Jay Kang


The not-so-reasonable SAT Reasoning Test
Once upon a time, there were many many students who wished to go to college. College admissions officers had to choose among those many many students, and they usually looked at their GPAs. But they started to think that GPAs were biased, since high school A can have different standards or grading systems than high school B. They wanted a more objective comparative tool; one that would put everyone at the same level, assessing solely the student’s academic potential. Then the College Board saved the day by creating the magic test: the SATs. 83 years ago, this exam came to be, to make the admission officers’ lives easier, and theoretically, our lives fairer.
I believed this little fairy tale, until I actually took the exam myself. I didn’t feel like my hard work in high school had any influence on my performance during the test. 
In 2005, the old Scholastic Assessment Test, or SAT I was reintroduced as the SAT Reasoning Test, ironically making the SAT become a meaningless acronym. The main change made to the SATs was an additional Writing Section which begins with a 25 minute impromptu essay. The College Board was especially proud of this addition, claiming that it would “transform American education, forcing schools to better teach writing.” This auspicious start culminated in a shambles when MIT director of undergraduate writing, Les Perelman, discovered that the score given to the essay portion of the writing section strongly correlated with the length of the essay. By looking at the length regardless of its content, he found that you would be right 90% of the time. He concluded that the essay is promoting teachers to train students to write long, wordy, and formulaic responses, which means that the essential writing part of the writing section is the most untrustworthy –the exact opposite of the grandiose promise of the College Board. 
Ironically, in the 2009 Validity Report by the College Board itself, the Writing Section was reported to be the most accurate predictor of a student’s performance in college. Also in the report, the College Board also found that the New SAT is not statistically superior to the old test in predicting success in college. Basically, adding the writing section and an extra hour to the test did not improve the test’s validity at all. In fact, Richard Atkinson, president emeritus of the University of California, proposed in 2008 to significantly reduce or even eliminate the critical reading section, which would not only shorten the test but possibly improve its predictive validity. 
Another disturbing problem that has been addressed time and time again by various critics is the lack of objectivity of the SAT. Gaston Caperton, president of the College Board claims that the SAT is “an objective measure of college readiness,” giving opportunities to everyone regardless of their socioeconomic status. Statistics say something different: a student from higher income levels correlate with an increase of scores. In fact, in the 2009 total group profile report, the average score of the highest income students eclipsed those from lowest income competitors by about 400 points. So much for the College Board’s mission statement: “To connect students to college success and opportunity?” (Sarcastic inflection)
This disparity can be explained by the most common way we prepare for the SAT: buying preparatory books. Princeton Review, Barron’s, Kaplan… these are just some of the prep industries that profit from the SAT, and all of them claim that SAT is ‘crack-able’ –with guidance and repetition, students can increase their scores by as much as 200 points. There are also expensive tutoring programs that the economic minorities cannot possibly afford. For example, our own school introduced an SAT tutoring program, and the enrolling fee is a whopping $600. For some, that may be their home budget. Furthermore, payments to the College Board don’t end at just taking the test- that’s only $45. International student, like all of us here? Chit-ching! Another $26. Sending the scores to colleges? Chi-ching! $9.50 per report. Plus, students usually take the test multiple times until they are satisfied with their scores, so the whole SAT system is a moneymaking business for both the College Board and the Test-Prep industries. “Non-profit” organization? I doubt it.

The SATs was set out to eliminate the effect of social divides within the admissions process. Instead, it promotes the wrong kind of education. Instead, it has become a class barrier that the poor minorities cannot cross. Instead, it has become a cynical political tool to protect the success of advantaged groups over the disadvantaged. 

Jill Tiefenthaler, provost of North Carolina's Wake Forest University, denounced the SAT exam to have “marginal predictive value for performance in college,” yet the lives and careers of 1.5 million seniors is either broken or made with this particular exam each year. Even in this room, I’m sure most of you, if not all of you, will be taking the exam within two years, or have already taken it. As students, it’s the harsh reality that we can’t do anything, because we’re obliged to follow the college’s protocols. But we should not forget, and our future roles once we’re accepted in college, would be to have influence over the admissions officers who are the only ones holding the key to change. Policies should be modified so that more weight should be placed on the GPA and tests that measure the extent of material covered, such as the SAT Subject tests, AP, and IB exams. This is especially crucial because SAT scores are often used to break stalemates between two equally qualified students.  Furthermore, we should encourage our colleges to make SAT scores optional, joining the current 815, and increasing, four-year colleges that do not require the SAT such as Bowdoin College and Texas A&M. 

Fellow and future victims of the SAT, we must eliminate the deceptions that the SAT has stamped in our minds. Our misguided respect is the source of the SAT’s power, and to rein that power, we need to realize some hidden truths. I dare hope that this speech will be part of the domino effect, which will result in the creation of a truly objective exam. Lobby your college student unions to pressurize the admissions officers. We must become the controllers, not the victims. 

