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Subsidizing Test Prep
by Maxwell Tingle

S

ubsidizing Test Prep is a policy proposal that
addresses racial and income disparities in collegegoing and college success. Standardized tests are
intended to measure college preparedness but have
instead become measures of income, as students who
can afford higher-quality test prep tend to receive higher
scores. In effect, low-income students have comparatively
lower standardized test scores and subsequently face
lower rates of college-going and college-success. A
national subsidy of standardized test prep will try to: 1)
mitigate racial and income disparities in college-going
and college success, 2) equalize opportunity for lowincome students in college admissions, and 3) help
make standardized tests an indicator of achievement
rather than income. I argue that the policy is politically
feasible and project that it will cost approximately $360
million annually. The subsidy has the potential to be more
efficient, in its effect and cost, than similar policies and
programs.
https://doi.org/10.4079/pp.v24i0.17600
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INTRODUCTION

Simply put, my policy proposal is to invest
in increasing students’ scores on college
entrance exams by subsidizing the cost of
private standardized test preparation (test
prep). I suggest that a national subsidy of test
prep would benefit low-income students
by increasing access to test prep courses
outside of the high school curriculum. This
paper begins by examining two underlying
issues that result in the inequity: 1) the
achievement gap and 2) how standardized
test scores have become a measure of
income rather than achievement. Next, I
discuss policies and programs attempting
to address these disparities. Then I propose
a subsidy of private test prep courses for
low-income students. In support, I present
economic and policy arguments for the
subsidy, analyze its political feasibility,
provide a cost breakdown, and consider
similar existing programs. Lastly, I consider
various challenges of the subsidy.

PROBLEM #1: THE
ACHIEVEMENT GAP AND
DISPARITIES IN COLLEGEGOING/COLLEGE SUCCESS

The achievement gap—or the persistent
disparity in educational performance
measures observed between groups
of students typically defined by
socioeconomic status, race/ethnicity, and
gender—can be reframed as a problem
of unequal learning opportunities. The
variances specifically exist between White
and Asian American students and their
Latino and Black peers. For example,
the National Assessment of Educational
Progress reports that Black (91%) and
Latino (87%) students lack proficiency
in mathematics at higher rates than their

White (63%) and Asian American (53%)
counterparts (Flores 2007). Per Wilkins
et al. (2006), by 12th grade, Latino and
Black students have scores on NAEP’s
mathematics assessment comparable to
8th grade White students. These trends of
racial disparity are experienced in subjects
other than mathematics.
Unequal learning opportunity is
also observed in differences in access to
qualified teachers, funding per student, and
dropout rates. According to Flores (2007),
Black, Latino, and low-income students are
less likely to have access to experienced and
qualified teachers and equitable funding
per student. Further, high school dropout
rates are higher for Black, Hispanic, and
low-income students. The dropout rate is
defined as the percentage of 16- to 24-yearolds who are not enrolled in school and do
not have high school credentials. In 2009,
the rate was 4.8 percent for Blacks and
5.8 percent for Hispanics, while only 2.4
percent for Whites (Chapman et. al. 2011).
Low-income students also experienced a
7.4 percent dropout rate compared to 1.4
percent for their peers from high-income
families.
Holzer and Neumark (2006) further
claim that racial gaps in educational
achievement can be attributed to test scores
and differing incomes between Black and
White families. In fact, Nettles, Millett,
and Ready (2003) report that “the average
Black student still scores below 75 percent
of White students on standardized tests,”
and go on to assert that low performance
on standardized tests also correlates with
family income. Thus, when considering
standardized tests for college admissions,
students from more affluent and educated
families are more likely to score higher
on standardized tests because they have
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access to higher-quality education and can
afford test prep, implying the opposite is
true for low-income students. Low-income
students do not receive the same level of
test prep needed to score well on tests that
play a major role in determining higher
education admissions and greater social
economic mobility later in life.
		Disparities experienced by minority
students and low-income students are
also seen in college enrollment and
graduation rates. In terms of college-going
and enrollment rates, the United States
Department of Education’s 2014 data
(2015a; Table 302.20) reveals about a ten
percent difference between White high
school completers and Black and Hispanic
high school completers who enrolled in
two- and four-year colleges. In 2013, 68.8
percent of White high school completers
enrolled in two- and four-year colleges,
compared to only 56.7 percent of Black
and 59.8 percent Hispanic high school
completers. The Department of Education
(2015b; Table 302.30) also reports that in
2014, 83.6 percent of recent high-income
high school completers were enrolled
in two- and four-year colleges, whereas
63.6 percent of middle-income high
school completers and 57.8 percent of
low-income high school completers were
enrolled in two- and four-year colleges.
The statistic displays an approximate 26
percent difference between high-income
and low-income high school completers
who enrolled in two- and four-year
colleges. When examining college success
and graduation rates, the Department of
Education (2015c; Table 326.10) reports
that graduation rates for White, Black, and
Hispanic first-time, full-time bachelor’s
degree-seeking students were 43.7 percent,
21.4 percent, and 30.4 percent, respectively,

18

for the cohort that started in 2008.
The statistic reveals about a 22 percent
difference in graduation rates between
White and Black students, and about a
13 percent difference in graduation rates
between White and Hispanic students.
The differences in college enrollment and
graduation rates exposes the disparities in
college-going and college success for lowincome and minority students.

PROBLEM #2:
STANDARDIZED TESTS
MEASURE INCOME, NOT
ACHIEVEMENT

Next, I examine how standardized
testing has morphed into a measure of
income. My proposed reforms, in theory,
would reconfigure the tests to measure
achievement. The intended purpose of
standardized tests is to offer an additional
way to measure academic achievement and
college preparedness. Yet, how can lowincome students show they are equipped
for college if they are not adequately
prepared to take standardized tests? Often,
low-income students have less access
to test prep because they attend lowperforming schools and/or live in lowincome households. In January of 2014,
President Obama addressed the problem
in a speech to college presidents saying,
“We know that when it comes to
college advising, and preparing for
tests like the ACT and the SAT, lowincome kids are not on a level playing
field…We call these standardized
tests. They’re not standardized. Malia
and Sasha, by the time they’re in
seventh grade at Sidwell School here,
are already getting all kinds of advice
and this and that and the other. The
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degree of preparation that many of
our kids here are getting in advance of
actually taking this test tilts the playing
field. It’s not fair. And it’s gotten worse”
(Yang 2014).
Nevertheless, colleges look at standardized
test scores and GPAs, among other college
application materials, to determine an
applicant’s readiness for college. Though
some schools are deciding to not require
test scores for admission, commonly
referred to as “going test-optional,” test
scores are still seriously considered by
numerous admissions officers.
The fundamental issue is that
low-income students, especially lowincome
minority
students,
score
lower on standardized tests. Yet, it is a
common assumption that test practice
and preparation leads to higher scores
on standardized tests. The goal of the
proposed subsidy is, therefore, to make test
prep affordable for low-income students
so that they have equal access to private
test prep, based on the assumption that
when low-income students have access to
such resources, they become more likely
to score higher on standardized tests and
consequently become more competitive
college applicants.
The subsidy is proposed for all lowincome students, and not specifically
low-income minority students because it
is a common misconception that White
students use test prep more than minority
students. In fact, the opposite is true;
“Blacks and Hispanics are more likely than
Whites from comparable backgrounds to
utilize test preparation” (Alon 2010). Alon’s
findings underscore that the root of the test
score problem is not so much an issue of
race, but an issue of income. Buchmann,
Condron, and Roscigno’s (2010) findings

support that income “inequalities in
test preparation, particularly costly SAT
courses and private tutoring, are notable
and have at least moderate consequences
for SAT scores and selective college
enrollment.” Buchmann, Condron, and
Roscigno’s findings also indicate that
students from high-income families can
afford more effective test prep services.

EXISTING POLICIES AND
PROGRAMS

Numerous policies and programs have
been implemented at both the university
and K-12 levels to address issues of
the achievement gap, disparities in
college-going and college success, and
standardized tests’ evolution to an income
indicator. Numerous studies examine these
policies and programs operating across
the United States, and the studies present
contradicting evidence on the results of
these efforts. The lack of consensus on
which policies and programs are successful
suggests that there is still room for policy
and program innovation.
At the state level, “Top x percent”
affirmative action policies seek to increase
college enrollment of low-income minority
students by automatically admitting
students who are in the top x percent of
their high school class. Texas is one state
that has implemented this policy. The
University of Texas at Austin, Texas A&M,
and other public universities throughout
the state admit students who graduate
from Texas high schools in the top ten
percent of their class as part of the Texas
Ten Percent Plan (Daugherty, Martorell,
and McFarlin 2014). Some critics of the
“Top x percent” policy argue that it allows
for mismatch to occur at more selective
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public colleges, while critics argue that
it could do more to increase diversity at
public colleges (Daugherty et. al. 2014).
The controversy surrounding “Top x
percent” policies suggests opportunity for
policy innovation to decrease mismatch
programs and increase student diversity.
Some universities are also adopting testoptional admissions policies. Test-optional
admissions policies attempt to increase
enrollment of low-income and minority
students by allowing them to apply to
college without submitting standardized
test scores. The George Washington
University, among others, implemented
this policy following a growing belief that
standardized tests have become more of a
measure of student income than academic
achievement. Not requiring students to
submit standardized test scores as part of
their admissions materials is also thought
to increase applicant pool size and diversity.
Since implementing the policy, The George
Washington University (2016), reports
that underrepresented minority group
enrollment for the freshman class of 2016
increased by 33 percent from the freshman
class of 2015 following the introduction
of a “test-optional” policy. Although The
George Washington University reports
an increase in underrepresented minority
enrollment, Belasco, Rosinger, and Hearn’s
(2014) study found that test-optional
policies often do more to increase the
perceived selectivity of an institution
rather than actually increasing enrollment
diversity. The debate around test-optional
policies brings to light two things. First,
it reveals a desire to increase diversity
in college admissions on both sides of
the argument. Second, the premise of
the policy itself suggests inadequacies
as to the usefulness of standardized test
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scores. Hence, there is an opportunity
for policies and programs that can help
make standardized test scores measures of
achievement rather than income.
Several
mentoring,
counseling,
and cohort programs seek to address
achievement gap issues and disparities in
college-going and college success for K-12
students. Such programs seek to increase
the amount of information available about
colleges, financial aid, and the application
process to low-income students and provide
another avenue of support in the form of
a mentor. One example of a mentoring/
counseling program is the College Success
Foundation in the District of Columbia
(2014), which “provide[s] scholarships and
mentoring for low-income, high-potential
students” in DC public and charter schools.
As another example, a cohort program
named The Posse Foundation (2014) forms
multicultural teams of ten students from
the same high school and provides them
with mentoring and counseling support,
encouraging continuous comradery and
support within the groups throughout
high school and college. By offering such
services, the College Success Foundation,
The Posse Foundation, and other programs
aim to improve college enrollment,
college success, and financial support
for low-income and minority students.
The proposed test prep subsidy does not
create a mentoring or counseling program,
but it will afford low-income students
an opportunity to receive intensive test
prep tutoring, thus providing another
connection to someone who can help with
the college process.
Finally, there are numerous policies and
programs at the K-12 level that confront
achievement gap issues and disparities in
college-going and college success. One
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K-12 program example is universal pre-K.
The District of Columbia introduced its
universal pre-K program in 2008, which
increased access to early childhood
education and improved enrollment
rates of Black students (Zhang 2014).
Another K-12 program is school vouchers.
North Carolina enacted its Opportunity
Scholarships program in 2013 to provide
vouchers to low-income students to
attend private schools to increase access to
higher-quality schools. (EdChoice 2017).
Several locales have legislation that holds
schools accountable for minority test
performance. States including, but not
limited to, Massachusetts, North Carolina,
and Texas passed school accountability
laws requiring more transparency in data
that tracks the success of students from
all backgrounds attending public schools
(McKenzie and Kress 2015). Other policies
and programs include de-segregation
efforts, charter schools, summer school,
tutoring programs, training teachers to
recognize racial bias, counseling services,
and out-of-school support for low-income
families. Even with various programs and
policies in place, achievement gap issues
and disparities in college-going and college
success persist. My test prep subsidy falls
under K-12 level efforts to improve college
preparation and aims to address the same
issues in a different way.

POLICY PROPOSAL:
SUBSIDIZING TEST PREP

My policy proposal is to invest in
increasing low-income students’ scores on
college entrance exams through a federal
test prep subsidy. A federal program would
allow students across the country benefit
equally from an effort to equalize college
admittance opportunities. The policy has

the potential to be more efficient, in its
effect and cost, than most of the current
policies and programs aimed at addressing
income and racial disparities in collegegoing and college success.
Recognizing
that
low-income
minorities are more likely to live in highpoverty areas and attend low quality schools
with limited resources (Nettles, Millett, and
Ready 2003), I propose subsidizing private
test prep courses for low-income students.
Increasing access to test prep outside of
the high school curriculum would benefit
low-income students from every racial/
ethnic background whether they go to
low-performing or high-performing high
schools. The goal is to make private test
prep as affordable to low-income students
as it is to high-income students, which
starts to address the specific problem of
income disparities in college-going and
college success. Additionally, by design,
disparities faced by low-income minority
students are also captured in this policy
effort.

ARGUMENTS FOR
SUBSIDIZING TEST PREP

Several arguments for subsidizing test prep
state that the policy would 1) improve
test scores of low-income students and
subsequent chances of college admission, 2)
make strides in transforming standardized
test scores to a measure of achievement
instead of income, 3) equalize opportunity
rather than result, 4) counteract mismatch
problems, and 5) mitigate displacement
problems.
Improving Test Scores Increases CollegeGoing
Test scores play a large role in admissions.
Bowen and Bok (1998) recognize that
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grades and standardized test scores are not
perfect measures of academic success, but
are the measures college admission offices
use most often to predict future academic
success. Per Vigdor and Clotfelter (2003),
retaking standardized tests does in fact
lead to increased scores. However, Vigdor
and Clotfelter (2003) also found that
admissions policies that seek to accept
only the highest standardized test scores
disadvantage low-income applicants who
are less likely to retake standardized tests
to get better scores than applicants from
high-income families. My subsidy proposal
does not cover the cost of retakes, but
instead serves as a complement to existing
SAT fee waivers for low-income students
who seek to retake the standardized test
(College Board 2016). Subsidizing test
prep presents a solution to equalize access
to test prep resources for low-income
students. Therefore, instead of facing
income-gap barriers, low-income students
would be able to theoretically improve
their standardized test scores just as much
as other students, and higher test scores
would subsequently increase their chance
of admission.
Test Prep Increases College Success
I also argue that taking test prep can cause
spillover effects that can prepare students
for college classes and tests and also equip
students to manage test anxiety. Ted Dorsey,
the founder of Tutor Ted, argues that test
prep tutoring helps students increase
subject mastery, develop problem-solving
strategies, and build confidence (Quote
Ed 2014). Gaining such spillover effects
from test prep can make students prepared
for future timed tests, critical thinking
and problem solving assignments, and
learning in general. Additionally, benefits
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of test prep, including learning testtaking strategies and engaging in review
and practice, are both practices used to
help reduce test anxiety experienced by
students (Frenette 2015). Engaging in test
prep, therefore, not only equips students
to manage test anxiety for standardized
tests, but also exposes them to methods to
combat future test anxiety in college.
Measuring Achievement Instead of
Income
In a time where universities recognize that
standardized tests have become measures
of income rather than achievement,
and some, like The George Washington
University, have implemented test-optional
policies, I propose that subsidizing test
prep would be preferable because it could
1) help make standardized tests a measure
of academic achievement and 2) provide
admissions offices with a standardized way
of assessing students. Instead of relying
on GPA, which is subjective school to
school, standardized test scores could be
useful measures of educational attainment
and academic performance that colleges
could use to compare students across the
country who have different educational
backgrounds, assuming the subsidy leads
to standardized test scores becoming an
accurate measure of achievement.
Equalizing Opportunity Versus
Equalizing Result
Instead of equalizing result—as in the
case of affirmative action policies—test
prep subsidies offer a chance to equalize
the opportunity for low-income students
to enroll in college, while maintaining
similar, if not more, economic benefits as
affirmative action. I argue that improving
test scores by way of increased access
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to test prep enhances the likelihood of
college admissions and thus improves
chances of minority student enrollment,
classroom diversity, and post-graduation
equity effects on both society and the
individual. Providing an equal opportunity
to demonstrate knowledge, in terms of
test scores, also increases the likelihood
of low-income student enrollment at all
colleges and universities, not just toptiered schools. Equalizing opportunity by
way of equalizing access to test prep more
naturally increases applicant pool diversity
and college class diversity. Further, postsecondary degree attainment for lowincome students leads to more educated
human capital in the workforce and higher
earning potential for the student. Data
from the National Center for Education
Statistics (2015) supports that males
and females who attain a Bachelor’s or
Associate’s degree experience a respective
$23,965 or $8,505 average increase in
annual earnings in comparison to the
income of their peers who only complete
high school.
Counteracting Mismatch Problems
I predict that subsidizing test prep will
counteract mismatch problems because
it levels standardized test performance
through the equalization of test prep
access. Currently, using standardized
tests as a factor in admissions decisions
discriminates against students attending
low-performing high schools and lowincome students who cannot afford test
prep materials. However, if a policy tried
to decrease the achievement gap and
increase test prep resources for lowincome students, standardized test results
might become an indicator of academic
ability rather than income level. Once

standardized test results become a true
measure of academic ability, the question is
whether colleges would admit low-income
students at the same rate as students from
higher income families who score the same
on a standardized test.
Mitigating Displacement Problems 		
Subsidizing test prep would also mitigate
the problem of displacement if it replaces
equal result practices such as reserves and
quotas. In the absence of reserved seats
and special consideration for low-income
minority students, low-income minority
students could be treated fundamentally
equal to White and high-performing high
school counterparts because test scores
would only reflect ability. Therefore,
students could be admitted on the merit
of their test scores and be better matched
to schools that accept their level of
achievement, as indicated more accurately
after the test prep subsidy.

CONSIDERING POLITICAL
FEASIBILITY

The test prep subsidy is politically feasible
because it is designed to address widely
recognized disparities and benefit lowincome students. The subsidy would be
more politically feasible than providing a
subsidy exclusively to low-income minority
students because it is more generally based
on income and therefore more available to
all races/ethnicities. By basing eligibility
for the subsidy on income rather than race,
the proposed policy benefits both lowincome White and low-income minority
students by providing subsidizing private
test prep services.
Further, given the recognized
disparities faced by minority and lowincome students described in this paper,
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even though this policy will not exclude
White students, it will greatly benefit
minority students because they are more
likely to attend high-poverty schools and
face subsequent financial barriers that
prevent their access to test prep (Boschma
and Brownstein 2016). Therefore, the
subsidy’s focus on low-income minority
students also increases its political
feasibility.

CONSIDERING THE
SUBSIDY’S COST

The total cost of subsidizing private test
prep courses for low-income students is
$360 million ($1,000 course cost multiplied
by 360,000 low-income students taking
advantage of the subsidy), approximately
$1,000 per student. To calculate the cost
of subsidizing private test prep courses for
low-income students, I first establish the
cost of an instructor-led course and project
the number of low-income students who
will use the subsidy. Based on the cost of
a Princeton Review instructor-led test
prep course, which costs between $1,000
to $1,200 per student (Buchmann et. al.
2010). I assume a $1,000 cost per student
for an instructor-led test prep course.1 The
Bureau of Labor Statistics (2013, Table
201.10) projects that in 2017, about 3.6
million students will enroll in 11th grade,
1
By using $1,000 as my estimate, I am
theoretically proposing a subsidy that covers
100% of the cost of the test prep course. First,
the cost of the proposed policy could be reduced
if the policy were revised to instead consider
the willingness-to-pay for test-prep courses of
low-income families and instead only cover the
difference between willingness-to-pay and the
full amount. Second, I feel more comfortable
proposing a baseline policy cost estimate that
covers 100% of the course cost, because the
$1,000 course is still cheaper than the courses
that push upwards of $4,000-$6,000.
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when test prep courses are often taught. The
National Center for Education Statistics
(2010) estimates that about 20 percent of
five- to 17-year-olds are in families living
in poverty. Thus, I classify 720,000 (3.6
million x 20 percent) students as lowincome students. Of that, I assume that
only 50 percent (720,000 x 50 percent =
360,000) will take advantage of the subsidy.
In 1998, Levin (1998, 389) made a
conservative estimate of a national voucher
program and placed the program’s cost at
$73 billion, which was 25 percent of the
national education budget at the time. The
proposed test prep subsidy, in comparison
to Levin’s estimate, is less than one percent
of the cost of the voucher program. I also
conducted additional research of K-12
program interventions in the Institute
for Education Statistics’ What Works
Clearinghouse (WWC) website and
selected programs implemented in grades
9-12. Of those programs, I focused on
interventions geared toward college-bound
students, not dropout students. Programs
including Core-Plus Mathematics (WWC
2010), Cognitive Tutor (2016; Gabriel
and Richtel 2011), and Building Decision
Skills (2010) offer students curriculum to
improve math skills and decision making
ability, and they cost $100 or less per
student per year. The cost of this first group
of programs covers course textbook costs.
Programs including Talent Search (WWC
2006) and Project Grad (2007) seek to
improve student high school graduation
and college enrollment rates, and they
cost $376 and $550 per student per year,
respectively. The program costs for the
second group covers minimal services
costs. Programs including The Quantum
Opportunity Program (2007) and Job
Corps (2008) are intensive job training,
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mentoring, and education support services
that cost $5,0002 and $19,500 per student
per year, respectively. The program costs of
this third group are much higher than the
other two groups because the cost covers
intensive assistance.
The annual cost per student of
subsidizing test prep falls between the
second and third group of programs
researched – it is not the most expensive
program option, but it is not the cheapest.
The subsidy’s cost, however, makes sense
because the subsidy is paying for intensive
instructional time in addition to course
materials.

CONSIDERING SIMILAR
EXISTING PROGRAMS

There are similar, existing programs—
free online services and small nonprofit
programs—increasing test prep access for
low-income students. Major standardized
test and test prep companies, as well as
independent websites and nonprofits, offer
free online test prep services. For example,
ACT (2015) offers low-income students
free access to its ACT Online Prep program
in addition to its fee waiver program for
low-income students taking the ACT. In
2014, The College Board partnered with
Khan Academy to offer individualized
online SAT test prep services for free (Yang
2014; Khan Academy 2016). Additionally,
there are websites such as INeedAPencil,
Number2, Majortests, FreeVocabulary,
and SATexamprep that offer limited, but
free ACT/SAT prep services (Let’s Get
2
The Quantum Opportunity Program
costs $22,000 to $28,000 per enrollee over the
five-year duration of the program. To present
the cost per student per year, I took the average
of $22,000 and $28,000, which is $25,000, and
divided it by five years to arrive at an estimated
average cost of $5,000 per student per year.

Ready 2017). As for nonprofit programs, A
Bridge for Kids (2015) is California-based
and offers low-income students affiliated
with its efforts a six-week (eighteenhour online) ACT or SAT test prep class.
However, these free test prep programs are
all online and do not include in-person
instruction from a test prep instructor.
One example of a program offering free
test prep services that include in-person
instruction is the Admission Possible
program. Admission Possible is a nonprofit
in Minneapolis, Minnesota that provides
approximately 600 low-income teenagers
with a 15-week ACT prep course that, on
average, helps increase scores by 15 percent
(Winerip 2005). The individualized, inperson assistance received for free by the
Admission Possible students would cost
roughly $100 per hour if the services were
provided by a private tutoring company
(Winerip 2005). If Admission Possible is
incurring the full $100 per hour cost of the
test prep services, then the program would
cost approximately $1,500 per student,
which is relatively similar to the $1,000
cost per student for the test prep subsidy I
have proposed.

CHALLENGES WITH THE
POLICY PROPOSAL
Additional research is needed to determine
the economic effects of subsidizing test prep.
I have made theoretical claims about the
effects of subsidizing test prep but further
research would help substantiate these
claims. Research needs to be conducted to
measure low-income students’ preferences
for applying to college after receiving
test prep. Field studies would also help
determine the impact subsidizing test prep
has on low-income students’ test scores
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and level of college readiness. Further,
examining the subsequent effects on
low-income students’ college enrollment
levels after receiving test prep would be
beneficial in determining the effectiveness
of subsidizing test prep. Additionally,
studying the role external motivation and
support from parents and/or guardians
plays in whether students complete test
prep courses and use test prep material
would be helpful.
Subsidizing test prep is not a “fix-all.”
I am not arguing that subsidizing test prep
alone will level the playing field for lowincome and minority students. I present
an argument that subsidizing test prep
would help make standardized test scores
a measure of academic success rather
than income, which could help improve
the chances of enrollment for low-income
students. However, even if students benefit
from subsidized test prep and achieve
higher scores, they might not have access
to capable counselors who can help them
navigate the college admissions process and
financial aid opportunities. Therefore, even
with higher test scores, limited knowledge
may prevent students from wanting to or
being able to, attend college. I recognize
that subsidizing test prep will not fix all the
problems associated with the achievement
gap, the income gap, and the enrollment
gap. Each inequality is a complex and
nuanced issue that has multiple causal
factors at play. Therefore, simply increasing
test prep would not reduce any of the gaps
on its own.
Access to private test prep courses is a
challenge for low-income students.
A student’s access to private test prep
services also impacts the effectiveness
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of subsidized test prep. Communities
surrounding low-performing schools are
arguably lower-income communities and
would theoretically have less test prep
services available since there is not an
existing customer base that could afford
the services. So, the test prep subsidy will
either incentivize test prep services to
locate closer to low-performing school
communities, or students will face longer
travel time and higher costs to get to
test prep facilities. Longer travel time
and higher travel costs could impose
opportunity costs that deter low-income
students from using the test prep subsidy.
Private test prep imposes opportunity
costs.
Subsidizing private test prep requires that
students attend instructional sessions
outside of their normal high school
curriculum. One challenge facing the
targeted students is the opportunity cost
of the additional time needed to complete
test prep courses. Some students may
work, have extracurricular activities, or
have classwork to do outside of normal
high school hours. The student may not
find the time spent in private test prep
instruction to be worth the foregone wages,
extracurricular investment, or homework
time. Additional research would be helpful
in determining low-income students’
preferences and demand for private
standardized test prep.

CONCLUSION

Subsidizing test prep presents an
opportunity to shift the focus in admissions
decisions from equality of result to equality
of opportunity. The policy starts to address
the underlying issue of improving lowincome students’ college-going and college
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success. Increasing access and affordability
of test prep for low-income students
strengthens the validity of standardized
testing, making it the gauge of student
ability it was intended to be rather than
a measure of family income that it has
become. As other policy options rack up

billions in government expenditures, I
propose the exploration of an alternative
policy option that confronts underlying
issues, increases chances for low-income
students to get into college, and does so in
a more cost-effective manner.
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