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Validity of test norms – Should 

there be an expiry date? 

By Dr Ian Smythe 

We take for granted many of the tests that 

are recommended to us. But how often is the 

content and validity questioned? Of course 

we all ask about those diverse types of validity 

(or subsets of validity as they are now called) 

of a test instrument including face, content 

and predictive validity (Wikipedia Validity, 

2014). But how can the acceptance change 

over time? 

There are many reasons why validity may 

change. These include (though not limited to: 

a) Validity of a fad 

Fads are temporary fashions, and there are 

many examples on the periphery of evidence-

based psychology. For example, though 

arguably more enduring than most fads, Grant 

(2013) highlights the lack of validity in the 

Myers-Briggs Type Indicator. First published in 

1962, it is apparently now used by 89 of the 

Fortune 100 companies. Yet 50% of those who 

try it will get a different outcome when they 

redo the task two weeks later. So how valid 

can this “test” be? Any use in the field of 

dyslexia should be treated with extreme 

caution. 

 

b) Consensus of opinions change 

There are a number of attempts to fit dyslexic 

individuals into categories that are based on 

clusters of results. For example, the ACID 

profile (a spiky WISC profiler with deficits in 

Arithmetic, Coding, Information and Digit 

Span) was widely used in the 80’s and 90’s, 

but has now fallen into disrepute. Why? 

Because people began to notice that there are 

many dyslexic individuals that do not conform 

to this profile, and quality research failed to 

replicate the predictability of earlier work. 

Thus opinion changed due to a lack of 

evidence of the validity of the ACID profile for 

dyslexia assessment. 

 

Probably 95% of assessors would use reverse 

digit span as an indicator of working memory. 

However, since there is no clear definition of 

working memory, and it may be argued that 

the concept itself is still evolving, the choice of 

tests can be questioned. Few question the 

validity of the reverse digit span test, but does 

it measure much more than the ability to 

recount numbers in a different order? Most of 

the more recent proposed tests or working 

memory are equally valid. But what do they 

really measure? (See for example Kane et al 

2007.)  

 

c) Improved understanding 

Ask most assessors what is executive 

functioning and they will give you a good 

response. Ask them how to measure it with 

valid instruments, and the answer becomes 

less clear. That is because the exact nature of 

it “still evolving.” Indeed more than 50% of all 

research papers on the subject of a recent, 

apparently widespread, meta-analysis were 

from the years 2010-2012. Whilst it would 

appear to be an important concept in the field 

of dyslexia, until we have a valid theoretical 

model (and consensus) of executive function, 

we will not be able to have a valid measure. 
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d) The Flynn Effect – change over 

time 

The Flynn effect was originally noted as a 

change in IQ over time (Flynn, 1987 – See 

Wikipedia Flynn Effect (2014) for details.) 

Since the original work, this change has been 

noted in many tests, including WISC, WAIS 

and Raven’s matrices. It is this effect that will 

be the subject of the rest of this article. 

Time to test validity 

Since the original reports, many researchers 

have replicated change, but question the 

cause. Some suggest that the effect is due to a 

change in the construct of the tests, whilst 

others maintain it is a function of a changing 

society. Others have tried to look deeper into 

the subcomponents. For example Sailer 

(2013) provided details (adapted from Flynn, 

2007) highlighting that the relative gain in IQ 

points in the period 1947-2002 was as low as 

2 for Information and arithmetic, but was 22 

for Picture Arrangement and 24 for 

Similarities. That is half a point per year. So if 

you are using the 1994 version of WISC….. you 

do the maths and work out the implications if 

you are using this test as a diagnostic tool. 

(See also Kanaya and Ceci 2010, and Wicherts 

et al 2004.) 

However, this effect of change of the validity 

of the measures is not restricted to 

“intelligence tests” (N.B. To be clear, in my 

opinion these are of limited validity in the 

assessment of dyslexia, though some sub-

tests do have some merit if interpreted 

appropriately.) Take for example reading 

tests. 

The Test of Word Reading Efficiency (TOWRE) 

is a measure of word-reading efficiency. 

However, as McKenna et al (2009) pointed 

out, a sight word list will only measure the 

sight words included. And if the individual has 

a huge sight word vocabulary, but not the 

words on that list, then the validity of the test 

becomes questionably. Irrespective of the 

specific test, the reason for doubting the 

validity of a test more than 17 years after 

norming could be that language has evolved 

(this was well before Facebook and the 

iPhone) and if used in the UK, one must 

remember that it is US based. 

Comparison of two UK normed spelling tests 

also show considerable variation over time. 

The Schonell Spelling test was normed in 

1932, and includes the word portmanteau, a 

word that is not exactly in daily use today. (It 

was probably included for its reference to two 

compartmented luggage rather than two 

morpheme words.) As Turner (1998, p205) 

highlighted, comparison of the Schonell 

(1932) with the Vernon (1977) spelling test 

showed that the tests “come adrift by a year 

at age 11 and 2.5 years at nearly 16.” If you 

consider that there is 45 years between the 

two, and 37 years since the Vernon was 

normed, the validity of the Vernon norms may 

also be equally in doubt. Provocatively, if this 

was representative of the rate of change of a 

reading test, then it equates to almost a 

month per year at age 16. (Actually 30 months 

difference over 37 years, or 0.81 months per 

year.) So even a test produced in the year 
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2000 could be as much as 11 months out by 

now, a significant factor if you are looking for 

a discrepancy of two years in reading age. Put 

another way, it is possible that a person may 

be below a threshold on an older test, but 

above it on a more recently normed test.  

In an attempt to highlight the change of 

language, a short analysis was carried out 

using 19 of the words from the Schonell 

reading test. The rank of the items was 

compared with their ranking in the British 

National Corpus (Wiktionary British National 

Corpus, 2014) which is based on books, and a 

contemporary word list based on tv and 

movie scripts (Wikipedia Word Frequency, 

2014). Correlations were as follows: 

Correlation between Schonell and 

Wiktionary List (compiled 2006) 

 0.68 

Correlation between Schonell and 

British National Corpus (compiled 

1993) 0.52 

Correlation British National Corpus 

and Wiktionary List  

  0.64 

Of course one can find plenty of reasons why 

the correlations are not so high, including that 

the Corpus is based on the written word 

whilst the Wiktionary is based on the spoken 

word. However, it may also be a reflection of 

the evolution of language. Whilst it is not 

intended as a piece of “research evidence” it 

does highlight the need to exert caution when 

reviewing the validity of tests. In particular, it 

may be argued that language diversity today 

is based more on television than reading 

books than it was even 20 years ago. 

Finally, one should consider that each test 

may be affect over time by different factors. 

So whilst the Flynn Effect in “intelligence” 

tests may be due to a combination of 

“practice” effects and a change in face 

validity, improvements in tests such as 

Raven’s Matrices have been shown to be 

strongly correlated to classroom pedagogy. 

Where the culture (classroom and home) 

encourages greater self-exploration and self-

expression, the improvement in scores in 

reasoning tests have been greater than in 

educational environments where the teaching 

is more prescriptive. 

And as for spelling, could there have been a 

fall in spelling standards that could be 

attributed to a greater reliance on the spell 

checker? That is, let’s say that for a spelling 

test normed 20 years ago the average for 15 

year olds was 30/40. But if you were to use 

the same spelling test, the average today may 

have dropped to 27/40. Should the test be 

renormed? Put another ways, as Galletta et al 

suggested in their article “Does Spell-Checking 

Software Need a Warning Label?” 

 

Dynamic norming 

Whilst it would seem impractical to overcome 

this problem, online testing offers the 

potential for a dynamic norming process. That 

is, as the data is collected, so the norm is 

developed. With the poten tial to time stamp 

each response, it is even possible to use a 
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process of rolling norms, whereby result 

gathered even a year ago are removed. This is 

successfully implemented in the Do-IT 

Profiler, though a manual override is 

employed to avoid practical issues such as 

short term demographic bias and outliers. An 

additional advantage is that one can also 

create the option of regional norms as a 

subset within the overall data capture.  

 

As an example, in South Africa a spelling test 

is used with Johannesburg Further Education 

and Training colleges, deployed using the Do-

IT Profiler. At the time of writing, over 15,000 

students have been tested out of a population 

of 50,000, or 30% of the entire population. 

This is considerably more than most test norm 

protocols.  However, there are considerable 

variations in socio-economics status, and in 

some instances it would be inappropriate to 

compare one area with another. Use of 

dynamic online norming makes that feasible. 

Thus one could compare classroom averages 

within a suburb, to help identify where 

additional support is needed at the local level. 

Furthermore, as local, Province and national 

interventions are implemented, one would 

expect, say, literacy levels to improve. In that 

case it would be illogical and inappropriate to 

maintain an out of date norm. The system 

implemented in South Africa allows removal 

of older data, thus ensuring results reflect the 

current state of health of the local education 

system.  

 

 

Conclusion 

By using such dynamic, computer assisted 

methods, validity concerns due to the time lag 

between the norming process and use of the 

test is removed. Thus no "Use by" date is 

required, since old stock is automatically 

removed and norms are always fresh. 
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