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Much of the value that intelligence tests have for psychologists derives from the fact that these tests appear to be correlated with an array of concrete, “real-world” variables. For most researchers, the exhibited relationships between IQ and other tangible factors, such as academic performance and socioeconomic status, illustrate that psychometrics is not just an abstract numerical exercise but rather a refined instrument for dissecting the nature of intelligence. Nevertheless, such correlations remain complex, and often their ultimate significance murky.


One important point often cited in defense of intelligence test reliability is that IQ shows little transformation throughout a child’s development. Scores obtained at age 6 show a ponderous .77 correlation with scores obtained age 18, while certain studies controlling for short-term fluctuations have produced correlations as great as .96. Compelling though these figures are, IQ scores are still subject to change—the average being 7.1 IQ points between the ages of 12 and 17 while some individuals experience a change as great as 18 points. What might produce such troubling, time-activated discrepancies? Intelligence tests are often acclaimed for their sensitivity and sophistication, yet such virtues become impediments when tests are so sensitive that scores become contaminated with extraneous variables such as a child’s temperament, disposition toward strangers, or passing moods. The human mind is not a mechanical apparatus designed to perform with infallible consistency, but rather a delicate organ susceptible to subtle changes in external and internal environment.

Among the variables correlated with IQ scores, school performance especially seems to parallel psychometrically-gauged aptitude. Indeed, it was precisely for the purpose of predicting children’s scholastic success that intelligence tests were originally devised. Considering various estimates, these tests do seem to fulfill that purpose commendably well: IQ and grades share a .50 correlation, while total years of education and IQ share a .55 correlation. Upon further scrutiny, however, these numbers are not quite so impressive. Since it is the square of a correlation (r2) that accounts for variance among individuals, IQ scores are equipped to explain only 25% of differences in academic performance and 30% of the differences in total years of education. Abundant variables that are quite isolated from intelligence, including external expectancies and encouragement (Steele 1999; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1966), internal motivation, and the personal gratification one derives from schooling may collectively surpass sheer IQ as a determinant of overall academic performance. 


Finally, conventional intelligence exams are all too often extolled as remarkable predictors of socioeconomic class (SES) and overarching “life outcomes” (Gottfredson, 1998). Not only are the actual correlations comparatively modest—with IQ estimated to predict one-third of the variance in young adults’ SES and one-fifth of the variance in income—but also the presuppositions that underlie this interpretation of intelligence tests are quite hasty. Namely, researchers seem implicitly to believe that the very fact that SES and IQ are correlated indicates that the common denominator of the two is pure, unadulterated intelligence. In fact, however, this conclusion is far from necessary, and a bit precipitous considering the plausibility of alternative meanings. As Greenfield (1997) has cogently argued, intelligence tests are best viewed as “cultural genres,” or artifacts inheriting the informally sanctioned prejudices and values of the cultures from which they arise. Consequently, an individual who performs well on an intelligence test has to some extent simply been inculcated well with such prejudices and values. He or she, in other words, is well adapted to the surrounding cultural milieu, and thus will naturally tend to flourish in it.


While these reservations do not eliminate the predictive utility of intelligence exams, they do considerably diminish it.  Overall, while IQ testing has come to be rampant, responsible interpretation of IQ scores, taking into account the inevitable multiplicity of variables and the tests’ circumscribed domain, remains dismally rare.
Discussion Questions
Are tests that gauge a highly limited area of cognitive performance (e.g. choice reaction time and inspection time) a meaningful reflection of one’s overall intellectual endowments?

What factors might cause instances of great instability in child IQ? Do the changes that a child experiences (7.1 points on average) represent actual cognitive transformation or mere numerical fluctuations?
