Case Study Portfolio Synthesis:

University admissions
policy + praxis

We compare and contrast public-
facing admissions communication

and university stakeholder experiences
to understand how official institutional
policy interacts with embedded
organizational practices and influences
student access.
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Test-Optional Insights from Public-Facing
Communication & University Stakeholder Experience

Institutional
profile

Public
historically Black public
university

Rolling Admissions
in service of the Global
Maijority

Historically Black
College or University
(HBCU),

established before 1965

Test-Optional
admissions policy

Partial Test-Optional
is the admissions policy
in praxis



How Brickman State
University Portrays Itself in
Public-Facing Information

Brickman State University is a historically Black public
university centrally located near the Washington, DC,
Baltimore, and Annapolis metropolitan area. Founded
in the mid-19th century, Brickman State University

is one of the oldest postsecondary institutions in

the country. In the tradition of a Historically Black
College and University (HBCU), Brickman empowers a
diverse population of students to reach their potential
by providing innovative academic programs and
transformational experiences as they prepare for
careers, lifelong learning, and civic responsibility.

The transformative student experience at Brickman

is made possible by the institution's commitment to
creating an exceptional postsecondary education that
is affordable and limits student debt. As a part of its
geographic location, the university facilitates access
to internships and diverse cultural experiences so that
students can emerge as leaders in a highly technical,
rapidly changing global society.
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“As an HBCU, that’s the
premise of the school —
providing an educational
experience to those

who were not given that
opportunity historically.
But in more modern days, |
think it is similar: to provide
access to education for
students from a variety of
different backgrounds.”
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Temp

Brickman State University establishes that
admission is granted to all applicants who meet
the university’s admission requirements based
upon a minimum GPA (2.5) requirement and
considerate of their standardized test scores
and counselor recommendations. However,

to address test-going challenges experienced
during the COVID-19 pandemic, Brickman
implemented test- optional and allowed
prospective students to be admitted without
SAT or ACT scores, if their high school GPA was
3.0 or higher. Subsequently, test-optional was
actualized during the Spring 2020 semester and
temporarily extended through the 2021-2022
academic year. Given the GPA requirements
associated with submitting standardized

test scores, test-optional at Brickman State
University is a partial test-optional admissions
policy in praxis.

As aresult, Brickman State University signaled
that the admissions process would place added
emphasis on the applicant’s GPA, the rigor of
courses taken (transcripts), and extracurricular
activities. The application process clarifies that
students must submit an online application,
official high school transcripts, and test scores,
which include an accompanying tip of when to
take the standardized test. But test-optional

is separate from the referenced application
process. We also observed that the essay
portion of the application and accompanying
letters of recommendation are listed as
optional, contrasting their initial reference as it
pertains to the significance of school counselor
recommendations.
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WHAT THEY SAY We asked university
stakeholders to rank the most college
application materials at Brickman State
University in order of importance:

. College application essay

. Students’ special talents or abilities

. Recommendation letters

. School or community activities

. Standardized test scores

. Grade Point Average

. Rigor of high school courses

. Quality of high school the student attended

. Building a diverse class
(e.g., race, class, interests, etc.)
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WHAT THEY DO

"l would say GPA is number one;
then from a university standpoint,
I'm going to say the importance of

our students’ special talents and

abilities, [followed by] letters of
recommendation, and community

activities, and then the rigor of the high
school courses would be number five.”

or and Program Director
Department of Chemistry

College Application Materials + Process:
® College application form + accompanying
essay (optional)

® Letters of recommendation (optional)
Official high school transcript

® Official standardized test scores
$40 application fee
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Though Brickman's admissions website refers to test-optional policy as temporary, partial
test-optional in praxis has remained in effect since 2020. Here, we note that in correlation with
the recent changes to the admissions policy, Brickman State University admissions appear to
be in a state of transition as the referenced policy changes do not align with the application
process. Specifically, the optional college application components, including standardized test
scores, are referenced as a component of the application review; it is unclear how students who
do not submit optional application materials are evaluated beyond their GPA and the rigor of
courses taken. We also note that the institution does not specify how applicants without test
scores measure up to those who submit test scores. Regarding the latter, the public admissions
information provides the average SAT/ACT exam scores of its student body, which, again,
emphasizes standardized test scores at Brickman State University.

The in-depth interview with the university stakeholder clarified that the optional college
application components were changes implemented to make for a more equitable application
process. Though the interviewee characterized described the college application process as
“easy, he admitted that prospective student applicants may have challenges understanding the
actual application requirements that are utilized and the extent to which they are disadvantaged
if they do not submit optional application materials.

Less visible, but made known through the in-depth interview process, is perhaps two of the most
equitable admissions policies at Brickman State University, designed to support historically
excluded students. Specifically, students whose high school GPA falls between 2.5 and 2.99

and meet high school courses’ minimum college readiness score may forego submitting

test scores. The second policy is referred to as the Undergraduate Decision Appeal measure,
which is a pathway for students to gain admission if they still need to meet the minimum GPA
requirements. The interviewee revealed that this pathway seeks to understand the applicant’s
potential and reasons that prohibited them from engaging their best academic selves in high
school, which are often outside the student’s control.

“l think that the value of providing a service to underrepresented people, that's the
university’s value is reflected in admissions because the application process is pretty-it's
simple, | would say. There are no essay requirements. | think it's basically just applying
and submitting your GPA, and | believe it’s test optional. So, it allows for-it removes the
barriers that may be historically present in the admissions process. And then also, | siton a
committee to look at admissions appeals, and we really take into consideration many factors
as to why a student’s GPA may not be up to the standard for the cutoff of admissions.”
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The letters of recommendations for college
admissions are optional

The college admissions application essay is optional

Students whose high school GPA falls between 2.5
and 2.99 and meet high school courses’ minimum
college readiness score may also forego submitting
test scores

Students who do not meet the minimum GPA
requirements and are not accepted to Brickman State
University can appeal the admission decision via the

Undergraduate Decision Appeal process
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University

The temporary — and perhaps, soon-
to-be permanent — adoption of test-
optional—partial test-optional in praxis at
Brickman State University illustrates that
the college-application process needs

to reflect changing and emerging equity

in admissions efforts. This is especially
true for institutions like Brickman State
University, whose mission and vision are to
present the opportunity for postsecondary
education to historically excluded
populations with less access to college-
application process information.

Yet, despite the institutional challenges of
adopting test-optional as an organization,
Brickman State University is considering
the students lived experience and
translating college-going barriers into
equity in admissions policies. From having
a lower-cost application fee to establishing
conditions for flexibility regarding minimum
GPA requirements, Brickman State
University is actively working toward its
mission and vision in its transitional state.
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Concluding
ObserVations

Postsecondary institutions that serve the Global Majority interface with systemic
inequality across dimensions: on one hand, they are seeking to break through
longstanding college barriers by providing opportunities to historically excluded
populations; on the other hand, these institutions exist as organizations within a
system and structure that has disenfranchised their participation within the higher

education ecosystem.

As institutions like Brickman State University seek to empower historically
excluded students, we encourage equity in admissions stakeholders to critically
reflect on the language utilized to highlight the institution’s merits. If admissions
language echoes notions of meritocracy that align with characteristics of highly
selective and predominantly white institutions, the language does not recognize
the inequality that is inherent within the K-12 system, particularly for Black and
Brown students. For example, historically excluded students from low-income
neighborhoods may go to schools that do not offer extracurricular opportunities
and classes as attractive as those found in high-income neighborhoods.
Furthermore, emphasizing GPA prioritizes one style of learning that may
disadvantage otherwise talented students seeking a postsecondary education

that values their full participation of self.

Accordingly, as Brickman State University takes its rightful place in advancing
admissions justice through reparative state funding efforts, we encourage this
HBCU to utilize its equity-based framework and reconceptualize business-as-

usual admissions language to align with the student’s lived experience.

To learn more about the critical examination of test-optional, check out:
https://test-optional.equityresearchcooperative.org/
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