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Fact Checking Paul Tough's "The Years That Matter Most"

Paul Tough's new book on college admissions, The Years That Matter Most: How College Makes or
Breaks Us, tackles complex issues regarding equity in American education. It captures stories
about students, professors, and administrators working to broaden access to higher education. It
illuminates some of the profound challenges low-income and �rst-generation students face on
their paths to college.

The College Board shares Tough's desire to create more opportunities for all students, as well as
his concern about the destructive pressure many families feel when it comes to college
applications. We are open about the dif�cult, uneven work of pushing for change. And we share the
conviction that a single test score should never be a veto on a student's life. But you wouldn't know
it from reading his book.

We are eager to share our work to deliver more opportunities for students. That's why we gave
Tough broad access to our team members, programs, and research during his six years of
reporting. We also provided a wealth of information about our programs, including access to new
initiatives still in their early stages. We thought it was important to show how the College Board
decides to take risks on big ideas and tackle entrenched social problems.

But Tough spins a false narrative that fundamentally misrepresents our mission, motivations, and
impact—a disappointing decision at a time when educational equity needs all the allies it can get.

Here are a few areas of our work most egregiously distorted in The Years That Matter Most.

Scaling the Hoxby-Turner Intervention to Advance College Going by Low-Income Students 

https://www.collegeboard.org/?navId=pages-cb
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Distortion: "The College Board's effort to replicate Caroline Hoxby's packet experiment was in part an

attempt by the organization to correct some of the inequities and imbalances in higher education. But the

project had a second purpose as well, arguably just as important, if less high-minded: it was part of a large-

scale exercise in corporate rebranding." (p. 71)

Facts: In 2013, Stanford University economist Caroline Hoxby and University of Virginia economist Sarah

Turner published promising research (https://siepr.stanford.edu/research/publications/expanding-college-

opportunities-high-achieving-low-income-students) about the potential of well-designed informational

packets to encourage more low-income students to enroll in selective colleges.

The research suggested that this simple intervention could do a lot of good, so the College Board made a

signi�cant investment to replicate the experiment on a much wider scale; we sent every low- and moderate-

income high achiever we could identify customized information to help them apply to college. As a nonpro�t

with the reach and resources to replicate promising social science, we felt compelled to share this

promising intervention with as many students as possible.

Over the next several years, as Tough reported in his book, our research team tried different approaches

(https://professionals.collegeboard.org/guidance/access-to-opportunity/past-campaigns) to replicate the

impact of Hoxby's study.

The results have been disappointing. But it's false to suggest we hid the results. On the contrary, we

published a research paper in 2019 (http://www.edworkingpapers.com/sites/default/�les/ai19-40_v1.pdf)

that was covered in the media. "The College Board tried a simple, research-backed way to guide low-income

kids into better colleges," Chalkbeat reported (https://www.chalkbeat.org/posts/us/2019/05/31/college-

board-realizing-your-college-potential-study-undermatching-hoxby-turner-david-coleman/). "It didn't work."

It's a major and material omission that Tough did not include this fact in the book.

So to be clear, the issue is not that we didn't share this publicly—we did. Where we fell short was not sharing

this information in a timely way, despite stating we would. Our uncertainty about the evidence made us

reluctant to enter a public dispute until we were more sure of the facts. We accept that criticism and will do

better.

That's not unusual in social science, and we continue to analyze this data and try new approaches. We

learned valuable lessons and have integrated several components of the initiative into our work, including

unlimited and free SAT score sends for low-income students.

It is demonstrably false to say that the College Board pursued this intervention or shaped the �ndings to

expand the SAT. In reality, the SAT grew rapidly because three large states switched from giving all students

the ACT to the SAT: Michigan, Colorado, and Illinois. Public documents show that the major factors in

awarding these contracts to the College Board were:

https://siepr.stanford.edu/research/publications/expanding-college-opportunities-high-achieving-low-income-students
https://professionals.collegeboard.org/guidance/access-to-opportunity/past-campaigns
http://www.edworkingpapers.com/sites/default/files/ai19-40_v1.pdf
https://www.chalkbeat.org/posts/us/2019/05/31/college-board-realizing-your-college-potential-study-undermatching-hoxby-turner-david-coleman/
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the redesign of the SAT to better align with state standards

lower price

better reporting tools

higher quality service

The information packet intervention played no role in these decisions by key states that dramatically

expanded the SAT's reach, nor was it ever intended to.

It's hard to understand Tough's claim that our work and investment here is just a "large-scale exercise in

corporate rebranding," or that we've somehow buried the results. We took on this work—and shared the

outcomes—in good faith. And we'll keep working to scale the best of education research, seeking every

opportunity to propel students forward.

Distortion: "Of�cial SAT Practice wasn’t helping struggling students catch up—it was allowing students who

were already testing well to increase their advantage over the rest of the pack." (p. 92)

Facts: For decades, wealthy families have paid for test preparation programs and private tutors to improve

their children's chances on tests like the SAT. So, over the last six years, we've invested heavily to ensure all

students, regardless of family resources, have the opportunity to practice the skills they'll need to succeed

on the SAT and in college.

In 2015, we partnered with Khan Academy to create Of�cial SAT Practice, the most comprehensive SAT

practice available anywhere, personalized for each student, and made it completely free to everyone. More

than 8 million users have signed up for the program—three times more than all other test preparation

programs combined—which has helped countless students from all backgrounds

(https://www.collegeboard.org/releases/2017/average-score-gains-on-redesigned-sat) improve on the SAT

and prepare for college.

There are tens of thousands of low-income students every year who can testify to the power of this free

resource. Rather than write about them for The Years That Matter Most, Tough instead spotlights the

services of a $400-per-hour private tutor in one of the country’s wealthiest neighborhoods. The mere

existence of such high-dollar tutors is presented as evidence of College Board complicity in perpetuating

social inequity. He goes even further, falsely claiming that the existence of free SAT practice on Khan

Academy actually increases inequality. This is absurd; the world before Of�cial SAT Practice on Khan

Academy was one in which only wealthy students could pay for expensive test preparation and low-income

students had no equal opportunity to practice and improve.

Of�cial SAT Practice on Khan Academy 

https://www.collegeboard.org/releases/2017/average-score-gains-on-redesigned-sat
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Tough's charges are further contradicted by data we released in 2018 in our Delivering Opportunities report

(https://research.collegeboard.org/pdf/college-board-delivering-opportunities-sat-suite-results-2016-17.pdf),

which shows that students with lower PSAT/NMSQT scores experience larger score gains for the same

amount of time spent on Of�cial SAT Practice than students with higher PSAT/NMSQT scores. It is

extremely disappointing that Tough falsely claims the College Board obscured information about student

practice on Khan Academy while ignoring our seminal report—Delivering Opportunities

(https://research.collegeboard.org/pdf/college-board-delivering-opportunities-sat-suite-results-2016-17.pdf)

—that reported on these exact data.

Tough also takes issue with the fact that students whose parents are more highly educated spend

somewhat more time—on average—practicing on Khan Academy. We are alert to this reality and shared the

�nding publicly (https://research.collegeboard.org/pdf/college-board-delivering-opportunities-sat-suite-

results-2016-17.pdf).

We also took action in response to this data. We forged partnerships with urban school districts across the

country to encourage more students from all backgrounds to practice, resulting in students completing over

36 million practice problems during more than 800,000 hours of practice on Khan Academy. We created a

scholarship (https://opportunity.collegeboard.org/) speci�cally to incentivize practice on Khan Academy as

well as other key steps on the path to college. And we trained near-peer advisors in college access

organizations to support students using Khan Academy. It is striking that none of these actions merit a

mention in Tough's book.

Distortion: "In 2017 the College Board launched a public relations campaign to counteract and critique the

movement toward test-optional admissions and to call into question the credibility of students' high school

grades." (p. 177)

Facts: There is little dispute among researchers and policy analysts that grade in�ation is a serious problem.

High school grades are rising much faster than any standardized assessment, including ours, would suggest

is plausible.

We shared data with Tough, as we have in many public venues—such as a recent Atlantic essay written by

our CEO, David Coleman (https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2019/05/david-coleman-stop-college-

admissions-madness/589918/)—showing that the problem of in�ated grades is worse in wealthier schools

and districts. Our analysts have reached that conclusion, as have multiple outside

(https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/pdf/studies/2011462.pdf) researchers

(https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/grade-in�ation-high-schools-2005-2016). Instead of

engaging with that independent research, Tough distorts a �nding from the College Board—that steadily

Grade In�ation 

https://research.collegeboard.org/pdf/college-board-delivering-opportunities-sat-suite-results-2016-17.pdf
https://research.collegeboard.org/pdf/college-board-delivering-opportunities-sat-suite-results-2016-17.pdf
https://research.collegeboard.org/pdf/college-board-delivering-opportunities-sat-suite-results-2016-17.pdf
https://opportunity.collegeboard.org/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2019/05/david-coleman-stop-college-admissions-madness/589918/
https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/pdf/studies/2011462.pdf
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/grade-inflation-high-schools-2005-2016
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rising high school grades were disproportionately bene�ting wealthier students—and implies that our

discussion of the SAT as a check against grade in�ation was tantamount to a "big tobacco"-style

disinformation campaign—an absurd and offensive charge.

As our own research (https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/pdf/national-sat-validity-study.pdf) shows,

grades are slightly more predictive than SAT scores overall. Taken together, however, grades and SAT scores

are much more predictive than either alone—15% more on average. And as Tough’s own reporting on the

University of Texas (UT) illustrates, the SAT gives colleges critical insight into the level of preparation

students are bringing to college, allowing campuses to target support programs and resources where they’ll

do the most good. UT requires all incoming students to take the SAT in part for this reason.

We have repeatedly and publicly stated that college admissions needs checks and balances—grades,

independent test scores, and other application materials, all considered together to prevent any one factor

from exerting too much in�uence. This view isn’t just ours—it's widely shared by the general public: "Grades,

test scores top list of factors Americans say should be considered in college admissions," Pew Research

reported in 2019 (https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/02/25/most-americans-say-colleges-

should-not-consider-race-or-ethnicity-in-admissions/ft_19-02-25_admissions_gradestestscores/).

Distortion: "The threat that the College Board… face[s] from test-optional admissions is more existential than

economic. The SAT was designed, in part, to help colleges keep out exactly the kind of students that

DePaul's test-optional policy is now allowing in: students with high grades and low test scores." (p.177)

Facts: The College Board believes that there are many situations in which students with lower SAT scores

but high grades and other achievements should be admitted to selective colleges. Our support for holistic

admissions has been continuous and unreserved. In our annual meeting with our member colleges, our CEO

underscored that low test scores "must not be a veto on any student’s life." He has also said colleges should

actively look for students who may "have scored less, but achieved so much more."

The College Board's clear position is that grades and test scores together give more insight than either

measure alone. As our own research (https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/pdf/national-sat-validity-

study.pdf) shows, grades are slightly more predictive than SAT scores overall. Taken together, however,

grades and SAT scores are much more predictive than either alone—15% more on average. And as Tough

points out through his reporting on the University of Texas, the SAT gives colleges critical insight into the

level of preparation students are bringing to college, allowing campuses to target support programs and

resources where they'll do the most good.

The Utility of Standardized Tests 

https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/pdf/national-sat-validity-study.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/02/25/most-americans-say-colleges-should-not-consider-race-or-ethnicity-in-admissions/ft_19-02-25_admissions_gradestestscores/
https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/pdf/national-sat-validity-study.pdf
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The College Board's 2019 National Validity Study (https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/pdf/national-

sat-validity-study.pdf) is among the largest SAT validity studies ever conducted, based on data from more

than 223,000 students across 171 four-year colleges and universities. The study concluded that SAT scores

are strongly predictive of college performance—students with higher SAT scores are more likely to have

higher grades in college.

The SAT gives colleges critical insight into the level of preparation students are bringing to college, allowing

campuses to target support programs and resources where they’ll do the most good. It also serves as a

check against widespread abuse of other aspects of the college admissions process.

Tough notes in his book that test-optional policies have not increased diversity on campus. Some test

optional colleges have made real progress in diversifying their student bodies, as have some that do require

exams. All of us working in education would like to see a world where achievement gaps don't exist. But the

great question we face today is what to do about those gaps.

The College Board works with test-optional institutions—they are our members and have served on our

board. Our mission isn’t to give tests—it’s to provide opportunity. And we believe no single test score should

be a veto on any student’s future.

Tough makes a further claim here that the SAT favors the rich. This causal claim is inaccurate. It is almost

universally understood by researchers that the relationship between income and SAT scores is correlational,

not causal. Family income is correlated with access to good pre-K educational experiences, well-resourced

schools, good medical care, safe living environments, and more stable family structures. All of these factors

combined lead children to greater academic achievement when measured in a standardized way across

these different environmental factors. All standardized test scores are correlated with income for these

reasons. Every respected researcher will make this distinction.

We welcome sharp feedback and public accountability—they are integral to our work. That's why we
were so open with Tough. We believe any sustained effort to improve opportunity must be
transparent and open to criticism. But the distortions in The Years That Matter Most are neither
thoughtful nor constructive.

Grades, assessments, and educational outcomes are intertwined with the broader societal
questions of equity and opportunity. These are facts. The College Board exists to accurately
measure achievement and to do what we can to address these forces. As we near our 120th year,
we are more committed than ever to helping low-income and �rst-generation students overcome
the challenges they face on their paths to college and ensuring they have access to life-changing
opportunities.

https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/pdf/national-sat-validity-study.pdf

