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To indicate as explicitly as possible the instances where the author could not know the exact words spoken by the participants in this story, some dialogue in this book appears without quotation marks. That dialogue should be read as the author’s effort, based on statements made by one or more participants in each conversation, to reconstruct actual conversations in the manner most faithful to the likely words exchanged between the speakers.







INTRODUCTION

This book chronicles an academic fraud of stunning proportions. Over a period of six years, Adam B. Wheeler tricked the smartest institutions in the country time and time again. He plagiarized application essays to get into one of the country’s best liberal arts colleges. He stole a Pulitzer Prize winner’s work to win a poetry prize. Then he took on Harvard University—the world’s most recognized institution of higher education, whose very name has meant prestige, privilege, excellence, and exclusivity for centuries.

Adam Wheeler was an expert forger and a skillful liar with seemingly few scruples about fabricating his academic credentials whenever the occasion arose. In snagging admission to Harvard, he unfairly attained an honor that millions of students worldwide dream of. In striving to scam institutions at the pinnacle of higher education—Yale, Brown, Stanford, the Rhodes and Fulbright scholarships, and more—he astonished the nation with the story of his audacity. Many were outraged that he took a precious spot at Harvard that could have gone to an honest applicant, not to mention thousands of dollars in prizes that selection committees could have bestowed on deserving young scholars. Others were impressed by his skillful cons or even smugly amused to see Harvard outsmarted for once.

But whether one perceives him as the hero or the villain of his tale, this ultimately is not about Adam Wheeler. His fraudulent path is extraordinary, but on its own, his story is unimportant.

What is important is that high school students today face unprecedented pressure when it comes to college admissions. What is important is that as many as 14 percent of essays are plagiarized, 50 percent of transcripts are faked, and 90 percent of recommendation letters are forged among some groups of college applicants. What is important is that a generation of teenagers, raised in an educational system that emphasizes standardized testing and in an age of abundant technological options for untruthfulness, cheats on tests and homework with shocking frequency. As the pressure to win an ever-more-elusive ticket to a top-tier college ratchets higher each year, college admissions could be facing a crisis of honesty.

Far more than a victimless hoax, deception on an application is a violation of ethical and often legal precepts that affects the larger community. In the absence of integrity, a diploma is a meaningless piece of paper on the wall, a mockery of true intellectual achievement. To anyone who has ever been tempted to inflate some details on a résumé, to scribble answers on his hand or peek over her classmate’s shoulder, to pass off writing downloaded from the Internet as original, or to ink in a plus next to a grade on a transcript—this book is a cautionary tale.





PROLOGUE

In the fall of 2009, life seemed to be going great for Harvard senior Adam Wheeler. His friends knew him as a lanky 21-year-old with muscles that showed his near-obsessive hours at the gym, a tall frame that made heads turn, and penetratingly blue eyes that drew women to him at parties. He was respected among his classmates as an academic all-star, working diligently for five or even six classes at a time on a campus where the norm was four. He had won awed recognition from his peers for the rare feat of winning Harvard’s top writing prize as a junior.

Though quiet, he was part of a large circle of friends who threw parties and played video games in their spacious suite. He had a steady girlfriend, an attractive Wellesley undergrad whom he had met the previous spring. He could frequently be found tossing a Frisbee across the courtyard of his dorm, Kirkland House.

To all appearances, Wheeler was in an enviable position. He was not only respected and well-liked among his peers, but also in a spot that students around the world pine for. He was a Harvard student, part of the minuscule percentage of applicants accepted each year. And in that rarified world of Harvard, Wheeler had essentially reached his peak. As his senior year started, he was on top of his game.

But one fall day in 2009, Wheeler was not playing Frisbee in Kirkland courtyard. Rather, he was indoors, sitting formally in an office, and the flawless identity he had built was about to come crashing down.

He did not know why the dean of Kirkland House had called him into his office, but a summons from the resident dean typically was not a good omen.


It was about his applications for the Rhodes and Fulbright scholarships, Dean Smith said. These were two of the most prestigious awards a graduating senior could win. Based on the strength of his application materials, Wheeler had a good shot at getting Harvard’s recommendation for one or both of them.

But what Dean David Smith said now was not, Congratulations. Instead, it was, You plagiarized your essay.

Wheeler froze. “I must have made a mistake,” he said. “I didn’t really plagiarize it.”

Smith picked up two items and offered them to Wheeler. One was a copy of the essay Wheeler knew he had recently submitted to the judging committees, and the other was a crimson-colored book.

Smith had opened the book to a certain page. Centered at the top in capital letters, it said, “By STEPHEN GREENBLATT.” Wheeler knew the name: Greenblatt was his English professor from sophomore year, not to mention one of the world’s most famous Shakespeare experts. Then he glanced at the other piece of paper, his own essay.

The text is almost identical, Smith pointed out.

He started telling Wheeler about what would come next: a meeting with another dean. A hearing before the college’s disciplinary board. Intimidating procedures. He was invited.

Wheeler had no intention of showing up.





CHAPTER ONE

It is hard to get into Harvard nowadays.

All right, fine. It has always been hard to get into Harvard. Back when the college was founded in 1636 (a good 140 years before the United States declared independence), Harvard students had to be white, male, wealthy enough to pay tuition, and able to read the Bible in Latin and Greek. Over the decades, those requirements dropped away one by one. But while Harvard became more egalitarian, it never became less exclusive.

Today’s applicants are judged on a set of criteria that the colonial founders of Harvard could never have imagined: standardized test scores. High school grades. Extracurricular activities. Evaluative interviews with alumni. Letters of recommendation. Videos of students’ opera performances and CDs of the concertos they wrote. Personal statements about their world travels or scientific breakthroughs or athletic feats or dramatic rises out of any number of adverse childhood circumstances. The staff of Harvard’s admissions office considers all of these factors in order to select the brilliant scholars, the talented artists, the standout athletes, and the all-of-the-aboves who will make up each new class. Those who make the cut are a staggeringly lucky bunch. During the most recent cycle, just 5.9 percent of more than 30,000 applicants were admitted to the Class of 2016.

None of this is unique to Harvard, of course. Several colleges across the United States post acceptance rates of 20 percent or lower. Hundreds of them follow the same philosophy of evaluating applicants as holistically as possible—judging not just grades and test scores but also extracurricular activities, community service, family background, and character. Students who want to be admitted know that earning a 4.0 GPA or a perfect SAT score is not enough. After enthusiastically pursuing their favorite activities throughout high school, they must tell their stories of passion and perseverance in essays and interviews.

Increased federal financial aid, a shifting view of higher education as necessary rather than optional, and the removal of racial and gender barriers have brought the benefits of a college education to a vastly larger swath of the population in recent decades. Flooded by more applications than ever before, many of America’s institutions of higher education have responded in venerable fashion by crafting highly personalized admissions systems. Today, these elite schools’ application processes, along with the wide-reaching financial aid that backs up the egalitarian acceptances, give any student a chance at the best education the world can offer. Regardless of race, religion, nationality, hometown, school, or socioeconomic status, all teenagers receive equal consideration from the admissions committees of the nation’s top institutions.

That is truly remarkable. And the communities that are formed as a result of this stunningly complicated and surprisingly compassionate process are more remarkable still. Home to such carefully selected assortments of diverse students and professors, colleges are abuzz with creative achievement in every field. Scientists on the cutting edge of lifesaving research, up-and-coming political giants, virtuoso composers and performers, and blockbuster actors all produce valuable work at these centers of learning and emerge from their educations to conquer the world at large.

Teenagers worldwide ardently desire to join these high-powered campus communities. They apply in droves, from more parts of the world and the socioeconomic spectrum every year. As the number of college-bound students continues to climb higher, though, students’ anxiety intensifies too. As colleges across the country receive more applications, their acceptance rates in turn decrease. Students at all academic strata find that even their so-called safety schools have become harder to get into. And so they hedge their bets by sending out more applications to more colleges, sometimes as many as 15 or 20. Colleges, swamped with applications for a finite number of spots, then accept an even smaller portion of the students who apply. The next year’s acceptance rates come out, and once again, they are lower than before. And that is how hysteria starts to mount.

Added to this rat race is the fact that some students are being groomed from childhood for the college admissions process by parents and educators who want them not just to go to college but to go to the right college. In some parts of the country, such as New York City, some parents are known to search for the select preschool that will lead their progeny to the right elementary and secondary schools in order to eventually reach the Ivy League. (Those pre-schools observe the pint-size applicants as they play with blocks to glean evidence of whether they are worthy of admission.) Some children are shuttled to after-school clarinet lessons and fencing practices in the hopes that they will discover a latent talent that will impress admissions officers later on. Some are offered monetary rewards for bringing home straight-A report cards in elementary school or grounded for getting a B in high school. Some parents pay college tuition prices to send their children to private secondary schools, with the expectation that they are buying them tickets to top-tier colleges down the line. Those students, certainly, are prone to feeling overwhelmed by great expectations.

Students spend their high school years taking standardized tests called by all sorts of acronyms—APs and the ACT and the dread SAT, which, after decades of terrorizing youngsters as the Scholastic Aptitude Test and then as the Scholastic Assessment Test, announced back in 1994 that the acronym did not stand for anything at all. Those three letters in and of themselves have long been enough to instill fear in students’ hearts and number-two-pencil-induced cramps in their hands.


Cheating is alarmingly pervasive among high school test-takers. In a 2010 survey of more than 40,000 high school students, 80 percent said that they had copied someone else’s homework, and 59 percent said that they had cheated on a test in the previous year. Moreover, 25 percent said at the end that they lied on that very survey. Another survey found that more than 90 percent of students had cheated in school in one way or another. Their methods of dishonesty on standardized exams as well as classroom quizzes and homework assignments have expanded with the explosion in technology. More than half the teenagers in yet another study said that they had used the Internet to cheat, and more than a third of those who owned cell phones said that they had used their phones to cheat, whether by looking up answers, snapping photos of test pages, or texting questions to their friends. About a fifth of the teen population did not even believe that those behaviors constituted cheating.

Concerned educators blame the increase in cheating on the intensified emphasis that schools place on test performance and educational credentials. The attention that even the legions of upright students devote to the college application process reflects this atmosphere. At high school lunch tables, students discuss their college visits and upcoming interviews ad nauseam. Rumors fly about that classmate who seemed to have it all—flawless grades, a perfect SAT score, and a performance at Carnegie Hall—and still got rejected by Columbia. With the advent of online forums for communal hand-wringing over every detail of the college admissions process, most notably the highly trafficked College Confidential, this fretting is more public nowadays than it has ever been.

As students worry over every hundredth of a point in their GPAs and every question on their practice SAT exams, the same anxious cry echoes through America’s high schools: “I’m not going to get into college!”
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The public school in Delaware where our story begins was no exception to this nationwide phenomenon. To be sure, Caesar Rodney High School had never been the most competitive. From time to time, graduates went on to Ivy League schools, but more often than not, they attended the University of Delaware, an hour to the north of the high school, or Delaware State University, just six miles away, or any number of fine community colleges and other schools. Many college recruiters visited the school each year to make presentations that all sounded somewhat alike. The representative would tell interested students about the dozens of majors they could pursue, the quality of the food in the dining hall, the opportunities to study abroad, the success that graduates achieve in the real world. Then the students would raise their hands to ask, inevitably, about how to get in. Do grades from senior year matter? How many SAT Subject Tests are required? Is there an early decision option?

The recruiters being peppered with questions at Caesar Rodney High School were not typically from top-tier colleges; in fact, in one recent year, not a single visitor came from a school that Caesar Rodney classified in the most competitive category (colleges that would expect an SAT score of at least 1800 out of 2400). From the tier below that, Caesar Rodney drew one—the University of Richmond.

Caesar Rodney High School enrolled almost 1,800 students in 2005. Every year, about 75 to 90 percent of the seniors graduate, though the school failed to meet the national standard for Adequate Yearly Progress for a couple of years and its students’ average SAT score usually landed 70 to 90 points shy of the national average. The school offered opportunities for motivated students to enroll in Advanced Placement (or AP) courses. Available to students nationwide, AP classes follow curricula set by the College Board and culminate at the end of the school year with exams administered by the Board. Students who score well on the exams can sometimes receive college credit for their work, because those classes are meant to be equivalent to college courses. In addition to the AP programs, Caesar Rodney also listed courses such as architecture; audio, radio, and video engineering; landscape and turf management; agribusiness; and more.

And though Ivy League applications coming out of Caesar Rodney are rare, Superintendent Kevin Fitzgerald said that most students find that the preparation they received there suits them well, whatever their goals. “We just want to provide our students with different opportunities,” he said. “The background that they receive allows them to compete.”

One student trying to compete—in Caesar Rodney High School and in the bigger realm of college admissions—was Adam Wheeler.

Wheeler lived outside of the district in a more rural part of the state, but he chose to attend Caesar Rodney because his father worked there, as a technology education teacher. Wheeler came to school each morning with his father and usually ate lunch in his dad’s classroom rather than in the cafeteria. He even took his dad’s classes three times during his high school career. (His dad gave him a 97, 98, and 95.)

In his other classes, he did well too. He maintained an A average through his junior year, though just barely, making him eligible for the school’s National Honor Society chapter. He had a reputation among teachers and administrators as a strong writer, and he expressed interest in great literature. He even enjoyed the chance to see the places where much of his favorite literature originated on a school trip to England.

Wheeler was not at the very top of the class, but he was in the top 10 percent. That crowd all took AP and honors classes and focused more competitively when it came to college applications, according to Fitzgerald. Serving as the high school principal at the time, Fitzgerald recognized Wheeler as part of that upper set, but he did not think Wheeler had quite the same edge. “I didn’t see that competitive streak in him,” Fitzgerald said. “He seemed like a more laid-back young man.”


He added, “He did not appear to me to be the type of person that would have to be at the very best.”

But at least one of Wheeler’s teachers saw a need for perfection in the young man. In the one year that Wheeler did not take a technology class from his father, he took a drafting course in which students learned to draw technical designs. His teacher, Richard Pieshala, recalled that Wheeler was intent on making his sketches perfect.

Once, Wheeler received a 95 on a drawing because he had written his name in the corner of the page in lowercase letters instead of uppercase. He could have just erased his name and rewritten it, Pieshala said, but instead he redid the entire drawing. “He was frustrated with himself. I think he really wanted to be perfect,” Pieshala said. “He was working for 100.”

As this pattern of perfectionism continued, Pieshala decided to say something to Wheeler about it on one of the days when he stayed after school to fine-tune a drawing. As Pieshala told The Boston Globe, “He had a quiet disgust with himself when he did something wrong. Once I said, ‘Adam, not everybody gets As.’ He said, ‘I do.’”

Pieshala noticed one more example of Wheeler’s academic drive. Like other students at Caesar Rodney with high ambitions, Wheeler paid to take two mandatory courses—physical education and driver’s education—over the summer one year. That way, he would have more time during the school year to fill every possible period with academics.

He came home most days and went straight to his room to study. According to his parents, he focused on schoolwork of his own volition, not at their urging. He was a serious student who had liked learning from a young age. As his mother put it, “He cared about ideas.”

But he did make time for fun and games. He played in the school band. Though he was extremely quiet in the classroom, he always had a few friends willing to toss a Frisbee with him in the parking lot while he waited for his father to drive home from school.

When it came time for him to apply to college, his parents took him on a trek that has become a ritual for many American families: the college tour. The Wheelers piled into their car and headed up the highway to stop at one leafy campus after another. They learned whether the central grassy area at each institution was called the quad or the green or the yard or the lawn. They sat through information sessions led by perky students or admissions officers. They saw gleaming gyms and 24-hour libraries and that one dorm room whose occupants had been warned to keep their beer cans hidden because theirs was “the tour room.”

The Wheelers were of modest means, but with financial aid from whatever college their younger son would attend, they could afford to send him to one of the private colleges they toured. On their road trip, they went as far north as Brunswick, Maine. There, they visited Bowdoin College, a tight-knit school of just 1,750 students (fewer than in Wheeler’s high school). No two points on campus were more than five minutes’ walking distance apart—surely a welcome fact, given the bone-chilling temperatures in the winter. Bowdoin may not have had quite the name recognition of large universities, but it was certainly well-regarded. In 2005, the year that Wheeler graduated from high school, the rankings juggernaut U.S. News & World Report deemed it the sixth-best liberal arts college in the country.

Bowdoin was not Wheeler’s first choice, but when he saw the campus on that family road trip, he loved it. He came home ready to write his college applications.

Like many college applicants, he started the arduous process of reducing his life story to words in tiny boxes on one form: the Common Application. This form, most frequently filled out and submitted online, is the application method of choice for hundreds of colleges across the country, including many of the most selective schools. Instead of filling out a tedious application for each college, a student can send the Common Application (or Common App) to many colleges with a single click. Many people say that the Common App, alongside its less popular competitor the Universal College Application, is a major factor in the surge in the number of applications each student submits nowadays. It is just that easy, the argument goes, to add one more school to a Common App list, whereas the tedium of an entirely new application used to deter students from applying to extra schools.

Nevertheless, the process is still burdensome. The application fees—which averaged $37.64 at last count and shot as high as $90 at some colleges—keep application tallies somewhat in check. And for most highly selective schools, the Common App is only the first step. Students also complete a second school-specific form, called a supplement, which generally calls for another essay or two in addition to the writing on the Common App.

The essay, without a doubt, is the component of a college application that most students worry over more than any other part. High school grades are beyond a student’s control by the time he applies. All that he can do is deliver a stack of properly addressed envelopes to his guidance counselor so that his transcript, whatever marks it contains, can be mailed off to college admissions offices. Letters of recommendation are also mostly out of the applicant’s control. He will probably never see what his teachers write about him. And regardless of whether he is happy with his performance, standardized test scores are set in stone too.

Essentially, by the time a student decides how to present himself to colleges, his work over the past several years of high school has mostly determined what it is he has to present. If he has been a C student in Spanish, he cannot change that. If there is a suspension on his record, he cannot erase it. If his résumé lacks the community service hours that have become de rigueur for ambitious students, there is no time to remedy that now. The essay alone is still a blank slate.

How can one best capture 18 years of experiences, personal character, and academic goals in 500 words? Is an essay on Grandpa’s illness moving or trite? What about winning the soccer game or traveling to Peru? Is it a problem that I am just not funny? And what if my dad or my English teacher thinks my draft is terrible? Then it is back to square one.

It is enough pressure to make many students feel like they need help. Some parents shell out thousands of dollars to engage private coaches who prep students for their college interviews and help them write their application essays. Some applicants turn to the Internet. One website promises that it can accurately predict a student’s chances of admission to a certain college, spewing odds like 37 percent at Northwestern and 84 percent at Duke, at a price of $16.95 per college for seniors and $13.95 for younger students. More or less clueless students spend hours on online forums trying to answer each other’s anxious questions about every aspect of college admissions. Dozens of sites offer editing services at a price of up to $1,000 per essay.

Some students seek help from printed literature. Among the numerous guidebooks for students strategizing about how to get into college is a shelf of books specifically devoted to the art of writing application essays. If Wheeler wanted help drafting his, he could have opened How to Write Your College Application Essay, Writing Your College Application Essay, The College Application Essay, On Writing the College Application Essay, and How to Write a Winning College Application Essay (which warned ominously that since a student’s competitors nationwide were already reading the book and enrolling in the author’s course on essay writing, “you can hardly afford to be left behind”).

Others went a step further by providing a profusion of examples—actual essays. Books like Essays That Worked and 100 Successful College Application Essays contained, word for word, writing samples by real-life students who had earned entrance to competitive schools. Those essays were meant to be models, the books insisted, not to be copied wholesale. But it does not take too much imagination to realize that a book like that might provide fertile ground for plagiarism.


It is hard to measure just how many students lift essays from these books, but when it comes to websites, evidence indicates that this sort of plagiarism is widespread. In the 2006–07 school year, a computerized service called TurnItIn.com, which scans students’ writing for plagiarism, ran a test on college admissions essays. Out of the 500,000 essays under inspection, 70,000 contained a significant chunk of another text—a full 14 percent of the applications.

Most of those students were cutting and pasting directly from sites with sample college application essays. The most popular choice was PersonalStatement.info, which lets students register to read hundreds of fully written application essays for free, all neatly sorted into categories like “Languages,” “Graphic Design,” and “Travel & Tourism.” Other sites with example essays like the editing services EssayEdge.com and GetIntoUni.com also made the top 10 list of sites from which students in the 2007 study were plagiarizing.

Like so many students before and since, Wheeler decided to avoid the daunting task of writing his own college application essay. He filled out the first few pages of the Common Application. He gave his name and address, his email address, and the name of his high school. He checked off “white” when asked for his race. He said that he wanted to major in psychology and pursue a career in medicine.

Then he came to the first question that called for a written response. It asked him to describe one of his extracurricular activities in 150 words or less. He was going to write about his experience playing in his high school’s symphonic band. Perhaps he tried jotting down his thoughts about after-school practices, hours spent staring at sheet music, giddy performances in front of a packed high school auditorium. But sooner or later, he picked up a paperback book called 50 Successful Harvard Application Essays, published by the Harvard student newspaper, The Harvard Crimson. Even though Wheeler was not applying to Harvard or any other Ivy League universities, he found these essays to be a good batch to imitate—or to just plain steal.

He saw an entry called “Sound of Music.” Underneath the title, he read that the essay’s author was named Alexander Young and he had attended a small public school in Miami. It started out, “As I fill out this application, I hear music no one else can hear.”

Mr. Young from Miami was apparently a composer. According to the book, he had mailed the Harvard admissions committee a piece of music that he had written to accompany the essay. Wheeler was not a composer. But he typed the words “Symphonic Band” at the top of the waiting empty box on the Common App to indicate which of his own activities he was writing about in response to the question, then started filling in Young’s words.

The book that Wheeler was using contained commentary on each essay by the staff of The Crimson. In Young’s case, the student newspaper writer offering his critique complained that Young’s conclusion was weak. He did not need to make such grandiose claims about his own artistic legacy, the undergraduate evaluator said. If he were editing the essay, he would take out every reference to “the world,” like Young’s assertion that by composing, he would “leave a piece of myself to the world.” Even with those suggestions right there on the page, Wheeler did not edit a word except to cut one paragraph so that he would meet the Common App’s length restriction.

With his short answer complete, he moved on to the longer Common App essay. This one was supposed to be up to 500 words, and there were six topics to choose from—the last of which was “Topic of your choice,” so the subject matter actually was unlimited.

From all 50 essays in the Harvard book, Wheeler chose a piece called “Should I Jump?” It recounted the essayist’s great enjoyment of jumping
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