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As a professor of politics and education, I believe tests are a part of
the stock in trade in my profession for me and my colleagues. But I
must confess that tests are generally viewed as a necessary evil. For
most of us who teach in and around the Pioneer Valley of western
Massachusetts at the college level, tests in and of themselves aren’t
especially interesting. This was most apparent to me recently when a
couple of my very closest friends evidenced real puzzlement, and even
some sort of modest concern, when they learned that I, who am on
sabbatical this year, had agreed to come to a conference here in
Chicago, leaving the gorgeous Pioneer Valley and its spectacular fall
foliage behind, to talk about teacher certification testing. But I
hastened to reassure them, as I’ve done many of my colleagues, that in
fact I and a number of other people involved in education have for
some time been absolutely convinced that tests and testing are issues
of vital interest to scholars, to administrators, to students, as well as to
testing professionals.

A National Myth
One of the predominant national myths that we believe and we act on
is that our nation, our society, is characterized by an openness and a
commitment to fair play that maximizes the social mobility and life
opportunities of all our citizens. If we really struggle (as we claim we
do) to diminish the importance of family background and connections
as gateways to opportunity, then it’s quite clear that we are unusually
open to achievements and accomplishments that accurately demon-
strate merit, and tests are generally held to be merely ideal instruments
for providing us with some reasonably sound indications of an
individual’s mastery of subject matter or skill areas.
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Even though we do from time to time go through periods of doubt or
anxiety about tests, we always tend to fall back on them as the best
available indicators of what someone knows or can do. As our society
has become more diverse demographically and more complex
technologically, tests have become even more important. They are an
essential part of the various certification processes that transform
individuals into doctors, lawyers, barbers, morticians, and teachers.
We know that if tests are to do what we assume they do, what we
ascribe to them as instruments, then they must effectively document
merit or demonstrate merit. They must be reliable and they must be
valid.

The Measure of a Test
We have to be sure tests are in fact measuring what we say they
measure. We must also be sure that the results of a particular test are
predictable and repeatable. There shouldn’t be any systematic bias
built into the test that operates either positively or negatively for any
one segment of the testing population. Indeed, in the last several years,
we have become just as concerned that tests be fair and unbiased as
that they be valid and reliable.

Many have argued that some of our most widely used tests, the SATs
and ACTs and the like, are in fact culturally biased. They contain, it
has been claimed, built in disadvantages for any group that is not a
part of the mainstream culture. I, in fact, have over the years added my
voice to those who insist that these instruments, these crucial social
instruments that confer badges of merit and achievement, must reflect
in their structural elements and content a highly diverse population. If
in addition to assessing particular skills or subjects we are simultan-
eously, even if unintentionally, assessing the degree of familiarity with
only one aspect of our common culture, even if that aspect reflects the
majority population, we are in fact not being fair.

Bias Review: The Challenge in Subtlety
When National Evaluation Systems (NES) asked me to join their
Equity Advisory Board in 1986, I couldn’t very well pass up this really
important opportunity to put my money where my mouth had been.
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This board, created essentially to review test materials prepared by
NES for bias, has been continuously committed to removing all
discernible traces of bias or inherent disadvantage.

As a board we meet periodically to talk about general issues in bias
review, general issues in testing. But our real work, the kind of
continuing efforts that we make, is sitting down with materials that
will ultimately become tests of one kind or another, for one juris-
diction or another and using our best judgments to discern and to argue
for the removal of any element that would seem to bias the results
unfairly against any segment of the tested population.

Now it’s fair and I think important to note that our jobs have gotten
both much more difficult and at the same time easier. There is a certain
amount of guilt you feel when you go through these materials and you
don’t find anything. So you work harder and harder and things begin
to get more and more subtle, but at the end of the day, it’s a real
pleasure to note that NES has gotten better and better at creating items
that exhibit no bias. That wasn’t always the case. While it was never
true that there were obvious, overt instances of bias, I remember some
very strange and very interesting content in tests when we first began,
things as simple as not seeing our diverse population reflected in
names, places, jobs, and locations cited in test questions. But it is true
that after a while not only Blacks, but women, Hispanics, and Asians
were wonderfully represented, and the test materials began to become
much more reflective of the American population.

There are other kinds of elements that I recall early on. For example,
there was one item that focused on the sixteenth-century Spanish
explorer Álvar Cabeza de Vaca. The students were invited to read
about his life and answer a series of questions. Cabeza de Vaca did a
whole lot of discovery, but there were always people in the lands that
he visited, and many of the bias review readers had problems with the
fact that these people did not seem to exist either historically or
culturally until he visited them.

One other item that I recall talked about our own early history. It
referred to the American Revolution and made it clear that the
revolution was hard fought and was rooted in high principle. It was
never the case that the British conferred independence on us, but there
was a real war, a real struggle, a revolutionary war, which resulted in
American independence. But when items referred to the 1964 Civil
Rights Act, which was passed by the government, there was no hint of
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any struggle. It seemed to the bias review panel that if you looked at
the two kinds of items simultaneously, there was an implicit message
there.

Bias: A Rare Breed?
Happily it’s rare nowadays that you encounter any of these examples
of unintended bias in test materials prepared by NES. Nowadays we
end up looking for subtler, more difficult to discern aspects of bias,
which nonetheless should be corrected, but I think this indicates that
the creation of tests has become a highly refined art. One subtle
instance was a selection that made it clear that Picasso was the one
major cultural icon in the West who had benefited from a knowledge
of African art, African sculpture in particular. But the way the question
was written quite clearly implied that African art, to the extent that it
had some worth, had that worth because it had been validated by
Picasso.

The last set of items that I saw in fact corrected that. It indeed showed
examples of African sculpture together with Grecian sculpture and
invited students to answer questions about the intrinsic qualities, the
aesthetic vocabulary, and the emotional intentions of African art as
well as Western art. In so doing, I think the questions made it quite
clear that there is a comparability to these artistic products, a message
that eight or ten years ago was scarcely ever to be found in the testing
materials that I was familiar with.

One final example, which leads me to where I want to end up: It seems
clear to me that not only is there scarcely ever any example of bias in
the stuff that I read, but also, I am really pleased to see, that these
materials are on the very cutting edge of inclusivity. Reviewing some
of the materials just to refresh myself for this talk, I came across
passage after passage, example after example, drawing from the lives
and experiences of a wide range of people. One reading selection drew
from Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe. James Baldwin made a
couple of appearances, and so did members of other cultural groups
who together make up this extraordinarily diverse country of ours.
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Political Correctness and Inclusivity
And what occurred to me, and where I think I want to end up, and
maybe begin to generate some questions, is this. Traditionally, we who
teach tend to focus on tests, regarding assessment as essentially
following content. Tests allow the mastery of content to be measured
and skills to be demonstrated. But it occurs to me that bias review, in
particular, has led to a situation where assessment may be to some
extent leading, or at the very least, prodding content as inclusivity
becomes a criterion by which we assess whether or not tests are
biased. Tests say to the tested populations that these things that we are
asking you about are important, things you should know about.
Therefore, if I am right that a focus on bias review leads to this kind of
inclusivity, and in my limited experience it does, here is what I think I
perceive in the future and invite you to talk about. If this work has any
positive results, if it leads to a better demonstration of competence by
cultural minorities, and to an equalization of results because bias has
been lifted, I frankly expect that at some point in the not-too-distant
future, bias review and inclusivity will be singled out as examples of
“political correctness,” which need to be controlled.

Being a part of the academic culture I have felt inundated with
material that talks about political correctness. Political correctness, it
seems to me, is a term used to disparage efforts to root out traditional
aspects of bias or exclusion. And if those who are professionally
involved in the creation and administration of tests continue to do what
I think is a superb job, very soon interested parties will begin to argue
that “PC” has crept into their work.

The Future Struggle
So I see in the future a potential struggle, especially if any advantage
is lost by any particular group as a result of bias being eliminated. And
I see test creators like NES having to defend the instruments that it
creates on the same grounds as affirmative action has had to be
defended. There will be cries, not necessarily of reverse discrimina-
tion, but of reverse bias introduced into tests, requiring people to know
about Chinua Achebe rather than Edgar Allan Poe. The politics of
education are always present and it’s unlikely that test makers, test
administrators, or every other element in higher education will be
unaffected.
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