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Foreword
Dr. Tom Green
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• AACRAO •

Like many topics in higher education — competency-based degrees, degree completion for working
adults, etc. — holistic admission is not a new topic but
has taken on new energy in the last few years. These
concepts have been around for a few decades, but
as forces (accountability for completion outcomes,
rising costs and perception of value, racial equality,
to name just a few) press upon higher education, we
look to past practices as a way to examine which of
those may help us respond to those pressures. And
when this occurs, we often see them as “silver bullets”
with magical properties to improve practices. Like all
practices in Strategic Enrollment Management (SEM),
their application requires considerable thought about
mission and values, how they relate to a college or
university’s enrollment goals, and how they will be
applied in the context of each specific institutional
culture. It is the combination of “why” with “how”
that makes them so effective in creating real change. It
is why this book is so needed today. We must understand the “why” of its purpose and relationship to
mission, values and enrollment goals before we can
understand the “how” of its application within a specific institutional context. The authors have written
it in a way, combining theory with case studies, that
allows the reader to see the complete picture of holistic admissions in a specific application of noncognitive variables.

Admissions practices are based upon admissions
policies. Admissions criteria are the centerpiece of
those policies and it is worthwhile to unpack them as
a concept before moving ahead to consider changing
them. Historically, admissions criteria were used as
a screening device to keep out certain undesirable
groups and allow access to those people considered
to be “worthy” of entering the academy. Exclusions
have been based on gender, religion, nationality, and/
or skin color. As higher education evolved to be less
exclusive and more open in the 20th century, criteria
were based upon new concepts of grade point average
(GPA), class rank, and new standardized tests designed
to identify talented individuals from areas (especially
rural America) that had not been in the higher education pipeline. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the
Higher Education Act of 1965 broke open the doors
of American higher education to religious and ethnic groups that had been largely excluded from many
institutions or relegated to specialized, segregated
institutions that included those established for Jewish, Catholic, or Black students. When higher education applied these same admissions criteria to those
students, it highlighted the educational disparities in
America, especially that poor students and students
of color were less likely to qualify for admission.
The late 20th century and early 21st century have
had a much greater focus on access and student suc-
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cess than at any point in higher education history.
While some institutions are extremely selective and
need to carefully screen applications from huge pools
of high-qualified students, most colleges and universities admit the vast majority of their applicants. They
have a new use for admissions standards. They exist
to identify those students who are likely to thrive in their
educational programs. Admissions criteria are inseparable from student success once a student is enrolled,
and therefore must utilize measures that have some
relationship to demonstrated levels of success or clear
lack thereof to be meaningful in practice. It is also
important to note that admissions criteria are inexact
and that they “miss” at times by both admitting students who will not be successful and rejecting those
who will thrive.
How, then, can we establish more precise instruments and measures that allow us to identify those
students who are likely to thrive at our institutions?
We can certainly look at other information beyond
GPA and test scores (class rank has all but disappeared
from most secondary transcripts); many institutions
require some additional information, including essays
and personal statements. For decades (and sometimes
centuries), some elite institutions required interviews. The overall intention of these practices was to
learn more about the student’s motivation for studies
and to hear about their personal life circumstances.
It sought to identify the elusive “fit” between the student and the institution. Some institutions, especially
the most selective ones, have well-worn rubrics for
evaluating these additional interactions and materials.
Most, however, do not. Because many, if not most,
admissions offices do not have a standard way of evaluating student writing and lack a sense of what it is
they are actually seeking from them, it devolves into
looking for students who write well (and this makes
a huge assumption that it is an authentic writing sample from the student) and those who tell the most
compelling life stories. In many cases, these writing

samples are simply not used at all and serve only to
make the institution appear to be more selective.
The term “holistic admission” has come to cover
a very wide range of practices. Generally speaking, it
means that the applicant is evaluated on more than
traditional measures, such as GPA and test score. It can
mean writing samples, interviews, assessment of the
level of challenge the student exhibited against the
available curriculum, the strength of other applicants
from the same school over time, or whether the student was involved in activities outside of school that
are valued by the college or university, such as service
or leadership, athletics, etc. It can mean any of these
and more. Well-intentioned admissions officers are
seeking that combination of information that helps
them identify the best “fit” students from among the
applicant pool.
Admissions policies and practices should signal to
potential applicants what is required by and valued by
the institution, but many times these new “holistic”
review processes lack the clarity to help prospective
students understand exactly what the institution
seeks in them. The adoption of test optional and test
blind policies has accelerated. To be certain, the relaxation of testing requirements has been a relief to many
applicants and there are many colleges and universities that have seen increased applications as a result.
The resulting obscurity about what else is examined,
however, has created a haphazard patchwork of practices and greater confusion among students about
their candidacy.
Holistic practices have also been rejected by admissions officers. There are two main arguments against
the practice. First, these officers believe that any additional requirements or materials beyond official transcripts and test scores will result in fewer applications,
meaning fewer new students. This threatens their job
security and they are highly skeptical about any steps
that threaten institutional health or their job status.
Second, the issue of scalability of reading additional
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materials and conducting additional reviews, including interviews, with large numbers of applicants,
keeps institutions with sizeable applicant pools from
considering these measures, even if they conceptually
support them. These are valid concerns. Admissions
directors are regularly tossed from their jobs for missing a single target, even if past years were successful.
Admissions offices are operating on thin budgets and
don’t have extra resources to expend on hiring staff to
conduct interviews or read application files.
This book will help admissions officers struggling
with both of these issues. It reveals the false dichotomy
of quality versus access. It is possible to have more
diverse and more successful students. However, we
must re-evaluate our definition of quality to include
progression and completion (without any change in
rigor), not test scores, as the main metrics for it. Every
admissions officer recognizes that higher retention,
persistence, and completion rates mean less pressure
on the number of new students required to achieve

and sustain institutional health. The case studies in
this book show that institutions are able to implement
these measures, even where the application volume is
very high, by utilizing proven methods and leveraging
existing technologies.
Is there risk? Yes. Does it take effort? Yes. As stated
earlier, there are no silver bullets. Like any initiative
in SEM, there is always some risk and some effort to
achieve results. It will not work for everyone. However, as we work to create a more equal higher education landscape and to focus our efforts on student
success, these practices have demonstrated results,
as told by those who have implemented them. It
provides the methods and structure that are largely
lacking when institutions move toward holistic admissions practices today. Individual readers of this book
may have many reasons why they want to implement
holistic admissions practices; for the first time, they
have solid examples of how to implement consistent,
legal, manageable methods.
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