
I The ACT, administered to over 800,000 

MCAT to Stress Thtnlang 9 Writing 
A new version of the Medical College 
Admissions Test (MCAT), containing the 
first major revisions since 1977, is scheduled 
to replace the old one in 1991. The revised 
test is intended to place greater weight on 
breadth of academic background, reasoning 
skills, and writing ability of future physi- 
cians. 

According to the Association of American 
Medical Colleges (AAMC), which an- 
nounced the revisions on 13 March. the test 
will be shortened and reduced from six to 
four sections. The two content-specific sec- 
tions, on biology and physics, will absorb 
items on chemistry. Multiple-choice ques- 
tions will be eliminated and all content will 
be tested in a problem-solving format. A 
section on verbal reasoning will tap logic, 
comprehension, and critical thinking skills, 
based on texts selected from the humanities 
and social and natural sciences. 

Finally, the MCAT will present the first 
graded essay questions to be included in a 
~rofessional admissions test. These will be 
two half-hour questions, to be graded alpha- 
betically to discourage lumping the results 
with the other sections. A sample essay task 
would be to explain and comment on the 
following: "In matters of principle, stand 
like a rock: in matters of taste, swim with the 
current." Controversial topics will be avoid- 
ed because an essay on education and the 
modern woman, for example, might elicit 
good writing but bad ideas. 

According to AAMC president Robert G. 
Petersdorf, it is anticipated that the new test 
will encourage morenon-science majors to 
apply to medical school, as well as influence 
those who intend to go into medicine to 
take more diversified undergraduate 
courses. 

Field testing will continue through next 
year. The test's predictive validity and its 
overall level of difficulty are expected to 
remain about the same. Although minorities 
generally score more poorly th& whites on 
tests of reasoning ability, the essay question 
is expected to be relatively more "user 
friendly" for minorities, said Bruce Ballard 
of Cornell University Medical College's 
Equal Opportunity Programs. 

The trend away from rote learning and 
toward the enhancement of reasoning and 
communications skills has also spurred revi- 
sions in the two major c~lle~e~admissions 
tests, the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) 
and the American College of Testing (ACT) 
exam. 

Proposed revisions for the SAT, which 
administered to 1.1 million high school 

students a year, mostly on the East and West 
coasts, are now being subjected to a 3-year 
joint review by the Educational Testing 
Service and its major client, the College 
Entrance Examination Board. Larry Litten 
of the College Board says the main reasons 
for the changes are the widespread deficien- 
cy in writing and critical reading skills 
among entering college students, and the 
need for more detailed information for stu- 
dent assessment and placement. 

Test makers are contemplating adding a 
third score, in addition to the math and 
verbal scores, on a graded essay question. 
(The SAT added an essay in the mid-1970s 
but it is not included in the overall scores.) 
Sections on analogies and antonyms will be 
shortened or eliminated to make way for 
reading tests that measure reasoning and 
verbal skills in a more realistic context. The 
math section will also be expanded, and will 
no longer be exclusively multiple choice. 
Some items will require students to con- 
struct their own answer. 

students, mostly in the Midwest and South, 
has completed its first major revision in 30 
years. Following a 5-year review, it plans to - .  
idminister the new version of its &st next 
fall. 

The ACT is basically becoming more 
SAT-like in that there will be a shift in 
emphasis from facts to reasoning skills. Sec- 
tions measuring factual knowledge in the 
social studies and natural sciences will be 
replaced by tests of reading comprehension 
and science problem-solving. The number 
of scores will be increased from 5 to 12. 

The math section has been expanded. A 
new science reasoning test will contain sum- 
maries, graphs, and tables presenting all the 
information necessary to answer the ques- 
tions. The English section will pay less 
attention to mechanics and more on logic, 
organization, and style. There will be a new 
reading test with passages from fiction, the 
humanities, and science. 

Spokespeople for both tests say they are 
not supposed to get any harder; neither will 
the revisions alter the relative standing of 
minorities or women. 

Unesco Seeks Role in Genome Projects 
Paris 

The United Nations Education, Scientific, 
and Cultural Organization (Unesco) is seek- 
ing to play a central role in coordinating 
global research efforts into the mapping and 
sequencing of the human genome. In partic- 
ular, it wants to focus its activities on the 
ethical questions raised by such research, 
and on increasing the involvement of scien- 
tists from Third World countries. 

Unesco director-general Federico Mayor, 
a former biochemist, is planning to propose 
to the agency's 148 member states that the 
agency allocate $500,000 over the next 2 
years to support such activities. 

The money would be used, in part, to 
provide fellowships and travel grants to 
enable scientists from developing countries 
to visit laboratories in the industrialized 
world to learn about mapping and sequenc- 
ing techniques. It would also support the 
distribution in both developed and Third 
World countries of information about the 
research programs. 

"The money is just a drop in the ocean 
compared to that which has already been 
committed in the U.S. and elsewhere," says 
former Unesco staff member Jost Jaz, now a 
consultant to Mayor on the proposal. "But it 
would allow Unesco to act as a clearing- 
house for information." 

Unesco's interest in coordinating activi- " 
ties relating to human genome research has 
received encouragement from several mem- 
bers of the recent& formed Human Genome 
Organization (HUGO), including its presi- 
dent, Victor McKusick of Johns Hopkins 
University in Baltimore. HUGO is a loose- 
knit international group of scientists in- 
volved in genome sequencing projects. An 
offer from Unesco to house the European 
office of HUGO was turned down on the 
grounds that plans are being developed to 
situate this office in London. Unesco appar- 
ently is keen to play a role in helping ensure 
the genuine "globalization" of the research 
program. 

Mayor, who helped secure the agency's 
support for a meeting held in Valencia last 
October to discuss the scientific and techno- 
logical basis of future genome sequencing 
projects, has established an advisory panel of 
20 leading scientists in the field. It includes 
McKusick; French Nobel laureate Jean 
Dausset, the director of the Centre des 
Etudes du Polymorphisme Humaine in Par- 
is; and molecular biologist A. A. Bayev of 
the U.S.S.R. Academy of Sciences, which 
has recently started its own, relatively mod- 
est, program of genome sequencing and 
mapping. 

A further meeting will be held in Moscow 

I7 MARCH 1989 NEWS & COMMENT 1431 




