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A news report published in the -Ceylon News" last year stated that 
the Ministry of Higher Education was studying the question whether 
an aptitude test should be held to pick students to the Universities, if 
it was decided that an aptitude test was necessary, the report said, it 
would be given to students who had "qualified for entry to the universi­
ties on the results of the GCE A-Level examination. Gamlni Gunawarde-
na, now attached to the Graduate School of Business, University of 
Chicago, in this paper considers some issues related to the appropriate­
ness of such tests in Sri Lanka, the type of tests that may be considered, 
and some precautions to be taken in planning, designing, and adminis­
tering these tests. He also discusses some of. the experiences of scholastic, 
aptitude tests in countries such as the U.S.A. which are of immediate re­
levance to Sri Lanka, since a local expert committee was studying this 
question. 

Certain techniques for forecas­
t ing educational achievement were 
tried in Sri Lanka some t ime ago, 
a t least in two settings. Until upto 
the early sixties s tudents qualify­
ing in Science a t t h e University 
Entrance Examination were subjec­
ted to an interview before chan­

nelling them to the various b ran ­
ches of Science. These interviews 
were Intended to seek out informa­
tion on a student 's intelligence, 
personality, special abilities, and a t ­
t i tudes — all of which are consider­
ed components of apti tude. Apti­
tude tests of wri t ten form, pa t t e rn -
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ed after the Graduate Management. 
Admission Test (GMAT in U.S.A.), 
were also given around 1 9 7 1 to s tu­
dents seeking admission .to t h e 
Master's Degree programmes In 
Management a t Vidyodaya. This 
author was associated with the 
lat ter project. 

The concept of apt i tude testing 
has been studied and researched 
for over thir ty years in the Uni­
ted States as well as In many 
other countries. Problem areas still 
exist; but much has been clarified. 
The significant developments have 
been in the understanding of t h e 
basic nature of apti tude and its 
components, measuring apt i tude 
with tests, and the validity of l in­
king the test scores to future edu­
cational achievement. 

The definition of Aptitude t h a t 
has survived the test of t ime is t h e 
early ( 1 9 3 4 ) definition given in 

•Warren's Dictionary of Psychology. 
Warren defines apti tude as "a 
condition or set of characteristics 
regarded as symptomatic of an in­
dividual's ability to acquire with 
t ra ining some (usually specified) 
knowledge, skill, or set of respons­
es such as the ability to speak a 
language, to produce music, etc". 
This definition Is comprehensive 
and is consistent with the th inking 
of the present-day experts. I t should 
be noted t ha t apti tude is differen­
tiated from skill. Skill Is t h e ability 
to perform some task a t a given 
time. Aptitude is the ability to ac -
cmire skill under appropriate con­
ditions. In terms of our setting, th is 
means t h a t we are concerned with 
an individual's ability to acquire 
knowledge and skills demanded for 
specific curricula a t the university 
and not his knowledge of any spe­
cific subject mat ter . Many early 
apti tude tests which did not recog­
nize this fact have met with fai­
lure. Students who qualify a t the 
GCE A-Level would be assumed 
to have the basic knowledge in the 
relevant subjects. This exam, how­
ever, does not measure explicitly 
the ability to successfully acquire 
the knowledge and skills of any 
part icular university curriculum 
within the student 's field of study, 
e.g. Engineering, Electronics, Pure 
Scientific Research, Applied Scien­
ces or Science Teaching within the 
broad Physical Science area. In the 
past, it was not impossible for a 
s tudent who had the apti tude to be 
an excellent Physicist to enter t h e 
university for Engineering mainly 
because he had very good A-Level 
results. Similarly, some s tudents 

who were very keen to study En­
gineering, and probably had the 
apti tude to do well in such a p ro­
gramme of study, ended up study­
ing Physical Sciences and eventual­
ly becoming Science teachers, much 
against their wishes. I t could well 
be t h a t such cases were few and 
t h a t by and large the admissions 
policy based on A-Level results 
alone was successful. This is an 
area for detailed analysis by the 
committee studying the introduc­
tion of apti tude tests. 

If such a n analysis reveals t h a t 
a significant number of s tudents 
who were admitted to specific pro­
grammes on their A-Level results 
did not perform satisfactorily, some 
form of apt i tude testing would be 
helpful In the future to redirect 
such students to alternative pro­
grammes. A careful analysis of the 
type of tests t h a t should be con­
ducted, and the feasibility of suc­
cessfully preparing, test 'ng, con­
ducting and validating these 
tests is, of course, essential before 
making a decision in favour of 
apti tude tests. The rest of t h e 
paper will focus on some of these 
considerations. 

Research has still not been 
able to clarify the na ture of apt i ­
tude. In the absence of a clear 
knowledge of wha t i t is, i t is often 
referred to as a "condition" or " a 
set of characteristics". The charac­
teristics t h a t comprise apti tude are 
recognized to be intelligence, in te r ­
est, personality, special abilities and 
at t i tude. Perhaps it was for th is 
reason t h a t interviews were once 
chosen as the means of test ing 
aptitude. Interviews, if conducted 
systematically, provide a good set­
t ing to estimate some, but not all, 
of these characteristics. This 
method, however, suffers from many 
limitations, the main ones being 
the personal biases and the non-
uniformities inherent in it, espe­
cially when ' conducted by people 
who have not had training in in ­
terviewing techniques. Also, in ter ­
views yield impressions and not 
accurate tes t scores which could be 
later used for validation. I n most 
countries, interviews are now not 
used in testing educational apti­
tude al though the technique is com­
mon in personnel selection. The 
alternative preferred is some form 
of writ ten group test which a t ­
tempts to test two of the charac­
teristics: intelligence and special 
ability. Some tests, such as the 
well-known Stanford-Binet test , a t ­

tempts to measure general intelli­
gence. In our situation, however, 
we are concerned with the stu­
dent 's ability to perform academi­
cally. His ability to reason a t a 
high level, using abstractions can 
be very different from the kind of 
Intelligence t h a t he would need to 
conduct his affairs in everyday life. 
This fact is taken into account in 
many other educational apti tude 
tests such as the Scholastic Apti­
tude Test (SAT) sponsored by the 
(American) College Entrance Exa­
mination Board and conducted by 
the Educational Testing Service 
(ETS). SAT is composed of two 
par t s : mathemat ical and verbal. 
Separate p a r t scores and an ave­
rage score are made available. The 
Graduate Record Examination 
(GRE) is another form of test 
which has a general pa r t much 
like t h e SAT and special tests in 
several subject areas ( the s tudent 
choose one). The Graduate Mana­
gement Admissions Test (GMAT) 
used by graduate business program­
mes is also similar to SAT. Uni­
versities then use these scores 
during their admissions process. 
Two points must, however, be 
highlighted. First, the SAT score 
considered as acceptable differs 
among the large number of un i ­
versities in the USA. Second, the 
SAT score is only one factor taken 
Into consideration in making ad­
mission decisions. College Board 
and Educational Testing Service 
sources claim t h a t SAT test scores 
are a good predictor of la ter aca­
demic achievement in the univer­
sity, especially in the first year at 
the university. They, however, agree 
t h a t high school grades (equiva­
lent to our A-Level results) alone 
could also be used as a predictor. 
The key point they make is t h a t 
these two taken together are the 
best predictor of all. Although the 
claims of the reliability of SAT as 
a predictor of university. achieve­
ment are highly disputed a t the 
present t ime (more about this later 
in this paper) , there are some 
points worthy of consideration by 
Sri Lankan authorities. The most 
Important of these is not to set up 
a scheme which would consider 
scores of an apti tude test alone as 
the criterion for university admis­
sion or curriculum selection. There 
is general consensus, even in the 
USA, t h a t information about a 
student 's pas t achievement is 
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essentia! to predict his future ac ­
complishments. Therefore, in Sri 
Lanka too, any newly designed 
scheme should consider both the 
apt i tude test scores and informa­
t ion on previous achievement. Un­
less monitoring studies validating 
the admissions la ter reveal so, it 
would be impossible to claim t h a t 
a s tudent who has good A-Level 
scores is not suitable for a univer­
sity curriculum of his choice If he 
fails to do well a t t he apt i tude 
test. 

The claim t h a t apt i tude tes ts 
measure potential for success a t 
t h e university Is highly questiona­
ble. Recently, t he controversy has 
resurfaced probably in a scale grea­
te r t h a n ever before, especially 
after t h e Nairn-Ralph Nader study 
and the Slack-Porter study. Both 
these, published in 1980, are ex­
tensive studies covering almost all 
t h e major points of concern over 
these tests. The Nairn study 
claims t h a t tests like SAT and LS-
AT (for Law School admissions) 
are not good predictors of success 
in t h e university. They show t h a t 
there is a h igh correlation between 
the SAT scores and the parenta l 
income of t h e students . This, taken 
together with the results of t h e 
Astin study of 1971 which showed 
t h a t there was no correlation bet­
ween t h e university first year gra­
des and parenta l income, raises 
serious questions about the useful­
ness of SAT. The Nairn study 
claims t h a t as a predictor of aca­
demic success the high school gra­
des were 'about twice as good as 
SAT scores" and t h a t addit ion of 
SAT scores to high school grades 
Improved the prediction process 
only by 3 to 5 percent. The study 
also shows t h a t the tests were bias­
ed against lower Income s tudents 
and t h a t " tu tor ing" can improve 
s tudents ' performance on tes ts thus 
giving an unfair advantage to weal­
thier applicants. The Slack-Porter 
study confirms most of t h e above 
points. 

For education planners in Sri 
Lanka considering apt i tude tests, 
these recent studies should indi­
cate several areas of concern. I do 
not plan to suggest t h a t the U.S. 
type of tes t is t h e one we must 
use; nor t h a t these exact problems 
would arise in Sri Lanka. My 
effort is to point out how difficult 
It is, even In t h e U.S.A. with a h is ­
tory of 30 years of research on 
apt i tude tests, to design and con­
duct apt i tude tests t h a t would serve 
t h e Intended purpose. I t should 
also be pointed out t h a t the effects 

of a n improper scheme of apt i tude 
testing would affect the s tudents 
in f r l Lanka much more t h a n a 
similar scheme in the U.S.A. would 
affect their s tudents . In t h e U.S.A, 
there are hundreds of universities 
and a s tudent who falls to en te r a 
prestigious university due to his 
relatively lower apti tude test scores 
could, in most cases, find another 
less prestigious university. This is 
not the case in Sri Lanka where 
one s tandard would be applied 
across the board and where only 
limited space exists in the univer­
sities. There is also the dangerous 
possibility of hastily Introducing an 
apt i tude test ing scheme in Sri Lan­
ka. An apt i tude testing scheme 
needs much preparat ion in te rms 
of tes t bat tery preparat ion and r e ­
liability testing scheme in Sri Lan­
ka. An apti tude testing scheme 
needs much preparat ion in te rms of 
test bat tery preparat ion and relia­
bility testing. Any system t h a t 
would be installed without giving 
careful consideration to these s ta ­
ges would almost certainly end up '* 
with some kinds of biases, if not the 
same biases how. suspected in the 
U.S. tests. A bias In the Sri Lanka 
test, say against s tudents from 
lower-income families or certain 
racial or geographical groups would 
defeat the basic purpose behind 
these tests and would create serious 
social and political problems too. 
Furthermore, lower scores in apt i ­
tude tests have been shown to 
make individuals lose self-esteem 
and we would no t w a n t our youn­
ger generation, or pa r t of it, u n ­
necessarily to feel so. I t Is also 
not uncommon in certain societies 
to see a t tempts a t using such scor­
es, quite unscientifically of course, 
to argue t h a t certain races/groups 
are inferior in intelligence. This too 
Is not something we want in Sri 
Lanka. There is t hus clearly every 
reason to avoid introducing tests 
with possible biases. I t might be 
interesting to recall a t th is point 
t h a t the Vldyodaya M.B.A. admis­
sions apti tude test suffered from 
most of these deficiencies I t was • 
hastily p lanned; was pat terned 
blindly after t h e GMAT ( then 
ATGSB); and was not tested for 
its reliability. The result was t h a t 
i t could not be claimed as a seri­
ous predictor of subsequent perfor­
mance. Fortunately, however, t he 
test scores were not given a signi­
ficant weightage. Academic achie­
vement, and career achievements 
and goals were considered more 
important . Some of these were 
measured by an interview. 

Summarizing th is paper : It is 
not intended to discourage t h e i n ­
troduction of apti tude tests in Sri 
Lanka or to undermine the serious 
thinking t h a t is going on in Sri 
Lanka on the need to seek bet ter 
university admissions policies. I t 
only points out some of t h e pos­
sible problems t ha t could arise. 
The author feels t h a t the major 
initial effort would be to ascertain 
whether the best apt i tude test, for­
mulated according to Sri Lankan 
needs, would in fact improve the 
admissions procedure. If th is is not 
clear, it would be bet ter to aban ­
don the idea and make some other 
improvements in the A-Level and/or 
university first year education. If, 
however, a n apt i tude test seems 
essential i t must be prepared care­
fully and tested extensively against 
possible problems and biases. I n ­
troducing a test for a few years in 
parallel with the present procedure, 
as a n experimental study, appears 
to be the wisest. I n any case, a n 
apti tude tes t must be considered 
only as a pa r t of t h e evaluation 
scheme together with information 
on past achievement. 
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