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CHAPTER 14: HOW ARE TESTS USED IN CLINICAL AND COUNSELING SETTINGS?

 Summary
Clinical assessment includes a broad set of information-gathering and interpretive skills used by the professional counselor-therapist. There are three models of clinical assessment. The information-gathering model represents the use of standardized tests to make diagnoses. The therapeutic model uses tests as an intervention that provides new information for the client to use for self-discovery and growth. The differential treatment model represents the use of tests for conducting research or evaluating program outcomes. Counselors primarily provide services for individuals with normal developmental problems, and clinical psychologists and psychiatrists generally treat individuals with abnormal behaviors, mental disorders, or emotional disabilities.
Diagnosis is the identification of the client’s problem or disorder. Screening is the process of arriving at a diagnosis. Diagnosis leads to the design or selection of an intervention to alleviate unwanted behaviors or symptoms or to solve the client’s problem.

Most practitioners use the clinical interview as a primary tool for gathering information about the client. The clinical interview involves a discussion between the client and the assessor in which the assessor observes the client and gathers information. The structured clinical interview has a predetermined set of questions. The unstructured or nondirective clinical interview, on the other hand, has few predetermined questions; instead, the assessor’s questions are more likely to be determined by the client’s responses. The semistructured interview provides a compromise between the structured interview and the nondirective interview.

Research on the validity of the nondirective clinical interview suggests that it may be more useful in a therapeutic sense than for assessment. The practitioner who uses the nondirective approach risks three major sources of bias: hypothesis confirmation bias, self-fulfilling prophecy, and ethnocentrism. Practitioners also use standardized personality tests, such as the MMPI-2, the NEO Personality Inventory, and the 16PF, to make diagnoses.

Projective techniques ask test takers to give meaning to ambiguous stimuli. Projective storytelling requires test takers to tell a story about some visual stimuli such as pictures. In projective drawing, test takers draw and interpret their own pictures. In sentence completion tests, the assessor administers partial sentences, verbally or on paper, and asks test takers to respond by completing each sentence. A major weakness of most projective tests is a lack of evidence of traditional psychometric soundness, such as reliability and validity. Therefore, the value of projective tests may be in their usefulness as an intervention rather than as diagnostic or research instruments.

Neuropsychology is a special branch of psychology that concentrates on the relation between how the brain functions and the behavior it produces. Neuropsychologists use electrophysiological techniques, such as the EEG, a continuous written record of brainwave activity, and the ERP, a record of the brain’s electrical response to the occurrence of a specific event, as well as traditional psychological tests.

Most neuropsychological testing falls into two categories: diagnosing brain damage and screening for developmental deficiencies. Two developmental tests for infants are biochemical assessment, which is the analysis of blood gases to determine the concentration of oxygen and carbon dioxide at the tissue level, and electrophysiological assessment, which is the monitoring of vital signs such as heart rate and spontaneous electrical activity of the brain. Neuropsychologists also conduct neurobehavioral assessments such as eliciting various reflexes to assess the functioning and maturity of the infant’s central nervous system. Finally, neuropsychologists use tests that measure temperament and personality, as well as intelligence, academic achievement, language, perception, and attention tests, to assess social–emotional functioning in children. When treating the elderly, neuropsychologists take into account the normal changes in brain function that result from aging, including the fact that aging can exaggerate the psychological impact of medical conditions.
Psychologists also use traditional tests to identify mental disorders such as anger, anxiety, and depression. These tests differ from general personality inventories, such as the MMPI and the NEO Personality Inventory, because they focus on a narrow band of traits or behaviors. The Beck Depression Inventory and the Beck Anxiety Inventory are examples of tests that assess a single construct or disorder. Another dimension of measurement is the assessment of whether an attribute is temporary (state) or an ongoing part of the personality (trait). When clients, such as children, cannot complete self-report measures, trained professionals use observational scales to rate observed behaviors.

