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     Within the past decade, college admissions in the

United States have become increasingly competitive.

While research shows that US colleges are admitting

more students, the increasing rate of applications is

soaring faster than the increasing rate of

admissions.   

     For many colleges in the United States, college

entrance exam scores weigh very heavily into the

students' admissions outcomes. This was reinforced

last year when it was revealed that parents bribed

"college entrance exam administrators to facilitate

cheating on college entrance exams" (District of

Massachusetts). As the nationwide admissions scandal

unfolded, we also learned that parents bribed

university athletic coaches to designate their children

as recruited athletes as another means of securing a

spot in elite universities.    
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     This further demonstrates how college admissions are a game where the wealthy

people receive unfair advantages. One obvious way around the game would be to

change how standardized testing affects college admissions decisions. Many people

have become increasingly vocal about how standardized college entrance exams such

as the SAT and ACT do not accurately reflect students' college readiness.

 

      Within the last few years, some prestigious US universities have been receptive

to this message and created more flexible testing policies. For example, New York

University lists seven options and requests that applicants submit only one to be

considered for admission. The option are the SAT, the ACT, the International

Baccalaureate Diploma, three Higher-Level Exam scores (for non-IB Diploma

candidates), three SAT Subject Test scores, three AP Exam scores, or an

international examination score (NYU).

 

     As students at The Pennsylvania State University, we examined the admissions

policies of our school and the other Big Ten universities: Indiana University,

Michigan State University, Northwestern University, Ohio State University, Purdue

University, Rutgers University, University of Illinois, University of Iowa, University

of Maryland, University of Michigan, University of Minnesota, University of

Nebraska, and University of Wisconsin. We formulated three different approaches to

help mitigate the flaws of standardized testing and better reflect applicants in college

admissions:

 

Approach 1) 3/6 Summary 

Approach 2) State Mandated Testing 

Approach 3) Abolish SAT Completely



  

 

 

Approach 1: 3/6 Summary
 

P H O T O  B Y  M A R T I N  R .  S M I T H

An approach to the problem of standardized testing

would be to implement a three-out-of-six system

where the applicant would turn in only three out of

six of the options. A few of the options would be a

resume, an essay prompt, a portfolio-based

assessment, letter(s) of recommendation, interview(s)

and submit your SAT. The students would be able to

pick the three that they believe would properly reflect

their performance in high school in order to help

them apply to prospective colleges. Picking three out

of six options provides the candidate applying to

college with a chance to pick what greatest strength

they believe they have through this decision. All six of

the options provide ways that make up for the SAT or

ACT exams and perhaps even explain more about the

candidate than the exam. An exam shows the college

what score they can get on it and how well they

studied, and what knowledge they already know.

However, the choice of either submitting a resume,

essay prompt, portfolio-based assessment, letter(s)

of recommendation, or an interview(s) process,

provides more valid, important information for a

college to base their decision on. A resume provides a

clear, to the point page of information that highlights

the applicant's key contributions that they have made

throughout their community, workplace, and more. It

also highlights the student's academic performance,

which is also a key factor in the college admissions

process.

An essay prompt selected by the college is also a

solution that gives a chance for the candidate to show

their writing ability as well as their creativity and

thought process. The option of having a letter of

recommendation is a useful tool that would be able to

support the candidate and give feedback on them from

someone who sees their potential. The portfolio option,

like those for applications for art programs, are based

on their art and growth over time. Similarly, this can

be applied to non-art students, allowing for admissions

to see the growth and progress over time. The last

option of going through an interview is also a way

that the college can truly see who the candidate is. The

face-to-face, question-based discussion could provide

significantly more information about the candidates'

personalities than any test. A few argumentative 

points could be that not everyone would believe that

these options could academically reflect the student as

well as the SAT or ACT exams. Another con could be

the fact that some of the essays prompts or portfolios

would take an excessive amount of time to review.

There also would need to be a new grading system that

officials could use as the basis to applicants'

submissions. There could be cheating where hired

people could write the essays for the applicant or help

with the portfolios. Additionally, there are not many

classes that would be suitable in helping the students

prepare for these options and how to correctly set

them up.

The students will have the availability to

demonstrate their strengths.

Interviews allow for in-person explanations.

Doesn't benefit/help all students.

Excessive amount of time to review.

New grading system would have to be

created.

Resume, Essay Prompt, Portfolio-

Based Assessment, Letter(s) of

Recommendation, Interview(s),

Submitting SAT Scores

PROS:

CONS:



      Similarly to the PSSAs, each individual state will create a standardized test based on the mandated

curriculum in their high schools. Colleges will then use these test scores in place of the SAT’s to

quantify a student’s comprehension of base level English and math skills taught in high school.

       This would be a state funded exam, aiding in making higher education more accessible to low-

income students. In addition to this financial relief, this test would eliminate the perceived need

for private tutors. Many people seek out tutors for standardized tests in order to learn to “cheat the test”

and see substantial increases in their scores without any increase in knowledge. Because these tests

would be solely based upon material learned in class, attaining a private tutor would not be nearly as

beneficial, and this avoids putting students who cannot afford these high price tutors at a severe

disadvantage. The state funding for these exams would come at the price of increased taxes. This source

of funding would put states with a lower overall wealth at a disadvantage due to general lack of funding.

Approach 2: State Mandated Testing
 

        A test based upon material learned in class

would more adequately evaluate a student’s capacity to

learn. The SAT’s are based on a regimented knowledge

base which it is assumed that high school students

have received by the time they are taking the test;

unfortunately, some students have not been exposed to

this material through no fault of their own. Sadly,

there are school districts across America that do not

reach the point of teaching concepts seen on the SAT,

but the fact that a student was never exposed to that

material does not dictate their capacity to learn it in

the future. These state standardized tests would test

how well a student has learned, retained, and

comprehended material they were taught, which is a

much better evaluation of their potential for future

success. The success of this plan is dictated entirely

by the motivations of teachers. It is possible that some

teachers will abandon a holistic teaching process in

order to “teach for the test”, as higher test scores may

boost their school’s ratings and rankings.

      Establishing state administered standardized tests

will also force states to create and adhere to minimum

curriculum requirements. This will ensure

that students who attended a school with less

resources will not be penalized or disadvantaged by

this. This would also put more power regarding

curriculum into the hands of the states. Steering away

from nationalized standards runs the risk of

increasing the already existent disparity of education

quality across state lines.

This testing process would be more financially

equitable for all students.

A student's capacity for learning is better

tested by a state-mandated standardized test.

It provides a more accurate reflection of

instruction in schools.

This approach decreases the disparity of

standards of education between school

districts.

It could become expense for states

Teachers could overly fixate on "teaching to

the test", because it will boost their ratings.

There could be increasing disparity between

education in states.

PROS:

 

CONS: 



    Approach 3 purposes that all national standardized testing and the college board are no longer

considered in the college admissions process. This would allow students to focus more on their extra-

curricular activities and GPA as opposed to being brought down by a single test that might not represent

them well. The objective of this approach is to force B1G schools to adopt a more more holistic review

method when regarding student applicants. This approach places more emphasis on GPA which is

historically a stronger indicator of academic success. The SAT and other nationally standardized tests

are ill-equipped and outdated methods to assess students purely because they only measure a

students’ ability to conform to a test.

 

 

Approach 3: Abolish SAT Completely
 

P H O T O  B Y  M A R T I N  R .  S M I T H

Encourages colleges to have a more

holistic approach regarding their

evaluation of applicants.

Students can play to their strengths,

taking classes and extracurricular they

engage well in to demonstrate their value

as students to a college.

Solves the problem of the “Pay to play”

exploit regarding the SAT..

Places pressure on school districts to

give their students the best education

possible.

PROS:

 

Difficult to implement

Harder to measure academic success due

to grade inflation on a district by district

basis.

How would this be implemented? 

What collateral's do we have to stop

grade inflation?

CONS:

 

Thought-Provoking Questions:

(NY Times Magazine)
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