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About the 
Policy Agenda 

We Shall Not be Moved1: A Policy Agenda to 
Achieve the National Imperative of Racial 
Equity and Diversity in Higher Education was 
developed collaboratively over several months 
by members of the Higher Education Civil 
Rights Coalition. The Coalition, which is 
composed of civil rights and education 
organizations convened by The Leadership 
Conference Education Fund and The 
Leadership Conference on Civil and Human 
Rights, sought to identify policy 
recommendations to achieve the national 
imperative of racial equity in higher education 
in response to the U.S. Supreme Court’s 
decision to upend more than four decades of 
precedent and weaken equal opportunity in 
college admissions. Individual coauthors are 
identified by the logos on this page. 

The Coalition continues to engage and 
educate diverse stakeholders and 
policymakers in pursuit of a higher education 
system that offers meaningful equal 
opportunity and success for all of the nation’s 
students, especially those who have been 
traditionally underrepresented due to historic 
and unfair barriers to opportunities. The policy 
recommendations that follow are informed by 
the knowledge, experience, and perspectives 
of the Higher Education Civil Rights Coalition. 

The author and publisher are solely 
responsible for the accuracy of statements and 
interpretations contained in this publication. 
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celebrate the creative approaches of 
advocates and policymakers working together 
to build a higher education system that offers 
equitable opportunities for all students — 
including those who are Black, Latine,4 Asian 
American, Native Hawaiian and Pacific 
Islander, Native American,5 and white. 

Beginning in the 1970s, affirmative action6 

programs helped to dismantle legalized 
discrimination in higher education, leading to 
greater enrollment of students of color. For 
more than four decades, affirmative action and 
race-conscious admissions programs helped 
shape college campuses into more diverse 
and integrated learning communities. From the 
very beginning, these programs faced attacks, 
such as the one resulting in the U.S. Supreme 
Court’s decision in Regents of the University of 
California v. Bakke in 1978. Although this 
decision did not eliminate the consideration of 
race in college admissions, it did reject the use 
of affirmative action to remedy societal 
discrimination, prohibited racial quotas, and 
insisted that if race was used as a factor, it 
must be considered as one of many.7 In the 
more than 40 years between the Bakke 
decision and the decision in Students for Fair 
Admissions (SFFA) v. University of North 
Carolina (UNC)/Harvard, the U.S. Supreme 
Court validated affirmative action policies four 
times. In 2003, the U.S. Supreme Court found 
in Grutter v. Bollinger that the Constitution 
supports the “use of race in admissions 
decisions to further a compelling interest in 
obtaining the educational benefits that flow 
from a diverse student body,” and the Court 
continued to uphold race-based affirmative 
action in Fisher v. University of Texas (2013) 
and Fisher v. University of Texas at Austin 
(2016).8 

Our country thrives when we benefit from 
the talents and potential of students from 
all backgrounds and build respect for 
everyone. Yet our system of higher 
education has long fallen short of its duty 
to prepare all students to participate and 
lead in a robust, multiracial democracy. 

With recent attacks on a vital tool for 
eliminating unfair barriers to educational 
opportunity — affirmative action in college 
admissions — the need for a robust and 
inclusive agenda has become even more 
evident. While the U.S. Supreme Court may 
have taken away one vital path in its June 
2023 decision in Students for Fair Admissions 
(SFFA) v. University of North Carolina 
(UNC)/Harvard, there are many doors that 
remain open and where more can be done. 
Our belief in a nation where we bring down 
barriers to ensure that everyone — regardless 
of appearance or background — can get 
ahead demands a path forward. It is with this 
clarity of purpose and sense of urgency that 
we offer the included recommendations. 

The opportunity to learn with and alongside 
students whose life experiences and 
perspectives are both similar to and different 
from their own is fundamental to higher 
education. The benefits of higher education 
are both societal and personal, as 
college-educated individuals are healthier, 
vote at higher rates, and are more likely to be 
employed with greater earnings.2 Racial equity 
in higher education is essential to shaping the 
nation’s future workforce, with nearly 72 
percent of jobs projected to require a 
postsecondary degree or credential by 2031.3 

Our hope is that decades from now, we will 
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Given all that we know about the benefits to 
individuals and to the nation as a whole that 
come from racial equity and diversity, as well 
as an unwavering commitment to our core 
values of equal opportunity, fairness, and 
inclusion, we must continue to invest in 
programs that eliminate discriminatory barriers 
and achieve the benefits of diversity through 
lawful means. Although the U.S. Supreme 
Court did limit a vital and irreplaceable tool for 
achieving the national imperative of racial 
equity and diversity, it did not prohibit the 
policies described in this document. While we 
disagree with the U.S. Supreme Court’s 
misguided break from precedent and its 
backwards interpretation of civil rights laws, in 
this document we offer recommendations that 
are fully consistent with the new restrictions 
the U.S. Supreme Court has put in place. It is 
both possible and necessary to change 
policies at the federal, state, and institutional 
level to remove race-based barriers to 
opportunities in higher education and ensure a 
fair chance at success for all students. 

While the U.S. Supreme Court has effectively 
closed the door on race-conscious admissions, 
it has kept other tactics fully open, such as 
recruitment and financial policy approaches. 
The civil rights community has always 
supported policies that did not explicitly 
consider race, while recognizing their 
limitations in achieving full equality. When 
affirmative action in education, employment, 
and contracting was eliminated in California in 
1996, Black and Latino student enrollment at 
the University of California (UC) system 
declined.11 A similar story has followed 
whenever affirmative action was eliminated. 
However, this future is not inevitable, and we 
must work together to keep open the doors of 
opportunity. Although opponents of racial 

On June 29, 2023, after changes to the 
ideological makeup of the U.S. Supreme Court, 
the Court broke with decades of precedent 
and ruled that race-conscious admissions 
policies at Harvard University and the 
University of North Carolina (UNC) were 
inconsistent with the law.9 While this decision 
was devastating, the U.S. Supreme Court did 
not take away students’ freedom to fully 
express themselves in their college 
applications and share their talents, 
experiences, and contributions to the 
university community — and how race affects 
their lives. The U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling 
also did not find that diversity was no longer a 
compelling state interest or that the pursuit of 
racial justice and diversity were inconsistent 
with the law. 

“Nothing in this opinion 
should be construed as 
prohibiting universities from 
considering an applicant’s 
discussion of how race 
affected his or her life, be it 
through discrimination, 
inspiration, or otherwise.”10 

—Chief Justice John G. Roberts, Jr. 
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progress worked hard to end race-conscious 
admissions and shut students of color out from 
higher education, those who believe in 
fairness, equality, and opportunity must work 
even harder. 

The promise and power of this nation will 
always lie in its ability to ensure that people of 
all races, backgrounds, and origins have the 
opportunity to pursue their dreams and goals. 
This policy agenda represents the civil rights 
community’s ongoing work to achieve racial 
equity, diversity, and educational opportunity 
for all. 

We will continue in this fight together. 
We Shall Not Be Moved. 

The policy recommendations identified in We 
Shall Not Be Moved: A Policy Agenda to 
Achieve the National Imperative of Racial 
Equity and Diversity in Higher Education 
serve as an actionable tool for federal, state, 
and institutional advocates and policymakers. 
There is no one policy or approach that will be 
sufficient to overcome years of unequal 
educational opportunity. The breadth and 
depth of this agenda is designed to offer many 
starting places and paths forward depending 
on the context of the reader. In offering so 
many different ideas, we seek to demonstrate 
how much can be done in spite of recent wins 
by the opponents of racial progress. Equity 
and diversity are both possible and necessary. 
We look forward to working with all allies 
wherever we find them to move this work 
forward and create the future we all deserve. 
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Some of the recommendations are also 
required by federal law, such as data collection 
and reporting. They are also important tools to 
improve climates and to bring people across 
difference races and backgrounds together. 
Some state legislatures, governors, and 
university boards of trustees, among others, 
have enacted anti-DEIA policies through state 
or local laws, regulations, executive orders, 
and similar measures. Such policies frequently 
vary in their terms, scope, enforcement, and 
consequences. These anti-DEIA policies are 
often confusing and misunderstood, causing 
many lawful, laudable programs, positions, and 
services to become restricted or even 
canceled. Readers are encouraged to consult 
with their attorneys for legal advice to 
understand the rights and obligations of 
students, faculty, administrators, and greater 
society. 

The policy recommendations in this document 
are offered as suggestions of ways to continue 
in the pursuit of racial equity and diversity. All 
policy decisions must be considered in their 
specific context and with their intended impact 
in mind. The specifics of legislation, 
implementation, and litigation will always be 
relevant. We are determined to move forward 
together and will always review and evaluate 
individual proposals in their specific contexts. 

The policy recommendations 
are organized into the following 
issue areas: 

➔ Recruitment 
➔ Admissions 
➔ Finance 
➔ Campus Climate 
➔ Campus Support Programs 
➔ Partnerships and P-12 Education Systems 

In addition, throughout this agenda, we discuss 
current data collection and reporting practices 
and uplift the need to ensure that all students 
are reflected throughout postsecondary data 
on admissions, campus climate, completion, 
and student outcomes. 

Protecting and Preserving 
Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and 
Accessibility (DEIA) 

Many well-intentioned diversity, equity, 
inclusion, and accessibility (DEIA) policies are 
under attack in the courts and in the court of 
public opinion. Critics suggest that DEIA 
programs and policies run afoul of federal 
laws, including the Equal Protection Clause of 
the 14th Amendment. While DEIA programs 
and race-conscious policies generally vary in 
their terms and scope, most DEIA programs 
and services, as well as the recommendations 
offered in this document, are lawful under 
federal statutory and constitutional laws. 



Recruitment
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1. Prioritize diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility in mission statements and set 
aspirational goals to address the enrollment of students from historically 
underrepresented communities. 

11 

2. Conduct recruitment equity audits to explore how recruitment funds are used and 
the racial impact of decisions in the recruitment process. 

13 

3. Prioritize the recruitment and enrollment of community college transfer students. 14 

4. Prioritize the recruitment and enrollment of in-state students. 15 

5. Prioritize recruitment at Title I public high schools. 15 

6. Create partnerships between higher education institutions and high schools to 
provide high-quality mentorship and recruitment pipelines. 

16 

7. Invest in programs that support students of color, first-generation students, and 
students with lower incomes and their knowledge of and access to higher education. 

17 

8. Expand access to application fee waivers for students of color, first-generation 
students, and students with lower incomes. 

18 

9. Prioritize parental engagement in recruitment programs dedicated to students of 
color, first-generation students, and students with lower incomes. 

18 

10. Support the recruitment and college completion of rural students of color and rural 
students with lower incomes. 

19 

11. Provide opportunities for students of color, first-generation students, and students 
with lower incomes to support the recruitment, admissions, and persistence of 
prospective students. 

20 

12. Establish recruitment and retention initiatives that address racial and ethnic 
diversity among university faculty and staff. 

21 

RECRUITMENT 
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Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
ensure that higher education institutions 
have access to and an understanding of 
best practices to eliminate unfair barriers to 
opportunity and prioritize diversity, equity, 
inclusion, and accessibility (DEIA) in their 
mission statements. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State higher education coordinating 
agencies12 should establish an aspirational 
goal that state systems of higher education 
reflect the diversity of their state population, 
including socioeconomic, racial, and ethnic 
diversity. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should set 
aspirational recruitment and enrollment 
goals and metrics mirroring the state’s 
socioeconomic, racial, and ethnic 
demographics among 18- to 24-year-olds. 

➔ Higher education institutions should have a 
publicly available mission statement on 
diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility 
that addresses the enrollment of students 
from historically underrepresented 
communities. 

To achieve equal opportunity in higher 
education, institutions must take action at 
every stage to ensure that students feel 
welcome to apply and are set up to thrive 
on campus. The Students for Fair Admissions 
(SFFA) v. University of North Carolina 
(UNC)/Harvard decision does not limit higher 
education’s ability to expand their applicant 
pools by actively recruiting students of color 
through efforts ranging from parental 
engagement to increasing the diversity of 
faculty and staff. The responsibility to recruit 
and build an inclusive campus climate is 
shared among leadership and policymakers at 
all levels. Congress and state legislatures hold 
a significant role in ensuring that colleges and 
universities across the country provide 
academic, social, and economic opportunities 
for a diverse community of students. College 
presidents, deans, provosts, chancellors, and 
faculty at all levels shape campus cultures that 
are conducive to the development and 
long-term success of students. Federal, state, 
and institutional leaders at all levels should 
continue to establish policies and practices 
that demonstrate a commitment to racial 
equity in higher education. 

Prioritize diversity, equity, 
inclusion, and accessibility 
in mission statements and 
set aspirational goals to 
address the enrollment of 
students from historically 
underrepresented communities. 

01 
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California’s decision to ban 
affirmative action undercut the 
fundamental principles of racial 
equity in higher education and 
limited institutional abilities to build 
campuses that reflect the diversity of 
the state. Since 1998, the enrollment 
of Black and Hispanic students at the 
University of California (UC) system 
has decreased by about 800 students 
per year.15 Following the ban, the UC 
system has assessed, reevaluated, 

and coupled policies, such as offering 
a single application deadline and 
adopting holistic reviews for all 
applicants. Despite these efforts, the 
UC system remains less diverse than 
before the decision. California’s story 
shows both the harms of eliminating 
affirmative action and the need for a 
comprehensive agenda and 
engagement from all stakeholders to 
continue progress. 

➔ Increase the percentage of first-generation 
undergraduate students admitted to and/or 
enrolled. 

➔ Increase the percentage of graduate 
students from underrepresented groups 
admitted to and/or enrolled. 

➔ Increase the percentage of faculty 
members, and tenured faculty, from 
underrepresented groups. 

➔ Increase the percentage of staff members 
at campuses, labs, and health locations 
from underrepresented groups.14 

All students benefit when higher education 
institutions prioritize addressing discrimination 
and ensuring diversity, equity, inclusion, and 
accessibility in their mission and when they 
strengthen these efforts by setting aspirational 
enrollment goals for historically 
underrepresented students.13 For example, the 
University of California — which offers one 
admissions deadline, direct admissions, and 
holistic review practices — has factored into 
their mission the need to: 

➔ Increase the percentage of undergraduates 
from underrepresented groups admitted to 
and/or enrolled. 
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Equity audits serve as a tool to identify and 
address inequities in the recruitment process. 
Recruitment equity audits should be adopted 
at higher education institutions to better 
address disparities in student opportunities 
and outcomes. Recruitment equity audits 
should include: 

➔ Percentage of institutional funding that 
goes to recruiting from predominantly white 
communities and high schools compared to 
communities and high schools where the 
students are predominantly students of 
color. 

➔ How relationships between high school 
counselors and admissions officers are 
developed and whether more needs to be 
done to build relationships with high 
schools with a larger share of students of 
color. 

➔ Whether the institution provides funds to 
students with lower incomes to participate 
in campus visits. 

➔ Participation in college fairs and information 
sessions in communities and high schools 
with a large share of students of color. 

➔ Investigating all recruitment processes and 
assessing their racial impact. 

➔ A comparison of in-state and out-of-state 
recruitment resources. 

Conduct recruitment equity 
audits to explore how recruitment 
funds are used and the racial 
impact of decisions in the 
recruitment process. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
collect and share best practices on 
recruitment equity audits and assessing the 
racial impact of decisions in the recruitment 
process. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State legislatures should require institutions 
to conduct recruitment equity audits, 
evaluate how recruitment funds are used, 
and assess the racial impact of decisions in 
the recruitment process. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
conduct recruitment equity audits, evaluate 
how recruitment funds are used, and assess 
the racial impact of decisions in the 
recruitment process. 

➔ Higher education institutions should share 
their findings from recruitment equity audits 
in an easily accessible and publicly 
available manner. 

02 
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Prioritize the recruitment 
and enrollment of community 
college transfer students. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
regularly collect, conduct, and disseminate 
data on transfer partnerships between two- 
and four-year higher education institutions. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
ensure that higher education institutions 
have access to and an understanding of 
best practices on transfer and community 
college partnerships. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ Governors and state legislatures should set 
goals and metrics to increase the 
enrollment of community college transfer 
students at four-year higher education 
institutions. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Four-year higher education institutions 
should partner with community college 
systems to strengthen their transfer 
agreements, including stronger course 
alignment. 

➔ In an easily accessible and publicly 
available manner, higher education 
institutions should share their articulation 
agreements that have been established 
with other two- and four-year institutions. 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
facilitate the transfer process by providing 
advising to transfer students. 

Black and Latino students represent: 

41% 
at two-year community colleges.16 

OF STUDENTS ENROLLED 

Higher education institutions, both public and 
private, should remove barriers for transfer 
students, such as credit loss, by partnering 
with community college systems and building 
stronger transfer agreements. 

There are nearly 9 million students enrolled in 
community colleges, making up 41 percent of 
undergraduate students nationwide.17 In 2023, 
the U.S. Department of Education released 
data on transfer rates and student success 
between two- and four-year colleges and 
universities, showing that most transfer 
students enrolled in public colleges and 
universities. Less than 1 percent of private 
four-year institutions had enrolled at least 30 
transfer students.18 

According to the 2022-2023 Common 
Data Set,19  transfer students of admitted 
applicants represented just 

3%  AT PRINCETON UNIVERSITY20 

1% AT YALE UNIVERSITY21 

<1%  AT HARVARD UNIVERSITY22 

For nearly three decades, Princeton 
University did not accept a single transfer 
student and only began to accept transfer 
students after 2018.23 

03 
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04 Out-of-state students usually pay two to three 
times more than in-state students to attend an 
institution of higher education. For this reason, 
many colleges and universities, including 
private and public institutions, recruit large 
numbers of out-of-state students from 
wealthier high schools to generate revenue.24 

Although the majority of first-year classes at 
state flagship systems are in-state students, 
the share of in-state students attending 
flagships has declined since 2002.25 Research 
suggests that nearly every state flagship 
university increased its share of out-of-state 
students from 2002 to 2018.26 

Prioritize recruitment at 
Title I public high schools. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
establish, expand, and prioritize targeted 
outreach in communities with high 
proportions of students with lower incomes. 

➔ Higher education institutions should host 
college fairs and prioritize recruiting at Title 
I public high schools. 

Title I of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA) provides supplemental 
federal funding to schools and districts with 
high concentrations of students with lower 
incomes, which may often lack the resources 
to meet the needs of the students they serve. 
Targeted recruitment at Title I schools is a 
valuable way for colleges and universities to 
get the word out to lower income students 
about their course offerings and to help 

Prioritize the recruitment and 
enrollment of in-state students. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
collect, conduct, and disseminate data on 
the share of in-state students by institution 
type (private, public, and community 
college). 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ Governors and state legislatures should set 
in-state student enrollment goals at all 
four-year institutions, mirroring the state’s 
racial and ethnic demographics among 18- 
to 24-year-olds. 

➔ State legislatures should adequately fund 
higher education institutions and 
discourage recruitment of out-of-state 
students for the purposes of increased 
revenue. 

➔ States should provide more funding to 
higher education institutions that enroll high 
proportions of in-state students. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ All higher education institutions should set 
goals and metrics to recruit and increase 
the enrollment of in-state students. 

Policymakers should break the cycle of higher 
education institutions relying on out-of-state 
funding and equitably fund institutions 
enrolling high proportions of in-state students. 

05 
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Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State legislatures should provide funding 
for mentorship partnerships. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should partner 
with public high schools to create 
mentorship programs that support 
underrepresented students and provide a 
recruitment pipeline. 

➔ Higher education institutions should allow 
college students to earn academic credits 
for their volunteer mentorship. 

➔ Higher education institutions should also 
support campus organizations that provide 
service-learning opportunities or can 
facilitate regular meetings with mentees 
and mentors. 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
facilitate the use of work study funds to 
support students who serve as mentors. 

Higher education institutions should support 
the pursuits of underrepresented high school 
students by developing mentorship programs 
that encourage enrollment into higher 
education. Research suggests that when 
first-generation students had access to 
multiple mentors and spent more time with 
them, it increased their likelihood of enrolling 
in college.28 College students and 
college-educated adults can serve as peer 
mentors, offering guidance on their pathway to 
and preparation for college. 

overcome barriers to higher education related 
to lower college knowledge in higher poverty 
communities. Too often, colleges and 
universities limit their recruiting to 
disproportionately white and wealthy schools. 
In one study, for example, colleges and 
universities visited high schools where the 
average family income in the neighborhood 
exceeded $100,000, and they did not visit 
nearby high schools where the average family 
income was $60,000 to $70,000.27 

Create partnerships between 
higher education institutions 
and high schools to provide 
high-quality mentorship and 
recruitment pipelines. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
collect, conduct, and disseminate research 
on the effectiveness of high school 
mentorship programs and their impact on 
the college enrollment of students of color, 
first-generation students, and students with 
lower incomes. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
ensure that higher education institutions 
and public high schools have access to and 
an understanding of best practices to 
create mentorship programs that increase 
college enrollment for students of color, 
first-generation students, and students with 
lower incomes. 

➔ Congress should provide funding to 
support partnerships between institutions of 
higher education and high schools to 
support college-going for underrepresented 
students. 

06 
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first-generation students, students with lower 
incomes, and students with disabilities in 
progressing from middle schools to 
postbaccalaureate programs. The programs 
include Educational Opportunity Centers, 
Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate 
Achievement Scholarships, Student Support 
Services, Talent Search, Training Program for 
Federal TRIO Program Staff, Upward Bound, 
Upward Bound Math-Science, and Veterans 
Upward Bound.29 Recipients of 
TRIO-supported services are more likely to 
persist through and complete college than 
students who do not receive these support 
services.30 More than 800,000 students with 
lower incomes, first-generation students, and 
students with disabilities benefit from these 
TRIO-supported services annually, including 
tutoring, career advising, counseling, 
mentoring, and financial guidance.31 

The federal Gaining Early Awareness and 
Readiness for Undergraduate Programs (GEAR 
UP) is one of the largest programs dedicated 
to the college and career readiness of 
students from lower income communities 
across the country. GEAR UP serves more than 
571,236 students at more than 2,792 
secondary schools. Yet, only a fraction of GEAR 
UP eligible students, or 1 in 5 applicants, are 
funded to participate in the program. GEAR UP 
can also provide college scholarships to 
students with lower incomes.32 Given the 
impact of TRIO, GEAR UP, and similar 
programs, increased investments are needed. 

Invest in programs that support 
students of color, first-generation 
students, and students with lower 
incomes and their knowledge of 
and access to higher education. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ Congress should increase investments in 
programs that support first-generation 
students and students with lower incomes 
to prepare for and enroll in college, such as 
Federal TRIO and GEAR UP programs. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State legislatures should fund state 
programs and provide matching funds for 
federal programs that support college 
access for marginalized students. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should have 
dedicated staff and student support 
services for students of color, 
first-generation students, students with 
lower incomes, and students with 
disabilities. 

The Federal TRIO Programs include eight 
programs targeted towards supporting 

07 
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Some current eligibility criteria for college 
application fee waivers include: 

➔ Eligibility for free or reduced-price lunch 

➔ Annual family income within guidelines set 
by the USDA Food and Nutrition Service 

➔ Enrollment in federal, state, or local student 
aid programs for families with lower 
incomes 

➔ Receiving public assistance 

➔ Living in federally subsidized public housing 
or a foster home, or experiencing 
homelessness 

➔ Being a ward of the state or an orphan 

Despite these eligibility criteria, the cost of 
application fees continues to be a barrier for 
students who may not meet these 
requirements. 

Prioritize parental engagement 
in recruitment programs 
dedicated to students of color, 
first-generation students, and 
students with lower incomes. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
collect, conduct, and disseminate research 
on effective strategies for engaging parents 
in recruitment programs for students of 
color, first-generation students, and 
students with lower incomes. 

Expand access to application fee 
waivers for students of color, 
first-generation students, and 
students with lower incomes. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State legislatures should require higher 
education institutions to expand access to 
application fee waivers, particularly for 
students of color, first-generation students, 
and students with lower incomes. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should expand 
access to application fee waivers for 
students of color, first-generation students, 
and students with lower incomes. 

Policymakers should expand access to 
application fee waivers for students of color, 
first-generation students, and students with 
lower incomes. 

The cost of college begins long before 
enrollment, with expenses adding up such as 
application fees, taking standardized tests, and 
submitting those test scores to higher 
education institutions. While the average 
college application fee is about $45, 64 
institutions of higher education, including 
several highly selective institutions, have 
application fees of over $75.33 These 
application costs disproportionately impact 
students with fewer financial resources. For 
high school seniors who apply to seven or 
more schools, their average cost in application 
fees will be between $132-$308.34 
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Support the recruitment and 
college completion of rural 
students of color and rural 
students with lower incomes. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ Congress should increase federal funding 
for Rural Serving Institutions (RSIs) to 
support the enrollment and completion of 
students from rural communities. 

➔ Congress should expand broadband access 
in education deserts38 and establish 
subsidies to offset internet costs for 
households with lower incomes. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State legislatures should establish targeted 
recruitment and attainment goals for 
students with lower incomes from rural 
areas. 

➔ State legislatures should increase state aid 
to RSIs. 

➔ State legislatures should establish a 
matching grant for programs that support 
the recruitment and completion of students 
from rural communities. 

➔ Higher education coordinating agencies 
should offer technical assistance and 
guidance to higher education institutions on 
applying for state and federal aid that 
supports the recruitment and college 
completion of rural students. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State legislatures should fund culturally 
informed recruitment programs targeted at 
increasing applications from students of 
color, first-generation students, and 
students with lower incomes in state higher 
education institutions. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
develop culturally informed parent 
orientation programs for prospective 
students of color, first-generation students, 
and students with lower incomes, as well as 
prioritizing language accessibility. 

➔ Higher education institutions should have 
dedicated staffing to serve as family liaisons 
or coaches to address the questions or 
concerns that families of first-generation 
students, students of color, and students 
with lower incomes may have. 

Higher education institutions should recognize, 
establish, and prioritize the systems of support, 
orientation, and ongoing coaching that 
students of color, first-generation students, and 
students with lower incomes — and their 
families — may need as they progress through 
their academic careers. 

First-generation students are often central figures in 
their families, providing financial and social support, 
caregiving for siblings, and help with language 
barriers. First-generation students represent 

54% 
and the median income of their families is $49,000 
less than that of continuing-generation students.36,37 

OF UNDERGRADUATE COLLEGE 
STUDENTS,35 

10 
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Provide opportunities for students 
of color, first-generation students, 
and students with lower 
income to support the 
recruitment, admissions, and 
persistence of prospective students. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should recruit 
students of color, first-generation students, 
and students with lower incomes to serve as 
tour guides, resident advisors, and 
admissions staff. Students should be 
compensated appropriately for their work. 

All students can benefit when they feel 
understood and reflected across the campus 
community where they live and learn. Higher 
education institutions have the opportunity to 
provide first-generation students with a stronger 
sense of belonging by ensuring that their 
admissions offices and housing facilities are 
diverse and staffed with students they can 
connect with. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
provide virtual campus visits or fly-in 
programs, providing prospective students 
with travel vouchers to schools they may 
not have the financial resources to visit. 

➔ Higher education institutions should offer 
financial support for students with lower 
incomes from rural areas to access 
textbooks, emergency aid, and resources 
that meet their needs. 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
develop partnerships with secondary 
schools in rural areas and send recruitment 
ambassadors to their schools. 

Federal, state, and institutional policymakers 
and leaders should provide greater support for 
the recruitment and college completion of rural 
students, particularly students of color. 

Rural communities in the United States are rich 
in diversity, with people of color representing 
between 20 to 25 percent of all rural 
populations.39 In southern states, many rural 
counties are largely Black, and in the rural 
Southwest a significant share of rural residents 
are Latino.40 Many Native American students 
are nearly entirely educated in rural areas.41 

State legislatures should establish and create 
goals for the recruitment and attainment of 
rural students of color and rural students with 
lower incomes. Higher education institutions 
can also prioritize the recruitment of rural 
students by providing virtual campus visits and 
provide travel vouchers to fly in for visits. 

11 
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➔ Higher education coordinating agencies 

and board of trustees should set 
aspirational goals for faculty and staff 
diversity across state systems of higher 
education. 

➔ Higher education coordinating agencies 
should facilitate the sharing of best 
practices across colleges and universities. 

➔ State higher education coordinating 
agencies should make information about 
faculty and staff diversity publicly available 
for prospective students. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
build and strengthen their recruitment 
initiatives to diversify university faculty 
and staff. 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
create more tenure track positions and 
pathways to tenure track positions, 
such as postdoctoral fellowships. 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
revise their policies and norms to 
achieve pay equity. 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
ensure that faculty are compensated 
and supported for their service work. 

Students deserve to see themselves reflected 
through a diverse learning environment and to 
be prepared to thrive in an interconnected 
world. Higher education institutions should 
ensure that their institutional policies recruit, 
support, and retain underrepresented faculty. 

Establish recruitment and 
retention initiatives that address 
racial and ethnic diversity among 
university faculty and staff.42 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ Congress should request a U.S. 
Government Accountability Office (GAO) 
report to study the effectiveness of 
recruitment and retention strategies 
dedicated to diversifying campus faculty 
and staff. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
collect, conduct, and disseminate research 
on best practices on the hiring and 
retention of underrepresented faculty and 
staff at private and public higher education 
institutions. 

➔ The Department of Education and Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission 
should implement the recommendations of 
GAO’s March 2024 study on employment 
discrimination in higher education. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State legislatures should set aspirational 
benchmarks to reflect the state’s 
demographics in postsecondary faculty and 
staff. 

➔ State legislatures should fund strategies for 
the recruitment and retention of diverse 
faculty and staff. 

➔ State legislatures should require higher 
education institutions to establish diversity 
statements in their hiring practices for 
faculty and staff. 
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A community of diverse faculty and staff in 
higher education reflects the broader tapestry 
of society and supports the learning of all 
students in higher education. Faculty and staff 
who are of different racial and ethnic 
backgrounds, and those who identify as 
LGBTQIA+, bring a wealth of strengths, 
perspectives, and experiences that enrich 
college campuses. Many students of color 
consider faculty of color as mentors and role 
models, often looking to them for guidance 
and support. Moreover, faculty diversity and a 
sense of belonging are key contributors to 
student success and positively support the 
overall graduation rate of students of color.43 

Despite these benefits, people of color are 
underrepresented in faculty and staff 
positions in postsecondary education. Of 
faculty and staff in higher education, only 

12%  ARE ASIAN AMERICAN 

6%  ARE BLACK 

6%  ARE LATINO 

1% AT YALE UNIVERSITY,,[I]

<0.5%  ARE NATIVE AMERICAN44 
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13. Provide a single application deadline, eliminating early decision and early action. 27 

14. End legacy preferences in the admissions process that perpetuate historical racial 
inequity. 
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28. Consider the value of caregiving in the admissions process. 40 
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42 

32. Provide pathways to admissions and completion, regardless of the immigration 
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Early decision programs allow students to 
apply to colleges or universities in the Fall and 
receive an admission decision by December of 
the year before they enter college (months 
before the regular deadline). However, by 
applying through early decision, students 
commit to attending the institution if accepted. 
Students who apply through regular decision 
make no such commitment and have greater 
opportunities to compare financial aid offers 
across higher education institutions. This 
practice of varied application deadlines and 
privilege for earlier decisions exacerbates 
inequities in the admissions process because it 
requires a commitment from applicants before 
they have full knowledge of their financial aid 
options. 

Early admissions programs, particularly early 
decision, may give an unfair advantage to 
applicants from families with more access to 
college counseling and financial resources 
who do not need to consider financial aid 
awards in their decisions. Not only are early 
decision and early action primarily used by 
students with more wealth and resources, the 
decision to apply early is also influenced by 
social and cultural capital. In 2019, 48 percent 
of private high schools reported having at least 
one counselor dedicated solely to providing 
college counseling, compared to only 29 
percent of public schools.49 This disparate 
access to counseling results in inequitable 
early college knowledge. 

The accumulation of social and financial 
barriers experienced by historically 
underrepresented students may deter them 
from considering early decision. In the Fall of 
2021, applicants from wealthier ZIP codes 
were twice as likely to apply through early 

Provide a single application 
deadline, eliminating early 
decision and early action. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ As an interim measure, the U.S. Department 
of Education should collect, conduct, and 
disseminate disaggregated data on early 
decision and early action admissions. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State legislatures should require higher 
education institutions to end the use of 
early decision and early action and adopt a 
single decision deadline in their admissions 
process. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should end 
the use of early decision and early action 
plans and adopt a single decision deadline. 

➔ Higher education accreditors should 
encourage higher education institutions to 
end the use of early decision and early 
action and adopt a single decision deadline. 

Federal, state, and institutional policymakers 
should lift the barrier of early decisions and 
action programs by precluding their usage and 
adopting a single decision deadline so all 
admitted applicants can make decisions with a 
full understanding of their financial aid options 
and so that students with greater access to 
early college knowledge aren’t given priority. 
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Who collects and reports data on 
early decision? 

Disaggregated data are essential for 
identifying and addressing barriers that may be 
part of the admissions and enrollment process. 
Policymakers should gain a better 
understanding of how students are served by 
their institutions and ensure that 
underrepresented students are reflected in 
data collection and reporting. However, the 
U.S. Department of Education does not yet 
collect specific data on early decision 
admissions and will only begin to do so in 
December 2025. The available data on early 
decision admissions come from the Common 
Data Set Initiative, a collaboration of U.S. News 
& World Report, Peterson’s, and the College 
Board. While the Common Data Set serves as 
a valuable resource, it relies on a private 
collaboration that lacks the oversight to ensure 
universities accurately complete their surveys. 
This issue was highlighted by discrepancies 
from Columbia University, which was found to 
have misrepresented data to the Common 
Data Set.55 In addition, several universities and 
colleges offering early decision, including New 
York University, University of Chicago, and 
Boston College have often refrained from 
reporting the number of applications and 
students admitted through early decision. 

decision compared to all other applicants, and 
the percentage of students enrolled via early 
decision has continued to increase in recent 
years.50 Early decision applicants have an 
admissions advantage over those applying 
through regular decision — especially at highly 
selective institutions like Brown University and 
Duke University, where the likelihood of 
admission through early decision exceeded 
four times that of regular decision applicants.51 

Through early action, applicants receive an 
admissions decision early and can consider 
the offer, but they do not have to commit upon 
receipt. They can continue to apply to other 
colleges through regular admissions. Although 
this practice does not present the same 
problem in comparing financial aid offers as in 
early decision, it still creates a benefit for 
students who have access to greater college 
counseling. In 2021, Harvard University 
received 26,560 more regular decision 
applications than early action applications. 
However, the institution admitted almost as 
many applicants from early action (938) as 
from regular decision (1,118).52 In 2022, 608 
colleges and universities offered early 
decisions and/or early action (although only 
206 received applications through these 
alternative deadlines).53 

Applicants from wealthier ZIP 
codes are twice as likely to apply 
through early decision compared 
to all other applicants.54 
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within the admissions process by benefiting 
students with more financial resources and 
social capital at the expense of opportunities 
for historically underrepresented students. As 
evidence of the ways that this policy reinforces 
generational privileges, at many highly ranked 
universities and colleges the number of 
enrolled students whose relatives attended 
that institution is greater than the total number 
of enrolled Black students.57 According to the 
National Center for Education Statistics, in the 
Fall of 2022, 30 percent of selective higher 
education institutions, or 579 institutions, 
considered legacy status in their admissions 
process.58 Notably, a study of a dozen highly 
selective, private colleges found that legacy 
admissions are a driving mechanism for higher 
admissions rates among the richest of 
applicants.59 

Institutions of higher education are already 
responding to the deep inequities perpetuated 
by legal preferences by eliminating reliance on 
them in admission practices. Since 2015, more 
than 100 colleges and universities have 
stopped providing legacy preferences. In 2021, 
Colorado became the first state to end the use 
of legacy preferences for all public institutions, 
and in 2024 Virginia and Maryland became the 
second60 and third61 states, respectively, to 
end the practice. Since the U.S. Supreme 
Court’s ruling on affirmative action in 2023, 
Virginia Tech became the second public 
institution and the fourth overall to eliminate 
the use of legacy preferences in their 
admissions practices, joining the University of 
Minnesota-Twin Cities and two private liberal 
arts colleges, Occidental College and 
Wesleyan University.62 The University of 
Georgia and Texas A&M systems also 
eliminated legacy preferences shortly after the 
Students for Fair Admissions (SFFA) v. 
University of North Carolina (UNC)/Harvard 

End legacy preferences 
in the admissions process 
that perpetuate historical 
racial inequity. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State legislatures should require higher 
education institutions to end the practice of 
legacy preferences in their admissions 
process. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should end 
the practice of legacy preferences in their 
admissions process. 

➔ The Common Application and individual 
institutional applications should refrain from 
asking applicants where their parents, 
siblings, and other family members 
attended college. 

Legacy preferences56 in the admissions 
process often contribute to the wealth, class, 
and racial inequities that higher education 
institutions seek to address. 

Colleges and universities that use legacy 
preferences allow students to indicate if a 
relative previously attended the institution, 
conferring a positive benefit to those students 
in the consideration of their applications. 
These preferences are unrelated to the merits 
of an individual application and privilege those 
students who benefit from generational 
privilege and systemic racism. These policies 
benefit students whose families had the 
resources to attend college and were legally 
permitted to attend because of their race. 
Legacy status reinforces a cycle of inequity 
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Take immediate steps 
to reduce the harm of 
legacy considerations. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ Congress should create conditions on 
institutional aid for higher education 
institutions to discourage the continued 
use of legacy preferences in their 
admissions process. 

➔ Congress should incentivize an end to 
legacy preferences by lowering the 
endowment tax on higher education 
institutions that have eliminated the 
practice and imposing an additional tax 
on institutions that continue to offer it. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education 
should collect, conduct, and 
disseminate research on the use of 
legacy preference admissions and 
financial aid practices. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education 
Office for Civil Rights should issue 
guidance urging the rejection of the 
consideration of legacy status in 
admissions given the disparate 
disadvantage it creates for students of 
color. 

decision.63 More states can follow suit by 
eliminating legacy preferences, leading higher 
education institutions to create more equitable 
admissions processes. Legislative action is 
also important to remove barriers to accessing 
postsecondary education. 

Higher education institutions that lift this 
barrier in the admissions process have the 
opportunity to promote greater racial equity 
and build stronger, socioeconomically diverse 
campuses. Many institutions, such as the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel-Hill,64 

excluded Black and other students of color by 
law and practice for many years and today 
maintain legacy policies that directly 
disadvantage the descendants of students 
who were barred from entry. 

As evidence of the ways that 
this policy reinforces 
generational privileges, at many 
highly ranked universities and 
colleges the number of enrolled 
students whose relatives 
attended that institution is 
greater than the total number of 
enrolled Black students.65 

15 
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Disaggregate data about 
admissions, retention, 
graduation, and outcomes 
in higher education. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
collect, conduct, and disseminate 
disaggregated admissions data by race, 
ethnicity, sex,69 national origin, and disability. 

While IPEDS collects important data on the 
admission and enrollment of students, the 
U.S. Department of Education and higher 
education institutions should collect and 
report the following data: 

A. Whether an institution of higher education 
offers early decision and early action. 

B. The number of early decision and early 
action applications received and admitted. 

C. The number of early decision and early 
action applicants admitted. 

D. The number of early decision and early 
action admits enrolled. 

E. Percentage of admittance from early 
decision, early action, and regular decision. 

F. Whether an institution of higher education 
offers legacy preferences. 

G. The number of legacy applications received. 

H. The number of legacy applicants admitted. 

I. The number of legacy admits enrolled. 

J. The number of students admitted by high 
school type (public, private, and 
homeschool). 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State legislatures should create conditions 
on state aid related to the end of legacy 
preferences. 

➔ Higher education coordinating agencies 
should ensure higher education institutions 
are redacting legacy status information 
provided by the Common Application in 
their admissions process. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should redact 
legacy status information provided by the 
Common Application in the admissions 
process. 

Recognizing that it may take time to eliminate 
legacy preference policies and practices, there 
are intermediate steps that can and should be 
taken, including ensuring access to data about 
where and how legacy preferences continue 
to be used. The Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System (IPEDS), a data 
collection administered by the U.S. 
Department of Education, requires colleges to 
report whether they consider legacy status.66 

These data are also collected and reported by 
the Common Data Set (CDS), a collaborative 
effort among the College Board, Peterson’s, 
and U.S. News & World Report.67 Because the 
two collections use different definitions, there 
are data discrepancies that make it hard to 
evaluate the use of legacy consideration in 
admissions.68 The definition of legacy 
preference for all data collections should 
reflect whether a higher education institution 
asks where an applicant’s parents went to 
college or includes that information in an 
applicant’s admissions file. 
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Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should adopt 
holistic reviews in their admissions 
practices, frequently reviewing criteria to 
eliminate bias and discrimination. 

➔ Higher education institutions should be 
transparent about their admissions criteria, 
explaining to prospective students what 
criteria are considered and in what ways. 

➔ Higher education institutions should ensure 
that information about their holistic review 
process is shared in recruitment materials, 
catalogs, student handbooks, and on 
publicly available websites. 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
provide training on holistic reviews on a 
consistent and annual basis to admissions 
faculty, staff, and all application reviewers. 

Holistic admissions practices are those where 
multiple sources of evidence of a student’s 
talent, skills, experience, and likelihood of 
success are taken into account in the 
admissions process. All students can benefit 
from holistic admissions reviews through 
consideration of their background, including 
their responsibilities, their experiences, their 
interests, contributions to their communities, 
and how these factors collectively can enrich 
the campus community. The U.S. Supreme 
Court was clear that adopting holistic 
admissions practices is consistent with the 
Students for Fair Admissions (SFFA) v. 
University of North Carolina (UNC)/Harvard 
decision — so long as the benefit is given on 
the basis of “experience as an individual.” 

Even if colleges and universities were to 
consider applicants without taking into account 
their legacy status, advantaging students with 
relative alumni connections in awarding aid 
similarly reinforces generational privilege and 
opportunity. 

Adopt holistic review practices in 
the admissions process. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
ensure that higher education institutions 
have access to and an understanding of 
best practices on holistic review practices. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
collect, conduct, and disseminate research 
about best practices in admissions that 
promote campus diversity and racial equity. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education Office for 
Civil Rights should publish guidance and 
provide technical assistance to support the 
use of holistic admissions processes that 
are free from bias and discrimination. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ Higher education coordinating agencies 
should share best practices for higher 
education institutions to incorporate holistic 
reviews in their admissions practices. 

➔ State legislatures should require higher 
education institutions to provide annual 
training on holistic review to admissions 
faculty and staff. State legislatures should 
provide funding for this purpose. 
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In such a process, student applications should 
be considered through an equitable lens on 
persistence, talent, and ingenuity reflected 
through leadership in the opportunities 
available where students’ live and learn. 

Higher education institutions should also 
provide training to admissions faculty and staff 
to ensure their review practices are aligned 
with the institution’s mission of increasing 
racial equity and diversity. Research suggests 
that when admissions staff use holistic review 
practices and are informed with greater 
background information on applicants, they 
are more likely to admit students from lower 
socioeconomic backgrounds.78 Learning 
opportunities for staff could include 
information about: holistic review practices, 
inequities reflected through standardized test 
scores, methods to mitigate implicit bias that 
may influence decision-making, the 
importance of diversity in higher education, the 
requirements of civil rights laws, and cultural 
competence to better serve the expansion of 
their campus community. 

Public and private institutions that adopt 
holistic review practices can consider 
applicants more thoughtfully than higher 
education institutions that are reliant on narrow 
and flawed metrics, such as access to 
extracurriculars, personalized letters of 
recommendation, and SAT and ACT scores. 
For students from the bottom 20 percent of 
the income distribution, only about a quarter 
will take the SAT or ACT, and only about 2.5 
percent will score 1300 or higher on the SAT.75 

Research suggests that evaluating a student’s 
application within the context of the 
opportunities available where they learn and 
live may offer colleges and universities a 
chance to review applications more 
equitably.76 By following holistic review 
approaches, admissions officers can build 
more diverse campuses and reap the benefits 
of a student body with a range of previous 
experiences, rather than making decisions 
based on narrow and flawed data that are 
well-documented to benefit applicants who 
have had more access to financial, social, and 
cultural capital.77 

Holistic reviews in admissions are 
mission-driven, and the process reflects 
integrity and fairness. Holistic reviews include 
three characteristics: 

➔ Mission alignment to advance institutional 
goals through the admissions process. 

➔ Students’ ability to enhance their campus 
community and the educational 
experiences of their peers. 

➔ Consideration of academic, nonacademic, 
and contextual factors that highlight the 
accomplishments and potential 
contributions of each applicant through 
consideration of their background and 
circumstances. 
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20 academic backgrounds.80 Thorough review of 
this practice and its effects is urgently 
needed.81 These data suggest that athletics 
preferences confer a benefit on white students 
and that more transparent data are needed to 
inform future decision-making. 

Conduct full-scale audit of 
admissions requirements. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
collect, conduct, and disseminate research 
on the effects of admissions requirements, 
such as pre-coursework, on the racial 
diversity of admitted college students. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
provide technical assistance and best 
practices for conducting full-scale audits of 
admissions requirements. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State legislatures should require higher 
education institutions to conduct a full-scale 
audit of admissions requirements. 

➔ Higher education coordinating agencies 
should share best practices for conducting 
full-scale audits of admissions 
requirements. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
conduct a full-scale audit of admissions 
requirements. 

Make data about athletics 
admissions transparent. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
collect and disseminate disaggregated data 
on athletics admissions preferences. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
conduct and disseminate research into the 
use of athletics recruiting and preferences 
and their effects on the racial diversity of 
colleges and universities. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State legislatures and higher education 
coordinating agencies should require 
colleges and universities to report athletics 
recruitment and admissions data in an 
easily accessible and publicly available 
manner. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
evaluate the degree to which athletics 
preferences undermine or contribute to 
campus diversity. 

Data from the U.S. Department of Education’s 
Equity in Athletics database show that the 
majority of all student athletes are white and 
that the share of white student athletes is even 
higher for Ivy League and other elite, 
hyper-selective institutions.79 A 2003 book 
found that recruited athletes at academically 
selective colleges and universities are as much 
as four times more likely to gain admission 
than other applicants with similar 
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Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should adopt 
test-optional policies in the admissions 
process. 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
provide guidance to admissions officers 
about how voluntarily submitted test score 
data should be considered so as not to 
disadvantage those students who decline 
to share test scores. 

In order to avoid trading one faulty measure 
for another, admissions officers should adopt 
holistic review practices and take into account 
multiple measures of academic readiness. 

Since the COVID-19 pandemic, more than 
1,700 colleges have shifted to adopting 
test-optional policies, allowing applicants to 
choose whether to submit SAT/ACT scores.84 

These policies take into consideration 
opportunity barriers, such as the cost and 
access associated with test preparation and 
advanced courses. A study on the University of 
California higher education system found that 
about one-third of the variance in students’ 
SAT scores could be explained by race and 
socioeconomic factors, raising serious 
questions about its utility as a tool in 
measuring academic readiness.85 The 
inclusion of SAT/ACT should be made optional 
to increase equity in the admissions process. 
The adoption of test-optional policies has 
resulted in a 10 to 12 percent increase in Black, 
Latino, and Native American students 
matriculated.86 

By conducting audits of admission 
requirements, institutions can ensure that 
their admissions processes are fair, 
transparent, and inclusive, allowing for the 
recognition of diverse talents and capabilities 
among all applicants. 

Colleges and universities should conduct a 
comprehensive audit of admissions 
requirements to identify and rectify any 
instances where admissions criteria, such as 
pre-coursework, are not truly necessary and 
are limiting the racial diversity of the admitted 
students pool. High schools with a large 
share of Black, Latino, and Native American 
students are less likely to offer advanced 
courses.82 For example, only 38 percent of 
high schools with predominantly Black or 
Latino student enrollment offer calculus.83 

Emphasizing advanced pre-coursework in 
admissions criteria disadvantages students 
from underrepresented backgrounds and 
perpetuates inequities in higher education 
access. For example, an institution might 
require an applicant to have taken calculus in 
high school for all majors, even those where 
previous calculus experience isn’t necessary. 

Adopt test-optional policies 
in admissions criteria. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State legislatures should require 
institutions to make testing criteria, such 
as the SAT/ACT, optional in their 
admissions process. 

2 
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➔ Higher education institutions should make 

information about how test scores are 
considered in holistic reviews available to 
prospective applicants. 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
publicly share information on how and 
whether test scores are considered in 
financial aid opportunities. 

Institutions of higher education that continue 
to use test scores as required or optional 
admissions criteria should provide 
transparency on how test scores are used in 
their admissions and financial aid processes. It 
is important that higher education institutions 
that have adopted test-optional policies 
monitor whether students who choose to 
include SAT/ACT test scores have an unfair 
advantage in the admissions process, thus 
undermining the intent of making the scores 
optional. This requires institutions to collect 
data, evaluate, and publicly report the 
relationship between test-taking, acceptance, 
and enrollment, as well as providing guidance 
to admissions staff about how scores (or the 
lack thereof) are to be considered. Reports 
should also include whether there are data 
trends on the likelihood of admittance related 
to whether or not a student chooses to submit 
their scores, disaggregated by race, ethnicity, 
gender, disability, and Pell participation. State 
legislatures that adopt test-optional policies 
should also require institutions to collect and 
report this data on a publicly available website. 

Provide transparency on how test 
scores are used in the admissions 
and financial aid process.87 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
collect, conduct, and disseminate research 
on test scores and their effect on the 
admissions and financial aid process. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State legislatures should require higher 
education institutions to provide 
transparency on how test scores are used 
in their admissions and financial aid 
process. 

➔ State legislatures should require higher 
education institutions to collect and report 
data about the impact of test scores in 
admissions decisions. 

➔ Higher education coordinating agencies 
should support data collection and 
reporting on the impact of test scores in 
admissions decisions. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions that continue 
to use test scores as required or optional 
admissions criteria should evaluate and 
assess how test scores are used in 
admissions decisions, including whether 
and how they contribute to racial equity or 
racial disparities. 
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the barriers to success a student is likely to 
have confronted enables admissions officers 
to understand accomplishments in a different 
way. For students coming from communities 
with low graduation rates, limited access to 
STEM courses and advanced coursework, or 
few public libraries, this information could 
show the extraordinariness of an AP math 
score or their job at the local library. 

Consider barriers to 
participation in 
extracurricular activities. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
collect, conduct, and disseminate research 
on barriers to participation in 
extracurriculars faced by historically 
underrepresented communities and 
students. 

➔ Congress should provide funding to 
support out of school time enrichment for 
students in high poverty schools. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State legislatures should increase funding 
for students with lower incomes to access 
extended learning and extracurricular 
activities. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Public and private institutions should audit 
their admissions criteria to include 
consideration of barriers to participation in 
extracurricular activities. 

Contextualize application 
information to enable 
comparisons on unequal 
educational opportunity. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education 
should make information available 
about unequal educational opportunity 
through tools such as the Civil Rights 
Data Collection and NCES surveys. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education 
Office for Civil Rights should provide 
guidance on how to lawfully consider 
unequal educational opportunity in the 
context of admissions decisions. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
provide admissions officers with information 
about unequal educational opportunity to 
contribute to holistic reviews of student 
application. 

Public and private institutions can enhance 
their admissions process by identifying tools 
that facilitate holistic review to better 
understand the context of an applicant's 
experiences. 

Admission officers should build upon their 
ability to collect and meaningfully evaluate 
data that offer greater insights into their 
applicant pool. Admissions officers and 
enrollment managers can consider adopting 
tools that support holistic reviews within the 
context of the opportunities available to 
students where they live.88 Information about 
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Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should limit the 
maximum number of extracurricular activities 
and letters of recommendation that they will 
review in the admissions process. 

Public and private higher education institutions 
should reduce the number of extracurriculars 
and letters of recommendations they will review 
in the admissions process in light of differences 
in the availability of extracurricular opportunities 
and barriers to college advising.91 

While extracurricular activities and letters of 
recommendation can contribute to a holistic 
understanding of a student’s unique talents and 
gifts, allowing students to include unlimited 
examples creates a disadvantage for students 
with fewer options and inadequate access to 
college advising and extracurriculars. 
Considering these barriers, reducing the number 
of extracurriculars reviewed in the admissions 
process may offer greater equity in admissions 
for students who often are excluded from being 
able to participate in such activities. A review of 
5.9 million Common App applications, shared 
with more than 800 institutions, found that white 
applicants reported an average of 63 percent 
more athletic, academic, and art activities than 
Black applicants. This study also found that 
continuing-generation applicants reported 
participation in 71 percent more activities than 
first-generation applicants.92 In addition, students 
at schools without guidance counselors who 
have received professional development in 
college and career advising may be limited in 
their access to strong letters of recommendation. 
Nearly a third of high school counselors have 
also reported that they did not receive any 
training in graduate school about the college 
admissions process, and an additional 32 
percent believe the training they did receive was 
inadequate.93 

While participation in extracurricular activities 
can demonstrate a student’s leadership skills, 
intellectual curiosity, and other attributes that 
would be valuable to a student body, these 
opportunities are not equitably available to all 
students — and the way they are considered in 
an application process may disadvantage 
students from marginalized backgrounds who 
possess the same talents. For example, a 
study of two North Carolina high schools found 
that the higher the number of eligible students 
qualifying for free or reduced lunch, the less 
access students had to extracurriculars such 
as academic honor societies, service 
opportunities, and sports activities.89 Even 
when opportunities are available, students 
from lower income households may need to 
work after school instead of participating in 
enrichment activities, unpaid internships, or 
volunteer work. Around 20.3 percent of 
teenagers between the ages of 16 and 19 were 
employed in 2022, an increase of 2.7 percent 
since 2020.90 Public and private institutions 
should take into consideration barriers to 
participation in extracurriculars experienced by 
historically underrepresented students, such 
as financial resources and after-school 
employment. 

Limit the maximum number of 
extracurriculars and letters of 
recommendation reviewed and 
listed in college applications. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
collect, conduct, and disseminate research 
about the ways that students spend time 
outside of school hours and how those 
experiences lead to readiness for or create 
barriers to higher education. 
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Consider the value 
of caregiving in the 
admissions process. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
collect, conduct, and disseminate research 
about the ways that caregiving for a sibling, 
parent, or other relative can lead to 
readiness for or create barriers to higher 
education for students. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
share updated best practices to support the 
academic success of pregnant and 
parenting students and protect pregnant 
and parenting students from discrimination 
in high school. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
ensure that higher education institutions 
have access to and an understanding of 
Title IX guidance on protections for 
pregnant and parenting students. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should audit 
their admissions criteria to include 
consideration of caregiving responsibilities. 
Higher education institutions should 
provide professional development learning 
opportunities to their admissions staff and 
faculty for this purpose. 

➔ Higher education institutions should ensure 
that information about Title IX protections 
and campus support services for pregnant 
and parenting students are shared in 
recruitment materials, catalogs, student 
handbooks, and on public websites. 

Consider the value of 
after-school employment 
in the admissions process. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
collect, conduct, and disseminate research 
about how after-school employment leads 
to readiness for or creates barriers to higher 
education. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should audit 
their admissions criteria to include 
consideration of an applicants’ participation 
in after-school employment. Higher 
education institutions should provide 
professional development learning 
opportunities to their admissions staff and 
faculty for this purpose. 

➔ Institutions should make explicit the value 
of pre-college employment to college 
readiness and encourage students to share 
how they benefited from those 
experiences. 

Students who participate in after-school 
employment likely develop many skills that 
contribute to their success in higher education, 
including responsibility, leadership, attention to 
detail, and the ability to work collaboratively. 
Admissions staff and faculty should take into 
account the benefits accrued to students 
through these experiences when making their 
decisions. In addition, admissions offices 
should refrain from prioritizing employment 
that may reflect socioeconomic biases, such as 
internships secured through social capital, 
over minimum-wage labor. 
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interest” factors are those that an institution 
perceives as indicating an applicant’s 
individual enthusiasm for attending a particular 
institution, such as attending a campus tour, 
contacting a regional admissions officer, or 
opening advertising emails from the institution. 
Reliance on such criteria contributes to the 
opaque process of college admissions that 
rely on specialized knowledge of the 
process.98 Some institutions currently reward 
applicants who show “demonstrated interest” 
by increasing the applicant’s likelihood of 
acceptance. In a study at a medium-sized 
private higher education institution, it was 
found that “demonstrated interest” offered a 
20 percent higher chance of admittance.99 

Considering barriers in access to college 
counseling faced by historically 
underrepresented students, many may not be 
aware of the weight that “demonstrated 
interest” carries in the admissions process, 
especially at highly selective institutions. 

Study admissions and 
enrollment policies and practices 
To identify barriers and elevate 
strategies to achieve equity 
and diversity in the student body. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ Congress should fund research on policies 
and practices that contribute to or hinder 
equitable college admissions and 
enrollment. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
report research findings on policies and 
practices that contribute to or hinder 
equitable college admissions and 
enrollment. 

Remove from
consideration evidence 
of “demonstrated interest.” 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
remove from their admissions process the 
practice of “demonstrated interest.” 

As an interim measure: 

➔ Higher education institutions should define 
allowable “demonstrated interest” criteria 
and refrain from including criteria that not 
all students can access due to financial 
barriers such as campus tours, summer 
programs, etc. 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
provide transparency about “demonstrated 
interest” criteria in their admissions process. 

➔ Higher education institutions should ensure 
that information about their “demonstrated 
interest” criteria is shared in recruitment 
materials, catalogs, student handbooks, and 
on publicly available admissions websites. 

Instead of relying on opaque criteria that are 
unrelated to college readiness, institutions 
should base admissions decisions on 
transparent measures and criteria that all 
students understand and have access to. 

Since 2003, the number of selective 
institutions that perceive “demonstrated 
interest” as a considerably or moderately 
important factor in their admissions criteria has 
increased by 7 percent.97 “Demonstrated 

31 
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Colleges and universities themselves, and their 
associations, should contribute to the body of 
knowledge about admissions and enrollment 
to ensure equity and diversity. 

Provide pathways to 
admissions and completion, 
regardless of the immigration 
status of students or their 
parents or guardians.101 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ Congress should ensure that school 
districts and federal, state, and local 
governments preserve and protect the 
rights of K-12 students established under 
Plyler v. Doe.102 

➔ Congress should pass permanent 
protections with a pathway to citizenship for 
immigrant youth, including Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) recipients, 
DACA-eligible individuals, and 
undocumented youth who may not be 
eligible for DACA. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
investigate complaints of discrimination 
based on immigration status in college 
admissions. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
share best practices to provide pathways to 
higher education, regardless of immigration 
status with higher education institutions. 

➔ Congress should ensure federal student aid 
is accessible to students who meet 
residency requirements that aren’t tied to 
immigration status. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
offer recommendations regarding existing 
or future legislation on policies and 
practices that contribute to or hinder 
equitable college admissions and 
enrollment. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
ensure that higher education institutions 
have access to and an understanding of 
best practices to advance diversity and 
inclusion in higher education. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions and 
associations should conduct and 
disseminate research about admissions 
criteria, policies, and practices to evaluate 
bias, inform indicators of future success, 
and facilitate diverse student bodies across 
multiple lines of student characteristics. 

➔ Higher education institutions should review 
research about admissions and enrollment 
policies and practices and apply those 
strategies with evidence of increasing 
diversity and equity. 

The federal government should fund and study 
strategies that address wealth and racial 
disparities in admissions, enrollment, and 
college completion in order to build stronger 
policies to achieve racial equity in higher 
education. The U.S. Department of Education 
should provide Congress with 
recommendations to address inequities that 
exist within the higher education system, 
particularly those experienced by students of 
color, first-generation students, and historically 
underrepresented students. The U.S. 
Department of Education released related 
information in 2023 on strategies to advance 
diversity and inclusion in higher education.100 
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➔ Higher education institutions should 
provide free and confidential legal 
immigration support for students on 
campus. 

Students should not be denied access to 
higher education at public or private 
institutions on the basis of their immigration 
status or that of their parents and guardians. 
This includes discrimination by states, boards 
of governors, state departments of education, 
public and private institutions, admissions 
officers, and other higher education officials 
who shape college admissions and in-state 
residency decisions. Approximately 98,000 
undocumented students graduate from high 
schools in the United States every year.103 

Federal, state, and institutional policymakers 
should ensure that all students have a pathway 
to admissions in higher education, regardless 
of immigration status. 

Support formerly incarcerated 
and justice-impacted students 
in admissions through 
college completion. 

Here’s what the federal government can do: 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
share best practices for higher education 
institutions to remove criminal history 
questions from their admissions process. 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
collect, conduct, and disseminate research 
on the percentage of applicants denied 
admissions based on reported criminal 
history, whether as a child or adult. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State legislatures should ensure that higher 
education institutions use and disclose 
personal information about students’, 
parents’, and family members’ immigration 
statuses only for the purposes of 
administering educational or financial aid 
programs or assisting students. 

➔ Higher education coordinating agencies 
should ensure that higher education 
institutions are providing pathways to 
admission, regardless of immigration status 
or immigration status of parents and 
guardians. 

➔ State legislatures and higher education 
coordinating agencies should make 
determinations about in-state eligibility 
without regard to immigration status. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should ensure 
that students, their parents, and guardians 
have access to and an understanding of 
best practices in the admissions process, 
regardless of their immigration status or 
their primary language. 

➔ Higher education institutions should ensure 
that personal information about students’, 
parents’, and family members’ immigration 
status is used and disclosed only for the 
purpose of administering educational or 
financial aid programs, or otherwise 
assisting students. 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
establish protocols and measures to protect 
immigrant students on campus and refrain 
from disclosing personal information about 
students to Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) and Border Patrol. 
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➔ Higher education institutions should ensure 
that justice-impacted students have access 
to campus support services such as 
wellness, housing, and food security 
programs. 

➔ Higher education institutions should build 
advisory boards dedicated to support for 
justice-impacted students. 

It is critical for policymakers to invest in higher 
education pathways for formerly incarcerated 
and justice-impacted individuals. Many 
justice-impacted people are first-generation 
students, parents, students with disabilities, 
students of color, and/or students with lower 
incomes.104 In 2020, the Common Application, 
used by more than 900 colleges, removed 
questions about criminal history.105 All higher 
education institutions, including those who do 
not use the Common Application, should 
remove questions about criminal history from 
their admissions process. 

In July 2023, 760,000 students who were 
incarcerated became eligible for Pell Grants to 
support their participation in prison education 
programs (PEPs).106 However, many states 
continue to exclude students impacted by the 
criminal-legal system from accessing financial 
aid. In 2020, students impacted by the 
criminal-legal system were considered 
ineligible for 54 of the 100 largest state aid 
programs.107 The U.S. Department of Education 
released related information in 2023 on 
strategies to support students impacted by the 
criminal-legal system.108 

➔ The U.S. Department of Education should 
ensure that higher education institutions 
and departments of corrections have 
access to and an understanding of best 
practices to support justice-impacted 
students. 

Here’s what state government can do: 

➔ State legislatures should require higher 
education institutions to remove criminal 
history questions from their admissions 
process. 

➔ States legislatures should provide 
justice-impacted individuals access to state 
financial aid programs. 

➔ State legislatures should provide funding to 
higher education institutions to develop an 
academic support program to serve 
formerly incarcerated students and justice 
impacted students. 

Here’s what institutional leaders can do: 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
remove criminal history questions in their 
admissions process. 

➔ Higher education institutions and 
departments of corrections should ensure 
that justice-impacted students have access 
to support services that help them apply for 
financial aid and understand the admissions 
and enrollment process. 

➔ Higher education institutions should 
provide technology and internet access for 
justice-impacted students who are 
incarcerated. 




