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Preface
Over 50% of American students in our public schools are Latinx, Black, Asian American, 
Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander (NHPI), or American Indian/Alaska Native (AIAN). 
Tapping into their talent and ensuring their access to a college education is essential to our 
future economic power and the success of our multi-racial democracy. Despite the historical 
exclusion and current underrepresentation of many Americans in our colleges and 
universities, in June 2023, the Supreme Court of the United States severely curtailed the 
use of race in higher education admissions, prohibiting the consideration of an applicant’s 
racial status as part of that process.

Race-conscious admissions helped ensure America’s colleges and universities were more 
diverse. Without it, there is a greater urgency for college leaders and policy makers to 
review current practices for equity, and to identify solutions that provide a fairer approach to 
preparing students for college, admitting them, and supporting their success. Towards that 
aim, the Campaign for College Opportunity is releasing a series of briefs, including this one, 
as part of our Affirming Equity, Ensuring Inclusion and Empowering Action initiative. The 
series will elevate practices that support the college preparation, admission, affordability, 
and success of Latinx, Black, Asian American, NHPI, and AIAN students, ensuring America 
does not return to an era of exclusion in higher education.
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Overview
This brief is focused on holistic review, a strategy in college admissions that assesses an applicant’s 
unique experiences alongside a range of indicators that include grades, extra curriculars, environmental 
context, among other factors. For admissions officers, it is a powerful tool and a fairer and more 
thoughtful approach to reviewing student applications and ensuring a more diverse student body. 
Promising policy practices in admissions can promote greater equity and access for students if 
admission officers and college leaders act decisively and with a commitment to a more thoughtful 
approach to college admissions. Colleges can use their own data to examine the disparate racial effects 
of their current practices and choose different enrollment policies and strategies to mitigate the effects 
of a ban on race-conscious admissions, in ways that are both legally permissible and more racially 
equitable. 

The holistic review strategy generally involves evaluating an applicant in light of the opportunities available 
in that individual’s family, high school, and neighborhood.1 This model was very much influenced by the 
U.S. Supreme Court’s past decisions on affirmative action. The justices repeatedly valorized and lauded 
higher education institutions that used holistic admissions practices and struck down programs that used 
quotas or point systems to admit students. Indeed, holistic admissions has been an adaptation by 
institutions to the legal pressures placed on them by the court that simultaneously seeks to provide 
some measure of fairness for racially minoritized applicants.

The comprehensive review policy at the University of California (UC), for example, identifies 13 factors 
that readers examine when reviewing each file, which is rated by at least two readers before every 
admissions decision is made. These factors include:

1. Grade point average (GPA) in college preparatory courses (called A-G courses)
2. Courses beyond A-G
3. UC-approved honors and Advanced Placement (AP) courses
4. Class rank (if they are top nine percent statewide or Eligible in the Local Context [ELC], meaning they are

in the top nine percent at their own high school)
5. Quality of senior year program (determined using the number of academic courses a student takes and

what type of course, e.g. AP, honors)
6. Quality of performance compared to others in the student’s high school
7. Outstanding performance in one or more subject areas
8. Outstanding work in one or more special projects in any academic field of study
9. Recent marked improvement
10. Special talents
11. Completion of special projects
12. Academic accomplishments in light of life or special circumstances
13. School and home location
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Students with disadvantages may be selected for Augmented Review, where they complete a detailed 
questionnaire related to their special talents, character, or compound disadvantages Similar policies exist 
at selective colleges across the country, 95% of which use some form of holistic review.2

The holistic admissions strategy undoubtedly has important implications for racial equity in higher 
education. We do not have many studies on the outcomes of such programs, because they are very hard 
to identify, vary widely in how they are practiced, and are difficult to study with appropriate quantitative 
methods. A recent study of the UC’s use of holistic admissions, however, is one of the best analyses we 
have, because we know that holistic review was implemented across six UC campuses for the fall 2002 
admissions cycle. The author found that the UC’s implementation of holistic review led to a seven 
percent increase in underrepresented students of color at those six campuses and was more effective at 
improving racial representation than ELC, which relies almost solely on class rank.3

Yet, even within an environment that permits race-conscious admissions — and California and eight other 
states have been important exceptions — the goal of racial equity has hardly been achieved. Despite the 
expansion of access to higher education for all racial and ethnic groups since 1972, the odds of enrolling in 
a selective college have declined for Black and Latinx students relative to white students.4 This is primarily 
due to academic competition — underrepresented racialized minorities have made substantial gains 
since the 1970s in their academic preparation for selective colleges, but privileged students have used 
their advantages to consistently remain one step ahead. Similar patterns are observed for low-income 
students nationally,5 but the UC and the California State University (CSU) systems have nonetheless been 
engines of upward economic mobility, with low-income students more likely to gain in their post-college 
job earnings relative to low-income students from other university systems.6

Achieving racial equity will be even more challenging after the Supreme Court ban on 
the consideration of an applicant’s racial status as part of holistic review in admissions. The effects of 
California’s Proposition 209, passed in 1996, and other state bans on race-conscious admissions are 
well established across the undergraduate, graduate, and professional school levels.7 Even within race-
conscious admissions environments, implementation of holistic review is often ambiguous, inequitable, 
and inconsistent.8 Radical proposals for admissions reform, such as an often-proposed move to 
admissions lotteries, would have devastating impacts on racialized minorities.9 But there are options, if 
admissions offices move decisively to adopt policies and practices that are known to improve racial equity 
in admissions and advocate for their admissions colleagues — and presidents, provosts, and boards of 
trustees — to adopt them, as well.
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To guide the campuses in their comprehensive review of applicants, UC faculty 
developed the factors listed below. All campuses place the highest importance 
on academic achievement in evaluating applications. However, the evaluation 
process and specific weight (if any) given to each factor can differ from campus to 
campus and year to year. 

Factors the UC considers

The following criteria provide a comprehensive list of factors campuses may use to select their admitted 
class. Based on campus-specific institutional goals and needs, admissions decisions will be based on a 
broad variety of factors:

1. Academic grade point average in all completed A-G courses, including additional points for
completed UC-certified honors courses.

2. Number of, content of and performance in academic courses beyond the minimum A-G requirements.

3. Number of and performance in UC-approved honors and Advanced Placement courses.
4. Identification by UC as being ranked in the top 9 percent of their high school class (“eligible in the

local context,” or ELC).
5. Quality of a student’s senior-year program, as measured by the type and number of academic

courses in progress or planned.

6. Quality of their academic performance relative to the educational opportunities available in their high 
school.

7. Outstanding performance in one or more academic subject areas.

8. Outstanding work in one or more special projects in any academic field of study.
9. Recent, marked improvement in academic performance, as demonstrated by academic GPA and the

quality of coursework completed or in progress.
10. Special talents, achievements and awards in a particular field, such as visual and performing

arts, communication or athletic endeavors; special skills, such as demonstrated written and oral
proficiency in other languages; special interests, such as intensive study and exploration of other
cultures; experiences that demonstrate unusual promise for leadership, such as significant
community service or significant participation in student government; or other significant
experiences or achievements that demonstrate the student’s promise for contributing to the
intellectual vitality of a campus.

11. Completion of special projects undertaken in the context of a student’s high school curriculum or
in conjunction with special school events, projects or programs.

12. Academic accomplishments in light of a student’s life experiences and special circumstances.

13. Location of a student’s secondary school and residence.
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Across the wide range of policies and practices that constitute holistic admissions, there are opportunities 
to use a racial equity and justice lens to seek increased fairness and justice in the admissions process.  
Colleges — and their admissions and enrollment leaders — have the opportunity to use their own data 
to examine the disparate racial effects of these policies and practices and to choose a different path 
to mitigate the effects of the Supreme Court ruling on race-conscious admissions in ways that are both 
legally permissible and more racially equitable.

Review applications in context 
When the key to holistic admissions is examining applicant credentials in light of high school and 
neighborhood contexts, the quality of that context data is crucial. In past years, admissions officers relied 
upon class rank and profile sheets produced by high school guidance offices.10 Today, a student’s class 
rank is often not provided by high schools, particularly at the highest and lowest SES high schools, and 
rank is calculated in a wide variety of ways that make it problematic for consistent and equitable use 
across applications. High school profiles, which provide a snapshot of a particular school’s academic 
program, demographics and neighborhood, are also highly inconsistent, as there is no single template 
for what data should be provided, and these profiles are used for many purposes outside of selective 
admissions.

Promising Policies and Practices That 
Make Admissions Review More Equitable
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This presents a crucial gap for equitable decision making. The structural, compound, segregationist, and 
intersectional inequalities at American high schools — particularly racially and socioeconomically — are 
impossible to overcome without robust data on the environments that support and constrain applicants. 
When more robust contextual data is provided, there is evidence that this can impact how admissions 
officers make decisions about low-income applicants. In simulations with admissions officers, the officers 
were about 25% more likely to recommend admitting a low-income applicant when they were provided 
with high quality data on the applicant’s high school and neighborhood contexts.11 An earlier policy shift 
in Colorado showed similar results,12 and the UC system, upon adopting holistic review with very high-
quality contextual data from California, also observed increases in the admission of underrepresented 
Latinx, Black, Asian American, NHPI, and AIAN.13 Context may also be helpful when interpreting letters 
of recommendation that counselors and teachers submit on behalf of applicants. Research has found 
evidence of bias in letters in the context of adult hiring, though research on letters of recommendation 
in undergraduate admissions is limited.  Contextual information can help admissions officers differentiate 
between letters written by a counselor with a large caseload and those written by counselors who can 
devote more time to each student, for example. Recommendation letters can also provide crucial 
contextual information about individual, family, and high school circumstances that are not conveyed 
by the quantitative indicators or the essays because students often don’t know what to disclose or feel 
uncomfortable doing so.

Recent data on the adoption of Landscape, a high school and neighborhood data dashboard, at over 200 
colleges, universities, and scholarship organizations, is our best data on the outcomes of contextualized 
holistic review. Landscape is a tool that provides standardized indicators of a student’s high school and 
neighborhood context. This information can be used by admissions officers to  ma ke mo re in formed 
decisions about who to admit. Bastedo et al. found that when eight pilot universities used Landscape, they 
admitted more low-income, non-feeder school students, but were less likely to use the tool with feeder 
high schools.15 Mabel et al. followed up on this study by analyzing a broader dataset from 43 Landscape 
pilot institutions.16 They found that when colleges were provided with standardized information through 
Landscape, applicants from the most disadvantaged school and neighborhood contexts experienced a 
five percentage point increase in probability of admission

The adoption of tools like Landscape, which is provided by The College Board free of charge to 
institutions, holds promise to provide colleges with robust, high quality contextual data that can buttress 
equitable admissions practices. Landscape is currently used at public and private colleges, test-optional 
and test-free schools, and many Minority-Serving Institutions (MSIs), including Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities (HBCUs), Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs), Asian American and Native American Pacific 
Islander-Serving Institutions (AANAPISIs), religious colleges, and single-sex colleges.
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Landscape provides high school and neighborhood data to contextualize 
the application submitted by each student. Landscape data includes:
• High school location

• Senior class size

• Percentage of students eligible for free/reduced price lunch

• Average SAT score at colleges attended by students from the high school's three most recent 
graduating classes

• AP participation and average scores

• SAT/ACT high school score averages

• Neighborhood data on college attendance, household structure, median family income, 
housing stability, education level, and crime rates
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Review athletics preferences and extracurriculars for inequity 
At the most selective colleges, an applicant’s extracurricular activities play a crucial role in the admissions 
process. Applicants to these schools are remarkably self-selecting in where they apply, and nearly all of 
them tout a near 4.0 GPA, high test scores, and a slew of Advanced Placement courses. As a result, their 
extracurricular activities often become a distinguishing factor.

Obtaining access to a convincing set of extracurricular activities and the ability to convey these activities’ 
importance in a holistic review takes a great deal of social and cultural capital. The effects on admission 
probabilities can be quite substantial. For example, athletes are four times more likely to be admitted to 
elite private institutions than non-athletes,17 and at Harvard, recruited athletes are three times more likely 
to be white than Black, Latinx, or Asian.18 Unsurprisingly, participation in athletics and other extracurricular 
activities is highly stratified, due to differences in high school opportunities, financial limitations, parenting 
styles, and safety issues, among other factors.19 Research shows very consistent results. For example, 
in North Carolina, the percentage of students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch was negatively 
associated with the number of extracurricular activities available at their high schools, particularly academic 
honors societies, service opportunities, and sports activities.20 In a recent study of extracurricular activities 
included in the Common Application, the activities and descriptions were highly linked to 
socioeconomic status (SES), with white, Asian American, high-SES, and private school students 
reporting substantially more activities, more activities with top-level leadership roles, and more 
activities with distinctive honors and awards.21

It is not uncommon for families of high-achieving students to be unaware of the importance of extracurricular 
activities, or even to discourage them as a distraction from academic endeavors. Yet, in a holistic review, 
an applicant with a high GPA, high test scores, and academic rigor is likely to be deemed “qualified, 
but not admitted” without substantial evidence of leadership in extracurricular activities. In light of this, 
it is crucial for admissions officers to read extracurricular activities with the same critical, contextual lens 
that they use for academic credentials and achievements. Reviewing extracurricular activities holistically 
means assessing the opportunities an applicant has had to participate in high school and neighborhood 
activities, looking carefully at barriers to participation, such as an after-school job or having to care for 
family members, and valuing that work and service, which often is vital to sustaining low-income families 
and communities.

The Urgency of Fair and Equitable Holistic Review of College Applicants •The Campaign for College Opportunity • July 2023



10

Policy Recommendations

Shaping a more equitable and just higher education system requires ensuring 
a fair and equitable assessment of college applicants through holistic review. To 
implement a strong, holistic review of admissions, institutions should: 

✓ Review applicants for admission with a thoughtful understanding of their experiences and
with robust data to provide context.

✓ Strengthen annual training and norming practices for admissions professionals to ensure
consistent and reliable fidelity to holistic review practices and policies.

✓ Collect high quality data to understand the context of an applicant’s high school and
neighborhood, adopting tools like Landscape to support these efforts. More importantly,
admission professionals must strengthen their ability to collect and have the capacity to use
good data to provide better insight into their applicants.

✓ Incorporate the successful elements of holistic review, such as those used by the UC, and
identify opportunities for appropriate, augmented review of applications from students who
face compound disadvantages.

✓ If extracurricular and athletic preferences are producing inequitable access to higher
education, take a more holistic approach so that low-income students are rewarded for
activities and responsibilities that include after-school jobs and caregiving for siblings or
other family members.

Campus holistic review in admissions efforts should be enacted alongside a review of inequitable 
practices that are prominent at many institutions, including legacy admissions, demonstrated interest, 
early admission policies, merit aid, and reliance on standardized tests. Some of these practices are also 
covered in other briefs as part of this series and include “Ensuring Fairness in College 
Admissions" and “Advancing Equity by Rethinking the Use of Tests in College Admissions."
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Along with enacting strong holistic review practices, institutions should:

End demonstrated interest and legacy policies 
In addition to academic factors, some admissions officers also consider forms of demonstrated interest, 
which is the degree to which an applicant connects with the institution and expresses likelihood of 
accepting an offer of admission. Currently 40% of admissions offices at selective colleges identify 
demonstrated interest as considerably or moderately important in their admissions process, an increase 
from seven percent in 2003.22 We do not have high quality data on the broad aspects of demonstrated 
interest, but in one rigorous study of a medium-sized private institution, multiple forms of demonstrated 
interest increased an applicant’s probability of admission by more than 20%.23 Needless to say, low-
income and racially minoritized students are less likely to be aware that demonstrated interest is a factor 
in admissions, or to have the resources to express this interest, particularly if it requires travel to faraway 
campuses.

Legacy status is perhaps the most notable aspect of demonstrated interest. In the media, it is often 
portrayed by admissions officers as of marginal importance. However, Hurwitz, examining a broad 
range of highly selective colleges, found that legacy applicants were more than three times more likely 
to be admitted, even when such status was conditional upon the applicant satisfying all academic 
requirements.24 At the most selective colleges, legacy applicants were more than five times more 
likely to be admitted. A primary legacy applicant at these schools — someone whose father or mother 
attended the school as an undergraduate — was nearly 15 times more likely to be admitted. Due to the 
history of elite universities, legacy applicants are undoubtedly whiter and wealthier than their non-
legacy counterparts.25 Although a relatively small number of admitted students have legacy status, the 
impact of removing such a policy is about more than numbers — it is about a university’s values and 
commitment to its mission.

In a period when other forms of equity-promoting preferences are being removed, such as race-conscious 
admissions, ending the use of both legacy status and demonstrated interest should be relatively easy 
wins for admissions offices. Legacy admits significantly underperform their peers academically.26 
While use of legacy status and demonstrated interest policies have some benefits for improving yield, 
there is no evidence that they are essential for building or maintaining alumni or donor relations. In 
recent years, both Amherst and Johns Hopkins have eliminated legacy preferences with no 
documented negative effects on donation or alumni relations, and this has been supported by broader 
descriptive research.27
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Reconsider early action and early decision admissions 
Early action and early decision programs are popular with colleges because they help to increase 
enrollment rates and improve the academic profile of the student body. However, these programs also have 
a negative impact on disadvantaged applicants. Early admissions is essentially a form of demonstrated 
interest, because submitting an early application signals to a school that the applicant has designated it as 
their first choice. Enrollment models demonstrate that early admissions candidates are far more likely to 
choose to enroll, are generally stronger academically, and need less financial aid than regular admissions 
candidates.

A low-income applicant who wants to see multiple financial aid awards before making a decision is less 
likely to submit an early application. Yet, an early decision application is correlated with a 20-to-30-point 
increase in the probability of admission.28 Unsurprisingly, despite the negative effects of these programs 
on low-income applicants, attempts to eliminate them in the 2000s were generally unsuccessful.

There are several reasons why early admissions programs are so difficult to eliminate. Colleges are 
reluctant to give up the increased enrollment and academic prestige that these programs provide, and 
many students and parents prefer early admissions programs because they offer a sense of security 
and certainty. Early admissions students are generally wealthier (and whiter) than students in the general 
applicant pool, leading to increased revenue for the school. These students also are far more likely to 
enroll, generating increased certainty for institutions, as well.

For many highly selective colleges, a very large proportion of the applicant pool is selected by early action 
or early admissions policies, leaving little room in the regular pool for students who are uncomfortable 
committing early to a campus or who lack access to high quality college counseling.29 Many members of 
the general public, and even college counselors, are unaware that early admissions applicants make up 
such a large proportion of the applicant pool, or that these applicants are far more likely to be admitted if 
they apply early.  

Institutions need to examine the equity implications of their early admissions practices.  While institutions 
are unlikely to unwind early admissions entirely, they can eliminate early action programs that require 
students to enroll if they are accepted. They can also reduce the proportion of the applicant pool that 
is accepted early, leaving more room for those in the general pool of applicants to be admitted, as well 
as reduce the disparity in admissions probability between early and regular candidates. Highly selective 
colleges have the resources to bear the costs associated with this shift and will benefit by increasing the 
probability of enrollment for low-income and minoritized students who are more likely to apply through 
the regular decision process.
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Analyze results of test-optional and test-free policies 
The COVID-19 pandemic caused many disruptions to higher education, including the closure of testing 
centers and concerns about students’ health when taking standardized tests in person. As a result, many 
institutions adopted test-optional or test-free policies, where SAT and ACT scores became either optional 
or not used in the selection process.

Even before the pandemic, there was a growing movement toward test-optional admissions, due to 
well-documented disparities in SAT and ACT scores across racial and socioeconomic groups and the 
comparative lack of the tests’ predictive power compared to high school grades.30 For many institutions, 
the introduction of test-optional policies was intended to attract larger and more racially diverse applicant 
pools. However, the impact of test-optional policies on admissions and enrollment outcomes remains 
unclear. The most robust current research suggests that such policies result in only modest gains, if any, on 
campus racial and socioeconomic diversity.31 Furthermore, it remains unclear how test-optional institutions 
evaluate candidates with test scores and how test-optional institutions evaluate applicants without this 
piece of information.

Another key issue is how institutions allocate financial aid, particularly merit-based scholarships. 
Standardized test scores have been a key criterion for state- and institutional-level merit-based scholarship 
programs. Many state-funded scholarships, such as Tennessee’s HOPE Scholarship, Georgia’s Zell Miller 
Scholarship, and the Florida Bright Futures Scholarship, have ACT or SAT thresholds that students must 
meet to be eligible. And many institutions continue to rely on standardized tests to make merit award 
decisions, even in test-optional admissions contexts. In a recent survey of more than 250 academic 
and enrollment leaders, 94% of whom represented test-optional or test-free institutions, nearly 40% of 
respondents from four-year public institutions indicated that test scores were required for at least some 
scholarships.32 As a result, test-optional and test-free policies exist in name only, as students in these 
states, and other students who apply to these institutions, must submit test scores for reasons other than 
admissions, even when test-optional and test-free policies are widely adopted or promoted by institutions.

This rapid acceleration of the test-optional movement allows institutions and researchers the opportunity 
to examine the consequences of implementing test-optional and test-free policies on a mass scale. The 
effects of the widespread adoption of test-optional policies on campus diversity remain unknown, and 
institutions can and should be engaging in critical reflection and institutional research on their policies and 
practices with respect to standardized tests and their effects on campus diversity. These policies include 
both admissions and financial aid practices that perpetuate inequities and constitute barriers that can  
be dismantled.
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To effectively address the impacts of the U.S. Supreme Court decision, leaders and policymakers 
need to look at practices across the whole enrollment pipeline, beyond those discussed in this brief.33 
Campus leaders must critically examine the myriad other enrollment management policies and practices 
that have major impacts on access for minoritized students, covered in “Ensuring Fairness in College 
Admissions,” “Advancing Equity by Rethinking the Use of Tests in College Admissions,” and 
forthcoming briefs in this series. Recent research on recruitment practices has demonstrated widely 
disparate approaches among selective colleges that are racially discriminatory and equivalent to 
“recruitment redlining.”34 Policies among public universities to increase the proportion of out-of-
state students — and the associated tuition revenue that comes with them — have documented the 
negative effects on racialized minorities at those institutions.35
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While the Supreme Court’s ruling in the SFFA cases will inevitably have major implications for Latinx, Black, 
Asian American, NHPI, and AIAN students at our most selective colleges — and for their salaries, career 
opportunities, and communities — there are significant measures that colleges, enrollment leaders, and 
admissions offices can adopt to mitigate these impacts. Throughout the holistic review process, there 
are opportunities to use an equity lens to examine, by focusing on the mission and critical data-based 
examination of racial impacts, a range of policies and practices that can be reformed or abolished in 
seeking a more just and humane admissions process.

Now is the time for action among college leaders to examine practices that are essential to the fair and just 
implementation of holistic admissions.  The mission of institutions of higher learning  — and the importance 
of racial and socioeconomic equity in our society — demand nothing less.

To learn more about holistic review, please visit the Michigan Admissions Collaboratory at 
https://sites.soe.umich.edu/mac/.

Conclusion
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