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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

In recent years, high stakes testing has become a major preoccupation 
of politicians, school administrators, parents, academics, and of  course, 
the many students who have to subject themselves to a multiple battery 
of standardized tests. This paper uses data from the National Longitudi- 
nal Survey of Youth (NLSY79) to examine the effects of  family and 
school level resources on racial/ethnic/national origin differences in scores 
on standardized tests (the AFQT). 

Research on racial and ethnic stratification in the contemporary United 
States suggests that discrimination has three interrelated components. 
First, there are differences in the acquisition of "quality skills" caused by 
differences in material resources, barriers to access, and differences in 
treatment within educational and training institutions. This means that 
whites, when compared to racial and ethnic minority groups, have the 
privilege of  better access to the kinds of resources that are conducive to 
higher levels of educational attainment and to the development of certain 
job related skills (Betts 1995; Fisher, Hout, et. al. 1996). Second, there 
are differences in how skills for particular jobs are evaluated at any level 
of the distribution. This means that when compared to minorities with 
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similar skills whites have the advantage of being able to work in better 
jobs and move slightly faster through the occupational distribution. This 
is confirmed by research based on interviews with employers (Moss, and 
Tilly 1995, 1996) and by audit research showing that individuals of 
different ethnicities (Anglo-Hispanic and white-black) who were matched 
on a variety of job-related skills and experiences had significantly differ- 
ent probabilities of receiving job interviews and employment offers (Cross, 
et. al. 1990; Fix and Struyk 1993; Turner, Fix, and Struyk 1991). Third, 
there are racial and ethnic differences in levels of compensation for indi- 
viduals with similar levels of education and skill (Cancio, Evans, and 
Maume 1996; Mason, 1997a, 1997b; Rodgers and Spriggs 1996; Darity 
and Mason 1998). This means that minority individuals who manage to 
attain similar levels of education and experience in particular occupa- 
tions and industries are not compensated at the same rate as their white 
counterparts (Mason 1997a; Darity and Mason 1998). 

This paper differs from, and adds to, Rodgers and Spriggs (1996) in 
that it focuses on the role of family and school level material resources in 
scores on the AFQT and does not focus as much on the role of standard- 
ized test scores in explaining differences in labor force participation and 
earnings (see Darity and Mason 1998). Most of the recent research on 
race and labor markets has focused on the last two dimensions of dis- 
crimination: a) how the "skills" of majority and minority workers are 
differentially evaluated by employers, and b) how individuals of different 
race/ethnicity who have similar levels of education and experience re- 
ceive different (lower for minorities) wages and earnings (Cancio, Evans, 
and Maume 1996; Mason, 1997a, 1997b; Rodgers and Spriggs 1996; 
Darity and Mason 1998). In this paper I focus on the first question: What 
is the role of differences in material resources on standardized tests scores? 
I answer the question through an empirical analysis of the effects of 
family, school, and, to a lesser extent, community-level resources on 
levels and racial/ethnic/national origin differences in scores on standard- 
ized tests (the AFQT) using data from the National Longitudinal Survey 
of Youth (NLSY). 

The Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT) has received substantial 
attention in both the academic and non-academic literatures and there is 
considerable controversy over the meaning, validity, and reliability of the 
test for civilian employment decisions. Some authors (Cameron and 
Heckman 1992; Herrnstein and Murray 1994; Hotz and Tienda 1994; 
Neal and Johnson 1996) argue that the AFQT is a measure of "scholastic 
and/or job-related aptitudes." Other researchers (Fisher, Hour, et. al. 1996; 
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Maume, Cancio, and Evans 1996; Mason 1997a; Rodgers and Spriggs 
1996) have been able to show that the AFQT contains many of the socio- 
economic and cultural biases inherent in standardized tests and is not a 
valid and reliable measure of job-related skills, aptitude, or performance. 
In this paper I discuss two questions related to the AFQT: a) What does 
the AFQT measure? And b) What is the role of family, school, and 
community-level resources on differences in scores on the AFQT? 

The next section of  the paper discusses the literature on educational 
attainment, youth employment, and skill acquisition. I show how the 
debate over skill acquisition .and race/ethnicity has focused mostly on 
individual level differences at the expense of a systematic analysis of the 
role of social structures, the role of material resources available in the 
family, the school, and in the community, and discriminatory differences 
in the production, evaluation, and compensation of skills. Educational 
attainment and scores on standardized tests are important independent 
variables in models of wage determination but the reasons why they are 
important and the mechanisms that connect educational attainment, scores 
on standardized tests, and labor market outcomes are not well under- 
stood. In this section, I argue that educational attainment (years of school- 
ing) and scores on standardized tests are the result of  social processes 
and differences in family, school, and community-level material resources. 
The AFQT is related to employment outcomes because it captures the 
effects of cumulative differences in material resources, differences in 
social investments and, as suggested by Maume, Cancio and Evans 
(1996:561), because it measures "exposure to the values and experiences 
of the white middle class." 

The third section of the paper discusses the data from the National 
Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY) and defines the specific variables 
that will be used in the study. I then present an empirical model wherein 
scores on the AFQT are examined as a function of individual, family, 
school, and community (county) level resources. I also explore racial/ 
ethnic differences in the determinants of  scores on the AFQT by estimat- 
ing separate models for each major racial and ethnic group (Non-His- 
panic whites, African Americans and Latinos). The fourth section of the 
paper discusses the empirical results of  the study. The main finding is 
that the variables included in our models explain between one-third and 
one-half of the variation in scores on the AFQT. This is evidence that the 
test score is not only a function of  individual level attributes and charac- 
teristics but is also largely related to material differences in contextual/ 
environmental characteristics and socially distributed resources. Section 
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six discusses the role of material resources on differences in test scores 
and the role of standardized tests as measures of skill and "ability," their 
relation to other socio-economic outcomes, and their role in helping re- 
searchers understand an important dimension of racial/ethnic discrimina- 
tion. The paper concludes with a discussion of the implications of our 
empirical findings for social science research and for public policies 
bearing on racial/ethnic/national origin differences in educational attain- 
ment, employment, and earnings. 

THE LITERATURE ON EDUCATION,  ABILITY, AND 
SOCIO-ECONOMIC O U T C O M E S  

Research on racial and ethnic differences in "ability" or "skills" has 
well documented eugenic origins (see Jacoby and Glauberman 1995; 
Gould 1994). The general argument is that human beings belong to dif- 
ferent races that can be ranked along a genetically determined "ability" 
continuum. Racial differences in socio-economic outcomes such as edu- 
cation, employment, and earnings merely reflect genetic differences in 
"ability" between groups (Herrnstein and Murray 1994). Though many 
reject the role of genetic differences in "ability" the concepts of "ability," 
aptitude, and skill continue to have a central role in the literature on 
human capital (Becker and Chiswick 1966; Griliches and Mason 1972; 
Murphy and Welch 1993b) and are still invoked to explain racial differ- 
ences in employment and earnings (Cameron and Heckman 1992; Hotz 
and Tienda 1994; Neal and Johnson 1996; O'Neill 1990). 

Theoretical Debates on the Interaction between Ability, Test Scores, 
and Socio-economic Outcomes 

The human capital approach to earnings suggests that "innate" ability 
and family background influence schooling and educational achievement 
which, in turn, influence further skill development. Skills are then linked 
to employment and occupational status and these are said to determine 
wages and earnings. The sociological status attainment model has a slightly 
different origin but proposes a similar explanation. Family "background" 
(socio-economic status), decisions, and the values inculcated through the 
socialization processes are central in shaping individual aspirations and 
individual potential to realize those aspirations ("ability"). In his paper 
on the role of "ability" on earnings differentials Hause (1972) argues that 
not taking differences in "ability" into account leads researchers to over- 
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state the gross contribution of schooling (processes that take place in 
school) on earnings and to understate the opportunity costs of foregone 
earnings to high "ability" persons who attain high levels of schooling. 
Hause (1972: S 109 ) defines "ability" in the following way: "In common 
usage, ability means the power to perform something. In [Gary S.] Becker's 
definition, this power is the capacity to increase future earnings by cur- 
rent investments in oneself. This definition has the appealing feature of 
not committing one to explain the higher schedule of the individual of 
greater ability. Such a capacity could be due to a combination of genetic 
factors, previous investment, experience (including schooling), and other 
elements that might be difficult to unravel theoretically (or statistically)." 
Hause (1972) finds that for persons with low educational attainment 
differences in ability are not related to differences in earnings while for 
persons in the higher educational categories differences in "measured 
ability" explain 10 to 15 percent of the variation in earnings. He con- 
cludes that "ability" is significantly related to schooling and that both 
impact earnings. 

In a paper published around the same time titled "Education, Income 
and Ability," Griliches and Mason (1972) use scores on the AFQT to 
explore the relationship between "ability" and individual earnings. The 
authors use the AFQT "in lieu of standard civilian mental ability (IQ) 
tests (1972: $77)" and find that years of schooling (education) is signifi- 
cantly more important than scores on the AFQT in explaining differences 
in income. The results presented in Griliches and Mason (1972) suggest 
that an additional year of schooling increases income by 4.6 percent 
while a 10 percent improvement in the AFQT only increases income by 1 
percent. This finding leads the authors to conclude that: "Our results also 
throw doubt on the asserted role of genetic forces in the determination of 
income. If AFQT is a good measure of IQ and if IQ is largely inherited, 
then the direct contribution of heredity to current income is minute. Its 
indirect effect also is not very large. Of course, the AFQT scores may be 
full of error and heredity may be important, but then previous conclu- 
sions about the importance of heredity are also in doubt since they were 
drawn on the basis of similar data (1972: $99)." 

Subsequent work with the AFQT has continued to use the test as a 
measure of "innate ability" (Herrnstein and Murray 1994) or "cognitive 
skills" (Cameron and Heckman 1992; Hotz and Tienda 1994; Neal and 
Johnson 1996) but has not defined these terms explicitly and clearly. 
"Ability" is defined very broadly and no attempt is made to unpack the 
concept and empirically link specific competencies or sets of competen- 
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cies to employee performance in particular jobs. The unreflexive use of 
the concepts of "skill" and "ability" in this literature is consistent with a 
theoretical emphasis on individual and family deficits (lack of intelli- 
gence, low achievement orientation toward education and work, insuffi- 
cient motivation, breakdowns in the family structure, and the absence of 
role models) at the expense of a detailed analysis of the role of differ- 
ences in social environments, material resources in the school and in the 
community, discriminatory differences in treatment within educational 
institutions, differences in access to training programs, and differences in 
the allocation of social resources. 

What does the AFQT Measure ? 

The use of the AFQT as a measure of "innate ability" and inherited 
intelligence has been advanced by Herrnstein and Murray in their contro- 
versial book The Bell Curve (1994). They argue that the AFQT is a 
measure of intelligence (or IQ). l Other researchers have not posited a 
genetic explanation but have argued that the AFQT is a measure of 
"ability" (Cameron and Heckman 1992; Hotz and Tienda 1994). Tienda 
and Hotz (1994:14), for example, state that: "Social Scientists have used 
the AFQT as a general 'ability' indicator, arguing that it performs like a 
scholastic aptitude test (see Cameron and Heckman, 1991; O'Neill,  
1990). "2 Both O'Neill (1990) and Neal and Johnson (1996) argue that 
controlling for differences in "ability" significantly reduces wage differ- 
ences between racial groups, which they take to mean that discrimination 
"within" the labor market is small and that differences in compensation 
are due to a combination of differences in "ability," differences in family 
investments in education, and other "pre-labor market" discrimination. 
Farkas and Vicknair (1996) claim that the AFQT is a measure of "cogni- 
tive skills." 

Recent research has questioned the narrow interpretation of "the AFQT 
as ability" and has advanced a more material/structural explanation of 
differences in standardized test scores like the AFQT (Fisher, Hout, et. 
al. 1996; Maume, Cancio, and Evans 1996; Mason 1997a; Rodgers and 
Spriggs 1996). One group of researchers argues that the AFQT is a 
measure of schooling (Maxwell 1995), school quality (Betts 1995), and 
"the formal and informal instruction that someone has received and ab- 
sorbed" (Fisher, Hout, et. al. 1996: 68). Others have argued that the 
AFQT is a measure of family, school, and psychological background 
variables (Rodgers and Spriggs 1996) while others suggest that the AFQT 



Cordero-Guzmfin 37 

is in part a measure of "exposure to the values and experiences of the 
white middle class" (Maume, Cancio, and Evans 1996:561). Even those 
who use the AFQT as a measure of "ability" (Neal and Johnson 1996; 
O'Neill 1990) argue that the AFQT "reflects the quality of schooling 
received as well as the effects of  parental background" (O'Neill 1990:32) 
and that "part of the racial difference in AFQT scores can be attributed to 
racial differences in parental education and income" (Neal and Johnson 
1996:26). 

What  are the Factors  Associa ted  with Scores  on the A F Q T ?  

The factors that different researchers associate with scores on the AFQT 
depend on what the authors think the AFQT measures. Those who see 
the AFQT as a measure of "innate ability" posit that the AFQT comes 
from inherited differences in "ability" (Herrnstein and Murray 1994). 
Others like O'Neill (1990) and Neal and Johnson (1996) see the AFQT 
as a measure of individual "ability" but also as a function of differences 
in family and (to a lesser extent) school level characteristics. Neal and 
Johnson (1996), for example, present a model of the determinants of 
scores on the AFQT with independent variables that include parental 
education and SES, availability of reading resources in the home, and 
some school characteristics and they find that these variables explain 
close to 40 percent of the variation in AFQT scores. Rodgers and Spriggs 
(1996) model the AFQT as a function of family background (number of 
siblings, parental education, access to reading materials, southern resi- 
dence at age 14, and family income), school quality (books per pupil, 
percent of students classified as disadvantaged, and teacher salaries) and 
psychological background variables (locus of control variables) and ex- 
plain close to 35% of the variance in AFQT scores. Maume, Cancio, and 
Evans (1996) estimate a model of scores on the AFQT using a combina- 
tion of family background (parental education, access to reading materi- 
als in the household, and southern residence at age 14) and school quality 
(number of books in library, percent of students disadvantaged, percent 
of students who drop out, and percent of  black faculty in the school) and 
they explain close to 20 percent of the variation in African American 
AFQT scores and 28 percent of the variation in white scores on the 
AFQT. It is interesting to note that even though Rodgers and Spriggs 
(1996) agree with Maume, Cancio, and Evans (1996) and disagree with 
Neal and Johnson (1996) about the meanings of the AFQT and the impli- 
cations of controlling for AFQT scores in models of earnings (particu- 
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larly when making comparisons of earnings differences between racial/ 
ethnic groups) the specification of the empirical models that each set of 
authors estimates with the AFQT as a dependent variables are very simi- 
lar to each other. The results from these three models are also quite 
similar and consistent with the findings presented in this paper. 

There is considerable debate in the literature over the role of schools in 
educational attainment. Some researchers argue that traditional measures 
of school resources (such as teacher-student ratios, teacher education, 
teacher experience, and school expenditures) do not have a significant 
impact on student outcomes but family background (income and educa- 
tion) has a significant effect on educational attainment (Hanushek 1986; 
O'Neill 1990). Other researchers find that measures of school quality 
have an impact on educational outcomes (Betts 1995; Maxwell 1995) but 
not in terms of traditional variables. 

In his review of the literature on the economics of schooling Hanushek 
(1986) argues that: "The output of the educational process--that is, the 
achievement of individual students--is directly related to a series of 
inputs. Some of these inputs--the characteristics of school, teachers, 
curricula and so forth--are directly controlled by policy makers. Other 
inputs--those of families and friends plus the innate endowments or 
learning capacities of the students--are generally not controlled" 
(1986:1150). After reviewing a large number of empirical studies 
Hanushek (1986) finds that the evidence is mixed on the relationship 
between traditional school characteristics such as teacher pupil ratios, 
teacher education, teacher experience, teacher salary, and expenditures 
per pupil and student performance. Hanushek argues that family back- 
ground, and to a lesser extent "teacher skill," have been found to have a 
consistently strong effect on "achievement" (1986:1163) while the influ- 
ence of peers and other students is ambiguous. Hanushek concludes by 
offering "a simple recommendation: Stop requiring and paying for things 
that do not matter" (1986: 1167). His preferences are for a merit pay 
system, changes in state certification for teachers, vouchers, and prevent- 
ing changes in school financing (because they promote inefficiency and 
do not change student outcomes). Following Hanushek (1986), O'Neill 
(1990) finds that while there has been some racial convergence in school 
enrollment patters and in school conditions (see also Allen and Jewell 
1995; Card and Krueger 1992) the racial earnings gap increased during 
the 1980s. O'Neill (1990) explains the increase in the wage gap as a 
function of the increasing importance of skills in the labor market (see 
also Ferguson 1995; Levy and Murnane 1996; Murnane, Willett, and 



Cordero-Guzmfin 39 

Levy 1995) and barriers to the acquisition of human capital. However, 
these barriers are not linked to a systematic process of racial and ethnic 
stratification that is the result of  (and could be changed by) policy inter- 
vention but are seen as the result of  racial differences in "school quality" 
and family socio-economic background. O'Neill (1990) unraveling of the 
process focuses on the presence (or absence) of "capacities" and not on 
the presence (or absence) of material resources. Says O'Neill: "The prob- 
lem [of declining earnings ratios] seems more to do with the increasing 
premium in the market to high levels of skill of  the sort learned in 
school. As a result, differences in school quality or family and socio- 
economic background that lead to differences in the acquisition of human 
capital are highlighted and now have even greater impact on economic 
outcomes than they did in the past" (1990: 42). In her research, however, 
O'Neill (1990) finds that school characteristics have little to no effect on 
the wages of young males and in footnote 14 she also claims that these 
variables do not predict within group differences on the AFQT. If school 
characteristics do not matter (and social resources are not considered) the 
implication is that minority young males enter the labor market as dam- 
aged goods (low achievers)--due to family "problems" and impersonal 
"pre-labor market" barriers to the formation of human capital--and are 
compensated accordingly in the labor market. 

Hanusheck's (1986) research has been quite influential in the field of 
educational finance, and his finding that "school expenditures do not 
matter" has been used, inter alia, to argue against school finance reform. 
Other research, however, has questioned Hanushek's findings and has 
shown that school characteristics do impact student outcomes and are 
related to racial differences in educational attainment. Maxwell (1994), 
for example, finds that two thirds of the racial difference in wages is due 
to differences in the AFQT which she defines as a more direct measure 
of school quality than other school characteristics (faculty teacher ratios 
and expenditures per pupil). Maxwell (1995: 261) concludes that: 
"[i]mproving educational quality for blacks--which will entail not only 
changes in schools, but also changes in other aspects of  the socio-eco- 
nomic environment--is perhaps the most direct way to give them a chance 
to improve their basic skills and increase their earnings." Using data 
from the NLSY, Betts (1995) finds that teacher-pupil ratios, relative 
teacher salaries and the percent of teachers with masters degree do not 
have an effect on earnings. He also investigates the effect of  library 
books per student, vocational curricula available in the school, propor- 
tion of student body that is black, and the percentage of teachers who left 
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the school during the year and finds that none of these variables reaches 
statistical significance in earnings models. Betts (1995) however, finds 
significant effects for number of  students at the school (positive), propor- 
tion of disadvantaged students (negative) and proportion of  grade l0 
students who drop out (negative) on young male earnings. 

School effects are difficult to find with the NSLY and other datasets 
for a number of reasons (Betts 1995). First, contextual variables are 
inherently more difficult to define and measure than individual level 
variables. This means that there is a non-trivial amount of measurement 
error and imprecision in the school-level data. Second, the NLSY school 
survey (and most other school level data) does not collect information on 
how resources are used within schools. Third, the NLSY school survey 
did not collect data on the existence and potential effect of  external (non- 
governmental) resources on student attainment. It is quite possible that 
schools in more affluent districts and neighborhoods might receive grants 
or in-kind services that supplement funds from government sources. 
Fourth, it is quite possible that a similar amount of funding can affect 
districts with different demographics quite differently. Some schools have 
positive externalities while others have negative externalities. This means 
that an equal amount of funds might produce different outcomes depend- 
ing on the number and type of  problems present in the social environ- 
ment of the students attending the school. Lastly, recent research (Allen 
and Jewell 1995; Card and Krueger 1992) has shown that over the last 
several decades there has been some convergence in levels of educational 
attainment and in the characteristics of the schools attended by whites 
and African Americans (the story for Latinos is mixed, see Cordero- 
Guzman, 1997). Card and Krueger (1992), for example, examine various 
measures of school quality and show that their convergence accounts for 
a 20 percent narrowing of the black--white  earnings gap. Allen and 
Jewell (1995) present statistics that show increased convergence between 
whites and African Americans in years of schooling completed. The 
authors argue that numeric parity in educational attainment levels (par- 
ticularly high school graduation rates) has brought about a number of  
dilemmas like the accentuation of  differences in resources and treatment 
within schools and issues and conflicts related to access, curriculum 
development and the retention of  minority students in college and has led 
to the appearance of more complex forms of sorting, differentiation and 
stratification within "integrated" institutions. Students of different races 
are increasingly attending similar schools but the question that remains 
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is: do minority students have equal access to material resources and 
opportunities for development within these schools? 

A Re-examination of the AFQT 

Differences in scores on standardized tests are largely a function of  
differences in the access to family, school, and community-level material 
resources. My perspective is material/structural in its emphasis and is 
consistent with recent research that has questioned the interpretation of  
the AFQT as a measure of "ability" or skill (Fisher, Hout, et. al. 1996; 
Maume, Cancio, and Evans 1996; Mason 1997a; Rodgers and Spriggs 
1996). First, family material resources (family income and other learning 
resources) impact scores on the AFQT by providing children with physi- 
cal health, learning tools, and a material environment conducive to learn- 
ing. My argument does not focus so much on what families do, their 
cultural traits, or their aspirations for their children but on whether they 
have the material tools and resources needed to promote youth develop- 
ment. In addition to family material resources, AFQT scores are affected 
by school-level characteristics, practices and resources. Consistent with 
the research of Maxwell (1995) and Betts (1995), I argue that the AFQT 
captures differences in school resources, school quality, and "the formal 
and informal instruction that someone has received and absorbed" (Fisher, 
Hout, et. al. 1996: 68). Schools are environments that under specific 
circumstances can accelerate or retard learning and individual develop- 
ment. Third, skills can never be defined apart from the specific context in 
which they are going to be evaluated and used. In a racially stratified 
society what is meant by skill can be translated into "capacity to under- 
stand, manage, and maneuver" through processes, institutions, and spaces 
defined by the majority group. This is partly why Maume, Cancio, and 
Evans (1996:561) suggest that the AFQT is in part a measure of  "expo- 
sure to the values and experiences of  the white middle class." I would 
modify the statement to "white upper-middle class" but the main point is 
still that the AFQT has a class-race bias (Rodgers and Spriggs 1996). 

In sum, I argue that the AFQT is a measure of the effects of  family, 
school, and community-level material resources on individual academic 
attainment and exposure to white upper-middle class values. It is not a 
measure of cognitive skills, general ability, potential, effort, or achieve- 
ment but rather a measure of the cumulative effects of social investments 
on individual development combined with exposure to white upper-middle 
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class values. High scores on the AFQT indicate the availability of family, 
school, and community-level material resources and exposure to white 
upper-middle class values while low scores on the AFQT indicate low 
levels of material resources and low exposure to white upper-middle 
class values. Low scores on the AFQT do not suggest that a particular 
family, school or community is more or less interested, or cares less, or 
does less about the education and development of its children. My argu- 
ment is simply that the AFQT measures the role of family, school and 
community-level material resources and social investments on individual 
development and exposure to the values and networks of the majority 
group. 

D A T A  A N D  M E T H O D S  

The National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY) 

The data for this study comes from the National Longitudinal Survey 
of Youth (NLSY). The NLSY is a nationally representative stratified, 
multi-stage random sample that includes 12,686 young men and women 
and, subsequently, a sample of their children. The collection of data is 
sponsored by the Bureau of Labor Statistics of the U.S. Department of 
Labor, fielded by the National Opinion Research Center (NORC) at the 
University of Chicago, and administered by the Center for Human Re- 
source Research at Ohio State University (CHRR). The survey consti- 
tutes a representative sample of individuals born between January 1, 
1957 and December 31, 1964. The respondents were between 14 and 22 
years of age in 1979, the first full year of the survey. 

Three independent probability samples were drawn for the NLSY : a) 
a cross-sectional sample designed to represent the non-institutionalized 
civilian segment of the population born between January 1, 1957 and 
December 31, 1964 residing in the United States on January 1, 1979; b) a 
supplemental sample designed to oversample civilian Hispanic, African 
American, and economically disadvantaged non-Hispanic, non-African 
American youth; and c) a military sample, which I subsequently dropped 
from the analyses, designed to represent the population born January 1, 
1957 and December 31, 1964 and serving in the military as of September 
30, 1978 (CHRR, 1993:11). 

The screening procedures, sampling process, and interview methods 
are described in detail in the CHRR manual on the NLSY and in various 
technical appendices (CHRR 1993). In this research project, I eliminated 
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the female population and focused my inquiry on young males in the 
non-institutionalized population. The resulting male sample of 6,403 cases 
includes both the "cross-sectional sample designed to be representative 
of young people living in the United States in 1979 and born January 1, 
1957 through December 31, 1964" and the supplemental sample "which 
over-samples civilian Hispanic, black, and economically disadvantaged 
non-Hispanic, non-black youth (CHRR, 1993:7)." 

The ethnic categories that I use in this study are white (non-Hispanic), 
black or African American (non-Hispanic), and Hispanic (subdivided 
into Mexican American, Puerto Rican, and Other Hispanics) (CHRR, 
1993:287). The information in the "screener" variable (R2147) was com- 
bined with the question asking each respondent his racial/ethnic/national 
origin (R96) to yield the five mutually exclusive groups used in the final 
analysis (Non-Hispanic whites, African Americans, Mexican Americans, 
Puerto Ricans, and Other Hispanics). 

The NLSY has collected information on individuals (the respondents), 
their families, the schools they attended, the labor market where they 
live, and some characteristics of the Standard Metropolitan Statistical 
Area (SMSA) and County where they reside. The many variables that are 
included in this survey include information at different levels of analysis. 
The individual level variables include information on various attributes, 
attitudes, aspirations, school enrollment, employment status, weeks and 
hours worked, occupation, industry, years of schooling and training, work 
experience, academic achievements, marital status, financial assets, in- 
come, and region of residence, among others. The family level variables 
include information on family structure, household composition, house- 
hold income, various household resources, and some attributes of the 
father and the mother of each respondent. The school level characteris- 
tics include type of school attended, the degrees of teachers, demographic 
and socio-economic characteristics of the faculty and the student body, 
and information on various curriculum offerings. The geographic level 
information is measured at the level of the county and it includes total 
population in the county by broad age group and ethnicity, educational 
attainment, employment level, median family income, proportion of poor 
families, and industrial composition. 

The individual, family, and school-level variables were extracted from 
the main NLSY data files. The labor market and community-level vari- 
ables were taken from a special GEOCODE file that was created by the 
CHRR and merged with the main NLSY file. This file includes informa- 
tion obtained from the latest County and City Data Book on various 
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demographic and labor market indicators for the county where the re- 
spondent lives in a given year. 

The school-level variables used in the study come from information 
compiled in a specialized survey of the schools attended by the NLSY 
respondents. The number and proportion of cases with valid school data 
by group is: African American 1,309 cases (74%), whites 2720 cases 
(81%), Puerto Ricans 67 cases (48%), Mexican Americans 367 cases 
(68%) and Other Hispanic 119 cases (70%). The percentages that refer to 
the ethnic composition of the faculty and the student body in the school 
were readjusted to a scale with a minimum of 0 (up to 9%) and a maxi- 
mum of 10 (from 91 to 100%). In spite of the usefulness of this informa- 
tion, my analysis of the role of structural level factors on individual 
outcomes is limited by an operationalization of  "structure" at the level of  
the county and not at the level of  the neighborhood. Most of  the argu- 
ments in the urban inequality literature that center on structural effects 
focus on more localized "neighborhood effects" (Wilson, 1987; Massey 
and Denton, 1993). In this study, I can test arguments about the effects of 
county-level characteristics on scores on the AFQT but I cannot examine 
the role of within county neighborhood differences and within county 
levels of inequality on these outcomes. 

The Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT) 

The Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT) is computed from the 
scores in four sections of the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Test 
(ASVAB). The ASVAB has 10 sections: 1) general science, 2) arithmetic 
reasoning, 3) word knowledge, 4) paragraph comprehension, 5) numeri- 
cal operations, 6) coding speed, 7) auto and shop information, 8) math- 
ematics knowledge, 9) mechanical comprehension, 10) electronics infor- 
mation (CHRR 1993:122). The AFQT includes the scores for arithmetic 
reasoning (section 2), word knowledge (section 3), paragraph compre- 
hension (section 4) and one half of the score in numerical operations 
(section 5). The AFQT was administered to the NLSY sample in 1980. 
The scores by racial/ethnic/national origin group indicate that compared 
to the white population members of minority racial/ethnic groups had 
significantly lower scores. Out of  a possible raw score of 105 the mean 
AFQT score for the total sample was 63.3. For whites young males the 
mean was 71.56, for African Americans it was 48.44 and for the total 
Hispanics the average score was 55.38 (50.33 for Puerto Ricans, 54.65 
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for Mexican Americans and 61.92 for Other Hispanics). 

Empirical Estimation of  the Determinants o f  Scores on the AFQT 

In order to analyze the factors that determine percentile scores on the 
AFQT for the young males in the sample I estimated two Ordinary Least 
Squares (OLS) regression models the first one for the total sample and 
the second separately for each of the major racial/ethnic/national groups 
under study (Non-Hispanic whites, African Americans, Mexican Ameri- 
cans, Puerto Ricans, and Other Hispanics). The regression for the total 
sample (reported in Table 3) takes the standard form of a regression 
equation: 

[Equation 11 Yt = c~ + [3iX i + [3jXj + [3kX k + [~lXl -t- ~mXm + [~nXn + (~ 

Where, 
Yt is the percentile score on the AFQT 
ct is the regression constant 
Xi's represent a vector of explanatory variables 
[3i's represent the partial regression coefficient for variables in each vector 
E is the error term 

The 13's in this model (See tables 2 to 7 for results) represent vectors of 
individual level factors (age, highest grade of schooling completed in 
1979, foreign language spoken at home at age 14), residence controls 
(central city residence and residence in or outside the south at age 14), 
parental education (highest grade completed by the father and highest 
grade completed by the mother),family-level resources (access to maga- 
zines, newspapers, and to library card at age 14, experience of problems 
with transportation, English as a foreign language, and total net family 
income in 1979), school--level indicators (percent poor in school, per- 
cent drop out in school, ethnic composition of the students and teachers 
at the school), and a series of race/ethnicity/national origin variables for 
African Americans, Puerto Ricans, Mexican Americans, and Other His- 
panics. In table 3, I exclude the variable for the highest grade completed 
in order to test the stability of the estimates. In addition, I computed 
regression models to explore the role of these factors in explaining dif- 
ferences in years of schooling completed (table 4). The separate AFQT 
regressions for each group are reported in table 5 for whites, table 6 for 
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African Americans and table 7 for Latinos (Puerto Ricans and Mexican 
Americans and Other Hispanics). 

E M P I R I C A L  R E S U L T S  

Descriptive Results 

Table 1 presents the descriptive characteristics (sample size, minimum 
value, maximum value, mean and standard deviation) for the NLSY ci- 
vilian young male sample. The total sample size is 6403 but only 1,614 
cases have valid data on all of the variables. In terms of the individual 
level factors we note that the average age of the sample is 17.88 years, 
the mean highest grade of schooling completed in 1979 was 10.39 and 22 
percent of the sample report that a foreign language spoken at home at 
age 14. The residence controls indicate that 20 percent of  the sample 
lived in central cities and 36 percent lived in the south at age 14. The 
parental education variables indicated that the average for highest grade 
completed by the father was 11.00 years while the highest grade com- 
pleted by the mother was 10.94 years. The family-level resources indi- 
cate that 57 percent of the sample had access to magazines, 77 percent to 
newspapers, and 69 percent had access to a library card at age 14. Close 
to 5 percent of the sample indicated that they had problems with English 
as a foreign language while 33 percent of the sample said that they 
experienced problems with transportation . The average net family in-' 
come in 1979 for the sample was $14,880. The school-level indicators 
indicate that the average percent of students classified as poor in the 
school and the percent of 10th graders who drop out of the school was 30 
percent and 22 percent respectively. The race/ethnicity variables indicate 
that 25.1 percent of the sample is African Americans, 2.45 percent is 
Puerto Ricans, 8.6 percent is Mexican Americans, and 4.5 percent are 
Other Hispanics. 

Table 2 includes descriptive information on AFQT scores, percent 
below poverty, Region of residence, proportion urban and residence within 
an SMSA, family income in 1979, 1980, 1985 and 1990, percent receiv- 
ing public assistance in 1979 and 1984 and information of the percent 
poor in the school and the percent of 10 th graders who drop out of  the 
school. The descriptive data indicates that African American, Puerto Rican 
and Mexican American young males have characteristics that are quite 
different from those of white young males (the Other Hispanic category 
is similar to whites in a number of indicators). In terms of poverty, for 
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example, in 1990 only 7.4 percent of  white young males lived in a 
household below the poverty line. The percent below poverty for African 
Americans was 22.9 percent, 19.3 percent for Puerto Ricans, 17.2 per- 
cent for Mexican Americans and 11.5 percent for Other Hispanics. This 
suggests that the poverty rate for African American young males was 
three times the rate of white young males. The data for family income in 
1990 indicates that while 42 percent of  whites and 45 percent of  Other 
Hispanics had incomes higher than $35,000 only 27 percent of African 
Americans, 27 percent of Puerto Ricans and 24.3 percent of Mexican 
Americans had incomes over $35,000. On the other extreme 8.3 percent 
of whites had incomes below $9999 while 11.7 percent of Other Hispan- 
ics, 11.9 percent of  Mexican Americans, 19.1 percent of whites and 26.2 
percent of  Puerto Rican young males had incomes below $9,999. In 
terms of  school characteristics, there are some racial ethnic differences in 
terms of the percent of students below poverty in the school and the 
percent of I0  th graders who drop out of the school. The data on the 
percent of students below poverty indicates that while 87 percent of  
whites go to school with less than a 40 percent poverty rate only 57 
percent of African American, 41.4 percent of  Puerto Rican, and 59.7 
percent of Mexican American young males go to school with a poverty 
rate below 40 percent. Close to 43 percent of African American and 58 
percent of Puerto Rican young males attend schools with a poverty rate 
higher than 40 percent. The data on school drop-out rates has consider- 
able less variation with African Americans relatively close to whites and 
Latinos lagging behind. Approximately 5.8 percent of  whites and 8.3 
percent of African American young males attended schools with a drop- 
out rate higher than 40 percent while the rate for Puerto Ricans was 29.1 
percent, 11 percent for Mexican Americans and 16.3 percent for Other 
Hispanics. The descriptive data suggests significant differences in family 
income and school characteristics. In the next section I examine the 
influence of these factors on scores on the AFQT. 

Multivariate Results 

In general terms, our results lend support to the argument that scores 
on the AFQT are the result of the operation of  a number of family and 
school-level resources. The results for the total sample (Table 3) indicate 
that, at the individual level, AFQT scores are negatively related to age, 
and positively related to the number of years of schooling completed by 
the individual. These effects are quite large. An additional year of  school- 
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TABLE 2 
Descriptive Characteristics of the NLSY Young Male Sample 

by Race/Ethnicity 
AFQT Quartllel 

Low thru 24 28 thru 49 50 thru 74 75 thru hi 
White 22.9 249 24.9 27.4 
African-American 66.2 23 7 3.8 
Puerto Rlcan 64.7 18,4 11 5,9 
Mexican-American 55.5 25.9 13 8 48 
Other Hispanic 378 31 1 17.2 13.9 

Percent below PovertY/ 
1979 1989 1990 

White 20.3 7.6 7 4 
African-American 41.4 19.6 229 
Puerto Rlcsn 51.5 25 19.3 
Mexican-American 36.8 17.7 172 
Other He,panic, 25.1 10.7 11.5 

Region of Residence In 1979 
North East North Central South West 

White 18.2 34.2 20.7 17.9 
African-American 16.4 18 55.9 9.6 
Puerto Rlcan 71,2 63 13,5 9 
Mexican-American 0.8 6.9 26.5 65.7 
Other Hispanic 232 4 7 37,3 34.8 

Residence in an SMSA 
% Urban Not in SMSA SMSA-Not Central City SMSA-n/a Cent/ l l  City 

White 71.7 35.6 34,2 181 12.2 
African-American 82,4 28.2 14,3 24,8 32,7 
Puerto Rican 99.3 37 9.8 19.9 86.9 
Mexican-American 92.5 25.4 245 31.1 19 
Other Hispanic 94.5 11.3 24.5 35.8 28.5 

Income by Broad Category 

Income In 1979 
Low to $0998 $10-19 ,g90  $20-.14,999 Over $36,000 

White 33 4 25.4 28.3 12.8 
African -American 50.3 32.5 13.5 3.6 
Puerto Rlcan 71 19,4 5,6 4 
Mexican-American 44.5 33,3 18 5 3,7 
Other Hispanic 40.1 27.3 24.7 7.9 

Income In 1980 
Low to $9990 $10-19 ,999  $20-34,999 Over $35,000 

White 26,6 26.6 28.7 18 
African-American 45,7 30 17.3 7,1 
Puerto Rlcan 53.8 30.1 8 6 7 5 
Mexican-American 32,3 37,9 24,5 5.3 
Other Hispanic 30.7 26 ~ 32 2 11 1 

Income in 1985 
Low to $9999 $10-19 ,000  $20-34,999 Over $35,000 

White 21.6 27.6 26 8 23.8 
African-American 33.4 29 24.6 13 1 
Puerto Rlcan 333 37.4 15.2 14.1 
Mexican-American 236 30.3 28.5 17.6 
Other Hllpanlc 17 1 29.5 24.9 28.3 

Income in 1990 
LOW to $9999 $10-19 ,999  $20.34,090 Over $35,000 

White 8.2 17.8 31.5 42 2 
African-American 191 26,3 27 27,6 
Puerto Rican 26.1 20 7 26,1 27,2 
Mexican-American 11.9 32.6 31 2 24.3 
Other Hispanic 11.7 183 244 45.7 

Percent ReCeiving Public Assistance 
% in 1979 % in 1964 

White B 3 6,7 
African-American 25 24,2 
Puerto Rican 587 41 
Mexican -American 15.4 7 9 
Other Hispanic 123 12.8 

School Characteristics 
Percent Poor in the School 

Less than 39% 40% to 69% More than 70% 
White 87.2 9.5 3.3 
African-American 57 27.9 15 1 
Puerto Rican 41.4 29.3 29.3 
Mexican-American 597 28.3 12 
Other Hispanic 73.8 16.5 9.8 

Percent Drop-out in the S(;hool 
Less than 39% 40% to 69% More than 70% 

94.2 1 4.8 
90.7 4.2 8 1 
70.9 127 16.4 
894 5.1 5.4 
83.7 5,8 10 5 
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ing, for example, increases the percentile score on the AFQT by close to 
9 points (almost a 10% increase). The results for our measures of  family 
resources indicate that parental education and family resources (access to 
newspapers, magazines, and library card; family income) have a signifi- 
cant positive effect on scores on the AFQT. In terms of school level 
characteristics the results indicate that percent of  students below poverty 
in the school and the percent of 10 th graders who drop out are both 
negatively related to AFQT scores, but the dropout variable does not 
reach statistical significance. It is interesting to note that the proportion 
of black students and faculty in the school (perhaps a proxy for school 
resources) are not statistically related to AFQT scores. This last finding 
contradicts the results presented by Ferguson (1995), which suggest that 
lower teacher quality explains why he found a negative coefficient for 
the proportion of  black teachers in the school. One possible interpretation 
could be that African American faculty are concentrated in schools with 
fewer resources and this has a negative impact on test scores. Another 
explanation could be that this coefficient indicates a certain degree of  
cultural bias in the test. Students who are exposed to black faculty mem- 
bers are also exposed to a culturally specific worldview that might not be 
reflected in the test. A third possible explanation (Ferguson, 1995) could 
be that this coefficient simply reflects the lack of preparation and lower 
quality of black teachers. The proportion of  Hispanic students in the 
school is negatively related while the proportion of Hispanic faculty is 
positively related to AFQT scores. The variables for central city resi- 
dence and residence in the south at age 14 did not reach statistical sig- 
nificance. 

The race/ethnicity variables included in the model suggest that there is 
still a 16 percentile point disadvantage associated with being African 
American that is not accounted for after controlling for a number of  
individual, family, and school-level factors included in our model. The 
results for the Latino groups suggest that the difference between Puerto 
Ricans and whites disappears after taking into account the effects of  the 
other independent variables while for Mexican Americans and Other 
Hispanics there is a close to 5 point difference. These "race/ethnicity 
effects" are difficult to interpret. On the one hand, they can be capturing 
unmeasured differences in resources, or differences in the way individu- 
als are treated by the school system, which are correlated both to group 
membership and to scores on the AFQT. Ethnicity effects can also be the 
result of significant cultural bias in what the test measures and could be 
attributed to differences in exposure to white upper-middle class values)  

In general, the results presented in Table 3 indicate that close to one 
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half of the variation in AFQT percentile scores (R-squared of .514) is 
explained by the effects of the family and school-level factors that were 
included in our models. Family resources, as measured by family in- 
come, access to magazines, access to newspapers and access to library 
cards at the age of 14 have significant positive effects on AFQT scores, 
while attending a school with a high number of  disadvantaged students 
reduces AFQT scores. 

Table 4 has the regression coefficients for percentile scores on the 
AFQT without the education (years of schooling completed) variable. As 
can be expected the overall model has less explanatory power than the 
model in Table 3 with years of schooling completed included in the 
equation. The R-square for the model drops to .411 indicating that the 
variables included in the model explain 41 percent of  the variation in 
AFQT scores. As can be expected, excluding the variable for years of 
schooling completed increases the impact of the family resource coeffi- 
cients. The variables for the proportion of black students and faculty in 
the school continue to be insignificant and the variable for the proportion 
of Hispanic students changes from insignificant to significant. The vari- 
ables for school-level characteristics change slightly with that percent of  
students below poverty in the school losing some of its effects while the 
percent of 10 th graders who drop out reaches statistical significance. Both 
variables are negatively related to scores on the AFQT. The variables for 
central city residence and residence in the south at age 14 also failed to 
reach statistical significance in this specification. Interestingly, the coef- 
ficient for the race/ethnicity variable included in the model for African 
Americans decreases slightly while the variables for Puerto Ricans, Mexi- 
can Americans and other Hispanics fail to reach statistical significance at 
the .05 level. 

As has been in the literature and in the preceding discussion, years of 
schooling completed is correlated to scores on the AFQT. In order to 
examine the relation between the independent variables included in our 
AFQT models and years of schooling completed, Table 5 presents the 
regression coefficients for an equation with years of schooling completed 
as the dependent variable regressed on the same independent variables 
used to examine the determinants of scores on the AFQT. The results are 
quite interesting and suggest that material resources are more important 
in explaining scores on the AFQT than years of schooling completed. As 
could be expected the coefficient for age on years of schooling com- 
pleted is quite large. Other statistically significant effects include prob- 
lems with transportation, access to magazines, access to newspapers and 
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access to library cards at the age of 14, parental education and the pro- 
portion of 10 th grade students who drop out of the school. Family in- 
come, area of  residence and the demographic characteristics of the school 
do not have any effect on years of  schooling completed. Notice also that 
the coefficients for the race/ethnicity variables fail to reach statistical 
significance suggesting minimal differences in years of schooling com- 
pleted after accounting for the effects of the other independent variables 
in the model. The variables that we have included in the AFQT models 
(excluding years of schooling completed) explain close to 40 percent of  
the variation in AFQT scores (see Table 3), and in separate models 
excluding age I estimate that these variables explain close to 10 percent 
of the variation in years of schooling completed in 1979 and close to 25 
percent of the variation in years of  schooling completed in 1989 (after 
most of the sample has had a chance to complete their education). The 
results from Table 4 indicate that the relationship between years of school- 
ing completed and scores on the AFQT is partly a function of  the impact 
of family and school level resources on both outcomes. Our results also 
suggest that the impact of family and school level resources is larger on 
AFQT scores than on years of schooling completed. 

The empirical models in Table 3, Table 4, and Table 5 were estimated 
using a listwise deletion of missing cases which means that only cases 
with valid values on all variables were included in the regression. In 
Appendix 1 and Appendix 2, I estimate two regression models for the 
total sample with percentile score on the AFQT as a dependent variable 
and the same list of independent variables, but in these two equations all 
of the cases are used in the computations and the mean of  the variable is 
substituted for any missing observations. The results indicate that if we 
substitute missing data with the sample mean of the particular variable 
most of the variables achieve statistical significance at the .001 level. 
The model that includes the variable for highest year of schooling com- 
pleted (Appendix 1) has an R-square of .476 and indicates that AFQT 
scores are negatively related to age and positively related to the number 
of years of schooling completed by the individual. These effects are still 
quite large. The results for our measures of family resources indicate that 
parental education and family resources (access to newspapers, maga- 
zines, and library card and family income) have a significant positive 
effect on scores on the AFQT. The variables for central city residence 
and residence in the south at age 14 did not reach statistical significance. 
In terms of school-level characteristics the results indicate that percent of 
students below poverty in the school and the percent of 10 th graders who 
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drop out are both negatively related to AFQT scores. The dummy vari- 
ables for race and ethnic group all reach statistical significance and indi- 
cate that there are still significant disadvantages associated with group 
membership and not explained by the variables included in the model. 

The table in Appendix 2 includes the same model with mean substitu- 
tion of missing data but with the variable for number of years of school- 
ing completed deleted from the equation. The model (Appendix 2) has an 
R-square of .413 and all of the variables (except for percent of students 
black and central city resident) reach statistical significance at the .10, 
.05, and .001 levels. These results lend strong support for the hypothesis 
that number of family and school level resources are significantly related 
to scores on the AFQT. The results also indicate that including years of 
schooling completed in the equation does not change substantially the 
relation between our independent variables and scores on the AFQT. 

Tables 5, 6 and 7 present our estimates of the impact of family and 
school-level resources on differences in scores on the AFQT separately 
for white, African American and Latino young males. Table 6 has the 
regression coefficients for percentile score on the AFQT for white males 
and it indicates that family educational background (highest grade com- 
pleted by the father) and family resources are the most important vari- 
ables in accounting for the variation in white AFQT scores (R- 
square=.431). The variables for school characteristics and region of resi- 
dence failed to reach statistical significance. Table 7 has the regression 
coefficients for percentile score on the AFQT for African American young 
males. The R-square for the African American equation is slightly lower 
(.413) but the results are similar. Family educational background and 
family resources are the most important variables in accounting for the 
variation in African American AFQT scores but, in addition, family in- 
come and highest grade completed by the mother are also important 
determinants. 

Table 8 presents the regression coefficients for percentile scores on the 
AFQT for Hispanic/Latino males. The R-square for the model is .479, 
but unlike the models for whites and African Americans very few vari- 
ables reach statistically significant effects. Age and highest grade of 
schooling completed are significant variables but family level resources 
(other than highest grade completed by the father) and school character- 
istics fail to reach statistical significance. It is interesting to note that in 
the Latino equation foreign language spoken at home at age 14 has a 
significant negative effect on AFQT scores while the proportion of the 
faculty in the school that is Hispanic has a significant positive effect on 
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Latino scores on the AFQT. 

DISCUSSION: SOCIAL INVESTMENTS,  M A T E R I A L  
RESOURCES,  TEST SCORES AND ABILITY 

Material Resources and Differences in Test Scores 

Our results lend support for the hypothesis that social investments and 
material resources in the family and in the school are significantly related 
to scores on the AFQT. Scores on the AFQT are related to access to 
reading resources, family income, and parental education. In terms of 
school effects, the percent of students classified as disadvantaged and the 
percent of 10 th graders who drop out are also significantly related to 
scores on the AFQT. These variables measure direct effects but also 
serve as proxies for other resources available in the household and in the 
school. Unfortunately we were unable to test the hypothesis that commu- 
nity-level resources are also related to scores on the AFQT. 4 

Standardized Tests as Measures o f  Skill and Ability 

The first question that needs to be asked about any particular standard- 
ized test is what does the test measure? This is always an empirical 
question. Just because a particular test or instrument claims to measure 
"ability" or "skill" it does not mean that it does (Fisher, Hout, et. al. 
1996). Tests of "ability" or "skill" have to be applied and adapted to 
specific situations and have to be validated for particular purposes. A test 
like the AFQT can measure exposure to the experiences of the white 
upper-middle class but it does not say anything about the skills and 
capabilities that are developed by young men to deal with the environ- 
ments where they actually live. The skills that are necessary to survive in 
one community are not necessarily the same skills that are required or 
encouraged in other communities. 

Differences in access to material resources and persisting racial and 
ethnic segregation (Massey and Denton 1992) increase the likelihood 
that the test will have an racial, ethnic, social class, and cultural bias 
Standardized tests are social/cultural products themselves and measure 
different subsets of the population with varying degrees of accuracy and 
reliability. The more "general" the test the more likely it is to measure 
social resources and to reflect discrimination. The more specific the test 
and the more job related the less likely it is to contain racial biases and to 
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arbitrarily screen out good candidates. In their paper Hotz and Tienda 
state that, 

Our findings showing that race and ethnic variation in the transition 
to employment can be reversed or eliminated after adjusting for 
differences in AFQT scores and family background is both provoca- 
tive and problematic. If the AFQT measure is truly an index of 
scholastic and/or job-related aptitudes, then prior studies that failed 
to consider this influence on school departures and employment 
transitions may have misrepresented the significance of race. If, on 
the other hand, the AFQT index is capturing racial biases in the test 
itself, then our interpretation about its success in tapping ability 
differences among groups is inappropriate. Until we can answer 
these questions satisfactorily, our findings about racial and ethnic 
differences must be regarded as tentative. However, our results un- 
derscore the urgency of scrutinizing the AFQT index and investigat- 
ing how the use of this performance measure might be adapted to 
employment decisions in the civilian sector (1994:31). 

Our results indicating that the AFQT is a measure of family and school 
level material resources and social investments on individual develop- 
ment and exposure to the values and networks of the majority group 
caution strongly against using the AFQT for any specific employment 
decisions. The AFQT is a general knowledge test, which makes it quite 
useless for evaluating potential performance in a large number of jobs. 
Moreover, given that there are differences in the AFQT within educa- 
tional categories, using the AFQT as a screening device will have the 
effect of disproportionately excluding minorities for consideration for 
specific positions. The fact that there is a strong social presumption that 
the AFQT measures "ability" should call for extra caution when using 
this or any other standardized test without the appropriate tests of reli- 
ability and validity and without appropriate controls against social class, 
racial, ethnic or cultural bias not related to performance on the job. 

Standardized Tests and Their Relation to Other Outcomes 

Standardized tests such as the AFQT have been put to many uses and 
misuses. Herrnstein and Murray (1994), for example, related scores on 
the AFQT (what they consider to be intelligence) to a large number of 
socio-economic outcomes such as teenage marriage, having children out 
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of wedlock, and crime. Their basic contention is that "low ability" indi- 
viduals, as determined by the AFQT, are associated with the worst val- 
ues, behaviors, and outcomes. The most common use of the AFQT is as 
an "ability" control in models of earnings determination (Cameron and 
Heckman 1992; Farkas and Vicknair 1996; Neal and Johnson 1996; 
O'Neill, 1990) or employment (Hotz and Tienda 1994). The results from 
this paper suggest that this is a very problematic interpretation since the 
AFQT is in large part a measure of access to material resources, social 
investments and exposure to the values, experiences and networks of the 
white upper middle class. 

Other researchers use the AFQT as a measure of schooling (Maxwell 
1995), school quality (Betts 1995), "the formal and informal instruction 
that someone has received and absorbed" (Fisher, Hout, et. al. 1996: 68), 
family, school, and psychological background variables (Rodgers and 
Spriggs 1996), and "exposure to the values and experiences of  the white 
middle class" (Maume, Cancio, and Evans 1996:561). Our results are 
consistent with these interpretations of the AFQT as a culturally biased 
measure of  access to material resources, social investments, and expo- 
sure to the culture of the majority group. The test can be used as an 
independent variable provided that the researcher is clear on what the test 
measures and the factors that are associated with scores on the test. Many 
independent variables are actually quite complex dependent variables 
and should be carefully and systematically analyzed before they are 
unreflexively used in further analysis. 

Standardized Tests and Racial~Ethnic Discrimination 

The recent controversy over The Bell Curve (Herrnstein and Murray 
1994; Jacoby and Glauberman 1995; Fisher, Hout, et. al. 1996) suggests 
the need for social scientists to be very careful when using standardized 
tests and when encouraging others to use them. Standardized tests reflect 
the cumulative effects of discrimination and are often used as a justifica- 
tion for further differentiation and stratification. The AFQT is a general 
test that captures access to resources and social investments and its use as 
a measure of "'ability" or "job potential" is quite problematic. The AFQT 
is also related to exposure to the values, experiences, and networks of  the 
white upper middle class and therefore has a racial, ethnic, social class, and 
cultural bias. If the test is used to make distinctions within years of 
schooling the result will be to increase discrimination and decrease mi- 
nority access to good jobs since within any grade African Americans, 
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Puerto Ricans, and Mexican Americans have lower AFQT scores than 
whites. There is no objective basis to use the AFQT as a general test in 
employment decisions since the validity and reliability of  the AFQT has 
not been assessed for the vast majority of civilian occupations and there 
is substantial research that questions the meaning, validity, reliability, 
and use of the test (Fisher, Hout, et. al. 1996; Maume, Cancio, and Evans 
1996; Mason 1997a; Rodgers and Spriggs 1996). 

C O N C L U S I O N  

In this paper I have shown that scores on the AFQT are a function of  
family and school level material resources and investments on individual 
development. The AFQT is not a measure of  "intelligence (IQ)," "abil- 
ity," or "cognitive skills." The AFQT is in large part a measure of access 
to material resources, social investments, and exposure to the values, 
experiences, and networks of the white upper middle class. 

In a recent paper, Jencks and Philips argue that the existing gap in test 
scores between African Americans and whites is both real and can be 
eliminated. They argue, however, that "old theories" are not going to be 
able to help narrow the gap. Instead they argue (Jencks and Philips1998a) 
for the development of new theories that 

Instead of looking mainly for resource differences between predomi- 
nantly black and predominantly white schools . . . .  concentrate on 
differences in the way black and white schools spend the resources 
available to t h e m . . .  Instead of  concentrating on whether teachers 
treat black and white children differently, successful theories will 
probably pay more attention to the way black and white children 
respond to the same classroom exper iences . . .  Instead of  emphasiz- 
ing families' economic and educational resources, successful theo- 
ries will probably pay more attention to the way family members 
and friends interact with one another and with the outside world. A 
good explanation of why white four-year-olds have bigger vocabu- 
laries than black four-year-olds is likely to focus on how much 
parents talk to their children, how they deal with their children's 
questions, and how they react when their children either learn or fail 
to learn something, not on how much money the parents have in the 
b a n k . . .  

While how much parents have in the bank is not the only relevant factor, 
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it appears to be a central one. Also, notice how Jencks and Philips (1998 
a and 1998b) argue that the problem lies in how white and black schools 
spend resources, how black and white children respond differently and 
how the cultural environment of black children deprives them of the 
kinds of  interaction and development of vocabulary and other skills that 
they need to do well on standardized tests. Jenks and Philips (1998a and 
1998b) put new language to the same old bankrupt theories that blame 
minority administrators, teachers, parents, and ultimately, children, for 
the failures of the school system and for the existing educational gaps. 

The results presented in this paper indicate that the individual, family 
and school level variables included in our models explain at least 40 
percent of the variation in scores on the AFQT. There is substantial 
variation left to "explain." I argue that a large part of  the unexplained 
variation is due to unmeasured differences in family, school, and com- 
munity-level resources. This research suggests that a fruitful avenue of  
inquiry is to investigate with other methods the mechanisms whereby 
discriminatory distribution of  material and other resources in families 
and in schools lead to lower scores on standardized tests. Our research 
also suggest that social science data on the role of social structures and 
organizational characteristics and processes on socio-economic outcomes 
should be collected more systematically. Theoretical work on how social 
structures, context, and public policies impact the distribution of social 
assets and material resources should lead to more rigorous data collection 
and to the development of testable empirical propositions and models. 

While there is still some controversy over the importance of "skill" for 
labor market outcomes (Ferguson 1995; Levy and Murnane 1996; Mason 
1997c; Murnane, Willett, and Levy 1995) it appears that the evidence 
indicates that measured skill differentials do not account for the black 
and white wage gap (Darity and Mason 1998). This search, however, has 
not addressed dif ferences in test scores caused by differences in material 
resources, barriers to access, and differences in treatment within educa- 
tional and training institutions. Other research (see Darity and Mason 
1998) has addressed differences in how skills for particular jobs are 
evaluated at any level of the distribution and racial and ethnic differences 
in levels of compensation for individuals with similar levels of education 
and skill. This research has found that there are differences in discrimina- 
tion from pre-market and skill acquisition, skill assessment, labor force 
entry, labor market mobility, to employment compensation (Cancio, Evans, 
and Maume 1996; Mason, 1997a, 1997b; Rodgers and Spriggs 1996; 
Darity and Mason 1998). The main issue at this point is not so much how 
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to isolate discrimination and assign it to any one of  these parts of the 
process (pre or post market) but, rather, how a close look at existing 
research reveals that discrimination is still very much ubiquitous, exists 
at every stage of  the process, and its effects are cumulative and impact 
subsequent stages of the life course. 

In a recent speech, Dr. Richard Atkinson, the president of  the Univer- 
sity of  California, announced that the UC system would no longer use the 
SAT in admissions. His decision came after observing a class and notic- 
ing how students were being taught to the test. This decision was wel- 
comed in certain quarters that are afraid of the negative pedagogical and 
social effects of high stakes testing and chastised among others for whom 
test scores are synonymous with "high standards." Scores on tests like 
the AFQT are a tool for racial and ethnic segregation and stratification 
because they are in large part a measure of the influence of unequally 
distributed material resources and social investments on the capacity of  
individuals to solve particular reading, writing, and arithmetic problems 
and because they also reflect exposure to white upper-middle class val- 
ues. This suggests two things: First, that more work needs to be done to 
identify and eliminate the biases in these tests. And, second, that both the 
distribution of raw scores and racial disparities in the part of the test that 
measures the capacity to solve particular reading, writing, and arithmetic 
problems can be changed by increased access to social investments and 
material resources in low-income families, in poor schools, and in the 
communities where they are located. Differences in test scores can be 
evened to the extent that differences in the resources and processes that 
produce them are also equalized. 
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N O T E S  

1. See also Appendix 3 of The Bell Curve titled "Technical Issues Regarding the 
Armed Forces Qualification Test as a Measure of IQ." 

2. The reference to Cameron and Heckman is "The Role of Family, Labor Mar- 
kets and Public Policy in Accounting for Minority Schooling Attainment." Depart- 
ment of Economics, The University of Chicago: Unpublished Manuscript. 

3. A third possibility is that these coefficients reflect "innate differences in abil- 
ity" that remain after controlling for socio-economic background (Herrnstein and 
Murray, 1994: Chapter 13). 

4. The NLSY collected some data at the SMSA and County level. I included a 
number of geographic level variables such as income levels, poverty rates, propor- 
tion high school graduate, proportion college graduate, ethnic composition of the 
area in some of the equations but these variables (with the exception of proportion of 
college graduates in some models) never reached statistical significance, 
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