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Preface

The purpose of the project “The Use of Standardized Scores in Officer Career Management 
and Selection” was to examine how the use of standardized test scores in selection decisions 
can affect the representation of racial/ethnic minorities in key officer career fields. Because we 
were not able to obtain data essential to directly examine this issue, this technical report pres-
ents key considerations regarding the use of standardized tests in selection decisions, including 
predictive validity, bias, and adverse impact. It also documents how standardized tests are cur-
rently being used by the Department of Defense in selecting applicants into officer commis-
sioning programs, into key career fields, and for promotion, based on information we were able 
to collect in fiscal year (FY) 2009–2010. In Appendix A, we also provide an overview of recent 
research examining the predictive validity and mean score racial/ethnic group differences on 
each of the standardized tests we identified. In Appendix B, we present questions for consider-
ation by the services. Together, the report with its appendixes provides a foundation for future 
work examining the use of standardized tests in officer selection decisions and the impact that 
their use could have on the representation of racial/ethnic minorities in key officer career fields. 
Related RAND research has yielded the following publications:

•	 Beth J. Asch, Christopher Buck, Jacob Alex Klerman, Meredith Kleykamp, and David 
S. Loughran, Military Enlistment of Hispanic Youth: Obstacles and Opportunities, Santa 
Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, MG-773-OSD, 2009

•	 Beth  J. Asch, Paul Heaton, and Bogdan Savych, Recruiting Minorities: What Explains 
Recent Trends in the Army and Navy?  Santa Monica, Calif.:  RAND Corporation, 
MG-861-OSD, 2009

•	 Chaitra M. Hardison, Carra S. Sims, and Eunice C. Wong, The Air Force Officer Quali-
fying Test: Validity, Fairness, and Bias, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, TR-
744-AF, 2010

•	 M. Rebecca Kilburn, Lawrence M. Hanser, and Jacob Alex Klerman, Estimating AFQT 
Scores for National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS) Respondents, Santa Monica, 
Calif.: RAND Corporation, MR-818-OSD/A, 1998

•	 Nelson Lim, Jefferson P. Marquis, Kimberly Curry Hall, David Schulker, and Xiaohui 
Zhuo, Officer Classification and the Future of Diversity Among Senior Military Leaders: A 
Case Study of the Army ROTC, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, TR-731-OSD, 
2009

•	 Bruce R. Orvis, Michael Childress, and J. Michael Polich, Effect of Personnel Quality on 
the Performance of Patriot Air Defense System Operators, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND 
Corporation, R-3901-A, 1992
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•	 John D. Winkler, Judith C. Fernandez, and J. Michael Polich, Effect of Aptitude on the 
Performance of Army Communications Operators, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corpora-
tion, R-4143-A, 1992.

This research was sponsored by the Office of the Secretary of Defense, Office of Diver-
sity Management and Equal Opportunity (ODMEO), and conducted within the Forces and 
Resources Policy Center of the RAND National Defense Research Institute, a federally funded 
research and development center sponsored by the Office of the Secretary of Defense, the Joint 
Staff, the Unified Combatant Commands, the Navy, the Marine Corps, the defense agencies, 
and the defense Intelligence Community. 

For more information on the RAND Forces and Resources Policy Center, see 
http://www.rand.org/nsrd/ndri/centers/frp.html or contact the director (contact information 
is provided on the web page).

http://www.rand.org/nsrd/ndri/centers/frp.html
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Summary

The U.S. armed forces have long recognized the importance of selecting and promoting the 
most qualified individuals to serve as officers. Standardized test scores have helped military 
leaders assess, with a fair degree of reliability, the leadership potential and future performance 
of a large number of individuals at once. Currently, our research finds that the U.S. armed 
forces use a combination of 19  standardized tests for the purpose of selection into officer 
commissioning programs, for assignment to career fields, and for commissioning.1 The tests 
generally fall into two broad categories: those that gauge level of knowledge or aptitude and 
those that gauge level of physical fitness. As for promotion, we do not find evidence indicating 
required use of standardized test scores.

This report provides an overview of how these tests are used as part of a broader selection 
system for each of the services at different points in an officer’s career. The report also provides 
a discussion of key issues that should be considered when using standardized tests, including 
the relationship between a particular type of standardized test, aptitude tests, and racial/ethnic 
group differences, which could affect minority representation within the officer corps. 

This study began with a review of the available literature on what and how standard-
ized tests are used in the military, including peer-review published articles and reports on 
military testing and relevant literature in industrial and organizational psychology and edu-
cational testing. We also used Department of Defense and service policy documents, both 
online and printed, to identify standardized tests currently in use to select applicants for 
officer commissioning programs; branch, specialty, or job assignment; commissioning; and 
promotion. Finally, we obtained information and verified data through discussions with ser-
vice representatives responsible for developing these tests or using them to inform selection 
decisions.

The Military Uses Standardized Testing as Part of Assessing the Whole 
Person at Various Points Along an Officer’s Career Path

Overall, we found that standardized test scores are only one part of the military’s holistic or 
“whole person” approach to assessing individuals for entrance into officer commissioning pro-
grams and key career fields. Interviews, performance evaluations, academic grade point aver-
age (GPA), and recommendations are also factored into final selections and appointments. The 

1 Note that, in this report, the terms test, standardized test, measure, and assessment are used interchangeably. Although 
they are separate tests, we count all standardized tests given in the Marine Corps’s Basic School (TBS) as a single test in the 
number reported here.
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types of standardized tests used also vary according to each decision point and by each service. 
Without data, we were unable to empirically examine the extent to which standardized tests 
affect selection decisions. However, according to the information available to us, standard-
ized tests appear to play a large role in selection into officer commissioning programs and for 
selection into aviation careers in each of the services but not for other careers, commissioning, 
or promotion. What tests are utilized at different major selection points is reviewed in full in 
Chapter Three of the report. Appendix A provides a brief overview of each test and documents 
research examining the predictive validity and mean racial/ethnic group differences in scores 
for each of the tests we identified. 

Although the RAND team was able to determine what standardized tests were called for 
by each service at each career decision point, due to our inability to fill some information gaps 
for some of the commissioning sources, some uncertainties remain as to how standardized test 
scores are used in various selection decisions and how they function as part of the larger selec-
tion system. In particular, we could not find direct answers to the following critical questions 
for certain selection processes:

•	 What other factors, in addition to standardized test scores, are considered as part of 
the selection decision for officer commissioning programs and branch, specialty, or job 
assignment?

•	 What weight do standardized test scores and other factors carry in the selection decision 
for officer commissioning programs and branch, specialty, or job assignment?

•	 How often are tests waived, for whom, and under what circumstances? Is there a replace-
ment for these tests?

The difficulty in finding answers to these questions is likely due to a lack of publicly avail-
able information or published material on these selection processes and requirements. To help 
fill in these remaining information gaps for research and public information and to promote 
greater transparency regarding selection decisions, we suggest that the Office of the Secretary 
of Defense (OSD) ask the services to provide detailed specifics on their selection systems. 
Toward that end, this report includes a list of questions for the services and officer commis-
sioning sources (Appendix B).
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

The U.S. Department of Defense (DoD), like other employers, uses a range of tools to select 
qualified applicants for admission to officer commissioning programs, specialized training, 
and career advancement opportunities in the U.S. armed forces. Among these tools are stan-
dardized tests, which have a long history of use in the U.S. military. In fact, the Army, in 
its effort to rapidly screen individuals for eligibility to serve in the military, made the first 
wide-scale use of standardized tests (in this case, intelligence quotient, or IQ, tests) in World 
War I. In the decades that followed, the U.S. armed forces rapidly expanded the variety and 
use of standardized tests not only to screen for eligible recruits but also to determine mastery 
of knowledge and skills by military personnel and potential for success in training programs.1

This use of standardized tests has raised some concerns and criticism, however, particu-
larly regarding the use of standardized aptitude tests, considering that research shows that 
aptitude test scores tend to show significant racial/ethnic group differences. Specifically, studies 
show that, on average, blacks and Hispanics tend to score lower than their white counterparts.2

Thus, critics assert that a heavy reliance on standardized aptitude tests in selection decisions 
could negatively affect the racial/ethnic diversity of officers, as well as minority representation 
in certain career fields. Nevertheless, research also finds that well-developed standardized apti-
tude tests are the best single predictor of future performance, resulting in what is known as a 
diversity-validity dilemma.3

The original goal of this study was, therefore, to examine how the use of standardized 
test scores (aptitude tests and other types of standardized tests) in selection decisions can affect 
the representation of racial/ethnic minorities in key officer career fields. However, we were not 
able to obtain essential data from the services to directly examine this issue. Therefore, this 
report utilizes information we were able to collect to build a foundation for future studies by 
documenting how standardized test scores are used by the services in selecting applicants for 
entrance into officer commissioning programs; branch, specialty, or occupation assignments; 
commissioning; and promotion opportunities. We also discuss key considerations regarding 
the use of standardized tests in selection decisions, including predictive validity, bias, and 
adverse impact. In Appendix A, we provide an overview of recent research examining the pre-
dictive validity and mean score racial/ethnic group differences on each of the standardized tests 
we identified as being in current use by the services. 

1 Edwards, 2006.
2 Sackett, Borneman, and Connelly, 2008.
3 Pyburn, Ployhart, and Kravitz, 2008.
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Study Scope and Research Method

This report covers all five services: Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard. 
We focused on standardized tests that are explicitly called for by DoD or the services for 
use in selection of applicants into officer commissioning programs; branch, specialty, or job 
assignments; commissioning; and promotion opportunities. Officer commissioning programs 
include the Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) programs, officer candidate schools 
(OCSs) or Officer Training School (OTS), and the service academies.4 Although ROTC is the 
largest source of commissioning officers, the importance of other commissioning sources is not 
insignificant. Also, the Marine Corps does not have its own ROTC program or service acad-
emy and instead utilizes the Navy’s programs. As a result, the majority of officer accessions for 
the Marine Corps come from its OCS programs.5 Similarly, the Coast Guard does not have a 
ROTC program, relying instead on the U.S. Coast Guard Academy (USCGA) and its OCS 
for officer production.

This research began with a review of the available literature on what and how standard-
ized tests are being used in the military. Our literature review included peer-reviewed pub-
lished articles and reports on military testing and relevant literature in industrial and organiza-
tional psychology and educational testing. We also utilized DoD and service policy documents 
and online and printed resources from each of the services to identify the standardized tests 
currently used to select applicants for officer commissioning programs; branch, specialty, or job 
assignments; commissioning; and promotion opportunities. Finally, we obtained information 
and verified the data through discussions with service representatives responsible for develop-
ing the standardized tests or using them to inform selection decisions.

Organization of This Report

This report contains four chapters. Chapter Two provides an overview of standardized tests 
and considerations for their use in personnel selection in general. Chapter Three presents our 
findings on what standardized tests are currently used by the services and how the test scores 
are used in selection decisions. Finally, Chapter Four presents our conclusions. This report also 
contains two appendixes. Appendix A provides an overview of each standardized test currently 
being used by the services and discusses research on the predictive validity and racial/ethnic 
group differences for each test. Appendix B then provides a list of questions relevant to each of 
the services regarding key information gaps that remain in understanding their selection sys-
tems and the role of standardized tests.

4 As is explained in detail in Chapter Three, this report does not cover direct commissioned officers because they are not 
required to enter officer commissioning programs before they are given commissions in the military. Further, the only stan-
dardized test required for direct commission applicants is a service-specific physical fitness test. 
5 Other than those who commission via the U.S. Naval Academy, all officer candidates must complete commissioning 
programs at the Marine Corps OCS. These courses or programs can last between six and 12 weeks. For example, non–prior 
enlisted persons already holding a bachelor’s degree from an accredited institution can directly apply to enroll in the ten-
week commissioning program. By comparison, a student in his or her junior or senior undergraduate program can enroll in 
the ten-week Platoon Leaders Class during the summer and return to his or her university to complete the bachelor’s degree 
before gaining his or her commission. An undergraduate student in the Navy ROTC program who opts to join the Marine 
Corps must also complete a six-week program at OCS and complete his or her undergraduate program before he or she is 
commissioned. See Office of the Under Secretary of Defense, 2010, and U.S. Marine Corps, undated (b). 
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CHAPTER TWO

Use of Standardized Tests

This chapter presents a definition of standardized test, the criteria for what makes a good stan-
dardized test, and relevant issues regarding racial/ethnic group differences, bias, and adverse 
impact. We provide the information in this chapter given its relevance to understanding stan-
dardized tests in general, as well as due to the study’s original intent of focusing on minority 
representation. Published research related to these issues is then presented in Appendix A for 
each of the standardized tests we identified.

What Is a Standardized Test?

Commonly, the term standardized test is used to refer to tests measuring ability, aptitude, or 
achievement, such as the SAT exam.1 However, the definition of standardized test is actu-
ally much broader and encompasses any test in which individuals’ responses are scored and 
evaluated in a consistent manner.2 Therefore, testing experts also use the term standardized 
test to refer to measures of “attitudes, interests, personality, cognitive functioning, and mental 
health” that are scored and evaluated in a consistent manner.3 Throughout this report, we 
use this broader definition to examine the standardized tests currently being used by the ser-
vices. However, we find that the majority of the standardized tests identified measure level of 
aptitude. 

What Makes a Good Standardized Test?

For test scores to be useful in selecting the best possible candidates, a test must be both reliable 
and valid. Reliability refers to the extent to which a test is consistent, and validity refers to the 
extent to which a test is accurate at measuring the underlying construct, as well as the accurate-
ness of inferences made based on test data.

1 SAT is a registered trademark of the College Board.
2 American Educational Research Association, American Psychological Association, and National Council on Measure-
ment in Education Joint Committee on Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing, 1999.
3 American Educational Research Association, American Psychological Association, and National Council on Measure-
ment in Education Joint Committee on Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing, 1999. 



4    The Use of Standardized Scores in Officer Career Management and Selection

Reliability

When we say that a test is reliable, we mean that the test is free from random error and will 
produce similar results in repeated administrations. There are multiple ways to examine reli-
ability. One common way is to examine the consistency of individuals’ test scores over time. A 
reliable test is consistent and, through repetitions, maintains a level of score stability. Although 
test items (questions) and distracters (e.g., incorrect answers on a multiple-choice test) can 
change, a reliable test will evaluate the same set of abilities in the same way and produce a 
similar score over successive test administrations.4

Validity

Validity is the sine qua non of employment testing. Although the objective of this research was 
not to examine test validity specifically, validity is pertinent to this research and deserves our 
attention. In the selection context, researchers most often examine what is known as predictive
or criterion-related validity.5 It is the extent to which a predictor, such as test performance, is 
related to a criterion of interest. For example, given that the SAT exam is often used to select 
students for admission to college, one might be interested in knowing whether the SAT exam 
actually predicts how well students perform academically in college (e.g., academic grade point 
average [GPA]). Predictive validity in this case can be ascertained by examining the extent to 
which SAT exam scores are related to actual student GPA in college.

The most common way to assess predictive validity is to examine the correlation or 
degree of association between scores on the test and the criterion of interest (e.g., performance, 
turnover).6 Correlations range from –1 to 1, with a correlation at either end of this range indi-
cating that the test in question perfectly predicts the criterion of interest. A correlation of 0 
means that there is no relationship between the test score and the criterion of interest. In the 
selection context, correlations are generally expressed in positive terms (and therefore range 
from 0 to 1), such that, as a test score goes up, the criterion of interest, such as job performance, 
increases. In other words, better test scores are related to better job performance. The more 
strongly correlated (that is, the closer to 1) a test is with the criterion of interest, the more useful 
it is at predicting the criterion of interest, and the fewer mistakes it makes in prediction.

However, in practice, no test can predict perfectly. Many factors can influence the par-
ticular criterion of interest. As an example, job performance can be influenced by factors, such 
as workspace and equipment, management style, and workplace atmosphere, that are often 
beyond the control of the individual. As noted by Schmidt and Hunter in their analysis of the 
many decades of research on selection tools, a test with a correlation of about 0.5 is at the high 
end of potential validity.7 Further, even tests whose validity is lower (at or above 0.3) can be 
quite helpful and considerably lower the number of mistakes made in selection.

4 It is possible that learning can occur between the initial test period and the retest, resulting in a change in the “true 
score.” Therefore, this definition of reliability assumes that test scores will be similar as long as there has been no change in 
the “true score” or “performance level.”
5 N. Schmitt and Chan, 1998.
6 N. Schmitt and Chan, 1998.
7 Schmidt and Hunter, 1998.



Use of Standardized Tests    5

Racial/Ethnic Group Differences, Bias, and Adverse Impact

Although reliability and validity are two basic criteria in assessing the quality of standardized 
tests, experts have also called attention to the importance of being aware of potential racial/
ethnic group differences, bias, and adverse impact in the use of standardized tests.8

Racial/Ethnic Differences

Some well-known standardized tests, particularly aptitude tests, consistently show mean score 
racial/ethnic group differences. On average, Hispanics and blacks tend to have lower mean 
scores than whites have.9 Although an examination of gender difference is beyond the scope 
of the current study, it is important to note that there are also some differences by gender, 
with women often scoring slightly higher than men on verbal ability, and men scoring slightly 
higher than women on quantitative ability. However, variability has been observed in these 
gender differences across studies and subtests.10 Overall, the existence of these mean differences 
often leads to the question of whether standardized aptitude tests are biased or discriminate 
against racial/ethnic minorities.

Bias

Evidence of demographic differences alone does not mean that a test is biased. In a selection 
and staffing context, testing standards (e.g., see Standards for Educational and Psychological Test-
ing) indicate that bias is most commonly examined by considering the relationship between 
a test score and a criterion, such as job performance.11 Bias is present when test scores predict 
the criterion of interest (e.g., future performance) differently for one group than for another 
group.12 A test is considered to be biased against a group if it underpredicts how members of the 
group will perform in the future. In other cases, a test can actually favor members of a group 
and overpredict how members of that group will perform in the future. In general, research 
has found that well-developed standardized aptitude tests are not biased against racial/ethnic 
minorities.13

Adverse Impact

The Uniform Guidelines on Employee Selection Procedures were promulgated to provide 
employers with guidance on how to apply Title VII of the Civil Rights Act in their organi-
zations.14 Adverse or disparate impact is one type of discrimination that is addressed under 
Title VII, the federal law that prohibits most workplace harassment and discrimination in all 

8 For a more thorough treatment of these issues, with specific illustrations using the context of selection in the Air Force, 
see Hardison, Sims, and Wong, 2010.
9 Sackett, Schmitt, et al., 2001.
10 Sackett, Borneman, and Connelly, 2008.
11 American Educational Research Association, American Psychological Association, and National Council on Measure-
ment in Education Joint Committee on Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing, 1999.
12 Cleary, 1968.
13 Sackett, Schmitt, et al., 2001.
14 29 U.S.C. 1607.1–1607.18. Although Title VII may not apply to members of the U.S. armed forces, the services typically 
adhere to its guidance. Also, the armed services are required under the Fourteenth Amendment to give equal protection to 
all groups and individuals regardless of race (U.S. v. Virginia, 518 U.S. 515, 1996).
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private employers, state and local governments, and educational institutions with 15 or more 
employees.

Adverse impact is said to occur when an employment practice that appears neutral (i.e., 
shows no intent to discriminate) results in the proportion of applicants that is hired or accepted 
from a protected group being less than four-fifths (80 percent) of the proportion of applicants 
that is hired or accepted from the group with the highest selection rate (usually, white or male 
applicants). This is commonly termed the four-fifths rule.15 However, the existence of adverse 
or disparate impact does not mean that an organization is applying unlawfully discriminatory 
practices. Adverse impact is not considered unlawful discrimination if the selection measure 
can be demonstrated to be a valid predictor of an important job-related outcome, such as per-
formance. Thus, a test that results in adverse impact is still considered legal if it is supported 
by evidence that it is a significant predictor of important job-related outcomes and it can be 
shown that there is no equally effective but less discriminatory test available.16 In the case of 
well-developed standardized aptitude tests, although they show mean score racial/ethnic group 
differences, research has also found that they are the single best predictor of performance 
across a variety of different jobs.17 Therefore, the use of standardized aptitude tests does not 
generally violate Title VII.

Organizations have the right (and, one would argue, the responsibility, in the case of 
taxpayer-funded organizations, such as the military) to select the best people for the job. When 
a selection test can help make that selection decision more accurately, the organization can 
and should use it to do so. If it is possible to ameliorate the effects of group differences without 
sacrificing validity and subsequently incurring the expense of costly selection errors, the orga-
nization should also do so.

Standardized Tests Are Generally Used as Part of a Selection System

The foregoing discussion on the issues of standardized testing—in particular, the sections on 
racial/ethnic group differences, bias, and adverse impact—principally deals with standardized 
tests in isolation. However, standardized tests are not generally used in isolation but are part of 
a broader selection system. In fact, as the next chapter shows, the services all emphasize a holis-
tic or “whole person” approach in selection decisions, so that candidates are assessed based on 
several different factors, including standardized tests, along with interviews and performance 
evaluations. This whole-person approach also allows the services flexibility in their scoring sys-
tems by giving them the ability to adjust a total score up or down based on other qualitative 
information that might not be factored into the original quantitative scoring method. 

If a test is used together with other tools, it should also be examined together with these 
tools. For example, even if certain tools have been shown to be valid on their own, if these 
tools are paired with other tools whose validity is unknown, the validity of the entire system 
is unknown. Similarly, the weight each tool is given toward the final decision can significantly 
influence the overall validity and resulting racial/ethnic differences of the selection system as a 

15 29 U.S.C. 1607.1–1607.18.
16 Civil Rights Act of 1991, Pub. L. 102-166, 1991.
17 Schmidt and Hunter, 1998. 
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whole. Furthermore, using several different selection tools as part of a whole selection system 
can help ameliorate the potential adverse impact that often arises with the use of standardized 
aptitude tests. As discussed previously, the standardized tests used most commonly in selec-
tion decisions are aptitude tests because they have been found to be the single best predictor of 
future training success and job performance. They are also easy to administer and cost-effective 
for organizations that are dealing with a large number of applicants, such as the military.18

However, standardized aptitude tests tend to show racial/ethnic group differences, resulting 
in what is known as a diversity-validity dilemma.19 One suggested solution for addressing this 
dilemma is to supplement these tests with alternative selection tools, such as structured inter-
views, or noncognitive standardized tests, such as standardized personality measures, which 
produce less adverse impact but still have good predictive validity (although not as strong as 
aptitude tests).20 Therefore, it is important to examine not only the standardized tests used by 
the U.S. armed forces but also how these tests are used as part of a broader selection system. 

As previously indicated, we were not able to obtain data essential to assessing how the 
use of standardized tests by the services might be affecting the representation of racial/ethnic 
minorities in key career fields and the overall officer corps. Therefore, Chapter Three provides 
an overview of what standardized tests are currently being used by the services and how they 
are being used as part of a broader selection system, according to information we were able to 
collect. By doing so, this report builds a foundation for future research to examine representa-
tion issues. (Appendix A presents research on the predictive validity and racial/ethnic group 
differences for each test identified.)

18 Schmidt and Hunter, 1998.
19 Pyburn, Ployhart, and Kravitz, 2008.
20 One example of standardized personality measures is one that the Army is currently developing, the Tailored Adaptive 
Personality Assessment System (TAPAS), which could be used in selection decisions and would have less adverse impact. 
On the adverse impact and predictive validity of alternative selection tools, see Ployhart and Holtz, 2008.
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CHAPTER THREE

Current Use of Standardized Tests in the Armed Forces

This chapter presents what we found on what and how standardized tests are currently used in 
the services. Much of the information gathered has relied on secondary sources. Several service 
representatives verified the information collected and filled information gaps to complete the 
picture of what and how tests are used by the services.

The U.S. armed forces, with their need to assess large numbers of individuals at once, has 
a long history of standardized testing. Starting in World War I, there was a major attempt to 
incorporate mental testing into the Army selection process: About 1.8 million men took either 
the Alpha test, for those who were literate, or the Beta test, for those who were not literate or 
who were less fluent English speakers. Personality testing was also incorporated via the Wood-
worth Personality Data Sheet, and aptitude testing was used in officer selection. After World 
War I, testing was scaled down but continued for men of “uncertain literacy.”1

During World War II, standardized testing again gained widespread use. More than 
12 million soldiers and marines took the Army General Classification Test for classification 
and officer selection. This test assessed verbal, arithmetic, and spatial elements, and scores 
were numerical and categorical, similar to today’s Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery 
(ASVAB). The Army Ground and Service Forces required a minimum score for admission to 
their OCS, as did the Army Air Forces for flight officers, pilots, navigators, and bombardiers. 
The Army also used a psychomotor test in pilot selection.2 Finally, the Navy used the Navy 
General Classification Test, a group verbal test that aided the classification of 3 million sailors 
into jobs.3

In 1948, Congress passed the Selective Service Act, which mandated DoD to develop 
an aptitude screening test for use by all the services.4 DoD responded with the Armed Forces 
Qualification Test (AFQT), which contained questions testing vocabulary, arithmetic, spa-
tial relationships, and mechanical ability. Each branch of the military set its own minimum 
requirements. In 1976, the ASVAB, with the AFQT incorporated into it, began to be used by 
all of the services for selection.5 The ASVAB has evolved over the years, adding or subtracting 

1 Kevles, 1968.
2 Harrell, 1992.
3 Lewinski and Galway, 1945; Brodnick and Ree, 1997.
4 Pub. L. 80-759, 1948.
5 Moore, 2009.
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subtests.6 Other standardized tests designed to measure aptitude levels and relevant skills and 
knowledge have also been developed by the services for use in selection. 

Current Practices in Standardized Testing

The information we collected suggests that a combination of 19 standardized tests is used by 
the U.S. armed forces for various selection decisions throughout an officer’s career.7 The tests 
generally fall into two broad categories: those that gauge level of knowledge or aptitude and 
those that gauge physical fitness. As discussed previously, standardized tests are used as one 
component of larger selection systems. Other tools and measures, such as interviews, GPA, 
performance ratings, and recommendations, are also factored into the final selection decision. 
As we discuss in more detail later in this chapter, the information we gathered also indicates 
that, although various standardized tests are used for selection purposes, generally only a few 
are mandatory for all applicants. How test scores are used also varies across the services. On 
one end are instances in which the test score is the most critical determinant for selection. On 
the other end are instances in which the test score is only one of many selection criteria and 
substitutions or waivers are permitted. 

Overall, the findings indicate that selection into officer commissioning programs is based 
on a holistic or “whole-person” evaluation of candidates using standardized test scores and 
other factors, such as GPA, college major, performance evaluations, and interview ratings. 
However, we were unable to find detailed official weighting systems for these selection sys-
tems. Information we gathered suggests to us that the whole-person approach to selection also 
seems to allow considerable flexibility for the selection board to add or subtract points, based 
on qualitative information that might not be factored into the original quantitative scoring 
method, to applicants’ overall scores. From the information we gathered, we were also not able 
to determine the extent to which many tests are being used only to disqualify those below the 
official cutoff scores rather than to also judge among qualified candidates. Finally, our infor-
mation indicates that some of these tests can be waived, and it is likely that waivers vary across 
tests, usage, and military demand at the time of selection. However, we could not find data on 
how widespread or under what circumstances waiving occurs for many of these tests. 

In this chapter, we present an overview of the standardized tests that are required by 
the services, along with descriptions of how they are used in selection decisions. The chapter 
begins with a description of the conceptual framework we used to examine how tests are uti-
lized by the services. It is followed by four subsections detailing the use of standardized test 
scores in selecting applicants for (1) officer commissioning programs; (2) branch, specialty, 
or jobs; (3)  commissions; and (4) promotions. In the first two subsections, three pathways 
through which individuals can become military officers—ROTC, OCS or OTS, and the ser-
vice academies—further divide our descriptions. 

6 Mayberry and Hiatt, 1992.
7 Although they are separate tests, we count all standardized tests given in the Marine Corps’s Basic School (TBS) as a 
single test in the number reported here.
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Conceptual Framework

Our research to determine what standardized tests the services use for selection purposes soon 
resulted in a mass of information. As we tried to make sense of the information collected, it 
became obvious that delineating what standardized tests are used as part of major selection 
decisions to produce commissioned officers and for career advancement would make the most 
sense. The first step toward becoming a military officer typically involves entry into an officer 
commissioning program. Whether it is the ROTC, OCS, OTS, or the service academies, one 
learns military history, organizations, strategy, ethos, and values and receives the necessary 
physical and technical training for becoming a military officer. 

The only exception to this is those individuals who obtain direct commissions to join 
certain specialized military occupations (e.g., physicians, dentists, veterinarians, nurses, chap-
lains, lawyers). Their selection is primarily determined by a few requirements: (1) having the 
requisite four-year college and postgraduate training and license to practice, (2) meeting basic 
legal and age requirements (e.g., U.S. citizen, no criminal record, and between 21 and 48 years 
of age for Army medical officers), and (3) meeting the basic health and fitness requirements for 
all military officers. In fact, as direct-commissioned officers, applicants are given commissions 
before they are sent to their service’s direct-commissioning training, called Commissioned 
Officer Training, Officer Development School, or Direct Commission Officer School. Thus, 
the idea of an officer commissioning program does not apply to these applicants. More impor-
tantly for the purpose of this study, the services require applicants for direct commissions to 
pass only one standardized test: a service physical fitness test. Thus, this report focuses only 
on three officer commissioning sources—ROTC programs, OCS or OTS, and the service 
academies—and examines the general path applicants would travel to advance their military 
careers. 

With selection to enter an officer commissioning program as the first step toward becom-
ing a military officer, Figure 3.1 illustrates the career path of a commissioned officer and high-
lights points at which important selection decisions are made. Each of these points represents 
a major gateway that an applicant must pass through if he or she is to become a commissioned 
officer and advance in a service career path. Thus, finding out what standardized tests are used 
and how they are used at each of these gateways is the focus of our research.

The first gateway is for an applicant to demonstrate eligibility for selection into an offi-
cer commissioning program. Where standardized tests are concerned, the SAT exam and the 
ACT are the two most common types of standardized tests used. Applicants must also pass 
a physical fitness test for selection into one of the three officer commissioning programs. The 
second gateway can be especially critical for the purpose of this report because this is when 
individuals in officer commissioning programs are selected for their service branch, specialty, 
or job.8 In short, not only is this the first major point at which individuals are given the oppor-
tunity to pursue work in a specialized area according to their interests, but it is also the point 
at which they must compete for the jobs or career fields that are most selective. Performance 
in the officer commissioning program (e.g., in leadership and other areas), personal prefer-
ences, and service requirements all play a role, as can their scores on some special standardized 
tests, in selection into certain branches, specialties, or jobs. The third gateway is commission-

8 For some services and commissioning programs, selection into the officer commissioning program takes place at the 
same time as selection into the branch, specialty, or job.
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ing. An individual is given a commission in the service of his or her choice in the U.S. armed 
forces. The individual must complete a four-year undergraduate degree and must meet all the 
performance requirements of the officer commissioning program. Performance is measured by 
various methods, including a qualitative assessment by the commanding officers of the com-
missioning program, GPA or performance on content-specific tests, and physical fitness test 
scores. Once a commissioned officer, the individual is expected to continue to grow as a leader 
as he or she takes on new and bigger responsibilities. Thus, promotion (the final gateway shown 
in Figure 3.1) requires officers to go through leadership training courses at different stages of 
their careers and expects postgraduate education and other skills and experiences as appropri-
ate (e.g., field experience and proficiency in a foreign language), in addition to job performance. 
In the sections that follow, there are more details on the tests used at each of these major deci-
sion points.

Selection into Officer Commissioning Programs

The first step toward becoming a commissioned officer in the U.S. military is to enroll in one 
of three primary officer commissioning sources: ROTC, OCS or OTS, or a service academy. 
Each source provides a different avenue for becoming an officer, depending on one’s current life 
and educational situation. An individual who already has a bachelor’s degree must enroll in an 
OCS or OTS program. In contrast, an individual who has not completed a bachelor’s degree 
can attend one of the service academies, where he or she will earn both a bachelor’s degree and 
the commission or can attend a ROTC program while enrolled at an eligible four-year col-
lege or university. These officer commissioning programs serve to provide an introduction to 

Figure 3.1
Standardized Tests and Major Selection Points

RAND TR952-3.1
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aMilitary leadership 
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programs, language 
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fitness test

Precommission training 
in ROTC, OCS, OTS, or 

military academy
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military life, as well as to provide leadership and physical fitness training. After completing a 
bachelor’s degree and the commissioning program requirements, the individual gains a com-
mission as an officer in his or her particular service, with the rank of second lieutenant in the 
Army, Air Force, or Marine Corps or as an ensign in the Navy or Coast Guard. 

In order to enroll in any of the officer commissioning programs, prospective applicants 
must meet certain minimum eligibility requirements related to age, physical fitness, moral 
conduct, citizenship, and academic performance. Applicants then go through a selection pro-
cess in which they are competing with their peers for a limited number of slots each year. A key 
component of this selection process is standardized test scores, which are used along with sev-
eral other factors to make final selection decisions for admission into the various programs. The 
following subsections provide an overview of the standardized tests used for selection into each 
officer commissioning program and the role these tests play in the overall selection system.

ROTC

The largest DoD-wide officer commissioning program is the ROTC program. The Army, 
Navy, and Air Force each has its own ROTC program, with it being the largest commission-
ing source for both the Army and Air Force in recent years.9 (The Coast Guard does not run 
a ROTC program.) The Marine Corps does not have its own ROTC program, but it com-
missions officers into the Marine Corps through the Naval Reserve Officers Training Corps 
(NROTC) program. Enrollment in ROTC occurs while attending a four-year college or uni-
versity, which is either the host of a ROTC program or has a cross-town affiliation with a host 
ROTC program. At a minimum, each ROTC applicant must be enrolled in an eligible college 
or university, be a permanent resident or citizen of the United States, be at least 17 years of 
age at the time of enrollment, and have a high school diploma or equivalent certificate.10 Some 
students in ROTC receive merit-based scholarships toward tuition and education-related fees. 
These scholarships range from four-year scholarships for high school seniors to two- or three-
year scholarships for students already enrolled in college. An applicant to ROTC may have 
no prior military experience, have prior military experience, be in the Reserves or National 
Guard, or be an active-duty enlisted servicemember with a recommendation from his or her 
commanding officer.

Where standardized tests are concerned, our research indicates that the services use the 
standardized tests shown in Table 3.1 to determine eligibility and final selection of applicants. 
In general, the standardized tests that are most common for selecting applicants are the SAT 
exam and ACT, which are predominantly used for scholarship selection. Admission boards 
consider the candidate’s qualifications broadly using the whole-person concept, which includes 
a combination of test scores, academic background, athletic accomplishments, field of study in 
college, and other personal qualities. Brief descriptions for each test and how the services use 
them are in the sections that follow.

9 Office of the Under Secretary of Defense, 2010.
10 Only U.S. citizens can gain commissions as military officers and enroll in the ROTC program’s advanced course, which 
is open to junior- and senior-year college students. Permanent residents can enroll only in the ROTC program’s basic course, 
which is open to freshman and sophomore college students. The most common equivalency certificate is the General Edu-
cational Development Test (GED®) (U.S. Army Reserve Officer’s Training Corps, undated [a]; USAFA, undated [a]; U.S. 
Navy, undated [a]).
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Army. The Army ROTC program operates at more than 1,300 colleges and universities 
(273 host programs and more than 1,100 cross-town partnerships).11 It has been the largest 
source of commissioned officers in the Army in recent years, composing roughly 35 to 40 per-
cent of all officer accessions.12 The Army ROTC program is broken down into two major 
courses: the ROTC basic course and the ROTC advanced course. The ROTC basic course is 
taken during the freshman and sophomore years of college and does not require a service com-
mitment for participation. The ROTC advanced course is taken during the junior and senior 
years of college and requires a commitment to serve in the Army following graduation. An 
applicant must either have completed the ROTC basic course or have attended a four-week 
leadership course prior to enrolling in the advanced course. All ROTC scholarships require a 
service commitment.

As shown in Table 3.1, the Army uses the following standardized tests in determining 
eligibility for scholarship selection and enrollment into ROTC: SAT exam, ACT, ASVAB 
(only the General Technical [GT] score), APFT, and the President’s Challenge PFT. For non-
scholarship applicants, the only standardized test required is the APFT (three events: push-ups, 
sit-ups, and a two-mile run).13 The applicant must receive a minimum total score of 180 (mini-
mum of 60 in each event). This means, for example, that a male between 17 and 21 years old 
must be able to complete a minimum of 42 push-ups and 53 sit-ups each within one minute 
and complete a two-mile run in at least 15 minutes and 54 seconds; a woman needs to be able 
to complete 19 push-ups and 53 sit-ups each within one minute and complete a two-mile run 
in 18 minutes and 54 seconds. At the time of this writing, we are not aware of other factors 
that are used to select nonscholarship candidates for ROTC. 

11 U.S. Army, undated (b). 
12 Office of the Under Secretary of Defense, 2010.
13 U.S. Army Recruiting Command, undated.

Table 3.1
Tests for ROTC Applicants

Services’ Tests Army
Navy and 

Marine Corps Air Force

ACT x x x

AFOQT x

Air Force PFT x

APFT x

ASVAB x x

Marine Corps PFT x

Navy PRT x

President’s Challenge PFT x

SAT exam x x x

NOTE: AFOQT = Air Force Officer Qualifying Test. PFT = physical fitness test. 
APFT = Army Physical Fitness Test. PRT = physical readiness test.
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For scholarship applicants, a whole-person score is used as part of the selection process. 
Selection for four-year scholarships for graduating high school students is based on SAT exam 
or ACT scores (25 percent), performance in student athlete leader activities (extracurricular 
activities) (20 percent), professor of military science ratings (20 percent), and selection board 
scores (35 percent). Four-year scholarship applicants must also pass the President’s Challenge 
PFT (three events: push-ups, sit-ups, and a one-mile run). We were not able to find the mini-
mum passing scores required on these events, however. The applicant must also receive a mini-
mum total score of 180 on the APFT (minimum of 60 in each event) after he or she is enrolled 
in college to officially enroll in the ROTC program and contract with the Army to receive the 
ROTC scholarship. For two- and three-year scholarship applicants, the whole-person score is 
based on cumulative college GPA (30 percent), student athlete leader activities (15 percent), an 
interview (15 percent), and selection board scores (40 percent). The applicant must also receive 
a minimum total score of 180 on the APFT (minimum of 60 in each event). 

Finally, the Army also has a separate scholarship program, the Green to Gold program, 
for the active-duty enlisted soldier who wishes to earn his or her commission as an officer.14 An 
enlisted soldier applicant in the Green to Gold program can apply for a four-year, three-year, or 
two-year ROTC scholarship. Applicants are selected based on a whole-person score composed 
of SAT exam or ACT scores (only for four-year scholarship applicants), the GT score from the 
ASVAB (a composite of the verbal expression and arithmetic reasoning scores; minimum score 
is 110), cumulative GPA (2.5 minimum), APFT scores (minimum of 60 in each event), and 
selection board scores. At the time of this writing, we are not aware of the weight given to each 
of these factors in the scholarship selection process, however. 

As part of the Green to Gold program, there are also Hip Pocket scholarships given out 
to selected eligible active-duty enlisted soldiers nominated by their division commanders. The 
eligibility checklist for this program includes much higher requirements. The list includes 
having a 3.0 GPA and an SAT exam score of 1,100 (combined SAT exam math and verbal) or 
ACT score of 21 (composite), or minimum score of 90 in each event on the AFPT; having been 
awarded certain leadership positions; and having a minimum GT score of 110 on the ASVAB. 
However, it appears that some of these might not be strict requirements but rather are stan-
dards to which commanders should compare candidates in determining competitiveness.15 We 
are also not aware of the weight given to each of these factors in the scholship selection process.

Navy. The NROTC program serves the recruitment needs of both the Navy and the 
Marine Corps. Currently, more than 150 colleges and universities have NROTC programs or 
cross-town affiliations.16 As shown in Table 3.1, the Navy uses the following standardized tests 
in determining eligibility for scholarship selection and enrollment into NROTC: SAT exam 
or ACT, Navy PRT, and ASVAB (GT score).17 Four-year scholarship applicants must receive 
minimum scores on either the SAT exam (530 English and 520 math) or ACT (22 English 
and 21 math) to be eligible. These minimums can be waived for a student who is within the 
90th percentile of his or her graduating high school class. Applicants must also pass the Navy 
PRT (four events: sit and reach, push-ups, sit-ups, and either a 1.5-mile run or a 500-yard 

14 U.S. Army, undated (a).
15 See Pringle, 2011.
16 NROTC, 2011b. 
17 NROTC, 2011a.
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swim) with a “good-low” rating in each category. This means that a man (17–19 years old) 
needs to be able to complete the sit and reach, 51 push-ups, and 62 sit-ups in two minutes 
each and a 1.5-mile run in 11 minutes or a 500-yard swim in 11 minutes and 15 seconds; a 
woman (17–19 years old) needs to be able to complete the sit and reach, 24 push-ups, and 62 
sit-ups in two minutes each and a 1.5-mile run in 13 minutes and 30 seconds or a 500-yard 
swim in 13 minutes.18 Two-year scholarship applicants are not required to submit SAT exam 
or ACT scores. Instead, the applicant must have a minimum college GPA of 2.5 and must have 
passed the Navy PRT with a good-low rating in each category. Enlisted sailors can apply to 
NROTC through the Seaman to Admiral-21 Commissioning Program. To be eligible for this 
program, an applicant must score a minimum of 1,000 on the SAT exam (verbal and math) or 
a 41 (composite score) on the ACT. He or she must have also passed a recent Navy PRT with 
a good-low rating in each category.

Like they do for the other services, selection boards review and select applicants for schol-
arship awards based on a whole-person concept. Our research could not find more informa-
tion on the other factors considered during selection, the weighting of each factor, or specifics 
of the selection process. In addition, we are not aware of the requirements for nonscholarship 
applicants. 

The Marine Corps option for joining NROTC has similar requirements. To be eligible, 
a scholarship applicant must score a minimum of either 1,000 on the SAT exam (math and 
critical reading), a 22 on the ACT (average of math and English), or an AFQT score of 74. 
The AFQT is a composite score covering four subtests of the ASVAB: word knowledge, para-
graph comprehension, arithmetic reasoning, and mathematical knowledge. Applicants must 
also take the Marine Corps PFT, which includes pull-ups, sit-ups, and a three-mile run. There 
is no minimum score required on the physical fitness test for four-year scholarship applicants. 
However, a two-year scholarship applicant is required to have a score of 225 on the Marine 
Corps PFT. This can be obtained through any combination of points on the three events, with 
each event being worth a maximum of 100 points.19 Semester and cumulative GPA in high 
school and college (for two-year scholarship applicants) and extracurricular activities are also 
taken into account during the scholarship selection process. Each nonscholarship applicant is 
also required to meet the same minimum score of either 1,000 on the SAT exam (math and 
critical reading), a 22 on the ACT (composite score), or an AFQT score of 74. Applicants must 
also take the Marine Corps PFT. 

Like they do for the other services, selection boards review and select applicants based on 
a whole-person concept. Again, our research could not find more information on other factors 
considered during selection, the weighting of each factor, or specifics of the selection process.

Air Force. The Air Force ROTC (AFROTC) program operates at more than 1,100 col-
leges and universities (144 host programs and more than 1,025 cross-town partnerships).20

It has been the largest commissioning source for the Air Force in recent years, composing 
roughly 37 to 41 percent of all officer accessions.21 Like Army ROTC, the AFROTC program 
is broken down into two major courses: the general military course and the professional officer 

18 Chief of Naval Operations (OPNAV) Instruction 1532.1/Marine Corps Order (MCO) 1532.1, 2008.
19 MCO 6100.12, 2002. 
20 AFROTC, undated (d).
21 Office of the Under Secretary of Defense, 2010.
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course. The general military course is taken during the freshman and sophomore years of col-
lege and does not require a service commitment for participation. Therefore, a student who is 
not on scholarship can also take the course to see whether AFROTC is something he or she 
would be interested in pursuing. The professional officer course is taken during the junior and 
senior years of college and requires a commitment to serve in the Air Force following gradua-
tion. In addition, all students who are not on scholarship must apply and be selected to enroll 
in the professional officer course.

As shown in Table 3.1, the Air Force uses the following standardized tests to determine 
eligibility for scholarship selection and enrollment into the professional officer course: SAT 
exam or ACT, Air Force PFT, and AFOQT.22 College applicants for both three- and two-year 
scholarships and all applicants for the professional officer course (even those without a scholar-
ship) must take and meet the minimum requirements for the AFOQT. The AFOQT has sev-
eral subtests to assess math, verbal, and analytical skills, as well as to measure pilot and naviga-
tor potential. To be eligible for scholarship or enrollment into the professional officer course, an 
applicant must score at or above the 15th percentile on the verbal portion and at or above the 
10th percentile on the quantitative portion of the AFOQT.23 The AFOQT requirement can 
be waived if the applicant failed twice to meet this minimum requirement but possesses other 
outstanding qualities. Also, for enrollment in the AFROTC program, a graduating high school 
student applying for a four-year scholarship is allowed to submit SAT exam or ACT scores in 
place of the AFOQT if he or she has a minimum score of 1,100 (verbal and math) on the SAT 
exam or a 24 (composite score) on the ACT.24 Nevertheless, if the applicant wants to qualify 
for the AFROTC scholarship, he or she still has to take the AFOQT and attain the minimum 
scores described here.25

All AFROTC scholarship applicants except high school seniors, and all applicants to the 
professional officer course (regardless of scholarship status) must also take the Air Force PFT 
(three events: push-ups, sit-ups, and a 1.5-mile run, plus a measure of abdominal circumfer-
ence) and receive a minimum score of 75 (nonwaivable).26 The 75-point total can be obtained 
through various score combinations in each of the events. To grant 75 points, the Air Force 
recommends that a man (less than 30 years old) be able to complete at least 44 push-ups and 
46 sit-ups in one minute each, complete a 1.5-mile run in 12 minutes and 54 seconds, and 
have an abdominal circumference measurement of 37.5 inches; a woman (less than 30 years 
old) needs to be able to complete 27 push-ups and 42 sit-ups in one minute each, complete 
a 1.5-mile run in 15 minutes and 21  seconds, and have an abdominal circumference mea-
surement of 34 inches. A four-year scholarship candidate graduating from high school is not 
required to meet a minimum score on the physical fitness test, but the score will be a factor in 
the scholarship selection decision.

Civilian scholarship selections are made using the whole-person concept through a board 
process that consists of a panel of three Air Force officers.27 Scholarship candidates are rated 

22 AFROTC, undated (e).
23 Hardison, Sims, and Wong, 2010; Ingerick, 2005. 
24 AFROTC, undated (a).
25 AFROTC, undated (b), undated (c).
26 AFROTC, undated (e).
27 Ingerick, 2005.
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on three factors: academics or aptitude, experience or leadership potential, and commitment to 
or fitness for military service. Candidates are scored by the board members on each factor and 
are then ranked to determine scholarship selection. At the time of this writing, however, we are 
not aware of the weight given to each factor.

There are also several ways in which active-duty enlisted applicants can join AFROTC, 
including options for AFROTC scholarships.28 Applicants for these enlisted opportunities 
must meet the same requirements for the AFOQT and Air Force PFT, as well as the require-
ments for the SAT exam or ACT if they do not have any previously graded college work. The 
enlisted selection process is made using a board process that is similar to the one for officers.29

Candidates are rated independently by three board members on three factors: academics or 
aptitude (35 percent), military performance or leadership potential (50 percent), and physical 
fitness (15 percent). Candidates are scored by the board members on each factor and are then 
ranked to determine eligibility to enroll in AFROTC (a total board score of 55 is required to 
be eligible). 

All candidates to the professional officer course must also go through a selection process 
(scholarship or nonscholarship). Again, the board uses the whole-person concept to make deci-
sions. There are four main selection factors: a relative standing score (which ranks students 
among their peers) (50 percent), college GPA (20 percent), Air Force PFT score (15 percent), 
and AFOQT score (15 percent).30 Candidates are then ranked on an order of merit list (OML) 
using their total score from these four factors. The top students are offered admission to the 
course. The cutoff for the number of students accepted is determined mainly by Air Force 
strength requirements.

Officer Candidate School and Officer Training School

A second major source of newly commissioned officers is OCS (as it is known in the Army, 
Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard) or OTS (for the Air Force). OCS is the largest officer 
commissioning source for the Marine Corps.31 An applicant to OCS or OTS can be an active-
duty enlisted member with a recommendation from his or her commanding officer, or he or 
she can be a non–prior service, college graduate civilian.32 At a minimum, each OCS or OTS 
applicant must be a college senior or have a bachelor’s degree, be a U.S. citizen, and be at least 
18 (or, for the Navy, 19) years of age at the time of enrollment.33

Where standardized tests are concerned, our research indicates that the services use the 
tests shown in Table 3.2 to determine eligibility of applicants and to make selection decisions. 
Our research finds that all the services use standardized tests as a factor for selecting appli-
cants into their OCS and OTS programs. All the services also use the whole-person concept, 
in which aptitude tests and physical fitness test scores are combined with other factors, as well 

28 Air University, 2008. 
29 Ingerick, 2005.
30 Ingerick, 2005.
31 U.S. Marine Corps, undated (a).
32 Again, direct commissioned officers enter OCS or OTS for basic officer leadership training after they are given their 
commissions, and they are not covered in this discussion.
33 Army Regulation (AR) 350-51, 2001; U.S. Navy, undated (b); U.S. Marine Corps, undated (a); Air University, 
undated (a).
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as the judgment of board members regarding other candidate measures of merit (e.g., infor-
mal standards on the aptitude and fitness tests might actually be much higher than the stated 
requirement). Within this process, some tests can be used solely as cutoffs, whereas, for others, 
a competitive score might be higher than the actual cutoff. However, our research suggests 
that this usage is not official and that selection boards enjoy considerable discretion in evaluat-
ing applicants. We also did not generally find options for waivers or other substitutes for these 
standardized tests and their minimum score requirements. Brief descriptions for each test and 
how the services use them are provided in the sections that follow.

Army. Army OCS, located at Fort Benning, Georgia, is officially the 3rd Battalion, 11th 
Infantry Regiment, which is a subunit of the U.S. Army Infantry School.34 OCS consists of a 
12-week instruction program in which candidates participate in classroom and field training 
designed to develop them into leaders for the Army. 

As shown in Table 3.2, the Army uses the following standardized tests to determine eli-
gibility and selection for enrollment into Army OCS: ACT, APFT, ASVAB, CLEP, ECLT or 
ALCPT, and SAT exam.35 The ACT or SAT exam is required of enlisted soldiers.36 Each of 
these applicants must score a minimum of 19 (composite score) on the ACT or 850 (verbal and 
math) on the SAT exam, and the scores must be dated within six years of his or her application 

34 U.S. Army, undated (c).
35 AR 350-51, 2001.
36 A four-year college degree is a basic requirement for commissioning, so an OCS candidate without a four-year college 
degree must have completed at least 90 semester hours toward a college degree and must complete the bachelor’s program 
within one year of his or her application to OCS. 

Table 3.2
Tests for Applicants to Officer Candidate School and Officer Training School

Test Army Navy Air Force Marine Corps Coast Guard

ACT x x x

AFOQT x

Air Force PFT x

APFT x

ASTB x x

ASVAB x x x

CLEP x x

ECLT or ALCPT x x

LSAT x

Marine Corps PFT x

Navy PRT x

SAT exam x x x

NOTE: ASTB = Aviation Selection Test Battery. CLEP = College-Level Examination Program; “CLEP” and 
“College-Level Examination Program” are registered trademarks of the College Board. ECLT = English 
Comprehension Level Test. ALCPT = American Language Course Placement Test. LSAT = Law School 
Admission Test.
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to OCS. A civilian applicant must hold a four-year college degree and is not required to submit 
ACT or SAT exam scores. An applicant whose primary language is not English must also pass 
the ECLT or ALCPT with a score of 80 or higher. Every applicant, active-duty enlisted or 
college graduate civilian, must score 110 or higher on the GT section of the ASVAB. Finally, 
every applicant must also pass the APFT with a minimum total of 180 points (60 points mini-
mum for each of the three events). Test scores needed in order to be a competitive candidate 
can be higher than these official cutoff scores, particularly on the APFT. Candidates for some 
postcollege commissioning programs who do not have bachelor’s degrees can submit results on 
CLEP subject-area tests toward the number of required semester-hours. There are several dif-
ferent types of exams that can be used for this purpose. However, these scores are not directly 
submitted to the services; these tests must be listed on a college transcript as having entitled the 
student to credits at that school.37

Separate boards review and select college graduate civilian and active-duty enlisted appli-
cants, and each has its own slots for admission to the Army OCS. U.S. Army Recruiting 
Command organizes the selection board for college graduate civilians; the U.S. Army Human 
Resources Command organizes the selection board for active-duty enlisted applicants. At the 
time of this writing, we are not aware of what other factors are included as part of the OCS 
selection process or how each factor is weighted in the selection process. 

Navy. The Navy OCS is located at Naval Station Newport, Rhode Island, and is over-
seen by the Naval Service Training Command.38 Like the Army OCS program, it consists of 
a 12-week course in which candidates learn about the Navy and are trained to become future 
leaders. College graduate civilians and active-duty enlisted personnel can both apply to OCS, 
with the former making up about 75 percent of all candidate officers. Every application by an 
active-duty enlisted member must be accompanied by a nomination from the applicant’s com-
manding officer.

As shown in Table 3.2, the Navy uses only two standardized tests for preliminary screen-
ing into OCS: the Officer Aptitude Rating (OAR), which is a composite of the ASTB, and 
the Navy PRT. These are taken before selection into the program and are used as part of a 
whole-person concept to select applicants for OCS. Other factors considered include college 
GPA, employment experiences, physical examination results, and extracurricular activities. 
Unlike applicants to Army OCS, every applicant to Navy OCS—college graduate civilians 
and active-duty enlisted alike—must hold a four-year college degree at the time of application. 
Neither the SAT exam nor ACT is required. An applicant must score a minimum of 35 points 
on the OAR in order to be qualified for selection into OCS. The OAR is the combined score 
for three sections of the ASTB (mathematics, reading, and mechanical comprehension).39 As 
for the Navy PRT, although it is not a required component of the initial application package, 
an applicant must take the Navy PRT after he or she has completed the medical examination. 
Civilian applicants must have a “satisfactory-medium” score to be eligible for selection. This 
means that a man (20 to 24 years old) must be able to complete a minimum of 50 sit-ups and 
42 push-ups within two minutes each and complete a 1.5-mile run in no more than 13 minutes 

37 Fort Bragg, undated.
38 Naval Education and Training Command, 2010.
39 Our research indicates that racial/ethnic minorities who score “below the cuff” (minimum qualifications for entry) can 
be accepted at the Army Preparatory School before being placed in OCS. 
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and 15 seconds or swim 500 yards in 12 minutes and 15 seconds; a woman (20 to 24 years old) 
must be able to complete a minimum of 50 sit-ups and 17 push-ups within two minutes each 
and complete a 1.5-mile run in no more than 15 minutes and 15 seconds or swim 500 yards 
in 14 minutes. Active-duty enlisted applicants must meet higher standards in the Navy PRT 
than civilian applicants must. An enlisted applicant must have at least a “good-low” score. At 
the time of this writing, we are not aware of what other factors are included as part of the OCS 
selection process or how each factor is weighted in the selection process. 

Air Force. The Air Force OTS program is located in Montgomery, Alabama, at Maxwell 
Air Force Base and operates under the Air Education and Training Command.40 Classes last 
about 13.5 weeks, and a new class begins about every six weeks. As is true for the Navy OCS 
program, a civilian or active-duty enlisted applicant to OTS must hold at least a four-year col-
lege degree at the time of the application. OTS organizes its own selection boards, each made 
up of five colonels, to review all applications. There are different boards for rated and nonrated 
applicants. Rated jobs in the Air Force consist of pilots (including pilots of remotely piloted 
aircraft), combat-system officers (navigators), and air battle managers; all other specialties are 
considered nonrated jobs. OTS selection boards can occur as frequently as once every six weeks 
in alignment with the class schedules, but typically, there are two rated and two nonrated OTS 
boards annually.

As shown in Table 3.2, the main standardized tests used by the Air Force are the AFOQT, 
the Air Force PFT, and the ECLT (for applicants whose primary language is not English). In 
determining selection into OTS, selection board members (five total) use the whole-person 
concept to independently rate each candidate using a 1–10 scale for each of three factors: 
education or aptitude, experience, and potential or adaptability.41 The education or aptitude 
factor includes the applicant’s academic discipline, college GPA and transcripts, and AFOQT 
score. The experience factor includes past employment, letters of recommendation, awards 
and honors, community service, athletics and hobbies, military experience, and scope or level 
of leadership responsibility. For an active-duty enlisted applicant, this includes his or her per-
formance reports and recommendations from his or her commanding officer. The potential 
or adaptability factor includes reports of initial interviews with the applicant, conducted by 
officers of the Air Force Recruiting Service (AFRS); letters of recommendation; assessment of 
the applicant’s communication skills; and any law violations. If board members’ ratings differ 
by more than 1.5 points, the applicants must be rescored until the discrepancy is resolved. 
Each factor is worth one-third of the total score for each panel member, with panel members’ 
scores summed to get a total board score. An applicant who receives a board score of 30 or 
more points is then ranked into an OML and selected on the basis of quality and career field 
strength requirements.

Where standardized tests are concerned, the AFOQT is the only test that every applicant 
is required to take as part of his or her initial application. (The ECLT is required only of those 
applicants whose primary language is not English. They must also sit for an interview at the 
Defense Language Institute Foreign Language Center.) For the AFOQT, the applicant needs 
to score at or above the 10th percentile in the math section and at or above the 15th percentile 
on the verbal section to be competitive. The Air Force PFT is then given before attending OTS. 

40 Air University, undated (b).
41 Ingerick, 2005.
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Marine Corps. Marine Corps OCS is located at Marine Corps Base Quantico, Virginia, 
and operates under the Marine Corps Recruiting Command.42 The OCS program is the larg-
est producer of commissioned officers for the Marine Corps, with only a small number of its 
officers coming from the U.S. Naval Academy (USNA) and the NROTC program. An appli-
cant who has already completed his or her bachelor’s degree can participate in a ten-week Offi-
cer Candidate Course (OCC), which runs three times per year. An applicant still in college 
can participate in the Platoon Leaders Class (PLC). College freshmen and sophomores must 
complete two six-week summer training sessions in the space of two years, while juniors attend 
one ten-week summer training session. An applicant can be an active-duty enlisted member or 
a civilian with no prior military experience. 

Applicants go through three phases in the application process. First, the applicant sits 
through an interview and initial screening by a recruiter. Second, the applicant undergoes a 
physical examination, background check, and mental and moral evaluation. Third, the selec-
tion board reviews the application. As shown in Table 3.2, the Marine Corps uses the follow-
ing standardized tests to determine eligibility and selection for enrollment into its OCS pro-
grams: ACT, ASTB, ASVAB, LSAT, Marine Corps PFT, and SAT exam.

Applicants for OCC must have completed a four-year college degree by the time they 
enroll. A civilian college senior who does not yet have a college degree at the time of application 
must submit SAT exam (minimum score of 1,000 for combined verbal and math sections) or 
ACT (minimum 22 for math and English average) scores, while an active-duty enlisted appli-
cant can submit an AFQT score in place of an SAT exam or ACT score.43 A minimum AFQT 
score of 74 is required. 

As is true for college seniors applying to OCC, an applicant to the PLC must submit his 
or her SAT exam (minimum score of 1,000 for combined verbal and math sections), ACT 
(minimum 22 for math and English average) scores, or the AFQT score in place of SAT exam 
and ACT scores (a minimum AFQT score of 74 is required).44

Applicants for both of these OCS programs are also required to choose to join one of 
three fields—ground, air, or law—and a few standardized tests are used to assess potential for 
training. Those who seek to become pilots or naval flight officers must take the Navy or Marine 
Corps ASTB and be medically qualified for flight training. An applicant who seeks to become 
a staff judge advocate must have a minimum score of 150 on the LSAT.45 He or she must also 
be enrolled in a law program during the OCS training and must pass the bar exam before he 
or she can proceed to TBS, a six-month leadership training program that every newly commis-
sioned officer must complete after the OCS program and before obtaining his or her Marine 
Corps military occupational specialty (MOS). Finally, each applicant must pass the Marine 
Corps PFT with a combined score of 225 or better for three events (sit-ups, push-ups, and a 
three-mile run or a 500-yard swim). 

42 U.S. Marine Corps, undated (a).
43 “The Few, the Proud, the Marines,” undated.
44 U.S. Marine Corps, undated (c); “Officer Commissioning Programs for College Freshman [sic] Through Juniors,” 
undated.
45 All other services use LSAT scores for applicants in the law profession, but these individuals are law school graduates and 
usually directly commissioned into the judge advocate general corps.
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Selection boards meet several times per year and use a host of factors, including aca-
demic performance, physical fitness, character, extracurricular activities, and work experience, 
in their selection decisions. At the time of this writing, however, we are not aware of how each 
of these factors is weighted in the selection process. 

Coast Guard. The Coast Guard OCS is located at the USCGA in New London, Connect-
icut.46 Its OCS program, at 17 weeks in length, is the longest of all the five services’ OCS pro-
grams. Graduates gain commissions as ensigns in the Coast Guard. After the USCGA, OCS 
is the second-largest commissioning source for the Coast Guard.47 Applicants can be civilians 
with no prior military experience, or they can be active-duty enlisted personnel. 

The Coast Guard requires any civilian applicant to hold a four-year college degree to 
enroll in OCS but does not require this from active-duty enlisted applicants.48 As shown in 
Table 3.2, the Coast Guard uses the following standardized tests to determine eligibility and 
selection for enrollment into OCS: ACT, ASVAB, CLEP, and SAT exam. 

An applicant with a four-year college degree submits his or her GPA as part of the appli-
cation package, while an applicant without a four-year college degree can submit his or her 
ACT, SAT exam, or ASVAB scores. For the ACT, the applicant must have a minimum com-
posite score of 23. For the SAT exam, the minimum requirement is a combined total of 1,100 
for the math and verbal sections. For the ASVAB, a GT score of 109 is required. In addition, 
the Coast Guard has a category of temporary commission applicants for active-duty enlisted 
personnel at E-5 rank and above with at least four years of active-duty service in any of the 
services. Each of these applicants should ideally have completed a four-year college degree. Any 
applicant who has not done so must have “25th percentile scores on general CLEP exams” (we 
do not have any further detailed information on the specific subject tests required)

or have completed at least one year of college (30 semester[-hours] or 45 quarter hours) at an 
accredited college or university. [Each] Temporary Commission [applicant] must also have 
completed one college-level math class or [have passed] the general math CLEP exam.49 

At the time of this writing, we are not aware of what other factors are included as part of 
the OCS selection process or how each factor is weighted in the selection process. 

Service Academies

The Army, Navy, Air Force, and Coast Guard each has a service academy that provides enroll-
ees with a four-year college education and leadership training to prepare them to become 
commissioned officers in the armed forces. Almost all applicants are high school seniors; a 
few are active-duty enlisted personnel. The Army, Navy, and Air Force academies each admits 
between 1,250 to 1,400 cadets and midshipmen each year.50 In the past, each has produced 
about 800 to 1,000 graduates annually.51 However, enrollment at the service academies is now 

46 U.S. Coast Guard Academy, undated (d).
47 U.S. Coast Guard, undated (a).
48 U.S. Coast Guard Training Center, 2010.
49 U.S. Coast Guard Academy, undated (d).
50 U.S. Military Academy at West Point, undated (b); U.S. Naval Academy, undated (b). 
51 Office of the Under Secretary of Defense, 2010. 
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being reduced with the impending force reductions. The USCGA is the smallest of the service 
academies, with new enrollments of about 300 per year and about 200 graduates annually.52

The service academies all use similar requirements to determine eligibility of applicants 
and the same whole-person approach to selection. At a minimum, every service academy appli-
cant must be a U.S. citizen, unmarried with no dependents, and be at least 17 to 23 years of age 
at the time of enrollment. Each applicant to a service academy other than the USCGA must 
also receive a nomination to the academy, usually from a member of the U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives or U.S. Senate or the President or Vice President of the United States. Whole-person 
score assessments tend to cover three dimensions: academic, leadership or character, and physi-
cal fitness. As with other whole-person assessments, the boards are permitted to adjust scores 
up or down based on their holistic assessment.

Where standardized tests are concerned, our research indicates that the services use the 
standardized tests shown in Table 3.3 to determine eligibility and final selection of applicants. 
Like other colleges and universities do, the service academies rely on ACT and SAT exam 
scores. All DoD service academies other than the USCGA also require the same physical fit-
ness assessment, the Candidate Fitness Assessment (CFA), which has six events (basketball 
throw; cadence pull-ups or, for women, flexed-arm hang; a shuttle run; sit-ups; push-ups; and 
a one-mile run), each with a minimum passing score.53 Brief descriptions of each test and how 
the services use them are provided in the sections that follow.

Army. The U.S. Military Academy at West Point (USMA) is located in West Point, New 
York.54 As Table 3.3 shows, the main standardized tests required for admission are the SAT 
exam, ACT, and CFA. Selection into USMA is based on whether the applicant both is quali-
fied and received a nomination to attend the academy. To qualify for admission, an applicant 
must pass the CFA, meet medical standards, and have a recommendation from the academic 
board as being qualified. The recommendation from the academic board is based on a whole-
person score, which is composed of several different factors, including standardized test scores.

There are three main factors that compose the whole-person score: academics, leadership, 
and physical fitness. The academic portion, which includes high school GPA, class rank, and 
SAT exam or ACT scores, represents roughly 60 percent of the total score. The leadership por-

52 U.S. Coast Guard, 2010; Grogan, 2010.
53 U.S. Merchant Marine Academy, undated.
54 U.S. Military Academy at West Point, undated (a).

Table 3.3
Tests for Service Academy Applicants

Test Army Navy Air Force Coast Guard

ACT x x x x

CFA x x x

Coast Guard PFE x

SAT exam x x x x

NOTE: PFE = physical fitness exam.
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tion comprises roughly 30 percent of the score and is determined based on leadership qualities 
and positions the individual has held, such as being a class officer or a sports team captain. 

Finally, the physical fitness portion comprises 10 percent of the score and is predomi-
nantly made up of the applicant’s score on the CFA, but it also includes other evidence of ath-
letic ability, such as being on a sports team in high school. 

Navy. USNA, located in Annapolis, Maryland, produces officers for both the Navy and 
the Marine Corps.55 (The Marine Corps does not have an academy of its own. Midshipmen 
at USNA can choose to join the Marine Corps, and the number selected annually is based on 
an agreement between the Navy and the Marine Corps.56) As Table 3.3 shows, the main stan-
dardized tests required for admission are the SAT exam or ACT and the CFA. As is the case 
with USMA, admission into USNA is based on whether the applicant both is qualified and 
received a nomination to attend the academy. To qualify for admission, an applicant must pass 
the CFA, meet medical standards, and have a recommendation from the admission board as 
being qualified. The recommendation from the admission board is based on a whole-person 
score or multiple, which is composed of several different factors, including standardized test 
scores. 

As is the case at the other service academies, there are three main factors that compose 
the whole-person score at USNA: academics, leadership, and physical fitness. The academic 
factor includes high school GPA, class rank, and SAT exam or ACT scores. The ACT or SAT 
exam scores account for roughly one-third of the final whole-person score, with the quantita-
tive score being worth roughly twice the verbal score. A candidate’s highest verbal and highest 
quantitative scores from the SAT exam and ACT are used. The leadership portion is deter-
mined based on leadership qualities and positions the individual has held, such as being a 
class officer or a sports team captain. The physical fitness portion is predominantly made up of 
the applicant’s score on the CFA, but it also includes other evidence of athletic ability, such as 
being on a sports team in high school. At the time of this writing, we are not aware of the exact 
weight given to each of these factors in determining the whole-person multiple. A candidate 
can also have extra points added to his or her scores for participation in several areas, such as 
being a science, technology, engineering, or math major; being an Eagle Scout; or attending a 
magnet school. 

Air Force. The U.S. Air Force Academy (USAFA) is located north of Colorado Springs, 
Colorado.57 As Table 3.3 shows, the main standardized tests required for admission are the 
SAT exam or ACT and the CFA. Selection into USAFA is consistent with selection at the other 
academies and is based on whether the applicant both is qualified and received a nomination to 
attend the academy. To qualify for admission, an applicant must pass the CFA, meet medical 
standards, and have a recommendation from the academic board as being qualified. The rec-
ommendation from the academic board is based on a whole-person score, which is composed 
of several different factors, including standardized test scores. 

There are three main factors that compose the whole-person score: academics, leadership, 
and a selection panel rating. The academic portion, which includes high school GPA, class 

55 USNA, undated (a).
56 In recent years, increased demand for junior Marine Corps officers has resulted in a higher number of Naval Academy 
graduates gaining commissions in the Marine Corps. Of the graduating class of 2009, more than 25 percent joined the 
Marine Corps, the highest percentage ever. See Halsey, 2009.
57 U.S. Air Force Academy, undated (b).
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rank, and SAT exam or ACT scores, comprises roughly 60 percent of the total score. The lead-
ership portion comprises roughly 20 percent of the score and is determined based on leadership 
qualities and positions the individual has held, such as being a class officer or a sports team 
captain. Finally, the selection panel rating comprises 20 percent of the score and is composed 
of the applicant’s score on the CFA, as well as a rating by the academy’s liaison officer after 
conducting an interview with the candidate. 

Coast Guard. The USCGA is in New London, Connecticut.58 The USCGA, like the other 
academies, uses a whole-person approach to selection. Requirements include submission of 
evaluations from an applicant’s high school teachers of math, English, and physical education 
(or coach) or, if the applicant is active-duty enlisted, an evaluation from his or her commanding 
officer. High school grades, too, are reviewed. As Table 3.3 shows, the main standardized tests 
required for admission are the SAT exam or ACT and the Coast Guard PFE. The USCGA, 
like its counterpart institutions for other services, does not specify any minimum score for the 
SAT exam or ACT but recommends a score of 1,100 on the SAT exam (combined verbal and 
math) or 24 (composite score) on the ACT to be competitive.59 For the Coast Guard PFE, the 
applicant must score at least a combined 130 points for three events: push-ups, sit-ups, and 
a 1.5-mile run.60 Each event is worth up to 100 points, with no minimum score required for 
each individual event—only a combined total score. The Coast Guard reports that, on average, 
men complete 36 push-ups and 78 sit-ups in two minutes each and complete the 1.5-mile run 
in 10 minutes and 17 seconds, and women complete 22 push-ups and 71 sit-ups in two min-
utes each and complete the 1.5-mile run in 12 minutes. These average scores add up to more 
than 130 points. At the time of this writing, we are not aware of how the selection process for 
admission into USCGA works or all the factors considered as part of the admission decision.

Branch, Specialty, or Job Selection

A key part of this research is to examine the role of standardized tests in selection into key 
career fields in the services. For the purposes of this research, a key career field is defined as a 
career that tends to produce the most flag officers (grades O-7 to O-10). In general, research 
has found that those career fields most associated with the mission of the particular branch 
of service are those that also produce the most flag officers. For example, in the Air Force, the 
majority of flag officers are pilots; in the Army and Marine Corps, the majority of flag offi-
cers are from the combat arms career fields; in the Navy, the majority of flag officers are from 
the unrestricted line (URL) communities (the surface warfare, aviation, submarine warfare, 
naval special warfare, and explosive ordnance disposal [EOD] communities).61 For at least the 
Marine Corps and the Navy, these also happen to be the largest career fields and communities, 
with the majority of lower-ranking officers belonging to these career fields.62 Only the Coast 

58 USCGA, undated (a).
59 USCGA, undated (b).
60 USCGA, 2010. 
61 Lim et al., 2009; “Military Occupations and Implications for Racial/Ethnic and Gender Diversity,” 2010.
62 “Military Occupations and Implications for Racial/Ethnic and Gender Diversity,” 2010.
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Guard has a more even distribution across career fields, with no single career field producing a 
far higher percentage of its flag officers. 

Overall, the information we collected suggests that aviation is the main branch, specialty, 
or job assignment that requires additional standardized tests. Considering that pilots produce 
the most flag officers for the Air Force, the use of standardized tests is thus likely to have the 
largest impact on key career fields for the Air Force. However, to make empirically based deter-
minations, we need data for all services.

In general, all services and commissioning sources make branch, specialty, or job selec-
tions in a similar manner. Specifically, all individuals are allowed to submit their rank-ordered 
preferences for career fields. The extent to which an individual receives one of his or her first 
choices depends on where he or she ranks on the commissioning source OML. The OML 
ranks students based on several factors, but it usually includes academics, leadership, and phys-
ical fitness. In the next section are more details on this process for each source and service, as 
well as an overview of the standardized tests used by each commissioning program for branch, 
specialty, or job selection. 

ROTC

In ROTC, branch, specialty, or job selection generally happens during the junior year of col-
lege. The overall process across services is somewhat similar in that the candidate is allowed 
to submit his or her own career field preferences and is then ultimately assigned a career field 
based on preferences and where he or she ranks in an overall OML. With the exception of avia-
tion, most career fields do not require any additional testing—only that the candidate meet the 
necessary physical and medical requirements. Table 3.4 presents the standardized tests used 
for branch, specialty, or job selection in ROTC. Brief descriptions for each test and how the 
services use them are provided in the sections that follow.

Army. In the Army, the branch selection process occurs in the junior year of college. 
Branch selection is primarily based on individual branch preference and a national order of 
merit score (OMS).63 The OMS is based on three components, with a maximum of 100 points. 

63 U.S. Army ROTC, undated (b). 

Table 3.4
Tests and Branch, Specialty, or Job Selection in ROTC

Test Army Navy Air Force Marine Corps

AFAST x

AFOQT x

Air Force PFT x

APFT x

ASTB x x

TBAS x

TBS-specific standardized tests x

NOTE: The Coast Guard is not covered in this section because it does not have a ROTC program. AFAST 
= Alternate Flight Aptitude Selection Test. TBAS = Test of Basic Aviation Skills.
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The first component is GPA, which is worth a total of 40 points. The second component is 
leadership (e.g., performance in leadership positions, extracurricular activities, accession OML, 
leadership evaluation), which is worth a total of 45 points. The last component is physical fit-
ness, which covers the remaining 15 points (APFT score comprises 90 percent of this compo-
nent). Bonus points are also awarded for specific accomplishments. Based on cadet preferences, 
the cadet’s rank in the OML, and the number of slots available within each branch, an active-
duty branching board places each cadet into the appropriate branch starting with the top of 
the list to the bottom, with the goal that each cadet will get one of his or her top three choices.

Aviation candidates are the only cadets who must meet additional requirements to be 
eligible for selection. Specifically, an aviation candidate must pass a flight physical and have a 
minimum score of 90 on the AFAST. The AFAST consists of seven subtests to assess aviation-
related knowledge. AFAST scores, along with other factors (e.g., academic qualifications and 
flight experience), are then used to select candidates. At the time of this writing, we do not have 
more information on the other factors or their weights in the selection decision. 

Navy. The community selection process for NROTC takes place during the beginning 
of the senior year of college. Each midshipman submits a service selection package in August 
of his or her senior year of college. As part of this package, the midshipman ranks his or her 
top choices, of which he or she is required to select three URL designators (i.e., surface war-
fare, aviation, submarine warfare, naval special warfare, EOD community) and one restricted 
line (RL) (for those not eligible to command at sea) or staff corps designator. The midship-
man is then given an OMS, which is calculated separately for aviators and nonaviators, due to 
additional aviator requirements. Specifically, aviation candidates are also required to take the 
ASTB and must meet minimum score cutoffs to qualify. Each aviation candidate must receive 
a 4 on the Academic Qualifications Rating (AQR) and a 5 on either the Pilot Flight Aptitude 
Rating (PFAR) or Flight Officer Flight Aptitude Rating (FOFAR), depending on whether the 
candidate would like to be a pilot or a flight officer. For nonaviation candidates, the OMS is 
based on cumulative GPA (45 percent), aptitude (35 percent), academic major (10 percent), and 
rating from the professor of naval science (PNS) (the commanding officer in charge of courses) 
(10 percent). For aviation candidates, the OMS is based on cumulative GPA (27 percent), 
aptitude (21 percent), academic major (6 percent), PNS rating (6 percent), the ASTB AQR 
(15 percent), and the ASTB PFAR or FOFAR (25 percent). A service assignment panel then 
rank-orders the midshipman based on his or her OMS score and gives assignments based on 
the midshipman’s ranking and preferences and Navy manpower requirements. 

Air Force. In the Air Force, there are two separate branching processes: one for rated line 
officers and one for nonrated line officers. Rated line officers make up the aviation side of the 
Air Force and consist of pilots (including pilots of remotely piloted aircraft), combat system 
officers, and air battle managers, while nonrated line officers comprise the remaining spe-
cialties. For nonrated line officers, the specialty selection process begins in the junior year of 
AFROTC. AFROTC detachment commanders submit what is called Form 53 for each cadet, 
detailing academic major, coursework, skills in a foreign language, six cadet-ranked specialty 
preferences, GPA, and AFROTC detachment ranking. This information is used to create a 
national OML to rank cadets. The Air Force then uses a computer algorithm to assign cadets 
to specialties based on manpower requirements, cadet preferences, and cadets’ ranking on the 
OML. We could not obtain details on this algorithm and selection process.

Rated line officers must go through a selection board process to qualify for aviation train-
ing. Like those seeking other aviation careers in the services, rated line officers must take addi-
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tional standardized tests to qualify. Specifically, aviation candidates are selected using the Pilot 
Candidate Selection Method (PCSM) score.64 The PCSM is composed of the AFOQT pilot 
composite score, the TBAS score, and flying hours. The TBAS is a computerized psychomotor 
test. We are not aware of the minimums or weights for these tests in computing the PCSM 
score, however. The PCSM score counts as 15 percent in the overall OMS received by the avia-
tion applicant. The remaining factors are the applicant’s cumulative GPA (15 percent), most 
recent Air Force PFT score (10 percent), unit commander’s ranking or relative standing score 
(50 percent), and field training score (10 percent). Together, these factors determine an indi-
vidual’s rank on the national OML. Applicants are chosen starting with the top of the list until 
all slots are filled, with AFROTC annually allocated a specific number of pilot slots. 

Marine Corps. A student enrolled in NROTC and seeking a commission in the Marine 
Corps chooses his or her MOS during TBS. The student is commissioned as a second lieu-
tenant at the end of NROTC training and before enrolling in TBS for six months of lead-
ership training. At the end of training, each officer submits his or her MOS preferences. To 
determine MOS assignment, the officer is given a performance ranking based only on his or 
her performance in TBS. Three factors are used to calculate a performance score: academics 
(32 percent), military skills (32 percent), and leadership (36 percent). The academic factor is 
a weighted average of ten standardized tests that the officer must complete while he or she is 
at TBS. Similarly, the military skill factor is a weighted average of 15 different military skill 
tests. Finally, the leadership factor is a weighted average of two leadership evaluation scores. 
Marine second lieutenants must achieve a 75-percent average in each of these categories and a 
75-percent average overall in order to graduate from TBS. Each of these newly commissioned 
officers is then assigned to an MOS based on his or her preference. However, for each career 
field, only one-third of the assigned slots can come from the top third of the performance dis-
tribution, one-third from the middle, and one-third from the bottom.65 Starting at the top of 
the distribution, candidates are given their first preference until all slots are filled. 

Like candidates for the other services, aviation candidates are required to meet additional 
standards in order to be eligible. Generally, second lieutenants who are interested in aviation 
have already been selected and guaranteed an aviation contract prior to attending TBS, how-
ever. This process begins during the first few weeks of the program of instruction (in this case, 
NROTC), when individuals interested in aviation take the ASTB to see whether they qualify. 
The officer must receive at least a 4 on the AQR and at least a 6 on either the PFAR or FOFAR, 
depending on whether he or she would like to be a pilot or a flight officer.

Officer Candidate School and Officer Training School

Like we found for ROTC, we found that, for OCS and OTS, it is only for the aviation branch, 
specialty, or job selection that the services all use standardized aviation-specific aptitude tests 
to assess the potential of applicants for training. Further, test scores for these aviation aptitude 
tests, such as the AFAST and ASTB, are the primary determinants for selection. For the Navy, 
Air Force, and Marine Corps, an applicant to OCS or OTS has to declare his or her branch, 
specialty, or job preference at the time of application. The candidate’s preferred option, along 
with other factors, is part of his or her application package submitted to service selection 

64 PCSM, undated (b).
65 Navy Judge Advocate General’s Corps candidates are an exception to this: Although they attend TBS, they are already 
assigned to this branch upon enrollment into OCS.
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boards for a whole-person review. However, we were not able to find detailed information on 
how standardized tests are used as part of the whole-person review. Table 3.5 shows tests for 
branch, specialty, or job selection at various service OCS and OTS programs. Brief descrip-
tions for each test and how the services use it can be found in the sections that follow.

Army. An applicant to Army OCS can state his or her preferred branches at the time of 
application. Our research indicates that standardized test scores are used for selection only 
of those candidate officers who want to become pilots. Each of these candidate officers must 
obtain a score of 90 or higher on the AFAST. 

Navy. For branch, specialty, or job selection purposes, the Navy and Marine Corps ASTB 
is used in one of two ways to assess the aptitude of officer candidates. A candidate seeking a 
nonaviation job need only to derive his or her OAR score from three of the Navy and Marine 
Corps ASTB subtests: math skills, reading comprehension, and mechanical comprehension. 
This score is then used as part of the whole-person score. Those seeking careers in aviation have 
to take all six subtests in the Navy and Marine Corps ASTB and must obtain minimum scores 
on the ASTB to qualify. Specifically, each candidate must receive at least a 4 on the AQR and 
at least a 5 on either the PFAR or FOFAR to qualify for training to become a pilot or flight 
officer. 

Air Force. Officer candidates at Air Force OTS can apply to join one of three career fields: 
pilot or navigator, technical (and subtechnical), and nontechnical. The primary selection fac-
tors for selection to become a pilot or a navigator are college GPA and pilot or navigator com-
posite scores on the AFOQT. Applicants to become pilots are also required to take the TBAS. 
Their AFOQT pilot composite score, TBAS score, and number of flying hours are used to 
produce the PCSM score. The PCSM score is submitted to the pilot selection board for review, 
along with other whole-person concept information, for evaluation and selection. 

Marine Corps. For the Marine Corps OCS program, career field selection begins from 
the point of application to OCS, when applicants have to choose one of three fields (ground, 
air, or law). For those who seek careers as pilots and naval flight officers, their performance 
on the Navy or Marine Corps ASTB is the most critical selection factor. Each candidate must 
receive at least a 4 on the AQR and at least a 6 on either the PFAR or FOFAR, depending on 
whether he or she would like to be a pilot or a flight officer. A candidate who seeks to become a 
staff judge advocate must have a minimum score of 150 on the LSAT and be enrolled in a law 
program during OCS in addition to meeting medical and other training requirements. Judge 
advocate candidates must also pass the bar exam before they can proceed to TBS. 

Table 3.5
Tests and Branch, Specialty, or Job Selection at Officer Candidate School and Officer Training 
School

Test Army Navy Air Force Marine Corps Coast Guard

AFAST x

AFOQT x

ASVAB x

LSAT x

ASTB x x x

TBAS x
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For those second lieutenants without aviation or law contracts, MOS selection occurs 
during TBS when officers submit their MOS preferences at the end of this six-month training 
period. They go through the same process described for NROTC along with newly commis-
sioned officers from NROTC and USNA. 

Coast Guard. Coast Guard aviation candidates must also take the ASTB to qualify for 
aviation careers. Like Navy aviation candidates, a Coast Guard aviation candidate must receive 
at least a 4 on the AQR and at least a 5 on the PFAR or FOFAR, depending on his or her desire 
to be a pilot or flight officer. 

Service Academies

Although the service academies are quite similar in their requirements and approaches to select-
ing applicants for enrollment, there is divergence in how they select cadets and midshipmen 
for branch, specialty, or job assignments. There are also some similarities, however, with how 
selection is done in ROTC programs, which, too, are four-year college and military leadership 
training programs. Again, aviation is the primary branch, specialty, or job that requires addi-
tional standardized tests. However, as was true for the other commissioning sources, we were 
not able to find detailed information on how these standardized tests are used as part of the 
selection system. Table 3.6 shows those standardized tests that are used for branch, specialty, 
or job selection at the service academies. Brief descriptions for each test and how each service 
uses it can be found in the sections that follow.

Army. At USMA, the branching process begins in November of the senior year. Each 
cadet is asked to rank his or her branch preferences, and each is assigned a Cadet Performance 
Rank (CPR). The CPR is based on a cadet’s academic program score (55 percent), military 
program score (30 percent), and physical program score (15 percent).66 The academic program 
score is the cadet’s cumulative GPA. The cadet’s military program score is the average of his or 
her grades in summer training, military duty performance, and military science. The physical 
program score is derived from the cadet’s grades in his or her physical education courses, fit-
ness test scores, and competitive athletic performance. Thus, the main standardized test used 
for every cadet is the cadet’s fitness test—the APFT—which each cadet must take twice per 
year and meet the minimum performance standards by gender and age category. The AFAST 
is the only other standardized test required, but it is required only for those cadets who seek 
to become pilots. The applicant must have a score of 90 or higher to be eligible for selection. 

66 Lim et al., 2009.

Table 3.6
Tests and Branch, Specialty, or Job Selection at Service Academies

Test Army Navy Marine Corps Coast Guard

AFAST x

APFT x

ASTB x x x

Specialized PFT x

NOTE: The Air Force is not included in this table because we are aware of no additional 
standardized tests that are required for Air Force specialty selection at USAFA.
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Navy. Starting in the junior year at the academy, each midshipman is physically and med-
ically screened to determine his or her qualification for the URL communities. As part of this 
screening, any midshipman who wishes to join aviation, the Navy SEALs (Sea, Air, and Land), 
or EOD is also required to pass additional standardized tests. In particular, aviation candidates 
must take and meet minimum scores on the ASTB. The candidate must receive an AQR score 
of 4 and a PFAR or FOFAR score of 5, depending on whether he or she seeks to become a 
pilot or a flight officer. SEAL and EOD candidates must pass a physical fitness screening test, 
which includes a 500-yard swim, push-ups, sit-ups, pull-ups, and 1.5-mile run (we do not have 
detailed information on the passing scores). These additional tests help to screen candidates 
and distinguish between qualified candidates in service assignment board reviews. 

In the fall of the senior year, each USNA midshipman then submits six rank-ordered 
community preferences for only those communities in which he or she is qualified. Thus, 
only candidates who are physically qualified and have met the designated minimum scores on 
the ASTB are allowed to list aviation as a preference. Each midshipman is required to select 
from only the URL designators unless he or she is not physically qualified, at which point he 
or she can select an RL designator. Service assignment boards representing each occupational 
community (e.g., surface warfare, aviation) then do an initial screening of each applicant who 
picked their occupational community as his or her first choice. When the annual quota for 
the first choice of a midshipman is filled, his or her application is then reviewed by the board 
representing the occupational community of his or her second choice, third choice, and so 
forth. The service assignment boards select applicants based on a variety of factors, including 
academics, military performance, and summer training experience. Each board uses different 
factors and weights for these factors depending on the community it represents. As for stan-
dardized tests, both the ASTB and the physical fitness tests required during initial screening 
for aviation, the SEALs, and EOD can again be factored into final board decisions. 

Air Force. For USAFA, each cadet submits his or her rank-ordered preferences for occupa-
tions and is then assigned based on these preferences and his or her OML ranking. The OML 
is determined by two panel boards of five officers who rate cadets on a 6–10 scale for their 
academic, military, and athletic performance.67 Ratings from each board member are then 
summed for a total board score. These scores are then standardized, and the OML is created. 
Unlike graduates of the other services, USAFA graduates do not have to take an additional 
standardized test for selection into pilot training. Instead, cadets are selected based on their 
OML ranking. Thus, we found no additional standardized tests that were used during selec-
tion at USAFA. 

Marine Corps. Upon graduation, Marine Corps officers who attended USNA will attend 
TBS, where MOS selection is determined. They will go through the same MOS assignment 
process as their peers from OCS and NROTC, as described previously.

Coast Guard. We do not have specific information on the assignment process for the 
Coast Guard. However, we do know that Coast Guard aviation candidates must also take the 
ASTB to qualify for aviation careers. Like Navy aviation candidates, each Coast Guard avia-
tion candidate must receive an AQR score of 4 and a PFAR or FOFAR score of 5, depending 
on whether he or she would like to be a pilot or a flight officer. 

67 Lim et al., 2009.
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Commissioning

The third key point outlined on our continuum is the commissioning stage, in which indi-
viduals enrolled in officer commissioning programs finally graduate and are commissioned as 
officers in the U.S. armed forces. As discussed in the previous sections, Army, Air Force, and 
Marine Corps officers are initially commissioned as second lieutenants (O-1); Navy and Coast 
Guard officers are initially commissioned as ensigns (O-1). 

For all three of the commissioning sources discussed in the previous sections (ROTC, 
OCS/OTS, service academies), our research does not indicate the use of any standardized test 
scores other than physical fitness tests to determine officer candidate eligibility for commis-
sioning. Each officer candidate is required to take service physical fitness tests for admission 
to the commissioning program and to take them on a regular basis during the program. All 
services have minimum performance requirements by gender and age for each event or in 
aggregate. This appears to be the only standardized test required for commissioning, however.

Promotion

The final key point outlined in our continuum is the promotion stage, which is critical to an 
officer’s career advancement. Across the services, officer promotion is determined through a 
promotion board process, in which a panel of officers who are more senior reviews each candi-
date’s qualifications and determines whether he or she should advance to the next rank. Our 
research indicates that none of the services explicitly requires any standardized tests to qualify 
for promotion. However, all of the services, either explicitly or implicitly, consider advanced 
education as a factor in their promotion decision. Although there are exceptions, most graduate 
programs require standardized test scores, such as the Graduate Record Examination (GRE) or 
the Graduate Management Admission Test (GMAT), to be submitted as part of the applica-
tion process. Therefore, although these tests are outside of the direct control of DoD and are 
not required by DoD or the services, performance on these standardized tests can influence 
admission into programs for advanced degrees, the quality of programs to which officers are 
admitted, and their career prospects in the military. Additionally, passing physical fitness test 
scores are required for continuing in service, although waivers are available in some circum-
stances. Promotion boards have access to the physical fitness test scores of the officers they 
evaluate, but we could not obtain information on how that information is used.





35

CHAPTER FOUR

Conclusion

Overall, we found that standardized test scores are only one part of the military’s holistic or 
whole-person approach to assessing individuals for entrance into officer commissioning pro-
grams and key career fields. Interviews, performance evaluations, GPA, and recommendations 
are also factored into final selection decisions and appointments. The whole-person approach 
also gives the selection board the ability to adjust scores based on its holistic view of the can-
didate. The types of standardized tests used also vary according to each decision point and by 
each service. Without data, we were unable to empirically examine the extent to which stan-
dardized tests affect selection decisions. However, according to the information available to 
us, standardized tests appear to play a major role in selection only for aviation careers in the 
services, not for other careers. Standardized tests also appear to play a smaller role in commis-
sioning or promotion.

However, as the discussion in Chapter Three shows, our understanding of what and how 
standardized tests are used by the services requires additional information to fill current gaps. 
Most important is the fact that the way in which standardized tests function as part of a larger 
selection system is unclear in many cases. For many of these tests, we could not ascertain 
whether they are only used to screen out applicants (i.e., those who earn a score at or above a 
cutoff versus those who do not) or whether they are also used to select between two qualified 
candidates (i.e., both applicants have scores above the cutoff). In other cases, we could not 
determine how specific test scores are weighted as part of the broader selection system. For 
example, the TBAS is used as part of the PCSM score in pilot selection for the Air Force. How-
ever, we were not able to find published information on the weight it is given in calculating the 
PCSM score. We were also often not able to find published information on other factors that 
are used during the selection decision in addition to standardized test scores. Finally, we did 
not find complete information in many cases for whether tests could be waived, for whom, and 
under what circumstances.

This is likely due to a lack of publicly available information or published material on these 
selection processes and requirements. Having additional detailed information on the selection 
systems and how standardized tests are used would, therefore, be the first step toward deter-
mining the impact that standardized tests can have on selection decisions at various points in 
an officer’s career. To help fill in these remaining information gaps and promote greater trans-
parency regarding selection decisions, we suggest that the Office of the Secretary of Defense 
(OSD) ask each service to provide detailed specifics on its selection system to researchers and 
the public. This includes what tests and other factors are used and their respective place and 
weight in selection for officer commissioning programs, branch, specialty, or job assignment, 
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commissioning, and promotion. To this end, we provide a list of remaining questions and 
information gaps in Appendix B. 

To the best of our knowledge, although this report falls far short of providing a complete 
picture of the selection systems used by the services, we did not encounter any other source 
that brings together all the pieces of information shown in this report to afford even a basic 
view of the different paths through which all the services commission officers and assign them 
to different career fields. Such a resource could be valuable in helping a potential recruit or 
candidate to better understand the selection process—in particular, what would make him or 
her a competitive candidate—and assure him or her that the process is fair. However, until the 
services make more information available, such a resource cannot be compiled for use.

We do recognize that some information about the selection process might be sensitive and 
that the services might not want to openly publish everything. Nevertheless, allowing as much 
transparency as possible would help to better communicate to potential recruits and candidates 
how the process works. Our study found a shortage of clear and publicly available information 
on how the selection process works across the services. Furthermore, there appears to be strong 
demand for such information: In our research, we came across many websites and blogs in 
which potential recruits and candidates queried how the process works and complained about 
the lack of official sources or empirically based research to answer their questions.
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APPENDIX A

Standardized Tests Used by the Armed Forces

Because the original intent of this study was to examine the impact that the use of standard-
ized tests in selection decisions could have on racial/ethnic representation in the officer corps 
and key career fields, this appendix provides a brief review of prior research on the predictive 
validity and racial/ethnic group differences in mean test scores for the 19 standardized tests 
identified in our research.1

ACT

The ACT is a standardized test that is used to assess ability in English, mathematics, reading, 
and science.2 The exam is primarily a multiple-choice test taken over a period of approximately 
2 hours and 55 minutes and is administered six times per year. The ACT assessment (with the 
SAT exam as the alternative) is used for selection into various officer commissioning programs. 

Predictive Validity

Given that ACT scores are used predominantly in selection decisions for college admission, 
the majority of research examining the predictive validity of ACT scores has focused on the 
academic context. Overall, research finds the ACT is a valid predictor of future performance, 
including showing a strong positive relationship between ACT scores and first-year student 
GPA, as well as cumulative college GPA over time.3

Racial/Ethnic Group Differences

Like other aptitude tests, the ACT tends to show demographic group differences in mean 
scores. For example, Camara and Schmidt report average demographic group differences in 
mean scores for the ACT English, mathematics, reading, and science reasoning exams, as well 
as the ACT composite score, finding that white students outperform other racial/ethnic groups 
on all exams except the ACT mathematics test, in which Asian Americans have higher scores.4

Asian Americans outperform other racial/ethnic groups on the overall ACT composite score. 
Hispanic students perform slightly better than blacks on all exams, as well as on the ACT com-

1 Although they are separate tests, we count all standardized tests given in TBS for marines as a single test in the number 
reported here. TBS tests are not included in this appendix, however, because we do not have further information on them.
2 ACT, 2007.
3 For a review of recent research, see ACT, 2007.
4 Camara and Schmidt, 1999.
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posite. Research by Noble also finds that the ACT is not biased against racial/ethnic minori-
ties. Specifically, it does not underpredict performance (measured by first-year college GPA) of 
racial/ethnic minorities.5

Air Force Officer Qualifying Test

The AFOQT is a multiple-choice test that consists of 11 subtests that are used to create five 
composite scores: verbal, quantitative, academic aptitude, pilot, and navigator. Five of the 11 
AFOQT subtests are used to compute the pilot composite used in the operational selection of 
Air Force pilot candidates; six are used in the navigator composite. Scores are reported as per-
centile scores. The Air Force uses the AFOQT to select candidates into AFROTC and OTS 
programs. The AFOQT is also used to select AFROTC and OTS candidates into aviation 
career fields; academy graduates are not required to take the AFOQT to apply for pilot train-
ing, however.6

Predictive Validity

A recent report by Hardison, Sims, and Wong extensively reviews evidence regarding the valid-
ity of the AFOQT as a selection tool. Overall, they concluded that there was strong support for 
the predictive validity of the AFOQT in training situations for officers.7 For example, work by 
Arth examined the records of 9,029 nonrated officers who participated in career field training 
between 1979 and 1983 and found that AFOQT scores had predictive validity for final course 
grades in almost all of the career field training programs, with most correlations ranging from 
0.3 to 0.5.8 Similarly, a meta-analysis of research on the predictive validity of the AFOQT, by 
Hartke and Short, found that the academic composite of the AFOQT had a predictive validity 
of about 0.39 for training grades.9

Racial/Ethnic Group Differences

In their review of the AFOQT, Hardison, Sims, and Wong found evidence for significant 
mean differences in AFOQT scores of officer candidate applicants by racial/ethnic group.10 For 
example, a recent examination of the current form of the AFOQT found that, among appli-
cants, mean percentile scores for black, Hispanic, and Asian candidates on each of five com-
posites were lower than for white candidates, with differences in standard deviations ranging 
from more than one standard deviation on four of the five composites for black candidates to 
less than half of a standard deviation on all of the composites for Asian candidates.11 Similarly, 
Roberts and Skinner found that black OTS participants scored 0.5 standard deviations lower 

5 Noble, 2003. 
6 Hardison, Sims, and Wong, 2010.
7 Hardison, Sims, and Wong, 2010. 
8 Rated line officers are pilots, combat system officers (navigators), and air battle managers; all other specialties are non-
rated. See Arth, 1986.
9 Hartke and Short, 1988.
10 Hardison, Sims, and Wong, 2010
11 Easi.Consult, Schwartz, and Weismuller, 2008.
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than white participants did on the verbal, quantitative, and academic ability composites.12 Car-
retta and Ree also found that, among Air Force applicants and Air Force pilot trainees, black 
and Hispanic applicants and trainees performed lower on the AFOQT than white applicants 
and trainees did.13

In their review of the AFOQT, Hardison, Sims, and Wong did not find evidence of 
predictive bias against racial/ethnic minorities, however.14 For example, Roberts and Skinner 
found that, among black OTS participants, AFOQT scores on the academic, verbal, and 
quantitative composites actually overpredicted OTS course grades.15 The AFOQT quantitative 
composite also overpredicted training performance reviews for black cadets. Similarly, Carretta 
found that the AFOQT was not biased against blacks or Hispanics in terms of predicting 
training pass/fail scores for pilots.16 Finally, Mathews also found that AFOQT scores overpre-
dicted performance for black OTS participants.17

Alternate Flight Aptitude Selection Test

The AFAST contains seven subtests with a total of 200 questions.18 The subtests are (1) Back-
ground Information, (2) Instrument Comprehension Test, (3) Complex Movements Test, 
(4) Helicopter Knowledge Test, (5) Cyclic Orientation Test, (6) Mechanical Functions Test, 
and (7) the Self-Description Form. The AFAST is used during selection for Army Helicopter 
Flight Training. Specifically, a participant in Army ROTC, OCS, or USMA must take the 
AFAST to qualify for an aviation branch assignment, with a heavy weight assigned to the 
AFAST in selection decisions. An applicant for aviation training can retake the exam if he or 
she fails to perform well on the first try. However, retaking the exam requires authorization 
from the applicant’s commanding officer, and it is permitted only after six months have passed 
since the first attempt.

Predictive Validity

We found some published research examining the predictive validity of the AFAST. Specifi-
cally, a study by Cross looked at performance on the Revised Flight Aptitude Selection Test, 
the predecessor to the AFAST, as well as the AFAST, and how they related to performance in 
pilot training.19 Cross describes the Flight Aptitude Selection Test as having declining predic-
tive validity: Predictive validity for passing flight training declined from 0.31 in 1988 to 0.17 in 
1993. However, in the data examined, for every racial and gender group, increasing the cutoff 
from 90 to 100 or up to 120 would eliminate a disproportionate number of the pilot candidates 
who failed to pass training. Given the problems with low predictive validity, the Army has 

12 Roberts and Skinner, 1996.
13 Carretta and Ree, 1995.
14 Hardison, Sims, and Wong, 2010.
15 Roberts and Skinner, 1996.
16 Carretta, 1997.
17 Mathews, 1977.
18 Headquarters, Department of the Army, 1987.
19 Cross, 1997.
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been in the process of developing a new aviation selection instrument to replace the AFAST. 
This new test battery, Selection Instrument for Flight Training, is designed to assess cognitive 
ability, perceptual speed and accuracy, personality and temperament, motivation and attitude, 
and task prioritization.20

Racial/Ethnic Group Differences

At the time of this writing, we are not aware of any published studies examining racial/ethnic 
group differences in AFAST scores.

Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery

The ASVAB is an aptitude test that is required by all of the armed forces to determine eligibil-
ity for enlistment.21 The ASVAB currently contains ten subsections, such as word knowledge, 
assembling objects, and automotive information. The AFQT score is derived from four of the 
ASVAB test sections: paragraph comprehension, word knowledge, mathematics knowledge, 
and arithmetic reasoning.22

Certain subtests of the ASVAB are used for selection into some officer commissioning 
programs. For example, in the Army, an enlisted member applying for a ROTC scholarship 
must also meet a minimum GT score on the ASVAB—a combination of the verbal expression 
composite and the arithmetic reasoning subsection. The Army also requires every OCS candi-
date to take the ASVAB and receive a minimum GT score.23

Predictive Validity

There is strong evidence that the AFQT and other composite scores of the ASVAB have pre-
dictive validity for a wide variety of outcome measures within the enlisted population. For 
example, in an extensive review of the literature, Welsh, Kucinkas, and Curran found that 
AFQT and other ASVAB composite scores had predictive validity for “final school grades, self-
paced technical school completion times, first-term attrition, and job performance measures” 
for enlisted groups.24 Similarly, research by Orvis, Childress, and Polich found that scores on 
the AFQT were a significant predictor of performance in simulated missile battle scenarios 
for enlisted Army personnel and students in training.25 In another study, Winkler, Fernandez, 
and Polich found that AFQT scores were significantly related to individual performance and 
that average AFQT scores for a group were significantly related to group performance for 
signal operators involved in setting up communication systems for the Army.26 Whitmarsh 
and Sulzen also found that GT scores, which are used by the Army in OCS selection, were 
positively correlated with performance during simulated infantry combat in an enlisted popu-

20 Bruskiewicz et al., 2007.
21 DoD Instruction (DODI) 1145.01, 2005. 
22 See Pommerich, Segall, and Moreno, 2009.
23 AR 350-51, 2001.
24 Welsh, Kucinkas, and Curran, 1990.
25 Orvis, Childress, and Polich, 1992. 
26 Winkler, Fernandez, and Polich, 1992.
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lation.27 More recently and broadly, Ree and Earles found that, for a wide variety of Air Force 
enlisted jobs, ASVAB scores were predictive of grades in training schools.28

We are aware of only one study that has examined the predictive validity of the ASVAB 
using an officer population. Read and Whitaker found that marines in OCS who entered 
under ASVAB waivers because their scores on the electronics composite score did not reach 
the minimum required were less likely to be successful than their peers who did not require 
waivers.29

Racial/Ethnic Group Differences

Most of the published research on demographic group differences is for enlisted or civilian 
populations and therefore might not be relevant for officer populations, which are quite dif-
ferent in terms of educational background, as well as demographics, such as race, gender, 
and age. However, what the available data from youth and enlisted populations show is that 
mean scores are lower for black and Hispanic groups than for white groups. According to a 
recent study by Asch and colleagues, roughly 80 percent of white youth would score above the 
30th percentile of the AFQT, while only 49 percent of black youth and 53 percent of Hispanic 
youth would score above the 30th percentile of the AFQT.30

There is also some evidence of mean demographic group differences, specifically in offi-
cer groups. For example, Read and Whitaker found that black entrants to U.S. Marine Corps 
OCS were more likely to enter under a waiver for the electronics ASVAB score, meaning that 
they did not meet minimum score requirements: From fiscal year (FY) 1988 to FY 1992, 
29 percent of black OCS entrants required waivers, versus 17 percent of Hispanics and 7 per-
cent of whites.31 However, the evidence of mean score differences does not suggest that the 
ASVAB is biased. Like the SAT exam, it does not underpredict the performance of racial and 
ethnic minorities.32

Aviation Selection Test Battery

The ASTB is composed of six subtests focused on the areas of mathematics, reading, mechani-
cal comprehension, spatial apperception, and aviation and nautical information, as well as a 
supplemental section on aviation.33 The test can be taken in electronic or paper format and 
up to three times (with 30 days between the first and second attempts and 90 days between 
the second and third attempts). Applicants receive combined scores in four areas: an AQR, 
a PFAR, a FOFAR, and an OAR. The OAR composite score is used as part of the selection 
process for Navy and Marine Corps OCS. The ASTB is also used in the Navy, Marine Corps, 
and Coast Guard to select candidates for aviation officer training. The PFAR and FOFAR 

27 Whitmarsh and Sulzen, 1989. 
28 Ree and Earles, 1991. 
29 Read and Whitaker, 1993.
30 Asch, Buck, et al., 2009.
31 Read and Whitaker, 1993.
32 Wise et al., 1992.
33 OPNAV Instruction 1532.1/MCO Instruction 1532.1, 2008. 
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are used to predict performance during primary flight training for student naval aviators and 
flight officers, while the AQR and OAR are used to predict academic performance in preflight 
instruction and ground school. 

Predictive Validity

We were able to find some published evidence regarding the predictive validity of the ASTB. 
In particular, two studies examining the ASTB provide evidence for its predictive validity in 
terms of training outcomes.34 First, Brian  J. Dean examined how previous batches of pilot 
trainees would have performed under a certain set of higher ASTB standards for admission. 
The officers who met the higher standards (and, therefore, who would have been admitted 
under them) performed one standard deviation better in pilot training at the Naval Aviation 
Schools Command and had significantly lower attrition rates than the ones who would have 
not have been selected under the higher standards. Similarly, Helm and Reid found that the 
ASTB had predictive validity in terms of flight training outcomes for both nonminority and 
minority candidates, although it underpredicted women’s performance. Finally, Koch found 
that receiving a waiver for the ASTB (meaning that the cutoff score was not met) was positively 
associated with Marine pilot training attrition.35

Racial/Ethnic Group Differences

Two studies show that mean ASTB scores are lower for racial/ethnic minority candidates who 
are accepted to flight training than for white candidates. First, Helm and Reid examined indi-
viduals who had completed Aviation Pre-Flight Indoctrination (API), which is a prerequisite 
for all naval aviator and Naval Flight Officer (NFO) candidates, finding that racial/ethnic 
minority candidates had lower mean scores on both the AQR and PFAR subscores and lower 
training scores.36

Brian J. Dean found that raising the cutoff for ASTB scores in the Marine Corps would 
have disproportionately disqualified blacks, Hispanics, and Asians.37 Specifically, ASTB scores 
for blacks, Hispanics, and Asians who were selected into aviation training between 1988 and 
1992 were lower than for their white peers. Although, overall, the increased cutoff would have 
disqualified about 39 percent of the group, for each of the minority groups, more than half of 
the actually selected pilots would not have been selected under the higher standards. Although 
this finding does not directly give information about ASTB scores in the overall population, 
or even in the population of applicants, it does suggest that ASTB scores are lower for racial/
ethnic minority groups than for nonminority groups. 

College-Level Examination Program

Candidates for some postcollege commissioning programs who do not have bachelor’s degrees 
can submit college subject-area test results toward the number of required semester-hours. 

34 B. Dean, 1996; Helm and Reid, 2003.
35 Koch, 2009. 
36 Helm and Reid, 2003.
37 B. Dean, 1996.
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There are several different types of exams that can be used for this purpose. However, these 
scores are not directly submitted to the services: For instance, for the Army OCS program, 
these tests must be listed on a college transcript as having entitled the student to credits at that 
school.38 Both the Marine Corps and the Navy mention these tests in the context of enlisted-
to-officer programs and describe similar requirements: In order to count toward the marine’s 
or seaman’s college degree, the college that the applicant attended must have given him or her 
credit for these tests.39

The CLEP is a civilian-developed test that is increasingly given for free to military person-
nel at various bases and that many colleges accept for class placement or college credit.40 The 
passing score for all CLEP subject tests is 50.41 Passing rates for military examinees in 2007 
ranged from 17 percent for college algebra to 64 percent for analyzing and interpreting litera-
ture.42 The tests are 90 minutes long, can be given either on paper or by computer, and can be 
retaken after six months.43

Predictive Validity

We were not able to find any research on the predictive validity of the CLEP in terms of job or 
training performance outcomes. However, there has been some research focused on comparing 
CLEP students’ knowledge of college material with that of students who take the correspond-
ing class, or otherwise validating allowing students to get course credit via CLEP. For instance, 
Checketts and Christensen found that students who passed CLEP’s general examination in 
English composition at Utah State University performed comparably on a writing test to stu-
dents who got As and Bs in the university’s freshman English course. In another study, Bean-
blossom administered CLEP general examinations to 333 University of Washington juniors 
and found that scores were highly correlated with students’ scores on a test they had taken in 
high school, the Washington Pre-College Test. The author concluded that these tests were not 
measuring anything distinct from what was measured in these precollege tests. These stud-
ies might be of limited utility, however.44 First, these studies examine students from only one 
school. Second, the studies tend to be very old, and curricula and tests might have changed 
since then. Finally, these studies do not examine whether the CLEP has predictive validity in 
terms of job performance, which would be the most relevant measure in this context. 

Racial/Ethnic Group Differences

At the time of this writing, we are not aware of any published studies examining racial/ethnic 
group differences on the CLEP.

38 Fort Bragg, undated. 
39 OPNAV Instruction 1420.1B, 2009; MCO 1040.43A, 2000.
40 Defense Activity for Non-Traditional Education Support, undated (c).
41 U.S. Army Garrison Benelux, 2007. 
42 Defense Activity for Non-Traditional Education Support, undated (b).
43 Defense Activity for Non-Traditional Education Support, undated (c). 
44 Checketts and Christensen, 1974; Beanblossom, 1969. 
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English Comprehension Level Test and American Language Course 
Placement Test

The ECLT and the ALCPT are tests of English proficiency for nonnative English speakers. The 
ALCPT handbook refers to the ALCPT as a screening test for whether an applicant is profi-
cient enough to take the ECLT but also notes that the tests are statistically equivalent, with an 
almost-perfect correlation between scores on the two tests.45 In some military documents, such 
as AR 350-51, they are referred to interchangeably, suggesting that military candidates whose 
first language is not English must pass only one of the tests.

The ECLT is a test of listening and reading comprehension of informal U.S. English. 
Testing can be done either in a 75-minute paper or a substantially shorter computer adaptive 
version, which can distinguish more finely among high levels of performance.46 The ALCPT is 
also both a listening and a reading test. There are 35 different test forms for the ALCPT, each 
with 66 listening-based questions and 34 written questions.47

Military regulations are unclear about how a candidate for an officer commissioning 
program would be selected to take either of these tests. For instance, the document governing 
Army OCS (AR 350-51) says that the candidate must take the ECLT “if the applicant’s primary 
language is other than English,” which would presumably be noticed by the Army recruiter 
working with the applicant. However, it is unclear whether this test is given to most U.S. citi-
zens whose primary language is not English: The Air Force’s AFRS Instruction 36-2001 says 
that the “ECLT and [ACLPT] are available only at the MEPS [Military Entrance Processing 
Station] in San Juan, Puerto Rico.”48 Because being a U.S. citizen and attaining certain scores 
on the aptitude tests, which assume English-language fluency, are prerequisites for officer selec-
tion, we do not see this test as being a major limiting factor in the resulting diversity of the offi-
cer corps. A recent study on how requirements for Army OCS affect the eligibility of enlisted 
soldiers offered this conclusion: “modification of ECLT . . . requirements would produce rela-
tively small increases in the pool of qualified OCS applicants.”49

The only listed ECLT cutoff score is 80, for Army OCS applicants.50 This is also listed 
as a USCGA requirement for international applicants from countries where English is not the 
primary language.51 It seems likely that 80 is the ECLT cutoff whenever it is used. We do not 
know whether the ALCPT has an associated cutoff score.

Predictive Validity

There appears to be limited research on the predictive validity of the ECLT or ALCPT. How-
ever, we did identify a study by Robin Dean, Hoffman, and Hoffman for officers and enlisted 
personnel that found that English proficiency scores on the ECLT and another English lan-
guage test were “not significantly related to available indicators of success in the Army, [includ-

45 Defense Language Institute English Language Center, 2008a.
46 Defense Language Institute English Language Center, undated. 
47 Defense Language Institute English Language Center, 2008a.
48 AFRS Instruction 36-2001, 2008. 
49 M. Smith and Hagman, 2002. 
50 M. Smith and Hagman, 2002.
51 USCGA, undated (c). International applicants to service academies do not commission into the U.S. military.
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ing] rank, level of education, GT and Skills [sic] Qualification Test scores.”52 The researchers 
concluded that these tests did not include the types of English language skills that were rel-
evant to military service, such as conversational speech and military language.53

Racial/Ethnic Group Differences

At the time of this writing, we are not aware of any published studies examining racial/ethnic 
group differences in ECLT or ALCPT scores.

Law School Admission Test

Law schools use the LSAT to determine admission eligibility. The test consists of five sections, 
each 35 minutes in length, to measure reading comprehension, analytical reasoning, and logi-
cal reasoning. The LSAT is administered four times per year at approved sites.54

Predictive Validity

There has been a considerable amount of research on the predictive validity of the LSAT. For 
example, Schrader provides a very thorough meta-analysis of law school validity studies, with 
considerable evidence of the predictive validity of the LSAT on first-year law school student 
GPA performance.55 Similarly, Linn and Hastings examined the student outcomes for 259,640 
students at 154 law schools and found that LSAT predictive validity ranged from 0.14 to 0.66 
and had a median value of 0.38. These more recent results report higher validity in predicting 
first-year law school GPA than Schrader reported and a higher validity than the GPA at the 
undergraduate institution.56 We are not aware of any studies examining the predictive validity 
of the LSAT in a military context, however.

Racial/Ethnic Group Differences

Camara and Schmidt find that, as has been found for other education entrance examinations, 
white students score highest on the LSAT, with Asians, blacks, and Hispanic students follow-
ing (based on a sample of LSAT scores for all students applying to law school in 1997–1998).57

Consistent with these trends is research that is more recent by Diamond-Dalessandro, Suto, 
and Reese, looking at testing years 2001–2002 to 2007–2008 and finding that LSAT scores 
have been consistently lower for black and Hispanic law school applicants than for white and 
Asian law school applicants. Mean scores were 142 for blacks, between 146 and 147 for His-
panics, 152 for Asians, and between 152 and 153 for whites in each of these testing years.58

52 The Skill Qualification Tests are no longer in use.
53 R. Dean, Hoffman, and Hoffman, 1988.
54 Law School Admissions Council, undated.
55 Schrader, 1977. 
56 Linn and Hastings, 1984.
57 Camara and Schmidt, 1999.
58 The LSAT has separate categories for Hispanic, Puerto Rican, and Mexican American applicants, which appear to be 
exclusive categories that are based on self-identification (Diamond-Dalessandro, Suto, and Reese, 2008).
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Physical Fitness Assessment

Each branch of the military has a main physical fitness test that is given regularly to all per-
sonnel except those who cannot take it because of injury, pregnancy, or deployment. Each 
test is made up of subtests, which are scored independently; scoring varies based on age and 
sex. Other physical fitness tests are also given to certain populations, such as for admission 
into service academies and selection into special forces. Each service’s test and scoring are dis-
tinct from those of other services. The primary tests are the APFT, the Air Force PFT, CFA, 
the Marine Corps PFT, the Navy PRT, and the Coast Guard PFE. Applicants for four-year 
scholarships to the Army ROTC program must also pass the President’s Challenge PFT. The 
Marine Corps is in the midst of adopting an additional test for all marines called the Combat 
Fitness Test (CFT). Unlike the standard Marine Corps PFT, this was not listed as a require-
ment for recent Marine Corps OCS boards.59 Finally, there are specialized physical fitness 
screening tests required for any Naval academy midshipmen who wish to join the Navy SEALs 
or obtain EOD rating. 

Predictive Validity

At the time of this writing, we are not aware of any published studies examining the predictive 
validity of the physical fitness tests on key officer outcomes in the selection contexts on which 
this research focuses. 

Racial/Ethnic Group Differences

Although we did not find publicly available data on physical fitness scores by race/ethnicity for 
officer candidates, some things can be inferred from the wider literature. First, there is no body 
of literature suggesting practically important overall differences in physical fitness across racial/
ethnic groups on par with aptitude-score differences. The major demographic group difference 
in terms of physical abilities that is relevant to the military is the difference between men and 
women, for which military physical fitness tests adjust in terms of subtest scoring and, to a 
much lesser extent, subtest events.

Of those studies that have examined potential differences, those comparing physical fit-
ness test scores across racial/ethnic groups within the military context show varied results. 
For example, Robbins and colleagues, examining a population of both enlisted and officers, 
found that being black was negatively associated with physical fitness as measured by pass-
ing the Air Force PFT. Officers and enlisted were modeled together, and officers had a lower 
risk of failure.60 Bell and colleagues examined Army Basic Combat trainees and found that 
black trainees initially performed significantly better on their APFTs than white trainees, both 
for male and female groups.61 Army Basic Combat Training is primarily, but not exclusively, 
enlisted, however. Finally, Knapik and colleagues found minimal racial/ethnic group differ-
ences among recruits entering Army Basic Training.62 Thus, overall, these studies suggest that 
any differences among racial groups in terms of physical fitness scores are likely minimal. Addi-

59 Marine Administrative Message (MARADMIN) 383/10, 2010.
60 Robbins et al., 2001.
61 Bell et al., 1994.
62 Knapik et al., 2004.
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tionally, physical fitness test scores are unique among standardized test scores in terms of how 
responsive they are to physical training. For instance, Christianson found that, in a group of 
AFROTC participants, Air Force PFT scores and pass rates were quite responsive to various 
types of regular physical fitness training.63

SAT Exam

The SAT Reasoning Test is a private sector–developed standardized test that colleges use to 
evaluate applicants and is typically taken during the junior or senior year of high school.64 The 
exam lasts three hours and 45 minutes and covers three primary sections: reading, mathemat-
ics, and writing. It is offered seven times during the calendar year in the United States.65 Scores 
for the three sections derive from equally weighted questions that are worth one point for a cor-
rect answer and –0.25 point for each marked incorrectly.66 Students can retake the test.67 Like 
the ACT, the SAT exam is used for selection into various officer commissioning programs.

Predictive Validity

A considerable amount of research has been conducted examining the predictive validity of 
the SAT exam. Overall, SAT exam scores are consistently found to be a significant predictor of 
first-year college GPA and have been found to predict academic achievement throughout the 
college years.68

Racial/Ethnic Group Differences

Like the ACT, the SAT exam shows racial/ethnic differences in mean scores. For example, 
Camara and Schmidt report that blacks and Hispanics score considerably lower on average 
than whites, while Asians score slightly lower than whites on the verbal subtest (one-quarter 
standard deviation) but have very similar mean scores on the quantitative subtest.69 The data 
from the College Board regarding 2010 college-bound seniors show somewhat similar results. 
Mean critical reading and math scores were 429 and 428, respectively, for blacks; 519 and 591 
for Asians, Asian Americans, and Pacific Islanders; and 528 and 536 for whites. Hispanics 
were separated into several different categories (e.g., Mexican, Puerto Rican, South American) 
with mean critical reading scores of 454 and mean math scores ranging from 452 to 467.70

Despite these subgroup differences, research shows that the SAT exam is not biased against 

63 Christianson, 2009.
64 SAT Reasoning Test is a registered trademark of the College Board.
65 College Board, undated (a).
66 College Board, undated (c).
67 College Board, undated (d).
68 Boldt, 1986; Kobrin et al., 2008; Wilson, 1983.
69 Camara and Schmidt, 1999
70 College Board, 2010.
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racial/ethnic minorities, meaning that it does not underpredict the performance of racial/ethnic 
minorities.71

Test of Basic Aviation Skills

The TBAS measures cognitive, multitasking, and psychomotor attributes.72 Taken over the 
course of an hour, the TBAS is a computer-based test that incorporates keypads, joystick move-
ment, and foot pedal response as test indicators. The TBAS includes the following subtests: 
(1) directional orientation test, (2) three-digit and five-digit listening test, (3) horizontal track-
ing test, (4) airplane tracking test, (5) airplane and horizontal tracking, and (6) an emergency 
scenario test. The TBAS is used to aid in the selection of Air Force pilot candidates from 
AFROTC and OTS. The TBAS score is combined with the AFOQT pilot composite score and 
the number of flying hours to compose the PCSM score that is reviewed by the pilot selection 
board.

Predictive Validity

In an Air Force–sponsored study, Carretta found that TBAS subscores have predictive validity 
in terms of training outcomes. Carretta examined the records of 994 Air Force officers who 
attended Specialized Undergraduate Pilot Training. He found that several of the TBAS sub-
tests had predictive validity in terms of performance in pilot training, both for likelihood of 
attrition from the training program and for final grades.73

Racial/Ethnic Group Differences

At the time of this writing, we are not aware of any published studies examining racial/ethnic 
group differences in TBAS scores.

71 Mattern et al., 2008.
72 PCSM, undated (c).
73 Carretta, 2005.
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APPENDIX B

Questions for the Services

As discussed in Chapter Four, there are remaining information gaps and questions that need to 
be filled in order to have a complete picture of the selection systems being used by the services 
and the role of standardized tests within the broader selection system. This appendix provides 
a list of those key questions regarding current data gaps for each service and respective officer 
commissioning program.

Army

Reserve Officers’ Training Corps

Selection into the Program. This section lists outstanding questions regarding selection 
into Army ROTC.

•	 Are the requirements for selection and weights of each factor correctly outlined in this 
document?

•	 For all scholarship applicants:
– Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 

what is allowed for substitution?
•	 For active-duty enlisted scholarship applicants to the Green to Gold program:

– What are the weights given to each factor that composes the whole-person score? 
– Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 

what is allowed for substitution?
•	 For all nonscholarship applicants:

– What are the requirements for admission other than the APFT? 
– What are the weights for these requirements in selection decisions?
– Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 

what is allowed for substitution?

Branch, Specialty, or Job Selection. This section lists outstanding questions regarding 
branch, specialty, or job selection for Army ROTC. 

•	 Are the factors, weights of each factor in the OMS, and overall selection process correctly 
outlined in this document?

•	 Are standardized tests required for selection into any other branch besides aviation? 
•	 For aviation candidates, in addition to the AFAST, what other factors are used in the 

selection decision?
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– What are the weights for these factors in selection decisions?
– Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 

what is allowed to be substituted?

Officer Candidate School

Selection into the Program. This section lists outstanding questions regarding selection 
into Army OCS.

•	 Are the requirements for selection correctly outlined in this document?
•	 What other factors go into selection decisions?
•	 What are the weights for each factor (including standardized test scores) in the selection 

decision?
•	 Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 

what is allowed for substitution?
•	 Do requirements differ for prior or active-duty enlisted applicants?

Branch, Specialty, or Job Selection. This section lists outstanding questions regarding 
branch, specialty, or job selection for Army OCS.

•	 Are the requirements for selection correctly outlined in this document?
•	 Are standardized tests required for selection into any other career field besides aviation? 
•	 How does the assignment process work? 

– What factors are used in the assignment decisions? 
– What are the weights for these factors in selection decisions?

U.S. Military Academy

Selection into the Program. This section lists outstanding questions regarding selection 
into USMA.

•	 Are the requirements for selection correctly outlined in this document?
•	 For each of the three factors used in the whole-person score, what are the individual com-

ponents included in each factor?
– What are the individual weights of each component in the total factor score? 

•	 Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 
what is allowed for substitution?

•	 Do requirements differ for prior or active-duty enlisted applicants?
•	 When adjustments are made to the final score due to the use of a whole-person approach, 

does the adjustment mean that the weights can shift across categories (for example, 
50 percent academic, 35 percent leadership, and 15 percent physical)? Or are the “shifts” 
within a category (for example, graduating top of the class can replace SAT exam or ACT 
scores)?

Branch, Specialty, or Job Selection. This section lists outstanding questions regarding 
branch, specialty, or job selection in USMA.
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•	 Are the factors, weights of each factor, and overall selection process correctly outlined in 
this document?

•	 Are standardized tests required for selection into any other branch besides aviation? 
•	 For aviation candidates, in addition to the AFAST, what other factors are used in the 

selection decision?
– What are the weights for these factors in selection decisions?
– Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 

what is allowed for substitution?

Air Force

Reserve Officer Training Corps

Selection into the Program. This section lists outstanding questions regarding selection 
into AFROTC.

•	 Are the current requirements for selection and weights of each factor correctly outlined 
in this document?

•	 Under what circumstances can the minimum AFOQT scores be waived?
– Who grants the waiver, and how often are these waivers given? 

•	 For all scholarship applicants:
– What are the weights for each factor in selection decisions?
– Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 

what is allowed for substitution?

Branch, Specialty, or Job Selection. This section lists outstanding questions regarding 
branch, specialty, or job selection in AFROTC.

•	 Are there two separate processes for selection of Air Force specialties: one for rated line 
officers (pilots [including pilots of remotely piloted aircraft], combat system officers, and 
air battle managers) and one for nonrated line officers?

•	 For each board process, what factors are used to create the OML ranking cadets? 
– What are the weights for these factors?

•	 How does the assignment process work using the OML, cadet preferences, and man-
power requirements?

•	 Are standardized tests required for selection into any other branch besides aviation? 
•	 For aviation candidates, is there a minimum PCSM score that must be achieved?

– How are the AFOQT and TBAS weighted in determining the PCSM score?

Officer Training School

Selection into the Program. This section lists outstanding questions regarding selection 
into Air Force OTS.

•	 Are the requirements for selection correctly outlined in this document?
•	 Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 

what is allowed for substitution?
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•	 Do requirements differ for prior or active-duty enlisted applicants?

Branch, Specialty, or Job Selection. This section lists outstanding questions regarding 
branch, specialty, or job selection in Air Force OTS.

•	 Are the requirements for selection correctly outlined in this document?
•	 Are standardized tests required for selection into any other career field besides aviation? 
•	 How does the assignment process work? 

– What factors are used in the assignment decisions? 
– What are the weights for these factors in selection decisions?

U.S. Air Force Academy

Selection into the Program. This section lists outstanding questions regarding selection 
into USAFA.

•	 Are the requirements for selection correctly outlined in this document?
•	 For each of the three factors used in the whole-person score, what are the individual com-

ponents included in the factor?
– What are the individual weights of each component in the total factor score? 

•	 Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 
what is allowed for substitution?

•	 Do requirements differ for prior or active-duty enlisted applicants?
•	 When adjustments are made to the final score due to the use of a whole-person approach, 

does the adjustment mean that the weights can shift across categories (for example, 
50 percent academic, 35 percent leadership, and 15 percent physical)? Or are the “shifts” 
within a category (for example, graduating top of the class can replace SAT exam or ACT 
scores)?

Branch, Specialty, or Job Selection. This section lists outstanding questions regarding 
branch, specialty, or job selection in USAFA.

•	 Are the requirements and assignment process correctly outlined in this document?
•	 What information is provided to the board when they rank cadets?
•	 What weight is each of the three factors given in determining the order of merit?
•	 How does the assignment process work? 

– What factors are used in the assignment decisions? 
– What are the weights for these factors in selection decisions?
– Who are the Air Force officers who sit on the two panels? 
– Do the two panels work simultaneously and rate the same way on the same factors with 

the same weights and scores or ratings? 
– How are the two merit lists reconciled to make final selection decisions?

•	 Are any standardized tests required for assignment to particular career fields?
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Navy

Reserve Officers Training Corps

Selection into the Program. This section lists outstanding questions regarding selection 
into NROTC.

•	 Are the requirements for selection correctly outlined in this document?
•	 For all scholarship applicants:

– What are all the factors that are used to select applicants for scholarships? 
– What are the weights for these factors (including standardized test scores) in selection 

decisions?
– Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 

what is allowed for substitution?
– Do requirements differ for prior or active-duty enlisted applicants?

•	 For all nonscholarship applicants:
– What are the requirements for admission? 
– What are the weights for these requirements in selection decisions?
– Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 

what is allowed for substitution?
– Do requirements differ for prior or active-duty enlisted applicants?

Branch, Specialty, or Job Selection. This section lists outstanding questions regarding 
branch, specialty, or job selection in NROTC.

•	 Are OMSs calculated separately for those seeking aviation and nonaviation jobs?
•	 Are the factors and weights for each factor in the selection process correctly outlined in 

this document?
•	 How is aptitude measured?
•	 Can these requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 

with what alternative?
•	 Are there other factors in compiling OMSs and rankings? 
•	 What weights are given to candidate preference, rank order, and Navy manpower require-

ments during the assignment process?
•	 Are standardized tests required for selection into any other branch besides aviation? 

Officer Candidate School

Selection into the Program. This section lists outstanding questions regarding selection 
into Navy OCS.

•	 Are the requirements for selection correctly outlined in this document?
•	 What other factors go into selection decisions?
•	 What are the weights for each factor (including standardized test scores) in the selection 

decision?
•	 Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 

what is allowed for substitution?
•	 Do requirements differ for prior or active-duty enlisted applicants?
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Branch, Specialty, or Job Selection. This section lists outstanding questions regarding 
branch, specialty, or Job selection in Navy OCS.

•	 Are the requirements for selection correctly outlined in this document?
•	 Are standardized tests required for selection into any other career field besides aviation? 
•	 How does the assignment process work? 

– What factors are used in the assignment decisions? 
– What are the weights for these factors in selection decisions?

U.S. Naval Academy

Selection into the Program. This section lists outstanding questions regarding selection 
into USNA.

•	 Are the requirements for selection correctly outlined in this document?
•	 For each of the three factors used in the whole-person score, what are the individual com-

ponents included in each factor?
– What are the individual weights of each component in the total factor score? 

•	 Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 
what is allowed for substitution?

•	 Do requirements differ for prior or active-duty enlisted applicants?
•	 When adjustments are made to the final score due to the use of a whole-person approach, 

does the adjustment mean that the weights can shift across categories (for example, 
50 percent academic, 35 percent leadership, and 15 percent physical)? Or are the “shifts” 
within a category (for example, graduating top of the class can replace SAT exam or ACT 
scores)?

Branch, Specialty, or Job Selection. This section lists outstanding questions regarding 
branch, specialty, or job selection in USNA.

•	 Are the requirements and assignment process correctly outlined in this document?
•	 Are standardized tests required for selection into any other career field besides aviation, 

the SEALs, and EOD? 
•	 How does the assignment process work? 

– What factors are used in the assignment decisions? 
– What are the weights for these factors in selection decisions?

Marine Corps

Reserve Officers’ Training Corps

Selection into the Program. This section lists outstanding questions regarding selection 
into NROTC (Marine Corps option).

•	 Are the requirements for selection correctly outlined in this document?
•	 For all scholarship applicants:

– What are all the factors that are used to select applicants for scholarships? 
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– What are the weights for these factors (including standardized test scores) in selection 
decisions?

– Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 
what is allowed for substitution?

– Do requirements differ for prior or active-duty enlisted applicants?
•	 For all nonscholarship applicants:

– What are the requirements for admission? 
– What are the weights for these requirements in selection decisions?
– Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 

what is allowed for substitution?
– Do requirements differ for prior or active-duty enlisted applicants?

Branch, Specialty, or Job Selection. This section lists outstanding questions regarding 
branch, specialty, or job selection in NROTC (Marine Corps option).

•	 Are the factors and weights for each factor in the selection process correctly outlined in 
this document?

•	 Are standardized tests required for selection into any other branch besides aviation? 
•	 For aviation candidates, in addition to the ASTB, what other factors are used in the selec-

tion decision?
– What are the weights for these factors in selection decisions?
– Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 

what is allowed for substitution?

Officer Candidate School

Selection into the Program. This section lists outstanding questions regarding selection 
into Marine Corps OCS.

•	 Are the requirements for selection correctly outlined in this document?
•	 What other factors go into selection decisions?
•	 What are the weights for each factor (including standardized test scores) in the selection 

decision?
•	 Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 

what is allowed for substitution?
•	 Do requirements differ for prior or active-duty enlisted applicants?

Branch, Specialty, or Job Selection. This section lists outstanding questions regarding 
branch, specialty, or job selection in Marine Corps OCS.

•	 Are the requirements for selection correctly outlined in this document?
•	 Are standardized tests required for selection into any other career field besides aviation? 
•	 How does the assignment process work? 

– What factors are used in the assignment decisions? 
– What are the weights for these factors in selection decisions?



56    The Use of Standardized Scores in Officer Career Management and Selection

U.S. Naval Academy

For oustanding questions regarding Marine Corps candidates at USNA, see the previous sec-
tions on USNA and Marine Corps branch, specialty, or job selection.

Coast Guard

Officer Candidate School

Selection into the Program. This section lists outstanding questions regarding selection 
into Coast Guard OCS.

•	 Are the requirements for selection correctly outlined in this document?
•	 What other factors go into selection decisions?
•	 What are the weights for each factor (including standardized test scores) in the selection 

decision?
•	 Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 

what is allowed for substitution?
•	 Do requirements differ for prior or active-duty enlisted applicants?

Branch, Specialty, or Job Selection. This section lists outstanding questions regarding 
branch, specialty, or job selection in Coast Guard OCS.

•	 Are the requirements for selection correctly outlined in this document?
•	 Are standardized tests required for selection into any other career field besides aviation? 
•	 How does the assignment process work? 

– What factors are used in the assignment decisions? 
– What are the weights for these factors in selection decisions?

U.S. Coast Guard Academy

Selection into the Program. This section lists outstanding questions regarding selection 
into USCGA.

•	 Are the requirements for selection correctly outlined in this document?
•	 What other factors go into selection decisions?
•	 What are the weights for each factor (including standardized test scores) in the selection 

decision?
•	 Can any requirements be waived or substituted? Under what conditions? By whom and 

what is allowed for substitution?
•	 Do requirements differ for prior or active-duty enlisted applicants?
•	 How does the board process work?

Branch, Specialty, or Job Selection. This section lists outstanding questions regarding 
branch, specialty, or job selection in USCGA.

•	 Are the requirements for selection correctly outlined in this document?
•	 Are standardized tests required for selection into any other career field besides aviation? 
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•	 How does the assignment process work? 
– What factors are used in the assignment decisions? 
– What are the weights for these factors in selection decisions?
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