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Abstract 
While the concept of test-optional policies in higher education admissions are not 
unique to the global pandemic, an emerging number of studies have examined the test-
optional policy phenomena due to the exponential policy adoption amid the pandemic. 
This critical literature review examines test-optional studies pre- and post-pandemic 
foregrounded by the history of standardized tests. Specifically, we scanned the existing 
test-optional studies to identify scholarship along four topic areas: (a) utility of 
standardized exams; (b) treatment of test scores in policy and praxis; (c) evaluation of 
emerging test-optional research; and (d) impact of test-optional policy adoption for 
historically excluded students. The literature review analysis is undergirded by an equity 
in admissions approach to consider the multidimensional college barriers that historically 
excluded populations experience. Our findings synthesize how marginalized communities 
navigate added postsecondary access and retention barriers amid test-optional 
sociopolitical landscape. Throughout, we consolidate the evidence regarding how test-
optional fails to support postsecondary access and outline future implications for test-
optional research. .  

 



 

EQUITY RESEARCH COOPERATIVE | Page 
 

 

2 

Introduction 
 

Amid the consequences of the global pandemic, many selective colleges and universities 
across the nation temporarily modified testing requirements for admissions. While some 
institutions have opted to eliminate testing altogether (test-free),1 other colleges and 
universities have administered a “test-optional” policy. Under test-optional, students decide 
whether to submit their standardized tests scores for admissions consideration when applying 
to college. Consequently, higher education scholars have utilized this moment in time to 
understand the impact of test-optional and the extent to which college access and retention is 
improved for historically excluded students as a result of changes to admissions policies.    

Though the global pandemic has certainly shaped all aspects of life and worsened 
systemic inequality for historically excluded populations, test-optional admissions have been 
institutionalized long-before the pandemic and have always been in conversation with broader 
notions of college access and retention. To advance a critical understanding of test-optional 
research pre-and-post pandemic, we conducted a literature review guided by the following 
questions: (a) How is test-optional scholarship situated within the broader history of testing and 
its harm to marginalized communities? (b) To what extent does test-optional scholarship 
consider how historically excluded students interface with systemic inequality And (c) What do 
emerging test-optional research studies reveal about the changes in admissions amid a 
pandemic?6    

Specifically, we examined test-optional scholarship along four topic areas: (a) who takes 
up test-optional admission policies and foregoes submitting scores; (b) whether test-optional 
policies increase racial/ethnic or class-based diversity; (c) how are institutions benefiting from 
going test-optional; and (d) what happens to the students that colleges admit without scores. 
Our analysis of each identified test-optional research study was undergirded by an equity in 
admissions approach to consider the multidimensional college barriers and elevate the 
experiences of historically excluded populations. With the preceding in mind, the literature 
review is foregrounded by the history of standardized tests that engineered Scholastic Aptitude 
Test (SAT) and shaped definitions of deservedness. Thereafter, test-optional research studies 
are discussed according to the focus areas. Our findings synthesize how marginalized 
communities navigate added postsecondary access and retention barriers amid test-optional 

 
1 Throughout, we replace the term test-blind with test-free, in our acknowledgement of the use of “blind” as 
ableist. By doing so, we follow Annamma and colleagues’ naming practice that, “resists positioning people with 
disabilities as problematic as it does not partake in dis/ability as a metaphor for undesired” (Annamma et al., 
2017, p. 153).6 Here, we first searched for test-optional studies using terms such as “test-optional admission” and 
“test-optional race” and “test-optional application” to find empirical studies that examined test-optional policies. 
This search process allowed us to exclude, for example, essays that argued for/against test-optional admission or 
only described the history of test-optional adoption. We also identified additional studies that were referenced 
within test-optional papers. In total, we identified 10 relevant studies (nine published, one in progress) that 
mostly examine test-optional policies before January 2020, the onset of the pandemic. These 10 studies 
constituted the review of test-optional scholarship. Any omission of test-optional studies was happenstance.   
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sociopolitical landscape. Throughout, we consolidate the evidence regarding how test-optional 
fails to support postsecondary access and outline future implications for test-optional research.      

  
 

Historical and Institutional Context 
 

The use of standardized tests for admission 
despite their limitations 

The use of standardized college entrance exams has been heralded as a meritocratic, 
efficient, and neutral approach to college admission (Soares, 2020). In fact, scholars, 
practitioners, and university stakeholders, particularly at selective institutions, have steadfastly 
claimed standardized tests (a) are a necessary tool for institutions to process and (b) consider 
the academic merits of thousands of applicants alongside other information (e.g., Schmill, 
2022). Many point to the development and expansion of the SAT as a natural outgrowth of the 
“massification” of higher education: during the turn of the century (and especially after the 
implementation of the GI Bill) colleges were experiencing exponential growth in enrollments 
(Thelin, 2004). Overwhelmed admission offices, then, needed an efficient tool to quickly assess 
whether applicants from across the country — many of whom were first-generation college 
goers — were of quality. In this race-neutral origin story, standardized tests are positioned as 
the solution to defining merit and supporting efficient decision-making.  

However, underpinning these notions of merit and efficiency is a history of standardized 
tests rooted in white supremacy and eugenics (Lemann, 1999; Price, 2019; Rosales & Walker, 
2021). Specifically, aptitude tests — the forerunners to today’s standardized tests — were 
developed by eugenicists who believed in the superiority of the white race and utilized such 
scores to justify racial and social hierarchies. The use of these exams resulted in the exclusion of 
non-white2 and wealthy students from hallowed higher education spaces at different points in 
history. For example, although the Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court decision 
integrated educational spaces, some colleges and universities employed exam score cut-offs as 
a method of limiting the enrollments of Black students without running afoul of the Court’s 
ruling. To illustrate the extent and depth of racial discrimination regarding standardized tests as 
a central component of the admissions office, unearthed confidential documents from the 
University of Texas-Austin (UT) revealed administrators intentionally implemented seemingly 
neutral test score cut-offs with the specific intention to minimize the number of Black 
enrollments (Price, 2019). Then UT President Logan Wilson’s annotated speech explained the 
rationale for using SAT cut-offs: “Merely a realistic acceptance of inevitable to avoid legal 
hassles…Do not anticipate any great number of [sic: a derogatory racial slur toward Black and 

 
2 As whiteness is a social construct, one of the main architects of the SAT also distinguished among Nordic, Alpine, 
and Mediterranean white people – who he purportedly ranked in intelligence in that order (Lemann, 1999).  
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African American], but to avoid appearing to discriminate against unqualified have tied it in 
with a selective admissions policy for all students without ref. to racial origin, etc.” (Price, 2019). 
Indeed, the use of test scores in admissions have historically been an effective method of 
gatekeeping coveted educational spaces, all while gaslighting excluded communities with claims 
of intellectual inferiority.  

The intentional exclusion of Black, Latinx/e, and Indigenous students3 at selective 
institutions in the United States has endured (Anthony Jr. & Elliott, 2019; Carnevale et al., 2019; 
Carnevale & Strohl, 2013; Nichols & Schak, 2019). A 2013 report from the Center for Education 
and Workforce underscored the stark racial segregation into higher education: 82% of white 
students were enrolling at the 468 most selective colleges, whereby only 13% of Latinx/e and 
9% Black students were doing so (Carnevale & Strohl, 2013). Moreover, public institutions are 
not alleviating the inequalities. A recent report of the representation of Black and Latinx/e 
students at state flagship institutions — typically the most selective public institutions in each 
state — gave 75% of institutions an “F” grade in the representation of Black students and 
almost half for Latinx/e enrollments (Nichols & Schak, 2019). Researchers have long-since 
argued and demonstrated that the reliance of standardized exams in admission function to 
maintain these systemic racial inequalities (Au, 2018; Dixon-Román et al., 2013; Price, 2019).   

With the preceding in mind, on average, Black, Latinx/e, and Indigenous test-takers 
receive lower scores on the SAT and ACT than their white peers (National Center for Education 
Statistics, forthcoming-a, forthcoming-b), which researchers and observers have typically 
explained in one of three ways:   

● Explanation #1: Marginalized students receive a lower quality K-12 education. Researchers 
point to the longstanding inequalities (Coleman 1966; Lafortune, J. Rothstein, & 
Schanzenbach, 2018; Peske, & Haycock, 2006) and deliberate underinvestment in schools 
(Black, 2022) that serve Black, Latinx/e, and Indigenous students. Therefore, marginalized 
communities are by and large precluded from competing in norm-referenced exams — 
where, by design, their performance depends on how others perform — on equal footing 
with advantaged communities. As a result, marginalized students are less able to 
demonstrate their college readiness, given their experiences. A less critical take on this 
argument is that given existing racialized inequalities in opportunities in K-12, standardized 
tests simply document — rather than contribute to — said inequalities. This line of thinking 
can be best illustrated by a former president of the College Board’s response to the 
University of California’s Latino Eligibility Task Force’s 1997 recommendation to eliminate 
the use of the SAT (The Regents of the University of California, 1997). In an op-ed, College 
Board President Stewart argued, “Rather than consider the underlying reasons that Latino 
students do not do as well, on average, as white or Asian students on the SAT, the task force 
advocates that the university take the easy way out of a difficult situation. Its 

 
3 We recognize that racial/ethnic categories such as “Asian” and “Latino” are imposed upon by the status quo; 
these racial categories do not recognize either the multiethnic, multilingual, and multiracial sociopolitical histories 
of the Global Majority or their respective relationship to U.S. racial and social hierarchies. Subsequently, when we 
refer to historically marginalized students, we mean explicitly students from Black, Latine/x, Indigenous, and Asian 
communities, as well as students from low-income backgrounds. This is not a neat definition, as the oppression 
faced by the communities are at times overlapping and distinct.   
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recommendation is like breaking the thermometer because you don’t like the temperature 
it registers,” (Stewart, 1998)  In this way, test makers can absolve themselves from 
advancing racial stratification, and attempt to position themselves as mere witnesses to 
inequality — and even advocates for K-12 reform.   

 
● Explanation #2: Marginalized students are more likely to face barriers than white 

students in preparing for and taking standardized tests. The nature and format of 
standardized tests–for example, the length of the exam, the speed required to fully 
complete sections, the focus on a small range of skills (i.e., knowledge of vocabulary) — 
lend themselves to a cottage industry to help prepare students for exams. To illustrate, 
for $1,999 (in 2022 dollars), the Princeton review guarantees a 150-point4 increase in 
scores and offers 24/7 on-demand tutoring, over 36 hours of classroom instruction, 
customized homework, and practice tests that can simulate testing conditions 
(Princeton Review, n.d.).5 The robustness and promises made by the test-prep industry 
underscores standardized tests are strategies to be learned and testing habits to be 
quickly formed (as opposed to academic achievement demonstrated over time) for 
those families who can afford the time6 and money. Racially marginalized students are 
disproportionately less likely than white students to have the resources needed to 
receive high-quality test preparation (Buchmann, Condron, & Roscigno, 2010).7 This is in 
addition to the resources needed to simply take the exam. For example, historically 
racially excluded students generally take the exam fewer times than white students, 
therefore reducing the likelihood of improving their scores (Rosner, 2000).8 Finally, 
students in higher resourced high schools may simply be more likely to exploit ways to 
receive additional time on exams, as one Wall Street Journal analysis showed that 
students in high-income districts are over 2.5 times more likely to have a 504 
designation (which allows them to receive additional time and special accommodations 
on exams), relative to low-income districts (Belkin, Levitz & Korn, 2019).9 Some affluent 
high schools have as high as 25% of their students with such a designation. Given the 
multifaceted consequences of systemic inequality, test scores correlate closely with 
income (Geiser, 2020a; Dixon-Román et al, 2013) and reify disparate educational 
opportunities. When scholars, practitioners and university stakeholders focus on test 
scores in the admission process without acknowledging the intentional and enduring 

 
4 From at least a 1250 base score, only.  
5 Princeton Review’s most expensive package guarantees 1500+ scores at $7,200. Prices cited are for online 
courses.   
6 One test prep company recommends: “10 to 20 hours per week over the course of two or three months prepping 
for the SAT” (Kaplan, n.d.).  
7 While race and income disparities persist there have been recent efforts to provide relatively more self-guided 
free test prep through online platforms (e.g., Khan Academy).   
8 63% of students who retake the test get a higher score (College Board, 2019).  
9 In a study of 9,000 public high schools, an average 4.2% of students in public schools with no more than 10% of 
students eligible for free-or-reduced lunch versus an average 1.6% of students in public schools with over 75% of 
students eligible for free-or-reduced lunch.  

https://www.princetonreview.com/offer/test-prep-tutors#!Test-SAT_2016
https://www.princetonreview.com/offer/test-prep-tutors#!Test-SAT_2016
https://www.khanacademy.org/sat/confirmed
https://www.khanacademy.org/sat/confirmed
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inequalities in resources to prepare for such exams, test scores function as a valid and 
acceptable form of protecting the status quo.   
 

● Explanation #3: The tests themselves, as constructed, favor white students. One 
argument is regarding the questions that the College Board tests and selects (or throws 
out). Kidder and Rosner (2002, 2020) have argued that while there are no longer items 
on the SAT that are blatantly discriminatory,10 College Board bakes the bias into the test 
through the process they use to add items. Using testing data from 1998 to 2000, these 
researchers showed that College Board tests and chooses items for their exams that 
exacerbate Black-white and Latinx/e-white score gaps by discarding test questions that 
Black and Latinx/e students tend to do well on and outperform white students. 
Therefore mechanically, white students will score higher on average. While the SATs 
were revamped most recently in 2016 in part to address concerns of fairness, observers 
and researchers continue to call into question whether items favor white and wealthy 
students. For example, some scholars point to questions that are likely to invoke 
stereotype threat — in other words, content that reminds students from marginalized 
communities about their marginalization in ways that can negatively affect their 
performance (Hartcollis, 2016). Others have questioned the methods test makers use to 
suss out bias (see Jaschik, 2010 for coverage). This systematized discrimination, 
regardless of intention, has led advocates to underscore the ways that standardized 
tests advance white supremacist agendas and call for the abolishment of the use of test 
in admission (Au, 2018).   

Taken together these three explanations point to “...color[evasive] racism. Officially it is race 
neutral, but empirically it produces and reproduces racialized outcomes.” (Au, 2018).  

In addition to criticisms about the disparate racial and class impact that tests have on 
marginalized students, many have broader critiques about the utility of college entrance exams. 
Some call into question how well standardized tests predict student success. Admissions 
officers are tasked with identifying students who would be successful at their campus by 
weighing several different pieces of information from any given applicant. The allure of a test 
score, then, would be that it can tell admissions officers something about students’ GPA at the 
end of their first year of college. Several researchers, however, argue that standardized test 
scores — a measure collected over the course of a few hours — are simply not as predictive (at 
worst) or largely redundant (at best) as students’ grade point average (GPAs, Geiser, 2020a; 
Geiser, 2020b). But more importantly, predictive models overall are not very good at predicting 
student success, even if you included all the information in an application, as about 80% of the 
variation in first-year college GPA seen across students cannot be explained (Geiser, 2020a). 
The result is that prediction models can be grossly imprecise about who will do well their first 
year and who will not. Moreover, when it comes to graduation, test scores were not found to 
be as good a predictor as high school GPA, generally (Bowen, Chingos, McPherson, 2009); test 
scores are also a very weak predictor specifically for Black or Latinx/e students (Geiser 2020a). 
The use of such exams in admission can be mutually reinforcing–test scores are better at 

 
10 A popular example is the use of the term “regatta” (a boat or yacht race) in an analogy question, which arguably 
wealthy white students would be more likely to recognize (Jaschik, 2010).   
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predicting familial income precisely because the consequences of systemic inequality are tied to 
the outcome of the exam.   

 

Beyond Admissions: The use of test scores to 
meter out access to postsecondary education  

Despite the extensive research detailing the harmful consequences of standardized tests 
— particularly among Black, Latinx/e, and Indigenous communities — college entrance exams 
were widely used to determine the deservingness of students for college admission and 
scholarships. In 2019, 60% of four-year institutions reported11 using scores as a factor, with 
greater importance at selective institutions (Clinedinst, 2019). In particular, the use of exams 
became a matter of state policy where over 20 states have adopted a college entrance exam 
(ACT, PSAT, SAT) as their high school-level state exam to measure achievement — including 
states that have tied these tests to high school graduation requirements (Education 
Commission of States, 2021). Some states have also used test score requirements to explicitly 
sort their students across institutions within their postsecondary system, with flagship colleges 
having higher minimum test score requirements for admission than less resourced colleges 
(e.g., Louisiana established ACT cut-offs of 25 for its flagship, 23 for statewide, and 20 for 
regional colleges; Louisiana Board of Regents, 2021). Antithetical to the goals of providing 
access, states (as well as private entities) have increasingly relied on test scores to determine 
financial aid. 

One such example is the implementation of the HOPE scholarship in Georgia, a state 
that has over 30% Black residents (US Census Bureau, 2021). Inspired by the belief that students 
should “pull themselves up by their own bootstraps” as he had done, then-governor of Georgia 
Zell Miller in 1993 oversaw the rollout of one of the first “merit-based” aid programs in the 
country (Chen, 2004; Sirous, 2020).12 He eventually redistributed all of the state’s financial aid 
dollars that were given to students from low-income backgrounds on the basis of need toward 
merit aid. Centered on students’ grades and test scores, the HOPE scholarship and its many 
spinoffs across the country kicked off an immense transfer of state-sponsored aid from families 
from low-income backgrounds to wealthy ones.13 To underscore this redistribution of aid to 

 
11 Analysis of 2,370 four-year institutions that are part of the First-Look Universe in the Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System (IPEDS) in academic year 2018-19 that “Required,” “Recommended,” or “Considered but 
not required”.   
12 Governor Zell Miller was himself a beneficiary of the GI Bill (Hale, 2018), which is notably not a merit-aid 
program but based on military service. Here, we underscore the intergenerational racism in the crafting and 
implementation of social policy in the US. The roll-out of the GI-Bill was discriminatory, with Black GIs unable to 
benefit fully from the program such that research has shown the GI Bill to exacerbate racial inequalities in the 
South (Turner & Bound, 2002). Zell Miller’s opportunity to receive an affordable education at a public flagship 
institution was not centered on merit; and included the suppression of Black people’s opportunities.   

13 This was particularly troubling because HOPE was funded by lottery dollars, which people from low-income 
backgrounds are more likely to participate in (Condon et al, 2011; Whitford, 2021). Consequently, this 
scholarship functions as a regressive tax where low-income populations were funding the financial aid enjoyed 
by higher income recipients.19 One study found that after the income cap was raised (and then eliminated) for 
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those who lacked need, many point to the increase in car sales the year HOPE was implemented 
that many well-off families whose children received HOPE scholarships used their windfall to 
buy vehicles for their college-bound children instead, which many dubbed “HOPE-mobiles.”19 
Policymakers would later distinguish HOPE as a partial scholarship and name the full-tuition 
grant as the Zell Miller Scholarship in 2011. Researchers have found white students are six times 
more likely to receive the Zell Miller Scholarship than Black students (Ribar & Rubenstein, 
2021). More states would come to adopt versions of this merit-based aid program. Currently, 
19 states use either the ACT or SAT to determine merit for an aid program (Education 
Commission of States, 2021); and 14 states award less than half of their aid based on need (Ma 
& Pender, 2022). The widespread use of test scores as a cornerstone of doling out merit-based 
aid allows for the conflation of privilege with virtue without the concomitant focus on closing 
the racialized opportunity gaps; all the while ignoring the evidence of how it codifies the harm 
to communities of color.   

 

Colleges use tests for prestige and revenue-
generation  

Institutions are driven by prestige-chasing and revenue-generation in ways that reflect 
the preservation of the status quo and reinforce the use of test scores (Graves, 2014; 
Hartocollis, 2019; Jaschik, 2013). Just as students are judged as desirable or not by their scores, 
so too are institutions. The average test scores of the incoming class, in aggregate, are closely 
monitored by institutions because it has a non-negligible role in rankings. In the past, studies 
have shown that changes in ranking are thought to increase institutions’ application volumes.14 
With pressure to perform well on rankings, institutions have been known to game or outright 
misreport data (Glastris & Kelchen, 2022). To score well then, institutions have focused on 
getting more high scorers into their admission pool (to the detriment of Black, Latinx/e, 
Indigenous, and low-income students) with the argument that they seek more “prepared” 
students — relegating historically excluded students to collateral damage.  

The competition for students who can afford to pay for tuition out of pocket has also 
heightened the importance of test scores. Guided by the strong relationship between wealth 
and race, four-year colleges privilege wealthy areas and high schools that serve few Black, 
Latinx/e, and Indigenous students. These colleges and universities deploy intentional 
recruitment schemas that foster relationships with high-resourced high schools and facilitate 
admissions processes referred to as “feeder” schools (Glasener, 2021), and purchase lists of 
student information based on test scores in ways that are racially and socioeconomically biased 
(Douglas-Gabrielle, 2022). These  college admissions recruitment practices are widely 
recognized to disenfranchise Black, Latinx/e, and Indigenous, and low-income communities. 
Some colleges explain away these actions by underscoring their need for a balanced class — 
one that includes students who pay tuition that help support students who need aid. Here, 

 
the eligibility of the HOPE scholarship, car sales went up in the richest counties, supporting what people 
observed as the advent of the HOPEmobile (Cornwell & Mustard, 2007).  
14 For a good explanation, see Barkhorn (2014).   
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however, it is important to note that notions of meritocracy are abandoned for the greater 
good of an institution when benefitting the status quo. By 2019, test scores were commonly 
used to determine the worthiness of high school students despite the research that really 
throws into question not just its utility but its harm to communities of color.   

 

Research on the Implications of Test-Optional 
Policies  

The spread of the COVID-19 in the late winter and early spring of 2020 disrupted the 
testing and admission cycles in two important ways. First, school and testing center closures, 
exam rescheduling, and eventual test cancellations made it difficult for students to prepare 
for and take college entrance exams (Jaschik, 2020b). Many families had concerns about 
testing for fear of exposure to COVID-19. By February  2020, SAT administrations were 
canceled in China (Redden, 2020a) — and the U.S. administration would soon follow in March 
(Jaschik, 2020c, 2020d). Second, many selective colleges were in the throes of selecting 
students for admission and were unsure of what their enrollments would look like in the fall. 
Media outlets reported that survey data and internet searches suggested students were 
considering a gap year (about 30% of survey respondents), particularly if courses were going 
to be offered online without a discount in tuition (Jaschik, 2020e; Leasca, 2020; Smith, 2020). 
And survey data also demonstrated that as many as one in six currently enrolled college 
students were unsure if they would be able to return (American Council on Education, 2020). 
The compounding effects of these two factors led to a third challenge: COVID-19 was going to 
affect colleges’ bottom lines (Seltzer, 2020). Newly imposed international travel restrictions 
threw into question institutions’ ability to tap into international student tuition revenue 
(Jaschik, 2020a; Redden, 2020b). Moreover, the abrupt campus closures that started in March 
2020 had current families demanding reimbursements (Whitford, 2020). Colleges could not 
predict who was willing to enroll in fall 2020 and how much tuition revenue they could 
generate. By the end of March, colleges were beginning to announce they were going test-
optional as a result of the pandemic, and specifically, the closure of testing centers (Jaschik, 
2020d, Jaschik, 2020f).   

Ideally, an institution that adopts a test-optional admission policy does not penalize 
applicants if they do not submit scores. However, students who chose to submit scores can 
have them considered as part of their application (Fair Test, n.d.). Therefore, admission 
officers at test-optional colleges will see scores for some students and not others. This 
approach is distinct from a test-free admission policy, where admission decisions are 
rendered without considering any students’ test scores. In practice, test-optional policies can 
vary greatly by institution, as some may still require or use exam scores for: (a) placement; (b) 
admission into specific majors or programs when other aspects of a students’ academic 
profile fall below a threshold; (c) out-of-state students admission; and (d) for 
scholarship/financial aid (Fair Test, 2022).15 There are currently over 1,700 institutions that 

 
15 There is a third category of alternative admission approaches – test-flexible, which allows students to submit a 
variety of other tests (e.g., Advanced Placement scores) in lieu of SAT scores (Syverson et al, 2020).   
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are test-optional and over 80 that are test-free, according to Fair Test—an advocacy 
organization that tracks colleges’ use of tests in admission. Many institutions’ pledges of test-
optional admission are term-limited.   

Given the ubiquity of test scores in the college admission landscape and its history of 
harm to Black, Latinx/e, and Indigenous communities, many question whether the move to 
test-optional/free is truly an altruistic reprieve from hegemonic ways of thinking about merit 
or a temporary play to keep student enrollments up and tuition revenue flowing. Below, we 
summarize the existing research in four areas on test-optional policies that were 
implemented before the COVID-19 pandemic. First, we examine which groups have 
historically been more likely to opt-out of score sending. We then look at what researchers 
have brought to bear on the critical question: Do students from underrepresented 
backgrounds benefit from test-optional policies? This question is in conversation and contrast 
to what we know about how institutions benefit from going test-optional. Finally, we present 
what is known about whether students are better or worse off under a test-optional regime. 
Throughout, we interrogate the non-neutral nature of these questions and how they position 
Black, Latinx/e, Indigenous, and students from low-income backgrounds.   

Which applicants are less likely to submit test 
scores? 

Since testing is universally seen as a barrier to entry into selective colleges, one central 
question is: Who takes up colleges’ offers of having their applications evaluated without 
scores? One theory is that test-optional policies make institutions seem more attainable and 
will encourage some students to apply who may have otherwise foregone that school. It is 
well-documented, for example, that historically excluded populations are dissuaded from 
even applying to selective colleges where they seem inadmissible, even when they have 
profiles that would suggest they are likely to be admitted (e.g., Roderick et al, 2011). The 
penchant to look at who applies after the test-optional policy goes into effect speaks to this 
application hurdle. A second theory considers whether applicant’s chances of admission 
improve if test scores are withheld. In this case, students who believe their scores are not 
competitive enough would not submit scores.   
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Table 1 are highlights of who is most likely to be non-submitters across race, class, and 
scores:  

Author, Year Title Research Design Findings 

RACE 

Hiss, W.C. & Doria, K.M. 
(2011)  

Defining Promise:  
Twenty-five Years of  
Optional Testing at  
Bates College  

Utilizing Bates 
College admissions 
data from 1984-
2009, authors 
examined the 
relationship between 
the test-optional 
policy on enrollment 
applications, average 
GPA, and graduation 
rates using 
descriptive analysis.  

This data shows that non-
white students are 8% more 
likely to utilize test-optional 
policies than white students, 
with Latinx/e and Black 
students comprising the 
majority of enrollees using 
test-optional policies at a 
rate of 10%-15% higher than 
class averages.    

Hiss, W.C. & Franks, V.W. 
(2014)  

Defining Promise: 
Optional  
Standardized Testing  
Policies in American  
College and  
University  
Admissions  

This study utilizes 
panel data from 33 
institutions (20 
private, six public,  
five MSIs, and two 
liberal arts 
institutions) and 
descriptive statistics 
to examine the 
outcomes of test-
optional admissions.  

Non-submitting students 
were more likely to be 
Latinx/e, Black, American  
Indian/Alaskan Native, 
Asian/Pacific Islander than 
white students (by 30% or 
more).    

CLASS  

Hiss, W.C. & Franks, V.W. 
(2014)  

Defining Promise:  
Optional  
Standardized Testing  
Policies in American  
College and  
University  
Admissions  

This study utilizes 
panel data from 33 
institutions (20 
private, six public,  
five MSIs, and two 
liberal arts 
institutions) and 
descriptive statistics 
to examine the 
outcomes of test-
optional admissions.  

The authors found there is 
no difference between high 
and low-income students 
taking up test-optional 
admissions.  
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Hiss, W.C. & Doria, K.M. 
(2011)  Defining Promise:  

Twenty-five Years of  
Optional Testing at  
Bates College  

Utilizing Bates 
College admissions 
data from 1984-
2009, authors 
examined the  

Non-submitters have lower 
SAT scores–about 80 points 
in math and 85 points in 
verbal lower than  

  relationship between 
the test-optional 
policy on enrollment 
applications, average 
PA, and graduation 
rates using 
descriptive analysis.  

submitters, on average.   

Hiss, W.C. & Franks, V.W. 
(2014)  

Defining Promise:  
Optional  
Standardized Testing  
Policies in American  
College and  
University  
Admissions  

This study utilizes 
panel data from 33 
institutions (20 
private, six public,  
five MSIs, and two 
liberal arts 
institutions) and 
descriptive statistics 
to examine the 
outcomes of test-
optional admissions.  

Of the institutions they have 
data for, 82% of 
nonsubmitters still 
submitted test-scores either 
as part of an assured 
admission policy or after 
enrollment under a pure 
optional testing policy. Non-
submitter SAT scores 
averaged 1129 compared to 
their submitting 
counterparts who scored 
1154. When students who 
scored above average on 
the SAT were removed, non-
submitters averaged 1041 
compared to their 
submitting counterparts 
who averaged 1154.    

 

Taken together, previous research shows that the applicants from the most underrepresented 
backgrounds at selective institutions (Black, Latinx/e, and Pell Grant students) are less likely to 
reveal their scores during the admission process. Moreover, the students who did not submit 
scores were also largely relatively lower scorers —although not always. Indeed, this supports 
the argument that prospective students who may have otherwise believed the doors closed to 
them because of test scores are encouraged to apply. Importantly, because the institutions in 
these studies adopted test-optional rather than test-free policies, non-submitters are still 
competing for admission with students who have submitted test scores for consideration.   
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Do colleges enroll more students from 
underrepresented backgrounds because of test-
optional policies? 

 
Given the widely recognized argument that the use of tests in college admission harms 

Black, Latinx/e, Indigenous, and low-income families, several studies have sought to examine 
whether the switch to test-optional admissions benefits these students. If indeed going test-
optional reduces the barrier to entry for marginalized communities, then we should expect to 
see substantive increases in enrollments from these populations. The studies in Table 2 below 
have examined potential changes in enrollment among historically excluded students utilizing 
diverse approaches to measure change across institutional settings:  

 
Table 2  

Potential Changes in Enrollment among Historically Excluded Students  

Author, Year  Title   Research Design  Findings  

Increases in Representation of Racially/ethnically Marginalized Students  
  

Hiss, W.C. & Doria, 
K.M. (2011)  

Defining Promise:  
Twenty-five Years of  
Optional Testing at  
Bates College, 1984-
2009  

Using Bates College 
admissions data 
from 1984-2009, 
authors examined 
the relationship 
between the test-
optional policy on 
enrollment 
applications, average 
GPA, and graduation 
rates using 
descriptive analysis.  

A 25% increase in 
international and 
Black and Latinx/e 
students can be 
attributed to the 
introduction of the 
test-optional policy 
to the institution.   
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Bennett, C.T. (2022)  Untested Admissions: 
Examining Changes 
in Application 
Behaviors and  
Student  
Demographics under  
Test-optional Policies  

Using comparative 
interrupted time 
series analysis and 
difference-
indifferences with 
matching, this study 
analyzes data from 
nearly 100 private 
institutions that 
adopted test-
optional admissions 
policies between 
2005-2006 and 2015-
2016.  

Found that adopting 
test-optional policies 
showed a relative 
increase in the 
enrollment of 
Latinx/e, Black, and 
Indigenous students, 
up from 10.3% in the 
2006 era to 11.9% in 
the 2016 era. Yet 
these findings also 
suggest that the scale 
of changes in 
demographic 
composition 
following test- 

 
   optional policy 

adoption has been 
comparatively 
modest, showing 
only a 1% increase in 
absolute terms.   

Pellegrino, C. (2022)  Test-Optional 
Policies:  
Implementation  
Impact on  
Undergraduate  
Admission and 
Enrollment  

  

Mixed methods  
analysis that utilizes a 
quantitative 
difference-
indifferences model 
on panel data of “top 
tier” national 
institutions from 
2004-2018.   

The authors found a 
significant increase in 
the enrollment of 
Latinx/e students by  
12% and Native  
Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islander 
students by 39% 
after  
test-optional 
adoption.   

No Change in Representation of Racially/Ethnically Marginalized Students  
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Belasco, A.S.,  
Rosinger, K.O., &  
Hearn, J.C. (2015)  

The Test-Optional 
Movement at 
America’s Selective 
Liberal Arts Colleges: 
A Boon for Equity or 
Something Else?   

This study employs 
difference-
indifferences 
technique on time 
series, cross sectional 
data of 180 selective 
liberal arts colleges 
from 1992-2010 to 
assess the 
relationship between 
test-optional policy 
implementation and 
subsequent growth 
in the proportion of 
low-income and 
Latinx/e,  
Black, and  
Indigenous students 
enrolling at liberal 
arts colleges.   

Institutions that 
adopted test-
optional admissions 
policies enrolled a 
lower number of 
African American, 
Hispanic, or 
Indigenous students 
than test-requiring 
institutions.   

Saboe, M. & Terrizzi, 
S. (2019)  

SAT Optional  
Policies: Do they  
Influence Graduate  

This study uses a 
difference-
indifferences analysis 
and Integrated  

Findings show that 
when measuring 
diversity, defined as 
percent of students  

 
 Quality, Selectivity or 

Diversity?  
Postsecondary  
Education Data 
(IPEDS) data to test 
the effects of test-
optional policies on 
various aspects of an 
institution’s 
effectiveness and the 
collegiate 
experiences within 
each institution.  

who are minority 
(non-white) 
enrolled, test-
optional policies 
have no significant 
effect on the 
percentage of 
students who are 
racially/ethnically 
marginalized.   
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Rubin, P.G. &  
González Canché,  
M.S. (2019)  

Test-Flexible 
Admission Policies 
and Student 
Enrollment 
Demographics:  
Examining a Public  
Research University  

This study utilizes a 
synthetic control 
method to test 
whether a more 
nuanced “test-
flexible” policy, 
which allows 
qualifying students to 
decide whether to 
submit test scores 
instead of an 
institution-wide 
policy, influences 
student enrollment 
demographics at a 
public university.  

Findings from this  
study suggest George 
Mason University’s  
test-flexible policy 
has had a statistically 
insignificant 
influence in 
increasing the racial 
diversity of its 
student body.   

Mixed findings in representation of racially/ethnically marginalized students  

Syverson, S.T.,  
Franks, V.W., &  
Hiss, W.C. (2018)  

Defining Access:  
How Test-optional  
Works  

Mixed methods study 
that looks at four 
public and 24 private 
U.S. colleges and 
universities with test-
optional policies. 
Using multiple 
cohorts of student 
level data, 
descriptive statistics 
are utilized to show 
statistical 
significance.   

61% of institutions 
saw increases in 
students from 
racial/ethnic groups 
that have 
traditionally been 
underrepresented in 
college compared to 
matched peers; in 
contrast, 35% of 
institutions saw a 
decrease in  

 
   racially/ethnically 

marginalized 
students compared 
to matched peers.  
  

No Changes in Low-income Student Representation  
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Belasco, A.S.,  
Rosinger, K.O., &  
Hearn, J.C. (2015)  

The Test-Optional 
Movement at 
America’s Selective 
Liberal Arts Colleges: 
A Boon for Equity or 
Something Else?   

This study employs 
difference-
indifferences 
technique on time 
series, cross sectional 
data of 180 selective 
liberal arts colleges 
from 1999 to 2010 to 
assess the 
relationship between 
test-optional policy 
implementation and 
subsequent growth 
in the proportion of 
low-income and 
Latinx/e,  
Black, and  
Indigenous students 
enrolling at liberal 
arts colleges.   

The authors find test-
optional admissions 
policies have little to  
no effect on 
enrollment.  

Saboe, M. & Terrizzi, 
S. (2019)  

SAT Optional  
Policies: Do they  
Influence Graduate 
Quality, Selectivity or 
Diversity?  

This study performs a 
difference-
indifferences analysis 
using IPEDS data to 
test the effects of 
test-optional policies 
on various aspects of 
an institution’s 
effectiveness and the 
collegiate 
experiences  

Test-optional policy 
has no significant 
effect on the 
percentage of 
enrolled students 
who are receiving 
Pell Grants.  

 
  within each 

institution.  
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Rubin, P.G. &  
González Canché,  
M.S. (2019)  

Test-Flexible 
Admission Policies 
and Student 
Enrollment 
Demographics:  
Examining a Public  
Research University  

This study utilizes a 
synthetic control 
method to test the 
effects of test-
optional policies by 
considering whether 
a more nuanced 
“test-flexible” policy, 
which allows 
qualifying students 
to decide whether to 
submit test scores 
instead of an 
institution-wide 
policy, influences 
student enrollment 
demographics at a 
public university.  

GMU’s increase in 
Pell Grant enrollment 
after adoption was 
not  
statistically 
significantly 
different, suggesting 
that the observed 
changes cannot be 
attributed to the 
implementation of 
the test-flexible 
policy.   

Mixed Findings on Low-income Student Representation   

Syverson, S.T.,  
Franks, V.W., &  
Hiss, W.C. (2018)  

Defining Access:  
How Test-optional  
Works  

Mixed methods study 
that looks at four 
public and 24 private 
U.S. colleges and 
universities with test-
optional policies. 
Using multiple 
cohorts of student 
level data, 
descriptive statistics 
are utilized to show 
statistical 
significance.   

Findings show that 
11 of the 22 test-
optional institutions 
(50%) enrolled more 
Pell Grant-recipients 
than their test-
requiring 
counterparts, three 
enrolled roughly the 
same amount of Pell 
recipients, and eight 
(36%) enrolled fewer 
than their test-
requiring 
counterparts.   

Increases in Low-income Student Representation   

Bennett, C.T. (2022)  Untested Admissions: 
Examining Changes 
in Application  

Utilizing comparative 
interrupted time 
series analysis and  

Increase in students 
receiving Pell Grants 
at private institutions  
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 Behaviors and  
Student  
Demographics under  
Test-optional Policies  

difference-
indifferences with 
matching, this study 
analyzes data from 
nearly 100 private 
institutions that 
adopted test-
optional admissions 
policies between 
2005-2006 and 2015-
2016 to provide 
evidence regarding 
the potential and 
limitations of test-
optional policies to 
improve equity 
within admissions.  

because of test-
optional policy 
implementation is 
statistically 
significant, but small.   

Pellegrino, C. (2022)  Test-Optional 
Policies:  
Implementation  
Impact on  
Undergraduate  
Admission and 
Enrollment  

  

Mixed methods  
analysis that utilizes 
a quantitative 
difference in 
difference model on 
panel data of top tier 
national institutions 
from 2004-2018.   

The adoption of the 
test-optional policy 
was statistically 
significant for Pell 
Grant recipients, 
resulting in a nearly 
15% increase in 
enrollment for Pell 
Grant recipients.   

Decreases in Representation of Non-score Submitters  

Syverson, S.T.,  
Franks, V.W., &  
Hiss, W.C. (2018)  

Defining access: How 
Test-optional Works  

Mixed methods 
study that examines 
multiple cohorts of 
student level data 
from four public and 
24 private U.S. 
colleges with test-
optional policies; and 
descriptive statistics.  

Study found that 
non-submitters were 
admitted at lower 
rates.   

  

Whether test-optional change institutions’ demographic representation is nuanced.  
Several studies found that the increases in enrollment of racially or socioeconomically 
underrepresented students were small or nonexistent. One way to consider the changes in 
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enrollment (or lack thereof) is that context matters. Furuta (2017), for example, argues that 
institutions who espouse organizational personhood legitimize test-optional policies. This can 
perhaps most clearly be seen with the case of Bates College — which went test-optional in 
1984 because of their principled stance — which reported generally positive (albeit limited 
and descriptive) outcomes. At the same time, institutions that adopt a test-optional policy but 
keep business-as-usual admission practices (i.e., test-optional policies without fundamental 
changes in what constitutes as “deserving” of a spot), may simply use other signifiers in place 
of exam scores — such as high school prestige or AP course-taking and exams — to sort 
students in the process (Belasco et al., 2015). Bennett (2022) warns, “For institutions seeking 
dramatic shifts in the student populations they serve, test-optional policies would likely need 
to represent one facet of a more comprehensive plan.” In this way, admissions decisions (and 
subsequent enrollment) changes will only be at the margins.   
 

Do colleges benefit from going test-optional? 
Early in the test-optional movement, people questioned college administrator’s motives 

for going test-optional (i.e., Barshay, 2021; Bauer- Wolf, 2021; Hoover, 2021; Rodriguez & 
Camacho, 2022)—given the aforementioned entrenched ways in which test scores are used 
by institutions for gatekeeping and jockeying for position in rankings. Observers wondered 
whether colleges lower the barrier to apply by going test-optional at opportune times — 
when they may want to attract applicants to appear selective or generate revenue (Davis & 
Camacho, 2022). If true, colleges could potentially use the desire to increase their 
representation of marginalized communities as a ruse to improve their standing. Researchers 
soon began to examine the tensions between the goal of increasing diversity in contrast to 
changes that would serve the colleges. What follows in Table 3 are studies that examine 
increases in applications, yield, and the colleges’ average test scores from those students who 
decide to submit scores:   

 
Table 3  

Applications, Yield, and Average Test Scores for Submitters  

Author, Year  Title   Research Design  Findings  

Increase in Applications    

Hiss, W.C. & Doria, 
K.M. (2011)  

Defining Promise:  
Twenty-five Years of  
Optional Testing at  
Bates College, 1984-
2009  

Utilizing Bates 
College admissions 
data from 1984-
2009, authors 
examined the 
relationship between 
the test-optional 
policy on enrollment  

The applicant pool at 
Bates more than 
doubled (from 2,200 
to 5,200) since the 
submission of 
standardized test 
scores was made  
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  applications, average 
GPA, and graduation 
rates using 
descriptive analysis.  

optional. However, 
the overall number of 
admits and enrollees 
increased only 
marginally during this 
time period.   

Syverson, S.T.,  
Franks, V.W., &  
Hiss, W.C. (2018)  

Defining Access:  
How Test-optional  
Works  

Mixed methods 
study that examines 
multiple cohorts of 
student level data 
from four public and 
24 private U.S. 
colleges with test-
optional policies and 
descriptive statistics.  

All institutions saw 
an application 
increase, but 57% of 
institutions saw 
increase in 
applicants due to 
adoption of test-
optional policies 
over that of peers; 
26% experienced a 
smaller increase than 
matched peers.   

Saboe, M. & Terrizzi, 
S. (2019)  

SAT Optional  
Policies: Do they  
Influence Graduate 
Quality, Selectivity or 
Diversity?  

The authors use a 
difference-
indifferences analysis 
and IPEDS data to 
test the effects of 
test-optional policies 
on various aspects of 
an institution’s 
effectiveness and the 
collegiate 
experiences within 
each institution.  

Findings show that 
“the only statistically 
significant effect was 
a brief increase in the 
number of 
applicants” directly 
after the 
implementation of 
the test-optional 
policy.   
  

Bennett, C.T. (2022)  Untested Admissions: 
Examining Changes 
in Application 
Behaviors and  
Student  
Demographics under  
Test-optional Policies  

Utilizing comparative 
interrupted time 
series analysis and 
difference-
indifferences with 
matching, this study 
analyzes data from 
nearly 100 private 
institutions that 
adopted test-
optional admissions 
policies  

Data shows a 4.1% 
increase in total 
applications 
submitted to test-
optional institutions.  
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  between 2005-2006 
and 2015-2016 to 
provide evidence 
regarding the 
potential and 
limitations of test-
optional policies to 
improve equity 
within admissions.  

 

No Increase in Applications    

Pellegrino, C. (2022)  Test-Optional 
Policies:  
Implementation  
Impact on  
Undergraduate  
Admission and 
Enrollment  

  

Mixed methods  
analysis that utilizes a 
quantitative 
difference-
indifferences model 
on panel data of top 
tier national 
institutions from 
2004-2018.   

Authors found that  
the coefficient for 
the number of 
applications inferred 
a negative 
correlation as the 
number of 
applications 
decreased 5%.   

Increase in Submitted Scores    

 Syverson,  S.T.,  
Franks, V.W., & Hiss,  
W.C. (2018)  

Defining Access: How 
Test-optional works  Mixed methods 

study that examines 
multiple cohorts of 
student level data 
from four public and 
24 private U.S. 
colleges with test-
optional policies and 
descriptive statistics.  

Found that all but 
one of the 13 top 
institutions with data 
from cohorts pre-
and post-test-
optional policy 
implementation saw 
an increase in 
average applicant 
SAT score.  

No Increases in Submitted Scores   

Saboe, M. & Terrizzi, 
S. (2019)  

SAT Optional  
Policies: Do they  
Influence Graduate 
Quality, Selectivity or 
Diversity?  

This study performs a 
difference-
indifferences analysis 
using IPEDS data to 
test the effects of 
test-optional policies 
on various aspects of 
an  

When using Romano-
Wolf adjusted p-
values for multiple 
hypotheses, there is 
no statistically 
significant effect on 
reported math SAT  
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  institution’s 

effectiveness and the 
collegiate 
experiences within 
each institution.  

scores or yield.   

Not Able to Determine Increases in Scores  
  

  

Bennett, C.T. (2022)  Untested Admissions: 
Examining Changes 
in Application 
Behaviors and  
Student  
Demographics under  
Test-optional Policies  

Utilizing comparative 
interrupted time 
series analysis and 
difference-
indifferences with 
matching, this study 
analyzes data from 
nearly 100 private 
institutions that 
adopted test-
optional admissions 
policies between 
2005-2006 and 
2015-2016 to 
provide evidence 
regarding the 
potential and 
limitations of test-
optional policies to 
improve equity 
within admissions.  

From all institutions 
analyzed, author was 
unable to determine 
whether test-
optional policies had 
an impact on 
submitted test 
scores.   

Increases in Yield    

Syverson, S.T.,  
Franks, V.W., &  
Hiss, W.C. (2018)  

Defining Access:  
How Test-optional  
Works  

Mixed methods 
study that examines 
multiple cohorts of 
student level data 
from four public and 
24 private U.S. 
colleges with test-
optional policies; and 
descriptive statistics.  

There was a 
marginally lower 
student yield at test-
optional institutions. 
However, this may 
reflect overall 
enrollment trends.   

No Increases in Yield    
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Saboe, M. & Terrizzi, 
S. (2019)  

SAT Optional  
Policies: Do they  
Influence Graduate 
Quality, Selectivity or 
Diversity?  

This study performs a 
difference-in 
differences analysis 
using IPEDS data to 
test the effects of 
test-optional policies 
on various aspects of 
an institution’s 
effectiveness and the 
collegiate 
experiences within 
each institution.  

When using Romano-
Wolf p-values for 
multiple hypotheses,  
there is no 
statistically 
significant effect on 
reported yield found.   

Bennett, C.T. (2022)  Untested Admissions: 
Examining Changes 
in Application 
Behaviors and  
Student  
Demographics under  
Test-Optional Policies  

Utilizing comparative 
interrupted time 
series analysis and 
difference-
indifferences with 
matching, this study 
analyzes data from 
nearly 100 private 
institutions that 
adopted test-
optional admissions 
policies between 
2005-2006 and 
2015-2016 to 
provide evidence 
regarding the 
potential and 
limitations of test-
optional policies to 
improve equity 
within admissions.  

There was no clear 
evidence in changes 
in application volume 
or yield rate.  

  

Do submitters tend to be worse off than non-
submitters?  

Proponents of testing argue that colleges need to use test scores to account for the 
quality of applicants; and perhaps the absence of exam scores inappropriately sorts students 
into colleges for which they are underprepared. If true, then students who were admitted 
without test scores, as a cohort may suffer from what is considered overmatching (enrolling 
in a college that is considered too academically challenging). Overmatched students, it is 
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argued, will be set up for failure and have lower academic performance than students who 
are well-matched for their institutions. Such an argument could serve as a cautionary tale and 
provide support for why test scores are needed in the admission process. Since non-
submitters are more likely to be students from historically excluded backgrounds, this line of 
questioning is not race or class neutral.16 Table 4 below shares studies that explore 
differences in GPA, debt and completion between test score submitters and non-submitters.   
  

Table 4  

Differences in GPA, Debt, and Completion between Submitters and non-Submitters   

Author, Year  Title   Research Design  Findings  

No Differences in Cumulative GPA    

Hiss, W.C. & Franks, 
V.W. (2014)  

Defining Promise:  
Optional  
Standardized Testing  
Policies in American  
College and  
University  
Admissions  

This study utilizes 
panel data from 33 
institutions (20 
private, six public,  
five MSIs, and two 
liberal arts 
institutions) and 
descriptive statistics 
to examine the 
outcomes of test-
optional admissions.  

Data shows the 
difference in 
cumulative GPAs 
between non-
submitters (2.83) and 
submitters (2.88) was 
only 0.05.  

Differences in Student Debt     

Bevers, A.H. & 
Mulholland, S.E. 
(2020)   

Test-Optional  
Admissions and  
Student Debt  

This study utilizes 
panel data gathered 
from several sources 
including IPEDS for 
the years 2003 and 
2006-2017 to 
perform a difference-
indifferences analysis  

Found that private 
college graduates 
admitted under a 
test-optional policy 
borrow between 
$1,010 and $1,387 
(2016), or 4 to 5%, 
more than those  

  

 
16 Detractors of affirmative action have advanced similar arguments. The argument goes, if you admit 
unqualified students (largely measured by test scores) then they have been “mismatched” or “overmatched” to 
the college, which will result in harm (usually measured by their college GPAs). While at face value this line of 
argument seems altruistic, it has been largely used to argue against the admission of racially marginalized 
students and takes an ahistorical position that requires no fundamental change by institutions. See Alon & 
Tienda (2005) for explanation.  
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  to investigate the 
effect of the test-
optional policies on 
student loan debt 
while also accounting 
for time and 
institutional fixed 
effects of their panel 
data.   

required to submit 
their scores.   

No Differences in Completion  

Hiss, W.C. & Franks, 
V.W. (2014)  

Defining Promise:  
Optional  
Standardized Testing  
Policies in American  
College and  
University  
Admissions  

This study utilizes 
panel data from 33 
institutions (20 
private, six public,  
five MSIs, and two 
liberal arts 
institutions) and 
descriptive statistics 
to examine the 
outcomes of test-
optional admissions.  

Authors found that 
there is no 
significant difference 
in graduation rates 
between submitters 
and non-submitters. 
Despite this data, 
they also found that 
students with strong 
high school GPAs 
generally perform 
well in college, even 
when they perform 
average or below 
average on 
standardized tests. In 
contrast, students 
with weak high 
school GPAs earn 
lower cumulative 
GPAs in college and 
graduate at lower 
rates, even when 
they perform well on 
standardized tests.   

  

Largely, the limited research in this area has found that students who do not submit 
scores and enroll in test-optional institutions complete at similar rates, although there may be 
some mixed findings on their GPAs. One important caveat to this line of research, however, is 
that at its core, the student (rather than the institution) is the cause of underperformance. 
This area of research lacks alternative explanations for why this group of students may have 
different outcomes other than under preparedness as measured by test scores. For example, 
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we know from above that non-submitters are also more likely to be from marginalized 
backgrounds. Several bodies of literature address how a student’s sense of belonging and the 
institution’s campus racial climate can contribute to students’ academic performance — 
particularly for Black, Latinx/e, Indigenous, and low-income students (Ahn & Davis, 2020; 
Fischer, 2010; Love, 2009; Martin et al., 2017; Strayhorn, 2018). By drawing a straight line 
between high school test scores and college completion several years later, this line of 
questioning absolves institutions from providing the climate necessary for students from 
marginalized backgrounds to thrive.   

Moreover, the burgeoning research on student debt for non-submitters underscores a 
largely unresolved and thorny issue in test-optional admissions: non-submitters may just be 
treated differently than submitters in the admission and financial aid process. If they are 
assumed to be lower scorers and therefore “less qualified,” then the goals of test-optional 
admissions are not realized.   

Altogether these studies examined the implications of test-optional policies during a 
pre-pandemic era in which socioeconomic conditions for historically excluded populations 
had not been exacerbated by COVID-19. The question of do submitters tend to be worse off 
than non-submitters necessitate that future research consider the longstanding effects of the 
global pandemic, particularly among historically excluded populations.  

 

New Directions for Test-Optional Research 
 

While the extant body of literature sheds light on the limitations of test-optional 
policies, institutions that adopted test-optional policies before the pandemic may be 
fundamentally different and/or have uniquely implemented test-optional-related policies 
compared to institutions who first implemented their policies during the throes of the 
pandemic. First, intentions from an organizational standpoint may have been different, such 
as the extent to which the institutions believe the use of standardized test scores aligns with 
their respective mission, vision, and portrayal of students (Furuta, 2017). The swift take-up in 
changes, for example, to admission practices have largely been framed as “care” for test-
takers (rather than marginalized communities) and risk-management approach by institutions 
— as many colleges cited student anxiety stemming from and disruption of SAT 
administration caused by the COVID-19 pandemic (Jaschik, 2020). These goals privilege 
revenue generation and prestige maintenance for institutions rather than improving equity 
for communities marginalized in the admission process. Second, first-time test-optional 
institutions lacked planning and capacity that coincided with the shared experience of a 
global pandemic, as they retooled their systems and employees to fundamentally change 
their practice. This coincided, for many institutions, with large increases in applications 
(Barshay, 2022). Third, the unprecedented ubiquity of test-optional policy adoption has 
implications for students’ decision-making processes, whereby no single or small set of 
institutions enjoyed the benefits of going test-optional in ways that were previously observed. 
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Therefore, the circumstances are markedly different than pre-pandemic test-optional policy 
implementation. The limited body of research examining test-optional outcomes after the 
onset of COVID-19 casts doubt on the possibilities of test-optional radically. 

Did applications and enrollments change?  
Research on COVID-19 test-optional implementation has shown that due to this policy 

there was a significant increase in applications by racially marginalized and first-generation 
students compared to previous years (Anderson, 2021; College Board, 2022; Nierenberg, 
2021). Despite this increase in applications to institutions, research has shown that the move 
to test-optional has done little to close the equity gap that pre-pandemic test-optional 
policies were working towards. According to Freeman et al (2021), 40% of students have still 
opted to submit test-scores to more selective institutions with the majority of these students 
residing in wealthy neighborhoods. Lovell and Mallinson (2021) further report that 
institutions that have become test-optional post-pandemic tend to have higher tuition and 
are significantly more selective than institutions that have not adopted test-optional policies 
or were test-optional pre-pandemic. So, while applications have increased to institutions 
during the pandemic by racially marginalized and first-generation students, so have other 
institutional barriers.  

 

How are test optional policies implemented, in 
practice?  

Studies on the implementation of test-optional policies have found disparate 
approaches to implementing test-optional policies that may not necessarily support the 
wellbeing of marginalized communities. While one self-study found the increase in 
applications as institutions placed more emphasis on high school GPA and other holistic forms 
of academic achievement (Bannister, 2021), other studies have uncovered some disturbing 
practices in admission offices.  

Early findings from one study that is still in progress interviewed 22 admission 
representatives in 16 colleges and revealed that in the absence of scores, some admission 
offices were placing greater value on aspects of the applications (i.e., recommendation letters 
or extracurriculars) that privilege wealthy and white students (Barshay, 2022). This study also 
reports that one college used data that ranked high schools as an additional consideration in 
students’ applications–high school rankings are an overt measure of class and racial privilege. 
To illustrate the layered consequences students navigate as a result of not submitting their 
test scores, a university admissions officer shared: “I think the students that do have the 
strong test scores still do have that advantage, especially when you have a student that has 
strong test scores versus a student who does not have test scores and everything else on the 
academics is more or less the same.” In short, pressed for time and lacking proper guidance, it 
is likely that in practice, admission officers may be introducing more bias into the process that 
harms the chances of marginalized students.   
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Given the emerging reality of a post-global pandemic era and its effect on admissions 
processes and students’ college choices, more research is necessary to understand this new 
postsecondary landscape. Research questions such as: (a) How does test-optional adoption 
shape financial aid?; (b) Does test-optional adoption shape how students are considering a 
college within a choice set?; (c) Has this shift shaped how students think about merit?; (d) 
What are the barriers that continue to impede enrollment for marginalized populations?; and 
(e)What are the major challenges that admission officers face in implementing test-optional 
admissions? position researchers, university stakeholders, and practitioners to better support 
marginalized communities and earnest policy changes that realize equity in admissions.   

 

Towards Equity in Admissions 
 

While this review has provided systematic evidence of the ways in which standardized 
testing harms historically marginalized students by deliberate design and perpetration, it is 
but a cog in the inequitable machine that is higher education. The history of higher 
education in the United States has long-since been underwritten by white supremacist ideals 
to the detriment of non-white non-wealthy people. With the establishment of the colonial 
colleges and its expansion to later years, the overarching purpose of a postsecondary 
education was to provide Puritan leadership the educational means and capital to cultivate 
and maintain their status (Harris, 2021; Wilder, 2013; Winthrop, 1630). Guided under the 
principles of white supremacy, the history of higher education excluded women and the 
Global Majority from accessing a postsecondary education from the onset. Within this 
context of exclusionary practices and beliefs in mind, standardized testing has served as a 
gatekeeper to educational attainment and echoes systemic inequality established in 1636.   

Though efforts have been made to democratize and diversify higher education, neither 
the United States government nor higher education institutions have atoned for the ways in 
which they engineered systemic inequality as it pertains to postsecondary access. Instead, 
both entities either work towards making standardized testing equitable (e.g., greater access 
to test prep or tests) or enhancing test-optional policies at institutions. The problem, 
however, lies in the fact that these options continue to be tools used by the oppressive class 
to stratify students into categories of deservedness. Those who wish to make standardized 
testing more equitable fail to realize that inequity within standardized testing is tied closely 
to socioeconomic inequality within the school’s students attend and their homelife; 
opportunities are not in fact equal, let alone equitable by design and in the service of the 
status quo. Thus, the latter approach does not provide students with a fair shake, especially 
when privileged students continue to submit scores under a test-optional policy.   

From the outset, the wide adoption of test-optional policies seems like a noble effort; 
however, the latest wave of institutions that elected to become test-optional due to the 
global pandemic have done so out of a need to stabilize their financial base as opposed to 
making admissions more equitable for marginalized students. At first glance, scholars, 
practitioners, and university stakeholders might reduce the examination of test-optional 
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policies to a specific admissions policy for a select number of students who elect to submit 
their standardized test scores. However, the review of test-optional scholarship establishes 
the relationship between the reification of systemic inequality that began long before 
aptitude tests were developed. Racial and social hierarchies remain entrenched in the 
development of standardized tests, the utility of standardized exams within higher 
education, and of profound consequence beyond the pursuit of a postsecondary education. 
These newfound test-optional policies implemented during the COVID-19 global pandemic 
further harm marginalized students by not removing barriers but instead rearranging them 
to further entrench the status quo.  

Without an earnest and intentional equity-in-admissions approach that addresses root 
causes of inequality, test-optional in this moment in time is another dimension of white 
supremacy and white logic within higher education; this positionality permits scholars, 
practitioners, and university stakeholders to superficially address issues of inequality without 
making a material difference for historically excluded populations. We urge scholars, 
practitioners, and university stakeholders to take advantage of this opportunity presented by 
the current sociopolitical test-optional landscape as a chance to better understand the ways 
in which standardized testing limits students who not only apply to higher education 
institutions but also those who choose not to apply. With the re-energized civil rights 
movement in mind, this response is what this moment in time needs. There is immense 
potential in the data that exist at test-optional institutions that could help stakeholders as 
well as policymakers understand how to better support underrepresented students.   
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