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Standardized test results have been described as a 

snapshot of a student’s academic achievement at 

a certain period in time. Several years ago a wise 

testing consultant rephrased this metaphor: “For parents, 

test results are not just a snapshot; they are an oil portrait 

of their child’s abilities.” This effective word picture 

encourages educators to consider the value and complexity 

of the information that they have obtained through the 

testing process and to realize how carefully and thought-

fully they should communicate that information to parents.

“When the school shares information on a regular 

basis about the purposes of a testing program, the 

logistics of test administration, and the meanings and 

uses of test results, a teacher’s communication with 

parents/guardians becomes easier” (CTB/McGraw-Hill 

LLC 2002). Standardized testing should not be considered 

just a single spring activity. Educators should look for 

ways to communicate, in the clearest and most positive 

way possible, the test program’s goals, the use of results 

throughout the school year, and how parents can help in 

the preparation and support of their child for the test.

ACSI chose TerraNova 3, ACSI Edition to provide 

Christian schools with a high-quality and technically 

sound test, which includes content that reflects today’s 

standards and curricula and then links those standards 

to instruction. TerraNova 3 employs current norms that 

are derived from a national empirical study. Schools are 

provided with a variety of group and individual paper 

reports, and with the time-saving capabilities of ACSI 

Data Online reporting and disaggregation. Professional 

development, cost effectiveness, and a robust parent net-

work round out the benefits of this full-service program.

Two of the components mentioned in the previous 

paragraph will be of huge value to schools and educators 

as they communicate the testing results and how they 

may be used. ACSI Data Online, a component of the ACSI 

Scoring Package, is a dynamic Web-based system that 

provides educators the ability to customize online reports, 

compare and examine test scores, and aggregate and 

disaggregate data—essentially giving them the ability 

to slice and dice the data to more effectively explain test 

results to parents.
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to develop specific ways to increase competence or 

provide for more challenging avenues for areas of 

strength. The key is working together as a team—the 

child, the parent, the teacher—how can we build on 

the child’s strengths and address the areas of need?

Venues for Communicating Information 
on Standardized Testing

1. Parent night: This is an excellent opportunity to 

provide a broad overview of why your school partici-

pates in standardized testing and to explain its use, 

value, logistics, and other key topics. Consider using 

a “Where are we?” and “Where are we going?” 

approach to the use of standardized testing and 

specifically TerraNova 3, ACSI Edition. Time permit-

ting, you may even want to explain, in general terms, 

testing terminology, for example, performance 

levels, objectives performance index (OPI), stanines, 

and percentiles.

2. Parent letter: Give specific information regarding 

your testing program—its features and goals, the 

testing dates and times, and ways parents can help 

prepare their child for the testing experience. 

3. Parent-teacher conferences: This is the time for the 

nitty-gritty of what the test results mean specifically 

for individual children. It is a time to discuss their 

strengths and challenges and lay the foundation for 

how you are going to work together as a team for the 

child’s best interest. Discuss performance and next 

steps in assisting the child. Be prepared to explain 

scores and their interpretation, but always meet the 

parents where they are and be prepared to answer the 

questions that they ask. When discussing group infor-

mation with parents, always prioritize the security of 

other students’ individual results. This may be a good 

opportunity to introduce parents to ACSI Data Online 

for Parents, provide them with their access informa-

tion, and use it to view their child’s test results.

Another tool, ACSI Data Online for Parents, is a 

new feature of ACSI Data Online. This online resource 

for your school’s parents allows them to access their 

child’s achievement test results in easy-to-understand 

graphic and tabular formats. Parents may view, for each 

content area, norm-referenced scores such as percentiles, 

stanines, and scale scores, as well as objectives scores, 

which are criterion-referenced and extremely diagnostic. 

The site also includes multiple resources to aid parents 

in understanding those scores and to provide ideas for 

encouraging academic success on the home front. A 

color, print-ready PDF of the new ACSI Parent Report will 

be posted. This report lists the child’s scores along with 

brief recommendations for parents as they support their 

child in his or her academic achievement. 

Let’s explore what kind of information should be 

communicated to parents and ways it can be communi-

cated effectively.

What to Communicate to Parents 
About Testing

1. Why does our school participate in standardized 

testing? Testing is an important part of education. 

It provides objective information about each child’s 

progress in five key areas: reading and language 

arts, mathematics, science, social studies, and bibli-

cal studies (TerraNova 3, ACSI Edition). Using the 

standardized testing information along with other 

equally important measures (for example, teacher-

made tests, classroom observations, and student 

work) helps teachers and parents see the child’s 

strengths and areas for growth. 

2. How can parents help prepare their child for testing? 

Parents can encourage their child to view testing as 

another opportunity for her to show what she has 

learned in school so far and how the results will help 

her grow in her studies. They can make sure that 

their child gets plenty of sleep and eats a nourishing 

breakfast and lunch. Parents can make sure that she 

is at school on time, and they can ask her about her 

day when she comes home. They can be “matter of 

fact” about the test—help her understand what it is 

about, when it will be given, and how long it will take.

3. How can parents use the test results? Parents can help 

their child benefit from testing by comparing his test 

results with other school work, by looking for similari-

ties and differences, and then using that information 

to set learning goals. They can work with his teacher 
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10. Use the appropriate scores for proper communica-

tion: norm referenced (stanine, scale score, per-

centile) and criterion referenced (OPI, performance 

levels).

11. Grade-equivalent scores are very easily misunder-

stood and are confusing, so most testing publishers, 

standards-setting organizations, and ACSI recom-

mend that you do not use these scores for individual 

interpretation.

12. Remember that test results are most valuable when 

the information is used in conjunction with and in 

support of instruction in the classroom.

We wish to thank CTB for allowing us to use certain 

portions of its research-based materials for this article. 

These products are available through ACSI, and they are 

excellent resources for schools: Beyond the Numbers: A 

Guide to Interpreting and Using the Results of Standard-

ized Achievement Tests, Classroom Connections CD, and 

Teacher’s Guide to TerraNova, Third Edition.

Suggested Resources

CTB/McGraw-Hill LLC. 2008. Beyond the numbers: A guide 

to interpreting and using the results of standardized 

achievement tests. Monterey, CA: CTB/McGraw-Hill LLC.

CTB/McGraw-Hill LLC. 2009. Teacher’s guide to TerraNova, 

third edition. Monterey, CA: CTB/McGraw-Hill LLC.
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CTB/McGraw-Hill LLC. 2002. Classroom con-

nections to TerraNova, the second edition: A 

resource guide for teachers. Monterey, CA: 

CTB/McGraw-Hill LLC.
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at ACSI. David Smitherman is the director of 

Marketing and Sales.

4. ACSI Data Online: With this tool, create charts, 

tables, and forms that show the specific areas of 

strength and challenge for individual students and 

groups of students. Share this information appropri-

ately at parent night and board meetings.

Other Communication Tips and 
Things to Remember

1. Consider three basic concerns to address: interpre-

tation of the student’s test scores, decisions about 

the student made on the basis of the scores, and 

the extent of parental participation in the student’s 

learning.

2. Begin discussions in a positive manner. Point out 

specific examples where the student performed well. 

Next, discuss content skills and knowledge that the 

student did not demonstrate as strongly.

3. Discuss performance in terms of familiar content 

and skills. For example, when explaining student 

performance on specific test objectives, use as 

examples, similar objectives taught in the classroom.

4. Allow time for parents and student to process the 

information and to ask questions.

5. Agree on a plan to help the student make progress.

6. Focus on one or two areas of greatest need to 

address in your plan.

7. Question results: Never make major decisions on 

one test score. Remember that the scores are one of 

many variables that make an impact on decisions on 

students’ strengths and challenges.

8. Standardized testing measures most common 

content; it does not measure fully the cur-

ricula of a particular classroom or school.

9. Before talking to parents, be familiar 

with the test results. Use all your tools 

so that you can be well prepared. Be 

ready to answer questions.
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