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• Interpret graphs to make comparisons across groups

• Describe how Weber’s theory of bureaucracy explains 
the use of testing in college admissions 

• Describe the major arguments for and against test-
optional policies
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How did the pandemic 
create, exacerbate, or make visible 
inequalities in education?  
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Access to 
broadband internet



Kaylee T. Matheny - Admitting Inequality 6

Access to 
broadband internet

Quality of online 
instruction
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Districts with higher shares of free/reduced 
price lunch eligible students learned less, 
on average, over the pandemic

https://edopportunity.org/recovery/#/chart/none/districts/mth1922/frl/all/3.15/37.39/-96.78/


What features of a graph help you 
understand its message? 
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Access to 
broadband internet

Quality of online 
instruction

Opportunity to take 
admissions exams
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Trends in Requiring Test Scores for Admission
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Trends in Admissions Requirements
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• Interpret graphs to make comparisons across groups

• Describe how Weber’s theory of bureaucracy explains 
the use of testing in college admissions 

• Describe the major arguments for and against test-
optional policies



Timeline of Testing
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1900
The College Board is 

founded and 
develops an essay-

based entrance exam

1926
The SAT is 

administered for 
the first time

1942
The College Board 
standardizes and 

begins using the SAT

1946
Stanley Kaplan 

launches the test 
prep industry

1964
The SAT surpasses 

one million 
test-takers

1969
Bowdoin becomes 
the first college to 

go test-optional

1979
The FTC determines 

admissions exams are 
coachable

2001
Colorado and Illinois 

partner with the ACT to 
offer universal testing for 

high school juniors

2020
COVID-19 
Pandemic



What comes to mind when you 
hear the word ‘bureaucracy’?
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Weber’s Theory of Bureaucracy
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Activities required by 
the organization are 

official duties

Organizational 
members are specially 

trained

Clear, hierarchical 
supervisory system

Organization activities 
demand one’s full 
working capacity

Organization 
management is based 
on written documents

Organization 
management follows 
rules, understood via 

special expertise



Weber’s Theory of Bureaucracy

Kaylee T. Matheny - Admitting Inequality 26

Activities required by 
the organization are 

official duties

Organizational 
members are specially 

trained

Clear, hierarchical 
supervisory system

Organization activities 
demand one’s full 
working capacity

Organization 
management is based 
on written documents

Organization 
management follows 
rules, understood via 

special expertise



Weber’s Theory of Bureaucracy

Kaylee T. Matheny - Admitting Inequality 27

Activities required by 
the organization are 

official duties

Organizational 
members are specially 

trained

Clear, hierarchical 
supervisory system

Organization activities 
demand one’s full 
working capacity

Organization 
management is based 
on written documents

Organization 
management follows 
rules, understood via 

special expertise



Weber’s Theory of Bureaucracy

Kaylee T. Matheny - Admitting Inequality 28

Activities required by 
the organization are 

official duties

Organizational 
members are specially 

trained

Clear, hierarchical 
supervisory system

Organization activities 
demand one’s full 
working capacity

Organization 
management is based 
on written documents

Organization 
management follows 
rules, understood via 

special expertise



Weber’s Theory of Bureaucracy

Kaylee T. Matheny - Admitting Inequality 29

Activities required by 
the organization are 

official duties

Organizational 
members are specially 

trained

Clear, hierarchical 
supervisory system

Organization activities 
demand one’s full 
working capacity

Organization 
management is based 
on written documents

Organization 
management follows 
rules, understood via 

special expertise



Weber’s Theory of Bureaucracy

Kaylee T. Matheny - Admitting Inequality 30

Activities required by 
the organization are 

official duties

Organizational 
members are specially 

trained

Clear, hierarchical 
supervisory system

Organization activities 
demand one’s full 
working capacity

Organization 
management is based 
on written documents

Organization 
management follows 
rules, understood via 

special expertise



Weber’s Theory of Bureaucracy

Kaylee T. Matheny - Admitting Inequality 31

Admissions officers 
must have college 

degrees 

Admissions offices 
operate under a dean, 

under a president

Admissions processes 
adhere to strict 

deadlines

Admissions offices 
have written rules for 

management

There are rules and 
special language 

associated with the 
admissions process

Admitting students is 
one of a college’s 

official duties
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How does using tests support an 
admissions office’s
(bureaucratic) goals? 
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So why go test-optional? 



So why go test-optional? 
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Admitting students is 
one of a college’s 

official duties

Admitting an academically 
prepared, diverse cohort is one of 

a college’s official duties
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• Interpret graphs to make comparisons across groups

• Describe how Weber’s theory of bureaucracy explains 
the use of testing in college admissions 

• Describe the major arguments for and against test-
optional policies
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SAT Scores are Associated with Family Income
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…but SAT Scores Also Vary Within Income Bands
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SAT Scores are Associated with Race/Ethnicity



Kaylee T. Matheny - Admitting Inequality Source: Matheny, 2022 | The College Board                                                                                    41

SAT Scores are Associated with Race/Ethnicity



Kaylee T. Matheny - Admitting Inequality Source: Matheny, 2022 | The College Board                                                                                    42

SAT Scores are Associated with Race/Ethnicity



Kaylee T. Matheny - Admitting Inequality Source: Matheny, 2022 | The College Board                                                                                    43

SAT Scores are Associated with Race/Ethnicity
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…but GPA Is Also Associated with Race/Ethnicity
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Why might going test-
optional increase the 
racial/ethnic and 
socioeconomic diversity 
of admitted classes? 

(That is, if test-optional 
policies increase 
diversity, why?) 
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Why might going test-
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racial/ethnic and 
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diversity, why not?) 



Kaylee T. Matheny - Admitting Inequality Source: Matheny’s Visualization Based on Bennett, 2022                                                               47

What 
happened? 
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What 
happened? 

3-4%

10-12%

6-8%
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3-4%

10-12%

6-8%

Why might going test-
optional not increase 
the racial/ethnic and 
socioeconomic 
diversity of admitted 
classes? 

(That is, if test-
optional policies do 
not increase diversity, 
why not?) 
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Does the number of submitted applications increase or decrease? 

When going test optional…
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Does the number of submitted applications increase or decrease? 
→ Increase. 

When going test optional…

In 1969, Bowdoin became the first college to go test-optional. As a result, there was a 
substantial increase in the number of applications, which meant greater burden on 
admissions officers. 

This prompted the college to make a small change to the language through which it 
communicated its policy: Rather than telling students that test scores were optional, the 
college transitioned to telling students that test scores were recommended. 

In the admissions office, practices did not change; however, this did somewhat reduce the 
number of applications submitted, making the policy manageable for the admissions office.
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Does the number of submitted applications increase or decrease? 
→ Increase. 

Who is more likely to get admitted: submitters or non-submitters?

When going test optional…
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Does the number of submitted applications increase or decrease? 
→ Increase. 

Who is more likely to get admitted: submitters or non-submitters?
→ Submitters.

When going test optional…

Often, students who do not submit have lower test scores. This means they typically 
also have less rigorous academic records and lower high school GPAs. 

Holistic review: While we look at many factors in reviewing applications for admission, academic preparation and
performance are still primary. University of Washington

We evaluate each applicant in terms of criteria that measure the merit of academic achievement* as well as
personal interests, talents, accomplishments and challenges... We evaluate each applicant holistically.* We don’t
select applicants based on any single criterion. All criteria are considered as part of our review of the whole person.
The Ohio State University
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Does the number of submitted applications increase or decrease? 
→ Increase. 

Who is more likely to get admitted: submitters or non-submitters?
→ Submitters.

Who, by SES and race/ethnicity, is more likely to omit test scores?

When going test optional…
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Does the number of submitted applications increase or decrease? 
→ Increase. 

Who is more likely to get admitted: submitters or non-submitters?
→ Submitters.

Who, by SES and race/ethnicity, is more likely to omit test scores?
→ Underrepresented minority and low-income students.

When going test optional…

In some ways, it depends on your denominator. Given a pool of Hispanic applicants and 
a pool of White applicants, a greater share of the Hispanic applicants will not submit 
their scores. However, given a pool of non-submitting applicants, White students will 
make up the greatest share. 
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How is that possible?
In a cohort of 200 randomly selected 
college applicants from across the US, 
on average, 105 are White (as of 2013)

Let’s say 80% (that’s a high estimate!) 
of Hispanic students do not submit 
test scores. That results in a pool of 
non-submitters with 38 Hispanic 
students. 

In order to have an equal number of 
Hispanic and White students in the 
non-submitting applicant pool, only 
36% of White students would have to 
withhold their scores. (And White 
students are only somewhat less likely 
to withhold their scores). 
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Does the number of submitted applications increase or decrease? 
→ Increase. 

Who is more likely to get admitted: submitters or non-submitters?
→ Submitters.

Who, by SES and race/ethnicity, is more likely to omit test scores?
→ Underrepresented minority and low-income students.

Who earns higher GPAs and stays in college at higher rates? 

When going test optional…
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Does the number of submitted applications increase or decrease? 
→ Increase. 

Who is more likely to get admitted: submitters or non-submitters?
→ Submitters.

Who, by SES and race/ethnicity, is more likely to omit test scores?
→ Underrepresented minority and low-income students.

Who earns higher GPAs and stays in college at higher rates? 
→ Outcomes are about equal for both groups. 

When going test optional…

Submitters have slightly higher GPAs and retention rates, but this difference is small.
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Does the number of submitted applications increase or decrease? 
→ Increase. 

Who is more likely to get admitted: submitters or non-submitters?
→ Submitters.

Who, by SES and race/ethnicity, is more likely to omit test scores?
→ Underrepresented minority and low-income students.

Who earns higher GPAs and stays in college at higher rates? 
→ Outcomes are about equal for both groups. 

Who needs more financial aid: submitters or non-submitters?
→ Non-submitters.

When going test optional…
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You have been asked to advise your school’s admissions 
office on how to improve diversity on campus. 

In groups of two, outline a one-page summary of 
recommendations you would make to increase campus 
diversity, keeping in mind the bureaucratic organization 
and priorities of the admissions office. 

Task
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