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I agreed to review this book having known Dr. Howard
Wainer for many years and having met Dr. Daniel H.
Robinson this past fall when he gave a lecture at my
university. Wainer is without a doubt one of the most .
impactful members of the psychometric profession— Testl ng
knowledgeable, creative, erudite, and highly influential. I

am much less familiar with Professor Robinson, but by and the

many accounts he is a strong defender of testing and the Pal?doxes Of
use of tests. As a quantitative psychologist and

educational researcher, I have learned f%orn my qualitative Fa I rn ess
colleagues that it is important to lay one’s values on the
table so that others can judge one’s comments against
their orientations and perceptual lenses. I have directed the Buros Center for Testing for
20 years, served on the SAT Committee, chaired the College Board’s Research
Committee, and chaired both the GRE Board and its Technical Advisory Committee. I
also built and consulted on many of the New York City Police and Fire departments civil
service tests, including dozens of promotional examinations, for more than a decade and
defended many of them in court. On the other hand, I was an expert witness against the
United States Medical Licensing Test on behalf of a disabled medical student, the
Medical School Admissions Test on behalf of students with learning disabilities, the SAT
on behalf of students with learning disabilities, the California High School Exit
Examination on behalf of ethnic minority students and students with disabilities, and the
Law School Admission Test on behalf of two blind students. I would like to believe that
I am balanced, a position you may dispute after reading this review. I believe strongly in
the value of testing, and I also believe strongly in our need for diversity in the
institutions of our country.

Wainer and Robinson’s volume is a major and important book. It provides strong
advocacy for several kinds of test and their use. As will become clear, I had a somewhat
challenging time identifying, clarifying, or titling their orientation, and it seems to
vacillate in places. The authors appear to attempt to change the opinions of what seems
to be the majority opinion of those reading the book. Who is the audience or who is
intended to read the book? That is not clear to me, even after having read the book
carefully.
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I began reading this book and agreeing with the authors that two of the most
influential books in test theory were Harold Gulliksen’s Theory of Mental Tests (1960) and
Lord and Novick’s Statistical Theories of Mental Test Scores (1968). I wondered initially
whether Wainer and Robinson’s book might join that group of legendary scholarly
works. It does not, if only because it appears less of a psychometric book and more of an
instructional book, attempting to educate the reader about the empirical facts of some
studies on controversial testing topics, all based on science and the authors’ orientations.
So, who should read the book? It might parallel, for example, Bok and Bowen’s The shape
of the river.

First, it should be required reading for those considering entering the fields of
psychometrics, educational testing, college admissions, and university leadership. It
would provide them with a useful perspective, whether they adhere to that orientation or
not. It could be usefully read by those in the field as well, especially if they have not
focused their work on admissions or licensing testing. The focal group who are to learn
from the book are an assembly of the intelligencia, university administrators, admissions
professionals, those concerned about licensing testing, and policy wonks. I respect the
points of the book, but I also fear that it may fall into the hands of far-right policy gurus
who will take some of the recommendations to an illogical conclusion, much as the
Nixon White House did in attempting to kill Head Start after Arthur Jensen (1969) wrote
his seminal Harvard Educational Review article.

The authors address several issues related to testing, with the primary focus on
admissions and licensing tests. The chapters include brief statements on the history of
testing, why tests are disliked, the origins of group testing in the U.S. military, testing in
K—12 settings, licensing examinations, admission testing in higher education, tests for
awarding scholarships and other prizes, tests for evaluating public school teachers, tests
and subtest scores, three controversial issues in testing —which they call Zombies— and
a brief summary chapter. While the listing of chapters makes the book appear to cover
the range of what has traditionally been educational testing, this reviewer believes that
the focus is primarily admissions testing and related uses of admissions test scores, and
to a lesser extent, licensing testing. This pairing is not surprising, because Wainer spent
most of his professional life on those two topics.

The authors take some positions that are controversial. One of these is related to
statewide and federal requirements to test for accountability, wherein the authors
provide evidence that such measures do not work as intended. However, they also hold
that value-added modeling, as is used in many states to evaluate teachers by the extent to
which their students improve scores on tests, is a bad practice, something on which most
testing professionals would agree. They argue that value-added approaches encourage
those schools and those working in them to cheat to beat the system, but Wainer and
Robinson argue that the expected improvements on which the system is purportedly
based do not accomplish what was intended. Their argument is compelling.

The authors describe quite well the logic underlying professional educational testing
(not classroom testing). The chapters in many ways could stand alone; that is, one could
read a single chapter and make sense of it without reading the rest of the book. They
may be expecting such use because there is much duplication of examples throughout
the book. I was disappointed in only one chapter: why people do not like tests. I do not
think that they really enumerate those reasons; rather, they explain why students and
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others should like tests, at least that was my reading of the chapter. I also note that
although I agree with most of the points in this thesis, I will quibble with a few. There
are other books on why tests are disliked (e.g., Gould, 1981; Hoffman, 1962; Kamenetz,
2015; Kohn, 2000; Koretz, 2017; Lemann, 1999; Sacks, 1999; and Soares, 2020). Wainer
and Robinson’s book is the anti-antitesting book that takes on points made by many of
the above cited books. Few of the antitesting books provide balance in recognizing the
strengths of testing as well as the faults. Koretz (2017) and perhaps Lemann (1999) are
exceptions. Rather than refuting many complaints about test use in admissions, licensure,
and other educational settings, Wainer and Robinson make the case that test scores are
and can be useful.

The initial chapters provide a nice, brief history of the advent of group testing in
admissions, licensure, and of candidates for the military. They spend considerable time
on the advantages of objective scoring. I have two concerns about their strong
statements on the benefits of objective scoring, which to my mind are nevertheless clear.
First, there are licensure companies that charge extra for hand scoring when it is
requested by an individual who failed by a narrow margin. I know of some cases where
minor adjustments have been made, and I was told by one individual at a licensing
agency that almost 50% of hand scoring leads to minor changes to their scores. Optical
scanning machines are very good, but not perfect, what with erasures, light pencil marks,
and the like. There are also types of individual difference variables where assessments
can be only poorly evaluated objectively.

The authors use writing as an example of a situation where objectively scored items
that assess editing skill predict written essay scores better than other essay scores do.
They are correct in this conclusion (see, for example, Godshalk et al., 1966). However,
while such assessments are suggestive of writing ability, they are not writing per se. This
argument is a point that many writing scholars express. It is the equivalent of flying with
a pilot or choosing a surgeon based on their performance on a paper-and-pencil test.
Again, the evidence that they cite is correct; however, there are some assessments that
need to be based, at least in part, on actual performance. I question whether Hemingway
(whose sentences were too short) and Faulkner or Thomas Mann would do well
(because their sentences were simply too long) on such editing measures. I doubt that a
concert pianist could be selected to perform based on paper-and-pencil success.
Similarly, the attempts to measure creativity objectively have failed miserably. The
authors mostly cite reliability evidence, but reliability is a prerequisite for validity not a
substitute for it, and there are times when prediction is not as good as sampling the kinds
of behaviors sought on a measure. Moreover, this point moves us into the current hot
topic of artificial intelligence (Al), which Wainer and Robinson do not directly address.
Imagine that a person is falsely accused of a crime, and the judge is a supercomputer that
has digested thousands of crimes and uses Al to resolve the case. Given the exceedingly
high base rate of convictions after one is charged, would anyone accept such a judge?
Nevertheless, they are correct, objective scoring is more reliable, if perhaps less authentic
than actual behavior.

Wainer and Robinson correctly report that the stakes of licensure are more critical
than those of college admissions. False positive licensure decisions permit a less qualified
individual to provide services and thus cause potential harm to the public. The primary
goal of all licensure decisions is to avoid harming the public, so that is a critical concern.
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A false negative is hurtful to the recipient of the licensure decision, but they may take the
examination again and demonstrate their abilities and skills; the harm is temporary,
although hurtful to the recipient, which is probably better than harming the public.
Meanwhile, a false negative in college admissions means that a student does not go to
their first-choice university but can go to another. Their career plans are not thwarted. A
false positive decision may have worse consequences; it means that it is more likely that a
student will not graduate, which harms both the student and the university. For this
latter reason, as Wainer and Robinson argue, false positive admissions decisions may be
considered worse than false negative ones, at least to the university and long term to the
student. The authors spend considerable time reviewing this kind of thinking and
resultant decision-making,.

Their chapter on licensing tests and the need for them is very strong and
compelling. They trace the history of a couple of licensing tests in the United States,
primarily for physicians and airplane pilots. The inclusion of testing in the licensing
process has improved both practices and thereby meets the primary requirement of
licenses: to protect the public. The authors also report a change in the United States
Medical Licensing Examination (USMLE), the licensing test for physicians, from
previous practices. Presently, the USMLE is scored as a pass—fail decision; one does not
get actual scores. Actually, only the first step of the USMLE is so scored. Those who fail
receive information on their performance including content feedback on strengths and
weaknesses. The latter two steps remain scored. Moreover, such a system only works, as
it does in medicine and psychology, for example, if there is one passing score across the
country. In some fields, individual states can set different passing scores, and there is
difficulty in many aspects of the transportability of licenses. In medicine and psychology,
former state-set standards have been replaced by a single national one.

Throughout the book and especially in one chapter (Chapter 11—Evidence in
Science: What Data can we Trust?), they argue that all decisions should be based on data,
not based on anecdotes, and the authors go as far as to report that many anecdotes taken
together do not form a data set. They decry the attempt by some to stop gathering data
and to make decisions based on beliefs; no scientist should disagree with that strategy.
This approach has been termed “evidence-based practice” in many fields. While I might
agree with that statement in many circumstances, I also can imagine situations where that
point does not hold. Imagine a school that gets numerous reports of sexual harassment
by a staff member, for example. Are such reports anecdotes or data upon which a
decision can be made?

Wainer and Robinson also state that decisions should be made consistent with
values. While they provide many examples documenting the need for data-based
decision making, the examples of integrating values into those decisions are much less
present. One example that they present, however, is that to improve the teachers in the
country, higher rewards (i.e., salaries) are needed to attract more academically able
teachers to the profession. In the field, many of the values (seen as consequences by
Messick, 1994, 1998) such as those related to race, gender, and ethnic group differences
are not discussed thoroughly. Industrial-organizational psychologists have worked in
recent decades to combine tests of general mental ability with personality, integrity, and
other measures to balance workforce quality and diversity, for example. Such a strategy
combines data and values in a manner to optimize both quality and diversity. Wainer and
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Robinson do suggest that one can collect data on values that should be considered in
making various kinds of decisions and that the results of such data collections should be
made public. While that seems like a good strategy, where majority opinions do not
protect the underserved minorities, there can be serious problems.

The authors appear to believe that merit should rule the day in admissions,
scholarships, and, obviously, licensure. A testing day is much like a day when a race is
run. The authors seem to believe that the only thing that matters is who crosses the line
first (at least in admissions and scholarships). It does not matter if some runners faced
obstacles to get there as opposed to the other runners who ran with advantages rather
than hindrances. The position that Wainer and Robinson appear to be taking is that
universities should accept the very best students as determined by test scores that they
earn, and because of the grade inflation in high schools, universities get much better
information from tests than other information including high school grades, letters of
reference, and other information. That statement is clearly accurate. It is more
economical for institutions to use admissions tests, they argue, because it holds the
educational costs down and perhaps maximizes institutional income because fewer
students withdraw or fail out. While their facts are true and their financial analyses
appear appropriate and accurate, they take what this reader considers is a short-term
view. If we want all groups in society to have a chance for their members to succeed,
then we must accommodate those who have faced more challenges in their
development, perhaps not because they will succeed as do the more advantaged
candidates for admission, but because in the long run, these groups will all receive
society’s rewards and the disadvantages that some runners face will be reduced. While
Wainer and Robinson are correct that the “Strivers” research did not achieve positive
results, admissions research at the University of California system (Academic Senate,
University of California, 2020) concluded that admissions counselors were well able to
combine such information in making admissions decisions.

I believe that the book would have been enhanced with a more thorough
description of what fairness is. They seem on one hand to argue that not accepting,
licensing, or providing scholarships to the very best tested candidates is unfairness. And
yet they also argue that one should infuse decisions with one’s values, but they provide
few examples of this being done. I also believe that most institutions want both the best
candidates and a diverse student body or pool of licensees. They do not discuss methods
to compromise the two, which is a limitation of the book.

It is also worth asking that if colleges and universities are the groups that are
advantaged by test scores, why are they not paying for the tests? While in the U.S.
context this question may appear extreme, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, Canada,
working with help from the College Entrance Examination Board and Educational
Testing Service, developed its own college admissions test, to be administered once each
year (Traub & Elliott, 1973). However, the test never really became operational. Traub
(2002) informed me that given the test would benefit universities, the Canadian
government decided that universities should pay the costs of the testing rather than
students. The universities choose not to do so, and the vision of a Canadian SAT died,
although they do use some specialized tests, such as for medical school admissions.

Obviously, the above discussion has racial, ethnic, and gender implications. Wainer
and Robinson state “Although admissions tests are not biased against minority students,
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there still remains the problem of group differences in test scores” (p. 93). Based on test
fairness research, many psychometricians and testing experts would probably agree with
that statement, but many others in society will not. I note that in several places in the
book, while the authors encourage decision makers to base their decisions on test scores,
they also encourage such users to know their values. As stated above, they do not
provide much guidance, however, in terms of how values should be applied to balance
validity and equity. Zwick (2017, 2023a, 2023b), Zwick et al. (2019), Gaertner and Barnes
(2023), Gaertner and Hart (2005), and McClarty, Mattern, and Gaertner (2017) have
provided examples of how there can be successful compromises of test data and
characteristics that may affect student performance in one way or another. These
scholars have determined ways to increase diversity in college classes with an exceedingly
limited reduction in the average quality of undergraduate students in overall quality.
Moreover, many test publishers use differential item functioning techniques to eliminate
or improve items that differentially impact members of specific groups. However, if a
test uniformly adversely affects a minority group, no items will be identified as
functioning differentially, and it is easy to imagine such a result when the test is built to
be highly unidimensional. While the kinds of compromise solutions Zwick, Gaertner,
and their colleagues have sought to help universities select fine students, they also
substantially diversify the campuses and improve the entire learning environment.

There are many reasons why diversity is important. I spent 14 years of my career as
a dean and vice president of academics, and increasing diversity in students and faculty
was one of my institution’s and my goals. In a job interview I had once, given my own
scholarly record, one faculty member asked me in a group setting whether I wanted all
faculty to have records like mine. My response was “No,” and I used the example that
no one wants to listen to an orchestra if all its members are playing the same instrument.
I also read in a higher education journal once that personnel directors of companies look
to hire individuals who can perform the required job functions. CEOs, on the other
hand, look for those who will eventually accede to leadership positions, and incumbent
on such positions is the need to deal effectively with diverse employees. Without that
experience in education, graduates will not have the skills that they need.

I would have liked to see Wainer and Robinson address the potential problem of
bias in criteria. For example, they cite that minority students in medical school who have
lower admissions test scores also do worse in terms of grades in clinical as well as more
academic courses. One wonders the extent to which that such grades are free of any
biases, whether intentional or unintentional. In several industries, I have seen clear rater-
race-by-ratee-race interactions indicating a higher rating going to the person with the
same racial identity. That kind of bias could easily exist in higher education too.

My favorite chapter, Chapter 12 (Testing Zombies), relates to what the authors call
the three zombies. By zombies, they mean widely held beliefs that are not consistent
with data. These three beliefs are test coaching, strivers, and test-optional college
admission programs. They provide clear and compelling evidence that each of these
beliefs are in large measure mistaken if not outright wrong. Many studies of test coaching
have found these training programs to be ineffective, leading to changes that are likely to
be matched simply by retesting. Not only are the coaching programs ineffective, but they
are also often expensive. However, I do have a couple of quibbles here. First, there has
been some—admittedly anecdotal— evidence that students in education and similar
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fields do not take quantitative courses while in college. A training program that refreshes
the mathematics they learned in high school can help them remember what they once
learned and perform better on graduate and professional school admissions tests. In fact
the founder of the Kaplan nationwide test coaching schools was a New York City
mathematics teacher who asked students about the math questions that were asked on
the SAT. He identified certain types of mathematics questions that were often asked and
taught students about the concepts involved and gave them considerable practice rather
than training them on specific questions likely to be on the test. He was a true teacher,
and his 2001 book, Test Pilot (Kaplan, 2001), is an informative read. There is also much
evidence that taking many tests—a regular practice in test coaching programs—reduces
test anxiety, whether it improves their scores or not. In this world of such increased use
of tests in the schools, one might wonder if more testing practice is needed.

bl

A research program at the Educational Testing Service and the College Board
attempted to identify “strivers,” defined as students who were overachievers based on
their school achievement being higher than their tested abilities. Such a student group
was expected to have a disproportionate number of minority students, so the program
was also expected to be one to help increase diversity on higher education campuses.
Unfortunately, the test scores earned by these seeming overachievers ably predicted their
performance in college, meaning they did not appear to overachieve in college. For this
or other reasons, the program was halted.

Most undergraduate schools in the United States have dropped the college
admissions test requirements. These schools either do not require test scores or will not
accept them, and these latter schools make all decisions wholistically without test scores.
Wainer and Robinson demonstrate that the outcomes of this change in procedures are
well known to admissions test professionals and scholars. First, students who do not
submit test scores—a minority of the applicants at most schools—are those who have
scored less well than their record might suggest, or lower than what they believe is the
average for accepted candidates. Wainer and Robinson demonstrate using data from a
single test-optional school that the test scores not sent in (but which were available
elsewhere) nevertheless did accurately predict the students” academic success in college.
Second, in Geisinger (2023a), I reported that there were three reasons why schools made
this admissions test policy change: (1) the pandemic made it difficult to test every
student during their high school senior years, (2) the so-called Varsity Blues scandal—in
which a number of rich and highly visible parents paid funds to individuals who had
connections at universities to get their children admitted—made the country question
the legitimacy of college admission tests, and (3) the Black Lives Matter movement
accentuated the degree to which the higher education community failed to understand
that this important societal group had experienced discrimination. In this review, I
identify a fourth. In the past decade, approximately a dozen small colleges have closed
for enrollment declines or other fiscal issues. In addition, for example, even a major
institution like Penn State University has been affected. It is currently in the process of
closing several of its branch campuses, and the Pennsylvania State College system
(formerly the State Teachers Colleges) has been combining campuses. Much of this
development is because of the upcoming reduction in the number of college-age
students coming through the school systems. Some schools believe that adopting test-
optional admissions policies is a draw for some students, and many institutions are even
advertising their test-optional status. Moreover, many schools accept a high proportion
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of their applicants. In such situations, test scores are certainly less critical, except for
counseling purposes.

Because Wainer and Robinson seem to focus on elite, highly selective or selective
academic institutions, the use of tests in admissions can affect the proportion of students
entering who are able to graduate. Many institutions, however, are not selective. Many
colleges and universities in the country accept most of their applicants. For this reason, I
think that the book would benefit from the inclusion of a discussion of the concepts
underlying the Taylor-Russell tables (1939). The Taylor-Russell tables were developed in
a personnel selection context, but provide information on the proportion of candidates
likely to be successful given three factors: the validity of the test, the base rate of
successful candidates for admissions, and the selection ratio (the proportion of
applicants who are accepted). Such a discussion could show how the proportion of
applicants to be accepted and the proportion of the applicant pool who would likely
succeed clearly can limit the utility of even valid admissions measures.

There is yet another unmentioned reason that this book is an important read. In
recent years, doctoral programs in psychometrics and quantitative psychology have
focused virtually all their time and energies on advancing quantitative techniques. Many
graduates of such programs, perhaps especially as they are increasingly in schools of
education, lack a firm understanding of differential psychology, the traditional
psychological foundation of psychometrics (e.g., Anastasi, 1958; Minton & Schneider,
1980; Stern, 2024; and Tyler, 1965,1974). The Wainer-Robinson volume discusses
general mental ability in ways that will help such students begin to comprehend the
complexity of individual differences.

In closing, this book is not a book on fairness, which is what I expected it to be
from the title. It is rather one on the validity and, to some extent, utility of tests and test
scores. The authors’” argument is simple: if a test is valid, it is ipso facto fair. They are
correct that few studies have found differential predictions due to ethnic or racial group
differences, and meta-analyses of these studies confirm the general conclusion. That is,
differential prediction studies have generally shown that test scores are equally predictive
for all test takers, regardless of their group affiliation. The authors focus primarily on
college, graduate, and professional school admissions and licensing, but address a few
other topics less thoroughly. Throughout the book there is a focus on efficacy, which
they evaluate primarily in terms of the percentage of students who graduate. It is a
decent criterion from one point of view, but it is also one that likely has negative
implications for diversity. At the same time, Wainer and Robinson recommend
integrating one’s values into the decision-making process, which I found somewhat
contradictory. Efficacy is also a goal that affects most colleges, but the authors
concentrate primarily on elite institutions like those in the Ivy League and public
institutions such as the University of Michigan and the University of California, Berkeley.
Moreover, while most schools wish to graduate as many entering students as possible,
they also desire diverse student bodies.

Again, this is a book that should be read—by testing specialists, education leaders,
policy makers, and those interested in such matters. It does not require much statistical
knowledge to be read; the authors explain these concepts in a manner that should make
even difficult concepts understandable. It is an important book, one that rebuts beliefs
and decisions made in different traditional educational testing contexts. But while the
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book is based on data-based research, it also espouses a particular orientation, one that
runs counter to pro-diversity perspectives now widely held in higher education. Even in
licensure settings, many professions seek to increase their minority licensees, in part to
better provide services to all of society. One should, as Wainer and Robinson suggest,
read this book with their own values in mind and reassess them from the perspectives
shared in the book. Had the authors shared approaches where one applied test data in
conjunction with the increasingly common values of those who administer higher
education, the book would be even more useful.
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