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The number one reason why I stayed in school really has to do with my background.  I 

come from a very humble background.  I was an immigrant to this country and I came 

with not a dime in my pocket, and so I have a very long term goal of being successful and 

a determination that comes along with that.  And so that’s why I stayed in school, 

because I know that education is my key out.  Education is my opportunity to really 

succeed and I know without it I really would not be valued in this country.  And I would 

not be able to use myself to my fullest potential.   

 

--Shameek Bose, Junior, Rutgers University 2003 
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Study Overview 

On June 23, 2003, the Supreme Court ruled on two affirmative action cases 

challenging the University of Michigan’s admissions policies.  The justices supported 

affirmative action in college admissions but voted against a too mechanical, racial 

“point” system.  These decisions ended a debate as to whether or not diversity as a goal in 

college admissions was of compelling state interest, and reinforced those admissions 

policies that took care to assess applicants from a more holistic approach. 

Many selective universities look towards broadening the number of admissions 

measures they use to assess applications.  However, they have had few alternative 

measures accepted by or used widely in college admissions, and no validated tool that 

could assess non-cognitive traits.    

The purpose of this study was to design and test the predictive ability of a new 

college admissions assessment tool.  The Bial Dale College Adaptability Index (BDI) 

could provide one more validated option for choosing students on the basis of a different 

dimension of talent not so strongly connected to race and socio-economic status.  The 

tool was designed to identify students with specific leadership traits that theoretically 

could predict their increased ability to persist in college and become active members of 

their campus communities. 

In 1999, The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation provided a $1.9 million grant to 

fund the study.  The grant supported the codification of a set of non-cognitive traits, the 

development of a scoring tool, the scoring of over 800 New York City public high school 

students, and the tracking of those students.  The grant also provided funds for incentive 

scholarships. 

The BDI was based on a successful evaluation strategy (developed for The Posse 

Foundation – a national youth leadership development and college access program) that 

identifies significant numbers of traditionally underrepresented students, and evaluates 

leadership and potential for achievement.   

The purpose of this study was to test how well the BDI could predict student 

success at moderately to highly selective universities.  The study looked at outcome 
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measures of persistence, involvement, and leadership on campus – and compared its 

effectiveness to that of The Posse Foundation’s. 

Two cohorts were scored over a period of two years (1999 and 2000).  These 

students were tracked throughout their college experience until the end of the study in 

June 2006.  A total of 837 students were scored.   

Analysis of the data shows that the BDI has promise in predicting three student 

attributes: persistence, ability to access resources, and ability to contribute to a campus 

community (leadership).  Most significantly, cross tabulation analysis showed that 

students with high BDI scores performed ‘better’ than students with low BDI scores.  In 

every group and for most variables measured, high BDI scorers outperformed low 

scorers.  This suggests that the BDI may act as another measure for college admissions 

officers in their aim to identify young people who are more likely to make a leadership 

contribution to a campus community and to persist in college.  The BDI has little 

correlation with the SAT.  Therefore, the BDI may be able to identify students who have 

the potential to succeed at selective institutions that the SAT might miss.   

In addition, this study found that Posse Scholars experience extraordinary success 

which suggests that the combined program effects of the Posse Program are tremendously 

valuable.  The findings in this study suggest the importance of further research and may 

help to provide greater options for college admissions officers as they work to admit 

students with diverse interests, diverse backgrounds, and diverse talents. 
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Significance of the Study and Background 

There is currently no widely used, validated college admissions tool that could 

expand an admissions officer’s ability to assess a nontraditional candidate and possibly 

work as a compliment or alterative to standardized academic tests.  This study concerns 

the design, application and initial evaluation of an alternative college admissions 

assessment instrument that might be able to help identify greater numbers of students 

from diverse backgrounds who could succeed in competitive college environments 

despite lower standardized test scores.  The premise for the study is the Posse Program, a 

successful youth leadership development and college support program that uses a non-

traditional assessment process to identify students from a diversity of backgrounds.  This 

study describes the codification of the new instrument and provides a preliminary 

overview of its effectiveness.   

This report shows initial findings after five years and looks closely at how the 

findings compare to the successes of the Posse Program.  The research is a first step in 

exploring the predictive ability of the BDI.  While the sample size is small and the 

correlation data limited, initial findings from the assessment of the new instrument 

suggest positive effects for several outcomes: persistence in college, tendency to access 

available resources, and contribution to a campus community (including involvement in 

leadership activities).  The findings also separately support the strength of the Posse 

Program. 

 

Possible Policy Significance 

Since the 2003 Supreme Court decision on affirmative action, there has been 

increased interest in the development of additional, validated, holistic admissions 

measures and tools that can help institutions of higher education to more thoroughly and 

comprehensively assess their applicants.  Such tools could help these institutions to 

continue to identify and admit students from a diversity of backgrounds.  This is true 

especially for the larger colleges and universities where an individually tailored and 

qualitative individual assessment for every applicant is more difficult.   
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This study did not set out to find a replacement for the SAT, nor does it suggest in 

any sense that such tests do not have value.  However, another assessment tool, if proven 

to be effective in identifying student traits that indicate likelihood of success in college, 

will only increase the ability of admissions officers to make sound and more well-

rounded judgments about their applicants – especially if combined with other proven 

measures and predictors for success.  It may be impossible to devise a test that can 

identify young people who make up in diligence what they lack in test taking ability.  But 

there are non-cognitive traits that, if codified and set to measures, might be able to find 

that young person with great potential who is missed by the traditional assessment tools.  

If the tool refined for this study proves to be effective, it can help more young people 

from every background compete for admission to selective institutions of higher 

education. 
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Population and Methodology 

 The traits the BDI tool was designed to identify include: leadership/initiative; 

communication; quality of thinking; and negotiation/collaboration.  Raters were trained 

to score students using the tool.  The tool is not a paper and pencil test but a tool used in 

an observational setting.  The setting is based on The Posse Foundation’s unique 

assessment process for candidates and mirrors the activities used in their large group 

interview.  The Educational Testing Service (ETS) helped design the tool itself which 

uses a scoring system from 0 to 5. 

The students in our sample were all New York City high school seniors applying 

to college through The Posse Foundation in 1999 and 2000.  These students were 

especially attractive as a sample group because they most closely represented a 

generalized population of urban, public high school students from diverse backgrounds 

with lower than average SAT scores for selective to highly selective institutions of higher 

education.  These were students who, for the most part, would not show up on the radar 

screens of selective colleges and universities.  We secured permission from The Posse 

Foundation to use their applicant pool for the study.  Posse allowed BDI raters to observe 

and score their candidates.  

 Eight moderately to highly selective colleges and universities participated in the 

study.  Each institution agreed to admit students using the BDI score as a significant 

admissions indicator.  Each of these schools also provided annual micro data for their 

entire student bodies.   

 The BDI was tested over two years (1999 and 2000) on an original 837 

students (488 in year one and 349 in year two).  The charts in this paper represent a total 

of 568 students who responded to the survey (66 percent of the original cohort).  The 

survey was designed by Mathematica Policy Research (MPR). MPR also tracked the 

students throughout their entire time in college.   

 The sample students were divided into four comparison groups: high scoring 

students who received a small incentive scholarship to participate in a partnering college 

or university (N=43); similar students who did not receive a scholarship to participate in a 

partnering college or university (N=106); low scoring students (N=348); and finally 

Posse Scholars (N=71). 
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Overview of Findings 

Of the relationships investigated in this study that proved related to BDI scores, 

we found that the BDI has promise in predicting three important student attributes in 

college: persistence, ability to access resources, and ability to contribute to a campus 

community (leadership).  

Over a period of two years (1999 and 2000), we scored 837 students, 488 the first 

year and 349 the second year.  Both cohorts of students participated in this study through 

June of 2005.  The findings in this report represent data obtained from surveying each 

cohort and include four-year graduation rates.  For some of our findings our sample size 

is not big enough to draw statistical significance from our data because the cell size of 

some of our relational groups is small.  Correlation data are affected by several factors 

including selection, the small sample size, the restriction in range – or the limited range 

of our outcome variables; and outside influence on the sample.   However, cross 

tabulation suggests despite the correlation data, that the BDI is worth continued study and 

may have predictive ability.  It is important to note that the BDI has very little correlation 

with the SAT (.1184).  Therefore, the BDI may be able to identify students who have the 

potential to succeed at selective institutions that the SAT might miss. 

We had originally designed the tool in order to identify students with greater 

ability to overcome obstacles.  We thought that students who could communicate more 

effectively, who could negotiate conflict, who could collaborate with others well – would 

be more likely to persevere in college.  Since high school students are prepared for 

college at widely varying levels, we thought identifying students with these traits would 

be helpful to admissions officers who were looking for highly motivated students.  This 

could assist a student, for example, who was applying to a selective college but went to a 

poorly performing high school.  We know that for some freshmen, the academic learning 

curve during the first year in college is much steeper than for others.  The students more 

likely to “persist” might be the students who demonstrate these traits. 

The statistical analyses show that the BDI has promise in predicting three major 

student traits: 

1. persistence, 

2. ability to access resources,  
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3. ability to contribute to a campus community/leadership. 

Persistence is defined as re-enrollment each year in college.  A student who 

returns after freshman year for her sophomore year, for example, is considered having 

“persisted”.    Ability to Access Resources refers to how a student made use of resources 

available on campus.  We look specifically at how often a student visited her professors 

during office hours, how often a student used a mentor, how often a student made use of 

peer study groups, and how often a student asked her friends for help with class work.  

Ability to Contribute to a Campus Community/Leadership includes a range of activities 

that illustrates a student’s involvement on campus.  Specifically, we looked at the number 

of leadership activities a student is involved in on campus and the number of activities a 

student participated in but did not have a leadership role.  We also looked for academic 

leadership.  Here we looked at class participation, which we defined as the average 

number of times a student raises her hand in class; and we looked at how often a student 

sat in the front of her class.  We examined outcomes for different definitions of a “high” 

score for the BDI to see if the outcomes changed.  Overall, we found that the higher the 

BDI score, the stronger the outcome. 

Most significantly, we noticed that a “high” BDI score made a difference in 

outcome within most relational groups.  High scoring Posse Scholars did better than low 

scoring Posse Scholars.  High scoring students, with no BDI scholarship, did better than 

low scoring students with no BDI scholarship.  When we identified the high score as 

 ≥ 110, we found the above to be true.  However, when we identified the high score as 

115 our findings were even stronger.  When we identified the high score as 120, the 

outcome statistics increased in their importance, however our cell size became so much 

smaller that this conclusion is hard to substantiate.   

In general, we found that Posse Scholars persisted at a higher rate than most of the 

students in our comparison groups.  In most cases, this was true whether or not Posse 

Scholars had a high or low BDI score and suggests that the combined program effects of 

Posse (the selection, the cohort model, the scholarship, the training and five year on-

going support services) are powerful in the success of the Scholars.  Posse Scholars sat in 

front of their classrooms more than any other group, and Posse Scholars participated in or 

lead activities on campus more than any other group.   
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Following Posse Scholars, we found that students who scored the highest on the 

BDI were the students who had the greatest persistence among the groups in our sample.  

They were also the students, along with Posse Scholars, who accessed resources most 

often and who became most involved in contributing to their campus communities.  The 

high scoring BDI students who were awarded an annual scholarship to attend one of our 

participating universities, did somewhat better than the high scoring BDI students who 

did not win an annual scholarship.  For this reason, we think the scholarship had some 

program effect.  We also understand that the quality of the participating universities and 

colleges probably had some program effect.  These institutions retain their students at 

higher rates than less selective colleges and universities. 
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Statistical Significance and Validity of the Test: 

Correlations: 

 Regression analysis showed that for most of the relationships between the BDI 

and its outcomes, the data were statistically weak.  The following table shows the 

correlation coefficients for each of the outcome variables. 

 120+ 115+ 110+ Total Score 

Peer Study Groups .16 .25 .21 .21 

Access Friends .08 .13 .13 .16 

Access Professor .09 .14 .13 .22 

Access Mentor .01 .03 .03 -.01 

Access Academic Resources .03 .05 .05 -.09 

Sat in Front of Class .01 .07 .08 .10 

Any Leadership Activity .10 .11 .12 .15 

Participation in Class .11 .13 .11 .19 

# Activities Lead or Participated In .15 .18 .16 .09 

Any Lead or Participation Avg. .11 .11 .08 .13 

# Leadership Activities .11 .11 .08 .13 

 *Note that the access mentor/resources coefficients for the relationship between 

total score and accessing resources were negative.  (The negative value means that higher 

scores are associated with a lower likelihood of accessing resources.)   Our interpretation 

here is that students who are struggling academically may be more likely to access 

resources than students who are not struggling.   

 The correlation data ranged from coefficients of -.09 to .25.  The highest of these 

correlations were related to accessing peer study groups and involvement in leadership 

activities on campus.  This is where the cross tabulation was most significant as well. 

 The following pages discuss the cross tabulation analyses.  The correlation 

analysis only allowed us to test whether the relationships were linear.  The cross 

tabulation analysis allowed us to examine several variables at a time.  We focus on the 

score of ≥ 110 as representative of the general trends in outcome for each of these three 

scores.     
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Cross Tabulation Analyses 

Persistence and Graduation Rates: 

We found that high scoring students, in all relational groups, persisted and 

graduated at rates higher than traditional admissions measures might have predicted and 

higher than low BDI scoring students.   We obtained graduation and persistence data 

from three sources: the survey, the micro data provided by participating colleges, and The 

Posse Foundation.   

Survey data showed that high scoring Posse Scholars had the highest first to 

second year persistence rate at 92%, BDI scholarship winners persisted at 84%, low 

scoring Posse Scholars persisted at 82%.  High scoring non-scholarship winners persisted 

from first to second year at 78% while low-scoring non-scholarship winners persisted at 

74%.  High scoring Posse Scholars had the highest four-year graduation rate at 84%, low 

scoring Posse Scholars closely followed at 81%.  BDI scholarship winners graduated in 

four years at 74%, high scoring non-scholarship winners graduated at 69%, while low-

scoring non-scholarship winners graduated at 49%.   

   

 Graduation Rates for Survey Respondents: 

BDI Scholarship Winners 74% 

High Scoring Posse Scholars ≥110  84% 

Low Scoring Posse Scholars <110 81% 

High Scoring Non-Posse, Non-BDI Students ≥110 69% 

Low Scoring Non-Posse, Non-BDI Students <110 49% 

 

Accessing Peer Study Groups for Academic Help 

Overall, high scoring students accessed peer study groups more than low scoring 

students.  BDI scholarship winners (BDI ≥110) accessed peer study groups for an average 

of 2.72 of their classes.  High scoring Posse Scholars accessed peer study groups for an 

average of 2.73 of their classes.  High scoring BDI students with no BDI scholarship 

accessed peer study groups for an average of 2.11 of their classes.  Low scoring Posse 

students accessed peer study groups for an average of 1.98 of their classes.  Finally, low 

scoring BDI students accessed peer study groups for an average of only 1.62 of their 
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classes. (Posse Scholars combined accessed peer study groups for an average of 2.26 of 

their classes.) 

 

The following chart shows the average number of classes students accessed peer 

resources (BDI ≥110).  
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Accessing the Professor during Office Hours for Academic Assistance 

In general, high scoring students accessed their professors more than low scoring 

students.  High scoring BDI scholarship winners accessed their professors, for an average 

of 3.7 of their classes.  High scoring Posse Scholars accessed their professors for an 

average of 3.67 of their classes.  Low scoring Posse Scholars accessed their professors for 

an average of 3.12 of their classes.  (Posse Scholars combined: 3.33.)  High scoring BDI 

students with no scholarship accessed their professors for an average of 2.82 of their 

classes.  And finally, low scoring BDI students accessed their professors for an average 

of 2.51 of their classes.   
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The following chart shows the average number of classes for which students 

accessed their professors during office hours.  BDI ≥110. 
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Using Friends for Academic Help 

Again we found that students with the highest scores on the BDI used this 

resource more than students with the lowest scores.  High-scoring BDI scholarship 

winners accessed their friends for an average of 3.11 classes.  High scoring Posse 

Scholars did so for an average of 2.83.  High scoring non-scholarship winners accessed 

their friends for an average of 2.49 classes.  Low scoring Posse scholars accessed their 

friends for an average of 2.23 classes while low scoring non-scholarship winners 

accessed their friends, on average, for 2.04 classes.  (Posse Scholars combined: 2.46.)    
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The following chart shows the average number of classes for which students 

accessed their friends (BDI ≥110).   
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The outcomes on accessing resources showed that high scoring students were 

more likely to approach their professors, access peer study groups, and ask their friends 

for help – which are items that could be connected to persistence.  In other words, high 

scoring students showed a greater inclination towards adaptability.  The fact that they 

joined peer study groups, felt comfortable talking to their professors and using their 

friends for support, also indicates their ability to build anchors and utilize resources for 

themselves in college.  These traits might make a significant difference in both a 

student’s likelihood of persisting as well as a student’s likelihood of becoming an 

integrated member of the campus community. 

In general, we found that students with 110 and above accessed academic 

resources more frequently than students with scores below 110.  We believe that a 

student, who is more likely to access resources, is more likely to persist.  This student 

may use support resources, such as getting help from friends, to overcome academic or 

social obstacles and as a result be more likely to adjust to a new community or 

environment better than a student who does not or can not access these resources.   
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When we looked at students who scored above and below 115, the same findings 

were true but with greater emphasis.  In general, students with 115 and above accessed 

resources more frequently than students with 114 or below.   

In summary, of all the groups, high scoring students were most inclined to access 

academic resources.  High scoring students accessed peer study groups, their professors, 

and their friends more than low scoring students.  Posse Scholars seemed to perform 

especially well, whether of not they had high or low scores.  There are numerous program 

effects that could not be controlled for with Posse Scholars such as the pre-collegiate 

training program they receive, the assignment of mentors, staff support, and major 

scholarship assistance.  However, regardless of the program effects for Posse Scholars, 

we found that high scoring students consistently made more use of available resources 

than low scoring students.  These outcomes show that the BDI may help to indicate 

students who are more likely to build academic support networks for themselves on 

campus and therefore be more likely to persist and succeed in college.   
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 Ability to Contribute to a Campus Community/Leadership  

Ability to Contribute to a Campus Community includes a range of activities that 

illustrates a student’s involvement on campus.  Specifically, we looked at the total types 

of activities lead or participated in the fourth year in college.  We looked at the number of 

leadership activities a student is involved in on campus.  We also looked for academic 

leadership.  Here we looked at class participation which we defined by the average 

number of times a student raises her hand in class; and we looked at how often a student 

sat in the front of her class. 

The most striking outcome was the number of activities in which students were 

involved their fourth year in college.  Overall, high scoring BDI students participated in 

many more activities than low scoring students.  Posse Scholars sat in the front of their 

classes more often than any other student, but, high scoring BDI scholarship winners and 

high scoring BDI students with no scholarship showed greater participation rates than 

low-scoring Posse Scholars in their classes.   

 

Campus Community Involvement and Leadership 

 

We asked students to identify the activities in which they participated during their 

first and fourth years in college and also the activities in which they played a leadership 

role.  We found that high scoring BDI students overall participate much more frequently 

than low scoring BDI students.   

Overall, Posse Scholars, as a group, participated in or led more activities on 

average than any comparison group at an average of 3.71.  BDI winners participated in or 

led an average number of 3.02 activities.  High scoring non-BDI students averaged 3.09 

activities, while low scoring non-BDI students averaged 2.34 activities.  
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The following chart shows the average number of activities in which students 

participated or led their senior year (BDI ≥ 110).   
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Average Number of Activities Participated in but No Leadership Role 

 
We looked at the average number of activities the students participated in but had 

no leadership role.  In every group, we found that high scoring students participated in 

more activities than low scoring students.  Posse Scholars participated in a greater 

number of activities on average than every other student group.  With the high score 

identified as ≥ 110, high scoring Posse Scholars participated in an average of 2.23 

activities.  Low scoring Posse Scholars participated in an average of 1.96 activities.  High 

scoring BDI students with no scholarship participated in an average of 1.63 activities 

while high scoring BDI students with scholarships participated in an average of 1.43 

activities.  Low scoring BDI students participated in an average of 1.27 activities.  

Whether we identified the high BDI score at 120, 115 or 110, our group outcomes fell 

into the same pattern.  Posse Scholars were the most engaged.  High scoring BDI students 

with no scholarship were the next most engaged; then high scoring BDI scholarship 

winners and finally low scoring BDI students with no scholarship.  We suspect the 
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comfort level of the students who were able to select their own college attributed to their 

becoming a bit more engaged in their campus communities.  However, we see the BDI as 

having the potential to identify students who are more likely to become engaged on their 

campuses. 

 

The following chart shows the average number of activities in which students 

participated in their senior year (BDI ≥ 110).   
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Leadership Role in Campus Activities 

 

Our survey queried students on the various activities in which they took on a 

leadership role.  We asked the students surveyed about the different types of activities 

they might have led.  Then we added up the number of different types of activities they 

led.  In general, high scorers participated in more leadership activities than low scorers.  

When we defined the high score as 110, BDI winners and Posse Scholars reported 

leading the greatest number of activities at a rate of 1.6 per year.  High scoring BDI 

students with no scholarships averaged 1.41 leadership activities.  Low scoring BDI 

students averaged 1.01 leadership activities.    
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The following chart shows the average number of activities in which students were 

leaders their senior year (BDI ≥ 110).   
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Academic Leadership/Sat in Front of Class 

 

We asked each student surveyed to list the courses she took during the year.  For 

each course listed, we asked students to record where they sat in the room.  We were 

curious about this criterion because we believed that students who sat in the front might 

be more “engaged” than those who might sit in the back of the room.  We found that 

Posse Scholars sat in the front of their classrooms more often than the other student 

groups in this study.  High scoring Posse Scholars sat in the front of their classrooms for 

71% of their classes.  Low scoring Posse Scholars sat in the front of their classrooms for 

68% of their classes.  We expected Posse Scholars to report the highest rate because 

Posse Scholars are instructed by the Posse Program to sit in the front of each of their 

classes.  High scoring BDI students with no scholarship reported sitting in the front of 

their classes for 60% of their classes.  High scoring BDI scholarship winners reported 
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sitting in the front of their classes for 56% of their courses – very similar to low scoring 

BDI students who reported sitting in the front of their classes at 57% of their courses.   

 

The following chart shows the average percent of classes for which students sat in 

the front (BDI ≥110).   
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Class Participation 

Our survey asked students about their levels of class participation.  We asked each 

student if she felt she participated “more”, “about the same”, or “less” than other students 

in each class.  We found that BDI winners and high scoring Posse Scholars participated 

more than any other group.  High scoring Posse Scholars reported participating more than 

others in 48% of their classes.  BDI scholarship winners reported participating more than 

others in 44% of their classes.  High scoring BDI students with no scholarship reported 

participating more than others in 40% of their classes (this is the same percentage as low 
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scoring Posse Scholars).  Low scoring BDI students with no scholarship reported 

participating more than others in 35% of their classes.   

The following chart demonstrates levels of class participation.  It shows the average 

number of classes students reported participating in more than the other students in 

the class. 
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The most significant findings in relation to contribution to campus community 

and leadership were that high scoring students overall contributed more academically and 

socially to the campus community than low scoring students.  They sat in the front of the 

class more than low scoring students.  They participated in class more than low scoring 

students.  They participated in more activities and led more activities than low scoring 

students. 

The BDI scores identified students with potential to become involved and lead.  

The high scoring students, whether or not they had a BDI scholarship, participated in and 

led more activities on average than the low scoring students.       

Posse Scholars participated in or led well over an average of three activities on 

campus no matter what they scored.  Since the Posse scholarship is a leadership 

scholarship based on the merit model, Posse Scholars know that they have won awards 
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for their outstanding leadership potential.  This outcome underscores the impact of the 

Posse Program on the students and the impact of the students on their campuses.   

These findings suggest that students with high BDI scores are more engaged and 

more interactive than other students and therefore may be more interesting to admissions 

officers looking for students who can make a difference at their colleges and universities 

and who can be more engaged and active students in the classroom.  In addition, students 

with these inclinations may be more likely to succeed and persist than students who are 

not as engaged, because they are more connected and committed to their campus 

communities. 
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 Race and the Impact of the BDI on Admissions   

 

One of the questions behind this study is can the BDI help address some of the 

diversity needs for selective and moderately selective institutions of higher education?  

The following looks at notable outcomes by race.   

Of the 837 students scored, 43% were black, 11% were white, 27% were 

Hispanic, and 11% were Asian.  Of the students who responded to the survey, 38% were 

black, 11% were white, 27% were Hispanic, and 12% were Asian.  The BDI did not 

equally represent race among its high scorers; however, race was more equitably 

represented for each group than it is in traditional measures.  Defining the high score as 

110, black students were represented at 36.5%, almost seven percentage points less than 

those represented in the total scored.  White students were represented at 16%, five 

percentage points higher than their representation in the overall number of students 

scored.  Hispanic students were represented at 23.5%, several percentage points lower 

than their 27% representation among total scored.  Asian students were represented at 

10.5%, a rate close to their numbers in the total scored.   

While we were disappointed in the distribution, we think the final racial 

percentages represented among the highest BDI scores may not be representative of 

outcomes had we performed the assessment with a random sample.  The white and Asian 

students who apply to The Posse Program are small in number and are atypical in that 

they are willing to consider themselves applicants for a diversity program often 

stereotyped as a “minority” program.  It is possible that these particular students are, by 

definition, less shy of racial stereotypes, less intimidated by new environments and thus 

show up more as high scorers on the BDI.   

Upon comparison of percentages of students from backgrounds of color 

represented by both the BDI and SAT, however, our outcomes do show that students 

from these backgrounds could be better represented in an incoming class if admissions 

officers used the BDI as a critical measure in their decision making process.  We were 

curious to know whether or not high scoring BDI students persisted at greater or lesser 

rates than high scoring SAT students and whether or not students with high BDI scores 

were more diverse than students with high SAT scores.  This outcome would be most 
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important when considering whether or not the BDI could help admissions officers admit 

students from a greater diversity of backgrounds than if they were using the SAT alone.   

We created a group that included the top 11.5 percent of our sample defined by 

SAT scores (those with scores above 1200 on the SAT) and created another group 

defined by the  top 11.5 percent of our sample group according to their BDI scores (of 

120 or greater.)  When we did this, we found a 91 percent persistence rate for the top 

SAT scoring students and a 93 percent persistence rate for the top BDI scoring students.  

These persistence rates are close – and were encouraging for several reasons.  First, that 

there is little correlation between SAT and BDI scores.  This finding suggested that 

students, who might not be identified by the SAT as admissible, could be identified by 

the BDI as admissible since we know they would have a certain likelihood of persisting.  

More significantly however, is what we noticed about the racial makeup of each of the 

groups.   

Thirty-three percent of the sampled students with 120 and higher on the BDI are 

black.  Twenty-three percent are Hispanic.  Only sixteen percent of the SAT student 

sample with scores of 1200 or above in this sample are black and only sixteen percent are 

Hispanic.  (Since not every student reported an SAT score, we only included students 

with reported SAT scores in order to have comparable samples.)  We assume there 

would be a considerable gain in the numbers of blacks and Hispanics admitted by 

selective college admissions officers if BDI scores were used instead of SAT scores.    

The value of admitting students who have strong leadership potential and come from a 

real diversity of backgrounds may also be quite valuable to admissions officers.   
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SAT Score 

>=1200 2 black Hispanic  

cumgpa  anylead2 totlead2  

if totsat>=1200 

      
Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev.       Min        Max 
-------- ------- ----------- -------------------------------- 
persist2 64 0.91 .2937848          0          1 
black 64 0.16 .3659625          0          1 
hispanic 64 0.16 .3659625          0          1 
cumgpa 60 3.25 .5349184       1.25        3.8 
Lead 
Activiy 64 0.39 .4917474          0          1 
# Activities 
lead 64 0.53 .8539126          0          3 
      

BDI Score >=120     

      
Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev.       Min        Max 
-------- ------- ----------- -------------------------------- 
persist2 61 0.93 .2495898          0          1 
black 61 0.33 .4733326          0          1 
hispanic 61 0.23 .4240064          0          1 
cumgpa 60 3.08 .5030584       1.75        3.8 
Lead 
Activiy 61 0.43 .498632            0          1 
# Activities 
lead 61 0.74 1.014916          0          4 

(source: Dale, 2.2.03) 
 

Our finding in this area suggests that using the BDI might not only enable college 

admissions officers to identify outstanding applicants who might not be identified by 

traditional admissions measures, but might help them to increase the numbers of students 

of color in their incoming classes.  (Further research with a random sample may help to 

illustrate this.) 

 

There are additional ways to think about how the BDI score could add value to 

traditional admissions processes.  Persistence and leadership contribution are clearly 

important traits to consider in the admissions process.  However, outcomes also show 

some relationship to grade point averages and success specifically for students of color. 

While for all races combined, the BDI only modestly improves ability to predict 

outcomes, it does predict stronger outcomes for African American students.  For 
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example, for all students in this sample SAT scores explain 9.6 percent of the variation in 

graduation rates.  The BDI score and SAT score together explain 10.8 percent of the 

variation in graduation rates.  For black students, SAT scores explain 8.2 percent of the 

variation in graduation rates.  SAT scores and BDI scores explain 12.7 percent of the 

variation in graduation rates.  Furthermore high scoring BDI students with lower SAT 

scores are graduating at similar rates to the general student population with higher SAT 

scores. See charts below. 

Relationship of BDI Score to 4-Year Graduation 

Rate After Controlling for SAT Scores

•Among at-large students with similar SAT 

scores, 68% graduation rate among high 

scorers vs. 53% graduation rate among low 

scorers
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Percentage Graduating in 4-Years, by Race 

and BDI Score (controlling for SAT Score)
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Relationship of BDI Score to GPA after 

controlling for SAT scores

•Among at-large students with similar SAT 

scores, GPA is 3.11 for high scoring BDI 

students, vs. 3.02 for low scoring BDI 

students
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GPA, by Race and BDI Score 

(controlling for SAT Score)
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BDI Students graduate at similar rates 

to the overall student body, in spite of 

much lower SAT scores

1218

1046

400

500

600

700

800

900

1000

1100

1200

1300

SAT Score

0.59 0.56

0.00

0.10

0.20

0.30

0.40

0.50

0.60

0.70

0.80

0.90

1.00

4 - Year

Graduation

Rate

BDI Students

Student Body

 



 

 30  

 

The Bial Dale College Adaptability Index may have predictive ability in 

indicating persistence, in indicating which students will connect themselves to more 

comprehensive academic support networks, and in identifying students who are more 

likely to engage in the campus community.  The high scoring students persist at higher 

rates than the low scoring students.  The high scoring students are involved in a greater 

number of campus activities and lead a greater number of activities on campus.  The high 

scoring students get help when they need it; talk to their professors more, and sit more 

often in the front of their classrooms.  They join clubs, start organizations, and run for 

office.  They integrate themselves into the existing communities on campus more readily.  

Even when they encounter obstacles, either social or academic, they stick it out. 

In addition, this study found that The Posse Program is a powerful mechanism for 

connecting outstanding young leaders from non-traditional backgrounds to outstanding 

institutions of higher education, and supporting them through to graduation.  Posse helps 

expand the pool from which selective colleges can confidently admit students and trains 

its participants to become experts at making the best possible use of existing campus 

resources, at promoting dialogue and at getting engaged in the campus community.  

While Posse Scholars are selected for their leadership potential and ambition to succeed, 

the comprehensive nature of the program seems to ensure breathtaking success rates and 

stories. 

The Bial Dale College Adaptability Index seems to have some promise in finding 

students who are motivated, who will persist, and who will work very hard to make the 

most of their college experience.  This is valuable to those concerned about issues of 

retention since this type of student (whether coming from an advantaged background or 

not) may be more likely to battle obstacles, resolve conflict and persevere.  It may 

eventually offer college admissions officers a more reliable way of assessing the non-

cognitive traits that could be helpful predictors for success for non-traditional students.  

Certainly the BDI can reach broader pools of students less likely to be identified through 

traditional screens.  The BDI may be one initiative in the long term that could assist 

institutions of higher education looking to expand the way they define merit and the way 

they admit their classes each year.   
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In addition, this study found that The Posse Program is a powerful mechanism for 

connecting outstanding young leaders from non-traditional backgrounds to outstanding 

institutions of higher education and supporting them through to graduation.  Posse helps 

expand the pool from which selective colleges can confidently admit students and trains 

its participants to become experts at making the best possible use of existing campus 

resources, at promoting dialogue and at getting engaged in the campus community.  

While Posse Scholars are selected for their leadership potential and ambition to succeed, 

the comprehensive nature of the program seems to ensure breathtaking success rates and 

stories. 

 

Conclusions, Implications and Recommendations for Further Study 

What is it that the more conventional college admissions measures miss that 

should be identified?  How do we continue to devise tools that can help colleges and 

universities meet the students who can slip through the cracks?  How can we find the 

young person who makes up in diligence what he lacks in test taking ability?  Further 

research may help to address these difficult dilemmas.  Even though there are some 

things that go beyond what any test can measure, we cannot give up trying to include 

those young people who fall outside traditional brackets. 

If holistic approaches are too difficult for large institutions of higher education to 

handle, they must still be careful not to fall back on or to rely too heavily on standardized 

tests which do not represent the various populations within our society equitably.  

Colleges and universities must either spend more money on individualized attention for 

each applicant or use tools like the BDI and programs like Posse to help broaden the way 

they assess their student candidates each year. 

The development of new and varied selection tools that admissions officers can 

use to more broadly and more holistically evaluate candidates is not a solution to the 

inequities that exist inherently in our society and for our students.  But it is important to 

pay attention to selection because it is during selection that admissions officers have an 

opportunity to identify alongside the traditional students, the non-traditional students who 

strive for excellence, or who will value the opportunity to learn, or who will make the 

most of a college education.  The most selective colleges and universities have an even 
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greater responsibility to pay attention to selection because it is from these institutions that 

many of the top doctors, lawyers, teachers and business leaders will emerge.  The top 

colleges should want to find outstanding candidates from every background.  These 

students will create a more representative student body and will create a more diverse and 

dynamic dialogue in the classrooms and the dormitories. 

The use of multiple measures can only help admissions officers to come closer to 

a more holistic evaluation of each candidate and have more success at achieving their 

diversity goals.  In addition, and maybe more importantly, new selection tools may help 

young people from a wide variety of backgrounds, and with different learning styles and 

preferences, show their abilities and their drive more fairly and more accurately.  Young 

people need to know that the current standardized college admissions tests are not the 

only reflection of their ability.  The BDI is one tool with the potential to help both young 

people and college admissions officers.    

We already have learned much from this initial study that has helped us to refine 

the tool.  We have more clearly defined the traits.  We have created clearer benchmarks 

for each scoring position.  We have developed a training video with examples of these 

benchmarks.   

Future studies can help to further the research on alternative admissions strategies 

and indicators.  Certainly data collected in later years for this particular study will help to 

corroborate or dispute the findings here.  But additional studies on measures of non-

cognitive traits, including leadership potential can only add to the body of literature on 

measures for success in college.  This research is critical as institutions of higher 

education search for tools to help them broaden the way they consider and admit students 

from every background. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 33  

Bibliography 

 
Area-connect. US Census 2000 data. (No date) [Online]. Available: 
http://areaconnect.com/statistics.htm.  (2004). 
 
Bakke v. Regents of the University of California, 438 U.S. 265 (1978). 
 
Baldwin, Doug & Fowles, Mary. (2000). Report on the Initial Development of the 
Dynamic Assessment Indicators Project.  Princeton: Assessment Division: Educational 
Testing Service. 
 
Bok, Derek. (1982). Beyond the Ivory Tower: social responsibilities of the modern 
university.  Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
 
Bowen, William G. & Bok, Derek.  (1998). The Shape of the River: Long-term 
consequences of considering race in college and university admissions.  Princeton: 
Princeton University Press. 
 
Bowman, C.B., & Gordon, E. (1998). A Connoisseurial Evaluation of The Posse 
Scholarship Program. 
 
Bronner, Ethan. (January 26, 1999). Conservatives Open Drive Against Affirmative 
Action.  The New York Times. 
 
Carnevale, Anthony P., Fry, Richard A., Haghighat, Elhum, and Kimmel Ernest W. 
(1997). Test Scores as Predictors of Academic and Career Performance.  Prepared by 
ETS for the Harvard Civil Rights Project. 
 
Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York, Inc. (2002). Keeping Track of New York 
City’s Children. Consolidated Color Press. 
 
Cokorinos, Lee.  (2002). The Assault on Diversity: an organized challenge to racial and 
gender justice.  Institute for Democracy Studies.  Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 
 
Crouse, James. (1985). Does the SAT Help Colleges Make Better Selection Decisions? 
Harvard Educational Review. v55 n2 p195-219 May 1985. 
 
Crouse, James. (1986). Should a Millionand a Half Students Be Required to Take the 
SAT Next Year? Phi Delta Kappan. v67 n5 p346-52 Jan 1986. 
 
Crouse, James and Trusheim, Dale.  How Colleges Can Correctly Determine Selection 
Benefits from the SAT.  Harvard Educational Review v61 n2 May 1991. 
 



 

 34  

Darling-Hammond, Linda. (1993). Authentic Assessment in Practice: a collection of 
Portfolios, Performance, Tasks, Exhibitions, and Documentation. New York: Columbia 
University. 
 
Darling-Hammond, Linda and Ancess, Jacqueline. Graduation by Portfolio at Central 
Park East secondary School: a Series on Authentic Assessment and Accountability. New 
York: Columbia University. 
 
Engelgau, Gary R. (1991). Enrollment and Recruitment Patterns in Admission.  New 
York: College Entrance Examination Board. 
 
Gardner, Howard. (1983). Frames of Mind: the theory of multiple intelligences.  New 
York: Basic Books. 
 
Grutter v. Bollinger 288F. 3d U.S. 732 (2003); also see New York Times June 24, 2003 
p. 24. 
 
Haney, Walter and Madaus, George. (1989). Phi Delta Kappan v70 n9 p683-87 May 
1989. 
 
Hatch, Thomas C. and Gardner, Howard. From Testing Intelligence to Assessing 
Competencies: a pluralistic view of intellect. Roper Review v8 n3 February 1986. 
 
Hofstadter, Richard and Hofstadter, Beatrice K.  (1982). Great Issues in American 
History.  From Reconstruction to the Present Day, 1864-1981.  New York: Vintage 
Books, Random House. 
 
Hopwood v. Texas, 78F. 3d 932 (5th Cir. 1996). 
 
Horn, Catherine L. and Forbes, Stella M.  (2003). Percent Plans in College Admissions: 
A Comparative Analysis of Three States’ Experiences.  Cambridge, MA: The Civil 
Rights Project at Harvard University. 
 
Kornhaber, Mindy and Gardner, Howard. (1993). Varieties of Excellence: Identifying 
and Assessing Children's Talents: a Series on Authentic Assessment and Accountability. 
New York: Columbia University. 
 
Light, Richard J., Singer, Judith D., & Willet, John B. (1990).  By Design: planning 
research on higher education.  Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
 
Martin, Carmel M. (1999).  Court Challenges to Race-Conscious Policies of Educational 
Institutions. Civil Rights Division, U.S. Department of Justice. 
 
Massey, Charles, Lundy, Fischer.  (2003). The Source of the River.  Princeton: Princeton 
University Press. 
 



 

 35  

McPherson, Michael S. and Schapiro, Morton Owen. (1990). Selective Admission and 
the Public Interest.  New York: The College Entrance Examination Board. 
 
Measures in the College Admissions Process: a College Board Colloquium. (1986). New 
York: College Entrance Examination Board. 
 
National Center for Education Statistics. (2002)  
 
Orfield, Gary and Miller, Edward (Eds.) (1998).  Chilling Admissions: the affirmative 
action crisis and the search for alternatives.  Cambridge: Harvard Education Publishing 
Group. 
 
Orfield, Gary and Edley, Chris. (No date).  The Civil Rights Project [Online].  Available: 
www.civilrightsproject.harvard.edu. (2002). 
 
Pelavin, Sol H. and Kane, Michael. (1990). Changing the Odds: factors increasing access 
to college. New York: College Entrance Examination Board. 
 
Proposition 209.  (CA Const. Art. I, Sec. 31). 
 
Rigol, Gretchen W. and Kimmel, Ernest W. (1997).  A Picture of Admissions in the 
United States. New York: The College Board. 
 
Sedlacek, William. (1998). Priorities, Association of Governing Boards of Universities 
and Colleges.  No. 10, Winter. 
 
Sjogren, Abel, & Willingham. (1986). In Measures in the College Admissions Process. 
New York: The College Entrance Examination Board. 
 
Sternberg, Robert J. (1997).  Thinking Styles.  Cambridge University Press. 
 
Sturm, Susan, and Guinier, Lani. (1996). The Future of Affirmative Action: reclaiming 
the innovative ideal.  California Law Review. 
 
Synnott, Marcia G. (1979).  The Half-Opened Door: discrimination and admissions at 
Harvard, Yale, and Princeton, 1900-1970.  Westport: Greenwood Press. 
 
Tienda, M., Leicht, K., Sullivan, T., Maltese, M., & Lloyd, K. (2003).  Closing the Gap? 
Admissions and Enrollment at the Texas Pubic Flagships Before and After Affirmative 
Action. Princeton, NJ: Texas Top 10% Project. 
 
Tinto, Vincent (1993).  Leaving College: rethinking the causes and cures of student 
attrition.  Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 
 
United States Bureau of the Census. (2001). 
 



 

 36  

Walsh, W. Bruce, & Betz, Nancy E. (1995).  Tests and Assessment.  Englewood Cliffs: 
Prentice Hall, Inc. 
 
Weiss, Carol H.  (1998). Evaluation.  Upper Saddle River: Prentice Hall, Inc. 
 
Willingham, Warren W. and Ramist, Leonard. (1982). The SAT Debate: Do Trusheim 
and Crouse Add Useful Information? Phi Delta Kappan v64 n3 p207-08 November 1982. 
 
 
 


