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The Social Consequences of Predictive Testin& in Educatioal

David A4 Goslin

Dempite numerous attacks on their efficacy and accuracy, standard-

ized tests for the measurement of intellectual abilities have become a

routine and virtually universal part of the educational process in the

United States. The evidence of a growing reliance on standardized tests

for both predictive and evaluative purposes in schools and colleges has

been accumulating rapidly during the last five or six years--to the point

vbere the relevant question is no longer "should we test?" but rather,

"when, how much, or for what purposes should we test?" In a sample sur-

vey of 750 elementary schools in New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut,

we were able to turn up only a single school in which standardized

ability tests had never been systematically used, nor contemplated for

use in the immediate future.2 At the high school level the picture is

equally clear, if not clearer.3 It seems to be a fact that once a school

(or school system) initiates a testing program, the chances of its being

Abandoned at some point in the future are slim indeed. Further, our

data indicate that with only a few exceptions school administrators,

guidance counselors, and teachers alike are convinced of the usefulness

of ability tests (and, incidentally, of their general accuracy).

Up to now the debate over testing has been focused primarily on the

issues of validity and reliability: Do tests measure what they are sup-

posed to measure and do they do their job consistently, both from indi-

vidual to individual and for the same individual at different points in
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time? It seems to me that the battle over these points ban been lercely

won by those who advocate the use of tests, as is evidenced by their

acceptance throughout our educational system. Criticises and complaints

are still raised, of course, and no doubt there will continue to be op-

position to tests on the &rourds that they aren't very accurate, that

their use results in some capable individuals being overlooked, or that

extraordinarily gifted children are penalized because questions are

aimed at the rind that works along conventional channels.

The fact of the ratter is, however, that tests probably constitute

as accurate a rethod for assessing intellectual abilities (at least of

a certain type) as any alternative neans currently available, including

school grades. And they are likely to cet better as our psychometric

sophistication increases. From the standpoint of the most efficient

allocation of talent in the society, tests are clearly superior to a

variety or nethods that have been used at various points in the history

of man; for example, skin color, family affiliation, proficiency at

spear wielding, susceptibility to fits, size of head, and the like.

It is not the contention of this paper that we have passed the point

where we should be concerned about the validity of tests. Clearly

valid criticisms of various uses of test scores (for example, the em-

ployment of cut-off scores or the rigid use of tests with culturally

deprived groups) may be raised in the light of our knowledge that tests

are far from being precise instrurents, But I do wish to suggest that

we have come far enough to pose an additional set of questions about-

tests--those related to the effects of testing, regardless of validity,
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and especially Indluding those oases In vbioh the test adeiputtely performs

the task expected of it. In fact, with respect to the three issues I

wish to discusSi it May be postulated that the greater the accuracy of

the test involved, the Freater, the seriousness of the problem.

Two preliminary points must be iadc. First, I w concerned here

only with what I have defined (elsewhere) as "standardized, ability

tests." I include in this definition all standardized, objective tests

for the measurement of achievement and intelligence (that is, IQ and

achievement tests) and exclude personality tests, interest tests, and

related instruments. And second, my remarks will be concerned primarily

with testing that is undertaken with predictive, intent as opposed to

evaluative intent. Although this distinction is sometimes rather

difficult to make in practice (since a test score ray be used for both

purposes), conceptually it may be seen that tests can be given either

for the purpose of predicting an individual's future performance (for

example, the college admissions test), or in order to evaluate past per.

fcrmance lase, with little or no interest in the implications of this

performance for the subject's behavior in subsequent situations. In the

latter case, the primary reason for testing night be to diagnose learn-

ing difficulties on the part of the individual or to evaluate a new

teaching method. Operationally, a predictive test nay sometimes be

distinguished from an evaluative test by applying the following criteria:

predictive tests (1) are not necessarily related to previous work, (2)

do not necessarily contain items having a high decree of face validity,

and (3) typically result in core attention for the child who does well



on the tests than for the child who does poorly. Conversely, evaluative

tests are more closely related to _previous work, usually contain itemi

having; a fair degree of face validity, and are likely to restilt ifi more

attention for the low-scorer than for the high-scorer. ':tile the glib.

tinction just nade may be vieued as hair-splitting, the reasons for it

will, I hope, become apparent before the end of the paper.

Testin,* and the Hight tt=

The first of the three issues 1 wish to consider centers around

the following questions:

To what extent does the society have the right to require

its members to reveal information about themselves even though

this information may later influence, perhaps in a negative vay,

critical decisions about the opportunities open to them?

And conversely: !hat rights does an individual have to

determine what information about himself he will reveal and

under what conditions he will reveal it?

There seems to me to be little doubt that individuals, at least in our

society, do have (or are supposed to have) some rights which collectively

we feel should be preserved against all threats and attempts at erosion.

The rights of free speech and to freedom from search and seizure without

due process fall into this category. The right to privacy, at least in

regard to some aspects of our life, appears, at first blush, to be a

candidate for the list. But the problem is not so simple. The tradi-

tional and frequently exercised justification for the invasion of an
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individual right is that the welfare of the society as a whole demands

it. Thus, the potential operator of a rotor vehicle must submit, at the

very least, to a test of his eyesight; coordination; and knowledge of

the motor vehicle Bode.

In preserving any society or group we are continually challenged by

the confrontation between the rights of individual members of the group

and the demands of the group that these rights be relinquished in the

service of the common good. This confrontation is clearly the source of

difficulty in the present instanvz. It is not very bard to demonstrate

that the efficient operation of an educational system requires that

those charged with responsibility for its operation have some informa-

tion about the individuals they are charged with educating. And since

the society's members have agreed that a compulsory educational system

is necessary for the well -being and development of the society, justi-

fication for the gathering of necessary information may be adduced.

So far, so good. But what constitutes information that is necessary

for the operation of this system? Probably no one will be inclined to

argue very strongly that information about the ip..w.,est of children is

unnecessary for the conduct of education. Although conceivably a school

might be run without ever attempting to take any judgments about whether

pupils were learning anything, the segmented, step-wise nature of educa-

tional systems in this country makes virtually mandatory estimates of

the accomplishments of pupils at various stages. Thus, at the outset,

we will agree that a strong case can be rade for the necessity of evalm,-

tive testing if we are to maintain a compulsory educational system.



But the argument is lees clear-cut, it seems to me, vhen we consider

predictive testing. Predictive tests are used to estimate the ultimate

performance of individuals prior to their entering a situation, usually

for one of two purposes: (1) to adapt the system in some yak to the

characteristics of those entering it (for example, tracking or homogen-

eous ability grouping) or (2) to eliminate those who have a low chance of

success.

Dearly everyone is aware of the fact that predictive testing is an

important part of the process of screening applicants to selective spe-

cialized institutions at all levels, from private elementary and secondary

schools to specialized pudic schools (for example, Bronx High School of

Science in Dew York City) and most institutions of higher learning. In

this case the issue of privacy and predictive testing is easily solved.

':here the decision to apply to a selective institution (and, consequently,

to undergo whatever admissions procedures are necessary) is voluntary, the

individual, by his voluntary act of application, gives up his claim to

a degree of privacy regarding his personal characteristics. The ques-

tion of justification based on necessity need not even be raised. How-

aver, regular school attendance is not a voluntary matter in this

country and a routine school policy, therefore, leaves the individual

with no real choice about whether or not he will comply. Under these

conditions testing without the consent of those being tested (or their

representatives) is an invasion of privacy, which, consequently, must

be justified on the grounds that the school could not carry out its

societal mandate to educate the young (or at the very least would be



severely handicapped) vithout employing such tests is a pandatory basis.

I should again make clear that I ant concerned here only with testing

that is curried on without the express permission of the child or his

parents, or both.

Is mandatory predictive testing so integral and necessary a part

of school policy as to justify the real and potential invasion of privacy

that it represents, or should schools be required to obtain the explicit

permission of parents (and children) to indulge in this form of testing,

regardless of the test used? As I have indicated, except for screening

applicants for admission, predictive tests are used primarily by

nchools to facilitate the sorting of children into different classes

according to presumed ability to handle material of different levels of

difficulty or to form sub-groups within regular classes in order to make

it easier for the teacher to adapt her lesson to children of varying

abilities. I am referring here to whet is commonly known as homogeneous

ability grouping, tracking, or some related policy. Two answers to these

questions nay be given.

First, research data on the educational value of ability grouping

are at best mixed and at worst negative with respect to its benefits.

The value of the school policies which predictive testing makes possible

has yet to be conclusively demonstrated. And second, were we to establish

the relative advantages of ability grouping, alternative methods of

selection--for example, prior classroom performance or even "achievement

tests"--are readily available and just as accurate. In the light of

these arguments I find it hard to conclude that predictive testing is



sufficiently vital to the educational process to engage in without asking

someone's permission.

As lom as we regard the results of our tests as explicit,measures

of achievement (including a component of motivation, concentration,

interest, and the like--not to meat' .,a good teaching), we can justify

this invasion of privacy on the grounds that such measures of a child's

progress are necessary to the conduct of education. However, if we in-

tend to impute a deeper and more permanent meaning to the test score

(for example, that it has something to do with intelligence),, we must

not test without asking yermission since the critical value to the school

of such inferences about individuals has yet to be conclusively demonstra.

ted. It is true that I am talking about an attitude, an approach to the

interpretation of a score, but it becomes a vitally important attitude

to the child involved when it results in a numerical score on his permam.

nent record that ray be interpreted at any time in the future as repre-

senting some relatively inherent, permanent and unchanging attribute.

In this event, it seems to re that the individuals involved should have

something to say about what use may be made of this information, and,

indeed, even whether it should be collected.

Another way of putting the problem is this: When it comes to

matters of critical importance to the individual--like intelligence--to

what extent should "I" have the right to bluff "you" (for example, by

working very hard) into thinking that I have more inherent ability than

I "really" have?! Why should I have to be tagged as an "over-achiever"

when, by refusing to let you write down an IC score for me, I could
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perhaps lead you to believe that I am quite an intelligent person instead

of just a "hard worker" (assuming that I would rather have you consider

me intelligent than an especially hard worker).

I am arguing that an individual ought to have same Prerogatives

in selecting the strategy by which he wishes to present himself to the

world. Some individuals would nc, doubt choose to have their high IQ

recorded and then sit back and reap the rewards of being inherently ex-

ceptional persons. Others would prefer to compete purely on the basis

of actual performance in a situation--be it the classroom or the office--

re3ying on high motivation to make them look like (possibly) more in-

telligent individuals. The story is told, for example, of the Harvard

undergraduate who disappeared about Christmas time and showed up at his

mid-year exams sporting a deep tan and carrying a tennis racket. He

managed to get straight Ms, much to the amazement of faculty and other

students who were unaware that he had spent the entire time locked in a

local hotel room studying with the aid of a sun lamp. I am suggesting

that we ought to consider the long run impact of the mandatory, universal

use of IQ test scores on this kind of free enterprise one-upmanship in

our society. I shall return to this point later in the discussion, but

let us move on now to consider the next "dilemma" created by the use of

tests.

Testing and Sec

The second problem resulting from the use of tests in schools con-

cerns the disposition of the information created by the administration of

the test. The issue may be phrased as follows:
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Does a child or his parent have a right to know what

information the school has about him? And further, does the

school have an obligation to provide hip.: (or his parents) with

this inrormatioa, whether or not he asks for it?

Related to these central questions is a peripheral issue that appears

when one considers the possible effects that the information may have

on its recipient. This latter problem, although conceptually distinct

from that of the individual's rights to know what others know about him,

is clearly part of the dilemma, since the hesitancy on the part of the

school to 'provide parents and children with test scores has tradition-

ally been attributed to the fear that such information would have a

harmful impact on the individuals involved (either as a consequence of

their inability to understand the neaning of the information Given, or

because of the nature of the information in and of itself). In fact,

the whole problem nay be turned around by suggesting that the school may

have an obligation to withhold from parents any information it collects-
,

about their children on the grounds that to divulGe it to parents con-

stitutes an invasion of the children's rights to have such information

kept confidential!

From a legal standpoint, early indications are that the courts will

be inclined to affirm the rights of parents to have access to their

children's permanent record, including zany test scores that may be a part

of that record. In a recent and relatively celebrated Nev York decision,

a Long Island parent von the rights over the opposition of the school to

look at his child's record and in particular the child's IQ test score



(which was part of the record). The reaction of the Vev York State

Psychological Association to this decision has been to accept it grace-

fully, with the entirely reasonable proviso that no parents should be

allowed access to raw test scores without interpretation by qualified

school personnel. So far, no school administrator or psycholopist has

suggested openly that schools right avoid the issue by redefining what

constitutes the child's "permanent record."

Up to now, few parents have been inclined to press their advantage

in this area, a fact which is probably due partly to the school's for-

bidding attitude about such things, but mostly, to the fact that parents

either don't know that their children's intelligence is being tested in

school or are not really interested in knowing what it is. I suspect that

as tests becore more accurate and are more extensively used, they will

become more visable and of more concern to parents and children. As

this occurs, schools are likely to be faced with increasing pressure to

provide parents and children with test scores, a pressure to which they

will probably be forced to accede.

Legal and noral oblication aside, :That are the effects of telling

a child (or his parents) how veil he did on an IO test? fibre than

three-fourths of the high school students in our sample were aware that

they had taken an intelligence test at one time or another in school.

Of these, well over half had received information about their perfor-

mance, ranting from specific scores (37 per cent) to "general informa-

tion." Tibet effect this information had on them, however, is a ruch

nore difficult question to answer. Thus far, relatively few concrete
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data have been gathered on this topic. Our work indicates that although

children are able to rank their peers on intelligence with remarkable

accuracy, those who themselves are in the lover half of the distribution

tend to evaluate their own intelligence rather optimistically compared

to their acquaintances or children in general. This is, of course, not

an unexpected finding. Ho::ever, in our sample. of high school students

ve find a small but significant number of boys and girls who either

over-estimate or under-estimate their intelligence rather drastically.

Thus, while an IQ test score probably would not come as too great a sur-

prise to the majority of children and their parents, for some (if we

can believe our results) it would contrast sharply with their privately

held view of their abilities.

As long as tests generally are perceived as being relatively inaccurate

by children and their _parents (only 10 per cent of our high school students

felt that IQtestswere "very accurate"), a test score that diverges

significantly !ram an individual's self conception may be dismissed as

being in error without too much difficulty. However, as our testing

technology improves and more information about tests becomes available

to the public, the attitudes of parents and children are likely to be-

come more like those that are now held by teachers, counselors, and

other school personnel, who, in general, tend to view tests as useful

and accurate measurement devices. Under these conditions, test scores

may have a far greater impact on self-estimates of intellectual capap.

cities.
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From a practical standpoint, this does not present much of a prob-

lem Where test scores are higher than the individual's self estimate.

Aside from the small possibility that such information might cause the

individual to became corplacent or arrogant (not a very likely passibil-

ity in view of the current competition for scholastic and occupational

achievement in our society, especially at very high ability levels),

the overall impact can be expected to be beneficial. The problem is more

serious, however, when the test-taker holds a much higher opinion of his

abilities than is warranted by his performance on the test. It may be

argued rather forcefully that in the long run a more realistic appraisal

of one's own abilities is an advantage. llovever, the society may pay a

price for this disillusionment in lowered aspirations and motivation to

achieve. This is a point on which careful research is urgently needed.

In either cases as has been suggested above, it seems highly pro-

bable that schools will find increasingly that they have little choice

in the matter once the decision has been made to give i test. Under

these conditions it is conceivable that there may be occasions 'when

wisdom will dictate the non-use of tests on the grounds that having a

little less information about an individual might be preferable to the

inevitable impact of the information once_it has been created.

Ue thus return to our earlier implicit hypothesis that a certain

amount of ignorance may be functional for the society, an idea that was

proposed by 'Albert rxiore and relvin 'Amin some fifteen years ago.5

Along with a nuaber of other contexts in which ignorance was viewed as

being a prime requisite for certain institutional forms in society, !ioore



and Tumin noted that ignorance was a necessary component of most free

competitive markets owing to the fact that "differential access to know-

ledge destroys the freedom and fairness of competition."6 They suggested

thit too much knowledge on the part of participtints in a situation un-

avoidably undermines the process of competition either through the cream.

tion of overwhelming power combinations or, in other circumstances, by

making the outcome so certain that no further action is required. Thus,

as we acquire information about an individual's intellectual capacity, ve

run the risk of taking some of the fun out of the game of life; and

with it, perhaps, the elements of risk and striving and uncertainty

that give our society much of its vitality. This is a point to which

ve shall return as we discuss the third dilemma that is created by the

use of standardized tests.

Testing and the Rise of MeritocracE

The major rationale for the use of standardized tests is that

they constitute the most accurate and efficient means thus far devised

for sorting people--adults as well as children--into different cate-

gories according to their abilities to perform the various tasks in

society. As we have pointed out, tests are vastly siperior to skin

color, religion, or even, in most cases, family background for this

purpose, especially if one's criterion performance bears some resew.

blance to the test situation, for example, school accomplishment.

I would now like to make explicit three additional assumptions that

are fundamental to the argument that follows--it is my opinion that in

no case does their acceptwace require any significant stretching of

one's credulity.
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First, I would like you to entertain the hypothesis that ve will

continue to utilize intelligence and general aptitude tests (that is,

predictive tests) for differentiating amcne individuals and, further

that the present trend toward their use at earlier and earlier ages will,

at the very least, not be drastically reversed. As the society becomes

technologically more complex, it seems reasonable to predict that the

pressures for the earlier "identification of talent" will not abate and

that, if anything, there will be a tendency to put children onto educa-

tional tracks at even earlier ages.

Second, I would like for you to assume that an individual's general

intellectual capacity is influenced to a more than trivial degree by his

genetic endowment. Although geneticists and psychologists still disagree

about the precise nature of the genetic component in intelligence as well

as about the number of specific "factors" that go into an individual's

intellectual makeup, the evidence from twin studies and other research

that such a component exists appears to be incontrovertible.?

The third major assumption is that the proclivity of individuals

to marry individuals like themselves (for example, those who come from

similar occupational and educational backgrounds) will not be signifi-

cantly altered.

If tests continue to play a major role in determining the educa-

tional and occupational opportunities available to a member of the so-

ciety, if individuals choose marriage partners like themselves, and if

one's intelligence is determined in part by the intelligence of one's

parents, ve may expect, over time, a gradual sorting out of the popula-

tion on the basis of general intelligence. Those members of the society
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increasingly exclusive upper class, while those individuals who find

themselves lacking in intelligence will be relegated to the lower

classes. Theoretically, the class structure may remain quite open,

with every opportunity available to the child with talent. But in prac-

tical terms, it seems quite possible that there trill be a steady decrease

in the number of lower class children who :rill achieve high status simply

because there will be fewer and fewer lower class children who are intel-

ligent enough to meet the standards required for allocation to a higher

status position.

In addition, as the length of time necessary to acquire the skills

needed for the majority of positions in the society increases (due to

technological advances), earlier decisions will have to be made concern-

ing which children will be peruitted to train for higher status positions.

Consequently, children and their parents are likely to become aware, at

a very early age, of their chances for social advancement and of the

kind of career that ultimately awaits them. Once again, it is apparent

that we are faced with the prospect of decreased chanciness in our

society--with the fact that our capacity to evaluate individuals !pore

systematically and accurately makes possible both increased predicta-

bility and, almost by definition, increased rigidity in the social system.

What effect might these developrents have on our society? Iz not

predictability, with or without rigidity, a good thing for both indivi-

duals and groups? Two separate points nay be made in answer to these

questions: The first concerns the decree of diversity of talents and

abilities sought by the predictive system regardless of how accurate it
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is and the relative value assigned to each. The second concerns the

absolute effect of knoWledge about one's life chancet; on indiiidual mo-

tivation, happiness, creativity and the like4 Let us consider these in

turn. Eichael Young ended his novel, The Rise of the leritocraczo with

the revolt or the lower classes who, in their revolution, rejected abso-

lutely the nrinciple that any single human characteristic such us intel-

ligence should be the basis on irhich critical evaluations of individuals

were made. These fictional lower class members phrased their point of

view as follows:

The classless society would be one which both possessed and
acted upon plural values. Were we to evaluate people, not only
according to their intelligence and their education, their occupa-
tion, and their power, but according to theit kindliness and their

-courage; their. '.imagination andensitivity, their synpathy and
generosity, there could be no classes. Who would be able to say
that the scientist was superior to the porter with admirable
qualities as a father, the civil servant with unusual skill at
gaining prizes superior to the lorry-driver with unusual skill at
growing roses? The classless society 'would also be the tolerant
society, in which individual differences were actively encouraged

as well as passively tolerated, in which full reaninc was at last
given to the dignity of man. Every human being would then have
equal opportunity, not to rise up in the world in the light of any
mathematical measure, but to develop his own special capacities
for leading a rich life.8

The goal clearly is a sinple one: to achieve a status system in

which-every member of society :zay achieve' hilt status'on a socially

valued characteristic. Just as the aim of the developers of the Army

General Classification Test was to create enough sub-tests of different

and important abilities to ensure that every recruit would attain a

better-than-average score on at least one part of the test, so would

Michael Young's radicals hope to provide tests on which every man might

excel and for which he would then receive equal high status. Leaving



aside the question of whether enough significant and different abilities

may be identified to make it possible for every society member to score

high on at least one sub-scale of some future giant aptitude test (the

Army has managed to create enough tests so that 75 per cent of its

personnel do better than average on one part), it seems to me highly

unlikely that all of the abilities ye nay identify will ever be accorded

equal status or that the pervasive influence of a few central abilities,

such as intelligence, will be ignored in the allocation of positions of

power and responsibility.

On the contrary, my guess is that although in many areas conceptions

of human abilities may become more diversified due to greater occupational

specialization, the social value attributed to a few core abilities like

intelligence and creativity will grow along with the technological

sophistication of the society. The radical's dream therefore appears to

be a futile vision from the start, while the intelligence test in all its

various forms seems fated to take on even treater significance. Short

of the abandonment of testing (and even this might not be enough) or the

establishment of a giant society-wide sweepstakes in which some propor-

tion of the highest status positions are distributed randomly, one is

forced to conclude that we are indeed likely to move in the direction of

a meritocracy during the next two or three generations.

What about the long-range effect of all this knowledge about indi-

vidual capacities, however diverse, on societal values and individual

aspirations? A more rigid class structure, buttressed by the early

classification of children according to theft abilities, seems likely

to have riajor consequences for such fundamental social values as the



belief that all it takes to succeed in America is hard work and a little

luck. The potential consequences of such value changes, in turn, for

the productivity, energy, and general level of optimisms of the society

are difficult to estimate, but nevertheless these issues appear to merit

serious consideration. One conclusion law be advanced with some confi-

deuce. As we strive to attain more rational and at the pane tire more

equitable means of evaluating individuals, ve rust make doubly sure that

our techniques, no natter how accurate they may become, do not inhibit

the individual initiative on which our social system is based. John

Calvin managed to reconcile the notion of predestination and a belief

in the benefits of hard work and a virtuous life by suggesting that al-

though no one could be sure who was saved and uho wasn't, one could be

certain that, since God helped the chosen group to live a virtuous life,

if one was not living such a life one vas not saved. As ve move toward

a net fern of predestination in our society, one can only hope that we

will be able to do as well as Calvin did in devising ways to sustain

the motivation of all of society's members, whatever their abilities.

If not, we just might have to consider giving up the notion of predes-

tination!
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