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Ahffises seern
flm requrests
for umtiffined
SAT tests
'Disabled' exemption
can help boost score

By lfute Zenrike
GLtilJ E Ci)lt ltISI)0hi Dl] NT

Tire soitt'ittg nunrtret' of irigit sr:itor.,l .ttu-
dents t-rking tire SA? r.',,jlliuuL iiinr iiniils
after being declare tl "learninpl disablerl"
has etiucators suspiciorrs tiiat sorne stu-
dents are eiairning disabilities as a scherne
to get a better score.

Taking an untirned Scliolastic Assess-
ment Test wa,s aimost unheai'd of a clecacle

ago. But this .year, aLrout 16,000 college-
bound high school studerits wili use ti'rat
option, more than double the number tive
years ago. The number of students taking
the test has remained unchanged, at aboul
one rnillion.

With most students f ricing the e hal-
lenge of getting the maximunr number of
right answers in a shot't period of time,
qnd with scores cr{tical to admission to the
best sehools, untirned test takers can have
a large advantage.

The advantage is so obvious, say some
educators, that some parents eaget'ly look
for psychologists willing to designate their'
cirild as learning disablecl. Sometirnes,
guidance counselors sri.y, parer:ts }:ar,s

even citr:cl an-xie[y su]'r'ou]rding the SAI' it-s

a clisability and sought an exernption lor it.
Most of the requests lbr untimed tes[s

al'e legitinrate, educatot's siill. 'lite;' sr-ty

wirat is suspicious is the glorvirrg nunrber
of students rvho take the test untin:ed,
even tirough the-t, ar-en't in special educa-
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tion classes ,i, ,d have never before claimed a dis-
ability.

"It's people looking for shortcuts rather than
people with a genuine need," said Linda Shapiro,
direetor of guidance at Newton North High
School. "People are very tense and they're looking
for anything that w,ill give their ldds an edge."

Eclucators say the increase in untimed tests
reflects two disturbing trends: the misuse of spe-
ciai education labels, and the mythic importance
placed on the SAT by parents worried about get-
ting their children into the "r'ight" college.

But schools and the College Board are so wor-
ried about violating laws protecting the disabled
they are reluctant to challenge students who claim
rire exemption.

"It's been really hard to stem the tide of peo-
ple wanting untimed testing," said one west sub-
u'ban special education director who, like many of
fhose interviewed, asked to remain unidentified.
"If you have the morley, you can g0 to any hospital
in Boston and find a disability."

The SAT, required by alt but about 200 col-
Ieges nationwide, eonsists of seven sections, each
15-30 minutes long. The time limit is deliberately
rnade part of the challenge.

The College Board releases the untimed stu-
dents' scores to colleges with a note indicating
"nonstandard test conditions." But some colleges,
newly sensitive to the Americans With Disabilities
Act, say they do not look at the designation.

"We make a very big point in training new
admissions people that we treat these students ex-
actly the same way we would any other," said
Connie Sheehy, associate director of admissions at
Williams College. "There's nothing in our data-
base to even flag them."

Ixtter of proof requitrd
Students do not have to be in special education

classes to get an untimed test. The College Board
recluiles oniy a iemer of proof from a state-}i-

censed psychologist, psychiatrist or school special
needs evaluator.

What schools worry about is the increasing
ease with whieh students get those letters. And,
since the old stigma sqrrounding the learning dis-
ability label has star'fed to t'ade, more parents are
willing to seek it, educators say.

Learning disabilities include problems such as

attention deficit disorder, dyslexia, e\ren emotional
problems.

olf you have the money,
you can . o. find &

disability.'
WEST SUBURBAN PHYSICIAN

Some school guidance counselors at schools in
some of the wealthier Boston suburbs say a par-
ent willing to spend enough money can usually
flnd someone willing to call their child learning
disabled

"There's a guy who, for a price, \Mill grve you a
diagnosis," Shapiro said.

Like expensive test preparation courses, the
misuse of untimed tests most often occurs with
students who have money or parents willing to
fight for it.

About 20 percent of the college applicants who
take the The Princeton Review SAT prep course
in Newton also try to take the test untimed, said
executive director Reed Talada.

"These are parents in wealthy communities
who are tryinglto grve their student every edge,"
said Maureen Welsh, director of School Senriees
for the College Board, administers of the SAT.

Schools are legally required to test children
for speeial needs as soon as a parent requests it. If
the school finds no special need after testing, a

parent, can ask fbr a hearing. Lawyers {rlr lhc
hear"ing can cost the school terrs of thousancis ot'

dollars - and if the scirool loses, it must pay the
parents' legal fees as well. Facing this, schools n.iii
often back down.

Counselors show concern
Guiclance counselors say some par"ents think

untimed testing r,vill make their chilcl look i:ett,er';

their good school grades r,vill seem even rrlore ex-
ceptional from a student with il learning clisability,
they reason.

"We've had kids do this in hopes that the Iv,y

League will open up to them," said Hugh Chan-
dler, head of guidance at Weston High Schooi.
"There's a perception that this test u.ill change
everything."

At Lincoln-Sudbury Regional High Schooi,
speciai education director Jane Modoono said she
has seen rnore students taking the test r.rntirned.

But those stucients al'e nut ali I'equesting special
neecls edurcation once they reach college, she sirid.

Though those claiming a iearning ciisability are
only 1.6 percent of the total test takers, concern
about untimed tests consllmed mucir of the ciiscus-
sion at a local meeting of college admissions coun-
selors last spring.

"They had an overflow roorn of guidance coun-
selors and college admiseions officials, and every-
body in that room was telling stories like that,"
said Robert Schaeffer, public education director
for F air Test, a Cambridge-based organization
fighting for nrore equitable standardized tests.
"They'r'e concerned about how to figure out: Are
kids genuinely in need of the extra time?"

But College Board officials, guidance counsel-
ors, and college admissioris officers worry that
any attempt to control untimed testing could h urt
the students who genuinely need it.

"There's a percentage of error in anything you

d0," said Buck Weaver, who tests children with
special needs at his clinic in Weston. "That's the
cost you pay for not discrirninating against the
kids who genuinel.y have disabilities."




