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Holistic admissions systems have a long history at 
American colleges and universities (Zell 2016), yet in 
recent years, and in parallel with the test-optional 
movement, holistic review has gained increasing popu-

larity and visibility. Yet despite the high-proĲle holistic 
review has attained in popular discourse, there is little 
consensus around the exact meaning of this term in 
theory or practice (Bastedo 2021; Kent and McCarthy 
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2016; Moody Rideout 2017), even among admissions of-
Ĳcers who say they practice holistic admissions (Bast-
edo, et al. 2018; Hossler, et al. 2019).

In consideration of the diversity of views held by 
admissions oȯcers about what constitutes holistic re-

view, this study investigates the strategies and practices 
adopted by admissions teams when trying to convey 
information about admissions requirements and the 
admissions decision-making process. In particular, this 
study examines student-facing admissions websites for 
the language used to describe admissions requirements 
and the information made available to students on the 
particulars of the decision-making process (e.g., im-

portance or weight of various factors). The analysis in-

vestigates how admissions policies and language about 
holistic review can impact issues of diversity, equity, 
and inclusion, which are important in the admissions 
landscape. The goals of this research include identiȫ-

ing trends and best practices in student-facing admis-
sions web pages and distilling practical takeaways for 
admissions oȯcers. Admissions professionals may Ĳnd 
these recommendations to be a useful aid for increas-
ing equity in graduate and undergraduate admissions, 
beneĲtting institutions and prospective students alike.

About this Study
This study sought to identiȫ how holistic admissions is 
deĲned, which elements of it are emphasized, and how 
such information is conveyed to prospective graduate 
and undergraduate students through admissions web-

sites. The process for selecting institutions to include 
was to Ĳrst stratiȫ U.S. not-for-proĲt institutions of-
fering advanced degrees using Carnegie ClassiĲcation 
data (Carnegie n.d.). Institutions were stratiĲed by MSI 
(Minority Serving Institution) status, selectivity, and 
highest degree awarded. Then, 30 institutions were ran-

domly selected, using the same proportions per category 
as are reĳected in the total population. MSI status is 
based on either legislative assignment or the percentage 
of minority student enrollment (Li 2007). For instance, 
MSIs include institutions that have been assigned by 
Congress to be historically black or indigenous serving 
as well as institutions that have a signiĲcant percentage 
of minority enrollment. For each institution that was 
selected, Ĳve types of admissions web pages were ana-

lyzed: general undergraduate; general graduate; and one 
graduate program ȩom each three areas of focus (STEM, 
or Science, Technology, Engineering, Math; education; 
and the humanities or social sciences). This led to a total 
of Ĳve web pages reviewed for each of the 30 institu-

tions, a total of 150 web pages. These web pages were 
accessed between February and April 2022. Throughout 
this article, the term “program” web page will be used 
to refer to the web pages for graduate STEM, education, 
or humanities programs. The term “global” web page 
will be used to refer to those admissions web pages 
that cover the entire undergraduate or graduate school.

Admissions web pages are the most visible and ac-

cessible sources of information for prospective students, 
so they make ideal artifacts to analyze for the purpose of 
understanding how admissions information and criteria 
are communicated to prospective students, with impli-
cations for equity in college admissions. Table 1 shows 
the ȩequency of schools in each sampled category.

For each of the 150 web pages reviewed, page con-

tent was coded according to several factors related to 
the substance of content conveyed to prospective stu-

dents (e.g., required application documents to submit), 

	TABLE 1 ➤	Admissions Selectivity,1 by 
Highest Degree and Minority 
Serving Institution Status

Selectivity by Highest Degree 

Institutions (n)

MSI Non-MSI

Doctoral

Inclusive 1 3

More Selective 2 2

Selective 2 2

Not Indicated 1 0

Master’s

Inclusive 0 7

More Selective 0 0

Selective 1 5

Not Indicated 4 0

1	 Subjective assessment based on the content of Ʈve categories 
of web pages: General Undergraduate, General Graduate, 
STEM, Humanities/Social Sciences, and Education.

	W MSI = Minority Serving Institution
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and to the messaging of that content (e.g., explicit de-

scription of holistic admissions). SpeciĲcally, web pages 
were coded for the following factors:

	˺ School and program information (selectivity, MSI 
status, highest degree awarded, web page type [e.g., 
graduate STEM program, global undergraduate ad-

missions])

	˺ Application require-

ments (test score[s], 
transcripts, grade 
point average [GPA], 
prerequisites, recom-

mendation letter[s], 
essay[s], work sam-

ple[s], CV/resume, application fee, immunization 
[e.g., for meningitis], interview, professional license, 
other [e.g., experience in Ĳeld])

	˺ Information provided about the decision-making 
process

	ɬ Messaging (admissions testing policy, holistic 
review language)

	ɬ Cut scores (GPA/rank cut scores, test cut scores, 
“typical candidate” information such as average 
test scores in admitted class)

	ɬ Indication of how individual elements of the ap-

plication are weighted in the decision-making 
process (e.g., if relevant career experience is of 
particular importance)

Following coding, the data were examined for 
emerging themes, with the aim of drawing some pre-

liminary conclusions to inform admissions best prac-

tices — and inform future, more expansive research.

Study Results

Holistic Language by Web Page Type

The Ĳrst trend the study explored was where holistic 
language (e.g., the explicit calling out of holistic prac-

tices on the admissions web page) was used across the 
various web pages. Web pages were coded for whether 
they used holistic language (e.g., key terms such as “ho-

listic/holistically,” “whole person,” “holistic review/ap-

proach”) to describe their approach to admissions. The 
summary in Table 2 shows that most of the holistic 
language in the sample was within the global under-
graduate admissions web pages. Graduate program and 
global admissions web pages contained little holistic 
language. In fact, only 14 percent of the entire sam-

ple contained holistic language, and only 6.7 percent of 
graduate global or program web pages contained holis-
tic language.

The study also explored the relationship between 
the use of holistic language and the number of appli-
cation requirements indicated by the web page. To do 
so, the average number of requirements listed on web 
pages that used holistic language was compared side-
by-side with the number of requirements listed on web 
pages that did not use holistic language. This compar-
ison showed that graduate web pages that used holis-
tic language required on average one more application 
component (x = 6.37) than those graduate web pages that 
did not use holistic language (x = 5.23). Undergraduate 
web pages that used holistic language listed a slightly 
greater number of application requirements (x = 3.69) 
than those web pages that did not use holistic language 
(x = 3.24). Additionally, on average, there are more re-

quirements needed to apply to graduate (x = 5.3) than 
undergraduate (x = 3.4) schools/programs. There is also 
greater variability in the number of requirements for 
graduate web pages (Holistic Language SD = 1.90, No Ho-

listic Language SD = 1.51) than for undergraduate web 
pages (Holistic Language SD = 0.83, No Holistic Lan-

guage SD = 1.18). The leȪ panel of Figure 1 depicts the 
average number of requirements for applications listed 
on global and program web pages at the graduate level. 
The right panel shows the number of requirements 
listed on global undergraduate admissions web pages.

	TABLE 2 ➤	Use of Holistic Language, by Web Page Category

Uses Holistic 

Language
Undergraduate Graduate STEM Humanities Education

No 17 28 29 28 27

Yes 13 2 1 2 3
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Although there are a similar number of required 
application components across web pages regardless of 
whether they used holistic language, web pages that 
use holistic language were far more likely to indicate 
the use of a test-optional policy (81%) than other web 
pages in the sample (22%). It is also notable that many 
schools and programs did not include information on 
their testing policy on their admissions websites (41%).

Minority Serving Institutions

Additionally, this study investigated the pattern of ho-

listic language use among MSIs and non-MSIs. This dis-
tinction may be of particular use to admissions oȯcers 
interested in promoting equity, inclusion, and diversity, 
as MSIs attract and enroll students ȩom underserved 
populations at a higher rate than non-MSIs (Flores 
and Park 2013). Results showed that within the grad-

uate programs, there were no diȬerences in holistic 
language used between web pages for MSIs and non-

MSIs—only 5 percent of web pages in either group used 
holistic language. Within the undergraduate web pages 
reviewed, a larger proportion of non-MSIs used holistic 
language (52 percent) than MSIs (27 percent). The leȪ 
panel of Figure 2 (on page 23) depicts the percentage 
of graduate-level web pages that used holistic language, 
disaggregated by MSI status, while the right panel de-

picts this trend within the undergraduate web pages.

Decision Indicators

The preceding section has described the data in terms 
of where holistic language was found within the sam-

ple as well as how that language related to the number 
of requirements for application, but another goal for 
this study was to understand what type of information 
is presented to prospective students about admissions 
selection criteria. For the next phase of the analysis, 
the scope of the data exploration was narrowed to the 
global undergraduate web pages because that is where 

	 FIGURE 1 ➤ Number of Admissions Requirements Listed on Graduate and Undergraduate 
Admissions Web Pages, by Holistic Language Usage
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the most holistic language in the sample was found. The 
data showed four diȬerent types of “cutoȬs,” or ways 
in which applicants are selected, which were described 
on the undergraduate admissions web pages. The four 
general categories were: (1) using GPA or rank cut score 
(e.g., a 3.0 or above high school GPA or being in the 
top 20 percent of your graduating class is required for 

admission), (2) using GPA or class rank averages to de-

scribe a “typical candidate” proĲle (e.g., language such 
as “admitted applicants have on average a GPA of 3.0” or 

“are typically above the 20th percentile in their graduating 
class rank”), (3) using GPA/rank and test cutoȬ (e.g., a 
3.0 high school GPA or being in the top 20 percent of 
their graduating class is required to apply as well as an 

SAT math score above 500), and (4) using qualitative in-

dicators (e.g., indication of relative importance of essay 
vis-à-vis other factors).

Undergraduate global admissions web pages were 
compared to identiȫ the degree to which they indicated 

use of each of these four categories of “cutoȬs” across 
two diȬerent splits — Ĳrst looking at potential diȬer-
ences or trends between schools according to MSI status, 
then according to use of holistic language on the web 
page. Results are displayed in Figure 3. The leȪ panel 
of Figure 3 demonstrates that web pages for non-MSIs 
communicate qualitative factors or averages as admis-
sions indicators in greater proportions, while MSI web 
pages more oȪen indicate use of GPA cutoȬs. Those web 
pages that use holistic language tend to provide rela-
tively more qualitative and average indicators to students, 
whereas web pages that do not use holistic language 
tend to provide more GPA cutoȬs as decision indicators.

Key Takeaways

The data ȩom this study show that holistic language 
is used minimally across all admissions web pages 
(14 percent of the sample), but that it is used more in 
undergraduate web pages than in graduate web pages. 

	 FIGURE 2 ➤ Percentage of Web Pages That Use Holistic Language by MSI Status (n = 150)
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In particular, holistic language is used most on un-

dergraduate global admissions web pages at non-MSI 
institutions (see Figure 2). Additionally, graduate web 
pages that use holistic language list a greater number 
of requirements to apply than those that do not use 
holistic language. There was also greater variety in the 
number of requirements for graduate web pages when 
compared to undergraduate web pages. For undergrad-

uate web pages, there is no diȬerence in admissions 
requirements between those web pages that use holistic 
language and those that do not use holistic language; 
however, those requirements may be qualitatively dif-
ferent (e.g., higher instance of test-optional policy indi-
cated at schools using holistic language). Additionally, 
undergraduate admissions web pages that use holistic 
language or are ȩom non-MSIs list more qualitative and 

typical candidate admissions cutoȬs, while web pages that 
do not use holistic language or are ȩom MSIs tend to 

list GPA and test admissions cutoȬs.

Navigating the admissions process is diȯcult for all 
parties involved. Students and family members attempt 
to select an institution or program that is the best Ĳt, 
while institutions and programs provide information 
about their school or program to attract the largest and 
most qualiĲed pool of applicants. This process can be-

come more challenging with the adoption of test-op-

tional policies and the use of holistic admissions, as 
applicants and admissions oȯcers may have a diȬerent 
understanding of these terms, and prospective students 
may be confused by shiȪing and varied policies across 
schools (Korn 2022). Ensuring the application process 
is as straightforward as possible is critically important—
not only is the amount of information and guidance 
an applicant has about college correlated with their 
likelihood to ultimately enroll successfully, but lack of 
knowledge about college and Ĳnancial aid is particu-

larly pronounced among Latino and Aȩican American/
Black students and parents (Bell, et al. 2009). Transpar-

	 FIGURE 3 ➤ Percentage of Decision Indicators Indicated by Web Pages in the Sample (n = 109)
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ency is therefore an equity concern; the imperfect ĳow 
of information about the admissions process dispropor-
tionately and negatively aȬects these groups. Although 
the data in this report cannot answer all the questions 
surrounding the presentation of holistic admissions on 
university admissions web pages, they provide a win-

dow into the type of information that is presented to 
applicants at the institutions reviewed.

This study is one of the Ĳrst to examine closely what 
has been described on web pages facing prospective stu-

dents and applicants at the graduate and undergraduate 
levels. The Ĳndings presented here contribute to the 
literature about how holistic language and test-optional 
policies are utilized when communicating application 
requirements to prospective students. Although this 
study focused on admissions web pages, the principles 
discussed here can be ȩuitfully applied to any form of 
messaging where admissions requirements are articu-

lated by institutions. These Ĳndings also raise interest-
ing questions for future investigation: How do diȬerent 
types of information inĳuence students in terms of ad-

missions results and post-admission outcomes? How do 
students perceive the relative importance of diȬerent 
application package components? Are these perceptions 
diȬerent ȩom the views of admissions oȯcers (e.g., 
student perceptions of the importance of an optional 
application item versus the perceptions of admissions 
oȯcers)? But as interesting as these questions may be, 
it is even more crucial that future studies move beyond 
admissions to consider how transparency in messag-

ing about admissions requirements and decision-mak-

ing may aȬect decisions such as scholarship selection, 
admission to honors or academic support programs, 
or course placement. For example, do students know 
whether they will be helping or hurting their consid-

eration for a scholarship by choosing to submit or not 
submit an optional application component such as a 
test score?

Although much evidence remains to be gathered, 
practical implications can be drawn ȩom the current 
study to guide admissions oȯces in seeking out ways 
to improve equity in admissions.

Implications for Practice
One goal of the study was to distill practical tips for ad-

missions oȯcers based on the trends and practices un-

covered through this analysis of admissions web pages 
in order to encourage equity in undergraduate and 
graduate admissions. In particular, there is an oppor-
tunity for admissions oȯcers to improve the transpar-
ency of admissions messaging in order to better serve 
prospective students and to demonstrate and align with 
the values of their institutions more clearly. Although 
the below recommendations are pertinent to all forms 
of student outreach, it is especially vital for admissions 
oȯces to consider improvements they can make to 
messaging on their admissions web pages. Admissions 
web pages are key sources of information and the most 
common way that prospective students research higher 
education institutions (Simões and Soares 2010).

Notably, there is a wide gap between admissions 
oȯcers’ own understanding of whether they practice 
holistic review, and the language used on admissions 
websites. A survey by Bastedo, et al. (2018) found that 
95 percent of admissions oȯcers classiĲed their own 
practices as “holistic review,” yet this study found that 
only 14 percent of admissions web pages explicitly in-

cluded language about such an approach. This rate is 
even lower among graduate admissions web pages; just 
6.7 percent of pages surveyed explicitly called out the 
use of a holistic approach—despite considering a larger 
number of elements per application on average than 
undergraduate admissions (5.3 for graduate compared 
to 3.8 for undergraduate). These numbers suggest that 
messaging on admissions web pages may not present 
the program or institution’s values to prospective stu-

dents in a full and accurate manner, and schools that 
wish to promote their focus on equity and diversity 
may be missing an opportunity to communicate that 
focus to prospective students and to make prospective 
students ȩom underserved backgrounds feel welcome.

Also of note, MSIs, which typically receive a larger 
proportion of minority applicants than non-MSIs, more 
oȪen indicated the use of GPA or test cutoȬ scores. One 
possible contributing factor could be that having ex-

plicit benchmarks for admissions might be a way for 
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minority prospective students, who oȪen have less 
experience navigating college admissions than white 
applicants (Holland 2014), to decide what programs 
they should apply to. Additionally, it could impact the 
amount of minority applicants an institution has if their 
guidelines are similar to those of MSIs. Further research 
is needed to substantiate whether the use of cutoȬs 
along with explicit wording as to how distinct aspects 
of an application are weighed, might be an eȬective way 
to attract minority student applicants.

Relatedly, prospective students would beneĲt ȩom 
other types of transparency that could make the appli-
cation process less of a barrier for them. Although prac-

tical considerations may place barriers on the speciĲc 
types of information that can be made available to pro-

spective students, to the extent possible, more programs 
should provide information about the decision-making 
process or provide other helpful guiding information 
for students, such as a description of which values are 
particularly important to the mission of a program in 
building its incoming class. This kind of information 
could beneĲt applicants by helping them determine 
which schools and programs are likely to value their 
particular strengths most highly.

A Ĳnal recommendation is organizational in nature; 
crucial information such as application requirements 
on many school sites are split across pages, hidden in 
long catalogue documents, or even inaccessible until 
the student has created a login and begun completing 
an application. For example, 42 percent of graduate 
admissions web pages in the sample had no explicit 
mention of their testing policy or requirements. Cen-

tering the most important application information on 
a splash page is a best practice that some programs use, 
and which others could beneĲt by imitating, which 
would make the application process smoother and eas-
ier for students. A simple improvement many programs 
could make to their web pages would be to publish the 
amount of the application fee without requiring stu-

dents to make an account and begin (or even Ĳll out) 
an application before Ĳnding out. Although many web 
pages do provide information on application fees up 
ȩont, 28 percent do not. The authors hope that these 

Ĳndings contribute to keeping admissions professionals 
well apprised of the practices of their peers and provide 
some useful ideas for improving practice.

Limitations and Future Directions

The results and recommendations ȩom the informa-

tion gathered ȩom the 150 web pages is a Ĳrst step in 
understanding how the holistic admissions process is 
presented to possible applicants, but there are still many 
unanswered questions and ȩuitful directions for this 
area of research in the future. When thinking about the 
current data source of student-facing web pages, it would 
be beneĲcial to gather data ȩom more institutions to see 
whether the trends found in this relatively small sample 
hold across institutions in the United States. The results 
are also limited because the researchers did not have 
information about the number and type of applicants 
associated with the institutions and programs aȯliated 
with the web pages that were coded. Having these data 
would allow the researchers to make claims about how 
information depicted on web pages might inĳuence the 
applicant pool an institution receives. Additionally, a 
more in-depth analysis of accessibility of information 
and aesthetics of a web page might help create a clearer 
picture of the impact of web pages on applicants. For 
instance, identiȫing the number of clicks it takes to 
Ĳnd important application information like application 
deadlines or requirements might also have an impact on 
whether information-seeking students ultimately apply 
to the institution. Similarly, a better understanding of 
how web page aesthetics (such as pictures of students 
of diverse backgrounds) impact applicant perceptions 
could provide useful insights on the way web page de-

sign ultimately aȬects the makeup of the applicant pool.
Another interesting area of future research would 

be to gather data ȩom diȬerent stakeholders in the 
holistic admissions process such as student applicants 
and admissions oȯcers. These direct voices are miss-
ing ȩom the current study but would allow for better 
triangulation of what the holistic admissions process 
ought to be and its potential impact on applications and 
admissions. For instance, understanding what aspects of 
a web page or application is most important for a pro-
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spective student and whether that view correlates with 
what aspects an admissions oȯcer thinks is important 
could illuminate a potential disconnect in the applica-

tion process. Additionally, understanding how stake-

holders deĲne holistic admissions, along with qualities 
considered important among applicants, could further 

advance understanding of how holistic admissions can 
be deĲned. This study begins to examine how the ho-

listic admissions process is communicated through stu-

dent-facing web pages, but there is still work to do to 
pinpoint how applicants understand and are aȬected 
by communication on the holistic admissions process.
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between labor market demands and indi-

viduals’ personal interests in technical 
careers. Across all topics of her research, 
emphasis is placed on how the Ʈndings 
vary by gender, race/ethnicity, and socio-

economic status. She earned her Ph.D. in 
2020 in human development and family 
science from the Ohio State University.
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Harrison Kell, Ph.D., is 
a Senior Research Sci-
entist in the Center for 
Education and Career 

Development at Educational Testing Ser-
vice (ETS) in Princeton, New Jersey. Dr. 
Kell’s expertise lies in the assessment of 
cognitive (e.g., verbal and mathematical 
reasoning) and noncognitive skills (e.g., 
intercultural relations, personality traits). 
He has developed assessments rele-

vant to student admissions and person-

nel selection (e.g., situational judgment 
tests [SJTs]), performance evaluation 
(e.g., behaviorally anchored rating scales 

[BARS]), and performance improvement 
(e.g., feedback interventions). He serves 
as a content expert for the Graduate 
Record Exam (GRE) program. Dr. Kell has 
published articles in peer-reviewed jour-

nals such as Psychological Science, Jour-

nal of Applied Psychology, Perspectives 

on Psychological Science, Journal of 

Organizational Behavior, and chapters in 
multiple edited volumes (e.g., APA Hand-

book of Career Intervention, The Science 
of Expertise). His practical research inter-
ests concern the relationship between 

relatively stable human attributes (e.g., 
personality traits, cognitive skills) and 

human performance, broadly construed 
(e.g., career success, creativity, job ten-

ure and retention). Dr. Kell’s theoretical 
research interests lie in strengthening the 
soundness of interpretations of those 

attributes, in order to improve the valid-

ity and fairness of decisions based upon 

them (e.g., admissions, development, 
selection). Dr. Kell received his Ph.D. in 
industrial/organizational psychology 
in 2011 from Rice University and was a 
postdoctoral fellow in the quantitative 

methods program at Peabody College, 
Vanderbilt University from 2011 to 2014.
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Center for Education and 
Career Development 

(CECD) at Educational Testing Service in 
Princeton, NJ. She studies the social con-

texts of education and careers, with a 
focus on access and equity. She has 
worked on a variety of grant-funded 
research and evaluation projects related 

to career pathways, adult learning, work-

force development, and employer 

engagement. Dr. Haviland holds a M.A. 
and Ph.D. in sociology from The University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and a B.A. 
in social theory and ethics from Ogletho-

rpe University.
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Guangming Ling, Ph.D., is 
Director of the Center for 
Education and Career 
Development at ETS, 

Research and Measurement Science area. 
His research focuses on the assessment 
and training of critical competencies in 
higher ed and the workforce, as well as a 

broad range of topics in applied measure-

ments, such as test validity and fairness 
issues, higher education learning out-
comes assessment, rating issues with 
constructed responses, test mode 
eƬects, computerized adaptive testing, an 
application of latent variable models. Dr. 
Ling’s research has appeared in more 

than 40 peer-reviewed journal papers, 
book chapters, research reports, and 
more than 80 conference presentations. 
Dr. Ling holds a Ph.D. in psychometrics/
quantitative psychology from Fordham 
University.
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ter for Education and Career Develop-
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for K12 Teaching, Learning, and Assess-

ment. Dr. Liu is an expert in assessment 
and research of critical competencies 

in higher education. She has also man-

aged several grants awarded by the 
National Science Foundation and other 

funding agencies in the United States, 
India, China, and Korea. Dr. Liu has 
authored and coauthored more than 90 
peer-reviewed journal articles, research 
reports, and book chapters in the Ʈelds 
of applied measurement, higher edu-

cation, and science assessment. Dr. Liu 
received the 2019 Robert Linn Memo-

rial Lecture Award and 2011 National 

Council on Measurement in Education 
Jason Millman Promising Measure-

ment Scholar Award in recognition of 
her original and extensive research in 
learning outcomes assessment in higher 
education and K–12 science assess-

ment. Dr. Liu holds a doctorate in quan-

titative methods and evaluation from 

the University of California, Berkeley.


