
In two days (April 13) the Planning Ad-
visory Committee will meet to plan the
final phase of the long-range planning
process, and two days later (April 15)
President Nancy Dye will introduce the
proposed plan to the General Faculty at
its regular April meeting. That week
the president’s office will distribute the
report across campus.

Students will discuss the planning
document in small groups between
April 21 and 30. On April 29
the General Faculty will get
together for a special meet-
ing to discuss the document.

The next day, April 30, an Adminis-
trative and Professional Staff break-
fast will be devoted to discussing it.

Divisional faculty meetings—May 6
for the College Faculty, May 13 for the
Conservatory Faculty—will likely con-
tinue discussing the planning docu-
ment, and the General Faculty will pick
up the topic again May 20. The faculty
is expected, at the conclusion of the May
20 meeting, to accept the document.

The last step will occur
June 12-14, when the
trustees receive the plan-
ning document.
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INSIDE

Andy Evans, vice president for finance, keeps his cool
while NBC-TV conducts and tapes an interview.

Oberlin’s Watson-Winning Ways:
Jared Johnson Makes It 29 Years in a Row
For 29 years in a row—since the first
awards were granted in 1969—at least
one Oberlin student has won a Watson
Fellowship. This year’s winner is Jared
Johnson, a fifth-year double-degree
student from Portsmouth, Ohio.

Johnson will travel to England
this summer to study choral music in
English society. He won’t return to
the U.S. for a year and until he has
heard, he says, “as many good choirs
as I can find.”

Choral music is everywhere in Eng-
land, says Johnson,
at levels that range
from amateur to pro-
fessional. The college
English major and
con organ major is
most interested in
learning about ama-
teur groups, includ-
ing blue-collar cho-
ruses established
at the beginning of
the industrial revolu-
tion by factories to
improve the lives of
the workers. What
about English soci-
ety, he wonders,
has caused so many
of the choruses to
thrive to this day?
And how did the cho-

ruses fit in with the industrial revolution?
While in England Johnson will also lis-

ten to some of the best cathedral and pro-
fessional choirs, including those of St.
Paul’s Cathedral and King’s College,
Cambridge. Professor Haskell Thomson,
Johnson’s organ teacher, is arranging
for him to meet with the musical direc-
tors of several choral groups, and those
connections will help facilitate others,
Johnson hopes. The Oberlin College
Choir member will go “everywhere in
England,” he says, but especially to

London, Cam-
bridge, and south-
ern towns. He
wants to see a cross
section of choral
groups, so it will be
important, he says,
to include choirs in
rural areas as
well—“to see if
they’re different
and how and why.”

Johnson says
he sees the Wat-
son Fellowship as
“a wonderful oppor-
tunity—the time to
do something you
really want to do
and could not do
any other way.” His

Office of Communications Cops a Coup

Choral music “raises” an indi-
vidual, says Johnson, by allow-
ing a person to produce in a
group what one person alone
cannot. Johnson learned about
English workers’ choruses
through Kay Thomson, director
of major gifts.

Planning: Into the Home Stretch

Cont. on page 2
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If you watched the news on Channel 3 last Tuesday evening, you saw
some familiar faces. NBC Nightly News aired a segment April 1 that
featured Oberlin College in the first episode of “Class of 2001,” a series
on “the high cost of higher education.”

The three minutes and 15 seconds of air time were the result of two
weeks of nearly around-the-clock work, says Alan Moran, director of
communications. The Office of Communication’s news-services staff
put many hours into the project, says Moran, and the entire office par-
ticipated in some way.

“We didn’t have complete control; there were some things we want-
ed included that weren’t, and some things we didn’t want included that
were. But over all we’re pleased with the piece and with the positive re-
sponses we’re receiving from alumni and friends of the College.”

The time leading up to the taping was “a two-week courtship,” says
Moran, “where we were in competition with 30 or 40 other suitors from
U.S. schools” for the lead piece. To fight off the competition, Moran was
never farther away from the show’s producers than the cellular phone
in his back pocket or on his night stand. Over dozens of telephone con-
versations, Moran and his staff gave the NBC news staff a steady
stream of information about Oberlin: general information, specific in-
formation, information about financial matters, about the faculty,
about the facilities, present and planned. Moran and his news-services
crew helped the television staff focus on “what Oberlin is strong in,”
knowing all along that being open to coverage also put the College in the
field of potential dangers.

“The next episode in the series showed a Smith College graduate
whose parents took out a second mortgage on their house to pay for her
education—and they had shots of her rummaging around in dump-

Campus Welcomes African-American Alums
Brian Williams, African-American stu-
dent-life intern in the Multicultural Re-
source Center, shows first-year student
LaTrina Jackson, who works for the
Alumni Association, the homepage he
and senior Michael Brown created for
the African-American  Alumni Reunion.

Williams and Jackson are just two
of many Oberlin College employees
getting ready to welcome back to cam-
pus between 75 and 100 alumni for the
fourth annual African-American
Alumni Reunion, taking place today

through Sunday. Highlights of the re-
union, titled Presence, Persistence and
Success, include a career-network
symposium, a conference on black
artists as activists, and a hall-of-fame
dinner with keynote speaker William
Robinson ’63, trustee of the College.
Renowned actor Avery Brooks ’70 will
give a Saturday matinee performance
of Paul Robeson in Finney Chapel.

The Alumni Association, Office of
Student Life and Services, and alumni
have planned the event.

Continued on page 3
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Faculty and Staff Notes
“Deng Xiaoping’s
death has not just
been keeping China’s
leadership on edge;
it’s also kept me hop-
ping,” says Marc
Blecher, professor of
politics. Marc was
quoted four times in

the March 6 and March 20 issues of the
Far Eastern Economic Review, Asia’s
leading news weekly. On February 26
Marc spoke at KeyBank in Cleveland
and at Asia House—“perhaps the first
time those two audiences heard the
same talk on the same day,” he says. •
Norman Craig,
Biggs Professor in
the Natural Sci-
ences, gave the ple-
nary lecture, “En-
tropy Analysis: A
D e - E n e r g i z e d
Thermodynamics,”
at the March Meet-
ing-in-Miniature of the American
Chemical Society Cleveland Section,
held March 26 at Cleveland State Uni-
versity. William Fuchsman, profes-
sor of chemistry, chaired the meeting’s
second Biological Chemistry Section, in
which he and three Oberlin students
gave presentations. Bill’s was “Effects
of Molecular Environments on the pKa
Values of Imidazole: A Biochemistry

Teaching Experiment.” The students
who spoke were seniors Sung-Hee Ahn,
Koji Ebersole, and Sonan Osmani. Two
other students, senior Laura Pedraza-
Fariña and special student Jason
Smith, spoke in the Organic Chemistry
Section. Laura received a prize (“ac-
companied by a handsome  check,” says
Norm) for her presentation. Shashin
Shah ’93, a graduate student at Case
Western Reserve University, spoke in
the General and Inorganic Chem-
istry/Chemical Education section of the
meeting. Anne Chaka ’77, a theoretical
chemist at Lubrizol, was a judge for un-
dergraduate presentations at the Phys-
ical Chemistry Section. • John
Knight, professor of music education
and president of Dis-
trict IV Music Teach-
ers of the Ohio Music
Education Associa-
tion (OMEA), report-
ed on the district’s ac-
tivities at the OMEA
meeting in Toledo
January 29-30. John
was an OMEA adjudicator at the dis-
trict high-school-bands competitions
March 14-15 at Springfield Schools in
Holland, Ohio. He’ll be woodwind adju-
dicator tomorrow at Parkway High
School in Rockford, Ohio. During spring
break John was guest clinician-conduc-
tor for the Shaker Heights Wind En-

semble and Symphonic Band, Elyria
High School Wind Ensemble, Oberlin
Concert Band, Wellington High School
Band, and Clearview Concert Band.
Also over break John completed two ar-
ticles for the May issue of the Instrumen-
talist, for which he is a consulting edi-
tor. The articles are “Rafael Kubelick’s
Interpretation of ‘Pictures at an Exhibi-
tion’ with the Chicago Symphony” and
“On Conductors and Conducting.” His
“Conducting Asymmetrical Meters,” in
the February issue, gives guidelines for
conducting polymeters, additives, com-
bined, fractional, and variable meters
and nonmetrical organizations in

aleatoric music. •
Catharina Meints
has a new CD: the
first recording of
“Sonatas for Two
Pardessus de Viole.”
The composer is
Barthélemy de Caix,
a mid-18th-century

composer known only for this set of
sonatas. “The music, from 1745, is won-
derful,” says Catharina, “much like
Leclair and very difficult.” The pardessus
is the smallest viola da gamba, played
primarily by women of the French aris-
tocracy. Smaller than a violin, with five
strings, it was played held between the
knees, supported by the woman’s volu-
minous skirts. “The virtuosity of the

music written for amateurs gives a hint
as to what women did in mid-18th-cen-
tury France,” says Catharina. The
recording is on the Dorian Discovery
label, DIS 80150. • Leonard Podis,

professor of exposito-
ry writing and Eng-
lish, recently re-
ceived a letter from a
project assistant for
the University of
Wisconsin–Madison’s
imminent Writing
Fellows Program.

The letter confirmed what Tisha Turk ’95,
a former Oberlin writing tutor now a
graduate student in English at Wiscon-
sin, told Len earlier: that Wisconsin is
modeling its program—which will have
its first group of writing fellows this
coming fall—largely on Oberlin’s peer
writing tutoring program. Len initiated
Oberlin’s tutoring program in 1976.
Around the Square did a cover story on
the 20th anniversary of the program in
its summer 1996 issue. • Ayesha
Wiley, animal caretaker for the Neuro-
science Program, has begun to fill her
non-College hours cooking Indian-style
food for purchase and delivery. Starting
with vegetable and rice curry, and
chicken, vegetable, and rice curry, she
takes orders on Fridays for Monday
dinner-time delivery at 774-1968. Veg-
etables vary, and spicing is negotiable.

Transitions

Watson . . .
Continued from page 1
$18,000 award will help assure that
he remains what he calls a “low-
maintenance guest” during his
stays abroad.

Sixty Watson fellows were cho-
sen this year nationwide from more
than a thousand applicants, stu-
dents at leading liberal arts col-
leges. They were selected for their
character, leadership potential,
willingness to immerse themselves
in new cultures, and the creativity
and personal significance of the pro-
jects they proposed.

“Oberlin is one of the few schools

Early-Decision Admissions Make a Big Difference
Debra Chermonte, director of admis-
sions, reports good news in several are-
nas of the College’s 1997-98 admissions
scene. Here are some of the statistics
she gave in an April 1 update to the Col-
lege Faculty:
• Early-decision applications have in-

creased 12 percent over last year.
• Of the 153 students who applied

early this year, 31 are students of
color—a significant jump from 17
in 1996.

• The rise in early-decision applica-
tions more than offsets the slight
decline in regular-decision appli-
cations.

Changes in Appointment
As of March 3 Grants Information Offi-
cer Barbara Fuchsman is in the tem-
porary position of director of federal
support, which she will hold while As-
sociate Vice President for Research and
Development David Love is on leave
for six months. The following members
of the faculty have been promoted from
assistant to associate professor and grant-
ed tenure: Patricia deWinstanley, De-
partment of Psychology; Keith
Meldahl, Department of Geology;
James Tanaka, Department of Psy-
chology; and James A. Walsh, De-
partment of Mathematics. Caroline
Jackson Smith, associate professor of
theater and African-American studies,
has been granted tenure.

Departures
The end of their job assignment is com-
ing up for these people: on May 31:
Narges Kakalia, Asian-American
student-life intern; Joseph Tan, His-
torical Performance Program col-
legium assistant (intern); Deidra
Wells, gay/lesbian/bisexual student-
life intern; and Brian Williams,
African-American student-life intern;
June 30: Barbara Blodgett, visit-
ing instructor of religion; Michael
Buckler, computing-center client-
services intern; Roger Graybill,
visiting assistant professor of music
theory; Gregory Little, visiting assis-
tant professor of studio art; Stanley
Matthews, visiting assistant professor
of art; and Adam Shoemaker,
communications intern. All but
Matthews  have worked for the College
a year; Matthews also taught in 1995-
96. Joseph Snider, professor of
physics, will retire June 30. He joined
the College in 1969.

Like many of the nation’s most se-
lective institutions, Chermonte says,
Oberlin is seeing a decline in regular-
decision applications. Oberlin’s decline
is 2 percent (3641 applications in 1997
versus 3720 in 1996). Applications in all
categories are down 1 percent overall.

Chermonte expects the admissions
cycle to end with a selection (admit)
rate slightly lower than that of 1996—
around 64 percent compared to 65 per-
cent a year ago, meaning that Oberlin
will have accepted 64 percent of its ap-
plicants. (The yieldrate is the percent of
accepted students who enroll; this fig-
ure won’t be known until fall.)

Six hundred seventy-seven students
of color applied to Oberlin this year, ac-
counting for 17 percent of the applicant
pool—about the same as a year ago.
The configuration within the groups is
somewhat different, however. Applica-
tions from African Americans were
247, up 5 percent; Latinos 144, down 10
percent; Asian Americans 265, down 12
percent, and native Americans 21, up
91 percent.

Chermonte’s recent tallying of SAT
scores (done since her faculty report)
has more good news. “The jump is fair-
ly significant compared to last year’s
admitted group,” she says. The 1997
admitted group has average verbal
scores of 680 and average math scores
of 653. Comparing these scores to 1996
figures of 669 verbal and 638 math, this
year is ahead of last by 26 points.

Comparing Oberlin with the 11
other colleges in the Consortium On Fi-
nancing Higher Education (COFHE),
Chermonte notes that Pomona, Wes-
leyan, and Carleton reported even fig-
ures for early decision. Williams was
down in early decisions, and all other
COFHE schools reported an increase.
Half of all COFHE colleges reported a
decline in regular-decision applications.
In a recent New York Times article, she
reported, Harvard’s dean of admissions
and financial aid, William Fitzsim-
mons, said the decline nationwide sug-
gests “a return to sanity and the end of
a craze of applying to practically any-
where in sight.”

to have been among the colleges in-
vited to nominate students since
the  beginning,” says David Walker,
professor of English and Oberlin’s
Watson Fellowships coordinator.
“Application procedures, criteria,
and awards have changed very lit-
tle over the years—at least since
1972, when I won, and in the 12 or
so years I’ve been helping adminis-
ter the fellowships.” Johnson is the
59th Oberlin student to win a Wat-
son, says Walker.

Senior Amy Evans, from Chapel
Hill, North Carolina, is an alternate
and will be eligible for an award if
any of the originally selected Wat-
son fellows declines the fellowship.



servers arrived at the schools at 6 a.m.
to be sure all the necessary materials
were there, including ballots, ballot
boxes, and registration lists. The ballots
listed candidates from 14 parties,
which had all been invited to send rep-
resentatives to the polling places, but
only the two largest parties were repre-
sented in Quetzalteque: Arena (Repub-
lican National Alliance) and FMLN
(Farabundo Marti National Liberation
Front). Officials from these parties sat
at one of two tables in each room, and
nonpartisan Salvadoran election offi-
cials—members of the Supreme Elec-
toral Tribunal—went from room to
room during the day. 

While the polls were open—from 7
A.M. to 5 P.M.—Macarthy and other ob-
servers looked out for infractions, which
might have included anything from
wearing T-shirts with candidates’
names to trying to vote under a dead
person’s name. Eligible voters had an
ID card with a name that matched one
on the registration list. Macarthy saw
no major infractions but some irregu-
larities, such as mismatches between

the ID card and the registration name.
(The Los Angeles Times reported simi-
lar conditions nationwide.) She report-
ed the irregularities to the Salvadoran
monitors. After the polls closed she
stayed to watch the counting of the bal-
lots, which continued until 7:30 P.M.

Voters had two ballots and two
boxes to put them in: one for mayor and
municipal council, the other for the na-
tional Legislative Assembly. In an ear-
lier election in 1994 they had voted not
only for these offices but also for presi-
dent. El Salvador’s municipal and leg-
islative officials serve three-year terms,
while the president’s term is five years.
Those elected this year will therefore
remain in office for a year after the next
presidential election in 1999.

The 1994 election had followed 12
years of civil war in which 75,000 people
were killed. The opposing sides in that
war have now evolved into the country’s
two largest parties: Arena and FMLN.
In the war the United States backed the
Arena party, which was, as Douglas
Farah described it in the Washington
Post (March 23, 1997) “a paramilitary
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Faculty Meeting
College Faculty Hear about Planning, 
Admissions, and Financial Aid
Meeting April 1, College Faculty heard
Dean Clayton Koppes give an update to
the timetable of the planning process
(see “Planning: Into the Home Stretch”
on page 1 for an elaboration of the con-
tent of his message). Koppes comment-
ed on the faculty searches going on in
the college, saying they “have gone
well” and are resulting in a high per-
centage of appointments going to
women and minorities.

Director of Admissions Debra Cher-
monte charmed the faculty with her
presentation of The Box, a package sent
to all students admitted for the coming
fall that includes a coupon for a free pint
of Ben and Jerry’s Homemade Ice
Cream and a special Oberlin T-shirt.
The Box presentation followed Cher-
monte’s report on admissions (see page
2, “Early-Decision Admissions Make a
Big Difference”).

Director of Financial Aid Howard
Thomas gave a brief report on financial
aid. Thirteen hundred students, he
said, have been offered $15 million in fi-

nancial aid next year, with the average
scholarship offer being $12,007. One
thousand forty-four students admitted
to the College of Arts and Sciences have
been offered aid, as have 236 double-de-
gree students and 20 conservatory stu-
dents. Merit scholarships account for
$1.5 million of the offered outlay. Re-
sponding to questions from the faculty,
Thomas said the average family in-
come of a student offered financial aid
for next school year is $58,000, and that
the average need is $19,000. About a
third of Oberlin’s students receive no fi-
nancial aid, he said.

Following Chermonte’s and
Thomas’s reports, faculty viewed Fol-
low the Morning Star, the newly updat-
ed admissions videotape produced by
the Office of Communications. Narrat-
ed by Bill Cosby, the tape describes the
significance of Oberlin’s African-Amer-
ican history and its impact on the type
of institution Oberlin is today. The ad-
missions office is mailing the tape to all
admitted students.

Oberlin on TV . . .
Continued from page 1
sters. Whew!” Moran tells the story
without spelling out its there-but-
for-the-grace aspect.

In the segment featuring Oberlin,
rather than question the value of
higher education, NBC disclosed why
an excellent education is expensive,
and showcased the College’s faculty
and facilities.

“The richness of a liberal arts ed-
ucation was demonstrated on this
campus, Oberlin College,” says
Moran. “This school has always been
in the big leagues, and [NBC’s cover-
age] showed that we’re in the big
leagues.”

Why was Moran successful in get-
ting Oberlin portrayed in a favorable
light? Much had to do, he says, with
“saying the right thing in every
phone call over two weeks.” Also im-
portant, he says, was recognizing
that the NBC employees needed to
be treated “like regular people;
they’re doing a job.” Kevin Sites, the
show’s field producer made a point of
telling Moran that he appreciated
the open and honest way the Office
of Communications staff dealt with
the TV staff.

Jane Macarthy Saw El Salvador’s Election Up Close
By Carol Ganzel

When El Salvadorians voted on March
16, safety and security dispatcher Jane
Macarthy was there as a visiting
observer.

Macarthy took a week’s vacation
time for her trip to El Salvador, which
was sponsored by Christ Episcopal
Church in Oberlin and the Episcopal
Peace Fellowship. She arrived several
days before the election, stayed with
local people, and joined other observers
from various organizations and coun-
tries for training sessions at the Nation-
al Council of Churches’ headquarters.

Her preparation time for the trip—
her first foreign travel—was short. On
February 11, she remembers, W. Dean
Wolfe, Episcopal Church member (and
emeritus associate professor of speech)
asked her to substitute for a person
from Michigan who had been sched-
uled to go. After a few days’ considera-
tion, Macarthy agreed. She then had
three weeks to get her passport, visa,
and shots—and arrange to board her
dog. Fortunately, she already knew
Spanish, having learned it in Oberlin
High School and taken more courses at
Lorain County Community College.

Macarthy’s training sessions in El
Salvador provided information about
voting procedures and guidelines for
behavior on election day. Most of the
observers needed to learn what to do if
anyone tried to intimidate them, but
Macarthy’s professional training for
her Oberlin work had already taught
her that.

The polls she watched were in Quet-
zalteque, a municipality with a popula-
tion of about 86,000 spread over a wide
area, one of 262 municipalities in El
Salvador. Voting took place in three
schools, all within a block of each other.
The buildings were “nothing like our
schools,” Macarthy says. They had
walls, ceilings, and entryways, but no
doors and no screens on the windows.

On election day she and other ob-

Jane Macarthy took vacation last month to observe elections in El
Salvador.

Part of the success of the event
also stems from the cooperation of
others on campus, says Moran. Be-
sides the Office of Communications
staff, he credits David Orr, professor
of environmental studies and poli-
tics; David Benzing, Danforth Pro-
fessor of Biology; Wendell Logan,
professor of African-American
music; Robert Shannon, professor of
pianoforte; Haewon Song, assistant
professor of pianoforte; Peter Peterson,
assistant professor of athletics and
physical education, head football
coach, and assistant lacrosse coach;
James Donovan, head men’s lacrosse
coach and assistant football coach;
Nancy Dye, president of Oberlin
College; Andy Evans, vice presi-
dent for finance; all the admissions
staff, especially Hanna Serota, as-
sociate director of admissions, and
Pamela Stawasz, admissions coun-
selor; and the many students—
including the jazz band and the
lacrosse team—who involved them-
selves in the event.

structure dedicated to wiping out com-
munism, represented by the FMLN.” In
1994 the Arena party won the presiden-
cy, 39 of the 84 assembly seats, and 210
of the 262 municipal governments,
while the FMLN won 20 assembly seats
and only 14 municipal governments.
The international observers of that elec-
tion—including a mission from the
United Nations—saw significant num-
bers of disenfranchised voters and a
high level of fraud, though not so much
as to declare the whole election fraudu-
lent. They recommended various re-
forms, most of them in place this year.

This year in Quetzalteque,
Macarthy says, the FMLN candidates
won both the municipal and the leg-
islative offices, with the Arena candi-
dates coming in second. The unofficial
count for the whole country has the
Arena party winning 10 fewer legisla-
tive seats—29—but still holding the
largest number in the assembly, where
the FMLN now has 28 seats. The
FMLN won control of about 100 mu-
nicipalities, however, including not
only Quetzalteque but also San Sal-
vador, the nation’s capital. As Farah
wrote, the FMLN “won through the
ballot box what they had sought during
12 years of war against the U.S.-backed
government: a measure of real power
within the political system.”

In her short week in El Salvador
Macarthy had only a little time for
sightseeing. In Quetzalteque she visit-
ed a mountain community where resi-
dent campesinos were building a
Lutheran church, and in San Salvador
she went to the shrine to Oscar Amulfo
Romero, the Roman Catholic archbish-
op assassinated in 1980 at the begin-
ning of the civil war. The shrine also
has memorials to those who died later.

Macarthy says she had never before
been involved in politics or human rights;
the trip, she says, “changed my life.”

Carol Ganzel is editor emerita of the
Observer.

Correction
The photo caption on page 1 of the
March 28 issue failed to identify musi-
cian Andrew Bertoni as the Piano Shop
technical assistant.
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Observations

Math Matters for Chemistry
By Harry Spencer

Some years ago, with the support
and encouragement of William
Fuchsman, professor of chem-

istry, I began investigating whether
there is a threshold score on the math-
ematical SAT test (SAT-M) necessary
for achieving a passing grade in Chem-
istry 101, general chemistry. Such a
threshold score, if it existed, would be
helpful for planning by academic advi-
sors and students.

The course is important in our col-
lege life. Every fall about 6 percent of
the students register for it, and Chem
101 is often the first scientific course en-
countered by students, a vital compo-
nent in the study of several academic
disciplines, and a requirement for ad-
mission to medical school.

Most authors of published studies of
relationships between general-chem-
istry grades and SAT-M scores have fo-
cused on the correlation of grades and

scores. The results of those studies indi-
cated that students with high mathe-
matical scores tend to achieve high
grades, but the broad distribution of
grades corresponding to any particular
SAT-M score precludes reliable predic-
tion of grade based on score alone. Nev-
ertheless, mathematical scores have
considerable predictive value. For ex-
ample, Andrews and Andrews of the
University of Virginia concluded in a
1979 article that a high score does not
guarantee a good grade, but a low score
is a strong indicator of a low grade, par-
ticularly if the score is very low.

After analyzing SAT-M scores and
grades for all students in eight succes-
sive years of Chem 101, I found no sim-
ple threshold score, but some important
strong trends instead. These trends
were repeated year after year with only
slight variation and will continue in fu-
ture years, I presume. If so, I think that

they can be used to predict the approxi-
mate probability of a student earning
any particular grade. That is, a student
with a 530 SAT-M score (550 on the
new recentered scale) has about a 4 per-
cent chance of earning an A- grade, an
18 percent chance of earning a B-, a 22
percent chance of an NE grade, and so
forth. I think that students and acade-
mic advisors need to be aware of these
trends—hence this article.

Many, but not all, students in the
eight-year sample with relatively high
SAT-M scores attained the highest
grades, whereas few received an NE
grade. In contrast, students in the lower
ranges of SAT-M scores rarely achieved
those highest grades, but a large frac-
tion received a grade of NE. These
trends are illustrated in Figure 1, which
shows that the fraction of NE grades
decreased, and the fraction of A- or
higher grades increased, as the SAT-M

score increased.
Further analysis an-

swered other important
questions. Does college
experience improve
grades? Do minorities or
women perform better
or worse than their ma-
jority or male colleagues
with similar SAT-M
scores? Are chemistry
and biochemistry ma-
jors distinguishable
from nonmajors?

To answer these ques-
tions, I compared statisti-
cally the actual and ex-
pected grades earned by
several subsets of stu-
dents. The determination
of expected grades is illus-
trated by a simple exam-
ple. In the eight-year
sample about 10 percent
of all students with
SAT-M scores in the
610-650 range earned
grades of A-. Within a
subset of those students,
such as all males, there-
fore, 10 percent would be
expected to earn A-
grades. No statistically
significant differences be-
tween expected and actu-
al grades were found for
first-year, nonfirst-year,
female, male, Asian,
black, and Latino stu-
dents. Among the sub-
sets, those with higher
average SAT-M scores
tended to exhibit higher
average grades. See Fig-
ure 2. I conclude that col-
lege experience, gender,
and ethnic background
did not affect appreciably
the grades, but mathe-
matical skill as measured
by SAT-M scores was an
important factor.

Chemistry and bio-

chemistry majors exhibited a different
pattern. Members of this subset of stu-
dents tended to be overachievers in the
sense that their actual grades were sig-
nificantly higher than the expected
ones. Without further investigation,
however, I do not know if these students
chose chemistry or biochemistry be-
cause of their high performance in gen-
eral chemistry, or if they earned higher
than expected grades because of special
interest in the subject.

Thus, mathematical skill is impor-
tant, but alone does not determine
grade. My general experience is that
among other nonmathematical factors
of importance are personal interest in
chemistry, willingness to work hard,
well-organized work habits, attention
to detail, creativeness, reasonably good
health, freedom from extraneous dis-
tractions, and willingness to seek help
from instructors and fellow students.
Mathematical skill is necessary but not
sufficient for attainment of the highest
grades in general chemistry.

Students with low SAT-M scores
may experience considerable disap-
pointment as one of the unintended con-
sequences of studying Chemistry 101.
Only half of those with scores of 500 or
less (520 or less on the recentered scale),
for example, can expect to earn a grade
of C or higher. Grades of NE or C- may
dash hopes of continuing study through
medical school. Some students may
even consider dropping out of school.

What can advisors recommend to a
student who wishes to improve his or
her prospects in Chemistry 101? Unfor-
tunately, I do not know of any advice
that will give certainty of success, but
perhaps the most promising recommen-
dation is that a student with a relative-
ly low SAT-M score take the intensive
precalculus course, Mathematics 102,
before attempting Chem 101. Math 102
concentrates on improving reasoning
and problem-solving skills, which are
skills of importance in chemistry cours-
es. Such improvement may be suffi-
cient to result in a chemistry grade
higher than expected, particularly if a
grade of A or B is earned in Math 102.

Harry Spencer, distinguished visiting
professor of chemistry, adapted this ar-
ticle from his “Mathematical SAT Test
Scores and College Chemistry Grades,”
published in the December 1996 issue of
the Journal of Chemical Education.
Spencer acknowledges the cooperation
of Lori Gumpf, registrar, and her staff;
the literature help of Alison Ricker, sci-
ence librarian; help in data gathering
by Ross Peacock, director of institution-
al research; and helpful criticism of
Margaret Edson Spencer, his wife.

Associate Professor of Mathematics
Rudd Crawford, who teaches Math
102, asks his students to take a version
of the SAT-M in class as an aid to mon-
itoring the success of Math 102 in de-
veloping the quantitative problem-solv-
ing skills students need in Chem 101
and elsewhere.
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Figure 2: Average grades versus average SAT–M scores for various groups of stu-
dents. Numbers in parentheses are numbers in the set or subset of students. Open cir-
cle: all students (1160). Filled circles: data for students in seven ranges of SAT–M
scores: 450 or less, 460-500, 510-550, 560-600, 610-650, 660-700, 710-800. Open triangles:
data for gender and ethnic subsets among first-year students. The letters next to the
triangles stand for the following subsets: F = females (460), M = males (333), A = Asians
(135), B = blacks (96), C = chemistry and biochemistry majors (68), L = Latinos (38).

Figure 1: Percentages of Chemistry 101 students within an SAT-M range earning
various grades. The sample consists of 1160 students for the years 1987 through 1994.
The corresponding ranges of SAT-M scores on the new recentered scale are: 480 or
less, 490-520, 530-560, 570-600, 610-650, 650-690, and 700-800.
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