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UNDERSTANDING
THE SIGNIFICANCE
OF THE NWEA
NORMS 2015 IN
EDUCATIONAL
ASSESSMENT

For decades, educators
a n d  s c h o o l
administrators  have
relied  on  dependable
b e n c h m a r k s  t o
measu re  s tuden t
growth  and  academic
proficiency.  Among the
most trusted resources
in  the  field  of
s t a n d a r d i z e d
assessment  are  the
norms  developed  by
t h e  N o r t h w e s t
Evaluation Association,
now known as  NWEA.

While  NWEA  releases
u p d a t e d  n o r m s
periodically, the Nwea
Norms 2015 remain a
particularly  important
reference  point  for
understanding  how
student  achievement
has  shifted  over  time
and  how  schools  can
interpret  MAP  Growth
scores  with  greater
accuracy.  This  article
explores  what  these
norms  are,  why  they
matter,  and  how they
continue  to  influence
instructional  decisions
in  classrooms  across
the  United  States.

WHAT ARE NWEA
NORMS?

N W E A  n o r m s  a r e
statistical  benchmarks
that allow educators to
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compare  a  student's
academic performance
against  a  nationally
representative  sample
of  peers  at  the  same
grade level and at the
same  po in t  in  the
school  year.  These
norms are derived from
millions of test events
collected from students
who take the Measures
of  Academic  Progress,
or  MAP,  assessments.
The  norms  provide
percentile ranks, mean
scores,  and  standard
deviations  that  help
t e a c h e r s  a n d
a d m i n i s t r a t o r s
determine  whether  a
student  is  performing
at, above, or below the
national average.
The  Nwea  Norms
2015  specifically  drew
from a massive dataset
encompassing over 10
million  student  test
events  across  all  50
states.  This  dataset
included  public  school

s tudents ,  pr ivate
school  students,  and
students  from  diverse
socioeconomic  and
g e o g r a p h i c
b a c k g r o u n d s .  B y
establishing  these
norms,  NWEA  gave
educators  a  powerful
tool  for  identifying
l e a r n i n g  g a p s ,
monitoring  progress,
and  setting  realistic
growth  targets.

WHY THE 2015
NORMS WERE A
SIGNIFICANT
UPDATE

Educational  standards
and  curricula  evolve
o v e r  t i m e ,  a n d
assessment  norms
must keep pace.  Prior
to  the  release  of  the
2015  norms,  many
schools  were  using
data  f rom  2011  or
ear l ier .  The  Nwea
N o r m s  2 0 1 5
represented  a  critical
recalibration  because
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they  reflected  changes
i n  s t u d e n t
d e m o g r a p h i c s ,
instructional  practices,
a n d  t h e
implementation  of  the
Common  Core  State
Standards,  which  had
been  adopted  by  a
majority  of  states  by
2015.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
notable  shifts  in  the
2015  norms  was  the
adjustment in expected
g r o w t h  r a t e s .  A s
schools  adjusted  to
m o r e  r i g o r o u s
s tandards ,  NWEA
observed that students
were  making  different
amounts  of  academic
progress  compared  to
previous  years.  The
u p d a t e d  n o r m s
c a p t u r e d  t h e s e
changes, ensuring that
growth  targets  were
both  real is t ic  and
cha l leng ing .  Th is
reca l ibrat ion  was
essential  for  schools

that were transitioning
to college- and career-
ready  standards  and
needed  accurate  data
to guide instruction.

Methodol
ogy
Behind
the 2015
Norms
NWEA  employed  a
rigorous  methodology
to  develop  the  2015
n o r m s .  T h e
organization  collected
d a t a  f r o m  t h e
2 0 1 3 - 2 0 1 4  a n d
2014-2015  school
years,  ensuring  that
the  sample  was  both
c u r r e n t  a n d
comprehensive.  The
da tase t  i nc luded
students  in  grades  K
through  11,  covering
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mathematics,  reading,
language  usage,  and
science  assessments.
N W E A  a p p l i e d
statistical  weighting
techniques  to  ensure
t h a t  t h e  s a m p l e
accurately represented
the  national  student
population in terms of
r a c e ,  e t h n i c i t y ,
socioeconomic  status,
and geographic region.
One of the strengths of
the  Nwea  Norms
2015 is the inclusion of
both status norms and
growth  norms.  Status
norms  tell  educators
where a student stands
compared to peers at a
single  point  in  time,
while  growth  norms
measure  how  much
academic improvement
a student makes over a
specified  period,  such
as from fall  to spring.
This  dual  approach
a l l ows  fo r  a  more
n u a n c e d
unders tand ing  o f

student  achievement
and  progress.

KEY FINDINGS
FROM THE NWEA
NORMS 2015

The  release  of  the
2015  norms  yielded
several  important
insights  that  continue
to  inform  educational
practice today. One of
t h e  m o s t  w i d e l y
discussed  findings  was
the variation in typical
growth across different
g rade  l eve l s .  Fo r
instance,  the  norms
showed  that  students
in  early  elementary
grades  typically  made
larger gains in reading
and mathematics than
students in middle and
high  school.  This  is
c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h
d e v e l o p m e n t a l
patterns  of  learning,
but  the  2015  norms
provided  updated,
prec i se  data  that
helped  schools  set
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g r a d e - a p p r o p r i a t e
goals.
Another  key  finding
was  the  persistent
ach ievement  gap
between  different
demographic  groups.
T h e  n o r m s  d a t a
confirmed  that
s t u d e n t s  f r o m
e c o n o m i c a l l y
d i s a d v a n t a g e d
backgrounds,  as  well
as  English  language
learners,  often  scored
below  the  national
average. However, the
norms  also  revealed
that growth rates could
vary  significantly
among schools serving
similar  populations,
s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t
instructional  practices
and school climate play
a  substantial  role  in
academic progress.
Additionally, the Nwea
N o r m s  2 0 1 5
highlighted  seasonal
learning  patterns.  The
data  confirmed  that

students typically show
greater  academic
growth  dur ing  the
school  year  than over
the  summer  months,
with  summer  learning
loss  being  especially
p r o n o u n c e d  i n
mathematics.  This
finding  reinforced  the
importance of summer
enrichment  programs
a n d  y e a r - r o u n d
schooling  models  in
certain  districts.

How the
2015
Norms
Compare
to Earlier
Norms
W h e n  e d u c a t o r s
compared  the  2015
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norms  to  those  from
2 0 1 1 ,  s e v e r a l
differences  emerged.
In reading,  the typical
g r o w t h  r a t e s  f o r
students  in  grades  3
through 8 were slightly
lower  in  the  2015
norms,  reflecting  the
increased  rigor  of  the
C o m m o n  C o r e
s t a n d a r d s .  I n
mathemat ics ,  the
pattern  was  mixed.
Some  grade  levels
showed  higher  typical
growth,  while  others
showed  lower  growth,
depending  on  how
c l o s e l y  t h e  M A P
assessment  aligned
w i t h  n e w  s t a t e
standards.
The  Nwea  Norms
2015  also  introduced
improved precision for
high-achieving  and
low-achieving students.
Previous  norms  had
sometimes  been  less
a c c u r a t e  a t  t h e
e x t r e m e s  o f  t h e

p e r f o r m a n c e
distribution,  but  the
l a r g e r  a n d  m o r e
carefully  weighted
2015  dataset  allowed
fo r  more  re l i ab le
percentile  ranks  at
b o t h  e n d s  o f  t h e
spectrum.  This  was
especially  valuable  for
gifted  and  talented
programs  and  fo r
interventions  targeting
struggling learners.

PRACTICAL
APPLICATIONS FOR
EDUCATORS

The true value of  any
norm  set  l ies  in  its
practical  application.
The  Nwea  Norms
2015  p r o v i d e d  a
foundation  for  several
key  practices  in  K-12
education:

Goal Setting1.
Teachers and
principals used
the norms to set
ambitious yet
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attainable
growth targets
for individual
students and for
entire
classrooms. By
understanding
where a student
started and how
much growth
was typical for
that student's
grade and
subject,
educators could
create
personalized
learning plans.
Curriculum2.
Alignment
Schools
compared the
content coverage
of their
curriculum
against the skills
and concepts
assessed by the
MAP tests. Using
the norms data,
curriculum
committees

identified areas
where instruction
needed to be
strengthened or
accelerated.
Program3.
Evaluation
School districts
evaluated the
effectiveness of
specific
interventions,
such as reading
remediation
programs or
math enrichment
initiatives, by
comparing
student growth
against the
national norms. A
program that
produced growth
significantly
above the typical
rate was
considered
effective.
Parent4.
Communication
Educators used
norms data to
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communicate
student progress
during parent-
teacher
conferences.
Presenting a
student's MAP
score alongside
the national
percentile rank
provided parents
with a clear and
objective picture
of their child's
standing.

Using the
Norms for
Growth
Projection
s
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
powerful  applications
of  the  Nwea  Norms
2015 was in projecting

f u t u r e  s t u d e n t
p e r f o r m a n c e .  B y
combining  a  student's
current RIT score with
the  typical  growth
norms,  teachers  could
es t imate  where  a
student would likely be
a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e
school  year  or  even
several  years  into  the
future. This information
was  used  to  identify
students who were on
track to meet college-
and  career-readiness
benchmarks and those
who needed additional
support.
Fur thermore ,  the
norms  data  allowed
schools  to  calculate  a
s tudent ' s  g rowth
percent i le ,  which
indicates  how  much
growth a student made
relative  to  peers  who
started at the same RIT
score. This measure of
relative growth is  one
of the most actionable
metrics  in  education
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t o d a y  b e c a u s e  i t
controls  for  starting
achievement level and
f o c u s e s  t h e
conversation  squarely
on  the  effectiveness  of
instruction.

CRITICISMS AND
LIMITATIONS OF
THE 2015 NORMS

N o  e d u c a t i o n a l
assessment  system  is
perfect, and the Nwea
Norms 2015 were not
without  critics.  Some
educators  argued that
the  norms  d id  not
adequately  reflect  the
unique  chal lenges
f a c e d  b y  u r b a n
schools,  rural  schools,
or  schools  with  high
concentrat ions  of
students  in  poverty.
Wh i l e  NWEA  used
statistical weighting to
i m p r o v e
representativeness,  no
single  national  norm
set  can  pe r fec t l y
c a p t u r e  t h e

circumstances of every
individual school.
Others pointed out that
the norms were based
on  a  specific  set  of
assessments,  and  the
results  could  vary
depend ing  on  the
version of the MAP test
that  students  took.  In
addition,  because  the
n o r m s  d a t a  w e r e
col lected  during  a
period  of  significant
educational  change,
s o m e  o b s e r v e r s
questioned  whether
the 2015 norms would
remain  relevant  as
standards and curricula
continued to evolve.
D e s p i t e  t h e s e
limitations,  the  Nwea
Norms 2015 remained
a widely respected and
h e a v i l y  u t i l i z e d
resource  in  American
e d u c a t i o n .  T h e y
provided  a  consistent,
data-driven  framework
for  understanding
student  achievement
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at a time when many
s t a t e s  w e r e
overhaul ing  the i r
assessment systems.

THE LEGACY OF
THE NWEA NORMS
2015

Although  NWEA  has
released  more  recent
norms,  including  the
2020 norms, the 2015
norms  continue  to  be
referenced in academic
r e s e a r c h ,  p o l i c y
discussions, and school
improvement planning.
They  rep resen t  a
snapshot  of  student
achievement  during  a
p i v o t a l  p e r i o d  i n
American  education
reform,  and  they  offer
a valuable baseline for
assessing  long-term
trends.
F o r  s c h o o l s  t h a t
maintained  consistent
u s e  o f  t h e  M A P
assessments  from
2015  onward ,  the

norms data provided a
longitudinal  record  of
student  growth  that
could be analyzed over
m u l t i p l e  y e a r s .
Researchers  used  the
Nwea Norms 2015 to
study  everything  from
the  impact  of  school
funding  on  student
achievement  to  the
effectiveness  of
specific  instructional
interventions.

CONCLUSION

The  Nwea  Norms
2 0 1 5  s t a n d  a s  a
landmark  resource  in
e d u c a t i o n a l
assessment,  offering
educators a robust and
reliable  framework  for
measuring  student
ach ievement  and
growth. By drawing on
a  vast  and  carefully
constructed  dataset,
these  norms  provided
clear benchmarks that
helped  teachers  set
meaningful  goals,
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evaluate  instructional
p r o g r a m s ,  a n d
communicate  progress
to  fami l ies .  Whi le
newer  norms  have
since  been  released,
the 2015 norms remain
an  important  tool  for
understanding  student
performance  during  a

transformative  era  in
American  education.
Their legacy endures in
t h e  s c h o o l s  a n d
districts  that  continue
to  use  data-driven
instruction  to  help
every  student  reach
their  full  potential.


