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words, when HSGPA and SAT scores are held constant, the essay still provides important 
information regarding college performance.

With regard to subgroup differences on the SAT essay, consistent with prior research (Breland 
et al., 1999), female students tended to have higher essay scores than male students. 
Interestingly, however, Asian students in this sample outperformed other ethnic groups 
on the SAT essay and, with the exception of white students, outperformed other ethnic 
groups on the total SAT writing section in the 2007 College-Bound Seniors report (d = 0.17). 
This is unlike the historic performance of Asian students on the SAT Subject Test in writing 
(multiple choice and essay), the precursor to the SAT writing section on which Asian students 
performed about .3 of a standard deviation lower than the total group (Kobrin et al., 2007). 
This performance difference may be due to differences in the SAT Subject Test sample, as 
the students who took the SAT Subject Test in writing tended to be academically stronger 
students than general SAT takers because the SAT Subject Test in writing was used in 
admission to the University of California and other prestigious institutions. 

There are clear differences in essay performance when the question of whether a language 
other than English is a student’s first language or best language is considered. There were 
larger differences in SAT essay means when the students’ self-reported best language was 
considered, as opposed to first language. As best language is likely indicative of students’ 
self-efficacy beliefs in the English domain (Bandura, 1993, 1997), it is not surprising that this 
is highly related to performance on the SAT essay. Additionally, SAT essay means increased 
as all academic measures increased (e.g., the FYGPA and HSGPA subgroups), establishing a 
clear, positive relationship between the SAT essay and academic performance in this study, 
including the more noncognitively based retention variable. 

The straightforward approach (Bridgeman et al., 2004) was used in this study because of the 
way it accessibly shows relationships between variables, requiring only an interpretation of 
trends in group means as opposed to more complicated statistics. Mattern, Kobrin, Patterson, 
Shaw, and Camara (2009) believe that this approach to explaining and showing relationships 
between variables such as the SAT and FYGPA may result in a better understanding and 
decreased misconceptions of research findings because the traditional multiple regression 
results providing measures of the “variance accounted for” are widely misinterpreted. By 
examining the relationship between SAT essay score and FYGPA or FY EngGPA, when 
students are grouped by academic ability, one can test whether the SAT essay is of additional 
assistance in predicting college performance above traditional measures such as HSGPA and 
SAT section scores. If the SAT essay did not help predict FYGPA or FY EngGPA, above these 
measures, one would see a straight line across all High Achievers (same mean FYGPA or 
mean FY EngGPA) and a straight line below for all Average Achievers, for example. This was 
not, however, the case. Students at each of the academic ability levels showed increases 
in mean FYGPA or FY EngGPA with increases in SAT essay score, except in a few cases, 
where it appears that the sample was quite small and therefore less stable (at the lower 
essay scores in this college-going sample). As a practical example, among all those students 
considered to be High Achievers, those with the lowest essay score that could be reported 
(4), had a FYGPA of 2.94, while those with the highest essay score (12) had a mean FYGPA 
of 3.50. This shows that by further grouping these high achieving students based on their 
performance on a 25-minute direct writing assessment, one will find differences in how these 
students will perform in college — evident  in both their FYGPA and also specifically in their 
first-year English course work performance. 

There are a few limitations of the study that should be reported. As the study sample included 
somewhat higher-achieving, college-going students, there were fewer students with essay 
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scores at the lower end of the scale, which limits the generalizability and conclusions that can 
be drawn at that part of the essay score scale. Also, the academic ability categories used in 
the study were created based on those used in Bridgeman et al. (2004) after confirming their 
face validity with regard to student performance standards. Although we wouldn’t expect the 
patterns in the straightforward approach graphs to considerably change if the academic ability 
categories were altered, it would be useful to confirm this in future research.

Future research should explore the role of the SAT essay in college English or writing course 
placement decisions, given the relationship shown between essay score and English 
performance averaged across courses. It would also be useful to explore how the relationship 
between essay score and English grades might change based on type of English course 
examined, for example, a composition versus a literature course. Furthermore, research 
is planned to explore those students who may have discrepant performance on the essay 
versus multiple-choice items on the SAT writing section, and determine the additional 
information garnered for admission or placement by having the essay on the test for these 
students. This would be similar to a study by Shaw, Mattern, and Patterson (2011) that found 
that after controlling for relevant student characteristics and prior academic performance, 
an SAT critical reading-writing discrepancy still had an effect on first-year GPA as well as on 
English course grades in college. Also, the role of student’s first versus best language on 
direct versus indirect writing assessments may provide useful information in understanding 
our increasingly linguistically diverse college applicants’ writing abilities. This information may 
help to develop and target interventions to improve writing performance.

Conclusion

This study found that the SAT essay score provides useful and unique information in 
understanding how students will perform in college generally, and in their English course 
work, information that is independent of the other academic variables which we held 
constant. In addition, the SAT essay appears to demonstrate somewhat smaller demographic 
subgroup differences in performance than on the SAT critical reading and math sections. 
This information, taken together, indicates that the essay may be a currently underutilized, 
but valuable tool in college admission and placement. With so many students struggling with 
college-level writing (The National Commission on Writing in America’s Schools and Colleges, 
2003), it would seem worthwhile to further explore this academic tool, particularly because 
students who take the SAT and apply to college are already providing this information to 
admission offices.
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Table 1.
The Relationship Between SAT Essay Score and Demographic Characteristics

n M SD d

Gender
Female 66,344 7.88 1.41 0.04

Male 54,553 7.73 1.57 -0.06

Race/Ethnicity

American Indian 623 7.64 1.46 -0.12

Asian 10,393 8.13 1.56 0.21

Black/African American 8,614 7.15 1.44 -0.45

Hispanic 9,637 7.43 1.50 -0.26

Other 3,427 7.94 1.50 0.08

White 82,850 7.87 1.45 0.04

No Response 5,353 8.02 1.56 0.13

Highest Parental 
Education

No High School Diploma 2,602 7.16 1.48 -0.45

High School Diploma 25,957 7.36 1.44 -0.31

Associate Degree 7,965 7.45 1.39 -0.25

Bachelor’s Degree 39,758 7.85 1.44 0.02

Graduate Degree 38,530 8.21 1.47 0.26

No Response 6,085 7.80 1.54 -0.01

Best Language 
Spoken

English 111,520 7.84 1.48 0.01

English and Another 6,488 7.63 1.56 -0.13

Another 1,244 7.06 1.63 -0.51

No Response 1,645 7.70 1.64 -0.08

First Language 
Spoken

English 98,948 7.82 1.47 0.00

English and Another 13,568 7.86 1.56 0.03

Another 6,812 7.71 1.60 -0.07

No Response 1,569 7.77 1.63 -0.03

Total 120,897 7.82 1.49

Note: For all subgroups, standardized differences (d ) are calculated as (Subgroup Mean minus Total Mean)/Total 
Standard Deviation.
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Table 2.
The Relationship Between SAT Essay Score and Academic Performance

n M SD d

SAT (Critical 
Reading + Math + 
Writing Multiple 
Choice)

5 (2110–2400) 5,062 9.56 1.34 1.17

4 (1810–2100) 30,746 8.65 1.29 0.56

3 (1510–1800) 51,536 7.77 1.25 -0.03

2 (1210–1500) 29,222 6.97 1.27 -0.57

1 (600–1200) 4,331 6.04 1.42 -1.19

HSGPA

Above A- 72,355 8.06 1.45 0.16

A- to B+ 23,137 7.66 1.44 -0.11

B+ to B- 21,976 7.33 1.45 -0.33

Below B- 3,429 6.82 1.49 -0.67

First-Year GPA

Above B+ 42,473 8.28 1.43 0.31

B+ to C+ 59,183 7.71 1.43 -0.07

C+ to D+ 16,144 7.18 1.45 -0.43

Below D+ 3,097 6.79 1.48 -0.69

First-Year Eng 
GPA

Above B+ 56,600 8.10 1.43 0.19

B+ to C+ 46,272 7.70 1.45 -0.08

C+ to D+ 12,989 7.29 1.53 -0.36

Below D+ 5,036 6.97 1.52 -0.57

Retention to 
Second Year

Yes 107,950 7.87 1.48 0.03

No 12,947 7.37 1.50 -0.30

Total 120,897 7.82 1.49

Note: For all subgroups, standardized differences (d ) are calculated as (Subgroup Mean minus Total Mean)/Total 
Standard Deviation.
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Figure 1.
Mean FYGPA and FY EngGPA by SAT essay score. 
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Note: Essay scores of 0 are not plotted because a 0 score represents not following directions as opposed to poor 
performance.

Figure 2.
Mean FYGPA by SAT essay score for students at different achievement levels. 
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Note: High Achievers have an HSGPA ≥ A- and SAT (CR + M + W multiple choice) > 1800. Moderately High 
Achievers an have an A- > HSGPA ≥ B+ and 1800 ≥ SAT (CR + M + W multiple choice) > 1500. Average Achievers 
have a B+ > HSGPA ≥ B- and 1500 ≥ SAT (CR + M + W multiple choice) > 1200. Below Average Achievers have a  
B- ≥ HSGPA and 1200 ≥ SAT (CR + M + W multiple choice) > 600.
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Figure 3.
Mean FY EngGPA by SAT essay score for students at different achievement levels. 
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Note: High Achievers have an HSGPA ≥ A- and SAT (CR + M + W multiple choice) > 1800. Moderately High 
Achievers have an A- > HSGPA ≥ B+ and 1800 ≥ SAT (CR + M + W multiple choice) > 1500. Average Achievers have 
a B+ > HSGPA ≥ B- and 1500 ≥ SAT (CR + M + W multiple choice) > 1200. Below Average Achievers have a B- ≥ 
HSGPA and 1200 ≥ SAT (CR + M + W multiple choice) > 600.




