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REDEFINING UC’S ELIGIBILITY POOL TO INCLUDE
A PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS FROM EACH HIGH SCHOOL

Summary of Simulation Results

Recently a variety of proposals have been put forward for revising UC eligibility requirements to
guarantee admission to a certain percentage of graduates from each public high school in
California, rather than the top 12.5% statewide. This report summarizes the results of
simulations conducted by UCOP staff to assess the potential impact of such proposals on the
academic, demographic and geographic make-up of UC’s eligibility pool.

How the simulations were done

Simulations were conducted using College Board/SAT data for California public high school
graduates.  About 45% of California public high school graduates take the SAT each year, and
98% of those who apply to UC submit SAT scores.1  In the absence of any other statewide
database on high school graduates, the SAT data are the best available source with which to
assess the impact of possible changes in UC eligibility requirements.  Although the California
Department of Education (CDE) does publish annual reports on the performance of public high
schools in California, these reports provide only summary information for each high school and
not the kind of detailed, student-level data necessary to assess the potential effects of proposed
changes in UC entrance requirements.

Based on the College Board data, an Academic Index score was computed for all California
public high school graduates who took the SAT in 1996.  The Academic Index is an 8,000-point
scale that gives approximately equal weight to students’ high school grade-point average
(HSGPA) and SAT scores.  For any given student, the Academic Index is calculated by
multiplying their HSGPA by 1,000 and their composite SAT I (combined math and verbal) score
by 2.5; for example, a student with a 4.0 HSGPA and a perfect SAT I composite score of 1600
would receive 4,000 points for each Academic Index component, or a total of 8,000 points.  All
SAT takers from each high school were grouped together, and those from the same high school
were sorted by Academic Index scores to produce a rank order for each school.

Next, based on published data from CDE on the number of graduates from each high school in
1996, staff determined the number (N) of graduates from each high school representing 12.5%,
6% and 4%, respectively.  This number differed from school to school; in a high school with
1,000 graduates, for example, drawing the top 12.5% would produce 125 students, while in a
high school with 80 graduates, drawing the top 12.5% would produce an N of only 10 students.

Finally, the top N Academic Index scorers from each high school were drawn from the College
Board/SAT database to produce the simulated eligibility pools, and these pools were compared
with the top 12.5% pool drawn on a statewide basis.  Results are presented below.

                                                       
1 Students may submit either SAT or ACT scores to satisfy UC’s standardized test requirement, but the vast majority
of students opt to take the SAT.



Drawing the Top 12.5% from Each School:  Hughes Proposal

Senator Teresa Hughes (D-Inglewood) has introduced a State Constitutional Amendment that
would require the University of California to admit the top 12.5% of graduates from each high
school, rather than from the top 12.5% statewide, as a means of increasing the diversity of the
UC eligibility pool.  Simulation results suggest that the Hughes proposal would, indeed, have a
considerable effect on the racial/ethnic make-up of the resulting eligibility pool:

Figure 1

As Figure 1 shows, redefining UC eligibility requirements to include the top 12.5% of each
school would increase eligibility rates significantly among groups who are currently
underrepresented at UC.  Under the 12.5%-by-school simulation, the eligibility rate among
African American high school graduates increases to 6.6%, as compared with a 3.3% eligibility
rate among African American students in the top 12.5% statewide pool.  Similarly, the eligibility
rate among Chicano/Latino high school graduates increases to 7.2% when the eligibility pool is
drawn on a school-by-school basis, as compared to a 3.8% Latino eligibility rate when the pool
is drawn statewide.2

By increasing eligibility rates among underrepresented minorities, the Hughes proposal could
substantially alter the composition of the UC eligibility pool, as shown in Figure 2 (next page).
The combined percentage of African American and Chicano/Latino students in the UC eligibility
pool increases to 21% in the 12.5%-by-school simulation, compared to a combined percentage
of only about 11% for these same groups when the pool is drawn on a statewide basis.

                                                       
2 Eligibility rates for different ethnic groups under the top 12.5% statewide simulation are very similar, if not identical,
to the rates found by the California Postsecondary Education Commission in 1996: 30.0% for Asian, 12.7% for White,
2.8% for African American, and 3.8% for Chicano/Latino high school graduates.  Unfortunately, because the CPEC
study is based on only a 6% sample of California public high school graduates, its data cannot be used to analyze the
potential effects of Hughes’ and other proposals that seek to use class rank in high school as a UC eligibility criterion,
since the CPEC sample includes too few cases to produce a rank ordering of graduates within each high school.
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The simulations suggest, in other words, that the Hughes proposal would roughly double the
proportion of underrepresented minorities within UC’s eligibility pool.

Figure 2

Drawing the Top 12.5% by School:
Impact on Racial/Ethnic Composition of Eligibility Pool

Figure 3 below, however, shows the downside of the 12.5%-by-school proposal – its negative
impact on the academic profile of the UC eligibility pool.  Drawing the top 12.5% of students by
school rather than statewide, the average Academic Index score for all students falls from 6733
to 6538, and the fall-off among Chicano/Latino and African American students is even steeper:
The average Academic Index score for Latinos falls by over 540 points from 6610 to 6067, while
the average score for African Americans falls by almost 600 points from 6566 to 5972:

Figure 3
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Redefining the UC eligibility pool to include the top 12.5% of each school would, in short,
produce a bifurcated eligibility pool with severe academic disparities along racial/ethnic lines.

The significance of the potential fall-off in Academic Index scores resulting from the 12.5%-by-
school proposal is demonstrated in Figure 4 below, which shows the relationship between the
Index scores of incoming UC freshman and their subsequent rates of graduation from UC:

Figure 4
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Each additional 1,000 points in Academic Index
increases the graduation rate by approximately

13 percentage points, on average.

As Figure 4 indicates, there is a very strong relationship between Academic Index scores and
UC graduation rates: Based on the most recent class of incoming UC freshmen for which
complete graduation data are available, each additional 1,000 points in Academic Index score
increases the graduation rate by approximately 13 percentage points, on average.  But because
the 12.5%-by-school proposal would reduce average Academic Index scores, both in general
and for underrepresented minority students, in particular, it would likely have the effect of
decreasing UC graduation rates -- by approximately 3 percentage points overall, and by as
much as 7 to 8 percentage points among Chicano/Latino and African American students – if
past experience is any guide.

Finally, Figure 5 (next page) illustrates another significant problem with the Hughes proposal –
its negative impact on “high feeder” schools, i.e., schools that currently send large numbers of
students to UC.  Lowell High in San Francisco, for example, is one of the leaders among
California high schools in qualifying students for UC:  Lowell sent 238 of its graduates to UC in
1996.  Under the 12.5%-by-school proposal, however, 153 of these students would no longer be
eligible to attend the University, and most of the other top feeder schools shown in Figure 5 also
would experience sharp declines:



UC Freshmen # Freshmen Ineligible under
School County (1995) 12.5%-by-School Proposal

LOWELL HS SAN FRANCISCO 241 161
ARCADIA HS LOS ANGELES 199 120
PALOS VERDES PENINSULA LOS ANGELES 161 79
DIAMOND BAR HS LOS ANGELES 157 85
UNIVERSITY HS ORANGE 142 81
ALHAMBRA HS LOS ANGELES 125 32
MONTA VISTA HS SANTA CLARA 119 69
GRANADA HILLS HS LOS ANGELES 119 53
VAN NUYS HS LOS ANGELES 115 41
DAVIS SHS YOLO 110 67
IRVINE HS ORANGE 107 46
MISSION SAN JOSE HS ALAMEDA 106 56
BERKELEY HS ALAMEDA 106 49
MONTE VISTA HS CONTRA COSTA 103 54
LONG BEACH POLYTECHNIC LOS ANGELES 103 7
SUNNY HILLS HS ORANGE 102 52
CERRITOS HS LOS ANGELES 100 42
GRETCHEN WHITNEY HS LOS ANGELES 98 79
TORREY PINES HS SAN DIEGO 98 49
WALNUT HS LOS ANGELES 98 36
GUNN (HENRY M) SR HS SANTA CLARA 96 65
LYNBROOK HS SANTA CLARA 96 61
MOUNT CARMEL HS SAN DIEGO 93 28
REDLANDS HS SAN BERNARDINO 92 0
SAN DIEGUITO HS SAN DIEGO 90 23
BEVERLY HILLS HS LOS ANGELES 89 35
LOS ALAMITOS HS ORANGE 89 25
FOUNTAIN VALLEY HS ORANGE 88 22
LELAND HS SANTA CLARA 84 33
SANTA MONICA HS LOS ANGELES 84 16
WOODBRIDGE HS ORANGE 81 31
HOMESTEAD HS SANTA CLARA 81 24
UPLAND HS SAN BERNARDINO 81 5
SARATOGA HS SANTA CLARA 80 55
EL CAMINO REAL HS LOS ANGELES 80 20
BRAVO MEDICAL MAGNET LOS ANGELES 78 38
PALO ALTO SHS SANTA CLARA 74 41
NORTH HOLLYWOOD HS LOS ANGELES 72 0
RIVERSIDE POLYTECHNIC RIVERSIDE 68 15
ROWLAND (JOHN A) HS LOS ANGELES 68 2
SOUTH PASADENA HS LOS ANGELES 67 33
LAGUNA HILLS HS ORANGE 67 20
CANYON HS ORANGE 67 17
CLAREMONT HS LOS ANGELES 67 14
JAMES LOGAN HS ALAMEDA 67 0
NORTHGATE HS CONTRA COSTA 66 28
WEST HS LOS ANGELES 65 21
TAFT SR HS LOS ANGELES 65 0
MIRAMONTE HS CONTRA COSTA 64 36
FOOTHILL HS ORANGE 64 27
WESTLAKE HS VENTURA 64 21

Impact of 12.5%-Eligible-by-School Proposal
on Top Feeder High Schools for UC Freshmen

Figure 5



Drawing the Top 6% or 4% from Each School

In view of the potential issues raised by the 12.5%-by-school proposal, attention has turned to
other proposals to achieve the same general goal – broadening UC’s eligibility pool to include
students who have excelled at each high school – but in a manner that does not compromise or
diminish existing academic standards for preparation and admission to the University.  Two
proposals – the “Top 6%” and “Top 4%” proposals – have received most attention.  The former
would revise UC eligibility requirements to guarantee admission to the top 6% of each high
school, with the remaining 6.5% of the eligibility pool determined on a statewide basis, while the
latter would make the top 4% of each school eligible for UC, with the remaining 8.5%
determined statewide.  The potential impact of both proposals is examined in the following
analysis.

The Top 6% and Top 4% proposals would likely have a more modest impact on the racial/ethnic
composition of UC’s eligibility pool than drawing the entire 12.5% from each school, for two
main reasons.

First, as shown in Figure 6 below, reducing the percentage of graduates drawn from each
school from 12.5% (left-hand pie), to 6% (middle pie), to 4% (right-hand pie) results in a
progressively smaller fraction of underrepresented minority graduates within each of these pools
-- the combined proportion of Chicano/Latino and African American students declines as the
pool becomes smaller and more selective.  Thus, the percentage of underrepresented minority
graduates in the Top 6% and Top 4% pools falls to 18% and 17%, respectively, compared to
their combined 21% share when the entire eligibility pool is drawn on a school-by-school basis:

Figure 6

Drawing the Top 6% and 4% by School:
Racial/Ethnic Composition of That Portion of the Eligibility Pool

Second, when the remainder of the eligibility pool is filled on a statewide basis as necessary to
achieve an overall 12.5% pool, the proportion of African American and Chicano/Latino students
declines still further.  Thus, as shown in Figure 7 (next page), when the top 6% of the eligibility
pool is drawn by school and the remaining 6.5% is filled on a statewide basis (left-hand pie),

28%

6%

4%

17%
45%

30%

5%

3%

15%
47%

31%

5%

3%

14%
47%

Latino

Black 

Other

Asian

White

Top 12.5% of
Each School

Top 6% of
Each School

Top 4% of
Each School

Source:  Simulations based on 1996 College Board data.



underrepresented minority students make up 13% of the total pool.  Drawing the top 4% by
school and the remaining 8.5% on a statewide basis (middle pie), the combined percentage
Chicano/Latino and African American graduates in the total pool declines to 12%.  The smaller
the portion of the eligibility pool drawn from each school – and the larger the portion drawn on a
statewide basis – the more the resulting pool resembles the 12.5% statewide pool (right-hand
pie), where underrepresented minorities account for 11% of the total:

Figure 7

Impact of Top 6% and Top 4% Proposals
When Remainder of Pool is Drawn on a Statewide Basis

Even such small differences in proportional representation, however, can mean fairly substantial
differences in the number of Chicano/Latino and African American graduates in the eligibility
pool, since their numbers are so small to begin with.  Thus, the Top 6% proposal would result in
approximately a 20% increase in the number of underrepresented minorities in the eligibility
pool, while the Top 4% proposal would produce about a 10% increase, according to simulation
results.  Though these gains are smaller than the 12.5%-by-school proposal might produce,
they are not insignificant and would yield an additional 300 to 700 Chicano/Latino and African
American students within UC’s eligibility pool.

In addition to racial/ethnic diversity, the Top 6% and Top 4% proposals also would enhance the
geographic diversity of the eligibility pool.  Schools in all areas – urban, rural and suburban --
would see increases in eligibility rates as a result of these proposals, but the gains would be
greatest among urban high schools, according to simulation results.  Currently, about 20% of all
California public high schools qualify fewer than 6% of their graduates for UC, and 12% of
schools qualify fewer than 4% of their students.  Urban high schools, however, account for a
disproportionate share – roughly between 50% and 60% -- of those with the lowest UC-eligibility
rates, as shown in Figure 8 (next page), and would therefore benefit most from proposals to
draw a fixed percentage of students from each high school.3

                                                       
3  Instead of a fixed percentage from each school, some have proposed drawing a fixed number, such as the top 3
students from each high school.  Simulations indicate that drawing a fixed number of students from each school
gives disproportionate emphasis to rural high schools, which are generally much smaller than urban or suburban high
schools.
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Figure 8

But how would these proposals affect the academic qualifications of the UC eligibility pool
overall?  Figure 9 below summarizes simulation results:

Figure 9

Impact of Top 4% and Top 6% Proposals
on Academic Profile of UC Eligibility Pool

Definition of Pool Size of Pool Mean Academic Index

  Top 4% Only from Each School 10,231 7028

  Top 6% Only from Each School 15,348 6884

  Top 12.5% Statewide (approximation of current pool) 31,974 6733

  Top 4% from Each School  +  8.5% Statewide 31,974 6729

  Top 6% from Each School  +  6.5% Statewide 31,974 6718

  Top 12.5% from Each School 31,974 6538

    Source:  CDE data on 1996 California public high school graduates; simulations based on 1996 College Board data.
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Perhaps surprisingly, looking only at the top 4% of graduates from each school  –  before filling
the remainder of the eligibility pool on a statewide basis – the average Academic Index score for
this pool, 7028, is actually superior to that of the top 12.5% statewide pool, 6733.   Likewise, the
average Academic Index score for the top 6% of graduates from each school, 6884, also is
above the average for the top 12.5% statewide.  One reason for this is that the Top 4% and Top
6% pools are considerably smaller than the statewide pool: The Top 4% pool includes about
10,200 students and the Top 6% pool includes about 15,300, compared to almost 32,000 in the
12.5% statewide pool.  Because they are so much smaller, the Top 4% and Top 6% pools, even
though drawn on a school-by-school basis, tend to be more selective than the 12.5% statewide
pool.

But when the remainder of the eligibility pool is filled on a statewide basis, so that the total
number of students in the Top 4% and Top 6% proposals is comparable to the 12.5% statewide
pool, average Academic Index scores for the resulting pools (shown in the bottom half of Figure
9) fall slightly below that of the statewide pool.  Thus, drawing the top 4% from each school and
the remaining 8.5% statewide produces an average Academic Index score of 6729 among the
resulting pool; drawing the top 6% from each school and the remaining 6.5% statewide
produces an average Academic Index score of 6718.  Neither result is much different from the
average for the top 12.5% statewide pool, 6733, and both are well above the average Academic
Index score of 6538 produced by drawing the top 12.5% from each school.

Comparing only overall averages, however, masks other differences between the proposals.
Figure 10 below compares the effects of the Top 4% and Top 6% proposals on average
Academic Index scores across different racial/ethnic groups:

Figure 10

As Figure 10 illustrates, the Top 4% and Top 6% proposals have a differential impact on the
academic profile of different racial/ethnic groups:  While average Academic Index scores for
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Asian and White students remain steady or even improve slightly over the top 12.5% statewide
pool, average scores for Chicano/Latino and African American students decline under the Top
4% and Top 6% proposals.  The decline is especially pronounced under the Top 6% proposal,
where average Academic Index scores for Chicano/Latino students fall by about 150 points and
African Americans by 170 points below their average in the top 12.5% statewide pool.  The
result is a widening academic gap between underrepresented and non-underrepresented
students.  Under the Top 6%-by-school proposal, the difference in average Academic Index
scores between Asian and African American students increases to almost 400 points, as
compared with a gap of about 200 points between these same groups when the eligibility pool is
drawn entirely on a statewide basis.4

                                                       
4  A number of related proposals have been made for using students’ rank in high school as a factor in UC
admissions, rather than for determining eligibility per se.  For example, one version of the Top 6% proposal put
forward by Professors Richard Flacks (UCSB) and Rodolfo Alvarez (UCLA) would establish a series of  “catchment
areas” in the vicinity of each UC campus; students attending designated high schools in each “catchment area” would
be guaranteed admission to that particular campus if they graduated in the top 6% of their class.  Guaranteeing
admission to particular UC campuses could have a potentially profound effect on UC admissions and would likely
regionalize campus admissions processes to a much greater extent than is now the case.  It should be noted,
however, that this effect follows from the “catchment area” concept and is not inherent in the Top 6% proposal itself.



Impact of Proposals on Current UC Eligibility Pool

A final set of simulations were conducted to assess the potential effects of the Top 6% and 4%-
by-school proposals on UC’s existing eligibility pool: How many students who are currently
eligible under existing UC entrance requirements would be displaced by these proposals?  In
estimating possible displacement effects, two main factors must be taken into account.

First, according to the most recent CPEC eligibility study, only 11.1% of California public high
school graduates are now fully eligible for UC under the University’s existing subject,
scholarship, and standardized test requirements.  The 11.1% statewide eligibility rate is 1.4
percentage points below UC’s established Master Plan target of 12.5%.  Given that California
public high schools graduated about 255,000 students in 1996, this means that an additional
3,600 students (1.4% of 255,000) could be accommodated within the eligibility pool without
exceeding UC’s Master Plan target, and without displacing any of the 11.1% of graduates who
are currently eligible under existing UC entrance requirements.

A second factor is the overlap between the current statewide pool and proposals to draw the top
6% or 4% of students from each high school:

Figure 11

Overlap Between Current and Proposed Eligibility Pools

As this figure suggests, many students who rank within the top of their individual high schools
are already eligible for UC under current statewide criteria; the pools are not mutually exclusive.
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the top 6% or 4% of their high school class who already are UC-eligible -- only those who do not
meet current entrance criteria would become eligible as a result of these proposals.  Thus, the
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how many students would be added or displaced by the Top 6% or Top 4% proposals.
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To assess the overlap between the existing and proposed pools, students in the top 6% and top
4% of their high schools (as ranked by Academic Index scores) were screened to determine
how many already meet UC eligibility requirements.  Although precise determination of UC
eligibility is possible only through analysis of students’ high school transcripts, the College
Board/SAT data used in the simulations do permit at least approximate determination of
whether students have completed UC’s subject (“a-f” courses), scholarship (grade-point
average), and standardized test requirements.

Taking first the Top 6% proposal, simulations indicate that between 55% and 60% of students in
that pool appear to meet existing eligibility requirements, or conversely, that about 40% to 45%
are not currently eligible.  Only the latter group – students in the top 6% of their class who are
not currently eligible – would be added to the eligibility pool if the Top 6% proposal were
adopted.  Given that there are about 15,300 total students in the Top 6% pool, this means that
approximately 6,100 to 6,900 additional students would become UC-eligible as a result of that
proposal.  Adding this number of students to UC’s existing eligibility pool would, however,
produce an overall eligibility rate of 13.5% to 13.8%, well in excess of UC’s 12.5% Master Plan
target, and would necessitate changes in UC’s regular eligibility requirements in order to draw a
smaller number from the statewide pool.  Simulation results indicate that between 2,500 and
3,300 students who are currently eligible for UC would be displaced from the eligibility pool as a
result of these changes.

Finally, turning to the Top 4% proposal, simulations indicate that the smaller and more selective
the percentage drawn from each high school, the higher the proportion who meet current UC
eligibility requirements – and thus the smaller the displacement effects.  Between 60% and 65%
of students in the Top 4% pool appear to meet current UC eligibility criteria, while only 35% to
40% are ineligible.   And because the Top 4% pool is smaller – 10,200 total students – as well
as more selective than the Top 6% pool, the number of currently ineligible students who would
be added to the eligibility pool is considerably less: The Top 4% proposal yields an additional
3,500 and 4,000 students, according to simulation findings.  Adding this number to the 11.1% of
California public high school graduates who are currently eligible for UC, the Top 4% proposal
raises the overall eligibility rate to almost exactly the Master Plan target of 12.5%, so that few, if
any currently eligible students would be displaced as a result.

Saul Geiser
Student Academic Services
UC Office of the President
March, 1998


