
547Module 25: Standardized Tests and Scores

Validity can be compromised on standardized tests in many ways. Two commonly 
discussed issues related to validity are test fairness and test bias. The terms test fairness 
and test bias are sometimes used interchangeably, and both refer to judgments about test 
design and implementation. However, these two terms actually have distinct meanings and 
implications. Test fairness is the broader term, addressing the ethical issue of how to use 
tests appropriately (Gregory, 2013). Test fairness includes aspects of test bias, equal treat-
ment in the testing process, equal treatment of outcomes, and equal opportunities to learn 
the material presented on standardized achievement tests (American Educational Research 
Association, 2014). Test bias is some type of systemic error in a test score (American 
Educational Research Association, 2014) that may or may not be a function of cultural 
variations. The cultural test bias hypothesis states that standardized tests and testing pro-
cedures were designed in such a way as to have a built-in bias against groups categorized 
by some aspect such as gender, ethnicity, race, or socioeconomic status. The difference in 
group test scores is thought to be a result of the test itself and not of differences in actual 
group skill or ability. 

The classic example used to denote cultural test bias is the difference in average IQ 
scores among racial groups. The average IQ score of African Americans is about 1 SD  
(or 15 points) below the average score of Caucasians. When variations in socioeconomic 
status are controlled, African Americans’ average IQ score is .5 to.7 SD (or 7–10 IQ points) 
below that of Caucasians. Similarly, Hispanics score .5 SD below Caucasians, whereas Asian 
Americans score equal to or better than Caucasians on standard IQ tests. These average 
differences in test scores across racial groups are used as evidence to support the cultural test 
bias hypothesis.

Two problems become evident when average group differences are used as evidence of 
cultural test bias. First, because the construct being measured is an unobservable character-
istic (e.g., intelligence, achievement, mental ability) rather than an observable characteristic 
(e.g., weight, height), there is no way to substantiate that the average differences are not 
due to actual differences in intelligence or achievement rather than to cultural test bias 
(Reynolds et al., 2009). Second, test scores will vary more among individuals within the 
same group (within-group variability) than between two groups (between-group variability). 
Figure 25.5 depicts the normal distribution of scores for two groups. As you can see, the 
overlap between the two groups is quite large, suggesting that the between-group differences 
are not profound.

If the cultural test bias hypothesis cannot explain the average differences found 
between groups on standardized tests, what else might account for the disparities? One 
hypothesis ascribes the differences to genetics, but little theoretical or empirical evidence 
supports a connection between DNA and standardized test scores. The most likely expla-
nation is differences in environment. Minority students are more likely to be enrolled in 
lower SES school districts where the quality of instruction is lower, leading to actual ability 
differences among groups of students. For example, more White, middle-class kindergarten 

FIGURE 25.5	 Similarities Outweigh Differences. Comparing boys’ and girls’ 

math performance historically has found mean differences, but the overlap of scores 
between these two groups is quite great, emphasizing the enormous variability 
within groups, as opposed to between groups.
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