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THE LAST DAYS OF
ETS
by David Owen
Trouble at the nerve center of American meritocracy,
where the grading machines run twenty-four hours a day.

a swimming pool, a baseball
diamond, a private hotel, 400 acres of woods
and rolling hills, cavorting deer, a resident
flock of Canadian geese-I'm loving every
minute here at the Educational Testing Service, the
great untaxed, unregulated, unblinking eye of the
American meritocracy.
ETS is best known as the Princeton, New Jersey,
manufacturer of the Scholastic Aptitude Test, the
two-and-a-half-hour
multiple-choice
examination
that helps determine where (or whether) more than
a million young Americans will go to college every
year. ETS is also responsible for, among other things,
the Graduate Record Examinations (for graduate
school candidates), the Graduate Management AdENNIS COURTS,
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With this article, David Owen joins Harper's as a full-time
writer. His writing has appeared in Esquire and other publications, and he is the author of High School, published by
Viking. He has written for Harper's about dentists, university fund-raisers, cocaine dealers, and management consultants.

mission Test (for business school candidates), and
part of the Law School Admission Test (for future
attorneys, many of whom will later take ETS-written bar exams). But let's not talk about tests for a
moment.
Just now I'm stretched out in ETS's co-ed sauna,
dabbing my beaded forehead with a hankie. Less
than an hour ago, as the sun was sinking in the west,
I stood beside the skating pond and watched a pair
of distant riders cross a snowy field on horseback.
In the early 1970s ETS had plans to build a golf
course here. During an hour of tramping around I
managed to find neither it nor the Laurie Chauncey
Nature Path, a meandering forest byway that, according to an ETS brochure, "provides an idyllic
setting for a quiet stroll or conversation." The late
Laurie Chauncey (beloved wife of Henry, ETS's
first president and abiding institutional deity) is immortalized not only in the sylvan jogging trail that
bears her name but also in Laurie House. This is
an enlarged and lavishly renovated nineteenth-century dwelling that served as the Stoney Brook Hunt
Club during much of the Great Depression and as
the Chauncey family residence from 1955 to 1970.
lIARPER's/MAY 1983
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Today Laurie House is part of the Henry Chauncey
Conference Center, a lOO-room, $IOO-a-night convention facility whose pillowcases, bath towels, and
shoeshine mitts are emblazoned with ETS insignia,
and whose rooms are decorated with artwork of the
signed-and-numbered variety. Guests at the conference center are invited to enjoy both "a variety of
potables" and "a proud selection of comestibles,"
the splendor of the latter being "limited only by a
client's imagination."
Historically and in spirit, ETS is a product of the
American Century (circa 1945-1973). When returning soldiers besieged American campuses at the end
of World War II, the College Entrance Examination
lloard, an institution that had been quietly administering an admissions test
for a few selective colleges, found itself with
more testing traffic than it
could handle. In 1947
it got together with the
American Council on Education and the Carnegie
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching
and created the nonprofit
Educational Testing Service to take care of the
new demand.
In the beginning ETS
was a nickel-and-dime operation that did little more
HoPE.
than administer the College Board's Scholastic
Aptitude Test, which in
1948 was taken by 75,000
students. But ETS grew
quickly, soon dwarfing the
College Board. (Today
many ETS people refer
to the board as though it
were some mildly retarded
younger brother only reluctantly included in bigboy games.) By 1954 ETS
had outgrown its tiny Princeton headquarters and
become wealthy enough to move to bigger digs. The
change of address was prompted by a Christmas gift
from Laurie Chauncey to her husband. "The gift
was a $1.25 knapsack to carry the lunch they often took with them on hikes," says an ETS brochure published in 1977. "The Chaunceys, who then
lived on the other side. of Stoney Brook, crossed
the stream the following Sunday-'a
bleak, raw
December day'-and
coming through the woods,
discovered the open farmland area where ETS buildings now stand." Ah, Brigadoon. Chauncey persuaded ETS to buy the entire 400-acre spread and
to plant him and his family, free of charge, in the
house that stood· on it.
HARPER'S/MAY
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THE innocence of youth, a No.2 pencil trembling in my fingers, I pictured the Educational
Testing Service not as the passable vacation
spot it is but as a dusty, cramped, and spinsterstaffed department of Princeton University. In truth,
ETS owes Princeton only the scholarly heft of its
return address, which itself is a mere postal courtesy: ETS's rustic headquarters actually lie in Lawrenceville, not in Princeton. Nor are the company's
employees the crotchety old maids lance imagined;
they're smooth-talking ministers of mental measurement, people who more than once have taken solemn pleasure in describing their company as "the
nation's gatekeeper."
The business of deciding who goes where in
American society is so vast
and various. that during
peak grading season ETS's
"scanners," the machines
that score answer sheets at
the rate of 200 a minute,
are never turned off. Day
after day, night after night,
ETS's computers process
and consume an unceasing stream of information,
giving the company one of
the largest compilations of
private data about individuals in the world. "Maybe only the CIA," an ETS
memorandum once asserted with pride, "has greater
and better capacities."
The Central Intelligence
Agency may have greater capacities, but even
that resourceful institution
knows when. it needs outside help. The CIA buys
ETS tests. So do the Defense Department, the National Security Council,
the government of Trinidad and Tobago, the Institute for Nuclear Power Operations, the National
Contact Lens Examiners, the International Council
for Shopping Centers, the American Society of Heating, Refrigerating and Air-Conditioning Engineers,
the Commission on Graduates of Foreign Nursing
Schools, the Malaysian Ministry of Education, the
National Board of Podiatry Examiners, and the Institute for the Advancement of Philosophy for Children.
You can't become a golf pro without passing an
ETS exam (sample item: "The distance from the
center line of a shaft hole to the farthest front portion of the face is the (A) hosel offset (B) loft
(C) lie (D) face progression (E) length" * ). In at
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least some parts of the country you also can't become
a real-estate salesman, a certified moving consultant,
a certified auto mechanic, a merchant marine officer
(the same holds true in Liberia), a fireman, a travel agent ("with the ultimate expectation of improving public confidence in the travel industry," according to ETS), a certified business-form consultant, or,
in Pennsylvania, a beautician or a barber.
Old-fashioned thinkers may' wonder whether a
multiple-choice test is really 'a better measure of
barbering skills than a haircut is, or what great social cost would be exacted if a few untutored individuals were suffered to trim the sideburns of Pennsylvanians. But no such befuddlement hampers
executives at ETS, A COP A promotional pamphlet
makes prominent mention of the barber exam, and
also of tests for, among others, office managers,
architects, social workers, and gynecologists.

revenues of $115 million in 1981.
As a "nonprofit" institution, ETS does not
make profits as such. But these revenues
support a very comfortable life and generous salaries for ETS's 2,200 employees. They also
support research studies to further the cause of testing.
Just about half of ETS's annual revenues come
from the SAT and related college admissions tests
conducted for the College Board. Every penny of
that sum, $55 million in 1981, as well as much of
the College Board's revenues, came from students
who paid to take the tests. Most of the rest of ETS's
budget also came from people required to pay for
the privilege of submitting to ETS exams in order
to pass various checkpoints in America's social hierarchy.
ETS is a monopoly, probably the most powerful
unregulated monopoly in America. People who wish
to advance in almost all walks of life have no choice
but to pay its fees and take its exams. Corporations
and institutions with far less power have had to submit, in the public interest, to government regulation
over the last half century, but ETS has managed
to resist, flourish, and spread into markets where
none but the brave would have imagined a need.
What started as a small organization performing
a narrow service has taken on a life of its own.
Although ETS does not hire its own executives on
the basis of test scores, its guiding philosophy is
that people's selection of comestibles on the buffet
of life should be governed by a series of multiplechoice exams. In evangelizing its tests, ETS may
merely be following the institutional imperative of
survival and growth. But at the same time, it is promoting the notion that human superiority and inferiority can and should be measured scientifically and
rewarded accordingly,
ETS has big plans for the future. Its researchers
are working on a computerized version of the SAT
that will take only a few minutes to administer. "We
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have the technology virtually ready to go," an ETS
executive told College Board members at a conference last fall, "We expect we're going to be getting
rapidly out of the paper transfer business." ETS
president George Anrig is looking forward to a day
when Americans will be able to take ETS tests on
their television sets. Other people at ETS are working on computerized teaching programs that will'
make the testing company a powerful presence in
schools, enabling it both to teach what it tests and
to test what it teaches. Still others are tinkering with
scoring systems that will replace numbers with "narrative," providing test-takers with computer-written
paragraphs detailing all there is to know about their
"aptitude." The day is coming, the company hopes,
when you'll scarcely be able to get out of bed without some ETS statistician offering his considered
opinion as to whether you've really got what it takes.
On the other hand, perhaps not. In fact, we may
be seeing the beginning of the end of the Educational Testing Service. After several decades of steady
growth in tax-free revenues, ETS suffered its first
small deficit in fiscal 1980. The company more than
made up for the shortfall in 1981, but that brief
encounter with red ink put the fear of the almighty
dollar in ETS executives. The company substantially reduced its research staff in a series of large-scale
firings. As recently as two or three years ago, ETS
executives were known to grow pale if unthinking
workers described their employer as a "company"
instead of an "institution." But in 1982, President
Anrig inaugurated his term of office by commissioning a $500,000 "strategic plan" from Booz, Allen
& Hamilton, Inc., a New York-based management
consulting finn. In connection with the study, Anrig
divided key ETS personnel into a dozen "revenue
growth teams" charged with identifying new opportunities for short-term profits. Anrig also issued a
confidential "corporate plan" calling for, among other things, "corporate intelligence gathering, external
relations and government relations focused to provide a positive climate and receptive clients for ETS
marketing initiatives."

HARD TIMES at ETS aren't just economic.
In recent years the company has endured
its first sustained public criticism in areas it
had come to believe were sacrosanct: the
quality, meaning, and use of its tests. Vocal critics
of standardized testing have been around for years,
arguing that tests like the SAT measure little more
than absorption of white upper-middle-class culture
and penalize both the economically disadvantaged
and the unusually bright. But the new onslaught
caught ETS by surprise. In the late 1960s, researchers at the University of Michigan discovered a blood
test that appeared to be better than the SAT at predicting which students would ultimately graduate
from school. The Federal Trade Commission reHE
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leased a report taking issue with ETS's long-standing claim that the SAT could not be coached. A
group funded by Ralph Nader published a 500-pluspage report accusing ETS of misrepresenting its tests.
Several ETS employees I spoke with told me they
resented the tendency of people like Nader to compare ETS to the CIA. But readers with above-average verbal aptitude will remember that the CIA
comparison I quoted several paragraphs ago originated not with a detractor but with ETS itself. In
fact, ETS has always cultivated its image as an organization whose ways passeth all understanding and
whose methodology is not only above reproach but
also exempt from public scrutiny. In 1979 it published a pamphlet called "The War on Testing," in
which criticism of standardized tests was referred
to as "an attack on truth itself."
Because this aura of mystery is so important to
ETS, the greatest blow came in 1979, when New
York State passed a "truth-in-testing" law. This law
required, among other things, that ETS make test
questions and graded answer-sheets available to the
students who take its tests. Until 1980, when the law
went into effect, no one besides ETS could check
whether the scores that could· determine people's
places in life had even been added up correctly, let
alone whether the questions were faulty. ETS has
since admitted under challenge that several of its
"right" answers have, in fact, been wrong.
When ETS cites "scientific studies" supporting its
side of various controversies, it is almost always referring to research performed by people in its own
employ. Until 1980, nobody besides ETS could assess the value of the tests for their ostensible purposes, since nobody but ETS could see them except
while actually taking them. To make outside assessment possible, the New York truth-in-testing law
also required ETS to publish information about the
"validity" of its exams, and about the correlation
between test scores and family background, income,
race, and other factors.
While the bill was being considered, ETS and the
College Board pelted college presidents, high school
principals, headmasters, and legislators with letters,
mailgrams, and phone calls warning of dire results that would ensue if the New York legislature
had its way. Their most serious charge was that disclosing SAT tests would lead to huge increases in
test fees and sharp reductions in the number of times
tests could be given, since ETS would no longer be
able to reuse test questions. ETS itself, though, had
compiled the figures that refute this claim: a 1972
study had shown that less than 5 percent of student
fees go into the writing of tests and that few questions were ever reused. In a memorandum labeled
URGENT and dated May 11, 1979, the College Board
also alleged that "the bill encroaches on institutional
autonomy by requiring testing agencies to disclose
confidential information, such as validity information, which is the property of the colleges and uniHARPER'S!MAY 1983

verslties" (My emphasis.) This is a curious claim,
since ETS's "validity" studies are paid for entirely
out of students' fees and provided free of charge,
along with reams of other information, to colleges
and universities that want them. If ETS's "validity"
information is the.property of anyone, it is the property of the students who pay for it.
Having predicted the collapse of civilization if the
truth-in-testing law passed, ETS did not, in the
event, collapse itself.· In fact, it adapted easily. Test
fees in New York are only fifty cents higher than
in other states and test schedules were not dramatically changed.
Smiling ETS executives today claim that the furious response to the truth-in-testing law was the
work of a few excitable individuals and not representative of the company as a whole. This argument
is not persuasive to anyone who has sifted through
the reams of official documents ETS and the College
Board churned out while the bill was being considered. In fact, ETS still hands out a pamphlet,
published in 1981 (a year after the bill went into
effect), that purports to tell "The Truth about Truthin-Testing." The pamphlet, which is printed in the
form of a multiple-choice test, points out, among
other things, that less than 2 percent "of students
identifying themselves as black, Mexican-American
or Puerto Rican have requested copies of their SAT
questions and answers," a statistic perhaps not entirely unrelated to the fact that ETS charges $6.50
for every such report. For the final question in the
brochure--"Should other states considering legislation similar to the New York State testing law approve it?"-ETS offers only one possible response:
"( A) The only reasonable answer is 'no.'''
ETS has responded to every challenge to its mission and methods the same way it responded to
truth-in-testing. This response takes the form of a
series of contradictory assertions, known to lawyers
as "arguing in the alternative." A man is accused
of borrowing and breaking his neighbor's kettle. His
lawyer argues in his defense: 1) he didn't take the
kettle; 2) it was already broken when he took it;
3) he returned it in perfect condition. Whatever the
issue, ETS argues: 1) it has done nothing wrong; 2)
it has fixed the problem; 3) nothing has changed.
Truth-in-testing makes this elusive stance increasingly hard to maintain.
It would be impolitic for ETS, as a semipublic
institution, to refuse all outside scrutiny, but it is
extremely cautious about outsiders. I was accompanied on all my interviews in Lawrenceville by at
least one emissary from the company's bustling Information Division, who generally took copious
notes. Employees of the Information Division do
not hesitate to inject themselves into conversations
if they perceive that the actual interviewee is being
insufficiently ingenious in his defense of his employer. After a while I almost expected passing secretaries to come sailing through open doorways,
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thrusting sheaves of paper at me and saying, "What
he really means is ... " When I interviewed President Anrig, I was preceded by a bundle of my previous articles, which someone in Information had
dutifully dug up. Anrig had also requested a list of
the questions I intended to ask him. I replied that
ETS doesn't hand out its questions ahead of time,
and neither do 1.

controversy involving ETS concerns the validity of multiple-choice tests.
Without such tests, which can be graded
and scored by machines, assessing the abilities of millions of people every year would be impossible, and ETS would go out of business. More
important, widespread acceptance of testing depends
on the perception that it is scientifically neutral and
objective, which only a test with "right" and "wrong"
answers can be.
In the early 1950s, ETS was criticized in educational circles for presuming to assess writing skills
with a multiple-choice "achievement" exam called
(then as now) the English Composition Test. Still
at its peak of institutional self-confidence, ETS set
out to silence the critics by demonstrating that a
multiple-choice test is actually a better measure of
essay-writing ability than writing an essay is. Together with the College Board, ETS designed a threeyear experiment to compare the ECT with both an
all-essay achievement exam (called the General Composition Test) and the verbal portion of the SAT.
These three tests were judged against general essaywriting ability as measured over a year or more by
actual teachers of the students taking the tests.
Now, ETS has long held that teachers' opinions
are deceiving, since they are highly subjective and
reflect all sorts of unconscious prejudices and expectations. This, indeed, is the justification for giving Scholastic Aptitude Tests. But faced with the
need to measure the validity of its tests against something, ETS had nowhere else to turn.
In 1957, when ETS tallied the results of its experiment, the all-essay GCT, as ETS had predicted,
came in last. The two multiple-choice tests, the
verbal SAT and the ECT, came in first and second,
respectively. ETS and the College Board announced
the findings triumphantly, and proceeded as before.
But there was something very odd about these results, as Banesh Hoffmann, a distinguished mathematician, pointed out a few years later in a wonderful book called The Tyranny of Testing. If the
experiment proved to ETS's satisfaction that its multiple-choice English Composition Test was better
than an essay test, it also proved that the verbal
part of the SAT was a better test of English composition ability than the ECT. Yet ETS continued
to administer the ECT (to customers who'd already
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paid to take the SAT), perhaps realizing that if necessary an experiment could be devised to demonstrate the superiority of the ECT. ETS is singularly
adept at proving the excellence of whatever test it
happens to be peddling at the moment, even if these
proofs perforce contradict one another.
In later years, ETS retreated to the position that
multiple-choice tests are only just as good as essay
tests, and it offered new experimental results to prove
this thesis. In a 1980 article about standardized testing in the Atlantic Monthly, James Fallows wrote:
"Hunter Breland, an ETS research psychologist, explained that to get statistically reliable results from
an essay exam, students had to write five separate
essays, with five readers each. 'We found we could
do as well with fifty multiple choice questions in a
thirty-minute test,' Breland said. 'We got the same
people in the same order.''' (My emphasis.)
The same people in the same order? This must
be a typical ETS exaggeration. After all, ETS calculates that one SAT -taker in three will score more
than thirty-three points higher or lower than, his hypothetical "true score." Not even two administrations
of the SAT would produce "the same people in the
same order." Hunter Breland, it seems, was trying to
make his argument sound stronger than it was.

let's ignore this point and address Breland's major assertion, which is that a statistically reliable essay exam requires five
separate essays, each of them evaluated by
five graders.
Strange to report, ETS has been giving essay
exams for years. Back in the 1960s, the company
bowed to continued criticism from educators and
began offering students the option of writing an essay as part of the English Composition Test. The
essay was not graded, because ETS had proved that
a grade on a single writing sample was not reliable.
Student compositions were merely passed along to
college admissions officers, who apparently could be
trusted to submit them to five separate readers before passing judgment.
But the critics were not appeased, and ETS was
eventually forced to take the -next step down this
fatal road. In 1977, it began to offer, once a year,
an optional version of the ECT with one graded
twenty-minute essay question in place of some of
the usual multiple-choice items. Both versions of
the test last an hour overall, and scores on both are
reported as single numerical grades on ETS's familiar 600-point scale. On tests with an essay, the
essay counts for one third of the score.
. The single ECT essay is graded not by the five
readers Breland calls for, but by two. "Readers are
instructed to read essays quickly," a College Board
publication explains, "and to score immediately while
the impression the total essay creates remains fresh."
Time is money in the testing business. ETS refers to
UT
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this grading system as "holistic." It instructs graders
to read each essay only once and not to be overly
concerned with spelling, punctuation,
or grammar.
"The first thing we tell our readers," an ETS executive told me, "is that this is not creative writing.
We don't expect a brilliant political essay." Each
reader assigns a grade of 1, 2, 3, or 4. The two
readers' scores are then added together to produce
a final range of 2-8, which, when multiplied by 100,
provides a no-frills approximation
of the standard
ETS scale.
Contrary to what you may believe, ETS essay
tests are not graded by Irving Howe, Northrop Frye,
and whatever other distinguished scholars happen to
be passing through New Jersey at scoring time. In
fact, ECTs are graded by the sort of high school
English teachers and low-level college instructors
who can be tempted away from Shakespeare
and

To help convince you that what
ETS tests-test is the ability to
take ETS tests, I've composed a
short Scholastic Aptitude Test
Aptitude Test (SATAT). The
five items below are taken from
;/.reading-comprehension portion of an actual SAT. In answering them, teach back in
your mind to the days when you
took your own SATs and then
look for the kinds of answers that
you think would appeal to a testwriter at ETS.
Oh,yes: I've.left out the reading passage that the items refer to.
I've also mixed up the order of
the items and eliminated all references to the actual novelist and
books the reading passage discusses.
You needto know only that the
novelist, though dead, lias a naine
you would recognize, and that "the
author" referred to in several of
the items is the author of the reading passage, not the author of the
novels.
So that you will approach this
test in a properly anxious frame
of mind; I will tell you that when
I administered it to myself, after
many hours spent reading SAn, I
had no trouble getting ali of the
answers right. And I stillchaven't
read the passage.

Milton by the prospect of spending five days in a
gymnasium reading 1,500 or so one-page adolescent
responses to a single question in return for $310.
Periodic calibrating sessions are held in which all
the graders read sample answers and indicate their
grades with a show of hands. This continues until
everyone's back on the same wavelength.
Let's take a holistic look at a College Board booklet called "The English Composition
Test with Essay," which contains the essay assignment from the
1978 exam, along with some responses. The 1978
assignment was to discuss the quotation "We have
met the enemy and he is us." ("What does this quotation imply about human beings? Do you agree or
disagree with its implications?")
The first sample
essay, which the booklet describes as "a well-written
response taking a psychological approach,"
begins:
"The quotation I am to discuss implies a dual na-

1. The main idea of the passage
is that
(A) a constricted view of
[this novel] is natural and
acceptable
(B) a novel should not depict
a vanished society
(C) a good novel is an intellectual rather than an
emotional experience
(D) many readers have seen
only the comedy in [this novel]
(E) [this novel] should be
read with sensitivity and an
open mind
2. The author's attitude toward
someone who "enjoys [this
novel] and then remarks 'but
of course it has no relevance
today'" (lines 21-22) can best
be described as one of
(A) amusement
(B) astonishment
(C) disapproval
(D) resignation
(E) ambivalence
3. The author [of the passage]
implies that a work of art
is properly judged on the basis
of its
(A) universality of human experience truthfully recorded
.(B) popularity and critical
acclaim in its own age
(C) openness to varied interpretations, including seem-

inglycontradictory
ones,
(D) avoidance of' political
and social issues of minor
importance ;;
(E) continued popularity
, through different eras and
, with,"!different sOGi~ties
4. It can be inferred that the
author [of the :Hassage] considers the question stated and
restated in lines 8...,13 to be
unsatisfactory because it
(A) fails to 'assume.that
society and iis' standards are
the proper concern of a novel
(B) neglects to assume that the
novel is a definable artform'lIT'
(C) suggests that our society
and [this novelist's] are
quite different
(D) fails to emphasize [this'
novelist's] influence on modern writers
.
(E) wrongly states the-criteria
for judging a Il~Ycel'sworth
5. The author [of the passage]
would probably disagree with
those critics or readers Who
find that the society in
[this novelist's], novels ~is
',(A) unsympathetic
'~
(B) uninteresting
(C) crude
(D) authoritarian,'
(E) provincial ,

-------------------r----------~,----.....,,::--'-----""d,.,.' -...::.

When, I administered this test to
four people at a Harper's editorial
meeting, the youngest memb,erthat
of the staff, who has just emerged
from the world of ETS exams,
also'gotall the answers. Two older
HARPER's!MAY
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editors got three correct. The
worst score-one out of five-was
of an editor from England,
who has never taken (or even seen)
an SAT test. Thus there was a
perfect (1.0) correlation between

test scores 'and familiarity with
the ETS mentality.
CORRECT
Ii'p

ANSWERS:
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ture for human beings, both at the individual and
at the collective level." A bit thick, that, when you
consider that the quotation under discussion was
originally uttered by a talking possum in a cartoon
strip about the animal inhabitants of a swamp. On
the other hand, the student has clearly demonstrated a thorough knowledge of how to sucker a high
school English teacher.
Is the ECT with essay a better measure of writing
skills than the ECT without? This is a thorny question, since giving a definite answer would require
throwing out one or the other version. If one test
is better, why give the other? If the tests are the
same, why give both? In an exercise that is supposed
to rank people scientifically on a scale from 200 to
800, how can you offer a choice of tests? But throwing out the all-multiple-choice version would imply
what ETS has always denied: that an essay test, especially a teeny one, is better than a multiple-choice
test. On the other hand, getting rid of the essay
would amount to a confession that all this "holistic
grading" business is just a bunch of hooey; it would
also defeat the true purpose of the essay, which is
to pacify all those skeptics out there who don't believe you can learn very much about students' ability to write without asking them to write something.
So does the essay make the ECT better, worse,
or what? "Essentially, we're looking at writing style,
not creativity, conceptualization, and what have
you," says Richard Noeth, director of ETS's Admissions and Guidance Programs. "That's different, I
think-though
I'm not saying better or worse-different than an item-by-item analysis of ability to
recognize something in a particular sentence, or
the ability to restate something in a different way,
or what have you. We're looking at essentially a
very holistic analysis of a student's ability in this
area. So I think that's different, and I think that
adds a different component to what we can assess."
The test was fine all along; but the essay adds
something; but it makes no difference to your score.
Lock up the kettle, folks.

N
CONTRAST
to messy essay tests, ETS would
have you think, its multiple-choice questions
and answers are designed by scientific methods
so complex and so exacting that outsiders can't
hope to comprehend them. In fact, ETS tests are
written by ordinary people who quite possibly didn't
do as well on their SATs as you did on yours. Until
1980, it was impossible for any outsider to evaluate
ETS's tests, since only a few sample questions were
made available. But New York's truth-in-testing law
changed that.
The first challenge came almost immediately,
when a high school student named Daniel Lowen
protested ETS's scoring of the now famous "pyr-

I

amid problem." The problem showed a picture of
two pyramids, one with a square base and four triangular sides, the other with a triangular base and
three triangular sides. All the triangles were equilateral, and all were the same size. The question
asked: "If the two pyramids were placed together
face-to-face with the vertices of the equal-sized equilateral triangles coinciding, how many exposed faces
would the resulting solid have?" The answer ETS
wanted was seven, since the two touching faces
would disappear when the pyramids were joined,
leaving seven of the original nine. But Lowen realized that there would actually be only five faces left,
since four of the original triangles would merge into
two parallelograms. (Try it yourself if you don't believe him.) ETS admitted its mistake and raised
240,000 scores, even though few of these 240,000
could have gotten the answer "wrong" for the "right"
reason. On the other hand, ETS did not lower any
scores, apparently reasoning that students shouldn't
be punished for failing to see something ETS didn't
see either. Nor did ETS go back and rescore any of
the earlier tests that included the same question.
ETS eventually took steps to tighten its questionchecking procedures (without, of course, admitting
that it had been negligent before, or that truthin-testing laws might be a good thing), but bad
questions continue to surface. Not many, of course,
since few students will bother to make the enormous
effort required to challenge a question. But even a
few errors tarnish ETS's claims to scientific perfection, and the impossibility of ETS's making a logically consistent response when a faulty question is
found puts those claims in a nice comic light.
No one has ever successfully challenged an SAT
verbal question. The reason is 'obvious: outside
mathematics, ETS's "right" answer cannot be proved
definitively "wrong," because the questions are inherently ambiguous, precisely what ETS must deny in
defending the scientific accuracy of its tests. But a
study of SAT verbal questions confirms the obvious.
One of the first tasks the creator of a multiplechoice test faces is how to make people miss questions whose subject matter they actually understand.
This sounds silly, but it's important. One way it's
done is by limiting the time allowed. (Veteran testtakers know, for instance, that the key to doing well
on SAT math items lies in finding quick solutions;
if you have to perform a complex or lengthy calculation, you've probably missed the trick.) Another
way is to write questions that are misleading. Testmakers don't always do this intentionally, but they
always do it, in part because it's very hard not to.
Many of the verbal items ETS calls most difficult
are in fact merely ambiguous, since writing a genuinely difficult multiple-choice item is much harder
than writing a confusing one. This was one of Banesh
Hoffmann's main points in The Tyranny of Testing.
In order to get people to miss the right answer,
as of course some must if the test is to be useful,
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it's necessary to make another answer look equally
or more attractive. One way to do this is to make
the question so hard that students have no idea what
the desired response is. The drawback to this method is that if only a very few students understand
the question, more will get it right for the wrong
reason or through luck than for the right reason,
and it won't be testing what it's supposed to test.
The alternative is to make the question ambiguous.
It's revealing to note, as Hoffmann points out, that
in the jargon of standardized testing, "incorrect" answers are known as "distractors."
One of the few scientific studies of test ambiguity
was performed in 1980 by Walt Haney and Laurie
Scott of the Huron Institute in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Haney and Scott did something that ETS
never does in checking its tests, which was to ask
a group of children why they had chosen their answers. In one of the experimental items, for example, taken from a published Stanford Achievement
Test, young children were shown a picture of a potted flower, a cabbage, and a potted cactus and asked,
"Which plant needs the least amount of water?"
The desired answer was the cactus, which nine of
eleven children chose. But one child chose the head
of cabbage, explaining that it would need water "only
when you clean it." Since there was nothing in the
drawing to indicate that the cabbage was growing
in a garden and not sitting in a refrigerator, the
child's answer was at least as rational as the desired
answer, and it was arguably a good bit more intelligent, since it indicated that the child had delved
further into the question than the other children
had. But on an actual administration of the test, of
course, his score would have been lower. That clever
child will have to learn, in his test-taking career, that
delving further is a fatal mistake.
If ETS allowed challenges to nonmathernatical .
questions, there'd be no end to it. Only in math
can the occasional Daniel Lowen be allowed to dig
deeper and mess up the test results. But the principle that ambiguous questions undermine ETS's
claims to be measuring something with scientific
.precision is the same, no matter what the topic.
How many cabbage questions are there on, say,
a Scholastic Aptitude Test, ETS's biggest seller?
ETS would say virtually none, and can haul out
statistical studies to "prove" it. But the statistics
only show that people who did well on the rest of
the exam tended to get this question "right"-that
is, to see the question the way the testmakers saw
it. Indeed, this is the way ETS assures itself of the
quality of all its tests. But statistics cannot spot
errors of the sort Daniel Lowen found.
The only reliable way to evaluate the test makers
is to look at an actual test. The purpose is not to
suggest that ETS discriminates against the brilliant
Daniel Lowens of the world (they generally figure
out how to give ETS what it wants), but to assess
ETS's claims to scientific accuracy, and to ask whethHARPER's/MAY
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er what ETS tests is anything other than the ability
to take ETS tests. (See box, page 26.)

N
THE DAYS before ETS was required by law to
disclose its tests, actually examin.ing the questions was impossible. But nowadays people who
can spare $6 can order a College Board publication called 6 SATs. This booklet, which was published in 1982, contains six SAT tests that were administered a year or two before. Since ETS has never
thrown out a verbal item, we'll confine our investigation to verbal items. So ETS won't be able to
claim we're nitpicking, let's look only at the first
section of the first test in the booklet. This section
contains forty-five items and has a time limit of
thirty minutes.
Here's the first item that caught my eye, a sentence completion:

I

Unfortunately, certain aspects of democratic government sometimes put pressure on politicians to take
the easy way out, allowing -to crowd out --.
(A) exigencies .. necessities
(B) immediacies .• ultimates
(C) responsibilities .. privileges
(D) principles .. practicalities
(E) issues .. problems

This is a particularly interesting item, because it is
an example not only of ambiguity but also of cultural bias.
How you respond to this item will depend on what
you think politicians do when they "take the easy
way out." Unlike most ETS sentence completions,
this one doesn't contain a contextual clue. We are
told only that "certain aspects" are at fault, that
they only "sometimes" have an effect, and that when
they are in force all they do is allow one thing to
"crowd out" another.
The answer ETS is looking for here is (B). This
produces a plausible sentence, and one that is only
slightly vaguer and more badly written than the uncompleted version. (Back in my test-taking days,
I used to think that badly written items arid reading
passages in ETS tests served some diabolical but
scientifically precise assessment purpose; it was thus
something of a shock to learn, as I did on visiting Lawrenceville, that ETS actually tries hard to
write sturdy, well-crafted prose.) "Immediacies" and
"ultimates" are two words that, in this context at
least, don't willingly divulge much solid meaning.
I suppose, however, that the finished sentence could
be translated into English as something like this: "In
a democratic society, considerations of the moment
unfortunately sometimes distract politicians from
contemplating fundamental principles." Certainly
we've all heard a sentiment like this before, perhaps
from our high school civics teacher, who was also,
quite possibly, the football coach. To get this question "right" requires a dead ear for the language
combined with a belief in conventional wisdom (or,
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of course, a wily understanding of the ETS mentality) .
Is the ETS answer correct? Consider an example
from contemporary political life, The United States
government is currently running a large deficit. Politicians from both parties agree this is bad. What
should be done? One possibility would be to do
something "immediate": raise taxes, slash spending.
But these steps affect voters' lives and are unpopular. So instead we have a president who wants neither to raise taxes nor to slash spending but rather
to add a balance-the-budget amendment to the Constitution. This doesn't affect anybody right now. It
is a fundamental statement of principle. President
Reagan is unfortunately taking the easy way out,
letting an "ultimate" crowd out "immediacies."
By this reasoning, a better answer is (D). President Reagan is letting the principle of a balanced
budget crowd out the practicalities of actually balancing the budget.
•
For that matter, why not (E)? Nuclear disarmament is an extremely popular issue at the moment.
Overcrowded prisons are a tenacious and unpopular
problem. If you invite Teddy Kennedy to speak to
your breakfast club next week, which topic do you
think he'll be more likely to address? The fact that
unglamorous problems like prisonrefor.m almost always take a backseat to (important but) nebulous
and generally intractable issues like nuclear disarmament is, I would argue, an unfortunate aspect of
democratic government. When a politician wants to
avoid a problem, there's always an issue to hide
behind.
A case could even be made for (A). The point,
though, is that getting this question "correct" depends less on understanding its verbal conterit than
on subscribing to ETS's locker-room idealism about
the way things ought to work. If-for cultural, ideological, or practical reasons-you think it's just fine
that elected representatives don't spend more time
lounging on the steps of the Capitol asking, "And
what' is Truth, Socrates?" then you're just plain out
of luck. Yet ETS contends that, through questions
like this one, it can rank people precisely on a 600point scale of "aptitude."
.
TRY another. Here's an analogy. In
SAT analogy items, students are given a
pair of words and asked to select, from
among five choices, another pair "that best
expresses a relationship similar to that expressed in
the original pair." (Original emphasis.) This one
reads as follows:
ET'S

L

THREAT: HOSTILITY::

(A) plea.clemency

(B)
(C)
(D)
(E)

promise:benevolence
lampoon:praise
capitulation.malice
compliment.admiration

ETS suggests that students approach analogy questions by forming a sentence using the words in capitalletters (known to testmakers as the "stem") and
then plugging in the lettered choices to see which
fits best. If we form our sentence as "A threat is an
expression of hostility," we probably won't have
much difficulty in settling on (E), which is the desired answer, or "key." A compliment, after all, is
an expression of admiration.
But suppose we form our sentence in a slightly
different way and say, "A threat produces hostility."
Isn't this every bit as true as the other sentence is?
Working from this statement, (A) now seems like
the best choice (with [D) a nearly elegant and possibly. profound runner-up).
When I discussed this and other questions with
Pamela Cruise, an ETS official in charge of putting
together verbal SAT tests, she told me that an analogy is no good "if you have to use 'sometimes'"
(even though ETS itself hides behind "sometimes"
in the sentence-completion question discussed above).
A threat only sometimes produces hostility. But
ETS's answer doesn't work without "sometimes" either. After all, a compliment is only sometimes an
expression of admiration. Compliments are uttered
for all sorts of reasons, and sincere admiration may
not even be the most common one. Can ETS honestly argue that a student who understood all of the
words in this item, and could formulate the possible
relationships between them, might not be justified
in selecting (A) as his answer?
Let's try another. Here is part of a reading-comprehension passage, along with one of the questions
that follow it:

a

Suppose that a rod is moving at very high speed.
At first it is oriented perpendicular to its line of motion. Then it is turned through a right angle so that
it is along the line of motion. The rod contracts.
This contraction [is] known as the FitzGerald contraction ....
[This] may seem surprising. . . . If the rod is
thought of as continuous substance, extending in space
because it is the nature of substance to occupy space,
then there seems to be no valid cause for a change
of dimensions. But the rod is really a swarm of electrical particles moving about and widely separated
from one another. The marvel is that such a swarm
should tend to preserve any definite extension ....
30. When the author refers to the idea that a solid
rod is "continuous substance" (lines 13-14), he implies that this idea is which of the following?
I. A common
matter

conception

of the nature of solid

ll. A concept that is not particularly useful for explaining the FitzGerald contraction
Ill. An accurate description of some kinds of matter
(A) I only
(B) III only
(C) I and II only
(D) II and III only
(E) I, II, and III
HARPER's/MAY
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We have no trouble agreeing with I and eliminating 1II. But what about II? We could agree with it
immediately if it were worded differently: "A concept that does not explain the FitzGerald contraction." But ET~ says "not particularly useful." Is
ETS getting at something? Why, after all, does the
author bring up the "continuous substance" idea?
Surely because he finds it useful, if only in a negaMe way, for explaining the FitzGerald contraction. Writers, orators, and advertisers do this all the
time. It's a run-of-the-mill rhetorical device.
When I administered this test to myself, I pondered Item 30 for a very long time and then finally
settled on (A) as my answer. I knew that the author of the passage didn't think the "continuous'
substance" idea explained
the FitzGerald contraction, but that wasn't what
the item asked. The item
asked whether referring
to the "continuous substance" idea helped the
author to explairi the FitzGerald contraction.
As you must have
guessed already, this line
of thinking didn't .win me
any points with ETS. The
"correct" response is (C).
I am left to conclude that
ETS didn't realize how
sloppily the item was written. Perhaps ETS ought to
be required to print, on
the cover of every SAT
test, the names and SAT
scores of all the people
who contributed to it.
Here's one last item:
MAGNET:

IRON: :

(A) tankfluid
(B) hook:net
(e) sunlight.plant
(D) spray:tree
(E) fiarne.blrd

You probably didn't have any trouble in selecting
(C), the answer ETS wants. But if you thought
harder (a mistake, of course), you might notice that
the analogy is stated incorrectly: magnetism is to
iron as sunlight is to plant-or magnet is to iron as
sun is to plant.
In an ETS pamphlet called "Preparing for Tests,"
students who are about to take the SAT are told,
"Be careful to eliminate those relationships that are
not exactly parallel to the relationship of the original pair."
Is there a better answer? How about (B)? You
can pick up a net with a hook, just as you can pick
up a piece of iron with a magnet. You can also
pick up a hook with a net, as you can a magnet
HARPER'S/MAY 1983

with a piece of iron. Plants, by contrast, do not attract sunlight. Unlike a plant and sunlight, but like
a magnet and iron, the relationship between hook
and net remains true no matter how long you keep
them apart. Hook and net are both inanimate and
both made of matter. And so on and so on.
Why is (B) a worse answer than (C)? Pamela
Cruise of ETS: "It doesn't really strike me as an
analogy. I mean, there's a reason for pairing magnet and iron. I mean, that's the kind of thing that
seems to go together. You'vedone it yourself, you've
picked up pieces of iron or pins or something with
a magnet. God, I've done it millions of times. But
you don't really think of hook and net in that same
kind of sense. I mean, if you had suggested that as
a stem and key for an
analogy, I would say that
doesn't really strike me as
an analogy."
In other words, it's so
obvious what the answer is.

o

SEE the inherent
flaw in questions
like this, all you
have to do is put
them in a different context.
Suppose I typed out the
magnet item on a piece of
paper, handed it to you,
and said, "Here's an analogy problem that's got all
the fellas up at MIT bamboozled. See what you
can make of it." Wouldn't
you hesitate before selecting (C) as your answer?
Might you not discover
that you could make a
case for one of the other
choices? Might you not
begin to lean toward this
new answer if you thought
the tester was looking for
something more than an ability to think conventionally? And what is an item like this doing in a
test of verbal skills in the first place? All you need
to answer it is a little first-grade physics, so
that you know how magnets work, and a little fourth-grade biology, so that you know how
plants grow.
A student of even moderate ability who chooses
an "incorrect" response for this item (and ETS considers it fairly difficult) probably does so not because he doesn't understand the words or the relationships among them, but because his ability to
read the mind of Pamela Cruise has momentarily
faltered and he has read more into the item than
was intended.
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suppose, for the sake of argument, that
I really have found four bad items in a
single section of a single SAT verbal test
(and I think there are more than four). The
test may not be perfect, but it's still useful if the
majority of ETS's other questions are valid, isn't it?
Not really. The great drawback of a multiple-choice
test is that you can't use a single item to measure
a range of performance. Every question you add to
your test increases the test's range of measurement
(assuming that each new question measures something different from what the previous one did), but
each question adds only a single piece of information to the total picture. Suppose, for instance, you
want to find out how high a group of test-takers
can count, up to an upper limit of, say, eighty-five.
In a free-response test you could simply say, "Write
out all the whole numbers between 0 and 86 in order." But in a multiple-choice test (that is, a test that
can be given to millions and graded by a machine)
you'll need eighty-five items ("The first whole number larger than 0 is (A) 5 (B) 44 (C) 1 (D) 20
(E) 13; The second whole number is ... " and so
on). Assuming you remember not to number your
questions, you'll end up with a similar picture of
your group's counting ability. But the quality of your
results will depend on how well you wrote all your
questions. If "85" is not one of the choices on the
eighty-fifth item, you won't be able to distinguish
a person who can count up to eighty-five from one
who can only count up to eighty-four. (A flaw like
this will cause other measurement errors, too.)
A verbal SAT test, as it happens, consists of
eighty-five items. Each of these has its own difficulty rating, known as its "delta," which is just a fancysounding way of expressing the percentage of testtakers who get it "correct." Since each item has its
own delta, you can take all eighty-five items and
line them up, from 1 to 85, in order of their difficulty ratings, the same way we arranged the items
in our counting test. In fact, ETS does essentially
this in building its exams. Every SAT test is constructed according to a standard set of specifications
that dictate how many items of a certain difficulty rating will be included, what their subject matter will be, and where they will be placed. Every
test, section, and subsection is arranged so that it
tends to increase in difficulty from beginning to end.
Test-takers who understand this know that it is foolish to spend a lot of time puzzling over the last few
items in a given subsection, since the first few items
in the next subsection will almost certainly be easier.
It may seem crudely simplistic to compare an
SAT test to the multiple-choice counting test I described earlier, but the two tests are intended to
perform in exactly the same way. If the SAT test
is functioning just as it is supposed to, each student will climb the delta ladder, answering questions
correctly precisely up to the limit of his "aptitude,"
and then he will be able to answer no more.
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ET'S

VEN ETS does not expect a real test to be-
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have in this ideal manner. But by ET3's
own criteria, a test must be viewed as flawed
precisely to the extent that it fails to do so.
Suppose, for instance, that you and I take an SAT
verbal exam and that we each miss five items. We'll
both receive the same score, in this case 750. But
suppose that the five items you missed were the five
"easiest" items on the test, while the ones I missed
were the five most "difficult." In my case, the test
behaved exactly as it was supposed to. I missed the
items that a person who scores 750 is supposed to
miss. But in your case, something went wrong. Our
performances on the test don't mean the same thing.
In the test's own terms, my score is more reliable
than yours is, because the "errors" I made-once
again in the test's own terms-were more meaningful than yours. But of course there's no way to tell
us apart by looking at our scores.
On any single SAT test that is functioning exactly as it should, there are only two important items:
the last one on the delta ladder that the student
gets correct, and the first one that he misses. For
a student who scores 750 on an ideal SAT, the first
seventy-nine items on the delta scale are superfluous,
because all the information his score conveys about
him is conveyed exclusively by his performance on
the eightieth and eighty-first items. We can now think
of a verbal SAT test not as a single eighty-five-item
exam but as a large number of very much smaller
exams, all of which have been lumped together in
a single booklet in order to make it more convenient
for ETS to measure, at one sitting, more than a million people of widely disparate backgrounds, abilities, and levels of education. All those easy "tests"
at the bottom of the scale don't add any reliability
to the score of someone who performs at the very
top; all they can do is subtract. from it, by failing
to convey the information that the logic of the test
says they should. And for someone who scores near
the bottom of the scale, the questions at the top can
only reduce the reliability of his score, by giving
him the opportunity to beat chance in guessing at
the answers.
For any given SAT-taker, the true "test" that determines ETS's assessment of his "scholastic aptitude" is actually very much smaller than the entire
eighty-five-item example. If the real business of determining your score is actually being done by five
or ten difficult questions, the quality and content of
individual items begin to take on an immense significance.
No college would ever consider creating, say, a
ten-minute, ten-item multiple-choice test (with two
sentence completions, two analogies, two antonyms,
and two reading-comprehension passages with two
questions each) and then using it to determine anything at all about its applicants, much less their
"scholastic aptitude." The idea is ridiculous. And
yet all selective schools do essentially this very thing
HARPER's/MAY
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every time they allow an admissions decision to be
affected by an SAT score.
To get an idea of what ETS really thinks about
the "accuracy" of SAT tests, all you have to do is
look at its method of detecting cheating. ETS's scoring computers are programmed to set aside the answer sheets of students who, in taking the SAT for
the second time, score suspiciously higher or lower
than they did the first. In order to set off the computers in this way, there has to be a 250-point difference between the first verbal or math score and
the second.
If you take the SAT verbal and score 500 on it,
and then you take it again and score either 260 or
740-scores
that encompass all but 120 points of
the total scale-ETS's
computers won't bat an eye.
(If the difference is more than 250 points, ETS will
look for irregularities in your signature or similarities to the answer sheets of students who sat near
you. In most cases, ETS says, no damaging evidence
is found and the scores are allowed to stand.) If a
250-point difference in scores on two versions of the
same test isn't cheating, what is it? Does ETS think
that "scholastic aptitude" is so volatile that it can
grow or shrink by 50 percent in less than a year?

TS'S RECENT history as a public institution
has consisted almost entirely of a not always
orderly retreat from prior enthusiasms. On
no subject has the retreat been more dramatic
than on the issue of/what exactly it is that the SAT
tests. Carl Campbell Brigham'S two great contributions to Western civ'ilization were the Scholastic Aptitude Test, of which he was the primary author,
and the Immigration Restriction Act of 1924, for
which his book A Study of American Intelligence
provided the major theoretical justification. Both
these monuments to his insight grew out of the infamous Army Alpha and Army Beta examinations
of "innate intelligence," which Brigham helped administer to new recruits at the time of America's
entry into World War I. Brigham's work with the
soldiers convinced him that Catholics, Greeks, Hungarians, Italians, Jews, Negroes, Poles, Russians,
Turks, and a great many others were innately .less
intelligent than people whose ancestors were born
in countries that abounded in natural blonds. After
the war he addressed himself to the problem of how
to keep these people out of the American mainstream, if not out of America entirely, and the SAT
and the Immigration Act were two of the results.
Today Brigham is little remembered, except by historians of mental measurement and by users of the
Carl Campbell Brigham Library, the principal repository of enlightenment and learning at the Educational Testing Service.
The army mental tests were ludicrously flawed,
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relying on questions like the following: "Crisco is a:
-patent
medicine, -disinfectant,
-toothpaste,
-food product." But Brigham rubbed his hands and
drew dark conclusions from his results. "We must
face a possibility of racial admixture here that is infinitely worse than that faced by any European
country today," he wrote, "for we are incorporating
the negro into our racial stock, while all of Europe
is comparatively free from this taint."
The idea of mental measurement struck a chord
deep in the American psyche and had a profound
effect on the life of the nation. The innate superiority of individuals, countries, races, and even entire
hemispheres could now be proven scientifically.
"Within two or three years after the war," writes
Brigham's biographer in a celebratory volume published by ETS in 196 L, "intelligence testing had
developed a new and wide popularity in secondary
schools, colleges, and universities across the country."
Brigham field-tested the Army Alpha exam on
students at Princeton University, then created a more
challenging version of his own. In 1925 Princeton
made Brigham's test a requirement for admission.
. Brigham's experiments sent a shiver of foreboding
through the College Entrance Examination Board.
The College Board had been established in L 900 to
prepare and administer standardized admissions exams for a handful of prestigious Eastern colleges.
High school students across the country could take
a single essay test and have the results accepted at
any school that participated in the program (973
young people took the College Board's first exam,
in 1901). But now that intelligence testing had taken
hold in the popular imagination, the board's very
existence was in danger. It took the only logical step
and put Brigham on its payroll. His first "Scholastic
Aptitude Test," the direct descendant of the Army
Alpha exam, was administered, alongside the board's
usual essay exam, in 1926. The two tests were given
together until 1942, when the essay exam was discontinued for the duration of World War II, and
never resumed.
Brigham, who died in 1943 at the age of fifty-two,
created the culture of standardized testing. He is
responsible for the 200-800 scale, the "delta" difficulty rating system, the practice of testing new
questions by burying them in actual tests, the statistical "equating" of tests from one year to another,
and so on.
Carl Brigham publicly recanted the racism of his
youth in 1930, seven years after the publication of
A Study of American Intelligence, four years after
the first SAT. His interpretation of the army data,
Brigham conceded, had been wrong. His recantation
was properly applauded as the act of courage that
it was. But it had virtually no effect on the new
social attitudes, now widely held, that Brigham had
been instrumental in creating. The Immigration Restriction Act was not repealed. The Scholastic Ap-
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titude Test was not abandoned. The methodology
of testing did not change.

CHAUNCEY, ETS's president from its
founding in 1947 until 1970, was a bonyjawed New England aristocrat and former
Harvard dean who was fascinated with
the idea of assessing mental powers. In the Army
Alpha exam and other intelligence tests, he whiffed
the inebriating spoor of science. Writing in 1963
about the early intelligence experiments of Alfred
Binet, Chauncey commented:
[Binet's] method was truly scientific and remarkENRY
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ably like the method used by physicists forty years
later to detect and measure the forces released by
the atom. The cloud chamber does not permit the
physicist to see the atom or its electrically charged
components, but it does reveal the tracks of ionizing
particles and thus permits the scientist to deduce the
nature of the atom from which the particles emanate.

Intelligence, for Chauncey, was a hard, smooth
nut, buried somewhere deep in the brain, that cast
off particles of merit. One might never hope to
squirrel out the thing itself, but if one were scientific enough, the nature of the nut might be deduced
from its "emanations." Chauncey did not doubt the
significance of his mission. In ETS's Annual Report
for -1949-50, he described "an urgent need for a
national census of human abilities," which, he said,
would be "of critical importance for the National
Military Establishment" and would also provide information about "the ability difference between men
and women, and the trends of employment as between the sexes .... " ETS's tests, furthermore, would
serve society by dampening the unreasonable aspirations of the unfit. "Life may have less mystery,"
Chauncey wrote, "but it will also have less disillusionment and disappointment. Hope will not be a
lost source of strength, but it will be kept within
reasonable bounds."
Chauncey thought of the SAT as essentially an
IQ test. No one at ETS would publicly claim that
today. Indeed, the company is reluctant even to refer to the Scholastic Aptitude Test as an aptitude
test. You can read "Taking the SAT" from cover to
cover and not find the word "aptitude" in it anywhere except in the name of the test the booklet
purports to describe. The new euphemism is "developed ability," and ETS is now careful to say, for
instance, that the SAT "is not a test of some inborn
and unchanging capacity."
ETS hasn't always been so careful. In 1959 it
published a booklet called "YOU: Today and Tomorrow" to help grade school students plan out the
rest of their lives on the basis of their performance
on ETS aptitude tests. "Your scholastic ability is
like the engine," the booklet said: "it is the source
of your power and speed in school. It tells you how
fast and how far you can go." (Original emphasis.)

Everything was so simple in those days. "Can you
measure scholastic ability?" the booklet asked. "This
is where you can use your 'magic mirror!' Take a
good look at the facts about your scholastic ability
now." These days ETS often says that it abhors the
"common misconception" that the company's aptitude tests measure something innate and unchanging. But if this is a misconception, no one has worked
harder to make it a common one than ETS.

TS'S SLOW abandonment of the notion of innate aptitude has required any number of
dike-plugging operations as the foundations
sink and the floodwalls start to crack. One
involves the issue of coaching. In recent years, a
lively and profitable industry has grown up offering
coaching books, live training, and practice sessions
for the SAT, LSAT, and other ETS exams. Many
high schools have also started coaching programs.
These developments threaten ETS in at least two
ways. First, they add weight to the frequent charge
that ETS tests simply reinforce social and economic
advantages. The students who get coaching are the
ones whose parents are disposed toward it and can
afford to pay. Second, and more important, coaching
lends credence to the suspicion that all ETS really
tests is the trick of taking ETS tests. Should major
decisions about people's lives really turn on scores
that can be affected by a few weeks' (some would
say a few hours') practice?
ETS's traditional position, therefore, has been that
SAT scores cannot be improved by coaching. More
recently, as numerous independent researchers have
published findings to the contrary, ETS has retreated a bit. ETS officers are now careful to say that
coaching "as we define it" is ineffective, and coaching as ETS now defines it is "the short drill."
How short is short? Answers to this question tend
to be vague. Last year in'The New York Times,
George Hanford, the president of the College Board,
said, "Coaching is at one end of a continuum, with
teaching and a good education at the other. The
distinctions are hard to make."
The short drill may not help, but in 1978 ETS itself began publishing a practice booklet called "Taking the SAT," which was intended, according to an
ETS document, "to improve candidates' familiarity
with the Scholastic Aptitude Test." Then, with that
jmperviousness to irony so necessary to an authentic kettle defense, ETS set about proving that this
new coaching tool doesn't do students any good. An
experiment was hastily designed. About 1,000 high
school juniors were mailed prepublication copies of
the booklet; their SAT scores were later compared
with those of a group of students who had not received it. Although relatively few of the students
who had received the booklet bothered to take and
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score the sample test that it contained, the comparison was based on the entire group. ETS proudly
announced that the students who had not received
the booklet scored slightly higher on their SATs than
the students who had. The gentlemanly response to
this discovery, certainly, would have been to recall
all extant copies of the booklet and burn them. But
ETS continues to publish "Taking the SAT." And
ETS officials continue to cite their "study" as proof
that coaching doesn't work.
Of course it's perfectly obvious to anyone who's
ever taken an ETS test that coaching and practice
help. In 1981, for example, ETS did something it
had never done before: it analyzed, item by item,
an entire school's performance on a PSAT (Preliminary SAT, given to
,
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lege in these circumstances carries with it a built-in
slap in the face: you can come to our school, but
you're not really entitled to.
Whether the SAT is culturally biased against minorities is another hardy perennial controversy in
which ETS takes the kettle position: the tests were
never biased; they've now been fixed; but the changes
have had no effect. ETS naturally says that it has
proved statistically that its tests aren't biased. Just
to make sure, for the last few years it has used "an
actual member of a minority" (as one ETSer told
me) to read every test before it's published. This
minority reader presumably scours each test booklet, scrupulously scratching out the word "nigger"
wherever he finds it, and then affixes his actual-minority-member seal of approval. All this has less to
do with test integrity than with public relations. The
same is true of ETS's decision in 1970 to add "minority-oriented" reading passages to SAT verbal tests.
While making both of these gestures, ETS continues to insist that its tests can be "equated": this
month's SAT is supposed to perform just like last
month's SAT, which allegedly performs just like
last year's SAT, which allegedly performs just like
the SAT in 1965. This is why ETS claims it can
actually compare average SAT scores from 1982
with average SAT scores from, say, 1969. But if
this is true, you can't add a "minority-oriented"
reading passage to an SAT unless it performs just
like a non-minority-oriented reading passage, since
non-minority-oriented passages are what the SAT
always used to have. In the same sense, you can't
remove the word "nigger" from one item unless you
find some way to sneak it into another. Otherwise,
you couldn't "equate" the .tests over time, and editorial writers wouldn't be able to moan about onepoint SAT-score declines.
In 1974, a writer for New York magazine interviewed ETS executive Marion Epstein about the
new "minority-oriented" reading passages.
Q. If the texts weren't culturally biased in the first
place, why did you make the change?
A. Because minorities feel at ease reading this kind
of passage.
Q. If they feel at ease reading this one, does that
mean they don't feel at ease reading the six or seven
other passages in the text?
A. No. It just means they feel more comfortable
with this one.
Q. Well, if they feel more comfortable,
mean their scores will be higher?

does that

A. No, I don't think there will be any difference in

"scores."
Is the SAT biased against blacks? A senior research scientist at ETS, who asked not to be identified, told me that black students tend to do better
in college than their SAT scores predict they will.

If you have a black student and a white student
with identical scores, he said, you can expect the
black student to earn a. higher grade-point average
than the white student. No doubt the motive for
this assertion is high-minded: to rebut accusations
that unqualified blacks are getting into selective
schools because of favored treatment. But if the assertion is true, the SAT test is literally racist: it systematically gives black students lower SAT scores
than they deserve in terms of the sole criterion
by which the test's validity is judged.
But maybe the research scientist was wrong. When
I asked Arthur M. Kroll, an ETS vice president in
charge of College Board programs,. if the SAT penalized blacks, he said, "If you mean, Does the SAT
predict as well how minority students are going to
do in college as majority students, then the SAT
has done as effective a job for blacks as for whites."
If I understand Kroll correctly (why do so many
people at ETS seem to have so much trouble with
syntax?), this means that the SAT is not biased either for or against blacks. A different story. So I
asked the same question of Ernest Kimmel, who's
in charge of test development for ETS's College
Board programs -, "I guess I'll disagree slightly with
my boss," he said. "The scores do not work exactly
the same with whites and blacks. If an admissions
officer uses a single admissions equation based on
a mix of white and black students with the same
scores and the same high school rank, he's going to
predict the same grade averages. But in actuality
the black students in about 80 percent of the studies
seem to do a bit worse." In other words, blacks get
worse grades than their SATs would predict; the
test is biased against whites.
I now had three apparently contradictory explanations. I took them to Richard Noeth, the ETS official who had told me that essay exams are different from multiple-choice exams, but are neither better nor worse.
.
.
"The thing is," Noeth said, "to my knowledge,
there's supporting evidence for each of the three positions that you mentioned. I tend to-I believe them
all. I'm sure they're all true."

we've certainly cleared up this
bias business. But we're left with the
disparity in scores. Now that ETS has
abandoned "aptitude" in favor of "developed ability" as its rallying cry, no one seriously
disputes the explanation. Obviously a student's SAT
scores are very heavily affected by the quality of the
education he has received up until the time he takes
the test. Private school students do better on SATs
than public school students, and so on. Since most
black children attend worse schools than most white
children, it would indeed be surprising if black children did as well as white children on SATs.
It's equally obvious (though ETS cannot concede
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this) that white middle- and upper-class children
have a big advantage because they are familiar with
the ins and outs of ETS-test-taking. Students in good
schools pick up test-taking skills almost by osmosis,
because standardized tests are a constant presence
in their lives. They know when to guess and when
not to, they know where to find easy items, they
know the kind of predictable answers ETS usually
looks for, they know not to give up if they run into
a string of questions they can't answer, they know
the instructions and the different types of questions.
ETS regards the disadvantages some children
bring to the SAT as part of the hard facts of life.
It says that it bears no more responsibility for the
low scores that result than a thermometer does. for
a fever. But what is left of the rationale for the
SAT if it cannot filter out the hard facts of life?
Remember, ETS concedes that the SAT does not
predict college freshman grades (the only thing ETS
claims the test does predict) as well as high school
grades do. The rationale for the SAT has been that
it could see past the prejudices and disadvantages
and lift up promising students who haven't had the
opportunities they deserve. But if black students do
poorly on the SAT because they've gotten a lousy
education, or because they haven't mastered the code
the test is written in, their scores won't tell you a
thing about their "scholastic aptitude." All the scores
will do is to make it a bit less likely that they'll ever
be given the chance to find out what the big secret
was all about.

The overwhelming majority of -colleges and universities in this country require standardized admissions tests, but aren't using the results. "There's no
way they could be," Hartnett says. "If you look at
the distribution of American institutions of higher
education with regard to selectivity, you'd probably
be amazed to learn how many of them are either
open-door institutions or ones that accept virtually
everybody who applies. They may turn away kids
who have some record of drug abuse or something."
Hartnett and Feldmesser's paper was really a call
for further research, a call that ETS was understandably reluctant to heed. ETS and the College Board,
Hartnett says, pressured them to reconsider their
findings. They refused. Later, both were given the
choice of either leaving the company or accepting
new jobs outside of research. Hartnett, who had
been at ETS fifteen years, quit. Feldrnesser decided
to stay and was put to work writing test questions,
something ETS also hires college students to do.
Both actions were officially described as cost-cutting
moves, but because ETS has a university-style tenure
system, Hartnett had to be given a generous severance settlement and Feldmesser continued to be paid
his old salary. More recently, he also quit.
ETS essentially confirms Hartnett and Feldmesser's
thesis. Ernest Kimmel, the director of test development for ETS's College Board programs, told me
that there are only "fifty or sixty colleges and universities that are still selective." But ETS, characteristically, shies away from the implications.

NMARCH 1980, the Bulletin oi the American
Association tor Higher Education published a
paper that, in cautious academic prose, threatens the very existence of the Educational Testing Service. The paper, written by Rodney T. Hartnett and Robert A. Feldmesser, two senior research
scientists at ETS, was entitled "College Admissions
Testing and the Myth of Selectivity." It pointed out
the curious fact that although virtually all American colleges require their applicants to take a standardized admissions test, hardly any actually use
the scores in making admissions decisions.
"Many of the institutions that accept large proportions of their applicants nevertheless require the
applicants to submit an admissions-test score," the
paper said. "Ninety-two percent of all institutions
in the random sample from the [College Board's]
College Handbook had such a requirement; even
among those accepting at least 90 percent of their
applicants, 88 percent had such a requirement. ...
These figures put admissions tests in a new light and
raise interesting questions about the role they are
playing in the admissions policies and practices of
particular colleges and universities, and in higher education generally."

the implications? Well, as
we've seen, the entire meaning (whatever it may be) of an SAT score, if
the test is functioning the way ETS
says it is supposed to, derives not from the entire
test but from just a few questions. Now it turns out
that SAT scores are used not by the hundreds of
colleges that require them but by just a few dozen
schools. All of those schools use other factors besides the SATin deciding whom to admit, factors
(like grades) that correlate roughly with the SAT
anyway; so the SAT makes the crucial difference in
only a fraction of admissions decisions even at selective schools.
In other words, the entire portentous and expensive apparatus of the Scholastic Aptitude Test is
irrelevant for its stated purpose of determining who
should go to which college, except for a very few
questions asked of a very few students applying to
a very few schools. If colleges required only the
scores they really used, the cost would be prohibitive. The SAT-cornerstone
of the testing establishment and of ETS's finances-would go bust,
Why do colleges demand SAT scores that they
don't really use? "We came to the conclusion," Hartnett says, "that most institutions require the test
scores to maintain this aura of selectivity. One other
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reason they do it is that it doesn't cost them anything. It costs the kids. If, in fact, the institutions
had to pay, you'd better believe they'd stop it in
a hurry."
Contrary to what many people think, it doesn't
cost an institution anything to require and receive
your SAT scores, or your Achievement Test scores,
or any other ETS score. In New York Slate in
1982-83, ETS charged you $11 for every SAT you
took and $18.25 for every Achievement Test. (When
I applied to college, I was told to take the SAT
twice, and three different Achievements.) There is
a slew of extra charges for things like late registration and extra score results. (If you apply to more
than three colleges, you pay so the extra schools can
find out your score.) Advanced Placement tests cost
$42 each. And so on.
That's what you paid. What did you pay for?
You paid for things like the subsidized lunches in
ETS's employee cafeteria, and for mowing the grass
on the baseball diamond, and for tidying up the little island in the middle of the goose pond. You also
paid for dozens of ancillary studies and services that
ETS provides to high schools and colleges-the real
"customers"-free
of charge, along with scores. You
also paid for all those "validity" studies that ETS
performs every year for the 200 or so colleges that
request them. All of this information is less useful
to the colleges than it is to ETS. ETS floods institu-:
tions with statistics in order to make itself seem
indispensable and to uphold the "scientific" facade
it has erected around its tests. If the colleges had to
pay, few of them would bother.
An ETS employee I spoke to disagreed. "The
colleges would just pay for it," he said, "and then
pass the cost along to the students. It's no big deal.
It's like: General Motors has to have airbags? Sure.
So we'll add $300 to the cost of the car."
If memory serves, there are no airbags in General
Motors cars. GM didn't think it could pass the cost
along to consumers, so it resisted regulations requiring passive restraints in cars. The ETS employee's
analogy does not best express the relationship between standardized tests and airbags.
Bowdoin College, a top liberal arts school in
Maine, stopped requiring SAT scores in 1970, having found that it could build a better student body
without them. If a college like Bowdoin can get by
without SATs, how many schools in the country
can convincingly argue that they can't? And if those
schools really do believe they can't do without the
SATs, shouldn't they have to pay for the luxury of
requiring students to take them? Where is Milton
Friedman when you need him?
One of the reasons Bowdoin got rid of SATs was
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that in the two years before its decision, only 31 percent of all its honors graduates had scored above
the class average on both SATs, while 24 percent
had scored below. SAT scores weren't telling Bowdoin much of anything it couldn't have figured out
by simply, say, asking applicants how much their
parents earned and whether their mothers had gone
to college and where they spent their summer vacations.
Hartnett and Feldmesser's hypothesis that colleges
require test scores they don't really need for reasons of "prestige" is on the right track, but perhaps
too narrow. Life without the SATs and other such
tests is simply hard to imagine. Ever since the Army
Alphaexams of World War I, American society has
been hypnotized by mental measurement. And no
matter how much ETS protests that this isn't what
it intends, test scores are taken by society and by
the recipients themselves as proxies for "merit" and
therefore for their proper place in the social hierarchy.
The more important test scores become, the more
they tend to become self-fulfilling prophecies. A
high score can give a great boost to self-confidence,
giving a young person the courage to trust his judgment. But a low score has the opposite effect. A
study at Duke University last year showed that the
grades of struggling freshmen could be improved
simply by telling them that their sophomore grades
would probably be better. We'll never truly be able
to discover how strong this effect is with ETS tests
because ETS, like a bad doctor, buries its mistakes.
Leaving aside the technical debate over bias, the .
simple fact is that from the beginning-the
Army
Alpha exams-standardized
testing has been associated with racial and cultural prejudice and has
served to reinforce the established hierarchy rather
than to shake it up. And even apart from who in
particular is helped or hurt, the question remains
as to why, in a democracy, it should be considered
desirable to rank people from 200 to 800 every time
they turn around.
Sprawled in the sauna at the Henry Chauncey
Conference Center, mopping my humid brow, I reflect that there's no reason to accuse the people at
ETS of some nefarious plot to enforce the social
status quo. Institutional self-preservation is a more
likely explanation for their eagerness to expand testing into new and ever less likely aspects of life, for
their refusal to inquire what good all this testing
does, for their casual indifference to the harm, and
for the jerry-built reinforcements they construct every time another chunk of their ideological foundation collapses.
It can't last.
•
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