The Standard Deviation provides an indication of the “spread” of the data—that is, how widely the scores varied around the mean or “typical” score. In general, the rule of thumb for interpreting the Standard Deviation is that about 68% of the scores will fall within plus or minus 1 Standard Deviation of the mean score, and about 95% of the scores will fall within plus or minus 2 Standard Deviations of the mean score. There are some technical points involved, but by and large that’s what the Standard Deviation is about.

In general, we can interpret scores within plus or minus one Standard Deviation of the mean as being within the commonly expected range of scores, and scores more than one Standard Deviation from the mean as being less common and more remarkable the further they are beyond the plus/minus one Standard Deviation mark. Scores which are two Standard Deviations or more from the mean are quite unusual, and if we encounter them we might want to ask ourselves whether this particular administration of the assessment captured the individual’s true level of knowledge, or whether the individual has been matched with the correct level of the ACLSA.

Mastery Scores tend to vary more widely than Raw Scores, and Standard Deviations for Mastery Scores are usually quite a bit larger than those for Raw Scores within a given domain area. Thus, you may find it useful to examine Raw Scores and their corresponding Standard Deviations if you are interested in understanding a youth’s score in a specific domain, as the Raw Scores will fall within a narrower range and may be somewhat simpler to interpret at the domain level.

While we cannot make simple conversions from Standard Deviations to Percentile Rankings, there are a few basic landmarks we can reference. A score one Standard Deviation above the mean will be at approximately the 84th percentile of a score distribution, meaning that 84% of all scores were lower, and 16% of all scores were higher, than that individual’s score. Conversely, a score one Standard Deviation below the mean will be at the 16th percentile. Scores two Standard Deviations above and below the mean will be at the 98th and the 2nd  percentiles, respectively. Again, there are some technical points involved, but these generalizations will hold true for most datasets. 

We should not attempt to calculate Percentile Rankings based on these landmarks for either Raw or Mastery scores which fall somewhere between the mean and the plus/minus one Standard Deviation marks, or between one Standard Deviation and another, however, as doing so would yield inaccurate results due to the non-linear nature of the relationship between Standard Deviations and Percentile Rankings. We can still keep the Percentile Ranking landmarks in mind, though, as one set of reference points in the interpretation of individual scores.

To use an example, we can see from the pivot tables that the Total Mastery Mean Score for 13 year-old females taking the ACLSA Level III assessment is 42.6, with a Standard Deviation of 18.8. This tells us that about 68% of all Total Mastery Scores for 13 year-old females in the benchmark dataset were between (42.6-18.8) and (42.6+18.8), or between 23.8 and 61.4, and about 95% of all Total Mastery Scores for 13 year-old females in the dataset were between (42.6-37.6) and (42.6+37.6), or between 5.0 and 80.2. 

A 13-year-old female with an ACLSA Level III Total Mastery Score of 61, which is one Standard Deviation above the mean (42.6+18.8), has scored higher than approximately 84% of all 13-year-old females taking this assessment. A 13-year-old female with an ACLSA III Total Mastery Score of 33 is below average but well within the expected range of scores for her age/gender group. Both of these individuals might be expected to benefit from a Targeted Learning Plan developed using resources on the Casey Life Skills website, although the Learning Plans for the two individuals would likely be quite different. A 13-year-old female with an ACLSA III Total Mastery Score of 82 has achieved an unusually high score for her age/gender group, and might be developmentally ready to begin using the ACLSA Level IV assessment despite being younger, chronologically, than the recommended age range for that assessment.

