


	
	



    
Fat Envelope Frenzy

One Year, Five Promising Students,

and the Pursuit of the Ivy League Prize

Joie Jager-Hyman

[image: ]





    
This book is dedicated to my parents,

Wende and Arnold,

who always lead by example,

and my husband, Josh,

whose presence in my life

has been my greatest joy,

and in loving memory of

Christopher John Pearson,

who I miss very much.





    
 Contents 


Introduction




Authors Note







	
One


	
	
Hes quiet and, of course, wants to be a doctor





	
Two


	
	
If colleges look at absences, Im pretty much screwed





	
Three


	
	
Success breeds success





	
Four


	
	
Im scared Ill like the school too much





	
Five


	
	
Waiting suuuuucks!





	
Six


	
	
Congratulations, you were rejected





	
Seven


	
	
This isnt supposed to be an endurance test





	
Eight


	
	
No rejectionsyet:)





	
Nine


	
	
I have an Asian fan club





	
Ten


	
	
Its okay if you need to stop by a metaphorical gas station and get directions









Resources:

How to Use How To Books




Acknowledgments




Selected Bibliography




About the Author




Credits




Copyright




About the Publisher







    

 INTRODUCTION 




My absolute favorite movie about the Harvard experience is 1973s The Paper Chase. The film tells the story of Professor Kingsfield, the commanding legal scholar, and his relationship with the green gang of first-year law students who enter his lecture hall each September. For the most part, the cast consists of archetypal charactersthe insecure know-it-alls; the hard workers who cant make the grade; the privileged cruisers with cushy jobs waiting for them on the other end; and the needle-in-the-haystack really smart guy who made it to Harvard without connections or pedigree. In this case, the really smart guys name is Hart (all the fellas go by their last names).

About halfway through the movie, Hart, who simultaneously adores and abhors the icy Kingsfield, learns that the Harvard Law School library keeps an off-limits archive of the handwritten class notes that their professors took when they themselves were law students. Fueled by his obsession with Kingsfield, Hart decides to risk his academic standing and future career by convincing one of his classmates to help him break into the annals. Hart believes that if he could just access the professors old notes, perhaps he could penetrate his mind as well.

The screen is dark except for the beam of a flashlight illuminating the wire cages of paper, scanning the stacks. Soon, Hart discovers Kingsfields dusty notebooks. He freezes and stands there slack-jawed, like he has just discovered the Holy Grail. This is it, Hart says to his colleague. This is the ageless passage of wisdom.

The idea that wisdom is somehow caged or exclusive is the central and brutal irony of Harvards status as an American icon. Like so many students, Hart fetishizes Harvard. He has already been accepted to Harvard Law Schoolhe is an insideryet he strives for some wisdom or understanding that is out of his reach. Such is an environment where achievement will always be elusive and real success is impossible. At its worst, it is the resurrection of a modern-day golden calf.

Nowhere else is this phenomenon more pronounced than in the selective college admissions process, the gatekeeping mechanism that has so many otherwise rational, accomplished individuals experiencing unrivaled anxiety and panic. It doesnt help that it is harder today than ever before to get into a selective college. Harvard College turned down almost 21,000 candidatesincluding thousands of valedictorians and students with perfect SAT scoresin 20062007. That same school year, Columbia University denied admission to about 16,500 high-achievers. And Stanford University sent out approximately 21,500 rejection letters to ambitious applicants across the globe.

With competition at an all-time high, grooming for a spot at a top college has become a full-time job for scores of Ivy League hopefuls, who literally spend years studying for the SAT, loading up on Advanced Placement courses, and accumulating brag-worthy rosters of extracurricular activities. Across the nation, dinner table discussions are dominated by college talk, and some parents will stop at nothing to give their child every advantage. They hire high-priced consultants to help with educational decisions, from choosing the best nursery school to the best academic enrichment programs to the best internships, community ser vice activities, and sports programs.

Too many communities are enmeshed in a collective obsession with achievement and accomplishment. And almost everyone involvedeven admissions officers and college presidentsat some point feels victimized by the admissions process. We are in the midst of a cultural craze. I call it the Fat Envelope Frenzy.

The Fat Envelope Frenzy is somewhat predicated on the myth that college admission is contingent solely on merit. In reality, colleges often use their admissions policies to accommodate numerous stakeholders and accomplish various goals that are not always aligned. Prestigious colleges strive to attain diverse student bodies, while favoring the children of alumni and generous donors. They want all-star football teams and several Rhodes Scholars in each class. They recruit low-income students, but tie their admissions policies to performance on the SAT, which gives a well-known advantage to high-income students who are able to enroll in test-prep classes and gain access to pricey private tutors. Simply put, college admissions policies are confusing because colleges are confused. American higher education does not have a single, clear mission.

Seven years ago, I accepted a position as Assistant Director of Admissions at my alma mater, Dartmouth College. I was hired to give on-campus information sessions, recruit students by traveling to high schools and college fairs, interview dozens of applicants, and read and evaluate thousands of applications. For the most part, the students I met were delightful, accomplished young men and women. Of course, most were inevitably turned away, despite their potential and appeal. There were simply too many deserving candidates vying for a limited number of spots.

College admissions officers wear many different hats, depending on the time of year and the type of applicant with whom they are interacting. In the fall and spring, the staff hits the road for recruitment trips to give information on admissions procedures and, basically, sell the school. Part of the job includes driving up application numbers. Even the most popular universities find it essential to maintain a high degree of selectivity because external evaluators, like U.S. News & World Report, emphasize this in their rankings. The trick for admissions officers is to strike a balance between acknowledging the low acceptance rates at their institutions while simultaneously encouraging as many students to apply as possible. My personal strategy for mitigating these conflicting objectives was to distance myself from the students I met. I would go so far as to cut them off or redirect the conversation if they started telling me about their academic credentials and personal accomplishments, or asking questions along the lines of What are my chances of getting in? If I knew nothing real about these students, I could ignore the fact that the vast majority of them (about 80 percent of Dartmouth applicants at the time) would eventually be turned away. Like the students themselves, I focused on the positive. I persuaded every high schooler I met to take a chance at applying to the Ivy League.

Everything changed once the applications were submitted in the winter. My sunny, welcoming disposition was replaced by no-nonsense assessment. Its not that I didnt like, appreciate, or respect the applicants (many of whom were more qualified than I had been when I applied). But I quickly learned that I had to evaluate each candidate based on his or her potential contribution to the school. Of course, grades, SAT scores, essays, recommendations, and extracurricular accomplishments matter, but so does satisfying trustees and/or alumni by recruiting winning athletes, admitting legacy applicants, and attracting big donors. Most admissions officers are genuinely concerned with creating opportunities for talented students from underrepresented racial and socioeconomic backgrounds. However, they are bound by competing institutional interests that limit their power to recruit students who may not have had extensive college preparation or coaching.

It can be difficult for outsiders to grasp how or why individual institutions make certain decisions about particular applicants. How could Scott not get into Brown with a 4.0 average? Why did Mary get into Yale but rejected from Cornell? Because of this, a common misunderstanding has developed. Many people now believe that the admissions decisions at Ivy League and other highly selective colleges are made at random. On the whole, this idea could not be further from the truth, as there is a rigid system of institutional priorities that serve as guidelines for building a class. However, the process of reviewing individual applications is somewhat subjective.

Admissions officers hail from a variety of backgrounds, bringing their personal experiences and preferences to the table. As is human nature, we tend to like students who remind us of ourselves. It got to the point in my office where we even knew the other admissions officers preferencesBeth liked the scholar/athletes; Tom was apt to favor the quiet intellectuals; Cindy was a sucker for sob stories. Most successful applicants not only have exceptional qualifications; they are also lucky enough to have their files reviewed by people who are, to some extent, already predisposed to like them.

Fortunately, the system was created with a certain degree of checks and balances. At almost every selective college, each application is evaluated by more than one admissions officer. Many colleges hold weeks worth of committee meetings, where admissions officers collectively vote on whether or not to accept individual candidates. Even when you work in admissions, you must advocate on behalf of the students you like. And you are often outvoted. I remember pleading with my colleagues to admit many different types of students: a young woman from Jamaica who wanted to use her Ivy League education to advance womens rights in her country; a middle-class boy from Kansas City who wrote an essay about the night that his father was arrested for tax fraud when he was in seventh grade; a valedictorian from rural Vermont with poor SAT scores who always dreamed of going to Dartmouth. These committee meetings were about making tough decisions, and everyone, including my boss, was overruled on occasion. Thats why it is so important to remember that individual admissions decisions are not reflections of personal worthno matter how tempting it is for some applicants or their parents to think of them that way.

Despite the arduous process of reading tens of thousands of essays, going through piles of transcripts and test scores, and enduring intense admissions committee debates, colleges dont always make the right decisions. Many of societys most influential and prophetic leaders were turned down by top schools. Prominent researchers Stacy Berg Dale and Alan Krueger have even come up with a name for people who get rejected from elite colleges and go on to achieve wild success. They call this the Spielberg Effect, afteryou guessed itdirector Steven Spielberg, who was twice rejected from prominent film programs, both at UCLA and USC. Recently, 02138 magazine, a publication named after the Harvard zip code, ran a feature article about famous Harvard rejects, including Warren Buffett, Ted Turner, Tom Brokaw, Matt Groening, and Meredith Vieira. An institution that welcomes Ted Kaczynski (the infamous Unabomber) and rebuffs Ted Turner obviously makes mistakes.

So where do we go from here?

Heres the bad news: getting into a top college is not going to get any easier, at least not in the foreseeable future. A generation ago, the majority of Americans did not pursue higher education immediately after finishing high school. Today, more than 60 percent of high school graduates dont skip a beat before turning in their tuition checks. We are also in the midst of a demographic bulge, as the children of baby boomersa generation known as the echo boomcome of age. About 3.2 million students graduated from high school in 2007. Thats more than half a million more students than the number that graduated just a decade ago.

More kids graduating from high school and going to college means increased competition and heightened anxiety for ambitious applicants. This explains why so many students are trying to up their odds of getting into a good college by applying to more schools. According to the Higher Education Research Institute, in each year since 1999, more than 82 percent of elite institutions reported an increase in applications over the previous year. In addition to this unprecedented rise in college applications, more students are also better prepared for college than ever before. The number of students taking AP courses more than doubled in the past decade, as did the number of exams they took. All of this contributes to the fast-escalating exclusivity of top colleges and universities. Unless elite colleges decide to increase the size of their entering classes, which is unlikely because they have numerous disincentives to do so, more and more qualified applicants will continue to receive rejection letters.

Heres the good news: all of us involved in the college admissions processparents, students, admissions officers, teachers, guidance counselors, and the mediahave the power to reframe how we think about the Fat Envelope Frenzy. At its best, the selective college admissions process is a valuable educational tool. After all, we dont just send our children to school to learn to read and write. Education is about learning how to succeed in life and acquiring intellectual, analytical, and social skills. Ironically, it is often the students who are turned away from their first-choice colleges who gain the most. They are given the opportunity to demonstrate resiliencya fundamental, and often underrated, prerequisite for achievement and success in the long-term.

Applying to college is not just about choosing a single institution, a decision that is too often based on relatively superficial variables like school colors, athletic teams, or the distance of the campus from a students home. Its about choosingusually for the first timewhat kind of life you want to have. What are you interested in studying? Where do you want to live? What kinds of people do you want to be associated with? What are the things that really matter to you?

The truth is, the undergraduate liberal arts curriculum is virtually identical at thousands of four-year colleges across the country. Intro to Psychology or Economics 101 is pretty much the same at Harvard as it is at Hunter College. Students seek out elite universities to be surrounded by other high-achieving, ambitious students. There are scores of colleges waiting to absorb the host of super-applicants being rejected from the Ivy League. This means that formerly second-tier institutions are also receiving record numbers of applications and attracting student bodies with impressive credentials. As a result, they are recruiting more accomplished faculty and furnishing their campuses with Ivy Leaguecaliber labs, dorms, and athletic facilities. These schools just keep getting better. Ironically, the Fat Envelope Frenzy actually gives kids today more options to enroll in top colleges than they had a generation ago.

No matter where they end up going to college, most kids are better off for having struggled through the admissions process. Of course, they complain. And sometimes they lose perspective. But they also take those precious first steps toward adulthood, which are more valuable than any diploma on a wall.







    

 AUTHORS NOTE 




I left the Dartmouth Admissions Office in the summer of 2002 and enrolled at the Harvard Graduate School of Education the following fall. My professional experience in college admissions awakened me to the inequalities that permeate our educational system and just how difficult it is to level the playing field for all students. I visited privileged schools with plenty of highly motivated, intelligent, cultured, ambitious studentswho could easily have skipped college altogether and headed straight for graduate school. I also visited schools where students were neither planning nor prepared to attend college. Most of them wanted to succeed and have access to opportunities but were simply cut off from the streams that channel students into higher education. The saddest part was that they didnt even know just how much they didnt know. They had no idea what they were up against when compared with the tutored prep-school kids, who had been priming for college their whole lives.

I decided to focus my academic research on policies that promote college enrollment and graduation for low-income students. However, years after I had left the Dartmouth Admissions Office, people would always ask me questions about admissions. Do colleges really read the essays? How much do SAT scores matter? What makes one student stand out from the others? I was regularly approached by overwhelmed, obsessive, and frantic parents, looking for tips or secrets about how to game the admissions system. And I met plenty of kids who seemed desperate to get into a good college. Every year, the media reported on this escalating competition and the snowballing anxiety surrounding applying to college. I kept reading about how the quest to get into a top school ruined childhoods, destroyed families, and was tearing our society apart. I couldnt help but think back to my days in the Dartmouth Admissions Office and wonder about the part I had played in what was now being depicted as an almost criminal, wicked machine.

Was the competition for a spot at a prestigious college destroying a generation of otherwise bright-eyed, hopeful students? Were students as tortured and tormented as the newspaper articles had made them out to be? What is it really like to apply to an Ivy League college today?

More than ten years after I had applied to college and five years after I had worked in admissions, I felt compelled to revisit and explore the epic journey of the college application process. The human consequence of institutional decision-making is rarely seen in all its complexityeven though these institutions could never exist without the people who buy into them.

Fat Envelope Frenzy follows five top college applicants over the course of their senior years in various high schools across the country. To document the brutal minefield of college admissions, I decided to focus on students applying to Harvard, one of the most selective colleges in the United States, as well as the place where I have been studying our education system for the past five years. Harvard is the trendsetter of selective college admissions policies. The college pioneered the use of the SAT as the gold standard of college entrance exams, redefined the goals of affirmative action when the controversial policy was first challenged in the courts, and, most recently, was the first prominent institution to eliminate early admissions policies that favor wealthy students. With an endowment of nearly $35 billion, Harvard is the second wealthiest nonprofit organization in the country (the wealthiest is the Catholic Church, which serves far more members). Harvard is the richest, most well-known university in the world.

But this is not a book about Harvard. This is a book about gifted, determined, and capable young adults interacting with a system that will either embrace or reject them. In the pages that follow, you will read about their goals, anxieties, strategies, philosophies, and experiences. Some of them will benefit from a categorical advantage in the admissions process, like being an Olympic-level athlete or a member of a minority group that colleges seek to recruit. Others will face greater odds because of personal obstacles, poor advising, or the fact that students like them tend to be overrepresented in the applicant pool. You will also meet the people in their communitiesteachers, friends, siblings, parents, and counselorswho support, guide, and influence them in their quest for a spot at our nations top colleges.

To properly cover the variety of applicants and their experiences, I chose five students from different racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, geographic, and religious backgrounds. I used a range of sources to track down potential students, and interviewed dozens of candidates before selecting the five stories I wanted to tell. To identify interesting prospects, I spent days scanning the posts on CollegeConfidential.com, a popular discussion board Web site where thousands of applicants go for information about the admissions process. I also contacted college guidance counselors, pre-college outreach programs, and Ivy League alumni associations for references. However, when all was said and done, I chose the students I was most interested in getting to know.

I took one notable risk in selecting students for this book. I decided to write only about students who, based on my academic and professional experiences, I sincerely believed had a good chance of getting in to Harvard. I did this for two reasons. The first was to illustrate the different types of students who make up a class and how various applicants are evaluated in the context of the admissions process. The second was because I did not want to exploit the young adults who have been so generous with their stories. It seemed unethical to spend a year writing about someone I knew would never make it.

To use a slightly hokey analogy, each of the students in this book represents a different slice of the American pie. But youll notice that most of them are from immigrant backgrounds. Many people believe that the college admissions process is one of the best examples we have for the actualization of the American Dreamthe idea that everyone has the opportunity to succeed through hard work and ingenuity. Many children of immigrants, people of color, Jews, Catholics, Muslims, and women, who were traditionally excluded from elite universities, now view the possibility of admission to one of these schools as their chance to gain approval from society at large. Right before she dropped me off for my first day at college, my own mother said, I cant believe we went from Auschwitz to Dartmouth in two generations. For her, my acceptance to an Ivy League college was a clear sign of validation by an institution she considered impartial and uncorrupt.

There are some things you should know about how I researched and wrote this book. I started conducting interviews when the students were just beginning their senior years in August 2006, and I regularly tracked their progress until June 2007, when they graduated from high school. I took more than thirty trips across the country during these nine months. I also corresponded with students over e-mail and on the telephone.


Despite my background in college admissions, I did not advise these students. They wrote their own essays, selected the colleges to which they wanted to apply, and completed their applications independently. None of the students in this book hired private consultants. Their decision-making process was based on their own research and the advice they received from school counselors, teachers, and, in some cases, parents and friends.

As with any work of nonfiction, the stories you are about to read actually happened. I use real names to identify people, schools, and places (with a few exceptions, such as classmates or teammates who I did not interview but are mentioned by others in this book). However, some of the events appear out of order to facilitate the storytelling. In addition, several scenes have been re-created based on interviews. I collaborated and consulted extensively with the students, parents, friends, and other parties to re-create any event at which I was not physically present. Even so, it is important to remember that this book was written by me, based on the interviews I conducted, incidents I witnessed, observations I made, notes I took, and questions I asked.

When interacting with the students, my goal was to observe rather than advise. However, in writing this book, I often insert my own experiences, findings from academic research, advice for applicants that I have gained over the years, as well as other background information that will provide you with an understanding of how the process works. My objective is to interweave the stories of real students to show you the various forces at play in todays competitive admissions environment. What does it really take to get into a top school? And what happens to the scores of worthy wannabes who dont get picked? Read on to find out.









    

 ONE 

Hes quiet and, of course, wants to be a doctor




FELIX

Felix Zhang is wearing one of his many Harvard sweatshirts. Ive always loved the school, he says, not just because its Harvard, but because it has everything in one place. It is the third week of September. Felix and I are eating chocolate brownies in the Barnes & Noble caf in Berwyn, Pennsylvania, a posh suburb fifteen miles west of Philadelphia. Berwyn is on the Main Line, a term that is shorthand for desirable real estate. Many wealthy families in the greater Philadelphia metropolitan region seek out this cluster of exclusive suburban towns in close proximity to the convenient commuter rail.

At first glance, Berwyn could easily be caricatured as the perfect place to raise a family. With large homes and manicured lawns, more than half of the residents are married with children. The town is remarkably homogenous: most residents are rich (the median family income is about $90,000 a year, almost twice as much as the average American household earns) and white (a whopping 92.26 percent). Only 2 percent of Berwynites are Asian American like Felix.

Felix embodies the term big teddy bear. Its not just physical. Though he is broadly built with an innocent round face, the gentle teddy bear vibe actually resonates from deep within. Hes friendly to everyone, the kind of kid the other kids feel safe asking for help with their homework.

Felix has been preparing to go to Harvard for sixteen years, and theres no question that hes done everything right. Going into his senior year, he has already received a perfect score of 5 on Advanced Placement tests in Physics, Calculus, American History, European History, Statistics, English Language and Composition, and Biology. He also has straight As in all of his accelerated courses and a 780 in Math, 750 in Critical Reading, and 710 on the Writing sections of the SAT.

Felix knows that it takes more than just good grades and test scores to get into Harvard, and at only sixteen years old, he is already a distinguished pianist, whose talent has taken him across the globe, from Cincinnati to China. He has been a featured soloist on National Public Radio on more than one occasion, and at the age of fourteen, he was the youngest student selected to study at the Julliard School International Summer Music Academy in Leipzig, Germany. Felix has also performed for some of the worlds best musicians, including Harvard professor Robert Levin, for whom he will play in the fall. Faculty endorsements are rare in the undergraduate admissions process because very few teenagers have the capacity to make an impression on the top experts in a given field. If all goes well, a positive review from Professor Levin could distinguish Felixs application and carry considerable weight with the Harvard admissions committee.

Despite his impressive musical accomplishments, Felix is seeking an alternative professional path. People who do music have a need to share their music, he explains. I dont really feel that need. Even though I love piano, I also want to do other things. Like both of his parents, Felix plans to become a physician and has been doing research with a renowned professor at the Jefferson Medical College in Philadelphia for the past several years. Though it is not uncommon for Ivy League applicants to have some experience in academic research, Felixs work really stands out. He was even named as the lead author on a paper that the lab recently submitted to a prestigious peer-reviewed journal, a distinction that is usually reserved for hardworking graduate students or professors themselves. The study was designed to investigate whether estrogen substitutes inhibit neuronal cell death associated with Alzheimers disease in postmenopausal women. Most teenage boys dont even know what postmenopausal means.

Though piano and research are two of Felixs primary passions, he is also involved with a myriad of other activities outside of his classes at Conestoga High School, which has been consistently recognized as one of the best public schools in the state. He is a volunteer EMT at the Berwyn Fire Department, captain of the quiz bowl, debate, and model UN teams, editor in chief/founder of SciSpot Online Science Magazine (his schools first science-focused newsletter), president/founder of Young Artists for People (a club that organizes talented high school musicians to perform in local retirement homes), and a three-year veteran of the Student Council.

On the surface, it might seem that Felix is a shoo-in for admission to Harvard. However, as an Asian American, Felix is also a member of a group that is overrepresented in the Harvard applicant pool, which could be a disadvantage in the admissions process. In the past two decades, selective colleges have been repeatedly accused of a bias against Asian Americans, and several students have gone so far as to file official complaints with the federal government at the Office for Civil Rights. No university has ever been convicted of discrimination, but an investigation into the admissions process at Harvard in the early 1990s uncovered a number of offensive remarks written by the staff in regard to Asian American candidates, including glib descriptions such as hes quiet and, of course, wants to be a doctor.

A more recent study published in Social Science Quarterly, which analyzed data from 124,374 applicants to three highly selective colleges, found that qualified Asian American students had lower admission rates at these top schools than any other group of students. In addition to being overrepresented in the applicant pool, Asian Americans also tend to be excluded from many of the institutional priorities that guide the selective college admissions process. As immigrants or children of immigrants, they may be less likely to have a parent who attended a selective American college and may not benefit from the advantages of legacy in college admissions. They also do not qualify for most affirmative action programs and are a rarity on athletic teams. In fact, the only category in which Asian American students are likely to be given a boost in the admissions process is for high SAT scores, which is still a key variable in admissions decisions. Even so, the researchers projected that eliminating preferences based on legacy, race, and athletics would increase Asian American acceptances by approximately 30 percent at the three highly selective schools they studied.

Based on these statistical trends, Felixs background may hurt his chances of getting into Harvard. It also doesnt help that hes up against a number of his extremely competitive classmates. Most of my friends are involved in lots of clubs, he explains. There is even a story of a kid who tried to run for president of the Young Democrats even though he had never been to a meeting. Then he actually went to the Young Republicans and ran for a position, like secretary or something! Felix laughs at the story without a hint of judgment or resentment.

There can be a lot of competition, but mostly its confined to a small group, he says of his high school culture. You know, the smart ones. Theyre good academically and do lots of stuff outside of school. Theres definitely competition there, but its friendly competition.

Where do you think you fit in all of this? I ask.

I mean, I think Im up there, he answers, referring to his academic performance, but I know a lot of kids who are not on the AP track that are just as smart but dont bother with the AP tests. I dont know Felix looks down as he talks about this injustice, like he somehow feels guilty. People have said that the school focuses only on nurturing the top kids and the others get gypped.

Selective colleges encourage students to take challenging high school classes to prepare them for the rigors of collegiate academics. As a result, high schools across the country have been adding more and more Advanced Placement, or AP, courses to their curricula. Felixs high school actually offers more AP classes than any other public or private school in the state. Last year, the 2,000 students at Conestoga collectively passed almost 1,400 AP tests, and the College Board officially recognized 219 students for their outstanding college-level performance. (These numbers are even more impressive considering that students in the earlier grades are ineligible for AP courses.)

Felix and his high-achieving peers are part of a nationwide trend of students taking more AP tests than ever before. About 1.5 million high schoolers nationwide now take at least one AP exam. And last year, 13,657 students took nine or more AP exams by the time they graduated from high school, more than seven times as many students who did this a decade ago.

The enormous growth of the high school AP program has not translated into significant academic gains for students in college, leading some to speculate that AP courses are less rigorous than actual college classes. According to two recent studies at Harvard and Texas Christian University, students who take multiple AP courses in high school have the same grades and persistence rates in college as those who took regular college-preparatory classes. This may explain why students at high schools like Conestoga are able to manage so many AP courses.

Like his classmates, Felix has loaded up on AP courses for his senior year. I like to challenge myself, he explains, which is no surprise since he comes from a long line of overachievers. His parents are originally from Shanghai, where they both earned degrees in medicine and engineering before enrolling in Ph.D. programs at Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). They now both work in pharmaceuticals.

I ask Felix if he hopes to go into the pharmaceutical industry as well.

No way, he responds, shaking his head for emphasis. After what I saw in China, I know I want to practice medicine on a personal level or somehow help people who really need it.

Two summers ago, when he was just fourteen years old, Felix embarked on a trip to a rural Chinese orphanage, where he lived in a hut with two doctors and their assistants. (I didnt want to let him go, his mother later tells me, but he insisted, so I trusted him. As a trained doctor, I wouldnt have been able to do that work. Its just too horrible.) Chinese children born with congenital diseases or deformities are often put up for adoption in the poor rural districts because their families do not have the means to properly provide for them. The state then places all the sick orphans together in special orphanages. However, because China has yet to develop the infrastructure to care for these children, these orphanages are often in a terrible condition with absolutely no medical facilities.

Even though I always wanted to be a doctor, it was really a nightmare-type place. There were like fifty kids in a building about the size of this small area, Felix says, tracing his finger around the border of the caf. There was a three-year-old girl with severe mental retardation who had ripped out all her hair and another little boy with hydrocephalus

Wait, whats that? I ask, almost afraid to hear the answer.

Oh, sorry, he apologizes. Its when fluid builds up in the brain cells and the head swells. It kind of looks like an alien head. There was a three-year-old boy there whose head was sixty centimeters around! The average head circumference for a three-year-old boy is about forty-eight centimeters.

There were also many kids with spinal stenosisyou know, they were paralyzedbut the orphanage didnt have money for wheelchairs so they had to drag themselves around on the dirty floor by their arms. He raises his eyebrows as if to ask, Can you believe that this actually happens in the world?

I ask Felix if he was changed by his trip to China, and he takes a moment before answering. It was amazing how everyone just accepted their fate. They sat there until they died. They had no other choice. The story seems too real and gruesome to be narrated in a suburban caf.

When I got back to the lab at Jeff Medical School, the doctors were all nice and clean, Felix continues. I saw them worrying about things like the nameplates on their lab coats, he says, once again raising his eyebrows. I really started thinking about the health care system in general, and started to appreciate Doctors Without Borders [a nonprofit organization that provides health care and medical training to needy populations] and those kinds of groups. I think I want to do something like that.

Felixs grandparents, who still live in Shanghai, also trained as doctors. They continue to practice medicine, and his grandfather is known as one of the best surgeons in the city. My grandparents have very high expectations, Felix explains. For me to build on the success of my family, it seems that Harvard is the only answer. It is one of the only schools outside of China that people know. Apparently, there is a hugely popular book in China called Harvard Girl Yiting Liu, which was written by a mother and stepfather who tell the story of how their daughter got into Harvard. Since it was published in 2000, the book has sold millions of copies, inspired dozens of copycats, and made Yiting Liu, the Harvard Girl herself, a household name.

Even though they live so far away, the Zhangs still manage to arrange family reunions. In fact, they have a big vacation to Hawaii planned for mid-Decemberat exactly the same time that Felix will receive the verdict on his early action application to Harvard. I dont really like it that everyone knows where Im applying, he says. Im worried that I wont get in. It would be better if it was a secret so no one would be disappointed. I hate disappointing people.

I ask Felix if he feels pressure to live up to all that his family has accomplished. Its sort of a blessing and a curse, he answers. Its a blessing to look up to them. And my parents have an inside perspective on medical schools and all that. But sometimes they think that they know everything. My mom likes to teach me to play piano even though she doesnt even play. For the first time, Felix sounds like a normal, angst-filled teenager.

Felix has just returned from what he calls the marathon college tour, otherwise known as I-95. The Zhangs drove up the northeast coast to visit Yale, MIT, and Harvard, where Felix had an on-campus interview. Yale was unexpectedly breathtaking, he says, wide-eyed. I loved the campus and environment and the residential colleges were just amazing. Of course, just when I thought Yale was the best thing ever, we drove to Harvard and I totally forgot about that other Ivy.

We all remember our first love. For Felix, that first love is Harvard University. He entered the Admissions Office, dressed down in slacks and an untucked button-down shirt, trying his best to mask his anxiety before his interview. The guy who went before me was wearing a full suit and tie, kind of like the stereotypical Asian kid, Felix says. When my mom saw him she started freaking out, saying, Youre underdressed, youre underdressed. But I had the exact opposite reaction. When I saw what he was wearing, I was happy because I figured that I would come off as the social guy compared to him.

Felix was interviewed by a recent graduate, Erin Fehn, whom he describes as really cool, definitely not the old bespectacled scholarly sage I was expecting. Ms. Fehn quickly demonstrated her affability. Only two years out of college, she is able to relate to the intimidated high school students who visit her Office for interviews and ask questions at Harvard information sessions. Felix took to her immediately. The interview flew by.

We were both laughing the whole time and relating to common interests, he says. It didnt really feel like an interview at all but more of a conversation, mutually swapping stories. We talked about my Alzheimers research for quite a while, piano, debate, my community ser vice interests, parents, and before we knew it, the thirty minutes were up.

Before parting, Ms. Fehn dropped a verbal atomic bomb on the unguarded teenager. Amazingly, she told me that she would tell the committee what a great person I was and how fabulous it was to talk to me. Im hoping thats a positive, Felix says.

Interviews play many different roles in the admissions process, depending on the candidate, the interviewer, and the college in question. Some schools dont require interviews for undergraduate candidates at all, simply because they have a limited number of staff members and volunteers. For those that do, there are typically two types of interviews: on-campus and alumni, with some colleges offering both options.

On-campus interviews are generally the more important of the two. These interviews are usually handled by trained students or staff members who have a good perspective on the applicant pool with which to contextualize particular candidates. Admissions officers tend to put stock in their colleagues evaluations, and, on rare occasions, students may even end up having their applications evaluated by the very same person with whom they interviewed. A positive assessment from Ms. Fehn could potentially help Felixs chances of getting into Harvard.

Alumni interviews generally do not carry the same weight in the admissions process because the interviewers are not trained professionals. They tend to have a limited perspective when it comes to the overall applicant pool. One alumnas outstanding superstar may seem like the girl next door when compared to twenty thousand other exceptional applications in the Admissions Office. Alumni interviews are used more to encourage graduates to stay connected with the institution as well as to give applicants an opportunity to ask questions about the school. These interviews are usually conducted somewhere close to the applicants house, like a local Starbucks or a neighborhood diner, or sometimes over the phone.

As Felix excitedly tells me about his interview, I am pleased to hear how well he handled the situation. He managed to talk about his accomplishments without losing his sense of humor or being pretentious. Plus, he let the conversation drift to world events, books, movies, and the arts. Perfect, since for the most part, interviewers tend to give high marks to the kinds of people with whom they enjoy socializing. Achievement and intelligence count, but so does being kind, accessible, and humble.

A few weeks later, Felix hands me a stack of papersthings like his transcript, rsum, and a copy of his school newspaperto give me some more information about him. Included in the pile is an essay that he published several years earlier in Stone Soup, a bimonthly magazine for young writers and artists that receives more than 250 submissions a week. I flip through the pages until I spot a photograph of a chubby, sweet-faced Asian American boy wearing glasses and a polo shirt. His identity is confirmed by the underlying caption: FELIX ZHANG, 13, BERWYN, PENNSYLVANIA.

The short story, entitled Good Night Son, is a tragic tale about Ryan Carrol, a boy who spends his life trying to please his father. His father had worked hard to overcome the obstacles of his childhood and vowed to teach his son to achieve in the same way. Ryan grew up to be a remarkable manintelligent, hardworking, kind, and talented. To escape the perfectionism forced upon him by his father, Ryan fell in
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