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PARENT NEWSLINE - STANDARDIZED TESTS: 
What Everyone Should Know 
One tool that schools use to learn about students is the standardized test. Understanding 
the role of testing will help you to enable your child to succeed in school and to develop a 
better relationship between your family and your child’s school. 

What are Standardized Tests? 
Usually created by commercial test publishers, standardized tests are designed to give a 
common measure of students’ performance. Because large numbers of students 
throughout the country take the same test, they give educators a common yardstick or 
“standard” of measure. Educators use these standardized tests to tell how well school 
programs are succeeding or to give themselves a picture of the skills and abilities of 
today’s students. Several different tests are available to schools such as the Iowa Test of 
Basic Skills and the California Achievement Test. DoDEA uses the Terra Nova multiple 
assessments from CTB/McGraw Hill. This edition of standardized test is a combination 
of selected response items (multiple choice) and a section of constructed-response items 
that allow students to produce their own short answer and extended responses. 

Why Do Schools Use Standardized Tests? 
Standardized tests can help teachers and administrators make decisions regarding the 
instructional program. They help schools measure how students in a given class, school, 
or school system perform in relation to other students who take the same test. Using the 
results from these tests, teachers and administrators can evaluate a school program or 
gather information about a group of students or individual students. 

How Do Schools Use Standardized Tests? 
Different types of standardized tests have different purposes. Standardized achievement 
tests measure how much students have already learned about a school subject. The results 
from these tests can help teachers develop programs that suit students’ achievement 
levels in each subject area, such as reading, math, language skills or science 
Standardized aptitude tests measure students’ abilities to learn in school – how well they 
are likely to do in future school work. Instead of measuring knowledge of subjects taught 
in school, these tests measure a broad range of abilities or skills that are considered 
important to success in school. They can measure verbal ability, mechanical ability, 
creativity, and clerical ability or abstract reasoning. The results from aptitude tests help 
teachers to plan instruction that is appropriate for the students’ levels. Educators most 
commonly use achievement and aptitude tests to: 

• Evaluate school programs 
• Report on students’ progress 
• Diagnose students’ strengths and weaknesses 
• Select students for special programs 
• Place students in special groups and 
• Certify student achievement (for example, award high school diplomas or 

promote students from grade to grade) 
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Can Standardized Tests Alone Determine My Child’s Placement in the 
Classroom? 
No. Paper-and-pencil tests give teachers only a part of the picture of your child’s 
strengths and weaknesses. Teachers combine the results of many methods to gain insights 
into the skills, abilities, and knowledge of your child. These methods include: 

• Observing students in the classroom 
• Evaluating their day-to-day class work 
• Grading their homework assignments 
• Meeting with their parents 
• Keeping close track of how students change or grow throughout the year. 

Standardized tests have limitations. These tests are not perfect measures of what 
individual students can or cannot do or of everything students learn. Also, your child’s 
scores on a particular test may vary from day to day, depending on whether your child 
guesses, receives clear directions, follows the directions carefully, takes the test seriously, 
and is comfortable in taking the test. 

What Does My Child’s Score Tell Me? 
Students’ scores are often reported as percentiles. These percentile ranks, which range 
from 1 to 99, relate your child’s performance to a norm group. The percentile is the 
percentage of students whose scores fall below your child’s score. For example, if a 
student has a percentile score of 71, the student scored higher than approximately 71 
percent of the students in the national norm group. A percentile rank refers to the 
percentage of students who fall below a particular point, not the percentage of answered 
correctly. A percentile score of 41 to 59 is considered average, whereas this same score 
on a classroom assessment would be considered as below average or failing. Percentiles 
are not suitable for statistical work such as computing an average. 

Do Standardized Tests Include Material that My Child Has Not Been 
Taught? 
Since standardized tests measure a wide range of abilities, students might be tested on 
some unfamiliar skills and concepts. Every effort is made by the test companies to ensure 
that the content of their tests reflects what is typically taught in schools. The test 
companies conduct a careful review of current curricula, study the most widely used 
materials, research literature and obtain recommendations from curriculum specialists. 

How Can I Help My Child Do Well On Tests? 
Here are a few suggestions for parents who want to help their children do well on tests. 

1. First and most important, talk to your child’s teacher often to monitor your child’s 
progress and find out what activities you can do at home to help your child. 

2. Make sure your child does his or her homework. 
3. Make sure your child is well rested and eats a well-rounded diet. 
4. Have a variety of books and magazines at home to encourage your child’s 

curiosity. Don’t be overly anxious about test scores, but encourage your child to 
take tests seriously. 

5. Don’t judge your child on the basis of a simple test score. 



DODDS MEDITERRANEAN DISTRICT 
TRUE NORTH - HIGHEST STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT 

 
What Should I Ask My Child’s Teacher? 

Before the test… 
• Which tests will be administered during the school year and for what 

purposes? 
• How will the teacher or the school use the results of the test? 
• What other means of evaluation will the teacher or the school use to 

measure your child’s performance? 
• Should your child practice taking tests? 

After the test… 
• How do students in your child’s school compare with students in other 

school systems in your state and across the country? 
• What do the test results mean about your child’s skills and abilities? 
• Are the test results consistent with your child’s performance in the 

classroom? 
• Are any changes anticipated in your child’s educational program? 
• What can you do at home to help your child strengthen particular skills? 

Where Can Parents Find Out More About Testing in Schools? 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/schools/
 
http://www.dodea.edu/data/district.cfm?dodaac=HE5468
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