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Greenville, ME - I see that the College Board, the huge non-profit educational behemoth, has developed a new gambit to provide college admissions officers a tool to be used in conjunction with SAT scores to better assess a student’s potential for success in university studies.   According to the Wall Street Journal (which broke the story), “this new number, called an adversity score, is calculated using 15 factors, including the crime rate and poverty levels from the student’s high school and neighborhood.   Students will not see the score, but colleges will see the numbers when reviewing applications.”  
Before discussing the merits of this new aspect of the SAT, it is useful to understand the College Board itself.  It has been around since 1899 when it was formed as The College Entrance Examination Board to expand access to higher education.  Since then it has grown almost exponentially and now is a major player in developing and administering standardized tests.  Its customers are not only in the United States, but around the world.  This is big business; in 2017 its revenues were over $1.1 billion.  Its executives have significant salaries...the CEO makes over a million a year, in addition to perks.  For many years, its main product, an examination to assess student readiness for college, was called the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT), but in 1993 controversy surrounding the name caused the College Board to drop the full name, but not the initials.   So now the name, SAT, stands for.....nothing.  It might as well be called Bob, but a Bob that makes a lot of money and pays huge salaries for the executives who run the College Board.  
The SAT itself is not that expensive ($49.50), but with millions taking the exam, those numbers add up.  Where the College Board makes the big bucks is selling SAT preparation materials, and by another set of national examinations, the AP (Advanced Placement) tests.  These are given at the end of college level courses taught in high schools to determine if the student has acquired sufficient knowledge to be given credit for a course in that subject in college.  These tests cost $94 and because most students now take several over their four years, they are real money-makers.
The College Board is not without competition.  In 1959 a professor at the University of Iowa became so frustrated with the SAT that he started a new exam which was focused not on testing intelligence and capacity to learn, but on what a student has actually learned in high school.  He called it the American College Testing Program, ACT.  It rapidly gained popularity, particularly in the West, and by 2012 surpassed the SAT in terms of how many students are taking it.  While the SAT has suffered recent scandal involving parents and students rigging their scores by having others take the exam for them, the ACT has been relatively scandal free.  The AP exams also have competition:  an international exam called the International Baccalaureate, but it is not as widespread.
The reason why admissions officers at colleges want to see the SAT and ACT scores is that they are the only two objective means of assessing a student’s potential:  these scores and the results of AP/IB exams from the student’s first three years of high school. Everything else is subjective.  Grades?  They vary so much school to school depending on grading policies, teachers, curriculum, and with the current trend of grade inflation, many college-bound students now have nearly perfect grades.  Essays?  How do you know who wrote them?  Activities?  The colleges do not verify these (this is how several students in the recent college admissions scandal were accepted). Letters of recommendation?  They all say the same thing, that is, the student is the best I have ever taught.  Bottom line: The only way to evaluate one student to another are the standardized exams.
The problem is that parents can influence how well their student performs on these exams.  Critics call this “privilege.”  Obviously the best method is for parents to be involved in the student’s academics on a regular basis.  But you can also pay for SAT prep courses and materials and have your student take the exam several times.  There is also an ethnicity element.  Whites score higher than blacks or Hispanics; Asians score higher than whites.  The reasons are varied, but the numbers are consistent.  This fact distresses universities, particularly “elite” ones, which are openly seeking a more ethnically balanced student body.  If they use only SAT scores, the incoming class will be close to all-Asian.  If they use factors other than the SAT, they are susceptible to discrimination law suits (as Harvard is now experiencing).  To avoid this dilemma some universities are beginning to eliminate the requirement for candidates to take the SAT.
If this trend were to take hold nationally, the College Board would be out of business.  The obvious solution is to invent another rating mechanism, the “adversity score” to provide colleges cover for admitting a student X with a lesser SAT score than student Y.  Because this adversity score (ranging from 1 to 100) which the College Board calls “Overall Disadvantage Level” is seen only by the colleges, there is now a mechanism to legally admit Jones with a SAT of 1000 over Kim whose SAT is 1550.
Of course, colleges have always used (and will continue to use) athletic ability and other factors (legacy, marching band, etc) to ensure that various activities at the university continue.  There is considerable evidence that a varied student body is a reasonable, and laudable, goal.  What is certain is that the College Board stands ready to assist, while continuing to make millions.  What is even more certain is that “privileged” parents are hiring attorneys.
I thought you might like to know.
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