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NIC Testing:
Providing a National Standard

NIC TESTING: FROM 1969 TO TOMORROW

The NIC Testing Program was established to create a national standard, 
to ensure consistency in the profession, and enhance reciprocity among 
the states.

The National-Interstate Council of 
State Boards of Cosmetology, Inc. 
was established in 1956 in a merger 
of the Interstate Council of State 
Boards of Cosmetology with the Na-
tional Council of Boards of Beauty 
Culture. 

In 1969, the NIC Testing Program 
was established to create a national 
standard, to ensure consistency in 
the profession, and to enhance reci-
procity among the states.

NIC is composed of members of 
boards of cosmetology and barbers, 
or their counterparts, in each district, 
state, and territory of the United 
States. The result is an organization 
that offers testing quality and indus-
try expertise beyond the resources of 
most individual states. Since then, 
the examination program has been 
expanded many times:

1969ó NIC Testing Programó
The NIC Testing Program was 
established to create a national 
standard to ensure consistency of 

testing and to enhance licensing 
reciprocity among states.
1974ó Instructor and nail tech 
examsó The NIC Testing Pro-
gram was expanded to include 
instructor and nail technician 
examinations.
1986ó Manager, electrologist, 
and esthetician examsó Exami-
nations for the manager, electrol-
ogist, and esthetician were 
developed.
1990ó Practical and barberó
The practical examination was 
developed and offered as an 
option for all state boards. The 
barber examination was revised 
and added to the program.
1997ñ98ó National job analy-
sisó A comprehensive national 
job analysis was completed for all 
examination categories. The 
project involved thousands of 
practitioners and experts in vari-
ous cosmetology-related occupa-
tions throughout the United 

States, numerous focus groups, 
and psychometric and statistical 
analysis. All NIC examinations 
were updated.
1999ó Computerized testingó
Computerized testing was imple-
mented by PSI, Inc., to provide 
more than 600 public and private 
testing centers, instant test results, 
and easy-to-understand test-tak-
ing.
2000ó Scoresheets and manu-
alsó Scoresheets and manuals for 
all practical examinations were 
updated.
2000ó Strategic planó A strate-
gic plan for adapting to future 
growth was developed.
2001ó Updated all testsó All 
test categories were updated, and 
test questions were revised and 
rewritten using a cross-section of 
well known experts throughout 
the United States. Item-writing 
continued for new examinations, 
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and all categories were translated into 
Spanish.
2002ñ03ó Job analysis studyó All 
examination categories were trans-

lated into Vietnamese. Written and 
practical examinations for natural hair 
stylist were developed. Redeveloped 
examiner training program and 

updated all practical examination 
materials. A new national job analysis 
study is under way, to determine 
industry trends for test standards.

NIC TESTING: UNIQUE ADVANTAGES

Advantages of participation in the NIC Testing Program include national support 
for state boards, relevance to current practice, opportunity for state-to-state 
endorsement, integrity and security, validity and reliability, cost-effectiveness, 
board participation, and compliance with industry testing standards.

The NIC Testing Program offers partici-
pants a number of unique advantages:

National support for state boardsó
The NIC Testing program is national 
in scope and focus. It is the only orga-
nization that provides specific indus-
try information to participating 
boards regarding performance of can-
didates, sunset review, legislative 
issues, up-to-date health and safety 
concerns, and other related topics.
Relevance to current practiceó The 
NIC written and practical examina-

tions are based on a current national 
job analysis study covering each of 
the occupations. The study was con-
ducted in 1997 utilizing recognized 
survey-based methodologies and 
including thousands of practitioners 
from all over the country. The find-
ings were further validated by nation-
ally represented panels of subject 
matter experts. This study is repeated 
every three to five years to accommo-
date changes in the profession and is 
continuously monitored and periodi-

cally reviewed by subject matter 
experts.
Reciprocity and endorsementó The 
fact that the NIC Testing Program is 
used in a majority of states greatly 
enhances and facilitates decisions 
regarding reciprocity and endorse-
ment.
Integrity and securityó Many new 
forms of the written examination are 
systematically implemented each year 
to protect the integrity and security of 
the program and to ensure that exami-
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ITEM RESPONSE THEORY UTILIZED
NIC examinations are devel-
oped using item response 
theory, which provides better 
solutions to test construction 
and scoring issues than pre-
vious methods.

Imagine two history stu-
dents, one who is in middle 
school (11ñ13 years old) and 
one who is in college (18ñ22 
years old). Both students re-
ceived scores of 80 percent 
on their most recent history 

examination. Although their 
scores are the same, it would 
be inferred that the college 
student knows more about 
history than the middle 
school student, because the 
college examination was un-
doubtedly more comprehen-
sive. However, without 
knowing the relationship be-
tween the difficulty of the 
questions on the two exami-
nations, it canít be known 

how much more knowledge 
of history the college student 
possesses.

This is where item re-
sponse theory comes into 
play. It allows test-takers 
who receive different ques-
tions to be placed on a com-
mon proficiency scale. The 
questions each test-taker re-
ceives can differ in difficulty 
because the statistical char-
acteristics of the questions 

are taken into account by 
IRT models when scoring 
the test-takers. In the exam-
ple above, if the two history 
tests had been scored on a 
common item response theo-
ry scale, the college student 
would have received a high-
er score than the middle 
school student because the 
college student received 
more difficult questions. In 
this manner, every candidate 
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nations conform to testing industry 
standards. 
Validity and reliabilityó Item-writ-
ing, item review, and test analysis 
activities are ongoing, to ensure valid-
ity and reliability. Psychometric char-
acteristics of each test conform to 
testing industry standards. Appropri-
ate psychometric procedures are used 
to score the examinations.
Cost-effectivenessó NICís nonprofit 
status as a professional organization 
ensures that test costs are minimal 

and that the organizationís primary 
goal remains protection of the health, 
safety, and welfare of the public and 
the industry work force.
State board participationó State 
board members and convention dele-
gates participate in policy-making 
decisions.
Compliance with testing industry 
standardsó In its test development, 
NIC follows key testing industry stan-
dards promulgated byó

ó American Education Research 

Association
ó National Council on Measure-

ment in Education
ó American Psychological Asso-

ciation
ó Council on Licensure Enforce-

ment and Regulation
ó Equal Employment Opportu-

nity Commission

NIC TESTING: SOLE-SOURCE TEST PROVIDER

A test thatís truly nationaló and owned by state licensing agencies Ö  the NIC 
national examination is a single source for both written and practical 
examinations.

Look to NIC as a sole-source test provid-
er for cosmetology, barbering, nail tech-
nology, esthetics, electrology and 
instructorsó for a number of reasons:

Ownershipó Every state that is a 
member of the National-Interstate 
Council of State Boards of Cosmetol-
ogy shares ownership of the examina-
tions. 
Truly nationaló The NIC examina-
tions are truly national examinations, 
because they are developed based on 
a national role delineation study con-
ducted every five years.
Toward national standardizationó
The examinations reflect important 
content for standardization across the 
nation. Subject matter experts 
selected from across the country par-
ticipate in development of the NIC 
examinations, both written and practi-
cal.
Widely usedó NIC examinations are 
used by more states than any other 
examinations. A strong majority of 
states plus Guam and the District of 
Columbia, participate in the program.
Complianceó Psychometrics used in 
development of the examinations 
meet national standards in test devel-
opment. In addition, NIC complies 
with the published Standards for Edu-

cational and Psychological Testing 
prepared by the committee to develop 
standards for educational and psycho-
logical testing of the American Edu-
cational Research Association, The 
American Psychological Association, 
the National Council on Measurement 
in Education, and the Council on 
Licensure, Enforcement and Regula-

tion. This body of standards provides 
a means for ensuring that the assess-
ment process is a fair measure of 
competence and is legally defensible.
Reciprocityó States participating in 
the NIC testing program accept the 
scores of the NIC examinations from 
other states as qualification for licen-
sure.

DARK BLUE STATES USE BOTH NIC WRITTEN & PRACTICAL EXAMS
LIGHT BLUE STATES USE ONE OR THE OTHER NIC EXAM.
Guam uses both written andpractical NIC exams; Puerto Rico does
not use NIC national tests.

The NIC National Test: Simply the best!
Thirty-eight states, the District of Columbia, and Guam now use NIC
National Tests. Highly defensible and based on an industry job analyses,
National Tests can make state-to-state reciprocity a reality.

DC
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NIC TESTING: BOTH WRITTEN AND PRACTICAL

Both written and practical examinations, NIC provides bothó along with 
statistical reporting, examiner training, and other services.

NIC written examinations
NIC written examinations are offered for 
the following licenses:

Cosmetology
Nail technician
Esthetician
Electrologist
Barber/barber stylist
Instructor
Manager
State law
Natural hair stylist

All tests are available in Spanish and 
Vietnamese, as well as English.

A number of secure and timely re-
ports are available to allow states to keep 
continual watch on performance, reli-
ability, and validity of the examinations:

Biannual pass-fail statistics for each 
state plus summary data for overall 
U.S. testing.
Annual statistical reporting
Quarterly school reports
Candidate information brochures

NIC practical examinations
Practical examinations are challenging to 
develop and difficult to administer and 
score. However, a practical examination 
is a critical component in assessing com-
petence of prospective cosmetology, 
nail, esthetician, barber, and instructor 
licensees. Like NIC written examina-
tions, the practical examinations are 
completely valid, reliable, standardized, 
and legally defensibleó facilitating deci-
sions concerning reciprocity and en-
dorsement.

NIC practical examinations are of-
fered for the following licenses:

Cosmetology
Nail technician
Esthetician
Barber stylist
Natural hair stylist
Instructor

The cosmetology practical examination 
covers core content:

Hair-shaping
Chemical waving
Chemical relaxing
Hair lightening and hair coloring

Thermal curling
In addition, each state may elect to in-
clude any of the following optional ser-
vices:

Blow-dry styling
Shaping and pincurl placement
Roller placement
Facials
Manicuring
Sculptured nails

Features of the NIC practical examina-
tion program include the following:

Two-day seminar for examiner train-
ers
Examiner trainer materials
School overview for new states (state 
provides a meeting area and contacts 
school owners and instructors about 
the meeting)
Four-hour presentation of new prac-
tical examinations to school owners 
and instructors
Candidate information brochures, 
health and safety standards, and 
other useful materials
Quarterly NIC examiner consistency 
reports

NIC TESTING: RELIABLE, VALID, AND STANDARDIZED

Does your examination yield the same results today that it will yield tomorrow?Ö  
Does the examination adequately measure what it is intended to measure?Ö  
Is the administration identical in all geographical locations?Ö
If the answer is ì yesî  to these questions, youíre already participating in the NIC 
Testing Program.

Continual monitoring
For an examination to be reliable, valid, 
and standardized, it must be continually 
monitored throughout the test develop-
ment process. Ongoing item-writing, 
item review, and test analysis are con-
ducted to ensure validity and reliability.

NIC has defined minimum competen-
cy for all cosmetology-related profes-
sions through use of a national job 
analysis study (also referred to as ì na-
tional role delineation studyî ) of practi-
tioners to identify which elements of 
knowledge, skills, and abilities are criti-
cal to each profession. Subject matter ex-

perts are then able to define the specific 
content outline for the practical examina-
tions. Every written and practical test 
item is directly linked to the role delinea-
tion study. Ongoing item writing, item 
review, and test analysis are conducted 
to ensure validity and reliability of the 
examinations.
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NIC TESTING: SCORE DELIVERY OPTIONS

Scores can be delivered overnight, faxed, e-mailed, or downloaded from the 
internet.

Conventional (noncomputer) test scores 
can be delivered four ways:

Overnight deliveryó Scores can be 
ì overnightedî  to states the same day 
answer sheets are received.
Fax deliveryó Scores can be sent 
between 4 and 5 p.m. Eastern time 

on the day the answer sheets are 
received.
E-mail deliveryó Scores can be sent 
by 5 p.m. Eastern time on the same 
day they are received.
Electronic deliveryó Scores can be 
downloaded from a secure website 

by 5 p.m. on the day the answer 
sheets are received.

NIC TESTING: COMPUTER-BASED EXAM OPTION

Instant results, highest security, many testing sites, nonstop tech support, and 
immediate deliveryó these are the advantages of NICís computer-based testing.

Advantages of computer-based 
testing
Computer-based test-taking provides in-
stant results during and following the 

testó saving time. Other advantages in-
clude the following:

Highest level of security
Multilingual applications
More than 600 testing sites with PSI , 
Inc.

Continuous technical support
User-friendly interface, with on-
screen graphics and calculator, and 
voice files

National-Interstate Council of State Boards of Cosmetology, Inc., 7622 Briarwood Circle, Little Rock, AR 72205, (501) 227-
8262, (501) 227-8212 fax, www.nictesting.org
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