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The Background of the
Commission on Tests
Richard Pearson and Winton H. Manning

The interest of the College Board in enlarging opportuni-

ties for access to higher education has historically found

one expression in the development of tests and services in

support of the process of college admissions. The nature

of these examinations -- their definition, relevance, and

equity -- has important implications for a variety of sec-

tors of our society. The examinations serve as one of the

critical determiners of the careers of young people,

thereby touching the lives of many persons. They are out-

standing examples of the social sciences in action and

therefore must represent the best these sciences can offer

to this problem. They are a principal means by which many

colleges appraise their candidates, and their influence on

the life of these institutions, though subtle, is perva-

sive. Further, in a nation and economy whose continued

growth increasingly depends on nurturing its human re-

sources, these examinations are potent influences on the

flow of talent through the educational system, and hence

on the vitality of our national life. Thus the obligation

of the Board to subject its tests to scrutiny, through re-

search and informed evaluation, derives not only from a

need to respond to the interests of . ,d membership but

principally from its broader responsibilities to young

people and to society.

Every observer of the educational scene has noted the

far-reaching changes that grip all levels of the educa-

tional enterprise. At no point are the stresses that ac-

company these changes more critical than in the period

comprising the Board's primary concerns -- the transition
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from school to college. Projections of future changes sug-

gest that the time has now come when the foundation and

philosophy underlying the existing tests must be re-

examined, and new testing strategies must be devised, if the

response of the Board to the challenge of these changes is

to be vigorous and effective. It is therefore particularly

appropriate that the cutting edge of this intensive evaluam

tion should be a Commission oil Tests.

Conception of the Commission

The general purpose of the Commission is to describe a

comprehensive series of testing activities that will best

support the large-scale distribution of students among the

various colleges and universities in the United States,

under conditions in which as much as 80 percent of high

school graduates and as much as 70 percent of 18-year-olds,

together with significant numbers of adults, will make up

the college-going population each year. Our belief is that

the Board's testing activities are inadequate for this pur-

pose, for a number of reasons.

Historically, the tests are associated with the identifi-

cation and selection of an elite for college, under the

assumption that the definition of "college" connotes the

study of the liberal arts and preparation Tor graduate and

professional school work.

The present tests place heavy emphasis on abstract ream

coning ability and on achievement in traditional college

preparatory subjects. They do not recognize other abili-

ties that may be more relevant to newer college-level pro-

grams, nor do they recognize achievement in secondary

school subjects not traditionally associated with college

preparation.
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The level of difficulty of the present tests is geared to

the top 30 percent of the high school graduates of the

country, whereas today 55 percent of high school graduates

attend some form of postsecondary education. Informed pro-

jections indicate that this percentage will increase.

There is considerable redundancy between the information

gained from the present tests and the information gained

from the secondary school record. This is partly attribut-

able to how heavily we rely on high school and college

grades as criteria for developing the tests. The result is

that relatively less independent information is contrib-

uted by the present tests than is desirable,

Arguments have been advanced to the effect that the pres-

ent tests obscure student individuality at both extremes

of the aptitude distribution. At one end they have been

criticized for presenting too narrow and restrictive a

view of high-level talent among the student population. At

the other end they have been criticized for failing to

present positive information about student potential from

Negroes and other groups overrepresented in the poverty

population.

The present tests are oriented more to the needs of a

limited group of colleges and universities for the selec-

tion of their entering classes than they are to the needs

of a diverse student population for selection and choice

among, and placement within, a variety of college-level

programs.

The foregoing inadequacies are by no means limited to

the present tests of the Board. For the most part, they

would apply also to any widely used set of tests, whether
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they are called tests of general ability or educational

development or achievement. They are, basically, limita-

tions of testing theory and practice as developed during

the 1930s and 1940s.

While these inadequacies are considered serious enough

to cause us to seek major change and extension in the ex-

isting tests, it would be well to remember that there are

some very important strengths associated with the present

tests, which must be preserved.

They have reasonable validity for the academic programs in

most four-year colleges and universities and for most col-

lege preparatory programs in secondary school, although

they are probably not as useful as they might be for

course placement decisions.

The present tests place emphasis on the individual per-

formance of boys and girls to a greater degree than grades

or school recommendation; they are relatively free of bias

from individual teachers or counselors.

The present tests provide a uniform standard that is inde-

pendent of differences among secondary schools and teach-

ery with respect to grading standards.

The present tests have promoted a high degree of geograph-

ic mobility in choice of college on the part of perhaps

10 to 15 percent of the college-bound population. They

have, in effect, represented the student to the college,

when the student's secondary school was too far away to be

known intimately to the college.

The present tests have, to a useful degree, freed secon-

dary schools from curricular restrictions by the colleges.
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The Scholastic Aptitude Test in particular has made it

possible for students to offer a variety of college pre-

paratory patterns. The Achievement Tests have provided a

wide range of options and have been reasonably flexible

with respect to curricular change.

The fact that the present tests are scored in quantitative

terms and thus are subject to statistical Rocumulation and

summary has permitted a useful degree of communication for

guidance purposes to prospective college students -- for

example, the Manual of Freshman Class Profiles.

The present Achievement Tests have provided a limited

basis for communication between school and college teach-

ers and thus have contributed to a better articulation of

school and college programs.

Analysis of the strengths and inadequacies of the tests

becomes more sharply etched when they are viewed as chan-

nels through which human resources for higher education

are directed and by which communications are carried from

one level of education to another. Acting in a forward di-

rection, the breadth and adequacy of the tests have im-

portant consequences for the fulfillment of educational

and career aspirations of young persons, and for the real-

izatioa of institutional objectives by colleges. Acting in

the opposite direction, the tests serve as a matrix by

which aptitudes for education are shaped and identified,

and through which a young person becomes engaged in the

sequential, social, decision process that constitutes col-

lege admission.

There is little question that, in the past, the guidance

and admissions tests of the Board have served as instru-

ments for the identification of talent, as bases for in-
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creased access to the systems of higher education, and as

a stimulus for improved standards of secondary education.

Now, the changing shape of higher education demands an in-

tensified effort to evaluate the extent to which the tests

will continue to make these contributions, and to develop

new approaches to the structure of the examinations that

may augment and strengthen their productive role in this

process. To this end, the work of the Commission should

rest on a fourfold foundation.

1. An explicit set of assumptions, judgments, and obser-

vations that will describe the educational conditions un-

der which tests would be expected to operate in the future.

2. An understanding of diverse groups of young people at

different points in their educational careers and the

problems they confront.

3. A reexamination of the theory of testing from the

perspective of several fields in the social sciences, to-

gether with a review of the empirical evidence relating to

testing that has been developed by researchers in these

disciplines.

4. An initial formulation of the desirable properties

and functions that should characterize the Board's tests a

decade hence.

The future educational setting of college
admissions and guidance tests

The Commission is asked to describe a comprehensive set

of testing activities supporting open access to higher ed-

ucation under conditions in which, as stated earlier, 80

percent of high school graduates and 70 percent of 18-

year-olds, together with significant numbers of adults,

will make up the college-bound population. The exact fig-

ures may be debatable, and the time at which this level
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will be reached may be even more sc. The important point

is that our reference is to mass higher education and to

the full range of people making up the potential post-

secondary population.

There are a number of assumptions, observations, or

judgments associated with this basic premise that should

be made explicit despite the necessity that, because they

deal with future conditions, they will inevitably be spec-

ulative.

1. We should assume that the college-bound population

will be constituted from among nearly the full range of

the country's 18-year-olds. This group will be exceedingly

diverse, not only with respect to their variance in par-

ticular abilities, but also with respect to the range of

different abilities relevant to the variety of post-

secondary education programs available 10 to 20 years

hence.

2. We should probably assume that the differences in

quality and in emphasis among the country's elementary,

junior high, and senior high schools and among urban,

rural, and suburban school systems will be at least as

great as they are today.

3. We should attempt to specify as accurately as we can

the relationship between the proposed Board tests and the

information about students available from school records.

Some of the questions bearing on this relationship are: To

what extent should school or college grades be considered

criteria for the tests? To what extent should there be

redundancy between the information supplied by the tests

and known by the school? To what extent should "internal"

tests be incorporated into composite scores? To what ex-

tent can we identify and measure by tests attributes that

are not now discernible from information known to the

school? Can we identify circumstances in which "external'

tests will not be needed?
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4. We should assume that the makeup of the edvcational

programs of two- and four-year colleges and universities,

10 to 20 years hence, will be considerably more diverse

than it is today in order to support the needs for more

highly trained manpower and the opportunities for leisure

that can be expected in an advancing technological

society,

5. There ought also to be an explicit statement of the

expected college-bound patterns in the future. Questions

that must be asked include the following: Will the col-

lege-bound population continue to be largely constituted

by the time students reached the seventh or eighth grades,

as seems to be the case today? If so, what contribution

can tests or other related services make to opening oppor-

tunities at this level? Will geographic mobility in the

movement from secondary school to college increase or de-

crease, and how necessary will it be for students to have

available to them a hi3h degree of geographic mobility? Is

it to be expected that the majority cf students will be-

gin their college work in a junior or community college as

some have suggested, and to what extent will this be more

or less uniform throughout the country? What kind of geo-

graphic mobility can be expected in the movement from

two- to four-year institutions? Tn what exte,At will post-

secondary institutions specialize in their academic of-

ferings, and to what extent will they be truly comprehen-

sive institutions? How rapidly will the expansion of

facilities for postsecondary education occur, and will

there be pressure areas such as the one found today in

the densely populated Northeastern section of the country?

All the foregoing assertions and speculations suggest

the need to set forth the philosophy and role of tests

under circumstances of mass higher education. Such a

statement should reflect a belief that tests, properly



designed and used, can represent the individual student

to himself and to those responsible for his education.

The emphasis in the description the Commission is seeking

should be on tests that will support choice and decision

by individual boys and girls and that will contribute to

sound advice from parents, teachers, counselors, and col-

lege admissions and placement officers. But, in emphasiz-

ing the role of tests in supporting personal choice and

decision making, we should also recognize that a degree

of tension between the individual's interests and the in-

stitution's interests is inevitable. Future testing ac-

tivities should promote a greater acceptance of the col-

laborative contest in which college and career decisions

must be embedded and an understanding of the broadened

meaning of college on the part of the student. Similarly,

an enhanced appreciation for the reciprocal rights of stu-

dent and institution should be fostered: for the student,

recognition of his responsibility to use test information

intelligently and to plan his educational career ration-

ally; for the institution, acceptance of the student's

need for a thorough delineation of the college's "person-

ality" and his right to describe himself through a set of

oltional tests (sufficiently wide ranging) to permit some

positive statements in support of his candidacy for ac?-

mission.

One consequence of tests developed from such a philos-

ophy may well be that of making increased demands on the

professional skills of college admissions officers. To

the extent, however, that a logically designed series of

comprehensive testing and guidance activities succeeds in

supporting more rational and well-planned student deci-

sions about college, the system of higher education and

the institutions within it may, with the student, benefit

equally.
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Groups of students at points in their careers

The description of the proposed tests should focus on the

general population of young people in the country at four

points in their educational careers.

1. In the seventh and eighth grades, because it is at

this time that the college-bound population takes its

near-final form. The principal purpose of the tests at

this point should be to help encourage an interest in

continuing education through senior high school and be-

yond. The greatest possible breadth should be sought at

this point; as many doors should be left open as possible.

2. In the tenth and eleventh grades, because it is at

this time that young people make definite plans for col-

lege attendance. The principal purpose of the tests at

this point should be to support choices and decisions by

students with regard to college program and institutional

choice.

3. At the end of the twelfth grade, when problems of

course selection and placement in college loom large. The

emphasis here ought to be squarely on the placement func-

tion within college curriculums and not primarily on

selective admissions.

4. In the thirteenth and fourteenth years, when trans-

fer from two-year to four-year colleges or among four-

year colleges occurs. The emphasis here should also be on

placement in rather than admission to four-year institu-

tions.

In considering these tests and services, and the admin-

istrative arrangements coordinate with these decision

points, we should recognize that there will be wide Vari-

ation among students in their interests and circumstances.

There are two important groups that present issues of such

critical importance as to require special focus and at-
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1.1

tention. These are, first, the Board's continuing concern

with the identification and support of highly talented

students, and, second, a newer but equally great concern

for Negro youngsters and others in the various poverty

groups, both rural and urban. It will sharpen the Commis-

sion's consideration of many of the issues under study if

it keeps these two groups of young people in clear view

throughout the inquiry, and if the descriptions of the

proposed tests clearly and obviously show an improvement

over existing practices in the instances of these two im-

portant groups of young people.

Contributions of the social sciences to
test theory and practice

The Commission should undertake a thorough review of the

theory and practice underlying existing widely used tests,

including the Board's but not limited to them. There are

grounds for a belief that current testing practice has

been heavily dominated by narrow, empirical studies and

has uncritically continued many of the theoretical formu-

lations of those who daring the 1930s built 1;he basis for

much of current testing practice.

As a starting point, and before turning directly to the

preparation of the descriptions of the proposed tests,

a review should be undertaken of the empirical evidence

accumulated over the past 30 years on the development and

functioning of educational tests. Such a review would

identify and illuminate omissions in the available evi-

dence and would support judgments about whether tests do

or do not operate in a socially responsible, manner, as

measured by the kinds of students who go or do not go to

college and by the kinds of programs they select and un-

dertake successfully. Much, if not all, of the available
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4

evidence is narrow in scope and not closely related to

such important questions as the nurture of talent and the

equalization of opportunity. What might come out of such

a review would at least be a basis for future research

planning that would assure that in 10 or 20 years our

successors would not be lacking in this evidence.

A second, coordinate phase of this aspect of the Com-

mission's work would be that of relating the theory un-

derlying the present tests to current knowledge and gen-

erally accepted principles in a number of social science

fields, as follows.

Psychometrics. We should review our position with re-

spect to test reliability, length, and internal consis-

tency characteristics, and to scaling and validity. In

particular, we need to broaden our definition of criteria

for the tests, and we probably also need to admit that

the usual criteria of educational attainment are neces-

sary but insufficient for our purposes.

Education. Recent developments in education should be

examined, especially that part pertaining to curriculum,

teaching practices, and guidance. Some questions we need

to ask are: Is our preoccupation with reading skill at

the twelfth-grade level consistent with current knowledge

about successful teaching and learning techniques at this

grade level? Do the present Achievement Tests place too

much emphasis on problem solving and not enough on mea-

suring and understanding of the form and qtructure of the

subject?

Linguistics. To what extent are current efforts at mea-

suring verbal reasoning ability up to date compared with

linguistic findings about variations in the use of language

among various elements in the total population? Could we

get a more accurate measure of verbal ability among poverty

groups if we reduced our reliance on standard academic
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English? Should we try to relate somehow to the oral tradi-

tion of at least some of the country's subcultures?

Sociology and anthropology. Among the questions these

disciplines may help answer are: How can we identify sub-

groups within the general college-bound population for

whom special tests would be needed? What are the dimen-

sions or characteristics of colleges that are most impor-

tant in supporting student choice and decision making? How

can we learn to couch questions in terms that will be more

meaningful to students whose cultural background is dif-

ferent from the middle-class background item writers

usually assume. What techniques can be used to foster

better communications among colleges, secondary schools,

students, parents, teachers, and professional testing

organizations?

Cybernetics and computer sciences. What are the implica-

tions of the revolution in data processing, information

storage and retrieval, and communications media for educa-

tion in general and testing in particular? Assuming the

increasing availability of computers and an increasing

growth of networks of communications systems, what possi-

bilities exist for computer-based tests, interactive

guidance systems, and data banks supporting educational

decisions? How would this alter the character of the test-

ing activities of the Board a decade from now, and how can

this new technology be directed to the service of stu-

dents, rather than mainly to the service of testing organ-

izations?

If it is correct that conventional tests are supported

more by mystique than by sound theory, and that testing

practice is governed more by the machinery of grading than

by implementation of a sound educational philosophy, then

the descriptions of the tests of 1975 or 1980 should bene-

fit greatly from an examination of the contributions that

each of these fields may make to future development.
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An initial description of the objectives of
future tests

One of the goals of the Commission is to provide a de-

scription of the tests that the Board might develop and

offer in the next decade. Without in any way prejudging

the conclusions of the Commission, some suggestions re-

garding the parameters of these new tests are of interest,

even though at this point they represent preferences that

need to be tempered by criticism and thoughtful examina-

tion.

1. Consistent with the need to maintain sufficient co-

herence to permit meaningful interpretation of scores,

there should be the widest possible option open to a stu-

dent, both in terms of the particular tests he might take

and also, possibly by means of "branching" tests, in the

questions he might elect to answer.

2. Families of tests could be developed in which sets of

tests would be logically, but loosely, interrelated, thus

providing new information through comparative scores. An

example might be the testing of poverty groups using their

vernacular as well as using standard English,

3. A reduction in the reliance on reading as the princi-

pal means by which questions and problems are presented

could be sought, and increasing use of auditory and visual

stimuli could well be explored.

4. An increased opportunity for free response by the

student, both written and oral, would be welcome, as would

the introduction of greater diversity in the modes of

testing in general.

5. The definition of "aptitude" should be broadened to

include several additional aptitudes, some of which would

be "nonacademic," as this term is used in the traditional

sense.
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6. There could be a reduction in the emphasis on obtain-

ing test reliability through long sequences of similar

items, and an increased emphasis on shorter work samples,

and similar ratings of representative products of past

performances.

T. Test scores should be augmented by verbal interpreta-

tions, which would convey more comprehensively the meaning

and complexity of a particular performance in a variety of

contexts.

8. A series of testing activities should be structured

to proceed logically over a period of time, so that they

explicitly support recognition by a student of the sequen-

tial, interactive nature of his career and educational

decisions.

9. A description of the proposed tests would also extend

to include description of a comprehensive program of pub-

lications, films, statistical summaries, and other ser-

vices to students, parents, secondary schools, and col-

leges, so that the emphasis would be on the provision of

information important to students and so that tests would

be only part of the larger program offering.

Finally, a Commission that directs its attention to the

intensive study of college admissions and guidance tests

cannot afford to neglect consideration of more appropriate

criteria of college achievement, for any set of tests sup-

porting postsecondary education decisions must ultimately

be justified within this context. The educational process

so identifiLA is seen as culminating in the growth or modi-

fication of a student in a variety of ways. These modifi-

cations may involve not only the acquistion of new knowl-

edge, skills, and information but also the development of

an increased capacity for critical, independent thinking;

increased emotional awareness of the needs of others; a

greater capacity for self-insight; and a deeper, more

15
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rationally based commitment to a set of personal values.

The development of criteria of greater scope and sensitiv-

ity and the understanding of the nature of the postsec-

ondary educational environment must therefore be consid-

ered as a corollary of any study of new testing activi-

ties; indeed, more sensitive and refined descriptions of

the outcomes of this educational process are essential if

significant advances in this area of testing are to be

forthcoming. The degree to which a student develops appro-

priate educational values, becomes increasingly self-suf-

ficient, has greater self-insight, is flexible and open-

minded in his orientation to problems, and rests his

values on rationally based commitments may surely be ad-

vanced, not only by involvement in the processes of higher

education, but also by participating in a well-conceived

program of tests and related services leading to such

involvement. Conceiving higher education as an adaptive

system that seeks to transform human intellectual re-

sources into an educated self-directed citizenry must

therefore also lead to an appreciation of the pivotal role

testing might play in this process and the promise that

the pursuit of this problem by the Commission on Tests

might bring to the college-bound population,
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