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Can Educators Find a Way to Break the Iron Triangle 

of SAT Score Predictability? 
 

The release of SAT scores this week attracted little attention.  Average scores in North 
Carolina dropped 1 point from last year; national scores also dropped one point.  While North 
Carolina has moved from near the bottom (48th out of 50 states in 1990) to only 10 points below 
average, the State remains below average in almost all categories – ethnic comparisons, income 
comparisons, etc.  Albeit, it has made larger SAT gains than all but one other state in the union.   
 

If one digs deeper into SAT test-taking results, however, one finds patterns that raise 
disturbing questions about education’s ability to pull all young people up to higher levels of 
achievement. 
 

The Department of Public Instruction’s 2009 SAT Report graphically presents data that 
has become depressingly repetitive.  When one breaks down the scores of SAT test takers, race, 
parental education levels and parental income in almost all cases are accurate predictors of how 
young people will fare on the test widely used to determine college admission.   
 

With very few exceptions, the demographics of a school system’s population mirror the 
SAT scores of test takers.  Districts largely composed of minority students who come from low-
income families with low levels of educational attainment score the lowest.  Districts whose 
student population is largely made up of white, middle class families with above-average levels 
of education score the highest.  End of story; or, does it have to be? 
 

That is the question facing not only North Carolina educators but educators across the 
country.  It is a question that looms large for states like North Carolina that have large numbers 
of minority students and students living in poverty.   
 
 



SAT Score Predictability (cont’d) 
 

Category  N.C. 2009  U.S. Average 
    Sat Scores  2009 Sat Scores 
 
Asian American    1075        1103 
White      1063        1064   
Hispanic      963          915 
American Indian     913          979  
Black       855          855 
 

Further evidence of the predictability strength of the factors in the Iron Triangle (i.e., 
race, parental income & educational levels) can be found when looking at SAT scores of students 
growing up in households in North Carolina and around the country with varying income levels.   
 

 
Source: DPI’s The North Carolina 2009 SAT report 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



SAT Score Predictability (cont
 
Closer to home, the map below shows the degree to which the iron triangle of race, 

parental income and parental educational 
Students in counties shaded in red scored below 900 on the math/language portion of their SAT 
tests – that is 900 out of a possible 1600, or 116 below the national average SAT score.
 
Red = Less than 900 
Light Blue = 910 to 950 
Blue/Green = 960 to 1020 
Orange = Greater than 1020 
 

 
If one examines the map more closely, it becomes painfully clear that almost all of the 

low-scoring counties are also counties with:
 

·  High percentages of minority 
·  High percentages of unemployment or under
·  Low levels of adult educational attainment.
·  Few job opportunities and, in many cases, a declining population base.

 
  Conversely, if one looks at the counties shaded in 
are above the national average --
 

·  Have above-average income and real estate wealth.
·  Have an adult population with above average educational attainment levels.
·  Have strong economies that are growing and a

 
County averages, however, can mask dramatic differences between high schools.  In 

Mecklenburg County as an example, high school scores range from 1125 in Myers Park High 
School to 863 at West Mecklenburg High School.  The differ
triangle of race, parental income and parental educational levels.  

SAT Score Predictability (cont’d) 

Closer to home, the map below shows the degree to which the iron triangle of race, 
parental income and parental educational attainment mirror educational results in North Carolina.  
Students in counties shaded in red scored below 900 on the math/language portion of their SAT 

that is 900 out of a possible 1600, or 116 below the national average SAT score.

If one examines the map more closely, it becomes painfully clear that almost all of the 
scoring counties are also counties with: 

High percentages of minority students. 
High percentages of unemployment or under-employment. 
Low levels of adult educational attainment. 
Few job opportunities and, in many cases, a declining population base. 

Conversely, if one looks at the counties shaded in orange – counties where S
-- he/she will typically find counties that: 

average income and real estate wealth. 
Have an adult population with above average educational attainment levels.
Have strong economies that are growing and attracting jobs and people. 

County averages, however, can mask dramatic differences between high schools.  In 
Mecklenburg County as an example, high school scores range from 1125 in Myers Park High 
School to 863 at West Mecklenburg High School.  The difference?  Once again, it’s the iron 
triangle of race, parental income and parental educational levels.   

Closer to home, the map below shows the degree to which the iron triangle of race, 
attainment mirror educational results in North Carolina.  

Students in counties shaded in red scored below 900 on the math/language portion of their SAT 
that is 900 out of a possible 1600, or 116 below the national average SAT score. 

 

If one examines the map more closely, it becomes painfully clear that almost all of the 

counties where SAT scores 

Have an adult population with above average educational attainment levels. 
 

County averages, however, can mask dramatic differences between high schools.  In 
Mecklenburg County as an example, high school scores range from 1125 in Myers Park High 

ence?  Once again, it’s the iron 



SAT Score Predictability (cont’d) 
 

If there is good news to be found in the new SAT data it is that there are a handful of 
districts that don’ t fit the iron triangle of predictability model.  Asheville City, for instance, 
serves a large minority and low-income population but is one of the highest scoring SAT systems 
in the state.  The challenge for educators is to look at lessons that can be learned from systems 
like Asheville that are beating the odds and proving that educators can make a difference in the 
performance of all young people.  The challenge beyond that is to replicate practices that are 
enabling young people to break the grip of predictability. 
 

DPI’s thorough, albeit troubling, assessment of SAT scores can be accessed by going to 
http://www.ncpublicschools.org/docs/newsroom/news/2009-10/0825/sat-report-final.pdf . 

 
 

Wide Variation in SAT Scores at UNC Colleges 
 

Another piece of data from this year’s analysis of SAT scores shows wide variation 
between the SAT scores of students enrolling in public and private colleges and universities in 

North Carolina.   The listing below is not exhaustive.  It includes all of the UNC system colleges 
and universities, but Duke and Wake Forest are the only private schools shown.  

 
 

Source: The College Board (2009) and The North Carolina 2009 SAT Report 
 



New PDK/Gallup Poll on Schools Released 
 

Just-released results from the annual Gallup Poll on Public Attitudes Toward the Public 
Schools have some interesting findings: 
 

·  7 of 10 parents say they would like their child to become a teacher, the highest 
percentage in 30 years. 

·  Nearly two-thirds of the public now favors charter schools, although many are confused 
about how they work. 

·  74% believe there should be national standards for teacher certification and 72% favor 
merit pay, with support coming from both Republicans and Democrats. 

·  A majority (66%) approval of annual tests in Grades 3 through 8, but support for No 
Child Left Behind has lessened considerably.  28% now view NCLB favorably while 
48% view it unfavorably. 

 
The PDK/Gallup Poll has tracked public opinion on education each year since 1969.  The 

survey was taken in June by 1,000 adults. 
 
 

More on the SATs . . . 
 

In the never-ending debate over Wake County’s diversity policies for student 
assignments, there are frequent comparisons between school performance in Wake County when 
compared to Mecklenburg County which has returned to a neighborhood student assignment plan 
that concentrates low-income students in schools that are frequently low-performing.  The latest 
volley in the debate came from a Friday Report reader who would prefer to remain nameless.  It 
is in reaction to the recently-released SAT scores and has food for thought. 
 
A Letter to the Editor . . . 
 
“ Compare Wake County to Mecklenburg.  It’s amazing that anyone would say that Mecklenburg 
is doing things better (or even the same) with its “ neighborhood schools”  approach rather than 
the diversity program Wake County has.   
 
Wake beats Mecklenberg in every single category, whether you look at the scores on a school-
by-school basis or across the board.  Most importantly, Wake only has four of its large, general 
population HS’s that have SAT scores below 1000 (none below 900).  And in every one of those 
low scoring Wake HS’s, at least 50% of eligible-students took the test.  6 out of 18 scored over 
1100.  14 out of 18 scored over 1000. 
 
In Mecklenburg, there are sixteen large general population HS’s, and five of them scored below 
900 and another six scored below 1000.  Only two large HS’s scored over 1100 (Myers Park and 
Providence. Surprise, surprise).  All of the low scoring HS’s in Mecklenburg tested well below 
50% of the eligible-students with one only testing 35%.   Only 5 out of 16 scored over 1000. 
 



More on the SATs (cont’d) 
 

I know SAT’s are not good scores to compare because not everyone takes them.  However, I do 
think that the SAT is some indicator of how HS’s are doing for their college prep students.  I 
would love to see somebody create maps of Wake and Meck that show the pockets of home prices 
and SAT scores to see if there is any correlation and to show how well-performing Wake County 
schools are across the entire county as opposed to isolated pockets in the rich neighborhoods.  
Wake County has desirable neighborhoods all over the county that are served by well-
performing high schools.  I wonder how that compares to Mecklenburg.”  

- � � � � � � � � � ����
 

 

NC CAP Initiative Unveils Afterschool Training Database 
 

The North Carolina Center for Afterschool Programs (NC CAP), in partnership with over 
22 state and local organizations, announces the release of the state’s first centralized, online 
statewide database on afterschool trainings and professional development opportunities.  
Afterschool staff and directors can access the database to identify area trainings and plan staff 
professional development.  The new website features a user-friendly, searchable catalog of 
trainings that users can sort by geographical region, training competency, skill level of staff 
member, provider of training, and more.   
 

Visit http://www.ncafterschooltraining.com to view the Professional Development 
Training Database.   First-time users can download a “User’s Guide,”  available on the website.  
 

The database is a product of a statewide initiative led by NC CAP, NCSU 4-H Youth 
Development and the NC Afterschool Coalition over the past year.  Other member representation 
on the group includes the major public and private afterschool providers, state agencies, 
afterschool member associations, community college system, and the early childhood 
movement.  The group is working to create a comprehensive professional development system 
that will motivate afterschool staff to increase their level of education, and in turn, the level of 
quality care they provide.   
 

Among the group’s initiatives is the development of tiered afterschool staff 
competencies, which are modeled after leading national examples, including the Mott 
Foundation, National Afterschool Association, US Military School-Age Competencies, and the 
Kansas/Missouri Statewide Afterschool Networks.  The group is collaborating with two and 
four-year colleges to infuse the staff competencies into school-age coursework, gather feedback 
from faculty, and create a formal statewide school-age certificate.    
 

Upcoming work includes regional focus groups on the competencies at the October 
NCaeyc conference in Raleigh, as well as gathering additional feedback through online surveys, 
conference calls, and in-person meetings with afterschool staff and other stakeholders.  Contact 
Jamie Knowles at jknowles@ncforum.org or (919) 781-6833 ext. 115 for more information.   

 



National News… 
 

U.S. Schools Urged to Prepare for Swine Flu Absences 
 

U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan is warning schools to be ready with hard-copy 
packets and online lessons to keep learning goings even if swine flu sickens large numbers of 
students.  Speaking at an elementary school in Washington on their first day of classes, Secretary 
Duncan released recommendations on how educators can ensure instruction continues should the 
virus cause high absenteeism or school closings. 

 
Duncan said schools should evaluate what materials they have available for at-home 

learning.  The latest guidance provides more details on methods schools could use including 
distributing recorded classes on podcasts and DVDs; creating take-home packets with up to 12 
weeks of printed class material; or holding live classes via conference calls or webinars. 

 
Joining the Secretary were representatives from several technology companies and 

publishers, such as Apple, Microsoft and Pearson, which are working with the Education 
Department to offer print and online resources, some of which could be free to schools severely 
affected by swine flu.   
 
 
Did You Know… 
 
 

The State Board of Community Colleges© policy committee has drafted a new policy that 
would allow for the admission of illegal immigrants into the state©s community colleges. Under 
the policy, undocumented immigrants could be eligible for admission if they graduated from a 
U.S. high school. The immigrant students would have to pay out-of-state rates of about $7,000 a 
year. Lawful U.S. residents would have priority when classrooms are crowded. A vote by the full 
community colleges board isn©t expected until next month©s meeting. The country©s third-largest 
community college system has changed its illegal immigrant admission policy four times since 
2000. The latest look comes as laid-off workers fill classrooms. 
 
 
Forum News… 
 

Call for EPFP Applications – Last Day for Applications~ 
 

Only four spots remain in this year’s class of fellows for the Forum©s Education Policy 
Fellowship Program (EPFP). The ten month seminar program meets weekly on Tuesday night 
from 5:30 to 8:30 pm from September 15, 2009, to May 11, 2010. The program addresses issues 
related to policy and leadership development.  

 
 



Call for EPFP Applications (cont’d) 
 

Confirmed speakers/presenters for this fall’s program include: Dr. Jim Johnson, Urban 
Investment Strategies Center, Kenan Flagler Business School; Rob Christensen, author of The 
Paradox of Tar Heel Politics: The Personalities, Elections, and Events that Shaped North 
Carolina Politics; and Wake County Superior Court Judge Howard Manning Jr. 

 
 The program seeks high energy individuals committed to enhancing their professional 
career through networking and exploring leadership and policy in the "real" world. An 
application may be obtained at the Forum©s website. Go to www.ncforum.org and click on EPFP. 
Apply today!  Final application deadline is today, August 28th! 
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