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The Cambridge Approach to 
admissions testing

Nick Saville
Cambridge English Language Assessment

1.1  Purpose of the volume
Admission to study medicine is highly competitive and medical degree courses 
are among the most oversubscribed in the world. Many applicants that submit 
themselves to the multi-stage selection processes used for admissions have the 
highest school-leaving qualifications achievable. In the UK, these pressures 
led to development of the BioMedical Admissions Test (BMAT), which at 
the time of writing has been used for over a decade in the selection of students 
to medicine, veterinary medicine, dentistry and biomedical sciences courses. 
Originally commissioned for use by a small number of universities, BMAT has 
been increasingly employed by institutions around the world, partly due to 
growing trends for medical courses to use English as the medium of instruction.

In the UK, a report commissioned by the regulatory body for doctors, 
the General Medical Council (GMC), recommended that medical schools 
include standardised testing alongside other selection methods (Cleland, 
Dowell, McLachlan, Nicholson and Patterson 2012). Since the publication 
of this report, use of BMAT and other admissions tests has become more 
widespread in the UK, and there has also been more research focused on 
selection processes. This volume contributes to the body of research on selec-
tion for medical study, by presenting work on BMAT that has been con-
ducted in over a decade of research and validation. Historically, this research 
and validation work has informed test construction and been used to respond 
to specific stakeholder queries. More recently, the results of research have 
been made available for medical schools and departments considering use 
of BMAT in their admissions process, many of whom have since adopted 
BMAT. Therefore, much of the research in the present volume will be famil-
iar to members of the BMAT stakeholder group; however, this is the first 
time that this work has appeared together in one collection, and been made 
available for the wider medical education community.

The process of validating a test to show that it is fit for purpose involves 
a process of building an argument. As Kane (2013:1) has noted, ‘public 
claims require public justification’. The intention of the collection of studies 
and procedures in the chapters that follow are offered in the spirit in which 
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Kane suggests ‒ to make public the validation arguments that support use 
of BMAT. The studies presented are a mixture of published research, con-
ference papers and internal Cambridge Assessment reports. They are not an 
exhaustive list but represent key examples and summaries of research work 
(spanning the earliest years of BMAT to the present day) that covers a broad 
range of validity evidence. The volume has been compiled for readers involved 
in selecting students for medicine or biomedical courses, from policy-makers 
to anyone wishing to better understand the evidence base for the test.

In addition to collecting together research on BMAT, this volume articu-
lates a multi-faceted conceptualisation of test validity ‒ the socio-cognitive 
approach ‒ and applies it to the admissions testing context of BMAT. This 
theoretical framework of assessment is used for in-depth analysis of validity in 
high-stakes language testing, and has been adopted by Cambridge Assessment 
Admissions Testing because of the comprehensive and structured treatment 
it provides of multiple aspects in the testing process. Some of the work pre-
sented in the following chapters predates Cambridge Assessment Admissions 
Testing’s use of the socio-cognitive model in validation; however, all of the 
studies included map onto areas identified in the socio-cognitive approach, 
demonstrating the framework’s suitability for the admissions testing context, 
and potentially for other contexts across educational assessment.

1.2  The Cambridge Approach
Cambridge Assessment Admissions Testing is part of the Cambridge 
Assessment Group, Europe’s largest educational research and assessment 
agency, and a department of the University of Cambridge. We recognise that 
this brings with it a high level of responsibility and a requirement to ensure 
that our assessment systems not only deliver fair and dependable results for 
test takers, but also have positive effects and consequences for society at large. 
We work with national governments and other organisations to develop 
learning and testing solutions that meet their precise needs and, where these 
needs cannot be met using our existing services, we develop tailored solutions.

In order to ensure that all forms of assessment are of the highest quality and 
are appropriate to their context and intended uses, Cambridge Assessment 
has developed a set of common standards known as the Cambridge Approach 
(Cambridge Assessment 2009). This approach sets out an overarching frame-
work for assessment, reflecting the University’s broad goal ‘to contribute to 
society through the pursuit of education, learning and research at the highest 
levels of excellence’.

While Cambridge Assessment Admissions Testing adheres to the Cambridge 
Approach in general, it also looks at best practice in assessment taking place 
within the three examination boards that make up the Cambridge Assessment 
Group, to ensure the quality of the assessments it delivers. In particular, 
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Cambridge Assessment Admissions Testing uses principles developed by 
Cambridge English Language Assessment (which provides over 5 million tests 
a year for speakers of English as a second language) to guide test development, 
production and research. The Cambridge English Principles of Good Practice 
document provides an accessible and concise overview of the key concepts, 
together with examples of how the principles are put into practice (Cambridge 
English 2016). The four guiding principles are: fitness for purpose, communica-
tion and collaboration, quality and accountability, validity and validation.

Below we focus mainly on the principles of fitness for purpose and valid-
ity and validation to explain why these are relevant to this volume. A brief 
overview of communication and collaboration is presented and we also sum-
marise how quality and accountability impacts on the work of Cambridge 
Assessment Admissions Testing.

Fitness for purpose
Central to the validity of BMAT as an admissions test for biomedical study 
is establishing that it is fit for purpose. Fitness for purpose is a multi-faceted 
idea that incorporates not only the more traditional aspects of validity and 
reliability, but also the practicality of the test, its impact on stakeholders, and 
the quality management system that underpins it to ensure that the standard 
of the assessment is consistent over time. We discuss these issues below with 
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Figure 1.1  Elements of fitness for purpose in test validation



Applying the socio-cognitive framework to BMAT

4

reference to practicality and impact. Figure 1.1 illustrates our approach to 
achieving fitness for purpose, and shows how developments in testing theory 
and quality management have been incorporated into a coherent framework 
that guides our assessment practices.

Impact by design
High-stakes assessment has important effects and consequences within an 
educational system and on society more widely. These effects are referred to 
as impact. Test takers in particular are affected because the results of tests are 
used to make important decisions about them which can affect their lives. 
In developing and administering our tests we adopt the principle of impact 
by design: we strive to achieve positive impact in the contexts in which our 
assessments are used and we undertake to investigate this through our vali-
dation processes. We seek to design and develop test features that promote 
positive effects on learning (Saville 2012). The principle of impact by design is 
useful for considering the constructs assessed by BMAT, and how preparing 
for the test might benefit the test taker.

The individual qualities of validity, reliability, impact and practicality 
cannot be evaluated independently; rather their relative importance must be 
determined in order to maximise the overall ‘fitness for purpose’ of the exam 
(see Saville 2003).

Practicality considerations
Practicality can be defined as the extent to which an examination is prac-
ticable in terms of the resources necessary to produce and administer it to 
the highest standard in its intended context and use. It affects many differ-
ent aspects of an examination and we regularly consult relevant stakehold-
ers during test development and revision processes on the practical aspects 
of using an admissions test. Test length is one such example; while longer 
tests can increase reliability because they capture more measurement data, 
they may be impractical to administer. In addition, an overly long exam 
could induce fatigue in candidates, which in turn could introduce error into 
the measurements. If some candidates are more susceptible to fatigue than 
others, this can result in score differences unrelated to the attribute being 
assessed. This example illustrates how practicality can impact the validity of 
the inferences based on a person’s score responses; therefore, some practical 
aspects overlap with contemporary conceptualisations of validity (e.g. 
Messick 1995).

Other practicality considerations are concerned with the locations where 
an examination is administered and the processes for getting materials to 
and from these places securely (either digitally or physically). BMAT uses an 
international network of test centres maintained by the three exam boards 
across Cambridge Assessment. We work with centres to make sure that the 
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systems we use are up to date and flexible enough to allow effective and effi-
cient administration. Finally, in line with our educational mission, we wish 
to maintain access for the widest proportion of candidates possible, which 
means we strive to hold costs at a reasonable level, whilst ensuring that the 
test is available internationally.

Communication and collaboration
Our approach recognises the importance of communicating and collabo-
rating with the organisations and individuals that use assessments to make 
decisions. This enables a test developer to have an understanding of the 
contextual issues that impact on a programme of assessment. Cambridge 
Assessment Admissions Testing works to ensure that it is receptive to the 
needs, opinions and knowledge of key stakeholders. In the context of BMAT, 
these are primarily the biomedical and dental departments that use the test to 
select students from their applicant pools.

Information and liaison
We constantly liaise with organisations that use our admissions tests, in 
order to provide support and information. For BMAT, a liaison group meets 
twice annually to discuss test sessions and general issues related to health-
care admissions. Although hosted by Cambridge Assessment Admissions 
Testing, meetings are chaired by one of the stakeholders; this changes on a 
rotating basis. The meeting chair occasionally uses the meeting to identify a 
specific agenda point, which can prompt a day of discussions and talks that 
focus on an area of interest. All organisations that use BMAT are invited 
to the meetings, and attendees typically include the admissions tutors for 
individual departments or courses. The forum provides an opportunity for 
BMAT users to discuss operational issues and topics of academic interest. 
Members of Cambridge Assessment Admissions Testing’s research team 
attend these meetings to present updates and discuss possible areas for future 
research.

Cambridge Assessment Admissions Testing researchers also attend aca-
demic conferences that focus on a wide range of areas, such as educational 
assessment, higher education policy and medical education. Cambridge 
Assessment engages in policy discussions regarding the use of admissions 
tests in various international contexts, and also hosts events to lead discus-
sions around healthcare selection and bring together institutions from the 
UK and overseas. Most recently, the Optimising Admissions conference held 
at the Royal College of Physicians in April 2017 featured presentations from 
the General Medical Council (GMC), medical schools from the Netherlands 
and healthcare educators from around the UK.
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Research collaborations
Cambridge Assessment Admissions Testing works with many organisa-
tions throughout the world, including universities, government departments, 
major commercial organisations and many others. As part of Europe’s 
largest assessment agency, which is also a department of the University of 
Cambridge, we have a research capacity that enables delivery of joint inter-
national projects. These researchers also develop and manage relationships 
with key stakeholders, often by collaborating with them.

Recently, Cambridge Assessment’s collaboration with the GMC has been 
influential in advancing the UK Medical Education Database (UKMED) 
project, which will include BMAT data for research purposes. This initiative 
supports medical education research by linking data together from multiple 
sources and making it available securely and anonymously. Research into 
admissions testing is also supported using funded research programmes. 
A recent round awarded funding for three BMAT-related projects, to 
researchers from Lee Kong Chian School of Medicine (LKC), University of 
Leiden Medical School and Imperial College School of Medicine.

Quality and accountability
Quality control and assurance supports an assessment organisation to 
achieve fitness for purpose consistently. Cambridge Assessment Admissions 
Testing, like Cambridge English Language Assessment, adopts a process 
approach to ensuring quality. Processes are defined and agreed so that 
quality control and quality assurance procedures can be carried out. Many 
of the processes related to BMAT question paper production are described in 
Chapter 4 of this volume. These procedures are constantly reviewed as part 
of the test development and validation cycle.

The test development and validation cycle
To ensure fitness for purpose we employ an explicit model for the test devel-
opment and validation process which incorporates continual improvement 
cycles. This is applied to all our admissions tests, including BMAT.
As shown in Figure 1.2, the process begins with a perceived need for a new or 
revised test, and is then broken down into three phases: planning, design and 
development. The first task in the planning phase is to define the intended 
context and use of the prospective test by identifying stakeholders and their 
needs, and considering both theoretical and practical issues in meeting 
these needs. The original BMAT stakeholders were the medical and vet-
erinary schools at University of Cambridge and University of Oxford. As 
BMAT was designed to meet the needs of these stakeholders at their request, 
they were consulted throughout the planning, design and development of the 
test.
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The output of the development stage is a set of test specifications ‒ a docu-
ment or documents defining the test, its validity argument and its operational 
requirements. The specifications act as a ‘blueprint’ for the operational pro-
duction of tests. The most up-to-date test specification for BMAT is available 

Perceived need

Planning

Design phase

Development

Operational

Monitoring

Review

Evaluation

Revision

Initial speci�cations

Trialling
Analysis
Evaluation/Review
Final speci�cations

Live
test

Start

Figure 1.2  A model of the ongoing test development validation cycle 
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on the Cambridge Assessment Admissions Testing website. Chapter 3 of 
this volume describes the original planning phase of BMAT and Chapter 4 
outlines how the test specification informs the way that BMAT papers are 
constructed.

The question paper production process begins with commissioning of 
draft materials and ends in the printing of the final question papers. The 
process for each test component is managed by an assessment manager who 
works with external experts, including item writers. Each component of a 
test has item writer guidelines specifying the requirements of each task type. 
Questions that do not meet these criteria are rejected or rewritten. Those that 
are accepted are taken through a rigorous editing process by experienced 
consultants.

In the operational phase, the process of examination administration 
ensures that all necessary arrangements are in place so that candidates can 
take the exam in the most efficient way. Key tasks include quality assurance 
of the test centres, delivery of exam materials and administrative documenta-
tion to centres. Details of the quality assurance of BMAT administration can 
be found in Chapter 4 of this volume.

The main stages of post-exam processing are marking, grading and the 
reporting of results. Data on test takers, test materials, and marking and 
grading procedures must be captured, stored and analysed for all exam ses-
sions. Chapter 5 outlines the scoring, marking and reporting procedures for 
BMAT.

All Cambridge Assessment Admissions Testing assessments are reviewed 
and evaluated regularly. Review takes place during the routine monitor-
ing of operational processes, and typically, improvements are implemented 
in an ongoing manner. All facets of the test’s fitness for purpose are evalu-
ated, including its practicality. Although the primary purpose of BMAT 
has changed little, some contextual factors have changed substantially. For 
example, the first time BMAT was administered, demand for a biomedi-
cal admissions test was limited to a small number of institutions in the UK, 
whereas now, BMAT is used by 17 institutions in seven countries to support 
their selection procedures. These developments impact on operational and 
theoretical considerations that are monitored and adjusted for. An example 
of this is presented in Chapter 4 as a case study: a revision of BMAT Section 
2, which ensured BMAT’s fitness for purpose in the face of science curricu-
lum changes and an increasingly international candidature.

If necessary, a major revision project is initiated which, in essence, loops 
back to the planning phase of the cycle. Cambridge Assessment Admissions 
Testing involves BMAT stakeholders in the routine monitoring described 
above, to include their evaluations regarding the need for major revision. 
The current format and structure of BMAT is outlined below, along with 
some context regarding the test’s purpose and use.
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The BioMedical Admissions Test
BMAT is a pen-and-paper test ‒ available at schools and colleges worldwide ‒ 
that assesses an applicant’s readiness for the demanding, science-based study 
required in medicine and other biomedical courses. It is intended to supple-
ment, rather than replace, the information provided by prior examination 
results, standardised application forms (such as UCAS), and interviews. 
Institutions differ in their use of BMAT scores, with some using scores as a 
hurdle to the interview stage and others not. It is often used in a compensa-
tory manner with other selection criteria, meaning that low-scoring appli-
cants are not always rejected and high-scoring applicants are not always 
offered a place.

BMAT has three elements: a domain-general aptitude and skills section, 
a section based on scientific knowledge and applications, and a short 
communicative writing task. A summary of the sections is provided in 
Table 1.1.

BMAT Sections 1 and 2 are in multiple-choice format (objectively 
marked) and all items are worth one mark. Scores are reported on a cali-
brated, 9-point scale to one decimal place. The Writing Task is marked by a 
team of expert markers at Cambridge Assessment. An image of the response 
is also supplied to each institution to which the candidate has applied. This 
provides the institution with an example of each applicant’s writing skill 
that has been completed under exam conditions, unlike other samples of 
writing that are commonly made available as part of the application process. 
Admissions tutors are therefore confident that applicants authored the 
Section 3 essay, which can be further reviewed qualitatively if needed. Past 

Table 1.1  Summary of BMAT sections

Section 1
Aptitude and Skills

This element tests generic skills often utilised in undergraduate 
study: problem solving, understanding argument, and data 
analysis and inference skills. There are 35 items in 60 minutes.

Section 2
Scientific Knowledge  
and Applications

This element tests whether candidates have the core knowledge 
and the capacity to apply it, which is a pre-requisite for high-
level study in biomedical sciences. Questions are restricted to 
material typically included in non-specialist school Science 
and Mathematics courses but require a level of understanding 
appropriate for such an able target group. There are 27 items 
in 30 minutes.

Section 3
Writing Task

This element tests the ability to select, develop and organise 
ideas and to communicate them in writing, concisely and 
effectively. A selection of questions on topics of general, 
medical, veterinary or scientific interest are available, one of 
which must be chosen. The response is limited to one A4 page 
in 30 minutes.
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BMAT papers and sample materials are available on the BMAT website: 
www.admissionstestingservice.org/for-test-takers/bmat

Institutions want to be confident that they have selected the right applicants 
and deselected those who are least likely to succeed. The utility of BMAT is 
demonstrated by studies to date, which have shown that BMAT scores relate 
to applicants’ future performance on their course of study. Despite the dif-
ficulties involved in making predictions about future behaviour, high BMAT 
scores are associated with high course outcomes, and low scores (especially 
for the Scientific Knowledge and Applications section) are associated with 
poor course outcomes for those admitted, despite their high A Level grades.

A further benefit to institutions is that they are able to use BMAT to dese-
lect applicants for interview if there is sufficient evidence, from usage of the 
test, that applicants with low scores have very little chance of being offered a 
place of study (when their scores were unseen by those doing the selecting). 
Where the selection process begins before A Level results are available (as 
it does for most) we have also shown that BMAT results can predict those 
likely to achieve weaker A Level outcomes (importantly, these are applicants 
failing to meet their conditional offer grades despite high predictions).

Of course, no single assessment will be ideal in the selection of those for a 
career in medicine, dentistry or veterinary medicine and the non-academic 
attributes thought to be desirable in applicants, such as personal quali-
ties, will need to be assessed in other ways. For this reason a multifaceted 
approach to medical selection is widely accepted and recommended (Cleland 
et al 2012). When used alongside other selection criteria, BMAT can usefully 
aid admissions tutors in choosing applicants who can cope with the academic 
demands of their future course of study and thrive in the intellectually rigor-
ous environment required. This volume presents work conducted to ensure 
that BMAT remains fit for purpose in a complex and important environ-
ment, where an understanding of the test’s validity is crucial.

Validity and validation
Validity has generally been defined as the extent to which an assessment can 
be shown to produce scores and/or outcomes which are an accurate reflection 
of the test taker’s true level of ability. It is concerned with the appropriateness 
and meaningfulness of inferences made when using the test results within a 
particular social or educational context. Validation is the process of accumu-
lating evidence to support these interpretations. We endorse this view and in 
doing so draw on internationally recognised standards such as the Standards 
for Educational and Psychological Testing (American Educational Research 
Association, American Psychological Association and National Council 
on Measurement in Education 2014), which is hereafter referred to as the 
Standards (2014).
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Cambridge Assessment Admissions Testing’s view of validation draws on 
a socio-cognitive approach to defining the abilities which are to be tested by an 
assessment system. This theoretical framework of learning and assessment is 
used for in-depth analysis of the validity of our tests, including BMAT. The 
model was developed by Cambridge English Language Assessment research-
ers in collaboration with Weir (2005), and draws on the work of Messick 
(1989), who stressed the interacting nature of different types of validity 
evidence (and also Bachman 1990, Bachman and Palmer 1996).

The approach is described as socio-cognitive in that carrying out tasks 
in real life is a social phenomenon and the underlying abilities which enable 
these actions are mental constructs (the cognitive dimension). A valid test 
seeks to engage the mental capacities in an authentic way so that appropriate 
inferences can be drawn from the test score.

In the case of potential for biomedical study, it is important to make 
explicit what is meant by this notion and to account for the ways in which 
test results can be used to make dependable decisions about the test takers’ 
ability. In other words, we need to have confidence that high scores reliably 
reflect more potential than lower scores. This point highlights a fundamen-
tal issue of validity ‒ the nature of the constructs which are at the heart of 
our tests and how we account for them. The construct of a test is the theory 
that the test is based on. For BMAT, this is the theory of the cognitive skills, 
the core scientific reasoning and the written communication abilities that will 
enable a student to cope with the demands of a rigorous biomedical degree. 
Within the socio-cognitive approach, we account for the test construct by 
considering six ‘aspects’ of validity for which supporting evidence must be 
provided.

Figure 1.3 illustrates the principal direction of hypothesised relationships 
between elements of the socio-cognitive framework. It shows that, while 
all aspects of validity need to be considered at test development stages, 
some types of validity evidence cannot be collected until after the test event – 
particularly those aspects which relate to the effects and consequences of 
using the results.

This view treats the aspects of validity outlined above as component parts 
of overall validity. This unitary conceptualisation of validity requires a com-
prehensive validity argument to be presented. A validity argument is a well-
reasoned rationale in which the examination provider presents an overall 
evaluation of the intended interpretations and uses of the test which is being 
validated. This is consistent with the definition of validation as: ‘the ongoing 
process of demonstrating that a particular interpretation of test scores is jus-
tified’ (Bachman and Palmer 1996:22).

This approach to validation underpins contemporary work in language 
testing contexts, but validation of admissions tests have tended to focus 
on reliability, which is a narrow aspect of scoring validity, and predictive 
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validity, a form of criterion-related validity (Soares 2012). There is growing 
consensus that the predictive and scoring validity of admissions tests should 
be supplemented with other forms of validity (Atkinson and Geiser 2009, 
Linn 2009). By applying the socio-cognitive model to BMAT, this volume 
provides an example of how various aspects of validity can be considered in 
relation to an admissions test. In building and presenting a validity argument 
we seek to:
•	 set out our claims relating to the usefulness of the test for its intended 

purpose
•	 explain why each claim is appropriate by giving reasons and 

justifications

Test taker

Cognitive validityContext validity

Candidate

Scoring validity

Scores/Grades

Consequential
validity

Criterion-related
validity

Figure 1.3  The socio-cognitive validation framework (adapted from Weir 
2005)
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•	 provide adequate evidence to support the claims and the reasoning 
behind them.

This evidence is built over time, beginning at the design and development 
stages, and continues to be accumulated for as long as the test remains opera-
tional. This volume presents the validity argument for BMAT in its current 
form, and does not preclude evidence being added to the overall case for 
BMAT in the future. Indeed, the Cambridge Assessment approach sub-
scribes to a continuous model of test validation that continues throughout 
the lifetime of any test.

1.3  Structure of the volume
In the seven chapters that follow, evidence for the validity of BMAT is pre-
sented. Each of these chapters focuses on an aspect of the socio-cognitive 
model (see Figure 1.3) and then the final chapter draws this work together. 
The Appendix shows the questions that need to be considered by the test 
provider in gathering evidence for each of these aspects. We use these ques-
tions to develop standard quality procedures and operational analyses for a 
test as well as to design and conduct targeted research studies that generate 
empirical evidence. In this collection, therefore, we outline the quality proce-
dures and routine analyses put in place for BMAT that relate to each of these 
aspects of validity, as well as presenting key evidence from research studies.

In designing a test for a particular context and purpose, we profile the 
intended test takers in terms of their characteristics: demographic features 
(such as gender), existing knowledge and prior learning experiences. The 
BMAT candidature has changed over the years that the test has been used 
and we continue to collect information in an ongoing manner during opera-
tional phases to make sure that the test is still fit for purpose. Additionally, 
various concerns about the composition of the medical student population 
have been raised by the Medical Schools Council (2014). Research studies 
have been conducted to ensure that BMAT is not contributing to diversity 
issues and these are presented as part of Chapter 2.

Chapter 3 discusses cognitive validity in the context of BMAT. Cognitive-
related validity is concerned with the extent to which the cognitive processes 
employed by candidates are similar to those that will be needed in real-world 
contexts beyond the test. For BMAT, medical school represents the context 
of interest. This chapter focuses on the constructs assessed by BMAT sec-
tions and the work done to ensure that the skills assessed are relevant to suc-
cessful study at medical school.

Chapter 4 is concerned with context validity. Discussion focuses on the 
conditions under which the test is performed and includes features of the 
tasks as well as the administration conditions. Some of the issues regarding 
task features examined in this chapter have a symbiotic relationship to those 
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covered on cognitive validity, as an item’s characteristics can have unin-
tended effects on the cognitive processes used to answer the question, poten-
tially introducing construct-irrelevant variance to test scores that should be 
avoided. Threats to a test’s validity can also arise if administration condi-
tions are not considered and standardised, so the operational processes that 
safeguard the security and integrity of BMAT are included in this chapter.

It is essential to ensure that tests are scored accurately (with no processing 
errors) and it is important to estimate the reliability of the results ‒ the extent 
to which they are stable, consistent and free from errors of measurement. In 
Chapter 5, the scoring procedures for BMAT are discussed, alongside some 
of the psychometric procedures used to monitor and evaluate test sessions. 
It is also essential that tests are fair and not biased in favour of one group 
of test takers over another. This aspect of scoring validity links closely with 
the issues covered in Chapter 2; knowledge of the test taker sample informs 
post-test analyses of group differences and this chapter presents examples of 
this work.

In establishing criterion-related aspects of validity the aim is to demon-
strate that test scores are systematically related to another indicator of what 
is being measured, or a measure of some related construct, such as another 
established test or a predicted outcome. Much of the research on admissions 
testing, particularly in the medical context, is dominated by predictive valid-
ity research focused on academic achievement. In Chapter 6, published work 
on how BMAT scores predict course outcomes is referred to, along with 
some analyses relating to other outcome variables, such as A Levels. In addi-
tion, this chapter discusses some common challenges experienced when con-
ducting predictive validity studies. In particular, work looking at the effects 
of range restriction in selection situations is shared and common approaches 
to dealing with this phenomenon are critically discussed.

Consequential validity (or ‘impact’) is concerned with the effects of using 
a test on stakeholders (including test takers themselves) and on wider society. 
These consequences may be positive or negative, intended or unintended, 
and are particularly relevant to high-stakes tests like BMAT. Stakeholder 
perceptions of a test and washback effects on learning are aspects of conse-
quential validity. Chapter 7 deals with these issues and the responsibilities 
of the test developer to consider BMAT’s impact on society more generally.

Finally, Chapter 8 outlines the key issues raised by authors throughout 
the volume, in order to present some conclusions related to the use and study 
of admissions tests such as BMAT.

1.4  Chapter summary
This introduction chapter has highlighted the need for test developers to eval-
uate various aspects of validity when constructing a high-stakes admission 
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test such as BMAT. The importance of considering various aspects of the 
test’s candidature and administration has also been emphasised. In order 
to meet these requirements, we have adopted a comprehensive validation 
framework in the form of the socio-cognitive approach (O’Sullivan and Weir 
2011, Weir 2005), and applied it to BMAT. This framework is elaborated in 
the following chapters to present a multi-faceted overview of BMAT, and 
the validity arguments that underpin the assessment. Furthermore, this col-
lection can promote similarly comprehensive evaluations in the admissions 
testing literature, and potentially in other areas of educational assessment. 
Therefore, this volume is suitable for anybody with an interest in educational 
assessment.

It is hoped ‒ and certainly intended ‒ that those concerned with the fair, 
transparent, valid and reliable selection of students will find the following 
chapters accessible and useful. Chapter 2 addresses the importance of under-
standing the BMAT test taker, as the first of six components to consider from 
the socio-cognitive framework.
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Appendix

Questions to be considered in building validity 
evidence for a test (adapted from Weir 2005)

Test taker 
characteristics

What are the characteristics of the test takers (age, gender, 
etc.)?
Does the test make suitable accommodations for candidates 
with special needs?
Are candidates sufficiently familiar with what they have to do 
in the test?
Are candidates put at ease so that they are enabled to achieve 
their best?

Context validity

Is there any evidence that the response format is likely to 
affect performance?
Are the marking criteria explicit for the candidates and the 
markers?
Is the timing of each part appropriate?
Is the content knowledge suitable and unbiased?
Are the administration conditions satisfactorily consistent 
and secure?

Cognitive validity What are the skills/cognitive processes elicited by the test 
tasks?

Scoring validity

Are items of appropriate difficulty and do they discriminate 
between candidates?
Is there a sufficient level of test reliability?
Is there any evidence of item bias?
Are the candidates’ responses their own?
Are there clearly defined marking criteria that cover the 
construct?
Are markers trained, standardised, checked and moderated?
Is marking reliable and consistent?

Criterion validity
Do test scores relate to future outcomes? (predictive)
Do test scores relate to other tests or measurements? 
(concurrent)

Consequential validity

Are actions based on test scores appropriate?
Is there any evidence of differential validity?
How are candidates preparing for the test?
Is there a washback effect in the classroom (positive or 
negative)?
How is the test perceived by stakeholders?
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