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Holistic Admissions in Higher Education:
Challenges and Promises

Background of Holistic Review in Higher Education

College education was limited to very few people at the beginning of the 20" century.
Around 1910, only 3% of the population obtained a college degree and about 35%
of them were female (Caplow et al., 2001). Most of the college students came from
wealthy and White families.

College preparatory schools played a significant role in preparing students, exclusively
boys at that time, for the challenges of college life. The high tuition and boarding costs
of such preparatory schools made it impossible for students from low- and middle-class
families to attend. In college admissions, a strong emphasis was put on character and
leadership, in addition to academic criteria such as Latin, Greek, and mathematics (Kar-
abel, 2005). With the intention to promote meritocracy and expand access to college to
a larger population, the College Board was created in 1900 to help streamline the col-
lege admission process and increase access to higher education (College Board, 2022).
The first SAT was administered in 1926, marking the introduction of an objective and
standardized measure into college admissions. Standardized tests were perceived as a
fairer tool for college admissions, compared with subjective evaluation criteria such as
the ones focusing on character and leadership. Since that time, standardized tests have
served as a key component in the admissions process. Despite the popularity of stan-
dardized tests, there has been consistent concern with standardized tests in that they
correlate with family income (e.g., Rampell, 2009) and demonstrate consistent racial
performance difference (Smith & Reeves, 2020). Because of the increasing criticism of
standardized tests, in recent years the role of standardized tests has been deemphasized
in admissions, in that test-optional has been gaining popularity in admissions among
institutions.

Definition

Holistic review has gained increasing popularity in the last few decades. Research
shows that 95% of admissions officers claim that they adopt holistic review in their
admissions decisions (Bastedo, 2021). However, there is no standard definition of
what holistic admissions entail and the practice varies widely across institutions. In
a nutshell, holistic review refers to the evaluation of higher education applications, at
the undergraduate or graduate level, that relies on a spectrum of criteria that reflect
applicants’ attitude, knowledge, skills, and competencies. The essential element is the
consideration of contextual factors that impact an applicant’s qualifications, including
the opportunities available to them, their family, their community, and the schools
they attended. Typically, holistic reviews shun the use of any cut scores in any of the
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quantitative metrics such as GPA and test scores; instead they consider the strengths and
limitations of applicants across a range of criteria and the contextual factors (Bastedo,
2021). However, practices on the ground vary widely across schools and programs
which claim to implement holistic review.

Holistic admissions practices prevalent today typically consist of a combination of
quantitative and qualitative criteria used in conjunction to determine an applicant’s
fit for an institution or program. In undergraduate admissions, the most commonly
used evaluation criteria include high school GPA, standardized test scores, personal
statements, reference letters, and resumes, CVs, or similar documents detailing addi-
tional achievements (e.g., awards) and activities (e.g., volunteer work, leadership roles).
The Common App has sections specifically dedicated to activities and awards which
apply to any school using the Common App and has largely replaced resumes and
CVs. Specific fields, such as fine arts, may also require direct demonstrations (e.g.,
portfolios, auditions) of relevant skills. At the graduate level, especially for doctoral
program admissions, an additional emphasis is often placed on research experience.
For international students who speak English as a second language, English language
proficiency is another important criterion. Most institutions require a minimum lan-
guage proficiency as indicated by test performance on standardized language assess-
ments such as TOEFL and IELTS. Many institutions also offer language preparation
programs after enrollment for international students in need.

Within the realm of holistic admissions, there are a number of distinct practices at the
undergraduate and graduate levels. Admissions are typically conducted in a centralized
manner for undergraduate admissions across schools and colleges in an institution,
and the admissions policy tends to adopt the same criteria across domains except for
specialized fields such as fine arts degrees; however, admissions are much more decen-
tralized at the graduate level, where programs, departments, schools, and colleges often
independently decide on their own admissions requirements. Required qualifications
can vary across departments and programs and by degree levels (e.g., master’s, doctor-
ate). For example, as of March 8, 2022, the programs in the Yale Graduate School of
Arts and Sciences have varying standardized test requirements. For the Applied Math-
ematics Program, GRE results are not required, but a GRE Subject Test is encouraged
(Yale University, 2022a). For the Applied Physics Program, GRE scores are required,
but not at the time of application submission—only when students matriculate (Yale
University, 2022b). For the East Asian Studies M.A. Program, GRE scores are required
(Yale University, 2022¢). Another distinction is on the involvement of faculty members.
Individual faculty members are typically not involved in the admissions decision at
the undergraduate level but can be heavily engaged in graduate admissions.

Although 95% of selective colleges in the United States claim that they practice holistic
admissions, how exactly each institution implements holistic admissions is nebulous
(Bastedo et al., 2018). Very little information can be found on institutional websites
detailing how admissions are conducted, other than descriptions of the criteria that
are considered. Such ambiguity provides institutions with maximum flexibility in
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interpreting and defending their admissions practices and also serves to protect them
from litigation.

Commonly Used Criteria in Holistic Admissions

In this section, I discuss the many metrics commonly used in holistic admissions.
They each offer unique information about an applicant’s strengths and weaknesses,
but at the same time, none of the criteria are immune to equity and fairness concerns.
There has been considerable concern around standardized tests in college and gradu-
ate admissions, yet there is growing evidence that many other metrics (e.g., letters of
recommendation, essays), perceived as more equitable demonstrations of applicants’
qualifications, are equally, if not more, prone to influence of family resources and
income and can differentially impact applicants of different racial and gender groups
(e.g., Alvero et al., 2021; Dalal et al., 2022).

Standardized Tests

Of all the commonly used admissions criteria, standardized tests have received the
most scrutiny recently. Standardized tests have long been criticized for correlating with
family income. Students from families with income over $100,000 scored an average
of 1,091 on the SAT, while students from low-income families (i.e., less than $25,000)
scored an average of 968 (Kantrowitz, 2021). Some of the contributing factors that
are associated with family income include the quality of schools students attend,
teacher qualifications, family support, and peer influence. Wealthy parents also spend
considerable money on test preparation. For example, one-on-one tutoring sessions
from a leading test preparation organization could cost parents as much as $2,600 for
10 hours of private instruction (Wellemeyer, 2019), and some of the highest hourly
rates can be $750 an hour (Kaplan, 2005).

Research has produced mixed findings on the effect of coaching on standardized test
performance. Domingue and Briggs (2009) reported that coaching has significantly
improved students’ scores on the SAT mathematics section, and that coaching is more
effective for students who have taken challenging academic coursework and are from
wealthy backgrounds. Dulin (2017) investigated the effect of a SAT preparation course
at a low income urban high school and found that 11™ graders in the intervention group
had significantly larger score gains than students in the control group. Briggs (2001)
conducted analyses based on over 4,000 students and concluded that after controlling
for group differences, the average coaching effect on the SAT mathematics section
was fairly small, from 14 to 15 points on a 200-800 scale. Although the benefits
of coaching or attending coaching schools may not be as large as some of the commer-
cial coaching companies claim, this type of extra instruction is widely perceived as an
unfair advantage provided to students from resourceful families. A meta-analysis based
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on studies of 107 samples and over 130,000 students also revealed a moderate effect of
test preparation (Hausknecht et al., 2007).

Standardized tests are also criticized for showing persistent racial and ethnic perfor-
mance differences. According to 2019 data from the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES), Asian and White SAT test takers had significantly higher scores,
1,223 and 1,114 respectively, than Black and Hispanic test takers, 933 and 978 respec-
tively (U.S. Department of Education, 2021). It is important to note, though, that
racial and ethnic performance differences do not just occur on standardized admissions
tests. In fact, performance gaps are reflected in K-12 academic assessments among even
much younger students. For example, the nation’s report card, the National Assess-
ment of Educational Progress (NAEP), showed a consistent performance difference for
fourth-grade math, with Black and Hispanic students performing significantly lower
than White and Asian students. Similar patterns exist on other subjects such as reading
and sciences and for other grades (U.S. Department of Education, 2017b). Difference
in performance can even be found in the kindergarten age range; on average Hispanic
and Black students start kindergarten with math scores lower than those of White stu-
dents by .77 standard deviations, based on nationally representative data sponsored by
NCES (Reardon & Galindo, 2009). The trends evident in these data suggest that stan-
dardized college admissions assessments do 7ot create performance differences along
racial lines—such differences may more accurately be seen as a cumulative reflection
of the unequal educational resources accessible to students of varying backgrounds,
along with other contributing factors such as motivation, language status, and parental
expectation (U.S. Department of Education, 2017b; Wright, 2018). As Harden (2022)
argues, “The SAT doesn’t create inequalities in these academic skills. It reveals them.”

Because of the performance differences along racial and ethnic lines discussed above,
standardized tests have garnered negative publicity in the United States. As institutions
contemplate the role of standardized testing in their holistic admissions policies, many
have moved to test-optional or even test-blind policies. A test-optional policy allows
applicants to decide if they want to submit a test score or not. If they do submit, the
admissions committee will consider the test scores. A test-blind policy excludes the use
of standardized test scores from its evaluation. As of September 2019, just prior to
the COVID-19 pandemic, there were about 1,050 colleges that were test optional
(FairTest, 2019).

The global COVID-19 pandemic upended higher education institutions and accel-
erated the test-optional movement. Due to health and safety concerns, many testing
centers were closed during the pandemic, and there was very limited access for students
to take assessments. Many institutions made temporary or even permanent decisions to
stop the use of standardized tests, in order to accommodate students under these dif-
ficult conditions. Among the institutions that made decisions to abolish the use of
standardized tests, one notable example is the University of California (UC) system.
In May 2021, the UC system made the decision to no longer consider standardized test
scores in admissions and plans on completely phasing out the SAT and ACT by the
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spring of 2025 (Chavez, 2021). Given the global status of the UC system, the impact
of their admissions decision is far-reaching. As of March 2022, over 1,700 four-year
institutions have adopted a test-optional admissions policy.

As institutions reconsider the role of standardized tests in college admissions, they
will inevitably rely more heavily on other types of criteria, such as GPA, essays, and
reference letters, among others. It is important we approach all criteria with a critical
view, carefully examine their strengths and weaknesses, and evaluate the intended and
unintended consequences of using such criteria for admissions decisions.

GPA

If standardized tests face the criticism of showing racial performance difference, GPA
shows the same consistent pattern. From 1990 to 2019, White and Asian students
had significantly higher high school GPA than Black and Hispanic students (U.S.
Department of Education, 2019). At the college level, racial disparity in GPA is also
prevalent. For example, the average college GPA over six years was 2.7, 2.9, 2.5, and
2.0 for White, Asian, Hispanic, and Black students respectively (Chen et al., 2020).
While 75% of White bachelor’s degree recipients had an average GPA of 3.0 or higher,
only 55% of Black graduates had an average GPA of 3.0 or above. At the lower end of
the GPA scale, Black graduates were three times as likely as White graduates to have
an average GPA of less than 2.5 (Woo et al., 2012).

In addition to racial disparities in GPA, another factor that limits the usefulness of
GPA in college admissions is grade inflation. Studies report significant grade inflation
in high schools as a national trend (Gershenson, 2018; Hurwitz & Lee, 2018). For
example, from 1990 to 2019, the average GPA increased by .51 and .54 for Asian and
White high school students but increased by only .34 and .41 for Hispanic and Black
students (U.S. Department of Education, 2019). Research shows that the gap in GPA
between more and less affluent schools started as .31 in 2005 and increased to .41
in 2016 (Gershenson, 2018)—and many minority students come from less affluent
schools. In other words, grade inflation is more serious in affluent schools than in
lower-income schools. As high school GPA continues to be inflated, the differential
inflation rates across the racial groups will further exacerbate the racial inequities
in college admissions. College GPA also shows evidence of inflation. For example,
the national average GPA at four-year colleges and universities in 1983 was 2.8, and
increased to 3.2 in 2013 (Rojstaczer, 2016).

During the pandemic, due to campus closures and many disruptions related to tech-
nological issues associated with online learning and online assignment, many college
instructors turned to using pass or fail grading rather than letter grades (Tamez-
Robledo, 2021). Some K-12 districts are also following practices in higher education
to switch to pass and fail grading (Sawchuk, 2020). The shifts in grading policies

are intended to ease pressure on students, but they will also have implications for
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admissions, as GPA is an important metric commonly considered in both college and
graduate admissions.

In addition to GPA, admissions requirements around coursework may also have unin-
tended impacts on students from underserved groups. For example, completion of
“A-G courses” (prerequisite subject requirements) are required by the UC system as
minimum requirements for college admissions. However, a Standardized Testing Task
Force formed by the UC Academic Council concluded that “disparities in access to
and completion of A-G courses account for a disproportionate lack of UC eligibility
for students who are members of underrepresented groups (University of California
Academic Senate, 2020, p. 105).”

Letters of Recommendation

Reference letters are another commonly used metric in college admissions. Many insti-
tutions require reference letters to gain knowledge about applicants’ skills, accomplish-
ments, and character that may not be captured by GPA and test scores. It is believed
that reference letters help reveal aspects of the applicant that discrete evaluation met-
rics cannot. In most cases, the requirement of reference letters is fairly open-ended in
that the evaluators have the flexibility to comment on any aspect that they prefer the
admissions committee to know about the applicant. For graduate admissions, some
programs may require references from former professors or employers when applicable.

A long-term concern with reference letters has been that applicants from wealthy
backgrounds are more likely to find referees who are well-known and influential than
applicants from less privileged backgrounds. There are also issues with racial and gen-
der bias and cultural differentiation (Dalal et al., 2022; Highhouse, 2008). Dalal and
coauthors reported that there are systematic race and gender differences in the content
and evaluation of letters of recommendation, based on over 37,000 letters submitted for
over 10,000 graduate school applicants. For example, they found that letters for female
applicants tend to focus on personality, ability, and motivation, while letters for males
tend to emphasize critical thinking. The content differences in racial and gender groups
can favor or disfavor certain groups (Madera et al., 2009). In addition to access and
equity issues, evaluation of reference letters is also challenged by low reliability, or
consistency. Raters are typically admissions officers in charge of admissions evaluation
at the undergraduate level or faculty members in charge of graduate admissions. It is
unclear what kind of training is provided to ensure fairness and consistency in their
ratings. Research shows that interrater reliability across three raters often fails to exceed
40 (Baxter et al., 1981). Such low reliability limits the predictive validity of reference
letters (Klieger et al., 2022). Even quality letters of recommendation provide only mod-
est prediction of graduate school outcomes such as GPA and faculty ratings (Kuncel
et al., 2014). Furthermore, admissions officers who evaluate the letters typically lack
training, and therefore consensus, on the interpretation of the letters and often rely
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on idiosyncratic approaches to make inferences about applicants’ qualifications (Dalal
et al., 2022).

Research shows that the quality of a recommendation letter can profoundly impact
selection outcomes (Liu et al., 2009). Letters that are clearly written with great focus
and specificity are more likely to benefit applicants than vague and poorly written let-
ters. Longer letters also tend to be judged more favorably than short and concise letters
(Aamont et al., 1998). This may particularly affect international applicants whose eval-
uators may not be familiar with the norms of letters in the United States and may fail
to write a letter that is culturally appropriate and compelling. Because of the unequal
access to quality letters across applicants, a small portion of institutions exclude letters
of recommendation in their admissions. For example, the University of California, Los
Angeles (UCLA) is among the institutions that ban the use of reference letters in their
undergraduate admissions. University administrators cite as their reason for excluding
letters of recommendation that most public school counselors are heavily loaded with
student requests, and that low-income students in particular are likely to have teach-
ers who are overworked and thus may not have the bandwidth to write a letter that
adequately represents the student (Jaschik, 2022). There are other institutions that are
letter optional. For example, University of California, Berkeley allows reference letters
but does not require them.

Given the open-endedness in reference letters and idiosyncrasies in interpretation of
letters, efforts have been made to standardize reference letters for better clarity and
improved equity in admissions (Klieger et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2009). For example,
Klieger and coauthors reported the use of a standardized tool for letters of recommen-
dation, called the Personal Potential Index (PPI), in graduate school admissions. Refer-
ees can evaluate applicants on a 5-point Likert scale on six dimensions: Knowledge and
Creativity, Communication Skills, Teamwork, Resilience, Planning and Organization,
and Ethics and Integrity. Klieger’s validity study found that the PPI was able to predict
both graduate school GPA and outcomes such as a student being placed on academic
probation. The tool also has potential to promote racial, ethnic, and gender diversity,
as there were minimal rating differences shown across racial and gender subgroups. Yet
even with standardized tool for letters of recommendation, one challenge that remains
is the comparability of ratings due to differences in response styles (e.g., acquiescent
response style—tendency to always agree; extreme response style—tendency to use
the extreme values on a scale; midpoint response style—tendency to use the midpoint
on a scale). Lack of level-setting before evaluators fill out the ratings could lead to
inconsistency across ratings.

Essays or Personal Statements

Essays are another commonly used evaluation criterion in both college and graduate
school admissions. Sometimes they are also called personal statements or admissions
essays. At the undergraduate level, there is wide variation in terms of the number of
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essays required by institutions and the selection of topics. Some of the most popular
topics ask students to share their personal stories, describe how they overcame obstacles
or challenged a common belief, share a learning and growth experience, or describe
someone or something that inspires them. Many students use Common App, a nonprofit
college-application platform, which helps streamline applications to multiple institu-
tions that have shared requirements, to submit essays that can meet multiple application
needs. Applicants may also send essays directly to institutions when those institutions
have unique essay requirements. At the graduate level, especially for doctoral program
applicants, essay requirements tend to focus on applicants’ research interests and prior
research experience. Given the disciplinary focus of graduate studies, the essay prompt
often places a stronger emphasis on demonstration of relevant domain knowledge and
skills than on generic aspirations.

A variety of commercial services are available providing coaching and editing to help
applicants write compelling admissions essays. Costs for editing a single essay could
run up to hundreds or even thousands of dollars (Jaschik, 2017). This type of service
provides advantages to students from wealthy backgrounds, which adds an equity con-
cern to the admissions process. Similarly, students from families with college-educated
parents often get support from their parents, and it is almost impossible to determine
the degree to which their essays are polished by their parents.

As mentioned earlier, standardized tests are criticized for correlating with family
income. Recent research shows that essays are not immune from the influence of fam-
ily income either. Researchers at Stanford University (Alvero et al., 2021) found that
essay content is strongly correlated with students’ self-reported family income, and the
correlation is even stronger than the association between SAT scores and household
income. Essay content refers to the topics, diction, grammar, and punctuation in an
essay. In particular, there seems to be significant differences in the topics students
choose to write about between high- and low-income students. Based on an analysis
of 240,000 admissions essays from 60,000 applications to the University of Califor-
nia, the authors found that applicants from high-income families tend to write about
human nature and seeking answers while applicants from low-income families tend to
write about time management and family relationship.

The above discussion of commonly used admissions criteria suggests that although
standardized tests have received heightened attention and criticism for equity and
fairness concerns, other criteria clearly have their own limitations that should not be
neglected. Each individual criterion, although imperfect in and of itself, offers com-
plementary information about an applicant’s strengths and weaknesses, and should
be considered in conjunction with other admissions criteria to paint a more holistic
picture of an applicant.
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Caveats around the Implementation of
Holistic Review: Corruption and Bias

Setting aside the fact that each admissions criterion has its own merits and short-
comings, it is the implementation of these criteria that determines whether the intended
goals of holistic admissions, such as improving diversity, can be achieved. Despite
good intent, there are significant issues with the transparency and fairness of holistic
admissions in its implementation (Bastedo, 2021). Given that multiple measures are
considered in holistic admissions and subjective judgement is heavily involved in evalu-
ating non-standardized criteria, transparency becomes a serious concern. For example,
corruption scandals have arisen as university staff worked with wealthy or influential
parents to provide unethical and at times illegal advantages to their children in college
admissions. In 2019, a scandal arose over a criminal scheme in which William Rick
Singer, the main responsible party of the scheme, used fraudulent practices and bribery,
on behalf of applicants’ parents, to influence admissions outcomes at several top U.S.
institutions. The FBI investigation into this criminal phenomenon was coded Oper-
ation Varsity Blues. Thirty-three parents, including some celebrities, were accused of
paying millions of dollars to bribe their offspring’s way into elite institutions. Dozens
of parents and others have pleaded guilty (Kasakove, 2021).

There are other examples when given the nebulous practice of holistic reviews, sub-
jective human judgement falls to bias and prejudice. For instance, in the lawsuit filed
by Students for Fair Admissions against Harvard College, court documents revealed
that Asian American applicants consistently received lower ratings on traits such as
likability, courage, kindness, and being “widely respected” based on data from over
160,000 student records (Hartocollis, 2018). It is difficult to quantify how many Asian
students were deprived of opportunities to attend Harvard because of such lower rat-
ings, but the impact is detrimental and long-lasting. In January 2022, the Supreme
Court agreed to hear the case and a similar one related to admissions practices at the

University of North Carolina (Liptak & Hartocollis, 2022).

There are also other factors that are considered in many institutions’ holistic admissions
practices that are controversial. For instance, although the focus of the above-referenced
Harvard lawsuit was on race-conscious admissions, the exposed legacy admissions
drew wide public attention. While Harvard College has an extremely low acceptance
rate at 6%, the acceptance rate is 33% for applicants with legacy status (Puig, 2021).
Advocates for legacy admissions argue that this practice allows institutions to attract
more donor funding which can then be used to expand scholarships and assistantships
to help students from underserved backgrounds. However, research-based data from
100 elite universities shows that there is no correlation between legacy admissions pref-
erence and increased fundraising for financial aid (Shadowen et al., 2009). In fact, due
to the apparent equity issues with legacy admissions, institutions have joined forces to
abolish the practice. For example, Amherst College ended its legacy admissions in 2021,
joining California Institute of Technology and Massachusetts Institute of Technology



Journal of Postsecondary Student Success 11

(Puig, 2021). In February 2022, lawmakers proposed a bill to ban legacy admission
preference at colleges and universities (Merkley, 2022).

Holistic admissions practices are growing in prevalence, yet if they are not imple-
mented in a principled manner, the kind of sorting and ranking of applicants that will
occur through holistic review could result in inequities that defeat its purpose. That is
why it is critical for institutions to clearly articulate their admissions goals and to focus
on evidence to evaluate whether their admissions outcomes have accomplished their
admissions objectives, which to a large extent include increasing fairness for applicants
from underserved backgrounds.

Resources on Practicing Holistic Admissions
and Evidence of Outcomes

In the following section I discuss the resources available to help institutions practice
holistic admissions and the research that documents the outcomes of holistic review.
Membership organizations, such as the American Association of Collegiate Registrars
and Admissions Officers (AACRAQ) and the Association of Public Land-Grant Uni-
versities (APLU), offer information such as definitions of holistic admissions, criteria
typically used in holistic admissions, and events devoted to advancing holistic review.
Assessment organizations, whose products and services are included in admissions, also
offer insights on holistic review. For example, Educational Testing Service (ETS) has
a website devoted to holistic admissions (https://www.holisticadmissions.org/) which
discusses the benefits of practicing holistic admissions, how GRE scores can be used
equitably in graduate admissions review, and how holistic admissions can be used to
increase student diversity.

The Association of American Medical Colleges (AAMC), the organization that
administers the MCAT program, discusses core principles of holistic review and lists
tools and resources available to schools to practice holistic admissions (https://www
.aamc.org/services/member-capacity-building/holistic-review). Given the prevalence of
holistic review practice and the need for additional guidance, the Association of Test
Publishers (ATP) established a Committee on Holistic Review in 2021. The committee
consisted of representatives from major testing organizations including the AAMC,
ACT, College Board, Enrollment Management Association (EMA), ETS, Graduate
Management Admissions Council (GMAC), and Law School Admissions Council
(LSAC). The committee was charged to develop best practice guidelines for imple-
menting holistic review for both undergraduate, graduate, and professional school
admissions, including test-optional practices.

Some institutions that practice holistic review also tend to offer brief information on
their admissions webpages on what it means to adopt a holistic admissions policy and
what general qualifications are considered. However, very little information is provided
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on how holistic review is executed and how various criteria are considered in deriving
a decision on acceptance or rejection.

Despite the widespread adoption of holistic admissions, little research exists docu-
menting its implementation and outcomes in terms of achieving desired admissions
goals. Among the limited research that exists, a preponderance of evidence is gathered
from health profession programs. For example, a survey of 163 public universities with
two or more health profession schools examined to what degree schools incorporated
elements of holistic review (e.g., whether the institution includes diversity in its mission
statement for admissions; whether the institution considers non-academic criteria as
well as academic qualifications in its initial screening of applicants; to what degree the
institution considers students’ background such as their first-generation status, race,
language proficiency, and community of origin). Results revealed that there is signifi-
cant variation in the number of elements adopted by schools. Among the institutions
that self-identified as practicing holistic review, 38% used many elements considered
central to holistic review, 48% adopted some of the elements, and 14% used very
few or no elements typically associated with holistic admissions. In terms of the out-
comes of holistic review, 72% of the institutions reported increased student diversity,
26% reported unchanged status in diversity, and 2% reported decreased diversity. The
impact of holistic review on graduation rate is fairly limited—80% of the institutions
reported no change in graduation rate. Around 40% of institutions reported increased
average GPA and standardized test scores of the incoming cohorts and about 50% of
the institutions reported no change in these two academic metrics (Urban Universities

for Health, 2014).

Grabowski (2018) compared admissions outcomes at the Oakland University Wil-
liam Beaumont School of Medicine between holistic review, in which both academic
metrics and demographic and experiential factors were considered, and admissions
in which solely academic criteria were considered. The researcher found that holistic
review yielded acceptance of a higher than expected percentage of female, underrepre-
sented, and first-generation applicants.

Researchers have also created simulated scenarios to see when contextual information
is intentionally provided, whether admissions committees are able to admit more stu-
dents from disadvantaged backgrounds (Bastedo & Bowman, 2017; Bastedo et al.,
2021). For example, Bastedo and coauthors (2021) recruited admissions staff from
eight selective institutions who were then assigned to applicant cases with some of
them randomly including an Environmental Context Dashboard. The dashboard
provided contextual information about the applicant’s high school and neighborhood,
and a summary index of the high school and neighborhood challenge measures. All
applications had been previously reviewed in the high-stakes review process. When
comparing the admissions outcomes in the simulated review condition and in the
original review condition, the authors found that admissions officers were more likely
to grant admission to students from underserved backgrounds when they had access to
the applicants” high school and neighborhood information. The researchers concluded
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that greater diversity in admissions can be achieved through intentional use of contex-
tual information about the applicants.

Given the unknowns in content coverage and rigor among international higher edu-
cation systems, and even among domestic homeschool curricula, U.S. institutions and
programs often adopt a different set of criteria for applicants from these backgrounds.
In some cases, certain requirements are made more stringent in the evaluation of
international applications. For example, for international students who apply to grad-
uate studies at Arizona State University, they must have maintained a GPA of 3.00 or
above on a 4-point scale in the last 60 semester hours or 90 quarter hours of under-
graduate work. For domestic applicants, although the admissions website states that
competitive applicants typically have a GPA at or above 3.00, such a GPA is not a
requirement for application. Mount St. Mary’s University is another example. They
adopt a test-optional admissions policy for domestic applicants but require test scores
from international applicants. They also require test scores, or a transcript from an
accredited college showing at least 12 completed credits, for homeschooled students.
Similarly, Worcester State University has a test-optional admissions policy but requires
tests for both international and homeschooled students.

In addition, international applicants whose native language is not English are typically
required to submit proof of English language proficiency. Institutions normally offer a
range of approved English language assessments that international applicants can use to
prove their language skills. Although many institutions using holistic review have done
away with testing cut scores in other areas, when it comes to the evaluation of language
proficiency, cut score requirements have commonly been maintained. For example,
TOEFL is one of the language assessments approved by the test-optional California
State Universities—they require a minimum score of 500 on the paper-based exam or
a score of 61 on the internet for the TOEFL iBT test for international undergraduate
applicants, or scores of 550 and 80 on those tests for international graduate applicants.

Conclusion and Discussion

In this article, I reviewed how holistic review is defined and generally practiced and
shared a reminder of why it must be implemented in a principled manner. I also
reviewed some of the limited evidence that has been collected of its effects on admis-
sions outcomes. Holistic review represents a movement in higher education to expand
the definition of merit by looking beyond a small number of traditionally spotlighted
metrics to a broader range of qualifications and experiences. It also stresses the context
in which applicants have achieved their accomplishments.

Among all the commonly used evaluation metrics, standardized tests have received
the most scrutiny on equity issues such as showing consistent racial performance dif-
ferences and correlating with household income. Going test-optional has become a
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trend among U.S. higher education institutions. Although many institutions initially
adopted a test-optional policy as a temporary measure in response to the COVID-19
pandemic, these policies may be here to stay. Thus far, other commonly used admis-
sions evaluation metrics such as GPA, letters of recommendation, and essays, have been
examined and criticized less closely compared to standardized tests. Yet as the field has
begun to examine these measures, evidence has emerged that they are not necessarily
immune to the alleged shortcomings of standardized exams (e.g., consistent racial per-
formance differences in high school GPA, correlation of essays with household income,
influence of high school resources on letters of recommendation).

Given the shortcomings of each individual admissions criterion, recognizing the
strengths and limitations of each metric so that it might be used in an equitable, fair,
and transparent way is a new imperative. Completely eliminating the use of a cer-
tain criterion may actually hurt the applicants for whom admissions officers intend to
expand access. For example, test-optional policies offer flexibility for applicants who
believe their chances of acceptance can be increased by submitting their test scores. For
institutions that go with a test-blind admissions policy, that opportunity is taken away
from applicants. For example, for international students who come from less known
colleges and who cannot secure U.S. faculty members to provide letters of reference,
standardized test scores may be the only criterion that can put them on a common
ground for evaluation with domestic applicants. This is especially so given the variation
in how grades are assigned and how GPA is calculated in different countries.

While the essence of holistic review is to move from reliance on a single criterion to
draw on a range of qualifications and experiences, there is much variation in how it is
implemented across institutions and programs. Additional research is required which,
like the study by Urban Universities for Health (2014), examines what specific ele-
ments of holistic review institutions are using, and whether such practices are helping
to achieve the admissions goals set by institutions. The fact that 14% of the schools
that claim that they practice holistic admissions use very few or none of the elements
of holistic review is disconcerting. More research should be conducted to shed light on
the practice of holistic admissions for improved fidelity and transparency.

Another issue to pay close attention to is what resources are needed to support stu-
dent development after enrollment. Students identified through holistic review who
demonstrate great potential but who have not had an excellent academic record due
to extra barriers in life especially need additional resources provided to them to suc-
ceed in college. The ultimate value of achieving diversity in an admitted class through
holistic review is to ensure that institutions also graduate a diverse student body who
can then become effective members of a diverse workforce in the American economy.
Data show that the 6-year graduation rate at 4-year institutions of Black (40%) and
Hispanic (54%) students is significantly lower than that of White (64%) and Asian
(74%) students (U.S. Department of Education, 2017a). Students who are admitted,
receive inadequate support, incur substantial debts, and eventually fail to graduate
from college are in no better place than students who are not admitted to college,
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especially considering the employment income they will have foregone while pursuing
their education.

I recognize that admissions alone does not compensate for the long-standing inequities
in educational achievement and many factors contribute to the racial performance
difference by the time students apply for college or graduate school. Many policies
and programs are designed to promote equity in the higher education pipeline such
as dual enrollment programs at high schools, supports for the free application to
federal student aid, and programs offered to prevent summer learning loss for low-
income students (Castleman & Page, 2014). It takes an ecosystem approach to address
equity issues in higher education. That said, admissions is an important piece of the
puzzle and if done right, could help thousands of students benefit from a college edu-
cation and become effective contributors to the economy and informed citizens.
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