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A SPECIAL REPORT

‘The SAT’s Greatest Test . pHsool £ 69 E|

Social, legal, and demographic forces threaten to dethrone the most widely used college-entrance exam

NEW YORK
HE SAT IS TO CRITICISM as a halfback is to a foot-

I ball—always on the receiving end.

For most of the past two decades. the Coliege
Board, which owns the test, has done a good job holding
onto the ball, fending off critics who maintain that the test
discriminates against femule and minority students.

The board has sponsored several studies that show, for
example, that the test usually gives black and Hispanic
students a helping hand in the admissions process—it pre-
dicts that they will perform better in college than they
actually do. And the board 1s scrupulousty careful about
material that appears on the SAT, so that there will be no
more embarrassments about
questions that would seem to
favor students familiar with
yachts,

It's hardly surprising, then,
that faced with an unprecedented assault from a wholly
different quarter, the test's heepers resort to the standard
defense.

*This 1s not a biased test.” says Gaston Caperton, the
College Board's president, from his office here near Lin-
coln Center **What we have is an unequal educational
system. It's not the hids. It's not the test."

What Mr Caperton seems to have mussed is that today
the battle has shifted drastically, from accusations of bias
to questions that undermine the very basis for the test and
may. in the end, lead 10 its demise Today's cnitics have
opened an assault on the use of what ts essentially an 1Q
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test 1o measure students’ ability to learn. The outcome of
the debate will affect how colleges with competitive admis-
stons pick students, how racially diverse those students
will be, and how high-school students prepare for college.

The College Bourd has for years tried to distance the
SAT from its roots in 1Q tests, but the perception remains
that the most widely admunistered college-entrance exami-
nation measures intelligence, not a mastery of learning.
Many education leaders—most notably, Richard C. Atkin-
son, president of the University of California system—say
that legacy creates perverse incentives. as studeats waste
time and money “'prepping™ for the SAT's idiosyncratic
questions, such as the analogies section of the verbal
exam.

If college-entrance exams were tied
curriculum, the critics say,
idea of what standards they
could more easily be held
fail.

Last February, Mr, Atkinson stunned college leaders by
calling on his nine-campus, 170,000-student system to be-
come the first public university with competitive admis-
sions to drop the requirement that applicants take the SAT.
The system's size and prominence immediately led to
speculation about whether others would dump the SAT;
the University of Texas at Austin and North Carolina's
public colleges are studying the issue.

Mr. Atkinson's announcement “‘was by far the most
tmportant single anti-SAT effort ever in the history of the
test,” says Nicholas Lemann, author of The Big Test: The
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Secret History of the American Meritocracy (Farrar,
Straus & Giroux), a recent book about the SAT.

In the 1940s, the University of California was the first
major public system to require the test. “That was the key
fo making the SAT the dominant test,” says Robert A.
Schaeffer, public-education director at the National Cen-
ter for Fair and Open Testing, also known as FairTest. “If
you follow that historical analogy, you'll find that the key
to ending the dominance of the SAT also lies in Califor-
nia."

Other threats also loom. Thirteen top colleges, including
Harvard University, the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology, and the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor, are
participating in a study to determine if state exams already
given to high-school students may one day replace the SAT
in college admissions. And recent court decisions and ref-
erendums may lead many colleges seeking a diverse stu-
dent body to lower the weight they place on the SAT—or
to ignore it altogether.

‘An American Obsession’?

O BE SURE, the College Board and the Educational

I Testing Service, which engineers the test, aren't
exactly on the ropes. The obsession with identify-
ing—and getting into—the best colleges has been as good
for the SAT as it has been for college-guide publishers like
U.S. News & World Report. Roughly 1.3 million high-
school seniors per year take the test, and more than half
take it at least twice, vielding an annual revenue stream of
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Psychom’e-tricians at the Educational Testing Service, which createy and‘admihisters the SAT, are skeptical
that $taté examinations:cbgld be used in place of ttie SAT,

. Adttiisstons tests, ETS offisihly arglie, must be utambiguous, ertor-free, fair, and secure—
" qualities that are more easily stated than achieved. Here’s how a draft queétion makes it on to the SAT,
S
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cers continue to rely on SAT scores to compare students
who come from high schools of widely varying quality.
Many colleges also feel they must report high average SAT
scores to the guidebooks, in order to earn top rankings and
keep applications flowing their way,

The SAT also may continue to thrive because the alter-
natives to the test are embryonic, too expensive, or lacking
in political support. Mr. Lemann champions a national
curriculum, with a national exam that matches it, but when
the topic comes up on Capitol Hill. “‘everyone runs and
hides,” he says. The state-based exams, which for now
merely test whether a student has mastered the basic skills

W THE ACT sees an opening in the controversy surround-
ing the SAT: A13

® COLLEGES debate whether dropping the SAT gives them
a bump in rankings: A14

® ESSAYS on one college that dropped the SAT and anoth-
er that reinstated jt: B10

needed to graduate from high school. aren't of much use to
a college with competitive admissions. Some large state
institutions want to de-emphasize the SAT by considering
a variety of subjective factors in admissions, such as over-
coming adversity, but first they must find money to hire
additional people to handle those reviews.

And while much has been made of the correlation be-
tween SAT scores and family income—the wealthier you
are, the better your score, on average—that connection is
even stronger on the standardized subject tests now known
as SAT Ii, formerly called the Achievement Tests. one of
Mr. Atkinson's proposed alternatives to the SAT.

“Fhear a lot of people criticize the SAT,™ says Kurt M,
Landgraf, president of the Educational Testing Service.
“I've yet to hear what should be put in its place."

First administered in 1926, the SAT was designed to
measure aptitude, or innate mental ability. It became wide-

Step 1: An ETS staff member or outside contributor
drafts a question and puts it in a database.

Step 2: The question is scrutinized by at least two
subject experts and glven a fairhess review to

% ensure that is “free from bias.” Roughly 10

! percent of questions are rejected at this stage.

%| Step 3: The question Is tested on an unscored section
*an SAT ex~ny, e test-takers have no idea
that the question will not be factored into their
scores.

Step 4: Based on that “pre-test,” ETS staff members
analyze the rigor of the question, and how well
it distinguishes between students of differing
abilities, based on their scores on approved
questions. They also examine whether, among
students of comparable abilities, those from a
particular race or gender scored poorly on the

¢ question. In a recent analysis, only 76 percent

' of verbal questions, and 87 percent of math
questions, survived this stage.

“ad

Step 5: The question is thrown into a pool with
thousands of other approved questions. It
could sit thererfor as long as three or four
years before being tapped for an SAT exam.

Step 6: When it eamns a spot on an SAT exam, the
" question is analyzed by ETS staff members to

see how it fits in statistically with other G
questions on the exam. Then three to four in-
house subject experts review and revise the
question. Finally, five to eight outside experts,
including members of the SAT Committee, a
group that includes admissions officers and
guidance counselors, review the entire test
that the question will appear on.

Step 7: After further editing and proofreading, the test
is printed. The whole process—from the
conception of a question to its appearance on
an exam—takes at least 18 months to two
years.
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ly used in the 1940s and 1950s, thanks in large part to James
B. Conant, president of Harvard, who believed that sub-
Ject-based achievement tests favored privileged students,
whose families could afford 10 send them to boarding
schools. The SAT, with its multiple-choice questions and
systematic scoring, was seen as the great equalizer, a test
that would allow the country’s future leaders to be tapped
based on intelligence rather than family connections. **The
new elite’s essential quality, the factor that would make its
power deserved where the old elite's had been merely
inherited, would be brains,” Mr. Lemann writes in The Big
Test.

Today, the enthusiasm for intelligence tests has plum-
meted, and most colleges claim to put more emphasis on
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high-school grades than on either the SAT or its primary
competitor. the ACT
Still. the SAT, whose two parts, verbal and mathemat-
ics. are each scored on a 200-10-800-point scale. has no
shortage of fans. “The test is the one unchanging bench-
mark that can differentiate between those students who get
B's at a tough school and those who coast with A's from an
easy school,™ says John Maguire, an admissions consul-
tant and former admissions director at Boston College.
Enrollment managers also know that recruiting studeats
with high SAT scores is an easy way to improve an institu-
tion's reputation. Dan Lundquist, vice president and dean
of admissions at New York's Union College. says he uses
Continued on Following Page
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Califomia and Florida adopt their own
“percent plans,” further diminishing
the weight of the SAT,

The U.S. Education Department's
Office for Civil Rights, headed by
Norma V. Cantit, wams that a reliance
on tests in admissions may be
discriminatory, because of the scoring
discrepancy between minonty and
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guotas In admisslons Califomid, eliminating the State's public universities to admit all state the SAT requirement
but says that colleges affimiative- sction programs, residents who graduate in the top 10 in admissions.
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. - provide meaningful information, college officials want a
role in the development of future state tests. Thirteen re-
SAT by the Numbcrs search universities are sponsoring a study that aims to help
states design better tests by agreeing on a set of skills
needed by freshmen at their institutions. In addition. the
Number of high-school seniors who took the test Percentage of high-school seniors project will create a database of current state tests, so that
in 2000-1: who took the SAT in: colleges can compare scores on tests in different states if
1.3 million they choose to use them in admissions decisions. The As-
1081 R 33% sociation of American Universities, a group of 61 research
Cost of taking the SAT: . nstitutions, is coordinating the project.
$25 2000-1 W 45% Without such a database, admissions directors say they
) will face a logistical nightmare in trying to make sense of
Cost of Kaplan's most popular preparatary course Percentage of SAT takers who take the test in scores from different states. John Katzman. founder and
for the SAT: hoth their junior and senior years: chief executive officer of Princeton Review and a support-
$799 to $899 for 12 sessions er of state tests, says the College Board should take on the
W 50% role of comparing state tests. by developing a chart similar
to one that provides equivalencies for SAT and ACT
scores.
. . *If the College Board won’t do it. because they're too
gz_!ieu%}es??am Egstégsagﬁnﬂmﬁgggifgyice committed to saving the SAT, :&en other people will spring
up that will. among them me.™ says Mr. Katzman, who
Headquarters New York Princeton, N.J. favors the elimination of the SAT. Already. 100 Princeton
B R e Review employees are working on products to prepare
Number of full-ime students for state tests.
employees 493 2,100 Wayne Camara, the College Board's vice president for
T research and development, says the group has no intention
ReEnue n 19??'%099 . $300-milllon . $600-million of assuming that role. He cites a 1999 study by the National
Percentage of revenue | B . Academy of Sciences that said such efforts were destined
from the SAT undisclosed to fail. **Compaiing the full array of currently administered
T T - commercial and state achievement tests to one another.,
President Gaston Caperton, a former Kurt M. Landgraf, a former CEQ through the development of a single equivalency or linking
govemor of West Virginia of DuPont Pharmaceutical scale, is not feasible,” the study said.
l;r;;t;;;;s:alaw B B e — Mr. Camara notes that any effort to correlate the scores
in 1999-2000 $350,000 $350,000 would be incredibly complex, because some groups— such
! ! as Hispanic students or women—may score lower on cer-
‘SOUNCES, COLLEGE BOARD, tain state tests than they do on others,
GRAPHIC BY JAMIE BAYLIS

Continued From Preceding Puge
the SAT as a *'scale tipper"* with students who are similar-
ly qualified.

But he acknowledges that there's another good reason to
do the tipping. *'If you get enough [students] with 50 points
higher than the rest, you can bring your mean SAT score
up,” he says.

Mr. Maguire concedes that there's a certain hypocrisy at
work. *In public, people will say the SAT's aren’t worth a
bucket of warm spit,” Mr. Maguire says. **Nonetheless,
the boards of trustees and the college leadership are look-
ng at [them| as badges similar to the rankings, that indicate
that they are improving."”

However, critics of the test—and many students who
take it—view the SAT as a black box. *“When you say
someone has 1100, what does that communicate to a high-
school student who wants to do better?" asks David T.
Conley, an associate professor of education policy at the
University of Oregon, who is directing a project on the use
of state tests in college admissions. "It doesn't communi-
cate anything but to tell the high-school student to get
smarter.”

Nor is it clear how to prepare for the exam, which leads
many students to Kaplun and Princeton Review, compa-
nies seen as possessing “'tricks™ that help students raise
their scores. Even some high-school teachers are taking
ume away from basic reading and writing instruction to
prepare students for the SAT—-a practice that Mr. Atkin-
son criticized.

Bill Wetzel, a freshman at New York University, says
the SAT made some courses during his junior and senior
years at New Jersey's Red Bank Regional High School
downright boring. ** noticed the difference between some
classes, where the teachers and the students were trying to
get the highest scores possible, and classes that em-
phasized curiosity and real critical thinking,” he
says.

Mr. Wetzel, founder of a group called Students Against
Testing, notes somewhat sheepishly that his 1420 score
helped land him at NY U, aithough he says that if he had to
do it all over agan he would attend an SAT-optional col-
lege. Now, he hopes to organize creative protests against
the SAT and other standardized tests. He cites a recent
*“testfest" in Colorado in which students read books and

played music while their peers took the SAT in a nearby
building.

Using state examinations or subject tests would be an
improvement, Mr. Wetzel says. but he isn't sure they
would solve the core problem. **Both ideas have the poten-
tial for high schools to become factories for a different kind
of test prep,” he says.

Mr. Atkinson beheves that his proposal, which would
require students to take three SAT 11 tests (in writing,
math, and a subject of each student's choice), would help
students better understand the relevance of their high-
school courses. There are more than a dozen SAT 11 ex-
ams, each covering a different subject area.

Some educators want to go even further, by using state
examinations rather than the SAT. Every state requires its
high-school students to undergo some form of statewide
assessment, either at the end of their course work in core
subjects or as a requirement for graduation. Advocates say
the tests could provide a good snapshot of a student's
readiness for college.

Last summer, a North Carolina legislator proposed a bill
that would make public colleges there drop the SAT re-
quirement in favor of the state’s assessment exam. When
college officials batked, saying the tests don't do a good-
enough job of measuring high-level skills, the sides com-
promised by ordering a study of the issue by college offi-
cials. **If we're going to require students to take state tests,
then we should use them for college entrance,” says State
Rep. Gene G. Arnold, a Republican, who sponsored the
bill. *1t's unfair to use the SAT when our standard course
of study 1s not geared toward preparing students for the
test.”

Who Controls the Tests?

OLLEGE OFFICIALS elsewhere expect similar pres-
sure from lawmakers who seek a better return on

the hundreds of mullions of dollars spent annually

on the state exams. While those tests were intended to

increase the accountability of public schools. some law-

makers say students have little at stake, once they reahze

how easy it is to pass, and thus have failed to take the tests
seriously.

Because admissions officers would need the tests to

College officials say it may come down to how well the
state tests predict freshman grades, which is what the SAT
claims to do. In April, the University of Minnesota~Twin
Cities released a study, financed by the College Board, that
found that the SAT reliably predicts students’ academic
peiformance, not only as freshmen but throughout col-
lege.

“We may find that the end-of-course tests are great
predictors, or we may find that they are consistent with
everything else we're doing, in which case why would we
have to add yet another measure that schools have to
collect and send on to colleges?™ asks Gretchen Bataille,
senior vice president for academic affairs at the University
of North Carolina system.

Mr. Caperton, the Coliege Board president, says that
when states learn how much it costs to develop fair ques-
tions and ensure security for an admissions test, they will
use that money instead for other priorities, like paying
teachers more. “‘Could you turn a statewide test into an
admissions test?"" he asks rhetorically. “*Absolutely. But
when you compare what it costs to what you get, nobody is
going to spend their money that way."

Mr. Conley. the Oregon researcher who is heading up
the Association of American Universities' project on state
tests, says the money is worth spending to give students
and high schools better measures of where they need to
improve,

*“The SAT is limited in its ability to provide diagnostic
information to schools." Mr. Conley says. **It was never
conceived as a means to bring about systemic im-
provement or to close an achievement gap between
groups.”

Umiversity of California officials agree. They acknowl-
edge that students of different races will probably show the
same performance gaps on the SAT Il and even state tests.
But those exams are better suited to closing the gaps and
identifying poor schools, they say. “‘By having curricu-
lum-based tests, we can refate fstudents’ scores to] the
quality of instruction in schools,™ says Patrick Hayashi,
associate president of the University of California system.

A Move Toward Holistic Admissions

ity students is also leading to a diminished role for
the SAT, simply because it lays bare the use of
racial preferences in college admissions. In the 2000-1 aca-

T HE POINT DIFFERENTIAL between white and minor-
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demic year, white students scored an average of 1060 on
the test, compared with 859 for black students and 925 for
Hispanic students.

Astan-American students were on top, with an average
score of 1095.

Many large public colleges, which generally make ad-
nussions decisions based on a formula rather than a subjec-
tive “‘reading™ of each application, have sought to pre-
serve enroliments of black and Hispanic students by giving
them an explicit bonus in the process. But n several high-
profile legal decisions—-including a ruling by a tederal ap-
peals court in August that struck down the admissions
process at the Umiversity of Georgla—such mechanical
awarding of racial preferences has been successtully chal-
lenged as unconstitutional by white students who were
denied admission

As a resull, admissions directors say that colleges may
be forced to gravitate toward a more holistic set of criteria
that recognize a wider range of achievement, such as lead-
ership and overcoming adversity.

“Frankly, even those schools that ate not highly selec-
tive are going to have to putin place procedures that allow
for the reading of all applicants.” says Jerome A. Lucido,
associate provost and director of admissions at the Univer-
sity of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. *The days of looking
solely at students’ grades and SAT scores and saying
‘they’re ' are coming to an end **

Some very selective public institutions, like North Caro-
lina and the Umiversity of Virginia, have been reading
every admussions folder for decades. Combined. the two
universities receive 32,000 applications annually, and both
hire temporary staff members to read them all Officialy at
both universities sdmt that taking essays and other written
matenial nto consideration 1s more subjective than using
only grades and test scores, but they say that each applica-
tion 1s reviewed by two or more readers to ensure consts-
tency.

The Board of Regeats at the University of California will
vote on whether to establish a similar process, called

**‘comprehensive review," next month. (The board won't
decide whether to drop the SAT requirement untl next
spring.)

The proposed review process would require admissions
officers at the university system's mine campuses to evalu-
ate every student on a broad array of critera, mcluding
witiative and hardship.

Berkeley Takes the SAT Down a Notch

r HE SUPER-COMPETITIVE BERKELEY campus has al-
Fready curtailed the infiuence of the SAT. In 1998,
twa years after the state's volers approved a refer-
endum banning affirmative action in public-college admis-
sions. Berkeley officials started reading every apphcation,
sume 36.000 last year. Before then, the first half of avail-
able slots for freshmen, about 4.400 seats, weie allocated
solely on the busis of SAT scores and high-school grade-
point averages.

Now, those coveted first seats are given out based on a
much broader and less rigid formula. 1t still includes an
applicant’s SAT score and GPA, but adds other academic
factors, such as the strength of the curriculum and pattern
of grades throughout high school In the first year that
Betheley relied less on SAT scores. officials found that 25
percent of the adnusstons decisions weie different than if
the old procedure had been in place. (The remaining half of
the university's freshmen are accepted using the ex-
panded ucademic criteria und other personal fac-
tors ) B

Although the changes in the admussions process at
Berheley wete aimed in part to capture underrepresented
minority students 1n the wake of the state ban on affitma-
tive action, the number of black and Hispanic students
accepled at Berheley has actually fullen since the new
procedures were put in place. University offictals say they
expected the minority numbers to drop But “‘we didn't
have the degree of loss that we would have had if we didn't

Contmnued on Following Puge

FIICA D NANER BEACK SEAK R THL CHRONGC LT
Gaston Capeiton, president

of the College Board **What we
have 1s an unequal educational svstem.
It's not the kids. 1t's not the test.”

ACT Sees Openings for Fxpansion in Debate Over the SAT

BY BEN GOSE

$ A WATCHDOG of the testing indus-
A(ry. Robert A Schaeffer keeps a
set of books about standardized
exams above his desk. There's an entire
row of volumes on the SAT, including
some titles by well-known writers, but
just one tome on the ACT. the ACT
techmcal manual

ACT Inc., which owns and admims-
ters the test, labors in relative ubscuri-
ty, even though its college-entrance ex-
anunation is taken by 1.1 mullion high-
school seniors per year, nearly as many
as take the SAT.

“ACT gets no attention—and no
scrutiny—because of the humble Mid-
western style™ at the company's lowa
City headquarters, says Mr Schaefter,
public-education director at the Nation-
al Center for Fair and Open Testing,
also known as FairTest. **'They haven't
engaged in the sume kinds of ham-hand-
ed self-promotion that the folks at ETS
and the College Board have."

FIERCE COMPETITORS -

The College Board and ACT (former-
ly known as American College Testing)
have been fierce competitors for nearly
half a century. Given the criticism that
the SAT has encountered recently, one
might think that the ACT company
would be comfortable with its low pro-
file.

But officials at the company see the
latest assuults on the SAT—particulaly
the possibility that the University of
Culifornia nmight no longer require the
test for admisston—as an opportuntty
for them 1o gan marhet share by high-
lighting how the two exams differ.

Richaid C. Atkinson, the University
of California’s president, hopes to re-
place the SAT with a curriculum-based
test, so that any **coaching’ for the test
would be duectly related to high-school
course work. ACT officials say they
wonder why he dida't just turn to them.

Mr Atkinson “'is saying that the test
needs to be anchored in what kids ae
studying,” says Richard L. Ferguson,
ACT’s president. *“The ACT is un ex-
cellent fit for that.”

A FOCUS ON SUBJECT MATTER

Whether the ACT is indeed more
closely linked than the SAT to class-
room learning is a matter of sharp de-
bate. It 1s true that the ACT has always
focused on academic specialties. To-
day, the test lasts about three hours and
includes four tests— English, mathe-
matics, reading, and science reasoning.
The SAT, which has tried mightily to
move away from its roots in IQ tests,
has only two parts—verbal and math.

Mr. Ferguson says the ACT receives
less criticism than the SAT because it
“‘always has been and remains focused
on achievement' rather than aptitude.

Wayne Camaia, the College Board's
vice president for research and devel-
opment, says the two exams can't be all
that different because students who do
well on one test also do well on the
other, and both have similar perform-
ance gaps between students of different
races. The ACT is “basically an SAT-
comparable test that they've sprinkled
some curricufum-related stuff into,”
Mr Camara says.

Mr. Feiguson says the two exams
have “different phulosophical underpin-
nings" even though students’ perform-
ance doesn’t vary much “Two things
can be predictive of the same thing and
not be equivalent,” he says

Mr. Camara also dismisses the
ACT's science-reasoning test. How can
that test be based on the curriculum, he
asks, when ACT officials have no way
of knowing whether a student has taken
chemustry or physics? ACT officials
concede the problem, bul say that's
why their test is focused on reasoning
skills rather than the specifics of scien-
tific fields.

FairTest urges college-admission of-
fices to abandon both tests, und while
Mr. Schaeffer declines to says which
test he piefers, his loathing for the SAT
seems greater. *“The types of questions
on the ACT are more like the kinds of
things that you would see on a test in
high school—they're about content,”
Mr. Schaetfer says. ““The SAT is con-

sciously content- and curriculum-free.
There are types of items on the SAT
that simply don’t exist in nature ™

The SAT is widely used on both
coasts, while the ACT domunates in the
heartland and much of the South. Be-
cause a majority of the highly selective
colleges are concentrated on the coasts,
the controversies over using entrance
exams in admissions have generally fo-
cused on the SAT,

HIGH STAKES IN THE NORTHEAST

Seppy Basili, vice president for pre-
college programs at Kaplan, a test-
preparation company, says the SAT
still accounts for the bulk of its busi-
ness. n part because the stakes in states
where the ACT has the lead **have nev-
er nisen to what the stakes are in the
Northeast Corridor and California,”
But he says that demand for prep
courses on the ACT has been growing,
as more colleges -including the lvy
League—give students the option of
submitting ACT scores rather than SAT
scores.

‘The ACT's dominance in the Mid-
west may contribute to the company's
obscurity Many reporters for promi-
nent news organizations attended col-
lege and now ply theiwr trade on the
coasts. **We're not on the beaten path
for the major media,” Mr Ferguson
says. ““As a result, there s an inclina-
tion for people to go the easy route.” =
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“wy HERE'S ALMOST a schizo-
r phrema 1 college admus-
stons,” says Dan Lundquist,
vice president and dean of admissions
at New York's Union College.
“There's this mercenary instinct to
put your colleges at the best possible
advantage. At the same time, most of us
are educators who are agdinst that kind
of crude positioning.™
Nowhere 1s that clash of values more
evident than in how adminstrators
view therr favorite whipping boys, the
U.S. News & Would Repoit college
guide and the SAT. If one could find a
way to use the test they love to hate to
improve their standing in the rankings
they love to hate, the 1esult might prove
irresistible.

SIMPLE LOGICG

The thesis, first scated last year by
The New Republic, is that colleges are
being less than honest about why they
abolish requirements that apphcants
submit their SAT scores. Behind the
rhetoric about ‘‘enhancing diversity™
and creating a more ‘‘holisic ap-
proach™ to admissions, the theory goes,
many colleges “"go optional™ on the
SAT to improve their rankings. The log-
ic is rather simple. At an SAT-optional
college, students with higher scores are
far more likely to submuit them. raising
the nstitution’s mean SAT score and
hence the heavily test-influenced rank-
ings.

Additionally, more students will ap-

ply toan SAT-optional college, and thus
a tower percentage will be admitted, in-
creasing its “selectivity rating.”

*People will do what they have to do
to stack the deck,” explains John Ma-
guire, an admisstons consultant and for-
mer admussions director at Boston Col-
lege.

Not that anyone admits to it, of
course. 1t's those other colleges that do
it “'It’s a nervous topic,” concedes an
admussions director at a large Midwest-
ern university, asking not to be named.
“Nobody wants to be accused of pick-
ing on people.™

AN URBAN LEGEND?

The cunning scheme seems so perfect
that it has quickly taken on the charac-
ter of an utban legend in some admis-
sions circles, its truth rarely ques-
troned.

The relationship between going op-
tional and improving a college’s aver-
age test score is unquestionable. Al-
most a decade ago, when Ann Wright
was an admissions dean at a Noitheast-
ern liberal-arts college, she sought a
consultant’s advice on how to inciease
the college’s mean SAT score. **He told
me that if we were really interested in
raising our SAT's, we should make our
scores optional,” says Ms Wright, now
vice president for enrollment at Rice
University

The link between going optional and
rising in the rankings 15 not so clear,
What 1s amazing, given how often they
complain about the seemmgly mystical
formulas that constitute the rankings, is

how many admissions directors buy in
to the quick-fix 1dea.

The New Republic article noted that
in 1996, Pennsylvania’s Muhlenberg
College went optional and catapulted it-
self from the third tier to the second in
the U.S. News rankings of liberal-arts
colleges. That is true. But what the arti-
cle did not say 1s that Muhlenbeig re-
ports an ‘‘all-inclusive profile” of its
students' scores, requiring those appli-
cants who did not ongmally subnut
scores to do so after they enroll and
counting the tesults in its overalt tally
Chiistopher Hooker-Haring, dean of
admissions and financial aid, cites the
usual reasons for going optional—the
ability to *“‘coach’ to the test and the
disproportionately lower scores among
some mmority groups, for example—
but emphatically states that **the rank-
ings had absolutely nothing to do with
our decision.™

Other colleges cited in the article, in-
cluding Dickinson and Franklin & Mar-
shall, may regret going optional, if a
ranhings boost was their true aim
Franklin & Marshall went optional n
1990, when its 1ank was 27th among fib-
eral-arts colleges. and us listing has
been fower ever since. 1t is now 36th
Dickinson was 40th when it went op-
tional, in 1995. Since then. its ranking
has dipped below that every year but
one. It 15 now 44th

‘THEY’RE KIDDING THEMSELVES’

Robert Morse, director of data re-
search for the U.S. News rankings. ex-
plains that many admissions deans use

Colleges Debate Whether Dropping the SAT Makes Them More Competitive

gimmicks to improve their ratings with-
out understanding how the list works.
**If these are the same admissions deans
who think that going early decision will
improve therr yield, and advance them
in the rankings. thetr level of informa-
tion 1s just wrresponsible. They're cei-
tamly kidding themselves if they think
that gomng SAT-optional alone waill
move them in the rankings.”

()ne reason Is that factors in the rank-
mgs sometimes work at cross purposes
A college could go optional on the SAT
but find that its retention rate suffers
because ot lower-caliber students. And
despite what many academcs think, it
is very difficult to move far in the rank-
ings. Mr. Morse says A college would
have to improve 40 percentage points in
yield—the proportion of admitted appli-
cants who actually enroll—in order to
move more than one spot in the rank-
ngs by yield

1 get the impression that it takes a
stick of dynamite and whole lot of mon-
ey to move in the rankings," $ays Un-
on's Mr. Lundquist

But that doesn't mean more colleges
won't try In the end, the scheme may
say more about the insanely competi-
tive wotld of university admissions than
about either the SAT or the rankings.

*it's one of those soft-underbelly is-
sues.” says the president of a liberal-
arts college, who continues to doubt the
motives of colleagues who go optional
*The market considerations are more
pronounced than they once were. and
we might not be as noble as we'd like to
think.™ L

Continued From Pieceding Page

put this extra care and effort into reading every apphca-
tion,"" says Pamela Burnett, the university's director of
undergraduate admissions

The College Board, which has long urged colleges not to
rely too heavily on the SAT, supports the UC system’s
proposed move to a fuller review—for reasons that are not
entirely altruistic. *'If UC goes for comprehensive review,
there's less pressure to do away with the SAT,” says the
board's Mr. Camara. The SAT would become just one of
many tools in evaluating applicants, he says

But Robert Laird, a former undergraduate-admissions
director at Berkeley, wonders whether the practice of
reading every application will become widespread at large
public institutions, given the cost mvolved.

“*As state budgets across the country shunk sharply, it's
going to be difficult to generate the legisiative and mstitu-
tional financial support to put significantly more money
into the undergraduate admisstons process,”” he says.

The ‘X-Percent’ Plans

tive action discovered a cheaper way Lo ensure that
their public campuses remainied ractally diverse. Cali-
fornia, Florida, and Texas now automatically admit large
numbers of students based solely on class rank, essentiatly
makhing SAT scores urelevant Texas' public colleges be-
gan guaranteeing spots for the top 10 percent of the state’s
high-school classes in 1997, and Califormia and Flonda
followed in 1999, holding slots for the top 4 percent and 20
percent, respectively. The policies take advantage of the
many high schools that are predonunantly black or Hispan-
ic.
Now, the University of Texas at Austin is considering

IN THE LATE 19908, some stales facing bans on affirma-
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whether the SAT is even woith requiring for the haif of the
freshman class not automatically admitted under the
state's 10-percent policy. A faculty committee convened
by the umversity's president, Laury R. Faulkner, started
meeting fast month (o study the fairness of standardized
tests 10 Austin’s admissions process.

The trend toward **x-percent plans' and more-subjec-
tive admissions policies husn't escaped the gaze of those
whuo uphold high standards or oppose racial preferences.
Michaet Mclntyre, a professor of organizational and indus-
trial psychology at the University of Tennessee at Knox-
ville who has studied the SAT, says that if the goat at the
University of California is to maintain diversity, offictals
should be honest about theit motives A change in policy
is very likely to change the demographic mix,”” Mr. Mcln-
tyre says "‘1fthat’s the goal of the the change, then let's be
upfront about 1t. Let's admit it if we are trying to achieve
sume social end, rather than an academic end.”

Mr. Lemann, the author, supports affirmative action,
but cautions that college officials may be fooling them-
selves if they think a subjective admissions process wili

Tulk live with John Katzman, president of

the Princeton Review, about the' future of the SAT,
on Thursday, October 25, at 2 p.m.

U.S. Eastern time.
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shield them from lawsuits He says that legal groups lead-
ing the fight agaiust racial preferences, like the Center for
Individual Rights, would have a more difficult time proving
that such policies discriminate against white students, but
in some cases would still be able to do so **The Center for
Individual Rights has gone after the low-hanging fruit.””
Mr. Lemann says. “‘and there's a lot of 1t.”

The College Board and £TS, meanwhile. vccupy a
strange position 1n the affirmative-action debate. Both are
firmly within the academic establishment. which strongly
defends the use of racial preferences in admissions. The
College Board is a membership organization that repre-
sents colleges and schools. ETS. meanwhile. lures top
researchers, in part, by providing college-like surround-
ings on its verdant 360-acre campus outside Princeton,
N J Partly because of the scrutiny of affirmative action,
both groups have counseled colleges to avod relying too
heavily on test scores.

But now that some colleges are not even considering the
SAT in admitting large portions of their students, the tradi-
tional alliances may be breaking down Mr. Landgraf, the
ETS president, for example, views the **x-percent plans™
as a blow to high standards, even though they are a handy
tool for maintaining black and Hispanic enrollments *‘Are
the interests of the states best served by silencing the
debate.” Mr. Landgraf asks. **ur by doing what's right”

Narrowing the Gap

R. LANDGRAF and nearly everyone else agree that
M the best way to end the debate would be to elimi-
nate the performance gap between students of
different races. Most of those who use the x-percent plans
admit privately that they would go back to the SAT in a
minute. were it not for those racial gaps. But despite con-
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siderable hand-wringing, and etforts at outreach, the gaps
between white, black, and Hispanic students have barely
budged in more than a decade.

The College Board sponsors a good deal of research
aimed at broadening the scope of skills measured by the
SAT, and much of that work has the secondary goal of
finding measurements upon which black and Hispanic stu-
dents will score well.

Robert Sternberg, a Yale University psychology profes-
sor who believes the SAT should be expanded to measure
creative and practical skills. s among the most prominent
scholars receiving funds from the board. To measure cre-
ativity, Mr Sternberg suggests showing students a single-
frame cartoon and asking them to write a caption for it. To
measure practical ability o1 common sense. he would in-
clude a reading about a real-life dilemma that teenagers
mught face, and ask students to dentify the best way to
handle the situation

Mr. Sternberg acknowledges that grading the answers
would be more expensive than it 1s now, particuiarly on the
creative questions, a machine would not be able to do the
job But the College Board could hire readers, as 1t does to
grade essays on Advanced Placement tests. The readers
would use examples that would illustrate what types of
captions might earn top scores for creativity,

**By measuring a broader range of abthties, you would
no longer need affirmative action.” Mr. Sternberg says.
**Some of the kids who grow up i culturally different
environments have to develop creative and practical skills
to survive If you grow up in a white, upper-middie-class
environment, you don't need those skills as much.™

He and a team of researchers are conducting a study that
involves roughly 1,000 college students at 16 sites. **So far.
our resuits are 1n line with our hypothesis—that we can
find better ways of predicting success.'” he says.

Those sorts of measures generally draw howls of protest
from critics of affirmative action, and many of the psycho-
metricians involved in creating the SAT are equally dubi-
ous.

*I'd be a littie concerned that you could coach someone
to pretend to be creative,”™ says Thomas Van Essen. who
develops verbal tests at ETS. “Think of those kids you
knew in high school who were ‘creative’- -they all acted
the same,”

The testing grant’s own efforts to narrow the gap n test

scores have elicited similar skepticism. In 1999, ETS offi- *

cials revealed that they were working on a project ihat
would help admissions officers measure disadvantage. by
dentifying as a “‘striver’ any student who scored more
than 200 points above the average score of studeats from a
similar background The scale took 1nto account 14 var-
ables. such as family income and parents’ education, but
its developers noted that the only wav to achieve *'a stu-
dent body that murrors the racial compaosition of the U S
population™ was to use race in the process.

The effort was exconated by opponents of affirmative
action, and quickly condemned by Mr Caperton. Last
month 1n Princeton, a table of six ETS ofhcials briefly fell
silent when the topic was broached,

“We didn’t feel there was sufficient technical quality
behind it,"”" says Drew H. Gitomer, senior vice president
for statistics and research **While the intent of the study
was noble, we didn't feef there was a whole lot there *

Meanwhile, the College Board's efforts to deal with its
other problem—the perception that the SAT has no hnk to
the curriculum—-can best be described as modest. For
years, it reacled mainly with semantics In 1994, 1t changed
the name "*Scholastic Aptitude Test™ to **Scholastic As-
sessment Test,” to suggest a measurement of educational
accomplishment rather than innate ability A few years
later, it shortened the name to just “'SAT

‘An Evolving SAT’

OLLEGE BOARD OFFICIALS Insist that the test has
C responded to changes in the curriculum over time.
They note that they began permutting caicuiators on
the math exam in 1994, to reflect the practice ot many
schools The same year, they killed a section of questions
on antonyms, to answer critics who suggested that it was
encouraging schools to spend too much time on vocabu-
lary devoid of context.
Similar criticisms are now being leveled at the analogies

Can the SAT Measure Common Sense?

Robert Sternberg, a Yale University psychology professor, believes the SAT should be expanded
to measure practical abilities, such as knowing how to get along with others, Here’s an example

of how such a question might be worded.

You are enrolled in a class you are not excited about, but you do care about your grade and, so far, you have been
doing fine. The class has a short paper due tomorrow. You have been putting off working on this paper because
writing will bore you. You have been planning to work on it tonight, but you just received a phone call from your
fniend who wants you to go to this really cool party. You have heard about the people who are throwing the party,
but you have never met them. You'd love to go. Given this situation, rate the quality of the following options:

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7.
Extremely Very Somewhat Neither bad Somewhat Very Extremely
bad bad ba nor good good good good
___@) Get the address of __...b) o with your friend, ___C) Go with your fnend and __d) Explain to your frend

the party from your
friend, get your paper
done quickly, and show
up at the parly later
than everybody else.

meet the people, and
feave 1h an hour or so
to get your paper done.

__) Go, enjoy yourself, and
then stay up all night
to work on the paper.

f) Go to the party and
then come up with an
excuse so that you can
get permission to tum
the paper in late.

Answers (based an experts);
R Ty 8P
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section, and the College Board is studying whether it
would be feasible to replace that part with questions on a
shoit, high-level reading passage.

*“The notion that this test hasn't changed in 50 years is
completely untrue,” says Amy Schmidt, the College

AP/ WIDF WORID

Richard C. Atkinson, president of the U.
of Califoinia, deltvered a sertous blow

to the SAT when he proposed replacing it
in the system's admissions process.

see how you like 1t
there; make your
decision regarding the
paper on the spot.

that you cannot go
because you have a
paper due.

#) Go, stay for a couple of h) Get the address of the
T hours, sieep for a T party from your friend,
couple of hours, then tell hinvher that you'll
get up really early to be there, and then
write the paper. never show up (get your
paper done).

* SOUKCE: ROBEKF STERNBERG, YALE UNR ERSITY

Boards director of higher-education research and educa-
tional evaluation.

Somewhat belatedly. the board is also beginning to help
test takers figure out what skills they need to improve to
raise their scores. Tlus fall, for the first time. the board is
sending score reports to students who have taken the
PSAT. which high-school sophomores and juntors take as
a warm-up to the SAT

The reports list specific skills that each student needs to
work on— such as understanding the main 1deas of a read-
ing passage. or applving the rules of algebra and geometiy
There are no immediate plans to provide such reports to
students who take the SAT

“Maybe we could have done a httle better job over the
years of communicating what these questions do meas-
ure.” concedes Mi. Gitomer

Whether those efforts will be enough to save the SAT
remains to be seen. The best hope for the test may be that
it’s so entrenched n the admissions process

Mr Conley. the advocate for state tests. doesn't expect
them to be required on college apphications anytime soon
**The college-admissions process is a conservative system.
and we're talking about a brand-new infrastructure that
doesn’texist,”" he says. “'It's like setting a massive ship off
in a different direction. and that's never easy or quick ™

When a committee studying whether to eliminate the
SAT tequirement at the Umiversity of Texas first met last
month, several professors wondered what would replace
the test if its use were abolished. They feared that a proc-
ess without standardized tests would lead to imconsistent
admissions decisions

The SAT is sull required at the highly selective pubhc
colleges that give every application a thoiough tead John
A. Blackburn, Virginia's dean of admisstons. says the uni-
versity does not plan to diop the requirement

“In a major system. whete you have to make decisions
about a lot of people and where you ie responsible to the
public, you must have some norm that cuts across high
schools,” Mr Blackburn says. **Until we have something
better. the SAT is really the only instrument that achieves
that.™

Andrew Brownstein and Eric Hoover contitbuted to this
article.




