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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How Freedom University Portrays
itself in Public-Facing Information

Freedom University is a private, four-year research university near the
Washington, DC, Metropolitan Region, and a popular destination for students
interested in the public sector. The institution proudly proclaims its top
employment sectors—the U.S. Armed Forces, public school districts, non-
government organizations, and financial services corporations—that Freedom
University graduates occupy after completing their college education.

As noted in Freedom University’s mission and vision, the University aims
to meaningfully equip students to partake in the knowledge production
process, advance community-building, and support their full participation
as civic leaders. The institution provides unparalleled student engagement
opportunities, especially within the public sector. Students who attend the
institution can immerse themselves in over 150 student organizations,
campus sustainability and improvement initiatives, engagement with the
surrounding community, and internship opportunities.

Freedom University portrays itself as a leader among institutions that value
civic and community engagement. Through public-facing communication,
the institution also establishes itself as responsible for teaching the next
generation of leaders and policymakers. With this point of departure in
mind, maintaining a diverse and inclusive campus environment is a value
that Freedom University frequently references. Per the institution, diverse
perspectives and experiences are central components of student education.
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“l would say it's
spot on.”
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Freedom University proudly promotes its UL THET SR

commitment to diversity and a holistic review We asked university stakeholders to
admissions process. Yet, despite its efforts rank the college application materials
to diversify its student population, Freedom at Freedom University in order of
University remains a predominantly white importance:

institution (PWI). Per an official admissions 1. College application essay

office communication, the holistic review of 2. Students’ special talents or abilities
applications is the most crucial aspect of 3. Recommendation letters

evaluating prospective student applications. 4. School or community activities

Freedom University describes its holistic 5. Standardized test scores

review admissions process as blending 6. Grade Point Average

academics, standardized test scores, 7. Rigor of high school courses

demonstrated interest, activity report, essays, 8. Quality of high school the student attended

and letters of recommendation to create a _— .
9. Building a diverse class
profile of each applicant that will be utilized for (e.g., race, class, interests, etc.)

admissions decisions.

College Application Materials + Process:
@ College application form + accompanying essay

® $75.00 application fee or a fee waiver form

“GPA would be number one. High

school courses would be number

two. Well, let me change that. So,
diversity is certainly important;

@ High school transcript Recommendation letter

@ Test-optional admissions policy; meaning,
prospective applicants elect to submit SAT or

ACT test scores
diversity would be first, GPA would
be second, high school courses
would be third, special talent or
abilities would be fourth, and WHAT THEY DO
school or community activities "I would say that they [admissions]
would be fifth.” would put the GPA first, the

students’ talents and abilities
second, test scores third.”

Assista )irector, Office
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Test-Optional Admissions Policy at

Freedom University

Freedom University implemented a trial run of test-
optional in the early 2000’s and, due to its success,
adopted to be fully test-optional shortly after the trial
run in 2010. This admissions policy allows students to
submit their standardized test scores if they believe
doing so will aid their college application. Thereafter,
scores are factored into their admissions decision.

According to the university admissions page, during
the fall 2022 admissions cycle, 47.1% of applicants
submitted their test scores. Notably, of the admitted
applicants who submitted test scores, 50% scored
between 1310 - 1440 on the SAT and 30 - 33 on the
ACT. Furthermore, the high school GPA of admitted
applicants at the 25% quartile was 3.7 - 4.2. The high
median test scores and GPA of the class suggest that
the 47.1% of students who did submit their test scores
are overrepresented in the student body, or the holistic

review of admissions establishes high standardized test

scores and GPA as the admitted applicant norm.
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Assistant
Vice Provost,
Office of
Admissions

“I will admit that we relied very
heavily on test scores when
awarding merit scholarships to
students. And we did not reward
students who may have done
very well in their high school
curriculum and courses in the
same way that we rewarded
students who may have had an
equal transcript but also had a
test score, if that makes sense.”

Test-optional has
been in effect for
more than a decade,
and test scores
are utilized to
determine merit-

based scholarships.
This admissions

praxis constitutes a

Resource-Dependent

=] Test-Optional at
— Freedom University.
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Students can self-report test scores to remove the
cost of submitting test scores

Removed second essay requirement for fall 2023
admissions cycle

Removed letter of recommendation requirement from
high school counselor to address high counselor-to-
student caseload

Mandatory anti-bias training for admissions staff to
interrogate institutional “fit” and be holistic in the
admission evaluation approach

Test-optional was not implemented in isolation;
meeting 100% of financial needs became part of the
admissions process
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ions Efforts

nive rsity

The goal of transitioning to test-
optional was to remove physical and
psychological college-going barriers;
however, publishing the median SAT and
ACT scores for admitted students may
negate the policy’s intended benefit and
negatively affect college access. For
example, prospective student applicant
visiting their admissions website may
be discouraged from applying if they
cannot take the exam and/or their test
scores do not reflect the “average”
profile of the admitted student
population. It is also notable that
despite increasing equity in admissions,
Freedom University has become
increasingly more selective over the last
decade. During the implementation of

test-optional, 44% of applicants were
admitted in 2012 compared to a 31%
admission rate in 2022.
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Per university stakeholders, much of the conversation regarding test-optional at Freedom University
began with the intention of wanting to diversify the first-year class. However, various misalignments
continue to negatively affect historically excluded postsecondary access at Freedom University.
lllustrative of how those misalignments manifest for historically excluded students are two quotes
from the Assistant Vice Provost of the Admissions Office, which highlight the challenging nature

of meeting admissions criteria and the type of financial agency students need to espouse to be the
best positioned for college admission”

Students less likely to be admitted

We are not positioned to support and will most likely waitlist students who come from disadvantaged
backgrounds, have excellent grades, but cannot afford to attend Freedom University. Personally, |
prefer to 100% [financially] support students, but am more likely to provide gap funding, which creates
exorbitant debt.”

This means disadvantaged background students experience compounded forms of marginalization,
as finances (not GPA) could be the determining factor.

We asked university stakeholders which
admissions policy is the best and which one best
supports historically excluded students

Both university stakeholders elected the test- optional admissions policy as the best overall
because it allows students who may have had a lower GPA but higher test scores to be considered
and admitted. However, when electing an admission policy that most support historically excluded
populations, both university stakeholders elected the test-free admissions policy because they
believed it to be the most inclusive admissions policy.

Students more likely to be admitted

“70% of our applicants who apply to the university have academically demonstrated that they would
be successful based on their previous academic background. However, we make selections based
on those students we know we would be able to support financially fully.”

This means GPA and financial agency are of significant consequence.
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Concluding
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Historically excluded student populations must overcome numerous college-
going barriers to begin the college application process. When a private, selective
postsecondary institution establishes a holistic admissions process, the
university signals an equity in admissions approach considerate of college-going
barriers. The comparison and contrast of public-facing communication coupled
with the university stakeholder experience make it clear that a holistic review of
admissions does not translate to equitable college-going opportunities for all

prospective applicants. As such, such policies are necessary but insufficient.

The pandemic has certainly necessitated a conversation among university
stakeholders regarding the implication of a resource-dependent test-optional
admissions, it is evident that although test-optional has been in effect for a
decade, test scores were utilized in a manner that especially disadvantaged
students who come from low-income backgrounds. The equity in admissions
efforts at Freedom University is promising; however, the praxis of fully financially
supporting low-income students differs from the established status quo
admissions approach. Suppose Freedom University aims to be inclusive and
representative of the Global Majority. In that case, its admissions processes need
to better contend with the espoused needs of the Global Majority and interrogate
the consequences of its invisible admissions policies that do not align with

holistic review admission processes.

To learn more about the critical examination of test-optional, check out:

https://test-optional.equityresearchcooperative.org/

{[e))

Freedom University - Case Study



	AU_V2
	AU_V22
	AU_V23
	AU_V24
	AU_V25
	AU_V26
	AU_V27

