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UNDERSTANDING THE
CALIFORNIA ACHIEVEMENT TEST
SIXTH EDITION: A COMPLETE
GUIDE FOR PARENTS AND
EDUCATORS

Standardized  testing  has  long  been  a
cornerstone  of  educational  assessment
i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  a n d  f e w
assessments carry the historical weight
and  practical  significance  of  the
California  Achievement  Test  Sixth
Edition,  commonly  referred  to  as  the
CAT/6.  For  decades,  this  nationally
normed achievement test has served as
a  vital  tool  for  measuring  student
progress,  evaluating  instructional
effectiveness, and providing parents with
a  clear  snapshot  of  their  chi ld's
academic  strengths  and  areas  for
growth.  Whether  you  are  a  parent
preparing your child for testing season,
an  educator  interpreting  results,  or  a
school  administrator  se lect ing
assessments,  understanding  the
nuances  of  the  California  Achievement
Test Sixth Edition is essential for making
informed  decisions  about  student
learning.

What Is the

California
Achievement
Test Sixth
Edition?
The  California  Achievement  Test
Sixth  Edition  is  a  standardized,
nationally normed assessment designed
to measure student achievement in core
academic  a reas .  Pub l i shed  by
CTB/McGraw-Hill,  the  CAT/6  evaluates
foundational skills in reading, language
arts,  mathematics,  and  sometimes
science. Unlike criterion-referenced tests
that  measure  performance  against  a
fixed  standard,  the  CAT/6  is  norm-
referenced,  meaning  it  compares  a
student's  performance  to  that  of  a
representative  national  sample  of
students  in  the  same  grade  level.
This distinction is important for parents
and  educators  to  grasp.  When  you
receive a score report from the California
Achievement Test Sixth Edition, you are
not  simply  seeing  a  percentage  of
correct answers. Instead, you are seeing
where your child stands relative to peers
across  the  country.  Percentile  ranks,
stanines, and grade-equivalent scores all
provide  context  for  understanding
academic  standing.
The Sixth Edition represents a significant
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update  from  previous  versions.  It
incorporates  more  contemporary
content, aligns with current educational
standards,  and  includes  updated
normative  data  to  reflect  changing
demographics  and  educat ional
expectations.  The  test  is  available  in
both  paper-and-pencil  and  online
formats, accommodating diverse school
environments and testing preferences.

Subjects
Assessed in the
CAT/6
The  California  Achievement  Test  Sixth
Edition  covers  several  core  subject
areas,  each  designed  to  measure
specific  skills  and  knowledge  that  are
critical  for  academic  success.

READING AND LANGUAGE ARTS

The  reading  portion  of  the  CAT/6
assesses  vocabulary  development,
reading  comprehension,  and  critical
analysis  of  written  material.  Students
encounter  passages  drawn  from  fiction,
nonfiction,  and  informational  texts,
followed  by  questions  that  test  their
ability  to  identify  main  ideas,  make
inferences,  understand  cause-and-effect
relationships,  and  draw  conclusions.
Vocabulary  questions  evaluate  word
knowledge  in  context,  ensuring  that
students can apply meaning rather than
simply memorize definitions.
The  language  arts  section  covers
mechanics,  usage,  and  writing  skills.
Students  are  tested  on  grammar,
punctuation,  capitalization,  sentence
structure, and the organization of written
express ion.  Th is  port ion  of  the

California  Achievement  Test  Sixth
Edition provides insight into how well a
student  can  communicate  effectively  in
writing, a skill that is essential across all
academic disciplines.

MATHEMATICS

The  mathematics  component  of  the
CAT/6  includes  both  computation  and
problem-solving  sections.  Students  are
assessed  on  their  understanding  of
number operations, algebraic concepts,
geometry, measurement, data analysis,
and  mathematical  reasoning.  The  test
emphasizes  not  only  procedural  fluency
but also conceptual  understanding and
the  ability  to  apply  mathematical
thinking  to  real-world  situations.
One of  the  strengths  of  the  California
Achievement  Test  Sixth  Edition  is  its
balance between basic skills and higher-
order  thinking.  Students  cannot  simply
rely  on  rote  memorization;  they  must
demonstrate  genuine  understanding  of
mathematical  principles and the ability
to reason through unfamiliar problems.

SCIENCE (OPTIONAL)
Some versions of the CAT/6 also include
a  science  section  that  measures
knowledge  of  life  science,  physical
science,  earth  science,  and  scientific
inquiry.  This  portion  is  not  always
administered,  depending  on  state  or
district requirements, but it can provide
valuable  information about  a  student's
foundational scientific literacy.

Interpreting
CAT/6 Scores:
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What Parents
Need to Know
Understanding the score report from the
California  Achievement  Test  Sixth
Edition  can  be  overwhelming  at  first
glance. However, breaking down the key
metrics makes interpretation much more
manageable.

PERCENTILE RANKS

A  percent i le  rank  indicates  the
percentage of  students in  the national
norm group who scored at or below a
given  score.  For  example,  a  student
scoring in the 70th percentile performed
better than 70 percent of students in the
norm  group.  This  does  not  mean  the
student  answered  70  percent  of
questions correctly; it is a comparative
measure, not a percentage correct.

STANINES

Stanines  divide  the  score  distribution
into  nine  segments,  with  1  being  the
lowest and 9 the highest. Stanines 4, 5,
and  6  are  considered  average.  This
simplified  scoring  system  helps  parents
and  educators  quickly  understand  a
student's  relative  standing  without
getting  lost  in  decimal  points  and
percentiles.

GRADE EQUIVALENTS

Grade-equivalent  scores  indicate  the
grade level  at  which a typical  student
achieves  a  particular  raw  score.  For
instance, a fourth-grade student earning
a  grade-equivalent  score  of  6.2
performed as well as a typical student in
the second month of sixth grade. While
this  metric  is  intuitive,  it  should  be

interpreted  with  caution.  Grade
equivalents do not mean that a student
is ready for advanced grade-level work
in  all  areas;  they  simply  reflect
performance  on  grade-level  content.

The Role of the
CAT/6 in
California
Schools
The  California  Achievement  Test
Sixth  Edition  has  a  unique  history
within the state of California. For many
years,  the  CAT/6  was  used  as  the
statewide assessment for accountability
purposes  under  the  Ca l i fo rn ia
Standardized  Testing  and  Reporting
(STAR)  program.  Schools  administered
the test annually to students in grades 2
through  11,  and  results  were  used  to
evaluate  school  performance,  identify
ach ievement  gaps ,  and  in form
instructional  decisions.
A l though  Ca l i f o rn ia  has  s ince
transitioned  to  the  Smarter  Balanced
Assessment  System  aligned  with  the
Common  Core  State  Standards,  the
CAT/6  remains  relevant  for  many
purposes.  Private  schools,  homeschool
organizations,  and  districts  seeking  an
add i t iona l  measure  o f  s tudent
achievement  continue  to  use  the
California  Achievement  Test  Sixth
Edition.  Its  national  norms  provide  a
valuable  benchmark  that  complements
state-specific assessments.
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Preparing Your
Child for the

CAT/6
Preparat ion  for  the  California
Achievement  Test  Sixth  Edition
should  focus  on  building  confidence,
reducing  anxiety,  and  reinforcing
foundational  skills.  Here  are  several
practical  strategies  for  parents  and
educators.

Review basic concepts: Spend
time reviewing grade-level
material in reading, language arts,
and mathematics. Focus on areas
where your child has struggled in
the past.
Practice test-taking strategies:
Teach your child to read directions
carefully, pace themselves, and
eliminate obviously wrong answers
on multiple-choice questions.
Use sample questions: Many
publishers and educational
websites offer sample CAT/6
questions. Familiarity with the
format can significantly reduce
test-day anxiety.
Encourage a positive mindset:
Emphasize that the test is one
measure of learning, not a
judgment of worth. Encourage
your child to do their best without
excessive pressure.
Ensure physical readiness: A
good night's sleep, a healthy
breakfast, and a calm morning
routine can make a meaningful
difference in performance.

CAT/6 vs. Other
Standardized
Tests
Parents and educators often wonder how
the  California  Achievement  Test
Sixth  Edition  compares  to  other
popular assessments such as the Iowa
Test of Basic Skills (ITBS), the Stanford
Achievement  Test  (SAT-10),  or  the
TerraNova.  While  all  of  these  tests
measure  similar  domains,  there  are
notable  differences.
The  CAT/6  is  known  for  its  strong
emphasis  on  critical  thinking  and
problem-solving,  particularly  in  the
mathematics section. It also features a
more  modern  approach  to  reading
comprehension,  with  passages  that
reflect  contemporary  themes  and
diverse perspectives.  Compared to  the
ITBS, the CAT/6 tends to place slightly
more emphasis on higher-order thinking
skills,  while  the  Stanford  Achievement
Test is often considered more traditional
in its approach.
For homeschool families, the California
Achievement Test Sixth Edition is a
popular  choice  because  it  is  widely
accepted by umbrella schools and state
homeschool organizations. Its availability
in both paper and online formats makes
it accessible, and the scoring reports are
clear and informative.

Strengths and
Limitations of the
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CAT/6
No standardized test is perfect, and the
California Achievement Test Sixth Edition
has both strengths and limitations that
stakeholders should understand.

STRENGTHS

Nationally normed: Provides a
meaningful comparison to a
representative sample of students
across the country.
Comprehensive coverage:
Assesses multiple domains within
reading, language arts, and
mathematics.
Clear reporting: Score reports
are designed with parents in mind,
offering multiple metrics for
understanding performance.
Flexible administration:
Available in paper and online
formats, with flexible timing
options.

LIMITATIONS

Multiple-choice format: The test
relies heavily on multiple-choice
questions, which may not fully
capture a student's ability to
explain reasoning or demonstrate
deeper understanding.
Norms may be dated: As with
any norm-referenced test, the
norms eventually become less
representative over time until a
new edition is released.
Limited diagnostic detail: While
the CAT/6 provides a general
picture of achievement, it does not
offer the same level of diagnostic
detail as some criterion-referenced
assessments or curriculum-based
measures.

Using CAT/6
Results to
Support Student
Growth
The  true  value  of  the  California
Achievement Test Sixth Edition  lies
not in the scores themselves, but in how
the  information  is  used  to  support
student learning. For parents, the results
can highlight specific areas where a child
may  need  addit ional  support  or
enrichment.  If  a  student  scores  in  the
4 5 t h  p e r c e n t i l e  i n  r e a d i n g
comprehension but the 80th percentile
in vocabulary, that discrepancy signals a
need  to  focus  on  comprehension
strategies.
For educators, aggregate CAT/6 data can
reveal patterns across classrooms, grade
levels, or demographic groups. A school
that consistently sees lower performance
in  mathematical  problem-solving  may
need to reexamine its math curriculum
or  provide  targeted  professional
development  for  teachers.  The  test
results  become  a  starting  point  for
conversation, not a final judgment.
It  is  also  important  to  use  multiple
measures when making decisions about
a  child's  education.  The  California
Achievement  Test  Sixth  Edition
should  be  considered  alongside
classroom  performance,  teacher
observations, and other assessments to
create a complete picture of a student's
abilities.
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How Schools and
Districts Select
Achievement

Tests
Choosing  an  assessment  l ike  the
California  Achievement  Test  Sixth
Edition involves careful consideration of
several factors. School leaders evaluate
alignment  with  state  standards,  cost,
ease of administration, reporting quality,
and the availability  of  normative data.
Fo r  many  p r i va te  s choo l s  and
homeschool  cooperatives,  the CAT/6 is
an attractive option because it provides
reliable national norms without requiring
full  adoption  of  a  state-specific  testing
framework.
Districts  that  serve  diverse  student
populations  also  consider  whether  the
test provides fair and valid measures for
Engl ish  learners,  students  with
disabilities,  and  students  from varying
socioeconomic backgrounds. The CAT/6
includes  accommodations  for  eligible
students,  and  its  publishers  have
conducted  extensive  research  to
minimize  cultural  bias  in  test  items.

The Future of
Standardized
Testing and the
CAT/6
As educational assessment continues to
evo lve ,  the  ro le  o f  t rad i t i ona l

standardized tests is being reexamined.
C o m p u t e r - a d a p t i v e  t e s t i n g ,
performance-based  assessments,  and
portfolio evaluations are gaining traction
as  alternatives  or  supplements  to
multiple-choice  tests.  However,  the
California  Achievement  Test  Sixth
Edition remains a trusted tool for many
educators and families precisely because
of  i ts  s tab i l i ty ,  re l iab i l i ty ,  and
comparabil ity  over  time.
The CAT/6 provides a consistent metric
that allows schools to track achievement
trends year after year. For homeschool
families, it offers a nationally recognized
benchmark that demonstrates academic
progress to colleges,  umbrella  schools,
or state education agencies.  While the
testing  landscape  will  undoubtedly
continue  to  change,  the  CAT/6  has
proven  its  value  as  a  durable  and
informative assessment.

Final Thoughts
on the California
Achievement
Test Sixth Edition
The  California  Achievement  Test
Sixth Edition is more than just a test; it
is  a window into a student's academic
development. When used thoughtfully, it
can empower parents with information,
guide teachers in instructional planning,
and provide schools with valuable data
for  continuous  improvement.  By
unders tand ing  what  the  CAT/6
measures,  how  scores  are  calculated,
and  how  results  can  be  appl ied,
stakeholders can make the most of this
assessment tool.
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For parents preparing for testing season,
remember that the CAT/6 is one piece of
a  much  larger  educational  puzzle.
Celebrate your child's strengths, address
areas  of  challenge  with  patience  and
support,  and  maintain  perspective  on
what  truly  matters  in  education:  the

development  of  curious,  capable,  and
confident lifelong learners. The California
Achievement Test Sixth Edition can help
light the way, but it is the daily work of
teaching,  learning,  and  growing  that
truly shapes a student's future.


