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New and Expanded Norms for NNAT2 – Special Report

Jack A. Naglieri, PhD and Jianjun Zhu, PhD

The purposes of  the NNAT2 2011 norms update project are: (1) to develop updated NNAT2 norms using a 
large national representative sample tested during the 2010-2011 school year; (2) to extend the age range of  
the norms downward to 4 year olds and upward to 18 year olds; and (3) to establish the reliability and validity 
evidence of  the new norms. 

The various types of  scores utilized in the NNAT2 2011 updated norms are the same as those provided by the 
previous edition. There were no changes in the test items, scoring methods, score flow, the methods used to 
derive different types of  scores, or the potential use and interpretation of  the scores. The only change is the 
updated norm tables for deriving the NNAT2 Naglieri Ability Index (NAI). When using NNAT2 for the extended 
ages, Level A should be used for 4 year olds, and Level G should serve for 18 year olds.

Why Update the Norms?

A norm provides comparative information: one’s relative standing within a reference group. Norm and test 
difficulty have little to do with each other, because the norm simply defines relative performance on the test. 
Beginning on the date of  publication, norms on cognitive ability tests will gradually become outdated due to the 
change in American population. When the outdated norms are used, the performance of  students today was 
compared with a reference group from the past and not representative of  the current population. Therefore, 
the best practice is to update the norms “with sufficient frequency to permit continued accurate and appropriate 
score interpretations” (Standards, 1999, p. 59). 

The Changing Norms Phenomenon

Because the old and new norms are established using different reference groups that differ in the ability 
distribution, the results produced by the updated norms often differ from the results produced by the norms 
previously in use. Therefore, when you switch to 2011 norms, it is possible that you may experience the 
“changing norms phenomenon.” Average building, district, and state-level NAI scores may be “lower” or “higher” 
than they were when using the previous 2007 norms. 

In the following example, a single 10-item (10-question) hypothetical test was administered in 2000 to a 
sample of  7-year-old students that are representative of  the year 2000 population, and again in 2010, to a sample 
of  students of  the same age that are representative of  the 2010 population. The students who took the test in 
2010 are not the same group of  students who took the test in 2000.
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In the two administrations of  the hypothetical test, the average score increased from 4 to 6. This increase in 
the average score reflects the fact that student cognitive ability increased nationally from 2000 to 2010. 

Two facts are clear in the example: (1) the 2010 group may be said to have earned higher scores than the 2000 
group because the 2010 group answered more questions correctly; (2) because the 2010 group answered more 
questions correctly, a score of  4 was average (50th percentile) in 2000, but it is distinctly below average in 2010. 
So, a student would need to obtain a higher score under the new norms to be at the same percentile rank. We 
call this the “changing norms phenomenon.” 

Extending this illustration to the NNAT2, we can expect that the “changing norms phenomenon” will apply to 
the new NNAT2 norms.  As in this illustration, the NNAT2 updated norms will lead to the slightly lower NAI 
scores on average due to the change of  the population. 

To-dos and Not-to-dos 

Avoid comparing scores based on different reference groups (or different sets of  norms) to draw conclusions 
about changes in performance. When different sets of  norms are 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 reference group (or normative sample). If  national performance, 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.

Same Hypothetical Test

 2000 No. of    
 Items Correct   
 10   
 9 50% of  Students   
 8 Scoring Above
 7 
 6   
 5   
 4 Average Score
 3   
 2 50% of  Students 
 1 Scoring Below 

Same Hypothetical Test

 2010 No. of    
 Items Correct   
 10   
 9 50% of  Students   
 8 Scoring Above
 7 
 6 Average Score  
 5   
 4 50% of  Students
 3 Scoring Below  
 2  
 1  

Same Hypothetical Test Administered to Different Students
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Schools should not use outdated norms merely to avoid the temporary inconvenience of  a change in norms. 
The evaluation of  students’ cognitive ability should be conducted using the most appropriate test and norms that 
adequately reflect the current population.  

For more information or questions about the NNAT2 2011 updated norms, please contact our Customer 
Service team at 800.328.5999. 


