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Abstract 
 
While we agree with Koljatic et al. (2021) that the college admission testing industry can and 

should ensure their products promote educational equity, we do not believe the corporate social 

responsibility framework for which the authors advocate will assist testing agencies in achieving 

that aim. Koljatic et al.’s argument for corporate social responsibility in testing is rooted in 

flawed logic, and the notion of corporate social responsibility itself has unclear and undesirable 

implications for the testing industry. In this commentary, we offer four examples of the types of 

questions that test developers, researchers, and policymakers seeking socially responsible uses of 

admission testing should consider instead. These questions address concerns about test validity, 

the added value of test scores in the admission process, the burdens tests place on marginalized 

students, and the perpetuation of historic biases. 

Keywords: college admission, high-stakes tests, corporate social responsibility, testing 

industry 
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The Questions We Should Be Asking About Socially Responsible College Admission 

Testing 

The issue of what role testing agencies should play in facilitating the socially responsible 

use of their college admission tests is an important one. An increasingly hostile climate towards 

standardized testing in the undergraduate admission process (Carnevale et al., 2020), coupled 

with a burgeoning test-optional movement among the nation’s selective universities (FairTest, 

2021b), has called into question not only the purpose of these assessments but also their fairness 

and implications for reproducing inequities in U.S. higher education. 

In their article, “College Admission Tests and Social Responsibility,” Koljatic et al. 

(2021) argue that the responsibility to address social criticism and rejection of admission testing, 

as well as to ameliorate the social ills that tests promulgate, falls largely on the shoulders of 

testing agencies. They claim that these companies have avoided embracing such responsibility. 

Furthermore, they assert that having testing agencies embrace an ethic of corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) offers a panacea for these issues. While we agree that testing agencies can 

and should take responsibility for ensuring the socially responsible use of their products, we 

believe neither that testing companies have ignored questions of equity with their college 

admission tests, nor that advocating for agencies to embrace corporate social responsibility will 

bring about needed change.  

In this commentary, we present a rebuttal to Koljatic et al. (2021)’s argument that CSR 

among testing agencies is a productive means of addressing educational inequities. Specifically, 

we assert both that Koljatic et al. (2021)’s argument applying Nike’s adoption of CSR to the 

testing industry is flawed and that the framework of CSR has unclear and undesirable 

applications for the testing industry. We conclude by presenting examples of four questions that 
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test users, researchers, policymakers, and test developers wishing to advance the cause of 

socially responsible admission testing should consider instead. These questions address concerns 

about test validity, the added value of test scores in the admission process, the burdens tests place 

on marginalized students, and the perpetuation of historic biases. 

Why Corporate Social Responsibility Isn’t Quite Enough  

We primarily take issue with two of Koljatic et al.’s arguments (2021): that CSR 

transformed Nike and ameliorated many of the ethical issues the company was facing; and that 

therefore CSR is helpful for guiding testing companies as they wade through ethical concerns 

with the use of their college admission tests.  

First, Koljatic et al.’s (2021) assertion that corporate social responsibility has transformed 

Nike is inaccurate. Yes, Phil Knight changed the company’s public stance on its responsibility 

for factory wages and working conditions in the late-1990s. But how effective has Nike 

leadership been at enforcing its labor standards since then? The evidence for transformative 

change is mixed at best, as scandals continue to hit the news regularly—see for instance a 2020 

Washington Post report suggesting that Uighurs have been forced to work in some Nike factories 

(Fifield, 2020). What has changed is how Nike responds to such reports. Their public positions 

now clearly state that they accept addressing such abuses as part of their responsibility. (e.g., 

Nike, 2020). However, it is unclear whether the CSR practices Nike adopted have prevented 

abuses or if the resulting approach is essentially a kind of whack-a-mole game in which Nike 

leadership stomps out scandals as they pop up. 

 Nike’s challenge, as described by Koljatic et al. (2021), is that the harmful practices 

documented in their factories were not implemented by Nike itself but by its contractors. 

Similarly, the most harmful uses of test scores may not be perpetrated by the testing companies 
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but by the colleges using them for admission purposes or by schools and test preparation 

companies adopting unsavory practices (Jump, 2021; Koretz, 2017). However, the analogy 

between Nike and testing companies breaks down since the colleges are not contractors for 

testing companies. This key difference calls into question the extent to which testing companies 

have control over the use of scores in the same way that Nike has over its production processes. 

The fix suggested by the authors—embracing an ethic of corporate social responsibility that 

emphasizes transparency and accountability—may stunt the bad press the testing companies find 

themselves in but fail to improve equity in the college admission process, which seems to be the 

ultimate goal. 

The authors’ framing of the analogy has other flaws. For example, whereas Nike faced 

significant pushback from consumers actively boycotting their products, the main consumers of 

admission tests—the colleges and universities that use them—are not applying that same level of 

pressure on testing agencies. Nike’s customers called on the company to change, but higher 

education institutions are not demanding testing agencies dramatically re-envision their products 

and how they are used. Neither are higher education institutions boycotting the tests. Due to test 

center closures and other difficulties facing students during the COVID-19 pandemic, many 

institutions went test-optional (FairTest, 2021b). Notably, however, few have adopted a fully 

“test-blind” admission policy or decided to institute their own admission tests (FairTest, 2021a). 

Testing agencies are not incentivized to change if their primary consumers continue to rely on 

tests as part of their admission processes: as long as colleges accept test scores, students will 

continue to take the tests. In sum, Nike as a case study does not offer strong evidence of the 

positive effects of CSR in addressing complex ethical issues nor can we easily compare Nike 

with testing organizations. 
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Even if we put aside issues with the Nike analogy, we believe that CSR is not a helpful 

concept to guide the testing industry in navigating its role in promoting educational equity.  

CSR for Testing Companies: Ill-defined and Undesirable 

Based on the definition of CSR given in Koljatic et al. (2021), the authors hold testing 

companies responsible for disparities in test scores, maintaining that score differences cannot be 

blamed solely on existing societal inequalities. We agree that unequal test scores can exacerbate 

societal inequality, but we do not think that the focus on test scores themselves leads to 

reasonable solutions that testing companies should enact. If test score differences cannot be 

blamed solely on “inequalities in our education system” but themselves “perpetuate” such 

inequalities, then it seems the authors would prefer that test scores were equal across groups.  

How could equal test scores across groups be achieved by testing companies? If 

admission tests were simply predictive algorithms, then score disparities between groups could 

be artificially erased. This would require that the relationship between correct responses to test 

items and final test scores be altered by some algorithmic boost or penalty to the scores of 

different groups.  

However, test scores have to be calculated based on test performance if they are to have 

any meaning. Test items ideally assess some construct-relevant concept and have correct and 

incorrect answers (or higher and lower scoring answers). Candidates who correctly respond to 

more test items must, then, receive higher test scores. A CSR framing of testing companies’ 

responsibilities for undesirable test score disparities points to a solution that we do not think 

testing companies can responsibly impose. Koljatic et al. (2021) may have stopped short of 

directly advocating for score adjustments because they know that such a practice would be 

considered unfair, not to mention that any more nuanced score adjustments that attempt to take 
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into account the intersectionalities between race, class, income, and educational resources could 

never be sufficiently captured by any algorithm.  

Or perhaps the authors do not intend for testing companies to equalize test scores as we 

just described, but believe instead that CSR requires testing companies to adopt other strategies 

to bring about more equitable rates in college enrollment, particularly at selective institutions. 

One such strategy would be providing colleges with measures of students’ “opportunity to learn” 

to contextualize test scores. While we think that such efforts have potential, we have already 

seen widespread public criticism in response to the College Board’s introduction and rapid 

withdrawal of its “adversity scores” in 2019 (Jaschik, 2019; Hartocollis, 2019), and again, 

Koljatic et al. (2021) stop short of advancing such a specific solution. In summary, the notion of 

CSR for testing companies implies solutions which would compromise the fundamental 

relationship between test taker performance and test scores, and would also likely meet with 

animosity.  

The Questions We Should Be Asking About Socially Responsible College Admission 

Testing 

 Given the complexity of enacting a CSR framework for college admission testing, what 

then is a viable means for ensuring testing agencies promote socially responsible uses of their 

tests? We believe that major testing stakeholders—namely, higher education institutions and 

policymakers—should demand that testing agencies produce more evidence defending tests and 

their place in the world of college admission. Without these stakeholders putting pressure on 

testing agencies, testing companies will not be incentivized to reimagine their role in how test 

scores are utilized or otherwise address the societal inequities their tests may perpetuate. We 
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suggest four examples of the types of broad questions that these stakeholders and testing 

companies should consider pursuing below. 

1. Does the Determination of Test Validity Increase Inequality? 

Both the ACT and the College Board claim their exams measure proficiency on high 

school material needed to succeed in college. In practice, exam validity is assessed by estimating 

how well these tests predict first year college GPA and retention into the second year (ACT, 

2020; Westrick et. al., 2019). Using this metric of validity can be problematic, since a test that 

only measures a student’s socioeconomic status also performs well by this metric. For example, 

Rothstein (2004) found that a substantial portion of the predictive power of the 1990s version of 

the SAT came from its ability to predict school-level demographics. However, replacing college 

admission tests with a measure of SES would not be widely understood as a valid measure of 

academic preparedness for college. Since the current validity procedure pushes college 

admission tests towards being measures of socioeconomic status even if that is not the test 

makers’ intention, it is important for testing agencies to justify the validity of their tests—not just 

by how showing well they predict early college outcomes, but also by demonstrating that the 

content of the exam is substantively important for students to know before entering college. 

Furthermore, in assessing the predictive validity of admission exams, test makers should publish 

more research on how much of the tests’ predictive validity is a function of serving as a proxy 

predictor of student background, and how much additional explanatory power they provide.  

2. How Does Admission Testing Affect College-Going Students? 

          It is important to reflect on whether the benefits of the college admission testing system 

outweigh the costs to students, given that students generally have to take the exams to attend a 

four-year college. College Board researchers argue the SAT’s benefits are that the tests identify 
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“college ready” students that might otherwise have been overlooked and that they can be used to 

target additional support to those that need it (Westrick et. al., 2019). Similarly, the ACT (2019) 

argues that its tests allow students to know if they are prepared for college. Justifying admission 

tests, though, requires additional research to prove that such benefits materialize. In fact, some 

research suggests the ACT’s argument is incorrect—that there is no such thing as college 

“overmatch” and that all students are best off attending a four-year college regardless of their test 

scores (Kozakowski, 2020; Smith, 2020).Therefore, testing companies could do more to study 

situations where the promises of these benefits are fulfilled. For example, the University of 

Michigan instituted a program that in part used SAT scores to find high-scoring, low-income 

students and increased college enrollment and persistence by guaranteeing them full scholarships 

(Dynarski et. al., 2021). Researching other such avenues that support and clarify these benefits to 

students would further an argument about the utility of admission tests. 

         On the other side of the ledger, testing companies should also look for ways to reduce the 

costs to students, both in terms of money and time. The financial and time costs of completing 

the ACT and SAT exams are significant burdens, especially if students are expected or 

encouraged to take the test multiple times (Mattern et al., 2018; Goodman et al., 2020).1 

Preparation is also a factor; the College Board (2019) recommends students spend 6 to 20 hours 

studying for the SAT. Current efforts to more closely align tests with the high school curriculum 

are one step in the correct direction by reducing the time burden of studying for admission exams 

(ACT, 2020; Westrick et. al., 2019). Another idea that requires further investigation could be to 

allow students in states that already mandate high school level accountability exams to use those 

scores for college admission purposes.  

 
1 The ACT costs $80 to take and the SAT $68. In addition, the ACT and SAT charge $15 and 
$12 for sending each score, respectively.  
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3. How Fair is College Admission Without Tests? 

A common argument in favor of maintaining college admission test requirements is that 

these tests comprise the least “gameable” portion of an admission application. A typical college 

application consists of a student’s transcript, essays, recommendation letters, application form, 

and test scores. Realistically, cheating can affect most portions of a college application. For 

example, there may be overstated extracurriculars, paid-for essays, and distortions of GPA from 

tutoring or homework-related grade inflation. Even recommendation letters can be paid for or are 

dependent on a student having interactions with adults that may be influenced by race and class 

status. Though we do not presume that most college applications suffer from these sorts of 

inflationary pressures, this potential issue may become more salient if standardized test scores 

are removed from the application. A college admission test may also be tutored, but it is very 

rare that someone besides the student took the test, or that the student was able to access help 

during the test. Without test scores, the other components of a college application will 

necessarily exercise more influence on admission decisions, which can be less fair for students 

without the financial means or personal desire to “game” their application. Work done on the 

fairness of letters of recommendation, student extracurriculars, and other pieces of a college 

application could add to the argument of the value-add of standardized tests. 

4. How Do Testing Agencies Create New Products When Using Biased Historical Data? 

 Testing companies are always innovating, creating new exams and enrollment 

management products. The reality, however, is that these products are informed by historical 

data, including testing data which reflects historical processes and biases. To advance more 

equitable behavior and outcomes in college admission, testing companies must seek to 

acknowledge, quantify, and mitigate the impact that historical biases have on the data they and 
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others use, and be careful not to design products or interventions that reinforce these. For 

example, if a testing company wishes to recommend potential colleges to students by modeling 

whether a student’s profile is similar to the profiles of past admitted students who have 

succeeded at a given institution (that is, training some sort of admission algorithmic to mimic 

human decisions), then such an algorithm would learn to perpetuate past biases and admit mostly 

candidates from historically advantaged groups. Beyond test scores, every aspect of a college 

application can be colored by past biases, many of which are understudied. More research is 

needed to understand the biases inherent in data and identify ways of ensuring those negative 

impacts are not further reinforced. 

Moving Forward 

Despite our concerns with some of the arguments Koljatic et al.’s (2021) advance, we 

share the authors’ belief that socially responsible use of admission tests is important and that 

testing companies have a role to play in promoting such use. Furthermore, those who study 

measurement and psychometrics cannot be passive observers if test scores are promoting 

educational inequities. However, unlike Koljatic et al. (2021), we believe that advocating for 

testing agencies to adopt CSR will not bring about the authors’ desired outcomes. It is not 

realistic to expect companies will change unless they are pressured to do so by their stakeholders 

and customers. We presented four questions that exemplify those that admission test 

stakeholders should push testing agencies to answer. Companies’ responses to these questions 

can then be used as a basis for advocating that they change their practices and priorities where 

necessary. 

As current doctoral students in education policy who care about applied educational 

measurement, we do not speak for testing companies or college admission offices. We have 
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attempted to take the perspective of eager researchers in measurement who care about the field’s 

continuity and ability to effect positive social change. We believe the educational measurement 

community—including testing agencies—has a responsibility to promote the socially responsible 

use of test scores and that it can and must do more.   
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