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Does Estimated Family Financial Contribution Correlate with SAT/ACT Scores of Texas FFA Scholarship Recipients?
Introduction/Need for Research
For years, professional educators and psychologists have searched for a link between a student’s family income and his or her college admissions exam score. Millions of people in the U.S. take post-secondary admissions tests such as the SAT, ACT, GRE, LSAT, MCAT, and GMAT each year (Sackett, Kuncel, Arneson, Cooper, and Waters, 2009). “A common assertion among test critics is that test scores used for high-stakes decisions (e.g., college admission) measure nothing more than socioeconomic status (SES),” (Sackett et al., 2009, p. 1). These same test scores are also often used to make decisions about the awarding of scholarships, graduate assistantships, and other academic-based awards or privileges. The primary objective of this study was to determine whether a family’s estimated family contribution (EFC) has a positive relationship with the student’s score(s) on the SAT and/or ACT.

Theoretical Framework
Boxer, Goldstein, DeLorenzo, Savoy, and Mercado (2010) studied “the predictive role of socioeconomic status and academic achievement in the academic aspiration-expectation discrepancy” (p. 611). Previous research has shown that academic levels vary according to parents’ respective socioeconomic status (Moller, Stearns, Potochnick, and Southworth, 2011). This research sought to find a link between socioeconomic status and a student’s academic achievements as shown on standardized test scores. One could look to find a correlation between students’ EFC and his or her test scores. Students with more resources at their disposal are thought to perform better because educational resources should be more readily available to them (Okpala, Okpala, and Smith, 2001). In addition, one would expect to see a positive relationship between EFC and SAT/ACT scores. Prior research has indicated that students who have more resources available to them tend to do better on standardized tests as, “a portion of students’ high school achievement scores is determined by students’ ability and family background, and characteristics that exist before they enter high school,” (Moller et al., 2011, p. 672).

Methodology
	The data set was provided by the Texas FFA Association. Information in the data set included: class rank, class size, ACT score, SAT score, un-weighted GPA, EFC, ethnicity, and gender of 246 high school seniors that were chosen for Texas FFA Association scholarships in 2011. This information was used to score an application in the most objective way possible. Class rank was measured by a student’s GPA versus other classmates; class size indicated the number of students in a given applicant’s class; ACT scores are on a composite scale of 1 to 36, and SAT scores are based on a composite score of 600 to 2400. The un-weighted GPA reflects the student’s overall performance in classes on a scale from one to four. The Estimated Family Contribution was derived from the student’s Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). This data was coded using the national FAFSA scoring standards on Pell grant eligibility. A student with a score of 0 to 100 is full Pell eligible, 101 to 5273 is partial Pell eligible, 5274 to 21976 is ineligible for Pell but eligible for a need-based loan, and scores of 21977 and up are unsubsidized and PLUS (Parent Loan for Undergraduate Students) loan eligible only. EFC was coded as a nominal variable used to classify need level. ACT and SAT were scale variables, as they represent actual scores on standardized tests and there was an actual testing scale used to interpret performance. 
Results and Findings
The initial descriptive statistics showed no significant changes in test scores between EFC groups for the ACT and SAT. After running an ANOVA and post-hoc tests there were two significant changes between groups having taken the SAT. The Tukey post hoc test showed a significant difference (p = .041) between the Need Base Loan/No Pell group and the Full Pell Eligible group. LSD showed a significant difference (p = .008) between the Full Pell Eligible group and the Need Base Loan/No Pell group. For these two groups, researchers rejected the hypothesis that EFC and SAT scores are correlated. This finding agreed with other research findings that, “socioeconomic status (SES) has an artificial and irrelevant effect on test scores” (Sackett et al., 2009, p. 1). 

Conclusions

Based on the statistics, there is very little to no correlation between Estimated Family Contribution and a student’s score on the ACT or SAT. “If SES inflates both test scores and grades of high-SES students and deflates both test scores and grades of low-SES students, then a test that is, in fact, completely invalid as a predictor of academic performance will appear valid as a result of the common effects of SES on both test and grades” (Sackett et al., 2009, p. 1). Only two groups of SAT test takers showed a significant difference in test scores: the Full Pell Eligible and the Need Base Loan/No Pell groups. The average score overall from group to group was very similar, ranging from 24.79 to 26.39 for the ACT, and 1656.76 to 1770.50 for the SAT. In short, the lower income students performed better on the ACT than middle- and high-income students.  Higher income students performed better on the SAT than low- and middle-income students.  Overall, one can conclude from this research that student achievement is not correlated with Estimated Family Contribution.

Implications and Recommendations

This study has shown that for Texas FFA scholarship recipients, a student’s level of financial support for college, as measured by the FAFSA Expected Family Contribution, is not correlated with ACT and SAT measures, commonly used or interpreted as predictors of success in post-secondary educational programs. From this, one can imply that low-income students are just as likely to perform well on college entrance exams as students from higher income families if they are actively involved in Agricultural Education.
It is recommended that research such as this be repeated each year. Furthermore, the standards for awarding Texas FFA scholarships may need to be reevaluated as wealthy students are receiving scholarships and do not have the financial need.  
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