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This is a continuation into the investigation on test-optional policies, started by conducting individual case studies on 

28 public and private colleges and universities in the United States.  In every instance that we have presented an 

observation or comparison that sheds light on the use of test-optional admission policies, we have included every 

institution that provided reliable data for the particular comparison.  

But unlike a study which captures a single database and conducts a series of analyses on that data, we have collected 

data from institutions that became test-optional more than a decade and a half ago, and others that adopted test-

optional policies within the last few years.  As a result, only a minority of our analyses draw on the full 28 institutions. 

We have tried to provide as wide a framework of findings as possible, while identifying for each analysis the number of 

institutions and student records that were included.  

Please look for the explanation in the figure description of each chart on how that subset of institutions was selected. 

¢ƘƻǳƎƘ ǿŜΩǾŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜd connecting narrative, this report can best be considered an anthology of short reports designed 

to provide insights into the use of test-optional college admissions policies in the nation in the past decade. 

Though the participating institutions may choose to remain anonymous, we wish to publicly thank the deans of 

admission and particularly the Institutional Research staff at each of these colleges for their extraordinary 

commitments in helping us to assemble and interpret this massive amount of data in an effort to better understand 

how test-optional policies are working at their institutions. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The number of colleges using Test Optional Policies (TOPs) in higher education admissions has dramatically expanded 

in recent years. And these ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǾƻƛŘŜŘ άƻƴŜ-size-fits-all,έ ŦƛƴŘing varied ways to administer TOPs and 

experiencing varied outcomes. Much of the momentum around Test-Optional admission is focused on whether the 

use of standardized tests (specifically SAT and ACT) unnecessarily truncates the admission of otherwise well-qualified 

students. In particular, there is concern about whether widespread reliance on the use of these tests in the admission 

process tends to replicate the status quo in social class and opportunity in our American society.  

In this study, we collected student-record level data from 28 institutions that illustrate the variety among institutions 

that have adopted a TOP. They ranged in undergraduate enrollments from 1,500 to 20,000 and 15%-90% in admission 

selectivity, and included long-time users of TOP as well as recent adopters of the policy. In most instances we received 

four cohorts of student data, in total representing a dataset of 955,774 individual applicant records. We focused on 

interpreting the data using practical significance rather than experimental statistical techniques.  

A TOP was described by many of the admission deans of the participating institutions as a tool they employed in the 

hope of increasing applications from a more diverse range of students, so this report focuses great attention on 

traditionally under-represented populations in American higher education. To do so, we used our record-level data to 

identify the intersectionality of these underserved populations: First-Generation College Bound, students from lower 

SES backgrounds (Pell recipients as proxy), and students from racial and ethnic groups that have traditionally been 

underrepresented in college populations (URM). We identified students associated with any of these three groups and 

ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƻŦ ά9ȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ 5ƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣέ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ǳǎŜŘ ƛǘ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ 

The experiences of institutions in this study provide evidence that the adoption of a well-executed test-optional 

admission policy can lead to an increase in overall applications as well as an increase in the representation of URM 

students (both numeric and proportionate) in the applicant pool and the freshman class. Roughly two-thirds of our 

TOP institutions experienced URM growth above that of a matched test-requiring peer institution. A similar but smaller 

magnitude increase was seen among Pell recipients. 

 

Approximately one quarter of the students in this study did not submit standardized test scores with their college 

ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ όƘŜƴŎŜŦƻǊǘƘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ άbƻƴ-{ǳōƳƛǘǘŜǊǎέύΦ As noted in earlier studies, URM, First-Generation-to-

ά¢Ƙƛǎ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǿƛǎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘǎŜǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ άƻƴŜ-size-fits-ŀƭƭέ 

approach for the use of standardized tests in undergraduate admission does not 

reflect the realƛǘƛŜǎ ŦŀŎƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀƴŘ ǾŀǊƛŜŘ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎΦ 

These institutions differ greatly in size, selectivity and mission. At some, standardized 

ǘŜǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀǘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ 

add little compared to high school grades.έ  

                                NACAC Commission on the Use of Standardized Tests in             

                                                  Undergraduate Admission, 2008 
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College, and Pell recipients were more strongly represented among Non-Submitters. For instance, 35% of Black or 

African-American students chose to be Non-Submitters (12 percentage points higher than the overall non-submitting 

rate), as compared to 18% of white students.  Similarly, women chose to be Non-Submitters at higher rates than men. 

We also found that Non-Submitters were often admitted at lower rates than Submitters, but, on average, enrolled 

(yielded) at substantially higher rates. Their HSGPAs were modestly lower than the Submitters, and, upon entering 

college, their First Year GPAs and Cumulative GPAs were comparably lower. However, they ultimately graduated at 

rates equivalent to, or marginally higher than, Submitters, the ultimate proof of success.  

Furthermore, our data indicated that high school GPA had a stronger correlation with college success for Non-

Submitters than the ACT/SAT (for the 27% of Non-Submitters for whom we had test scores) -- both in terms of 

college cumulative GPA and graduation rate. While test scores had a generally stronger relationship with college 

GPAs for the Submitters, for the Non-Submitters they tended to show a weaker relationship, essentially under-

predicting the college GPA. The test scores continued to most strongly correlate with family income.  

A financial analysis, though inconclusive, suggested that some degree of financial investment was required to support 

the success of a TOP policy. While the proportion of students with need did not necessarily increase after policy 

adoption, average demonstrated need and gift aid per capita did. Non-Submitters were generally needier than 

Submitters. They also, however, included a sizable proportion of No-Need students, only modestly lower than that of 

Submitters. We noted that well over half of all No-Need students were offered some gift aid, but No-Need Non-

Submitters were less likely than Submitters to receive gift awards, in spite of the fact that these two groups were 

shown to graduate at comparable rates. 

We cannot lay claim to definitive conclusions about the workings of a test-optional admission policy. However, our 

findings suggest that a TOP works well for many types of institutions. It appears to offer a less obstructed path to 

higher education for this population of students who feel that their scores do not match their ability. We do not argue 

that institutions should entirely eliminate consideration of the ACT and SAT for all their students, however, we do 

continue to question whether the value-add of testing is large enough to justify the priceτtime spent, financial cost, 

and emotional drainτbeing paid by students due to societal preoccupation with these tests. 

We find that there is plenty of room in American higher education for diversity of process, allowing test-optional 

admission to ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΦ {ƻƳŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǎƪŜŘΣ Ψ²Ƙȅ ƛƎƴƻǊŜ ŀ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛŦ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΚέ !ƴŘ 

we agree. Indeed, when a student chooses to be a Non-Submitter, that, too, is a valuable piece of information.  

 

 

 

 

 

ά²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ great pride drawn from how well TOP works 

for first gen and diversity, and kids with special talents. 

For us, removing the testing was a big help in looking at 

ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜΦέ   

                    Dean from a small private college 
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OBSERVATIONS ON THE TEST-OPTIONAL MOVEMENT 

A rapidly increasing number of colleges and universities have adopted test-optional admission policies, or TOPs, that 

allow some or all of their applicants to refrain from submitting standardized test scores. The institutions that officially 

deemphasize standardized tests in admission now total more than 1,000, including over 100 more not-for-profit 

institutions1 in the past four years (FairTest List, 2018). From early adopter TOP institutions (Bowdoin in 1969, and 

Bates in 1984) to those recently adopting a TOP (Wesleyan and Bryn Mawr, both in 2014, George Washington 

University in 2016), some of the institutions choosing a TOP have national reputations for excellence.  But TOP is not 

used just by highly selective private institutionsτthe FairTest list covers a range of public, regional private, and also 

for-profit institutions. A wide variety of institutions have found TOPs to be workable, productive tools to support their 

enrollment planning.  

 

The momentum of the Test-Optional movement appears to be fed in part by several overlapping changes in how 

academic promise and outcomes are being evaluated.  Collectively these changes are moving admission decisions away 

from heavy reliance on measures increasingly deemed to provide a narrow assessment of human potential.  Many K-

12 schools are moving toward proficiency and standards-based evaluations. Thousands of high schools have stopped 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ /ƭŀǎǎ wŀƴƪΣ ŀǎ ŀ ŦŀƭǎŜ ƻǊ ƳƛǎƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜΦ aŀƴȅ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ άƘƻƭƛǎǘƛŎέ 

ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘƛŜǎΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ ¢htǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ άǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻέ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŜǿ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛes like the Master 

Transcript that encourage students to provide evidence of individual talents and commitments.  Collectively, these 

changes are decreasing the reliance on test scores and class rank to guide college admission decisions and guidebook 

rankings.  Experiments are drawing on the findings of Admissions reform groups like the Institute on Character and 

Admission, or several on-ƎƻƛƴƎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΥ ǘƘŜ ά¢ǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ¢ƛŘŜέ tǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀǘ IŀǊǾŀǊŘΣ ǘƘŜ /ƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ {ƪƛƭƭǎ 

Snapshot from the Enrollment Planning Consortium, or the Master Transcript Consortium.  

As this policy has become more pervasive, researchers have investigated its relative success. A 2015 study out of the 

University of Georgia (Belasco, 2014) found that, at the aggregate level, selective liberal arts colleges that adopted a 

TOP (in comparison with those that continued to require SAT or ACT scores) had not increased their enrollment of 

URM students or Pell recipients. But in focusing on these high-level, averaged outcomes, that study may not have been 

able to discern impact at the institutional level.   

There has also been a proliferation of research on standardized testing in admission focused on the predictive value of 

testing and its fairness relative to various subpopulations of students. Much of the research affirming the value of the 

SAT and ACT has been conducted by the testing organizations. One such study, a synthesis of recent test score validity 

studies (Mattern and Patterson, 2014), states that the SAT provides incremental validity above and beyond HSGPA in 

the prediction of cumulative GPA, retention and graduation. Their conclusion: the combination of HSGPA and testing 

will produce the most accurate predictions of college success. Another recent release, a just-published volume of 

essays, Measuring Success: Testing, Grades and the Future of College Admissions (Buckley, Letukas, and Wildavsky, 

2018) is principally a response by the College Board and ACT to the rapid growth of TOPs. 

                                                             
1 The FairTest list includes many ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ άCƻǊ tǊƻŦƛǘΣέ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ά¢Ŝǎǘ CƭŜȄƛōƭŜέ -- allowing applicants to choose which form of 

testing to submit.  The 28 institutions in this study, all Not-for-Profit and none using a ά¢Ŝǎǘ CƭŜȄƛōƭŜέ policy, are drawn from two groups on the 
FairTest lists: the 129 National Liberal Arts Colleges and National Universities, and the 174 Regional Colleges and Universities.   
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Challenges to the pervasive use of these tests, their actual value, and their negative impact on students have come in 

a number of books (Crossing the Finish Line: Completing College at America's Public Universities (Bowen, Chingos, 

McPherson, 2009); SAT Wars: The Case for Test Optional Admissions (Soares, 2012), the work and recommendations 

of the NACAC Commission on the Use of Standardized Testing in Undergraduate Admissions, the ongoing work of 

FairTest, a thoughtful documentary film released in early 2018, "The Test and the Art of Thinking" (Davis, 2018), and a 

variety of articles and smaller research projects. 

In particular, the exhaustive research available in Crossing the Finish Line has been centrally important in this 

discussion.  The authors, the late William Bowen and Michael McPherson, the former Presidents of Princeton and 

Macalester, respectively, with their research colleague Matthew Chingos, addressed what characteristics predicted 

graduation at a group of large public universities.  Their data was drawn from institutions that required standardized 

tests from all students; ƴƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǘǳŘƛŜŘ ƘŀŘ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ŀ άǘƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘέ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ 

automatic admission granted to students who meet cut-off requirements for HSGPA.  In the chapter which examined 

the predictive value of test scores and high school grades, they reported that: 

¢ƘŜ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎΦ  ΧǘƘŜ ŎƻŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ {!¢κ!/¢ ǎŎƻǊŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ лΦлнΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ 

in test scores of one standard deviation is associated with an increase of less than 2 percentage points in six-year 

ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŀǘŜǎΤ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ƛǎ ŜǾŜƴ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ōƭŀŎƪ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎ όI./¦ΩǎύΧΦ ¢ƘŜ 

consistency of the results is extraordinary: In all but one of these more than 50 public universities, high school GPA remains 

a highly significant predictor of six-year graduation rates after taking account of the effects of test scores...  Test scores, 

on the other hand, routinely fail to pass standard tests of statistical significance when included with high school GPA in 

regressions predicting graduation rates, especially when we leave the realm of the most highly selective public 

ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎΧ ΧǘƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƛƴŎǊŜƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘƛǾŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {!¢κ!/¢ ǎŎƻǊŜǎ ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŀŘŘ 

controls for the high school attended, whereas the predictive value of the high school GPA increases. (Bowen, Chingos, 

McPherson, 2009) 

In 2014, William Hiss and Valerie Franks τtwo of the three co-authors of this studyτreleased Defining Promise: 

Optional Standardized Testing Policies in American College and University Admission (Hiss, Franks, 2014). It was the 

first large-scale, multi-institution assessment of the outcomes of optional testing, and extended the research done in 

2010 by Hiss and his co-author Kate Doria, in a 25-year look-back study on the outcomes of the policy at Bates College 

(Hiss, Doria, 2010).  

The 2014 research revealed thatτwhen given the option at one of those 33 TOP institutions τroughly a third of 

enrolled students chose to apply without standardized test scores (Non-Submitters). These Non-Submitters went on 

to graduate at virtually the same rates (a 0.6% difference) and with nearly the same college GPA (0.05 of a Cum GPA 

point) as the Submitters whose test scores were considered in the admission process. Their research also concluded 

that Non-Submitters were more likely to be first-generation-to-college, underrepresented minority students, women, 

Pell Grant recipients, and students with Learning Differences. And, using large volumes of HSGPA data, their findings 

underscored the sturdiness of the HSGPA as a predictor of college performance. 

This research highlighted an interesting intersection between the testing agencies and that of the counter views. A 

meta-analysis of studies ƻŦ άŘƛǎŎǊŜǇŀƴǘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜέ revealed that άŀ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊ ǘƻ ŀ ǘƘƛǊŘ ƻŦ ǘŜǎǘŜŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘ 

ǎƻƳŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ƳƛǎƳŀǘŎƘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƎǊŀŘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘŜǎǘ ǎŎƻǊŜǎΦέ Within this group, approximately half of them 

have high school grades that are higher than what the tests would predict. Across the studies cited, the range appears 

to be between 11% and 18% of the sample population (Sanchez & Mattern [Making the Case for Standardized Testing] 

in Buckley, 2018).   
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Another related study identified the students most likely to have strong HSGPAs and low testing:  women, First-

Generation to college, low income students, and students who speak a second language at home. Furthermore, those 

most likely to be discordant with weaker HSGPAs and stronger testing are males, whites, and those of higher income 

(Sanchez and Edmunds, 2015). 

We would emphasize that the results only include those students who took the tests.  It is quite plausible that there 

are other students who might have succeeded in college, had they been encouraged, found the right mentor, or were 

ƴƻǘ ǎƻ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǎǘǎΦ  LŦ ǎƻΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ άŘƛǎŎǊŜǇŀƴŎƛŜǎέ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŜǾŜƴ ƘƛƎƘŜǊΦ 

And it is worth noting the parallels between the proportions noted in the above studies and the median percentage 

(23%) of students choosing to be Non-Submitters at the institutions in this study.  Does TOP indeed serve this 

άŘƛǎŎǊŜǇŀƴǘέ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΚ 5ƻŜǎ ƛǘ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ŦƻǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎŜǊǾŜŘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΚ ¢ƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ 

study design continues with the full list of research questions and explains how we went about answering them. 
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STUDY DESIGN 

We began this study by reviewing the FairTest list of 1000 colleges and universites with one form or another of optional 

testing.   In contrast to our 2014 study, we eliminated any highly-specialized institutions (e.g., art institutes). We tried 

to achieve a balance of institutional types, sizes, selectivity, and geography, as well as to have representation from 

institutions with different approaches to TOP. We approached about one hundred institutions to discuss whether they 

would consider joining the study. We launched the study with 28 interested institutions that felt they could provide 

reliable data for the multiple cohorts needed for the study.  

To give us context, we interviewed the Dean of Admissions or Enrollment VP at each institution in the study about 

their rationale for adopting a test-optional admission policy as well as commentary about how well they felt it was 

working at their institutions. In many instances, the current dean had not been at the institution at the time of 

adoption, so they relayed their best understanding of the circumstances at the time of adoption. 

We received a large set of data: from the 28 colleges and universities, we received 955,744 student records, with up 

to 40 data items in each student record.  With any dataset of this size, there will be elements that require careful 

examination and decisions about clarity and reliability.  However, all data in this study comes from participating 

colleges and universities or from IPEDS.  All data was carefully checked and cleaned for consistency and accuracy, 

leading in almost every case to clarifying follow-up communications with Institutional Research or Admissions research 

directors. In some instances, new coding schemŀ ƻǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŜǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩǎ 

abililty to provide comprehensive information across the span of the study.   

We use commonly accepted statistical methologies (descriptive statistics, t-tests, chi-squares, Cohen's d) to present 

data and highlight statistical significance, but we have avoided highly complex "semi-experimental" statistical 

methodologies.  Rather, we try to present the data in a straightforward fashion: Which students were drawn to being 

Non-Submitters of testing? How did Submitters and Non-Submitters compare in high school achievement, and 

subsequently in college performance? Did adoption of a TOP have an ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀƴǘ Ǉƻƻƭ ƻǊ 

enrolled classes? Did these institutions treat Submitters and Non-Submitters differently in their admission and aid 

policies? 

The study was not designed to come to a single conclusion about the use of test-optional admission policies, but to 

explore as many dimensions around the policy as possible.  We began by conducting individual case-study analyses for 

the 28 public and private colleges and universities. They have all been guaranteed anonymity, so this report uses 

aggregated data from subsets of institutions and avoids institutionally-identifiable information.   Below each chart or 

diagram is a description of the number of institutions and records included, along with a brief profile. In every case we 

have included all the institutions that had reliable data for the analysis being presented. This report is a series of 

observations, rather than a series of parallel findings on a single set of data. 
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What are the principal research questions? 

In an effort to shed additional light on the impact of a test-optional admission policy, this report explores several 
pertinent questions about test-optional admission: 

Ɇ If an institution adopts a test-optional admission policy, does it reduce admission barriers, thereby 

encouraging more students to apply?  

Ɇ Does adopting a test-optional admission policy help an institution attract and enroll more traditionally under-

represented minority (URM), first-generation-to-college, and low-SES students?   

Ɇ Iƻǿ Řƻ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ άǘǊŜŀǘέ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ǘƻ ǿƛǘƘƘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŎores from the admission process ς 

in both their admission decisions and their aid decisions? 

Ɇ Are there institutional financial implications to adopting a test-optional admission policy?  

Ɇ Who are the Non-Submitters -- the students who use a test-optional policy? How do they perform 

academically in college compared to students who do not use the policy?   This portion of the study is a re-

testing of the findings from "Defining Promise", with a largely different group of institutions, but a parallel 

methodology. 

We are conscious of, and accept, the responsibility to have this study examine both the ethical issues like access and 

diversity, and the strategic issues of yields, changing classes and potential financial impact on the institution. 

 

What types of institutions and policies are represented in this study? 

We focused our participant recruitment on 4-year, degree-granting, IPEDS-submitting, public and private not-for-

profit institutions in the United States. We then investigated the breadth of test-optional (TOP) policy types 

employed by institutions in the U.S.  TherŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άǘŜǎǘ-ƻǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΣέ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ 

to define and implement a variety of policies. We organized the various versions of the policy in common categories, 

and we found, in approximate numbers, the primary types of TOP used by institutions (in rank order of frequency 

they were observed): Academic Threshold, Optional for All, Optional Plus, Optional for Some, and Test Flexible. The 

most commonly used policiesτOptional for All and Academic Thresholdτwere of particular interest, as was the 

Optional Plus policy. Institutions with Test Blind and Test Flexible policies were not considered for inclusion in this 

study. While considered, no Optional for Some institutions were included in the study due to small numbers of Non-

Submitters.  Figure 1, below, describes each policy in more detail, estimates the proportion of that policy type 

represented in the U.S., and then counts those represented in the present study. 
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Figure 1. Test-Optional Policy Types, as of Spring 2016  
This investigation and categorization focused on IPEDS Reporting, Degree granting, 4-year Public and Private Not-for-Profit Institutions on the 
FairTest List. 

 

Some institutions (including many public universities) have a required HSGPA or class rank for Non-Submitters, often 

a requirement from a state education agency or the legislature. We have referred to this form of TOP ŀǎ άacademic 

ǘƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘΣέ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ I{Dt! ŦƻǊ ŀǳǘƻƳŀǘƛŎ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΦ  {ƘŀǇŜŘ ƭŀǊƎŜly by the ability 

of particular ǘƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŘŀǘŀΣ ƻǳǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ нлмп ǎǘǳŘȅ ƘŀŘ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ άǘƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘέ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 

institutions than this 2018 study. ¢ƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ƪƴƻǿƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ¢ŜȄŀǎ ά¢ƻǇ мл҈έ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ¢ŜȄŀǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 

universities, and the GPA requirement at the California State University system.  Those requirements often become a 

self-fulfilling prophecy of student success in college. While sometimes contentious, a number of these policies have 

been in place for many years and seem to work successfully to open these public universities to a wider pool of 

applicants.  

  

It should be noted that some institutions could fit the definitions of a couple of categories and/or have migrated from 

one to another. For instance, some institutions require that a student exceed a particular HSGPA to be eligible to be a 

Non-{ǳōƳƛǘǘŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ όǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 

regard to test scores) to anyone above a particular GPA. The latter would clearly be considered an Academic Threshold 

policy, whereas the former could be considered either Academic Threshold or Optional for Some.  In addition, some 

institutions shift from one version of the policy to anotherτƻŦǘŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛǾŜ άhǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ tƭǳǎέ ǘƻ ǘƘe less 

ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛǾŜ άhǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦƻǊ !ƭƭέτas they get comfortable with the use and implementation of the policy.  

 

Also note that we included only a small representation of Academic Threshold institutions. As described above, at most 

Academic Threshold institutions students above a particular HSGPA or class rank are automatically considered without 
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ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘŜǎǘ ǎŎƻǊŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀƴǘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǎǳōƳƛǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘŜǎǘ 

scores. Therefore, the charts in which we compare άSubmitterǎέ ǘƻ άNon-Submitterǎέ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

!ŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ¢ƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ǘƻ ōŜ Non-Submitters. 

 

For this study, we sought to include institutions of a variety of sizes, levels of selectivity, and geographical locations. 

We sent initial inquiries to the deans of admission at about 100 TOP institutions, and followed up with those who 

responded to our initial inquiry. Not all that wanted to participate were able to provide the volume of data we were 

requesting of them. However, as outlined below, the 28 institutions that are included in our study represent a diverse 

group of institutions. 

 
 

Figure 2. Participating Institution Profile. The first seven sections of data drawn from IPEDS data 2016. The last section from USNWR rankings, 
2018. *Note, the institutional sizes here reflect total enrollments, including graduate programs, whereas the sizes referred to in our report refer 
solely to undergraduates. 
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Among our participating institutions, the proportion of Non-Submitters at each institution ranges widely τfrom 2% to 

52%.  Excluding the Academic Threshold institutions, the mean is 21.5% and the median Non-Submitter rate is about 

23%. 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Two-Year Average Applicant Non-Submitter Rate, by Institution.  
Exclusion: One institution that did not have Non-Submitter proportions 
272 institutions |  103,088 Non-Submitters | 395,043 Submitters  
Enrollment = 1,500-20,000 (2,400 M3) |  Endowment per FTE = $5,000-$800,000 ($65,000 M) |  Admit Rate = 15%-90% (43% M) 

   

What data was collected and how was it used? 

To allow us to assess changes in the admission funnel beginning with the applicant pools, from each institution we 

received record-level data, consisting of 40 variables (see appendix for detailed list of data definitions) for every 

applicant from two cohort years prior to adoption of their test-optional policy and two cohort years after adoption of 

the policy.   The exceptions to this form of data gathering were the four institutions that had adopted a TOP prior to 

2004 and were unable to submit data from years prior to their adoption of TOPs, and three of the five most recent 

adopters that could provide data for only one cohort subsequent to their adoption of a TOP. 

 

All data for the study was submitted on a "blind crosswalk" basis, where the institution created a random record ID 

number for each student record, and only the institution kept that "cross-walk."  The study received no identifiable 

individual information, and we guaranteed confidentiality and anonymity to the institutions in the study, as they 

shared a great deal of data with us.  At the conclusion and publication of this study, each institution can decide if they 

wish to announce that they were participants. 

 

The following subsections summarize each important area of data collected, and how it was transformed for analysis. 

 

                                                             
2 ¦Ǉƻƴ ǊŜŎŜƛǇǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀΣ ǿŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άhǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦƻǊ !ƭƭέ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳdy was not able to accurately identify Submitters of 
testing versus Non-Submitters of testing. Therefore they have been excluded from the analyses in places where those student groups are compared.  
3 ¢ƘŜ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ άaέ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ ŦƻǊ aŜŘƛŀƴ 
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A primary focus is on exploring the impact of adoption of a test-optional admission policy on the size and composition 

ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΩǎ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ŦǳƴƴŜƭ ς from applicant pool, through admitted students, to enrolled students. Additionally, 

we have explored the differences between the Non-Submitters and Submitters at each stage of the funnel.  This 

conceptual framework underpinned our approach to gathering, organizing and analyzing the data. 

 

 

Figure 4. The Admission Funnel Framework. For the purposes of this study the Admission Funnel has been expanded to include a category of 
Decisions Rendered and concludes with a category of Graduation Rate (as a measure of student success). 

The traditional admission funnel includes prospects, inquirers, applicants, admitted students, and matriculants. For 

the purposes of this study we collected data beginning with Applicants and added a layer of assessment we have 

labeleŘ ά5ŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ wŜƴŘŜǊŜŘέ όŀōōǊŜǾƛŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ά5wέύΣ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŜŀŎƘ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǿƘƻƳ ǘƘŜȅ 

actually rendered a decision (admit, deny, waitlist). Thus, the number of DR applicants excludes applicants who 

remained incomplete and those who withdrew their applications prior to receiving a decision (e.g., made an Early 

Decision commitment elsewhere). This gave us insight into the inner workings of the policy, for instance, identifying 

whether Non-Submitters were completing applications at rates equivalent to Submitters. 

 

In addition to the funnel data, institutions provided the following categories of information on each student (details 

available in the appendix, page 73): 

¶ Racial and Ethnic Student Identification: IPEDS-defined categories of racial/ethnic identification.  

¶ High School GPA Data: I{Dt!ǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǳǎ ŀǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩǎ !ŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ 

Institutional Research offices.  We did an extensive individual analysis of the GPAs reported by each of the 28 

institutions in the study, using whatever scales that institution provided, and allowing for the GPA scales to 

exceed the traditional 4-point scale. No imputations were used in analysis. For the analyses in this combined 

report, we truncated all HSGPAs at 4.0. 

¶ Standardized Test Score Data: ACT and/or SAT scores were gathered and a concordance table (College Board, 

2009) used to convert ACT scores to SAT scores. For simplicity, all references in the report refer to them simply 

as SATs. The new SAT had not been taken by most4 of the student cohorts in this study (College Board, 2016). 

27% of all Non-Submitter records contained a test score.  

¶ Financial Aid Data: The data was categorized into segments (details in the Appendix) using the following 

financial aid numbers: 

                                                             
4 Only one institution submitted a few ACT test scores from students post 2016. For this institution, the more recently adopted concordance table 
was used (though its validity has been disputed by ACT). 
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- Expected Family Contribution (EFC) ς At some institutions this was the federal EFC, and at others it was 

an institutionally-determined EFC. Because we were attempting to assess aid award differences between 

Submitters and Non-Submitters at the individual institution, we sought whatever EFC they used to 

determine the need for aid. 

- Total Gift Aid ς We requested the total gift aid (from any source) received by the student. 

- Pell Grant Recipients ς We asked institutions simply to identify any student receiving a Pell Grant, but did 

not ask for the specific amount of the Pell Grant. 

- Merit Aid Recipients ς We asked them to identify any student to whom they had awarded non-need-

ōŀǎŜŘΣ άƳŜǊƛǘέ ƎƛŦǘ ŀƛŘΦ 

¶ Academic Outcome Data: First-year college GPA (FYGPA), most recent (or final) CumGPA, major designation, 

a current student enrollment status, and an up-to-date same-school graduation status for all students who 

enrolled. We used graduation status as our ultimate measure of student academic success. The data was 

collected in 2016. 

¶ Test Requiring Institutions, Peer Data: IPEDS data for both the TOP institutions and their Test Required Policy 

Peers (TRP Peers) for each of the matched cohorts of students. (For more detail on the selection of Peer 

institutions, see pages 19 and 76.) 

 

What is the sample size and composition? 

We gathered information from 28 institutions, four public and 24 private, of various sizes and levels of selectivity. Of 

our 28 participating institutions, 20 were new to our research and 8 were repeats from the 2014 study, but with new 

class cohorts of data. Their undergraduate enrollments ranged from about 1,500 to 20,000, and their admit rates (in 

their TOP cohort years) range from 15%-90% (15%-80% among the privates, with a median of 43%).  

 

We wanted to examine data from institutions that had varying years of experience with the policy, so there is a range 

of policy adoption timeframes represented in the study. Four institutions adopted their policies prior to 2004, five 

adopted their policies very recently, and the remaining institutions adopted the policy between 2004 and 2014. With 

the exception of the earliest adopters, each of them provided data for two cohorts just prior to adoption of their 

policies, and two cohorts post policy adoption.  

 

We asked institutions to submit the first cohort after they adopted the policy, to allow for a full cycle of trial before 

starting the policy analysis. Seven submitted Post-TOP data beginning the first cohort immediately after they adopted 

the policy, and the other institutions submitted data ranging from two to six years after adoption to align data for a 4-

5 year graduation rate comparison. Out of necessity, our subset of most recent adopters provided data beginning with 

the year they adopted the policy. 

 

How was the data analyzed and summarized? 

We have a large set of data with many different facets. As noted above, this study was designed not to reach a single 

conclusion, but to examine and share a wide range of findings. Initially, we did an extensive analysis of the data for 

each institution individually, searching for common patterns and themes, as well as identifying any apparent 

inconsistencies that might require clarification by the institution. After these conversations, it was sometimes 

determined that there was simply missing data or, due to changes in computer systems at the institution, there was 



   
 

                                                      DEFINING ACCESS: HOW TEST-OPTIONAL WORKS |  SPRING 2018 15 

 

inconsistent data across their cohorts. In these instances, we decided to eliminate that particular data element and to 

exclude the institution from comparisons that were dependent upon that data. 

 

At the institutional level we focused on the differences between Submitters and Non-Submitters at various stages in 

the funnel. To give an illustrative example of the data gathered, the following chart outlines the funnel activity by the 

numbers. 

 

 
 

Figure 5. The Admission Funnel ς Illustrative Example of Tables. Data requested of the 28 institutions in the study. 
ϝCƻǊ άDǊŀŘǳŀǘŜǎέΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǎǳōƳƛǘǘŜŘ ŀƴ ǳǇŘŀǘŜŘ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻƴ ŀƭƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ƻŦ WǳƴŜ нлмсΦ 

 

This table was summarized for each institution for each cohort year submitted, then averaged across pre-policy years, 

and across post-policy years. It was then filtered by the demographic and admission behavior data we collected, for 

instance: gender, race/ethnicity, athletic participation, high school type, Early Decision usage, family financial status, 

and first-generation-to-college status.  

 

In this report, whenever there is a single data point provided for an institution (e.g., admit rate, percentage of URM 

students, proportion of Non-Submitters, etc.), it represents an average of two cohort years of data (i.e., the two pre-

adoption cohorts or the two post-adoption cohorts) whenever that data is available. In some charts, the averages 

represent averages at each individual institution, whereas in other charts we present the pooled student data using 

individual records across a subset of institutions (e.g., the graduation rate for Submitters is derived by pooling the 

number of all the graduates for that set of institutions and dividing it by the total number of students who enrolled in 

those same cohorts). We have tried to present the data in whichever format provides the clearest meaning for the 

reader, and in some cases we have provided more than one format.  

 

What are the research limitations? 

To summarize, this study is a case study exploration into the role of testing in college admissions. Its very strength is 

in the attention paid to unique scenarios at each institution, following through to detailed understanding of admission 

and enrollment patterns.  However, these are the limitations that come along with this case study-based approach: 

¶ While we were able to recruit a wide range of institutions to volunteer participation in the study, and we 

learned quite a bit about each one, the sample size was not large enough to be considered definitively 

representative of institution or policy type.  

¶ Each institution in the study maintained different record keeping practices, data definitions, and data 

governance policies. Our very detailed data request form and data transformation approach mitigated many 

of these differences. However we rarely received identically comprehensive datasets from any two 
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participating institutions.  This led us to declare certain aspects of some data submissions as unavailable, 

unreliable, or irreconcilable. We have made notes in each Figure description to this effect. 

¶ Working with historical data meant that there were sometimes inconsistencies across cohorts at individual 

institutions due to changes in computer systems or data coding schema. Similarly, the current staff were often 

not those who were at the helm during the time of policy adoption. Therefore our understanding of context 

surrounding the policy (e.g., motivation for adoption, concurrent initiatives, financial aid packaging strategies, 

and so on) was not always clear.  

¶ The nature of our study inherently dealt with self-selection bias, both at the institution level (e.g., each 

institution made the decision to adopt TOP) and at the student level (e.g., all but two of the institutions ς 

those with threshold policies -- had policies that allowed students to choose to withhold test scores in the 

admission process). There are a number of underlying motivations, and demographic and psychographic 

elements that we cannot account for in this study, rendering the determination of causation more difficult. 
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PRINCIPAL FINDINGS 

We open our findings with an homage to the variability of institutions. We present two case studies of institutions that 

effectively realized the goals they set for their Test-Optional Policy. While trying to provide a clear picture of the 

institutions, in order to protect their anonymity, we have kept some of the descriptive information broad. 

Institution A 

Large, urban, private, not-for-profit 

 

This institution described TOP as a means of formalizing what 

they had been doing all along, to άDƛǾŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ 

ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΦέ  
 

They described the process of transitioning to TOP as largely 

uneventful, requiring a few more temporary readers to aid 

the transition because without testing άyou typically need to 

look more closely at the high school record, the rigor of the 

ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΦέ 
 

After adopting TOP, our data revealed that the new policy 

drew a smaller than average proportion of students who did 

not submit testing (9% vs 23%). And, although they increased 

applications, they grew proportionately more slowly than 

their matched TRP Peer. 
 

It was a different story for URM students. They enrolled 

substantially more of these students (15 percentage points 

more) than they did prior to adopting TOP which was 

proportionately a 76% greater gain than their TRP Peer.  So, 

in spite of having their applicant pool grow at a slower pace 

than their TRP Peer, they were able to make substantially 

greater gains in enrolling URM students (and to a slightly 

lesser extent with Pell recipients and First-Generation 

students). 
 

As compared to the pre-policy cohorts, the enrolled TOP 

cohorts saw a 12 percentage point rise in the proportion of 

students with need, and although this institution did not 

submit data on gift aid, it likely had to increase aid 

commitments to support this growth.  
 

Once enrolled, Submitters had a marginally higher CumGPA 

than Non-Submitters, but both the overall population and 

the URM population graduated at virtually identical rates.  

Institution B 

Small, suburban, private, not-for-profit 

 

This institution was motivated to adopt TOP because they 

thought the test-requirement was preventing some students 

from applying. 
 

After adopting TOP, the applicant pool grew proportionately 

faster than the TRP Peer (proportionately 40% more growth), 

with Non-Submitters comprising 19% of the overall pool ς a 

slightly lower proportion than the majority of the institutions in 

the study.  
 

Their percentage of enrolled URM students was 17 points 

higher after they adopted a TOP, which was proportionately a 

75% greater gain than their TRP Peer. As with most of our 

institutions, they admitted Non-Submitters at a substantially 

lower rate than Submitters (15 percentage points lower), and 

the Non-Submitters enrolled at a substantially higher rate (23 

percentage points higher). 
 

At this institution, the post-policy cohorts included a lower 

proportion of students with need (11 percentage points lower), 

than the pre-policy cohorts, but Non-Submitters were, on 

average, $4,000 needier. To the detriment of higher need 

students, though, this institution seemed to favor low and no-

need students in its awarding strategy. 
 

Once enrolled, Submitters had a marginally higher FYGPA and 

CumGPA (+0.09 and +0.07 respectively) than Non-Submitters. 

There are mixed results from the two graduating cohorts, with 

Non-Submitters graduating at a higher four-year rate (8 points 

higher) than Submitters, but lower from the earlier cohort with 

a five-year graduation rate (4 points lower). We offer no 

speculation on the difference other than that perhaps as they 

refined their review process for Non-Submitters ς they got 

better at it! For both the four-year and five-year cohorts, the 

URM Non-Submitters graduated at a consistently higher rate 

(7 points higher) than the URM Submitters. 
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DOES A TEST-ht¢Lhb![ th[L/¸Χ 
 

 

Encourage more students to apply? 

All institutions saw an application increase, but just over half saw application growth greater than that of a matched 

test-requiring peer (TRP Peer).  

 

We interviewed the admissions dean at each of the 28 participating institutions about the impetus and the goals behind 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŀŘƻǇǘion of a TOP. They had not all been in their roles at the time the policy was adopted, but the 

recurring theme was that a major goal had been to increase applications, particularly among underrepresented student 

groups.  

 

Not surprisingly, our data reveals that participating institutions saw application increases after policy adoption.  The 

overall average increase in applications was 1,926 (and a median of 1,234), with an average increase of 29% at the 

private institutions in the study and 11% at the public institutions. Note these application increases represent various 

spans of time from the date an institution adopted a TOP to the date of the latest cohort they submitted for the study. 

These time spans range from one year to six years, collected during the period of 2004-2016.  

 

 

Figure 6. Pre-Policy vs. Post-Policy Comparison of Average Application Counts, by Institution. 
Exclusions: Four policy early adopters 
24 Institutions | 888,021 Records 
Enrollment = 1,500-20,000 (3,000 M5) |  Endowment per FTE = $4,000-$500,000 ($63,000 M) |  Admit Rate = 20%-80% (50% M) 

 

These universal increases are not surprising, as most institutions posted gains during this period. The critical question 

is whether our TOP institutions fared better or worse than peer institutions that still required standardized tests of 

                                                             
5 DƻƛƴƎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘΣ άaέ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ Median 
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their applicants. A 2015 study out of the University of Georgia (Belasco, 2014) sought to answer this question and 

concluded that, in the aggregate, selective liberal arts colleges that adopted a TOP (in comparison with those that 

continued to require SAT or ACT scores) had not increased their enrollment of URM students or Pell recipients. But in 

focusing on the averaged outcomes, that study may not have been able to discern impact at the institutional level.   

Recognizing that there is great variation among institutions in selectivity, size, financial resources and geographical 

markets, and that not all test-optional admission policies are the same, nor pursued with the same vigor, it seemed 

appropriate to apply a more institutionally-focused approach to answering this question. As noted earlier, we asked 

ǘƘŜ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŘŜŀƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƻǇ ǘƘǊŜŜ άǇŜŜǊ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƻǊǎέ ς the 

institutions they felt were most like their institution, and that were in most direct competition for their students (i.e., 

not ŀƴ άŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭέ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ had a fairly even win-loss ratio with students admitted to 

both institutions). Then we identified institutional match criteria to finalize the selection of the single, most 

comparable, Test-Required Policy (TRP) Peer match6 for use in our analysis. 

Comparisons are made using data from the same cohort years for the Test-Required Peer as were submitted to us by 

the Test-Optional institution, but for these comparisons, all data for both institutions was drawn from IPEDS to ensure 

consistency in the comparison. 

The following chart illustrates whether each TOP institution experienced a greater or lesser percentage gain in 

applications than their Test-Required Peer institution. We analyzed the application growth by using percentage growth 

(rather than raw numbers) to compensate for the varying sizes of institutions (enrollments range from approximately 

1,500 to about 20,0007).   Thus, an applicant pool of 1,000 that increases to 1,100 would be represented as having 

growth of 10%, and so would an applicant pool of 10,000 that increases to 11,000). The differences represented below 

are the proportionate differences between the percentage growth of each TOP institution and its Test-Required Peer.  

If a TOP institution experienced growth of 22% and its TR Peer experienced growth of 20%, the proportionate 

difference represented below would be 10% (22%/20%) greater proportionate growth for the TOP institution.   

In this chart we observe that 13 of 23 (57%) of the TOP institutions in our study experienced greater proportionate 

growth in overall applications than their TRP Peers during the same time period, while only six (26%) of them 

experienced less application growth than their TRP Peers. Four experienced essentially the same level of growth (within   

+/-  3%). 

                                                             
6 Data was pulled from IPEDS Data Center. The following criteria was used to select (from the list of peer-competitors identified by the dean) the 
best possible Test-Required Peer: 1) Control type - Public or Private, 2) Similar URM proportion during the TOP pre-policy cohort years, 3) Similar 
Pell proportion, or if unavailable, similar federal aid award proportion, during the TOP pre-policy cohort year, 4) Similar application pool size, 5) 
Same general geography, 6) Carnegie Classification: Size and Setting. 
7 IPEDS enrollment data on undergraduates entering Fall 2016. 
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Figure 7. Application Change Differential, TOP Institution versus TRP Peer During Pre-and Post-Policy Cohort Years. IPEDS data on corresponding, 
averaged, pre-policy and post-policy cohort year data on FTFT degree-seeking undergraduates. 
Exclusions: Four TOP institutions and respective matches were excluded due to lack of data available prior to TOP adoption (i.e., policy early 
adopters), and one additional TOP was eliminated due to lack of a well-matched TRP Peer.  
23 TOP participants and matching TRP peers (N=46) | 1,164,546 Applicant Records 

 

 
 

Does a TOP help institutions enroll more traditionally URM and low-SES students? 

For the majority of our TOP institutions, yes. Almost all institutions saw a rise in URM applications after TOP, and two-

thirds of them saw that rise correspond to URM enrollment growth above that seen by a matched TRP peer institution. 

Half experienced Pell enrollment growth above a TRP peer. 

 

Based solely on the raw counts of URM applicants and enrollees, the data shows that all but one of our TOP institutions 

experienced an increase in URM applications after TOP adoption.  The overall average increase in application count 

was 835, with a slightly higher median of 938. Similarly, all but three of them increased their enrollment of URM 

students after adoption of a TOP. 

άThe policy has worked, though it is not nearly as popular (widely 

ǳǎŜŘύ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜΧƳŀȅōŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘhe students 

who would traditionally have been attracted to TOP were 

already applying without being overly concerned if their test 

ǎŎƻǊŜǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǿŜƭƭέ  

                                      Dean from large private university 
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Figure 8. Pre-Policy vs. Post-Policy Comparison of Average URM Application and Enrollment Counts, by Institution. 
Exclusions: Four policy early adopters and two institutions with unreliable URM data 
22 Institutions |  74,770 URM Applicants |  13,613 URM Enrolled 
Enrollment = 1,500-20,000 (4,000 M) |  Endowment per FTE = $4,000-$500,000 ($60,000 M) |  Admit Rate = 20%-80% (46% M) 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

It is important to try to assess whether offering the option to apply as a Non-Submitter actually increased the 

proportion of underrepresented students who chose to apply and enroll at an institution, or did it simply shuffle the 

deck, having no real impact on the composition of the class? Given that this timeframe coincided with a period of rapid 

growth in the diversity of college applicants, we used the matched TRP Peers to assess any true differences. The 

differences in proportions in the enrolling classes are represented below in a manner parallel to Figure 9.  

 

 

 

 

 

"I looked at the average test scores of colleges, and if my scores didn't fit that range, 

I just nixed them. That was the first time that I was presented with the idea that SATs 

could be optional; I didn't know.  I would never have thought to apply to liberal arts 

schools in the Northeast. " 

                            Hispanic female from rural Texas  

                                            ƛƴ ά¢ƘŜ ¢Ŝǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ !Ǌǘ ƻŦ ¢ƘƛƴƪƛƴƎέ  (Davis, 2018) 
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There were 14 of 23 (61%) of the TOP institutions that achieved proportionately greater increases in enrollment of 

URM students than their TRP Peers; one was essentially the same (within +/- 3%); and eight (35%) fared less well than 

their TRP Peers.  Enrollment of Pell Recipients was more evenly split, with 11 of 22 (50%) of the TOP institutions 

increasing the proportion of Pell recipients more than their TRP Peers, three enrolling roughly the same proportions 

and eight (36%) losing ground in comparison with their TRP Peers. 

 

 

*This matched pair was the only one in which the URM proportions for all reported classes for both the TOP and TRP Peer were 7% or less, so this 
representation should be viewed with caution as the numbers are small. 

Figure 9. Enrolled URM and Pell Proportion Change Differentials, TOP Institution versus TRP Peer During Pre-and Post-Policy Cohort Years. IPEDS 
data on corresponding, averaged, pre-policy and post-policy cohort year data on FTFT degree-seeking undergraduates. Institutions are not aligned 
across the two charts. 
23 TOP participants and matching TRP peers (N=46)8 

Finally, to summarize the pre-to-post policy analysis, we completed a statistical test to compare the institutional 

averages between our TOP institutions and their TRP Peers. This statistical testing, as outlined below, indicates that 

our TOP institutions experienced greater application and URM enrollment growth than their matched peer institutions. 

!ǎ ǎŜŜƴ ōŜƭƻǿΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŀ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ǎƛȊŜ ό/ƻƘŜƴΩǎ Řύ ǿŜ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ medium effect size between the 

proportionate differences in the mean application growth and the mean URM enrollment growth for the TOP 

institutions vs their matched TRP Peers. There is only a small effect size seen for Pell recipient enrollment proportions. 

(Because the data was drawn from IPEDS, we could not compare growth in the enrollment of First Gen students.) 

 

                                                             
8 Note: In the Pell comparison, one additional TOP and its match were excluded because policy adoption occurred too recently for IPEDS financial 
aid data to be available. Prior to 2007 when Pell proportions were not availaōƭŜ ƛƴ Lt95{Σ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǿŀǊŘŜŘ ŦŜŘŜǊŀƭ ƎǊŀƴǘ ŀƛŘέ ǿŀǎ 
used. 
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Figure 10. Effect Size TOP vs TRP Policy Comparison for Overall Applicant, Enrolled URM, and Enrolled Pell. TOP Institution versus TRP Peer During 
Pre-and Post-Policy Cohort Years. IPEDS data on corresponding, two-year average, pre-policy and post-policy cohort year data on FTFT degree-
seeking undergraduates.  
23 TOP participants and matching TRP peers (N=46) 

 

As a reminder ς the charts above are measuring the difference (between the TOP institution and its TRP Peer) in the 

ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ άƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘέ ƻƴ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎΦ .ǳt as indicated above, all the TOP institutions had increases in the 

actual number of applications. All but one received an increased number of applications from URM students. All but 

two enrolled more URM students. And all but one enrolled more Pell recipients. So, the institutions at the bottom of 

ŜŀŎƘ ŎƘŀǊǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ŧŀƭƭ ōŜƘƛƴŘΣ ǘƘŜȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ¢wP Peer institution. 

 

Some additional observations in the comparisons above caught our interest: 

¶ The institution that had the least growth (in comparison to its TRP Peer) in applications, also had the least growth in Pell 

recipients, but had among the strongest growth in URM enrollment, suggesting that this institution many have focused 

its recruitment and enrollment efforts on this population. 

¶ In a similar flip-flop, the institution with the lowest comparative growth in URM enrollment had among the highest 

comparative growth in applications overall. 

¶ Three of the four public institutions in the study were included above, and it is interesting to note that all three of them 

were among the eight that increased less than their TR Peers in enrolling URM students.  

 

Worth noting, a small subset of institutions repeatedly appeared as outliers άƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜέ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ¢wt 

peer in the above charts. A later section of the report (p. 46) will provide some additional perspective on these cases. 

 

So it is clear that, in comparison to their TRP Peer institutions, TOP institutions have varied outcomes relative to the 

characteristics we assessed. However, the overall comparison suggests a positive relationship between TOP policy 

adoption and application growth, URM enrollment growth, and slightly less so, Pell enrollment growth.  
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Does a TOP negatively impact the patterns seen in admissions, from selectivity to 

enrollment rates? 

The answer is no. All of the institutions that provided consecutive cohort years pre-policy to post-policy data saw overall 

application growth, and all but one saw URM application growth. A few institutions saw an increase in selectivity.  

 

A major concern about making a significant change in an admission policy is whether doing so will in some way have a 

negative impact on the quantity, quality, or composition of the applicant pool and, ultimately, on the enrolled student 

body.   

 

The final four charts in this section include information from the 13 institutions that submitted data from the cohorts 

immediately preceding and immediately following their adoption of a TOP. While we cannot isolate the impact of the 

adoption of the policy from the impact of other changes occurring concurrently, by limiting this comparison to these 

institutions, we were able to observe the changes that were synchronous with the policy adoption.  

 

At the applicant stage we see that all of these TOP institutions had increases in the number of applications ranging 

from trivial to a doubling of apps in the five-year period. And all but one of them experienced substantive gains in the 

number of applications submitted by URM students. 

 

 

Figure 11. Pre-Policy to Post-Policy Growth of URM Applications, by Institution. The institutions represented include thirteen public and private 
TOP institutions in the study that provided cohorts immediately preceding and immediately following their adoption of a TOP.  
Exclusions: Four policy early adopters and two institutions with unreliable URM data 
All Applicants: 13 Institutions |  656,491 Records 
URM Applicants: 13 Institutions|  138,482 URM Records 
Enrollment = 2,000-10,000 (4,000 M) |  Endowment per FTE = $4,000-$250,000 ($60,000 M) |  Admit Rate = 20%-80% (45% M) 
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Although it is impossible to know what would have happened if these colleges had not adopted a Test-Optional 

admission policy, the charts below suggest that their applicant pools have not suffered subsequent to adopting the 

policy. The first chart compares aspects of the funnel for all students in the cohorts during the pre-policy (Test-

Required) years against those of the ensuing post-policy (Test-Optional) cohorts.  

 

Thus, it appears that for this group of colleges, the decision to adopt a TOP has not had a negative impact on their 

admission funnels. ¢ƻ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘΣ ǿŜ ŎƘƻǎŜ ŀ άōƻȄ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛǎƪŜǊǎέ ǎǘȅƭŜ ƻŦ ŎƘŀǊǘ ŦƻǊ a number of comparisons 

as it provides a multi-dimensional visual representation that allows the reader to simultaneously view the complete 

range, the middle 50%, the mean and the mode, as well as any outliers, thereby illustrating the sometimes-wide 

variation between institutions and their experiences with TOP. The following outlines a brief guide to interpretation of 

the subsequent charts: 

 

 

 

 
 

 

ά!ŦǘŜǊ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƴƻ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƛƴ 

African-American enrollments, our first year of TOP 

had a dramatic increase in African-American, 

Hispanic, and International apps.έ 

              Dean from large private university 
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Figure 12. Pre-Post Policy Funnel Overview. Cohort Years 2008-2016. The institutions represented include thirteen public and private TOP 
institutions in the study that provided cohorts immediately preceding and immediately following their adoption of a TOP.  
Exclusions: Four policy early adopters 
13 Institutions |  656,491 Records 
Enrollment = 2,000-20,000 (4,000 M) |  Endowment per FTE = $4,000-$250,000 ($60,000 M) |  Admit Rate = 20%-80% (50% M) 

 

The funnel patterns of the Pre-Policy cohort years are very similar to the Post-Policy cohort years. The mean and 

median Admit Rates are marginally lower, as are the Enrollment Rates (yield). But as applicant pools increase in size, 

it is not unusual for the institutions to become somewhat more selective. Similarly, yield rates at colleges have tended 

to decline over the past couple of decades as students, on average, have applied to an increasing number of colleges. 

One study offered the opinion that colleges were becoming test-optional, not to increase diversity, but to appear more 

selective (Belasco, 2014). As readers will see later, the admit rate for Non-Submitters is modestly lower, but in the 

chart above the modest overall differences in admit rates from pre-to-post TOP do not offer much credence to the 

argument that colleges are recruiting Non-Submitters only to turn them down. 

The next view of the funnelτfocusing exclusively on URM studentsτdisplays similar, but more exaggerated patterns. 

The median Admit Rate and the quartile span during the test-optional years is lower and wider τfrom 16% to almost 

60% -- compared to the test-required years. The Decision Rendered proportion is equivalent, but with some 

significantly lower institution outliers. However, the enrollment rate quartile range has a distinctly wider span, 

indicating that some institutions saw a significant rise in yield, while others experienced a drop. 
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Figure 13. Pre-Post URM Admission Funnel. Cohort Years 2008-2016. The institutions represented include thirteen public and private TOP 
institutions in the study that provided cohorts immediately preceding and immediately following their adoption of a TOP.  
Exclusions: Four policy early adopters, and two that did not have reliable URM data 
13 Institutions |  138,482 URM Records 
Enrollment = 2,000-20,000 (4,000 M) |  Endowment per FTE = $4,000-$250,000 ($60,000 M) |  Admit Rate = 20%-80% (45% M) 

 

In summary, as noted elsewhere, there is great variation among the experiences of colleges that have adopted test-

optional admission policies. And while it is seductive to believe one can make a single pronouncement about the impact 

of adopting a TOP ς much of that impact varies based upon the specific institution, its competitive position in the world 

of higher education, and the implementation and promotion of the test-optional policy. Our participating TOP 

institutions varied in size (~1,500 to ~20,000) and selectivity (with admit rates ranging from ~15% to ~90%). But the 

experiences of this particular batch of colleges suggests that the adoption of a well-promoted and well-executed test-

optional admission policy can reasonably lead to an increase in overall applications as well as an increase in the URM 

representation (both numeric and proportionate) within the freshman class. As such, a TOP policy can provide one tool 

to assist a college in attracting and enrolling a larger contingent of URM students.  
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NON-SUBMITTER PROFILE 

Do Non-Submitters and Submitters exhibit different funnel patterns? 

The answer is yes. Non-Submitters are admitted at lower rates, but enroll at significantly higher rates than 

Submitters. Non-Submitters go on to graduate at rates equivalent to Submitters. 

In addition to assessing the broad impact of a Test-OǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƻƴ ŀƴ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀƴǘ Ǉƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ 

enrolled classes, this study sought to identify any differences between the funnel patterns of the students who 

submitted test results (Submitters) and those who chose not to submit test results (Non-Submitters) in the admission 

process.  The chart below illustrates the differences between these two groups at the various stages of the admission 

funnel.  

 

 
 

Figure 14. Mature TOP Policy Admission Funnel, Submitter vs. Non-Submitter Comparison, with 5-Year Graduation Rates. Data represents 14 
public and private institutions in the study for which we had 5+year graduation data.  
Exclusions: Two institutions with Academic Threshold policies, one that did not have Non-Submitter proportions 
14 Institutions | 166,561 Records  
Enrollment = 1,500-5,000 (2,500 M) |  Endowment per FTE = $5,000-$800,000 ($100,000 M) |  Admit Rate = 15%-80% (45% M) 

 

 

There are several notable differences, but perhaps the most significant are that, on average the 14 institutions in the 

chart above (those that had at least 5-yr graduation rates available) admitted Non-Submitters at lower rates than 

Submitters, and, on average, those Non-Submitters enrolled (yielded) at substantially higher rates, and went on to 

graduate at similar rates. The graduation rates from Non-Submitters at these mature TOP institutions have a wider 

range and lower mean than seen among Submitters, however the ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΩ averages and 

medians are within 3-4 percentage points. It is important to note that this data represents institution averages. As we 

will illustrate later, pooled student data on average graduation rates shows a comparable, but slightly different picture.  
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Using the same lens, the chart below focuses on the admission funnel for underrepresented minority (URM) students 

(N.B. the chart below excludes two institutions that were not able to present reliable URM data at the admit stage.) 

The URM funnel mimics the patterns seen in the All Student funnel -- institutions admitted URM Non-Submitters at 

lower rates than URM Submitters, but the URM Non-Submitters enrolled at significantly higher ratesτ an average of 

14 percentage points higher than Submitters. URM graduation rates are harder to reliably interpret, because 

graduated Non-Submitter URM counts are low, but the URM 5-year graduation rates show equivalence between the 

two groups. 

 

 
 

Figure 15. Mature TOP Policy URM Funnel, Submitter vs. Non-Submitter Comparison, with 5-Year Graduation Rates. Data represents 12 private 
TOP institutions with reliable URM data for Submitters and Non-Submitters and 5+Year graduation rates.  
Exclusions: Two institutions with Academic Threshold policies, one that did not have Non-Submitter proportions, and two that did not have reliable 
URM data. No public institutions had reliable data for this assessment. 
12 Institutions | 26,245 URM Applicant Records 
Enrollment = 1,500-5,000 (2,500 M) |  Endowment per FTE = $44,000-$800,000 ($150,000 M) |  Admit Rate = 15%-70% (40% M) 

 

The chart below includes the 8 institutions that adopted TOPs more recently, and thus do not yet have graduation 

rates to report. But the patterns are similar ς they admitted Non-Submitters at markedly lower rates, and Non-

Submitters enrolled at higher rates. 
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Figure 16. Recent TOP Policy Admission Funnel, Submitter vs. Non-Submitter Comparison, with 5-Year Graduation Rates. Data for chart represents 
8 public and private institutions that adopted a policy between 2013 and 2016, and therefore do not have graduation rates to report. Exclusions: 
Two institutions with Academic Threshold policies, one that did not have Non-Submitter proportions. 
8 Institutions | 246,565 Applicant Records 
Enrollment = 2,000-20,000 (3,000 M) |  Endowment per FTE = $15,000-$250,000 ($70,000 M) |  Admit Rate = 20%-80% (50% M) 
 

 

Figure 17 below, an institution-by-institution comparison of differentials, shows that the majority of these institutions 

(21 out of 25) admitted Non-Submitters at lower rates than Submitters. However, all but one of these institutions (24 

of 25) saw Non-Submitters enrolling at higher rates than Submitters. 

 

  
Note that shaded bars identify the public institutions. 
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Figure 17. Institution Admit and Enrollment Rate Differentials: Non-Submitter vs. Submitter. 25 public and private institutions with reliable Non-
Submitter data. Exclusions: Two institutions with Academic Threshold policies, one that did not have Non-Submitter proportions. 
25 Institutions | 396,921 Decision Rendered Records 
Enrollment = 1,500-20,000 (2,500 M) |  Endowment per FTE = $5,000-$800,000 ($70,000 M) |  Admit Rate = 15%-80% (40% M) 
 

In a few instances, colleges ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ άhǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ tƭǳǎέ that placed additional requirements on Non-Submitters (e.g., 

a required interview or written responses to additional questions) may have increased their gross number of Non-

Submitter applicants, but had a lower average completion rate, thereby depressing the number of their Decision 

Rendered (DR) Non-Submitters. In a couple of cases, after adopting a TOP, an increase in URM apps did not carry 

through to an increase in the number admitted, because there was a large tail-off in the number of URM that received 

a decision (which we assume was due to lack of completed apps). As illustrated below, a lower proportion of the 

applicants to άOptional Plusέ institutions than ǘƻ άhǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ for !ƭƭέ institutions (78% vs 90%) actually received a 

decision.  

 

 
 
Figure 18. Policy Comparison, by Phase of the Funnel. Pooled Student Data. The chart represents data from the 25 public and private TOP 
institutions with the appropriate policies. Exclusions: Two institutions with Academic Threshold policies, one that did not have Non-Submitter 
proportions 
25 Institutions |  479,008 Records 
Enrollment = 1,500-20,000 (2,500 M) |  Endowment per FTE = $5,000-$800,000 ($70,000 M) |  Admit Rate = 15%-80% (40% M) 
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Who are Non-Submitters of testing? 

!ǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ нлмп άDefining Promiseέ ǎǘǳŘȅ, underrepresented minorities, First-Generation students, women and Pell 

Recipients are more strongly represented among Non-Submitters. Black/African-Americans chose to be Non-

Submitters at higher rates than other racial/ethnic groups. 

When given the opportunity, who chooses to be a Non-Submitter?  Based on just under 500,000 records of students 

applying to these 24 colleges under a test-optional policy, we found that some important subgroups of students stood 

out as using the policy at higher rates than other student subgroups.  

As found in our prioǊ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ά5ŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ tǊƻƳƛǎŜΣέ the Non-Submitter student group included larger proportions of URM 

students, First-Generation students, and Pell Recipients than seen in the Submitter group. Similarly, women chose to 

be Non-Submitters at higher rates than men.   

 

 
*Please note that Pell data is not available at the Applicant stage, so this proportion represents Admits. 

Figure 19. Percentage of Select Student Demographic Segments, Non-Submitter vs. Submitter Comparison. Pooled Student Data. Each set of 
charts represent data from a subset of institutions that provided reliable data. Exclusions: Two institutions with Academic Threshold policies, one 
that did not have Non-Submitter proportions. 
URM: 24 Institutions |  470,273 Records (of which 99,298 are URM) 
First-Generation-to-College: 22 Institutions |  384,703 Records (of which 62,626 are First Gen) 
Pell: 16 Institutions |  110,901 Records (of which 16,016 are Pell Admits) 
Gender: 23 Institutions9  |   379,605 Records (of which 224,975 are Female) 
Enrollment = 1,500-20,000 (2,500 M) |  Endowment per FTE = $6,500-$800,000 ($100,000 M) |  Admit Rate = 15%-90% (50% M) 

 

  

                                                             
9 Note that two of our larger institutions did not submit gender data, bringing our count down to 23. Aƴ άƻǘƘŜǊέ gender category was offered, but 
there was very limited data to repǊŜǎŜƴǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŀƭƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ άƻǘƘŜǊΦέ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ 
has also been excluded from this average. 
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The pie charts above compare the proportions of the Non-Submitters and Submitters that were members of each of 

the designated subgroups. The table below displays the distribution of the applicants based on racial and ethnic 

status. Although Whites have the largest representation among both Submitters and Non-Submitters, we can see 

here that Hispanic and Black students both had substantially higher proportionate representation among the Non-

Submitters than among the Submitters.  

 
 

 

Figure 20. Distribution of Non-Submitters and Submitters by IPEDS Racial/Ethnic Student Group. Pooled Student Data. Twenty-four institutions 
provided reliable Submitter and Non-Submitter URM data.  
Exclusions: Two institutions with Academic Threshold policies, one that did not have Non-Submitter proportions, and two with unreliable URM data. 
24 Institutions |  470,273 Records 
Enrollment = 1,500-20,000 (2,500 M) |  Endowment per FTE = $6,500-$800,000 ($100,000 M) |  Admit Rate = 15%-90% (50% M) 
 

 

As illustrated in Fig 20 above, the cadre of students choosing to apply as Non-Submitters has disproportionate 

representation from the Black and Hispanic groups.  However, the reader should recall that it is not the case that Non-

Submitters comprise a majority of any of these groups. So, for instance, while a larger proportion of the Non-

Submitters are Black students, among all the Black students, 38% applied as Non-Submitters, as seen below in Fig 21.  
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Figure 21. Percentage of Applicants Who Chose to be Non-Submitters by IPEDS Racial/Ethnic Student Groups. Pooled Student Data. Twenty-four 
institutions represented with reliable Submitter and Non-Submitter Racial/Ethnic applicant data.  
Exclusions: Two institutions with Academic Threshold policies, one that did not have Non-Submitter proportions, and two with unreliable URM data. 
24 Institutions |  99,370 Non-Submitter Records 
Enrollment = 1,500-20,000 (2,500 M) |  Endowment per FTE = $6,500-$800,000 ($100,000 M) |  Admit Rate = 15%-90% (50% M) 
 

In the figure above, we were somewhat surprised to find almost 20% of non-resident aliens listed as Non-Submitters.  

In the early years of TOP, almost all non-resident aliens were required to submit testing, on the (perhaps flawed) 

assumption that institutions needed these tests as evidence of English fluency.  It does appear that some international 

students are now being permitted to apply as Non-Submitters, perhaps from schools with English as the language of 

instruction, or because American international admissions officers know schools abroad far better, or perhaps some 

of these are undocumented students.  But we are not completely confident of this Non-Submitter statistic for 

internationals.  It may be that some students are submitting TOEFLS, IBs or other tests which are not being recorded 

along with SATs and ACTs in college data files. 

In the chart below, note the higher proportions of students from parochial and independent schools who chose to be 

Non-Submitters.  It is perhaps a bit counterintuitive, given the proportional preference of underrepresented minorities 

and first-generation students to be Non-Submitters.   But recognizing the average ratios of school counselor-to-

students in these three types of high schools, we might imagine that students in public schools are getting less on-

point advice about how to use a TOP to their advantage.  Jerome Lucido comments on this issue in his recent essay on 

optional testing, positing that the gaps in TOP use by high school type may reflect wildly uneven college counseling 

resources (Lucido, 2018).   
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Figure 22. Distribution of Non-Submitters and Submitters by High School Type. Pooled Student Data. Seventeen institutions represented with 
reliable Submitter and Non-Submitter data on High School Type. Exclusions: Two institutions with Academic Threshold policies, one that did not 
have Non-Submitter proportions. 
17 Institutions |  335,904 Records 
Enrollment = 1,500-20,000 (2,500 M) |  Endowment per FTE = $10,000-$800,000 ($100,000 M) |  Admit Rate = 15%-80% (43% M) 
 
 

We are not surprised to see TOPs also being steadily used by students with excellent access to college counseling.  It 

is a descriptive rather than judgmental comment that some Non-Submitters appear to be άŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜƭȅ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƻǊƴŜǊǎέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ōȅ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ college counselors.  These students largely do not have 

high testing in their favor, but they will have an accumulation of other attributes, starting with solid to spectacular 

transcripts, but often including evaluations for athletics, the arts, leadership, legacy status, geography, language or 

cultural backgrounds, and service commitments.  In this respect, as in so many others, this policy turns out to be a 

helpful tool for complex and varied pools of students. 

Because standardized tests often present special challenges for students with Learning Differences, both this study 

and the 2014 study attempted to ascertain whether LD students gravitated toward being Non-Submitters. Most of our 

institutions did not systematically collect this information during the application process, and even after students were 

enrolled, it was not systematically stored as retrievable data. We were, however, able to gather a small pool of 

information from nine institutions in the study.  

 

As in άDefining Promise,έ we found LD students represented a higher portion of the Non-Submitters than the 

Submitters (7% versus 4%). However, the pool of data is limited, so can only suggest broader trends. As with other 

facets of TOP efforts, LD student access is a research project with potentially very high rewards, waiting to be done. 
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Figure 23. Percentage of Enrolled Students with Learning Differences (LD), Non-Submitter vs. Submitter Comparison. Pooled Student Data. Note 
that LD identification from institutions was provided at the enrolled student level. Exclusions: Two institutions with Academic Threshold policies, 
one that did not have Non-Submitter proportions. 
9 Institutions |  19,018 Records (of which 972 are LD) 
Enrollment = 1,500-20,000 (2,000 M) |  Endowment per FTE = $10,000-$800,000 ($40,000 M) |  Admit Rate = 15%-65% (40% M) 

 

We also noted equivalent proportions of athletes choosing to be Non-Submitters and Submitters which, in the 

aggregate, we suspect may be a cross-current of opposites. While Division I athletes are required by NCAA regulations 

to submit testing as part of their applications, a good many of the institutions in the study have teams at the D-III levels 

and their coaches have demonstrated a proclivity to actively encourage lower-testing athletic recruits to apply as Non-

Submitters.   

 

Similarly, we found equivalent rates of Early Decision or Early Action use among Submitters and Non-Submitters of 

testing, both at roughly a quarter of the applicants. So these άEarlyέ plans seem to have equal appeal to either group. 

 

 

Figure 24. Percentage of Athletes and Early Decision/Early Action Applicants, Non-Submitter vs. Submitter Comparison. Pooled Student Data. 
Each set of charts represents data from a subset of institutions that provided reliable data on Athletes, and institutions that offered either an ED or 
EA program. Exclusions: Two institutions with Academic Threshold policies, one that did not have Non-Submitter proportions. 
Athlete: 16 Institutions |  261,047 Records 
ED/EA: 22 Institutions |  437,318 Records 
Enrollment = 1,500-10,000 (2,500 M) |  Endowment per FTE = $10,000-$800,000 ($100,000 M) |  Admit Rate = 15%-80% (40% M) 
 

An exploration of the use of TOP based on student home geography revealed a higher share of Non-Submitters in this 

study from the Middle Atlantic and New England states, but this may be partially explained by the distribution of TOP 

institutions.   While our study includes institutions from 14 states, 20 of our 28 institutions are located in New England 

or the Mid-Atlantic. And of the 21 that provided data for this geographical comparison, 16 were in those two regions. 

There are higher concentrations of TOP colleges and universities on the East Coast and Non-Submitters appear to be 


