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In  October  2019, nearly 4  mill ion high school  s tudents  took the 
PSAT/NMSQT, the Col lege Board’s  onramp to the col lege admissions test ing 
highway that  extends to  the fal l  of senior  year  for  most .  As soon as scores 
were returned in December,  s tudents  began mapping out  their  test ing plans  for  
the spring and beyond. It  fel t  l ike any o ther school  year .   
Then everything changed.  The March 2020 SAT should’ve been the fi rs t  
off icial  landmark reached along the test ing path for  many of  last  year’s  
juniors.  But  the country began rapidly shutt ing down that  week,  int roducing 
new obstacles for students in  the form of  tes t  si te  closures .  In  the days that  
followed, ACT, Inc.  and the College Board canceled their  April  and May test  
dates ,  respectively.  It  became clear  that  this was no longer going to be l ike 
any other  school  year .  

The College Reaction 
In  response to  what s tudents  were facing,  colleges  had to adjust  accordingly to  
keep the admissions marketplace functioning. The most  notable turn was the 
almost  immediate and dramat ic increase in  col leges going test  opt ional ,  at  
least  temporari ly.   
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The f i rs t  wave of  pol icy updates  was announced in  March and Apri l .  
Currently,  over 95% of selective 4-year  colleges  do not  require test  scores .  In  
some cases ,  the move is  permanent ;  such colleges had already been 
contemplat ing the change to  reflect  their  evolving phi losophy around 
mandating test  scores .  For others,  i t  is  a temporary — even ambivalent  — 
concession in  response to extraordinary ci rcumstances.  The motives behind 
test  opt ional  pol icies  are not  universal .  
Some temporary policies  are st ructured as  two- or three-year  t rials .  This  is  
part ly in  anticipat ion of an extended period of disruption and part ly to  al low 
t ime to observe how students  — who will  have arr ived either with or without  
s tandardized test  scores  — perform at  the collegiate level  over  t ime. Many 
other  colleges  have committed so far  to only one year  of  rel ief .  Col leges that  
have s imilar t rai ts  may not  have matching admission pol icies,  and vice versa.  
It  i s  therefore important  for  families to  note individual  policies as they craft  a  
s t rategic tes t ing plan spanning the next year  or  two.  We t rack and update the 
test ing policies  of  several  hundred popular  colleges  here.  
It  i s  too early to  know what  di fferent  colleges  will  do when tes t ing condit ions  
improve and/or  when a temporary measure is  about  to expire.  We wil l  l ikely 
see a range of outcomes,  and individual  policy updates wi ll  be informed by 
the results  of these experiments .  The mult i -year  t r ials  are the ones best  
s t ructured to  al low for  proper validi ty s tudies  to occur.  

The Importance of Testing? It Depends 
There is  a  common, mistaken tendency to  treat  al l  colleges  the same. It ’s  easy 
to  inadvertently imply or  assume that  broad s tatements about  how “col leges 
act” hold t rue everywhere.  Of course they do not .  It  may be  helpful ,  therefore,  
to  f ine tune this question by thinking of any given 4-year  col lege as  fal l ing 
into one of three admission-test  groupings:  
•  S ti l l  Imp or ta nt 

T h e sm all est  col l ect ion  of  col l eg es (acco un tin g  fo r  a bou t  1 %  of  4- y ea r  
en rol lm en t )  r ec ei ves ou t si z ed a tt en tion  and  in spi r es  som e of  th e 
c yni ci sm and  an xi et y  a roun d  th e col l eg e ad mi ssi on s p ro cess.  Th ese 
co l l eges a r e exc eed in gl y po pu la r  an d t h er efo r e h av e adm i t  ra t es a t  o r  
b elow  10% .  N ea rl y  ev er y  ap pl ican t  i s  q uali f i ed ;  n ea rl y  ever y  a pp lica nt  
i s  d eni ed .  I t  h a s long  b een  p r esu m ed  tha t  v er y  hi gh  t est  sco r es a r e 
b o th  essen tial  a nd  in suffi ci en t  a t  such co l l eg es.  S tr ong  sco r es ha v en ’ t  
st oo d  ou t ,  t h ey ’ v e on ly  bl en d ed  in .  A si d e f ro m su sp ending  o r  
el i min a tin g  t esti ng  r eq ui r em en t s,  no t  m uch  w il l  ch ang e at  t h ese f ew  
co ll eges th i s y ear ,  n ext  y ea r ,  o r an y  yea r .  T est  o p tio nal  or  ev en  t est  
f r ee poli ci es  wil l  no t  ma ke th em an y  less  co m p eti ti v e o ver al l  (an d  
so m e pund it s  su g gest  t h e o pp o si t e) .  

•  P lus  F ac tor 
A  mu ch  la r g er  set  of  c ol l eg es (a ccou nt in g  fo r  a bou t  19%  of  4- y ea r  
en rol lm en t )  ha s a n  a v era g e a dmi ssion  r a t e tha t  i s  sti l l  com p et it iv e bu t  
f ar  mo r e r ea son able.  Su p pl y  an d  d eman d  im bal anc es sti l l  n ec essit a t e a  
d iff i cul t  an d  ca r ef ul  sel ec t ion  pr oc ess b u t a ppl ica tio n s a re r ea d 
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su p p o r t i v el y .  T est  sc o r es h a v e t r a d i t i o n a l l y  m a t t er ed  b u t  n o t  m o r e 
t ha n a  su stain ed  tra c k r eco rd  o f  aca dem ic  a chi ev em ent .  S t r ong  t est  
sco r es c an  b e a  pl us  fa c to r  bu t  no t  a  sin gul ar  dif f er enc e m a ker .  

•  L ow er  Pr io r it y 
In  t er m s of  to tal  enr oll m en t  nu m b er s (t h e r emaini ng  ~  8 0% ) ,  t he th i rd  
p ool  i s  b y fa r  th e lar g est  and  c on si st s  of  col l eg es tha t  ac cep t  t h e 
m a jo ri t y  of  th ei r  ap p lic an t s and  eva lua t e a p pli ca tion s based  la rg ely  o n 
a  bina r y  a ssessm ent  of  wh et h er  a  st uden t  ha s sh own  th e c ap abil i ty  to  
suc c eed  a t  th ei r  i nst i tu tio n,  o r  n ot .  Ad mi ssion  d eci sion s d on ’ t  hin g e 
on  smal l  dif f er enc es in  t est  sco r es an d i t  a p p ea r s  tha t  t est in g  wil l  onl y  
fu r th er  di mini sh  i n  i m po r tanc e at  th ese sch ool s  m ov ing  fo rw ar d .  
Ho w ev er ,  th ese schoo l s ha v e est abl i shed  ba seli n e st and ar d s and  so m e 
wi l l  ev en ma in tain  cu t - sco r es a s  c ri t eria  fo r  c er tain  mon et a r y  awa r d s 
o r  plac em en t  d eci sio n s.  

Parsing Test Optional Policies 
As public  health condit ions  improve — and specifically,  as  safe tes t ing 
faci l i t ies  become widely and reliably avai lable — test  scores  are l ikely to  
remain a relevant  piece of  the holis t ic  review process  at  many col leges ,  
especially where highly competi t ive forces  are in  play.  When considering a 
more selective school ,  i t  is  important  to understand that  while  you may now 
have the option n o t  to  submit  test  scores,  you also ( in  most cases) have the 
option  to  submit  them.  
Although test -optional  is  often couched as  an admissions  policy,  the 
al lowance is  really more of a  change to  a  col lege’s appl ication  pol icy.  The 
absence of a  test  score no longer prevents  a  s tudent from applying,  but  how 
that  omission affects  any given student’s  chance of  admission is  the subject  of 
intense,  ongoing debate.  
This  apparent paradox explains why we have been f ielding understandably 
skeptical  quest ions  from parents ,  students ,  and col lege counselors  al l  year:  
how can both be t rue?   
How can good scores  help but the lack of  scores  not  hurt?  
While they can sound l ike double-speak, what  these pol icies are saying 
precisely is  that  the mere presence or  absence of  tes t  scores doesn’t  
automat ically advantage or  disadvantage an appl icant.  It  is  much l ike how 
including or  excluding another optional piece of  information,  l ike a  summer 
job once held,  doesn’t  automatically move the needle.  It  depends on the 
s t rength or  nature of that  addit ional  piece of  information.  
What suspending test  requirements  wil l  help do, though,  is  avoid a steep 
decline in  the volume of  applications that  a  col lege receives .  Very few 
colleges  could afford to  cl ing to  rigid or out-of- touch policies  during a 
pandemic and watch the top of their  appl icant funnel  shrink.  
And yet ,  admissions officers grasp for anything that  helps  them better  
understand what  a student  can do, and a s t rong test  score is  a familiar piece of  
information to  them. Solid test  scores can make a good candidate bet ter.  If  a  
safe and convenient  opportuni ty to  take an SAT or an ACT presents i t sel f,  i t  
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wil l  keep the opt ion to  submit  scores  in  play for  you.  But  i f  tes t ing remains  
unreasonably diff icul t  to  complete,  col leges  wil l  unders tand.  

The Reaction From Test Takers? It Depends 
T est ing  pa t t ern s f ro m  th e cla ss  o f  2 021  ha v e la r g el y r efl ec t ed  t hr ee 
f ac to r s,  un su r p ri sin gl y :  1 )  loc al  t esti ng  r est ri c tion s,  2 )  a  st u d en t’ s  
exp ec t ed  sco r e,  and  3 )  a  st ud en t ’ s  l i st  of  ta r g et  col l eg es.  T est  ta ker s  can ’ t  
co n tr ol  th e f i r st  var ia bl e b ut  wh er e t est in g  ha s b een  p o ssi bl e,  t h e o th er 
t wo  c on sid er at ion s a p p ea r  to  ha v e d riv en  d eci sion s.  
W hil e  th e o v eral l  nu mb er  o f  t est  ta kers  i s  exp ec t ed  to  b e d own  thi s  y ea r  
( cu r r en t  fo r ec a st s p r o jec t  a s  much  a s a  30 % d ro p) ,  th e rat es of  d ecl in e 
d iff er  b y  r egion  a nd  th en b y  sco rin g  ban d ;  th e d ec r ea sed  r a t es in v er sel y  
co r r el a t e t o sco r es.  In  o th er  wo r d s,  t he low est  a b sen t ee r a t es ha v e b een  
f ro m  th e hi gh est  sco r er s:  t h e coun t  o f  st u d en t s sco rin g  ov er  1 50 0  on  th e 
S A T  ha s wa n ed  th e l ea st ,  fo l low ed  b y  th e nu m b er  of  tho se sco ri ng  o v er  
1 4 00  and  so  o n.  The m o st sel ec ti v e col l eg es a r e th er efo re exp ec tin g  
r ela ti v el y  hi gh  ra t es of  sc o r e sub mi ssion s ev en  thi s  y ea r .  A nd  w it h t h e 
o p tion  to  w i thhol d  sco r es c a r ry ing  l i ttl e  o r  no  sti g ma ,  p ub li sh ed  av er ag es 
co uld  b e d ri v en  hi gh er  than  ev er  b y  tho se wh o vo lun ta ri ly  sha r e.  
M ind ful  of  th ese t ren d s wh en  a d vi sin g cu r r en t  jun io r s,  we enc ou ra g e 
st u d en t s and  th eir  p a r en t s  to  ful ly  r eco gni z e th e valu e o f  ha vi ng  o p tion s 
in  a  t est  o p tion al  en vi ron m en t .  W hen  co ll eges al low  an  ap p lic an t t o 
ch oo se to  sub mi t  sco r es,  th ey  a r e c edin g  mo r e con t rol  to t h e a p plic an t  —  
b u t onl y  i f  th e stu den t  ha s th e abil it y  t o  exerci se tha t  o pt ion .  Al l  thin g s 
b ein g equa l ,  a p pli can t s  w ho  ha v e sco res t o  r ep o rt  r eta in  an  ad van t ag e 
o v er  tho se who  o p t ou t  of  t estin g  ri ght  f ro m  th e sta r t.  And  th ese pl annin g  
d i scu ssio n s a r e ha pp enin g  now . 
In  st at es and  r egion s wh er e man y  t est s i t es  ha v e b een clo sed,  i t  i s  na tu ral  
t o  wa n t to  po st pone p lann in g un ti l  thin g s a r e m o r e c ert ain .  T h e wi sd om  
t ha t  c an  b e dr awn  fr o m  th e cla ss  o f  2 02 1 ,  how ev er ,  i s  that  p lann ing  
b eco m es ev en  mo re i m po rt an t  du ri ng  t i m es of  un c er t ain ty .  

The Road Ahead 
The upheaval  to  the college admission tes t ing process  this  year  has caused 
widespread whiplash for test  takers ,  test ing agencies ,  and colleges .  For high 
school seniors,  as  one horizon (application deadlines)  inexorably approaches,  
another  one ( test  dates)  keeps inching elusively away.  At  some point  the 
applicat ion process  must move on,  with or  wi thout scores.  
For current juniors  and sophomores ,  t ime is  more on their  s ide.  Even in a  pre-
pandemic world,  official  tes t ing for  most  college-bound students  never  needed 
to  begin unti l  the spring of  11th grade.  Patience has  always been a key 
ingredient  to optimal  long term test ing outcomes (an es t imated 50% of college 
applicants  don’t  at tain  their highest  score unti l  the fal l  of 12th grade)  and we 
think that  patience will  be an important  –  i f  not  a necessary – corners tone of a  
s tudent’s  test ing mindset  this  year  more than ever .  As you chart  a  test ing path 
forward,  assume you’l l  confront some frust rat ing roadblocks ahead that  you’l l  
need to overcome.  



As for  the two tes t ing agencies  ( the Col lege Board and ACT, Inc) ,  s tay tuned 
for  important  updates  to  their spring plans  to address  demand.  Based on recent  
s ignals,  we expect to  see new test ing dates added to the calendar ,  an increase 
in  school-day tes t ing opportuni t ies,  and the debut of an at -home online ACT.  

We Are Here To Guide You 
If  you were unable to  take the PSAT las t  month due to  school  
closures ,  contact  us  to  schedule a diagnostic  test  soon.  We proctor  full  length 
practice exams every weekend and deliver  score reports wi thin 1-2 days.  Our 
report ing plat form is  the industry’s  gold standard and provides  depth and 
insights not  avai lable elsewhere.  These assessments and corresponding 
analyses  are cr i t ical  pieces  of  informed planning.   
And while some high schools  have postponed the PSAT with the hope of  
hosting i t  in  January,  be aware that  the resul ts  of  that  test  won’t  be received 
unti l  March.  Whether  you plan to take an official  tes t  in  February,  March, 
April ,  May,  or  June, i t  wil l  help to  have detai led results  from baseline tes t ing 
in  hand before winter  break to  help select  a  tes t  and properly address any 
identi f ied areas  of  concern.  
Once armed with our  diagnostic  reports,  you can then schedule a  personal 
consultat ion to  help interpret  results ,  set  goals,  and discuss preparation 
s t rategies .  Our 1-on-1 program directors are renowned by col lege counselors  
nationwide for  their  honesty,  experience,  professional ism,  and warmth in the 
guidance they offer .  Please feel  free to  contact  us to  see how we can help.  
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