
 

1. What do you mean by “current admissions practices do not provide a sufficiently 
reliable check on mathematical readiness for STEM majors”?  

The UCSD SAWG report found that ”Between 2020 and 2025, the number of freshmen whose 
math placement exam results indicate them not meeting high school standard grew nearly 
thirtyfold, despite all of these students having taken beyond the minimum UCOP-required math 
curriculum, and with high grades. In the 2025 incoming class, this group constitutes roughly 
one-eighth of our entire entering cohort. Moreover, more than 70% of these students are also 
not meeting middle school standards, representing one in twelve entering students.” (page 6 of 
the report)  

While that cohort-level statistic is derived from UCSD’s institutional placement data, the Fall 
2023 Math 2 diagnostic provides distinct evidence of the significant preparation gaps found 
among students already identified for remedial coursework.  

The UCSD Math faculty designed a test that “covered mathematics topics that are required to 
be taught in grades 1-8 in all California public elementary and middle schools.” The test was first 
given in Fall 2023 to students enrolled in Math 2, the course intended to fill the gaps in 
high-school math. The results revealed substantial preparation gaps: many Math 2 students 
struggled not only with high-school algebra, but with elementary- and middle-school skills such 
as arithmetic, fractions, place value, and basic algebraic reasoning. Based on the results of the 
test, Math 2 was redesigned to cover gaps in elementary and middle school math. As of Fall 
2025, 8.5% of the entering students placed into Math 2, roughly one in 12 (table 1 of the report).  

Below is a representative sample of 12 of the 30 questions from the Fall 2023 test. These 
examples are included to illustrate the kind of prerequisite skills tested; they are not intended to 
characterize every student placed in Math 2. Questions testing algebra are listed here first. The 
text in red indicates the grade level and the percentage answering correctly. Thus for question 
27 below, it is an 8th grade question where 18% answered correctly. 

 
Below are sample questions that tested elementary and middle school prerequisite skills. 

https://senate.ucsd.edu/media/740347/sawg-report-on-admissions-review-docs.pdf
https://senate.ucsd.edu/media/740347/sawg-report-on-admissions-review-docs.pdf


 

 
 

2. Math level preparations have been declining in the US for a long time. What is new? 

What is new is the level to which the students fail to be prepared.  Students are coming into 
UC’s not only unprepared for college math. An increasing number of students are not prepared 
for high-school math, with deficiencies at elementary and middle school levels. Consider this 
table from the UCSD report: 

 



 

 

Math 2 was a class designed to re-teach high-school math to first year students at UCSD. In Fall 
2020, the class had 32 students. The number grew to 490 in Fall 2023. From Fall 2024 the class 
was redesigned to teach elementary and middle school mathematics. In Fall 2025 it had 665 
students.  

This also illustrates high-school grade inflation. The report says: ``At UC San Diego, in Fall of 
2024, of those who demonstrated math skills not meeting middle school levels, only 6% met only 
the minimum high school course requirement, reporting Algebra II and Integrated III as their 
most advanced math course (Table 2). The other 94% went beyond, with 42% percent 
completing Calculus or Precalculus, and another 44% whose last recorded high school math 
course was a Statistics class.”  
 
 
3. Why focus on STEM applicants?  

Because STEM pathways have cumulative mathematical prerequisites. A student who enters 
without fluency in algebra, functions, and quantitative reasoning may be unable to succeed in 
calculus, physics, chemistry, engineering, computer science, economics, or data science without 
substantial additional preparation.  

4. Are you saying that SAT/ACT scores should determine admission? 

No. This proposal is for test-required, not test-determined, admissions. A math SAT or ACT 
score should not automatically admit or reject anyone. It should be one piece of evidence, 
considered alongside grades, coursework, school context, available opportunities, hardship, 
achievement, and the rest of the application. 

The point is narrower: for applicants to math-intensive STEM pathways, UC needs a common 
way to check mathematical readiness. Requiring a score does not mean ranking students 
mechanically by test score. It means UC should not admit students into STEM pathways without 
some evidence that they are prepared for the math those pathways require. 

5. How should math SAT/ACT scores be used in practice for STEM applicants? 

Math SAT/ACT scores should be used as a readiness check, not as a mechanical ranking tool. 
Each campus should, with faculty oversight, determine how scores are used for its own STEM 
programs.  

In practice, the score should help admissions officers answer one question: ``does this applicant 
appear ready to begin the math sequence required for the STEM pathway they hope to enter?” 
If the answer is unclear, the score should prompt closer review.  A reasonable policy should 
follow these principles: 

a. Use scores to check readiness, not to rank students.​
The purpose is not to sort applicants by small score differences. The purpose is to assess 
whether the student has the math preparation needed for the intended STEM pathway. 



 

b. Do not use a low score as an automatic rejection.​
A low score should trigger careful review of the full record, including grades, math courses 
taken, school offerings, hardship, and evidence of achievement despite limited opportunity. 

c. Treat strong scores as meaningful evidence.​
A strong math score may show readiness that is not obvious from the transcript, especially for 
students from schools with fewer resources, advanced courses or stricter grading practices. 

d. Connect readiness concerns to real support options.​
If a score raises concerns, the question should not be only “admit or deny.” Campuses should 
also consider placement, advising, summer bridge programs, preparatory coursework, or 
alternative starting pathways that give the student a better chance to succeed. 

e. Do not overread small differences among strong scores.​
Once a student has demonstrated adequate math readiness, small differences between strong 
scores should matter little, if at all. 

f. Review the policy regularly.​
Campuses should track whether the use of scores improves placement, persistence, and 
success in STEM courses, and whether the policy is being applied fairly across schools and 
student groups. 

6. Why can’t UC just use high-school grades and the courses listed on the transcript?  

Grades and transcripts are important pieces of information, but they are often not comparable 
across schools. The UCSD report states: “Grades achieved in high school math classes are 
not helping UC to evaluate math skills…. While there are some differences between those 
who need preparatory courses and those who do not … the difference in high school math 
grade averages is very small, often less than one-tenth of a grade point. The correlation 
between the average math grade and the placement result is only around 0.25 on a scale of 0 
to 1.”  

For example, in 2024, over 25% of the students enrolled in Math 2 had a math grade average 
of 4.0 – this is a course intended to fill the gaps in elementary and middle-school mathematics.  

The UCSD report also recommends: “BOARS should investigate the wide variation in grading 
standards across California high schools and develop a systemwide response to ensure greater 
consistency and comparability in academic evaluation.”  

7.  Could the decline in math preparation just be a pandemic effect? 

The pandemic likely worsened overall student preparation, but the policy question is not 
primarily about identifying a single cause of the decline. The question is whether UC can 
determine, at the point of admission, whether intended STEM students have the basic 
mathematical fluency needed for UC STEM coursework. 

https://senate.ucsd.edu/media/740347/sawg-report-on-admissions-review-docs.pdf
https://senate.ucsd.edu/media/740347/sawg-report-on-admissions-review-docs.pdf


 

The available evidence suggests that the pandemic is not the whole explanation. More 
importantly, UC STEM courses require a minimum level of arithmetic, algebraic, and quantitative 
fluency regardless of why some students lack that preparation. 

Reinstating SAT/ACT consideration would give UC a common readiness signal before 
admission. It may also help address broader preparedness problems by restoring accountability 
for the mathematical fluency students need before entering UC STEM pathways. 

8. Why do you want mandatory SAT/ACT instead of being optional? 

This is discussed in Section 6 of the Academic Council’s Standardized Testing Task Force 
(STTF) final report. Test-optional policies do not produce a uniform readiness signal. A missing 
score can mean many different things: the student did not test, tested but chose not to submit, 
lacked access, or received a score the student believed would weaken the application. Because 
admissions readers are generally instructed not to treat missing scores as negative evidence, 
optional testing cannot reliably identify applicants who may need substantial mathematical 
preparation before entering STEM coursework. A required score, interpreted in context, is more 
informative and more equitable than a signal available only for some applicants.  

9. Why do you want the SAT/ACT instead of some other test?  

The SAT and ACT tests are already widely available and nationally normed. The correlation 
between SAT/ACT scores and first-year university performance is well documented, especially 
when the scores are combined with other data.  

The STTF report in 2020 recommended that UC create its own test. Recommendation 6 was to 
“Develop a new assessment that will be continuously accessible to students and that will assess 
a broader array of student learning and capabilities than any of the currently available tests.” 
The report estimated that it would take 9 years and $100-150 million to develop and implement 
such a test. We are not aware of any progress on this. Developing a valid test and implementing 
it on a large scale is very expensive and time consuming, and it would also take years to 
develop the correlation between a new test and university performance. The problem is urgent 
enough that UC should not wait years for an unproven replacement assessment.  

 
A UC-developed test would also raise implementation questions: Would out-of-state and 
international applicants need to take it? Many California students already take the SAT or ACT. 
Would they be asked to take yet another exam?  

10. Why not use AP Precalculus, AP Calculus, AP Statistics, or IB scores instead? 

AP and IB scores are useful when available, but many students do not have equal access to AP 
or IB courses. They also arrive too late for some admissions timelines, and not all STEM 
applicants take the same AP or IB subjects. SAT/ACT scores are more broadly available and 
can provide a common signal across applicants.  

https://senate.universityofcalifornia.edu/_files/underreview/sttf-report.pdf
https://satsuite.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/national-sat-validity-study.pdf
https://senate.universityofcalifornia.edu/_files/underreview/sttf-report.pdf


 

11. Why isn’t the Smarter Balanced test enough?  

This is discussed in Section 6 of the STTF report. The Smarter Balanced test, which is given in 
11th grade, is a K–12 accountability assessment and doesn’t adequately test the mathematical 
preparation needed for university STEM classes. It is also not universal for all UC applicants, 
especially out-of-state and international applicants.  
 

12. The UCOP issued a report "Expanding Opportunity: Chemistry, Math, and the 
Future of STEM at UC”.  How does it compare with what you are saying?   

The 2025 UCOP report frames the problem primarily as one of equitable STEM access and 
persistence, saying that gateway math and chemistry courses can become “gatekeepers”.  
The report puts an emphasis on reducing DFW rates (i.e. failure rates) by redesigning 
gateway classes, expanding support and scaling inclusive pedagogy.  According to the 
summary of the report, “Equity in access must be matched by equity in outcomes’’ (Section 5, 
p. 26). 

 
We believe that expanding access to STEM is important, but to do it effectively one needs 
honest math-readiness standards before admission so that entering students have a viable path 
to completion. This requires identifying unequal starting points and providing appropriate support 
to ensure that students complete meaningful degrees. UC should work within California's Master 
Plan for Higher Education, not outside of it. 

13. Isn’t this proposal inequitable?  

Using test scores mechanically or without context may be inequitable.  But admitting students 
into STEM pathways without reliable evidence that they are prepared for the required 
coursework is worse; it offers the appearance of access while putting students on a path to 
failure.  The goal should be real opportunity: placing students where they can succeed now, and 
expanding the preparation and support needed for more students to succeed in STEM. 

14. Would this disadvantage students from under-resourced schools?  

It could, if scores were used mechanically. That is not the proposal. A good admissions process 
should ask what opportunities a student actually had, including school resources, course 
availability, hardship, and achievement relative to context.  

Eliminating common readiness signals does not eliminate inequality; it can hide it until after 
enrollment, when students discover that they are underprepared for the courses required by 
their intended major. A required score, interpreted in context, can help UC identify both talent 
and preparation gaps more honestly.  

https://senate.universityofcalifornia.edu/_files/underreview/sttf-report.pdf
https://www.ucop.edu/institutional-research-academic-planning/_files/expanding-opportunity-chemistry-math-and-future-of-stem-at-uc.pdf
https://www.library.ca.gov/crb/quick-hits/uc-history/master-plan/
https://www.library.ca.gov/crb/quick-hits/uc-history/master-plan/


 

15. Does test preparation make the SAT/ACT unfair?  

The effects of test preparation are debated. In the past, paid tutoring and test-prep services may 
have provided significant advantages. Currently, excellent free preparation resources are widely 
available. For example, Khan Academy provides official SAT practice and UCSD offers a free 
digital SAT workbook. The College Board provides fee waivers for eligible students. Some 
states, such as Michigan, also offer school-day SAT testing at no cost to students; California 
could adopt a similar approach.  

The purpose of considering SAT/ACT scores is not to reward applicants with the highest scores 
or to make scores decisive in admissions. Scores should be interpreted in context, alongside 
grades, coursework, school resources, hardship, and other evidence. They could, for example, 
mitigate lower GPA in schools with stricter grading standards. Most importantly, a very low math 
score can provide relevant information that a student may lack the preparation needed for 
mathematically sequenced UC coursework, especially in STEM fields.  

16. Is the math SAT technically biased against underrepresented minority groups?  

“Technical bias” usually means that a test question or score has different predictive meaning for 
different demographic groups after controlling for relevant academic preparation. That is 
different from the existence of group score gaps, which can reflect unequal educational 
opportunities before college. Research has shown little technical bias in the math SAT 
questions. Regarding test preparation, see the previous question.  

17. What about the lack of calculators on the San Diego test?  

The point of the UCSD diagnostic was to test whether students had basic mathematical fluency 
and conceptual understanding. A calculator would not help with those skills and could obscure 
the very readiness issue the assessment was designed to measure. As an example, “Round 
the number 374518 to the nearest hundred” was answered incorrectly by 61% of test takers.  

18. Why did the UC system drop the SAT?  

UC’s move away from the SAT/ACT resulted from several overlapping factors, including the 
pandemic, litigation (the settlement agreement is now expired) and internal disagreement about 
the proper use of standardized tests.1 Whatever one thinks of that decision at the time, the 
present question is whether UC now has a reliable alternative way to assess mathematical 
readiness for STEM applicants. We are not aware of a current UC-wide alternative that provides 
the same kind of common mathematical-readiness signal.  

 

1 Berkeley CS Chair Jelani Nelson has assembled the videos from a critical UC Regents meeting 
where the issue was discussed. 
 

https://www.khanacademy.org/test-prep/v2-sat-math?lang=en
https://extendedstudies.ucsd.edu/getattachment/e5ddf1de-e285-49fa-ba50-c91d3b41c487/SAT-Workbook-Aug2025.pdf
https://publiccounsel.org/press-releases/milestone-settlement-in-higher-education-reached-between-students-and-university-of-california/
https://x.com/minilek/status/2014762188205130070


 

19. What universities have mandatory test requirements?  

As of May 2026, a number of universities have announced test-required policies for Fall 2026 or 
Fall 2027 applicants. These include MIT, Caltech, Stanford, Harvard, Yale, Dartmouth, Brown, 
Cornell, Penn, the University of Texas, Georgia Tech and Ohio State. MIT posted its 
justification. 

 
20. What is the difference between test-optional, test-blind, and test-required? Which 
other universities are test-blind?  

Test-optional means applicants may submit scores, but are not required to do so. Test-blind 
means scores are not considered even if submitted. Test-required means applicants must 
submit a score, though the score can still be interpreted in context. The major colleges that were 
test-blind for applications for Fall 2026 admission besides the UC system, were the University of 
Washington system, the Cal State system, Reed College, Pitzer College and the University of 
San Diego. 

21. Does “faculty oversight” mean that STEM faculty will read every application?  

No. Faculty oversight does not mean that professors manually rank individual files. Instead, it 
means that faculty set the academic standards and readiness signals required for STEM 
success, specific to each campus. 

22. Doesn’t the faculty already exercise oversight of admissions through various 
campus-level committees, such as Berkeley’s AEPE or San Diego’s CoA?  
 
Based on anecdotal evidence, the UC admissions have been an opaque process for faculty 
overseers. This is despite the fact that Regents Bylaw 40.1 explicitly states that “The Academic 
Senate, subject to the approval of the Board, shall determine the conditions of admission...”  
 
If faculty are responsible for ensuring that admitted students can succeed in math-intensive 
majors, then faculty must have meaningful visibility into, and oversight over, the admissions 
criteria that determine who enters those pathways.  
 
To quote from the UCSD report, “To address the ongoing crisis in student preparedness, CoA 
must move beyond a primarily reactive review role toward a more proactive policy-setting, 
evaluative, and coordinating function.  Its work should ensure alignment with UC systemwise 
practices, strengthen accountability, and advance the University’s mission of academic 
excellence and social mobility.  Similarly, admissions staff should seek pre-approval for changes 
in admission standards or processes that could materially alter who is admitted and the 
admission rate for individual high schools.” 

 

https://mitadmissions.org/blogs/entry/we-are-reinstating-our-sat-act-requirement-for-future-admissions-cycles/
https://regents.universityofcalifornia.edu/governance/bylaws/bl40.html


 

 


