
Many variables in educational research are 
qualitative or categorical.  When these types of 
variables are nominal or partially ordered they 
present problems for standard approaches to 
factor analysis and structural equation models that 
were developed for continuous data. Problems with 
standard methods are discussed and an alternative 
approach is presented.  

The alternative is a class of flexible latent variable 
models for multivariate, multicategory nominal and/
or ordinal variables. The approach is presented in 
the context of a low-stakes test where response 
options do not have a clear ordering, one of the 
response options is ``Don’t know,’’ and different 
instructions were given to some of the examinees 
to encourage them to guess rather than use the 
response option ``Don’t know.’’  

Also illustrated is how knowledge and information 
about the subject matter and items can be 
incorporated into the models. The methods 
illustrated in this talk yield more reliable measures, 
and their applicability to problems in educational 
research is quite broad.    
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