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INTRODUCTION 

In most countries of the South Pacific, some form of selection is made of 
pupils seeking to proceed to secondary education. Regardless of the adminis
trative and educational justifications for such policies, the practical problem 
of whom to select is one which is often debated. Over recent years the most 
widely practised policy in the region has been to use group administered tests 
of English, Mathematics and Non-Verbal Intelligence, and to choose the 
highest scoring pupils on these tests to move on to the secondary school. In 
some countries an essay test is added (which may be marked only in the case 
of borderline pupils) while in others a general knowledge test made up of 
questions assessing science, social science, health and hygiene content is 
added. There are variations too in the age at which pupils are selected, the 
time of the year the tests are given, the ways in which the marks are 
combined, the proportions of pupils selected and the extent to which factors 
other than test scores are used in the final selection. 

Over the past two years the Institute of Education has been asked to 
examine these various policies and to advise the Ministries of Education in the 
region, particularly on the validity of the tests and examinations used in 
secondary school selection. Careful follow-up studies of this problem have 
been undertaken in four countries, and since the results have all been similar, 
it is worthwhile drawing out some general conclusions. The countries have not 
been identified in this article. 

In each case we have collected the secondary school examination total 
scores, one and two years later, of all pupils who were successful in the 
entrance tests. These results have been correlated with the entrance test 
scores of the same pupils in each subject in order to determine which of these 
tests are most helpful in identifying the students who are 'succeeding' in the 
secondary school studies. While .this is only one criterion of success, it is the 
one which administrators and parents use in making decisions about who 
should proceed further with their education. 

1) English Tests. These usually consist of selections in reading comprehension, 
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vocabulary items and assorted questions in English grammar and spelling. 
Most are objective (multiple-choice) or semi-objective in character. In the 
follow-up studies done on English tests they usually show up well. Correlations 
found in different Pacific countries, for the years 1975, 1976, between 
secondary entrance test and examination totals are 0.50, 0.68, 0.47, 0.50, 
0.63, 0.30 (Median 0.50). These are encouraging results because they are 
consistently high, despite the variation in content, and in the range of ability in 
the pupils who proceed to high school. If the examinations at both levels could 
have been pretested and more carefully edited, and if the whole range of, 
ability had been available for testing, at both levels, we would expect these 
correlations to be considerably higher. Clearly English competence is an 
important predictor of secondary school achievement in the South Pacific. 

2) Mathematics tests. These tests are usually related closely to the syllabus 
followed by primary school pupils in their selection year. Typical correlations 
between selection test and later examination totals are moderately high, viz. 
0.54, 0.44, 0.19, 0.10, 0.25, 0.33 (Median 0.29). The fact that they are lower 
in some cases can be explained partly in terms of the lack of content validity in 
the selection tests for certain groups of pupils taking the tests, and partly by 
the fact that Mathematics normally plays a smaller role in high school examin
ations totals than does English. Nevertheless, the addition of Mathematics to 
English scores in the secondary entrance examination totals usually improves the 
prediction. With better tests and a wider range of ability the correlations would 
doubtless have been improved. 

3) IMon-Verbal Reasoning tests. These usually assess the ability of pupils to 
complete non-verbal series, or identify patterns. There are several kinds in 
current use but most have been prepared by the Psychological Assessment 
Unit of USP or the South Pacific Commission. The tests are widely used in 
the Pacific, chiefly on the basis that they will help correct any injustices done 
to pupils who come from disadvantaged areas, with limited teaching resources 
or access to English. The correlations found between scores on these tests 
and later examinations so far regrettably have not proved their worth, viz. 
0.02, 0.09, 0.10, 0.19, 0.25, 0.15 (Median 0.09). When the scores for Non 
Verbal Tests are added to English and Mathematics marks the correlations 
with later examinations usually drop. Nor can we assume that the results 
rrtight be better if the tests were made more reliable, as they have already been 
carefully pretested and revised. The problem seems to lie more in the qualities 
being assessed. Whatever non-verbal reasoning tests measure, it does not 
appear to be as important at high school as the English and mathematical 
skills which pupils have already acquired. Achievement in the basic skills is 
essentially a cumulative process, and pupils who have not acquired a 
reasonable mastery of English language and of Mathematics at the beginning 
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of high school do not appear to be catching up even after two years. More 
often, those admitted because of high non-verbal scores become the weaker 
pupils who drop out early. It is perhaps unnecessary to add that schooling is 
a very verbal phenomenon. 

CONCLUSION 

If Ministries of Education in the South Pacific wish to select only the 
academically brightest pupils for secondary education, it is clear that tests of 
English and Mathematics have good predictive validity for this purpose, while 
non-verbal reasoning tests have not. Nevertheless, the case for identifying 
bright children from disadvantaged areas must not be overlooked. Two other 
policies are now being followed in the region. One is to use a verbal aptitude 
test, which requires pupils to classify, reason and solve problems in (English) 
verbal contexts, using very familiar words only. The Institute of Education has 
been developing such a test, and trials to date have shown very promising 
validity. The other approach to ensuring better opportunities for children from 
remote rural or island schools is to have different cut-off scores for schools in 
such areas, and to choose for further schooling their highest ranked pupils 
on the selection examination totals, even if they are lower than those of city 
children who were not selected. If such an allowance is to be made for rural 
children, it would be more valid if it were done on the basis of those scholastic 
qualities known to be correlated with later success and achievement. 
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