
541Module 25: Standardized Tests and Scores

The most commonly used measure of variability among scores, standard deviation (SD), 
is the degree of variability in a group of scores. The SD is more difficult to compute than the 
range: It equals the square root of each score’s deviation from the mean. This sounds more 
complex than it is. The computation is less important than understanding the SD for test score 
interpretation. Figure 25.2 shows the difference in variability for two groups of scores with 
small and large SDs.

•• A small SD indicates that most scores are close to the mean score of the group. For a 
classroom test, the teacher might hope that all students would score well and close to 
one another, indicating that all students are mastering the course objectives.

•• A large SD suggests that the scores are more spread out. On standardized achievement 
tests, a large degree of variability is not only typical but optimal, because the test items 
are designed to make fine discriminations in achievement among a large population of 
students.

In the example with Class 1 and Class 2, the SDs are .84 (Class 1) and 2.17 (Class 2). 
With a small set of numbers, the variability may be obvious. However, with large groups of 
scores, such as the thousands of scores of students taking a standardized achievement test, the 
SD provides a scientific measurement of the distribution of scores.

Normal Distribution
Understanding and interpreting test scores also means understanding a normal distribution of 
scores. We begin by explaining a frequency distribution. A frequency distribution is the simple 
list of all scores for a group. The scores can be depicted visually in a histogram, or bar graph. For 
example, Figure 25.3 depicts the final grades in an educational psychology course. Final grades 
are indicated along the horizontal axis (x-axis), and the number of students receiving each final 
grade is indicated along the vertical axis (y-axis). As Figure 25.3 shows, 7 students failed the 
course, 17 students received a grade of D, 45 students received a C, 37 students received a B, 
and 15 students received an A. In this figure, more scores fall to the right (higher scores) and 
fewer scores fall to the left (lower scores) of the midpoint, indicating that the scores are skewed. 

FIGURE 25.3	 Histogram of Final Grades in an Educational Psychology Course. 

Final grades are indicated along the horizontal axis (x-axis), and the number of 
students receiving each final grade is indicated along the vertical axis (y-axis).

N
u

m
b

er
 o

f 
S

tu
d

en
ts

Final Grades

A

50

45

40

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

0
F D C B


