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disability. Recent national surveys 
(Cortiella, 2014) suggest that RTI, in its 
various forms, is currently being used in 
a majority of schools, districts, and states 
as a means of identifying students with 
unique learning needs.

Assessment Strategies
Traditionally, standardized tests have 
played a major role in the evaluation 
of students thought to have a learning 
disability. These instruments are also 
known as norm-referenced assessments 
because an individual’s performance is 
compared to that of a normative group 
of peers (for example, all sixth graders in 
their state or a national sample of sixth 
graders) who have taken the same test. 
Standardized assessment requires rigid 
adherence to directions for adminis-

tering, scoring, and interpreting the results. Teachers and psychologists rely heavily 
on standardized tests when assessing for learning disabilities. Norm-referenced tests 
provide a great deal of statistical information, allowing professionals to compare a 
particular student’s performance with that of other pupils in the normative group. 
Criterion-referenced assessments, on the other hand, describe a youngster’s perfor-
mance. Criterion-referenced tests measure a student’s abilities against a predetermined 
criterion or mastery level. In other words, the child’s performance is compared with a 
standard expectation (100% knowledge of multiplication facts), not with the perfor-
mance of others. Criterion-referenced tests, also commonly called teacher-made tests, 
offer a means of educational accountability, in that a teacher can demonstrate that a 
student has learned specific skills. It is a bit more difficult to show improvement in 
terms of percentile rankings or even grade-level scores (Lerner & Johns, 2015).

Although standardized testing is a useful component of a nondiscriminatory 
evaluation and provides meaningful information for identification purposes, norm-
referenced tests are weak in providing instructional direction. Teacher-made tests are 
perhaps better suited for guiding instruction. One of the chief benefits of criterion-
referenced tests is that they can help in instructional planning and decision making and 
in monitoring progress toward educational goals. Individualized education programs 
(IEPs) are often constructed around data gleaned from various types of criterion-
referenced tests.

Assessment strategies should always fit the question we are asking about a particular 
student. Professionals must also pay careful attention to the purpose of the assessment 
and how the data will be used (Aiken & Groth-Marnat, 2006).

Curriculum-Based Measurement
One frequently voiced concern about standardized testing is that the test items do not 
necessarily reflect or represent the content of the curriculum that a student has been 
exposed to. Curriculum-based measurement (CBM), on the other hand, is a form 
of criterion-referenced assessment in which test items are based on objectives found 
in the local school curriculum. In this model, a pupil’s performance, usually in the 
areas of math, spelling, and reading, is evaluated several times a week with test items 

Standardized assessment requires rigid adherence to directions for administering, 
scoring, and interpreting the results. 
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norm-referenced assessment: A 
standardized test on which a pupil’s 
performance is compared to that of his 
or her peers.

criterion-referenced assessment: 
An assessment procedure in which a 
student’s performance is compared to a 
particular level of mastery.

curriculum-based measurement 
(CBM): A formative assessment 
procedure for monitoring student 
progress in core academic subjects 
that reflect the local school curriculum.




