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ABSTRACT

This paper presents new and surprising findings on the relationship between race and SAT scordms€beofindings are

the population of California residents who applied fortadmeiddiiversity of California from 1994 through 2011, a sample

of over 1.1 million students. The UC data show that socioeconomic backigfaonilg factore, parental ecugaand
racelethniciiyac count for a | arge and growing share of the wvar
than a third of the variance in SAT scores cafthenow be
variancén 19940f those factors, moreover, race has become the strongest predictor. Rather than declining in salience, r:
and ethnicity are now nroportarthan either family income or parental edncatimounting for tesoredifferaces It

must be cautioned that these findings are preliminary, and more research is needed to determine whether the Californi:
reflect a broader national trend. But if these findings are representative, they have important angbaatiebatfor the

over both affirmative action and standardized testing in college admissions.

KeywordsHigher education, college admissions, standardized tests, race and ethnicity, affirmative action

Race the SAT, antthe University of California

The Univeity of California has been ground zero for two of the most divishmaésmaamilege admissions: the use of

race and SAT scores as selection criteria. The convergence of the two controversies at UC is no accident. UC is the I
single user ¢iie SAT, and its decision to adopt that test in 19%»lrdified SATasthe most widely ussational

admissions test until it was overtaken by the ACT in 2012.

Early on, UC officials recognized the adverse impact of standardized testsoon admi§ Cal i f or ni ads ¢
African American populations, and this was a major consideration leading to adoption of affirmative action as a compen
measuréT he US Supr e meRedgentuof thedUsiverbity of iCaliidiailaprovided the legal rationahe

uni versityds compel |l i ng iimwhiehreeasirs thé principahjustficationfmgscgeus di ver s
admissions to this day.

Later, however, the SAT would play a key role in #hedgadhtt affirmative action. The disparity in test scores between
minority and nomi nor ity admits | ed to claims of ireverse disc
dismantling affirmative action by vote of the UC Re@ebtsin®d Cal i f orni aés referendum o

Like two magnets that simultaneously attract and repel one another, the strangely symbiotic relationship between race a
SAT continued to play out at UC even after Proposition 20Qimob®98ffé-aced with plummeting minority enrollments at

its flagship campuses, UC undertook a sweeping review of all of its admissions criteria. Based-biCtRaéseésty, then
Richard Atkinson called for eliminating the SAT in his landntarkhep&erican Council on Education (Atkinson, 2001).

In addition to its adverse effect on minority admissions, Atkinson observed, then@Aginakalidityyin predicting

*
The author thanks Bill Kidder, Pam Burdman, John Douglass, Juliet Popper Shaffer, and Mark Wilson for their helpful comments.

1 Many have noted the peculiar connection between affirmative action and the SAT. See, among others, Fiscber&eadak. (1996), Bo
(1998), Sacks (2000), and Alon & Tienda, (2007).
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student success at UC; curridhdged tests like the SAT Il SubjastWeie equal or better predictore/enedhore
closelyaligned witthe curricula that students learn in.dohedponsdhe College Board altered the SAT into a more
curriculurhased test in 2006 and recently has announced changes thaewasnstilifulther in this direction.

At kinsonds speech to ACE also marked the advent of a n
of the SAT. Among other changes, UC introduced its Top 4 Percent plan, extéodoy stligibilts in each California

high school, as well as holistic review, an admissions process that until then had been confined largbbgés elite, private co
Thecommon denominator in these reforms wasetimgihatis on SAT scores as aselech cr i t eri on i n f
highschool record and indicators of socioeconomic disadvantage. The reforms have been closely watched for their nat
implications.

To both critics and supporters of affirmative action alike, the Univérdityoof @ai a 6 s experi ence i s
very different morals. For critics of affir maforinere act i
California governor) to expand minority enrbjmacéseutralmeans. For supporters, it illustrates not only the dire
consequences of eliminating affirmative action but also the impossibility for American colleges and uniweithities to keep pa
the growing diversity of the nation without taking account tletéexeoFworse, UC has provided ample grist for both mills.

The present study is the latest in a series éfeshmmgng the California data to explore these and related issues of equity
and access in American higher education.

TheGrowingCorrdation betweeRace and SA%cores at UC

Figure Inext pageshows the multiple correlation between SAT scores and three measures of socioedanuiyic status
income, parental education, and race/ettamotydl, 144,04 Californidigh school apuatesvho applied for freshman

admission at UC from 1994 through 2011. SAT scores are the sum of the verbal and mathematical components of the SAT
that test was revised in 2006; the sum of the critical reading and math componentsrisFzseilytireread¢ is derived

from information reported in the UC application and is adjusted for inflation. Following standard practicghjn economic res
this analysis uses the log of income, which takes into account the diminishing niacgimal affeicthefr income levels

(i.e., a $10,000 increase in income is likely to have a greater effect for a student whose family earns $866000 annually the
from a family earning $350,000). Data on parental education and race/ethnicity ficereisfodedtied reported in the

UC application. Parent s 6 -efltater] parehton i s t hat of the appl |

The three socioeconomic variables were enteredrinto a
statstically accounted for differences in SAT scores among UC applicants. To provide a point of comparison, the s
regression was nwithhighschool grade point avegjthe dependent variabléetermine the extent to which differences

i n st udAcotldshs expladhed by thewefactors.

The regression results show a marked increase since 1994 in the proportion of variance in SAT scores that can be pre
from socioeconomic background factmisdetermined t st udent imgslightly frami25% té 2186betwedna | |
1994 and 1998, the proportion of explained variance increased each year thereafter, growing to 35% by 2011, the last y«
which the author has obtained data. Remarkably, more than a third of the variascanmoS@\UGcapplicants can now

be predicted by family income, education, and race/ethnicity. This result contrasts sharply with that for high school
Socioecononbackgrouni@dctors accounted for only 7% of the variance in HSGPA in 1994 artd 8% in 2011

This is not to suggest that socioeconomic factors fical
cautions in its annual reports on SAT performance, Al R
background, gender, racial/ethnic background, parental education and household income are complex and interdepel
These factors do not directly affect test performance; rather, they are associated with educational expesigices both on test
astheSAT | and i n schoo lpWwoSo&okcorogio factoes,greoth® evards,dare madiated by other,

2 Geiser & Studley, 2002; Geiser & Caspary, 2005; Geiser &2B8a6teleiser & Santelices, 2007; Geiser, 2009; Atkinson & Geiser,
2009; Geiser & Atkinson, 2013; Geiser, 2014.

3 See Appendix 1 fodescriptiveummary tiie variables employed in this siiflysc8res also include-Aq@divalent scores for a small

pecent age of UC applicants who took only the | atalthighschoelst . Cal
seniors take that test (see Figure 3, below). By comparison, for most of the period covered biyahitSnetzefavteok the ACT,

although that percentage has been growing in recent years (ACT, 2015). Many UC applicants who take the Ai@Twalisb take the SAT
case their SAT scores have been used in the following analgsient theamyis e, if any, difference between SAT and ACT scores

with respect to either predictive validity or racial impact; see Bowen, Chingos, & MaPt&rson, 2009

4 See Apendi for complete documentation of regression analysis and results
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moreproximate experiences that do have an impact on test performance, such access to test prep services or the quality
schools thatudents attend.

Figure 1
Percent of Variance in SAT Scores and High School Grades Explained by
Family Income, Parents' Education, and Underrepresented Minority Status,
UC Applicants, 1994 to 2011

Regression equation: SAT score or HSGPA = b,(Log of Income) + b,(Parent Ed) + b,(URM status)
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Source: UC Corporate Student System data on California resident freshmen applicants, 1994 to 2011.

Nevertheless, even without being able to observe those intermediating experiences directly, regression analysis enables
assess the relative importance of different socioeconomic factos tesppetittimance. Figure 2 provides standardized
regression coefficients, or fibeta weights, o for predi
race/ethnicity. The coefficients show the predictive weight of eactofatetdiimaftier the effects of the other two, thereby
providing a measure ofitiguesontribution of each factor to the prediction.

Figure 2
Standardized Regression Coefficients for Predicting SAT Scores Conditional on
Family Income, Parents' Education, and Underrepresented Minority Status:
UC Applicants, 1994 to 2011

Regression equation: SAT score = b,(Log of Income) + b,(Parent Education) + b,(URM status)
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Source: UC Corporate Student System data on California resident freshmen applicants, 1994 to 2011,

In 1994, at the beginning of the period covered in this analysis, parental theéusiatingestisf the three socioeconomic
predictors of test performance. (The standardized regression coefficient of 0.27 in that year means that,dfor each one ste
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deviation increase in parental education, SAT scores increased by 0.27 of dastandatterdencome and
underrepresented minority status were held constant.) The predictive weight for parental education has remained abo
same since then. The weight for family income has shown a small but steady increase fron80riL3041.998 to 0.1

But the most important change has been the growing salience of race/ethnicity. By 2011, the predictive weight
underrepresented minority status, 0.29, was greater than that for either family income or parental education. Wher
regressioresults for the UC sample are pooled across applicant cohorts, race/ethnicity is the strongest predictor of SAT sc
over the last four years.

A key implication of this finding is that racial and ethnic group differences in SAT scoreduaibladbdilifierenees in

family income and parental education. At least for the UC sample, there remains a large and growing residual effe
race/ethnicigfterthose factors are taken into account. Whatever mediating factors may be éavelvld; theipp

effects are different and more pronounced for students of color. If true, this conclusion has important émplications abot
efficacyf raceneutral policies fedressing racial disparities in college admissions.

The remainder of gaper is devoted to interrogating and interpreting these findings. A first question to be addressed is whetl
the findings reflect selection effects or other statistical anomalies. The following sections present data that discount
explanation andeofllternative hypotheses, based on extant research owtheé btaeck fit est score gap, O
the observed trends. The paper then examines the differential impact of the SAT on admission of Latin@and black applice
well as the validof thattest in predicting student success at UC. The final sections of the paper explore the implications of tt
California findings, if confirmed, fargbmglebate over the use of both radbe®AT as criteria for college admission.

Rulirg Qut SelectionEffects

One possible explanation of the growing correlation between socioeconomic factors and SAT scores observed in the UC |
that it may reflect selection effects. That is, the sample of students who apply to UC magneifédmpivpoiatengof

Californians in some systematic but unknown way and thus bias the correlation. Selection effects may docur at several pc
the admissions process. First is at the point of admission itself. When institutional adneisdieretitsitenmroduced

major changes in its admissions criteria between 1994-atiek 2@bl of admitted studentsbeeayme increasingly
differentrom the general populatiosctleating selection bias.

Institutional selection effectthisfkind cannot, however, account for the growing correlation between SAT scores and
socioeconomic factors shown above, since those findings are based on the sample of all California applicants, whether
admitted. In any case, the pattern oftiocosedanong UC admits is almost identical to that for the UC applicant pool. For both

UC admits and applicants, the proportion of variance in SAT scores explained by family income, parental education
race/ethnicity increases sharply over time patigthef beta weights is shnilar.

Still, even if institutional selection does not account for the observed patterns, itsislfgebsibitmmiagt be at work.

That is, the composition of the poappiyim UC may have changed, anoberved increase in the correlation between

SAT scores and SES may reflect that change. To examine that possibility, it is necessary to compare changes in th
applicant poaithchanges ithebroadepool of California SAT takers over the pashties.de

The only available historical d at aollegBour@aSkniofs dreptite a S AT |
College Board hasblishednnual summary data on SAT takers in each state since 1998. When students sit for the test, the
are asked to fill out the SAT Questionnaire (formerly known as the Student Descripfjyvevidicie sticndasdatems on

family income, parental education, and race/ethnicity. Although the quality of thesedisaadsnongvetner probjems

to the large proportion of students who decline te ems\parison of the statewide SAT data with the UC applicant pool
reveals a very similar picture.

5See AppendixDue to very small sample sizes and attendant concerns about confidentiality of student records, the sample provided to
aut hor by UCés Office of the President does not @us, ow sepa
funderrepresented minoritiesod or Astudents of a«applicams, 6 as used
6 See AppendiXor regression results for UC adragaiasapplicants.

7 For the technical reader, the datanped here were also checked carefutithiaulticollinearity and interaction effects, two statistical
problems that sometimes occur in regression analysis when predictor variables are related not only to thantuesir(ia tlisable of

case SAT scores) but also to each other. Neither accounts for the resulfthshmwen hamévial interaction effect observed in the UC

data, between race and income, serves only to underscorénffisencigjoérace SAT scores. See Appehdix
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Because this conclusion forms the basis for much of the analysis that followsoieiaimipertaatdata in some detail.

Figure 3 below provides an overview of changes since 1998 in the rate at which (1) California high school graduates tal
SAT, (2) SAT takers apply to UC, and (3) high school graduates apply to UC. Altaseighteadiasfttanded slowly

upward during this period, the relationship among them has changed little. There is no indication that the proportion o
takers who apply to UC (red bars) has diverged markedly from the proportion of high schdakgrdduS®&s (green

bars) and apply to UC (blue bars).

Figure 3
Trends in UC Application Rates Among
California High School Graduates and SAT Takers, 1998 to 2011
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Source: UC Corporate Student System, College Board College-Bound Seniors Reports, and California Department of Finance.

Further evidence that selection effects are an unlikely explanation of the observed pattern of correlatisimsvitm the UC data is
in Figure 4 below, which compaeesand standard deviation SAT scores for UC applicants vs. all California SAT takers. For
both groups, SAT scores have remained remarkably stable since 1998. To testsumesnEanUC applicants are

higher than for California SAT takersatlargewo ul d be expected given UCO6s rigorc
to note is that the relationship between the pools has changed little. Mean and standard deviation SAT scores for bot
applicants and California SAT takers in 201dadlseid@ntical to 1998. There is no indication that the selectivity of the UC
applicant pool has increased relative to the general population of California SAT takers during this period.

Figure 4:
Mean and Standard Deviation SAT Scores for UC Applicants
vs. All California SAT Takers, 1998 to 2011
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Seurce: UC Corporate Student System and College Board annual College-Bound Seniors Reports for California.
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Figure 5 next examines the changialgethnic composition of the UC applicant pool as compared with both California SAT
takers and high school graduates overmitrheer istayne spteati e di.s
the upward trend lines for each:

Figure 5:
Underrepresented Minorities as a Proportion of California High School
Graduates, SAT Takers, and UC Applicants, 1998 to 2011
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Source: UC Corporate Student Systemn, College Board Annual College-Bound Seniors Reports, California Department of Finance

The gaps between the three lines are a stark reminder of the continuing educational disparities faced byestudents of colc
key point for purposes of the present discussion, however, is the consistent slope anthediatisneligr tme.

Changes in the demographic composition of the UC applicant pool are entirely consistent with the changes that have oc
among both California SAT takers and high school giadeal®®8Indeed, the gap between the propdrtion o
underrepresented minorities in the UC applicant pool and theanpoogoraiifornia SAT takers actually naafteved

2004, indicating that the two pools have grown more similar than different. Agadticatiothdas UG applicahigve

become ledikethe population of California SAT takers during the period covered by this analysis.

Finally with rgpectto family income and parental eduthé@vailable datalsoshow nasignof selection effects.
Unfortunately, howeves,goor quality of the RAé@stionnaire data does not permit as daftotivparison as one might

like. Among other problems, the problem of missing data is mosfsighifiwant Figure 6 (next page)etcentage of

California SAT takers wdeslined to respond to SAiBstionnaire items on family income, parental education, or
race/ethnicity grew sharply in the early 2000s, peaking inr@gp8nd¢orates declined thereafter in the case of parental
education and race/ethnicity. Buesmmmse rates for income have continued to grow to the point where over half of all
California SAT takers now decline to report family income QuetteoSAdi%°

In addition tdghnonresponse rates, the income data from tQaesfidnnairexkibit several other problems that limit their
reliability and usefulness. First, income is collected as a categorical rather than continuous variable; ttoe student is ask
check one of eleven broad income categories, forcing researchers toinseteachidategory as an approximation of
income. Second, research by the Educational Testirgu@gesighat student responses to the@Ad st i onnai r e
income item are far from reliable; in one study, only a third of respondents lkedutraselyrabéncome category, as

later verified by financial aid data (Freeberg, 1988). Finally, becau@e ¢he SATonnai reds i ncome ¢

8 Themain regression findings preseatdigrwere als@xamined to determine whethegrdveing weight of race/ethnicity as a
determinant of SAT scores mightiteadunction of thgroportion einderrepresentednoritiesvithin the UC applicpoolWhen

entered into the main regresbmprdoportion of underrepresented mimeé@spplicant cohalit! add slightly to the overall explained

variance but did not reduce the coefficient on race/ethnicity for individSaleapptoaints.

9 By comparison, 14 percent of UC applicants failedamilgdacome in 208dpendiX shows neresponse rates for family income,
parentsd education, and r ace/ €dsdsmwithenisding data meckndgd frohCtheaapalydisi cant s f
10Researchers often find thatesponse rates are greater amongsughiag students, who are presumed to come disproportionately
from uppencome familiddoweverhe California SAT data show no consistent phiteregiard: the proportion efespondents with

higher SAT math and verbal scores rose significantly between 1998 and 2005, but fell sharply thereaftete aliifietiesieiginow lit

mean test scores of respondents arespondents to theame item on the SATestionnaire; see Appeddix
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adjusted for inflation, the proportion of students in the top categories eventualljajréwe Solkrge Board was forced
to revise the categories in 2008. The revisions have been helpful in reducing compaction at the top ofrthbuhcome distributi
they introduce an obvious discontinuity when one attempts to compare histodsdéficmanttexiter 2008.

Figure 6
Percent of Non-Responses to SDQ Items on Family Income,
Education, and Race/Ethnicity among California SAT Takers,
1998 to 2013

75%
——Family Income
=——Parental Education

=Race/Ethnicity

50% -

25% -

Percent Not Responding

0% -+
1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Source: College Board annual College-Bound Seniers Reperts for California, 1998to 2013,

For all of these reasons, the lack of reliable information on family incon@uéstihan8#& preventy definitive
comparison of UC applicami€alifornia SAT takers. The most tha¢ said is that, among California SAT takers who did
respond to this item, the income distribution appears very similar to that of the UC applicant pool.

Figure 7
Distribution of Reported Family Income
Among California SAT Takers vs. UC Applicants,
1998 to 2011
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Source: UC Corporate Student System and College Board College-Bound Seniors Repc

111n addition, the distribution of parental education among California SAT takers appears quite similar tatitagiagfdhbdughappli
exact comparison is not possible because QeeSt#ohaire categorizes parental education differently from the UC sgplication
Appendix.9
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To summarize: Comparison of the UC applicant pool with the pool of all Californiaid&SsTnalkgmipds to believe

that selection effects account for the growing correlation between SAT scores socioeconomic backgroundefactors observec
UC data. But neither does it definitively confirm the UC findingQuégimi8riire data aredatuate to resolve the

crucial questions: Are the UC data representative of a broader trend? Do baclagoomfiniors such as family

i ncome, parentsdé education, and race/ ethniscaresy Andccount
does race have a large and grindiegendeeffect after family income and education are taken into account?

A Call forInstitutionalResearch

One might presume that the California findings could be readily confirmed or discatibmaédataion SAT takers.
That presumption is mistaken, however, simoadbponse rate for family in@mmeng national SAT takessrtually
identical to that among California SAT takers. In a recent year, 55 percentszhabl$8onigivho took the SAT
declined to report theirilfamcome (College Board, ZHide 11). If one attempted to replicatgtbssionnalyses
presented here with eithendtienabr Californ@ATQuestionnaire dathe majority of cases woudditénatetk

The best alternative source of data may be other state university systems that, like the University of California, rec
applications from a sizeable proportion of SAT takers in their states. Because those institutiosnioltatasmtioecon
applicants for purposes of financial aid as well as admissions, the quality of the data they collect tends amdbe more comple
accurate than the SAlestionnaire data. At UC, for example, information on family income is ty pig piéyr esoiygp et

the data are subject to audit. Mergisgarestiata with admissions and financial aid information from institutional databases
can thus provide a more reliable basis for examining trends over time in treofciatnily effman parentsdé edu
and race/ethnicity on test scores.

Accordingly, the author calls on institutional researchers in other state university systems to replical@and extend the
analyes with their own applicktafrom the past 20 years. mjmitant that this work be conducted independently of the
national testing agencies both because of the unreliability@fetbiioSAdire data and also to avoid any potential conflict

of interest, whether in perception orliTfa¢hat end, thetNa o n a | Association for- Coll egi
ribbon commission on admissions testing has called for an independent national clearinghoeseaocitamrdinate
admissions testing (NACAC, 2008). NACAC has offered its own septigessfrdhi tkimd of institutiomasearch

proposed here seems ideally suited to take advantage .of that offer

AlternativeEx p | anat i TlesiSsore&dp d he 0
If the California findings do reflect a broader trend, the question naturalhaaribesadsibgiation between SAT scores
and socioeconomic background factors, in particular race and ethnicity, apparently grown stronger over the past two decac

The last 20 years have seen an extraordinary volume of researchvoh thetbtackd t e sgap o begi nning

P h i [THe BlpclVhite Test Score Gap 1998 and Ma g $teadydsainsanmd GtalldthFrogrE@08, e | 6 s
among many otheYet that research has produced no consensus about the underlying rfatitors. tExplppeal to

genetic differences cannot explain why thehiilaaap narrowed significantly in the 1970s and 80s (Neal, 2006).
Explanations that appeal to differences in income or SES cannot account for the large residual dispiéeity that remain
controlling for those factors (Phillips, et al, 1998; Magnuson, Rosenbaum & Waldfogel, 2008). And explanations that emp
the role of the schools founder on the fact that the test score gap appears before children enter schoshand persists even
bl ack students attend the same schools as whites (Phil
these achievement gaps? |t should come as no surprise |
2008 pl).

No attempt will be made here to summarize this vast body of research, which is widely avaithblbectzmvetfi¢ raf.
hindsight on over two decades of work on thisirsibgthe aim is to highlight possible explanatioegrhahest
relevant to, and consistent with, the trends observed in the California data.

12 While there are a number of methods for imputing missing data, such techniques are unlikely to be usefulNfoghe present case.
imputation methods assume thkasming val ues are fimissing at randomo (Little &
addition, most imputation methods would require using other key variables of interest iri tagyprésansstudy, ksghool GPA,

parent @ucatioii to derive missing income values, and so would compromise the regression results shown earlier in Figures 1 and 2, wi
estimate thelative weightstibése same variables.

13Not surprisingly, studies conducted by researchers withemtpapencies have tended to downgfigdh&income and other
socioeconomic factorsstandardized test scores. See, for example, Sackett, et al. (2@0@sowhicome data from BAT

Questionnaire. See also Zwick (2004).
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GEISER: Race and the SAT 9

Most research on the test score gap has focusedmitdldifierences and is thus not as directly relevant to the California
experience as one might wish. The éxplan o f Californiads Chicano and Latin
among different Asian ethnic groups have overtaken that traditional racial dichotomy. Explanations or hypotheses bas
bl ack studentsd exp slatete lbatne students. Innadditionsnsiaddek fecasaeon frehdg ontthrea n
blackwhite test score gap may miss the larger picture.

As shown in Figure 8, the test score gap in California is greatest between black and white SAT takers dnd has oscillated
down and shows no consistent trend since 1998. If one were to draw inferences about racial and ethnic differences fro
blackwhite gap alone, one might conclude that there has been little change in this respect.

But that conclusion would be wFon@ll other racial/ethnic comparisons, test score gaps between underrepresented minority
and other students have been growing. THesBlackatiAdhite, and LatiAsian test score gaps have increased almost

every year since 1998. The glaringierds 20034, when the gaps narrowed sharply in all of the comparisons (undoubtedly
due tahe spike in the number of students declining to state their race or ethnicity in that year; see Figuren6 earlier). Other
that one year, however, the bgambetween underrepresented minority and other students has steiddily widened:

Figure 8
Score Gaps Between Racial/Ethnic Categories:
California SAT Takers, 1998 to 2014
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Source: Author's calculation from College Board College-Bound Seniors Reports for California.

These trends suggest the need for caution in extrapolating from researciwbitethesblscire gap to the overall gap

between studerd&color and others. The consensus among researchibies lidatiahite gaparrowed substantially in

the 1970s and early 1980s, plateaued in the late 1980s and 1990s, but resumed narrowing in the 2000s (Magnusor
Waldfogel, 2008; Magnuson, Raseni& Waldfogel, 208®)deed, some researchers argue that, as a result of growing
economic inequalityAmerican society, the bilduitetest score gap has become less signifararthe income gap.

Following the lead of ThomadyRiRetardon (20) finds that the test score gap between students in the top and bottom
incomealeciles has widened over the past 40 years to the point where it now exeshbis tiepblkaghin, however, all of

these findings are limited to-blaité comparisons.

In general, explanations of the test score gap can be divided into two types: Those that explain racial/bshnic gaps prima
reference to general socioeconomic factors, such as differences in family wealth or income; and those that emphasize f

14 Closer xamination of tesiore differences between specific ethnic groups in the UC applicant data indicates that most of the increase
the overall gap between underrepresented minority and other students sefleciag:hingeln a regression analysiedicting

SAT scores conditional 0 ncatégarigalatiaples fonspexifitargcial/ettmic groupss tbe betalweight fori o n
Latino applicants increased sharply0ftdn{relative to white applicants) in 20P2tm 201 The beta weigftr Asian applicants

grew slightly from 0.04 to 0.06 and for black applicéuit4 fatni6 (all relative to white applicaett)e same period.

15Most research on the nationahbhatektest score gap has relied on NAERaNs&ssessment of Educational Progress) scores rather

than SAT scores.
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specifically associated with race, such as discrimination or segregation. The distinction is not perfect,snof are the two ty
explanations mutually exclusive. But it is central to the debate over policies for ameliorating racial disjgaiGties in educati
as affirmative action.

A great deal of research on thebiatek test score gap has favored the first type of explanation. Those studies have
emphasized, among other influences, differences in family income (e.g., Magnuson & DunoanR2Geépmagnss

Waldfogel, 2008), parental education (e.g., Haveman & Wolfe, 1995; Cook & Evans, 2000), and quality af schools (e.g., P
Crouse, & Ralph, 1998; Corcoran & Evans, 2008) as factors undeHitingebtaskore differences. Asup,gblack

students are disproportionately affected by all of these factors. For example, black students have, on agsrage, fewer res
in and out of the home, poorer health care, and less effective teachers, all which can have an snjpteotemanst score

et al., 2004; Meyers, et al., 2004; Phillips & CHin, 2004).

Economic inequality, in particular, is most often cited in discussionsvbit¢htedtiadore gap, and that explanation is
plausibly consistent with the trends obsénee@alifornia data. The growing@#d gap between students of color and

others parallels the marked increase in income inequality in California and the US over the last two decades (Congres
Budget Office, 2011).

The main difficulty with tkida@ation is that it does not account for the large and growing residual association between rac
and SAT scores observed in the California data after controlling for family income and parental education. Indeed, muc
same problem is evident in exgtsedrch on the bladkite test score gap: Though class differences account for a portion of
the gap, they by no means eliminate it entirely. Conventional measures of socioeconomic status leave a large portion, €
majority of the gap, unexplaindlip@tet al., 1998; Magnuson, Rosenbaum & Waldfogel, 2008).

Researchers who study the effects of economic inequality evhtteetekicdcore gap argue, nevertheless, that this result

may simply reflect deficiencies in available measures piaB&Sf family income, for example, wealth may be the more
decisive factor. Measures of parental net worth not only provide a better indicator of current family resmerces but also ci
family background effects that span more than one gendestitirat Stank examined blddgte wealth gap find that it is

more pronounced than the income gap, and that it appears to have widened in recent decades (Oliver & Shapiro, 2006).
researchers to look more carefully at this and other family bagkground s, Wi | son awhigtamily, @[ M]
background differences are not only incomplete but pro
measures of family environment might account for the remaindkwdf thebe ¢gm5p%. ( 199 8

The problem, however, is that this explanatory framework knows no stigpegificiways be additional variables that
maybe considered. While certainly plausible as an explanation of trends in teedCaliéodaitatehe assumption that
racial/ethnic differences are reducible, in principle, to general socioeconomic factors remains unproven.

A second type of explanatory framework looks to factors specifically associated with race andhetlexio@siesaeh as

of racial di scrimination among students of ®8Adlisome. The
example of this type of explan&ieale & Aronson, 1995). Another is the resurgence of racial sesgtegzlicanih
communities throughout California and the US.

Researchers who have studied thewblisekiest score gap have long noted the coincidence between trends in racial
segregation and changes i n t he sdécisien iBooWn vt Board of BdpcationFo | | o v
racial segregation in US schools decreased dramatically during the 1960s and 1®hlse.tésesoaekgap narrowed
significantly during the same period. School desegregation stalled in thees2®0sf amtinedecisions limiting busing

and other integration measures. Progress in narrowing the test score gap stalled at the same time. The coincidence of
trends has provoked a great deal of research to determine if, and how, they rialebe(frausalbeful summary, see

Vigdor & Ludwig, 2008).

Among the most rigorous efforts to determine whdyether a
of SASscore gaps in metr opol iustavideneerthatdhe blatie test scere damie highebin A We

16 Evans, Hout, & Mayer (2004) distinguish between two general kinds of effects that socioeconomic inequalityrenggdsave on test s
First are fimec hamascaibedonane fastarsthave adirectseffectiomirdioidual student achievement, any increase in
economic inequality, other factors held constatnernaiitli ¢ée.ad
example, grawg economic inequality may affect state spending decit®adifoation or increase economic segregation within schools

and neighborhoods, which may in turn affect student achievement.
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more segregated citieso (p. 1) . Their findings sugges
school segregatiper sealthough they were unable to accouat thkydffects of the latter due to tracking within schools.
Other researchers have found significant independent effects of both school and neighborhood setitgétistn on black
score gaps (Vigdor, 2006; Rubinowitz & Rosenbaum, 2001; GHeyaus#)4t al., 2084xby, 20R0

One difficulty in this kind of research is differentiating the effects of school or neighborhood segregatidn from the effes
poverty, which often overlap. Even in the absence of segregation, subsgi@ntesttdaoke differences can be expected

for this reason. On the other hand, the frequderkt patte
Frankenberg, 2014) may produce an interaction effect that can accentuatesuéls &ffdrstein (2014) has argued,

There are two aspects to this conclusion: First, social and economic disatiyaowagyg itself, but a host of
associated conditiondepresses student performance, and second, concentrating stustntisaitivahtages in
racially and economically homogenous schools depresses it further (p. 1).

In short, racial segregation may amplify the effects of poverty and other kinds of social inequality on sthéent achievemer
interaction of race and classmlp explain why the effect of family income on SAT sdoreariamibmore than twice
as large for black students (Bgoran, Everson & McArdle, 2013).

If racial segregation does have an independent effect on student achievemesdycs onutie felaskite test score

gap suggests, that explanation could account for observed trends in the California SAT data over the past two decades: w
test score gap has grdanlLatino as well as black students, and why the gap rentainscdiftey for conventional

measures of SES such as family income and parental education.

Californiads schools have undergone a vast demegraphic
nati onds s choo hasge haf heen among Latind stualents. tBetweenc1993 and 2012, the nsmber of Latino
enrolled in California schools increased by 68 percent, and their proportion increased from 25.5 to 52.7 percent, becon
majority of public school enrollments. WHhilackndnrollments declined in both absolute and relative terms, while the
proportion of Asian enrollments held steady (Orfield &pE28)2014

Rathetharb ei ng di spersed throughout the st at dadtisostaderischasl s , ho
been concentrated in a relatively few, intensely segregated schools and school districts. Those schooldyalso disproportic
enroll many black students, and a clear patteyagoégation of students of color has emerged&(®rfiekknberg,

2014)0On a variety of measures, racial segregation among Latino and black studentshaaplincreased

I n 1993, more than two decades ago, about haif of Ca
seventhweient ensely segregated (zero to 10 percent whites)
to 100 percent students of color). By 2012, 71 percen

than 30 percent wergarity white. The proportion of intensely segregated schools had doubled in just two decades, with
one school in fourteen an apartheid school (Orfield &ppe3 122P)4

Slightly more than half of t hree gsattaetdedd psrothaoranionscstuderitsitol e nt s
color-- and the comparable proportion for black students is 39 percent (OrfielpR3ES8320Akthe same time, the
sharp rise in racial segregation has overlapped with rising povértgdesaisdrsthools:

In 1993, black and Latino students attended schools with 52 percent and 58 percent poor children, respectively,
measured by subsidized lunch eligibility (around 120 percent of the federal poverty level qualifieshjoBfyee school lun
2012, blacks on average attended schools whose populatiotisirdengotvahildren, and Latinos attended schools

that were more than 70 percent poor (Orfield & Be}19014

This pattern of @doubl egbdagedifferances are afd corsigeled) has ergatect vghat has aptlyd
been described as a fiperfect stormo (Boger, 2003) of €
schools. That those multiple disadvantages may compoundéit® tegasedre gaps would not be surprising and could
account for the growangociation betweaneandSAT scores observed in the UC data.

17The UC applicant data also show a statistically significaatjmeraction effect between underrepresented minority status and family
income in more fully specified regression models predicting SAT scoresfsee Appendix
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In sum, both growing socioeconomic inequality and growing racial segregation offer plausible €afifanaifictestof the

score data, and it is likely that both factors are at work. The relative importance of these explanation®sstill matters, hov
since they have very different policy implications for the role of both race and SAT score®imscaliegis@dséstin

the conclusion to this paper.

Adversdmpact of SA¥cores onStudents ofColor

Before turning to those policy quebbaresjeiif is important to consider two further aspects of the relationship between race
and the SATevealedn the UC data: (1) the adverse impact of SAT scores on admission of underrepresented minorit
applicants, and (2) the marginal validity of SAT scores in predicting college outcomes, especially for students of color.

Proponents of the SAT often emplizsizsther measures of student achievelmgimtschool grades, AP Exams, SAT

Subject Tests, and other national assessments such-a&NBEBmilar gaps between students of color and others. As a
former president of the College Board famauslykreand , fiGetting rid of the SAT or a
that fundamental fdctn st ead of smashing the ther mometer, why not
(Stewart, 1998Researchers with ties to the testingesgemphasize the same point, if in less colorful language:

Results indicate that the score gaps that are observed in admission tests among members of different racial and eth
groups and different socioeconomic groups are also found in otlest wstsdandizn other measures of educational
attainment. It is hypothesized that these differences are a powerful illustration of an important social problem: inequita
access to high quality education (Camara & Schiidt). 199%he indisputibfact is that both high school grades

and scores on admissions tests are reflections of the same education system, with all its flaws and inequities (Zwick, 1¢
p.323).

The problem with statements such as these is that they obscure a fundarhentagptudef the gap between

students of color and others is much greater for SAT scores than for admissions criteria such as high schigol grades. As a
the SAT has a more adver se i sgfadnissiomgeiredlilastraten the paim.drheb | a ¢ k
figure is again based on the sample of 1.1 million California residents who applied for freshman admissidn from 1994 to 2
this case, applicants have been divided into ten equal groups, or deciles, basscbogsitharressbars in the figure

represent the percentage of applicants witl3A Edmtile who are Latino or black. The blue bars show the percentage of
Latino and black applicants wheartiestudents are ranked by high sGirsbl

Figure 9
Distribution of Underrepresented Minority Applicants
by SAT vs. HSGPA Deciles, 1994 to 2011
9 - 15%

18%

8 " )
I :
0% HSGPA Deciles

W SAT Deciles

HSGPA or SAT Decile
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Percent Underrepresented Minority

Source: UC Corporate Student System data on CA resident freshman applicants, 1994 to 2011.

The difference is stark. Although SAT scores and high school GPA both have an adverse impact on students of colo
demographic footprint of the SAT is far more extreme. At the bottom of the applicant pool, Latino andhpliss applicants
60 percent of the lowest SAT decile but only 39 percent of the lowest HSGPA decile. Conversely, ivttioseahe top decile
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most likely to be admittedtinos and blacks comprise 12 percent of applicants when ranked by high sgasbbgrades but
percent when ranked by SAT scores. Using SAT scores to rank applicants produces more severe racial/ethnic stratificatic
high school GPA. The relative emphasis that colleges place on the two criteria can thus make a substantial difference
demographeomposition thfe admitted posl®

Validity of SABcores inPredictingCollegeQutcomes

A last set of findings from California core@neslittive validity of the 8A&dicting college successisthé s ofor ddet r e

college adssions tests such as the SAT. As the UC data demonstrat8 Alfosemsesrea relatively poor indicator of

student success in college. This is especially true for students of color. While SAT scores have a strong adverse impe
admission of Latiand black students, they are relatively weak predictors of how those students actually perform in college.

The College Board conducts annual validity studies to provide empirical justification for use of the SAT as an admis
criterion. Those studiedinarily focus on fpesr college grades as an outcome measure, since that measure of college
performance is most readily available. Typically, validity studies examine the multiple correlation amongThigh school GP/
scores, and figgear colleggrades for a given sample of college freshmen. They invariably find that combining SAT scores wi
high school GPA provides better prediction than either factor alone. While high school GPA is usually tirarbest single pred
most samples, inclusdrBAT scores in the correlation adds a statistically significant, if modest, increment to the predictic
(see, for exampl e, Patterson & Mattern, 2012)lseinSuch st
college admissianwder established national testing standards (AERA/APA/NCME, 2014).

The California data pairdthedifferent picture. Extending back over two decades, tihadé¢frolatis a longeterm

and more significant measure of student performarstgebagrides: collegmmpletiont also pernsiexamination of

how socioeconomic factors may affect the prediction. Because family backgrowrithisotiirelasetres and college

outcomes, much of the apparent predictive power of thallgAEflacts the proxy effects of socioeconomic status.
Berkeley economist JeRsg¢hstein (2004) conservatively estimates that traditional validity studies that omit socioeconomi
variables overstate the predictive power of the Sfa&rbgrit50

Figuwe 10 (next pageshows the relative weights of high school GPA and SAT scores iry@aedjctidigation rates at

UC. The sample includes all California residents who enrolled as UC freshmen from 1998hehicneffickats. are
standardizemhd show the effect of a one staseldedion change in each measure on the probability of graduating from UC,
holding the other measure constant, thus permitting direct comparison of their relative weights. The weights are given
before and aftemco r ol | i ng for SES (family income and parentsd e
minority freshmen.

Looking first at tiveights for all UC freshmen, it is evident that, didh@ssiens criteriagh school GPA isdytlie

stronger predictor of college completion. This finding replicates the results of an earlier, more compreha&ti@ive study of grac
rates at UC (Geiser & Santelices, 2007), subsequently confissied ithe Finish Lihe largest nationabdstof college

completion conducted to. @&sed on a massive sample of entering freshmen at 21 state flagship universities and four state
higher education systems, Baaghis colleaguesind that,

High school grades are a far better predidtorfafgear and sixear graduation rates than are SAT/ACT test scores

é The consistency the results is extraordimail but one of these more than 50 public universities, high school GPA
remains a highly significant predictoyedrsgtaduati rates after taking account of the effects of test. sbeses

scores, on the other hand, routinely fail to pass standard tests of statistical significance when includ@&with high school C
in regressions predicting graduation.rgi&@swenChingos, and McPherson,, 2{094.3115; italics in original).

18The demographic footprint of the SAT has worsened relative to HSGPA deorgrée: tpetios stualjhough the trend is partially
obscured by the overall increase in the percentage of Latino and black applicants to UC, which rose fromi21ivheitn 3486 during th
bottom SAT quintile, the proportion of students @kesled finom 43% in 1994 to 70% jra2@biparedvithan increase from 38% to

52% within the bottom HSGPA quintile. Conversely, at the top of the applicant pool, the proportion of ettoe®8 Diocohditen th

rose from 5% in 1994 to @®@1d, while their proportion in the top HSGPA quintile grew by a much larger amount, from 9% to 19%.
BYSATscores also correlate much more closely than HSGPA with
correlation of SAT seongth family income wés .3 and wi t h ,pfar BonHSEBA, thedcorelations tdemad 14
respectivelee Appendix

20 The modal timedegree for students who graduate from UC is about four years and a quarter. Theidedlisireshsban

cohorts entering UC before 2006 in order to allow sufficient lead time foxdegpds. thee ApperntidXor full regression results.
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Figure 10
Relative Weight of High School GPA and SAT Scores,
Before and After Controlling for SES, in Predicting 5-Year Graduation:
All UC Freshmen vs. Underrepresented Minorities, 1994 to 2005
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Standardized Regression Weights

Source: UC Corporate Student System data, 1994 to 2005. All estimates are statistically significant at .001 confidence level.

Moreover, when controls for family income and parental education are introduced, as shown in thalsaepthe set of bars
limited predictive power of SAEstmromesven more evident. While the weight for HSGPA remains steady or increases
slightly, the weight for SAT scores declines by approximately a third. This result strongly suggestofthe proxy effec
socioeconomackground factors.

Finally, taing to the results for underrepresented minority students, the predictive validity of SAT scores is reduced still fur
especially after controls are introduced for family i
signifient 6 predictor of UC graduation #or students of col o

Taken together with the previous findings on the adverse impact of SAT scores on admission of studentsof color, the prec
validity findings shown hese pofundamental question about costs and benefits: Is the adverse racial impact of the SAT
justified in view of the relatively limited benefit it provides in predicting student performance in collegg?idrie concluding

of the paper discuss thedatfbis of the California findings for this and other policy issues.

Policyimp | i cat i d\brkaBledl: t e r n dRaceConskiousAffimnativeAction

Regents of the University of California vd@&agiely altered not only the legal rdiidrtake broader public debate over
consideration of race in college admissions. Up to that time, the primary rationatgoies eatreissions policies was
remedial: overcoming racial disparities created by decades of segregation andothawsxélfiGiakke the policy

narrative pivoted to emphasize the educational benefits of racial diversity. For better or worse, the dbesrsityerationale has
the primary framework within whietoresmous admissions policies are now debbtigatad Garces, 2015).

The California findings have important implications for several key aspects of the diversity rationale eTinatifirst concerns th
of fAworkabl e alternat i v e sBakkd @GratzvaBoiger(2003)srutter vsBollingf@®(3), of de c
andFisher vs. University of T¢2843)-the US Supreme Court has increasingly restricted the usenstioase

admi ssions policies by applying a \oleeg atiMoosgedatestdrequirthg k n o wn
that, before taking race into account, coll egme and wun
student body and second, that t herthisdhoumposesi ons policies 1

One of the main tests of whethecaaseious admissions policies are narrowly tailored, in turn, is that colleges and
universities have made daibil efforts to explore workableneatel alternatives to achieve diversity loyesiher For
exampl e, s 0 meb aasreglu ea f tf hiagivrayfipteferancesancuhiversity admissionmooosvor first

21Technical note: The difference in the validity coefficients for HSGPA and SAftrimataesiisrange restriction; see Appémdix
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generation college studentm yield a substantial improvement in racial diversity at the same time. épebkshedlum

by the Lumina and Century Foundatiensuture of Affirmative Actopr oposes a number of dif
even to the use of zip codes, as a means of expanding admission of students of color throagtralamealiynsace
(Kahlenberg, 2014). Others are skeptical, noting that Latinos and African Americans represent a relatofesyl small proportio
lowincome or firgeneration college applicants. Simulations using national SAT data suggest that admissadys policies tha
only on raeeeutral measures such asblems ed af fi rmative action or fApercent
students from every high school), while helpful, cannot produce the same level of diversity as policies that give ex
consideration to race (Carnevale, Rose, & Strohl, 2014).

The California findings weigh decisively on the side of skepticism and demondinatzivelijraiatise action is unlikely
to provide a workable alternative teorsmous admissionscpolie s : Af ter controlling for
education, race uniquely accounts for a substantial share of the variance in SAT scores.

The California data also have important implications for another elementaiibtivegrtastpwagehat raceonscious

admissions policies must be temporary and of limited duration. In her maj@ritjt@piniBoling2003), thedustice

Sandra Day O6Connor famously declared, @amell nelengeefoet t hat
necessary to further the interest approved tferdhaego (p.
are receding in importance in contemporary society.

Yet the UC data show that, at least in Eatdoenot only remains an impfactortin explaining tesiregapsbut has

grown in importance over the past two decades. Rather than declining in salience, race has now become more influentic
either family income or parental edurcattounting for testoredifferencesThe California findings should give pause to

those who assume that racial and ethnic disparities in educational opportunity will inevitably narrow over time.

Ultimately, the debate over workable alternativesottscames affirmative action may turn on the question of causation:
What accounts for the growing test score gap between students of color and others observed in the California data? Advi
of clasdased affirmative action will point to growin@msocimemequality in California and the US as the likely culprit
(Kahlenberg, 2014; Reardon, 2011). If true, this implies that ameliorating general disparities in wealttedresincome offers tt
hope for closing the gap. But the resurgence of mgahsegron i n Cal i forniads school s s
If true, that explanation implies that renewed efforts to integrate schools and neighborhoods are esdest@kto remedy
gapsamong students of color.

Which, if either, ofshéwo explanations is most dispositive is thus a matter of some consequence beyond the ivory tower. T
conservative judicial trend limiting racial classification in college admissions has had significant repercussions for si
integration efforts affer a much larger number of students atZhHeviél? If racial segregation does account for a
substantial part of the test score gap, beyond what can be explained by income or class differences alone, an overt
Supreme Court decision endingaaseous policies at alitdeges anghiversities cowdgacerbatenderlying disparities

in the na¥%ionbds school s.

Policylmplication #2: On tlisparatempact of the SAT
At first glance, the California findings might seem to suggesi eetreatiticior racial disparities in college adinissions
pursuing a claim of Adi sparate i mpacto against t he SA

2 The comparison of affirmative action to schoolimitkdtteegr egat i
discussion to whether affirmative action is consistesistennegth tiBrown v. Board of Educatpohibition of assigning students

according to their race (i.e., wigtben teflects an anticlassification or antisubordination principle). There is more to be said, however,
because affirmative actiehsahool desegregation cases are fundamentally quite similar. Both are Equal Pcbtdlsinge€ ause

raci al activities of public schools that c aker,200gpsledl).t i n feder
23 This paper is being written just as the US Supreme Court has agréeshtr reHdaiversity of Tewdwsich will be argued in the

201516 term.

24 Again, it is hoped that this paper may stimulate institutional researchers in othégh&taiedpobtion systems to replicate and

extend the analyses presented here. Researchers at those institutions will have access to all of the variouediatd) sources req
longitudinal, studéstel data for applicant cohorts going back ty tt#98ar{when most institutions began keeping electronic records),

(2) SAT or ACT scores for all applicants (who typically account for a sizeable fraction of test takers Jriraehesidea}, datd (1

family income and parental educatioadfrossion and financialapiglications. In addition, fstate students, most researchers will

have access to (4) data on applicantsd high somhthesdvariods or i gi r
data sourcesill permit confirmation of whether the racial and SES trends in SAT scores observed in California arespaesent in other state
also facilitate analysis of alternative explanations of such trends, if confirmed.
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discrimination claim: (1) SAT scores have a demonstrable adverffestatistidahission of students of color, while at the

same time, (2) they are relatively weak predictors of student outcomes such as college graduation, especially for Latin
bl ack students. Toget her, t h eisees 6f irnediinagnsc es uogng etshte t AT
unjustifiably disadvantages students of color.

Yet the likelihood of a successful challenge to the SAT is small, for a number of legal, political, amdiflireedical reasons
below. And even if such dlestge were successful, it is not clear that eliminating consideration of SAT or ACT scores in
college admissions would have as great a remedial effect asqoeesersongus affirmative action

A first obstacle to mounting a disjprapatet claiagainst the SAT or ACT is that, because the College Board, ACT, and other
test producers do not receive federal funding, they are not subject to such claims. Suing colleges antplayiversities that
the tests is the only available judicial reiftegfyotential liability of colleges and universities to-ohiggrattaims may

be one reason why the diversity rationale for affirmative action has proven mthesstrsiitivens than the older,

remedial rationale. Emphasizing the edlubatiafits of a diverse student body does notlexptis¢he liability they
mighfacebyacknowledging the adverse impact of the SAT on students of color.

Case law on disparate impact is unusually convoluted and, like that on affinasmtiee@oomcreasingly constrained

by the conservativendof recent court decisions. Unless a college or university has a history of raciaksegdgation, it
impossible to challenge reliance on the SAT on an Equal Protection claifiAmdadihent4f the U.S. Constitution,

since courts have held that such a claim requires a showing that the institution was motivated by discawiingtory intent. A sl
that standardized tests have a discrim@iteotiy as opposed to inténts unlaful only if made so by statutes or
regulations.

Of those statutes and regulations, Title VI of the 1964 Civil Right Act is most prominent. Although Titlely/| itself prohibit:
intentional discrimination, federal agency regulations adoptedt toifl@pepramibit colleges and universities that receive
feder al funds from engaging in practices that shave th
allowed plaintiffs to sue for enforcement of those regulationBeggairestd universities, including loss of federal funding,
based on a showing of disparate impact.

In its decision Adexander v. Sandd2&l01), however, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that there is no private right of action to
bring a disparate aopsuit to enforce Title VI regulations. Thus, the only remaining remedy for those who would challenge t
adverse effects of standardized tests on students of color is to seek administrative enforcement throughathe U.S. Departn
Educat i omCiisRigbts. Privatesindif/iduals and advocacy organizations can file administrative complaints which n
trigger OCR fAcompliance reviewso of colleges and uni ve
disparate impact.

Ewen if a disparatapact claim against the SAT were to proceed this far, moreover, there is no guarantee that it would succe
Assessing a dispasatpact claim involves a thtegprocesswith a shifting burden of proof between the complainant and

the institution employing the test in question. In the first step, the burden is on complainant to show that the test produ
significant racial dispafibe California data suggest strongly that this burden could be met. In the second step, the burde
then shifts to the institution to show that ithenat e®t
educational purpose. Then, in the third step, the burden shifts back to the demupisinatiiabthere enalternative

test or practice that could serve the same educational purpose with less adverse impact on students of color.

I't is in the | atter steps that difficultisemelzecaesel i kel y
it suggests a stronger standarccsataw actually requires. Rather than being essential or indispensable, the educational
necessity test requires only that the chall dngeédtpr adt
uni ver sityds Wads @ogt989pUniadrsity muQalijomis,e2008). While SAT scores are a relatively weak
predictor of student outcomes such-gsafirsbllege grades, they do add a small predictive increment bagbrid that w
provided by highhool grades alone. To what extent this small increment is of practical significance is arguable (Crouse ¢
Trusheim, 1988), but there is little question that the SAT meets the standard of statistical significante employed in
predictivealidity analyses, including those conducted at UC. Given the stakes involved, it is likely that the national tes
agencies would mobilize all of their considerable analytical and political resources in support of the chaien that test score
valid indicators of student performance in college.

25The legal analysis here draws heasilyaper by Kidder and Rosner (2002).
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Second is the question of alternatives. Whi | elesel i mi nat
selective colleges, it may be less feasible at large, highlyrdedgsities that receive tens of thousands of applications.
Admissions officers at those institutions often regard the SAT and ACT as indispensable tools for comparing applicants.
than high school grades, test scores are often the onlyothat imeivailable on all applicants, and admissions officers
typically consider SAT or ACT scores in conjunctionsalithohi@PA in order to take account of variations in grading
standards across different high schools.

To be sure, there are okigsof tests that might be used for admissions purposes, but those tests tend to have similar
impacts on students of color. On purely educational grounds, a strong case can be made -fefereplaethgestam

such as the SAT or ACT with currlzased, subjespecific assessments such as the SAT Il Subject Tests or Advanced
Placement exams. Proponents of such assessments argue that they align more closely with materials that students study
classroom, minimize the need for test pregtt@nckinforce teaching and learning of a rigorous academic curriculum in the
schools (Atkinson & Geiser, 2009). Yet such assessments do not provide any direct or immediate advantage to mil
examinees, and score gaps are very similar to thosettieuUBAT or ACT. Purely with respect to disparate impact, there is
little to choose between the two kinds of tests (Geiser & Studley, 2002 2K0bBjn, et a

Thus, despite their adverse impact on admission of students of @lstrotigpErabability that tests such as the SAT or

ACT would survive a dispamgiact challenge, both in view of the statistically significant, if modest, correlation between tes
scores and fiygtar college grades and also because there are avaitstlidyalternatives to the major national tests that

have less adverse impact.

Finally, even if a dispasat®n challenge were successful, its remedial impact would be limited the particular college o
university against which the complainbugtst.oAnd such an action would result only in elimination of the challenged test,
leaving in place other admissions criteria that also have questionable impacts on students of color.-Bypiéself, a disparate
challenge to the Saduld likely have legs remedial impact than institutional policies éRptigit@nsideration tace

in admissiomecisions

Policylmplication #3: Reclaiming tRemediaRationale foAffirmativeAction

Rather than eliminate the SAT, the more impontaiat tekasofrom the California findihgedmtinuing relevance of the

original, remedial rationale for affirmative action. While the courts mayhisteeicedestechination as a justification for
raceconscious admissions policies, thet&@luddrate how SAT scara$ other selection critgoise an unwarranted

barrier to admission of students of color in the present day, beyond what can be justified by their limited capacity to p
success in collegée SAT is not unidpue onla more extreme example of the problem.

The notion that the adverse impact of standardized tests may provide a remedial-atimtadedtfirraadve action is

not new. I n t he U. SBakke&lustice @aowell ogned toatpérsating) éoc bias in standardized

testing could conceivably justifiseasdive admissioRedents of UC v. Bakik&78 p.306, note 50). More recently, the

u. sS. Si xt h Gruttegitedithe §treng coprélation betweein race asddr8&\&s one factor in its decision to
uphold the University of Michigan Law School és affir ma:

Diversity in education, at its base, is the desegregation of a historically segregated pdpaktiktand@rdwn

must therefol® read together so as to allow a school to consider race or ethnicity in its admissions for many reasons
including to remedy past discrimination or present racial bias in the educatiddatisigsteaf.the use of numerical

credentials such aSAT scores is made in this opinion to support the law school's use of other criteria in its admission
policy one of which is race or ethrigritytér v. Bolling2002).

The SAT is not, however, the only admissions criterion whose advpast iaciEpioportionate to its measurement
validity. Virtually all other academic criteria now employed in college admissions raise similar concenes, ifte a lesser deg

26 UC studies show that the predictive validity of ebaseduests such as the SAT Il Subject Tests and AP exams is equal to or slightly
better than the SAT or ACT, although the incremental gain in fmedictadhby itself to dictate adoption of one kind of test over the

other (Geiser & Studley, 2002). The case for chasaduasts rests primarily on their educational value rather than their predictive validity
or differential impact, bothofwhice si mi | ar t o the SAT6s and ACTO6s.

27Some testing experts have proposed a number odogmiotmiwe & gf ad
such as achievement motivation and acadesfficassif(Robbins, et al., 2884mitt, et al., 2009; Sternberg, et al., 2012). However,
such assessments raise issues of cost, scal abi | tyetwidelyand pos
available as alternatives to the established natesiahadests.
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significancef the SAT is that it illustrates so clearly the costs enidssEnedl et dminating the SAT, by itself, would do
little to remedy the many other ways, large and sstadletiiatof color are unjustifiably disadvantaged in contemporary
college admissions.

AStrength of «cur r ithe top three,criéerid now employedrimpeodliege admissiors.nANg avith test scores
and high school grades, t hat criterion is rated as o
professionals at US colleges and universitied f¢atciaion for College Admission Counselingp.2ZB35).

Strength of curriculum is most often measured by
Admissions officers typically interpret this as an indieafprppofanc ant 6 s wi Il Il i ngness to
difficult, advanetedel coursework.

t he
chal

The problem is that AP classes are not equally available to all students, despite efforts to expanep@iffooffémnogs in low
schools (Klopfrin & Thomas, 2010). Even where they attend high schools with robust AP programs, minority students
often tracked out of such classes (Oakes, 1985; CSU Institute for Education Reform, 1999). For these reasons, employing
admissions criterion &radverse impact on students of color (Oakes, 1990; Oakes, Gamoran, & Page, 1992).

A key question, therefore, is whether the adverse racial impact of this admissions criteriontibtyustifieedintiitg

student success in college. Hiiéo@ia datmdicate h a t t he answer i s no: The numbe
transcript bears almost no relationship to how he or she performs at UC (Geiser & Santelicesx2004gokiftnle AP

correlate with college performance, rakiredyAP classes, without passing the AP exams, is not a valid indicator of how
students will perform in coll&pe. key is netmplytaking the classes but mastering the subjectassitesequent

research has now confir(dedightery, Mellor, & 2806; Klopfenstein & Thomas, 2009).

The same problem affects high school GPA itself. A survey conducted by the National Association for College Admi
Counseling found that about 70 percentiofcallcuU8thingh s:
( NACAC, 2004) . For exampl e, a grade of #ABO0, which wou
class. Bonus points are awgrdtbr takinghe classes, whether or not students pass tharnfs? Elis creates an

incentive for students to load their schedules with AP classes in order to raise their GPA and inaglmigsibied college
profile, but then skip the exams. It has also contributed mightily to gradeausftagemglithechol GPA among

applicants to UC Berkeley, for example, is how 4.2.

Few woulddvocateliminating high school grades as an admissions criterion, nor is that the argument here. High school Gl
remains the single strongest predictor of student peiriczoli@gee Yet the manner in which HSGPA is typically calculated
ithesecal | ed fAwei ghted GPA, 0 wi unhecebsarilyudisadvantages stidents of aalodwite f o
adding little, if any, improvement in predictive viddiynaeighted grades are superior to weighted GPA in predicting
student performance at UC (Geiser & Santelices, 2007).

The SAT is thus not alone in itheosfit calculugutonly a mre extreme example. SAT scores hawtranigeracial

impribthan high school gradut much weaker validity as an indicator of how students will perfoieve rtio# s,

underthe existintpgalstandard fatemonstratireducational necessity, SAT scores do exhibit a statistically significant, if
modst, correlation with fpestir college grades and are therefore likely to meet that standard.

It has been said that intelligence is the abilitysitouitaideousily mind two contradictory thoughts. The case for race
sensitive, remedial admisgiood i ci es foll ows from this contradiction: T
necessity, o it has a substanti al adverse effecd on st
validity. Consideration ofistbereforaecessary to compensate for that effect.

Thisconclusisuinder scored by the standards for Afairnessodo i n |
Association, American Psychological Association, and NatiomaMeasncdnoent in Education. Standard 3.16 of the
recently reissuSthndards for Educational and Psychologicathesging

When credible research indicates that test scores for some relevant subgroups are differentially affected by constru
irrelevat characteristics of the test or of the examinees, when legally permissible, test users should use the test only f
those subgroups for which there is sufficient evidence of validity to support score interpretations for the intended us
(AERA/APA/NCN2B14 p.70).

CSHE Research & Occasional Paper Series



GEISER: Race and the SAT 19

Given the marginal validity of SAT scores in predictisigcecelagarticularly for students of #atonsideration of race
is essential to ensure fairness in college admissions.

Policylmplication #4: ORa c e, t h elndiddudlizedRanide w6

A final issue concerns the role of race and thin@¥itiieh d mi ssi ons deci si ons. Abstrac
Adi ver sity, 0 aside college ddinissigns ultrmatalyddomes dosvio to review, compegleotipraridr

denial) of individual applicants. Collectively, of course, such decisions do produce group patterns, andtmsleges and unive
often strive to expand access for groups that are underserved. But in the final analysis, adussbepe@#ives to

be fair and make sense as applied to the iaghplahaait.

The Supreme Court has affirmed the importance af indiyv
affirmative action case®Bdkke the Cort rejected mechanistieasites or quotas for minority applicants, but endorsed
admissions policies that involve a flexible, individualized consideration of applicants so that race, whilecropartant, is onl
number of factors considered. SudrgbqiGratz2003), the Court rejected a point system which, though it considered race
as only one of several factors, awarded undergraduate applicants to the University of Michigan a fixed number of poin

underrepresented minority statuscémiggnion decisioiGimttef 2 0 0 3 ) however, the Court s
admissions policy for graduate students, which also considered race as one of several factors but gave no fixed weic
minority status. A key difference between thptavl i ci e s, in the Courtés opinion, w

Whether or not one agrees with the overall direction of recent case law on affirmative action, it should Beceniderit that a st
race or ethnicity is an imperfect infticatdmissions purposes. Under a remedial rationale, for example, the assumption that
underrepresented minority status is invariably an indicator of social disadvantage, regardless of other beekground circums
in an appl i can tafastedfin ihdieidual cases. Iherassuniptiore is usually Wwut not always justified, as non
minority applicants from lower SES backgrounds may have faced similar challenges. Likewise under a diversity ratic
minority status alone, absent other socialtarad differences, isimedriably andicator that an applicant will contribute

more to the richness of the collective undergraduate experiencentharitya ceomdidate. In specific cases, determination

of the extent to which race shouldaceunta @A pl us factoro requires individual
applicantés file.

Yet the principle of individualized review is -adiprtkewvord. Like race, SAT scores are also an imperfect indicator of, in
this case, academieritnor ability. Following the same logic, a strong argument can be made that mechanical use of the SAT
compare applicants is unjustified, and that SAT scores must also be subject to individualized review by admissions officers

The UC data illustrdite extreme limitations of SAT scores as an admissions criterion when used to compare or rank individt
applicants. Because SAT scores account for such a small fraction of the variance in student outcomes, the error bands ¢
testbased predictions atfllege performance are quite large. Though test scores can be useful averagélicting
performance for large groups of students, they are much less useful or accurate in individual cases.

The following example, based on the UC data, wilthituptrite Consider two applicants who are identical in all other
respects-same highchool GPA, socioeconomic background, and sadeptfor their SAT scores. The first student, with
an SAT score of 1200, is predicted to earn a GPA & av&raga, at UC. The second student, with an SAT score of 1300,
is predicted to ea@GPA of 33 The choiomayseem obvious. Test scores are sometimes usedraslketi¢o choose
between applicants who are otherwise equally qualifiedcasd thehis would go to the second student.

What this ignores, however, are the error bands around predicted performance. The error band around predicted GPA for
sample was plus or miBaigrade points at the 95 percent confidence lewsid#nd sbrmally employed in-soisake

research. The error bands, in other words, wardioeey larger than the difference in outeol®ed a grade point
predicted by the two applicant s 6sai®iafhat actual pefsmancEattJCib ot h
likely to fall somewhere in a broad range betweer @anG¥ average.

28 See FiguréOand accompanying text. Predietidity studies published by the College Board often emphasize that SAT scores tend to
Afoverpredictodo college grades for under 008)pTheism@icator id thanthenSAT i t y s
may provide a small admissions advantage to minority students to that extent. Whatever small advantage Saltlscespgchay provide

to predictecbllege gradesowever, is more than offset by the sevestratification they create among applicants, illustrate@ in Figure

above.
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Because the confidence intervals are so wide, reliance on SAT scores to compare individual applicants ihtroduces a subs

degreeoferor i n admi ssions decisions. Two types of errors ¢
applicant admitted on the basis of higher test scores performs worse than an applicant denied admission would have perft
Secondaéf al se negatives, 0 that is, students denied admiss

Both kinds of error are inevitable when the predictive power of tests is low. Nor are such errors randonaly distributed acr
groups. Bmuse SAT scores produce such sharp racial stratification within the applicant pool, students of color are much r
likely to fall among the false negatives than the false positives.

It follows that, just as consideration of race requires savnsigeration of SAT scores requires individualized scrutiny of
the totality of circumstances i n an iaypiptypicallathd case atf i | e .
selective universities, where almost all applicants haywdighadv@ésnechanical use of test scores to compare or rank
applicants is unjustified. Flexible, individualized review is essential since test scores often have different meaning in dif
circumstances.

The point is nicely illustrated bydthecca t i on a l T eag teidn gi SS ari wiea es®s pirlolpos al ( Ca
1999 ETS proposed a new measure derived by comparing a
socioeconomic and other factors, incamdin§tudents whose actual score significantly exceeded their predicted score were

deemed Astrivers. o As an ETS official explainedt, AA col
a Striver who ¢ e tsameane who reay, performs a a 00! Thie ik a wag of measuring not just where
students ar e, but how far theydédve comed (Marcus, 1999)

groups and rejected by the College Board.

This § not to suggest resurrection of the Strivers proposal or some similar model, since that proposal simply replaces
mechanical formula with another and is inconsistent with the principle of individualized review in thaitlussgzet. But it does
alarger point: SAT scores can have different meanings for different applicants, so that it is essential tmanansider test perfo
in light of individual context and circumstance. Race is a demonstrably relevant aspect of that context.

Conclusion

The ontinuing dominance of standardized admissions tests in American higher education is one of the most powerful argui
for affirmative action. Much of the original impetusdosai@aces policies grew out of recognition of the severe adverse
impact oBAT scores on admission of students of color. Since then, that impact has not only continued but worsened, if
California data are any indication. Among the 1.1 million students who applied for freshman admission at the Univers
California betwe&A94 and 2011, socioeconbatkgrounfi act or s known fami syudecomé, bp
education, and race/ethrii@gcount for an increasing share, over a third, of the variance in SAT scores. Race now unigquel
accounts for the largestesha

These findings underscore the continuing relevance of the original, remedial rationale for affirmative action. Rather ti
remedy for historical discrimination, however, they shovedhstioasepolicies are essential to remedy unwarranted
disparities in the present day. The adverse racial impact of SAT scores is far out of proportion with their limited capac
predict how applicants will perform in college.

Buteliminating the SAT is not necessarily the answer, for two reasbes.chiesta atommonly employed in college
admissions exhibit the same questionabtéfsragéween adverse impact and measurement validity. The SAT is not unique
but only more extreme in the extent to which its negative cost for studentpropodion&eali® its marginal benefit in
predicting college performance.

Second, a direct challenge to the SAT is wunlikely to s
both a legal and practical sense. As the UC data ®Affiscores add a small but statistically significant increment to
predictions of college performance and ar e tthaucasel i kel y

law requires An argument for the necessity of teBtasuhe SAT or ACT can also be made on practical grounds.
Standardized tests have become virtually indispensable at major universities that receive tens of thousardis of application
there are no readily available alternatives with less adverse impac

Yeti and this is the key peiiftthe SAT is considered an educational necessity, then consideration of race is also necessar

in order to remedy the substantial adverse impact of test scores, beyond what can be reasonably juséfieehby their meas
validity.
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Nor will proxies for race suffice. The WOgtpsthat racial disparities in test performance cannot be reduced to differences
in family i nc o meaceoand ethricityeancoumtéfor & ldrgecaadtgrowimy pfapertianiance in test

scores after controlling for those factors. This casts substantial dehbathat¢aassa f f i r mat i ve acti on
al t er n a-onscieué adimissions paticées.

Race and the SAT are oddly alike as adroigteidasBoth are imperfect indicators of what they purport to measure, yet both
are arguably necessary in view of the realitiady of <con
an indicator of the social advantagssdvratitages he or she may have experienced, so SAT scores reflect broader social
and economic influences in addition to individual ability or merit. At the same time, both racial stratificadion and standa
testing remain entrenched features obAreeciety, and neither is likely to disappear anytime soon.

The only rational response to this complicated reality is a flexible, nuanced, and individualized admiss®itggrocess that tak
account the totalityTbe refgoi mamieomn forafisappktcanct dsi
itsel f, so that test scores are not employed machanica
uniquelyelevanaspecof that context, as théif@aia datidustratelf the SAT is an educational necessity, then so is explicit
consideration of race. In their curious symbiosis, the fate of affirmative action remains intertwined With the fate of the SA
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Appendixl: Descriptivénformation oariablesEmployed ifThis Study

Descriptive Summary of Study Variables

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max  Observations
Composite SAT Scores 1170 187 400 1600 1,135,175
High School GPA 3.66 0.46 0.07 4.88 1,135,113
Parent Education 6.14 2.08 2.00 8.00 1,088,936
Log Family Income (2013%) 11.2 1.0 0.0 14.3 918,089
Underrepresented Minority Status 24% N/A 0 1 1,144,047

Correlation Matrix of Study Variables

SAT HSGPA ParentEd Loginc URM

Composite SAT Scores 1
High School GPA 0.4859 1
Parent Education 0.4451 0.1395 1
Log Family Income (2013%) 0.3646 0.1111 0.5361 1
URM Status -0.3824  -0.179 -0.3854 -0.2587 1
Mean and Standard Deviation High School GPA for UC Applicants
Mean and dard iation Log (| ) for UC Appli Mean and Standard Deviation Parent Ed for UC Applicants
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