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PRAISE FOR
Harvard Schmarvard

—————————————————————


“This book gives us a welcome and helpful way of looking at college and university rankings. Jay Mathews offers refreshing insights into the college admissions process and makes the important point that getting into the ‘best’ college is less important than choosing the college that brings out the best in every student.”

—Richard W. Riley, former U.S. Secretary of Education




“In a day when college-bound students are inundated with recruitment material and confusing claims of merit, Jay Mathews provides important guidance to help families navigate the college selection and application process.”

—William J. Bennett, former U.S. Secretary of Education




“Harvard Schmarvard is a smart, contrarian perspective on the pressure-filled college admissions process, by one of the country's best education writers. It's combination of advice, research, wit, and first-person tales from the front-lines deserves to be read by every high school student and every parent.”

—David A. Kaplan, senior editor, Newsweek




“There may be a better book on college admissions than Mathews’, but I don't know what it is. Among overanxious candidates and parents—including me—nothing is more important than demolishing the silly idea that not getting into Harvard (or Duke, Stanford, or some other ‘prestige’ school) is a life-ending experience. Mathews does this and provides an immense amount of useful information about tests, guidance counselors, college selection, and early admissions. The book has the added advantage of being compulsively readable.”

—Robert J. Samuelson, Newsweek columnist




“Jay Mathews gets it. He puts into perspective what has become an increasingly out-of-control college admissions process. Any family embarking on this path will benefit from this guide.”

—Seppy Basili, coauthor, The Unofficial, Biased Guide to the 320 Most Interesting Colleges




“This book will free teens and parents from that stupid myth that college quality is measured by selectivity or name. A badly needed public service that lays bare the rankings fraud and the complicity of colleges in it.”

—Loren Pope, author, Colleges That Change Lives




“It would be great if all college-bound students read this book; for their parents, it should be mandatory. I don't agree with every tip that Jay Mathews offers, but on the whole his is a wonderful voice of sanity on a subject that has driven much of America nuts.”

—James Fallows, The Atlantic Monthly




“Harvard Schmarvard demystifies and demythologizes the college selection process. Jay Mathews gives high school seniors and their parents a fresh and challenging perspective to college admissions that flies in the face of ‘street wisdom’ and the college rating guides.”

—Greg Feldmeth, assistant headmaster, Polytechnic School




“Finally, a resource for all college-bound students, not just the elite. Mathews’ style is straightforward and honest. He provides realistic advice in a down-to-earth, humorous style. I will encourage all of my students and their parents to read this book.”

—Sally C. O'Rourke, high school counselor




“Selecting a college is one of the most important decisions many families make. Mathews both entertains and educates in making that decision a better one and, most importantly, making it one that both parents and students will be happy with. Calmly, clearly, with humor and zest, Mathews provides practical and jargon-free advice on how students can get the best education for them.”

—Dick Reed, Fairfax County, Virginia, parent
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INTRODUCTION
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In the last 20 years I have interviewed hundreds of high school students, as well as their teachers and parents, about the frustrations and disappointments of applying to college. Those conversations have convinced me that most American families do not truly understand what is important in finding the best school.

In this book, I will share the stories of many parents and students who have stumbled through the process. But let's start with a particularly sad case: me. When I was in my late teens, through my own lack of foresight, I had the rare experience of attending two very different colleges. I saw firsthand how wrong many of the myths are about what makes a good undergraduate experience.

Like most people, my parents and I began our search for a school without a clear idea of what I really wanted or a deep appreciation of what the available colleges offered. The result was that I first went to Occidental College in Los Angeles, then, as now, a very fine school. When it did not give me everything that I wanted, I transferred to Harvard University in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and found that famous place also lacking in many respects.

I chose Occidental because I had visions of becoming the U.S. ambassador to China. I dreamed of single-handedly establishing a new era of amity between America and the People's Republic. Oxy, as it is called, had a highly praised diplomacy and world affairs department. I also liked its vibrant political atmosphere. During my freshman year there were passionate debates between supporters of President Lyndon Baines Johnson and his Republican challenger, Barry Goldwater. Most of the professors were excellent. The western civilization course gave me the deepest and most engaging academic experience I had ever had.

But the diplomacy and world affairs department, the most important factor in my choice, was a disappointment. The chairman of the department proved to be an unimaginative teacher and an uninspiring person. The first week I was there, he told me and several other freshmen that we would never succeed as Foreign Service Officers because we had failed to respond formally to his invitation to an afternoon tea at his house.

I transferred to Harvard because I was, like many of my generation, in love with the image of President Kennedy and resolved to carry on his political legacy after his assassination. He had been a government major at Harvard, so I became one too. Then I discovered that the courses at America's oldest university were not nearly as well taught as the political science classes at much younger and lesser-known Occidental. Harvard's government courses were full of contradictory theories that gave me a headache.

Why didn't I leave and try my luck with school number three? I might have if I had not found Harvard's student newspaper—which no one told me about before I arrived—and realized it could help me learn a trade that could, and eventually did, get me to Beijing.

The more people I interview about the connection between their college choices and their subsequent lives, the more I realize that no decision about where to go to school is ever going to be perfect. But that fact is almost never mentioned by the college guides and guidance counselors and admissions officers and university Web sites and other popular sources of information about this process.

So repeat after me: Whatever college I choose, there is going to be something wrong with it—and that is okay.

Some people say picking a college is as serious and vital a decision as choosing a spouse. According to this line of thought, if you do it right, a life of pleasure and satisfaction awaits you. Mess it up, and you will feel a great deal of pain and regret, even if you find a way to end the relationship.

I believe that way of thinking is wrong. Choosing a college is much more like buying a house. It is a major investment, but only those few people obsessed with real estate expect their choice of residence to change their life. If it turns out the bedrooms are not big enough, or the living room is too hot in the summer, it is relatively easy to make another choice. The long-term emotional and financial damage is usually minimal.

Your friends may tell you being admitted to a college with a luminous name will guarantee a life of happiness, but all the available evidence suggests they are wrong. Getting into a brand-name school like Yale, Stanford, or Amherst will not alter your occupational, financial, and romantic future any more than buying that nice French colonial on Elm Street. As we shall see, the notion that the brand-name schools can guarantee high salaries and satisfying careers for all their graduates is a scam. The success of many graduates of Ivy League schools is a matter of qualities established long before they ever got to college and has little, if anything, to do with what they learned or whom they met at those great universities.

Young people who possess the habits and instincts that lead to productive lives, students with persistence, honesty, charm, and common sense, are heavily represented in the ranks of those admitted to well-known schools. But other students with the same character traits—formed long before they took take an SAT test—often go to schools their grandmothers have never heard of and do just as well in their occupations. In many cases they get even more credit for their success because no one can say they had to rely on their old school connections. (Which is another myth. Everybody has useful connections, if they exert themselves to use them. It is the effort—that strength of character again—and not the connection that makes the difference.)

So relax. Picking a school is at least as much fun as picking a house and should be handled with the same clear-eyed assessment of each possibility's assets and drawbacks.

Enjoy the campus tours. Fantasize about your future. Weigh all the factors. But remember each school is just a collection of buildings and people. You cannot know how it will work out for you until you live with it for a while. You will find it has unforeseen flaws, but what doesn't? You can choose to live with it, or, like me, try another school. Either way, it is your heart and soul that will make your fortune, not the size of the college's endowment or whether it was founded before the Revolutionary War.

Now, let's examine, one by one, your worries, hopes, and fears about selecting a college so that you can survive the process with not only your self-esteem and optimism intact, but with your family members still speaking to each other and your view of your future (and your children's) still bright.
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THE DUST CLEARS

What Really Matters About Choosing a College

Whatever the impact on your life, choosing a college is a serious business. It is a decision important to you or, if you're a parent, your son or daughter. If that weren't so, you most likely would not be reading this book. So let's take a moment and exercise your imagination: High school is almost over and college is looming on the horizon. Those college acceptance and rejection letters are on the way or are about to pop up on your e-mail list. You are worried that you or your child is not going to get into the “right” college, which probably means a college with a big name. Try playing this game, which I call “Which college is hardest to get into?”

Easy question, right? Harvard, you say. Nope. Georgetown? A fine school, but not the most selective. Princeton? Close, but wrong again.

Perhaps you think this is a silly pastime. Who cares which school accepts the lowest percentage of applicants? There are plenty of good colleges. The one that best suits a student's needs is the one to attend, you say, no matter how hard or easy it is to get into.

You are right, of course. That is the healthy and sensible attitude. Yet deep in the hearts of many applicants and their parents is the nagging feeling that the best schools are the famous ones most likely to reject them, and going to a lesser-known school means they are in some way inadequate. People denied entry to the hottest new dance clubs feel the same way.


Deep in the hearts of many applicants and their parents is the nagging feeling that the best schools are the famous ones most likely to reject them.


This belief is based on the assumption that the choosiest schools are the brand-name universities whose graduates include Nobel laureates, Supreme Court justices, and big winners on Jeopardy. But what if that were not entirely true? Applicants and their families might then be able to toss the Ivy U rejection letter into the trash with a shrug and a smile.

Thus our game. Which college is hardest to get into? This changes from year to year, so there is more than one answer—and that answer is almost always a surprise.

THE SURPRISING TRUTH ABOUT “SELECTIVE” COLLEGES

LET US TAKE a recent year, 2000. Here is the answer to the quiz: The most selective college in the country that year, accepting only 9.6 percent of its applicants was…drum roll please, and in this case a toot on the boatswain's pipe…the U.S. Coast Guard Academy. According to the Kaplan-Newsweek How to Get Into College guide, the nation's most selective school was composed of one thousand young saltwater fanatics on a New London, Connecticut, campus full of ropes and charts and faculty members who have made their reputations busting drug runners.

Captain Robert W. Thorne, the director of admissions at the academy that year, was pleased with his school's number 1 status. The academy's free tuition and room and board were a major draw, he said, but the students knew how hard it was to get in, and that added to the esprit de corps.

College acceptance rates are full of surprises. Some of the big brand names did appear on the Kaplan-Newsweek list for 2000. Harvard, with an 11.4 percent acceptance rate, was number 3. Princeton was number 4; Columbia, number 6; Stanford, number 8; Yale, number 10; Amherst, number 14; and Georgetown, with a 22.8 percent rate, number 20.

But also on the list were the military academies and three schools most Americans have never heard of: Cooper Union (number 5), a tuition-free art, architecture, and engineering school in Manhattan; Talladega College (number 18), a historically black liberal arts school near Birmingham, Alabama; and the Mason Gross School of the Arts (number 19), part of Rutgers University. On the 2002 list, Juilliard and the College of the Ozarks made appearances.

Brand-name identification and exclusivity among colleges may not be as closely related as most Americans assume. Many Americans will be surprised to learn it was harder to get into Middlebury College (26 percent acceptance rate) in Vermont than the University of Virginia (34 percent). Claremont McKenna College, a small school in the smoggy eastern edges of Los Angeles County, was more selective (28 percent) than Ivy League member Cornell (33 percent). And Wellesley, a mecca for ambitious young women, alma mater of Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton and former secretary of state Madeline K. Albright, had a higher acceptance rate (46 percent) than two California schools, Pepperdine (35 percent) and the University of Southern California (USC; 37 percent), long thought to be open to any young person with a tuition check and a craving for surfing, football, or parties.

Some will quibble that entry standards differ. The average SAT scores of the young women applying to Wellesley, for instance, are higher than the average for the Pepperdine applicant pool. But such comparisons mean little to you and your children. The most important thing for your happiness is getting into the school you desire, not some place on some other student's list.

During the years that I have spent writing about colleges and education, I have received a wealth of interesting letters and stories. I could summarize what people have shared with me, but I think it is most illuminating simply to let you hear their words. Throughout this book I will share the stories of others’ college experiences in the hopes that they will help you clarify your own needs.


Brand-name identification and exclusivity among colleges may not be as closely related as most Americans assume.



So, a word to those lucky few who are crossing San Pasqual Street in a new CalTech sweatshirt, or sipping a milkshake at the Peninsula Fountain and Grill near Stanford, or catching a band at Toad's Place just off the Yale campus: You are to be congratulated for being admitted to such fine schools. But since you are not being soaked to the skin as you ride a stormy wave on the U.S. Coast Guard three-masted barque Eagle, you have not, for what it's worth, reached the most selective collegiate environment. And as you will learn in the pages ahead, that is far from being the most important factor in choosing the college that is right for you.

THE REAL PAYOFF: WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF THAT BRAND-NAME COLLEGE?

IN THE SUMMER of 1998, Stacy Berg Dale, a short, auburn-haired, and very curious twenty-nine-year-old, sat in her office on the second floor of the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation Research Center, an old white frame house with green trim in a residential section of Princeton, New Jersey. Reports, books, and printouts rose in untidy stacks all around her as she fiddled with the numbers on her computer screen.


NEUROTIC LIGHTWEIGHTS ARE EVERYWHERE!

The oft-asked question: Will my future be toast if I don't go to an Ivy League school? A good friend of mine is, like me, a land-grant woman with an Ivy League husband. For years we have observed the truth of your story among our mutual friends: An Ivy League education gives you valuable contacts and an impressive resume, but after that you're on your own. You can't wear your school on your forehead. (Okay, some people do, but I don't invite them to dinner.) Among our acquaintances there are as many state school types as Ivy Leaguers who are sophisticated, happy high achievers. Both groups seem to have their share of small-bore, neurotic lightweights as well.

—LINDA KNAUSS



Dale was employed by Mellon to dig into one of the mother lodes of educational research, the College and Beyond Survey of seventy-five thousand students who enrolled in thirty-four colleges in the years 1951, 1976, and 1989. The survey had been compiled for a much-delayed study of college athletics but also had been mined by researchers seeking clues about the impact of selective colleges on particular kinds of students, especially minorities.

Dale was absorbed with the 23,572 students who had entered college in 1976, and in particular with the 70 to 80 percent of that group who had responded to a mail and telephone survey conducted for Mellon by Mathematica Policy Research, Inc., from 1995 to 1997. The survey had asked, among other things, where else they had applied in 1976 and how much money they were making some twenty years later.

Dale had attended a well-regarded public high school in the Chicago suburbs, Oak Park and River Forest High in Oak Park, Illinois. She had been rejected by an Ivy League school, Harvard, but hadn't felt much pain because she had wanted to go to Michigan. She even rejected Rice, as selective as many of the Ivies, to matriculate at Ann Arbor.

She didn't look it, wearing sweater, slacks, and glasses and peering at the computer screen, but Dale had been a heavily recruited athlete. On the tennis court, the giggly teenager became a hitting machine, putting top-spin drives so consistently into the farthest corners that opponents disintegrated in frustration and fatigue. She received a four-year scholarship and was Michigan's top female singles player before graduating in 1991 and moving east.

She gravitated to social and economics issues. As a research associate, she participated in the massive crunching of the Mellon data that yielded the 1998 book The Shape of the River: Long Term Consequences of Considering Race in College and University Admissions by former Princeton University president William G. Bowen and former Harvard University president Derek Bok. That study reported that minorities admitted to selective colleges, despite having average test scores lower than their white classmates, did well in college and earned high salaries later on. Elite higher education seemed to give them an advantage, but Dale wondered whether that was true for everyone admitted to Bowen's and Bok's fine schools.

She had known students at Ann Arbor who, like her, had chosen Michigan over more selective universities. She wondered how that affected their lives. So she tried something that no other Mellon researcher had done. She looked at students who had been accepted by the most selective colleges but attended less choosy schools, and then she compared their salaries years later with those of similar students who had gone to the most elite institutions.


REAL KEYS TO SUCCESS

Four years ago I graduated from Robinson High School in Fairfax County, Virginia, as a valedictorian with high SAT scores and what I believed to be very good credentials. I was wait-listed at Harvard and some other Ivy League schools, was accepted at Duke, and was an Echols scholar at the University of Virginia.

I decided to go to Virginia Commonwealth University because of the financial benefits (they offered me a full merit scholarship for all four years) and also because I thought they had excellent resources to pursue my desire to go to medical school. After finishing the medical school application process this year, I will be attending Stanford medical school in the fall.

It was definitely not the reputation of my school that carried me to this position, but my hard work, persistence, and ambition. I hope that all college-bound students learn that there are plenty of good educational opportunities everywhere, and you don't have to go to an institution with a stellar academic reputation to reach your goals. One only needs to have the motivation, dedication, and ambition to succeed.

—DAN CHAO



Most of the research to that point said that a nicely printed diploma from a New England college at least three centuries old was worth major dollars later in life. Harvard economist Caroline Hoxby, for instance, concluded that “men who graduate from more selective colleges tend to earn substantially more by age 32 than men who graduate from less selective colleges.” The lifetime difference between a man who had entered a top-ranked college and one who had entered a school on the bottom rank of her wide-ranging scale in 1982 was more than $1.15 million.


Stacy Dale found no significant difference in income between those who had gone to elite schools and those who had been accepted at those schools but had chosen to go elsewhere.


But that's not what Stacy Dale concluded. She found no significant difference in income between those who had gone to elite schools and those who had been accepted at those schools but had chosen to go elsewhere. She found some indications that even students who had applied and been rejected by very selective colleges were doing just as well twenty years later as those who had gotten in.

Unknown in the field, without a Ph.D., she was not going to challenge the prevailing opinion on her own. She might be reading the data incorrectly or repeating work that had already been done. She went looking for help.

FROM OCCIDENTAL COLLEGE TO HARVARD UNIVERSITY

MY OWN FRESHMAN year was spent at Occidental College in Eagle Rock, California. Its 1,500 students were tucked away on a tree-lined campus often used for movie and television scenes, in a faded Los Angeles suburb full of tidy little stucco homes. For my sophomore year I transferred to Harvard, a college four times as big and infinitely more famous. I graduated in 1967.

My parents had attended Long Beach City College. My father had taken a few courses at USC but never got a degree. My mother graduated from UCLA, which seemed to her more than good enough for anyone. She wasn't happy about my going to Harvard, but she let me do it, working full-time as a teacher to help pay for it.

My initial disillusionment with Harvard faded a bit when I discovered the student newspaper. I fell in love with the managing editor. I learned reporting skills that allowed me to get a job. But as a journalist I have met many people smarter and richer than I am who attended colleges I have never heard of. The more I thought about the mystique of universities like Harvard, the more I wondered—as did Stacy Dale—whether they deserved their reputations for ensuring good lives.

CHARACTER? OR THE COLLEGE YOU CHOOSE?

ALAN B. KRUEGER, Bendheim professor of economics and public policy at Princeton and director of the Survey Research Center at the Woodrow Wilson School, was an academic star and not yet forty. Former Princeton president Bowen, now president of the Mellon Foundation, asked him to help Stacy Dale investigate her interesting research findings. He drove over to the Mellon Center to talk to her.

The tall, lean Krueger had grown up in Livingston, New Jersey. He had been an excellent student and track star with a fifty-four- second time in the quarter mile and a six-foot-high jump. He had no trouble getting into his first-choice school, Cornell. He quickly discarded law school plans and gravitated to economics, where there was a chance of contributing something new rather than replowing old precedents.

Perched on a chair in Dale's cluttered office, Krueger found he shared a number of interests with her. They both were fascinated by the Mellon database. They both wondered whether success depended more on a student's character than a college's name. And they both played tennis, although once they took to the court, Krueger was awed to discover she always won.

They prepared a paper for a meeting of the National Bureau of Economic Research titled “Estimating the Payoff to Attending a More Selective College: An Application of Selection on Observables and Unobservables.” There were some dense sentences: “Without loss of generality, assume that X1 and X2 are scalar variable.” But their point was clear.

Dale and Krueger agreed that graduates of more selective schools on average did have higher incomes than graduates of less selective ones. But this had little to do with the choosiness of the schools, they argued. The most important reason graduates of the Harvards, Yales, and Princetons had bigger salaries later in life was not because they had so many talented classmates at their selective alma maters but because of personal characteristics they brought with them to college—habits and tendencies that had developed long before they started calculating their grade-point averages.


The most important reason graduates of the Harvards, Yales, and Princetons had bigger salaries later in life was not because they had so many talented classmates at their selective alma maters but because of personal characteristics they brought with them to college.


The two researchers studied 14,239 students at thirty colleges, ranging from the most selective, including Yale and Swarthmore, to much less picky schools like Denison and Penn State. They noted which schools had accepted and rejected which students, and they compared their subsequent earnings.

Then they devised a strategy to implicitly adjust for students’ crucial “unobserved characteristics,” such as persistence, humor, and warmth, that might have influenced success, both in the admissions game and in life. To do this, they grouped together students who had been accepted and rejected by similar colleges. Admissions officers apparently saw the same qualities in them, yet some in each group eventually attended very selective schools, and some did not. The researchers concluded, “Students who attended more selective colleges do not earn more than other students who were accepted and rejected by comparable schools but attended less selective colleges.”


CHARACTER COUNTS

I was raised in a factory worker's home in the southeast side of Detroit in a not-so-nice neighborhood. Wayne State, a big-city state school, was what I could afford. When I attended the University of Michigan [as a graduate student], I met for the first time graduates from the “exclusive schools.” I determined that they were no more or less educated than myself. I am now retired after having a twenty-eight-year career as a planner for the County of San Diego, California. During my work career I met fellow professionals who graduated from the famous and not-so- famous schools. Frankly, I could not tell the difference. Character, hard work, and intelligence were the only differences.

—DAVE LASSALINE



While at Harvard, I learned that many Ivy Leaguers, including me, assumed that we would one day wield great power. But once out in the real world, I've learned that my faith in the triumph of the elite was not well founded. Elite school graduates are no more immune that anyone else to the widening gap between youthful expectations and adult lives. Emotional illness, alcoholism, bad marriages, bad luck, ennui—the red-bound class reports I receive every five years from Harvard are full of accounts of dreams abandoned or severely revised. John Lithgow, the award-winning actor known best for the TV series 3rd Rock from the Sun, and Tom Ridge, the former Pennsylvania governor and Bush administration homeland security adviser, had both been members of my college class, but so had Alan J. Horowitz, who in his thirty-fifth annual report, sent from a state prison in Fishkill, New York, said his life had been “an uninterrupted saga of frustration, failure and loss.”

“SUCCESS” AND THE REAL WORLD

CHARACTER TRAITS, SUCH as persistence, optimism, and honesty, established long before anyone takes the SAT, seemed to me more crucial to success than an Ivy League degree. After all, how much of an advantage has my Ivy diploma been? I got good experience in news writing at Harvard's student newspaper, the Crimson, but many Washington Post colleagues from less prestigious places, particularly big state universities, have skills I envy. On the day I was hired at the Post in 1971, I sat nervously outside the office of executive editor Benjamin C. Bradlee, a Harvard graduate, as he charged past me without a word and scoured the newsroom for people who knew me. I saw him speak briefly to one Harvard graduate reporter and walk off in search of another. I assume they said nice things, because I got the job, but I know Bradlee went through a similar routine for graduates of Maryland and other fine but less self-congratulatory universities.

Perhaps Ivies once ran the Post newsroom, but not anymore. Here are the alma maters of the paper's top editors in 2002 in roughly descending order of influence: Ohio State, Occidental, University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee, State University of New York at Buffalo, Colorado State, Harvard, Michigan, American, and Florida. The Occidental alum, managing editor Steve Coll, arrived at that college thirteen years after I left and stayed. He then managed to write four books and win a Pulitzer Prize without having so much as a library card from an Ivy League institution.

Maybe the Post is an anomaly, and the link between marquee schools and power thrives elsewhere. But I don't think so. Flip through the 2002 Almanac of American Politics and note the alma maters of the people we have chosen to lead us. Here are the colleges attended by the first twenty-five governors listed: Alabama, Yale, Kansas, Ouachita Baptist, Stanford, Austin State, Villanova, no college (Delaware governor Ruth Ann Minner is a high school dropout who got her GED), Texas, Georgia, Berkeley, Idaho, Ferris State, Indiana, Hamilton, Kansas Wesleyan, Kentucky, Louisiana State University, Dartmouth, Florida State, Trinity, Michigan State, North Hennepin Community College (you guessed it—the wrestler), Mississippi, and Southwest Missouri State.

Try the senior U.S. senators of the other twenty-five states, starting in the back of the book and going forward: Wyoming, Wisconsin, Salem, Washington State, Washington & Lee, St. Michael's, Brigham Young University, Georgia, Memphis State, South Dakota State, Clemson, West Point, Penn, Stanford, Oklahoma State, Miami of Ohio, Stanford, Wingate, Harvard, New Mexico, Rutgers, Lafayette, Utah State, Nebraska, and Stanford.

Or how about the colleges of the chief executive officers of the top ten Fortune 500 companies, starting at the top in 2001: Duke, Pittsburg (Kansas) State, Wisconsin, Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology, University of Massachusetts, Dartmouth, Cornell, Miami of Ohio, Institute of Chartered Accountants (Australia), and UC–Berkeley. Some of our most powerful journalists, the network news anchors, went to these institutions: Sam Houston State (Dan Rather) and South Dakota (Tom Brokaw). Peter Jennings, one of the most knowledgeable people in the business, did not go to college. He was so precocious a broadcaster that he dropped out of high school to start his career in his native Canada.

These lists are not nearly as elitist as one would expect if big-name schools ruled. Venture outside the northeastern megalopolis or beyond the pricier parts of the Los Angeles basin and Chicago's North Shore, and you find the number of young people seeking Ivy admission is substantially lower. Many of them, even those with 1,500 SAT scores, are far more interested in attending their home state's best public university.

And those universities, as well as many other lesser-known schools, have gotten much better in the last generation, narrowing the gap between those colleges perceived to be the best and the rest.Newsweek and Washington Post columnist Robert J. Samuelson, writing in the 2003 edition of the Kaplan-Newsweek guide How toGet Into College, noted that “in 1967, colleges and universities awarded 558,000 bachelor's degrees. By 2000, the number had roughly doubled to 1.2 million. With larger numbers, many people admitted to ‘prestige’ schools two or three decades ago would be rejected today. Their modern counterparts attend ‘lesser’ schools, whose student bodies have almost certainly improved.”

Samuelson continued:


The same pressures are operating on college and university faculties. From 1960 to 2000, the annual number of new Ph.D.s rose from 10,575 to almost 45,000. The congestion and capriciousness of college tenure mean that many first-rate scholars settle at schools with lesser nameplates. Consider the Bancroft Prize, awarded to the best scholarly books on U.S. history. Recent winners teach at Amherst and Columbia—and also Boston University and the University of Colorado at Boulder.



THE CHARACTER OF THE STUDENT

IN A MEETING room of the Marriott Hotel in Cambridge in November 1998, Krueger presented the results of their research to several dozen colleagues. Dale sat up front to help with questions. The reaction was positive, but as word of the study spread, some expressed doubts. Dale and Krueger could only compute averages. Individual students might find great benefits in certain schools. Perhaps, some experts suggested, students who went to the Ivies did not gain a financial advantage because they chose less lucrative fields, like teaching. Hoxby, the Harvard economist who had found income advantages in attending higher-ranked colleges, said Dale and Krueger's sample of colleges was too small and did not have a wide enough range of selectivity.

Researchers studying this question acknowledge that later earnings are only one gauge of a college's success. They grant that emotional well-being, commitment to social causes, and job satisfaction can result from a good college experience, but those factors are harder to measure than salary.

Dale, who has since moved to the consulting company Mathematica Policy Research, and Krueger said they looked at data on all colleges by adding a second, nationally representative data set of the class of 1972 and focused on the range most meaningful to middle-class applicants by using the rich College and Beyond data set. They agreed that individual differences were very important. That was their point: Except for low-income students, it was not the choosiness of the school but the character of the student that made the difference. Each person had to find the school that best fit his or her needs. Energetic people would make their mark even if their friends had to ask them to repeat the name of the college they were attending.


THE NURTURED NON-IVY STUDENT

If I had read your article in 1991 when I was applying to colleges, I am not sure I would have heeded—or understood—your message, having come from a family that encouraged me to continue the tradition of attending an Ivy League school. Instead, I found myself at Hollins College (Roanoke, Virginia), an enclave of writers, where I earned my B.A. I continued my education at American University in Washington, D.C., where I obtained my M.A., and now find myself in Oklahoma at the University of Tulsa, working on my doctoral dissertation in literature.

I don't feel deprived of a sound education. My professors at Hollins were especially outstanding, committed to nurturing the individual and his or her unique interests.

—PAULINE T. NEWTON



Except for low-income students, it was not the choosiness of the school but the character of the student that made the difference.



Smart students, no matter where they attend college, will use their drive, intelligence, and sense of timing to create a situation where they can succeed, just as Krueger finally did to beat Dale in tennis. He practiced, he strategized, and when Dale, married to an economics professor at Muhlenberg College, was four months pregnant, he lured her back onto the court and won.


HEATHER'S ADVENTURE, PART 1

Heather Dresser does not remember exactly when her mother took charge of her college admissions process. She wasn't paying much attention. The Thomas Jefferson High School for Science and Technology in Fairfax County, Virginia, where she was a student, had a demanding faculty that assigned homework without much thought to her need for sleep. She also had choir, track, and cheerleading practices and horseback riding lessons. College just wasn't on her mind.

Heather's mom, Marcie Dresser, had a degree in early childhood education and had stayed home to raise her children. She was used to getting things organized, so Heather was not surprised to hear that her mother had visited Jefferson's college and career center on her own to do some research. In a preliminary conversation, mother and daughter had decided to look just at schools with Japanese language majors, so she could continue to study the language as she had in high school. This narrowed the pool to about 20 colleges, a manageable group, they thought.




Their first campus visit was to Stanford the summer before Heather's junior year. The family was visiting friends in California, so Heather was persuaded to see the campus while she was there. She was a good student at a very good high school, and no college seemed entirely beyond her reach. She looked at the sprawling adobe campus west of Palo Alto and decided she hated it. There were not enough trees—the palm trees didn't count.

As her junior year began, Heather ignored the college letters and brochures that began to pour in. Her mother filtered them, putting the ones from “good” schools on the bed with the white coverlet in Heather's second-floor bedroom in their home in McLean, Virginia. She would move that mail, without opening or reading it, to the growing stack on the other twin bed in her room that was used for collecting debris.

In the winter of her junior year, still not ready to think about college, Heather agreed to her mother's plea to sit down at their kitchen table and plan her college search. It was clear from their conversation that her parents thought she should seriously consider one of the little brainy schools: Davidson, Amherst, Swarthmore, or the University of Chicago. They thought she was too shy to stand out on a big campus like the University of Michigan.

Heather didn't tell them so, but she knew that she didn't want to stand out. She was more comfortable in a crowd where she could move unnoticed. She wanted to fall through the cracks.

Heather went along with her mother's plan to drive to North Carolina to see Davidson, Duke, and the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. But she gave it only minimal attention. She did not start to read the material that her mother had so painstakingly gathered about Davidson until they were in the car, heading south.

We'll come back to Heather's experiences as we proceed through the chapters of this book.



OEBPS/images/Math_9780307556592_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Math_9780307556592_epub_tp_r1.jpg
JAY MATHEWS

JTARVARD
SCHMARVARD

GETTING BEYOND THE
IVY LEAGUE TO THE COLLEGE

THAT IS BEST FOR YOU

Qo rhnee nvers rress - new vorx

—





OEBPS/images/Math_9780307556592_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Math_9780307556592_epub_040_r1.jpg









OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Math_9780307556592_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
HARVARD
SCHMARVARD

Getting Beyond the Ivy
League to the College that is
Best for you

Jay Mathews





