What's really behind California’s proposal to stop
requiring the test? Growing pressure from minority
populations for slots at the best schools in an age
when affirmative actionis out of fashion.

BY BARBARA KANTROWITZ

AND DONNA FOOTE

i [ HEN HE WAS DIRECTOR OF
the National Science Foun-
dation, Richard Atkinson
had a mountain in Antarctica
named after him. Now that
#  he’s president of the Univer-
sity of California, high-school students in
the state might want to rechristen the capi-
tal—or at least dedicate their yearbooks to
him. Atkinson has taken on a dreaded rite
of passage, the SATS, and proposed that the
nation’s largest and most prestigious pub-
lic-university system no longer require the
aptitude portion of the tests, called the
SAT 1. Instead, he wants UC to adopt a
more “holistic” approach, which would
consider activities and grades, as well as
scores on the SAT IIs, tests that measure
mastery of particular subjects.

Atkinson’s proposal is a hot topic because
more students than ever before, from grade
school on up, are hunched over answer sheets
clutching their freshly sharpened No. 2 pen-
cils. Standardized testing, which just a few
years ago meant the SATS and not much else,
is the newest “silver bullet” to fix public
schools. Testsare popular because they canbe
used to enforce standards of what kids should
learn. Annual testing in grades 3 to 8 iscentral
to President George W. Bush’s education-
reform plan. Not all educators think thisis a
good thing, however, and some colleges have
already stopped requiring the SAT I. Even
the best test, they say, can miss subtleties of
an individual student’s strengths, Wealthy
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students generally get much better scores,
and results vary greatly by ethnic back-
ground. Critics of the test say Atkinson’s pro-
posal could have a huge impact. California,
says Nicholas Lemann, author of “The Big
Test,” a history of the SATS, “is the single
biggest client of the test, the biggest school
system and the biggest state-university sys-
tem. It's not just another client. California in-
fluences other universities.”

Butthenation’shigh-school seniorsaren’t
off the hook yet. Atkinson’s proposal, made
in a speech before the American Council on
Education, may have less to do with flaws in
the SATS and more to do with the unique
problems of UC, a public-university system
with such a huge number of applicants that
admissions officials need some kind of ob-
jective criteria. California, like Texas and
Florida, has to balance the needs of differ-
ent ethnic constituencies: whites, Asians,
blacks and especially the growing number of
Hispanics who want access to the best state
schools. This becomes even more compli-
cated without affirmative action.

In 1995 the state’s Board of Regents
prohibited racial preferences in admissions;
the following year the state’s voters passed.
Proposition 209, which outlawed affirmative
action in all public universities and govern-
mentagencies. Inthe wake 0f209, enrollment
of black and Hispanic students plummeted at
UC’s top campuses—Berkeley, L.A. and San
Diego. Overall, however, the system has fared
better than many critics of 209 predicted. This
year UC minority enrollment is just 1 percent
below the 1995 level, as black and Hispanic



students have gained places at less competi-
tivecampuses like Irvineand Santa Cruz.

That’s partly because the state has spent
millions in an outreach program and expand-
ed financial aid. This year California is also
implementing a plan based on grades alone
that guarantees admission to the top 4 percent
of students in every high school in the state.
‘Ward Connerly, the outspoken black member
of the Board of Regentswho fathered 209, says
Atkinson has been under continuous pressure
to admit more minorities, especially Hispan-
ics. “There isn’t a day that goes by that he
doesn’t have to deal with that pressure,” Con-
nerly says. In fact, he adds, getting rid of the
SAT I was about the only plan Atkinson had
notalready proposed to “get more peoplein.”

In his speech, Atkinson argued that
dropping the SAT [ would help all students,
not just minority applicants. An academic
for more than 40 years—his field of study is
cognitive psychology—Atkinson says he be-
gan questioning the use of the SATs about a
year ago, when he found his 12-year-old
granddaughter working away at a pile of
primers for the verbal-analogy portion of
the test that she won’t take for years. Atkin-
son then visited a private junior high school
and found the same kind of prepping. He
ordered his staff to buy armloads of SAT
workbooks and then spent a weekend por-
ing over them. He took sample tests,
quizzed himself on verbal analogies and
plowed through math problems. Then, on
Monday morning, at the weekly president’s
-cabinet meeting on the 12th floor of UC
headquarters in downtown Oakland, he ex-
ploded over what he saw as an overempha-
sis on teaching to the test. Pounding his fist
on the huge conference table, he said,
“Something must be done.”

For months Atkinson studied the issue,
consulting with experts, faculty and col-
leagues. At a December meeting of UC ad-
missions officers, the proposal was one of
several floated as a means of creating
greater flexibility in admissions. Last week
he formalized the idea in a letter to the
Academic Council. The plan has to be ap-
proved by the council and the regents; the
earliest it could be in place would be 2003.

- No matter' what happens in California,
though, SATs aren’t going away soon.
Many of the nation’s 2,151 four-year institu-
tions require standardized aptitude tests.
Gaston Caperton, president of the College
Board, which oversees the SATS, says the
tests are “a common yardstick in an era of
grade inflation.” At Harvard, arguably the
nation’s most selective school, William
Fitzsimmons, the dean of admissions and
financial aid, says the SAT I will remain a
requirement. “We want students to have as
many chances as possible to demonstrate



whatever it is they've done well.” Even some
students say the tests are necessary. In a
column for The Cavalier Daily, the Univer-
sity of Virginia’s student newspaper, junior
Elizabeth Managan said SAT scores were
especially important for institutions that
draw students from a wide range of schools
and “need some way to control for dispari-
ties in courses, state standards and grades.”
In the meantime, the members of Califor-
nia’s high-school class of 2003, the first who
would be affected by Atkinson’s proposal, are
waiting anxiously to see what happens. Chris-
tine Bridgman, a sophomore at Mira Costa
High School in Manhattan Beach, Calif,
started SAT prepping in eighth grade when |
she got up at 7 a.m. to take Latin classes to im-
prove her vocabulary. This year she trans-
ferred into an advanced English course with a
teacher who preps for the SAT. Next year she
plans to take a weekend prep course. “Kids are
freaked out over this test,” she says. “A lot of
them will be happy tosee it go.” The call to put
down those pencilscan’t come toosoon.
With JULIE SCELFO
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Picking Kids by the Numbers

Performance on the SAT I varies widely by income
level and race. A few sample questions hint why.
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