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Nationally standardized, norm-referenced 
achievement tests exist, in part, to help us 
document and understand current student 
achievement and the changes in student 
achievement across time. Accurate, 
dependable information about achievement 
is essential if we are to understand this 
important outcome of the educational 
process.

The United States’ first group-administered, 
norm-referenced test, the Stanford 
Achievement Test Series (Stanford), is now 
in its tenth edition. It was originally published 
in 1923. Stanford 10 and all other norm-
referenced achievement tests must be 
periodically revised in order to:

 Reflect the most current curriculum content • 
and teaching methods in the schools.

Collect achievement data from a nationally • 
representative group of students so that 
others have a current reference (norm) group 
against which to compare their scores.

Historically, nationally normed achievement 
tests such as Stanford 10 have been on 
a seven- to eight-year publication cycle. 
Stanford 10, for example, was standardized 
in 2002 and replaced Stanford 9, which was 
standardized in 1995. Although the publication 
cycle has not changed, in recent years 
we have adopted a process of updated 
norms development. Development of new 
editions of the test remain on the traditional 
seven- to eight-year cycle, but norms are 
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updated on a three- to four-year cycle, based 
on demographically weighted samples of 
students who take Stanford 10 in their local 
schools. These updated norms are offered 
to school districts as more current versions 
than those developed and published with 
the original test. In both cases, the results 
produced by the new test or the updated 
norms often differ from the results produced by 
the test edition and/or norms previously in use.

Whether your district or state is using a new 
edition of Stanford for the first time or the 
updated 2007 norms for Stanford 10 to 
measure achievement, it is possible that 
you may experience the “changing norms 
phenomenon.” Average building, district, and 
state-level, norm-referenced scores may be 
“lower” or “higher” than they were when using 
the previous 2002 norms. We will focus on the 
issue of “lower” scores, because they tend to 
raise the most questions.

A norm provides comparative information: 
one’s relative standing within a reference 
group. Norms and test difficulty have little to 
do with each other, because the norm simply 
defines relative performance on the test. Over 
time, however, a change in the ability level of 
students in the reference group will influence 
the level of performance needed to obtain 
higher percentile ranks.
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In the hypothetical example below, a single 
10-item (10-question) test was administered 
to the same grade level (e.g., fourth grade) 
in 2002 and again in 2007 to a nationally 
representative group of students. The students 
who took the test in 2007 are not the same 
group of students who took the test in 2002.

Same Test Administered to Different Students

On the two administrations of the test, the 
average score increased from 4 to 6. This 
increase in the average score reflects the fact 
that student achievement increased nationally 
from 2002 to 2007.

Two facts are clear in the example:

 The 2007 group may be said to have  • 
earned higher scores than the 2002 group 
because the 2007 group answered more 
questions correctly.

Because the 2007 group answered more • 
questions correctly, a score of 4 was average 
(50th percentile) in 2002, but it is distinctly 
below average in 2007.

So, a student would need to obtain a higher 
score under the new norms to be at the same 
percentile rank.

The Changing Norms Phenomenon  
in Summary

Answering these questions for Stanford 
10 reveals important facts about the new 
norms. We discover that apparent drops (or 
increases) are not necessarily real decreases 
(or increases) in student achievement. We call 
this the “changing norms phenomenon.”

We anticipate that with the introduction of 
Stanford 10 updated norms, some norm-
referenced scores may be higher and some 
lower than found with the previous edition, for 
the following reasons:

The characteristics of the national sample • 
tested in 2007 are different from the 
characteristics of the sample upon which the 
test (Stanford 10) was originally normed. Yet, 
both tests were representative of the nation as 
a whole at the time of standardization.

SAME TEST
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Although the content of Stanford 10 has • 
not changed since 2002, some Stanford 10 
content and/or format will be familiar to 
teachers and students because of changes in 
curriculum. It is not unusual to experience an 
increase in scores as students and teachers 
adjust to the new test expectations.

What to Do (and Not Do) About Changes in 
Test Scores

Avoid comparing scores from different tests • 
and different norm sets to draw conclusions 
about changes in performance.

When a different norm set is used, apparent 
changes in a school’s or district’s performance 
do not denote absolute changes; students 
are simply being compared to a different, 
more current norming sample. If national 
performance has, in fact, improved, then 
students are being compared to a  
“tougher” norm.

Use an equating study to obtain comparable • 
scores on the old and new norms if it is 
necessary to make some comparison of scores 
on the old and new norms.

With equating tables, performance on the old 
norms can be described in terms of the new 
norms. Although this will help to explain some 
of the normative differences, the equating 
results should be used cautiously since they  
do not reflect other causes of change in  
test scores.

Schools should rely on the second and • 
subsequent administrations of the new norms 
to draw valid conclusions about trends or 
growth in local performance.

The first administration of new test norms does 
not afford the opportunity to make clear 
comparisons with past performance. Gross 
comparisons with past performance can be 
made by using results of an equating study 
linking the old norms and the new norms.

Schools should not use a dated norm-• 
referenced test merely to avoid the temporary 
inconvenience of a change in norms.

The evaluation of students’ performance 
should be conducted using the most 
appropriate test and norms that adequately 
reflect national trends.

When a state or district chooses to test 
with Stanford 10, it demonstrates a clear 
commitment to move into the future with 
a precise, comprehensive, and up-to-date 
measure of student learning. 

For more information about Stanford 10, 
call 1-800-211-8378 or your local 
Measurement Consultant or go to  
www.PearsonAssessments.com

Pearson  
19500 Bulverde Road   
San Antonio, TX 78259
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