine # of LOs to select in 
each chapter (may need rounding)
• Target is 50% and chapter has 13 LOs

• Tell SMEs to select 7; do not leave rounding to them 
or vote totals might differ



Cornell Method Step 1: Determine % of LOs to select in 
manual

Step 2: Determine # of LOs to select in 
each chapter

Step 3: Each SME selects LOs they deem 
most important (no ranking; each LO 
selected simply gets 1 vote)



Cornell Method Step 1: Determine % of LOs to select in 
manual

Step 2: Determine # of LOs to select in 
each chapter

Step 3: Each SME selects LOs they deem 
most important

Step 4: Tally the selections and share with 
SLA



Cornell Method:
Wood 
Preservation 
Example

Ask SMEs to select top 50% of LOs



Cornell Method:
Wood 
Preservation 
Example

30-70% of chapters: clear winners only



Cornell Method:
Wood 
Preservation 
Example

Other times…



Cornell Method:
Wood 
Preservation 
Example

…it’s not as precise, but that’s ok

• Red = Clear Winners, Green = Ties



Cornell Method:
SLA Role

• Usually is one of the SMEs
• Base test items on clear winners

• Choose from ties if too few clear winners



Cornell Method:
Pros

• Logically defensible process
• Easy to weight test across content
• Content relies on informed judgment

• Determined by SMEs
• SLA has choice of “ties,” option to include more 

than 1 test item for an LO, and right to include 
overlooked LOs

• Balanced across chapters
• Whether writer splits or lumps chapters

• Tied to job-based learning objectives
• Provides a persuasive rebuttal against an 

exam- or item-level challenge



Cornell Method:
Cons

• Less flexible for SLA designee than 
Common and Purdue methods

• Test content weighting susceptible to 
manual writer’s bias; e.g., long insect 
chapter vs short plant disease chapter



Cornell Method:
Mitigating the 
Cons

• SMEs review test (with nondisclosure 
agreement)*

• Conduct pre-test with sample audience*
• Writer’s content weighting bias lessened 

if manual is based on required job 
knowledge and skills

*NY SLA has yet to adopt these practices



Cornell Method Step 1: Determine % of LOs to select in 
manual: Will explain now



Cornell Method :
Step 1 Explained

Step 1: Determine % of LOs to select in 
manual: Will explain now

Based on data from 12 manuals



Cornell Method:
Step 1 Explained

Total # of LOs to Select = Test Items ∕ 0.8
(which is the same as Test Items x 1.25)



Cornell Method:
Step 1 Explained

Total # of LOs to Select = Test Items ∕ 0.8
(which is the same as Test Items x 1.25)

% to Select = Total LOs to Select  x 100
Total LOs in Manual



Cornell Method:
Step 1 Example

Example: Wood Preservation Manual

Test will have 50 items
• LOs to select = 50 x 1.25 = 63 (rounded)



Cornell Method:
Step 1 Example

Example: Wood Preservation Manual

Test will have 50 items
• LOs to select = 50 x 1.25 = 63 (rounded)

Manual has 118 total LOs
• % to Select = 63 x 100 = 53.39%

118



Cornell Method:
Step 1 Example

Example: Wood Preservation Manual

Test will have 50 items
• LOs to select = 50 x 1.25 = 63 (rounded)

Manual has 118 total LOs
• % to Select = 63 x 100 = 53.39% 50%

118



Cornell Method:
Step 1 Example

Example: Wood Preservation Manual

Test will have 50 items
• LOs to select = 50 x 1.25 = 63 (rounded)

Manual has 118 total LOs
• % to Select = 63 x 100 = 53.39% 50%

118

Clear Winners: 53
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