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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to examine the rela-
tionships between race, high school graduation, Scholastic
Aptitude Test (SAT) scores, and four-year college-going rates.
The setting included 89 school districts that were located in
two adjacent suburban counties in New York State:  Nassau
and Suffolk.  A Pearson Product-Moment correlation analy-
sis, with a two-tailed test of significance with an alpha set at
.05, was used to analyze the relationships among the vari-
ables.  The results indicated that Black or African American
and Hispanic or Latino student populations had statistically
significant and negative correlations with four-year college-
going rates, SAT scores, and high school Advanced Regents
graduation rates.  Conversely, Asian and White student popu-
lations had statistically significant and positive correlations
with these variables.  Based on these findings, the research-
ers made specific recommendations for school districts,
state education departments, and institutions of higher edu-
cation to reduce the racial inequities in college-going rates.

Purpose

The purpose of this study was to examine the rela-
tionships between race, high school graduation, Scholastic
Aptitude Test (SAT) scores, and four-year college-going rates.
The Education Trust-New York, an organization committed
to racial equity and social justice, released a report which
contained data indicating that many K-12 Black or African
American as well as Latino or Hispanic students, attended
schools where there were no teachers with the same racial
or ethnic backgrounds.  The report indicated that White stu-
dents also encountered a lack of diversity among teachers,
with almost half having attended schools with not a single
Black or African American as well as Latino or Hispanic
teacher (Education Trust-New York, 2017).  These findings
were further supported by Mangino and Levy (2019), who
found the lack of diversity among teachers to be even more
compelling in the Long Island region of New York State, which
included schools from Nassau and Suffolk counties.

In an effort to explain a major contributing factor to
this trend, Markson, Forman, and Earley (2020) argued that
the teaching profession required a college degree for
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employment and examined variables which might dispro-
portionately prevent Black or African American and Latino or
Hispanic students from attending a four-year college or uni-
versity.  Citing an earlier study by Markson, Forman, and
Lindblom (2018) which found that poverty was the greatest
obstacle to four-year college-going rates, Markson, Forman,
and Earley (2020) examined the relationships between race,
poverty, English language learners, and college-going rates.
They found the following inequities: Students living in poverty
and English language learners were divided along racial
lines in manners that were reducing Black or African Ameri-
can as well as Latino or Hispanic student groups from at-
tending college.  This suppressed the minority teacher pool.

In addition to poverty, standardized tests in high
school could be depressing Black or African American and
Latino or Hispanic students from graduating and thus hav-
ing opportunities to apply to a four-year college.  In a multi-
state study, Marchant and Paulson (2005) found that states
which required standardized tests for high school gradua-
tion had higher dropout rates among students, particularly
minority students.  Carnevale et al. (2019) found that if SAT
scores were the sole admission criteria for college admis-
sion, Black or African American as well as Latino or Hispanic
college students would be reduced by 43 percent.

As a result of these ongoing issues, the purpose of
this study was to examine the relationships between race,
high school graduation rates, SAT scores, and four-year col-
lege-going rates.

Theoretical Framework

Race, High School Graduation, SAT scores, and Four-Year
College-going Rates

The literature regarding race, high school gradua-
tion, achievement testing (SATs) and four-year college-go-
ing rate, identified significant issues regarding minority
preparation for and success in attending four-year colleges.
Zwick and Sklar (2005) found the effectiveness of the two
most commonly studied academic measures, high school
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grades and admissions test scores, predicted college suc-
cess.  The researchers’ review of the findings on the validity
of admissions tests among ethnic minority students con-
firmed that native language played a significant role for ad-
mission of English as a New Language for youngsters.

Marchant and Paulson (2005) noted that after con-
trolling demographic characteristics (e.g., race, family edu-
cation and income, GPA and class rank), a regression analy-
ses revealed that states requiring graduation exams had
lower graduation rates and lower SAT scores. Individually,
students from states requiring a graduation exam performed
more poorly on the SAT than did students from states not
requiring an exam.  The average combined verbal and math
score on the SAT in states with exit exams was 34 points
lower than the average scores in states without exit exams.

Walpole et al. (2005) reported Black or African Ameri-
can and Hispanic or Latino high school students struggled
with the anxiety of taking the SAT along with their White and
Asian American peers. However, Black or African American
and Hispanic or Latino students historically and currently
scored lower on standardized tests, including the SATs, than
their peers.  Walpole et al. (2005) also pointed out lower test
scores were a persistent barrier to pursuing postsecondary
education for Black or African American and Hispanic or
Latino students, particularly those from low-income, urban
areas.  Finally, the researchers concluded Black or African
American and Hispanic or Latino students continued to lag
considerably behind Whites and Asian Americans in college
enrollment, academic achievement, and degree attainment.

Due to criticism of the SAT as an accurate predic-
tor of success in college, and because test results have
been seen as a major obstacle to increasing racial diver-
sity in higher education, in 2006 the College Board reported
that Black or African American students’ scores on the com-
bined verbal and math portions of the SAT averaged 863,
whereas White students' averaged scores of 1063.  That's
a 17% difference (A Large Black-White Scoring Gap Per-
sists on the SAT, n.d.).

Zwick (2007) examined the validity of SATs for mi-
nority populations.  The researcher found that national SAT
results for 2007 showed that average scores for White stu-
dents exceeded those for Black or African American students
by roughly one hundred points on both the math and critical
reading.  At the same time, the rate of participation in U.S.
higher education was strikingly low for Black or African Ameri-
can, Hispanic or Latino, and Native American.  While these
groups collectively constituted 35 percent of the public-school
K-12 population in 2000, they received only 17 percent of the
bachelor's degrees granted five years later.  Zwick suggested
the SATs served as pivotal gatekeepers, as a means of re-
stricting access to college admission for minority applicants.

Mattern et al. (2011) examined high school grade
point average and SAT performance as measured by the
difference between a student's standardized SAT com-
posite score and standardized grade point average.  The

relationship between the SAT and grade point average dis-
crepancy measure and the error term of three admission
models (grades only, SAT score only, and grades and SAT
scores) was examined.  Results indicated that females,
minorities, low socioeconomic status, and non-native En-
glish speakers were more likely to have higher grade point
averages relative to their SAT scores.

Layton (2014) reported that Secretary of Education,
Arne Duncan, noted that the high school graduation rate
nationwide was 80% with up to one-third of students from
low-income families not graduating.  Black or African Ameri-
can students had a 69 percent graduation rate and Hispanic
or Latino students had a 73 percent rate, while 86 percent of
White students and 88 percent of Asian students earned
high school diplomas.  English-language learners and spe-
cial-education students had below-average rates of 59 and
61 percent, respectively.  This population included a sharply
disproportionate share of Black or African American, His-
panic or Latino, Native American as well as special-needs
students and English-language learners (Layton, 2014).

Shewach et al. (2017) reported differential college
performance of racial/ethnic minority students with standard-
ized tests and high school grades.  This indicated the use of
these factors in overpredicting minority student performance.
Additionally, Shewach et al. (2017) found these studies typi-
cally involved native English-speaking students whereas a
smaller body of literature on language proficiency suggested
academic performance of those with more limited English
language proficiency may be underpredicted by standard-
ized tests, such as the SAT.  The researchers investigated
the joint role of race/ethnicity and language proficiency in
Hispanic or Latino, Asian, and White ethnic groups across
educational admissions systems (SAT, grade point aver-
age) in predicting freshman grades.  Their results indicated
that language may differentially affect academic outcomes
for different racial/ethnic subgroups.  The differential predic-
tion of college grades of linguistic minorities within racial/
ethnic minority subgroups appeared to be driven by the ver-
bally loaded subtests of standardized tests but was largely
unrelated to quantitative tests.

Carnevale et al. (2019) raised questions about the
fairness of the college admissions system and the role of
tests within it.  The researchers examined what the effects
would be if the selection process relied on a single variable,
standardized test scores.  They found that it would make the
top 200 colleges less racially diverse. The share of White
students would increase to 75 percent from 66 percent. The
combined share of Black or African American and Hispanic
or Latino students would fall to 11 percent from 19 percent.
The share of Asian American students would fall to 10 per-
cent from 11 percent.  The researchers found that 60 per-
cent of incoming freshmen at selective colleges were from
the top quartile of family SES, but that would increase to 63
percent if students were admitted based on standardized
test scores alone.  Additionally, having more affluent stu-
dents, selective colleges would become notably less ra-
cially diverse.  The White enrollment would grow by about
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14 percent.  Meanwhile, the combined Black or African Ameri-
can and Hispanic or Latino enrollments would be reduced
by 43 percent, and Asian enrollment would decline by about
9 percent.  Therefore, having more affluent students, selec-
tive colleges would become notably less racially diverse
(Carnevale et al., 2019).

Data Sources

The data were obtained from the New York State
Education Department's (NYSED) data site (2022) and were
collected from the school year ending in 2017.  Data from a
total of 89 school districts from New York State's Nassau
and Suffolk counties were included in this study.  Several
districts were excluded from this study because they had
fewer than 50 SAT test takers or they had no publicly avail-
able reporting of their students' SAT results.  For the 2016 to
2017 school year, NYSED recorded student populations by
school districts under the following racial groupings:  Ameri-
can Indian or Alaska Native; Black or African American; His-
panic or Latino; Asian or Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific
Islander; White; or Multiracial.  For this study, race was re-
ported as a percentage per school district.  The population
of students classified as Multiracial were excluded from this
study. Furthermore, there were only six school districts among
the 89 that had any percent reporting of American Indian or
Alaska Native and these reporting percentages were too low
for an appropriate sample size.  As a result, this population
was not included in this study.  Regarding racial groupings,
the researchers used the terminology as reported, as of
2021, by the New York State Education Department.

High school graduation rates were measured by
the percent of students receiving a New York State High
School Regents Diploma or Regents Diploma with Advanced
Designation.  The source of the data for SAT scores was
obtained from Newsday website (Newsday Schools, n.d.)
for the Nassau and Suffolk counties school years ending in
2017.  The school districts' combined SAT scores of read-
ing, writing, and mathematics were used in this study and
averaged by school district.

Method

The researchers purposefully chose a pre-pan-
demic reporting year out of concern that data reporting dur-
ing the pandemic would skew the data on students taking
the SATs, college-going rates, as well as colleges or uni-
versities requiring the SATs.  Additionally, the 2017 SAT score
reporting by school district was the most recent publicly
available data in the Nassau and Suffolk counties of New
York State.  The school year ending in 2017 was the last
year that the New York State Education Department data
website included student reporting on four-year college
plans by school district.  Finally, the cohort of 2017 SAT test
takers would be finishing college by approximately 2022.
The researchers noted the lack of diversity in the profes-
sions requiring a four-year college degree, such as the
teaching profession, and explored if there was a possible
end in sight to this trend emerging out of the 2022 year.

It should be noted that the Regents Diploma with
Advanced Designation required the successful passing of
almost twice the amount of Regents examinations that the
regular Regents Diploma required.  The researchers were
interested in how graduating with each of these diplomas
correlated with the four-year college-going rates of the stu-
dents by school district.  A Pearson Product-Moment correla-
tion analysis, with a two-tailed test of significance with alpha
set at .05 was used to analyze the relationships between the
variables of race, high school graduation rates from the Re-
gents Diploma, Regents Diplomat with Advanced Designa-
tion, SAT scores, and four-year college-going rates.

Results

Table 1 illustrated the relationships between race/
ethnicity, SAT scores, graduation rates on the Regents Di-
ploma with Advanced Designation, graduation rates on the
Regents Diploma and four-year college plans.

Black or African American student populations had
statistically significant and negative correlations with four-
year college plans, SAT scores, and Advanced Regents
graduation rates, accounting for 29.7, 49.14, and 41.34 per-
cent of the variance respectively, p < .05.  As Black or African
American student populations increased by school district,
four-year college-going rates, SAT scores, and high school
graduation rates on the Advanced Regents decreased.  How-
ever, Black or African American student populations had a
statistically significant but positive correlation with the Re-
gents Diploma, accounting for 32.83 percent of the variance,
p < .05.  As the Black or African American student populations
increased, graduation rates with the Regents Diploma also
increased by school district.

Similarly, Hispanic or Latino student populations
had statistically significant and negative correlations with
four-year college plans, SAT scores, and Advanced Re-
gents graduation rates, accounting for 54.46, 62.57, and
70.39 percent of the variance respectively, p < .05.  As
Hispanic or Latino student populations increased by
school district, four-year college-going rates, SAT scores,
and high school graduation rates on the Advanced Re-
gents decreased.  However, Hispanic or Latino student
populations had a statistically significant but positive cor-
relation with the Regents Diploma, accounting for 54.76
percent of the variance, p < .05.  As the Hispanic or Latino
student populations increased, graduation rates with the
Regents Diploma also increased by school district.

Conversely, the Asian student population had
statistically significant and positive correlations with four-
year college plans, SAT scores, and Advanced Regents
graduation rates, accounting for 19.36, 23.33, and 19.89
percent of the variance respectively, p < .05.  As Asian
student populations increased by school district, four-
year college plans, SAT scores, and high school gradua-
tion rates on the Advanced Regents also increased.
However, Asian student populations had a statistically
significant but negative correlation with the Regents
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Table 1        
Race/Ethnicity Correlations with Four-Year College Plans, SAT Scores, Advanced Regents and Regents Diploma 
Graduation Rates (N = 89) 

    

Four Year 
College 

SAT Total 
Score 

Advanced 
Regents 
Diploma 

Regents 
Black or 
African 

American 

Hispanic or 
Latino 

Asian 

SAT Total 
Score r 0.879**       

r2 77.26%       

p 0.000       

N 87       
Advanced 
Regents 
Diploma 

r 0.872** 0.889**      

r2 76.04% 79.03%      

p 0.000 0.000      

N 87 89      
Regents 

r -0.844** -0.816** -0.929**     

r2 71.23% 66.59% 86.30%     

p 0.000 0.000 0.000     

N 87 89 89     
Black or 
African 

American 

r -0.545** -0.701** -0.643** 0.573**    

r2 29.70% 49.14% 41.34% 32.83%    

p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000    

N 87 89 89 89    
Hispanic or 

Latino r -0.738** -0.791** -0.839** 0.74** 0.581**   

r2 54.46% 62.57% 70.39% 54.76% 33.76%   

p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000   

N 87 89 89 89 89   
Asian 

r 0.44** 0.483** 0.446** -0.439** -0.172 -0.32**  

r2 19.36% 23.33% 19.89% 19.27% 2.96% 10.24%  

p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.108 0.002  

N 87 89 89 89 89 89  
White 

r 0.596** 0.692** 0.715** -0.616** -0.804** -0.85** -0.075 

r2 35.52% 47.89% 51.12% 37.95% 64.64% 72.25% 0.56% 

p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.486 

N 87 89 89 89 89 89 89 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).    
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Diploma, accounting for 19.27 percent of the variance, p
< .05.  As the Asian student populations increased, gradu-
ation rates with the Regents Diploma decreased by
school district.

Similarly, the White student population had statisti-
cally significant and positive correlations with four-year col-
lege plans, SAT scores, and Advanced Regents graduation
rates, accounting for 35.52, 47.89, and 51.12 percent of the
variance respectively, p < .05.  As White student populations
increased by school district, four-year college plans, SAT
scores, and high school graduation rates on the Advanced
Regents also increased.  However, White student popula-
tions had a statistically significant but negative correlation
with the Regents Diploma, accounting for 37.95 percent of
the variance, p < .05.  As the White student populations in-
creased, graduation rates with the Regents Diploma de-
creased by school district.

SAT scores had statistically significant and positive
correlations with four-year college plans, accounting for 77.26
percent of the variance, p < .05.  As SAT scores went up by
school district, the four-year college plans of its students
also went up by 77.26 percent.  Similarly, graduation rates
from the Advanced Regents Diploma had statistically signifi-
cant and positive correlations with four-year college plans,
accounting for 76.04 percent of the variance, p < .05.  How-
ever, graduation rates from the regular Regents Diploma
had a negative correlation with four-year college plans, ac-
counting for 71.23 percent of the variance.  As graduation
rates from the Regents Diploma increased, four-year col-
lege plans decreased by school district.

Conclusion

SAT scores had a strong and positive relationship
with four-year college-going rates.  Also, the Regents Di-
ploma with Advanced Designation, the high school degree
that required the maximum proficiency in standardized test-
ing of Regents Examinations, had an almost identical strong
positive relationship with four-year college plans among the
graduates of school districts.  However, graduation rates
from the Regents Diploma, which only required approxi-
mately half of the amount of the Regents standardized test-
ing, had an almost equally strong but negative relationship
with four-year college plans among the graduates of school
districts.  Unfortunately, the Hispanic or Latino and Black or
African American student population had a strong positive
correlation with Regents Diploma which decreased their
chances of going to a four-year college.  Likewise, the His-
panic or Latino and Black or African American student popu-
lations had strong negative correlations with SAT scores,
which also decreased the odds of these student popula-
tions of being accepted to a four-year college.

These trends were directly illustrated by the rela-
tionships between the Hispanic or Latino student popula-
tions of the school district and their students' four-year col-
lege-going rates.  As this student population went up, four-
year college-going rates went down by 54.46 percent.  The

Regents Diploma with Advanced Designation graduation
rates had a statistically significant and negative correlation
with graduation from the regular Regents Diploma by school
district, accounting for 86.3 percent of the variance, p < .05.
This could be indicative of racial divisions among the stu-
dent populations by school districts in this region.

Implications of the Research

The differences between the Advanced Regents Di-
ploma and regular Regents are so compelling that they have
near opposite impact on four-year college-going rates.  If
four-year colleges or universities are truly committed to pro-
moting diversity, equity, and inclusion, they should recon-
sider the heavy emphasis they place upon Regents stan-
dardized testing and SAT scores for admission to colleges
and universities.  Given the results and findings throughout
this study, the researchers make the following recommen-
dations for school districts, state education departments and
institutions of higher education.

First, school districts, as well as colleges, must
increase efforts to diversify their teaching and administra-
tive staffs. A compelling body of research has concluded
that minority students suffer from a lack of exposure to edu-
cators who "look like them" and that Black and Latino stu-
dents in particular succeed at higher rates when their
classes are led by teachers of the same race or ethnicity.
Yet, according to recent research by Hofstra University and
other organizations, about 60 percent of the more than 600
public school buildings on Long Island -- a region where
50 percent of the students are non-white -- do not have a
single black teacher. Nearly 50 percent of the buildings do
not have one Latino at the head of a classroom. Therefore,
the researchers recommend that school districts across
Long Island amplify their recruiting mechanisms to hire
more Black and Latino teachers (Mangino & Levy, 2019).  It
is also recommended that school districts adopt "Grow
Your Own" programs to draw candidates from the school
community which results in recruitment of teachers who
are more likely to match the racial, ethnic, and economic
characteristics of the students and will be more likely to
stay in the district for a longer period of time.

The high school transcript should continue to be
the primary focus of college application review, with or with-
out standardized test scores. A sizeable number of colleges
adopted this policy during the pandemic and many have not
yet committed to making it permanent. We urge all colleges
to eliminate or at least de-emphasize SAT and other stan-
dardized tests as an admissions criterion.

The researchers further recommend that school
districts adopt advanced coursework to offer valuable op-
portunities to gain skills to thrive in post-secondary edu-
cation. Findings in this study suggest that students who
graduate with Advanced Regents are better prepared. Thus,
creating a school culture of high expectations and achieve-
ment is essential to ensure access by minority students
to rigorous curricula, programs and initiatives including
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Advanced Placement and Honor classes, International
Baccalaureate Diploma Programs, and NYS Seal of
Biliteracy. Advanced and rigorous coursework must include
the participation of English language learners as well as
educators competent in culturally responsive teaching prac-
tices. Lack of proficiency in English should not be an impedi-
ment to developing content knowledge in different subjects.

Prior research by Markson, Forman, and Lindblom
(2018) showed that poverty was the greatest obstacle to
college-going rates in the same region where the current
study took place.  Furthermore, the Markson, Forman, and
Earley (2020) findings showed that students living in pov-
erty and English language learners were divided along
racial lines in the same region of the current study.  The
racial inequities relating to SAT scores, Advanced Regents
Diploma graduation rates, and college-going rates in the
current study are most likely linked to poverty.  A macro
strategy of support and funding needs to be directed to-
wards school districts with large minority student popula-
tions living in poverty so that these students may have
greater opportunities and preparedness for college.
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