In a speech before the American Council on Education in February of 2001, Dr. Richard C. Atkinson, President of the University of California, explained his proposal to the Academic Senate of the University of California that it end its reliance on SAT scores as a major criterion for college admission.  Atkinson’s speech goes beyond a proposal to the University of California Academic Senate, however, and actually suggests that “all campuses move away from admission processes that use narrowly defined quantitative formulas” (par. 4), moving instead toward more comprehensive and holistic assessment processes.  

Atkinson cites his observation of 12-year-olds who were drilling analogies in a private upscale school as one of the catalysts for his proposal. He seems to be offended by the preparation that goes into doing well on the SAT, since he believes it is preparation of the wrong kind in which anxious and affluent parents invest hundreds, even thousands of dollars in prep courses for their teens, and teachers work backwards from the test, preparing students for what they are likely to encounter. 

He also clarifies that he is not against standardized testing in general but opposes the SAT in particular because he claims the SAT does not test the substance of the course content that students have been exposed to. Citing the long history of the SAT, Atkinson says that the SAT attempts to measure innate ability, having eroded from its early days as a measure of mastery of academic subjects needed for college work. It has become, he says, an aptitude test, or a test that measures innate intelligence.  Despite numerous changes to the test’s name, which Atkinson calls “rhetorical sleight-of-hand” (par. 22) the problem remains—“the mystery of what the SAT is supposed to measure” (par. 22). 

I think that the decision to end the use of the SAT is a significant first step, since the U of California will be forced to focus more on individuals’ achievements, rather than on high stakes test scores.  Because of the following three reasons, the ineffectiveness of the test, the negative outcomes of the test, and the general unfairness of the test, I believe that the SAT is no longer appropriate to use for college admissions. Therefore, I agree with Dr. Atkinson’s proposal to end use of the SAT, but I’m not convinced by his plan for substituting the SAT II. 

Dr. Atkinson says that the SAT only measures aptitude or intelligence but not mastery of specific subject areas. Such a fact hardly seems fair. We go to school throughout the years for a reason, not for our entertainment.  What we learn should matter.  If school is so unimportant, and aptitude is enough, why then not admit the middle school children who start practicing the exams and scoring 1200s in seventh grade?  A test that made sense would actually hold students responsible for the college prep classes they had in high school.  Instead of simple algebra and geometry, for instance, students should be tested as far up as a high school math curriculum can go—into differential equations, for instance. For that matter, students should also be tested on their comprehension and memory of important literature they’ve read—Socrates, Plato, Shakespeare, etc.   There might even be a test of the arts—music and visual arts, for instance, and someone who had studied these areas would do well, while those who hadn’t would not.  Such a test would be effective because it would matter what you had studied and how hard you had worked in high school.

Secondly, there are lots of negative outcomes to the SAT that make me support Atkinson’s proposal.  For instance, as Atkinson points out, the test leads to excessive preparation by students, teachers, and parents.  Atkinson is right that 12-year-olds would be better off reading literature or even studying grammar than drilling analogies in preparation for this exam.  Also, teachers get caught up in the pressure because they are expected to produce students who perform well.   There is a danger that we will kill innovative teaching and drive out good teachers.” Maybe if we’re not careful, we’ll lose all the good teachers and wind up with the ones who can only Xerox test-prep materials.  Finally, parents seem to really fuel the fire, paying for expensive preparation courses like Stanley Kaplan and the Princeton Review or, as Atkinson points out, paying a psychologist to vouch for their child’s learning disability to qualify the student for additional time on the test (par. 12). 

There are also many questions about the fairness of standardized tests. According to the College Board organization, which is the developer of the SAT, the goal of a common entrance exam is to give fair opportunity to all students. However, I think it is impossible to assess students from various cultural and educational backgrounds with just one test.  Because I am from Japan, I have seen the differences between cultures in educational expectations, and I don’t think that the SAT would fairly represent my abilities. It seems ridiculous to me to think that only one value and measure could be used to assess people from all over the world, and Dr. Atkinson says he hopes to protect the many diverse students in his state. 

My own experience with testing in Japan also supports the idea of ending the SAT. It is understood by Japanese that most freshmen to prestigious universities are from higher classes, which means that children from wealthy families have a chance to earn a better education.   This seems to me to be completely inappropriate, and I wouldn’t think it would be allowed in the U.S. Generally, if we Japanese would like to apply to Japanese public universities or colleges, we need to take the “center exam” (common first-stage university entrance examination, a standardized test in Japan) before each school’s individual entrance examination.  This “center exam” has caused obsessive test preparation and ranking of universities based on the deviation of tests scores, just like in the U.S.  The notion that I could not fail the test since it was given only once a year gave me terrible pressure. During this oppressive test preparation, especially the memorization, I used to wonder why I was studying and how my learning was linked to my ability.  There was no joy for learning new knowledge or discovering new facts.

Even though I agree with ending the use of the SAT in college admissions for the reasons I described in previous paragraphs, I do not give my wholehearted support to Dr. Atkinson’s other part of the proposal.  Actually, I am anxious that the U.C. admissions reform won’t make progress at all in spite of Dr. Atkinson’s plan.  I have some questions for Dr. Atkinson, such as:  Why did he not clearly claim who would be the test makers and the examiners? Why did he not mention how portfolios would be controlled? 

If Dr.  Atkinson would like to look at applicants in a “comprehensive, holistic way,” he should not depend on test publishers to develop tests. If he would like to assess “mastery of specific subject areas,” development of the tests by instructors is a better way, because the people who will educate applicants are more able to develop the ways to screen and choose them.  In Japan, our test makers are not test publishers, but professors who will teach the applicants. These days, the entrance examination in Japan is differing from university to university. Although the center exam is still given, schools are groping for other ways to look at individuals through a variety of entrance examinations.  Some of the universities closely examine portfolios and hold long oral examinations. Others give written tests for applicants, with set questions concerned with several subjects. To solve the questions, applicants have to employ not only math ability but also social studies, science, reading and writing skills.  Recently one prestigious university decided to use the center exam only for reference, then gave an entrance examination to assess applicants’ creativity and thinking ability.  

One thing is clear:  using standardized tests like the SAT is equivalent to the university saying they have no policy in education and research.  Standardized tests mean the university is filling the campus with standardized students.  There is no individuality and character, and doesn’t that mean the university will be a standardized university? Therefore, while I agree with Dr. Atkinson that the SAT I should go, I don’t agree with his alternative belief in the SAT II. Instead, universities should give applicants a variety of opportunities to show what they can do, not what they cannot do.  

