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Should standardized tests be required 
or optional for high schoolers apply-
ing to college? Th is is a salient question 
not only because it excites educationists, 
guidance counsellors, parents, and High 
School seniors but also because if it can 
be shown that any one group loses when 
such standardized testing is optional 
then this fi nding would have signifi cant 
equity and social implications. Th ought-
provoking new research by Bruce Sac-
erdote and his colleagues sheds valuable 
light on this question.

Th ese researchers examine whether 
the shift  from standardized-test require-
ments to test-optional admissions has 
advanced equity in elite college admis-
sions. Using detailed admissions data 
from Dartmouth College, the researchers 
reach a counterintuitive conclusion: test-
optional policies can disproportionately 
disadvantage high-achieving students 
from less-advantaged backgrounds. Th e 
central argument here is that standard-
ized test scores, when interpreted in the 
context of a student’s socioeconomic and 
educational background, can provide an 
important signal of academic ability—
particularly for applicants whose high 
schools and educational environments 
are unfamiliar to elite college admissions 
offi  ces.

Th e study undertaken compares ap-
plicants to Dartmouth during two test-
required years, 2017 and 2018, with ap-
plicants during two test-optional years, 
2021 and 2022. Th e researchers exploit 
an unusual feature of Dartmouth’s data: 
although many applicants elected not 
to have their test scores considered, the 
researchers could observe the scores of 
approximately 5,000 such applicants be-
cause these students had previously sent 
their scores to Dartmouth and subse-
quently requested that they be hidden 
from admissions offi  cers. Th ese “hidden 
scores” allow the researchers to com-
pare students with similar underlying 
SAT scores who made diff erent decisions 
about whether to report them.

Th e fi rst major fi nding is that the 
adoption of test-optional admissions 
substantially increased the number of ap-
plications but did not materially diversify 
Dartmouth’s applicant pool. Applications 
increased by about 35 percent, from ap-
proximately 42,000 in the test-required 

period to 57,000 in 
the test-optional 
period. Yet the so-
cioeconomic and 
academic char-
acteristics of ap-
plicants remained 
broadly similar. 
For example, the 
share of fi rst-gen-
eration applicants 
declined slightly, 
from 16 to 14 per-
cent, while the pro-
portion classifi ed 

as less advantaged fell from 24 to 20 per-
cent. Th e most signifi cant demographic 
change was an increase in international 
applicants, from 17 to 24 percent. Th us, 
the researchers fi nd little evidence that 
test-optional policies themselves brought 
greater socioeconomic diversity to Dart-
mouth’s applicant pool.

Th e second major fi nding concerns the 
predictive power of standardized tests. 
SAT scores strongly predict fi rst-year ac-
ademic performance at Dartmouth. A re-
gression using SAT scores alone explains 
approximately 22 percent of the variation 
in fi rst-year GPA, compared with only 9 
percent explained by high school GPA. 
Adding high school GPA to SAT scores 
increases explanatory power by only 
about 3 percentage points. Importantly, 
the relationship between SAT scores and 
college performance is similar for more- 
and less-advantaged students. Th is sug-
gests that although SAT scores are corre-
lated with family income, their ability to 
predict academic performance does not 
appear to depend strongly on students’ 
socioeconomic backgrounds.

Th e researchers then show why contex-
tualized use of test scores matters. Dart-
mouth does not simply interpret a 1400 
SAT score identically for every applicant. 
A score of 1400 may be a much stronger 
signal of achievement for a student at-
tending a rural or poorly resourced high 
school whose 75th-percentile SAT score 
is 1200 than for a student attending a 
highly selective school where scores are 
much higher. Th e researchers fi nd that 
contextualized use of scores substantially 
reduces the relationship between family 
income and admission probability. In-
deed, applicants from the lowest-income 

neighborhoods sometimes have higher 
admission probabilities than applicants 
from the wealthiest neighborhoods, de-
spite having lower average SAT scores.

Th e central problem with test-optional 
admissions arises because students do 
not appear to understand how admis-
sions offi  ces interpret scores in context. 
Approximately 46 percent of Dartmouth 
applicants chose not to submit scores. 
At any given SAT level, however, appli-
cants from diff erent socioeconomic and 
educational backgrounds were roughly 
equally likely to submit their scores. Put 
diff erently, the benefi t of reporting a high 
score is much greater for disadvantaged 
applicants, yet those applicants are not 
more likely to report such scores.

Th is produces the study’s most strik-
ing result. Among less-advantaged appli-
cants with SAT scores of 1420 or higher, 
submitting the score increased the prob-
ability of admission by approximately 
4.3 percentage points, or about 2.5 times 
their baseline admission probability. By 
contrast, high-scoring applicants from 
more-advantaged backgrounds received 
little statistically signifi cant admissions 
benefi t from reporting their scores. Th e 
researchers contend that admissions of-
fi cers already possess substantial infor-
mation about students from well-known, 
high-performing schools, whereas test 
scores provide additional information 
about students from less familiar and 
less-resourced schools.

Like any study, this study has some 
limitations. Even so, it is worth em-
phasizing that this study challenges the 
conventional assumption that elimi-
nating standardized testing necessarily 
promotes greater educational equity. Its 
evidence suggests that, at least at Dart-
mouth, test-required admissions may 
enhance social mobility by ensuring that 
high-achieving disadvantaged students 
receive recognition for academic ability 
that might otherwise remain invisible. 
Perhaps most importantly, the problem 
may not be standardized testing itself, 
but rather a lack of information among 
applicants about how elite colleges use 
test scores in context.

Batabyal is a Distinguished Professor 
and the Arthur J. Gosnell professor of eco-
nomics at the Rochester Institute of Tech-
nology. Th ese views are personal. 
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man capacities that allow us to understand, 
connect with, and bring out the best in one 
another.” 

She suggests three best practices de-
signed to help organizations take a more 
human perspective as they grow their prac-
tices in AI.

One, she says, is to create an “AI Char-
ter,” which would bring leaders and em-
ployees together to discuss where AI will 
and will not be used; which moments for 
employees “must always feel human” and 
how to use AI to enhance thinking rather 
than outsourcing it.   “If you don’t defi ne 
how you’ll use AI, AI will defi ne you,” she 
says.

Other practices include establishing 
clear AI “Rules of Engagement,” that in-
clude developing shared expectations 
about human involvement, ownership of 
people-related decisions and accountabil-
ity for AI-generated work and protection 

of trust. And the other is about investing 
in the human skills that build what Jones 
calls “Authentic Intelligence.” She devel-
oped a special “Five Essential States 
framework” that includes: awareness, ac-
ceptance, abundance, authenticity and ap-
preciation. Th e skills included in the 
framework are exercising judgment and 
critical thinking, reading emotional and 
interpersonal cues, creating psychological 
safety, and making values-based deci-
sions.

“Th ese skills are not ‘soft ’” Jones says. 
“Th ey directly aff ect trust, engagement and 
retention in the workplace. As we double 
down on Artifi cial Intelligence, we need to 
double-down on our Authentic Intelli-
gence too.”

As AI use grows, Dupont cautions HR 
leaders not to think of it as a discipline 
problem in their organizations. “Nobody is 
going to consult a colleague out of loyalty 
when an AI answers in three seconds,” he 
says. “Make collaboration worth it; keep 
work in the open, give people reasons and 

occasions to talk that aren’t strictly transac-
tional, and celebrate the answers that came 
from a colleague louder than the ones that 
came from a tool.”

If more team members are turning to AI, 
managers need to look deeply at the issues 
around that and begin to make changes, 
says Eric Turney, president at the Monterey 
Co. in Oregon. 

Sometimes small steps can make a dif-
ference. “Build better FAQs. Clean up 
training docs. Create regular check-ins. 
Make it easy for people to ask ‘small’ ques-
tions before they become big mistakes. 
Th e goal should not be AI versus team-
mates. Th e goal is AI helping people come 
back to the team with better questions, 
cleaner notes and stronger ideas.  AI can 
help employees get unstuck. Human 
teams still build trust.”

Managers at Work is a monthly column 
exploring the issues and challenges facing 
managers. Contact Kathleen Driscoll with 
questions or comments by email at kad-
riscoll20@gmail.com
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