FACT SHEET

Key Principles of Standardized Tests

1. Standardized achievement tests are valid for specific educational decisions and no single test is valid for all educational decisions.


Tests are developed for many purposes.  Examples include determining student eligibility for advanced or remedial educational programs, tracking the overall achievement of schools and districts, and evaluating the performance of schools and programs.  In order for decisions based on test scores to be valid, the test must be designed and validated for the specific purpose.  For example, if a test is to be used for admission to an advanced program, the test content and difficulty level of its questions must be aligned with the academic demands of the program.  Similarly, if a test is to be used to identify students who require remedial services, the test must have many items that focus on low levels of achievement.
2. Tests per se are not norm referenced or criterion referenced.  These terms refer to types of scores and a single test can yield both types.


Norm-referenced scores tell how a student’s performance compares to peers across the country through comparison to a national norming sample.  National Percentile Ranks are the most common norm-referenced score.  Criterion-referenced scores, on the other hand, tell whether students have met pre-established standards of performance.  The state and city tests report Performance Levels (1 – 4), which indicate the extent to which students have mastered the performance standards for their grade.  Both types of scores are derived from Raw Scores which are the number of questions answered correctly.  The state and city tests are developed from published test series that have both norm-referenced and criterion-referenced scores. 
3. Performance-level standards are established by the judgments of teachers and not the test publishers.

The minimum number of questions that must be answered correctly to score in Performance Levels 2, 3, and 4, are based on the judgments of groups of teachers in a procedure called standards setting.  This procedure involves groups of experienced teachers from New York State and New York City who are given the task of determining which test questions students at each Performance Level should be able to answer.
4. Tests are not pin-point measures of a student’s achievement.

The student’s test score—the Obtained Score—is an estimate of a student’s level of achievement—the True Score.  All test scores are subject to error, known as the Standard Error of Measurement (SEM).  Because of this error, a Grade 3 student with an Obtained Score at the bottom of Level 2 on the 2003 ELA, might have a True Score that is much higher or much lower.
5. The accuracy of a test score is not the same for all students.


Two key factors in the accuracy, or Reliability, of a test score are the number of questions on the test and the achievement level of the student who is tested.  Tests are more accurate if they are longer and they are more accurate with students who have average achievement than those at the low or high end on the continuum.
6. Aggregate test scores for schools and districts are more accurate than scores for individual students.


The SEM for grouped data is less than for individual students.  This means that the Obtained Scores for schools and districts are closer to the True Score than the Obtained Scores for individuals.  Accordingly, decisions based on scores for schools will be based on more accurate data than decisions for students.
7. Racial/ethnic and gender differences in test scores do not necessarily mean that the test is biased.

Group differences in test scores may reflect actual differences in achievement or they may be due to bias in the test items.  Test item bias can only be determined by statistical procedures and review of the test items by Bias Review Panels.
8. Standardized test scores reflect students’ cumulative development of skills and knowledge over time and not just what they learned in a particular grade and year.

 The content of the state and city standardized tests are not geared to the curriculum for a specific grade.  Rather, they are aligned with learning standards that set the compass for instruction across the grades and measure the developing mastery of these skills from grade to grade.
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