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more selective with the remaining predictors (e.g., high school grades, class rank, quality of 
courses completed). In addition to being able to admit a smaller percentage of applicants, 
the reported average test scores of enrolled students at test-optional institutions will likely be 
inflated since students with high admission test scores are more likely to submit their scores 
under a test-optional policy. Results from the Belasco et al. study (2014) suggest that this 
may be the case. A result, whether intentional or unintentional, may be an increase in the 
institutional ranking since student selectivity (test scores, high school rank, and selection ratio) 
accounts for 12.5% of the weight in determining where an institution falls on the U.S. News 
College Rankings. Perhaps more disconcerting is that students rely on reported institutional 
test score information to decide which schools to apply to and which schools to attend. If this 
information is faulty, we are doing a disservice to students by directing them towards colleges 
that may not be the best fit.

Assertion 2: Test-optional policies do not result in 
admitting less qualified students
Proponents of test-optional policies claim that such policies do not lead to admitting less 
qualified students. A study by Wainer (2011) explicitly tested this hypothesis by examining the 
performance of students from the Bowdoin College class of 1999. Matching Bowdoin data to 
College Board records, Wainer was able to obtain the test scores of Bowdoin students who 
did not submit scores. He found that non-submitters performed about 120 points lower on the 
SAT as compared to students who did submit their scores. Moreover, their first year grade 
point average (FYGPA) was substantially lower, as would have been predicted by their lower 
SAT scores. The average FYGPA was roughly 0.20 lower for non-submitters as compared to 
submitters.

In a more recent study based on a multi-institutional sample, Hiss and Franks (2014) revisited 
this issue by examining college outcomes of students admitted under test-optional policies. 
The authors conclude that test-optional practices do not result in the admittance of less 
qualified students as there were few significant differences in the college performance of 
non-submitters versus submitters. However, the paper focuses primarily on the entire sample, 
which includes six public institutions (representing 58% of students in the total sample), which 
admit students based on high school rank and grades if the student has reached a certain 
grade threshold (e.g., HSGPA of 3.0 or higher) but still require admissions tests. We argue that 
the most relevant data to address the efficacy and validity of test-optional admissions policies 
would be the results from the 20 private colleges (representing over 37,000 students) admitted 
under what the authors define as “pure optional testing.”

Focusing on the results for the students attending the private institutions, Hiss and Franks 
found that students submitting test scores had slightly higher grades in high school than non-
submitters. In addition, 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. Given that STEM fields tend to have more rigorous grading standards, the differences in 
grades between submitters and non-submitters would likely be larger if corrections for course 
difficulty were applied (Westrick, 2015).
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Figure 4. Six-year Bachelor’s Degree Completion Rates by HSGPA and ACT 
Composite score. Reproduced from Radunzel, J., & Noble. J. (2012). Predicting 
Long-Term College Success through Degree Completion Using ACT® Composite 
Score, ACT Benchmarks, and High School Grade Point Average. (ACT Research 
Report No. 2012–5). Iowa City, IA: ACT, Inc.

Discrepant Performance
Another way to think about the added value of test scores beyond HSGPA applies to cases 
where students perform significantly higher on one measure as compared to the other 
(Mattern, Shaw, & Kobrin, 2011). National data indicate that the nearly three-quarters of 
students perform similarly on the ACT as compared to their HSGPA; however, a fair number 
of students have a significantly higher HSGPA as compared to their ACT test scores or vice-
versa. To identify discrepant performance, the difference between students’ standardized 
HSGPA and ACT Composite score was computed. Students who scored one standard 
deviation or higher on HSGPA as compared to their ACT Composite score were categorized 
as Higher HSGPA whereas students who scored one standard deviation or higher on ACT 
as compared to their HSGPA were categorized as Higher ACT. Students who scored within 
one standard deviation on the two measures were categorized as Non-Discrepant. Based on 
the 2015 ACT-tested graduating cohort who had both a valid ACT score and HSGPA, which 
constituted over 1.6 million students, we found that 13% (~200,000) had significantly higher 
ACT Composite scores, 74% (1.2 million) had non-discrepant performance, and another 13% 
(~200,000) had significantly higher HSGPA. These percentages are driven by the one standard 
deviation rule for determining discrepancy—a much larger percentage of discrepant students 
would be observed, for example, if discrepancy was based on a half standard deviation rule.
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Examination of the student characteristics of the three discrepancy groups reveals significant 
differences in gender, parental education level, household income, and race/ethnicity. We also 
find that Higher ACT students attend high schools that differ in meaningful ways as compared 
to the high schools that Higher HSGPA students attend. In particular, differences in percentage 
of students who are college-bound at their school, the percentage of the student body 
qualifying for free or reduced lunch (FRL), and school location emerge. As shown in Table 1, 
females, students from lower socio-economic status (SES) backgrounds, and underserved 
minority students comprise a larger percentage of the Higher HSGPA group as compared to 
the other two groups. In terms of school characteristics, students with higher HSGPA are more 
likely to attend high schools in rural areas, serving a larger percentage of students eligible for 
free or reduced lunch, and having a smaller percentage of students who are college-bound. 
These results suggest that HSGPA and ACT scores are not redundant measures. Instead, 
discrepancies in the two measures vary systematically by student and school characteristics. 
The results by socio-demographic characteristics highlight the disparities in educational 
opportunities that currently exist is the US where many underserved minority students attend 
high-poverty elementary and middle schools (Ross, Kena, Rathbun, et al., 2012).
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Figure 6. Percent of 2011–2015 ACT-Tested High School Graduates Meeting Three 
of More Benchmarks by Race/Ethnicity. Reproduced from ACT (2015). The Condition 
of College and Career Readiness 2015: National. Iowa City, IA.

It should also be noted that subgroup differences are not a unique phenomenon isolated to the 
ACT but rather exist across all measures of academic success, including other standardized 
academic measures (e.g., SAT, NAEP) and grades earned in high school and college. 
Subgroup differences are also observed for college enrollment, persistence, and graduation 
rates (Camara & Moore, 2016; Kobrin, Sathy, & Shaw, 2006; Ross, Kena, Rathbun, et al., 
2012). For illustrative purposes, we have provided data on HSGPA for the 2015 ACT-tested 
graduating cohort to illuminate this point (Camara & Moore, 2016). Though the subgroup 
differences are not as large as what we see for ACT scores, the differences are still quite 
pronounced. For example, as shown in Figure 7, 43% of Asian students and 32% of White 
students obtained a HSGPA of 3.75 or higher whereas only 9% of African American and 17% 
of Hispanic students reached the same level of academic performance.
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As shown in Figure 12, the over-prediction of minority performance is not limited to first-year 
outcomes but occurs for long-term outcomes as well, such as degree completion (Radunzel 
& Noble, 2013). We see that among students with the same ACT Composite score, minority 
students are less likely to earn a bachelor’s degree within six years than White students. For 
example, White students with an ACT Composite score of 18 have nearly a 0.40 probability 
of earning a bachelor’s degree within six years as compared to roughly a 0.30 probability for 
minority students. Rather than constituting an underestimate of underserved minority students’ 
potential, ACT scores slightly advantage these students as compared to White students.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 



























 

 

 

Figure 12. Over-prediction of Underserved Students’ Probability of Earning a 
Bachelor’s Degree. Reproduced from Radunzel, J., & Noble. J. (2013). Differential 
Effects on Student Demographic Groups of Using ACT® College Readiness 
Assessment Composite Score, ACT Benchmarks, and High School Grade Point 
Average for Predicting Long-Term College Success through Degree Completion. 
(ACT Research Report No. 2013–5). Iowa City, IA: ACT, Inc.
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