A Précis of

INVALIDITY IN VALIDITY

Joel Michell

1 SOME HISTORY: VALIDITY & THE MYTH OF MENTAL MEASUREMENT

     The concept of validity received official status in test theory in 1921 when the National Association of Directors of Educational Research (AERA in embryo) stipulated that the problem of validity was the determination of what a test measures.  Since then the issue of validity has usually been thought of as that of whether a test really measures what it purports to measure.  At that time, there was no evidence that tests measure anything at all, so the fact that the official concept of validity presumed not only that tests measure but, also, that the relevant attributes are measurable, suggests that the concept of validity played an ideological role in sustaining the myth of mental measurement by deflecting legitimate criticism.  This role was strengthened by subsequent endorsement of a confused definition of measurement and manufacture of the concept of construct validity.

2 SOME PHILOSOPHY: QUANTITATIVE STRUCTURE & MEASUREMENT

     Measurement only applies to quantitative attributes.  An attribute is quantitative if it possesses quantitative structure.  For the case of interval scale measurement, quantitative structure means that (i) the degrees of the relevant attribute must be mutually homogeneous and ordered and (ii) that the differences between degrees must also be mutually homogeneous and ordered and, furthermore (iii) that the differences between degrees must be additively interrelated.  Then, if there is no least difference between degrees, no greatest difference, and the order upon differences between degrees is continuous, ratios of differences are positive real numbers.  Measurement is the estimation of these ratios.  The issue of whether an attribute is quantitative is an empirical issue.  It is unsafe to take any attribute to be quantitative in the absence of adequate evidence of quantitative structure.

3. SOME LOGIC: THEORY OF ORDINAL, NON-QUANTITATIVE STRUCTURE

     Testers have tended to think that if the degrees of an attribute are ordered, then that attribute must be quantitative.  However, on the contrary, an ordinal attribute is not quantitative if the differences between its degrees are not additively structured and it has long been recognised (by non-testers) that this must be the case, for example, if the differences between the degrees of the attribute are mutually heterogeneous in some respect.  In such circumstances, the differences between the degrees of the attribute are not either intrinsically ordered or additively interrelated.  Therefore, such attributes are not measurable and they cannot enter into lawful, quantitative relationships with any quantitative attributes.  However, they may participate in qualitative relationships with other attributes.  There is no evidence to suggest that the attributes that testers aspire to measure are anything more than ordinal, non-quantitative attributes.

4. CONCLUSION: INVALIDITY IN VALIDITY

     If the discourse of testing is premised upon the myth of mental measurement and if the problem of validity is that of whether a test measures what it is supposed to measure, then the fact that there is no evidence that the attributes that tests are supposed to measure are actually measurable means that the invalidity in the concept of validity is not only that it feigns knowledge where ignorance obtains but also that it helps disguise the ignorance denied.
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