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The Buzz
Employing Noncognitive Variables to Improve Admissions, and Increase Student Diversity and Retention

By David Kalsbeek, Michele Sandlin, and William Sedlacek 
Today, a growing number of North American postsecondary institutions are incorporating the use of noncognitive variables into their requirements for a holistic admissions process. Why is there more and more interest in utilizing these nonacademic variables for students who are applying to these institutions? It’s all about student success and institutional improvement. The results from those colleges and universities that have embraced holistic admissions by adding noncognitive measures to their admissions requirements include students’ academic success and improved institutional persistence and graduation rates—particularly among students who may be disadvantaged by traditional admission practices.

Definitions of Holistic Admissions and Noncognitive Variables

Holistic admissions, or broad-based admissions as it is referred to in Canada and Australia, is the consideration of more than just academic preparation in the college admissions process. It assesses and considers areas such as life skills and noncognitive attributes that have shown to be strong predictors of retention and student success. Sedlacek (2004, 2011) has developed a noncognitive assessment method that can be used with current academic assessment measures that results in a fair, practical, ethical, and legal assessment of students’ ability to succeed in college, regardless of their background.

“The term noncognitive is used here to refer to variables relating to adjustment, motivation and perception,” and can be assessed efficiently in a variety of ways, and incorporated into any admissions process (Sedlacek 2004, p. 36; See Sedlacek & Sheu 2008, forthcoming for more discussion of noncognitive variables). Noncognitive information complements “traditional verbal and quantitative (often called cognitive) areas typically measured by standardized tests. Noncognitive variables are useful for assessing all students, but they are particularly critical for assessing nontraditional students, since standardized tests and prior grades may afford only a limited view of their potential” ( Sedlacek 2004, p. 36; Lauren 2008, p. 100). The use of these variables in admission decisions has been tested within the U.S. legal system and ruled to be viable.
Holistic can be defined as an emphasis on the whole person, not just select pieces that make up the whole person. If a college has holistic admissions, the school’s admissions officers consider the whole applicant, not just empirical data like a GPA or SAT scores. Colleges with holistic admissions are not simply looking for students with good grades. They want to admit interesting students who will contribute to the campus community in meaningful ways. (What are Holistic Admissions, Grove n.d., p. 1)
…the qualities being asked about reward determination, hard work, and other qualities that do in fact relate to college success as much as test scores. (Making Holistic Admissions Work. Jaschik 2007, p. 1) 
What are Noncognitive Variables?

Sedlacek (2004) has applied the principles from Sternberg’s three types of intelligence ( Sternberg, 1996) to help explain what’s missing in traditional assessments or that the focus in higher education is solely on componential intelligence, number one listed below, and does not include those other two types of intelligence that are likely to be more useful factors for certain populations. Sternberg’s suggested three types of intelligence are (Sedlacek 2004):

1. Componential

· Ability to interpret information hierarchically in a well-defined and unchanging context. Standardized tests measure this type of intelligence.

2. Experiential

· Ability to interpret information in changing contexts, be creative. Standardized tests DO NOT measure this type of intelligence.

3. Contextual

· Ability to adapt to a changing environment, ability to handle and negotiate the system. Standardized tests DO NOT measure this type of intelligence.

Experiential and contextual intelligence may be the prerequisites for persons of nontraditional backgrounds to learn and expand upon first in order for componential intelligence, which is the mostly commonly assessed, to be at the forefront for their learning. An example would be a person who is struggling with the system or for basic needs, may not have the time or energy to demonstrate the componential intelligence based on basic needs taking precedence. (Sedlacek 2004)
The noncognitive variables in Sedlacek’s system are shown in Exhibit 1.

Exhibit 1. Description of Noncognitive Variables (Sedlacek 2004)

	Positive Self-Concept: Demonstrates confidence, strength of character, determination, and independence.

	Realistic Self-Appraisal: Recognizes and accepts any strengths and deficiencies, especially academic, and works hard at self-development. Recognizes need to broaden individuality.

	Understands and Knows How to Handle the System: Exhibits a realistic view of the system based upon personal experiences and is committed to improving the existing system. Takes an assertive approach to dealing with existing wrongs, but is not hostile to society nor is a “cop-out.” Involves handling any “isms” (e.g., racism, sexism). 

	Prefers Long-Range to Short-Term or Immediate Needs: Able to respond to deferred gratification; plans ahead, and sets goals.

	Availability of Strong Support Person: Seeks and takes advantage of a strong support network or has someone to turn to in a crisis or for encouragement.

	Successful Leadership Experience: Demonstrates strong leadership in any area: church, sports, non-educational groups, gang leader, etc.

	Demonstrated Community Service: Identifies with a community, is involved in community work.

	Nontraditional Knowledge Acquired: Acquires knowledge in a sustained and/or culturally related ways in any area, including social, personal, or interpersonal.


 Institutions engaged in measuring the noncognitive variables presented in Exhibit 1 are showing positive results in better predicting students’ success, regardless of their incoming grade point average (GPA) or test score. While high school curriculum, GPA, and SAT/ACT scores continue to be useful in measuring some aspects of students’ abilities, a more comprehensive assessment of an applicants’ potential can be made by assessing a wider array of attributes.

Legal, Affirmative Action Challenges

An institution exploring a move to more holistic admissions by adding noncognitive variables naturally will be concerned about possible legal challenges. It is important to be familiar with the legal context and support for engaging in adding noncognitives to the admission process.

There are four key legal cases that are of note that have questioned the legality of using race in admissions where noncognitive variables have been proposed as an alternative to traditional admissions measures (Sedlacek 2004; Farmer v. Ramsey, 1998; Castañeda v. U California Regents, 1999; the University of Michigan cases of Gratz and Hamacher v. Bollinger, Grutter v. Bollinger, 2002; and the current case of Fisher and Multer Michalewicz v. University of Texas, 2009. 
Farmer v. Ramsey in 1998 was a case that early on proposed the question of using noncognitive variables as an alternative admissions approach. The University of Maryland argued that race was one of many criteria used to evaluate applications for admission to the medical school.  The court ruled in favor of University of Maryland, and upheld the university’s argument that their limited consideration of race to promote diversity of the student body is narrowly tailored and permissible under the U of California v. Bakke, 1978, 438 U.S. 265, 98 S.Ct. 2733, 57 L.Ed. 2d 750.

In the case of Castañeda v. U California Regents in 1999, it is important to understand California’s Proposition 209, which passed in 1996 and amended the state Constitution making it illegal to consider race, sex, color, ethnicity, or national origin for preference treatment within any state organization, including colleges and universities, and like the Farmer case, it raised the question of using noncognitive variables. Castañeda challenged Proposition 209, and the parties were able to settle the case due to the use of a comprehensive review process for every applicant by the university. 
The Michigan cases of Gratz and Hamacher v. Bollinger and Grutter v. Bollinger in 2002 provide more evidence for the use of noncognitive variables to promote diversity within the admissions process. The Gratz case challenged the practice of the undergraduate admissions program, where the institution was assigning additional specific weight based on a point system because of race. The court ruled against the undergraduate program. Whereas in the Grutter case, the law school was considering race as one of the many factors to admit students in a holistic review, and the court ruled in favor of the law school considering race as one of the factors for admitting students.  
The case at the University of Texas (UT) is currently before the U.S. Supreme Court and could have an expansive impact on the use of noncognitive variables on campuses in the United States. This case centers on the affirmative action admissions policy at UT, and Fisher’s claim that it is inconsistent with the 2003 Supreme Courts’ ruling in Grutter v. Bollinger; which stated that race could play a limited role within an institution’s admission policy. This is significant for U.S. public universities with regards to affirmative action.  The District Court first heard this case and upheld the University’s admissions policy and use of race in its undergraduate admissions process; it was appealed and the Circuit Court also ruled in favor of the University.

 “The undisputed evidence establishes that UT has done more than merely consider race neutral alternatives.” Federal Judge Sam Sparks declared the state’s flagship university “has used and continues to use race-neutral alternatives in addition to its limited consideration of race as part of its admissions process” (Fisher and Michalewicz v. The University of Texas No. 09-50822, Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals, 2009, p. 22) 
The decision from the Supreme Court on the UT case is expected in May or June of 2013. The outcome could have an impact on many institutions with regards to affirmative action and diversity admissions processes.

For institutions considering the use of noncognitive variables there is precedence supported by case law for employing noncognitive variables within the admissions process that is narrowly tailored, sophisticated, research based, and can achieve greater diversity in the student body and aid in the identification of successful students. “Many argue that other noncognitive variables are needed to predict adequately which students succeed or fail” (Sedlacek & Sheu, 2005,p. 117). Sedlacek 2004; Sternberg & The Rainbow Project Collaborators 2006 in Schmitt et al. 2011 provide a more holistic view of student potential.

 “Moving away from the ‘science’ of admission, common sense and observations of students in many educational contexts reveals that so‐called ‘non‐cognitive’ student attributes are demonstrably important in accounting for student success” (Cortes & Kalsbeek 2012, p. 2).  The inclusion of variables that reflect race, culture, gender, and knowledge that is learned and demonstrated in nontraditional ways “can reduce subgroup differences and…achieve the goal of predicting alternate measures of students’ success” (Schmitt et al. 2011, p.  17). 
Using Noncognitive Variables

Including noncognitive variables in admissions requirements can provide better assessment of student ability and potential, while increasing diversity and accounting for different learning styles and cultural backgrounds. Those institutions that have employed noncognitive variables find that they have learned more about a student and learned it much earlier in the enrollment process, and they can thereby better serve the student once they have matriculated. 

 Noncognitive variables have also been used to improve scholarship selections. A nationally notable program that has applied the Sedlacek method of noncognitive variable assessment with success has been the Gates Millennium Scholars (GMS) program (http://gmsp.org/). This 1.75 billion dollar scholarship program, funded by Bill and Melinda Gates, funds 1,000 talented students annually with a full scholarship to attend any college or university of their choosing, for the full length of their undergraduate degree and for graduate work in fields where students of color were underrepresented.

 GMS qualifications include: 
· African American, American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian Pacific Islander American, or Hispanic American

· Federal Pell Grant eligible

· A citizen or legal permanent resident or national of the United States
· A 3.3 high school GPA or higher

· Rigorous high school curriculum

· An assessment of noncognitive variables

The outcomes from the GMS program have been (Sedlacek & Sheu 2008):

· There have been over 15,000 Scholars funded.
· First-year retention rates for freshman level are 97 percent; second-year retention is 95 percent.
· The five-year program retention rate is 92 percent.
· The five-year graduation rate is 79 percent (53 percent for all four-year institutions).
· The six-year graduation rate is 90 percent (57 percent for all four-year institutions).
· The average Scholar’s GPA is 3.25.
· Scholars from all 50 U.S. states, American Samoa, Guam, Federated States of Micronesia, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands have applied and been awarded scholarships.
· There are trained raters within each racial group that evaluate the noncognitive variables, with an alpha reliability of .92.
· There are Scholars in over 1,500 colleges and universities.
· Scholars are more likely to attend selective, private, residential institutions.
Evaluators of GMS applications are trained each year to assess the noncognitive variables. An alpha reliability coefficient of .92 has been achieved with evaluators of GMS applications.  Table 1 shows the high reliability coefficients that were achieved with training of evaluators in the Washington State Achievers (WSA) program, with .83 for a composite noncognitive score. 

The WSA scholarship program provides funding for students from Washington to attend most colleges or universities in the State to obtain a four-year degree. The noncognitive variables shown in Table 1 are used to select scholarship recipients. The program is funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and managed by the College Success Foundation. The scholarship is available to students attending one of 16 Achievers high schools in the state of Washington with family incomes less than 35% of the median family income in the state. Most of the WSA recipients are White. The WSA program began selecting scholars in the April of 2001 and will make 500 awards per year for 13 years (Sedlacek & Sheu (2005). 

WSA recipients reported that receiving the award was a major reason for their attending a college or university.  Leadership and Community Service were positively correlated with time spent on extracurricular activities. Realistic Self-Appraisal was correlated with higher educational aspirations, and WSA recipients were more likely than nonrecipients to hold leadership positions in school (Sedlacek & Sheu, 2005). 

Table 1. Reliability Estimates of Scale Scores 
	Variable
	α

	Positive Self-Concept  
	0.79


	Realistic Self-Appraisal 
	0.78

	Understands and Knows How to Handle the System 
	0.80

	Prefers Long-Range to Short-Term or Immediate Needs 
	0.80

	Availability of Strong Support Person 
	0.79

	Successful Leadership Experience 
	0.78

	Demonstrated Community Service 
	0.80

	Nontraditional Knowledge Acquired 
	0.80


*Composite score α = .83 from Sedlacek and Sheu 2005.

Question and Scoring Development

Sedlacek’s Beyond the Big Test (2004) contains examples of questions and correlating scoring rubrics which can be used in the assessment of noncognitive attributes. It also includes case studies of institutions that have implemented noncognitive variables via this method, and relates how versatile the assessment is and how it can be used in admissions, financial aid, scholarship awarding, diverse class selections, advising, and many other areas of higher education.

Institutions that are incorporating noncognitive assessments in their admissions and advising processes must ensure that the assessment process fits with their mission, and meets the institutional needs in responding to the enrollment challenges precipitated in part by the changing demographics in the United States.
At the heart of a noncognitive assessment process is the scoring rubric. It is critical to fairly, appropriately assess noncognitive questions. The importance of a scoring assessment cannot be stressed enough. There are many institutions that have added questions to their admissions requirements with no way to objectively, fairly evaluate or rate them. This could also be an open invitation to a challenge by a student or raise an accreditation issue if the assessment of the noncognitive questions for admission to the institution is based on a “gut feeling” or “years of experience” of the reader. Reader bias is an important consideration in noncognitive assessment and a calibrated scoring rubric reduces significantly the reader bias that stems from readers allowing their own life experiences to affect how the student essays are scored. A solid training process is highly advised so all readers are aware of the scoring regimen and learn from each other how best to remain consistent, unbiased, and grounded in the scoring rubric. Some institutions have also incorporated cultural competency training as part of their ongoing noncognitive training.

DePaul’s Diamond Project

Over the past several years, DePaul University has explored the use of noncognitive attributes in its undergraduate admission process.   As a large, selective, private university with a rich history of using a research-based approach to its enrollment management strategy, DePaul offers one example of bringing this type of innovation to scale.   

Background 
Over the course of several strategic plans dating back to 1997, DePaul University set out an ambitious agenda for enrollment growth. As a result, undergraduate enrollment has increased by 54 percent over the past fifteen years, including a doubling of the size of the traditional freshman class. The number of freshman applications increased significantly and admit rates have declined from 80 percent to below 60 percent, so that measures of academic preparation have improved and four-year graduation rates have increased from 44 percent to 56 percent in the past seven years. This has been achieved while sustaining the university’s mission-based goals of access and diversity; Pell recipients comprise 27 percent of the freshman class, 31 percent are first-generation students, and 34 percent are students of color. At the same time, net tuition revenue per student has increased dramatically over the same period, an essential element of strategic enrollment management at a university that is among the most tuition-dependent of all private, doctoral universities in the United States. (Division of Enrollment Management and Marketing, 2013).
It became clear in 2006 that as demand continued to grow for freshman admission and there was less capacity for continued enrollment expansion, DePaul’s Enrollment Management and Marketing division (EM&M) faced the inevitable outcome of improved market position, namely an admission process that would need to be even more selective. This presented a strategic challenge for an institution that affirms the continued relevance and importance of its historical mission to provide college opportunities for students from low-income families, who are the first in their families to pursue postsecondary education, and who are from historically underrepresented racial/ethnic groups. These students often face systemic, structural, and societal challenges that are reflected in the academic measures traditionally used in college admissions, namely ACT/SAT scores, advanced high school curriculum, and high school grades—and are, therefore, more likely to be adversely affected by greater selectivity in a process using only these traditional admission criteria.

The strategic questions became: How to continue to admit students who may not fare as well as others in these traditional measures of academic preparedness, but who have clear potential to succeed at DePaul? How to identify those promising applicants whose background creates disadvantages but who will succeed if given the opportunity to enroll? How to expand the admissions review process to include factors beyond traditional measures (especially factors that are known to predict success in college) while ensuring that the process is manageable, competitive, equitable, and legal? How to distinguish between and among applicants who, by traditional measures, may appear equally qualified and admit those with the greatest likelihood for academic success?

The Strategy

DePaul’s response was to expand its admission review by collecting more nontraditional data on its freshman applicants and incorporating the insights mined from that data in the admission review process, helping admissions staff decide which students to admit as freshmen. The institutional need was to develop a means for doing this which could be efficiently and effectively brought to scale at a large university receiving thousands of freshman applications annually.

The objective was to directly incorporate in the admissions review process additional information beyond the usual ACT, SAT, and high school GPA—especially information that more directly relates to the likelihood of student success in college—in order to continue to provide opportunities for students who show promise but who, on the basis of traditional admissions measures, might not be admitted in an increasingly selective process. The overarching enrollment management goal was to improve retention and degree completion outcomes by admitting students who demonstrate qualities and characteristics known to be predictive of student success in college.

The DIAMOND program is not only an acronym for the fundamental focus of the program (Developing Insight for Admission through the Mining of Non-Traditional Data) but also a metaphor for the purpose of all admissions processes at selective institutions: identifying students who demonstrate the qualities required for success in college. The DIAMOND program affirms that, in many cases, traditional measures of academic preparedness are not sufficient for gauging the deeper qualities and attributes of applicants or for assessing factors most strongly predictive of student success; ensuring access and opportunity requires a deeper mining for additional insights and alternative assessments of student quality.

DePaul’s Approach

Turning to the research by Sedlacek (2004, 2011) and its application in programs at Oregon State and with the Gates Millennium Scholars, the DePaul EM&M team replaced the existing essay on its freshman admissions application with a series of short-answer essay questions designed to offer applicants the opportunity to provide evidence of their qualities and capabilities on Sedlacek’s nontraditional, so-called noncognitive dimensions of background and college readiness. In effect, it replaced a generic essay that lacked any conceptual or strategic foundation with essays grounded in an empirically rich scholarly literature about factors that account for student success in college. The factors rated included the noncognitive variables shown above in Exhibit 1 (Sedlacek 2004).

The initial intent of the DIAMOND program was to complement the admissions review of students graduating from high school with specialized curricula (such as the International Baccalaureate), students who had strong academic records but who may have weaker ACT and SAT test scores, and students graduating from the Chicago Public Schools and Chicago Archdiocesan Schools. But in the early stages of the project, every applicant was asked to complete these DIAMOND essays.

A senior-level admissions position was created and assigned responsibility for leading and managing the DIAMOND project. A campus-wide volunteer team of readers was selected and trained to rate these short-answer essays using a scoring rubric regarding the extent to which the applicant’s responses provided evidence of each of the noncognitive variables; extensive analyses of inter-rater reliability were used to develop the training regimen and ensure consistency in scoring and minimize rater bias. The readers’ ratings were provided to the Office of Admission for inclusion and consideration in the admission review process beginning with the entering freshman class of 2009. A sophisticated online system was developed to efficiently facilitate the entire process of distributing the essays, facilitating the reading and rating process, and managing the overall project; with over 18,300 essays reviewed and rated in the initial two years, this was no small project.

NOTE: At its outset, there was no immediate or compelling need to alter the admission review process, since all of the freshman enrollment metrics were strong and improving: measures of academic preparation were improving—in part measured by first-year academic performance at DePaul and four-year graduation rates; diversity was strong in both race/ethnicity distribution and socio-economic profile; and net revenue per student was improving. One key element in introducing new approaches to admission criteria is to do so when the institution has the latitude to experiment with innovations and is not doing so under the duress of immediate enrollment challenges.

Analysis: Phase I 

From a strategic enrollment management (SEM) perspective, the initial challenge was to determine if the DIAMOND ratings were redundant. If they proved to be highly correlated with other student attributes and existing measures, they could fail on two counts to be worthy of further investment or use: they would either offer little additional insight over what other variables in the admission review already provided, or they would fail to level the playing field for admissions decisions by only exacerbating the biases already reflected in the existing traditional measures. These questions guided the initial analysis, which showed that the DIAMOND ratings did contribute additional information for the admissions process that could effectively and fairly be used in admissions without adverse outcomes for disadvantaged groups.

For example:

· Income:  There are significant and well-documented correlations between family income and students’ ACT and SAT scores, so that overreliance on test scores in any university’s admission review provides further advantage to the advantaged. To the contrary, there was no significant association between DIAMOND ratings and parental income of the freshman applicants, suggesting that the DIAMOND ratings can help level the playing field for admission of students from across the socio-economic spectrum. (See Figures 1 and 2.) 
· Race: There are significant and well-documented differences by race/ethnicity in ACT and SAT scores, so that overreliance on test scores in the admission review provides additional disadvantage to minority student access. To the contrary, there were fewer differences in DIAMOND ratings by race, suggesting that the DIAMOND ratings can help level the playing field for admission of students across race/ethnicity groups. (See Figures 3 and 4.)
· Parental educational attainment: There are notable differences in ACT and SAT scores between first-generation students and others; to the contrary, DIAMOND scores are much more similar regardless of applicants’ parents’ level of educational attainment. (See Figures 5 and 6.)
· Test Scores: Finally, there were no significant correlations between students’ ACT and SAT scores and the DIAMOND ratings, so the ratings were not just additional measures of students’ capabilities already assessed in standardized college admission tests. (See Figure 7.)
Figure 1.There is a significant relationship between ACT/SAT scores and income.
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Figure 2. There is no significant relationship between DIAMOND score and family income.
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Figure 3. Standardized test scores vary significantly by race/ethnicity.
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Figure 4. Less difference by race/ethnicity in DIAMOND scores.
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Figure 5. First-generation students are at disadvantage with ACT scores. 
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Figure 6. DIAMOND scores are similar for first-generation students and students who are not first-generation.
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Figure 7. DIAMOND scores are not related to ACT scores.
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The initial analysis offered sufficient confidence that the essays and the ratings provided by trained readers provided a fairly simple yet potentially valuable addition to the admission review process. But would that information provide evidence of students’ likelihood of success at DePaul?

Analysis: Phase II

The second phase of the evaluation of the DIAMOND project is to explore the relationship between the DIAMOND scores and student outcomes at DePaul. These studies are underway, yet initial analysis shows some relationship between particular components of the DIAMOND ratings and student outcomes at DePaul.

In these early phases, the outcome studied is first-year academic success, defined as earning a 2.5 GPA or higher and earning 48 credits during the first year. At DePaul, first-year retention is quite high (consistently over 80 percent), yet a significant share of students who persist into the second year have not made one full year’s academic progress in their first year. That progress is what is most predictive of timely graduation, so the focus of the DIAMOND analysis is less on retention and less on grades alone, and more on academic progress as defined above.

While high school GPA is the most significant factor for predicting first-year academic success, there is initial evidence that higher DIAMOND scores help predict first-year success for certain populations: students with lower income (and in particular Pell-eligible male students), students of color, and students with lower ACT scores (and in particular students of color with lower standardized test scores). Preliminary results show that DIAMOND variables are predictive of first-year retention as well. Specifically for students who perform well in high school but have low ACT scores, DIAMOND variables are suggestive of first‐year success and second-year success as well.

See Figures 8 and 9 for a simple presentation of differences in student success and retention rates between groups of students differentiated by high versus low DIAMOND scores and high versus low ACT/SAT scores. Clearly, for all students, regardless if they are above or below the median on ACT Composite scores, a higher DIAMOND rating is associated with improved outcomes. And preliminary analysis suggests that this is especially important for students of color; they have a 91 percent first-year retention when they have low ACT scores and high DIAMOND scores.

Figure 8. There are many students with lower than average ACT scores and higher than average DIAMOND scores. How successful are these students?
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Figure 9. Students with higher than average DIAMOND scores have greater retention whether ACT is above or below average.
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Management issues

The implementation of non-cognitive measures at a university must naturally proceed in the context of the rapidly changing nature of the institution’s admissions process.  Several challenges and changes forced the DIAMOND project to adjust in its scope and implementation in its initial years of implementation:

· In its second year after launch, it became clear that the additional DIAMOND essays were stalling the application completion process for a significant number of high school seniors, requiring modifications in the communications and requirements for applicants; as important as the noncognitive pilot project is, the EM&M team has fundamental responsibilities to first and foremost achieve its enrollment goals and not allow these new processes to adversely affect the application process.

· In the third year of the DIAMOND project (freshmen applying for admission for fall 2011), DePaul joined the Common Application, complicating the process for requiring the DIAMOND essays for every applicant, given the written essay already required for the Common Application. The project adapted its scope, requiring the DIAMOND essays as supplemental essays for targeted segments of the freshman applicant pool.

· For the freshman class of 2012, DePaul introduced a “test-optional” admissions alternative where applicants could choose to apply without submitting ACT or SAT scores; for these test-optional applicants, the DIAMOND essays became a required supplement for the admission review. Having several years of data on how the DIAMOND essays contributed to predicting freshman success, DePaul’s admission leadership team was comfortable in offering DIAMOND essays as a requirement for those applicants choosing a test-optional review process.

These changes are illustrative of how the development of innovations such as noncognitive measures often occurs without all of the conditions and controls required for sound experimental methodology. The outcomes of any ongoing analysis have to be interpreted in the context of occasionally messy implementations where such initiatives must respond to the changing market pressures, organizational dynamics, and political realities that enrollment officers must always address. 
The analyses to date point to the fact that DIAMOND essays are of value for portions of DePaul’s applicant pool—especially for those students who may be overlooked by a process that only uses traditional criteria and preset thresholds for selecting students for admission. Having accomplished the hard work of implementing a consistent and fair process for including noncognitive factors in the admission review, the stage is set for consideration of how these data reveal particular strengths and weaknesses of students that can also guide institutional support strategies beyond the point of admission.

Future Impact 

Institutions that have introduced innovative assessments of nontraditional, noncognitive attributes have stated they are learning so much more about their future students much earlier than ever before. That brings with it a responsibility to do something with this information to jump-start students’ success before, or by the time, they step on campus instead of during the first year when they may be already struggling. Institutions are therefore using these noncognitive assessments to connect students to academic and student services through their prospective student communication plans, by “beefing up” meaningful connections during orientation and creating mentor and coaching programs in order to be proactive in helping students be successful from the first day of their collegiate career. Sedlacek, Benjamin, Schlosser, and Sheu (2007), and Sedlacek and Sheu (forthcoming) describe a number of ways that noncognitive assessments can support mentoring and student support programs employed with diverse populations in higher education. Taking more focused, proactive measures, earlier in the enrollment process can further improve student success and retention.

Many of the institutions that have employed holistic admissions using noncognitive variables have had to be flexible and able to adjust their approach as they implement the process and as admissions evolves, just as DePaul noted above. While there are many models using noncognitive variables that have been implemented, not only in North America but expanding worldwide, institutions will need to continue to experiment and improve the methodology while addressing and managing the additional demands that admissions and enrollment managers face, such as market pressures, changing institutional goals, funding challenges, changes in leadership, changes in student demographics, and campus climate. But in the face of the dramatic challenges that are facing enrollment officers in the years to come, embracing holistic admissions and introducing innovative approaches to assessing students’ readiness for college will surely become an increasingly important element of a comprehensive and strategic enrollment management approach.
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Sedlacek tips on question development:


The object of the items is to get a clean measure of each of the eight variables.


Easiest way to do this is to have one item per variable otherwise you may miss some, though some institutions have successfully coupled variables into a single question.


Avoid giving too many examples; don’t lead or control the response.


Don't mix up attitudes and behavior; - highest scores are awarded for what was done or would do, and not what you feel about something.


Any format could work. While one essay question might work, it is ultimately is an empirical question if it can give you information on all 8 dimensions.  


If you want fewer items that could be ok, but they must be tested and retested and retested to see if they work – conduct validity and reliability analyses. Start by using existing items that have worked elsewhere and you can save a few steps, time, and money on all eight dimensions. 


Stay with it and perfect the items. Any process is good only if it covers point # 1 above.            














Less difference by race/ethnicity in DIAMOND scores.   
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DIAMOND scores are similar for first generation students and students who are not first generation.   
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There are many students with lower than average ACT scores and higher than average DIAMOND scores. 
How successful are these students? 



. Horizontal line represents average ACT score, vertical line represents average DIAMOND score. 















Holistic, Broad-Based Admissions, SEM November 2012

‹#›

image3.png

ACT composite Score

ACT composite score by DIAMOND score

354

®o
00 o o ®oo oo

o ®o o000

© o oo ®oao

E 00 o®omoao!
000 © ©0000O0WWO® O

© 0 0 WOWOWO WO!

o 000 0 @omMOWO

©00® 0 0 0AWOADO

o
b o

o o oo o

00 0000

© @0 o 0 00 oo
POTOAO® 0 0 ® O
POaPO O® 0O O
DOTOD O® 0 0 0 O
DOADOWO WO WO O
POAOD O® O® O

o 0000000000 MOADOWOEDOWOO DOD o
© 00000 ®OAO POADOFEOADOADOAO O 0 0 O O O
© 00 OWO 0 CUDOAWOWOLOTDOD 6 00 0000
© © 0WpPo 0 OAWOAPOAOP OAWOWO © O 0 O O
2 o 00 O 0 0 WO WAPLOADOWO WO 0 0 0 O
© 0 ® O ®mOWOWO PO (OO O O WO 0 0 O
o 00 @0 00®Oo PO 000000
®o ooofooo000 o o
o oo om
154 o
o
o
104
T T T T T
s 2 15 2 2%

Total DIAMOND Score






image1.jpeg

AACRAO








e R s






Students with higher than average DIAMOND scores have greater retention whether ACT is above or below average. 

Horizontal line represents average ACT score , vertical line represents average DIAMOND score.  

1st year success: 60%

1st year retention: 88%

2nd year retention 82%



1st year success: 54%

1ST  year retention: 84%

2ND year retention: 78%



1st year success: 74%

1st year retention: 91%

2 year retention: 86%

1st year success: 70%

1st year retention: 86%

2 year retention: 79% 
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DIAMOND scores are not related to ACT scores.
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First generation students are at disadvantage 
with ACT scores. 



Circles represent outliers. Red line represents mean ACT Composite score
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Standardized test scores vary significantly by race/ethnicity. 

Circles represent outliers. Red line represents mean ACT Composite score
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