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UNDERSTANDING THE CALIFORNIA ACHIEVEMENT TEST: A COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE

The California Achievement Test  (often referred to  as  the CAT)  is  one of  the most  widely
recognized  standardized  assessments  in  the  United  States.  For  decades,  it  has  served  as  a
benchmark for measuring student progress in core academic areas. Whether you are a parent
considering  homeschooling  options,  an  educator  evaluating  curriculum effectiveness,  or  a  student
preparing for the exam, understanding the nuances of the California Achievement Test is essential.
This article provides an in-depth look at its history, structure, scoring, and practical implications—all
written to help you navigate this important assessment with confidence.

What Is the California Achievement Test?
The California Achievement Test is a standardized, nationally normed achievement test designed
to  measure  a  student’s  proficiency  in  fundamental  academic  skills.  Originally  developed  by  the
California Department of Education in collaboration with testing experts, the CAT has evolved into
several versions, including the widely used CAT/5 and CAT/6 editions. The test assesses students
from  kindergarten  through  twelfth  grade,  focusing  on  reading,  language  arts,  mathematics,
and—depending on the level—science and social studies.
It is important to note that the California Achievement Test is not a state-mandated test for public
school students in California; rather, it is a commercial product published by CTB/McGraw-Hill (now
part of Data Recognition Corporation) that schools and districts across the country use to evaluate
academic growth. Its name originates from its initial  development in California, but today it  is
administered nationwide, especially in private schools and homeschooling environments.

History and Evolution of the CAT
The first edition of the California Achievement Test debuted in the 1950s, designed to align with
the  educational  standards  of  that  era.  Over  time,  the  test  underwent  multiple  revisions  to  reflect
changes in curriculum and pedagogical approaches. The most notable versions include:

CAT/5 (1992): A comprehensive revision that introduced a more balanced focus on higher-
order thinking skills.
CAT/6 (2002): Updated to incorporate modern content standards and improved norming
populations.
TerraNova (later editions): While not identical, the TerraNova series by the same publisher
shares many features with the CAT/6 and is often used interchangeably in some contexts.

Each  iteration  aimed  to  provide  more  accurate  and  equitable  measurements  of  student
achievement.  The  test’s  longevity  speaks  to  its  reliability  and  the  trust  educators  place  in
standardized assessments.

Purpose and Uses of the California
Achievement Test
Why do schools and families choose the California Achievement Test? The primary purposes
include:

Tracking Academic Progress: The CAT provides a snapshot of a student’s current
knowledge compared to a national norm group of same-grade peers.
Identifying Strengths and Weaknesses: Subtests in reading, math, and language reveal
specific areas where a student excels or needs additional support.
Homeschooling Accountability: Many states accept the CAT as a valid assessment for
homeschooled students to demonstrate annual academic growth.
Curriculum Evaluation: Schools use aggregate CAT scores to assess the effectiveness of
their instructional programs.
Placement Decisions: Some gifted programs or private schools require CAT scores for
admissions or placement.

The versatility of the CAT makes it a valuable tool for a wide range of educational stakeholders.

Structure and Content of the Test
The California Achievement Test is divided into several subtests that vary by grade level. Below
is a typical breakdown for the most common levels (grades 3–12):

READING AND LANGUAGE ARTS

This  section  evaluates  vocabulary,  reading  comprehension,  and  language  mechanics  (spelling,
punctuation, grammar). Students encounter both literary and informational passages followed by
multiple-choice questions. The reading portion emphasizes critical thinking and inference skills.

MATHEMATICS

The  math  subtest  covers  number  sense,  computation,  algebra,  geometry,  measurement,  data
analysis, and problem-solving. For lower grades, questions focus on basic arithmetic and conceptual
understanding; higher levels incorporate pre-algebra and introductory algebra concepts.

SCIENCE AND SOCIAL STUDIES (OPTIONAL)
Depending on the testing package, students may also take a science subtest (life, physical, earth
sciences) and a social studies subtest (history, geography, civics, economics). These are not always
required but provide a fuller picture of a student’s knowledge base.

SPELLING

In some editions, a separate spelling subtest is included, requiring students to identify correctly
spelled words or detect errors in context.

The test is  primarily multiple choice,  with some versions including open-ended or constructed-
response items. Total testing time ranges from approximately 2.5 to 4 hours, administered over two
or three sessions to avoid fatigue.

Scoring and Interpretation
Understanding  California  Achievement  Test  scores  can  be  confusing  for  parents  and  new
educators. The test yields several types of scores:

Raw Score: The number of correct answers.
Percentile Rank: A number between 1 and 99 indicating the percentage of students in the
norm group who scored lower. For example, a percentile rank of 70 means the student
performed better than 70% of peers.
Stanine: A normalized score from 1 to 9, with 5 being average. Stanines group students into
broad performance categories.
Grade Equivalent (GE): A decimal score (e.g., 5.3) suggesting the grade and month of a
typical student achieving that score. GE is often misinterpreted; it does not mean a student
can do all work at that grade level, only that their raw score matches the median for that
grade.
Normal Curve Equivalent (NCE): A score that adjusts percentile ranks to equal intervals,
useful for statistical analysis.

Most score reports also include a National Percentile Rank (NPR) and a Local Percentile Rank
(LPR) if the test was taken within a school district. It’s crucial to consult the publisher’s norm tables,
as the most recent CAT editions use norms from a large, representative sample of U.S. students.

Benefits of the California Achievement
Test
The California Achievement Test offers several advantages that explain its enduring popularity:

Nationally Normed: Scores compare a student’s performance against a nationwide sample,
providing context beyond a single classroom.
Flexible Administration: Schools can administer it as a group or individually, and there are
timed and untimed versions available for certain populations.
Affordable and Widely Available: Compared to some other achievement tests (like the
Iowa Assessments or Stanford Achievement Test), the CAT is often more cost-effective.
Homeschool-Friendly: Many homeschool co-ops and independent test proctors offer the CAT
as a low-stress option for annual assessments.
Objective Data: The test reduces teacher bias and provides a standardized metric that can
be tracked year over year.

Criticisms and Limitations
No assessment is perfect, and the California Achievement Test faces some valid criticisms:

Narrow Focus on Multiple-Choice: The test does not measure creativity, critical thinking,
or practical application as deeply as some educators would like.
Cultural Bias: Like many standardized tests, the CAT has been criticized for reflecting the
dominant culture’s language and experiences, potentially disadvantaging certain student
groups.
Teaching to the Test: Schools may overemphasize test preparation at the expense of
broader learning.
Stale Norms: If a version’s norms are outdated, the comparison may not accurately reflect
current student performance. The CAT/6 norms, for instance, were established in 2002.
Limited Diagnostic Value: While the test highlights strengths and weaknesses, it does not
provide the depth of a diagnostic assessment like the Woodcock-Johnson or KeyMath.

Despite these concerns, the CAT remains a reliable tool when used appropriately and in combination
with other measures.

How to Prepare for the California
Achievement Test
Whether  your  child  is  taking  the  California  Achievement  Test  for  the  first  time  or  you  are  a
teacher  helping  a  class  prepare,  here  are  practical  strategies:

Review the Test Format: Familiarize yourself with the number of questions, time limits, and1.
question types. Practice tests are available from the publisher and third-party sources.
Focus on Core Skills: Strengthen foundational reading comprehension, math computation,2.
and writing mechanics. Daily practice with grade-level materials is more effective than
cramming.
Build Test-Taking Stamina: Practice sitting for extended periods and managing time under3.
simulated conditions.
Encourage a Positive Mindset: Anxiety can lower scores. Teach relaxation techniques and4.
emphasize that the test is only one measure of ability.
Use Available Resources: Free online resources, workbooks, and tutoring programs can5.
target weak areas. For homeschoolers, many organizations like Seton Testing Services offer
CAT-specific preparation guides.
Check State Requirements: If using the CAT for homeschooling, ensure that the version you6.
choose meets your state’s assessment criteria. Some states require an approved test
administered by a certified teacher.
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Administration and Scoring Options
The California Achievement Test can be administered in several ways:

Paper-and-Pencil: Traditional format, typically scored by hand or sent to the publisher for
machine scoring.
Online: Some newer editions or equivalent tests (like the CAT/6 Digital) allow computer-based
administration with instant scoring.
Group or Individual: Schools usually test entire classes, but individual testing is possible,
particularly for homeschoolers using a proctor.

Scores are usually returned within two to six weeks, depending on the method. Detailed reports
include student-level data as well as group summaries for schools.

Comparing the CAT to Other Achievement
Tests
When choosing an assessment, it helps to compare the California Achievement Test with similar
instruments:

Test Key Features

Iowa Assessments Similar format but includes more cognitive skills items; used widely in
public schools.

Stanford Achievement Test Older test with a strong reading focus; often used for private school
admissions.

NWEA MAP Computer-adaptive test that adjusts difficulty in real time; not a fixed-
form test.

Woodcock-Johnson IV Comprehensive diagnostic tool for specialists; not a group-administered
achievement test.

For most classroom or homeschool settings, the CAT offers a balanced combination of affordability,
ease of administration, and nationally normed data.

Final Thoughts on the California
Achievement Test
The California Achievement Test remains a staple in American education for good reason. It
provides a reliable,  objective snapshot of  a student’s academic progress in reading,  language,
mathematics, and optional subjects. While no single test can capture the full complexity of a child’s
learning journey, the CAT serves as a useful benchmark when interpreted carefully and combined
with other observations. For homeschooling families, it offers a straightforward way to demonstrate
annual  growth without  excessive stress.  For  schools,  it  supplies  valuable data to  refine instruction
and allocate resources.
Whether you are a parent, teacher, or administrator, understanding the ins and outs of the California
Achievement  Test  empowers  you  to  make  informed  decisions  about  its  use.  By  focusing  on
preparation, recognizing its limitations, and using scores as one of many tools, you can ensure


