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The suitability of the International Certificate of Christian Education 

as an examination for university entrance 

Increasing numbers of students are applying to university with the International 

Certificate of Christian Education (ICCE), an alternative to mainstream 

qualifications based on a biblically-based, individualised curriculum called 

Accelerated Christian Education (ACE). No formal validity arguments exist for 

the ICCE, but it claims to prepare students for university entrance. This article 

assesses the validity of the ICCE by comparing the stated objectives in ACE 

workbooks with the activities on its tests. It is argued that many of the learning 

objectives are never tested at all. Those that are tested are frequently covered 

only superficially. The tests rely extensively on rote memorisation which fails to 

prove understanding of concepts, anG�$&(¶V�GHILQLWLRQV�RI�DFDGHPLF�GLVFLSOLQHV�

are often rather different from, and inferior to, the understandings of mainstream 

academia. It is concluded that, while students from alternative educational 

backgrounds should not be penalised, ICCE results cannot provide the robust 

evidence of academic achievement that universities are entitled to expect.  

Keywords: Accelerated Christian Education; curriculum; assessment; validity; 

Christian education 

 

Examinations for university entrance 

Throughout the world, an increasing number of mainly young people enter universities. 

Many universities are over-subscribed and use a number of ways of determining which 

applicants are deemed successful. Chief among these are examinations, either ones set 

by a university itself or, more usually, ones set by a nationally accredited body ± e.g. 

µ$¶��$GYDQFHG��OHYHOV�LQ�(QJODQG�DQG�D�QXPEHU�RI�RWKHU�FRXQWULHV��VHW�E\�D�UHFRJQLVHG�

Awarding Body. In this paper, the suitability of the International Certificate of Christian 

Education (ICCE), an award which claims to be suitable for determining the 

appropriateness of a candidate for admission to university, is examined. The ICCE is 

taken by students who have undergone Accelerated Christian Education. 
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Accelerated Christian Education 

Accelerated Christian Education (ACE) is µa complete, self-instructional curriculum 

that integrates Bible truths and character values throughout all subjects and grade levels. 

%LEOLFDO�SULQFLSOHV�DQG�FRQFHSWV�DUH�LQWHUZRYHQ�LQWR�DOO�DVSHFWV�RI�WKH�SURJUDPPH�«�

and science is taught from the Biblical perspective of creation¶ (Christian Education 

Europe [CEE], 2017a). The curriculum consists mainly of PACEs (Packets of 

Accelerated Christian Education), workbooks typically around 40 pages in length, each 

of which takes a student approximately two weeks to complete (ACE, 2010). Students 

complete these workbooks at desks enclosed on three sides, known as offices (ACE, 

2012, pp. 78±83).  

 

ACE originated in Texas and now has its headquarters in Tennessee, but the 

standardised curriculum is distributed globally. It is used in around two dozen private 

schools in the UK (CEE, 2017b), and approximately 6,000 schools worldwide, as well 

as by µthousands¶ of home schoolers (ACE, 2017). Although ACE has existed since 

1970, with schools in the UK since 1979 (Dennett, 1988), it has been the subject of 

minimal research (Scaramanga, 2017). With increasing numbers of ACE students 

applying to universities and employers (Boulton, 2014), there is a need for more 

information about their qualifications and examination of their suitability.  

 

Instead of receiving mainstream qualifications, students completing the ACE 

curriculum are awarded the International Certificate of Christian Education (ICCE). The 

ICCE has seven levels. This paper examines the General and Advanced levels, which 

NARIC (the designated United Kingdom national agency for the recognition and 



 
4 

comparison of international qualifications and skills) has benchmarked as comparable to 

&DPEULGJH�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�([DPV�µ2¶�DQG�µ$¶�/HYHO�VWDQGDUG�UHVSHFWLYHO\�(NARIC, 

2012a). ACE is self-paced, so the age at which students graduate may vary, but the 

ICCE board expects the average student to complete the General certificate when aged 

15-16 and the Advanced certificate when aged 17-18 (CEE, 2012, p. 17). Four ICCE 

subjects are examined: Biblical studies, English; science; and social studies (geography 

and history). 

 

About the ICCE 

$OWKRXJK�$&(�LV�DQ�$PHULFDQ�FXUULFXOXP��WKH�,&&(�ZDV�VWDUWHG�E\�$&(¶V�8.�

distributors, CEE, and is available in four regions: Europe, Africa, Australasia, and 

Southeast Asia. The ICCE claims to be µa Christian alternative to secular qualifications¶ 

which µprovides graduating students with an internationally accepted qualification that 

enables them to gain entrance to universities and colleges around the world¶ (ICCE, 

2017)��7KH�,&&(¶V�FKLHI�PRGHUDWRU�KDV�FODLPHG�WKDW�PRUH�WKDQ����XQLYHUVLWLHV�LQ�WKH�

UK and 30 in other countries have accepted ICCE graduates (Boulton, 2014). In 2010, 

236 ICCE certificates were awarded, of which 115 were at General level and 22 at 

Advanced (Lewis, 2013a). In 2011, 274 certificates were issued, 157 General and 38 

Advanced (White, 2012). These were the only years for which data could be obtained. 

The sources do not specify whether these are worldwide or UK-only figures. 
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Two of WKH�,&&(¶V�ERDUG�PHPEHUV�have clarified WKH�UHDVRQV�IRU�,&&(¶V�H[LVWHQFH��

Writing in response to the introduction of GCSEs1, Stephen Dennett (now ICCE 

educational consultant) stated: 

It is clear that GCSE poses a severe threat to the Judaeo-Christian ethic and to 

traditional HGXFDWLRQ��LQ�WKH�EHVW�VHQVH�RI�WKH�ZRUG�«�:KDWHYHU�KDSSHQV��RQH�

truth remains: there can never be a truce between Zion and Egypt. A 

commitment to the kingdom of God is a declaration of war on Satan, the Prince 

of this world. Nowhere is that more true, at present, than in our national 

examination system. (Dennett, 1988, pp. 121±122) 

 

More recently, addressing parents and other stakeholders, ICCE chair Brenda Lewis has 

said: 

:KDW¶V�WKH�DOWHUQDWLYH�WR�GRLQJ�,&&(�$GYDQFHG�FHUWLILFDWH"�<RX�NQRZ�ZKDW�LW�

is. Sending the children out at 16 to do A levels. An A level in ELRORJ\"�7KDW¶V�

not going to be Creation-EDVHG�LV�LW"�1RU�LV�JHRORJ\��QRU�WKH�VRFLDO�VFLHQFHV�«� 

 

>%HIRUH�WKH�,&&(¶V�LQWURGXFWLRQ@�ZH�ZDQWHG�WR�GR�HYHU\WKLQJ�WKRURXJKO\��VR�ZH�

took our children off [the ACE curriculum] at 11 and taught them for GCSEs. 

And God bless them, they did extremely well at GCSE. But do you know what 

the real result was? We had students who were not much better or much 

different from state school students. (Lewis, 2013b)  

  

                                                 

1 General Certificate of Secondary Education. GCSEs are taken in typically some six to ten 

subjects by the large majority of 15-16 year-olds in England each year. 
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A promotional video gives some insight into the intended uses of the ICCE: 

[ICCE] is a Christian alternative to conventional qualifications, such as GCSEs 

DQG�$�OHYHOV�«�>7KH�*HQHUDO�FHUWLILFDWH@�LV�GHVLJQHG�IRU�DYHUDJH�DELOLW\�SXSLOV�

and covers a standard and amount of work similar to 9 GCSEs grade A*-&�«�

The advanced certificate is the boarG¶V�XQLYHUVLW\�HQWU\�TXDOLILFDWLRQ��

(DoverSchoolUK, 2013) 

 

Clearly, the ICCE is intended to replace GCSEs and A Levels, national examinations 

taken by students in England and some other countries, typically at 16 and 18 years old 

respectively. Students from ACE schools apply to university using their ICCE 

certificates, yet there is little information available to university admissions tutors about 

the content or structure of the qualification. As a commercial, in-confidence document, 

8.�1$5,&¶V�EHQFKPDUNLQJ�VWXG\�LV�QRW�DYDLODEOH�WR�WKH�SXEOLF��DQG�1$5,&¶V�

international comparisons database (NARIC, 2012b) provides only limited information.  

 

Curriculum theory 

Just as the young-Earth creationism it teaches is a rejection of mainstream science, ACE 

represents a rejection of the presumptions of mainstream education. It rejects virtually 

all contemporary curriculum theory (Berliner, 1997), and has been vigorously criticized 

by mainstream academics (Beeke, 1992; Berliner, 1997; Fleming & Hunt, 1987; 

Paterson, 2003; Speck & Prideaux, 1993). Defending the company from one such 

FULWLTXH��$&(¶V�YLFH�SUHVLGHQW�UHVSRQGHG�� 

We respect the right of Fleming and Hunt to disagree with us, but we ask that 

they evaluate our material from something other than the conventional 
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viewpoint. Our material is not written with conventional viewpoints in mind. 

(Johnson, 1987, p. 520) 

 

SimilDUO\��$&(¶V�$XVWUDOLDQ�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�RQFH�DUJXHG�µ$&(�LV�QRW�³RQ�DERXW´ 

education in the sense that educatoUV�ZRXOG�XQGHUVWDQG��QRU�LV�LW�³RQ�DERXW´ schooling in 

academic things. ACE is a Christian Character training program designed to turn out 

Christian leaders¶ (Murray, 1983, p. 71). Because the authors of the ACE curriculum 

reject mainstream educational theory, no attempt is made to evaluate the ICCE 

qualification within a framework based on current assessment theory. Research 

indicates that ACE has changed little since the 1980s (Kelley, 2005, p. 19; Scaramanga, 

2017), so an evaluation repeating the assumptions of earlier researchers would be 

unlikely to yield new findings. ,QVWHDG��$&(¶V�DVVHVVPHQWV�are evaluated on their own 

terms, investigating whether they achieve their objectives.  

 

Validity 

In order to judge an test¶V�YDOLGLW\��WKHUH�PXVW�EH�DQ�H[SOLFLW�VWDWHPHQW�RI�WKH�SURSRVHG�

interpretations and uses of test scores (American Educational Research Association, 

American Psychological Association, & National Council on Measurement in 

Education, 1999, p. 9). It is not so much tests themselves that are valid or not, but the 

inferences drawn from them (Markus, 1998, p. 80). Without knowing the uses for which 

a test is designed, it is impossible to validate it. Therefore, test publishers need to 

µprovide enough of the right kind of information for other stakeholders to evaluate their 

products and to use them appropriately¶ (Newton, 2012, p. 18).  
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In the case of the ICCE, it appears that no such argument has been made. There is no 

reference to validity on the ICCE website, nor in the International Certificate of 

Christian Education Procedures Manual (CEE, 2012). No clear statement of the 

proposed interpretations and uses of ICCE test scores could be found. Equally, no 

validity argument for the ACE curriculum on which the ICCE is largely based could be 

found. Elkins (1992) argues that ACE does not consider itself accountable to anyone 

except its users, which may explain why the curriculum has not undergone a process of 

external validation. 

 

Because there is no available validity argument for either ACE or the ICCE, and no 

statement about the intended inferences to be drawn from their test scores, it is not 

really possible to evaluate the validity of the ICCE curriculum. However, since students 

are applying to university on the basis of these qualifications, it would still be useful to 

understand what the tests measure. This has been DWWHPSWHG�E\�FRPSDULQJ�3$&(V¶�

stated learning objectives with the activities in PACE tests. As a result, this paper 

examines the ICCE on its own terms; in that sense, this paper risks being less critical of 

the ICCE than some would judge it should be. At the end of each PACE, students take a 

summative test. It is the scores from these tests which dominate ICCE assessment. The 

grades on D�VWXGHQW¶V ICCE certificate are reached by calculating the stuGHQW¶V�PHDQ�

PACE test score for each subject. 

 

PACE learning objectives 

Historically, validity was defined as µthe degree to which a test or examination 

measures what it purports to measure¶ (Ruch, 1924, cited in Newton, 2012, p. 3). While 

most validity theorists no longer consider this a sufficient definition, it remains an 
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important component of validity. If tests do not measure what they purport, inferences 

based on test scores will inevitably be faulty. It is therefore worth investigating whether 

the PACE tests succeed in measuring their stated learning objectives. This could not be 

done in every case, because not all PACEs used in the ICCE contain measurable 

objectives. PACEs numbered 1097 and above, however, contain learning objectives of 

WKH�IRUP�µ:KHQ�\RX�KDYH�VXFFHVVIXOO\�FRPSOHWHG�WKLV�3$&(��\RX�VKRXOG�EH�DEOH�WR «¶�

followed by a list of (mostly) specific outcomes. The PACE tests can then be evaluated 

by asking whether they measure the knowledge and skills listed in the objectives. 

 

The subjects Biblical studies, English, science and social studies (geography and 

history) were selected because they are compulsory for all students at both General and 

Advanced levels. The only other compulsory subject, mathematics, was not studied 

because of the very different type of questions it contains. At General level, all the 

available PACEs in those subjects were examined. By now it was clear that one PACE 

in a particular subject is very much like another. At Advanced level three PACEs in 

each of the relevant subjects were therefore purchased by choosing ones either at 

random or because we knew they were of particular interest (e.g. English PACE 1144 

which has the only compulsory speaking assignment in the English curriculum). The 

analysis of learning objectives in PACEs (Tables 1-4) included every available PACE in 

each subject. Learning objectives for those PACEs not purchased were viewed online at 

Christianbook.com.  

 

Before discussing how well the PACE tests measure the stated objectives, it is 

important to understand what these objectives are. A useful way to classify the types of 

REMHFWLYHV�LV�E\�WKH�DFWLRQ�YHUEV�XVHG��H�J��µMemorize WKH�HLJKW�SDUWV�RI�VSHHFK¶��µName 
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WKH�SDUWV�RI�D�W\SLFDO�QHXURQ¶���All of the verbs in the objectives for the examined 

PACEs were listed and their frequencies counted (Tables 1 and 2).  

 

[Table 1 near here] 

[Table 2 near here] 

 

Having examined these objectives, it needs to be determined what kinds of activity 

would indicate successful completion: what must students do to demonstrate they have 

fulfilled the objective in question?  

 

The Taxonomy of Educational Objectives (Bloom, 1956) provides an established and 

comprehensive framework for identifying instructional objectives (Gronlund & 

Brookhart, 2008). This appears to be one educational theory ACE does accept (e.g. 

ACE, 2014). $V�LV�ZHOO�NQRZQ��%ORRP¶V taxonomy divides learning into a hierarchy of 

six dimensions: knowledge (remembering), comprehension (understanding), 

application, analysis, synthesis (combining previous learning or producing something 

new), and evaluation. It is possible to categorize learning objectives using the taxonomy 

by classifying action verbs into each level (Almerico & Baker, 2004). Verbs such as 

µOHDUQ¶��µOLVW¶��DQG�µPHPRUL]H¶�UHODWH�WR�WKH�knowledge level because they require only 

UHFDOO��ZKLOH�µH[SODLQ¶�RU�µSDUDSKUDVH¶�DUH�DW�WKH�comprehension level because they 

require students to demonstrate understanding. All the verbs in the PACE objectives 
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were classified in this way. Numerous lists exist for this purpose; in this case, examples 

from Cornell University2 and the University of Greenwich3 were employed. 

 

A few of the verbs are not easily classified. Depending on coQWH[W��µLGHQWLI\¶�FDQ�

LQGLFDWH�NQRZOHGJH�RU�FRPSUHKHQVLRQ��,Q�PRVW�LQVWDQFHV��3$&(V�XVH�µLGHQWLI\¶�WR�UHIHU�

to knowledge rather than comprehension activities. Some PACE objectives defy 

categorisation, either because of vagueness (µto have a general idea of¶, Basic New 

Testament Church History 130) or by referring to spiritual rather than academic aims 

(µWR�DSSO\�*RG¶V�SURPLVHV�WR�\RXU�GDLO\�OLIH¶, Science [Chemistry] 1127). These were 

omitted from the analysis. Tables 3 and 4 show the results of this classification. 

 

[Table 3 near here] 

[Table 4 near here] 

  

ACE has been criticized for its neglect of higher-order thinking skills (Berliner, 1997; 

Speck & Prideaux, 1993). Looking at Tables 3 and 4, it becomes clear that the PACEs, 

in the main, do not aim to develop higher-order thinking skills; overall 86% of learning 

objectives are at the knowledge or comprehension level. This is one example of the 

µphilosophical differences¶ between ACE and many mainstream educators (Johnson, 

1987, p. 520). 

 

                                                 

2 https://www.cte.cornell.edu/documents/Assessment%20-

%20Blooms%20Taxonomy%20Action%20Verbs.pdf, retrieved 14 March 2017.  

3 http://cms1.gre.ac.uk/mmt/news/Blooms.html, retrieved 13 May 2016. 
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Measurement of objectives 

Having established what the PACE objectives are, the question of whether the PACE 

tests successfully measure them arises��7R�LQYHVWLJDWH�ZKHWKHU�3$&(V¶�DVVHVVPHQWV�DUH�

aligned with their objectives, one quarter (i.e. three) of the available PACEs in each 

subject were examined. The PACEs were chosen using a random number generator. 

The results of this investigation are found in Table 5. 

 

[Table 5 near here] 

 

µ0HDVXUHG¶�LQ�7DEOH���PHDQV�WKDW�WKH�3$&(�WHVW�FRQWDLQV�RQH�RU�PRUH�LWHPV�WKDW��LI�

completed successfully, would demonstrate satisfactory mastery of the objective. 

µ,QDGHTXDWHO\�PHDVXUHG¶�PHDQV�WKHUH�LV�DW�OHDVW�RQH�test item relevant to the objective, 

but correctly answering the question would be insufficient to demonstrate full 

DWWDLQPHQW�RI�WKDW�REMHFWLYH��µ1RW�PHDVXUHG¶�PHDQV�WKDW�WKHUH�ZHUH�QR�LWHPV�RQ�WKH�WHVt 

relevant to the given objective.  

 

Inadequately measured objectives are most often those requiring comprehension or a 

higher-order thinking skill, but which are assessed using recall only. BNTCH 129 has 

the objective µto discuss the Anabaptist movement¶. The test has three relevant items, 

EXW�QRQH�RI�WKHP�DOORZV�IRU�GLVFXVVLRQ��WKH�VWXGHQW�PXVW�PDWFK�µ$QDEDSWLVW¶�ZLWK�WKH�

WHUP�µUH-EDSWL]HU¶��DQG�DQVZHU�WZR�WUXH�IDOVH�TXHVWLRQV�RQ�WKH�VXEMHFW��,Q�English 1121, 

objectives include µTo learn how to evaluate literature¶ and µTo read and evaluate 

American literature from the Colonial Period¶, but the test only requires students to 

complete (from memory) rules for evaluating literature (underlined text indicates the 

blank to be completed): 
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(1) Exercise discipline and control over what you allow to come into your mind. 

(2) Distinguish between the foolishness of this world and the wisdom of God. 

(3) Reject that which glorifies sin. 

(4) Read what is profitable for spiritual growth.  

 

In some cases, objectives are measured by the test, but only thinly. In Science 1099, 

objectives include µTo describe the class of fish that includes lampreys and hagfish¶ 

(Agnatha), µTo describe fish such as sharks, rays, and skates¶ (Chondrichthyes) and µTo 

describe bony fish¶ (Osteichthyes). Test item 12 (worth 2.5%) duly asks students to 

µDescribe the three classes of fish¶. However, the answer required is µAgnatha do not 

KDYH�MDZV�«�&KRQGULFKWK\HV�KDYH�FDUWLODJH�VNHOHWRQV�«�2VWHLFKWK\HV�KDYH�ERQ\�

skeletons¶. This is a thin kLQG�RI�µGHVFULSWLRQ¶��DQG�LW�LV�GRXEWIXO�ZKHWKHU�WKHVH�DUH�

VXIILFLHQW�GHILQLWLRQV��%\�WKH�3$&(�WH[W¶V�RZQ�DFFRXQW��PHPEHUV�RI�FODVV�$JQDWKD�DOVR�

have cartilage skeletons, so the descriptions fail to distinguish between the classes. 

Nevertheless, these objeFWLYHV�ZHUH�FODVVLILHG�DV�µPHDVXUHG¶�IRU�WKH�SXUSRVHV�RI�7DEOH����

VLQFH�VWXGHQWV¶�NQRZOHGJH�RI�WKH�3$&(¶V�GHVFULSWLRQV�LV�WHVWHG�� 

 

The large number of PACE objectives that are not thoroughly measured by the tests can 

be explained by the number of recall activities in the PACE tests. Overall, 50% of 

PACE objectives are at the knowledge level (Table 3), and therefore can adequately be 

tested by recall activities. The rest of the PACE objectives are at the comprehension 

level or above, so they require other kinds of test activity in order to measure them. In 

the PACEs and PACE tests, however, non-recall items are rare. Tables 6 and 7 show 
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that in most cases, the tests consist exclusively of recall activities, mainly fill-in-the-

blank and multiple choice. 

 

[Table 6 near here] 

[Table 7 near here] 

 

The non-recall activities in English tests at General level are mostly technical grammar 

exercises. The majority involve sentence diagrams, pictorial representations of sentence 

structure based on the system devised by Reed and Kellogg (1880). Other activities 

involve the application of grammar rules, such as adding missing punctuation to given 

sentences or underlining words that ought to be capitalized. In English 1095, students 

are asked to add the missing addresses, salutation, and closing to a pre-written business 

letter. Earlier in the PACE, students are given the opportunity to write their own letters, 

but these do not form part of the test score. At General level, only two PACE tests offer 

students the opportunity for extended writing: English 1094 and English 1096. In the 

IRUPHU������RI�DYDLODEOH�PDUNV�DUH�IRU�SUHSDULQJ�DQG�ZULWLQJ�µDQ�LQWHUHVWLQJ�SDUDJUDSK¶��

In the latter, 30% of marks go to writing a three-paragraph biographical report on 

Florence Nightingale, which students must complete from a supplied outline. At 

Advanced level, all examined English tests require only recall or comprehension except 

English 1144, for which 30% of marks were for giving a six- to ten-minute speech. This 

is the only speaking activity in any of the examined PACEs. In the examined physics 

and chemistry tests, non-recall activities were all for mathematical calculations.  

 

Objectives as measures of PACE content 
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It might be argued that the learning objectives apply to the entire PACE workbook, so it 

is unfair to look at the tests in isolation. While this is true, there are several reasons to 

doubt that completion of a PACE entails the satisfaction of its stated objectives. The 

first is that, in some cases, the PACEs contain objectives which are satisfied by none of 

the PACE activities. Seven of the examined English PACEs included an evaluation 

objective. Of these, four contain no evaluation activities. The opportunities that do arise 

are quite restrictive. English 1121 (p. 16), intended for students in their third year of 

high school, asks: µ'R�\RX�WKLQN�³HousewifHU\´ is a good title for the poem? Why, or 

why not?¶ There is one line on which to write the answer. 

 

Insistence on verbatim recall 

An easy way to distinguish understanding from parrot-fashion repetition is to ask the 

student to explain something in her own words. This is discouraged by ACE, however. 

If a student uses a synonym rather than the exact word given in the score key, she loses 

half a mark (CEE, 2010, p. 41). In the case of these examples: 

 

Love is not an emotion, but a conscious ____. (Science [Biology] 1107, test item 

#30) 

 

After nine generations of history, God decided to destroy mankind and Earth 

EHFDXVH�RI�PDQ¶V�BBBB���Social Studies [Geography] 1097, test item #8) 

 

7KH�FRUUHFW�DQVZHUV�DUH�µFKRLFH¶�DQG�µXQUHSHQWDQW�ZLFNHGQHVV¶�UHVSHFWLYHO\��7KH�

VWXGHQW�ZRXOG�EH�SHQDOL]HG�IRU�ZULWLQJ�µGHFLVLRQ¶�DQG�µVLQIXOQHVV¶��HYHQ�WKRXJK�WKHVH�



 
16 

answers demonstrate adequate understanding. This incentivizes unthinking 

memorization.  

 

Since PACE activities typically require only verbatim repetition, completing the PACE 

ZLWKRXW�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�ZLOO�QRW�KLQGHU�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�SURJUHVV��6RPH�VWXGHQWV�PLJKW�

conclude that learning consists only of recall and remain unaware of gaps in their own 

understanding. ACE suggests supervisor µquizzing¶ of students to avoid this (ACE, 

2010, p. 108), but since no record is kept of these informal quizzes, they cannot be used 

as evidence of the validity of the ICCE. With the only requirement to teach in an ACE 

VFKRRO�EHLQJ�D�ZHHN¶V�WUDLQLQJ�(ACE, 2016), the quality of teaching is likely to be 

variable.  

 

Retention 

From the style and content of the PACEs, it can be inferred that ACE believes the 

purpose of academic education is the mastery of a body of facts. If this is the case, 

retention of those facts becomes a critical issue. The PACE assessments do not give any 

LQGLFDWLRQ�RI�WKH�VWXGHQWV¶�ORQJ-term recall of information. Each PACE test asks 

questions only about material from the current PACE; a PACE typically takes 2-3 

weeks to complete (ACE, 2010, p. 85). Students take the tests whenever they are ready 

(ACE, 2010, p. 109), usually the day after completing the PACE. This system 

HQFRXUDJHV�FUDPPLQJ��RU�µPDVVHG�SUHVHQWDWLRQ¶���ZKLFK�LV�OLNHO\�WR�UHGXFH�ORQJ-term 

retention (Bahrick & Hall, 2005; Dempster, 1988).  

 

Critical thinking 
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None of the examined tests included the opportunity for analysing or evaluating. Apart 

from the mentioned exceptions in English 1094, 1096, and 1144, none involved any 

creating. The PACE tests provide evidence for remembering and sometimes 

understanding. If readiness for university involves the development of skills of analysis, 

creativity, and evaluation, the ICCE seems unlikely to constitute suitable preparation.  

 

Still, it could be argued that university preparation ought to focus on learning and 

understanding a body of knowledge, and that the skills of application, analysis, and 

evaluation can be developed later. The PACE tests might plausibly provide evidence 

that this kind of learning has taken place. The validity of this argument is therefore 

considered. 

 

Validity threats 

A validity threat is any piece of negative evidence that may undermine inferences drawn 

from an assessment (Crooks, Kane, & Cohen, 1996)��&URRNV��.DQH��DQG�&RKHQ¶V�

framework breaks the process of validation into a chain of eight linked stages: 

administration, scoring, aggregation, generalization, extrapolation, evaluation, decision 

and impact. There are particular threats to the validity of conclusions based on PACE 

test scores at the administration, scoring, aggregation, generalisation, and extrapolation 

stages. 

 

Administration 

Tests are marked from answer keys by supervisors in schools (or by parents in the case 

of home-schooled students). A sample of these tests is moderated externally. A potential 

threat to test administration in ACE is that only one test exists for each PACE. If a 
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student fails the test, they repeat the PACE before taking the same test again. If she 

passes on the second or third attempt, the passing score is recorded with no penalty; on 

fourth or subsequent attempts, the mark is capped at 80% (CEE, 2012, p. 79). This 

means that a student who failed the first time will be able to prepare for the test 

knowing exactly what questions will be asked, but the mark will not reflect this.  

 

Scoring 

The usefulness of scores is threatened if it is possible for students to answer correctly 

without employing the attribute the test is intended to measure. It must be asked, 

therefore, whether a passing PACE test score proves that the student has understood the 

content. There are reasons to doubt this beyond those already discussed. 

 

Multiple choice questions on PACE tests sometimes include implausible distractors yet 

it is universally acknowledged that distractors must be plausible for multiple choice 

questions to be effective (Haladyna, Downing, & Rodriguez, 2002, p. 314). Examined 

PACE tests included items such as: 

 

The leader of the Katanga Province was ________. 

a. Patrick Henry b. Mohammed Ali c. Moise Tshombe 

(Social Studies [World History] 107, test item #6) 

 

When an actor speaks to himself alone on the stage to let the audience know 

what he is thinking and feeling, he is (giving a soliloquy, faking insanity, a poor 

actor, about to be killed). 

(English 1135, test item #8) 
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$W�WLPHV��GLVWUDFWRUV�VHHP�WR�EH�FKRVHQ�LQ�RUGHU�WR�UHLQIRUFH�WKH�DXWKRUV¶�LGHRORJ\�UDWKHU�

than to measure learning: 

 

7KH�WLWOH�RI�&KDUOHV�'DUZLQ¶V�IDPRXV�ERRN�ZDV 

a. Top Banana in the Jungle  

b. The Origin of Species  

c. Nobody is Going to Make a Monkey Out of Me  

(Social Studies [World History] 106, test item #21) 

 

(Gregor Mendel, Adolf Hitler, Charles Darwin, Charles Mendel) formulated the 

theory of evolution. (Science [Biology] 1107, test item #1) 

 

PACE tests also make frequently use of association activities, where students match 

words with their definitions from two lists, or events with their dates. Other activities 

include fill-in-the-blank items where answers are chosen from a list. These have the 

common flaw that answers are not independent of each other (Haladyna et al., 2002, p. 

314). One incorrect answer can jeopardize other items; in other cases, students can find 

answers by a process of elimination. This makes the assessment in part a measure of 

test-wiseness.  

 

Aggregation 

When all tasks have been scored, they can be combined together to produce totals. If 

scores from excessively diverse tasks are included in one total, the correlations between 
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tasks may be low and the resultant score of limited meaning. Alternatively, if diverse 

tasks are given inappropriate weights, the total may be misleading. 

 

An ACE selling point is that no distinction is made between religious knowledge and 

subject-specific knowledge; religious lessons are integrated into every academic 

subject. Most tests also contain at least some questions of a religious nature. This means 

WKDW�D�VWXGHQW¶V�NQRZOHGJH�RI�WKH�%LEOH��RU�RI�IXQGDPHQWDOLVW�GRFWULQH��DIIHFWs their test 

scores in such unrelated disciplines as science and geography. Scripture memorization 

is part of assessment in all PACEs for the first year of ICCE, and in every English 

PACE. In the British history PACEs reviewed, Scripture memorization formed a mean 

of 2.0% of the total marks; in Earth science, 2.5%; in English, 3.7%. These are small 

amounts; however, grade boundaries are narrow in the ICCE (see Table 8). 

 

[Table 8 near here] 

 

(QJOLVK�3$&(V�QXPEHUHG������DQG�DERYH�FRQWDLQ�µ:LVGRP�LQVHUWV¶ ± pull-out comics 

designed to impart godly character. From PACE 1100 onwards, questions about these 

inserts form part of the PACE tests. In the examined English tests that included Wisdom 

questions, they formed a mean 7.6% of marks. On these PACEs, scripture memorisation 

and Wisdom questions made up 11.4% of the total score, while each grade boundary is 

just 4% wide. In the reviewed English PACEs numbered 1121-1144, there were further 

TXHVWLRQV�RI�D�GHYRWLRQDO�QDWXUH��QRW�ODEHOOHG�DV�µ:LVGRP¶��,Q�English 1130, 30% of 

PDUNV�ZHUH�IRU�TXHVWLRQV�UHODWHG�WR�µ7KH�%LEOH�RU�(YROXWLRQ¶��D�VSHHFK�E\�DQWL-evolution 

campaigner William J. Bryan. Example Wisdom questions include: 
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Of the following, all but ____ are necessary elements of wisdom.  

a. discerning what is right and wrong from God's viewpoint  

b. debating in our own minds to determine what is right and wrong  

c. doing what Jesus would do if He were in our circumstances 

d. determining to obey God regardless of the consequences  

(English 1100��WHVW�LWHP������FRUUHFW�DQVZHU�LV�µE¶� 

  

True or false: Responsible Bible-believing citizens should refuse government 

handouts. (English 1108��WHVW�LWHP������FRUUHFW�DQVZHU�LV�µ7UXH¶� 

 

,I�DQ�,&&(�VWXGHQW¶V�5HFRUG�RI�$FKLHYHPHQW�VKRZV�D�µ&¶�JUDGH�IRU�(QJOLVK��WKHQ��LW�LV�

possible that the student in fact gained full marks on the English activities, and only lost 

marks on religious questions. The ACE aggregation offers no way of knowing. 

 

In addition to Scripture memorisation, tests frequently contain questions of religious 

belief that appear for devotional reasons. Although these are matters of faith, each 

question has only one µFRUUHFW¶�DQVZHU��([DPSOHV�LQFOXGH� 

 

True happiness can only be found through faith in Jesus Christ.  

(Science [Biology] 1105) 

 

True or false: Our peace ± as Christians ± is in Jesus Christ.  

(Social Studies [World History] 107) 
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Because God desires fellowship with all men, it is our responsibility to take His 

message to those who have never heard.  

(Social Studies [Geography] 1097) 

 

These questions make up only a small minority (2-3%) of marks in most subjects, but 

this is enough SRWHQWLDOO\�WR�FKDQJH�D�VWXGHQW¶V�RYHUDOO�JUDGH��VHH�7DEOH�����7hose 

evaluating ICCE grades should bear in mind that the test scores combine religious 

learning with the academic disciplines. 

 

Generalization 

Generalization is the assumption that scores are LQGLFDWLYH�RI�D�VWXGHQW¶V�SUHGLFWLYH�

performance in the assessed domain. It is theorized that test items represent a random 

sample of questions which might have been asked; scores are taken as an indication of 

WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�OLNHO\�SHUIRUPDQFH�LQ�WKLV�ZLGHU pool of questions. In the case of PACE 

tests, however, students have an excellent idea of which parts of the PACE will be on 

the test. 

 

(DFK�3$&(�FRQWDLQV�WKUHH�UHYLHZ�VHFWLRQV�FDOOHG�µFKHFNXSV¶��DQG�D�ILQDO�UHYLHZ�FDOOHG�D�

µVHOI�WHVW¶��&KHFNXSV�DUH�W\SLFally two pages long. Questions for both the self test and 

test are drawn exclusively from the checkups. This is not stated explicitly, but before 

taking the test, students are advised in each PACE to revise the checkups. This means 

that, although PACEs are typically 40-50 pages, students need revise only six pages to 

gain full marks. Since this is the case in all PACEs, it is probable that at least some 

VWXGHQWV�ZLOO�SD\�OHVV�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�RWKHU�µXQLPSRUWDQW¶�PDWHULDO� 
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In some subjects, they need not revise even this much. In the World History PACEs, 

94.5% of test marks go to questions repeated from the self test (usually three pages). In 

British History, it is 100%. Even if their supervisors do not point this out, presumably at 

least some students will notice this pattern. Students usually take the self test the day 

before the test (CEE, 2010, p. 39) and mark it themselves from an answer key. They 

have, in effect, a completed test from which to revise, making it doubtful whether 

VWXGHQWV¶�WHVW�VFRUHV�ZRXOG�JHQHUDOL]H�WR�SHUIRUPDQFH�LQ�RWKHU�FRQWH[WV�� 

 

Extrapolation 

The assessed domain is a subset of the target domain, and test scores are used to 

extrapolate from the former to the latter. If the test questions are not representative of 

the target domain, such extrapolation may be unwarranted; this may be exacerbated if 

performance on included tasks is not well correlated with performance on the excluded 

tasks (Crooks et al 1996, 275). The ICCE does not clearly specify the target domain for 

HDFK�RI�LWV�VXEMHFWV��EXW�LW�PLJKW�UHDVRQDEO\�EH�DVVXPHG�WKDW�VXFK�WHUPV�DV�µ(QJOLVK¶��

µKLVWRU\¶��DQG�µJHRJUDSK\¶�Uefer to the understandings of experts in these subjects in 

mainstream academia. Many ACE subjects, however, define their areas more narrowly 

than is usual, and in some cases reject important findings and methods from their 

disciplines. Those making decisions based on ICCE test scores should be aware of 

GLIIHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�$&(¶V�YHUVLRQ�RI�DFDGHPLF�GLVFLSOLQHV�DQG�WKRVH�LQ�PDLQVWUHDP�

schools. 

 

The most obvious point of departure is science; ACE rejects all aspects of science 

which do not conform to its literal interpretation of the Bible. This also affects the study 

of ancient history, since ACE believes the Earth to be approximately 6,000 years old, 



 
24 

and that a global flood destroyed civilization 4,500 years ago. Even in areas unrelated to 

creationism, many ACE subject areas are notably unlike the same subjects as taught in 

mainstream education. Although there is a limited discussion of geographical concepts 

VXFK�DV�SODWH�WHFWRQLFV��$&(¶V�JHRJUDSK\�FRXUVH�PRVWO\�FRQVLVWV�RI�PHPRUL]LQJ�WKH�

names and locations of countries, with an emphasis on the work of missionaries on each 

continent. The study of human geography, as understood in mainstream schooling, is 

VNHOHWDO�RU�DEVHQW��$&(¶V�(QJOLVK�SURJUDPPH�IRFXVHV�PXFK�PRUH�RQ�WUDGLWLRQDO�

grammar, and much less on literature and creative writing, than do most English 

courses. 

 

Impact 

The final step in the validity chain considers the impact of the assessment regime on 

students. µThe effort involved in the assessment process can only be justified if the 

assessment leads to worthwhile benefits for students or other stakeholders¶ (Crooks et 

al., 1996, 279). It seems evident that assessment which rewards rote learning while 

ignoring or penalizing other kinds of understanding presents the student with a distorted 

view of what OHDUQLQJ�LV��0RVW�LPSRUWDQWO\��WKH�,&&(¶V�ZHDNQHVVHV�VHHP�OLNHO\�

particularly to impact students of lower ability. The ACE system does not provide 

students with coherent frameworks to make sense of the facts they memorize, nor 

encourage them to make connections between disparate areas of learning. It is plausible 

that some students might succeed in understanding the material and could excel despite 

WKH�V\VWHP¶V�ZHDNQHVVHV��2WKHUV��KRZHYHU��DUH�DW�ULVN�RI�PLVWDNLQJ�URWH�PHPRUL]DWLRQ�

for genuine learning, of struggling with long-term retention, and of lacking a coherent 

framework within which to make sense of the facts they learn. These students could be 

hindered from reaching their academic and personal potential. 
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Coursework 

NARIC (2012a, 2012c) stresses that the ICCE qualification involves more than just the 

ACE materials, and its comparability statement is for the entire ICCE, and not PACE 

tests in isolation. The analysis presented here has not considered what impact the 

compulsory coursework elements of the ICCE might have on its validity. It should 

though be noted that these elements are weighted at just 2% of total assessment at 

General level (CEE, 2012, p. 54). At Advanced level, one-third of units are coursework, 

but, according to CEE (2012, p. 54), at Intermediate and Advanced levels, coursework, 

though graded pass/merit/distinction, has no formal weighting and no impact on the 

VWXGHQW¶V�VXEMHFW�JUDGHV�RU�RYHUDOO�JUDGH� 

  

No example essays were available for review, but the majority of assignment titles 

appeared appropriate. They included study of classic literature and practical science, 

which are notably absent from the ACE curriculum. Nevertheless, there may still be 

cause for concern with some aspects of even this. For example, past essay titles have 

LQFOXGHG�µ,Q�ZKDW�ZD\V��LI�DQ\��ZDV�$OH[DQGHU�WKH�*UHDW�D�W\SH�RI�WKH�$QWLFKULVW"¶��,Q�

both English and science, one essay option involves arguing against the theory of 

evolution and defending creationism. 

 

In general, there is insufficient evidence available to comment on the validity of ICCE 

coursework. Potentially, the essays could go some way towards making up for the lack 

of extended writing opportunities in the PACEs. It is difficult to see, however, how 

these coursework items could compensate for all the weaknesses identified in ICCE 

assessments. 
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Discussion 

The ICCE maintains that it prepares students for university entrance. In the absence of a 

validity argument for the ICCE, it is impossible to assess its validity closely. On the 

available evidence, however, it is difficult to see how valid inferences can be drawn 

with confidence from ICCE test scores. It might be argued that a lot of assessment goes 

on all over the world that is not in line with high quality education and psychological 

association standards. In response, two rejoinders can be made. First, this may indeed be 

the case and there are no doubt other qualifications that have shortcomings; however, 

the focus here is on the ICCE. Secondly, without claiming to be in a position to make 

any sort of systematic judgement about the quality of the ICCE relative to other 

qualifications, it does seem that by comparison with the most widely available 

alternatives in England, the ICCE falls well short. 

 

A number of specific threats seem to undermine any attempt to draw meaningful 

conclusions from ICCE test scores: 

 

1) It is possible for students to answer most PACE test questions without 

understanding. 

2) The tests frequently fail to measure their stated objectives.  

3) Students are able to re-take exactly the same test for a second and third time 

without penalty. 

4) The assessment regime provideV�QR�HYLGHQFH�RI�VWXGHQWV¶�ORQJ-term retention 

of information. 
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5) The subject areas, as defined by ACE, are in many cases rather different from 

how these disciplines are understood by mainstream academia. 

 

This is not to say that it is impossible for ICCE students to succeed once they have left 

behind their ACE curriculum. Indeed, anecdotal evidence suggests that some ICCE 

graduates have excelled at university (Johns & Hallett, 2014). Students in ACE schools 

do not receive many of the opportunities afforded students in mainstream schools; 

Speck and Prideaux (1993, p. 293) DUJXH�WKDW�WKH\�DUH�³LQ�D�VWDWH�RI�FRQFHSWXDO�DQG�

FRJQLWLYH�GLVDGYDQWDJH´��,t would be unfortunate if they were further disadvantaged by 

universities and colleges rejecting the ICCE as a matter of policy. It is not helpful, 

however, to accept students onto FE or HE courses for which they are unprepared, as 

ICCE students may be. 

 

It is therefore appropriate for universities at the present time to recognise two things 

when faced with applications from students who have ICCE qualifications. First, 

students may perform well on the ICCE yet be poorly prepared for university entrance. 

Universities should therefore be sceptical about the value of ICCE as a university 

qualification. Secondly, and somewhat in contradistinction, any student applying to 

higher education with an ICCE qualification is likely to have experienced a restricted 

school education. It is therefore possible that such students may eventually perform 

better in a higher education institution, as a result of the teaching they receive, than 

might initially be thought. Such students will benefit from the opportunity to thrive in a 

richer educational environment. 
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However, the stronger conclusion is that substantial improvements are urgently needed 

to the ways in which ICCE qualifications are determined, if such qualifications are to 

continue to be permitted. Both NARIC, the designated United Kingdom national agency 

for the recognition and comparison of international qualifications and skills, and ACE 

schools themselves need to ensure that students are prepared for high quality, nationally 

UHFRJQLVHG�TXDOLILFDWLRQV��,W�LV�QRW�LQ�VWXGHQWV¶�LQWHUHVWV�IRU�WKHP�WR�VSHQG�\HDUV�RI�WKHLU�

lives studying for poor quality qualifications. $W�SUHVHQW�1$5,&¶V�benchmarking of 

ICCE is not available to the public. There would seem to be an argument for greater 

transparency in this respect. 

 

Finally, it should be noted that many advocates of faith-based (including Christian) 

education would also be critical of the ICCE and, more generally, $&(¶V approach to 

education. It is not intended that this paper be read as an attack on religion or on the 

possibility of high quality religious education (cf. Hand, 2012). Furthermore, it has been 

argued that parents are entitled to bring their children up in a particular religion (cf. 

Brighouse & Swift, 2016). The argument of this paper is simply that if readiness for 

university involves the development of skills of analysis, creativity, and evaluation, or 

even simply learning and understanding a body of knowledge, the ICCE does not 

provide adequate preparation. 

 

Notes 

The PACE examined for this review were: 

Basic Life of Christ 133, 143, 144; Basic New Testament Church History 121-132; 

Basic New Testament Survey 97-108; English 1085-1108, 1120, 1127, 1129, 1130, 

1134, 1135, 1142-1144; Geography 1097, 1099, 1101, 1104, 1106, 1108; History of 
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Civilization II 20; Science 1085-1108, 1121, 1137, 1140, 1141; Social Studies 97-108, 

UK1085-UK1096, 1097, 1099, 1101, 1104, 1106, 1108, 1139. 

In all cases the author and publisher is Accelerated Christian Education. Place of 

publication is not given.  
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Table 1. ICCE General: five most common verbs in PACE objectives. 
Verb Appearances 
Identify 61 
Describe 41 
Learn 34 
Understand 29 
Name 28 

 
 
 
Table 2. ICCE Advanced: five most common verbs in PACE objectives. 
Verb Appearances 
Identify 78 
Explain 72 
Describe 47 
Understand 47 
State 43 

 
 
 
Table 3. Learning Objectives in ACE PACEs by subject 
 English Social Studies Science Bible All 
Knowledge 154 (64%) 104 (47%) 147 (38%) 114 (57%) 519 (50%) 
Comprehension 4 (2%) 105 (47%) 192 (50%) 71 (36%) 372 (36%) 
Application 35 (15%) 0  37 (10%) 6 (3%) 78 (7%) 
Analysis 4 (2%) 14 (6%) 7 (2%) 8 (4%) 33 (3%) 
Synthesis 20 (8%) 0 0 0 20 (2%) 
Evaluation 22 (9%) 0 0 0 22 (2%) 

 
 
 
Table 4. Learning objectives in ACE PACEs by ICCE certificate level 

 General Advanced 
Knowledge 254 (62%) 265 (42%) 
Comprehension 119 (29%) 253 (40%) 
Application 28 (7%) 50 (8%) 
Analysis 3 (1%) 30 (5%) 
Synthesis 9 (2%) 11 (2%) 
Evaluation 0 (0%) 22 (3%) 
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Table 5. Learning objectives in PACEs by subject 
Subject Number of 

objectives 
Measured Inadequately 

measured 
Not measured 

Biology 30 5  17 8 
BLOC 21 5 10 6 
BNTCH 12 1 7 4 
BNTS 20 12 3 5 
English I 14 9 2 3 
English II 13 8 2 3 
English III 11 3 2 6 
English IV 10 3 4 3 
History 7 1 5 1 
Geography 15 4 6 5 
Physics 34 6 14 14 
Total 167 45 (27%) 69 (41%) 53 (32%) 

Based on a sample of 25% of PACEs (3 out of 12) in each subject.  
BLOC: Basic Life of Christ. BNTCH: Basic New Testament Church History. BNTS: 
Basic New Testament Survey. 
 
 
 
Table 6. Recall test items in PACEs by subject, ICCE General certificate 

Subject PACEs examined Population % Recall test 
items  

English 24 24 49 
Geography 6 12 100 
World History 12 12 100 
British History 12 12 100 
Earth Science 12 12 100 
Biology 12 12 100  
Literature 6 12 100 
BNTS 12 12 100 

BNTS: Basic New Testament Survey 
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Table 7. Recall test items in PACEs by subject, ICCE Advanced certificate 

Subject PACEs examined Population % Recall Test 
Items  

English 24 24 82 
Physics 3 12 83 
BLOC 3 12 100 
BNTCH 12 12 100 
HOC II 1 12 100 
Economics 1 12 100  
Chemistry 1 12 78 

HOC: History of Civilization. 
 
 
 
Table 8. Grade boundaries for the ICCE 

Mean test score Grade 
98 ± 100   A* 

96 ± 97.99 A 
92 ± 95.99 B 
88 ± 91.99 C 
84 ± 87.99 D 
80 ± 83.99 E 

(CEE, 2012, p. 54). NARIC (2012b) lists the same grade boundaries but does not 
include the A* grade. 

 


