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Commercially available, nationally 
normed achievement tests are used 
by virtually every school district in 
the nation, including all 55 districts 
in West Virginia. The most recent 
scores on the Comprehensive Test of 
Basic Skills (CTBS) had West Virginia 
above the national average a t  all 
grade levels tested. Third graders 
tested at the 65th percentile and 
sixth graders a t  the 62nd percentile, 
compared to the national norm of 50. 
“How much improvement is needed? 
We are already above the national 
average!” is a point frequently made 
by the educators. 

The United States Department of 
Education (Snyder, 1987) reports 
that West Virginia has the highest 
percentage of adults without a col- 
lege education, the second lowest 
per-capita income, and the third 
lowest college entrance scores 
(ACT) in the nation (U.S. Depart- 
ment of Education, 1987). No one 
denies the problems in West Vir- 
ginia’s public schools. 

Friends for Education wondered 
how West Virginia could do so well 
on the nationally normed CTBS test. 
If West Virginia is above average, 
what state is below average? How 
could West Virginia do so poorly on 
every other indicator of student per- 

formance but consistently test above 
the national norm on the nationally 
normed, commercially available 
CTBS test? 

Friends for Education surveyed 
all 50 states and discovered that no 
state is below the norm at  the elemen- 
tary level on any of the six major na- 
tionally normed, commercially avail- 
able tests! A few states had one or 
two elementary grade levels or an 
occasional subject that was below 
average, but most states had all sub- 
ject areas and all elementary grade 
levels well above the national norm. 

John Jacob Cannell is  President of 
Friends for Education, Box 358, Daniels, 
w 2 5 8 3 . 2 .  He is a physician specializing 
in family practice. 

Editor’s note: This article is an edited 
version of Dr. Cannell’s report of the 
same title. Because of space limitations, 
Educational Measurement: Issues and 
Practice is not reprinting three data 
tables from the original report which 
show test results reported by state 
departments of education, test results 
reported by selected districts in other 
states, and first-year-of-use results from 
three recently renormed tests in three 
states. 
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Tests U s e d  in the States 
Twenty-six s ta tes  test on a statewide basis with commercially 

available tests, and all 26 test above average. In many of these states, 
local school districts administer an  additional nationally normed 
test. 

Six states administer a locally developed test on a statewide basis, 
and all 6 test above average. These tests are  nationally normed by 
a n  equating study with one  of the major commercially available 
tests. 

In 18 states, the districts test independently, and 16 of these states 
do not  collect t h e  district results. All 18 of these s ta tes  were found 
to be testing above average when their largest districts were 
surveyed. In 2 s ta tes  (Indiana and  Louisiana), the districts test in- 
dependently, but  the  s ta tes  have collected data.  The majority of 
districts in those 2 states test above average. 

Iowa Test  of Basic Skills 
Arizona Idaho 
Colorado Iowa 
Georgia North Dakota 

Stanford Achievement T e s t  
Alabama Nevada 
Hawaii South Dakota 
Mississippi Tennessee 

Comprehensive T e s t  of Basic Skills 
Delaware Utah 
Kentucky West Virginia 
New Mexico Wisconsin 
South Carolina 

California Achievement T e s t  
Mary 1 and North Carolina 
New Hampshire 

Metropolitan Achievement Test 
Arkansas Washington 
Oklahoma 

Science Research Associates 
North Dakota Virginia 

Locally Developed T e s t  
California Pennsylvania 
Maine Rhode Island 
Oregon Texas 

States Where Districts T e s t  Independently 
Alaska Minnesota 
Connecticut Missouri 
Florida Montana 
Illinois Nebraska 
Indian a New Jersey 
Kansas New York 
Louisiana Ohio 
Massachusetts Vermont 
Michigan Wyoming 
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Friends for Education sent letters 
to the superintendents and testing 
coordinators of all 50 states in August 
1987. Forty-three responded within 
one month and the remaining seven 
responded to a second letter. Infor- 
mation obtained included the name 
of the test used (See Sidebar), the 
norms used, the dates of administra- 
tion, the statistical method used to 
report the scores, the number of stu- 
dents tested, and the most current 
reading, language, math, and basic 
battery scores. Most states also sup- 
plied the percentage of students test- 
ing above average at  each grade 
level as well as the number and per- 
centage of districts testing above 
average in that particular state. 

The states reported data using 
many different statistical reporting 
methods, such as national percentile 
rank, normal curve equivalent, 
grade equivalent scores, and others. 
Friends for Education reprinted the 
scores as received from the states 
and did not perform any additional 
statistical operations on the data. 

Friends for Education found that 
these standardized, nationally normed 
achievement tests give children, par- 
ents, school systems, legislatures, 
and the press misleading reports on 
achievement levels. These tests 
allow all the states to claim to be 
above the national average! The tests 
-Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS), 
Stanford Achievement Test (SAT), 
Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills 
(CTBS), California Achievement Test 
(CAT), Metropolitan Achievement 
Test (MAT), and Science Research 
Associates (SRA)-allow 90% ofthe 
school districts in the United States 
to claim to be above average. As 
many as 7'0% of the students tested 
nationwide are told they are 
performing above the national 
average. 

Friends for Education found that 
32 states test elementary children 
on a statewide basis, and all 32 show 
overall results above the national 
average. Many of these states rank 
below the national average on stan- 
dard barometers of excellence, such 
as per-capita income, graduation 
rates, performance on college en- 
trance examinations, and statewide 
literacy rates (US.  Department of 
Education, 1987). Such states include 
Alabama, Georgia, South Carolina, 
North Carolina, West Virginia, Ten- 
nessee, Kentucky, Arkansas, Okla- 
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homa, and Texas-all of which are 
claiming to be above the national 
average and most of which are claim- 
ing to be well above average. 

In the remaining 18 states, local 
districts administer the tests, but 
without statewide control. Most of 
these states had no knowledge of in- 
dividual district results, so Friends 
for Education telephoned the largest 
school districts in each of these states 
and obtained the scores and the tests 
used; 17 states had the vast majority 
of the surveyed districts above the 
national average. These larger dis- 
tricts often include metropolitan 
areas with many inner-city children, 
a group often thought to be below 
the norm. Instead, most of these 
inner-city districts were claiming to 
be above average, including the fol- 
lowing: Trenton, NJ; East Orange, 
NJ; New York, NY; Boston, MA; 
Springfield, MA; St. Louis, MO; 
Kansas City, MO; East St. Louis, 
MO; and Grand Rapids, MI. 

Standard principles of mathematics 
make it difficult for more than half 
of our children to be above average. 
However, these tests do not use a cur- 
rent group average for comparison, 
but rather use a ‘(norm group” from 
the past for comparison, so it is 
possible for 100% of current stu- 
dents tested to be above the national 
average from previous years, a point 
seldom explained by the educators. 
Most testing companies renorm the 
test only every 8 to 10 years; as a 
result, current students’ achieve- 
ment is being compared to students’ 
achievement from years past. 
Educators claim that the high scores 
reflect improved achievement 
levels, but Friends for Education 
suspects that inaccurate init ial  
norms and teaching the test may  be 
the reasons for  high scores. The main 
concern is that the general public 
and the press do not understand the 
scores reported on norm reference 
tests. An above-average score does 
not mean that the student or the 
district or the state is above the cur- 
rent year’s national average. It means 
only that the score achieved is better 
than the mean score achieved by the 
norm group in years past. 

Every state in the South except 
Louisiana uses these tests on a state- 
wide basis, and every southern state 
tests well above the national average 
with the exception of Mississippi, 
which is a t  the national norm with an 
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average elementary normal curve 
equivalent(N.C.E.) of 50.1. In Okla- 
homa, third graders tested at  the 
62nd percentile nationwide on the 
MAT, although Oklahoma is behind 
the nation in per-capita income, 
graduation rate, and college en- 
trance scores (U.S. Department of 
Education, 1987). 

In South Carolina, where per-capita 
income ranks 47th, the graduation 
rate is 47th, and college entrance 
scores are the lowest in the nation, 
62.9% of the fourth graders tested 
above the national average on the 
CTBS total battery. Although Georgia 
is behind the nation in per-capita in- 
come, graduation rate, and Scholas- 
tic Aptitude college admission test 
scores (US.  Department of Educa- 
tion, 1987) more than 68% of Geor- 
gia’s second graders tested above 
the national average on ITBS. 

In Kentucky, 79.6% of the third 
graders were told that they are 
above the national average on a modi- 
fied CTBS test although Kentucky 
ranks below the nation in per-capita 
income, graduation rate, and college 
entrance scores (US. Department of 
Education, 1987). And in Tennessee, 
second graders had a national aver- 
age group percentile rank of 86% in 
mathematics and language although 
Tennessee is below average in per- 
capita income, graduation rate, and 
college entrance scores (U.S. 
Department of Education). 

The 18 states where the districts 
test independently are usually those 
states that rank high on standard 
barometers of excellence. Friends 
for Education feels certain, after 
sampling the large districts, that the 
vast majority of districts in these 
states are testing above average. 
This finding is not surprising: if poor 
southern states have a majority of 
districts above average, then wealthier 
northeastern and midwestern states 
should have virtually 100% of their 
districts above average on the same 
tests. For example, Iowa has the 
highest college entrance scores in 
the nation and the third highest 
graduation rate (US. Department of 
Education, 1987); 95.8% of its 
schools were above average on sixth 
grade ITBS. In Delaware, 100% of 
the districts that test in elementary 
level were above average in spite of 
the fact that Delaware tested special 
education students as well as regular 
students. In Rhode Island, 34 of 38 

districts were above average, 23 of 
24 Maryland districts were above 
average, and all of New Hampshire’s 
155 districts tested above the national 
norm. 

Some southern states with a high 
percentage of above-average districts 
include South Carolina, Georgia, 
West Virginia, and Kentucky. In 
South Carolina, 68% of districts test 
above average on fourth grade CTBS 
tests. Eighty-nine percent of Geor- 
gia’s districts are above average on 
the second grade SAT. West Virginia 
claims that 98% of its districts are 
above average on the third grade 
CTBS, and 100% of Kentucky’s 179 
districts are above average on the 
third grade CTBS. 

Friends for Education obtained 
results from a total of 3,503 districts 
nationwide; 2,857 or 82% claimed to 
be above average. Because one could 
not get much district information 
from northeastern and midwestern 
states, the data are mostly from 
southern states. If Friends for Educa- 
tion had the financial resources to 
obtain complete district results from 
wealthier states such as New York, 
Connecticut, Wisconsin, Kansas, 
Iowa, Massachusetts, Minnesota, 
Nebraska, Vermont, Maine, Illinois, 
and Indiana. We suspect the percen- 
tage of districts claiming to be above 
average in the United States might 
well exceed 90%. 

To confirm this suspicion, Friends 
for Education did a more detailed 
survey of one state. Michigan has an 
average per-capita income, average 
college entrance scores, an average 
poverty rate, an average graduation 
rate, and other “average” char- 
acteristics (U.S. Department of 
Education, 1987), so the 20 largest 
districts in Michigan were surveyed, 
as well as 20 additional districts 
selected at random. The survey 
showed that 16 of the 20 largest 
Michigan school districts tested 
above average, and 19 of 20 of the 
additional random sample were above 
average. In view of the results of this 
survey, it is estimated that more 
than 90% of the 525 Michigan school 
districts test above the national 
average on these tests. 

Statistical analysis of these data 
(such as an average score for all the 
states or an average score for the dif- 
ferent tests) would not be accurate 
because the data presented are in 
percentiles, which do not allow such 
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statistical computations. But it is 
clear that the average student score 
exceeds the 60th percentile nation- 
wide, instead of the 50th percentile 
represented as the national norm. 
Because the data do not include many 
wealthy states and because national 
percentile ranks are usually lower 
figures than percentages of children 
above average, it is estimated that 
more than 70% of the children in the 
U.S.A. are being told they are above 
the national average! 

State-by-state comparisons with 
these scores are of little value 
because different tests, different 
norms, and different reporting 
methods are used. CAT, SRA, and 
ITBS showed the highest scores na- 
tionwide, but it is important to look 
at  the states using the tests. In light 
of their high graduation rates and 
high college entrance scores (U.S. 
Department of Education, 1987), 
Maryland and New Hampshire would 
be expected to do well on the CAT 
(Maryland uses the older test), but 
North Carolina’s scores are unex- 
pectedly high. Iowa, Idaho, and 
North Dakota would likewise be ex- 
pected to do well on ITBS, but the 
scores in Georgia are higher than ex- 
pected. Oklahoma and Arkansas 
have very high scores on the MAT, 
a test found to be used, together 
with CAT and CTBS, in many south- 
ern and inner-city districts. 

These tests are designed, mar- 
keted, and normed by private com- 
panies like the following: McGraw- 
Hill, which markets both CTBS and 
CAT; Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
which markets the MAT and the 
SAT; IBM, which markets the SRA; 
and Riverside Publishing, which 
markets the ITBS. At the time of 
publication, none of these companies 
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would supply the data necessary for 
a proper statistical analysis of their 
test scores. They refused requests 
for the names of the states and 
districts using their tests (Friends 
for Education gathered that infor- 
mation on its own); they denied 
knowledge of the total number of 
children tested nationwide with 
their instruments, as well as the 
percentage of districts claiming to 
be above the national norm. They 
even denied knowledge of individual 
state and district results. 

When yearly norms are not 
calculated (as with the tests under 
discussion), then current examinees 
are normed against a supposedly 
representative sample of students 
from the past called the norm group. 
The testing companies have 
calculated norms from this group, 
norms that are used year after year. 
The questions in these tests are the 
same year after year, and many 
school curricula appear to incor- 
porate actual questions from 
previously administered tests. 
Therefore, scores rise year after 
year in comparison to the norm 
group. This year-after-year rise in 
scores allows more than one half of 
the examinees and districts to be 
“above average” and can even allow 
those states with the lowest scores 
to claim to be above average. For ex- 
ample, West Virginia third graders 
recently had the lowest CTBS math 
scores of any third grade tested 
statewide in the U.S.A. But all they 
were told was that they were above 
average with a 54th percentile aver- 
age score (meaning they did better 
as a group than 54% of the 1981 
norm group). 

New tests are introduced the year 
after norming. If the norm sample is 

representative and if the norming 
computations are accurate, then 
roughly one half of the children 
tested during the first year of use 
should fall above the 50th percentile 
and one half below the 50th percen- 
tile. Instead, Friends for Education 
found that the state scores for all 
three recently renormed tests were 
well above average the very first 
year of use; this raises serious ques- 
tions about the cxcurcxy of the initial 
norms. 

The MAT6 was normed during 
1984-85 school year and first used 
during the 1985-86 school year. 
Scores for the first year of MAT6 
use were well above the 50th percen- 
tile for all states using the test. Two 
of these states (Arkansas and Okla- 
homa) rank low on standard barom- 
eters of excellence; nevertheless, 
they tested well above average the 
first year of MAT6 use. Likewise, 
CAT-E was introduced in 1985-86, 
and the scores for both states using 
the test (North Carolina and New 
Hampshire) were above the 55th 
percentile the first year of use. 
ITBS, Forms G and H, were first 
used in 1985-86, and all six states us- 
ing the test were above average the 
first year (except grades 4-6 in 
Arizona). Even Georgia tested above 
average the first year of elementary 
ITBS-G use even though Georgia 
has the third lowest college entrance 
scores in the nation and the fourth 
lowest graduation rate (U.S. Depart- 
ment of Education, 1987). 

The highest scores and the most 
rapid improvement on these tests 
appear a t  elementary levels, not sec- 
ondary levels. Questions on these 
tests change only every 8 to 10 
years; thus, elementary teachers can 
easily teach the test because they ad- 
ministered it the year before. Fur- 
thermore, in states where steps have 
been taken to prevent the teaching 
of the tests, dramatic yearly gains 
are not found. Because of these dif- 
ferences between the yearly gains in 
states with test security measures 
and those without test security 
measures, it stands to reason that 
teachers may indeed be teaching the 
tests in those states with rapid year- 
ly increases in scores. 

To avoid the possibility of the 
teaching of tests, four states have 
taken elaborate security measures, 
and scores in these four states show 
only slight yearly increases. Utah 
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tests only every 3 years, and then 
with strict security (teachers do not 
administer the tests). Wisconsin tests 
only a sample of students, again with 
strict security. Both Utah and Wis- 
consin scores show only slight year- 
ly increases, and scores are gen- 
erally lower than scores from states 
where teaching the test is possible. 

California and Maine administer a 
matrix-sampling test with multiple 
different tests for the same grade in 
each subject area. This procedure 
prevents teaching the test, and in 
neither state does one find the 
dramatic yearly gains that are seen 
in most states. 

Recently McGraw-Hill announced 
that it has developed and is making 
available a current-year norm for 
grades 1 through 8. It has obtained 
a sample of scores from schools us- 
ing CTBS and CAT on an annual 
basis and has developed an estimate 
of a current national norm that will 
be updated every year. If the na- 
tional sample from which it draws is 
accurate, then only one half of the 
students graded with current-year 
norms will test above the national 
average. Friends for Education sees 
no reason that other testing com- 
panies could not obtain scores and 
compute current yearly norms them- 
selves. Friends for Education was 
able to obtain data from almost one 
third of the districts in the nation in 
spite of very limited resources. Cer- 
tainly companies like McGraw-Hill, 
Harcourt Brace, and IBM could col- 
lect similar data. 

A national achievement examina- 
tion like the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP) will 
address the accountability deficien- 
cies that exist with the present mix- 
ture of commercial tests. If the 
NAEP examination is accurately 
normed and if the results are ex- 
pressed in a uniform manner, then 
only 50% of children will be above 
average. If the test is given under 
strict security, not used for cur- 
riculum purposes and thus not teach- 
able, then the only method that 
below-average states will have to im- 
prove scores will be to improve cur- 
riculum, attract better teachers with 
higher salaries, improve re- 
mediation programs, fire incompe- 
tent teachers and principals, buy 
textbooks that are more difficult, in- 
crease graduation requirements, 
and spend more money on education. 
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Above-average states would take 
similar steps to ensure that they re- 
mained above the norm. When all 
states can claim to be above average, 
such competitive pressures do not 
exist. School systems in West Vir- 
ginia and across the nation find it 
easier to look good by using tests 
with inflated scores than by taking 
the more difficult steps required to 
truly improve a school system. 
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New Publication from the Buros Institute of 
Mental Measurements 
SUPPLEIVIENT to the NINTH MENTAL 
IclEASUREIVIENTS YEARBOOK 
Edited by: Jane Close Conoley, Jack J. Kramer, 

James V. Mitchell, Jr. 
SUPPLEMENT Content 
TheSUPPLEMENT to the Ninth Mentat Measurements Yearbook (9MMY-S) contains 
original reviews of tests published or revised since the 1985 edition of the 9th MMY 
The SMMY-S provides timely access to reviews of recently available tests. Specific 
features of the SUPPLEMENT include: 

89 commercially published tests 
150 original reviews prepared by well-qualified professional reviewers 
detailed descriptive information about each test 
extensive references on specific tests 
tests listed in alphabetical order for easy reference 

*an index of Titles with cross references and identification of new and revised 

a Classified Subject Index which classifies the tests in 17 major categories and 

a Publishers Directory and Index with publisher names, addresses, and test listings 

An Index of Names which includes authors of tests, reviews and references 
a Score Index which refers users to tests featuring particular kinds of scores 

tests 

several subcategories 

by publisher 

New Publication Schedule 
Beginning in 1989, the Buros Institute will publish a biannual MMY These hard- 
bound, fully indexed and cross-referenced volumes will contain reviews of all com- 
mercially available tests published or revised since the previous MMY In alternating 
years a soft-bound Supplement will be published. This yearly production schedule 
of MMY and MMY-S will facilitate timely access to test evaluation information. 

Standing Orders 
By placing a standing order for both the MMY and MMY-S series you will receive a 
7 0% discount on the future volumes as they are published. Volumes will be shipped 
as they become available. 

PUBLICATION DATE FOR SUPPLEM€NT: JULY, 1988 
PRICE: $55.00 

Widely regarded as an essential reference for users and developers of tests, the Mental 
Measurements Yearbook series has been expanded to better meet the needs of test 
consumers. 

July, 1988, L.C.39-3422. ISBN 0-910674-30-2 

Published by the Buros Institute of Mental Measurements. 
Order from the University of Nebraska Press 

901 North 17th Street 
Lincoln, Nebraska 68588-0529 
(402) 472-3584 
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