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Wechsler Intelligence Tests: Do We
Really Have a Criterion of
Mental Retardation?

JAMES R. FLYNN .
- The University of Otago (Dunedin, New Zealand)

The definition of mental retardation offered by the American Associatior on Mental Deficiency refers
to an IQ of approximately 70 or below. This is identical to the Wechsler criterion of a test performance
two standard deviations ($£s) below the population mean. In fact, Wechsler tests have not supplied
such a criterion, rather they have deviated from it by anything from .27 to a full SD. Having done
without such a criterion for 40 years, we should consider exchanging it for one that is fixed in time
and whose external validity is attested to by -an accumulated body of evidence.

The American Association on Mental
Deficiency defines mental retardation -in
terms of both impaired adaptive behavior
and “significantly subaverage” general in-
tellectnal functioning, the latter term being
defined as IQ of 70 or below (Grossman,
1983, p.. I). The fact that 70 represents the
Wechsler cutting line for two standard de-
viations (SDs) below the mean is presum-
ably not coincidental; and presamably the
Association would not cite Wechsler tests

"so frequenily if they did not believe that
they give us a reasonably accurate picture
of a subject’s standing with reference to the
general population of America.

In this paper I have attempted to show
that Wechsler scales can be grossly unrep-
resentative of the general population and
that psychologists who use them to classify
subjects as 2 $0s below the mean may err

" by anything from .27 to a full §D. More

specifically: (a) The Wechsler Intelligence

Scale for Children (WISC) may have been

about .35 SDs too lenient in its criterion
of mental retardation by the time it was

supplanted; (b) The WISC-R (revised) may -

be as much as .27 §Ds too lenient at the
present time; (¢) The Wechsler Adult Intel-
ligence Scale (WAIS) may have been a full

Requests for reprints should be sent to James R.
Flynn, Department of Political Studies, University of
Otago, Dunedin, New Zealand.

SD too lenient by the time it was supplanted

and the WAIS-R equally misleading the day
it was published: Finally, I have argued that
these conclusions follow when the sampling
procedures of the Psychological Corpora-
tion, the publisher of the Wechsler scales,
are given the maximum benefit of the
doubt,

Method

The basic method was to analyze all
studies in which two Wechsler tests were

administered to the same subjects in coun-
terbalanced order, although there were

certain complications and departures as will
be discussed later. The rationale behind this

method can be best explained by focusing °
on the WISC and WISC-R. Assume for the

moment that subjects consistently get much
higher scores on the WISC ard that this
remains true even after the standardization
samples of the two tests are rendered com-
parable in character. Two alternauve ex-
planations are possible.

First, both the WISC and WISC R ha.ve
norms based on standardization samples
that were grossly unrepresentative of their
time, or at least one does, and there is no
way of establishing which; or second, both
the WISC and WISC-R have norms repre-
sentative of their times, in which case
Americans in general have been making 1Q
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gains at a rate of over .300 IQ points per
year. After all, if subjects find the WISC
normed in 1947-1948 (Wechsler, 1949)
easier than the WISC-R normed in 1971-1973
(Wechsler, 1974) and the principal reason is
that a representative WISC sample set a
standard 7.68 points below a comparable
WISC-R sample, then Americans’ perfor-
mance improved by that amount over 24.5
years. This would mean that WISC norms
rapidly became obsolescent and were not
representative of Americans in general
during the larger part of the time it was
used.

237

Results for WISC and WISC-R

Table 1 presents results from 29 studies
and 1,607 subjects; it includes 33 samples
whose mean WISC IQs ranged from 36 to
136. These samples were grouped by IQ
level. As the weighted average shows,
subjects appear to have found the WISC-
8.54 IQ points easier than the WISC-R.
This result cannot be accepted at face
value, and Table 1 requires some words of
clarification.

First, recall the possibility that the WISC

~and WISC-R standardization samples were

TABLE 1
WISC anD WISC-R: DiFFERENTIAL DIFFICULTY As REVEALED BY UNIFORM SCORING

. N of ) '
Source subjects WISC WISC-R  WISC-R{T»® Difference®
Solly (1977 12 136.08 123.67 122.94 13.14
Larrabee & Holroyd (1976) 38 132.00 122.60 121.79 10.21
-Tuma et al. (1978) 18 127.60 124.70 124.04 3.56
Wheaton et al. (1980) 50 127.24 122.84 122.05 © 5,19
Appelbaum & Tuma (1977) 20 125.21 123.42 122.67 2.54
 Schwarting (1976) , 58 113.40 105.91 103.91 9.49
Rowe (1976) 128 109.92 103.30 101,11 8.81
- Stokes et al. (1978) 59 109.83 107.32 105.42 4.41
" Davis (1977) 54 - 107.45 99.80 97.36 10.09
Klinge et al. (1976) kY 98,72 95.33 92.57 6.15
Appelbaum & Tuma (1977) 20 98.25 94.30 91.47 6.78
Brooks (1977) 30 96.40 89.17 85.48 10.42
Tuma et al. (1978) 18 96.20 91.00 87.94 8.26
Munford (1978) 20 92.50 87.50 84.19 8.31
Swerdlik (1978) 164 91.33 85.86 82.43 8.90
Hartlage & Boone (1977) 42 90.93 85.86 82.43 8.50
. Weiner & Kaunfman (1979) 46 89.70 81.70 77.97 . 11.73
Covin (1977) . . 30 89.33 . 89,40 86.22 3.11
Solway ct al. (1976) 180 - B4.74 79.57 75.69 9,05
Reynolds & Hartlage (1979) 66 - 84.06 79.41 75.52 8.54
Thomas (1980) . 93 80.97* 75.85 71.70 9.27
Sherrets & Quattrocchi (1979) 28 78.43 75.00 70.79 7.64
Reschly & Davis (1977) 48 76.65 73.04 68,24* 8.41
Covin (1976) 101 76.63 74.00 69.12* 7.51
Rowe (1977) 22 76.39 74.85 70.63 5.76
Solly (1977) 12 76.25 65.42 60.53 1572
Hamm et al. (1976) 48 70.41 62.85 39.65* 10.76 -
McGinley (1981) 21 68.05 61.57 57.04* 11.01
Udziela & Barclay (1983) 45 66.79 64.80 59.86 6.93
Catron & Catron (1977) 28 65.30 59.66 54.36 10.94
Gironda (1977) 20 63.90 64.00 58.11% 5.79
Spitz {1983) 33 61.42 56.30 50.07* 11.35
Rowe (1977) 22 56.23 48,79 42.71 13.52
Total 1607 . 8.34¢

* WISC-R(T) is the result of traﬂslating WISC-R scores inte a uniform scoring convention described in the
text; scores marked with an asterisk have had a shight additional adjustment also described in the text.
b Difference equals WISC minus WISC-R{T) and represents the greater difficulty of the WESC-R as expressed

in IQ points._
¢ Weighted average.
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representative of their time. The WISC was.
standardized on a sample. of white Ameri-
cans only, with the mean and SD set at 100
" and 15, respectively; therefore, the ration-

ale of a WISC score of 70 as a criterion of*

mental retardation is that this score puts a
subject at two SDs below the mean IQ of
white Americans. In order to calculate what
a WISC score of 70 really meant by the
early 1970s, how far below the mean of
white Americans that score really was by
then, I used the WISC-R (normed 1971-
1973) to make such a calculation in Table 1;
however, the WISC-R was normed on an all-
races’ standardization sample inclusive of
groups that score below the white Ameri-
can average. That is why within the
WISC-R sample, the white subjects’ mean
is 102.26 and the white subjects’ SD is 14
(Kaufman & Doppelt, 1976). This implies
that WISC-R scores do not mean the same
thing as WISC scores; e.g., a WISC-R
score of 70.is clearly more than two SDs
below the mean of white Americans.

In Table 1, this problem was solved by
using a uniform scoring convention: The
WISC-R scores were equated with
WISC-R(T), where the (T) stands for
translated; these are what WISC-R scores
become when they are put on a white-sub-
jects’-only scale to make them comparable
to WISC scores. As for the mechanics,
WISC-R 74 becomes WISC-R(T) 65.44;
WISC-R 70 is 2.304 white subjects’ SDs
below the white subjects’ mean (102.26 — 70
= 32.26, which divided by 14 = 2.304); the
score that is 2,304 SDs below :the WISC
mean for whlte “Americans is 65.44 (100
_ 65.44 =-34.56, which divided by 15 =
2.304). Once again, this translation is es-
sential: The whole purpose of using the
WISC-R is to measure how deceptive
WISC scores had become in the 1970s if
interpreted in terms of the WISC manual, in
terms of its own scoring convention and its
own criterion of mental retardation. The
translated scores reveal that the WISC-R
standardization sample outperformed the
WISC standardization sample by 8.54 1Q
points.

The WISC sample however, suffered
from a handicap; it included 2.5% in-
stitutionalized mentally retarded children, a
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group absent from the WISC-R sample.
Fortunately, Seashore, Wesman, and Dop-
pelt (1950) allowed determination of the
percentage of such subjects at each level
towards the bottom of a normal curve. Itis .
then possible to calculate how much the

mean of that curve would be elevated by . .

their elimination, namely, .057 of an SD or
.86 IQ points. If that amount is deducted
from the weighted average of 8.54 points
from Table 1, 7.68 IQ points are left as
the adjusted estimate of how much the
WISC-R sample of 1972 outperformed the.
WISC sample of 19471948,

This conclusion assumes that counter-
balanced administration is sufficient to
control for practice effects and that as-
sumption has been questioned in the case of
these two tests {Thomas, 1980). The
WISC-R differs from the WISC in'that the
examiner is instructed to present the cor-
rect’ solution or procedure if the subject
fails the first item of a subtest. The hypothe-
sis is that this makes for differential prac-
tice effects; When the WISC is adminis-
tered first, the subject goes to the WISC-R
with the sole benefit of having taken a test
very similar in content; but when the
WISC-R is administered first, the subject
goes to the WISC with that benefit plus
having received “coaching” by the exam- -
iner as well, an extra advantage not envis-
aged when the WISC was normed. Assume
that subjects get higher scores on the
WISC; a differential practice effect would
inflate half of the WISC scores, and,
therefore, at least part of the lesser diffi-
culty of the WISC would be an artifact of
the research design.

Because of this, I included four studles
that departed from the usual research de-
sign in a way that would test the hypothesis
of differential practice effects. Catron and
Catron (1977) used subjects who were ran-
domly assigned to take either the WISC or
the WISC-R. Udziela and Barclay. (1983)
randomly selected students from the rec-
ords of the Department for the Mentally
Retarded in St. Louis for the years 1974-to
1975 and found that about half had taken
the WISC only, the other half the WISC-R
only. Solway et al. (1976) used subjects
who took either the WISC or WISC R and
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- were considered equivalent because they
were all referred for testing from the same
pool of juvenile-delinquents. Thomas (1980)
compared subjects who took the WISC 3
vears after an initial test on the WISC
{Group 1) with subjects who took the
.WISC-R 3 years after an initial test on'the
WISC (Group 2), that period being deemed
sufficient to nullify practice effects. The
difference between the two groups on their
initial test when all took the WISC (Group |
was 3.33 points inferior) can be used to
control for quality (add 3.33 points on to
Group 1’s later performance) and afford a
fair comparisen.

.A second reason for departure from the
criterion of counterbalanced administration

had to do with the dearth of studies of sub-

jects- with WISC IQs below 80, the very
level that concerns mental retardation
. workers most. It seemed best to include
some additional studies of low-1Q subjects
whose research design posed problems, but
relatively manageable problems. Hamm et
al. (1976) used a counterbalanced research
design, but 34 subjects took the WISC-R
first and only 14 subjects the WISC. The
average test—retest interval was 39 days,
and even if practice effects did not differ
with test order, they would in this case in-
flate the WISC mean. To compensate, I
increased the WISC-R mean by 1.87 points,
a value that assumes a practice effect of
4.485 points; that is the average practice
effect for these two tests based on data
from six studies (Davis, 1977; Klinge, Rod-
ziewicz, & Schwartz, 1976; Larrabee &
Holroyd, 1976; Swerdlik, 1978; Tuma,
Appelbaum, & Bee, 1978; Wheaton, Van-
dergriff, & Nelson, 1980). For exactly the
same sort of reasons, the WISC-R mean
found by McGinley (1981) was increased by
.64 points. There are also four studies in
which subjects simply took the WISC and
~ anywhere from 1.5 to 3 years later, took

the WISC-R (Covin, 1976; Girenda, 1977;
Reschly & Davis, 1977; Spitz, 1983). These
studies possess both .an-advantage and a
disadvantage over counterbalanced admin-
istration: The test-retest interval was long
enough so that practice effects, whether
differential or not, should pose little prob-
lem; but it was also long enough so that the

subjects may not have maintained a con-
stant IQ from one test to the other. The best
1 could do was to apply the conclusion sug-
gested by the possibility that the WISC
and WISC-R standardization samples
were each representative of its time,
namely, that Americans have been making
1Q gains at a rate of about .300 points per
vear. This meant deducting from .45 to .90
points from the WISC-R scores. Whether
or not the conclusion is true, these adjust-
ments. are clearly too small to have a sig-
nificant effect.

I have accounted for all of the studies and
samples in Table 1. To test the hypothesis
of differential practice effects (i.e., deter-
mine whether counterbalanced administra-
tion is sufficient to offer a fair comparison
of the WISC and WISC-R), I divided the 33
samples into three kinds: 25 that had coun-
terbalanced administration, 4 designed to
circumvent the possibility of differential
practice effects (Catron & Catron, 1977;
Solway et al., 1976; Thomas, 1980; Udziela
& Barclay, 1983), and 4 that mitigate that
possibility, although posing other problems
(Covin, 1976; Gironda, 1977; Reschley &
Davis, 1977; Spitz, 1983). These three kinds
of samples show that the WISC-R has a
greater difficulty of 8.47 1Q points, 8.99
points, and 8.18 points, respectively. The

consistency of these results means that the -

hypothesis of differential practice effects
requires some hard evidence in its favor to
gain credibility. ‘

These 33 samples provide sufficient data
for estimates of the differential difficnlty of
the WISC -and WISC-R at virtually every
level of the IQ scale. In Table 2, weighted
averages were calculated for six levels, and

these revealed a uniformity that is most:

striking: For those with WISC IQs from 70
to 115, the WISC-R is 8.5 points more diffi-
cult with minor fluctuations; the difference
for gifted subjects was a bit less—just under
7 points, and the difference for those with a
WISC IQ below 70 was a bit more—just
over 9.5 points. A good estimate at the
WISC cutting line for mental retardation
would be 9.11 points; i.e., a performance
that earned a WISC score of 70 would earn
a WISC-R translated score of 60.89. If the
.26 points needed to make the WISC-R a
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fully accurate check on the WIVSC- is de-

ducted, Table 2 suggests that by 1972 the

WISC cutting line for mental retardation
was obsolescent by 8.25 points, or .55 SDs.

TABLE 2

WISC anp WISC-R: DIFFERENTIAL DIFFICULTY AT
VARIOUS LEVELS OF PERFORMANCE -

WISC minus
WISC range WISC-R(T)* N subjects
125-.140 6.67 138
115-125 — —
105-115 8.30 299
160105 — —
90--100 8.52 326
80-90 8.89 415
70-80 8.52 259
55-70 9.70 17¢
Weighted average 8.54 16070

3 The greater difficulty of the WISC-R is expressed
in IQ points based on a uniform scoring convention

with a mean and §D of 100 and 15, respectively; the )

values are weighted averages for those samples whose

subjects had a2 mean IQ within each WISC range (see -

Table 1 for sources and data).
b Total.

- Discussion

Psychologists using the WISC from 1971
to 1974 thought that they were isolating
subjects two SDs below the mean IQ of
white Americans: This would be the bottom
2.27% of white persons and the bottom
16.90% of black persons. In reality, by that
time the WISC cutting line of 70 was far
too lenient in terms of current norms: They
were actually isolating the bottom .54% of
white persons and the bottom 5.89% of
black persons. In terms of all races com-
bined, the difference is between 4.32% and
1.29%, which means that of every 10 sub-
jects who should have been classified as
within the range of mental retardation only
the bottom 3 were! In terms of numbers, of
8.8 million Americans eligible for
classification, only 2.6 million would have
been deemed eligible. These figures are
based on the WISC-R standardization data
as compiled by Kaufman and Doppelt
(1976). They cannot be taken literally be-
cause pathological cases distort the distri-
bution at the very bottom of the 1Q curve,
but they do indicate the magnitude of the
problem..
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With the publication of the WISC-R in
1974 with its all races standardization sam-
ple, the Psychological Corporation intro- -
duced a new criterion of mental retardation:
no longer two SDs below the mean IQ of
white Americans; but two SDs below the

mean for all races. The criterion femained - -

at a score of 70, but this masked a signifi-
cant difference. As previously discussed, a
WISC-R score of 70 is actually 2.304 §Ds
below the mean of white Americans when
put on the WISC scale, and this amounts to
4,56 1Q points (304 x 15 = 4.56). In the
WISC-R manual, Wechsler (1974) stated
that his scale provides “‘a time-tested
classification of IQ equivalents for diag-
nostic terms in common use” (p.. 26).
Clearly, the old criterion and a new one
4.56 IQ points more lenient cannot both be -
attested to by the same body of accumu- -
lated evidence,

How well does the WISC-R -today do
what it may have done in 1972, namely,
isolate Americans of all races two SDs
below thé all races’ mean? Assuming the
WISC and WISC-R standardization sam-
ples were each representative of their time,
American IQ gains over the 24.5 years prior
to-1972 relaxed the WISC criterion of men--
tal retardation by .55 §Ds; therefore, if 1Q
gains have continued since 1972 at the same
rate, the- WISC-R criterion may have re-
laxed by .27 SDs, or over 4 IQ poiits during
the 12 years from 1972 to 1984. I do not
know. whether I} gains have continued or
not, but that is the whole point. Assuming
the radical malleability of I(} in the past, the
Psychological Corporation would have to
restandardize all of their tests every 7 vears
in order to be certain the norms were cur-
rent. Recall that the alternative to the radi-
cal malleability. of IQ is that their samples
are grossly unrepresentative even at the
time they are selected, in which‘ case their -
norms should never be accepted as reliable.

Results for Other Wechsler Tests.

The method already described, analyzing -
all studies in which two Wechsler tests
were administered to the same subjects,
was applied to other combinations of tests,
There are 4 such studies for the Wechsler
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Adult Intelligence Scale (WAIS) and
WISC-R (Craft & Kronenburger, 1979;
Nagle & Lazarus, 1979; Spitz, 1983;

Wechsler, 1974), 8 for the WAIS and

WAIS-R (Lippold & Claiborn, 1983; Mishra
& Brown, 1983; Prout & Schwartz, 1984;

. Simon & Clopton, in press; Smith, 1983;
- Spitz, 1983; Urbina, Golden, & Ariel, 1982;

“ Wechsler, 1981). Altogether, this afforded

three combinations of paired Wechsler

tests, and within each pair the tests were
compared for differential difficulty. In ad-
dition, nonretarded and retarded subjects

"~ "were separated so that I could establish
whether the differential difficulty was
similar for both average and below-average
subjects. ) .

Table 3 shows that the pair of WISC and
WISC-R, with little separating their dif-
ferential difficuity for nonretarded and re-

- tarded subjects, stands out as the excep-
tion. The WISC-R was about 6 points more
- difficult than the WAIS for most subjects,
but on the level of retardation, its greater
difficulty rose to almost 13 points. On the
"other hand, the greater difficulty of the
WAIS-R over the- WAIS, which was also
about 6 points for most subjects, fell away
"to nothing at the level of retardation. The
most interesting thing about Table 3 is a
prediction that can be generated from the
comparisons shown. If the WAIS-R and
WAIS are equivalent at the level of retar-
dation, and if the WAIS is 13 points easier

than the WISC-R, then the WAIS-R should

TABLE 3

WECHSLER TES$TS: DIFFERENTIAL DIFFICULTY FOR
NONRETARDED AND RETARDED SUBJECTS

- Non-
Test retarded A Retarded N
WISC and
WISC-R(T) 8.40 1437 970 170
WAIS and WISC-R , 6.20 40 1279  Be
WAIS and WAIS-R 5.55 328 .06 81

Note. For each pair of tests, the values refer to the
greater difficulty of the second test expressed in IQ
points. The WISC and WISC-R(T) pair have their dif-
ferential difficulty expressed in our uniform scoring
. convention with white subjects’ §D =15, the remain-
der in a shared all races’ conventicn with white sub-
. jects’ SD = i4, Muliiply by 1.07 to convert, the latter

. into the former. For sources sce Table 2 and text.
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be 13 points easier than the WISC-R. If that
is true—if the WAIS-R is really radically
more lenient at the level of retardation than
is the WISC-R—the most serious conse-
quences follow. First, however, I must try
to explain why Wechsier tests exhibit dif-
ferential difficulty for nonretarded and re-
tarded subjects.

1 believe that the procedures of the Psy-

. chological Corporation are basically sound,

taking their samples as a whole and focus-
ing on nonretarded subjects. As 1 have
shown elsewhere (Flynn, 1984), when the
improved performance of their stan-
dardization samples is put in the context of
a wider array of data, it is far more com-
patible with the hypothesis that Americans
have made massive IQ gains over time than
with sampling error; but there is a special

‘problem at the level of retardation due to

the small number of subjects. Take two
standardization samples both numbering
2,200 and reasonably matched for quality.
If you have bad luck, the bottom 50 (2.27%})
of the first sample will match the bottom 22
(1.00%) .of the second; and if the mathe-
matics of a normal curve are applied, a
performance that scores 70 on the first test
will receive only 65 on the second; i.e.,
even given sound procedures overall, sam-
pling error at the bottom of the curve can
account for a differential difficulty between
nonretarded and retarded subjects:
amounting to 5 or 6 points. Further, at a
particular age, for example, age 16, where
sample numbers in the range of retardation
are only four or five, chance may dictate
even greater discrepancies.

Therefore, in addition to obsolescence as
an unpredictable factor, for the rate of 1Q
gains is known only after the event, sam-
pling error, which seems endemic at the
level of mental retardation, must be added. -
From this perspective, Table 3 shows that
by 1972 the WAIS was 6.20 points too le-
nient because of obsolescence and perhaps

" another 6.59 points too lenient because of

sampling error to make up the total of 12.79
points, I say “*perhaps” because, for all we

*know, the sampling error at the level of

retardation may have come from the
WISC-R, the other test in this pair. The
WISC and WISC-R do seem to add credi-
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bility to each other’s sampling at the level of
retardation, but this may be due only to
errors that happened to be in the same di-
rection. If the WAIS was as defective as it
seems to be, psychologistd using it as a crite-
rion of mental retardation in 1972 were
using a criterion too lenient by over .85
SDs. By 1980, if IQ gains persisted, they
were off by a full SD: Rather than isolating
those 2 §Ds below the mean, they were
isolating subjects 3 §Ds below; setting aside
pathological cases, oniy one-seventh of 1%
of the population was eligible to be
classified as mentally retarded! Moreover,
when the WAIS-R was published in 1981, it
brought no improvement; the WAIS-R and
the WAIS appear to be equivalent at the
level of mental retardation.

This led to the prediction that the
WAIS-R will prove to be 13 points more
lenient than the WISC-R for retarded sub-
jects. Imagine that the Psychological Cor-
- poration took two samples at the same time
and that although well matched for overall
-quality, they showed great discrepancies at
the level of retardation. The fact that they
were taken at the same time rules out ob-
solescence as a factor; the match for overall
quality indicates basically sound sampling
procedures; but the great discrepancies for
retarded subjects would signal beyond
doubt the existence of a special problem at
the bottom of the curve. Now the pair of
WISC-R and WAIS-R come close to meet-
ing the above specifications. The samples
were tested only 6 years apart; one study at
least shows that they were well-matched

for quality (Wechsler, 1981); and yet pre-

liminary reports from the field indicate that
the WAIS-R is at least 13 points more le-
nient for retarded subjects (Ring, 1983). In
my opinion, the pair of WAIS-R and
WISC-R constitutes an experimentum
crucis for the reliability of Wechsler criteria
of mental retardation.

The pair of WAIS-R and WISC-R are of
great value for another reason: They over-
lap only at age 16. As previously men-
tioned, sampling error should make a
greater difference for retarded subjects at a
particular age than for subjects of all ages as
a group because the number of relevant
persons in the standardization sample falls
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off to four or five. Note the significance of
this for the pair WISC and WISC-R, the
only Wechsler pair that seems to suggest no
special problem at the level of retardation;
for any given age the WISC and WISC-R
sampling could be as defective as the
WAIS-R, this fact being concealed only by
merging all ages together. Every subject
tested has a particular age, and it is no
comfort to know that they would not have
been wrongly classified if only they had
been fictitious subjects each aged 6 to I5.
A final point about sampling error and-
Wechsler IQs. For IQs of 55 or below, the
relationship between standardization - sam-
ples and norms is at its weakest: These
scores are 3 or more SDs below the mean
and include only .14 of 1% of the sample, .
which means these subjects are virtually -
nonexistent in a sample of 2,200, At these

‘levels, different scoring practices rather

than sampling error cause IQ discrepancies
fro‘}n test to test. For example, a 16-year-
old subject must actually earn the minimum
WISC-R IQ of 40 by giving a fair number of
correct answers; that same subjeéct can then
take the WAIS-R and get its minimum IQ of
46 (at ages 16 to 17) without giving any
correct answers whatsoever (Wechsler,
1974, 1981). Indeed, the different methods
of going from raw scores to scaled scores to
1(s on Wechsler tests may be having a sig-
nificant impact throughout the whole range

-of mental retardation, although little above

it. On another level, however, this problem
reflects the deeper problem of sampling.
When the device of deviation 1Qs is used,
large and accurate samples, such as we-
have for nonretarded subjects, tend to nul-
lify the effects of different scoring practices
because deviation IQs make sample distri-
bution the primary ‘determinent of IQs.
When the sampling factor, however, is too
weak to provide a corrective, the scoring
practices are free to produce their dis-
crepancies without interference. - '

Conclusion

I am uncertain that anyone will ever
know just who is 2 §Ds below the popula-
tion mean, at least for-a g’i{ven age at a given-

- time, but assume’ that the sampling prob-
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lems are solved and that day arrives. For 40
years, without realizing it, psychologists
have applied criteria far more lenient than 2
SDs below the mean and presumably found
them reasonably . satisfactory in terms of
external validity. If accurate tests become
available, rather than suddenly strengthen-
ing these criteria for no good reason, psy-
chologists must consider setting the
cutting-line for mental retardation at

. something below 2 SDs below the mean;

e.g., adopt a score of 60 rather than 70 on

" the ideal test of the future. If IQ gains over

time continue, psychologists will have to

continue to be flexible. The next test pub-

lished would be based on the higher quality
of a new standardization sample, and its

" norms would force a performance that pre-

viously earned 60 down to 50. If the old
level of performance continues to have ex-
ternal validity on its side {e.g., if 60 on the
old test signals an ability to read at a
functional level), it makes no sense (o
classify subjects as retarded merely be-

‘cause they get 50 on the new test. A score

of 50 would have to become our cutting

- line.

Is it really important to determine who is
50 many SDs below the mean? If a score of
70 on the old WISC really was “time-
tested” in terms of a body of evidence and
evidence for its external validity contifiues
to accumulate, what difference would it
make how far below the population mean
WISC 70 lies? Rather than revising our cri-
terion of mental retardation with each new
test, psychologists should fix it at a par-

. ticular point in time, perhaps at the stan-

dards set by the WISC sample of 1947-1948
and the WAIS sample of 1953-1954. In
practice, this would mean keeping a
WAIS-R score of 70, because of its equiva-
ience to the old WAIS, but lowering the
cutting line for the WISC-R down to 65 or
even 60 for older subjects, so as to establish
equivalence with WISC and WAIS,
Whenever a new test is published, it should
be administered to a large sample of re-
tarded subjects along with the appropriate
reference test from the past, so as to derive

-- .4 new score equivalent to the old cutting-
line.

The . soundness of these reflections de-

"
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pends on future research, studies of the
WISC-R and WAIS-R and, far more im-
portant, studies that determine whether or
not we can freeze our criterion of mental
retardation at a given point in time. This
much is certain: Because of obsolescence
and sampling problems, there is at present
no coherent criterion of mental retardation.
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