
538 Unit 8: Assessment

The criteria are chosen because, together, they represent a level of expert knowledge. 
Lawyers, doctors, nurses, and teachers must take standardized tests and meet a specified 
criterion to become licensed or certified for their profession.

•• Norm-referenced tests compare the individual test taker’s performance to the perfor-
mance of a group of similar test takers, called the norm sample. A norm sample is a 
large group of individuals who represent the population of interest on characteristics 
such as gender, age, race, and socioeconomic status (SES). For example, a norm sample 
for a standardized test can be all fifth graders nationally, all fifth graders in a state, or all 
fifth graders in a district. Norm samples for nationally used standardized tests, such as 
the achievement tests listed in Table 25.2, need to be large (about 100,000 test takers) 
and representative of the population of students to allow accurate interpretations. The 
test items on norm-referenced tests are designed to differentiate, to the greatest degree 
possible, between individual test takers. For example, a norm-referenced mathematics 
achievement test might be used to select the top elementary school students in a school 
district for a gifted program with limited seats or space.

The major difference between the two types of tests is the purpose or situation for which 
each type of test is most useful, as summarized in Table 25.3. Many standardized group-
administered achievement tests provide teachers with both a criterion-referenced and a 
norm-referenced interpretation of scores, as shown in Figure 25.1. When dual interpretation 
is not available, the type of test that is used will depend on the purpose. Criterion-referenced 
tests provide information about mastery of material but do not allow comparisons among test 
takers. In contrast, norm-referenced tests do not provide information about the mastery or the 
strengths and weaknesses of a particular individual, but they do provide ample information 
for comparing test scores across individuals using several basic concepts of measurement, as 
discussed next.

UNDERSTANDING TEST SCORES

➌	 Explain the basic properties of a normal distribution.

➍	 Describe four types of test scores, and explain the advantages and limitations of each.

To interpret test scores accurately, teachers must understand some basic concepts of measure-
ment that are used in conjunction with one another to evaluate individual students as well as to 
evaluate groups of students, such as classrooms or school districts.

TABLE 25.3	 Comparison of Criterion-Referenced and Norm-Referenced Tests

CRITERION-REFERENCED NORM-REFERENCED
Purpose To determine mastery at a specified 

level
To compare a score to the 
performance of similar test takers

Content Specific to a domain or content area Broad domain or content area

Item selection Similar level of difficulty Wide variability in difficulty level

Scores Number or percentage correct as 
compared to criteria

Standard score, percentile, or grade-
equivalent score as compared to the 
norm group

SOURCE: Gregory, 2013.
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