
2003 Innovations Awards Program
Application Form

ID #:  ________________

Category: _____________

State: ________________

1. Program Name:  Supervisory Battery Test
2. Administering Agency:  New Jersey Department of Personnel

3. Contact Person (Name & Title):  Janet Zatz, Chief of Staff

4. Address:  P.O. Box 317, Trenton, New Jersey 08625-0317

5. Telephone Number:  609-292-4125

6. FAX Number:  609-984-3631

7. E-mail Address:  janet.zatz@dop.state.nj.us
8. Please provide a two-sentence description of the program.

The Department of Personnel developed its new supervisory test battery in an effort to improve the retention of professional employees in State and local agencies that are competing in very tight labor markets.  New Jersey sought a valid and objective selection device that could measure supervisory skills in a comprehensive and consistent manner for more than 300 separate, professional-level, job classifications.

9.  How long has this program been operational (month and year)?

The Supervisory Test Battery (STB) program has been in continuous operation since it was first introduced in May 2000.

10.  Why was the program created? (What problem[s] or issue[s] was it designed to address?). 

The STB project, initiated by the NJ Department of Personnel (DOP) in June 1999, pursued two primary objectives.   The first was to measure supervisory abilities of candidates for supervisory jobs within the Merit System in a consistent manner by using a valid, objective, and computer-administered examination.  The second was to improve the efficiency of the overall selection and list generation process involving supervisor titles.  It was hoped that the STB would allow for faster promotions of employees, eliminate examination backlog involving supervisor announcements, significantly reduce the need to appoint provisional employees to supervisory positions, and allow Appointing Authorities to better plan for agency program needs.

11. Describe the specific activities and operations of the program in chronological order.

Whenever an open competitive or promotional job announcement is issued for any one of the 350+ titles associated with this program, potential job applicants are informed that the Supervisory Test Battery will be used.  The announcement also refers applicants to our web site, which provides a description of the Supervisory Test Battery program. The web site also identifies all of the titles associated with this program and provides a list of study materials to help candidates prepare for the examination.

After applicant data is entered into a computer, we compare the application population for the current announcement with all the other candidates who took the Supervisory Test Battery previously as a result of prior announcements for any of the 350+ titles affiliated with this program.  Some of those applicants may have never taken the Supervisory Test Battery. In those cases, they are mailed a regular test notification informing them when and where to appear for the test.  Other applicants who have taken the test within the last year receive a notice informing them that their score from that prior administration will automatically be applied to the current announcement.  Applicants who took the test more than a year ago are given the option to re-test or to have their prior score applied.  If they choose to retest, their more recent score is applied.

In order to achieve a high degree of validity, as well as face validity, the Supervisory Test Battery is designed to present a "day-in-the-life" simulation involving a supervisor in a fictitious government organization. At the test center, therefore, candidates are provided with background information on the fictitious organization (e.g., history, functions, procedures, organizational chart, and subordinate "profiles"), as well as various in-basket items involving memoranda, letters, etc. from superiors, subordinates, and customers. This material provides a context for a number of different scenarios presented in the test.  By using the fictitious organization, the test avoids the perception that some candidates who do a particular kind of work have an advantage over other candidates. Thus, the fictitious organization places all candidates on an equal footing. These background materials are provided in hardcopy so that the candidate can refer to them throughout the administration of the test.  Candidates are allotted a maximum of 50 minutes to review and become familiar with these materials prior to the formal test administration period.  This time is not subtracted from the time allocated toward answering the test questions and candidates may refer back to these materials at any time during the examination.

When candidates are ready to start the test on the computer, they first see approximately 8 introductory screens which provide them with information about the test (e.g., the number of test items, the allotted test time, etc.) and how to take the test on the computer.  They are also presented with sample test items to ensure that they understand the process.   At the conclusion of the introductory items the test starts.  Candidates are given 2 1/2 hours to complete the test and the clock starts when the first test item is presented on the computer screen.

The computer-administered test contains 120 questions, most of which are situation-based. It is scored objectively using a multiple-choice format.  Some features of software enhance the simulation and the validity of the test instrument by allowing:

· an unlimited number of answer choices, including more than one “correct” response. The number of multiple choice options varies from two to twelve per test item. 

· any answer option to have a weighted score or value. The assignment of weights increases the realism of the instrument, because in the real world some responses are more “correct’ or “incorrect” than others.  The following answer option rating scale was used to assign option weights:

+2  
Essential to do in the situation

+1 
Helpful to do in the situation

  0
Neither helpful nor harmful to the situation

 -1
Harmful to the situation

 -2
Essential to avoid in the situation

· item "branching." which is used in a manner that allows candidates to select more than one answer for some questions. 

The computer-based simulation has some other advantages that are worth mentioning:

· Candidates can self-start.  After reviewing the background materials, candidates can begin the test whenever they are ready (vs. all candidates starting en masse).

· There is a "count-down" clock displayed on the computer at all times so each candidate knows how much time remains in the test at any given point in time. (Since time is recorded in an electronic file, this also enables the administrator, for post-test investigative purposes, to see how long a candidate took to respond to each test item or to determine how long it took for a candidate to reach a particular test item.) 

· The test administration automatically terminates when the test administration period has concluded.  This ensures standardization in that each candidate receives exactly the same amount of time to complete the test.

· Candidates receive their test score and know their pass/fail status immediately upon completion of the test.

The computer-administration also allows for a number of security features.  For example, there is no question/answer booklet for someone to steal.  Also, since test questions are presented on the computer one at a time and since candidates move through the test at different rates, it is unusual for adjoining candidates to be working on a particular question at the same time to "share notes".  Also, test questions are not numbered, so it is more difficult for would-be security violators to reference and discuss items after the test is over (e.g., they are not able to say, "The answer to Question 3 is 'b'.").  Finally, the computer software program allows the test to be re-started, returning the candidate to the last item/screen viewed, in the event of a power outage, fire drill, or other unexpected interruption.

Although the software program allows candidates to return to prior questions, this feature is not used.  That is, once a candidate has committed to an answer selection, they can not return to revisit that item or answer.  Further, a candidate must select an answer option before they can move forward through the test (i.e., they can not "skip" test questions).  This is done for a number of reasons. 

First, the examination attempts to simulate the day-to-day activities of a supervisor.  As such, a large portion of the test asks candidates "what would you do" or "what would you say" with respect to a given situation.  That is, the situations presented call for immediate action, just as they do in real life.  Job analyses for supervisory jobs indicate that decisiveness and readiness to make decisions are essential to the position and that differences in these abilities clearly separate the best supervisors from poorer supervisors.  The requirement that candidates commit to an answer (by not skipping the item and returning later) is therefore consistent with a supervisor's readiness to make decisions and to commit oneself.  In real life, we can’t simply erase what we have done, and don’t always have the opportunity to undo an action after second-guessing.

Further, the practice of skipping over questions and returning to them later is essentially a test-taking strategy.  Test-taking skills unfortunately contaminate what good tests are designed to measure.  That is, if test-taking skill influences an examination's measurement of a given knowledge or ability, measurement error occurs.  Most test formats can not prevent candidates from using this test-taking strategy, which is often learned through years of schooling.  Computer-administered examinations, on the other hand, can help eliminate some of these sources of measurement error. 

The last reason why candidates are not permitted to skip over questions or return to them later has to do with the sequence in which test material is presented.  Information presented later in the Supervisory Test Battery often relates to prior questions. A candidate may believe that he or she has discovered the answer to an earlier question based on "clues" learned later in the examination.  While candidates usually prefer to act on such "insights" by returning to a prior question in order to change an answer, discovering an answer to an earlier question by virtue of reading subsequent test material, measures little other than an awareness of the obvious.

12.  Why is the program a new and creative approach or method?

(1) Most merit system examinations attempt to measure a smattering of the important knowledge, skills and abilities (KSA) required to perform a particular job.  Because broad KSA coverage is sought, adequate and reliable measurement of any given KSA or set of KSAs may be jeopardized.  Further, because such broad coverage usually involves the measurement of technical knowledge associated with the title, the test product has limited utility and efficiency is low.  The STB's design, on the other hand, is limited to the measurement of only common worker characteristics required by supervisors for job success.  By concentrating on the benchmark skills of supervision, we are more confident that these are adequately and reliably measured and, at the same time, maximize test utility across a much wider variety of supervisory positions throughout State, County and Local Governments in New Jersey. 

(2) Given the range and number of supervisory titles that potentially could be tested by the STB, it was critical that supervisory job information be collected on a grand scale. Fortunately, the U.S. Office of Personnel Management and Dr. Lyle Spencer had performed some major studies of supervisory jobs in the public and private sector in the 1990's that involved tens of thousands of job analysis respondents.  Further, job information (responsibilities, tasks, worker characteristics, etc.) from a large number of individual job analyses was gathered from other jurisdictions and from studies performed by various researchers following a literature review. The  STB measures, in essence, the culmination of what has been drawn from nationwide data and research involving supervisory jobs. We are unaware of any other job-simulation, supervisory test that has been designed to measure abilities and competencies that directly draw from and reflect this nationwide data and research.  

(3) One notable feature of the STB is the "banking" of candidate test scores. By allowing a candidate's score on the STB to be applied to future supervisory announcements (for which the candidate has applied and is eligible) test usage is maximized, efficiency is improved in the overall selection process, and candidates benefit from the convenience. 

(4) The STB is a good example of how leading-edge technology can be used to create a cost-effective and efficient, yet highly valid selection instrument that, through its job-simulated realism, is able to achieve a high level of acceptance among candidates. Of greatest significance is our confidence that the instrument is doing what it was designed to do, screen out candidates who would be ineffective supervisors 

13.  What were the program’s start-up costs? (Provide detail about specific purchases for this program, staffing needs and other financial expenditures, as well as existing materials, technology and staff already in place.)

A test administration software application was purchased for $2000.  One full time position was required to validate and develop the instrument over a 10-month period, as well as to implement start-up.  However, more than 35 Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) from various appointing authorities volunteered their time with respect to the test development and validation process. Of these volunteers, approximately 15 SMEs devoted six full days each to this project. A consultant also was hired and paid approximately $3000 to assist with the SME meetings and test documentation.

14.  What are the program’s annual operational costs?

The program is very cost effective and efficient.  One full time position is responsible for managing the "pool" of test scores, candidate communications and test administration functions.  The software license covers all computers used by the agency for test administration.  The DOP uses existing computers that are used primarily for training purposes, so no capital expenditures were required.  We also use computers belonging to other agencies free of charge.  Of course, the size of the candidate population will determine how many test proctors are needed for test administration.

15.  How is the program funded?

There is no special appropriation for this program.

16.  Did this program require the passage of legislation, executive order or regulations?  If YES, please indicate the citation number.

None.

17.  What equipment, technology and software are used to operate and administer this program?

As mentioned above, a computer software product was used to develop the STB and is used to administer the STB.  The test administration software can reside on a computer's hard drive, a network, or on a CD.  The software application will run with most computers that operate using Windows 98 or higher.

18.  To the best of your knowledge, did this program originate in your state?  If YES, please indicate the innovator’s name, present address and telephone number.

Yes.

John Kraus, Director of Selection Services

Department of Personnel

44 South Clinton Avenue, P. O. Box  310

Trenton, New Jersey 08625

(609) 984-1824

19.  Are you aware of similar programs in other states?  If YES, which ones and how does this program differ?

The State of New York has a similar program but uses a pencil and paper test instead of computers to administer their examination.  Also, New York's program administers the examination to all candidates at the same time, once a year.  New Jersey's program is administered on an ongoing basis, in response to job announcements for supervisory jobs.

20.  Has the program been fully implemented?  If NO, what actions remain to be taken?

Yes.  Currently, an alternate form of the Supervisory Test Battery has been completed and is in the process of pre-testing for equating purposes.  When completed, we will alternate use of each form every other year or every two years.

21.  Briefly evaluate (pro and con) the program’s effectiveness in addressing the defined problem[s] or issue[s].  Provide tangible examples.

In terms of efficiency, the STB has already been administered in response to more than 600 separate job announcements. Prior to the STB's implementation, each of these announcements would have required the development of a new examination or, at a minimum, revision or reassembling of a previous examination.

In terms of speed of processing, the announcements tested via the STB on average are processed faster than other promotional announcements (i.e., there are fewer days required to produce an eligible list from the date of job announcement).  In FY '01 the STB was 22% faster than regular Written Promo exams, in FY '02 it was 27% faster, and in FY '03 it was 44% faster.  This means that Appointing Authorities can fill their positions faster and that there is less of a need for them to appoint employees provisionally to supervisory positions.

Prior to implementation of the STB program, the DOP would periodically receive complaints or appeals from both candidates and Appointing Authorities that a given test's content was inappropriate (i.e., the test didn't properly measure what the DOP claimed it was suppose to measure). Since the introduction of the STB, the DOP has received virtually no complaints concerning the test's validity as a measure of supervision.

As noted earlier, there is high level of acceptance among candidates for the STB and they appreciate the convenience of only taking a test once for multiple job announcements. For example, it was previously indicated that candidates are given the opportunity to re-take the test after one year. However, when presented with that opportunity approximately 85% of the candidates choose to keep their original test score.  This is an indirect measure of "candidate convenience."

22.  How has the program grown and/or changed since its inception?

The STB has been administered to approximately 6,000 candidates associated with 600+ separate job announcements.  The number of candidates and job announcements will continue to rise over time.  Again, the DOP is currently in the process of finalizing an alternate form of the STB and is planning to expand the concept to supervisory titles involving "trades" occupations and supervisory clerical titles.

23.  What limitations or obstacles might other states expect to encounter if they attempt to adopt this program?

The number of computers available to administer this type of test clearly limits how many candidates can be tested at one time. Currently, the DOP has its own facility where 65 computers are available for this purpose.  In addition, the DOP partners with the N.J. Dept. of Labor (DOL) to administer this test at regional employment offices throughout the state.  Each of these offices may have anywhere from 15 to 40 computers available for DOP to use for test administration.  DOL employees assist in the monitoring of these test administrations.

Other states might expect to hear complaints that computer-administered tests may put some candidates at a disadvantage if they are not familiar with computers.  These complaints are more perception than reality as DOP's experience clearly demonstrates that such candidates do not have any problems in this regard. 

Add space as appropriate to this form.  When complete, return to: 

CSG Innovations Awards 2003
The Council of State Governments

2760 Research Park Drive, P.O. Box 11910

Lexington, KY 40578-1910

innovations@csg.org 

DEADLINE: All original applications must be postmarked or e-mailed by April 11, 2003, to be considered for an Innovations Award for 2003.
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