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Session Description & Agenda

Session description:
The global pandemic ushered in abrupt and (almost) whole-scale adoption of temporary test 
optional admission policies. Now is the time for the future of these policies to be reviewed and 
examined through robust research and review. This presentation will offer practical support and 
guidance for those who have taken up the NACAC challenge to “regularly assess (their) institutional 
data to inform testing policy.” ACT experts will examine the trajectory of the test optional shift, 
provide an honest look into the future and offer new and practical guidance to support unbiased 
and robust research analysis of campus and student-specific impacts of test optional policies.

Agenda: 
• Improve understanding of the scope of change and future of test use in college admission

• Gain essential understanding of practical research strategies for campus-specific evaluation of 
impact and efficacy of COVID-driven test optional admission policy

• Improve data use in decision making



Helping you achieve success

• Market research firm retained
• To test assumptions, gather objective feedback

• Cognizant of need to consider and adapt to end user needs

• Important learning occurred
• Validated assumptions

• New themes unveiled

COVID Prompted Purposeful Listening



The trajectory of the test optional 
policy changes



Recent growth in test-optional policies1 (2014-2019; four-year or above institutions2)

1. Refers to institutions identified as “test-optional” by FairTest, which includes institutions that are "test optional," "test flexible" or otherwise de-emphasize the use of standardized tests by making admissions decisions --
without using ACT or SAT scores -- for all or many applicants who recently graduated from U.S. high schools.

2. Out of ~2.3k total four-year institutions in IPEDS, includes only institutions that A) report some undergraduate enrollment for 2019 and B) report application and admissions data in IPEDS; there are ~235 private 
institutions and ~20 public institutions without enrollment in IPEDS, while the ~200 institutions that do not report application or first-year enrollment data account for less than 10% of total UG enrollment

3. Annual growth is calculated in terms of a compound annual growth rate (CAGR)
Source: IPEDS; FairTest; EY-Parthenon Analysis
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The Rise of Test Optional: Before COVID
Steady pre-COVID growth in TO policy adoption
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Recent growth in test-optional policies1 (2014-2019; four-year or above institutions2)

1. Refers to institutions identified as “test-optional” by FairTest, which includes institutions that are "test optional," "test flexible" or otherwise de-emphasize the use of standardized tests by making admissions decisions --
without using ACT or SAT scores -- for all or many applicants who recently graduated from U.S. high schools.

2. Out of ~2.3k total four-year institutions in IPEDS, includes only institutions that A) report some undergraduate enrollment for 2019 and B) report application and admissions data in IPEDS; there are ~235 private 
institutions and ~20 public institutions without enrollment in IPEDS, while the ~200 institutions that do not report application or first-year enrollment data account for less than 10% of total UG enrollment

3. Annual growth is calculated in terms of a compound annual growth rate (CAGR)
Source: IPEDS; FairTest; EY-Parthenon Analysis

First-year enrollment at test-optional institutions

(7% annual growth3)
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The Rise of Test Optional: Before COVID
Steady upward changes in institution size and application volume



1. Refers to institutions identified as “test-optional” by FairTest, which includes institutions that are "test optional," "test flexible" or otherwise de-emphasize the use of standardized tests by making admissions decisions --
without using ACT or SAT scores -- for all or many applicants who recently graduated from U.S. high schools.

2. Out of ~2.3k total four-year institutions in IPEDS, includes only institutions that A) report some undergraduate enrollment for 2019 and B) report application and admissions data in IPEDS; there are ~235 private 
institutions and ~20 public institutions without enrollment in IPEDS, while the ~200 institutions that do not report application or first-year enrollment data account for less than 10% of total UG enrollment

3. Applies landscape estimates from n=207 survey respondents to the current higher education landscape to derive estimated future state
4. The only 4-year institution officially test-blind prior to 2019 was Hampshire College. Sarah Lawrence College was test-blind previously, but changed to test-optional in 2012.
Source: FairTest; IPEDS; EY-Parthenon Higher Ed Admissions Decision Maker Survey (n=207); EY-Parthenon Interviews

Percentage of institutions by admissions testing policy over time 
(Four-year or above institutions 2)
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The Rise of Test Optional: Pre vs Post COVID
Pandemic the catalyst for wholescale shift

The next few application cycles 
will be critical in informing how 
decision makers choose to 
proceed with admissions policies 
in the long-term
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COVID-driven test-optional: Consideration of test-optional policies prior 
to COVID-19

“You noted that your institution adopted a test-optional policy for the current 
application cycle during COVID-19. Was your institution's decision to move test-

optional primarily a result of the ramifications of COVID-19?”

Source: EY-Parthenon Higher Ed Admissions Decision Maker Survey (n=207)

“We had no intention of changing our policy before COVID hit. For us, 
it was a matter of necessity”  – Admissions Official, Public University

“Although we only just made the change this year, we began our self-
study on test-optional close to five years ago” 

– Admissions Official, Public University

Deliberate vs Abrupt/Reactive Change
Measured & thoughtful pre-COVID vs. rushed and reactive post-COVID
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COVID-driven test-optional: Duration of current policy

“As of the current moment, how long is your institution’s test-optional policy 
officially in place?”

COVID-driven test-optional: Consideration of test-optional policies prior 
to COVID-19

“You noted that your institution adopted a test-optional policy for the current 
application cycle during COVID-19. Was your institution's decision to move test-

optional primarily a result of the ramifications of COVID-19?”
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Source: EY-Parthenon Higher Ed Admissions Decision Maker Survey (n=207)

“We had no intention of changing our policy before COVID hit. For us, 
it was a matter of necessity”  – Admissions Official, Public University

“Although we only just made the change this year, we began our self-
study on test-optional close to five years ago” 

– Admissions Official, Public University

= Temporary or pilot policy 
(~85% of respondents)

Deliberate vs Abrupt/Reactive Change
Measured & thoughtful pre-COVID vs. rushed and reactive post-COVID

The next few 
application cycles will 
be critical in informing 
how decision makers 
choose to proceed 
with admissions 
policies in the long-
term



Predicting the future
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Test-optional institutions: Likelihood to return to test-required

“In the next 3-5 years, how likely is your institution to move to a test-required admissions 
policy? Please rate your answer on a scale of 1 to 7, where 1 = ‘Not at all likely’ and 7= 

‘Extremely likely’.”

Avg. 1.2 3.4

% 1 or 2 94% 34%

Test Optional is Here to Stay
Prevalence of test-required policies unlikely to return to pre-COVID levels



Source: EY-Parthenon Higher Ed Admissions Decision Maker Survey (n=207)
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Likelihood to adopt test-blind admissions policies

“In the next 3-5 years, how likely is your institution to move to a test-blind admissions policy? Please 
answer on a scale of 1 to 7, where 1 = ‘Not at all likely’ and 7 = ‘Extremely likely’.”

Avg. 3.2 2.6 2.3

% 1 or 2 44% 52% 64%

Low n

Test Blind Growth Unlikely



Source: EY-Parthenon Higher Ed Admissions Decision Maker Survey (n=207)
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Likelihood to adopt test-blind admissions policies

“In the next 3-5 years, how likely is your institution to move to a test-blind admissions policy? Please 
answer on a scale of 1 to 7, where 1 = ‘Not at all likely’ and 7 = ‘Extremely likely’.”

Avg. 3.2 2.6 2.3

% 1 or 2 44% 52% 64%

Reasons unlikely to adopt test-blind1

“You selected that your institution is not likely to adopt a test-blind policy. Which of the 
following best describes the reasons that adoption of a test-blind policy is unlikely for your 

institution? Please rank at least 1, and up to 3 reasons.”

Low n

1. Survey question was only asked of respondents who selected 1, 2, or 3 in terms of likelihood to move test-blind

A much higher percentage of COVID-driven test-
optional institutions also ranked “scores are too 

useful to abandon” as #1 (~50%) than long-term / 
pre-COVID test-optional institutions (~15%)

Long-term test-optional institutions

COVID-driven test-optional institutions

% of respondents ranking 1, 2, or 3

Test Blind Growth Unlikely
Test data is too useful to abandon altogether; students should have choice to submit if they wish



Source: EY-Parthenon Interviews; EY-Parthenon Higher Ed Admissions Decision Maker Survey (n=207)

Uses of standardized tests in the admissions and enrollment process1

“Please indicate the extent to which standardized test scores (SAT or ACT) are used to inform any 
of the following decisions or analyses related to the student lifecycle at your institution.”

Student success and 
retention considerations

often guide decisions 
throughout the funnel

Recruitment
1. Sourcing student leads

2. Marketing to / recruiting applicants

Evaluation
3. Evaluating applications for admission

4. Evaluating applications for institutional aid 
(financial aid and merit)

Matriculation
5. Converting accepted students to 

matriculants

Support & Retention
6. Guiding students through the first 

year (placement / support)
7. Retaining students to / through 

graduation (student success)

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Career services support

Admissions decisions

Sourcing and 
recruiting students

Student academic supports 
(e.g., tutoring)

Major/program or class 
placement decisions

Financial aid calculations

Merit scholarship calculations

Student success modeling / 
supports

Considerable degree Some degreeModerate degree Not used at all

Admissions and enrollment process overview

1. Excludes respondents at test-blind institutions

Use of ACT Test Data Remains High
Test data value found in (almost) every aspect of the enrollment process



COVID-19 impact: Share of applicants submitting test scores to 
test-optional institutions1

“In a typical application cycle pre-COVID-19, what percentage of applicants to your
institution would submit standardized test scores (SAT or ACT) as part of their

application? What percentage of applicants have submitted or are likely to submit
standardized test scores during this application cycle?”

1. Excludes respondents that answered “I don't know”
Source: EY-Parthenon Interviews; EY-Parthenon Higher Ed Admissions Decision Maker Survey (n=207)

100%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

~70%

Pre-COVID Current application cycle

~50%
~45%
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Decline in Test Scores Submitted
Impacted by limited test access and test optional policy expansion



Helping you achieve success

COVID-driven test-optional: Top 5 areas of difficulty in adjusting
to test-optional1

“Following your institution's transition to a test-optional admissions policy, how 
difficult was it to adjust the following analyses / evaluations? Please answer on a 

scale of 1 to 7, where 1 = “Not at all difficult” and 7 = “Extremely difficult”.”

• Merit scholarship calculations: Many institutions (and 
state scholarship programs) include test scores as one of 
a few core criteria for awarding merit aid, thus requiring 
significant adjustments to these processes during the 
adjustment to test-optional

• Admissions decisions: Reliance on less standardized 
(e.g., high school GPA) and more qualitative (e.g., essays) 
data has introduced issues of objective comparison as 
well as led to longer review times at some institutions

1. Excludes respondents that answered “I don't know”
Source: EY-Parthenon Interviews; EY-Parthenon Higher Ed Admissions Decision Maker Survey (n=207)
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Helping you achieve success

COVID-driven test-optional: Top 5 areas of difficulty in adjusting
to test-optional1

“Following your institution's transition to a test-optional admissions policy, how 
difficult was it to adjust the following analyses / evaluations? Please answer on a 

scale of 1 to 7, where 1 = “Not at all difficult” and 7 = “Extremely difficult”.”

• Major/Program or Placement: Specialized programs, 
(e.g., Nursing, Business) have often used test scores to 
indicate a base level of competency, and thus test-
optional institutions may be required to turn to 
alternative analyses of existing transcript information to 
gather similar data

• Sourcing and recruiting students: Institutions often use 
testing data at the beginning of the recruiting funnel to 
identify and market to target populations of students; 
declines in testing volume have forced many institutions 
to adjust these “tried and true” recruitment formulas

• Student success and support: Standardized test scores 
are an effective and reliable predictor of first-year GPA 
and retention; without substantial testing data available, 
institutions have had to adjust predictive models to 
account for the lack of a key variable

1. Excludes respondents that answered “I don't know”
Source: EY-Parthenon Interviews; EY-Parthenon Higher Ed Admissions Decision Maker Survey (n=207)
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Practical Research Considerations



Helping you achieve success

ACT’s guidance on setting admission policies

• ACT believes that individual postsecondary institutions should decide which 
approach is best for them when determining their admission policies.

• In alignment with the 2016 NACAC study, ACT recommends that the results of local 
validity and efficacy studies should play a critical role in informing campus-specific 
admission practices.

• Following best practices in educational testing outlined by The Standards (AERA, 
APA, NCME, 2014), ACT also advocates for the use of multiple measures when 
evaluating applicants’ college readiness, cautioning against the overreliance on any 
one single measure.



COVID caused an abrupt shift to test-
optional college admission policies 
without time to plan for, study, and 
evaluate the impact of such a policy 
change



Helping you achieve success

How will institutions know if their test-optional policy is having the 
intended impact?

To help support institutions evaluate the impact of test-optional policies, ACT is partnering 
with nationally renowned higher education researchers to provide guidance on research 
design challenges, considerations, and implications associated with evaluating the impact 
of test-optional policies.

Presentation: Cruce, T., Hossler, D., Curs, B., & Canché, M. (March 18th, 2021). Pandemic-Driven Adoption of 
Test Optional Admission Policies: Research Design Challenges, Considerations, and Implications. Policy Talk 
at Association for Education Finance and Policy (AEFP) 46th Annual Conference

White paper: forthcoming



Helping you achieve success

Recommendation 1: Be clear what “test-optional” means for your institution

• Test-optional is an umbrella term for a whole host of test score use practices

• FairTest has provided a key for the variety of test-optional policies currently in place:

Note. Retrieved from https://www.fairtest.org/university/optional

• Describe admission criteria that were used, how admission decisions were made (e.g., 
formula or holistic review), and the ways in which the new policy was communicated to 
prospective students. 

1 SAT/ACT used only for placement and/or academic advising
2 SAT/ACT required only from out-of-state applicants
3 SAT/ACT may be required but considered only when minimum GPA and/or class rank is not met
4 SAT/ACT required for some programs

5 Test Flexible: SAT/ACT not required if other college level exams specified by school, such as SAT Subject Test, AP, or IB, submitted

6 Placement test or school-specific admissions exam score required if not submitting SAT/ACT
7 Admission/Eligibility Index calculated with 3.5 GPA and combined SAT Critical Reading plus Math score of 400



Helping you achieve success

Recommendation 2: Clearly define the comparison policy by which 
the new policy will be evaluated against

• Choose the alternative admission criteria that would have been in place 
in absence of the test-optional policy

• Prior admission policy should also be described in detail to help 
contextualize research findings

• Identify and account for both the local and global “history threats” to 
the internal validity 



Helping you achieve success

Recommendation 3: Be clear who is in the “treatment group” when 
evaluating the impact of test-optional policies

• Treatment or target group could include:
• All new applicants

• Only those applicants who are eligible to forgo the submission of test scores

• Only those applicants who opted not to submit test scores

• Choice of a target/treatment group is essential for the selection of a 
comparison group, for the proper interpretation and contextualization of 
the research findings, and for the generalizability of those findings to 
future admitted classes and other college settings

• Identify and try to minimize or account for “selection threats” and 
“attrition threats” to the internal validity



Helping you achieve success

Recommendation 4: Investigate both non-academic and academic 
outcomes/consequences of the test-optional policy

• In the short term, institutions may be focused on meeting enrollment 
goals

• However, it is important to examine the impact of test-optional policies 
on more long term academic outcomes such as grades, retention, 
graduation

• Identify and address “instrumentation threats” to internal validity (e.g., 
college course delivery model and grading in response to the 
pandemic)



What has prior research on test-optional 
practices found that might shed light on 
what institutions adopting a test-optional 
policy may find?



Helping you achieve success

Will test-optional policies help institutions achieve enrollment goals?

• Historically, institutions that have 
adopted a test-optional policy have 
experienced a substantial uptake in the 
number of students applying to their 
institution (Belasco et al., 2014; Epstein, 2009; Syverson, 

2007)

• Will these findings hold given the large 
number of schools making the shift 
simultaneously or will the effect be 
diffused across institutions?

• Will some institutions benefit whereas 
others are disadvantaged?

“Selective institutions are thriving in admissions this 
year, Common App shows....” (Jaschik, March 10, 2021) 



Helping you achieve success

Will test-optional policies result in a more diverse admitted class?

• Previous findings suggest that diversity is not improved when 
institutions shift to a test-optional policy (Belasco et al., 2014; Rubin & González Canché, 

2019)

• Will we see similar results under this massive shift to test-optional?  Will the 
effect vary by institutional characteristics?

“Selective institutions are thriving in admissions this year, Common App shows. Not only are they 
getting more applicants over all, but also more from minority, first-gen and low-income groups.” 

(Jaschik, March 10, 2021) 



Helping you achieve success
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Reasons why test-optional policies don’t often translate to increased 
diversity

• HSGPA and other academic 
indicators also show large 
subgroup differences

• Many students still choose to 
send test scores and that 
information is considered in 
the admission decision

• Underserved students’ college 
going behavior may be 
disproportionately affected by 
COVID



Helping you achieve success

Will students admitted under test-optional polices be less academically 
qualified?

• Prior research has found that students 
who do not submit their scores are 
less academically prepared.

• Students from the Bowdoin class of 
1999 who did not submit SAT scores 
performed about 120 points lower 
than those students who did submit 
them. Moreover, their FYGPA was 
substantially lower, as would have 
been predicted by their lower SAT 
scores (Wainer, 2011).

• More recently, Hiss and Frank (2014) found that test submitters outperformed non-submitters on 
freshmen grade-point average (GPA) and cumulative GPA. Non-submitters were also less likely to 
declare a STEM major.



Helping you achieve success

Who is most likely to not to submit test scores under a test-optional 
policy?

• Students with high HSGPAs but low test
scores

• For most students (74%), HSGPA and test 
scores provide consistent information 
about students’ academic readiness

• However, over a quarter of students 
show discrepant performance

• Using only HSGPA will result in 
inaccurate prediction of future success 
for discrepant students

• Overpredict Higher HSGPA students

• Underpredict Higher ACT students



Helping you achieve success

Other factors that may influence the academic preparedness and 
performance of an admitted class

• Even if not required for admissions, 
test scores are still often used to 
identify and recruit prospective 
applicants

• Many institutions have a well-
established network of feeder high 
schools

• Academic preparedness is likely to be 
lower, in general, irrespective of test-
optional policies, given the evidence 
of learning loss due to COVID

Based on fall ACT State & District, 

students have lower ACT scores this 

year as compared to last year, 

controlling for relevant student and 

school-level characteristics (Allen, in 

progress):

Main takeaways: 
• Declines across all 4 subject areas

• Largest declines in English

• Smallest declines in Science and Math




