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Abstract 

 

Looks at the issues surrounding the SAT test, from its history to the present and future. 

Examines the benefits and detriments of using the SAT in college admissions. Considers 

the incidence of racial differences in scores and examines possible causes behind those 

disparities. Discusses the results of Bates College’s decision to make SATs and other 

standardized tests optional. Considers the effects of California’s anti-Affirmative Action 

Proposition 209 and its effect on minority college enrollment as well as the impact of 

changes made in response to it. Finally, considers the potential impacts of the SAT’s 

planned 2005 overhaul and the possibility of California’s public university system 

abandoning the SAT. 
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Introduction 

 

 It is the junior year of high school and the thoughts of the typical American 

teenager are fairly easy to gauge. The junior prom and who to take to it and what to wear, 

perhaps a new car and the responsibilities associated with that, or maybe a new job and 

the first strains of adulthood. And for many students, the junior year is the time to start 

thinking seriously about college. And with that comes the SAT. 

 The SAT is a rite of passage for about 1.3 million students each year (Gose, et al, 

2001), three hours spent on a Saturday morning filling in little bubbles on a Scantron 

sheet in an attempt to prove one’s worth to colleges. This three hours is considered one of 

the most important times in some students’  lives, a make-or-break time that can decide 

between the prestigious college, the not-so-prestigious school, junior college, or stepping 

straight into the workforce. The two sets of numbers that the SAT gives are considered so 

important that millions of dollars annually are spent on courses and books designed to 

make those numbers climb higher, the Saturday morning ritual is frequently repeated 

several times, and many years after the fact, when the college career is finished, the 

workforce career is well-established, and it is time to put ones’  children through this 

same rite of passage, many people still can remember what two numbers were assigned to 

them. 

 Yet what is it that the SAT measures? The answer is not so clear, and therein lies 

one of the main problems with the SAT. If we cannot be sure what it is that the SAT 
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measures, how can we then use it to determine something as important as one’s entire 

future? 

 The SAT was initially known as the “Scholastic Aptitude Test,”  with the idea that 

it tested innate aptitude, natural intelligence, the ability to assimilate knowledge (Gose, et 

al, 2001). The idea was not to test the actual knowledge itself, hence the reason there is 

little specific subject matter. The idea was to test potential for college success. The test 

was not supposed to be coachable, and the information in the test was to be such that 

studying for it should not be necessary or helpful. 

 But then reality struck. The test is coachable, studying for it is helpful and 

necessary, and in fact, students and their parents were willing to spend a great deal of 

time, energy, and money to make sure that the scores gained on the SAT were the highest 

possible. This left the College Board, the developers of the test, in quite a conundrum. On 

one hand, the test is not supposed to be influenced by the degree of preparation. On the 

other hand, a great deal of money is to be made through helping students prepare for the 

test. When faced with such a contradiction, the College Board took the side of money, 

and began selling test preparation materials for a test that should not be prepared for. 

 If scores could be influenced by the degree of preparation, and it was becoming 

clear that they could, then what was being measured was not necessarily innate aptitude, 

and so the College Board decided to change the name of the test to the Scholastic 

Assessment Test.  

 While the name was perhaps more honest, in that it no longer purported to 

measure that which it clearly did not measure, it never cleared up what it did assess. 

Faced with critics who continued to ask that question, finally the College Board decided 
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on a rather strange solution. The College Board today denies that the SAT stands for 

anything. The test is called the SAT, plain and simple, and any abbreviations that may 

indicate are archaic (FairTest, 2001a).  

 The question of what is measured by the SAT is an important one in that if it 

measures innate ability, then it would stand to reason that whites are naturally more able 

than blacks, males than females, and Asians more than anyone. This is what the test 

results seem to indicate. 

 At one time in our history, such an explanation would possibly have been 

plausible. But eugenics is not accepted today, nor should it be. In fact, there are several 

factors which may influence scores leading to those results, factors that have nothing to 

do with innate ability. These factors often deal with truths we do not want to address, 

truths that lead us to question major issues in our educational system, and truths that 

make us question the use of the SAT at all. 

 

Format 

 

 The SAT (or more specifically, SAT I, differentiating it from the subject-specific 

SAT II’s, formerly known as Achievement Tests) is an approximately three hour test 

consisting of seven sections, 138 questions total. Three of the sections test various 

aspects of “verbal”  ability—primarily vocabulary and reasoning, leading to the verbal 

score, ranging from 200 to 800. Three sections test math up to geometry and algebra, 

resulting in a math score ranging from 200 to 800. Finally, an extra math or extra verbal 



BENEFITS & DETRIMENTS OF THE SAT 
 

 

6

 
Copyright 2002, Brian Waterman, www.bedrugfree.net. This article may not be reprinted or reposted 
without my express written consent. 

section, ungraded, is included which is used for researching new questions. The test taker 

does not know which section is the ungraded one. 

 The ungraded section consists of questions that have not appeared on previous 

forms of the SAT, but have been developed by psychometricians at the Educational 

Testing Service (ETS) and have passed their internal standards for eliminating bias. The 

ungraded section will be evaluated, with each question given a right/wrong percentage, 

which is compared not only with other questions but also on a race and gender basis so 

that if members of a specific race or gender did unusually well or poorly, the question 

would be discarded. Questions that pass muster, including further internal checks and 

revisions, are then set aside for use in future SAT exams (Gose, et al, 2001).  

 SAT scores are generally mentioned either as the verbal and math scores listed 

separately, verbal listed first (example, 450V/520M), or as the combined sum of the two 

scores (970 in the above example). 

 

History 

 

 The SAT was first given in 1926, borne out of an early military intelligence test. 

It was originally an all-essay test, but with psychological testing becoming more popular, 

it was changed to a multiple-choice format in 1941.  It began to be used widely in the 

1940’s, after Harvard president James B. Conant declared that the subject-based 

achievements tests used at that time favored the rich and privileged students from 

boarding schools. The SAT was seen as more egalitarian with its multiple-choice format 

and easily interpreted scores. (Gose, et al, 2001; English Plus, 1999; FairTest, 2001a). 
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  The test has undergone a variety of changes since then. One example is the 

temporary inclusion of a “Test of Standard Written English”  (TSWE) that was scored on 

a separate 60-point scale and was designed to aid colleges in placing freshmen in English 

composition courses (it was eliminated in 1994 after colleges revealed that they paid little 

attention to the score. English Plus, 1999). 

 In 1994, testing of vocabulary through the use of antonyms was eliminated, as it 

encouraged the study of vocabulary without regard for context and paid no attention to 

practical usage of the words. Also, calculators were allowed to be used for the first time, 

reflecting their increased acceptance in college math courses (Gose, et al, 2001). 

 Another change was the recentering of scores in 1995. Scoring of the SAT was 

based on 500 being average for each section. However, this was based on the scores of 

college-bound students in 1941, and as performances have changed, the average score has 

changed accordingly. 

 The average scores have dropped over that time, making it appear as though 

students today are less qualified than they were in 1941. Recentering was a very 

controversial move, as it appeared to represent an acceptance of lower standards in 

education (English Plus, 1999). 

While there is some justification for such an argument (today’s students are not 

accustomed to having to do math by hand and may not be as well-read in classic 

literature, and therefore, vocabulary), in fact the majority of the reason is due to an 

illusion. 

 In 1941, only five percent of high school graduates went on to college. 

Accordingly, the number taking the SAT was quite low. The students going to college, 
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and thus taking the SAT tended to be at or near the top of their graduating class and 

tended to be well off financially. 

 In 1995, however, about 60 percent of high school graduates went to college. 

Students taking the SAT range from the top to the bottom of the graduating class and 

cover all socioeconomic classes. In 1995, many average and below-average students took 

the SAT, thus driving average scores down. In 1941, this was almost never the case 

(English Plus, 1999).  

 The end result of the recentering is that once again, 500 was the established 

average for verbal and math scores in 1995. Scores prior to that year will thus appear to 

be arti ficially low. The new formula raises the average SAT nearly 100 points (FairTest, 

n.d.(a)). 

Benefits of the SAT 

 

 The basic intention of the SAT is that it is supposed to predict success in college, 

especially during the freshman year. Higher scores would naturally indicate more ability 

to assimilate knowledge, and therefore to learn in a college environment. 

 In addition, the SAT allows for a leveling of standards for different educational 

backgrounds. There is a wide discrepancy among public and especially private high 

schools, both in quality and in grading standards, and the difficulty of coursework taken 

may also vary widely. A student at a lower-quality school may have a 3.8 grade point 

average (GPA) and be less intelligent than a student at a higher-quality school with a 3.2. 

Likewise, a student who takes primarily basic-level courses may carry a 3.8 GPA, while 

another student carries a 3.2 in honors courses. Grade inflation may be a problem at some 
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schools, where the 75th percentile may be a 3.8 GPA, but grade deflation may occur at 

others, with the 3.8 student in the 95th percentile. The SAT is able to account for all these 

differences (McCarty, 2001).  

 Another, more recent issue, is the home-schooled student, for whom it would be 

difficult to get accurate grading and evaluation standards. The SAT allows the home-

schooled student to be compared evenly with students from public and private schools. 

 In essence, the SAT levels the playing field for college admissions and 

scholarship applications. Students from a diverse range of backgrounds may be compared 

evenly, with the most qualified ones scoring the best on the SAT, while lesser qualified 

students could reasonably be expected to do worse. 

 This leveling of the playing field, however, creates problems in that the SAT 

becomes the primary, or even sole criterion for accepting and rejecting students. This 

practice does not account for the margins of error for the SAT (approximately 60 points, 

FairTest, n.d.(a)) and disregards the College Board’s own instructions against using score 

cutoffs for admissions or scholarships (in fact, the use of cutoffs is very widespread, 

especially with scholarship applications).  

 College admissions departments, understaffed and facing deadlines, not knowing 

any information about the strengths and weaknesses of a particular school (especially i f 

the school is located out of state or in a small town) have no way of knowing how 

accurate a student’s GPA is in comparison to students from other schools. An SAT score 

of 1050 is the same for a student from a poor inner-city school as it is for one from a rich 

suburban school as it is for a student from a rural county school. It is very easy and 
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