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WHAT IS  HOLISTIC
REVIEW?

With knowledge and intention, graduate
educators can employ holistic review
admissions methods that are equitable
and inclusive for all applicants. This
requires a rethinking of not only
admissions, but outreach and
recruitment as well. Holistic review, also
called 'whole file' or 'comprehensive
review,' refers to the in-depth
consideration and contextualization of
quantitative and qualitative metrics.
Examples of these metrics may include
coursework, research experience,
contribution to diversity and personal
motivations, values and experiences.
When applying holistic review it is critical
to contextualize metrics and avoid
applying specific criteria, such as overall
GPA or test scores, as cutoff points,
which can prematurely eliminate
deserving applicants from consideration.
Incorporating holistic review calls for
admissions faculty to predetermine a
common set of criteria, participate in
admissions training and employ rubrics
to maintain consistent and equitable
admissions outcomes.
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Across the U.S. higher education administrators and faculty are leading initiatives
that focus on increasing faculty diversity. At the same time, undergraduate student
populations are becoming increasingly diverse. Although graduate study is a
significant part of the pipeline to becoming a faculty member, graduate education
and admissions specifically, have received far less attention. 

In 2020 social inequality and access to resources manifested nationally with the
likelihood of people of color more likely to catch COVID-19. Moreover, racial injustice
exposed the extent that black and brown people experience policing and other
forms of institutional racism. Students, staff and faculty alike have pondered, "What
can one do to foster social justice in academia?"

Demographic forecasts detail a significantly changing US population by 2050. In
California, public colleges and universities are already enrolling substantial numbers
of college students who are historically underrepresented in higher education. The
Alliance for Multi-campus, Inclusive Graduate Admissions (AMIGA) project is focused
on  supporting holistic  graduate admissions to build a faculty pipeline and increase
access to graduate education.

To that end, the AMIGA project values equitable and inclusive holistic review
methods for graduate admissions that potentially increases the number of students
in graduate school who are first generation college, from underserved communities
or are historically underrepresented. It is only with attention to equitable and
inclusive methods that institutions can achieve their goals of increasing faculty
diversity and preparing the brightest minds to tackle society’s most intractable
problems.

WHY AMIGA?
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https://www.projectamiga.org/


The mission of the University of California (UC) is to serve society as a center of
higher learning, providing long-term societal benefits through transmitting
advanced knowledge, discovering new knowledge, and functioning as an active
working repository of organized knowledge. The 2006 UC Statement on Diversity,
recognizes that, “[t]he diversity of the people of California has been the source of
innovative ideas and creative accomplishments throughout the state’s history into the
present” and that in order to serve its core mission, UC, “must seek to achieve diversity
among its student bodies and among its employees.” The UC Statement on
Diversity defines diversity as “the variety of personal experiences, values, and
worldviews that arise from differences of culture and circumstance. Such differences
include race, ethnicity, gender, age, religion, language, abilities/disabilities, sexual
orientation, gender identity, socioeconomic status, and geographic region, and more."
Employing equitable and inclusive holistic review practices serves to remove barriers to
the recruitment, retention, and advancement of talented students from historically
underrepresented groups and support cohorts that are more likely to reflect the
diversity of California and our changing U.S. population.

The UC campuses must comply with the California Constitution which prohibits
consideration of race, ethnicity and gender in the public university. However, it is
permissible in Graduate admissions processes to consider applicants’ potential to
contribute to diversity and equal opportunity through their background, experience and
potential for leadership in diversifying their field. The UC Guidelines For Addressing Race
and Gender Equity in Academic Programs in Compliance with Proposition 209 provide a
roadmap: "Departments can approach the selection process in terms of building a
cohort that will enhance the breadth of interests, experiences, and perspectives in the
department. Departments can consider a wide variety of indicators in the evaluation of
candidates, including potential for leadership and significant life experiences, rather
than admitting students solely on a narrow range of traditional indicators." A greater
emphasis on applicant interests and  experiences will lead to equitable and inclusive
selection practices contributing not only to student success, but the academic
excellence of student cohorts.

THE UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA
COMMITMENT TO DIVERSITY
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Discipline specific skills – In context, weigh whether an applicant's ability to
take specific courses may be affected by other factors other than choice (e.g., a
particular public institution may not offer Latin or Greek language study).
Diversity – Discuss and consider how contribution/s to diversity will be valued
and evaluated. Also, consider unique perspectives that students with diverse
backgrounds contribute to the graduate experience.
GPA – Contextualize the GPA by supporting evaluation with factors that may
have been influential, such as a change of majors, personal circumstances or
limited access to particular coursework.
Recommendation letters – Consider the questions that faculty respond to for
recommendation letters. Be cognizant that unfamiliar faculty, programs or
institutions do not signal a less talented or prepared applicant.  
Research experience – Consider the type and depth of research experience in
the context of the undergraduate institution, availability of graduate preparation
programs, and necessity to work extensively to pay for college expenses.
Personal background – Background to possibly consider includes contribution
to diversity, obstacles overcome, first generation college, public college
attendance, grad prep program participation and “distance traveled,” (the
distance a person has traveled by "overcoming a lack of resources, family
structure or support, and discrimination of any kind," Craig 2017).
Standardized test scores – Consider the equitable use of scores, such as the
GRE, GMAT and others. If temporarily or permanently suspended, how might
corresponding skills be evaluated from the current application information?

Equitable and inclusive review requires fair, clear and consistent evaluation across
committee members. It can be accomplished broadly through faculty admission
training and the use of a scoring template that admissions committee members
develop and norm prior to application review. Discussing and finalizing selection
criteria and scoring method/s among colleagues is critical to achieving consensus
that supports validity and reliability. Consider the following issues to ensure  the
development of an equitable, inclusive and valid rubric for your graduate program.
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DEVELOPING A RUBRIC
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PROMISING PRACTICES FOR HOLISTIC  REVIEW

Add comprehensive graduate application information to the department
website. A successful holistic admission cycle begins with in-depth graduate
program and application information on program websites that do not assume
every prospective graduate student is knowledgeable about applying or
preparing for graduate school. Prior to the admissions cycle, review the graduate
program website for equitable and inclusive practices (e.g., clear expectations
for writing sample, requirements for specific courses or particular level of math
skills) and make changes accordingly.
Highlight diversity advocates. Identify and share on graduate program
websites a contact person (preferably a faculty member) who champions
graduate diversity for the program, in addition to providing contact information
for other graduate diversity professionals. By so doing, a graduate program
signals an internal commitment to a diverse graduate student body.
Review online application content. Review the electronic application to
identify the information required from each applicant. Work with the Graduate
Division to customize additional fields for a particular graduate program.
Consider consulting UC Guidelines For Addressing Race and Gender Equity in
Academic Programs in Compliance with Proposition 209.
Document existing practices. Consider the graduate admissions process that
occurred in the preceding admissions cycle. Ask the previous year's graduate
admissions chair to record and share the admissions process with the new
admissions chair so that faculty will have a starting point for the present cycle. 
Frame faculty discussions. Among program faculty and admissions committee
members discuss the connection between graduate admission decisions, the
future of the field and the academy as a whole. Research on the so-called
“pipeline problem” may be generative. However, these discussions must follow
governing guidelines and policies for a particular institution, e.g. in California,
these discussions cannot include race/ethnicity, gender and national origin.

BEFORE THE GRADUATE APPLICATION IS LIVE
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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Assemble admissions committees early. In order for admissions committee
members to participate in pre-admissions discussions and take advantage of
faculty development opportunities, graduate program leadership should identify
the new or continuing graduate admissions chairperson and admissions
committee members by the start of the fall quarter or semester.
Diversify your admissions committee. Depending on the number of
applications, consider involving more faculty, and possibly advanced graduate
students, in application review.  Advanced graduate students will acquire
essential professional development skills through participation. Also, include
faculty and graduate students from diverse backgrounds on the committee.
Identify a vice chair of admissions. If the continuing admission chair is in
their final year of graduate admissions service, securing a vice chair to support
and learn from the current admissions chair will facilitate a smooth and
transition of established holistic review practices in the next admissions cycle.
Review admissions data. Admissions committees should review graduate
program data for applications, enrollments and completions for previous years
to understand past outcomes and trends and to set goals for the current
admission cycle (e.g., defining admissions criteria, developing a rubric).
Review admissions resources. Review websites to identify broad and specific
tools and information that support equity, inclusion and social justice in
graduate admissions (e.g., AMIGA, the Inclusive Graduate Education Network,
and the AAMC Diversity and Inclusion Tool Kit).
Offer holistic review training. Faculty may not know what holistic review
entails. Strongly encourage admissions committee faculty to participate in
holistic review training provided by the university or led by knowledgeable
colleagues. 
Utilize a rubric. With faculty colleagues, develop a rubric (scoring template) for
the graduate admissions process. Identify key applicant preparation, interests,
and experiences and determine how they will be evaluated (e.g., high, medium,
low). They could include contribution to diversity, discipline specific skills,
research experience, perseverance, coursework preparation, and intellectual
curiosity. The admissions committee will apply the rubric to evaluate applicants'
materials. Consider using more than one rubric for different parts of the
admission process, e.g. a separate rubric for interviews.

EARLY IN THE ADMISSIONS CYCLE
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

https://www.projectamiga.org/
http://www.igenetwork.org/index.cfm
https://www.aamc.org/professional-development/affinity-groups/cfas/diversity-inclusion-toolkit/resources
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Review commonly used terms. Discuss terms that are commonly used to
understand an applicant’s background (e.g., diversity, first generation college, or
distance traveled), to establish common understandings across faculty who may
start with distinctly different reference bases.
Review application fields.  Locating and triangulating applicant information
(using multiple sources of application data to potentially support an applicant's
background) both reduces review time and supports identifying key skills and
backgrounds. Reviewers familiar with the application can, therefore, move
quickly from one page of the application to another. Also, knowing where to find
specific information supports equitable and inclusive practices by reviewing the
full file (e.g., taking into consideration an applicant's first generation status or by
understanding why an applicant had limited research experiences by reviewing
the résumé that demonstrated extensive work experience to pay for college).
Focus on skills, not test scores. Given the temporary or permanent waiver of
standardized test scores, identify the representative skills formerly associated
with test scores and determine alternative information to evaluate those skills.
Meet to norm the review process. Prior to reviewing current applications,
meet to confirm criteria among admissions and broader program faculty.  Norm
the review process by individually employing the developed rubric, guidelines for
its use and using sample applications from previous years for practice.  Gather
to discuss individual scores, negotiate differences and finalize methods. When
norming is used in admissions review, it results in a more consistent and
transparent review process across multiple reviewers.
Meet after initial review. Plan for the committee to meet following individual
scoring to discuss top applicants and to reach consensus. Committee members
can share impressions, scores of individual applicants and practice the give and
take that accompanies mutual decision making.

APPLICATION REVIEW AND ADMISSIONS COMMITTEE
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.



In the previous cycle, were there written procedures and instructions that
guided the admissions process?
Were there any changes recommended to the admissions process that support
equitable and inclusive practices? Outline them and think about the process of
implementing those changes. 
What are the official and unofficial policies regarding the use of standardized
test scores?
Identify the level of admissions experience of each committee member. Is a
committee member experienced, a newcomer or a mix of both? What
admissions training has each committee member participated in?
How many faculty members participated in last year’s application review?
How is the workload distributed among members of the committee?  
Outline the process of how the committee decides who to admit. Are there
specific predefined criteria the committee considers when admitting graduate
students?
What were the instructions given to the admissions committee previously? How
were the admissions instructions disseminated?

The following items assist both the admissions chair and committee members to
form shared knowledge and procedures with which to implement holistic review. By
taking stock of current admissions practices, the committee can then assess how
holistic review methods can be tailored for implementing a successful admissions
process that is both equitable and inclusive. 

Considerations for Admissions Chairs
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If you previously participated in the admission process, are there changes you
would recommend be implemented?
What are the criteria that are used to review applicant files? Do these address
the competencies needed to prepare and succeed in your graduate program?
Based upon the established selection criteria where will you look for this
information within an application?
Are you up to speed on current knowledge about graduate admissions, such as
how to norm a scoring template/rubric? 
Review the admissions instructions and procedures shared by the chair. Are you
comfortable with them or would you like additional information, such as implicit
bias modules or background on equitable and inclusive graduate admission
methods?
Do the admission instructions sufficiently prepare committee members to
review applications equitably? Consider how they may and may not prepare you.
What else do you need? 

Considerations for Admissions Committee Members
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FACULTY DEVELOPMENT 

Although it may be challenging to know where to begin when implementing an
equitable and inclusive admissions process, extending one's basic knowledge is a
good starting place.

Holistic Review: You're More than a Number
Holistic Review in Graduate Admissions

The Influence of Unconscious Bias
UCLA Equity, Diversity and Inclusion Implicit Bias Training

Noncognitive Measures for Higher Education Admissions
The Core Competencies for Entering Medical Students
The Role of Noncognitive  Constructs and Other Background Variables in
Graduate Education

An Effective Rubric Norming Process
IGEN and C-CIDE Rubric Design & Use

Social Justice Education in America
Teaching the Truth: Social Justice and Social Class in Graduate School
What Is Social Justice Education Anyway?

Holistic Review

Implicit Bias

Noncognitive Measures

Rubrics

Social Justice

https://students-residents.aamc.org/video/holistic-review-youre-more-number/
https://cgsnet.org/ckfinder/userfiles/files/CGS_HolisticReview_final_web.pdf
https://health.ucdavis.edu/facultydev/pdfs/search-materials/RisingAboveUnconsciousBias.pdf
https://equity.ucla.edu/know/implicit-bias/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/B9780080448947001779
https://students-residents.aamc.org/applying-medical-school/article/core-competencies/
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2333-8504.2011.tb02248.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2333-8504.2011.tb02248.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2333-8504.2011.tb02248.x
https://www.projectamiga.org/literature
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d5b14316611d5000180fd9e/t/5f9f7f08c73af0034bac89ec/1604288277542/Rubric+Design+and+Use.pdf
https://www.nas.org/reports/social-justice-education-in-america/full-report
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1084044
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2019/01/23/what-is-social-justice-education-anyway.html
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Immigrants Rising
UC Davis AB 540 and Undocumented Student Center
UC Davis Graduate Diversity Resources
UC Davis LGBTQIA Resource Center
UC Davis Student Disability Center
UC Davis STEM Faculty Resource Guide
UC Davis Women's Resources and Research Center
UCLA Bruin Resource Center 
UCLA Center for Accessible Education
UCLA Graduate Studies Diversity Resources
UCLA LGBTQ Campus Resource Center
UCLA Undocumented Student Program

 Underrepresented Students 

https://immigrantsrising.org/resource/overview-of-undocumented-students/
https://undocumented.ucdavis.edu/
https://grad.ucdavis.edu/about-us/priorities-initiatives/diversity
https://lgbtqia.ucdavis.edu/
https://sdc.ucdavis.edu/
https://tinyurl.com/ucd-equity
https://wrrc.ucdavis.edu/
https://www.brc.ucla.edu/
https://www.brc.ucla.edu/
https://www.cae.ucla.edu/
https://grad.ucla.edu/life-at-ucla/diversity/
https://www.lgbt.ucla.edu/
https://www.usp.ucla.edu/
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Visit the AMIGA website for in-depth holistic review resources.
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The AMIGA Project is generously funded by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation.  The
success of the Project is based on graduate faculty and Graduate Division collaborations
that includes humanities and humanistic social science fields at both UC Davis and
UCLA. Dr. Julie Posselt  (USC), project assessment lead and advisor, also contributes
invaluable advice and input.  Moreover, staff at both UC Davis and UCLA provide critical
support and vision. Finally, the AMIGA Project has supported multiple graduate students
that offer their talent, insights and time to all aspects of the Project.  Most recently, Karla
Rodriguez Beltran (UC Davis) and Aireale Rodgers (USC) have applied their considerable
skills to the AMIGA Holistic Review Toolkit and website, respectively, of which we are
deeply grateful. ~ Josephine Moreno

Please contact the AMIGA team at www.projectamiga.org/contact or by contacting
the AMIGA project leadership.
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