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be admitted to your undergraduate education program. Before we consider why educators at 
all levels use standardized tests, we first need to define exactly what makes a test standardized. 
Standardized tests are distinguished by two qualities (Gregory, 2013):

1.	 They are created by testing experts at test publishing companies.

2.	 All students are given the test by a trained examiner under the same (hence “standard-
ized”) conditions. For example, all students are given the same directions, test items, 
time limits, and scoring procedures.

You’re probably very familiar with tests that are not standardized, such as the classroom tests 
you have taken since elementary school. Classroom tests, often created by individual teachers, 
measure specific learning that occurs within a classroom and typically focus on the district’s 
curriculum. Teachers may use classroom tests as a formative or a summative assessment of stu-
dents’ knowledge. Assessment includes any and all procedures used to collect information and 
make inferences or judgments about an individual or a program (Brookhart & Nitko, 2014). 
Formative assessments, such as homework assignments and quizzes, enable teachers to plan 
for instruction and monitor student progress throughout a grading period. To assess student 
achievement at the end of an instructional unit or grading period, teachers use summative 
assessments, such as tests and cumulative projects.

Like some classroom tests, standardized tests typically are used for summative assessments, 
but they focus on broader areas of learning, such as overall mathematical achievement rather 
than mathematical progress within a grading period. For a summary of the differences between 
classroom and standardized tests, see Table 25.1.

What standardized tests do you remember taking in elementary through high 
school? What purpose do you think they served? Think about these tests as you 
read about the categories of standardized tests.

TABLE 25.1	 Comparison of Classroom Tests and Standardized Tests

CLASSROOM TEST STANDARDIZED TEST
Purpose Formative and summative Typically summative

Content Specific to a content covered in the 
classroom over a specific time frame

Specific or general topics across many districts or 
states

Source of items Created or written by the classroom teacher Created by a panel of professional experts

Administration 
procedures

Can be flexible for students with disabilities 
and special needs

Standardized across all settings and individuals

Length Usually short—less than an hour Usually very long—several hours

Scoring procedures Typically teacher scored Typically machine scored

Reliability Typically low Typically high

Scores Individual’s number or percentage correct 
(raw score)

Compared to predetermined criteria or norm 
group (converted from raw score)

Grading Used to assign a course grade Used to determine general ability or achievement; 
not used to assign course grade

SOURCE: Haladyna, 2002.

Classroom assessments: 
See Module 23

Classroom tests: See 
Module 24


