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Introduction

Critically examining the widespread adoption of test-optional policies at six case-study
sites has illuminated contributing factors to the adoption of such policies and implications
of admissions praxis. For instance, we learned that each postsecondary institution (i.e., our
sites) implemented admissions policies that technically fell under test-optional purview.
However, these institutions utilized standardized test scores for various reasons within the
admissions process, including remedial course placement, course requisites, and
scholarship decisions.! Such practices are particularly harmful for students from historically
underserved/excluded® backgrounds (Rosales and Walker, 2021; Rosner, 2000) who have
“non-competitive scores” and submit their standardized tests or students who elect not to
take standardized exams due to the perceived flexibility of test-optional and test-free.
These students may be (1) precluded from scholarship opportunities or disqualified from
consideration; (2) placed in remedial courses that do not reflect their actual academic
performance; and (3) required to complete courses that delay entry into their discipline.
Such institutional behaviors further complicate students’ ability to access college and
persist. Existing research has substantiated that the preceding is especially detrimental for
college access, retention, and matriculation (Au, 2018; Dixon-Roman et al., 2013; Price,
2019).

We also found that students found it challenging to understand these processes or grasp
the extent to which standardized test scores are considered in the admissions process and
beyond. Generally speaking, students struggled to understand how scores would be used
due to the absence of public-facing communication from test-optional and test-free
institutions that disclose possible punitive consequences of not taking standardized tests
or submitting “non-competitive” scores. Nearly all of the public-facing admissions
communication across our case-study sites failed to explicitly (a) name the consequences
of systemic inequality within the admissions process; or (b) equip first-generation and
historically excluded populations with a college-going navigational agency that demystifies
the admissions hidden curriculum.! The former is necessary to contextualize experienced
college-going barriers, and the latter facilitates an admissions approach that seeks to
address the root causes of inequality. A simultaneous admissions justice approach
prohibits deficit admissions policies and practices that reify the status quo.

With the preceding in mind, we highlight that we identified innovative equity in admissions
efforts through the university stakeholder interviews, which included alternate pathways
for college admission, minimum GPA petition requests, and processes for providing
additional applicant information to contextualize experienced hardships often outside the
student's control. What follows are high-level learnings according to the triangulation of
the case study portfolio findings and in-depth interview data. As a result of this research
study, we present the concept of a no-test admissions climate as a component of the
admissions justice movement and accompanying admissions policies and practices that
realize equity in admissions.




Research Questions and Answers

1. How do institutions characterize their admissions climate before test-optional and
overall admissions recruitment and management?

Each case-study site implemented a test-optional or test-free admissions policy at various
times. Further, they adopted these policies with the mindset that doing so would augment
institutional efforts to diversify student enrollment?! and facilitate the admissions process for
historically excluded student populations.? For some institutions, this admissions policy change
was a direct result of the pandemic.? For other institutions, this change was the byproduct of
the pandemic and state-level policy changes.* However, for Historically Black Colleges or
Universities (HBCUs), Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs), and Minority-Serving Institutions
(MSls) that serve predominantly historically underserved student populations, university
stakeholders contextualized test-optional and test-free as one component of a larger equity in
admissions effort driven by their institutional mission and vision to provide educational
opportunities for underserved student populations.

Institutions characterize admissions efforts in ways that align with their public portrayal, as
evidenced by their respective public-facing information.> To illustrate, a university stakeholder
from a predominantly white institution (Freedom University) highlighted the institutional
challenge of securing a diverse student population and how that experience was the impetus
for piloting test-optional 10 years ago. Despite being the case-study site with the longest
institutionalization of test-optional, Freedom University remains a predominantly white
institution that utilizes meritocratic notions of success (i.e., high standardized test scores) to
signal the competitive nature of the college admission review process. On the contrary,
institutions serving the Global Majority have a history of contextualizing how standardized test
scores harm historically excluded students and seek to realize equity in admissions from an
admissions-justice point of departure.® This social justice admissions approach is portrayed
within their public-facing admissions information.

2. What led to test-optional changes at these institutions? And how did test-optional
changes impact the admissions climate? For example, how does test-optional
interface with their admissions culture?

According to the institutions’ respective equity in admissions history, becoming a test-optional
or test-free institution varied for each case-study site. The following reasons were identified
during the in-depth interview process: (1) recognition of college-going barriers coupled with a
critical review of their admission requirements; (2) institutional efforts to increase student
diversity; (3) institutional desire to lessen college application barriers for historically excluded
student populations; (4) state-mandated admission policy changes; and (5) upper university
stakeholder recognition of historic college admissions inequities that shape present-day college
access demographics. The institutions that became test-optional or test-free due to the COVID-
19 pandemic reported that they changed their policies because they were concerned about



future student enrollment rates, physical access to test-taking sites, and the ability to take a
standardized test during the pandemic.’” Additionally, we found that longstanding, coalitional
efforts among students, faculty, and staff were instrumental in removing standardized test
scores as an admissions requirement. Furthermore, these efforts existed on campus before the
onset of the pandemic. Their collective test-optional and test-free advocacy work on campus
facilitated university-wide admission policy changes and the institutional ability to interrogate
the utility of test scores.

Because all case-study sites still rely on standardized test scores for various reasons, this finding
suggests that test-optional and test-free institutions have yet to realize a no-test admissions
climate. For example, although this context is true for Maritime University, the in-depth
interview with the Admissions Director revealed that this highly competitive institution
announced its newly test-free admissions policy was due to the outcome of the court decision
(Smith v. Regents of the University of California), which necessitated a systemwide restructuring
of the use of standardized test scores in admissions. Together, these findings suggest the
importance of test-free advocacy in the equity in admissions movement and accompanying
admissions policies to realize admissions justice.

3. How did admission officers implement test-optional policy changes? Were there any
challenges?

When we applied a power analysis to the in-depth interview data (see Camacho, Sanders, &
Davis, 2023), we learned that most university stakeholders do not equitably participate in co-
constructing admissions policy changes. In addition, they do not have the agency to collectively
address experienced admission challenges in a manner that addresses root causes of inequality
for historically excluded students. Rather, admission policy changes are mostly experienced as
mandates from upper administration with varying degrees of opportunity for non-senior
leaders to participate in test-optional or test-free discourse. University stakeholders were
aware of (and at times participated) in grassroots admissions advocacy work that sought to re-
educate the campus community about the harmful effects of standardized test scores.
Understandably, university stakeholders that (a) had considerable institutional capital and
agency to implement admission policy changes; and (b) believed in the merits of test-optional
or test-free admissions policy changes made a profound impact in shaping a test-free or test-
optional course trajectory. We highlight the importance of advocacy efforts, as influential
university stakeholders utilized admissions advocacy work to reaffirm their test-optional or
test-free positionality. The challenge of becoming a test-optional or test-free institution
pertained to opposing views of faculty and other university stakeholders regarding the utility of
standardized test scores.

4. How has test-optional influenced admissions practices and related admissions
policies?

Across case study sites, university stakeholders made reference to the ways in which their
institutions were still managing the consequences of the pandemic and how broader societal



conversations about systemic inequality shaped equity in admissions efforts. This context has
created the conditions whereby university stakeholders can critically reflect on and identify
additional admissions policy changes needed to support access and persistence for students
from historically excluded populations. While one case-study site has yet to institutionalize the
test-optional policy changes that were implemented in response to the pandemic, public-facing
information suggests this may be a permanent admissions policy change moving forward.®?

Some postsecondary institutions are considering whether to expand a test-optional or test-free
approach to their respective graduate school programs.? Instead, we recommend that
institutions move toward a no-test climate in undergraduate and graduate school. We see this
approach as the emerging frontlines of admissions justice work within higher education,
especially considering the ramifications of the recent Supreme Court ban of race-based
affirmative action in college admissions.

5. How has test-optional policy impacted the representation of historically excluded
students?

University stakeholders are under the impression that test-optional policies increase diverse
student enrollment. To interrogate this belief, we present enrollment changes for each case
study site over time and account for when test-optional or test-free admissions policies were
implemented:

o Freedom University is a predominantly white institution that implemented test-optional
to diversify its incoming student cohort. According to our in-depth interview, test-
optional was implemented approximately 10 years ago. However, the Integrated
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) data demonstrates that it was
implemented during the 2016-17 academic year. Regardless, Freedom University
remains a predominantly white institution with white student enroliment ranging
between 51% and 56%. In 2021, the white student enrollment was at 54% (see
Appendix A). Depending on the institution’s diversity enrollment target, implementing
test-optional did not transform student enrollment over time if the objective was to
become a non-predominantly white institution.

e Ponderosa University is an institution that serves the Global Majority (MSI) and is an
award-winning HSI. Ponderosa University became a test-free institution during the
pandemic because of a statewide court ruling. From our in-depth interview, we learned
that while Ponderosa had increased its Latinx/e student population, it came at the
expense of decreasing the Black student population. Our quantitative analysis shows an
increasing Latinx/e population from 47% to 67% over the span of 10 years, while Black
student enrollment decreased by half (20% to 10%) (see Appendix A). While one could
argue that institutions have a limited number of seats and increasing enrollment for one
group means decreasing enrollment for another group, we encourage university
stakeholders to think critically about diversity enrollment goals in a manner that does
not disenfranchise another historically excluded student population.



e Maritime University is a highly selective and competitive university that became test-
free due to a statewide court ruling during the pandemic. In our in-depth interview, we
learned that while Black student enrollment had been very low in the past, there was a
belief that considerable progress had been made over time in support of the Black
student population. However, our quantitative data analysis revealed that in the span
of 10 years, Black student enroliment had remained at 3% with no visible increase at any
point (see Appendix A). The dissonance between a longstanding university stakeholder
experience who worked with the office of admissions regarding student engagement
versus actual enrollment rates illustrates how a change in admissions policy can
influence perception over lived realities.

® Legacy College is a Historically Black Private University established in the 19th century.
Their longstanding commitment to serving Black Americans is evident in our
guantitative analysis. Here, we note that while test-optional was implemented during
the pandemic (2020), it was recommended to submit standardized test scores three
years prior (2017- 2019). From 2020 to 2021, Indigenous student enrollment went from
zero to 1% (see Appendix A). In this case, increased Indigenous student diversity may
have been an unintended but welcomed change in enrollment.

e University of the West is an institution that serves the Global Majority (HSI) and has
established both research productivity (R1) with 100% admission rate. Our quantitative
analysis revealed that the institution has served an increasing number of Latinx/e
students, ranging from 81% to 87% increase in the span of 10 years. Here, we note that
while the institution’s commitment to serving the Latinx/e community is steadfast, the
test-optional admissions policy changed over time — from test scores being required to
test scores being considered but not required to tests being recommended. The
interview data revealed that there were three different admissions pathways a student
could select to complete their college admission application, and this approach
operationalized variations of test-optional. However, it is the institution's equity in
admissions commitment that has made a profound and sustainable difference.

e Brickman State University is a Historically Black Public University with also a
longstanding commitment to serving Black Americans. In the past, Brickman State
University required the submission of test scores (2011-16) and implemented test-
optional before the pandemic (2017). In our in-depth interview, we learned that counter
to Ponderosa State University, Brickman State University was interested in increasing
Latinx/e student population as a way to expand upon an equity in admissions approach.
Over time, Latinx/e student population has increased from 2% to 5%; the
implementation of test-optional did not coincide with the Latinx/e changes in
population.




Taken together with our qualitative data, the quantitative findings suggest that test-optional or
test-free may facilitate the college application process, address a college barrier to a limited
extent, but such policies (at our case study sites) have not transformed student enroliment
among historically excluded student populations. However, we found that equity in admissions
decisions have been guided by the mission and vision of the institution, as well as the extent to
which upper administration seeks to make a material difference for historically excluded
student populations regarding admissions policies and praxis that address root causes of
inequality.

6. What values, practices, and policies structure admissions at diversity-leading
institutions, and how do they differ from selective and/or low-diversity institutions?

Institutions that serve the Global Majority are a counterpoint within a higher education
ecosystem engendered by systemic inequality. Thus, while having lesser access to financial
resources due to inequitable federal and state funding, and their commitment to serving
historically excluded student populations who require additional resources in order equitably
participate in higher education, diversity-leading institutions seek to translate commitments to
diversity, equity, and inclusion beyond diverse student enrollment.!! This means that for
diversity-leading institutions, the objective is not to enroll an increasingly diverse student body
for enrollment’s sake but, rather, to create equitable learning conditions before the college
application process and develop a college admissions process that recognizes students’
potential despite inequitable learning environments.?13

7. Are institutions that have implemented test-optional policies making any specific
changes to practices to recruit more students from at least one of the four groups
listed?

Considerate of the aforementioned values, practices, and policies in place at diversity-leading
institutions, the in-depth interviews with the university stakeholders revealed that institutional
leadership is interested in broadening definitions of diversity to consider additional
demographics within racial categories utilized to capture student enrollment (i.e., Black,
Latinx/e, Native American) as a means to understand better student needs. For example, the
Latinx/e category should include a breakdown of which students are part of the border-crossing
student population, are English learners, have differing visa and documentation statuses, as
well as familial history of college access. This information will help institutions identify
resources and capacity needed to realize equitable college engagement on campus. We also
learned that while diversity-leading institutions have a history of being established to support a
specific historically excluded student demographic, they remain interested in implementing
additional recruitment efforts to expand other historically excluded populations that make up
less of their student population. Here, the objective is not an either/or approach but to be
responsive to the changing demographics of the Global Majority to be as inclusive as possible.




Recommendations and Conclusion

The high-level case study findings offer practical lessons for implementing test-optional and
test-free policies within higher education. Given the test-optional policy to praxis discrepancies
identified with the above-mentioned case study sites, postsecondary institutions must be
mindful of the unintended consequences of utilizing standardized test scores for remedial
course placement, course requisites, and scholarship opportunities, regardless of the policy
adopted. Research studies demonstrate that the test-free admissions policy and praxis are the
most equitable approach to addressing an aspect of systemic inequality within the college
admissions process (Rodriguez et al., 2021). Consequently, the unexamined use of standardized
test scores in the admission sphere may prohibit the racial equity progress the institution seeks
to realize per their respective university mission and vision. For this reason, we suggest
postsecondary institutions aspire to adopt a no-test admission climate, whereby standardized
test scores have no place in shaping admissions-related decisions.

For colleges that have implemented test-optional or test-free policies, we encourage university
stakeholders to identify and interrogate college admissions processes that ultimately shift
college-going barriers from standardized testing to another form of arbitrary measure of
aptitude (i.e., extracurricular activities, the rigor of courses taken, etc.), whereby opportunities
are authored by systemic inequality and its consequences further stratify students into
categories of deservedness. For postsecondary institutions to identify where stratification exists
within their college admissions requirements and process, we encourage university
stakeholders to professionalize and elevate student, faculty, and staff admissions justice efforts
on campus. As our case study findings demonstrate, their admissions advocacy work is at the
frontlines of addressing longstanding systems and processes that continue to marginalize
historically excluded students. We note here that historically excluded student populations
espouse less institutional capital while assuming additional labor to realize equitable admission
policy changes.

Thus, the process of becoming a no-test admissions climate campus will continue to require
effective collaboration between university stakeholders that construct admissions policy and
impacted members from the campus community who can testify to what processes marginalize
historically excluded student populations.

Finally, in implementing the preceding recommendations, the college application process must
provide prospective applicants with the navigational agency to become a first-generation
college student. The hidden admissions curriculum should instead be visible, streamlined, and
empowering. To highlight equity in admission efforts, we turn to the identified emerging best
practices espoused by diversity-leading institutions which center an organizational-wide equity
in admissions approach that is not limited to admissions outreach, recruitment, and college
application review processes. The University of the West is cognizant of how K-12 outcomes
and socioeconomic mobility shape college-going barriers. As such, the institution implemented
varying interventions that help students overcome college-going barriers before the college
admissions process begins. We are also inspired by how Brickman State University builds upon



the awareness that experienced college-barriers are oftentimes outside of students’ control by
seeking to understand students’ potential and contextualize learning outcomes with learning
environments within the admissions review process. Indeed, postsecondary institutions that
serve the Global Majority have been engaging with admissions justice long before test-optional

policy and praxis; our case study findings highlight their significant contributions that advance
inclusive college admissions pathways.
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Appendix A

Figure 1. Undergraduate Enroliment by Race/Ethnicity at Freedom University (2011-2021)
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Figure 2. Latinx/e Undergraduate Enroliment at Brickman State University (2011-2021)
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Figure 3. Undergraduate Enrollment by Race/Ethnicity at Legacy College (2011-2021)
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Figure 4. Latinx/e Undergraduate Enrollment at The University of the West (2011-2021)
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Figure 5. Black Undergraduate Enrollment at Maritime University (2011-2021)
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Figure 6. Black & Latinx/e Undergraduate Enrollment at Ponderosa University (2011-2021)
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1 As an example, see Freedom University case study synthesis

2 As an example, see Maritime University case study synthesis

3 As an example, see Brickman State University case study synthesis

4 As an example, see Maritime University and Ponderosa State University case study synthesis

5 Our content analysis sought to understand the extent to which case-study sites recognize individual student
personhood and agency, how institutions characterize their student body, the type of admissions support provided,
and key takeaways related to institutional (organizational) personhood (see Camacho, Sanders & Davis, 2023)
6 Black, Indigenous, Latinx/e, and Asian people constitute the Global Majority

" For example, a prospective applicant contracting COVID-19 would physically prohibit their ability to take the
exam, as well as access to a testing site and various forms of public transportation to the testing site.

8 Admissions information reviewed during the 2022 fall and winter quarters

% See Brickman State University case study synthesis

10 See University of the West case study synthesis and Admissions Justice Reimagined handbook

11 As an example, see Ponderosa State College case study synthesis

12 As an example, see the University of the West case study synthesis

13 As an example, see Brickman State University and Legacy College case study synthesis




