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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The SAT and ACT have held a controversial place in American education for generations. The
conventional wisdom has come to suggest that these college entrance tests are harmful to
educational equity because they discriminate against students from low-income families and
other students whose backgrounds may put them at a disadvantage, such as Black, Hispanic, or
Native American students. This brief challenges the notion that college admissions exams are at
the heart of inequities we observe in college admissions, higher education attainment, and
broader social disparities.

More specifically, the brief addresses the following ideas that have become conventional wisdom
in some quarters:

Conventional wisdom (CW): “College admission exams are racist.”

The ACT and SAT are thoroughly vetted to weed out potential racially-, ethnically-,
or class-biased questions.

CW: “College admissions exams limit students’ pathways into quality higher education.”

In fact, a minority of American students attend
colleges that require high entrance exam scores for admission.

CW: “Other parts of the college application promote equity better than entrance exams.”

All components of a typical college application packet that have been
studied by researchers, from letters of recommendation to personal essays, exhibit gaps
when computing the averages of different student groups, suggesting that the gaps are
driven by average differences in academic achievement and preparation.

CW: “Admissions officers should just focus on grades.”

Entrance exams provide information about schools and students that is distinct
from grade point average.

CW: “The future of college admissions is ‘test optional.”
Because entrance exams are merely a tool, their usefulness will vary for
different higher education stakeholders, and some stakeholders will probably continue

to use exam scores for the foreseeable future, even if “test-optional” policies appear to
be ascendant right now.
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The Bottom Line

Recent years have seen many colleges and universities adopt “test-optional” admissions, but the
evidence to date suggests that such policies will have, at most, small effects on the equity
objectives that are often rhetorically tied to those policies. Other elements of the application
packet exhibit gaps that are similar to those observed in exam scores, and evaluations of test-
optional admissions policies show little effect on equity.

Policy Implications

1. Institutions should not decide whether to rely on college admissions exams based on
concerns that they are racist or otherwise bad for equity.

2. More generally, because the best predictions of students’ program success will come from
analyses that include a variety of measures, institutions should require and examine a range of
relevant and predictive data for admissions. The key criterion for inclusion of a measure ought
to be its value for predicting program success rather than its correlation with student
background factors.

3. States should require and pay for all high school students to take the SAT or ACT, in order to

help identify all students with high academic potential, especially those from underrepresented
groups.
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THINK AGAIN: Do College Admissions Exams
Drive Higher Education Inequities?

The following brief evaluates the extent to which the use of college entrance exam scores by
higher education institutions contributes to differences in college admissions and completion
observed across racial/ethnic and socioeconomic groups. It evaluates five statements that have
become the conventional wisdom among parts of the public or policymaking community,
including the following: “College admissions exams are racist,” “College admissions exams limit
students’ pathways into quality higher education,” “Other parts of college application packets
promote equity better than entrance exams,” “Admissions officers should just focus on grades,”
and “The future of college admissions is ‘test optional.”

“College admissions exams are racist.”

In a landmark 2021 settlement by the University of California (UC), the nation’s most prestigious
state university system, officials agreed to eliminate the requirement that students submit college
entrance exam scores to gain admission. When then-UC president Janet Napolitano initially
proposed suspending the testing requirement in 2020, her statement argued that eliminating
testing requirements would “enhance equity,” a claim that has become increasingly prevalent
among opponents of college entrance exams in particular and standardized testing in general. In
education, “inequity” typically refers to gaps in the outcomes experienced by different groups of
students, but critics of college admissions exams have often gone even further, painting the SAT
and ACT as simply racist. For example, the left-leaning groups that brought the UC lawsuit called
the tests “discriminatory,” and their lawsuit cited then-UC regent Cecilia Estolano, who said of the
SAT, “We all know it’s a racist test.” From lawsuits to deliberate test-blind or test-optional
admissions policies, the claim that the SAT and ACT put underrepresented minority students at a
disadvantage is pervasive.

Gaps in average exam scores for students of different groups are, of course, no myth. The average
ACT composite score is about 20, but the highest-scoring racial/ethnic group, Asian students,
scores 24.9 on average, while Black students, the lowest-scoring group, have an average score of
16.3. For some, the existence of such a gap is alone sufficient to prove the tests are racist. Yet
students of different groups do not all have the same family and school experiences. Black
children, for example, are three times as likely as their Asian and White classmates to grow up in
poverty. Childhood disparities in access to everything from health care to good schools and
teachers mean that—whatever those disparities say about the roots and consequences of
American inequality—it would be surprising if all groups of seventeen-year-olds exhibited
equivalent levels of college readiness. As we will see below, all measures of academic
achievement exhibit such gaps.

Far from being instruments of systemic racism, the SAT and ACT are put through extensive
measures to ensure that the exams do not discriminate against students because of their racial
or ethnic background (or class or gender). The organizations that administer the exams vet them
intensely, not just by diverse review panels that alert the test makers to any potential cultural
biases but also through statistical techniques that flag test questions answered differently by
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students from different backgrounds. This latter process alerts test makers to any questions that,
after controlling for students’ overall scores, two groups of students (e.g., students from high-
income and low-income families) answer correctly at different rates. Officials at both testing
companies implement multiple, overlapping systems designed to ensure that the exams are free
of such biased questions before they could affect any student’s score.

“College admissions exams limit students’ pathways into quality higher
education.”

For admissions exams to harm equity in higher education, students would have to lose access to
college because of their exam scores. In fact, only a minority of students attend colleges where a
high exam score is required for admission in the first place. Regardless of race or social class, most
students attend institutions where either no score is required at all or only a very low score is
needed to gain admission.

The admissions testing landscape has changed dramatically since the Covid-19 pandemic, and as
of writing, few colleges require testing. Yet even before Covid-19, it was rare for students to need
good ACT or SAT scores to access higher education. More than one in three undergraduates in the
U.S. attends “open-access” two-year institutions (i.e., community colleges), which require neither
exam scores nor a good grade point average (GPA), and many four-year institutions do not require
test scores either. Many less-selective four-year institutions are either open-access or very nearly
so in practice, and a number of prestigious four-year institutions offer access through high school
GPA or class rank (e.g., the University of Texas), completing community college with an adequate
GPA (e.g., the UC system), or through long-standing test-optional policies (e.g., the University of
Chicago).

This does not mean that admissions exam policies are irrelevant. Of course, some students will
seek to attend highly selective colleges where good test scores are essential. Others will need to
take the exams to qualify for scholarships or to enroll in selective programs within a less-selective
institution, such as honors colleges or rigorous majors such as engineering. Yet even though exam
scores are important to some students, students have long had access to most American
institutions of higher education without ever taking a college entrance exam.

“Other parts of the college application promote equity better than entrance
exams.”

Most prospective students who attend colleges that are at least somewhat selective submit
application packets that include such materials as the following:

= College admissions exam scores

= Personal essays

= Letters of recommendation

= |nformation about extracurricular activities

= Credit-by-examination scores (e.g., Advanced Placement [AP])

= High school transcripts, which themselves include the following:
= Name and location of the high school attended
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= Courses taken
=  Grades

Critics of college entrance exams implicitly suggest that the other application components do not
exhibit the same gaps. Otherwise, there is nothing special about the exam scores, so it is not clear
why excluding them would make admissions more equitable.

But are gaps among students unique to entrance exams? In fact, what research exists on other
elements of the application packet strongly suggests they are responsible for “perpetuating
inequities” in much the same way.

Consider a 2020 study that used software to analyze hundreds of thousands of student admissions
essays from applications to the University of California system. The study, which was the first to
use gquantitative methods to analyze college admissions essays, found that the form and content
of students’ personal essays were even more correlated with student socioeconomic status than
SAT scores. (The researchers did not examine differences in essays by racial/ethnic group.)

Letters of recommendation exhibit gaps as well, although their magnitude appears smaller. A
2018 study identified disparities by race and gender for undergraduate letters of
recommendation, although that study characterized the gaps as “small but statistically
significant.” A 2020 study of recommendation letters for a graduate program also found
differences depending on student background factors, including that the letters
disproportionately described Black and Latino applicants as having “less agency” than other
students. Such differences have led commentators to condemn the practice of requiring letters
of recommendation in audacious terms, such as when a 2021 op-ed by a professor at the
University of North Carolina deemed the letters “tools of oppression.”

Gaps in participation in extracurricular activities are also apparent. A 2018 study found that
extracurricular participation in high school is strongly linked to race and even more strongly
correlated with family income. The gap between more- and less-affluent students is about fifteen
percentage points (40 percent versus 55 percent). More troublingly, the recent “varsity blues”
scandal provided a particularly corrupt example of how selective schools can use policies favoring
students who participate in extracurricular activities to admit students from wealthy and well-
connected families; given the lack of transparency, “holistic” admission policies open the door to
many such types of corruption.

The other data evaluated by admissions officers, from AP test scores to high school grades, all
exhibit such gaps. Regarding AP, schools serving disproportionately low-income, rural, Black, and
Hispanic students are less likely to offer advanced high school coursework such as AP and dual-
enrollment courses. And even when students have access to these courses, the AP test scores
themselves exhibit gaps. Although GPA is often touted as a better metric than test scores—as we
will see below—it is correlated with race and socioeconomic status of students, as well.

The magnitudes of the gaps across measures vary, and in some cases, as with admissions essays,
they are probably even larger than those for test scores. Still, these disparities are difficult to
compare because of differing methodologies across studies. A 2019 report by the Georgetown
University Center on Education and the Workforce found that the students selected solely based
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on the SAT would, on average, hail from wealthier families and be more likely to be White and
Asian than under the status quo. That might seem like damning evidence against college
admissions exams, but because the status quo includes affirmative action policies, it remains
unclear whether the SAT (or ACT) gaps are actually greater than those for other admissions
application components.

The fact that we observe similar kinds of gaps between student groups on every observable
educational outcome suggests that these data simply reflect society’s broader inequities. Thus,
patterns in SAT and ACT scores offer a window into a society that has not done enough to make
up for its sordid racial history or continuing inequities, but blaming the exams for having gaps is a
classic case of “shooting the messenger.” College entrance exams are no more “tools of
oppression” than letters of recommendation or anything else in the application packet. Indeed,
any meritocratic admissions process that uses academic data is likely to exhibit similar gaps.

“Admissions officers should just focus on grades.”

Grades and GPA are often identified by equity advocates as a good alternative to test scores, as
they tend to be less correlated with socioeconomic status and race/ethnicity. Yet, like other
components of the college application packet, analyses reliably show that grades are still
correlated with student background factors, including race and family income. At most, replacing
test scores with grades might mitigate the racial or socioeconomic disparities within higher
education admissions, but the disparities would not be eliminated.

Interestingly, a 2007 study by researchers from UC Santa Barbara shows how grading standards
vary across schools and finds that, within a given high school, grades correlate with socioeconomic
status to a similar extent as test scores. This underscores another advantage of college admissions
exams over grades: they’re a more objective yardstick. Grades and high school course taking (as
well as other elements of the application packet) are valuable data points for admissions officers
to consider, but many are difficult to compare across schools. Exam scores can reveal school
quality, which is why admissions officials—even those from “test-blind” or “test-optional”
institutions—often use such data to help them rate the high schools of prospective students and
to contextualize GPA.

This is why studies predicting postsecondary success have consistently shown that admissions
exam scores provide additional information over and above what GPA can show. Yet grade
inflation is squeezing high school GPAs into an ever-narrower range, suggesting they will
eventually be less valuable to admissions officers as markers of achievement and, thus, predictors
of college readiness. Although an earlier analysis showed that GPA was still a useful predictor of
readiness fifteen years ago, studies since then have found continued high school grade inflation
(amid other evidence of softening high school standards). Still, even if GPA continues to be a
better predictor of college success than exam scores, the best predictions are typically derived
from analyses that include a variety of relevant measures. This means that institutions should
require and examine a range of relevant and predictive data for admissions. The key criterion
for inclusion of a measure ought to be its value for predicting program success rather than its
correlation with student background factors.
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“The future of college admissions is ‘test-optional.”

For some colleges, SAT and ACT scores may be expendable, and going test optional or test blind
will not harm their selection processes. Yet it is clear that some institutions find the information
these exams provide to be valuable. One example is MIT, which reinstated pre-pandemic testing
requirements in 2022. Their dean of admissions explained that “considering performance on the
SAT/ACT, particularly the math section, substantially improves the predictive validity of our
decisions with respect to subsequent student success at the Institute.” Moreover, he argued that
considering admissions exam scores was good for equity as well, as “not having SATs/ACT scores
to consider tends to raise socioeconomic barriers to demonstrating readiness for our education.”
Other faculty and administrator groups, including the UC Faculty Senate task force (which was
ultimately ignored) and a group of sixty law school deans in an open letter from 2022, have
challenged the trend toward ignoring admissions tests. Because higher education stakeholders
face different challenges, we shouldn’t be surprised that admissions exams will not be used in a
uniform manner in all American colleges.

In fact, admissions officers have myriad data available to assess student readiness, even as GPA
becomes a less-reliable measure and admissions exam scores have increasingly become optional.
With all the other data available, standardized admissions exams may provide only marginal
additional information for individual students. Such tests provide an objective measure of
academic preparation, but they are one tool among many, and their results should not be thought
of as the one indispensable indicator of college readiness. Still, because many institutions are
likely to use these scores in the foreseeable future, and because excellent students at mediocre
schools might otherwise be overlooked, there is an obvious implication for state policymakers:
states should require and pay for all high school students to take the SAT or ACT, in order to
help identify all students with high academic potential. Over the years, such state policies have
proven themselves to be a boon to equity.

Considering that the tests are closely vetted to remove biased content, irrelevant to many
admissions decisions, and correlated with student background in a similar way to other elements
of the college application packet, it shouldn’t be a surprise that when institutions go “test
optional,” it is not the radical step toward equity that many assume. A 2015 study found that
liberal arts colleges that implemented test-optional admissions policies did not become
substantially more diverse. Instead, the main effect of the policies was to render greater
“perceived selectivity” for such institutions. In effect, switching to test-optional policies, rather
than being a win for social justice, may be more a kind of virtue signaling by these elite institutions.

More institutions may choose to engage in this kind of virtue signaling, and test-optional policies
may endure or spread. Or perhaps high school grade inflation will lessen the value of high school
GPA, and more institutions will require entrance exam scores to validate student preparation. Or
maybe both trends will occur for different types of institutions. Regardless, institutions should
not decide whether to rely on college admissions exams based on concerns that they are racist
or otherwise bad for equity. Whether the exams are required or not, the implications for equity
are minimal.
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