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Families, communities, and our country benefit when individuals can access and complete the education and training needed for personal and economic well-being. While overall undergraduate enrollment has increased in recent years, enrollment disparities for Black, Hispanic, and American Indian and Alaska Native students as well as students from low-income backgrounds persist at selective institutions.[endnoteRef:1] Legal and policy shifts stemming from interpretations of the Supreme Court’s Students for Fair Admissions v. President and Fellows of Harvard College (SFFA) decision, along with efforts to limit diversity, equity, and inclusion on the part of the Trump administration and several states, threaten to stall or reverse recent progress.[endnoteRef:2] [1:  National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (website), “Final Spring Enrollment Trends,” May 22, 2025, https://nscresearchcenter.org/final-spring-enrollment-trends/; and Jeff Strohl, Emma Nyhof, and Catherine Morris, Progress Interrupted: Evaluating a Decade of Demographic Change at Selective and Open-Access Institutions Prior to the End of Race-Conscious Affirmative Action (Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce, 2024), https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/progressinterrupted/.]  [2:  Students for Fair Admissions, Inc. v. President and Fellows of Harvard College, 600 U.S. 181 (2023); and The Chronicle of Higher Education (website), “DEI Legislation Tracker,” March 3, 2025, https://www.chronicle.com/article/here-are-the-states-where-lawmakers-are-seeking-to-ban-colleges-dei-efforts.] 


College access and opportunity cannot be reserved for the privileged few. To help policymakers, institutional and system leaders, researchers, and other stakeholders expand college access in the post-SFFA era, we developed this research-to-policy framework. The framework is informed by conversations with more than 35 higher education experts and anchored by three pillars for admissions reform:    

1. Reduce friction in the process to ensure postsecondary pathways are accessible to all students
2. Reenvision selectivity to expand opportunities for students from all backgrounds
3. Leverage disaggregated data to understand barriers and drive informed policy change

Research shows what limits college access, points to strategies to expand access, and reveals important policy questions about access that are yet to be answered. This framework details key insights from existing research and what we still need to learn to drive progress.  
1. Reduce friction in the admissions process to ensure postsecondary pathways are accessible to all students
· The typical college admissions process is a multi-stage journey that requires substantial resources, support systems, and insider knowledge to manage admissions deadlines, navigate financial aid processes, and curate academic and other portfolio components. Transformations in college access are possible if the application process becomes less complex. Research offers the following insights that can simplify and streamline college admissions. Early admission deadlines can limit access for students from low-income backgrounds: Early admission policies compress timelines in ways that limit who can benefit, because they require students and families to be prepared early with test scores, college choices, recommendations, and financial plans. Early decision policies also require students to commit to attend an institution before receiving their financial aid offer. This means that students from affluent families are more likely than those from low-income backgrounds to apply via early decision and receive the boost in admissions chances it provides.[endnoteRef:3] [3:  Karen Bussey, Kimberly Dancy, Alyse Gray Parker, Eleanor Eckerson Peters, and Mamie Voight, The Most Important Door That Will Ever Open: Realizing the Mission of Higher Education Through Equitable Recruitment, Admissions, and Enrollment Policies (Institute for Higher Education Policy, June 2021), 33, https://www.ihep.org/publication/mostimportantdoor/.] 

· Streamlined admissions programs can encourage access: Programs such as direct admissions that alter typical admissions processes can improve college application rates for Black and Latinx students, first-generation students, and students from low-income backgrounds.[endnoteRef:4] The impact of direct admissions on enrollment is mixed, with some evidence indicating limited gains and research suggesting that meaningful shifts may require additional supports like advising and financial aid.[endnoteRef:5] [4:  Taylor Odle and Jennifer Delaney, Experimental Evidence on “Direct Admissions” from Four States: Impacts on College Application and Enrollment, EdWorkingPaper No. 23‑834 (Annenberg Institute at Brown University, 2025), 41, https://edworkingpapers.com/ai23-834.]  [5:  Odle and Delaney.] 

· Alignment between K–12 and higher education can smooth pathways to college: When high school course offerings and college admissions requirements are misaligned, students bear the burden of limited college options or last-minute course remediation.[endnoteRef:6] More coordination, dedicated resources, and strong partnerships between the K–12 and higher education sectors can remove obstacles that complicate the beginning of a student’s postsecondary journey. [6:  Laura Jimenez and Scott Sargrad, Are High School Diplomas Really a Ticket to College and Work? An Audit of State High School Graduation Requirements (Center for American Progress, April 2018), https://www.americanprogress.org/article/high-school-diplomas/.] 

· Need-based financial aid can help students enroll in college: Access to need-based financial aid—from institutions, state programs, or the federal government—can be the difference between whether a student enrolls in college or not. Research shows that targeted outreach, transparent eligibility criteria, and guidance through the financial aid application process can improve the application and enrollment rates of students from low-income backgrounds.[endnoteRef:7]  [7:  Bussey, et al., 74; and Susan Dynarski, C. J. Libassi, Katherine Michelmore, and Stephanie Owen, Closing the Gap: The Effect of a Targeted, Tuition-Free Promise on College Choices of High-Achieving, Low-Income Students, Working paper 25349 (National Bureau of Economic Research, December 2018), 2-4, https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w25349/w25349.pdf.] 

Further research to drive policy change: Key questions remain about how to reduce friction in the admissions process in order to expand college access. Additional research should identify which components of streamlined admissions programs produce the strongest outcomes and ways to align these programs with other levers for expanding access, such as financial aid.
2. Reenvision selectivity to expand opportunities for students from all backgrounds
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[bookmark: _Hlk214967147]Selective college admissions is a broad and complex ecosystem, yet public discourse about selectivity often focuses on only a handful of institutions that accept less than 10 percent of applicants. In reality, selective admissions processes are widespread: nearly two-thirds of four-year and above colleges have some form of selective admissions process, 85 percent of which admit at least half of their applicants.[endnoteRef:8] Research reveals the following insights that can guide efforts to expand access at institutions with varying levels of selectivity. [8:  IHEP analysis of the Integrated Postsecondary Education System (IPEDS) 2024 data collection; and Marián Vargas and Rosario Durán, “What Does College Selectivity Look Like Where Most Students Enroll,” blog post, Institute for Higher Education Policy, [DATE],[LINK]] 

· Recruitment strategies can work against students before they apply: Well-resourced institutions often focus recruitment efforts on White, affluent high school students and are less likely to engage with schools serving larger shares of students of color and students from low-income backgrounds.[endnoteRef:9] Recruitment strategies are often designed to target recent high-school graduates, overlooking adult learners and transfer students, despite their importance for expanding access.[endnoteRef:10] [9:  Ozan Jaquette and Karina Salazar, “Colleges Recruit at Richer, Whiter High Schools,” interactive opinion piece, New York Times, April 13, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/04/13/opinion/college-recruitment-rich-white.html. ]  [10:  Bussey, et al., 15, 68] 

· Commonly used factors in selective admissions often benefit White students and students from higher-income backgrounds: Institutions that receive more applications than available seats must make decisions about which students to admit.[endnoteRef:11] Research demonstrates that several commonly used criteria, such as legacy status, demonstrated interest, standardized test scores, and letters of recommendation, provide admissions advantages to applicants who typically come from White and/or affluent backgrounds.[endnoteRef:12]  [11:  Melissa Clinedinst, 2019 State of College Admission (National Association for College Admission Counseling, 2019), 6-9, https://www.nacacnet.org/2019-state-of-college-admission-report/.]  [12:  Bussey, et al., 21, 36, 45 ; and Brian Heseung Kim, Julie J. Park, Pearl Lo, et al., “Letters of Recommendation by High School Counselors in Selective College Admissions: Differences by Race and Socioeconomic Status in Letter Length and Topics Discussed,” Research in Higher Education 66 (2025), https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-025-09847-5.] 

· Holistic review is a race-neutral strategy that can support campus diversity: Many selective institutions use some form of a holistic review process to assess applicants using multiple academic and nonacademic factors.[endnoteRef:13] While some studies have found that the use of holistic review can increase access for students of color and students from low-income backgrounds, further research is needed to understand the utility of this approach for broadening access.[endnoteRef:14] [13:  Arthur L. Coleman and Jamie Lewis Keith, Understanding Holistic Review in Higher Education Admissions: Guiding Principles and Model Illustrations (The CollegeBoard, 2018), 4, https://educationcounsel.com/storage/XHlRb6rbFLOc8XJMsWgTIoPPVXLnfIOrtqyUmwJR.pdf; and Michael N. Bastedo, Nicholas A. Bowman, Kristen M. Glasener, and Jandi L. Kelly, “What Are We Talking About When We Talk About Holistic Review? Selective College Admissions and Its Effects on Low-SES Students,” Journal of Higher Education 89, no. 5 (2018): 782–805, https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2018.1442633.]  [14:  Zachary Bleemer, “Affirmative Action and Its Race-Neutral Alternatives,” Journal of Public Economics, 220 (April 2023), 7, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2023.104839; and Michael N. Bastedo, D’Wayne Bell, Jessica S. Howell, et al., “Admitting Students in Context: Field Experiments on Information Dashboards in College Admissions,” Journal of Higher Education, 93, vol. 3 (2022): 327–374, https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2021.1971488. ] 

· Performance assessments offer an alternative for demonstrating students’ potential: Performance-based assessments measure the competencies, strengths, and potential of high school students in ways that traditional metrics do not. Research suggests assessments can better predict first-year success than metrics like standardized test scores and may help diversify campuses when used to make admissions decisions.[endnoteRef:15]  [15:  Roneeta Guha, Tony Wagner, Linda Darling‑Hammond, Terri Taylor, and Diane Curtis, The Promise of Performance Assessments: Innovations in High School Learning and College Admission (Learning Policy Institute, January 2018), 4, https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/promise-performance-assessments-brief; and Robert J. Sternberg, “The Rainbow Project: Enhancing the SAT Through Assessments of Analytical, Practical, and Creative Skills,” Intelligence 34 (2006): 321–350, https://sstemler.faculty.wesleyan.edu/files/2016/09/2006_Sternberg_et_al_Rainbow.pdf.] 

Further research to drive policy change: Admissions practices can limit college access at both highly and modestly selective institutions, and existing research points to ways to improve these processes. However, reenvisioning selectivity to open pathways for students from all backgrounds into this broad set of institutions that are well-positioned to help students earn degrees requires exploring questions like, “what are the most effective levers for widespread change in admissions?” “how should merit be defined?” and “what race-neutral policies and practices effectively expand access?”[endnoteRef:16] [16:  Strohl, Nyhof, and Morris.] 

3. Leverage disaggregated data to understand barriers in the admissions process and drive informed policy change
Robust, high-quality data are essential for reforming the mechanics of college admissions. Disaggregated data are the foundation of fairer admissions processes for all students.[endnoteRef:17]  [17:  Advisory Committee for Equitable Policymaking Processes, “Opening the Promise”: The Five Principles of Equitable Policymaking (Institute for Higher Education Policy, January 2022), 4, 14-15, https://live-ihep-wp.pantheonsite.io/publication/opening-the-promise/.] 

· Strong data infrastructure supports innovation: Investing in strong data infrastructure can spur and sustain admissions innovation. For example, California’s Cradle-to-Career Data System powers the CaliforniaColleges.edu portal that helps students track their transcripts and eligibility for enrolling in the California State University (CSU) system. It also supported CSU’s direct admissions pilot by providing timely data on eligible and nearly eligible students.[endnoteRef:18] [18:  Janiel Santos and Michael Tidwell, “Direct Admissions Expands College Opportunity in California. Three Lessons from California State University’s Pilot,” blog post, Institute for Higher Education Policy, September 4, 2025, https://www.ihep.org/direct-admissions-expands-college-opportunity-in-california-three-lessons-from-california-state-universitys-pilot/.
] 

· More insight into the admissions process helps to identify areas for policy reform: Disaggregated data are essential to understanding students’ experiences and for identifying where targeted interventions are needed. Federal and state policymakers, along with institutions and systems, must ensure rigorous, transparent data collection and use data in good faith to help open opportunity for students.
Designing a more equitable admissions system
The college admissions system was designed to exclude students rather than expand opportunity. This framework challenges that system and calls for dismantling exclusionary structures by creating admissions centered on fairness and opportunity for all students. Each of the three pillars addresses distinct barriers. Together, they provide a structure and approach for research and policymaking to advance change at the institutional, system, state, and federal levels. 
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