CHRISTOPHER JENCKS
MEREDITH PHILLIPS

The Black-White
Test Score Gap:
An Introduction

FRICAM AMERICANS currently score lower than
mathemarics tests, as well as on tests that claim to measure scholastic apr-
tude and intelligence.' This gap appears before children enter ki
(Figure 1-1), and it persists into adulthood. It has narrowed since 1970, but
the rypical American black sull scores below 75 percent of American whites
on most standardized tests.? On some tests the typical American black scores
below more than 85 percent of whires.*

I. We we indcbied oo Bad Alezsnder, "Willissn Dickemn, Ronald Farguson. fames Flyna, Frank
Fusisenbeng, Arthur Galdberger. Tom Kame. Duvid Levime, Jens Ludwig, Bichard Mishert, Jane
Murbridge, Susin Mayer, Clisde Steele, and Kamlyn Tron for helphs crticiion of caslier deafia
But we did not make all the champe they saggesed. and they ase in no way responsible for owr
comsclusios.

2. These izaciuthc also imply, of coure, that @ lot of blacks scosr abowe a loi of whises. 1F the bllack
and whire diseributions are nomsal and have the same standard devisson, and if the black-whae gap
i oae (black or whate) sandand deviasion. then when wy compam 2 adomly selecoed black ro
randomby selected whine. the black will woae higher thas che wisite sbeur 24 pescent of the ame. I
the black-white gap i 0.7 raher thas 1.00 seandasd dovatsons, o andomly selecied black wall scoee
higher than a adomly sleced whine sbour M) pescent of the sime

5. Aldhough thes book concentraces on the black-whate gap, milar s srise whes wr compare
wither Higpanica oo Masrr Americans 1o whiates or Asiass. We have concenmaed on the bilack-whice
fp Beocunse fir mose b8 keeen about st perl g blacks and white thas amosg other
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Figure 1-1. Vocabulary Scores for Black and Wihise Three- and
Four- Year-Olds, 1986-94

Percent of population

30

Black

Fa ]

0

15

10

S0 X5 3 3 40 4% 0 55 &) &5 O TS M) BS 90 95 100
PIVT-R oo (bladk modzan = 400 whior median = 52)

Source: National Longirudingl Swrvey of Youth Child Data, 198694, Black N = 1,14 whine
N = 2071 Figure in based on black and white theee- and four-vear-obds in the Children of the
National Losggrudinal Survey of Youth (CNLSY) duts sct who took the Prabody Picruse Vocabubary
Test-Revvised (PPYT-R). Thee nest is che sandasdised sesidiasl, coded w0 & mean of 30 and a standasd
deviation of 10, from & weighted regression of childeen’s row scoses an ther age in monchs, agr in
m-ﬁ_q_d and year-of-sesting dammies. See chaprer 4 for detadhi on the CWLSY and dhe

The black-white test score gap does not appear to be an inevitable fact
of nature. [t is true that the gap shrinks only a litle when black and whire
children artend the same schools, It is also true thar the gap shrinks only a
lictle when black and white families have the same amount of schooling,
the same income, and the same wealth. Bur despite endless speculation, no
one has found genetic evidence indicating that blacks have less innare in-
tellecrual ability than whites. Thus while it is clear that eliminating the test
score gap would require enormous effort by both blacks and whites and
would probably take more than one generation, we believe it can be done.

abow the plaght of blacks chas abown the plght of other misontes. & well as the o thar blacks were
{ianml dy) fas fn g ihuan Magier Amevicana, Asiana, or even Hapsnic
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This conviction rests mainly on three facts:

— When black or mixed-race children are raised in white rather than black
homes, their preadolescent tess scores rise dramarically. Black adoprees’ scores
seem to fall in adolescence, but this is what we would expect if, as seems
likely, their social and culrural environment comes to resemble that of
other black adolescents and becomes less like thar of the average white ado-
lescent.*

—Even nonverbal 1) scores are sensitive to environmental change, Scores
on nonverbal 1Q tests have risen dramatically throughour the world since
the 1930s.* The average white scored higher on the Stanford-Binet in 1978
than 82 percent of whites who took the test in 1932.* Such findings rein-
force the implications of adoption studies: large environmental changes
can have a large impact on test performance.

—Black-white differences in academic achievemens have abo narrowed
throughout the rwentieth century. The best wend data come from the Na-
tional Assessment of Educational Progress (MAEF), which has been testing
seventeen-year-olds since 1971 and has repeated many of the same items
year after year. Figure 1-2 shows that the black-white reading gap narrowed
from 1.25 standard deviations in 1971 to 0.69 standard deviations in 1996.
The math gap fell from 1.33 1o 0.89 standard deviations.” When Min-
Hsiung Huang and Robert Hauser analyzed vocabulary scores for adults
born between 1909 and 1969, the black-white gap also narrowed by half.

In a country as racially polarized as the United Stares, no single change
taken in isolation could possibly eliminate the entire legacy of slavery and
Jim Crow or usher in an era of full racial equaliry. But if racial equaliry is
America’s goal, reducing the black-white test score gap would probably do

d. Ser chapeer 3.

5. Flynn (1987); Mesuer {1998)

6. The 1932-78 comparison for whites m devived Fom Flynn (1984), who shows char Q) scorm
rose by roughly 13.8 points berween 193138 and 1976-80. Tuddenham {1948} repored aa eqully
dramatic improvernent in the test performance of American wildien berween World War | and Workd
War [ Since che weend foand by Flymn sppears w bave been moughly boeer, the net incresse berween
1917 and 1978 was probably choss 1o 18 posts (1.2 seundurd devisions). Flynn (personal commani-
cation) reports that sestandardizacion of the Wechaber snuclligence sests shown & fusther increase in
mesn 10} sincw 1978

7. The sandardized black-whine gap ahways looks karger i NAEF than in other narveys, because
NAEP reporss standard devistions thar have been commecsed for measurernens erros. |n sddition, the
pre- 1996 gaps look lasger than they would if they weve expeessed in contemporary atandasd devia-
ticms. Five other major national survrys of hagh school sensan candiscted since | 965 also show black-
whitr coaverprnce (i chapeer 9), s do sarveys of younger childeen (sor chagrier & and chapuer 7).
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Figure 1-2. NAEP Reading and Mathematics Scoves for Black and White
Seventeen- Year-Olds, 1971-96
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and have beem rescabed so thai the 1996 population means is sevo and the 1996 wandard deviation i
150,

more to pmmﬂud:.ugmldun:nyuiummdiu commands broad
political support. Reducing the test score gap is probably both necessary
and sufficient for substantially reducing racial inequality in educational
attainment and earnings. Changes in education and earnings would in rurn
help reduce racial differences in crime, health, and family structure, al-
though we do not know how large these effects would be,

This judgment contradicts Christopher Jencks and his colleagues’ 1972
conclusion in frequality that reducing cognitive inequality would not do
much to reduce economic inequality. The reason is simple: the world has
changed. In 1972 the best evidence abour whar happened to black workers
with high test scores came from a study by Phillips Curright, who had
analyzed the 1964 earnings of men in their thirties who had raken the
Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT) berween 1949 and 1953.* Over-

8. Cuerighe (1972, 1974). Cutright's smgple, which was 30 10 37 voan old in 1964, included bosh
wetcrans and nonveseraes. His checks suggested that is was quite representative of men an this agr
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Figure 1-3. Black Annual Earnings as a Percentage of White Earnings
among Employed Men Aged 30 to 37 in 1964 or 31 10 36 in 1993, by
Percentile Rank on a Military Test Taken When the Men Were Aged 18 10 23
Percent
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Sources: Cutraght (1972) sad susthoe” mbulivions fom the NLSY. Cotights vermion of the
AFCT included sesta for vocsbulery, withmeric, wnd sparial rebutios. Our MLSY approimateen of
his AFQT iscluded pems for wosd knowledge. rumenical operatson, and mechasical resssning
(APCIT ). See the notes in the vem for desails on the emplos and izasdard erron

all, employed black men earned 57.5 percent of what whites earned. Among
men with AFQT scores above the national average, black men earned 64.5
percent of what whites earned (figure 1-3). In such a world, climinating
racial differences in test performance did not seem likely to reduce the
earnings gap very much.

group. His carnings daea came From che Social Secury Admindsracon and were thercose bmused 1o
thueries i covered emplovment. Social security withbaldisg covered only dhe frsc $4.800 of carnings in
1964, w0 Cutright citimated the waal 1964 eamings of thow who reached the 34800 ceiling by
sasumang thar they continsed to cam the smoust they received in the quamer before they reached the
celi

';In':l._';.ns fiee AFCIT mvimrvads, Cutraght (1972) reported mewn snnual eamings for black and whae
roen wha warked We collagaed the top rwo inservals, bocasse Cutrght's dample of 4.0%1 employed
blscks included cnly 53 men in ha cop AFQT mervad (80ch v ¥tk perooniiel, and bcamie our
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Today's world is different. The best recent dara on test scores and earn-
ings come from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY), which
gave the Armed Services Vocational Aptirude Battery to a national sample
of young people in 1980."* Among emploved men who were 31 1o 36 years
old in 1993, blacks earned 67.5 percent of whar whites earned, a modest
but significant improvement over the situation in 1964." The big change
occurred among blacks with test scores near or above the white average.
Among men who scored berween the 30th and 4%9th percentiles nationally,
black earnings rose from 62 o 84 percent of the white average. Among
men who scored above the 50th percentile, black earnings rose from 65 to
96 percent of the whire average." In this new world, raising black workers'
test scores looks far more important than it did in the 1960s."

comparisan ampls of 736 black men from dve Nasanal Langiedinal Survry of Youth inchudes ondy
21 e imoriuy inserval
10. Almens ol members of Cuaright’s sample sook s version of the AFQT cha inchuded equul
numbers of quesnons on vocabulary, srichmetsc, nd spatial relasions. The Asmed Services Viscatiosal
Aptstusde Bateery (ASVAR) did not include 3 spacial relarions e, s we could ned sxacely neproduce
the 1950-53 AFQT. To spproximate the 19%0-53 toit we ssmmed men's soones on the ASYAR rests
sppovciably when we wed oches ASVAB 1o inagesd
11. To masch Cistright's sample, we sclecied men who took dhe ASVAB berween the apes of 18 and
watked an pobs covered by social secany i 1964, wheress st NLSY smple covered all men of the
rlorar age.
Il%[lm:mh_mn’“n{“mrﬂWMmd
msrrval. He also reporred the linear regresisn of men's anlogped carnings on their AFQT percenile
score (ooded O te 990 We eszmated 3 similer regression. To express coeffucienss in & comsnon meric,
wa divided each coefficient by the mean carnings of the redovant group in the relevant year. The
regression coefficients (B}, standaid omon (5E), and anweighoed smple sizes (3} wese a1 fallows:
Blacia Bk Whines Whiges
1264 1393 L. 1993
B 52 153 49 A2
(SE) (11} L.11) (0% (.05}
B 4,051 Tki3 5023 1842
13, ASVAB soores explain more of the racial pap in anfsal cammings in figore 1-3 dhan in chapeer 14
by Wil Jobaian and Derek Meal This discrepancy has ar beast am sostrees, meont of which derive
earnisgs berween |990 and 1992, we include only individuals with posithr samings im 1993, which
coded carmings (ar 3.06 cimes the whice mean. as = Cueragh], ransng the black-whise sarnings racio
by shour 803, Fousth, we used different ASVAB tests from Johnson and Neal, slthough this makes
very bitle difference. Fafth, we included men fram all the NLSY wmphing strata and used sample










































































































































