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SOM PA

Introduction and Definition of SOMPA

The acronym SOMPA stands for the System of Multicultural Pluralistic Assessment, a
comprehensive and pioneering assessment model developed primarily by sociologist Dr. Jane R.
Mercer during the 1970s. SOMPA was conceived as a direct response to the pervasive and well-
documented issues of cultural and linguistic bias inherent in traditional standardized intelligence
testing, particularly when applied to children from diverse ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic
backgrounds. The fundamental premise driving the creation of SOMPA was the recognition that
standard intelligence quotient (IQ) scores often reflected exposure to dominant cultural norms
rather than intrinsic intellectual capacity, leading to disproportionate and often erroneous
placement of minority students in special education programs. SOMPA aimed to provide a holistic
and equitable evaluation framework by integrating multiple sources of data, moving beyond the
singular reliance on normed cognitive scores to encompass medical, social, and cultural variables
relevant to the child's functioning.

Unlike conventional assessment tools that implicitly assumed a homogeneous cultural background
among all test-takers, the SOMPA model explicitly incorporates the individual's specific
sociocultural context into the interpretation of test performance. This pluralistic approach mandated
that an individual's observed abilities must be evaluated against the norms of their own particular
sociocultural group, rather than exclusively against the norms of the general, often predominantly
white, middle-class population that historically formed the standardization samples for instruments
like the WISC (Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children). By adopting this pluralistic perspective,
SOMPA sought to differentiate between genuine intellectual deficits and deficits that were merely
artifacts of cultural difference or lack of exposure to the specific knowledge valued by the test
makers.

The development of SOMPA was a landmark event in psychological and educational assessment
history, signaling a critical shift towards equity in testing practices. Its structure is deliberately
complex, requiring the integration of data derived from three distinct conceptual models--the
Medical Model, the Social System Model, and the Pluralistic Model--each contributing a unique
dimension to the overall understanding of the child. This tripartite framework ensures that
assessment is not only broad but also highly sensitive to environmental and biological factors,
providing a nuanced profile that informs educational and placement decisions far more accurately
than a simple 1Q score ever could. The implementation of SOMPA, therefore, requires
interdisciplinary collaboration and a deep commitment to understanding the complexities of human
development within diverse cultural ecosystems.

Historical Context and Development

The genesis of the System of Multicultural Pluralistic Assessment is inextricably linked to the civil
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rights movements and the subsequent legal challenges of the 1960s and 1970s concerning
educational equity. Landmark court cases, such as the 1970 case Diana v. State Board of
Education and the subsequent Larry P. v. Riles in 1972, highlighted systemic failures within public
education, demonstrating that reliance on biased standardized tests resulted in the
misclassification and segregation of minority students, particularly African American and Hispanic
children, into classes for the educable mentally retarded (EMR). This judicial scrutiny created an
urgent need for assessment instruments that were legally defensible and socially just. Dr. Jane R.
Mercer, deeply concerned by the social epidemiology of mental retardation and the
disproportionate rates of diagnosis among minority populations in California, led the effort to create
a truly non-discriminatory alternative.

Mercer's extensive research in Riverside, California, formed the empirical backbone of SOMPA.
Her studies revealed that when sociocultural factors were statistically controlled, the prevalence
rates of mental retardation among minority groups decreased dramatically, suggesting that the
observed deficits were largely situational or cultural rather than biological or fixed intellectual
limitations. This critical finding underpinned the philosophical shift from a deficit model to a
difference model of assessment. The formal publication of the SOMPA battery in the mid-1970s
provided educators and clinicians with the first standardized tool specifically designed to account
for the child's environment, thereby mitigating the biases inherent in traditional psychometric
evaluations. The tool was developed and standardized on a massive, diverse sample, ensuring
that its norms were representative of the multicultural reality of American society.

The historical significance of SOMPA lies in its role as a catalyst for change, forcing the
psychological community to confront the limitations of universal norms and the ethical responsibility
of culturally competent assessment. It moved the conversation away from merely reporting a
child's score relative to the general population toward determining what that score truly means
within the context of the child's socialization and life experiences. This development directly
influenced subsequent federal legislation, most notably the implementation of the Education for All
Handicapped Children Act (P.L. 94-142), which mandated non-discriminatory assessment
practices, effectively making the principles championed by SOMPA a legal requirement for public
school systems across the United States.

The Three Main Components of SOMPA

The System of Multicultural Pluralistic Assessment is conceptually organized around three distinct,
yet interwoven, assessment models, each providing a crucial piece of the diagnostic puzzle. The
first is the Medical Model, which focuses on biological and physical factors that might influence
learning or behavior. This component typically involves a detailed physical examination, including
assessments of vision, hearing, neurological status, and medical history. The objective here is to
identify any physiological conditions, such as sensory impairments or chronic illnesses, that could
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potentially interfere with performance on cognitive tests or adaptive functioning, ensuring that
observed difficulties are not mistakenly attributed to intellectual disability when they are medically
mediated.

The second component is the Social System Model, which assesses the child's functioning within
their immediate and broader environment, specifically focusing on adaptive behavior. This model
rejects the idea that intelligence is solely a measure of abstract academic potential, emphasizing
instead the child's capacity to meet the demands of their social roles--at home, at school, and in
the community. Data for this model is primarily gathered using the Adaptive Behavior Inventory
for Children (ABIC), which solicits detailed input from parents and caregivers regarding the child's
competency in areas such as communication, self-help skills, socialization, and role performance.
The Social System Model is foundational to understanding how well a child adapts to the real-world
expectations placed upon them by their cultural group.

Finally, the third and perhaps most distinctive component is the Pluralistic Model, which is
specifically designed to assess cognitive potential while controlling for sociocultural variation. This
model employs a standardized intelligence test, typically the WISC-R (Wechsler Intelligence Scale
for Children--Revised), but critically, it does not interpret the raw scores using general population
norms. Instead, the Pluralistic Model utilizes sophisticated statistical procedures to compare the
child's performance only against the norms established by children who share similar sociocultural
backgrounds, including factors like parental education, family structure, and urbanization level.
This statistical adjustment results in the determination of the Estimated Learning Potential (ELP),
the central unique output of the SOMPA system, which aims to provide a fairer estimate of innate
cognitive capacity stripped of cultural loading.

Measurement of Adaptive Behavior (The ABIC)

Central to the Social System Model within SOMPA is the Adaptive Behavior Inventory for
Children (ABIC), a structured interview tool designed to measure the child's ability to cope with
the natural and social demands of their environment. The ABIC is critical because it
operationalizes the SOMPA principle that intelligence must be understood through both cognitive
performance and practical application. The inventory covers a wide range of everyday behaviors
and responsibilities, providing a functional assessment that complements the abstract nature of
standardized 1Q tests. The inventory is divided into six critical areas of adaptive functioning,
ensuring a thorough evaluation of the child's social competence and independence across various
life settings.

The six scales of the ABIC are meticulously constructed to reflect behaviors that are relevant
across diverse cultural settings, focusing on universally important roles and expectations. These
scales include:
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Family Role: Measures participation and responsibility within the household.

Community Role: Assesses interaction with the broader community, including public safety and
navigation skills.

Peer Role: Evaluates social skills, friendship formation, and group participation.

Non-Academic School Role: Focuses on behaviors necessary for school success outside of pure
academics, such as following rules and managing materials.

Earner/Consumer Role: Relevant for older children, measuring understanding of money and
marketplace interactions.

Self-Maintenance Role: Covers basic self-help skills, personal hygiene, and independence.

The data collected via the ABIC is reported by the parents or primary caregivers, who are
presumed to have the most accurate and long-term perspective on the child's typical, real-world
behavior, minimizing the transient effects of test anxiety or unfamiliarity with the testing
environment.

The interpretation of ABIC results is conducted against sociocultural group norms, meaning a
child's score is compared to scores of other children from similar backgrounds. This prevents the
imposition of middle-class or dominant cultural standards on children whose environments might
necessitate different adaptive skills. For instance, competence in a highly urbanized, resource-
scarce environment might manifest differently than competence in a suburban setting, and the
ABIC is designed to recognize and value these differences. The resulting profile provides essential
information for determining if a child's difficulties stem from poor adaptation to their environment or
from actual cognitive limitations, thereby preventing the mislabeling of culturally different children
as intellectually disabled.

The Concept of Estimated Learning Potential (ELP)

The Estimated Learning Potential (ELP) is arguably the most innovative and contentious output
generated by the SOMPA methodology. It represents the central mechanism through which
SOMPA operationalizes its pluralistic philosophy, transforming raw cognitive data into a culturally
sensitive measure of potential. ELP is not simply the raw IQ score; rather, it is a statistically
adjusted score derived from the child's performance on a standardized intelligence test, typically
the WISC-R, after accounting for the influence of specific sociocultural characteristics. This
process involves using normative data derived from groups sharing the child's specific
demographic profile.

The determination of ELP relies on a regression analysis where factors known to correlate
significantly with cultural exposure and socioeconomic status--such as the number of generations
the family has lived in the United States, the primary language spoken at home, the presence of
specific family structures, and parental occupation/education level--are used as predictors. By
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controlling for these variables, the resulting ELP score attempts to isolate the variance in cognitive
performance attributable to innate potential from the variance attributable to cultural opportunity or
deprivation relative to the dominant norming group. If a child's traditional 1Q score is low but they
come from a background associated with lower performance on those specific tests (due to factors
like language barriers or limited access to culturally relevant educational resources), the ELP
calculation will adjust the score upwards, reflecting a higher assumed potential once cultural
barriers are theoretically removed.

The purpose of the ELP is purely diagnostic and preventative: it serves to caution assessors
against equating low test performance with low innate ability when cultural factors are pronounced.
A high ELP score, even alongside a low traditional IQ score, suggests that the child is capable of
learning and adapting but requires specialized educational interventions that bridge the gap
between their current knowledge base and the expectations of the school system. Conversely, if
both the traditional IQ and the ELP are low, it lends stronger evidence to the presence of a
genuine, pervasive intellectual disability. Thus, ELP shifts the focus from simply classifying the
child based on standardized scores to identifying the source of the performance gap--be it cultural,
environmental, or organic--and planning appropriate, non-biased educational strategies.

Implementation and Interpretation Challenges

Despite its robust theoretical foundation and ethical imperative, the implementation of the SOMPA
model in practical educational settings has faced significant challenges. One primary difficulty lies
in the complexity and time-intensive nature of administering the complete battery. Unlike a
standard 1Q test which requires only a few hours of direct child contact, SOMPA necessitates
extensive involvement from parents and caregivers for the ABIC and requires detailed collection of
demographic and sociocultural data, which can sometimes be intrusive or difficult to verify
accurately. The time commitment required for training assessors to correctly administer and, more
crucially, interpret the three interconnected models often proved prohibitive for resource-strained
school districts.

A second major challenge revolves around the interpretation and ethical use of the Estimated
Learning Potential (ELP). Critics and practitioners have often struggled with the ambiguity inherent
in a statistically adjusted score. While the ELP is designed to estimate potential free from cultural
bias, some argued that it relied too heavily on statistical extrapolation and might not accurately
reflect the child's current functional abilities, leading to potential discrepancies between the child's
measured potential and their actual achievement in school. Furthermore, the reliance on self-
reported sociocultural data introduced the potential for variability or inaccuracy that could skew the
final ELP calculation, leading to concerns about the score's stability and reliability across different
testing scenarios or assessors.
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Legal and institutional resistance also hampered widespread adoption. Although P.L. 94-142
mandated non-discriminatory testing, the explicit use of separate norms based on race or ethnicity,
as utilized in the Pluralistic Model, raised concerns in some jurisdictions about reverse
discrimination or the potential for perpetuating segregation by acknowledging and codifying racial
differences within the assessment process. While SOMPA's intent was purely equitable, the
mechanism of adjusting scores based on group membership sparked debate about whether the
model inadvertently reinforced group stereotypes, despite its methodological rigor in isolating
cultural influence. These logistical, theoretical, and legal hurdles meant that while SOMPA
profoundly influenced assessment philosophy, its full, mandatory implementation was not
universally adopted.

Impact, Criticisms, and Legacy

The impact of the System of Multicultural Pluralistic Assessment on the field of psychology and
special education is undeniable, even decades after its introduction. SOMPA successfully shifted
the paradigm from a purely psychometric, deficit-focused approach to a holistic, ecological
perspective that emphasized environmental and cultural competence alongside cognitive ability. It
provided the necessary framework for legislative mandates requiring comprehensive, multi-faceted
assessments for special education placement, ensuring that a single, culturally biased score could
never be the sole determinant of a child's educational fate. The principles of incorporating adaptive
behavior assessment and recognizing cultural difference as a factor in test performance are now
standard ethical practice, deeply embedded in modern assessment guidelines.

However, SOMPA has not been immune to criticism. Methodological critiques often focused on the
statistical models used to calculate the ELP, arguing that the selection of sociocultural variables
was arbitrary or incomplete, potentially failing to capture the full complexity of cultural experience.
Furthermore, some critics pointed out that the ABIC, while revolutionary, still measured adaptive
behavior based on parental reporting of socially desirable behaviors, which could introduce bias or
subjective interpretation. Perhaps the most enduring criticism relates to the practical utility of the
ELP: if a child is unable to function adequately in a mainstream classroom due to lack of cultural
exposure (leading to a low 1Q but high ELP), the school system must still address the current
functional deficit, regardless of the child's estimated potential. This highlighted the gap between
diagnostic accuracy and programmatic intervention.

Despite these criticisms, the legacy of SOMPA is robust. While the specific SOMPA battery may no
longer be widely used in its original form--partially due to the complexity of the WISC-R and the
emergence of newer, culturally modified instruments--its core philosophical contributions persist.
Modern assessment standards, mandated by laws like the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act (IDEA), require the use of multiple assessment measures, including evaluation of adaptive
skills and consideration of sociocultural history. Instruments like the Vineland Adaptive Behavior
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Scales and other contemporary non-discriminatory assessment tools trace their lineage directly
back to the groundbreaking work of Mercer and the SOMPA model, which permanently altered the

ethical landscape of psychological testing for diverse populations.
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