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  Abstract 

Because the United States has long been characterized by a significant wealth dis-

parity, racial discrimination against blacks and ethnic minorities, and other factors, 

educational inequity has persisted for an extended period of time. In order to pro-

mote educational equity, colleges and universities in the United States have grad-

ually implemented the "exam optional" policy for undergraduate enrollment. This 

policy allows students to choose whether or not to submit standardized test scores. 

The requirements for not submitting standardized test scores vary from university 

to university. By analyzing the advantages and disadvantages of the policy and its 

effects, this paper presents a series of suggestions for the reform of the college 

entrance examination in China. Under the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), the 

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) was signed into law by President Obama in 

2015. The National Center for Fair and Open Testing (FairTest) has promoted the 

test-optional policy, which an increasing number of American colleges and uni-

versities have adopted. 
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1. Introduction 

The college entrance examination system in the United States has mainly experienced four stages. The first stage is 

from the American colonial period to the individual school selection system before the Civil War; The second stage, from 

the Civil War to the end of the 19th century, the certificate admission system, from the "recognized high school" gradua-

tion certificate, students can directly enter the university without examination; The third stage, the comprehensive selec-

tion system from the late 19th century to the early 20th century, with a unified entrance examination; And the fourth stage, 

the coexistence of open and selective admissions from the mid-20th century to the present (Wu Zhongqi, 2021). As early 

as 1969, Bowdoin College took the lead in treating SAT or ACT scores as non-essential application materials for under-

graduate admission in American colleges and universities (Yu Haibo, 2019). Later, some public and private colleges and 

universities also adopted this admission policy. 

The "Test optional" policy can be roughly divided into the following ways. In a first way, for students who choose not 

to submit standardized scores, colleges and universities will use the scores of high school courses, school rankings, the 

difficulty of courses, and students' "soft power" to judge whether the students have the ability to enter the school. The 

other is to ensure the diversity of students through the ranking of high school grades on the basis of non-racial color. For 

example, as early as 1999, the California government formulated and promulgated the "local admission program" -- "Top 

4% Plan" as a college admission policy, that is, the top 4% of students in high school grades in the University of California, 

after completing the course requirements. Automatically enter the University of California after completing the course 
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requirements. Universities also differ in the scope of options for not providing standardized test scores, such as having a 

minimum GPA required for admission to the university without submitting standardized test scores (Hu Lele, 2019). 

At present, more than 1,000 colleges and universities in the United States are implementing the "test-optional" policy, 

which was originally implemented to target disadvantaged groups and win-win for colleges and universities. Originally, 

both the SAT and the ACT provided useful information to assess whether students were able to fulfill their potential and 

succeed in college. As for why most colleges and universities implement the "test-optional" admission policy, first of all, 

I think today's standardized test scores can no longer be an important indicator to judge students' academic ability. Many 

universities judge students' IQ and academic ability only by SAT scores, regardless of students' academic performance in 

high school. Even some students with excellent academic performance or outstanding performance in high school will be 

discouraged from applying for the university if they make a mistake in the SAT exam due to some personal reasons, 

which makes the SAT exam become a huge business and industrial chain. Those from affluent families can buy scores at 

a premium, while those from poor families can't even afford to send their children to study and take the test. To get a high 

score on the SAT, you need to attend test-prep tutoring, and the popular entry-level SAT tutoring starts at $750, which is 

equivalent to a week's salary for a middle-class family. Second, America's increasingly diverse population is widening 

the learning gap between whites and underrepresented minorities once they enter college. Finally, since the implementa-

tion of "affirmative action", the US federal government has provided special care to minorities, women, and other disad-

vantaged groups in education, employment, and other fields, which has aroused strong dissatisfaction among white people. 

Some people believe that ethnic minorities should not rely on the special care of the government, but should rely on their 

own ability to create more value. Richard Atkinson, president of the University of California, once proposed in the Amer-

ican Council on Education that students no longer need to apply for admission with SAT scores. He attacked distorted 

education and argued that college admissions should look more at students' potential for future development. SAT and 

ACT are just diagnostic tests, not a decision. For the above reasons, more and more US colleges and universities choose 

to implement the "test-optional" policy in undergraduate admissions. 

2. Definition of the Concept 

2.1 "Exam optional" policy 

"Examination" refers to standardized test scores, and "optional" means that students have the right to choose whether 

to submit standardized test scores when applying for college (Li Maoju, 2019); According to the enactment of NCLB (No 

Child Left Behind Act, also known as "No Child Left Behind"), the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) signed by 

President Obama in 2015, and The promotion of test-optional policies by The National Center for Fair and Open Testing 

(FairTest), a growing number of American colleges and universities have joined the practice. 

2.2 "Affirmative Action" 

This policy is a preferential policy formulated by the US government for ethnic minorities, women, and other vulner-

able groups that have been discriminated against for a long time in history, so as to encourage them to enjoy equal treat-

ment in employment, education, and other aspects, and be able to better find employment and receive higher education 

(Li Maoju, 2019). 

2.3 Competitive value theory 

Iain Nawan firmly believes that "policy... It's about... Is embedded in the public belief of accumulated values (Iannac-

cone, 1988)." The values that influence American educational policy are general social values (order and individualism), 

democratic values (liberty, equality, and fraternity), and economic values (efficiency, economic growth, and quality). At 

any given time, only two or three of these values dominate, resulting in advocates of different values competing with each 

other in an effort to keep their own values at the top of the list, and staying there for long periods of time. Educational 

policy fluctuates periodically every 40 years or so because of the huge differences between policies supported by different 

values. 

2.4 System choice theory 

Cober points out that one way to compare and distinguish school systems of different nationalities is to examine the 

extent to which their organizational forms reflect the following five institutional natures: bureaucratization, legalization, 

specialization, politicization, and marketization. 
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2.5 Theory of international convergence 

Comparative education experts offer a theory that school systems around the world are converging -- increasingly so 

in terms of structure, curriculum, and goals. Expanding market networks promote the establishment of standardized 

knowledge systems in industrial countries, the state assumes the mission of organizing and disseminating knowledge 

through education, and school systems are becoming more uniform (Coombs, 1984; Wirt & Harman, 1986). 

2.6 Standardized Grades 

Standardized scores, also known as standardized tests, are tests that strictly control test errors based on uniform, stand-

ardized standards. There are mainly IBDP of the International Baccalaureate Organization, SAT/ACT of the United States, 

GCE A-level in the United Kingdom, college entrance examination in mainland China, HKDSE in Hong Kong, and so 

on. 

3. Policy essence analysis -- based on competitive value theory and system choice theory 

3.1 Promote educational equity 

Vanstigan has said, "Equality of opportunity in education has been the normative goal of American education policy 

since the birth of the United States." Equality of opportunity has always been the main value basis of American educa-

tional policy. The ideals of "liberty, fraternity and equality" transmitted by the French Revolution quickly spread across 

Europe and the United States. In 2014, articles titled "SAT Scores and Income Inequality: How Rich Kids Score Higher" 

and "Rich Kids Have a Huge Advantage on the SAT" pointed out that the SAT test was unfair to poor families; In addition, 

the questions on the SAT are mostly favorable to whites, which seriously weakens the competitiveness of ethnic minorities 

in standardized tests and is racially discriminatory. Based on the theory of competitive value, it is mentioned above that 

for students who choose not to submit standardized test scores, schools will set up some indicators instead of standardized 

scores to measure whether students have development potential in the future. Because "affirmative action" is strongly 

opposed by white people, this policy promotes equality of opportunity to some extent; For low-income families who 

cannot afford the cost of standardized test tutoring and test fees, they can freely choose the school they want to attend and 

choose their favorite major, and they do not need to limit the space of choice because there is no standardized test score. 

For example, Columbia University's announcement pointed out that its admissions review goals respect different back-

grounds, voices, and experiences. The comprehensive evaluation of whether an applicant is enrolled in the university is 

intended to encourage low-income and minority students to apply actively, so they can express their ideas to the university 

and enjoy freedom of speech; At the same time, parents do not deprive their children of the freedom to receive education, 

which is undoubtedly the best opportunity for them to receive higher education and better serve the society in the future. 

In my opinion, elite education should not only focus on students' academic performance, but should pay more attention 

to students' learning interests and specialties in certain aspects, and tap students' learning potential, so that everyone can 

enter their ideal universities by virtue of their own ability in certain aspects. 

3.2 Promote healthy competition among universities and cultivate global citizens 

From the perspective of system selection theory, first of all, I believe that the policy of "examination optional" has the 

characteristics of high competition and selection in the process of selecting personnel. In the selection process of different 

majors in universities, the interviewers of each major decide what kind of people can enter the field of study according to 

the comprehensive quality of students, so as to eliminate those who do not meet the requirements, reflecting the special-

ization of the system; Secondly, the "exam optional" policy is highly competitive in the market. It is based on the result 

of the multi-subject game under the market logic. The stakeholders involved include universities, federal and state gov-

ernments, testing institutions, tutoring institutions, students and parents, etc. Among them, the admission policy must 

meet the talent training concept of colleges and universities. In the process of enrollment, colleges, and students inspect 

each other. Colleges and universities need to have their own ideas different from other schools in order to attract more 

outstanding talents, so colleges and universities are also facing huge competitive pressure. For tutoring institutions and 

testing institutions, in the United States for a long time to adhere to the use of standardized test results as one of the 

admission criteria, the implementation of the exam optional system will undoubtedly make testing institutions and tutoring 

institutions lose a large number of customers, resulting in certain economic losses, but at the same time, there are still 

some colleges and universities choose to let students submit standardized test results. Therefore, testing institutions began 

to continuously improve standardized tests to improve the admission rate of students. In fact, standardized tests 
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consistently favored test-takers, and colleges found that they were as effective as students who did not submit standardized 

test scores, so they began adopting test-optional policies (Hu Lele, 2019). 

Having long been in a multicultural environment, multiculturalists argue that colleges and universities still have a 

responsibility to require standardized test scores because the policy is good for efficiency and for leveling the playing 

field between whites and minorities; And many of the problems in today's American society, it can be said that most of 

the problems are rooted in the discrimination and oppression in the history of the United States, which is based on factors 

that individuals cannot choose. For example, some African-Americans and Latinos are first-generation college students, 

and their parents have not received higher education and do not have stable jobs, which prevents their children from 

accessing better resources. Therefore, neoliberals advocate that all children should have equal opportunities to receive 

quality education, regardless of race, gender, or disability. They support the government's promotion of employment and 

multicultural education, and the government's formulation of policies to promote mutual understanding among different 

cultural differences, such as the "test-optional" policy. Therefore, I believe that the essence of the implementation of the 

"test-optional" enrollment policy is to narrow the gap between regions and groups in higher education, promote racial 

integration, increase the cultural diversity of schools, increase the number of applicants, select diverse talents, and culti-

vate global citizens. 

Therefore, among the democratic values, freedom, equality, and fraternity are the mainstream values during the imple-

mentation of this policy, while quality is the secondary value. Freedom is understood as freedom of choice and freedom 

of profession, equality refers to equality of opportunity, fraternity refers to providing educational opportunities to students 

from different backgrounds, and quality should be understood as developing students' critical thinking and improving 

their cognitive ability and curriculum concept level (Fowler, 2007). 

4. Effect of policy implementation - based on the theory of competitive value 

4.1 Advantages 

4.1.1 Students' learning ability has not been reduced 

Bates College found that the implementation of the "test-optional" admissions policy did not reduce the barriers to 

admission, or the academic attainment and graduation rates of students in college. Because students who provided stand-

ardized test scores were more likely to choose science and engineering majors, while those who did not provide stand-

ardized test scores were more likely to choose liberal arts majors, those who did not submit standardized test scores had 

SAT-I scores 160 points lower than those who submitted them, but the difference in graduation rates between the two 

groups was only 0.1 percent, and the difference in GPA was only 0.05. Obviously, SAT scores do not determine students' 

future academic potential (Hu Lele, 2019). 

Humanistic philosophy emphasizes people's self-actualization, and in the minds of its advocates, a high-quality educa-

tion is one that can stimulate students' creativity and self-learning (Fowler, 2007). After the implementation of standard-

ized tests, most American colleges and universities find that many young people have lost the ability to think critically 

and solve difficult problems. Therefore, colleges and universities pay more attention to students' creative thinking when 

recruiting students, aiming at providing high-quality products and services for society after graduation and entering the 

workplace. If only the standardized test scores are high and the thinking is not outstanding, the university will be carefully 

considered. 

4.1.2 Increase the diversity of college students 

The move to allow students not to submit SAT or ACT scores was initially prompted by the pandemic, which made it 

impossible for students to take standardized tests offline. In fact, the race with the highest average SAT scores over the 

years is not white, but Asian, and the implementation of this policy essentially makes Asians less competitive in applying 

to American colleges. 

On March 1 of this year, Columbia Graduate University (hereinafter referred to as Columbia University) announced 

the permanent abolition of standardized performance requirements, which is the first Ivy League university to announce 

the indefinite implementation of the "test-optional" admissions policy. "A student is a living, diverse entity that cannot 

be defined in any single dimension," the university said. Columbia graduated 4 percent more people of color this year 

than it did last year; The University of Chicago is doing the same, and its admissions director says the incoming class is 

the most diverse in history. This policy allows students from all over the world to come together to study and communicate 

with each other, encourages students to establish relatively small fraternal groups of transgender and interracial students, 

and has broad access to real information about various social groups while promoting the development of multiculturalism 

and helping students to become qualified citizens of diverse societies. 
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4.2 Disadvantages 

4.2.1 Causes the university's reputation to decline 

American colleges and universities that implement this admission policy believe that it is beneficial to both students 

and universities, giving students and teachers more freedom to choose, but at the same time, unrestricted freedom will 

eventually damage other values. Some colleges and universities have lost standardized test scores, an important indicator 

of meritocracy, to the detriment of meritocracy. The idea of using standardized test scores to apply to most colleges has 

become so ingrained that most people never even consider testing optional (Li Maoju, 2022). College admissions focus 

on testing students' intelligence and ability, which is inconsistent with the curriculum learned in high school and is not 

conducive to guiding students to study hard. The lack of standardized test scores and leaving students free to choose 

schools will likely lead to the admission of "unqualified" or "low-quality" students who lack various skills after entering 

college. Leading to a decline in students' academic strength, which in turn affects the reputation of the university. 

4.2.2 Decrease the efficiency of enrollment 

The American college admission system allows students to apply for multiple schools and expands the range of stu-

dents' choices based on the standardized test results available. However, most American colleges and universities are 

private, which adds many extra costs. Some schools with high reputations need to spend a lot of time to re-formulate the 

assessment indicators and comprehensive assessment standards and explain these admission requirements (Hu Lele, 2019). 

Not only that, many high schools will set up different classes and courses according to the different admission require-

ments of each university to cope with the entrance exams. In this case, it takes at least twice as long to interview each 

student, and it also takes time to produce a qualified admission certificate. Therefore, in terms of economic value, the 

efficiency of enrollment is neglected due to the excessive attention paid to the quality of students' thinking. 

5. The enlightenment of the American "Exam Optional" policy to China's college entrance ex-

amination enrollment reform -- based on the theory of international convergence 

5.1 Consider the comprehensive quality and select the best students 

In a sense, the current college entrance examination system is also a movement to gradually abandon the old education 

system and establish an education system that is increasingly consistent with international educational norms. At present, 

although high schools can choose the subjects they need to study according to their future development direction, and 

constantly emphasize quality education and all-round development in the teaching process, they have never formed a set 

of evaluation systems other than gaokao scores. Therefore, I think we should learn from the experience of the United 

States and other countries in university enrollment, promote the independent enrollment system, and expand the autonomy 

of college enrollment so that colleges and universities can recruit talents according to their own school-running charac-

teristics and needs, maximize the enthusiasm of colleges and universities, increase interviews before college admission, 

and give those students who do not play well in the college entrance examination a chance. Their comprehensive qualities, 

such as innovative thinking and quality, in addition to their academic performance, should be examined from various 

aspects. The purpose of assessing comprehensive qualities is to predict candidates' professional strengths, rather than set 

up competitive tests to weed out students. 

5.2 Provide multiple examination opportunities 

The test-optional policy came about as a result of affirmative Action in the United States and later opposition from 

white people. China's current once-a-year college entrance examination system has not only caused great psychological 

pressure on many examinees but also formed a certain economic burden. Many rural children give up the opportunity to 

go to college because of poor educational resources and poverty. In many foreign universities enrollment is divided into 

spring and autumn enrollment, as long as candidates are willing, they can participate in the standardized entrance exam 

many times, which not only reduces the pressure but also reduces the injustice caused by various factors to students. 

Therefore, our country should also learn from them, provide multiple examination opportunities, reduce the cost of college 

entrance examinations, and encourage students to develop in an all-round way. 

5.3 Pay attention to the combination of theory and practice 

The goal of talent training in American universities is to cultivate well-rounded global elites for society. They should 

have a spirit of innovation and criticism. Therefore, students' innovative spirit will be given priority in the admission 
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assessment process, rather than academic performance. China is gradually transitioning in this aspect, but many colleges 

and universities still prioritize theoretical teaching. As a result, some college students struggle to adapt to social life after 

leaving campus. Therefore, it is important to advocate for overcoming the drawbacks of education caused by the academic 

society. This can be achieved by reducing the emphasis on college entrance examinations, enhancing and improving 

college guidance, and increasing the number of practical courses and the length of internships. In order to help students 

comprehend the nature of their future work and align their personal interests with social responsibilities, it is important 

for them to gain an understanding of political economy, historical traditions, social culture, and other aspects of different 

countries around the world. This will enable them to evolve from being "Chinese talents" to becoming "international 

talents" and prepare them for the development of global citizenship. 

6. Conclusion 

To sum up, although the exam-optional policy has become one of the admission policies for undergraduate admissions 

in many colleges and universities, it may also lead to negative behaviors, such as the misuse of test results and the one-

sided application of test results by admissions offices. If we compare standardized scores on college entrance exams to 

the same course, the predictive validity will be significantly increased and more convincing. At the same time, some 

studies show that its prediction of black people and other ethnic minorities is slightly higher. So, schools should consider 

ways to make the selection process fairer. 
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