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A Letter From Kurt Landgraf

Education is life’s great equalizer. It can enrich more than money, open more doors than 

fame, and transport a person beyond any known boundary. In this issue of ETS Innovations, 

we look at how education has become the true global passport.

Our lead story examines how globalization is driving demand among governments,  

businesses and individuals for improved education systems and for ways to measure  

academic achievement and workplace skills.

Elsewhere, we look at English as the lingua franca of global commerce and education,  

and how English-language teachers throughout the world are improving their classroom 

practice through a dynamic ETS professional development workshop called Propell™.   

Propell Workshops focus on the practical communication skills assessed by ETS’s TOEFL® test, 

the world’s most widely used measurement of English-language proficiency.

If globalization has placed a premium on human capital, then literacy skills have  

become priceless commodities critical to the economic and social development  

of nations. As we discuss here, ETS’s Center for Global Assessment is helping  

nations use large-scale assessments to better understand the skill profiles  

of their citizens.

This issue of ETS Innovations also features an essay by Iván Silva, an English-

language professor at the University of Chile, on the use of standardized 

assessments in Chile’s higher-education system. Professor Silva, the Chief 

of Staff for the Academic Vicerector of the University of Chile, focuses on 

issues of test fairness, an ongoing concern of those who develop, deliver, 

score and use tests and test results.

As these articles illustrate, our mission at ETS is to support learning 

around the world. Given that education is the foundation for human 

growth, it is a mission we are proud to pursue.

Regards,

Kurt M. Landgraf

President and CEO
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Let us know what you think about  
ETS Innovations, including ideas and issues you’d like 

to see explored in these pages. Send our  
editors a note at 

InnovationsMailbox@ets.org

In the meantime, please visit the ETS website at  
www.ets.org.
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When ETS Senior Vice  

President Paul A. Ramsey  

telephones global colleagues 

while traveling on business,  

it sometimes takes him a  

few seconds to determine  

what time zone he’s calling. 

But that’s life when you  

travel the world overseeing  

a global business division that 

operates in nearly every time 

zone on earth.

are portable across national borders and 
among employers, to customized solutions 
that meet a specific client’s specific needs.

Why it matters

Education and skills matter. Research has 
linked higher levels of both to higher per 
capita earnings and family income, better 
health, greater civic participation, and 
reductions in crime and child poverty.

The National Center for Education Statistics 
of the U.S. Department of Education recently 
studied the link between educational attain-
ment and workforce participation among 
seven industrialized economies — Canada, 
France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the United 
Kingdom and the United States. It found that 
labor rates increase with education, and that 
education and skills provide individuals with 
a financial benefit.

Nations benefit, too. According to a 2003 
report from the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development, countries 
with a higher national income or gross 
domestic product tend to do better than 
others on a scale combining test scores in 
reading, math and science literacy.

�
A World of Assessment:
In the Global Marketplace,  
Education and Skills Are 
Passports to Success

Girls attend class at a government school in Doha, Qatar.s

As Ramsey says, “You don’t always know  
exactly what time it is in Hyderabad or 
Berlin when you’re calling from Santiago, 
Amman or Beijing. But in the global  
marketplace, that uncertainty comes with 
the territory, quite literally.”

For Ramsey and ETS, that territory is growing 
ever wider as globalization drives demand 
among countries, businesses, government 
ministries and individuals for improved 
education systems, tools and services, and 
ways to measure academic achievement and 
workplace skills.

“The education-reform movement that we 
have been experiencing in the United States 
is very much part of a global trend,” says 
Ramsey. “Education and business leaders 
around the world are searching for ways to 
determine what their students and employ-
ees know and can do; the former need to 
know whether the latter can compete in this 
very dynamic global marketplace.”

It is that need to know, Ramsey says, that 
is behind the rising interest in high-quality 
assessments — from standardized tests like 
ETS’s TOEFL® and TOEIC® tests, whose scores 
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“For policymakers and employers, the first 
step in leveraging this link between educa-
tion and skills on the one hand and individual 
and national success on the other is deter-
mining what their citizens and employees 
know and can do,” says Ramsey. “That is where 
large-scale assessments come in.”

Standardized assessments

If business, commerce and education are 
becoming more global, then English is the 
language of both the marketplace and  
the classroom.

“In India alone, 350 million people speak 
or understand English,” says Bhaskar Pant, 
the Singapore-based Managing Director 
of Asia Pacific Operations for ETS Global BV, 
ETS’s wholly owned global subsidiary. “That’s 
greater than the entire population of the 
United States.”

The prevalence of English is illustrated by 
the growth in the TOEIC® test, which is used 
by academic institutions, companies and 
government agencies around the world to 
measure the English-language proficiency of 
nonnative speakers of English, particularly in 
business environments.

In South Korea, for example, 125 TOEIC tests 
were administered in 1980. By 1990, the 
number rose to 100,000 — and to 1.8 million 
in 2006. 

“That is an astonishing pace of growth,  
and one that is mirrored in Japan and that  
is beginning to show in other parts of  
the Asia-Pacific region,” says Pant. “And it 
coincides with economic growth, which tells 
you something about the economic value of 
English-language skills.”

Starting early

Enghan Tan sees the same dynamic from his 
post in Beijing, where he is the Country  
Manager for ETS Global BV’s China office.  
“English is a mandatory subject for China’s 
primary school students, and people begin 
to learn English from a very young age — as 
young as two years old,”  Tan says.

The TOEIC test is one of the most well-known 
standardized assessments. Another is ETS’s 

TOEFL® test, which assesses test takers’ ability 
to read, write, listen and speak English in  
academic settings. ETS recently redesigned 
the TOEFL test to integrate those four basic 
communication skills and to deliver the 
test over the Internet. The new test is called 
TOEFL® iBT, for Internet-based test.

Test-score portability

Philippe Grosskost, Managing Director of 
ETS Global BV’s Europe, Middle East and 
Africa (EMEA) Division, notes that standard-
ized assessments like the TOEIC and TOEFL 
tests are particularly valuable to test takers 
and score users precisely because of their 
standardization.

“Scores on the TOEIC and TOEFL tests mean 
exactly the same thing regardless of whether 
the test was taken in Indonesia, Argentina, 
Hungary or Egypt,” Grosskost says.

“That makes test scores ‘portable’ from coun-
try to country and workplace to workplace, 
which broadens a test taker’s opportunities 
because that person’s skills are demonstrably 
portable throughout the world,” he says.

It also broadens an employer’s labor pool. 
“An employer in London, for example, can 

consider an applicant from Warsaw or  
Mumbai and compare his or her English- 
language proficiency directly and with  
assurance,” Grosskost says.

One of the ways ETS ensures test-score 
comparability and portability is by “mapping” 
scores to the standards set forth in the  
Common European Framework of Reference 
for Languages: Learning, Teaching,  
Assessment. The CEFR, as it is called, specifies 
the knowledge, skills and level of proficiency 
that learners of European languages, includ-
ing English, are expected to demonstrate in 
order to communicate effectively.

The ETS Global BV-EMEA Division recently 

conducted a standard-setting study in Berlin 

to map TOEFL iBT, TOEIC and TOEIC Bridge™ 

test scores to the Common European  

Framework of Reference and identify the  

minimum scores corresponding to each  

level of the Framework.

“The mapping that was done clarifies  

the score meaning, which should assist 

educators in identifying students’ language-

development needs and appropriate  

instructional steps,” says Grosskost. 

Marie Claire Noonan is the Director of Qatar projects for ETS.s
photo by Dennis Hayden
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ment of competence for India’s IT and ITES 
industries to measure candidates’ readiness 
for the workplace.

“The IT and IT services industries in India are 
growing at the rate of 300 to 400 percent  
every year,” says Francis Gomes, Director of 
ETS Educational Services (India). “There’s a 
great need for human capital and a way 
to assess skills and knowledge, particularly 
in such areas as language proficiency and 
analytical and quantitative reasoning.”

Assessments for public safety

Canada’s civil aviation authority, Transport 
Canada, has also looked to an ETS sub-
sidiary for a customized skills assessment. 
Educational Testing Service Canada Inc., 
with offices in Kingston, Ontario, and Laval, 
Québec, has developed aviation-language 
proficiency tests for pilot licensing.

The tests, in English and French, assess oral 
proficiency in the context of the specialized 
terminology used in the aviation industry. 
ETS Canada was responsible for test devel-
opment and training in the administration 
and scoring of the tests.

“The International Civil Aviation Organization 
is requiring that pilots and air traffic control-
lers worldwide meet English-language  
standards by 2008,” says Doug Ronson,  
President of ETS Canada. 

“These tests are part of Canada’s response 
to that requirement, which aims to ensure 
aviation safety, so we’re thrilled to be able to 
contribute to this public good,” Ronson says.

High-quality, research-based large-scale 
assessments are a core competency for ETS, 
says ETS President and CEO Kurt M. Landgraf. 
“They are also core to our mission, which is 
to advance quality and equity in education 
for all learners worldwide.”

“This is complex, demanding, often time-
consuming work,” Landgraf says. “But it is of 
fundamental importance. Education and 
skills have never been more important to 
individuals and nations, and assessments  
are an essential part of improving teaching 
and learning.”

Customizing to meet clients’ needs

Increasingly, government ministries, academic 
institutions, and business and industry are 
turning to ETS for customized assessment so-
lutions designed to meet their specific needs.

Meeting customers’ needs and maintain-
ing high quality are fundamental concerns 
in designing, developing and delivering 
products and services. At ETS and ETS Global 
BV, all products and services must meet their 
intended purpose for their intended users.

On the basis of client requirements, solutions 
combine ETS’s core capabilities with elements 
of the company’s product portfolio, including:

• large-scale assessments

• customized testing

• operational outsourcing

• consultancy and technical assistance

• research cooperation

• instructional products and services

World-class assessments

In the academic area, a good example of 
large-scale assessment development is ETS 
Global’s work for the Supreme Education 
Council in Qatar.

“One of Qatar’s goals is to bring the country’s 
education system in line with international 
standards,” says Marie Claire Noonan, Director 
of Qatar projects for ETS. “We’ve worked with 
education leaders to design a world-class 
assessment program to help them to  
accomplish that.”

The project involves developing and scoring 
English- and Arabic-language subject tests 
for the Qatar Comprehensive Educational 
Assessment, or QCEA. The QCEA is a set 
of standardized tests that gauges student 
achievement against national curriculum 
standards. Students in grades 4 through 11 
in independent schools take the test at the  
end of the school year.

An academically oriented project involving 
operational outsourcing is ETS Global BV’s 
collaboration with the United Kingdom’s 
National Assessment Agency, or NAA. ETS 
Global BV supplies test-operation services on 

constructed-response tests in math, science 
and English for 1.2 million students ages 11 
and 14. Constructed-response tests require 
the test taker to provide an answer rather 
than recognize the correct answer from a list, 
as with multiple-choice questions.

ETS is also working with the Azerbaijan State 
Student Admission Commission (SSAC) on 
customized university entrance examina-
tions. In 2006, a team of ETS experts traveled 
to Baku, the Azerbaijan capital,  to evaluate 
the current exam on site and to design an 
improvement plan. The ETS team presented 
its findings and recommendations to  
political leaders and education and funding 
agencies in Baku.

Team members returned to Baku to help 
SSAC implement the plan. They also con-
ducted workshops in test development, 
score equating and scaling, and cut score 
methodology. The team worked with SSAC 
staff to design and conduct studies recom-
mended in the action plan. Team members 
will also participate in a symposium at the 
International Association for Educational  
Assessment conference in Baku in  
September to describe the evaluation  
process and results.

Meeting the needs of businesses

In business and industry, ETS Global’s work 
typically involves measuring individuals’ 
workplace skills. An example is ETS’s  
collaboration with India’s IT and IT Enabled 
Services (ITES) industries. ETS and ETS 
Educational Services (India) Pvt. Ltd., the 
Hyderabad-based ETS Global BV subsidiary, 
are developing and delivering an assess-

There’s a great need 
for human capital 

and a way to assess 
skills and knowledge.
Francis Gomes, ETS Educational Services (India)
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In Brazil, some 16 million K-12 

students are learning English.  

In Japan, where English is  

mandatory at the junior high 

and high school levels, nearly 14 

million students in kindergarten 

through college are in English-

language classes. And in Turkey, 

where high school students  

are required to select a foreign  

language, more than 95 percent 

choose English.

In an era in which technology, commerce 

and intellectual exchange transcend national 

borders, English has become the new global 

lingua franca — the common language in 

which people from different countries and 

cultures communicate.

“We all live and work in an extremely com-

petitive global economy in which English- 

language skills are a form of currency,” says 

Paul A. Ramsey, the Senior Vice President 

of ETS’s Global Division. “English-language 

proficiency is not merely a competitive ‘edge.’  

It is a baseline skill without which one cannot 

hope to begin to compete, let alone succeed.”

So pervasive is English that within a few 

years, as many as two billion people could be 

learning English simultaneously, according 

to a recent report by the British Council titled 

“English Next.” As the report puts it, “Nearly a 
third of the world population will be trying to 
learn English at the same time.”

Others estimate that the number of people 
speaking English as a second language will 
exceed the number of native speakers.

“This trend is evident in so many places and 
in so many ways,” adds Ramsey. “You see it in 
higher education, where universities compete 
for English-speaking students and scholars, 
and students and scholars compete for places 
in English-speaking institutions. You see it 
among multinational businesses that serve 
clients regardless of nationality or national 
language. You even see it in global sporting 
events like the Olympics.”

In fact, China’s International Regatta Organiz-
ing Committee used ETS’s TOEIC® test to help 

Propell™ Workshops Give Teachers a Boost  
Workshops Complement the TOEFL® Test’s Integrated Approach to English-Language Skills 

ETS’s Propell Workshops  
help English-language teachers 
throughout the world, including 
these Cambodian educators, improve 
their classroom practice through 
interactive learning exercises.

s
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select volunteers to assist people attending 
the August 2007 sailing competition in  
Qingdao. Institutions, companies and gov-
ernment agencies worldwide use the TOEIC 
test to measure the English-language skills of 
nonnative speakers of English.

Focus on practical skills

The focus on practical communication skills 
reflects an important development in Eng-
lish-language learning: what matters most 
today is not how much English someone has 
learned, but how well he or she can use the 
language to listen, speak, write and read in 
everyday circumstances.

“People need to be able to integrate those 
four language skills,” says Ramsey. “That’s  
especially true in the classroom, where  
students need to read textbooks, listen to  
lectures, give presentations, and write reports.”

In that context, it’s not just students who 
need high-level skills. So do their English-
language teachers. One way the teachers 
are learning is through a comprehensive 
professional development program designed 
by ETS called the Propell Workshop. 

The Propell Workshop is an outgrowth of 
teacher professional development work-
shops ETS developed a year in advance 
of the anticipated rollout of TOEFL® iBT, or 
Internet-based test, in fall 2005. The one-day 
workshop is led by an expert trainer. The 
trainer guides teachers through an interac-
tive, hands-on, classroom-oriented learning 
program that helps them understand and 
use new approaches in their English- 
language classrooms.

More than just facts

The workshop materials, which can be 
customized to meet local needs, include a 
detailed explanation of TOEFL iBT, classroom 
learning objectives, learning strategies, an 
explanation of the TOEFL iBT scoring rubrics, 
and templates to help teachers create their 
own classroom activities.

“English is more than a canon of knowledge 
to be learned,” says ETS Assessment Specialist 

Emilie Pooler, a TOEFL iBT test designer and 
experienced ESL teacher who has con-
ducted workshops in Japan, Korea, Thailand, 
Vietnam and Cambodia.

“You can’t just memorize a list of grammar 
rules and be prepared to answer questions 
on a grammar test,” Pooler says. “You have to 
be able to use that grammar in speaking, use 
that grammar in writing, and use that gram-
mar to communicate and to complete tasks 
successfully. That’s the approach we take in 
the Propell Workshop.”

Adds fellow ETS Assessment Specialist and 
Propell Workshop leader Susan Hines, “The 
workshops give teachers an opportunity to 
think not just in terms of a TOEFL test that 
gets taken twice a year, but in terms of what 
teachers can do in their classrooms every 
day to help their students learn.” Hines, an 
experienced ESL teacher and test developer 
who has led workshops in Taiwan, China, 
and the United States, says teachers who 
take the workshops frequently make the 
same point.

A new approach

By stressing the interactive, integrated 
nature of language, the workshops encour-
age different approaches to teaching. That, 
says Hines, is a departure from a commonly 

used approach in which a teacher stands 
at the front of a large lecture hall in which 
hundreds of students sit passively. The 
workshops are limited to 50 participants.

Key to the Propell approach is that the 
workshop, test preparation, and practical 
language skills reinforce one another.

“The learning objectives for the classroom 
help prepare students for an English- 
language academic setting, as well as for 
success on the test, while the test stresses 
the skills needed for success in academic 
settings,” says Trina Duke, a Group Leader in 
ETS’s English Language Learning Assessment 
area and a Propell Workshop leader.

Teachers appreciate the communicative  
approach to language teaching, say  
those who participated in recent Propell 
Workshops in Beijing, Shanghai and  
Chengdu, China. Many remarked that the 
TOEFL iBT is worth studying for because it is 
aligned with the same language skills that 
are required for success in the real world.

“The materials used in the workshop were 
well-developed,” says Yin Qin, a teacher from 
Shanghai. “The TOEFL iBT promotes an  
understanding of assessment for learning. “

Adds Fang Wang of Shanghai, “I will prepare 
my students to learn to use English, not just 
to be tested.”

Linda Reitzel

Members of ETS’s Propell Workshop team. Left to right, Pablo Garcia Gomez, Emilie Pooler,  
Terry Cryan and Susan Hines.
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Globalization. Google the term 
and results will include a list  
of almost 27 million hits. 
Search on Amazon.com and 
find more than 42,000 books 
with the term in their titles. 
While the precise definitions 
of globalization may vary, the 
growing worldwide integra-
tion of capital, labor, goods and 
ideas is an ever-increasing focus 
of politicians, economists,  
educators and policymakers.

One result of globalization is the growing 
importance of human capital as a critical 
component of the economic and social  
development of nations. As Harvard  
University economist David E. Bloom notes, 
“Globalization is changing the basis of the 
world economy from industry to knowledge.”

ETS’s Center for Global Assessment has been 
focusing on the study of one foundational 
aspect of human capital — the general 
literacy skills of citizens in developed and 
developing countries around the world.

“Countries everywhere understand that the 
world is undergoing significant changes,” 
says Irwin Kirsch, the center’s Senior 
Research Director. “As a result, they have 
become increasingly interested in making 
investments in large-scale assessments as a 
way to better understand the skill profiles of 
their citizens and how they compare with 
those in other countries.”

To serve this growing interest, ETS has  
partnered with organizations including 
Statistics Canada, the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) and the UNESCO Institute for  
Statistics to develop and deliver interna-

tional comparative surveys examining the 
general literacy skills of adults. Each survey 
is designed to provide participating coun-
tries with information about the literacy and 
numeracy skills of their adult populations.

Measuring critical skills

Prior to the availability of these large-scale 
adult surveys, economists and policymakers 
used educational attainment as a proxy for 
skills. What the large-scale surveys provide 
are direct measures of critical skills, allowing 
researchers to investigate how these skills 
relate to economic and social outcomes 
within and across countries.

“The surveys provide unique information 
that allows policymakers and educators to 
compare and assess the performance of 
education systems in their own countries 
and among other countries, and identify 
strategies to improve achievement and 
performance,” Kirsch says.  

ETS’s involvement with large-scale interna-
tional literacy assessments began with the 
International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS). 
Conducted with Statistics Canada, IALS was 
the first international assessment of adult 

Global Literacy, 
     Global Commodity
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Statistical issues related to comparability 
are also paramount in international  
large-scale assessments, notes Yamamoto, 
Deputy Director of the Center for  
Global Assessment.

“The design of these studies must  
allow individuals and organizations using 
the data to make valid inferences about 
the performance of subpopulations in a 
country and populations across countries, 
as well as to look at performance over time 
and, most recently, to compare paper-and- 
pencil versus computer delivery modes,” 
Yamamoto says.

In many ways, ETS’s work in the area of 
large-scale international literacy assess-
ments reflects the integrative nature of 
globalization. These projects allow ETS to 
share expertise developed over 20 years 
of conducting large-scale literacy assess-
ments. In turn, specialists in participating 
countries lend their expertise and insights 
to their particular needs and challenges.

“The surveys extend ETS’s knowledge  
and capabilities in both design and imple-
mentation,”  Kirsch adds. “Equally significant 
is the fact that the process of designing, 
developing and delivering these assess-
ments builds within-country capacities in 
measuring literacy.”  

 literacy skills. Successive waves of IALS, 
which was initiated as a seven-country effort 
in 1994, have expanded the total number of 
participating countries to more than 20.

A second large-scale assessment, the Adult 
Literacy and Lifeskills (ALL) Survey, was 
undertaken in 2003 and was built on the 
foundation of the IALS in both design and 
methodology. A joint project of the gov-
ernment of Canada, the National Center 
for Education Statistics and the OECD, this 
assessment expanded what was measured 
beyond literacy to include numeracy and 
problem solving.

LAMP illuminates learning

The Global Assessment Center’s most  
recent project has been the Literacy  
Assessment and Monitoring Programme 
(LAMP), an initiative designed by the  
UNESCO Institute for Statistics in coopera-
tion with various international agencies 
and technical experts. LAMP is in the  
process of developing and conducting  
a survey to measure literacy levels in  
developing countries. 

This test will mark the first time that an 
international survey will measure reading 
component skills, including decoding,  
vocabulary and fluency, to better under-
stand the strengths and weaknesses of 
those with basic literacy skills.

Kirsch and Global Assessment Center 
researchers Julie Eastland, Kelly Bruce,  
Kentaro Yamamoto and Mary Lou  
Lennon have assisted with the assessment 
design, conducted training sessions to 
help develop in-country capacity to write 
and select test questions, and provided 
feedback about materials as they have 
been developed. 

A cornerstone of these large-scale surveys 
is the creation of literacy profiles that can 
be compared across national, linguistic 
and cultural boundaries. Meeting the goal 
of comparability presents both challenges 
and opportunities for ETS in such areas as 
translation and adaptation, scoring, scaling, 
and analyses of results. 

“The translation and adaptation process 
poses particular challenges in studies such 
as these, given the range of languages and 
cultures encompassed by participating 
countries,” says Eastland, the Global  
Assessment Center’s Program Administrator.

Accommodating differences

“Over the years, we have been able to 
develop and refine sets of procedures that 
help in-country experts adapt assessment 
materials so they are appropriate for use 
in a variety of languages and cultures, but 
still maintain the statistical comparabil-
ity needed in these large-scale surveys,” 
Eastland says.

Developing comparable assessments of 
reading component skills is challenging 
because of the differing nature of the 
languages included in these international 
assessments. As Senior Research Associate 
Bruce explains, “We’re working with  
languages that use different scripts and 
rules to represent their sounds, so a  
component that is crucial to reading  
acquisition in one language may be of 
lesser importance in another.”

To accommodate such differences, design-
ers must work closely with participating 
countries when developing this portion of 
the assessment.   

ETS Center for Global Assessment 
Research Projects 

Literacy Assessment and Monitoring Programme (LAMP)

LAMP is a large-scale household survey designed to measure literacy levels of 
the adult populations in developing countries. Areas measured in LAMP  
include prose and document literacy, numeracy, and reading component skills.

Participating countries: El Salvador, Kenya, Mongolia, Morocco, Niger,  
Palestinian Autonomous Territories

Adult Literacy and Lifeskills (ALL)

ALL is a large-scale international comparative study designed to provide  
participating countries with information about the skills of their adult  
populations. Areas measured in ALL include prose and document literacy, 
numeracy, and problem solving/analytical reasoning.

Participating countries: Australia, Bermuda, Canada, Hungary, Italy,  
Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, South Korea, Switzerland, United States

http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/all/index.asp
http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/all/index.asp
http://www.uis.unesco.org/ev_en.php?ID=6409_201&ID2=DO_TOPIC
http://www.uis.unesco.org/ev_en.php?ID=6409_201&ID2=DO_TOPIC




subject-area mastery rather than aptitude or 
intelligence. He recommended that U.C. cam-
puses “move away from admission processes 
that use narrowly defined quantitative formu-
las and instead adopt procedures that look at 
applicants in a comprehensive, holistic way.”

The result in Chile was a major change in the 
higher-education admission test.

Consistent with recent changes in the SAT, 
Chilean university authorities decided to 
modify the PAA and ultimately replace it  
with a new test, the Prueba de Selección  
Universitaria (University Admission Test), 
or PSU. Like its predecessor, the new test 
included a language and a math section plus 
two additional subject tests: social sciences 
and science. 

This new test, however, focused more on sub-
ject matter than on aptitudes, and was based 
on high school contents taught in grades 9 
through12.

Record numbers

In December 2003, about 160,000 students 

took the new PSU. The number of test takers 

rose to a record of 242,000 students in  

December 2006. In the meantime, the  

Chilean higher-education system also 

changed: the eight original universities 

of 1967 became 25 different institutions 

grouped together in the Rectors Council, an 

organization similar to the College Board in 

the United States. 

In addition, several private institutions  

offering new higher-education opportunities 

also emerged. At present, there are 38 new 

private universities and nearly 50 professional 

institutes in the country.

It should be noted that the 25 member  

universities of the Chilean Rectors Council 

had long before agreed to carry out an 

integrated application and admission process, 

using first the PAA and later the PSU scores 

to fill their first-year slots in combination with 

high school grades and, in some cases,  

special abilities tests for some career and 

study programs. 

In 2006, class rank of students coming from 
public schools was also used as an experi-
mental approach to fill a limited number of 
freshman places. The remaining Chilean  
higher-education institutions use PSU scores 
as a referential factor in their entrance pro-
cedures, but they do not participate in the 
integrated selection and admission process 
used by the university members of the  
Rectors Council.

Socioeconomic factors

As Chile is a rather homogenous country in 
terms of ethnicity, the main fairness issues of 
the PSU and its predecessor, the PAA, have 
centered on the socioeconomic background 
of test takers and its impact on test results. 

These standardized tests have been consid-
ered by some critics to disadvantage students 
from low-income households and public 
schools, and to benefit affluent students from 
private schools, who can also afford coach-
ing schools and test preparation courses and 
who actually do better on the tests.

Studies by the Technical Committee of the 
PSU, a group of experts from the Rectors 
Council, seem to give some credit to these 
claims. In a study of the results of the PSU  
from 2004, 2005 and 2006, the Technical  
Committee found that “the differences in  
average scores obtained in the PSU by 
students coming from public versus private 
schools are a matter of constant concern  
in Chile.” 

In fact, in the math section of the test, the 
gap between the two groups is almost 
one standard deviation in favor of students 
from private schools, and slightly less in the 
language section. The gap figures are roughly 
the same as in the last application of the PAA, 
also included in the study. Similar results are 
obtained when the scores are related to the 
education levels of the students’ parents.

It is important to note that with regard to 
the gaps among students from different 
socioeconomic backgrounds, the same pat-
tern of test results is observed in a different 
standardized test applied to the same groups 
of students. 

Achievement gap similarities

The System of Measuring Educational  
Quality testing program, devised to appraise 
students’ achievement of the curriculum 
in fourth and 10th grades, shows the same 
achievement gap between students coming 
from public versus private schools in favor of 
the latter. This test is prepared and adminis-
tered by the Catholic University and commis-
sioned by the Chilean Ministry of Education.

If the two different testing programs report 
the same distribution of results in terms of the 
socioeconomic origin of the test takers, then 
it is questionable whether the differences are 
due to Differential Item Functioning (DIF) in 
the test items. It might well be the case that 
the test results are showing a structural and 
endemic difference in the quality of educa-
tion in public versus private schools. 

Public expenditure on education and distribution per level 

pre-primary

primary

secondary 

tertiary

Total gov expenditure
Expenditure on education as % of total 

39 

37 

15

9

18.5

Source: http://stats.uis.unesco.org/unesco/TableViewer/document.aspx?ReportId=121&IF_Language=eng&BR_Country=1520
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 Chile at a  
        Glance
Official name:

República de Chile (Republic of Chile)

Form of government:

Multiparty republic with two legislative 
houses (38-member Senate and  
120-member Chamber of Deputies)

Head of state and government:

President

Capital:

Santiago

Official language:

Spanish

Monetary unit:

peso (Ch$)

Population estimate:

16,436,000

Total area:
291,930 square miles/ 
756,096 square kilometers

Independence:
September 18, 1810 

Education and literacy:
• 54% of children are enrolled in  

pre-primary school

• 89% of girls and 90% of boys are in 
primary school

•  48% of the 
population of 
tertiary age is  
in tertiary  
education

•  95.7% of adults 
and 99% of 
youth are literate

If this is so, then the solution should involve 
taking affirmative actions toward the less  
socioeconomically favored students in 
regard to admission policies, rather than 
tampering with test scores. The issue is 
worthy of debate.

External evaluation of the PSU  
testing program

In 2004 the University of Chile, the institu-
tion in charge of the PSU, asked ETS to 
evaluate the PSU testing program. During 
a four-month period, a team of experts 
from ETS examined and analyzed different 
aspects of the testing program involving the 
development, preparation, administration 
and scoring of the PSU. The audit included 
two field visits, the last of which coincided 
with the annual official administration of the 
test in December 2004.

The evaluation followed the ETS Standards 
for Quality and Fairness 2002, and centered 
on issues of validity, reliability and use of the 
test scores. The ETS evaluation proved to be 
quite valuable, especially to the university 
department responsible for the develop-
ment and administration of the test. 

For example, since then, according to 
university officials, DIF analyses have been 
conducted as a regular procedure in order to 
quantify the real impact of the test items in 
the differences in scores reported for differ-
ent groups of test takers.

How test scores are used

In Chile, PSU scores are also used for pur-
poses other than university admission, as is 
the case elsewhere with standardized test 
results. In our country, for example, National 
Merit Scholarships are awarded annually to 
the top scorers on each section of the test; 
the state allocates extra financial resources to 
the institutions that capture the top 27,500 
scores of the PSU; and eligibility for financial 
aid is associated with the scores applicants 
get on the annual test.

One of ETS’s recommendations discouraged 
using PSU results for multiple purposes 
unless the test is validated for those uses.

However, some of the initiatives described 
above are established by law, so they will 
probably be with us for some time. 

All this represents quite a challenge for test 
administrators and makes the consequences 
even more important with regard to PSU test 
scores beyond just selection and admission 
to Chilean universities, thus adding to the 
importance of test fairness.

Taking different needs into account

In the Chilean experience, particularly in the 
case of the University of Chile, standardized 
admission tests have proved to be adequate 
predictors of success in higher education, 
especially when they are used with other  
objective information and criteria such as 
high school grades or class rank. 

In combination, these criteria provide  
useful information for admission policies and 
decisions. But the key issue is precisely that: 
The admissions policy that each particular 
university defines should take into account 
the different needs and characteristics of the 
students who apply, and they should provide 
answers according to their mission and goals.

Important questions

No doubt controversy will continue in 
Chile and elsewhere, focused roughly on 
similar issues. Is the test fair to all groups  
of test takers? Should socioeconomically  
less-favored students receive bonus 
scores? Should the test be centered more 
on curriculum than on aptitudes? Should 
we do away with standardized tests  
altogether? Can we afford to?

On this we will just have to agree with Prof. 
Rebecca Zwick of the Gevirtz Graduate 
School of Education at the University of 
California at Santa Barbara: “Tests — like any 
method of allocating scarce resources — will 
always be the subject of public scrutiny, and 
that is as it should be.”

_________________________________

Editor’s Note: ETS Innovations welcomes ideas 
for articles from outside writers. To propose an 
idea, e-mail InnovationsMailbox@ets.org.

Sources: Encyclopedia Britannica Online (http://www.britannica.com/nations/Chile);  
Chilean Government website (http://www.chileangovernment.gov.cl/index.php? 
option=com_content&task=view&id=58&Itemid=34); UNESCO Institute for  
Statistics (http://stats.uis.unesco.org/unesco/TableViewer/document.aspx? 
ReportId=121&IF_Language=eng&BR_Country=1520 ).
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ISSUES & ideas

Research  
Resource

Professional  
Opportunities

ETS operates a variety of internship,  
fellowship and visiting scholar programs 

appropriate for all career levels. One aim of 
these programs is to increase the number 
of women and underrepresented minority 

professionals conducting research in  
educational measurement and related fields. 
Registration for most programs opens in late 

October; others accept applications  
year-round. For more information, write to 

collegerelations@ets.org

Search the ETS Research Report Series 
Database Online. The ReSEARCHER data-

base contains abstracts for all the research 
reports in the ETS Research Report Series, 
which dates to 1948 and contains more 
than 3,000 entries. Many of the newer  

research reports are also available in PDF. 
The database is searchable by author, title, 
ETS research report number, publication 

year, key word, and text search.

http://search.ets.org/custres/

Large-Scale Assessment  
and Accommodations:  
What Works? (Cara Cahalan- 
Laitusis and Linda Cook, 
Eds., 2007) — This book is a 
compilation of presentations 

from a conference ETS co-sponsored with 
the College Board, Council for Exceptional 
Children, and National Institute for Urban 
School Improvement. It presents the most  
recent information on policy, research and 
the practice of accommodating students 
with disabilities in large-scale assessments in 
K-12 and beyond. Copies can be purchased 
from www.cec.sped.org.

Adult Education in America: 
A First Look at Results from 
the Adult Education Pro-
gram and Learner Surveys 
(Claudia Tamassia, Mary Lou 

Lennon, Kentaro Yamamoto and Irwin Kirsch, 
2007) — This report provides a comprehen-
sive picture of federally supported adult-
education activities in the United States. It 
also makes a case for examining the survey 
data within today’s economic landscape, 
where those with below-average skills find it 
increasingly difficult to earn above- 
average wages in a global economy. 
www.ets.org/adulteducationinamerica

ETS Policy Notes:  
Improving Quality and  
Equity in Education:  
Inspiring a New Century of 
Excellence in Teaching and 

Assessment (2007) — This issue of ETS 
Policy Notes provides highlights from an ETS 
conference on assessment that celebrated 
the centennial of The Carnegie Foundation 
for the Advancement of Teaching. 
 www.ets.org/cfat

Is Test Score Reliability 
Necessary? (Michael Walker, 
2007) — This paper explains 
why testing organizations 
place such an emphasis on 
maintaining high reliability on 

their test scores, why a measurement instru-
ment must be consistent in the information 
it gives, and why such an instrument needs 
to measure what it purports to measure.  
www.ets.org/testscorereliability

Linking and Aligning Scores 
and Scales (Neil Dorans,  
Mary Pommerich, and Paul  
Holland, Eds., 2007) — This 
book is an outgrowth of a 
recent ETS-organized confer-

ence that brought together several of the 
leading authorities involved with the practice 

of and theory behind relating test scores. In 
the book’s chapters, these experts define the 
different kinds of score linking and the infer-
ences that can be drawn from each type of 
score linkage. Published by Springer Science 
+ Business Media, LLC, the book is available 
for online ordering from leading book retail-
ers. www.springer.com

A Repair Kit for Grading:  
15 Fixes for Broken Grades  
(Ken O’Connor, 2007) — This 
book is a guide to educators 
on how to examine and  
improve their grading 

practices so the grades they give truly 
reflect what a student has actually learned. 
Examples of the 15 fixes include organizing 
performance evidence by standard, rather 
than lumping into a single grade; report 
absences or work submitted late separately 
from the grade; and using only summa-
tive evidence, rather than information from 
practice, to determine grades. http://www.
assessmentinst.com/ark-gnr-land.html

Science of Emotional  
Intelligence: Knowns and 
Unknowns (G. Matthews, M. 
Zeidner, and R. D. Roberts, Eds., 
2007) — Many articles have 
touted the potential usefulness 

of emotional intelligence in psychology, busi-
ness, education, the home, and workplace. 
Until now, there has not been a systematic 
synthesis that grounds emotional intelligence 
in contemporary theory and sorts scientific 
approaches from fads and pseudoscience. In 
this book edited by ETS researcher Richard 
Roberts and his collegues, experts from a 
variety of subdisciplines integrate recent 
research on intelligence and address a set of 
questions concerning theory, measures and 
applications. Published by Oxford University 
Press, the book is available from leading 
book retailers. http://www.us.oup.com/us/
catalog/general/subject/Psychology/Cognitive/
?view=usa&ci=9780195181890
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