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Reconciliation of Data on Aptitude
Test Scores and University Grades

of Teachers

National comparisons demonstrate that
education students and graduates tend
to obtain lower Scholastic Aptitude Test
(SAT) scores than noneducation stu-
dents. Nonetheless some researchers
assert that education students also ob-
tain grade point averages (GPAs) equiva-
lent to those of noneducation students
at the same institutions and based on
the same courses. Clark suggests a re-
conciliation of these two effects. Specifi-
cally, evidence is presented showing
that the universities involved in the GPA
studies enroll students with low average
SAT scores compared to other univer-
sities, and also enroll a high percentage
of education students. In relatively non-
selective universities, education stu-
dents obtain equivalent GPAs to nonedu-

cation students while at the same time
they score relatively fow with respect to

national SAT results that include all in-
stitutions. Implications for future re-
search and teacher education are consi-
dered.

Clark is Associate Professor, Department of
Psychology, University of Winnipeg, Win-
nipeg, Manitoba.

he academic ability of teach-
ers and student teachers is an
important topic that has
many educational implica-
tions. Teaching is a complex task (e.g.,
Howey and Strom, 1987; Kagan,
1988; Veenman, 1984), and intellec-
tual abilities are directly relevant to
several contemporary developments in
teacher education, including efforts to
educate reflective teachers (e.g., Clark
and Lampert, 1986; Schon, 1987) and
to improve connections between
academic research and teaching practice
(e.g., Clifford, 1973). Studies of the
relative academic abilities of teachers
have been inconclusive, however, inas-
much as teachers score somewhat lower
than national comparison groups on
standardized aptitude tests, but obtain
grade point averages equal to students
from other disciplines. The present
paper reviews and reconciles these ap-
parently contradictory results.

\ ‘Contradictory Data on Teachers’
Aptitude and Grades?

First, consider evidence about the
relative academic aptitude of education
and noneducation students, remember-
ing that the issue concerns the aptitude
of education students relative to other
university students, other university-
bound students, or graduates. Many
of the same studies that demonstrate
teacher-nonteacher differences would
also confirm thar educators have above
average ability compared to the general
populationi. S '

Much evidence indicates that educa-
tion students obtain relatively low aver-
age scores on standardized aptitude
measures (e.g., Howey and Strom,
1987; Weaver, 1981, 1983; Savage,
1983). In a detailed review, Weaver
(1983) reported that (a) SAT and re-
lated aptitude test scores for seniors
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choosing education are lower than the
national mean, (b) the mean scores for
education registrants and graduates are
also low, (¢) individuals who stay in
teaching tend to have lower SAT scores
than those who leave teaching, and (d)
Graduate Record Examination (GRE)
scores for education majors are also low.
Such findings are not new. Lieberman
(1956), for example, reported that edu-
cation majors ranked 17th of 20 disci-
plines on mean intelligence test scores,
and that education graduate students
ranked 15th of 19 areas.

In apparent contradiction to these
findings, other evidence indicates that
the GPAs of teachers are comparable
to or even exceed those of students in
noneducation programs. Matczynski,
Siler, McLaughlin, and Smith (1988)
summarized the results of existing

studies on GPAs and also presented

new evidence that education students
obtained GPAs equal to or surpassing
those of nonteaching students in the
same institutions. These findings can-
not be explained in terms of different
grading practices because the equiva-
lence of education and noneducation
students was observed even when only
shared courses were considered. Such
results appear to contradict evidence
that education students obtain lower
scores than noneducation groups on the
SAT and related aptitude measures.
Matczynski et al. (1988) noted several
problems with the aptitude research,

including pos:ible overdependence on

the SAT and inadequate consideration
of selection procedures and other fac-
tors that could reduce some of the re-
ported differences (e.g., those for high
school seniors). They ultimately con-
cluded that education and other univer-
sity students have equivalent academic
abilities.

It is possible, however, that both the
aptitude test differences and the GPA
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equivalence are valid because the two
kinds of studies involve different con-
trasts between education and nonedu-
cation students. Specifically, the equi-
valent GPAs on common courses are
obrtained from within-institution com-
parisons, whereas the national aptitude
test differences appear in comparisons
that collapse across universities. Per-
haps the universities used in the GPA
comparisons had both relatively low
average aptitude test scores as well as
a high proportion of education stu-
dents. Under such circumstances, edu-
cation students could obtain equivalent
GPAs to noneducation students at the
same institution and still have low ap-
titude scores relative to the entire popu-
lation of students taking the standar-
dized aptitude test. Evidence with re-
spect to this hypothesis can be obtained
from institutional data on areas of
academic emphasis and average student
aptitude levels.

Institutional Differences in
Education Emphasis and
Student Aptitude

To examine possible differences in
discipline emphases and student ap-
titudes, the institutions involved in the
GPA research reviewed by Matczynski
et al. (1988) were studied. The Califor-
nia State Universities and Colleges
(CSU) provide a particularly good test
case because (a) they were shown by
Cohen (1983; cited in Matczynski et
al., 1988) to produce similar GPAs for
education and noneducation students,
(b) there are many institutions ( 19),
and (c) the University of California
(UC, 8 campuses) provides relevant
comparison data. The primary data on
institutional differences in aptitude
were obtained from the 12th edition
of the American Council on Education
(ACE) guide to American universities
and colleges (ACE, 1983) and generally
represent figures for 1980, a year close
to the period examined by Cohen
(1983). Numbers in parentheses repre-
sent the ns (i.e., institutions) on which
the summary statistics are based and
vary because some information was not
available for some schools. Enrollments
were 302,188 for CSU (47.4% male)
and 131,941 for UC (55.1% male). The
campuses were similar in average size,
approximately 16 to 17 thousand stu-

dents for both CSU and UC.

The proposed hypothesis assumes
that the GPA studies involved institu-
tions with a high proportion of educa-
tion students. Several findings are con-
sistent with this assumption. Clifford
and Guthrie (1988) reported that CSU
graduated 75 percent of the teachers
educated in California in 1982-83,
compared to 5 percent for UC. An
examination of the records for graduate
degrees awarded at the different institu-
tions also confirmed that CSU schools
had a substantially greater role in
teacher education than UC (ACE,
1983). The institutions of the CSU sys-
tem (n = 18) granted a total of 9,651
Master’s Degrees in 1980 and education
accounted for 35.46 percent of this total
(3,422 degrees). UC schools (n = 7D,
on the other hand, granted a total of 5,132
Master’s Degrees, of which only 2.81 per-
cent (144) were education degrees.

The hypothesis also assumes that the
GPA studies involved institutions with
relatively low aptitude test scores. Con-
sistent with this assumption, average
verbal (V) and mathematics (M) SATs
for freshmen were considerably lower
for CSU(V = 430, M = 468, n =
13) than for UC(V = 504, M = 357,
n = 7) and these differences existed
for both males and females, where data
permitted such a comparison. Only
CSU institutions reported ACT scores
for freshmen and these were also mod-
est (M = 18.67, n = 10). The relia-

-bility” of these differences is de-

monstrated by the virtual absence of
overlap between the CSU and UC dis-
tributions. Only one of the CSU cam-
puses had a mean verbal SAT that over-
lapped with the low end of the UC
verbal SATS, and there was no overlap
for the mathematics scale; the highest
mean mathematics SAT for CSU was
507 and the lowest mean for a UC
campus was 533. To provide additional
context for these values, the average
SATs for Stanford were 610 and 660
for the verbal and mathematics scales,
respectively. None of the CSU or UC
schools approached these levels.

Two statistics associated with admis-
sions confirmed that the CSU campuses
studied by Cohen were somewhat less
selective than those of UC. The mean
percentage of applicants accepted was
74.88 for CSU (n = 17) and 69.71 for
UC (n = 7), suggesting that neither

institution was very selective bur that
CSU was less so. Only a few campuses
reported high school percentile ranks,
but the mean rank was somewhat lower
for CSU (M = 78.00, n = 6) than
for UC(M = 88.00, n = 3). Overall,
CSU scored somewhat lower than UC
on these measures, but not dramati-
cally so. Admission rates and percentile
levels are difficult to evaluate, however,
because the average quality of appli-
cants and of high schools may differ
between CSU and UC. Such self-selec-
tion could reduce the difference berween
CSU and UC. Indeed, variability
among high schools is one justification
for using SAT scores in admissions.
Again to provide some context for these
figures, Stanford, a selective institu-
tion, accepted only 19% of its appli-
cants.

The CSU campuses used in the edu-
cation-noneducation comparisons of
Cohen do not compare favorably with
other major universities in California.
CSU also appears typical of the institu-
tions involved in the other studies con-
sidered by Matczynski et al., although
fewer data were available in the ACE
(1983) guide for the other five univer-
sities (representing 65,012 students,
47.96% male, in four states). As was
the case for CSU, education accounted
for a high percentage, 38.18 percent
(761 degrees), of the 1,993 Masters
Degrees granted by the five institu-
tions, ACT or SAT scores were available
for four of the five universities. The
mean freshman SAT was 441 for the
verbal and 488 for the mathematics (n
= 2) and the mean ACT was 19.94 (n
= 3). These means are slightly highér
than those for CSU bur well below the
means for UC. The universities for
which information was available also
had a high mean acceptance rate
(74.5%, n = 4) and a relatively low
mean high school percentile rank
(54th, n = 2).

These results confirm that the GPA
studies compared performance of edu-
cation and noneducation students
within institutions that have low aver-
age SATs relative to other universities
and that the GPA institutions register
a high proportion of education stu-
dents. Because national SAT compari-
sons collapse across students from all
institutions, education majors obtain
relatively low aptitude scores despite
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having GPAs equivalent to those of
noneducation students in their own in-
stitutions.

General Discussion

The present analysis has demon-
strated that lower than average SAT
scores for education students can be
reconciled with GPAs similar to non-
education students in the same or simi-
lar institutions. Equivalent GPAs de-
spite overall SAT differences between
education and noneducation students
arise from the lower selectivity of in-
stitutions with heavy commitments to
education (see also Astin, 1965). Sev-
eral considerations should be kept in
mind when considering these data.
First, as noted earlier, the differences
occur between education and nonedu-
cation students or graduates, both
groups being relatively select with re-
spect to the general population. Sec-
ond, as with all group comparisons,
differences between means ignore over-
lap among the distributions. Many
education students have academic
abilities comparable to students in
other disciplines and more selective in-
stitutions. Third, ability measures such
as the SAT have come under attack for
various reasons (e.g., Crouse and
Trusheim, 1988; Owen, 1985), includ-
ing the possibility that they may dis-
criminate against certain test-takers.
Given the social and other factors that
contribute to participation in educa-
tion programs, education students may
not be fairly assessed by such instru-
ments. Fourth, teaching satisfaction
and effectiveness depend on factors in
addition to academic ability, and rele-
vant interests and personality charac-
teristics are not necessarily associated
with high levels of academic ability.

Given such complications, the ob-
served differences between teachers and
nonteachers should be interpreted
cautiously. Nevertheless, the findings
have both practical and theoretical im-
plications. Educational institutions
might reflect about their selection pro-
cesses and consider how intellectually
suited education students are for teach-
ing, how candidates with higher ap-
titudes could be attracted to teaching,
and how education programs might
strengthen the intellectual aptitudes of
education students. Such self-reflection

is seldom easy, but the academic ability
of teachers is potentially of such impor-
tance to society that it would be unwise
to ignore evidence that teachers do not
come from the highest academic ranks.
In particular, a major objective of educa-
tion is the development of intellectual
ability, and it seems plausible that
teacher aptitude may influence the suc-
cess with which such objectives are at-
tained. Some findings do show that
teacher aptitude is related to success in
education programs (e.g., Thornell and
McCoy, 1985) and to student learning
(e.g., Levin, 1970).

At a theoretical level, research on the
aptitudes of education students and
teachers is relevant to emerging theories
of teacher selection and education (e.g.,
Howey and Strom, 1987; Veenman,
1984) and to current attempts to
strengthen both teacher thought proces-
ses and connections between research and
practice (e.g., Cross, 1987; Clark and
Lampert, 1986). Not only will such
changes increase the already considerable
intellectual demands of education, but
it also seems likely that the success of
those efforts and the choice of appropriate
methods of instruction will depend on
aptitudes, values, and other characteris-
tics of teachers (e.g., Sparks, 1988). Ex-
perimental teacher education programs
have been successfully based on rigorous
academic requirements (e.g., Andrew,
1983) and integrated with a research
orientation (Egbert, 1984 and following
papers). It remains to be seen, however,
whether such innovations can be success-
fully applied to all education programs
and to all education students, assuming
that such programs in fact produce better
teachers. Given the rocky history of the
relation between academic research and
teaching practice (Clifford, 1973; Clif-
ford and Guthrie, 1988; Creemers,
1986), studies that address teacher ap-
titudes relevant to the theory-practice re-
lation, such as that of Matczynsky et al.,
make an important contribution to the
science and practice of teaching and
teacher education. Such research may
ultimately permit the development of
effective teacher education programs
appropriate to education students of
differing aptitudes.
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Is the reform of American education a truly national goal? How can we improve the
quality of American education if our tradition of local control gives us different answers
to reform questions? Has the time come for America to discard the antiquated principle
of local control and join other nations in setting uniform national standards? How can
we compete with others if we do not? What would be the costs and benefits of universal
standards? How high should such standards be set given our commitment to both
equity and excellence in American education? Can a pluralistic society be true to its
vision of democracy if it holds all groups and individuals to the same standards regard-
less of their legitimate differences? These are the sorts of questions addressed in this
symposium by a panel of nationally prominent educators.
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