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Introduction
By Series Editors Earl Lewis  

and Nancy Cantor

testing defines life for scores of students in the United 
States. According to a 2015 study by the Council of the Great 
City Schools, students take on average 112 standardized tests 
between kindergarten and when they graduate high school.1 
While the study focused on young people in large urban dis-
tricts, the sense that testing occupied hours per year held true 
for students in all districts. Some of these tests are formative, 
assessing progress and comprehension of a subject during a 
period of instruction. Other tests are summative and provide 
feedback after the period of instruction has ended. As Nicholas 
Lemann notes in this volume, over the last three generations 
one summative test has been elevated to national importance, 
the SAT—although in some states and communities the ACT 
has emerged as a competitor. Once called the Scholastic 
Aptitude Test, and now simply the SAT, this test has played a 
fundamental role in sorting the nation’s talent for more than 
seventy-five years. In the process we came to link success on 
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the test with merit. This book and its comments call that logic 
into question.

The SAT first saw prominent use as a tool to democratize 
entrance into the nation’s Ivy League institutions. James Bry-
ant Conant, president of Harvard University, worried that 
young men (it would be a generation before young women 
were included) who had not attended eastern boarding 
schools had a disadvantage when it came to taking the period’s 
College Board admissions exams. As a remedy, in the 1930s 
Conant, in partnership with Henry Chauncey, an assistant 
dean at Harvard, advocated for the adoption of the SAT, an 
adapted IQ test that had been developed experimentally by 
the College Board in the previous decade. The pair envisioned 
an admissions test that would allow them to move beyond the 
traditional candidate pool. In 1947 Chauncey became the first 
president of the Educational Testing Service, which began 
administering the SAT widely.

As Lemann reminds us in this important volume, critics 
emerged early on who worried that the SAT would wind up 
reducing access to college for people from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. An early critique came in 1948 from University 
of Chicago faculty members W. Allison Davis and Robert 
Havighurst. Davis, perhaps the country’s leading Black 
scholar, and Havighurst believed any form of IQ test rewarded 
social inheritance rather than measuring potential ability. For 
them race, socioeconomic status, and other social markers 
underpredicted the abilities of students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds on such tests, making the tests suspect.

Conant and Chauncey’s vision and Davis and Havighurst’s 
worries have animated the debate over high-stakes testing ever 
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since. Some studies have repeatedly shown that standardized 
tests do not predict later success and only partially correlate 
with first-semester grades in college.2 Even a combination of 
test scores and grade point averages (GPA) functions as an 
imperfect predictor of anything more than first-semester 
grades.3 For a wide swath of the college-going population, 
they do not predict if a student will finish their course of study, 
graduate, and become a leader in their field or society more 
generally. Yet, as we witnessed in the recent Supreme Court 
cases on the use of race as one variable in the admissions 
process at selective colleges and universities, performance on 
one of the sanctioned college admissions tests (SAT or ACT, 
which stands for American College Testing, the SAT’s rival) 
factors mightily in how many think about merit.

Recent studies by Raj Chetty and colleagues confirm what 
many have long argued: performance on such tests is heavily 
influenced by socioeconomic status. Students from higher 
socioeconomic groups, irrespective of race, tend to fare better 
on the exams than students from lower socioeconomic 
groups.4 Several factors contribute to this pattern. Typically, 
more affluent families send their children to schools with 
greater educational resources—be they public or private. In 
addition, such families can afford the extra coaching high-
achieving students often receive in advance of the testing. Fi
nally, success on the test is openly valued in the family, in the 
surrounding community, and among one’s peers and friends.

Nor is race, regardless of class, an insignificant consider-
ation when we chronicle the history of a test that became the 
test. Experimental social psychologist Claude Steele and stu-
dents have produced and reproduced several studies that 
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show you can lower performance on standardized tests by 
inserting key prompts before the test.5 Tell a Black or female 
student that they are representing not only themselves but 
their race or gender, and scores drop for individuals in each 
group who either are told or believe they are shouldering an 
individual or collective burden or responsibility. Steele 
sketches the effects quite beautifully in Whistling Vivaldi.

Trying to separate the psychocultural practices of test tak-
ing from effects on the tests means that an overreliance on one 
score, on one day, may result in the unwanted exclusion of tal-
ent. As Lemann notes, colleges and universities have sought 
to adjust for the possibility that they have unfairly diminished 
the pool by asserting that they seek to capture the total stu-
dent. This has meant they scrutinize letters of recommenda-
tion, extracurricular activities, personal essays, and more.

In another book in the Our Compelling Interests series, The 
Walls around Opportunity, educational scholar Gary Orfield 
examines the interlacing of housing patterns, state and federal 
policy, demographic trajectories, and the failure of a color-
blind approach in a racially stratified world. These factors pro-
duce obstacles to success, which Orfield labels the walls around 
opportunity in the United States. One of these walls, he main-
tains, is the wall around admissions to select colleges and uni-
versities, which returns us to the role and place of tests and 
testing.6 Unquestionably, schools are differentially resourced 
across the nation. This means colleges and universities have 
long needed ways of determining whether a grade at one school 
was equivalent to a grade at another school. Since the advent 
of mass admissions testing in the 1940s, first the SAT and later 
the ACT have served as such equalizers, purporting to stan-
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dardize what we can determine about what students know and 
can demonstrate.

But the questions of sorting and testing have assumed even 
more political ballast in a world defined by ever-increasing 
racial and ethnic diversity. As William Frey noted in the series’ 
inaugural volume, we are on the verge of a diversity explosion.7 
He and other demographers predict a nonwhite majority in 
the United States by 2040. This demographic transformation 
is coming just as the numbers of traditional college-age stu-
dents in the United States continue to decline. This means that 
while the numbers of absolute college seats exceed seat hold-
ers, competition for seats at the most select colleges continues 
to expand. For modestly endowed, less well-known institu-
tions, these are perilous times. Many have closed and more 
will close before midcentury.8 On the other end of the higher 
education dumbbell sit the schools for whom the SAT and 
ACT (which was originally meant to be a placement test but 
has become an admissions test) were designed. Although they 
form a small fraction of the 4,500-plus postsecondary schools 
in the United States, they play an outsize role in the public 
policy debates over race and opportunity and in the ways that 
many think about the successes and failures of higher educa-
tion in the United States.

Notwithstanding the hundred or so tests school-age 
children take before graduating high school today, mass test-
ing of children was not a mainstay when the SAT was created. 
After the Second World War, President Harry S. Truman 
formed a president’s commission to chart a future for American 
higher education. After deliberating for over a year, the com-
mission issued its report in 1947.9 The Truman Commission 
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recommended the democratization of access to college. It 
called for a massive financial aid program at the undergraduate 
and graduate levels, free tuition for those attending two-year 
schools, and a program of continuing education, and it con-
veyed the sense that education was neither purely utilitarian 
nor vocational. Reflecting a postwar ethos still being formu-
lated, the commission, over some opposition, called for the 
end of segregation in the South and the ubiquitous use of quo-
tas against Jews. Coming out of the war, the sentiment 
emerged that education would be the key to future progress 
and development and that access to such education needed to 
be widely available.

In time a tension emerged, one that moved standardized 
testing from the margins to the center. While the Truman 
Commission envisioned a democratized educational system 
open to all, others came to value and champion a select num-
ber of private and public institutions that would nurture a 
kind of talented elite. Most open-access institutions would not 
need a selection test. Anyone who applied got in. In states 
with growing populations, such as California, old methods no 
longer worked after the war. Certifying public high schools 
had long been a practice before the war in states like Michigan, 
where the University of Michigan had sent its faculty to certify 
school curricula as early as 1870. Students who passed a desig-
nated, certified curriculum gained admission. California came 
to adopt an education master plan, crafted by Clark Kerr, 
president of the University of California system, that directed 
students through one of three postsecondary doors—
community college, a California State university campus, or a 
campus of the growing University of California system.10 In 
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the last instance, a validated standardized test became a part 
of the admissions process.

Testing to control access grew in parallel with the divisions 
in postwar America. Tests that initially were used to expand 
the range of students admitted came to be associated with nar-
rowing the range of students admitted. At one level it became 
a case of supply and demand: there were more applicants to 
some schools than available seats in the freshman class. At an-
other level it is a story about the testing industry and the 
underlying paradigm that has prevailed for three-quarters of 
a century. Starting with Conant and Chauncey, the emphasis 
was testing for access rather than testing for success beyond 
first-year academic performance in college. If English is a sec-
ond or third language for the test taker, what is the conven-
tional admissions test measuring? What if we introduced a 
series of formative tests for applicants in their first year and 
allow those who master a subject area to go on?

A useful example may be drawn from the Meyerhoff Schol-
ars Program, crafted by Freeman Hrabowski and the University 
of Maryland, Baltimore County. Hrabowski and colleagues 
learned that students in STEM (science, technology, engi-
neering, and mathematics) fields graduated at higher levels if 
they got at least a B in introductory calculus and a couple of 
other core classes.11 Rather than selecting students for prior 
preparation, they modified the curriculum to allow students 
to repeat core introductory courses until they could show the 
needed mastery. This redesign amounted to a testing regimen 
for success and not just access.

The recent Supreme Court decision ending the use of race 
as a variable in the admissions process will undoubtedly drive 
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new policies and innovations. As Lemann speculates, it could 
result in some schools abandoning admissions tests alto-
gether. In recent years the test-optional movement has gained 
momentum across the United States, especially among elite 
liberal arts schools with national reputations. That movement 
raises the possibility that a class can be constructed without 
an overreliance on standardized tests. This prompts the ques-
tion of how we have identified and defined merit and how we 
should henceforth.

Key to identifying the next steps to be taken is an under-
standing of the demographic reality pinpointed in the first 
volume in the Our Compelling Interests series and in Or-
field’s volume The Walls around Opportunity. As Lemann 
notes, when the California Master Plan was introduced, the 
population across the state was 92 percent white; it is now 
35 percent white. Orfield found that Black and Brown stu-
dents account for the majority of public school students, yet 
the University of California system is nearly two-fifths white 
and one-third Asian.12 The passage of Proposition 209, which 
banned the use of race in the admissions process long before 
the recent Supreme Court decision, foretold what would hap-
pen to the makeup of elite campuses: except for a rise in the 
percentage of Asians, they would look more like they did in 
the 1960s—at least for a while.13 Some may believe that going 
backward is going forward but does doing so allow us to value 
and leverage diversity for the benefit of the nation and our 
democracy?

But as Patricia Gándara notes in her comment, the re-
moval of test scores as a factor in the admissions process has 
been liberatory for Black and Brown students in California. 
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Gándara was a member of a task force assigned to evaluate the 
continued use of SAT or ACT scores for admission into 
the University of California system of schools. Subsequently, 
the regents of the University of California recommended the 
abandonment of test scores and the use of thirteen other 
factors in the admissions process. The result was a surge of 
Black and Brown applicants and a noticeable increase in their 
presence on University of California campuses. She writes that 
after the decision to drop the SAT by the University of Cali-
fornia Board of Regents, “Black freshman applicants rose by 
about 48 percent at both the University of California, Los An-
geles, and the University of California, Berkeley, and Latino 
applicants increased by 33 percent at UCLA and 36 percent at 
Berkeley. This resulted in historically high rates of admission 
for these groups.” By the summer of 2023, while 40 percent of 
the state’s population, Latinos represented 22.5 percent of Uni-
versity of California students; Blacks, 6.5 percent of the overall 
state population, accounted for 5.5 percent of the University of 
California undergraduate population.

Looking ahead, we are left to ask, is diversity still a compel-
ling state interest? Was the concern for generating a racially 
and ethnically diverse class at selective institutions a corollary 
to Conant and Chauncey’s desire to seed a meritorious elite? 
While rejecting one dimension of the diversity argument that 
has guided policy since the 1978 Bakke decision, the Supreme 
Court did not reject diversity as a compelling interest entirely. 
It carved out a special provision for the military academies 
to continue to identify and select recruits from all parts of 
the nation and to use race as a variable in the crafting of a 
class. Critics on the right complain that this is a zero-sum 



10  I n t r o du c t i o n

proposition. Race should never be a factor in admissions, even 
if there is a reason to believe it brings value.14

At some level the Court acknowledged what Scott Page ar-
gues in his book in our series The Diversity Bonus. According 
to Page, there are times when diversity matters less. If you 
need a lumberjack, he believes, you select the most capable, 
fittest lumberjack. But in a knowledge economy, where prob
lems are often complex, research shows you gain a bonus 
when assigning a diverse set of actors to solving the problem. 
In such instances, an assembly of the smartest people from the 
same schools with similar backgrounds doesn’t produce the 
breakthroughs needed.15 The Court implicitly acknowledged 
that warfare and military strategy may benefit from pulling to-
gether a range of appropriately educated individuals and that 
the academies needed to generate that leadership. The deci-
sion seems to suggest diversity in the military would also con-
tribute to group unity in the field.

Left unaddressed by the Court, however, is the question 
posed by Lemann and further considered by Marvin Krislov 
in his commentary. Tests have been used as a proxy for merit. 
They have been believed to be a good predictor of academic 
success, as a recent commentary in the New York Times by 
columnist David Leonhardt argues,16 although studies have 
long shown that they better approximate first-semester college 
GPA than they predict leadership, creativity, or other markers 
of a successful collegiate experience. But as Krislov notes, they 
also track with socioeconomic background, blurring the lines 
between meritocracy and aristocracy.

This book, and the series of which it is a part, assumes that 
talent is distributed across the nation and world but access to 
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opportunity is not. It invites the reader to understand the his-
tory of standardized testing and the creation of a testing indus-
try that began with hopes of expanding opportunity and 
democratizing access at elite colleges, and it shows how, rather 
than shattering class privileges, the exams reinforced the rela-
tion between doing well on the tests and coming from families 
and neighborhoods with considerable resources. At its core 
the book asks us to think deeply about what is meant by merit. 
Can one test, taken over a few hours, tell us all we need to 
know about a potential candidate? It also cautions us that find-
ing suitable alternatives to tests that have been validated over 
decades may take more than a minute. As important, it invites 
us to probe our commitment to equal opportunity in the 
United States by asking, what is the purpose of access to edu-
cation? This question is always important to revisit. The an-
swers we offer have deep importance in a world shaped by 
technological change, violent geopolitical conflicts, growing 
distrust of institutions, and an ever-widening gap between 
educational achievers and those who never get the chance to 
show their talents.
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