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Executive Summary 
 

University readiness assessments have been integral to college admissions since the turn of the 
20th century. However, these exams’ popularity has wavered in recent decades, and the COVID-
19 pandemic created test administration challenges that barred many college hopefuls from 
taking these exams. As a result, hundreds of four-year, degree-granting institutions went “test-
optional” in 2020, meaning applicants were not required to report scores to be considered for 
admission. Now, many colleges are deciding whether to remain test-optional.   
 
A key point of debate is whether test-optional policies improve equity in college admissions. That 
is, do test-optional policies allow colleges to successfully enroll greater shares of historically 
marginalized students, such as students from underrepresented racial/ethnic and socioeconomic 
backgrounds? Advocates for using tests in college admissions argue tests serve an important role: 
predicting whether students will earn strong college GPAs, stay enrolled, and graduate. From this 
perspective, admitting students whose scores would typically make them non-competitive for 
admission is a disservice and sets up those students for academic failure. Testing advocates also 
argue tests are less biased against historically marginalized students than other admissions 
criteria and that, in fact, test scores can help signal historically marginalized students are college-
ready even if they have not had access to rigorous coursework. I describe these claims below:   
 
Table 1. Claims and Findings for Test-Required Policies 

Claim 1 
 

Tests predict 
important outcomes 
such as college 
performance and 
eventual graduation.  

Claim 2 
 
Tests differentiate 
between students 
attending different 
high schools and with 
similarly high GPAs.  

Claim 3 
 
Tests are less biased 
than other criteria on 
which applicants are 
evaluated, such as 
extracurriculars.  

Claim 4 
 
Tests allow promising 
students to show 
readiness even when 
they cannot access 
rigorous coursework. 

Finding 
 

Yes, tests predict 
college performance, 
even after controlling 
for HS GPA and SES 
background. Scholars 
disagree about how 
useful this additional 
predictive power is.    

Finding 
 
Yes, tests are one of 
the only ways to 
compare students 
from widely different 
contexts on the same 
scale.   

Finding 
 
Maybe. There is likely 
bias in every college 
application criterion. 
However, there is 
less research on bias 
in other application 
components.  

Finding 
 
Maybe. While testing 
can identify college-
ready low-income 
students who may 
have otherwise gone 
overlooked, it is 
unclear whether 
these students apply 
and are admitted to 
selective colleges.  



Advocates for test-optional policies focus more specifically on the potential bias in tests and how 
test-optional policies allow students to create the application that best captures them. They 
argue less emphasis on test scores means more equitable admissions because students are less 
intimidated to apply, and once students arrive on campus, students who did and did not submit 
test scores have similar postsecondary outcomes. I describe these claims below:  

 
Table 2. Claims and Findings for Test-Optional Policies 

Claim 1 
 

Standardized tests 
are biased against 
underrepresented 
minority (URM) and 
low-SES students. 

Claim 2 
 
Students are less 
intimidated to apply 
to test-optional 
colleges. 

Claim 3 
 
Students who do not 
submit scores earn 
similar GPAs and 
graduate at similar 
rates as those who 
do submit scores. 

Claim 4 
 
Going test-optional 
increases campus 
racial/ethnic and 
socioeconomic 
diversity. 

Finding 
 

It depends on how 
you conceptualize 
bias. If bias is about 
how well tests 
predict later college 
outcomes, then no. If 
bias is about score 
differences (including 
using stringent score 
cut-offs), then yes.  

Finding 
 

Mostly yes. Most 
studies find increases 
in application 
submissions after 
adopting test-
optional policies.    

Finding 
 

Mostly yes. Studies 
find either no 
differences or small 
differences (favoring 
submitters).  

Finding 
 

Yes, but not very 
much. Test-optional 
admissions alone 
cannot serve as the 
lever for equity many 
imagine it to be.  

 
Broadly, test-optional policies seem to have net positive effects on the admission of Black, 
Hispanic, Native American, and low-income students, without the academic concerns test-
required advocates cite. However, the effects are small and heterogeneous, with possible 
mechanisms relating to how institutions use test-optional policies in their admissions processes, 
how colleges communicate these policies to students, institutions’ perceived prestige before 
adopting test-optional policies, and other factors.  
 
Overall, my analyses suggest test-optional admissions can be a step toward equity—but they are 
not a panacea for vast racial and social class inequalities in pre-college resources and preparation.
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Background 
 

The Entering Class of 2025 
 

In 2020, rising high school seniors found themselves scrambling for a chance to take the SAT. 
More than one million registrations were canceled as testing centers closed or reduced capacity 
to comply with the COVID-19 pandemic’s social distancing requirements. In all, 700,000 fewer 
seniors took the SAT1 than in 2019—meaning many prospective applicants had no scores to 
report. In fact, among students using the Common App (through which students can use a single 
application for multiple colleges), fewer than half submitted standardized test scores.2  
 
This left many colleges with an important 
question: Should they continue to require test 
scores for admission? Droves of institutions 
decided no. Before the COVID-19 pandemic 
began, just over 1,000 schools were test-
optional or “test-blind”3; after the pandemic 
onset, this number nearly doubled, with 85% of 
four-year, degree-granting colleges suddenly 
using test-optional policies. This includes 90 of 
the top 100 in the U.S. News and World Report 
rankings.4  
 
This trend did not begin with 
the pandemic. Requiring 
test scores has been falling 
out of favor for decades (see 
Figure 1). Instead, colleges 
have leaned in to “holistic 
admissions,” through which 
admission is based on 
comprehensive reviews of a 
student’s application essays, 
teacher recommendations, 
extracurriculars, leadership, 
awards, and transcript (with 
GPA, coursework, and class 
rank).  

 
1 Jaschik, 2021a 
2 Jaschik, 2021b 
3 Note that “test-blind” is not my phrasing of choice, as this uses ability-based language to describe a phenomenon 
unrelated to physical ability. However, this is the most frequently used terminology for this practice. 
4 FairTest. 2022 

Test-Optional or Test-Blind? 
 
Test-optional admissions mean students are 
not required to submit test scores. Test scores 
are considered for admission if students 
choose to submit them.  
 
Test-blind admissions means students are not 
required to submit scores, and scores are not 
considered for admission. 

Figure 1. Share of Four-Year, Degree-Granting Colleges Requiring Test Scores for Admission  
Source: U.S. Department of Education, 2022 
Notes: Excludes institutions with open admissions and those that do not admit first-time 
undergraduates 
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Importantly, adopting a test-optional policy is not an indication that academics no longer matter 
for admission. Consider, for example, the following excerpts from admissions webpages. All three 
colleges here have test-optional policies (as of fall 2022), cite holistic admissions processes on 
their websites, and emphasize academic achievement as paramount in admission:5  

 
Academic performance in admissions, then, is not under scrutiny. Rather, it is the extent to which 
tests are a useful metric of academic performance and how their usefulness weighs against the 
widely understood drawbacks of testing: racial/ethnic, economic, and gender biases.  

 

Problem Scope 
 

The question of whether to adopt test-optional admissions is only relevant for a subset of 
colleges and universities. More than 90% of community and technical colleges, for instance, 
practice open admissions, meaning they will accept any student who applies.6 These colleges do 
not require students to submit SAT or ACT scores. 

 
5 Retrieved August 18, 2022 from the following websites:  
https://admit.washington.edu/apply/freshman/holistic-review/ 
http://undergrad.osu.edu/apply/freshmen-columbus/who-gets-in 
https://www.macalester.edu/admissions/us-admissions/faq/ 
6 U.S. Department of Education, 2022 

Takeaways 
 

• Over time, fewer four-year colleges have been requiring test scores for admission 

• The pandemic encouraged many more to adopt test-optional policies 

• These colleges are now considering whether to keep test-optional policies 

Admissions Webpages 
 
Holistic review: While we look at many factors in reviewing applications for admission, academic 
preparation and performance are still primary. University of Washington 
 
We evaluate each applicant in terms of criteria that measure the merit of academic achievement* 
as well as personal interests, talents, accomplishments and challenges... We evaluate each applicant 
holistically.* We don’t select applicants based on any single criterion. All criteria are considered as 
part of our review of the whole person. The Ohio State University 
 
[We practice] holistic admission review…academic performance in context, recommendation letters, 
essays, leadership experience and potential, and extracurricular involvement are thoroughly reviewed 
by the Admissions Committee. The most important part of your application is something you’ve 
already been working on throughout high school: your academic performance! Macalester College 
 
*Text bolded in original Retrieved August 18, 2022 
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Whether to adopt a test-optional admissions policy is particular to four-year institutions. But 
what share of students attend these types of colleges? Among students enrolling in college 
immediately after high school, two-thirds start at a four-year institution (see Figure 2).  

 
Figure 2. Percentage of High School Graduates Attending Two- and Four-Year Colleges Immediately After Graduation 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, 2022 
Notes: Excludes institutions that do not admit first-time undergraduates 

 

Open admissions are not 
exclusive to two-year colleges. 
Approximately 25% of four-
year colleges also use open 
admissions. This share has 
grown somewhat since 2000 
(see Figure 3). However, most 
four-year colleges still admit 
students on a competitive 
basis, meaning only a subset 
of students are admitted from 
the broader applicant pool. 
These are the types of colleges 
that might require test scores 
and that largely went test-
optional during the pandemic. 
 

Figure 3. Trend in Using Open Admissions at Four-Year, Degree-Granting Institutions 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, 2022 
Notes: Excludes institutions that do not admit first-time undergraduates and 
institutions that did not submit a valid response to this question in IPEDS (less than 5%) 
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Most students begin college at a four-year institution, 
most of which practice selective admissions. This 
means the changing landscape of application 
requirements has implications for millions of students 
graduating from high school each spring.   
 
The change in requiring test scores marks the most 
dramatic shift in admission requirements over the 
past 20 years (see Figure 4). Standardized test scores, 
once the most ubiquitous requirement, are now only 
required for students applying to one-third of four-
year colleges with selective admissions. Other criteria 
have fallen in popularity, as well, including the Test of 
English as a Foreign Language (an assessment of 
English proficiency) and high school class rank.  

 
Figure 4. Trends in Application Requirements Among Colleges with Selective Admissions 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, 2022 
Notes: Excludes colleges that do not admit first-time undergraduates or that did not submit a valid response (less than 5%) 

Open or Selective Admission? 
 
Open admission means that the only 
requirement for admission is a high 
school diploma (or GED certificate) and a 
complete application. It is practiced at 
most community and technical colleges.  
 
Selective admission means that students’ 
applications are evaluated competitively 
using criteria set forth by the college, such 
as high school GPA and standardized test 
scores. Typically, admissions officers use 
this process to allocate a limited number 
of enrollment spots to students. 

Takeaways 
 

• Requiring test scores has declined more than for any other application component 

• Test score policies for admission impact millions of prospective applicants  
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Why Require Tests?  
 

The Rise of Standardized Tests 
 

Before 1900, admission to what would become today’s 
selective colleges was not a very competitive process. To the 
extent that colleges used specific criteria for admissions 
decisions, the primary consideration was a student’s prior 
coursework. Importantly, these course requirements varied 
across colleges.7 As higher education expanded and 
attending college became more common, high schools and 
prospective applicants demanded uniformity in admissions 
requirements.8 At the same time, Harvard University sought 
to expand the geographic diversity of its admitted classes, 
with aims of identifying and admitting high-achieving 
students outside of the Northeast. An answer to both came 
in the form of a new, multiple-choice assessment of verbal 
and mathematic proficiency: the SAT. 
 
In some ways, using tests to assess intelligence was an equity-
motivated goal. For example, the first such test, created in 
1905, was designed to identify students in need of academic 
remediation. Administrators at Harvard University 
envisioned the SAT as a window of merit, allowing admissions 
to recognize talented high school students from outside the 
Boston area who would have otherwise gone unnoticed. This 
vision casts the SAT as serving equity and broadening 
opportunities for students from working class backgrounds. 
Others saw the SAT as a sieve, differentiating between high-
performing students deserving of a college education and 
lower-performing students meant for more menial jobs. Still 
others saw it as a formal, scientific substantiation of objective 
intelligence, fueling ideologies of eugenics and White 
supremacy.9 Stakeholders with dramatically different 
philosophies on education and opportunity found something 
appealing in the SAT. In this way, the origin and early use of 
the SAT served as a revolutionary innovation in both equity 
and inequality. The extent to which the SAT serves these 
goals today is a central tension in the test-optional movement. 10 

 
7 Broome, 1903 
8 Thelin, 2011 
9 I capitalize racial categories “Black” and “White” in accordance with the rationale described here: 
https://www.macfound.org/press/perspectives/capitalizing-black-and-white-grammatical-justice-and-equity  
10 Lemann 2000 

 1900 
The College Board is 

founded and develops the 
first admissions exam, an 
essay-based assessment, 

adopted by multiple colleges  

120 Years of  
Admissions Testing 

1926 
The Scholastic Aptitude Test 

(SAT) is administered to 
college applicants for the 

first time 

1942 
The College Board replaces 
its essay-based exam with 
the SAT and standardizes 

the SAT 

1947 
The Educational Testing 

Service (ETS) is founded in 
part to operate the SAT 

1946 
Stanley Kaplan begins SAT 

tutoring, launching the test 
preparation industry 

1959 
The ACT, designed to better 
reflect high school curricula, 
debuts as an SAT competitor 

1964 
The SAT surpasses one 

million test-takers  
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Today, standardized admissions tests serve many more 
purposes than they did 100 years ago. These exams have 
become deeply embedded in American life. Average SAT and 
ACT scores factor into national college rankings, which in turn 
shape students’ application behaviors; determine students’ 
eligibility for state and national scholarships; and in some 
states, determine whether students graduate from high 
school.11 Even real estate websites list school quality scores 
for local public schools that are based in part on SAT and ACT 
test performance.12 
 
At the same time, these exams are expensive, stressful, and 
time-consuming. They also suffer from longtime notoriety 
due to correlations with family socioeconomic status and 
racial/ethnic background. While standardized test scores 
may help admissions officers sort through ever-growing piles 
of applications, the test-optional movement serves as a trial 
run to determine how useful tests actually are—and whether 
colleges can admit highly qualified, more-diverse cohorts 
without them.  

 
11 Soares, 2012 
12 GreatSchools, 2022 

 

1969 
Bowdoin becomes the first 

college to go from test-
required to test-optional  

1965 
Affirmative Action is passed 

through executive order 

1967 
The University of California, 
the largest college system in 

the U.S., begins requiring 
the SAT for admission 

1979 
The Federal Trade 

Commission determines 
standardized admissions 

exams are coachable, 
refuting test-makers’ claims 

2001 
Colorado and Illinois partner 
with the ACT to become the 

first states with universal 
admissions testing for high 

school juniors 

2020 
The number of colleges 
requiring standardized 

admissions exam scores 
drops precipitously due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic 

2005 
The SAT is revised to better 
reflect what students learn 
in high school coursework 

1971 
The PSAT is first used to 

determine students’ 
eligibility for National Merit 

Scholarships 

How have testing companies responded to 

increasing test-optional policies? 
 
In response to many of the complaints levied against 
testing companies during (and even before) the COVID-19 
pandemic, the SAT and ACT have begun making changes, 
including the following:  
 

• Offering exams electronically at testing centers 
and high schools (SAT & ACT) 

• Offering more test dates (SAT & ACT) 

• Shortening the SAT exam time to two hours, with 
no optional essay 

• Eliminating SAT subject tests 

• Allowing ACT superscoring (combining subsection 
scores from different exams for a composite score) 

• Providing unlimited free ACT score reports for 
testers using a fee waiver 

Takeaways 
 

• Whether college admission exams serve equity or inequality is a longtime debate  

• College admission exams are entrenched in many areas of everyday life 
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Benefits of Admissions Testing 
 

The staying power of college admissions tests is due in large part to a few key claims:  
 

Claim 1 
 

Tests predict 
important outcomes 
such as college 
performance and 
eventual graduation.  

Claim 2 
 
Tests differentiate 
between students 
attending different 
high schools and with 
similarly high GPAs.  

Claim 3 
 
Tests are less biased 
than other criteria on 
which applicants are 
evaluated, such as 
extracurriculars.  

Claim 4 
 
Tests allow promising 
students to show 
readiness even when 
they cannot access 
rigorous coursework. 

 
This section describes each claim and presents the associated evidence.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Colleges want to admit students who will succeed on campus. This is true for a few reasons: 
Colleges practicing selective admissions often aim to curate a specific student experience, 
typically one including academic rigor and intellectual growth; admission is a scarce resource, 
and admissions officers want to be good stewards of that resource; and colleges themselves are 
judged according to characteristics such as retention and graduation rates.13 Thus, colleges are 
incentivized to admit students likely to succeed.  
 
But how can colleges predict whether a student will succeed at their school? This is where 
university readiness assessments come in. One of the most-cited reasons for continuing to use 
standardized test scores in admissions is that they are a useful predictor of students’ college 
performance. Certainly, there are other factors that matter: study time; resources; health and 
well-being. However, many of these factors are subjective and difficult to measure. A test score 
is often considered to be a less subjective indicator of how students will fare in their college 
years—and especially how one applicant will fare compared to another.  
 
Research generally supports Claim 1. Standardized test scores predict grades assigned in college 
courses,14  first-year and cumulative college GPAs,15 college retention,16 college graduation,17 and 
even whether a student will eventually earn patents and publish scholarly and literary works.18 
Although earning a high score on a university readiness assessment is unlikely to directly cause 
any of these outcomes, many of the same factors associated with test performance are 

 
13 Stevens, 2009 
14 Mattern, Patterson, & Kobrin, 2012 
15 Burton & Ramist, 2001; Kuncel & Hezlett, 2007; Sackett, Borneman, & Connelly, 2008; Zwick, 2006, 2007 
16 Mattern & Patterson, 2014 
17 Burton & Ramist, 2001; Carnevale & Rose, 2003; Mattern and Patterson, 2014 
18 Lubinski, 2009 

Claim 1: Tests such as the SAT and ACT predict important outcomes such as 
college performance and eventual graduation.   
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associated with other kinds of academic success. This makes test scores a useful proxy for how a 
student will perform in college.   
 
Test scores are only one component of a student’s college application, however. Students also 
submit essays, letters of recommendation, lists of extracurricular activities, transcripts indicating 
high school GPA and coursework, and awards. Of these, high school GPA is the best predictor of 
later college GPA.19 However, standardized test scores are often the second-best predictor, and 
they offer additional predictive value even after accounting for students’ high school GPAs.20  
 
Consider the following example. In a large-scale study of first-year college students from 2006 
through 2010, high school GPA and SAT scores each only have a correlation of .55 with students’ 
first-year college GPAs. When high school GPA and SAT scores were considered together, 
however, the correlation increased to .62.21 While only a .07 increase, this difference in the 
correlation indicates statistically distinguishable differences in student outcomes. Scholars 
disagree, though, about the substantive implications of these differences. Some argue the SAT 
offers meaningful information about which students will succeed, particularly for students who 
have similar high school GPAs but for whom the SAT tells a different story. Others argue this 
additional predictive power is not valuable enough to warrant the use of standardized tests in 
admissions.  
 
It is also worth considering the factors underlying the relationship between test scores and 
college performance. For example, SAT scores are associated with student SES background, and 
SES background matters for the resources to which students have access.22 These resources not 
only impact students’ test preparation, but also the extent to which students are able to succeed 
in college. In this way, it is actually a third factor—the resources students have available to 
them—that shapes both test scores and college performance. In addition, accounting for college 
selectivity dramatically reduces the relationship between SAT scores and eventual graduation.23 
Finally, one could argue that instead of using test scores to filter out students, colleges could use 
test scores as early indicators of who might need academic support in later semesters—and then 
allocate resources to support these students’ academic success.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another common rationale for the use of standardized test scores in admissions is that while high 
school GPA is a better predictor of eventual college performance, standardized test scores 
improve upon high school GPA in a few ways: Test scores distinguish between students attending 
different high schools (with different grading norms), distinguish between students at the top of 
the GPA distribution, and are not subject to grade inflation.  

 
19 Geiser & Santelices, 2007; Murphy et al., 2009; Rosinger, Ford, & Choi, 2021  
20 Agronow & Studley, 2007; Berry & Sackett, 2009; Kuncel, Hezlett, & Ones, 2001; Shaw et al., 2016 
21 Mattern & Patterson, 2014 
22 Dixon-Román, Everson, & Mcardle, 2009 
23 Bowen & Bok, 1998 

Claim 2: Tests differentiate between students attending different high schools 
and with similarly high GPAs. 
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Research generally supports Claim 2. University readiness assessments are one of the only ways 
to reliably compare applicants from different high schools. Because these assessments put 
students on the same performance scale, they allow for comparisons between students in 
different states and with different high school curricula.24 Further, the relationship between SAT 
score and college GPA is monotonic: SAT scores predict college GPA just as well at the top of the 
GPA distribution as at the middle of the GPA distribution.25 This means SAT scores predict 
differences in college GPA even among the highest achievers.  
 
Another benefit is that university readiness assessments are resistant to “grade inflation.” Grade 
inflation refers to a pattern in which students’ grades are higher than they would be if grades 
were based on underlying performance alone. Indeed, most students earn relatively high GPAs 
(see Figure 5). Further, grades have become more concentrated at the upper end of the 
distribution—students today, on 
average, earn higher high school 
GPAs than in previous years. This 
means it is getting more difficult 
to distinguish between high-
performing students using GPA 
alone, and the SAT may become 
increasingly useful.26  
 
On the other hand, some 
scholars argue that rising GPAs 
are not an artifact of inflation 
but indicate real increases in 
student academic proficiency.27 
If this is the case, the work of 
college admissions is more 
about making finer distinctions 
between increasingly qualified cohorts of applicants rather than predicting whether a student 
will succeed on campus. This means the SAT may simply be differentiating between two students 
who will both earn high college GPAs, maintain continuous enrollment, and graduate on time. 
Because the number of applicants to selective colleges have far outpaced the number of spots 
for admitted students, test scores may help filter applications more efficiently. At the same time, 
such fine distinctions suggest that even small score differences become consequential—and due 
to factors such as measurement error, small score differences are often arbitrary. Overall, the 
evidence for Claim 2 is strong. However, the substantive implications of this claim are worth 
considering. 
 
 
 
 

 
24 Shaw, 2015 
25 Arneson, Sackett, & Beatty, 2011 
26 Hurwitz & Lee, 2018; McCarty, 2001 
27 Jephcote, Medland, & Lygo-Baker, 2021 

Figure 5. Distribution of High School Students’ Overall GPA 
Source: High School Longitudinal Study, 2014 
Notes: Excludes students with missing GPAs (about 7% of respondents) 
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Tests are often considered to be biased against historically marginalized students, including 
Black, Indigenous, and Hispanic students, as well as students from low-socioeconomic status 
(SES) backgrounds. I discuss this perspective in a later section since it is primarily used by test-
optional proponents. However, advocates for using test scores in admissions argue that while 
test scores may appear biased in some ways, they are actually less biased than other college 
admissions criteria.   
 
Research provides some evidence for Claim 3. Selective colleges that put greater emphasis on 
factors considered to be subjective, such as essays, letters of recommendation, interviews, and 
an applicant’s demonstrated interest, tend to have lower shares of Pell Grant recipients (though 
this study found greater emphasis on test scores was also associated with lower shares of Pell  
Grant recipients).28 Further, students’ household incomes are more correlated with the content 
and style of students’ college admissions essays than with students’ SAT scores.29 This does not 
necessarily mean that low-income students are less likely to gain admission due to their essays—
indeed, the authors are not able to report on students’ eventual admission—but the point 
remains that socioeconomic factors are salient in other components of students’ applications. 
The salience of an applicant’s socioeconomic status has proven to be a risk factor in other 
selective contexts, so it is possible SES salience impacts how admissions officers read students’ 
applications.30 
 
Cheating scandals, such as 2019’s Varsity Blues, have called into question how reliable test scores 
might be as indicators of student performance.31 Still, standardized testing companies go to 
extensive lengths to ensure the integrity of their exams. There are far fewer measures to ensure 
authenticity and independent authorship of admissions essays and student resumes. This raises 
concerns for potential bias in these materials.32 At the extremes, some students have their essays 
written for them, while other students write their essays entirely on their own. However, there 
is a broad spectrum of support in between, with some students benefitting from private college 
counseling, paid editing services, teachers offering feedback, or parents reviewing their work. 
There is considerably less research on these types of support, though from a resource perspective 
alone, these supports are more available to students from high-SES backgrounds.  
 
There may also be bias in letters of recommendation written for students. Although there is little 
research to this point, a few recent studies suggest there are differences in letters written for 
White applicants and those written for applicants from underrepresented racial/ethnic 
backgrounds. For example, recommenders more frequently use communal language (such as 

 
28 Rosinger, Ford, & Choi, 2021 
29 Alvero et al., 2021 
30 Rivera & Tilcsik, 2016 
31 Kasakove, 2021 
32 Laird, 2015 

Claim 3: Tests are less biased than other criteria on which applicants are 
evaluated, such as extracurriculars. 
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empathy and interpersonal skills) to describe applicants from underrepresented backgrounds.33 
It is unclear whether this impacts college admission, but research suggests it does impact 
academic hiring.34 Further, recommenders are more likely to use doubt-raising language (e.g., 
“seems to be” instead of “is”) and weak or premature descriptors (e.g., “worked on” instead of 
“designed”) in letters for applicants from underrepresented racial/ethnic backgrounds.35  
 
Overall, the evidence for this point is limited. Research has only just begun to explore the bias in 
other application requirements and how these requirements impact students’ chances of 
admission. Still, the evidence we have suggests test scores are not the only criteria that may 
disadvantage low-SES students and students from underrepresented racial/ethnic backgrounds 
in the admissions process.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
This claim is based on the idea that tests help identify exceptional students who, without tests, 
might otherwise be overlooked in college admissions. There is limited research to support this 
claim. Rather, most evidence consists of assertions or anecdotes from admissions offices, with 
little systematic analysis. Consider, for example, the following excerpt from MIT’s Admissions 
Blog, in which the Dean of Admissions describes the importance of using tests to identify MIT-
ready applicants:36  

 

The evidence provided for the assertion above is based on the benefits of universal screening for 
identifying academically gifted students in k-12 settings. While universal screenings (whether 
gifted assessments or the SAT) do identify high-scoring students who may not have been 
considered otherwise, we know almost nothing about how this impacts the student composition 
at a school as selective as MIT. Further, while the decision to return to testing cites that using 
tests has “helped improve the diversity of our undergraduate population,” an accompanying note 
clarifies this: “For our purposes here, by ‘improving diversity,’ we mean we work to improve the 

 
33 Akos & Kretchmar, 2016; Zhang, Blissett, Anderson, O’Sullivan, & Qasim, 2021 
34 Madera, Hebl, & Martin, 2009 
35 Zhang et al., 2021 
36 Schmill, 2022 

Claim 4: Tests allow promising students to show readiness even when they 
cannot access rigorous coursework. 

On MIT’s Decision to Reinstate Standardized Testing Requirements 
 
“At the same time, standardized tests also help us identify academically prepared, socioeconomically 

disadvantaged students who could not otherwise demonstrate readiness  because they do not attend 
schools that offer advanced coursework, cannot afford expensive enrichment opportunities, cannot 
expect lengthy letters of recommendation from their overburdened teachers, or are otherwise 

hampered by educational inequalities. By using the tests as a tool in the service of our mission, we 

have helped improve the diversity of our undergraduate population while student academic outcomes 

at MIT have gotten better, too; our strategic and purposeful use of testing has been crucial to doing 
both simultaneously.” 
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recruitment and enrollment of well-matched and academically prepared students from a range 
of under-represented populations.” This is not so much evidence that requiring tests increases 
the diversity of incoming classes; rather, it suggests test scores help guide the admissions office 
in fulfilling its values of pursuing student diversity. Essentially, there is no evidence this strategy 
provides tangible or statistically observable benefits for students from underrepresented 
racial/ethnic backgrounds or for low-SES students. MIT is not alone, however. University of 
California directors of undergraduate admissions were reported as making a similar argument in 
the Academic Council’s Standardized Testing Task Force final report in 2020.37  
 
Still, the idea of universal screening is an important one, especially as it has become a trend in 
the last two decades—high schools in some states have begun offering university readiness 
assessments for free during school hours, with some even adopting these assessments as their 
graduation exams. While this practice is not a college admissions policy per se, states that 
adopted universal testing saw about 50% more low-income students earn scores high enough to 
merit selective college admission.38 These states also saw small increases in four-year college 
attendance. It is unclear whether this policy resulted in more students attending colleges with 
selective admissions. However, the findings indicate universal testing can identify college-ready 
low-income students who might have otherwise gone unnoticed.  
 

Takeaways 

Claim 1 
 

Tests predict 
important outcomes 
such as college 
performance and 
eventual graduation.  

Claim 2 
 
Tests differentiate 
between students 
attending different 
high schools and with 
similarly high GPAs.  

Claim 3 
 
Tests are less biased 
than other criteria on 
which applicants are 
evaluated, such as 
extracurriculars.  

Claim 4 
 
Tests allow promising 
students to show 
readiness even when 
they cannot access 
rigorous coursework. 

Conclusion 
 

Yes, tests predict 
college performance, 
even after controlling 
for HS GPA and SES 
background. Scholars 
disagree about how 
useful this additional 
predictive power is.    

Conclusion 
 
Yes, tests are one of 
the only ways to 
compare students 
from widely different 
contexts on the same 
scale.   

Conclusion 
 
Maybe. There is likely 
bias in every college 
application criterion. 
However, there is 
less research on bias 
in other application 
components.  

Conclusion 
 
Maybe. While testing 
can identify college-
ready low-income 
students who may 
have otherwise gone 
overlooked, it is 
unclear whether 
these students apply 
and are admitted to 
selective colleges.  

  

 
37 Sánchez & Comeaux, 2020 
38 Hyman, 2017 
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Why Go Test-Optional?  
 

The Origin of Test-Optional 
 

Bowdoin College, a selective liberal arts 
institution located in Brunswick, Maine, 
became the first college to transition 
from test-required to test-optional. The 
rationale was as follows:39 

 

• The college could commit to a 
personalized admissions process 
expected of a liberal arts college 

• Test scores were already not that 
useful in determining admission 

• Many people believed tests 
primarily reflected students’ SES 
backgrounds and thus presented 
barriers to college entry 

• The evidence was not clear that 
the SAT was useful in predicting 
academic performance  

 
Since Bowdoin went test-optional in 1969, many other selective, private liberal arts colleges 
followed suit. These types of institutions provide most of the evidence on test-optional policies, 
including case studies and quasi-experimental analyses. However, test-optional policies have 
been growing in popularity over time, and most colleges draw on similar reasons as did Bowdoin: 
Test scores too often simply reflect students’ background characteristics, and focusing on other 
criteria can increase equity in college admissions and diversify incoming cohorts.  

 
39 Schaffner, 1985 

Figure 6. Cape Elizabeth, ME 
Source: Unsplash Free Images 
Notes: Cape Elizabeth is about 45 minutes from Bowdoin College 

On Test-Optional Policies 
 
As a university we recognize that not all students’ abilities are reflected by a standardized test score. 
In offering a no test option we hope to allow qualified academic applicants to highlight their 
qualifications. University of Massachusetts – Boston 
 
[Our] decision to go test-optional through Fall 2025 is to ensure that no student is denied the 
opportunity to be considered for admission, particularly in light of ongoing challenges with access to 
SAT and ACT test centers. University of Pittsburgh 
 
After enrolling one of the most academically qualified and most diverse first year classes…[we] will 
continue [our] “test free” admissions policy for the 2023 admissions cycle. San Diego University 
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Before the pandemic, universities adopting test-optional policies often made appeals to equity 
and diversity. These same appeals are apparent in universities’ explanations for keeping test-
optional policies even as testing resumes in the wake of the pandemic. The above excerpts from 
university websites on the continued use of test-optional policies illustrate this.40  
 
But do standardized tests represent the threat to equitable admissions that many claim? And to 
what extent might test-optional admissions increase the racial/ethnic and socioeconomic 
diversity of incoming cohorts of students? The next section presents the claims and evidence 
associated with support for test-optional policies.  
 

The Case for Test-Optional 
 

Advocates for test-optional policies often make a few key claims: 
 

Claim 1 
 

Standardized tests 
are biased against 
underrepresented 
minority (URM) and 
low-SES students. 

Claim 2 
 
Students are less 
intimidated to apply 
to test-optional 
colleges. 

Claim 3 
 
Students who do not 
submit scores earn 
similar GPAs and 
graduate at similar 
rates as those who 
do submit scores. 

Claim 4 
 
Going test-optional 
increases campus 
racial/ethnic and 
socioeconomic 
diversity. 

 
This section describes each claim and presents the associated evidence.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

There are a few ways to conceptualize bias. The first is about how the test is made: Are tests 
developed with biased questions (called “items”) and biased methods of question selection? The 
second is about how the test is used: Are students below a certain score threshold not considered 
for admission? And if tests are supposed to predict student performance in college, do tests 
predict performance similarly well for underrepresented minority students and low-SES students 
as for White students and high-SES students? I discuss each of these to evaluate this claim.  
 
How the test is made. Each SAT and ACT item undergoes rigorous pre-testing. After test 
developers create an item, they include it on real exams administered to students to understand 
how the item functions. These items are not scored; instead, they are evaluated to determine 

 
40 Retrieved September 2, 2022 from the following websites:  
https://admissions.umb.edu/freshman-students/apply/no-test-option  
https://admissions.pitt.edu/test-optional/  
https://www.sandiego.edu/news/detail.php?_focus=84666 

Claim 1: Standardized tests are biased against underrepresented minority 
(URM) and low-SES students.    
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whether they should be included in, modified for, or excluded from future exams. One way this 
occurs is through examining whether the item shows DIF, or differential item functioning.41 
 
Consider pre-testing a complex math question. In 
DIF analyses, researchers compare how two 
students from different subgroups, who earn the 
same overall math score, perform on this question. 
If this question systematically advantages one group 
over another—say, if White students consistently 
answer this question correctly more often than Black 
students of the same ability level—then this 
question is not included on the test.42  
 
At the same time, student performance distributions 
vary by subgroup. On the SAT math section, boys 
score higher than girls, and White students score 
higher than Black, Hispanic, Native American, and 
Native Hawaiian students (and lower than Asian 
students).43   
 
This means that for any given question, boys and 
White students are expected to perform better than 
girls and most students of color, respectively. This is not because the item assesses students of 
the same ability level differently, but because, based on performance on the rest of the test, 
these students are determined to have higher latent ability. Let us suppose there are four 
students who answer a series of experimental questions:  

Student A 
Race: Black 

SAT Score: 1400 

Student B 
Race: White 

SAT Score: 1400 

Student C 
Race: Black 

SAT Score: 800 

Student D 
Race: White 

SAT Score: 800 

Question 1 is a question that students C and D (with lower scores) answer correctly but students 
A and B (with higher scores) answer incorrectly. This question will be excluded from future tests 
because such questions do not discriminate between high and low ability students in the 
expected direction.  
 

 
41 Clauser & Mazor, 2005 
42 Note that when I (and most contemporary test-makers) use the terms “ability level” or “latent ability,” this 
refers to a student’s “true” level of performance at the time of taking the test. For example, on average, low-SES 
students have lower latent ability levels than high-SES students. This is not because there are differences in latent 
ability when students are born, but rather, that there are differences in latent ability due to differences in the 
cumulative sets of opportunities available to students up to the point of taking the test.  
43 The College Board, 2020 

Test Question Considerations 
 
When developing items, test-makers are 
often concerned with the following:  
 

a) How difficult is this question?  
b) How well does this question 

discriminate between students 
with high and low ability?  

c) To what extent does this question 
discriminate between students 
with similar ability but from 
different subgroups? That is, how 
much DIF does a question have?  

 
In general, test-makers want questions of 
varying difficulty levels; questions that do 
a good job of discriminating by ability; and 
questions that do not discriminate by 
subgroup, controlling for ability.  
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Question 2 is a question that students B and D (White students) answer correctly and students A 
and C (Black students) answer incorrectly. This question will also be excluded from future tests, 
as such questions have differential item functioning. This means students at the same measured 
ability level but in two different subgroups tend to answer the question differently.  
 
Question 3 is a question that students A and B (with higher scores) answer correctly but students 
C and D (with lower scores) answer incorrectly. This question will be included on future tests. 
This is because it differentiates between high and low ability students, and it does not 
differentiate by student subgroups (controlling for ability). 
 
It is important to make two notes: (1) latent ability is determined by the scored questions on the 
test, which have gone through a similar evaluation process, and (2) score distributions differ by 
student subgroup (see Figure 7). Therefore, if a test consists entirely of questions like Question 
3, each question will be answered correctly by more White students than Black students.  

 
Figure 7. SAT Score Distributions for Black and White Students 
Source: The College Board, 2020 

This is what some studies have found. For example, one study using items from the October 1998 
and 2000 iterations of the SAT found that 99% of items were more often answered correctly by 
White students than Mexican American students, and by male students than female students. All 
100% of items were more often answered correctly by White students than Black students.44 This 
does not control for latent ability—the construct the test is created to measure—but latent ability 
is itself estimated based on scored items that have gone through a similar evaluation process. In 
this way, some people consider item selection to be biased, since selected items must align with 
expected parameters—which are based on score distributions that favor advantaged students.   

 
44 Rosner, 2012 
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In addition, you can imagine multiple possible reasons student A (the high-scoring Black student) 
earns the same score as student B (the high-scoring White student). The test-makers would argue 
this is because student A and student B have the same latent ability in mathematics and critical 
reading. This may indeed be the case. One way to think about this is to consider the following:  
 

For Student A: 𝑆𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑒 𝑜𝑓 1400 = 𝐿𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝐴𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦 
For Student B: 𝑆𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑒 𝑜𝑓 1400 = 𝐿𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝐴𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦 

 
In this first case, the equations are identical. However, some scholars might argue student B’s 
latent ability is overestimated because student B earned the same score as student A, but student 
B gained a boost from being familiar with dominant cultural norms reflected in test items in a 
way student A is not. If this is the case, then student A’s score is simply a function of latent ability, 
and student B’s score is a function of latent ability and familiarity with dominant cultural norms—
to achieve the same score. The following equations show how this difference might manifest:  
 

For Student A: 1400 = 𝐿𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝐴𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦 
For Student B: 1400 = 𝐿𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝐴𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦 + 𝐹𝑎𝑚𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑡𝑦 𝑤𝑖𝑡ℎ 𝐷𝑜𝑚𝑖𝑛𝑎𝑛𝑡 𝐶𝑢𝑙𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑎𝑙 𝑁𝑜𝑟𝑚𝑠 

 
Because student B’s score is not just a function of latent ability but also a function of familiarity 
with dominant cultural norms, the 1400 score the student earned is an overestimate of their 
latent ability.  
 
In a separate scenario, if student A and student B happen to be from high-poverty backgrounds, 
then it is possible student’s A’s latent ability is underestimated compared to student B’s: Research 
suggests coming from a low-SES background is more detrimental to Black students’ test 
performance than White students’ test performance.45 One way to think about this is to 
recognize that low-SES students generally suffer a test score penalty—in part because of 
cumulative differences in educational opportunities, such as time spent reading independently, 
and in part due to more immediate circumstances, such as not sleeping well the night before, not 
eating a nutritious breakfast, not feeling prepared for the test, or other events that might occur 
on the test day itself. If student A and student B both have these experiences, they have a greater 
negative impact on student A (via the multiplier 𝑥 in the equation below)—which contributes to 
a more dramatic under-estimation of student A’s latent ability than student B’s (as estimated 
through standardized test scores).  
 

For Student A: 1400 = 𝐿𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝐴𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦 − (𝐻𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑃𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑡𝑦 ∗ 𝑥) 
For Student B: 1400 = 𝐿𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝐴𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦 − 𝐻𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑃𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑡𝑦 

 
There are other factors, as well, that impact students’ scores, including stereotype threat.46 It is 
outside the scope of this report to argue for the “correct” equation accounting for students’ 
scores. However, it is worth noting that despite rigorous item evaluation, tests remain imperfect 
indicators of students’ scholastic aptitude.  
 

 
45 Dixon-Román, Everson, & Mcardle, 2013 
46 Walton & Spencer, 2009 
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Still, test score disparities on university admissions exams are not unique to those exams: They 
are similar to disparities on other large-scale standardized tests, in high school performance, and 
in high school graduation.47 In this way, racial and socioeconomic biases in the SAT reflect many 
of the same biases evident in other educational contexts.  
 
How the test is used. Tests are one of many application components admissions officers consider 
in their evaluation processes. In some cases, evaluation is based on a threshold score, and 
students who score below this value are not considered for admission. One study found that 
among 250 colleges, about 20% of those accepting the SAT used scores as thresholds “at least in 
some cases”; this share was 25% for colleges accepting the ACT.48 These practices appear to be 
falling out of favor as testing requirements decline and universities commit to holistic application 
evaluations. In fact, a recent study found that 95% of admissions officers reported using holistic 
admissions.49 Definitions of “holistic,” however, varied: In most cases, admissions officers 
described this as reading and considering all parts of a student’s file. However, some went 
further, describing getting to know “the whole person” and considering not just an applicant’s 
materials but also what those materials suggest about the kind of impact that applicant will have 
on campus. Others went further still, describing how it was not enough to know the student; it 
was also important to understand a student in their context, including the opportunities they had 
available to them in their families and communities.  
 
Using test scores as thresholds for admission is harmful to equity because underrepresented 
minority students and low-income students tend to earn lower scores than their White and 
higher-income peers. In fact, if college admission were determined entirely by test scores, the 
share of White and wealthy students at the most selective institutions would increase 
dramatically.50 This is evident from Figure 8 (below): Excluding students below any score 
threshold means disproportionately excluding Black and Hispanic students from admissions 
consideration.   
 
This type of threshold scoring is not used often. In part, this is because many consider it 
incompatible with the idea of holistic admissions. For example, consider the following excerpt 
from the University of Chicago’s undergraduate admissions Frequently Asked Questions:51  

 
47 Aud et al., 2013; Kobrin, Sathy, & Shaw, 2007 
48 Steinberg, 2009 
49 Bastedo et al., 2018 
50 Baker & Bastedo, 2022 
51 Retrieved September 4, 2022 from the following website: 
https://collegeadmissions.uchicago.edu/contact/frequently-asked-questions 

Holistic Review and Test Score Thresholds 
 
Is there a score cut off at which I should opt out of submitting my ACT or SAT? 
 
We review applications holistically, which means there is never a score “cutoff” that would determine 
the fate of a student’s application. University of Chicago 
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Figure 8. SAT Score Distributions by Race/Ethnicity 
Source: The College Board, 2020 
Notes: This chart depicts the SAT score distributions for each of the four largest racial/ethnic subgroups of student test-takers 

The most prevalent rationale for using standardized tests in admissions is that tests predict later 
college outcomes, meaning tests help admissions offices determine whether a student will 
succeed on their campus. Another way of conceptualizing bias, then, is whether tests do similarly 
well in predicting college outcomes for historically disadvantaged students as for historically 
advantaged students. On this measure, the SAT is not biased against underrepresented minority 
students. In fact, the SAT overestimates the GPAs these students eventually earn in college.52  
 
Regarding SES, many test-optional advocates argue the SAT is simply a reflection of the 
educational resources to which a student has had access rather than a reflection of student 
ability. This is another area where scholars disagree about the statistical and substantive 
relationships between test scores and student backgrounds. On the one hand, SAT scores are 
moderately correlated with SES.53 On the other hand, even after accounting for SES, the SAT 
maintains most of its predictive value when estimating students’ college outcomes, such as 
college GPA. 54 This is because most of the shared variance between SES and SAT scores is also 
related to students’ college outcomes. Thus, the argument goes, it is not that the SAT is especially 
biased toward high-SES students; rather, the resources that come with a high-SES background 
yield real learning advantages, which are then reflected in both the SAT and later college 
outcomes. Further, scores vary substantially even at the same level of household income. 

 
52 Mattern & Patterson, 2013; Young, 2001 
53 Sackett et al., 2009 
54 Sackett & Kuncel, 2018 
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Both parties are correct. Figure 9 
illustrates the narrative often put 
forth by test-optional advocates: 
Household income is associated 
with SAT scores. Specifically, family 
income of an additional $10,000 is 
associated with a 15-point increase 
in composite SAT score.  
 
Figure 10 illustrates the argument 
often put forth by test advocates, 
which is that while the SAT is 
correlated with household income, 
there is substantial variation within 
each income band. Here, the box 
plots show the 25th percentile, 
median, and 75th percentile of SAT 
scores at each additional $10,000 
of family income. A similar pattern 
is evident from the median in 
Figure 10 as for the mean in Figure 
9: Household income predicts SAT 
scores. However, Figure 10 shows 
the substantial variation in scores 
within each income band, which 
advances the argument that 
household income is not the sole 
determinant of students’ scores. 
 
Still, the predictive power of the 
SAT does decline by about 10% 
after controlling for family income, 
which test-optional advocates say 
further affirms there is SES bias in 
test scores.55  
 
In addition, high school GPAs are more predictive of college outcomes than are standardized test 
scores, and GPAs are less correlated with social background characteristics.56 While test scores 
and GPAs are themselves highly correlated, the students most likely to have high or moderate 
high school GPAs and low ACT composite scores are underrepresented minority students, low-
income students, and women students.57 In terms of evaluating students according to either GPA 
or test scores, then, evaluations of test scores will favor White, higher-income, and men students. 

 
55 Rothstein, 2004 
56 Geiser & Santelices, 2007 
57 Sanchez & Mattern, 2018 

Figure 9. Average SAT Composite Scores by Household Income 
Source: Alvero et al., 2022 

Figure 10. SAT Score Distributions by Household Income 
Source: Alvero et al., 2022  
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There is limited support for Claim 1, though the answer depends somewhat on how bias is 
defined. Tests do not, for example, underestimate underrepresented minority students’ eventual 
college GPAs. As a tool for predicting outcomes, then, tests are not biased. However, White and 
wealthier students tend to earn higher test scores. This means that as a tool for limiting admission 
eligibility based on to a stringent score cut-off, tests are indeed biased—or, rather, tests reflect 
prior institutional and individual biases in who has access to educational opportunities. In this 
case, tests themselves are no more biased than other measures of academic proficiency. The 
unequal score distributions by student demographics are symptomatic of broader inequalities in 
educational provision.   
 
 

 
 
 
 
A second claim is that by requiring tests, colleges are excluding droves of qualified applicants who 
either do not have admissions tests available to them, are not able to adequately prepare for 
admissions tests, or do not feel a test score is the best indication of their academic potential. 
Going test-optional, then, makes it possible for these students to apply.  
 
The evidence supports Claim 2: Across most case studies, test-optional policies mean larger 
applicant pools.58 This is also the case among more rigorous, multi-site studies, though these 
typically find smaller and marginally significant impacts on application rates.59 In addition, recent 
trends align with this claim. For example, in fall 2020, the first admissions cycle after the onset of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, CommonApp applications had declined by about 8%; in Florida, the only 
statewide university system that still required test scores for admission, applications to public 
universities were down by 50%.60  
 
Test-optional policies seem to impact how applicants narrow their college choices. In a 2022 
survey of first-time freshmen, 15% of all students surveyed reported applying to a college 
because it was test-optional. 61 These shares were even greater for underrepresented minority 
students, with 24% of Black students and 21% of Hispanic students reporting the same.  
 
Indeed, many case studies—including of Bates College,62 Mount Holyoke,63 Wake Forest,64 and 
Ithaca College65—find that adopting a test-optional policy increases the number of applications 
a college receives, especially from underrepresented minority students. From an equity 
perspective, this is the intended outcome: to lower barriers that prevent underrepresented 
minority students and low-income students from applying to colleges.  

 
58 Syverson, 2007 
59 Belasco, Rosinger, & Hearn, 2015; Bennett, 2022; Saboe & Terrizzi, 2019 
60 Florida Board of Governors, 2020; Jaschik, 2020 
61 EAB, 2022 
62 Hiss & Neupane, 2004 
63 Robinson & Monks, 2005 
64 Allman, 2012 
65 Maguire, 2018 

Claim 2: Students are less intimidated to apply to test-optional colleges. 
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At the same time, colleges must manage the increased volume of applications that come with 
going test-optional. This was the case for Bowdoin College, where the dramatic increase in 
applications after going test-optional meant greater burden on admissions officers. This 
prompted the college to make a small change to the language through which it communicated 
its policy: Rather than telling students that test scores were optional, the college transitioned to 
telling students that test scores were recommended. In the admissions office, practices did not 
change; however, this did somewhat reduce the number of applications submitted, making the 
policy manageable for the admissions office.66 This suggests that how the policy is communicated 
impacts students’ application behaviors.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
One concern is that after eliminating the SAT, colleges lose an important signal for how students 
will perform in college. This means potentially admitting students who may not be academically 
prepared for college coursework, which is a disservice to both the students and the college.  
 
This is not what studies find. Rather, research generally supports Claim 3, with most case studies 
finding similar college GPAs and graduation rates for submitters and non-submitters.67 This does 
not mean there are no differences: Cases studies of Bowdoin College,68 Mount Holyoke,69 and 
Lafayette70 all found that students who submitted their SAT scores earned slightly higher college 
GPAs than students who did not submit their scores. These differences, however, were not very 
substantive. At Bates, 20 years of test-optional policies yielded differences so small that the dean 
of admissions referred to them in this way: “In a college generally regarded as a highly demanding 
academic environment, non-submitters earn exactly the same grades, and graduate at exactly 
the same rates, as do submitters.”71 Although there may be small differences in these outcomes 
for submitters and non-submitters, test-optional policies do not result in admitting students who 
are substantially less prepared, as some have feared.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Finally, the thrust of the argument: Adopting a test-optional admissions policy increases campus 
diversity. Research on this subject is mixed. Case studies offer some support,72 but more rigorous, 

 
66 Schaffner, 1985 
67 Allman 2012; Hiss & Neupane, 2004; Hiss & Franks, 2014; Syverson, 2007 
68 Schaffner, 1985 
69 Robinson & Monks, 2005 
70 McCarty, 2001 
71 Hiss & Neupane, 2004 
72 Allman 2012; Hiss & Neupane, 2004; Schultz & Backstrom, 2021; Syverson, 2007 

Claim 3: Students who do not submit scores earn similar GPAs and graduate at 
similar rates as those who do submit scores. 

Claim 4: Going test-optional increases campus racial/ethnic and socioeconomic 
diversity. 
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multi-site studies suggest small or no impacts.73 This is somewhat surprising considering diversity 
is a primary reason colleges cite for transitioning to test-optional. In this section, I describe how 
applications may be evaluated under a test-optional admissions policy, provide important 
context for admissions decision-making, and offer possible explanations for the general lackluster 
findings for student diversity.  
 
File Evaluation. Without testing, college admissions officers are still responsible for admitting 
students who will earn strong GPAs, engage in intellectual enrichment, and graduate on time. 
Even when test scores are required, admissions officers consider other metrics of prior academic 
performance, such as high school GPA and course rigor; going test-optional may translate to 
greater emphasis on these factors.74  
 
Considering course rigor in admissions is strongly associated with enrolling higher shares of Pell 
recipients and students from underrepresented racial/ethnic backgrounds.75  In addition, holistic 
admissions practices that include considerations of students’ backgrounds, including their family, 
high school, and community contexts, improve chances of admission for low-SES students and 
students from underrepresented racial/ethnic backgrounds.76 This is a key mechanism through 
which test-optional admissions may result in a more diverse admitted class.   
 
Still, without test scores, high school GPA likely receives greater emphasis. Despite GPA being 
less related than test scores to students’ social background characteristics, GPA and test scores 
are still highly correlated.77 From this perspective, excluding one’s test scores may not impact 
admissions officers’ perceptions of a student’s academic performance. There is some evidence 
for this, with at least one study illustrating that admissions officers can reasonably infer non-
submitting students’ SAT scores.78  
 
Decisions. Under test-optional policies, students typically either submit or withhold test scores. 
If adopting test-optional admissions means that historically marginalized students are more likely 
to apply, then these students are likely overrepresented among non-submitters  
 
If test-optional policies mean historically marginalized students are more likely to apply, then 
theoretically, historically marginalized students should be more represented among non-
submitters than among submitters. Studies suggest this is the case: Non-submitters, relative to 
submitters, include larger proportions of first-generation students, Pell Grant recipients, and 
students from underrepresented racial/ethnic backgrounds.79 These students, then, are taking 
advantage of the policy.  
 

 
73 Belasco, Rosinger, & Hearn, 2015; Bennett, 2022; Rubin & González Canché, 2019; Saboe & Terrizzi, 2019; 
Sweitzer, Blalock, & Sharma, 2018 
74 Hossler et al., 2019 
75 Rosinger, Ford, & Choi, 2021 
76 Bastedo et al., 2021; Bastedo & Bowman, 2017; Gaertner & Hart, 2013 
77 Mattern & Patterson, 2014 
78 Conlin & Dickert-Conlin, 2017 
79 Hiss & Neupane, 2004; Maguire, 2018; Syverson, Franks, & Hiss, 2018 
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At the same time, students who opt to submit test scores tend to have higher high school GPAs 
and have taken more rigorous coursework than students who do not submit scores. This results 
in higher admission rates for students who submit test scores. Further, because submitters are 
more academically competitive, they are also probably admitted to more colleges. There is 
suggestive evidence for this, as submitters tend to enroll in test-optional colleges at lower rates 
than non-submitters.80  
 
Enrollment. Some colleges offer compelling narratives of how enrolled classes became more 
diverse after adopting test-optional admissions. Bates College, for example, more than doubled 
the share of its enrolled students who were from underrepresented racial/ethnic backgrounds.81 
Wake Forest went from a first-year cohort with 18% of students from underrepresented racial/ 
ethnic backgrounds to a cohort with 23%.82 Although these changes are substantial, they leave 
much to be desired if the goal is for student demographics at selective institutions to mirror those 
of high school graduates.83   
 
And yet, Bates and Wake Forest represent best-case scenarios. Many multi-institution studies 
find no discernible changes in the shares of historically marginalized students.84 Others find small 
changes.85 Consider Figure 11, which summarizes findings from the most recent rigorous study 
evaluating test-optional policies:  

 
Figure 11. Effects of Test-Optional Policies on Enrolled Student Demographics 
Source: Adapted from Bennett, 2022 (with pre-adoption values from p. 198 in blue; estimated post-adoption results in orange) 
Note: “URM” refers to underrepresented minoritized students—Black, Hispanic, and Native American students 

 
80 Schaffner, 1985; Syverson, Franks, & Hiss, 2018 
81 Hiss & Neupane, 2004 
82 Allman, 2012 
83 U.S. Department of Education, 2016 
84 Belasco, Rosinger, & Hearn, 2015; Ruben & Gonzalez Canche; Saboe & Terrizzi, 2019; Sweitzer, Blalock, & 
Sharma, 2018 
85 Bennett, 2021; Syverson, Franks, & Hiss, 2018 
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This study analyzed the effects of adopting test-optional policies for all private institutions 
through the 2015-16 school year. These policies increased the share of enrolled Pell Grant 
recipients by 3-4%, enrolled students from underrepresented racial/ethnic backgrounds by 10-
12%, and enrolled women by 6-8%. Importantly, these are percent changes—so, for example, a 
10-12% increase in enrollment among students from underrepresented racial/ethnic 
backgrounds means that, in practice, the share of these students on campus increased by 1 

percentage point, from about 10% of enrolled students to 11%.86 

 
Research offers some evidence for Claim 4, but it is important to put this evidence in context. 
Average effects are small: Going test-optional is not a panacea for dramatic inequalities in SAT 
scores, as many of these inequalities are still reflected in other educational opportunities on 
which admissions decisions are made. Consider, for example, Figures 12 and 13, which illustrate 
similar patterns in racial/ethnic inequalities in academic performance. However, test-optional 
policies can be a step toward equity—it is just that the path is much longer than a single step.   
 

 

  
 

86 Bennett, 2022 

Figure 12. Distribution of High School GPAs by 
Race/Ethnicity 
Source: High School Longitudinal Study, 2014 
Notes: Excludes students with missing GPAs 
(about 7% of respondents) 

Figure 13. Distribution of SAT Scores by 
Race/Ethnicity 
Source: The College Board, 2020 
Notes: This chart depicts the SAT score 
distributions for each of the four largest 
racial/ethnic subgroups of student test-takers 
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Test Optional in Practice 
 

Student Profiles 
 
Students who do not submit test scores differ in several ways from those who do. Specifically, 
score submission is related to financial need and intended major, both of which could impact 
admission. These are important considerations as colleges consider adopting or modifying test-
optional policies.  
 
Financial Aid. Students who do not submit their test scores require more financial support. At 
Bates College, non-submitters applied for financial aid at higher rates and qualified for larger 
awards.87 At Franklin & Marshall, students who did not submit test scores were much more likely 
to qualify for Pell Grants.88 While many selective colleges are “need blind,” meaning admissions 
decisions are made without regard to a student’s financial need, admissions offices still have 
budgets to balance.89 This means colleges may not be able to offer students the financial aid they 
need in order to enroll. For example, Franklin & Marshall originally went test-optional in the early 
1990s, but the shares of Pell-eligible students in enrolled classes only increased after the financial 
aid budget increased and the college began allocating dollars from merit to need-based aid.90 For 
test-optional policies to be effective, then, it may be prudent for colleges to consider not only 
how they might admit a more diverse cohort, but also how they plan to support those students 
in arriving on campus.  
 
Intended Major. There is limited research on how major selection differs by score submission 
status. However, a case study of Bates College found that non-submitting students were more 
likely to pursue an education major, and submitting students were more likely to pursue 
computing majors and scientific research.91 There is some evidence that major impacts 
probability of admission, though this evidence is also limited.92 If this is the case, submitters’ 
preferences for majors in science, technology, engineering, and math may offer an advantage in 
the admissions process.93 This is another important consideration as colleges use test-optional 
admissions as a way to craft a more diverse cohort of incoming students.  
 

Implementation 
 
Conceptually, the idea of being “test-optional” is simple: Students can choose either to submit 
test scores or not to submit test scores. However, the ways students make this choice and how 

 
87 Hiss & Neupane, 2004 
88 Maguire, 2018 
89 Stevens, 2009 
90 Maguire, 2018 
91 Hiss & Neupane, 2004 
92 Bruggink & Gambhir, 1996 
93 Rask, 2010 
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admissions offices account for this choice vary dramatically across places. Sometimes test scores 
may be recommended, and sometimes they may not matter much as all. In addition, test-
optional policies are sometimes implemented as a one-off policy with little guidance, and at other 
times, they are part of a broader, philosophical commitment or a series of changes aimed at 
greater equity in admissions. These factors impact the nature of test-optional policies, which in 
turn likely impact how well these policies accomplish their intended aims.   
 
Types of “Optional.” In some cases, test-optional colleges do not require students to submit test 
scores to be considered for admission, but test scores are still recommended. This may be 
because admissions officers can make decisions more efficiently when test scores are available, 
test scores are useful 
indicators for if a student 
will be successful in their 
intended major, or test 
scores add important 
context that the college 
values.  
 
Most colleges using test-
optional admissions instead 
follow a “considered but 
not required” model, where 
test scores are considered if 
students submit them but 
do not penalize students if 
they are excluded from an 
application. In these cases, 
admissions officers make 
decisions based on the rest 
of a student’s academic profile. This is the “test-optional” line in Figure 14, which indicates that 
test scores are not necessarily recommended but that, if students submit them, they are 
considered in admissions decisions.  
 
In rare cases, colleges adopt policies referred to as “test-blind,” meaning they do not consider 
test scores in admissions. Only a handful of postsecondary institutions have taken up this policy.94  
 

 
94 Importantly, in the Integrated Postsecondary Data System (IPEDS), there is currently (as of fall 2022) no way to 
discern whether a college is “test-blind,” meaning it no longer considers standardized tests in admissions. The 
category “Neither required nor recommended” includes both test-blind and test-optional colleges. Consider 
Hampshire College, Baylor University, and Scripps College. In practice, Hampshire College has been “test-blind” 
since 2014; Baylor University and Scripps College are both test-optional. However, in IPEDS 2020-21, Hampshire 
College and Baylor University both report standardized test scores are “Neither required nor recommended,” and 
Scripps College reports standardized test scores as “Considered but not required.”  
Retrieved October 10, 2022 from the following websites:  
Baylor: https://admissions.web.baylor.edu/admission/incoming-freshman/test-optional-process 
Hampshire: https://www.hampshire.edu/no-sats/acts-not-even-optional 
Scripps: https://www.scrippscollege.edu/admission/apply/first-year-applicants 

Figure 14. Types of Test Score Policies in College Admissions 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, 2022 
Notes: Excludes institutions with open admissions and those that do not admit first-time 
undergraduates. Pools responses “Neither recommended nor required” and “Considered 
but not required” into a single “Test-Optional” variable.  
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As Bowdoin’s first few years of test-optional admissions illustrate, policy impact is not just a 
function of the policy itself, but also of the language used to describe a policy and how that policy 
is communicated to prospective applicants. Consider the following excerpt:  

There are different types of test-optional policies, and the language around these policies 
matters. In addition, even the same policy may be enacted differently depending on the 
institution.95 For example, to take advantage 
of the policy, some colleges require students to 
indicate on their application whether their test 
scores should be considered for admission. 
Other colleges simply conduct admissions 
based on whether they receive students’ 
scores or not. In rare cases, students must 
contact a college via phone call, letter, or email 
to request their scores not be considered. 
Some colleges allow students to apply test-
optional as long as they exceed a GPA 
threshold or are willing to not be considered 
for merit scholarships, Honors programs, or 
certain majors.96 These options present 
different barriers for students and likely 
impact the efficacy of test-optional policies.  
 
In some cases, students do not know their SAT 
or ACT scores before they send their score 
reports to colleges. It is cheaper to send score 
reports this way.97 However, this means 
colleges may receive a student’s scores, but that student may later decide they would prefer their 
scores not be considered. Colleges differ in how they manage this. In some cases, colleges will 
destroy students’ test score information such that it is inaccessible when reviewing a student’s 
application. In other cases, scores may still be included in an application, but admissions officers 
are instructed to ignore them.98 These practices may be conducted with different levels of 
fidelity, which likely impact students’ chances of admission.  

 
95 Syverson, 2007 
96 Arnold & Turner, 2020 
97 Retrieved October 15, 2022 from the following websites:  
https://www.act.org/content/act/en/products-and-services/the-act/scores/sending-your-scores.html 
https://satsuite.collegeboard.org/sat/scores/send-scores-to-colleges/sending-scores 
98 Syverson, 2007 

“Major changes occurred in 1975. A sharp decrease in overall applications was entirely due to a 51 
percent drop in [non-submitters]… Minutes from the faculty admissions committee in spring 1974 
show concern that increasing numbers of withholding applicants threatened to overwhelm the 
committee's ability to review folders adequately and to provide the personalized attention promised 
in college publicity…A slight policy shift was adopted, changing the wording in application materials 
to recommend that SAT scores be submitted. Apparently this one change had an immediate, 

substantial, and lasting effect.” (Schaffner, 1985, pp. 59–60) 

Test Score Submission 
 
When a student registers for either the SAT or 
the ACT, they can select up to four colleges to 
receive their test scores at no additional cost to 
the student. In this case, the student will not see 
their scores before submission. If a student waits 
to send their scores until after their scores have 
been released, they may do so for a fee.  
 
Because students may be unsure of how they will 
do on the test, they may elect to send scores to 
colleges at registration and later decide they 
would prefer their scores not be considered.  
 
Note that students who qualify for fee waivers 
(including students eligible for free-or-reduced-
price lunch, students in foster care, and students 
living in federally subsidized housing) have 
unlimited free score reports, even after they 
have received their scores.  
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Motivations. One important factor shaping how effective a test-optional policy might be at 
increasing diversity in incoming cohorts is a college’s motivation for going test-optional in the 
first place. Because SAT scores often reflect inequalities in other educational opportunities, 
supplanting the emphasis on test scores with greater emphasis on other measures of academic 
performance may not yield the results colleges initially imagine. Test scores are more correlated 
with student background characteristics than are students’ high school GPAs; however, high 
school GPAs are still correlated with students’ social backgrounds.99 This even more so the case 
within high schools, which is often the level at which students’ course rigor is evaluated.100 
 
Access to rigorous coursework is also stratified. Advanced Placement (AP), International 
Baccalaureate (IB), and honors classes are more available to greater shares of White and high-
SES students, both within and between schools.101 This is also the case for extracurricular 
activities, another metric considered in admission.102  
 
This is not to suggest colleges should exclude academic considerations in admission. Rather, it is 
to argue that test-optional, by itself, is not a commitment to diversity. In case studies of test-
optional policies with subsequent increases in student diversity, colleges took other strides to 
fulfill their philosophical commitment to broadening access. For example, the University of 
Chicago, Franklin & Marshall, Wake Forest, and Ithaca College expanded access to financial aid.103 
Ithaca College and Wake Forest even evaluated their recruitment strategies and adopted Early 
Action policies.104 Test-optional admissions alone are not enough. They may open the door a bit 
wider for students, but more is required to spur dramatic improvements in postsecondary access.  
 
Institution Type. Institution type may matter for how effective test-optional policies are. One 
study found few differences by overall selectivity, which suggests the policy may be just as 
effective for highly selective institutions as for moderately selective institutions.105 Other studies 
have found that test-optional policies were associated with greater increases in the share of 
underrepresented minoritized, first-generation, and Pell-receiving students at private colleges, 
with small or no changes for public colleges.106 Institutional characteristics may serve as 
important explanatory mechanisms for future analyses.  
 
Margins of Possibility. Overall, test-optional policies are associated with small or no impacts on 
student diversity. Although historically underrepresented students are more likely to take 
advantage of test-optional submission policies, students who take advantage of these policies 
are less likely to be admitted.107 Non-submitters also tend to have lower academic performance 
on other metrics, not just SAT scores. Admissions officers are reasonably able to infer a student’s 
SAT score even without including it in a student’s application.108 The marginal benefit a student 

 
99 Geiser & Santelices, 2007 
100 Zwick & Green, 2007 
101 Espenshade & Radford, 2009; Iatarola, Conger, & Long, 2011; Klugman, 2013; Tyson, 2011 
102 Stearns & Glennie, 2010 
103 Allman, 2012; Einhorn, 2022; Maguire, 2018 
104 Allman, 2012; Maguire, 2018 
105 Bennett, 2022 
106 Espenshade & Chung, 2012; Hiss & Franks, 2014 
107 Syverson, Franks, & Hiss, 2018 
108 Conlin & Dickert-Conlin, 2017 
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receives from excluding their SAT score from consideration may be overshadowed by the greater 
number of applicants against which they are competing for a small number of admission spots.  
 
There are a few other details with important implications for diversity, as well. Students from 
underrepresented racial/ethnic backgrounds are more prevalent among non-submitters than 
among submitters. However, racial/ethnic differences in the applicant pools are not as different 
as one might expect: One study of 20 private, test-optional colleges between the years of 2003 
and 2010 found that among students submitting scores, 72% were White; among those who did 
not submit their scores, 63% were White.109 This study also examined patterns for six private 
universities, in which White students constituted 79% of non-submitters. The former dean of 
admissions at Bates College described the take-up of test-option in the following way:  
 

 
This excerpt suggests test-optional policies appeal to students along a variety of characteristics—
and to the extent White students are overrepresented in these demographics, White students 
may also find test-optional policies to be a fairer representation of their own potential in higher 
education. This means that the potential for test-optional policies alone to yield greater 
racial/ethnic diversity may be smaller than many realize.  
 
This excerpt also raises another important consideration: geographic variation. Specifically, Bates 
College is in Lewiston, Maine, just a few hours from the Canadian border. This means that test-
optional admissions expanded access for students with French-Canadian backgrounds who may 
not have had the opportunity to attend college. However, Pitzer College’s decision to go test-
optional in 2004 likely did not have similar appeal or offer comparable access to these students, 
given Pitzer’s location in Southern California. Geography, from this lens, is a little-considered 
factor in how test-optional policies are implemented. However, geography matters: Maine’s 
population of school-aged children in 2010 was 92.5% White; by 2020, it had declined to 87.9% 
White.110 This further underscores the importance of pairing test-optional admissions with re-

 
109 Based on author’s calculations using statistics from Hiss & Franks, 2014, pp. 20-21 
110 U.S. Department of Education, 2021 

“Optional testing is often assumed to be a device for an affirmative action policy, to open the 
admissions process from a narrow statistical review to a more complex and subtle reading. And it does 
that. But white students using the policy outnumber the students of color by about five to one. We 
have found that the policy appeals to all the subgroups of students which folk wisdom would tell you 
are the students not being much helped by standardized testing in admissions: women, rural and blue 
collar students, immigrants, learning disabled students, students with spike talents in something (arts, 
chemistry, athletics, debate, theatre, dance, political or campus leadership), and students who speak 
a second language, no matter what their ethnicity or citizenship. We found heavy percentages of non-
submitters from Maine, because so many are rural or low-income, and have neither the money nor 
even the physical access to be coached for tests. But we also found an intriguing pattern of high 
percentages of non-submitters across the top of Maine, New Hampshire and Vermont: they turned 
out largely to be young people of French-Canadian heritage. They may have been US Citizens for 
several generations, but still speak French at home, and are carrying two grammars, vocabularies and 
syntaxes in their heads.” (Hiss & Neupane, 2004, Slide 6)  
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evaluating recruitment practices, since many selective institutions will need to consider how to 
attract students from out-of-state.111  
 
Timing and Equilibrium. Most case studies are based on colleges that adopted test-optional 
policies between the 1970s and 2010s. As student demographics continue to change, applicant 
pools grow, and more and more colleges go test-optional, existing evidence for the effects of 
test-optional policies offer limited guidance. Students who are aiming for college but uncertain 
about their test scores have vastly more test-optional institutions to choose from today—more 
than 1,800 institutions, in fact—than they did even just 10 years ago.112 It may be the case that 
as more and more institutions shift toward test-optional admissions, requiring test scores 
becomes a liability for attracting historically marginalized students—and colleges begin to go 
test-optional simply to stem the loss of these students from their campuses as these students 
seek out colleges they find more accessible. The future is uncertain, but we must continue to 
consider how the broader context of higher education impacts test-optional policies.  
 

Implications for Selectivity 
 
When colleges practice test-optional admissions, students who earn higher test scores are more 
likely to submit score reports. Some studies suggest this process increases average reported test 
scores, which subsequently increases a college’s selectivity.113 Other studies do not find the same 
patterns.114 However, it is possible selectivity is a motivating factor for colleges going test-
optional, as evidenced by the following op-ed excerpt by the former president of Reed College:115  

Reed College has since become one of the few colleges to adopt a “test-blind” admissions 
policy.116 However, the sentiment is clear: selectivity matters, especially when compared to peer 
institutions. Sarah Lawrence University, one of the first colleges to go “test-blind,” transitioned 
to test-optional in 2013 in part because considering test scores for at least some students meant 

 
111 Salazar, Jaquette, & Han, 2021; Klasik, Blagg, & Pekor, 2018; Turley, 2009 
112 FairTest, 2022 
113 Belasco, Rosinger, & Hearn, 2015; Sweitzer, Blalock, & Sharma, 2018 
114 Bennett, 2022; Saboe & Terrizzi, 2018 
115 Diver, 2006 
116 Retrieved October 15, 2022 from https://www.reed.edu/apply/admission-coronavirus-faq.html 

“I sometimes think I should write a handbook for college admission officials titled ‘How to Play the 
U.S. News & World Report Ranking Game, and Win!’ I would devote the first chapter to a tactic called 
‘SAT optional.’  
 

The idea is simple: tell applicants that they can choose whether or not to submit their SAT or ACT 
scores. Predictably, those applicants with low scores or those who know that they score poorly on 
standardized aptitude tests will not submit. Those with high scores will submit. When the college 
computes the mean SAT or ACT score of its enrolled students, voilà! its average will have risen. And 
so too, it can fondly hope, will its status in the annual U.S. News & World Report’s college rankings. 
 

My college requires applicants to submit their test scores, and it refuses to cooperate with the 
rankings. But among our peers, more and more institutions are adopting the SAT-optional strategy. 
This is not surprising. Once a few colleges adopt the tactic, their competitors feel pressure to follow 
suit, lest they suffer a drop in rank. And so a new front opens in the admissions arms race.” 



33 
 

it could be ranked on the U.S. News and World Report—and as one university administrator put 
it, “It does not hurt to have that kind of recognition.”117  
 
The Bates Story.118 In 1984, Bates College became one of the first to make the SAT optional. The 
policy seemed to work so well that in 1990, Bates made all admissions testing optional. These 
efforts resulted in more submitted 
applications, especially from women, 
students of color, and international 
students. Racially minoritized students 
increased from 4% to 9% of the 
entering class, and applications from 
international students rose enough to 
“fill the class twice over.” In his 2004 
presentation at the Annual Meeting of 
the National Association for College 
Admissions Counseling, former dean 
of admissions William Hiss described 
going test-optional as a way to broaden access to higher education. He argued that not only did 
it seem to serve this purpose, but it also allowed the college to matriculate better classes—ones 
that included more rural students, immigrant students, and students with specific talents. 
Students who did not submit their scored earned dramatically similar GPAs and graduated at 
similar rates as students who did submit their scores, further affirming Bates’ decision.  
 
The Lafayette Story.119 In 1994, Lafayette College also went test-optional to attract talented 
students who may have been too intimidated to apply under a test-required policy. Lafayette, 
however, reported a markedly different 
experience. The college reported no 
change to the racial/ethnic composition 
of its applicants; instead, abandoning 
the SAT had resulted in “confusion in 
the market,” where families perceived 
the college as less selective. After five 
years of being test-optional, Lafayette 
reversed course, re-adopting the SAT. 
Over the next decade, their admissions 
rate fell by 20 percentage points, their 
yield rate (the share of admitted 
students who choose to enroll) 
increased, and their average SAT scores rose. The racial/ethnic composition of its applicant pool 
again did not change much, but the college’s perceived selectivity increased.   

 
117 Burd, 2015 
118 Bates & Neupane, 2004; retrieved October 1, 2022 from the following website:  
https://www.bates.edu/news/2004/10/01/sats-at-bates/ 
119 McCarty, 2001; retrieved October 1, 2022 from the following website:  
https://www.chronicle.com/article/lafayettes-comfort-level-is-higher-with-sats/ 

“We weren’t trying to point a finger at standardized 

testing as though it came from the forces of darkness; it 

hasn’t. But at least in our judgment at the time, testing 

was occupying too much emotional space, and kids 

were being hurt, either in self-esteem or in actual 

admissions decisions, in their access to higher ed. So we 

were going to try another tack.” 

William Hiss, Former Dean of Admissions 

“Perhaps most damaging was the interpretation of 

some people that Lafayette might not be an 

academically serious institution if SATs were optional. 

The SAT has become such a widely recognized 

standard that they felt we might have compromised 

our selectivity. More than a few families of high-ability 

students told us of their assumption that the absence 

of an SAT requirement implied limited selectivity.” 

Barry McCarty, Former Dean of Enrollment Services 
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What’s Next? 
 

Test-optional admissions are not the only policy shaping incoming college cohorts. In this section, 
I briefly summarize alternative admissions approaches and the extent to which they impact 
diversity in college admissions. I also discuss future directions for different stakeholders in higher 
education.   
 

Alternative Approaches 
 
Adjusting Admissions Criteria. Test-optional policies only directly impact how test scores are 
considered in admissions. However, admissions can also be a place in which colleges develop 
criteria that more closely reflect their own values. Franklin & Marshall College, for example, 
requires applicants to submit two graded writing samples so students can demonstrate their 
writing abilities, creativity, and argumentation.120 When Wake Forest went test-optional, they 
made an interview with an admissions officer a strongly encouraged component of students’ 
applications.121 Hampshire College allows students to submit an optional media supplement and 
a project sample.122 By re-evaluating application components, colleges might be able to admit 
students through processes more closely aligned with their mission and values. Still, it is critical 
to remember that many of these components are still likely biased by social background.  
 
Percent Plans. Percent plans refer to statewide admissions approaches in which students 
exceeding a set percentile of their high school class gain automatic admission to the state’s 
university system. Texas adopted this policy in 1997, and California did so in 2001. Studies of 
these policies in both states suggest percent plans can modestly increase on-campus student 
diversity.123 These approaches also have long-term positive impacts on affected students’ college 
and career outcomes.124 Importantly, this solution is specific to public institutions given the 
nature of the policy. The evidence for this policy is also based on two of the largest university 
systems in the United States, so it is unclear whether the effects from previous analyses would 
apply to other contexts. Still, this is a policy lever that increases campus diversity and would be a 
useful consideration for state policymakers.  
 
Universal Testing. Test-optional admissions purport to reduce the emphasis on standardized 
tests in admissions. Universal testing takes a different tack by expanding access to testing. In 
several states, all public high school students are required to take the SAT or ACT (at no cost to 
the student) as part of their school day. Studies suggest this modestly increases four-year college 
enrollment,125 particularly among low-income students.126   

 
120 Maguire, 2018 
121 Allman, 2012 
122 Retrieved October 15, 2022 from the following website:  
https://www.hampshire.edu/first-year-students 
123 Bleemer, 2021; Long, Saenz, & Tienda, 2010 
124 Black, Denning, & Rothstein; Bleemer, 2018 
125 Goodman, 2016; Klasik, 2013 
126 Hyman, 2017 



35 
 

Alternative Tests. The SAT and ACT are norm-referenced tests, meaning they are designed such 
that test scores have a normal distribution. The idea of a normal distribution, or a bell curve, is 
that only small shares of test-takers will end up with very high or very low test scores; most 
students will end up somewhere in the middle. The goal is not so much to determine what an 
individual test-taker knows, but to determine what each test-taker knows in relation to other 
test-takers. This is useful for a few reasons, including that norm-referenced tests help distinguish 
between high-performing students who might otherwise look similar in terms of GPA or course 
rigor. However, some argue that criterion-referenced tests would be a better, more equitable 
solution.127 Criterion-referenced tests are not about placing students on a distribution relative to 
one another; rather, test-makers identify a set of topics on which students should be tested, and 
scores are determined based on students’ proficiency in those topics. Advocates argue this is a 
more equitable testing approach—once students have shown a particular level of mastery, 
admissions decisions should be made using other criteria. However, there are racial/ethnic and 
socioeconomic test score disparities in criterion-referenced tests, as well.128 Because there are 
opportunity disparities by race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status at earlier stages in schooling, 
it is important to remember those disparities are often reflected in later assessments.129  
 
Admissions Lotteries. The rationale for admissions lotteries is somewhat like the rationale for 
criterion-referenced tests: Once students pass a particular score threshold, testing should no 
longer matter for admission. The idea is that once students have exceeded a designated score, 
those students are college-ready. Consider the following example: After evaluating how SATs 
have predicted student performance in the past, a college admissions office decides to set a score 
threshold of 1100. Applicants with scores of 1100 will have the same chance of admission as 
applicants with scores of 1500. Because this will increase the chances of admission for students 
with scores of 1100, who are more likely to be low-income students and underrepresented 
minoritized students, this approach should boost diversity. But a recent study finds the opposite: 
In most scenarios with different GPA and test score thresholds, lotteries would result in admitted 
classes with far more White students and wealthy students than there already are.130 To 
understand why, look no further than Figures 12 and 13 from earlier in this report. Because White 
students are overrepresented among students with high test scores and high GPAs, White 
students will be overrepresented (relative to the full set of test-takers or GPA-earners) no matter 
the threshold. In addition, admissions lotteries would still incentivize test preparation and 
retaking, which disproportionately benefit White, Asian, and wealthy students.131  
 
Adversity Scores. In spring 2019, the College Board announced that along with the SAT, it would 
begin including “adversity scores” on score reports sent to colleges.132 These scores would be 
averages of two numbers: one capturing a student’s neighborhood characteristics and one 
capturing a student’s school environment. This number would be a way of capturing information 
not always easily accessible to admissions officers, such as school poverty and neighborhood 
crime rates, that would put a student’s academic performance in context. According to David 
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Coleman, a senior leader at the College Board, the score would help identify promising students 
who might otherwise be overlooked: “This is about finding young people who do a great deal 
with what they’ve been given. It helps colleges see students who may not have scored as high, 
but when you look at the environment that they have emerged from, it is amazing.”133 Within a 
few short months, however, the public backlash resulted in the College Board withdrawing this 
idea.134 Some people were frustrated their children’s hard work would be discounted because 
they had resources; some opposed the idea that a single number could capture the varied 
contexts in which children learn; and still others critiqued the adversity score for failing to 
consider characteristics of the students themselves, including their family income, parents’ 
educational attainment, and racial/ethnic backgrounds. Although the College Board abandoned 
the idea of capturing student context in a single “adversity score,” they still provide contextual 
information to colleges in the form of a new dashboard, Landscape. Although there is limited 
research on how this specific tool has shaped admissions, research suggests considering 
students’ school and neighborhood contexts can improve chances of admission for students from 
low-income backgrounds.135  
 
Targeted Recruitment. Another strategy for increasing diversity among admitted students is to 
specifically target recruitment efforts toward these students. Research suggests admissions 
offices disproportionately recruit from wealthy public schools, private schools, and out-of-state 
schools.136 However, race-targeted recruiting may have limited the outflow of students of color 
from colleges in Washington State after they were no longer allowed to practice affirmative 
action.137 There is some evidence race- and SES-based targeted recruitment increase shares of 
historically underrepresented students on campus, especially when such approaches are paired 
with additional economic support for matriculating students.138 These effects, too, tend to be 
relatively small.  
 

SES-Based Affirmative Action. SES-based affirmative action can improve socioeconomic 
diversity.139 More Americans support SES-based affirmative action than race-based affirmative 
action, arguing that SES-based approaches are fairer to students—particularly low-income White 
and Asian students—and still improve racial diversity on campus.140 By itself, however, SES-based 
affirmative action has only small effects on racial/ethnic diversity among admitted students.141 
The reverse is also true: Race-based affirmative action is not a sufficient lever of socioeconomic 
diversity, either.142 To make SES-based affirmative action a reliable lever of both socioeconomic 
and racial diversity, universities would also need to invest heavily in race-targeted recruitment. 
However, SES-based affirmative action comes with substantial costs, potentially making it 
infeasible.  
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Race-Based Affirmative Action. Many policies, including test-optional admissions, percent plans, 
admissions lotteries, and SES-based affirmative action, are pitched as race-neutral efforts to 
replicate the racial/ethnic diversity achieved through affirmative action.143 However, the 
preponderance of evidence suggests this may not be possible. Legacies of racism and persistent 
prejudice shape opportunities even beyond racial/ethnic differences in socioeconomic resources. 
In places where there are no observed differences in socioeconomic background by race, there 
are still racial achievement disparities.144 Teachers exhibit racial/ethnic bias in student 
evaluations.145 Communities with more anti-Black bias tend to have larger achievement 
disparities.146 White students get a greater achievement advantage from having highly educated 
parents than Black students do, illustrating the countervailing impact of racism even for relatively 
advantaged Black students.147 Children’s experiences in school are not “race-neutral”—so it is 
unreasonable to expect that effective equity-motivated policies would be.  
 

Future Directions 
 

Test-optional policies alone are insufficient levers for making substantial changes to the 
racial/ethnic or socioeconomic student composition at college campuses. However, studies 
suggest they can be effective when paired with other policies that help universities meet diversity 
commitments. This work offers several implications and future directions for stakeholders from 
different perspectives. These future directions are generally as follows:  
 

• Conduct research to evaluate whether stated benefits of testing help historically 
marginalized students (e.g., whether tests allow promising students to emerge when 
they otherwise may not have) 

 

• Expand analyses of other admissions criteria, such as interviews, student essays, and 
letters of recommendation, to assess the extent to which bias may be present in other 
college application components 

 

• Continue to assess diversity-focused policy mechanisms supporting racial/ethnic and 
socioeconomic diversity, including how different initiatives may be implemented 
simultaneously 

 

• Conduct research to identify explanations for heterogeneity in test-optional policy 
impact 

 

• Expand financial aid to support diverse cohorts of students that colleges hope to attract 
 
People in many different roles—from college administrators and practitioners, to researchers, to 
funders—have a role to play as we continue to evaluate how to expand postsecondary access. 
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College Practitioners. The best way to know if a policy will fulfill aims of increasing diversity and 
postsecondary access is to implement that policy. Colleges would do well to consider the 
different factors that shape students’ matriculation patterns and develop approaches 
accordingly. For example, colleges in states with relatively fewer students of color might consider 
how to expand their reach; colleges with fewer financial resources might consider how to secure 
investments from alumni to support equity initiatives in admissions; and colleges requiring test 
scores might consider how to create reliable avenues for low-SES students and students of color 
to be eligible for admission, given these students’ lower average test scores.  
 
Colleges should also rigorously document how admissions practices change with the adoption of 
new policies, such as test-optional. This includes considering how students’ test scores are 
managed, how applicants are recruited, how applications are evaluated, and what factors 
become most salient when marginal cases are debated. Understanding how bias may manifest 
in non-test-score application components is a critical next avenue for study. In addition, colleges 
must partner with researchers to establish a plan for how they will evaluate whether new policies 
meet intended aims. It will also be important to share best practices as colleges begin to iterate 
on their policies, such as how some institutions have begun looking for strategies that will help 
them more efficiently and consistently assess non-academic factors in admissions.148  
 
Researchers. Many studies have evaluated the predictive validity of test scores, or how well test 
scores predict subsequent college outcomes. These types of analyses remain evergreen as tests 
continue to change. Still, other components of applications have garnered far less attention, and 
these components hold substantial weight in a higher education system with widely adopted 
test-optional admissions. It is critical to understand not only whether there are differences across 
students in admissions criteria—indeed, we already know low-SES students and students of color 
have differential access to rigorous courses, extracurricular activities, and other opportunities—
but also the extent to which these differences matter for students’ probability of applying and, 
conditional on applying, of admission.  
 
Researchers must evaluate not only the effects of policies using experimental and quasi-
experimental methods, but also implementation using qualitative methods. Understanding that 
a policy works is not particularly useful if we do not understand why. This is about far more than 
quantitative measures such as average financial aid awards or pre-policy student demographics, 
although these are important considerations; it is also about how policies hit the ground, how 
relevant stakeholders perceive and implement them, and how institutions manage bumps along 
the way.149  
 
In addition, there is limited research on the importance of understanding educational research 
through the lens of intersectionality and multiple marginalization, but scholars evaluating equity 
in college admissions must take this critical turn. Students who are from both marginalized 
racial/ethnic backgrounds and low-SES backgrounds receive little attention in equity-oriented 
policy debates. Policies supporting racial equity or socioeconomic equity alone may not reach 
these students. This requires broader consideration in contemporary policy discourse and design. 
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Funders. Because test-optional admissions alone are not enough to reshape diversity on college 
campuses, colleges must consider how suites of policies can work together to improve access. 
Funders might consider initiatives to evaluate how multiple policies work together, how existing 
test-optional policies might be iterated on, and how test-optional policies might impact diversity 
in different types of postsecondary contexts and institutional types.  
 
Other initiatives might include supporting pioneering admissions offices in developing and 
communicating best practices, evaluating the extent to which effective admissions approaches 
in one context would work in another, and supporting pipeline programs that would address 
inequalities in educational opportunities before students begin applying to college. Inequality in 
postsecondary access is more than about differences in academic preparation, though that 
certainly has a role. It is also about differences in access to other components in college 
applications. Identifying methods to expand these opportunities for students, as well as support 
college admissions offices in more equitably evaluating marginalized students’ applications, may 
be worthwhile future directions.  
 
Policymakers. There are a few approaches federal and state policymakers could take, including 
offering financial support for colleges to expand recruitment in settings with more low-income 
students and underrepresented minoritized students. This also includes expanding funding for 
higher education more generally, since it is important not only to bring these students to campus 
but also to support them once they have arrived.  
 
States may also consider adopting universal SAT/ACT testing, working with public in-state 
institutions to develop criterion-referenced assessments, or offering more resources to k-12 
students to support their test-taking. Aside from testing considerations, states might partner with 
colleges to develop alternative admissions criteria that might allow low-income students and 
students from minoritized racial/ethnic backgrounds to better demonstrate their academic 
readiness. 
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