Stop Your Whinin’!

Abigail and Stephan Thernstrom make an important argument about the problems with abandoning the SAT.  Their point is that Richard Atkinson’s proposal to make college admissions more fair is really an attempt to reopen the doors to racial quotas, a policy that the University of California system outlawed several years ago.  They suggest that things won’t be more fair, just more diverse. The Thernstroms suggest that taking account of the special circumstances of applicants  or accounting for their “total record” is really an effort to admit non-Asian minorities—in other words, blacks and Hispanics.  I think that the Thernstroms do a really good job of countering Atkinson’s claims, because they take his points one by one and absolutely destroy them.  They are also effective because they throw the university president’s words right back at his face, clearly showing his hypocrisy and the double standard that admissions departments in higher education seem to suffer from because of their need for political correctness.  At a time when qualified white males are being turned away from universities and as these same universities report that white males are an under-represented demographic on campus, the Thernstroms’ argument is especially timely.

As I mentioned, the Thernstroms do a good job of countering Atkinson’s claims, taking his points one by one and destroying them.  For instance, when Atkinson points out that his university is not representative of his state’s population, he is correct, the Thernstroms say, but he is also misleading people.  The real problem, the Thernstroms say, is not that minorities are under-represented but that Asian students are taking over, squeezing out not only blacks and Hispanics but whites as well.  Here the Thernstroms do a good job I think of showing facts that undercut Atkinson’s goals regarding the diversity agenda. 

I do think that the Thernstroms are a little confusing on this point, though, because they then say that the rise in the number of Asians in California higher education is evidence that the American Dream is working. I think they could be a bit clearer or more consistent on this point since at first they seem to be criticizing the rise of Asian students and then they seem to be applauding it.

They also counter Atkinson’s claim that the SAT II will do a better job of showing the content knowledge of students, instead of their innate intelligence or aptitude, which is gotten through the SAT I.  The Thernstroms point out, however, that blacks and Hispanics do just as badly on the SAT II as they do on the SAT I, so really using the new test will not change anything.  Also, when talking about the SAT II, the Thernstroms point out that the diversity camp will be able to blame blacks’ and Hispanics’ inadequacies on “an absence of opportunity” rather than on inadequacies of intelligence or work ethic, which is what the SAT I shows.  Hmmm. I wonder where this line of thinking takes us. It will probably lead to a liberal plea for greater funding of schools so that “opportunities” can improve.

But there’s really no need for new, expensive ideas when we have old ones that work.  As they always say, “If it ain’t broke, don’t’ fix it,” and I think that applies here. The SAT, after all, does predict success among first year college students, as the Thernstroms point out.  And standardized tests are working throughout the country in forcing schools to perform better. When Texas moved to use the TAAS tests (like Colorado’s CSAP), people there wondered what would happen to education. Well, guess what—education improved, with nearly a 50% gain in the number of students passing the test between when it was first given five years ago and today.  We need to be a little bit patient and give tests like the SAT and the TAAS a chance to work—and they will. 

Also, I really like the way the Thernstroms throw Atkinson’s words back at him.  I find that very effective and almost funny. They refer to Atkinson’s use of the words “total record” and his lack of explanation for what he really means by this. They also counter Atkinson’s claim that the SAT is “inconsistent with American ideals of fairness and egalitarianism.” Finally, they kind of make fun of Atkinson’s use of the words “holistic,” “troubled circumstances,” and “their full complexity.” They say that what he’s really claiming is this: We’ll let you in no matter how bad your record—shoot, we’ll let you in because of your bad record.

For mainly these two reasons, I think that the Thernstroms do a good job of picking apart Atkinson’s proposal. I also think that their tone is effective and that they are well organized.  They seem to understand and give voice to something that really bugs a lot of us who have applied and gotten turned away by colleges.  We feel we’re being unfairly discriminated against because we are white (reverse discrimination).  In the end, shouldn’t the most qualified person get the job and the most qualified college applicant get to go to school?  Students who don’t do well on tests like the SAT should either study harder or just give it up and find something else to focus on. And finally, people in America should stop whining  about how unfair things are.  We’re the fairest place in the world, and so—as the Thernstroms would say--stop your whining. You don’t hear me whinin’, do ya, and I didn’t get accepted into my first choice either.  Meanwhile, I’m part of that under-represented demographic known as the young, white male.

