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INTRODUCTION

Intelligence Testing
and Race in the
Public Schools

Intelligence is a valuable commodity in our society. It may be a source
of status, achievement, and wealth if one has it or of profound stigma if
one does not. Ours is a technological society that demands cognitive
sophistication for success, if not for survival. Economists in particular
have argued that our society is a meritocracy in which wealth and
status are earned by those possessing the most sophisticated skills.!
Other observers, however, argue that intelligence is more important as
a cultural symbol that legitimates status and power after it is achieved
than as a determinant of wealth and success.

Critics of meritocratic thinking argue that intelligence in itself is
not, in fact, crucial for job success. If we control for socioeconomic back-
ground and the number of years of education people have completed,
actual intellectual ability and cognitive performance make little contri-
bution to job status. School success, furthermore, is more strongly pre-
dicted by social class background and by deportment than by 1Q scores.
In this perspective, IQ is important mostly as a means of selecting those
with middle-class attributes and justifying exclusion of others from op-
portunities to achieve high status.?

Debate has raged for decades about whether intelligence really
explains success or whether the primary ways we have of determining
intelligence—school achievement and psychometric measures of cogni-
tive performance—are culturally biased in favor of white middle-class
people and against minorities and the poor. Oddly, most of this argu-
ment has been abstract. Economists have built elaborate predictive
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models. Genetic psychologists have fine-tuned their estimates of the
heritability of 1Q.* Sociologists and others have bitterly fought back,
complaining about the inadequacies of twin studies and the misinter-
pretation of the interaction term in the heritability equation.! Intelli-
gence tests tend to be treated as fixed, unchanging, and objective. What
people fight over is their interpretation.

Few people who take part in this debate ask how intelligence is
actually determined in the day-to-day affairs that shape people’s lives.
IQ tests, as they are administered in a laboratory, may or may not be
culturally biased. Whether they are “objectively” biased is irrelevant if
the people who administer tests and make decisions in schools about
intellectual status ignore laboratory guidelines or use tests to legitimate
a foregone conclusion. Biased instruments may be used in a culturally
sensitive manner, and rigorously culture-fair instruments may be used
unethically. We can only know how and why tests are used if we go to
the field and look at what people actually do when they give tests and
how the results of those examinations are used in institutions like the
public schools or the workplace.

This book is an empirical study of one group of people responsible
for allocating intellectual status: public school psychologists working in
Ilinois. School psychologists are central actors in the process by which
students are placed in special education classes, classes that serve both
the intellectually talented and the intellectually flawed. School psychol-
ogists are important because they are primarily responsible for admin-
istering individual intelligence tests. Although IQ tests are not the only
psychometric instruments school psychologists use and data from other
specialists is also used in determining special class assignments, some
studies have found that intelligence tests, of all the data used, are most
predictive of what a child’s special class assignment will finally be.®
Tests, and the testers who administer them, are pivotal to the process.

The relationships between tests, intellectual ability, and social
status are the key issues in this book. This examination is worth study
because decisions about when to test, how to test, and how to interpret
and report test results are complex. In practice, testing usually departs
from laboratory norms. Because psychometric instruments are designed
to be finely tuned research devices, the departures I report in this book
mangle methodological subtleties that make tests powerful in the lab.

For some readers, the fact that school psychologists do not reli-
giously follow standard test norms may invalidate the occupation and
its work. I will try to show that such rejection would be too hasty. I
am convinced that good school psychology requires creative use of tests.
If this is the case, however, the question arises as to how we can tell
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competent, responsible testing from that which is incompetent and
irresponsible.

The only way to make this distinction is to learn the many details
about the contexts in which school psychologists work and about the
dilemmas that confront them when they are asked to examine children
in schools. Consider the following two case examples, for instance.

Crystal Thompson: A Psychologist in the Ghetto. Crystal Thomp-
son is a black woman in her mid-fifties who is one of three school
psychologists serving in a decentralized neighborhood school district in
Chicago, a district that serves a black area on the South Side. Although
there are a few middle-class neighborhoods in the district, Thompson is
assigned to schools in the poorer neighborhoods. I accompanied her to
one of these schools on a day given over to staffings. That is, a number
of children had been placed in or referred to be considered for assign-
ment to classes for the educable mentally handicapped (EMH; Illinois
used EMH rather than retarded) or for reassignment. Mrs. Thompson
and other members of the diagnostic team had already examined these
children and now, in a marathon meeting, decisions would be made
about each student.

Mrs. Thompson had tested these children in rapid-fire fashion on
earlier days, when I had not been present. She explained that the
district with its two high schools and seven elementary schools has
about fifteen hundred students in special education classes. She and the
other two psychologists must reexamine all of them each year and carry
out examinations of all new children referred for special education. This
means she must test more than three hundred children each year, and
for many of them she must complete her job of testing in less than two
hours—breakneck speed, if one takes test norms seriously.

The situation she works in seemed pretty discouraging to me. She
is assigned to some of the most desperate neighborhoods of Chicago.
This day we were in the Richard J. Daley Elementary School, a modern
building with several boarded-up windows that sits in its glass-strewn
playground in the middle of a field of burned-out apartment buildings.

We arrived early and sat down in an empty classroom, waiting for
others to arrive. As people drifted in they chatted casually, waiting for
the formal meeting to start. Because it involved many children already
assigned to EMH classes, this staffing was primarily a planning session
for the special educators, and it included special teachers and members
of the interdisciplinary diagnostic team that served the Daley School.
The interdisciplinary team included a special teacher, a speech patholo-
gist, the school nurse, and the school social worker. In addition to the
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team members, the people present were Tom James, the administrator
for special classes in the region of the city in which Crystal Thompson’s
local school district is located, and two teachers of EMH classes.

Tom James asked Mrs. Thompson if she remembered Mr. Tomp-
kins, the learning disability teacher who had been at the Daley school
two years before. One of the students they were to discuss began his
special education career in Mr. Tompkins’s class. Mr. James laughed as
he recalled that Tompkins never seemed to do any teaching at all. Mr.
James came into the classroom one day and found the teacher asleep on
the couch, ignoring the students. James had become so enraged that he
finally spent an entire week sitting in the back of the classroom de-
manding that Tompkins submit detailed lesson plans and teach from
them. Tompkins requested a transfer and left at the end of that semes-
ter. Mrs. George, the EMH teacher in the junior high school to which
Daley sends students, asked ruefully if Mr. James had considered doing
the same with Lenny Schmidt, one of the current learning disabled
teachers at Daley. Thompson leaned over and whispered to me that
they have constant problems finding teachers trained to teach in the
special education classes of this district.

At the beginning of the meeting, Mrs. Thompson introduced each
case and provided a quick overview of the case background. Team
members then discussed any new information they had and decided
whether the student’s assignment should be changed for the coming
year.

Nick was the first student discussed. He was put in an EMH class
in February after a child study had been conducted in the fall. He had
been tardy frequently and had a tendency to read from right to left
instead of from left to right. He also was reported to have trouble
getting along with classmates who were more agressive than he. Mrs.
Dale, the EMH teacher at Daley, reported that Nick seemed to be
getting along better with his peers since he has been in the EMH class.

Mrs. Thompson gave a brief history of Nick’s personal back-
ground. He lived with his grandmother in rural Arkansas until a year
previously, when he moved to Chicago to live with his mother. His 1Q
was listed as 73—verbal, 51—performance, 63—full scale. His achieve-
ment was at the third grade level, although he was thirteen at the
time. The reasons for referral emphasized his tardiness, withdrawn be-
havior, and defacement of property. All of this suggests, Mrs. Thompson
said, that the boy has had trouble adjusting to the move from country to
city. One would expect depressed school performance given his rural
background and family changes, she explained. This theory was sup-
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ported, she speculated, by Nick’s quick responsiveness to Mrs. Dale. Ev-
eryone quickly agreed to retain him in the EMH class for the coming
school year. The whole discussion took about four minutes.

The group then raced through several other cases. Throughout the
meeting, Mr. James was relaxed, courtly, flirtatious, and complimen-
tary to the two EMH teachers. The party atmosphere this group gener-
ated contrasted starkly with Mrs. Thompson’s manner.

She seemed hurried, hassled, and a little confused. Although she
emerges as the person taking care of most of the administrative details
in the session, she seemed to have incomplete knowledge at best about
what was actually happening in the classes. She did not seem to know
how many classes there were, how many children were involved, or
what the teachers were trying to accomplish prescriptively with partic-
ular students. It seemed as though Crystal Thompson’s job was quite
removed from the school and from the real issues involved in defin-
ing students’ problems and determining what their needs were. She
appeared mostly preoccupied with being sure that the many forms
required for special education placement were completed and filed in
the appropriate administrative office. It seemed as though the other
people were at the meeting only to help Mrs. Thompson attend to these
unpleasant administrative details.

Earlier, Mrs. Thompson had told me that she was frustrated with
the formality of her work. She had been working in the neighborhood
district for twelve years, having taken the job mainly because she
wanted financial security after her husband died. She now was desper-
ately unhappy because the local superintendent put pressure on her to
do most of the paperwork for special education classes in the district at
the same time he demanded a heavy load of testing from her. Mrs.
Thompson feels trapped in her job and unable to change her situation.

As she talked about her life, some bitterness with the Chicago
schools became apparent. She began her professional life as a teacher
and had received her teaching certificate in high school chemistry.
Unable to obtain a full-time job in Chicago, she had been assigned, as a
long-term substitute, to teach general science and math in one of the
inner city high schools. That she had a “temporary” assignment was
amusing to her, because she continued in that position for several years
while she did graduate work in psychology. Eventually, the principal,
knowing of her graduate work in psychology, asked her to set up pro-
grams for the gifted and the EMH in the high school. This work en-
couraged her to continue with her graduate work, and she eventually
completed her master’s degree in school psychology. To her frustration,



