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UNDERSTANDING CTBS RESULTS (January 30, 2012)

THE PURPOSES OF THE TESTS

Please note that the school used text from the CTBS handbook. “you”  and “your” refers to the students reading this text.

The main reason your school administers the CTBS is to provide you, your parents, and your teachers an opportunity to see your educational progress.  Although the tests do not measure all the important skills you have learned, they do focus on some of the most important areas of the school curriculum.

Of course, your teachers and counsellors gain knowledge of you and your abilities through a variety of sources: your class work, conversations and conferences with you, and your extracurricular activities.  To these important sources of information, the CTBS scores add another valuable perspective in the picture of your educational achievement, by providing evidence of your achievement that does not depend on anyone’s personal opinion.

The scores in one area can be directly compared to scores in another area – unlike grades, CTBS test scores do not require that differences in grading standards or course content be taken into account.  The tests can help identify your strongest areas and the areas in which greatest improvement is needed.  Your teacher can use this information to choose materials and methods of teaching that might best help you to learn.

The tests also help teachers and counsellors look at your learning from one year to the next.  Just as a doctor might measure your height and weight and make a record of your physical growth, your school establishes records and reviews your growth in the basic subject areas.  Tests like the CTBS are designed to make it possible to measure year-to-year growth in such areas as reading, language and mathematics.

The scores from tests like the CTBS can also be used to compare your performance with the performance of other students in your grade across Canada.  However, this is not the most important use of the scores.  Instead, the main uses should be: (a) to help identify which of your skills most need improvement, and (b) to see how much you have grown in each skill area since last year.

TEST CONTENT AND SCORES

The Canadian Tests of Basic Skills are designed to provide a measure of many of the important skills that students learn at school.  The descriptions below tell which skills are measured by the separate tests, areas of educational achievement in which you have received a score are briefly described below.

The Vocabulary test measures how well you know the meanings of written words.  The test required you to choose the best synonym for a given word from among several alternatives.

The Reading test measures your ability to comprehend and interpret a cross-section of reading materials.

The Total Language score comes from the average of four separate scores that are measures of the skills used in standard written English: (1) Spelling, (2) Capitalization, (3) Punctuation, and (4) Usage and Expression.

The Total Math score comes from the average of three separate scores: (1) Math Concepts and Estimation, (2) Math Problem Solving and Data Interpretation, and (3) Math Computation.

The Math Concepts and Estimation test measures your understanding of math ideas, relationships and visual representations, plus your ability in mental arithmetic and estimation.

The Math Problem Solving and Data Interpretation test has two parts.  The first part includes word problems that require one or two steps to solve.  In the second part of the test, data are presented in tables and graphs and you used these displays to obtain information, compare quantities, and determine trends or relationships.

Each problem in the Math Computation test requires your use of one arithmetic operation – addition, subtraction, multiplication, or division – and requires operations with whole numbers, fractions, decimals and various combinations of these.  You were required to work a problem and to compare your answer with the choices given.

The Science test measures how well you understand methods and procedures of scientific research and ideas that come from life science, earth and space sciences, and physical science.

The Reference Materials test measures your ability to use reference materials and libraries to obtain information.

The Maps & Diagrams test is in two parts.  The first part uses a variety of maps representing authentic locations to measure your ability to use maps for multiple purposes.  The second part uses a set of charts and diagrams to measure your abilities to use information presented visually.

The Total Sources score comes from the average of the Reference Materials and the Maps & Diagrams tests.

The Composite score combines the scores from all of the tests in the battery and it presents a general measure of overall achievement.

THE PERCENTILE RANK CHART

Your percentile rank for any test shows how your test score compares with the scores of other students at your grade level, who were tested in the same semester of the school year – the number is the percentage of students in a certain group who received LOWER scores on that test than you did.  For example, if your percentile rank for Science is 65, that means that 65 percent of the group scored lower than you.  The highest possible percentile rank is 99.  Percentile ranks in the range 25 to 75 are considered to be the “average” range.

To determine your percentile ranks, your test scores were compared with scores from one of two groups of students at your grade level.  It is, therefore, important to know just which group was used to figure your scores.  The group could be all students in your grade in the country – a national percentile rank.  On the other hand, the group could be all students in your grade in your school district or board – a local percentile rank.  In the chart, an NPR designation for your scores means national percentile rank, and an LPR designation for your scores means local percentile rank. [cja administration note: there is no LPR for cja ctbs results]

… This information may be useful in making decisions about (1) how to direct your time and efforts and (2) whether you need to ask your teachers and parents for help in certain subjects.

Student Percentile Rank (Student PR)

A student’s percentile rank (Student PR) is a score that indicates the percentage of students in a particular group who earned lower raw scores on a test than did the student in question.  It shows the student’s relative position, or rank, in a group of students who are in the same grade and who were tested at the same time of year (Fall, Midyear, or Spring).  For example, if Toni earned a percentile rank of 72 on the Vocabulary test, it means that she scored higher then 72 percent of the students in the group with which she is being compared.  Percentile ranks range from 1 to 99.
A student’s PR can vary depending on which group is used to determine the ranking.  A student is simultaneously a member of many different groups.  Toni’s score, for example, might be meaningfully compared with the scores of all the students in her class, her building, her school district, her province, and the country.

A National Percentile Rank (NPR) indicates a student’s standing within a nationally representative group of students in the same grade who were tested at the same time of year as the student.  NPRs are based on a national standardization – the testing of large numbers of students in each grade in a set of schools that are representative of the country in terms of enrollment size, geographic region, and other characteristics.

UNDERSTANDING AND USING THE SCORES

Occasionally, a student’s test results may be affected if he or she was not feeling well or was distracted during the testing.  You might find that your test scores describe your educational development one way, but your report card or your scores on teachers’ tests evaluate your achievement in a different way.  If this is the case, it would be a good idea to talk with your teachers and your parents about the differences you notice.
Another important idea to keep in mind is that these tests do not measure all of the important things that you are learning in school.  For example, the tests did not measure your speaking ability, your creative writing ability, or your achievement in art or music, nor did they measure such things as your leadership quality, or your ability to work well with others.  So the test scores tell some of the story about your school progress, but there is much that they do not tell.
INFORMATION ABOUT GRADE EQUIVALENT (GE) SCORES FOR CTBS

The following information is to assist in clarifying about Grade Equivalent (GE) scores for CTBS, as they relate to individual students.  Additional information is available in the CTBS Teacher’s Handbook, in the section about the scores, and in the section for reporting to parents.

 

As an example for CTBS, a GE score of 12-3 for a student (let’s call her Sally) who was tested with Level 15 can be interpreted as follows:  Sally’s performance on the test matches the performance that an average Grade 12 student would have obtained after 3 months of instruction, if that average Grade 12 student was tested with the same Level 15 test at the same time of the school year.  

 

GE scores are obtained from the CTBS norms tables that are published for Fall, Midyear, and Spring testing.  The norms tables allow us to compare a student’s performance to that of their peers across Canada, based on the standardization project that was completed when CTBS was developed – over 40,000 students from across Canada were part of the random sample of schools.

 

It’s important to note that Sally is probably in Grade 9, the typical combination of grade-level for Level 15, and we are measuring her performance on Grade 9 materials, not on Grade 12 materials.  Some parents will misinterpret a high GE score as an indication that Sally is “working at the Grade 12 level”.  This is not something that we can tell from the administration of the Level 15 test.

 

It’s also interesting to note that in this example Sally is a (very) high-performing Grade 9 student, but when we refer to the GE score of 12-3 we are comparing her performance to an average-performing student in a higher grade.  Parents who are accustomed to seeing the high performance of their child in class work and school tests will often miss this distinction, zoom in on the “Grade 12” part of Sally’s GE score, and consider that Sally’s performance is in line with a high-performing Grade 12 student.

 

The GE scores are more useful in cases where the student’s performance is below grade level.  For example, if Jerry’s GE score on another test within the Level 15 battery was 5-11, we could say that Jerry’s performance on the test matches the performance that an average Grade 5 student would have obtained after 11 months of instruction, if that average Grade 5 student was tested with the same Level 15 test at the same time of the school year.  However, in this case we also need to keep in mind that an average Grade 5 student would probably not be taking the Level 15 test (which is intended for Grade 9 students).

 
“High” GE scores are generally not very informative when interpreting test performance.  The Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test also has GE scores, but in contrast to CTBS where the GE scale continues into post-secondary grades (13, 14, 15 etc.), the norms tables for GMRT do not report any GE score above 12-9.  If the student’s performance on GMRT is beyond 12-9, the GE score is reported as “PHS” (for post-high-school).  This approach for GMRT eliminates the GE scores like 14-2 that may be difficult to interpret and communicate to parents. For all students, including high-performing students, we recommend considering their National Percentile Rank (NPR) scores when interpreting or discussing their level of performance.  In parent-teacher conferences,  the NPR score is generally easier for parents to understand, as long as they do not confuse it with “percent correct”, a score that they might often see when student’s classroom work has been marked.
Cja/ctbs/2011-2012 Explanatory Notes: [selected pages from the Canadian Tests of Basic Skills Teacher’s Handbook and from email correspondence with Rick Norman of ITP Nelson]

