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The Equal Opportunities Commission considers
it discriminatory deliberately to balance the
gender composition of schools or streams: “any
allocation made should be solely on the grounds
of ability”. In particular, where tests are used,
standardised scores should not be based on
separate sex norms.

Some LEA's appear to have concurred readily
with this view, while others have been more
reluctant. A particular instance of the latter is
where the existence of the same number of
places for boys and girls in grammar schoois has
led LEA's to use separate sex norms for tests,
leading to identical distributions of standardised
scores for each sex, but also, because girls tend
to have higher 11+ raw test scores, resuiting in
some girls being excluded from grammar
schools who had higher scores than some boys
who had been selected. The paper explores the
arguments which have been used to justify this
procedure, and the implications for assessment
in general, including public examinations.

Background

According to Wilby (1983), a then current court
case threatened the future of single-sex
grammar schools because an LEA was
operating separate sex norms for its 11+
selection tests. What was happening was that,
because girls obtained higher average scores
than boys but then had their scores adjusted
downwards to equalise the sex distributions,
some girls were being refused admission to
grammar school despite having higher raw
scores than some boys who had been selected.
Wilby points out that: “The case also has
implications for councils with mixed grammar
schools ... a single pass mark ... means that
girls get a disproportionate number of places
and many teachers feel the system is unfair to
boys because their early development lags
behind girls.”

The case was being brought by the parents of
the girl, with the backing of the Equal Opportunities
Commission (EQOC). The commission, in its
guidelines (1982) states that “any allocation made
(to schools or streams) should be solely on the
grounds of ability” (my italics) and that
separate sex norms should not be used. On

the face of things, if the Commission’s view is
upheld in law, it would seem clear that thts LEA
and others with similar practices, would be
obliged to aiter them, resulting in a higher
proportion of girls entering grammar schoals. In
the remainder of this paper | will examirte the
arguments which surround this issue and relate
them to some issues basic to testing and
selection.

Sex Differences

Several studies using tests similar to those
employed in 11+ selection (e.g. Douglas et al.
(1968), Yates & Pidgeon (1957), Fogeiman et al.
(1978)) have found similar patterns of sex
differences at- the age of 11 years. Broadly
speaking, for achievement in Mathematics and
Reading the average differences are small, while
for both verbal and non-verbal reasoning tests
the girls have higher average scores than boys.
By the age of 16 years the boys show distinctly
higher mean scores for Mathematics and
Reading but the giris retain their higher mean
score on the reasoning tests.

Such findings, of course, are specific to the tests
used and an immediate issue is whether, in
some way, existing tests are ‘biased’. Pidgeon
(personal communication) reports an item
analysis for two reading tests, one of which
slightly favoured boys while the other slightly
favoured girls. He concluded that these
differences were due to a different balance of
items favouring one or other sex and that
appropriate selection of items could have
yielded a test with any desired bias towards
either sex; moreover that relative changes with
age could also be manipulated.

It would be interesting to speculate on how
existing tests have come to exhibit these
differences, and whether test constructors have,
in some way, built in particular sex biases as a
result of their procedures. There is certainly
evidence of how current cuitural assumptions
and expectations did influence test construction
historically (Gould, 1981). Given the manner in
which many new tests are validated by requiring
them to correlate highly with existing tests, the
persistence of historical biases is unsurprising.
Nevertheless, the existence of the possibility of
designing tests tailored to favour one sex, raises
a number of problems directly relevant to the
EOC judgement. indeed, we may apply the
same arguments to any identifiable groups, such
as black and white children or those from
different social groups, and there have been
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attempts in the USA, for example, to devise
tests which favour Blacks over Whites. It is worth
noticing that this kind of manipulation of test
items is quite different from procedures, as used
at Educational Testing Services and elsewnere,
aimed at producing sex and race-fair tests by
eliminating negative stereotypes, derogatory
references, etc. Even following such
procedures, tests are still open to manipulation. |
shall return to this issue after considering the
principal arguments advanced in support of
separate sex norms on the basis of existing
testing using verbal or non-verbal reasoning
tests.

Separate Sex Norms

Advocates of separate sex norms in selection
argue that the relative superiority of girls over
boys at the age of 11 dimirishes or is reversed
by 16, and is due to the earlier ‘maturity’ of girls.
Thus, since this advantage is a temporary
phenomenon, it should be allowed for and this is
most conveniently done by selecting equal
numbers of girls and boys. There are, however,
a number of difficulties with this argument.

First, while the sex difference does change over
time to favour boys in achievement tests, it
appears not to do so for verbal and non-verbat
reasoning tests. Since the latter are often the
principal tests used in selection the maturity
argument would seem to have little support.
Secondly, there is no real educational
justification given for seiacting equal numbers of
boys and girls. if we are to base an ‘adjustment’
on subsequent performance then, depending on
the assessment used, this would not lead in
general to equal proportions.  Thirdly,
subsequent performance is an unreliable guide,
influenced as it is by the selection nrocess itself,
or by such factors as sex stereotyping and
differential subject choice. Adams (1984), on the
basis of a large scale study in Australia,
concluded that “airect sex differences were
found to be shight. This indicated that biological

differences might be of relatively little
importance n comparison with the more
powerful societal and attitudinal factors”.

Fourthly, the idea of ‘maturity’ is borrowed from
physical maturity, where in terms of bone
maturity and size, girls are ahead of boys at the
age of 11. As Tanner (1963) points out,
however, measures of intellectual maturity are
not available so that the analogy with physical
development is improper. The only practical
operationalisation of the term ‘maturity’ is with
reference to changing performance differences
over time, and there is no reason why these
should be ascribed to some ‘innate’ difference
between the sexes rather than, say, to factors
operating within schools or society. In fact, the
typical justification for the use of verbal and non-
verbal selection tests is redolent of the old and

largely discrecited view that IQ and reasoning’

tests in generat reflect innate and unchanging
abilities; a view ‘which accords with the lack ot
change in the sex difference during the
secondary schcot period, but which then hardly
allows such tess to be used as measures of
relative matunity. Finally, if one does accept the
maturity argument, it is pertinent to ask why one
should be content with adjusting only for sex
differences. Thus. for example, as the number of
other children ‘n a child’s household increases
there is a relzcve decrease in reading and
mathematics test scores between 11 and 16
years (Fogelman et al., 1978). It would seem
quite plausible o arque that children from large
households maz_re earlier and that this should
be compensaiad for by using separate

‘househoid size’ norms. No-one seems
seriously to n"ave suggested this for 11+
selection althcegh  in the  context  of

compensating fcr disadvantage, the issue may
be very relevant

In short, the rmzjor arguments in support of
separate sex ncrms for 11+ selection have no
sound rational justification and continued
existence of the cractice therefore would have to
be justified on cciitcal and social grounds.

Conclusions -
The wording of “~e EOC guidelines quoted in the
introduction  zssumes that ‘ability’ (or
attainment, or zchievement) is theoretically
recognisable arcd empirically measurable. Both
these assumptcrs, however, are tenuous, but
they raise the ir-eresting question of whether it
IS legitimate o formulate a theoretical
description of zchievement which explicitly
includes a sex difference or a difference
between recogr sable groups in generai. Such a
difference mign: ~volve the whole distribution of
achievement sccres or grades rather than
simply a mean 2 “erence.

We can see tha: —ere may be a legitimacy if we
try to imagine =z ‘crmulation which requires no
differences at au. “or this would then be making
the assumptior of equivalence between ali
groups. It seerms therefore that some notion of
expected or ces.red group differences (even if
these are zerci s 2 necessary component of any
theoretical mccei. Given such a choice, the
problem beccr=s one of deciding which value
system should z2ermine the choice and how to
deal with argur—zn's such as those concerning
compensation ‘Z¢ disadvantage in admission to
schools, higher =Cucation, employment and so
forth.

In the UK this cezz:e has not been as obvious as
in the USA, but e issues remain. For example,
if an LEA wisr=a to comply strictly with EOC
guidelines it snc.'d have little difficulty in finding
somebody to crz2uce a test for it which resulted
in equal meen scores for boys and girls, so
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having the same practical result as using
separate sex norms but without falling foul of the
law. Likewise, there seems to have been a
movement in recent years by the public exam
boards towards multiple choice questions. Yet
there is evidence that such questions tend to
favour boys as against girls (Murphy, 1982), so
that this policy by the boards might be said to
discriminate against girls, although the boards’
motivations are, for example, financial rather
than sexist.

If we accept that equality of outcome is both
legitimate and desirable and so wished to have
an exam which produced equal score or grade
distributions for boys and girls, then we might
well be able to achieve this by careful choice of
question format, content etc. There are, of
course, considerable difficulties in the way of
achieving such an end, one being that entry
rates for different exams differ markedly.
Nevertheless, the resulting examinations might
do much to encourage the sexes to participate
more equally in certain subjects and the
resulting effects on teaching and curriculum
would be a rather interesting example of an
assessment led pedagogy. As suggested
earlier, gender is not the only characteristic one
might wish to treat in this way, although it may
well be easier and more socially acceptable to
promote equality of assessment for the sexes
than, say, for different social or ethnic groups.
Yet, even after carrying through a procedure to
eliminate, say, ethnic differences in order to
equalise achievement, and even if this were
technically feasible, it is somewhat difficult to
imagine a consensus of agreement on the
desirability, of course, attempts of this kind are
anyway predicated upon the ‘equality of outcome’
assumption and there is a great deal of
ideological discussion to be had on that issue.
Needless to say, these arguments are equally
relevant to current developments in assessment
such as graded testing, and given the early
stage of development of these initiatives it might
be appropriate for those concerned to give
some thought to the problems.

If we relinquish the notion of verbal and non
verbal tests as measuring some kind of
‘permanent’ or ‘innate’ quality  which
achievement tests do not, there is no good
reason why the latter alone should not be used
for 11+ selection. In this case the girls would not
in general surpass the boys. In fact, it would not
be too difficult for an LEA which wanted to do so,
to provide a coherent ‘educational’ rationale for
using as selection instruments a collection of
existing tests to produce any desired balance of
the sexes. It would be an interesting point of law
as to whether such a procedure would be
considered inadmissible under the Act. In

reality, of course, there are no choices which are
purely ‘educational’ set outside of a socio-
cultural context. Cuitural assumptions and
expectations, organisational constraints and
explicit ideologies all play a part in the
measurement of achievement, and in inferring
individual potential. Whenever selection occurs,
such factors will influence the relative ‘success’
of certain groups over others, and there is stilt a
great deal to be learnt about this.

As far as the 11+ is concerned, one resolution is
to abolish selection at that age. and insofar as
this would resolve some of the difficulties, it
constitutes another argument in favour of
comprehensive secondary schooling. The
general issue, however, will not go away as
easily so long as selection remains important
elsewhere in the educational system, and the
EOC might usefully turn its attention, for
example, to the examination bodies. Thus, the
apparent fairness and simplicity of the EOC
guidelines advising against the use of separate
sex norms for selection, hides a much more
complicated and difficult problem. Mere paper
compliance with the guidelines is no guarantee
of effective change of practice at the age of 11 or
at other stages of the educational system.
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