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Presentation at a Glance

×Overview and Rationale for Holistic Admissions

×Journey and Experience with Holistic Admissions
Å Occupational Therapy Admissions (Cristina Smith)
Å Physical Therapy Admissions (Mark Bowden)
Å PhysicianAssistant Studies Admissions (LaurenFogelgren)

×Where We Are Today and Next Steps



The Burning Platform: The Why
Multiple landmark reports havecalled for increasing 
diversityamong health professions

ÅReduce health disparities

ÅIncrease access and quality ofcare

ÅEnsure workforce reflectscommunities served

Universities recognized needfor new and innovative 
strategies

Recognition that recruitment,retention and inclusion 
areall important



Country Comparison of Health Outcomes (2016 est.)

Healthcare Expenditures

#1 U.S.A.

#2 Marshall Islands

#3 Tuvalu

#4 Maldives

#5 Micronesia

Life Expectancy at Birth

#1 Monaco

#2 Singapore

#3 Japan

#4 Macau

#46 U.S.A.

Adapted from Central Intelligence Agency (n.d.b)Adapted from Central Intelligence Agency (n.d.a)



Socioeconomic 
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orientation
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Geography

Age & Disability

(Diagram adapted from MUSC Diversity and Inclusion, 2014)

MUSC Definition of Diversityτ
ǘƘŜ ǊƛŎƘƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎΧ



U.S. Race and 
Hispanic Origin

61.3% White alone, not Hispanic or Latino

17.8% Hispanic or Latino

13.3% Black or African American alone

5.7% Asian alone

1.3% American Indian and Alaska Native alone

0.2% Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander alone

2.6% Two or more races Adapted from U.S. Census Data (2016)

61.3%17.8%

13.3%

5.7%0%2%

UNITED STATES DEMOGRAPHICS

White/Caucasian Hispanic/Latino

Black or African American Asian

Native Hawaiian/Pacific IslanderTwo or more races



S.C. Race and 
Hispanic Origin

63.9%

27.5%

5.5%
1.6%0%2%

SOUTH CAROLINA DEMOGRAPHICS

White/Caucasian African American

Hispanic/Latino Asian

Native Hawaiian/Pacific IslanderTwo or more races

63.9% White alone, not Hispanic or Latino

27.5% African American alone

5.5% Hispanic or Latino

1.6% Asian alone

0.5% American Indian and Alaska Native alone

0.1% Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander alone

1.8% Two or more races Adapted from U.S. Census Data (2016)



National Calls to Action



5ƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ LƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ

--Michael de Arellano, PhD, Senior Associate Dean for Diversity, MUSC College of Medicine



ά¢ƘŜǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ŀƴȅ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƻǊ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǳǎΦέ
--Graduating student on his experience

άL ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ 5 ϧ L ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ άǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘŀƭƪΦέ
--Faculty Member on his reasons for leaving

άL ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ϑǘƘƛǎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅϒ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǿŀƴǘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƭƛƪŜ ƳŜΦέ
--Prospective Student during recruitment effort

άLΩǾŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǎƻ άƴƻǘ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜΦέ
--Current Student on her experience as a new student



Defining Holistic Admissions



American Association of Medical Colleges

The medical profession has implemented a number of national strategic 
initiatives including: 

üholistic admissions processes (AAMC, 2017)

üaccountability and data reporting on diversity-related initiatives for ongoing 
academic accreditation (Liaison Committee on Medical Education, 2016); 

üinitiatives related to recommendations developed by the USDHHS Office of 
Minority Health (2013) as related to National Culturally and Linguistically 
!ǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ό/[!{ύ {ǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ оΥ  άwŜŎǊǳƛǘΣ tǊƻƳƻǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ {ǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀ 
5ƛǾŜǊǎŜ DƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜΣ [ŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇΣ ŀƴŘ ²ƻǊƪŦƻǊŎŜΦέ



American Association of Medical Colleges
Calls for enhanced workforce diversity from the Institute of Medicine 
ά¦ƴŜǉǳŀƭ ¢ǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘέ wŜǇƻǊǘ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ мффф όLhaΣ нллнύ

Sullivan Commission on Diversity in the Healthcare Workforce (2004):

ÇAdmissions

ÇPipeline Support/Expansion

ÇRetention/Advancement

ÇCurriculum Content

ÇTraining Environment

ÇResource Commitment/Policy Advocacy



Student 
Recruitment

Student 
Admissions

Student 
Retention

Student 
Graduation Workforce

Prospective Student to Workforce

Diverse



Traditional Admissions

Typically do not consider:
Å having a job throughout college
Å military service
Å having a family
Å socioeconomic factors
Å other life factors

GPA

GRE

Prerequisite Courses

Reference Letters

Observation/Volunteer Hours



Defining Holistic Admissions

American Association of Medical Colleges (AAMC) (2017): 
άΦΦΦŀ ŦƭŜȄƛōƭŜΣ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀƴǘϥǎ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ōȅ 
which balanced considerationis given to experiences, attributes, and 
academic metrics and, when considered in combination, how the individual 
might contribute valueŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎƛŀƴΦέ 



Four Core Principles (AAMC, 2017)

1. Selection criteria are broad-based, clearly linked to school mission and goals, 
and promote diversity as an essential elementto achieving institutional excellence.
2. A balanceof experiences, attributes, and academic metrics (EAM) is used to 
assess applicants to create a diverseinterview, selection pool, and student body;
Å Applied equitably, grounded in data and evidence to supportselection criteria
3. Admission staff and committee members consider how each applicant may 
contribute to the medical school learning environment and practice of medicine
ÅWeighing and balancing the range of criteria needed achieve the desired 

outcomes



Four Core Principles (AAMC, 2017)

4. Race and ethnicity may be considered as factors when making admission-
related decisions only when:
Å narrowly tailored to achieve mission-related educational interests and goals 

associated with student diversity
Å considered as part of a broader mix of factors (I.e. personal attributes, 

experiential factors, and demographics)
Å other considerations under federal law (and where permitted by state law)



Examples of Desirable Traits and Applicant Data Points
ÅAcademic recordIntellectual ability

ÅHistory of engagementCommitment to service

ÅPast behaviorCultural sensitivity

ÅEssay, letters of referenceEmpathy

ÅAdversities overcomeCapacity for growth

ÅDistance traveled*Emotional resilience

ÅLetters of reference, testimonialsStrength of character

ÅInterview, letters of referenceInterpersonal skills

ÅLife choicesCuriosity and engagement

ñDistance traveledò = cumulative life experiences ðhow far one has come in life 
(Witzburg and Sondheimer, 2013)



Trends in Holistic Admissions

Academic programs have been transitioning including:
Å Interprofessional (Brotherton et al., 2021)
ÅMedicine (Kerrigan et al., 2016; Mahon, Henderson, & Kirch, 2013)
Å Physician assistant (DiBaise, Salisbury, Hertelendy, & Muma, 2015; Felix, Laird, Ennulat, 

Donkers, Garrubba, Hawkins, & Hertweck, 2012)
Å Nursing (Glazer, Clark, Bankston, Danek, Fair, Michaels, 2016; Scott & Zerwic, 2015)
Å Dentistry (Mertz, Wides, & Calvo, 2016)

Å Capers et al., 2018); Cloutier et al., 2021); Kilburn et al., 2019; Price & Grant-Mills, 
2010;



Holistic Admissions 
Policies, Processes, and Outcomes

Occupational Therapy



MUSC OTD Holistic Admissions Transition
Holistic ReviewτStarted in 2018:

Å Incorporated into OTD Academic Program Strategic Plan

ÅReflected College and University diversity initiatives

ÅDeveloped a Holistic Admissions Coordination Committee

ÅDiscussed rationale/plan with OT Faculty and Staff over series of meetings

ÅEstablished earlier application deadline in November

ÅRevised admissions materials to reflect changes



ÅIncoming OT Class based on interviews

ÅSome selected for Alternate List
60 New Students

ÅDay 1 & Day 2, 60 candidates each

ÅMorning or Afternoon Interviews

Å3 per applicant-2 Faculty, 1 Clinician
Appx. 120 Interviewed 

ÅFiles reviewed 
individually to determine 
interviews

ÅIndex score for rankings

ÅSome exclusion criteria

300+ Applicants: GRE, GPA, Profile 
Points, Profile Summary Form, 

Statement on diversity/uniqueness

Admissions Cycle
2021-2022



MUSC OTD Holistic Admissions Transition

Initiated two Interview Days (60 applicants per day; total of 120 applicants) including:

Å Panels with current faculty and students

Å Campus Tour with OT Student Ambassadors

Å Online interviews when travel presented an undue burden

Interview Process:

Å In each 15-minute session the candidate received 5 of 15 questions:

Å9Ƴƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜΣ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΣ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ ϧ άŀŘŘŜŘ ǾŀƭǳŜέ

ÅScoring for questions was 1=fair, 2=good and 3=outstanding, except for the 
ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ άŀŘŘŜŘ ǾŀƭǳŜέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǎŎƻǊŜŘ мҐŦŀƛǊΣ оҐƎƻƻŘΣ ŀƴŘ рҐƻǳǘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ 



Occupational Therapy Admissions: Sample Questions

Emotional intelligence:

ωPlease describe what motivates you.  How has that impacted your future goals?

Communication skills:

ωDescribe a time when you presented your thoughts successfully to a person or group.  What challenges did you 
have to overcome?

Service:

ωGive me an example of a time when you went above and beyond the call to serve others.

Critical Thinking:

ωTell me about a complex problem you have solved.  What was the process you used?

Added value:

ωWhat are some of the unique life experiences you would bring to the occupational therapy program?



Results
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Occupational Therapy Admissions: Trends 2014-
Present (%)
Entering Class

Completed 
Applications

URM Completed 
Applications Total Matriculants URM Matriculants

% URM 
Matriculants

2014 386 34 43 2 4.8%
2015 449 55 46 6 13.3%
2016 392 37 46 3 7.1%
2017 347 32 46 4 9.5%
2018* 373 35 48 7 15.9%
2019 224 16 49 4 8.3%
2020 221 30 52 7 14.6%
2021 250 32 54 6 11%
2022 (Pending) 223 28 59 12 20%
2023 (To Date) 130 26 ? ? ?

URM = Hispanic, African American, American Indian/Alaskan Native, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and 

Asian students who are either Filipino, Vietnamese, or SE Asian Non-Vietnamese

These numbers exclude international and undeclared race.

*Year implemented holistic admissions practices

National trends for the OT profession were slightly lower with an average enrollment of 12% under-represented minorities in Masterôs degree programs 

and 8% under-represented minorities in OTD programs in 2018 according to the AOTA 2018-2019 Annual Data Report.



MUSC OT Trends in Holistic Admissions

URM = Hispanic, African American, American Indian/Alaskan Native, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and Asian students who are either Filipino, Vietnamese, or SE Asian 

Non-Vietnamese

These numbers exclude international and undeclared race.
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Recent Admissions Initiatives
üIncreased percentage of complete applications in 2019 from 75% to 95%
üTransitioned to OTCAS in July 2020
üObtained HRSA Scholarships for Disadvantaged Students grant 
ü$3.25 million 2020-2025

üInterprofessional manuscript on holistic admissions published
üOT manuscript on holistic admissions in progress
üPresented at the AOTA Academic Education Special Interest Section on Holistic 
Admissions Feb. 2020
ütǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘ CŜŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ hŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ¢ƘŜǊŀǇȅ /ƻƴƎǊŜǎǎ ƻƴ ά5ŀǘŀ-
5ǊƛǾŜƴ 59LΥ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘ !ŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎΣ wŜŎǊǳƛǘƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ wŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴέ !ǳƎΦ нлнн



Ongoing Challenges
üPool of in-state applicants has decreased over the years (competition, etc.)
üDeveloping relationships with undergrad public and HBCU programs
üDeveloping relationships with elementary, middle, and high schools
üHRSA-MUSC OT Scholarship program, AHEC Scholars Program, OTD Advisory Board

üPotential Interviewer Bias
üMonitoring patterns over first few years
üIncreased training for interviewers (faculty, clinicians, PhD students, etc.)

üLimitations for applicants entering the applicant pool related to GRE
üGRE no longer required as of 2021-2022 admissions cycle
üDecreased amount of shadowing hours required to 15 (allow online continuing ed)



Occupational Therapy Admissions: Lessons Learned

Å Transition to doctorate in 2019 did not adversely impact applicant pool.

Å Under-represented minorities were over-represented in the incomplete application pool 
resulting in a lower percentage in the interview pool.  
Å Initiatives to improve number of completed applications implemented to increase 

access to info resulting in 95% completed in 2020.

Å Transition to the Occupational Therapy Centralized Application System (OTCAS) in 2020-
2021 admissions cycle.
Å Increased out of state pool but may have decreased in-state pool.

Å HRSA Scholarships for Students from Disadvantaged Backgrounds further helped to 
increase diversity of the applicant pool since 2020-2021.

Å Developing pipeline programs, retention initiatives, and health equity in the curriculum 
have been important additional factors.



Holistic Admissions 
Policies, Processes, and Outcomes

Physical Therapy


