Rank in Class and College Admission
Questions:
• What is the impact of not having class rank on admission to college?
• How many schools no longer use class rank?
• Does the lack of class rank reduce stress among students and help them make better
course selections?
In a Nutshell
Traditionally class rankings have been used by high schools to determine valedictorians and
salutatorians. These rankings have also been used by colleges to make admission decisions and
for awarding scholarships. While there is no direct link between college rank and college
admission, there is evidence that not using class rank can reduce stress for students and lessen
the risks of taking rigorous and challenging courses in high school. According to the National
Association for College Admission Counseling (NACAC), over half of high schools no longer
use class rankings (CollegeBoard inspiring minds, Class rank and college admissions) and fewer
than 20% of colleges and universities say it is important for admission decisions.

Summary of Findings:
The move away from using class rankings began when small private high schools, where there
were rigorous academic programs and their students were high achievers, concluded that the top
10 class rankings excluded many of their outstanding pupils (CollegeBoard inspiring minds,
Admissions decisions: What counts; NASSP, 2010). Other small, then large public high schools
followed suit. According to the literature, eliminating class rank lessens hyper-competition and
stress at a crucial time in high school students’ lives and encourages the college to view the
whole person rather than use class rank against a student (Ferkenhoff, 2006; Finder, 2005; Expert
Admissions, 2010; Weber, 2010). National Association for College Admission Counseling
(NACAC) reports that, in 1993, more than half of the colleges considered class rank highly
important. However, by 2008, less than 20% stated it was important (Weber, 2010).

College Admissions
Each college has its own admission standards, yet the literature is clear about where they tend to
place an emphasis:
•

The most significant factor is the number of AP, IB and other demanding courses the student
has taken. Colleges are interested if the students grew academically and took challenging, not
fluff, courses.

•

Grade point average from grades 9-11;

•

Completion of core academic courses;

•

The essay where a student describes how he/she challenged him/herself, original projects,
test scores (SAT, ACT, AP), personal and professional goals;

•

Participation in extracurricular activities;

•

Leadership skills and abilities;

•

Demonstrated involvement in the applicant’s chosen major field of study;

•

Exhibited interest in the college through conversations, interviews and/or visitations;

•

Recommendations from school personnel and those knowledgeable about the applicant.
(CollegeBoard inspiring minds, Admissions decisions: What counts: CollegeBoard inspiring
minds, Class rank and college admissions; Collegedata, What matters most to colleges;
Wolf, 2009).

Advantages of Use of Class Rank
There are some identified advantages to the use of class rank. They include:
•

High schools are able to make straightforward determinations of who will be valedictorian
and salutatorian

•

High schools do not need to submit as much background information about the school and its
programs to the colleges

•

College admissions officers have an easier time determining who should be accepted and to
whom and how much scholarship monies should be awarded.

•

Less emphasis on standardized test scores such as SAT and ACT.

(CollegeBoard inspiring minds, Class rank and college admissions; Expert Admissions,
2010; Wolf, 2009).
Disadvantages of Use of Class Rank
There are also some identified disadvantages to reliance on class rank for college admission.
•

High schools must establish new ways to determine valedictorian and salutatorians

•

High schools need to design and submit a complete profile to each college that provide
information about: GPAs, range and median of GPAs, activities, curriculum, ACT and SAT
scores, results of AP grade distribution of class, writing/project samples

•

College admissions officers and their staff need to be aware of the high school and the rigor
of its programs

•

Some colleges take the total applicant pool and recalculate their GPAs, then add their own
weighting system for AP and college prep courses. Other colleges look at scattergrams or
bargraphs from each high school and determine where those students most likely would rank.
Some colleges use unweighted classes for admissions and weighted ones for scholarships.

•

In some schools, especially small ones, the use of class rank may push out students who are
excellent

•

Rankings can be a detriment to strong students getting into the college of their choice

•

There is less “cut-throat” competition and stress for a high class rank position and students
are all encouraged to do their best and take challenging courses. There is less risk in taking
rigorous courses.
(CollegeBoard inspiring minds, Class rank and college admissions; Expert Admissions,
2010; Ferkenhoff, 2006; Finder, 2005; NASSP, 2010; Rozacky, 2010; Weber, 2010; Wolf,
2009).

States that Use Class Ranking for College Admission
In order for colleges to have a more diverse student population, three states have mandated class
ranking.
•

Texas – Under House Bill 588 passed in 1997 the top 10% of students from each high school
are granted automatic admission into a state-funded college. Although students must be
accepted into a state college, they may not get into the college of their first choice. Due to the
high number of applicants, as of 2009, up to 75% of incoming freshman may be from the top
10% of their class. One of the problems has been that many outstanding in-state students

were not accepted or wait listed and fewer out-of-state residents could be accepted. Many
high schools in Texas have stopped ranking students after the mandated top 10%.
•

Florida-In 2000, the One Florida Initiative was passed and included the Talented 20. The top
20% of high school seniors can be admitted to one of the 11 state universities. They might
not get into their first choice, however, once a college has accepted them, the Talented 20
legislation has met its obligation.

•

California-High school students that are in the top 4% can be automatically admitted to one
of the universities in the state’s UC system.
(James, 2007; NASSP, 2010; Rozacky, 2010; Stahl, 2009; University of California. 2010)

Summary
There is no direct link established between the use of class rank and college admission. Most
colleges and universities use a broad set of indicators to make admission decisions. When high
schools no longer use class rank it reduces stress on students and lessens the risk of taking
challenging and rigorous classes. The most recent data from the National Association for College
Admission Counseling reports that more than half of districts no longer use class rank and fewer
than 20% of colleges believe it is important in admission decisions.
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