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Preface to the Paperback Edition

WHEN I STARTED working on this book, way back in 2013, I imagined that my reporting would follow the general pattern of my previous books, Whatever It Takes, How Children Succeed, and Helping Children Succeed. Those books were about the obstacles that impeded the path of children growing up in low-income homes and neighborhoods and the strategies some educators and scientists were using to steer children past those obstacles. Much of the pleasure in reporting those books came from spending extended time with community leaders, pediatricians, economists, and chess teachers as they tried out new strategies and philosophies to help children succeed.

My work on this book began in much the same way. I had heard about a series of novel interventions that were designed to improve the fortunes of disadvantaged teenagers by subtly shifting their behavior—encouraging them to apply to more prestigious universities, to study harder for the SAT, to resist the temptation to drop out of college when the going got tough. These interventions all proceeded from the same premise: that uninformed students were making foolish errors that were undermining their college prospects. According to this way of thinking, the higher education system was eager to embrace these students and help them succeed, but the students weren’t taking advantage of the opportunities they were being offered.

It took me years of reporting to fully grasp the flaws in that premise, and in some ways, this book is the story of that gradual realization. It eventually became clear to me that the greatest obstacles low-income Americans face as they make their way to and through college are not psychological or cultural. They are economic and structural. When high-achieving low-income students don’t attend highly selective colleges, it is not, for the most part, because they don’t apply; it is because those colleges won’t admit them. When they choose less prestigious colleges, it is not because those institutions are less intimidating but because they’re less expensive. And when they drop out of college before finishing their degree, it is not because of a lack of grit but because of a lack of financial support.

There is a paradox at the heart of our nation’s higher education system. On an individual level, the people who work in higher education are mostly compassionate and progressive and insightful. But together they have created a powerful inequality machine, a system that consistently reproduces social advantages and does so with a stubborn resistance to change. As I traveled the country reporting, this paradox created a kind of cognitive dissonance in me that was difficult to resolve and hard to shake. How could such well-meaning people be overseeing a system that produced such vast inequities?

When this book was published in hardcover in the fall of 2019, it was titled The Years That Matter Most. That title was a reflection of one of the book’s key findings: that recent changes in the economy and the culture have endowed the years after high school with an outsize importance in the trajectory of American lives. For individual young people, especially those who come from modest circumstances, a college education can be genuinely transformative in terms of both personal identity and economic opportunity. But in the eighteen months since the hardcover was published, the inequities in higher education have become more glaring and harder to ignore. So, for this paperback edition, the publishers and I chose a new title, one that more fully conveys the reality of higher education’s dominant function today: The Inequality Machine.

American higher education didn’t always operate this way. For decades, the nation had a robust system of high-quality state-funded public colleges and universities that either were free to attend or charged modest tuitions. After World War II, states from coast to coast rapidly expanded their public university systems. According to calculations by Thomas Mortenson of the Pell Institute, public funding for public colleges and universities almost tripled between 1961 and 1980 relative to personal income. Millions of new college students, most from middle-class and working-class families, flooded into these public systems, and for many of them, college was a gateway to prosperity.

Beginning in the 1960s and 1970s, though, two things began to change—and it is not hard to see how they might be connected. First, the student bodies at public institutions began to expand to include more people of color—specifically, more Black and Latino students. And second, beginning with the Proposition 13 tax revolt in California in the late 1970s, states began to reduce the public funding they dedicated to higher education. The cuts were often severe and long-lasting. Between 1980 and 2015, states reduced their fiscal support for public higher education in the United States almost by half, relative to personal income. In response, public colleges have raised tuition, often dramatically, and students and their families have been forced to take on significant debt to pay that tuition. Academic budgets and student services have been cut, and graduation rates have declined at many public colleges, especially the less selective ones. Students now are often paying more and getting less.

The coronavirus pandemic brought into sharp relief the economic fault lines that run through and between institutions of higher learning in the United States. When campuses closed abruptly in March 2020, wealthy students were able to retreat to spacious childhood bedrooms with high-speed internet connections. Those with fewer resources crammed into crowded family apartments or camped out in Burger King parking lots to use the free Wi-Fi. Sitting side by side in a classroom, a student who had grown up in affluence and one who had grown up in poverty might have been able to ignore those class differences. But now they found themselves on Zoom calls where each student’s family background was projected behind them for all to see.

Remote learning that spring was a challenge for every college and every student. But institutional resources made a difference. Universities with large endowments were able to invest in technology and training for instructors, and their online classes were generally high-functioning. At community colleges and underresourced public universities, students often found their in-person courses replaced by a grab bag of YouTube videos and online quizzes.

High school seniors in the class of 2020, many of whom were trying to make their college plans during that surreal spring semester, encountered a different set of challenges. Students whose families were hit hard by illness or financial disruption were often forced to abandon their college ambitions, compelled by economic necessity to try to find work to help support their families. Those applying to prestigious private colleges sometimes found themselves pulled off the wait-list and offered a last-minute seat—but with a tiny financial aid package and a bill they couldn’t possibly pay.

The greatest impact of the coronavirus on higher education, though, may be to further threaten public financing. The virus brought with it a sudden and sharp national recession that Moody’s Analytics predicted would produce a roughly 20 percent drop in state tax revenue in the next fiscal year. If past recessions are any guide, those reduced revenues will lead to deep cuts in state financing for public higher education. After the 2008 recession, states cut their per-student funding for public colleges and universities by an average of 24 percent; when the 2020 recession hit twelve years later, forty-one states out of fifty still hadn’t fully restored the funding they withdrew a dozen years earlier.

The coronavirus may have exacerbated the disparities in higher education, but it didn’t create them. The problems go far deeper, and they have a long history. This book is an attempt to uncover that history and investigate those problems—to explore the inner workings of the inequality machine, to show its effects on the students caught up in it, and to introduce you to some remarkable individuals who are trying to dismantle it.




I

Wanting In

1. Decision Day

When I walked up out of the subway on that cold spring afternoon, Shannen Torres was nowhere to be seen. We had arranged to meet at 4:15 p.m. in St. Nicholas Park in West Harlem, just down the hill from A. Philip Randolph Campus High School, where she was a senior, a few months away from graduation. But when I got to the park, I couldn’t see her anywhere.

My phone buzzed. It was a text from Shannen: “I’m to your left.”

I looked up the path and spotted her, sitting huddled over her phone on a bench about fifty yards away. She was dressed in layers against the chill, a beige barn jacket over two dark hoodies. Everything else she wore was black: black sweatpants, big black high-top sneakers, black chunky glasses, and a black backward Nike baseball cap, into which she’d stuffed her long, thick dark hair. I walked over and sat down next to her.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m hiding here because I don’t want anyone to see me.”

I had met Shannen only a couple of times before, so it was hard for me to say for sure if this constituted strange behavior for her. But it definitely seemed a little odd.

Then she explained the situation. It was March 30. At exactly 5:00 p.m. that afternoon, every college in the Ivy League would simultaneously release their acceptance and rejection letters for next year’s freshman class. I had dimly understood that the decisions were going out at some point that week, but I hadn’t realized they would be arriving at the very moment Shannen and I had planned to meet.

Shannen had applied to two Ivy League colleges: Princeton and the University of Pennsylvania. She wanted to get into Princeton, but she really, really wanted to get into the University of Pennsylvania. It had been her “dream school,” she told me, since seventh grade. And in less than an hour, either her dream would come true, or it wouldn’t.

That fact was overwhelming her. When I’d interviewed her before, she had always seemed pretty cool—a Bronx girl, a streetwise Dominicana—but here on this bench in St. Nicholas Park, she was coming undone right before my eyes. “I’m the nervousest I’ve ever been,” she said. Her hands were trembling. She looked like she was about to cry.

“I think it’s just, like, I’ve been working my entire life for this one thing,” she explained. “It feels like everything is depending on this. Which sounds dramatic, I know. But it’s true.”

Shannen was born in New York City in 1999 to parents who had emigrated from the Dominican Republic. When she was two, with her parents’ relationship crumbling, her mother took her and her older brother to New Bedford, Massachusetts. They stayed with some relatives at first, but that arrangement soon crumbled, too, and they moved next into a shelter run by Catholic nuns, and then, after a few months, into an apartment of their own in the projects.

Shannen started elementary school in Massachusetts, and she was a good student from the beginning. School wasn’t stressful in those early years, but once her mother moved the family back to New York, to the Bronx, the pressure started to build. In sixth grade Shannen entered Junior High School 22, a struggling school in a hulking building on 167th Street. There were fights in the hallway every day, and she was bullied by new arrivals from the Dominican Republic who made fun of her for not being Dominican enough. Shannen was proud of her roots and her race, but there were elements of other cultures she was coming to appreciate as well: Coldplay, pasta, Harry Potter novels. She retreated into her schoolwork, studying harder, doing more. And when she got to high school, she worked harder still.

In the entrance hall of Randolph High, on a bright yellow bulletin board on the wall, the administration posts, each semester, the honor roll for each grade, all the top scholars from a school of almost fifteen hundred students, listed in order of their grade point average. In the first semester of her freshman year, Shannen’s name appeared at the very top of the list, and her name had stayed at the top ever since. Now, as graduation approached, her academic average was 97.7 percent, which would almost certainly make her valedictorian. In three and a half years, she had not missed a single day of high school.

But remaining number one took an enormous effort. Each night, Shannen stayed up until her homework was done perfectly, sometimes till four or five in the morning, ignoring her mother’s admonitions to close the books and go to bed. The previous year, her junior year, was the most grueling. She took three AP courses, and she studied so relentlessly in the first semester that by Christmas she had lost eleven pounds off her already small frame. She got used to sleeping three hours a night. She drank so much coffee that she became immune to its effects.

The harder she worked, the greater people’s expectations for her grew. And the more she felt the weight of those expectations, the harder she felt she had to work. Where it was all leading, in Shannen’s mind, was college. And not just any college. When she was little, teachers and family members saw her intelligence and intense determination and predicted that she would make it into an Ivy League school. At first it was just one of those crazy things people say to a smart kid, but as time went on, this recurring prophecy began to seem more plausible.

Beginning in sophomore year, Shannen took free SAT-prep classes at Columbia University, and each time she visited, she felt a bit more at home surrounded by neoclassical architecture and great books. In the spring of junior year, she was accepted into a highly selective and demanding college-prep summer program for low-income students called Leadership Enterprise for a Diverse America; historically, more than half of each year’s LEDA class was admitted to an Ivy League college. Then four students from the class above hers at Randolph—which is not, on average, a high-achieving school—were admitted to Ivy League–level colleges: Penn, Stanford, Dartmouth, Columbia. They all got full-ride scholarships, and Shannen knew, given her family’s limited income, that if she were admitted, she would probably be offered the same. Suddenly the idea that she might aspire to a place like Penn or Princeton didn’t seem crazy at all.

BUT THE MORE realistic the prospect of the Ivy League became, the more pressure Shannen felt to deliver. As we sat and waited for the admissions verdict, that was what was weighing on her the most: the reactions of everyone in her life to the news she was about to receive. She visualized herself walking in the door of her family’s small apartment uptown and telling her mother that she had been accepted to Penn. She could picture her mother’s exact expression. She could almost see the tears of happiness.

And then she pictured herself walking in and having to tell her mom that she had been rejected. The tears of disappointment. And then tomorrow, having to go into school and break the news to her teachers and friends, everyone who had been counting on her to succeed. Hearing “Oh, I’m so sorry,” over and over. The pats on the back and the sympathetic hugs, all day long. It was unbearable even to imagine.

That was why she was hiding out on this bench, she told me. She didn’t want to be with friends or family that afternoon, or with anyone she knew well; at one point, when she saw a group of her friends walking down the hill behind me, she ducked her head down out of their sight. For some reason, she had decided that being with a reporter was a good alternative. She said she trusted that I was on her side, but she also felt like I was “neutral,” that I didn’t really expect anything from her. I wasn’t invested in her success the way everyone else in her life seemed to be. I wouldn’t be disappointed in her if she didn’t make the cut.

I was, that afternoon, more than a year into a sprawling reporting project that had already taken me back and forth across the country several times, to rural high schools in Louisiana and inner-city community colleges in Chicago and verdant university campuses in California and South Carolina and Texas and New Jersey. I had interviewed plenty of educators and researchers and administrators. But mostly, on these journeys, I was talking to students like Shannen, young people in high school or college who were trying to make sense, as I was, of the changing landscape of American higher education.

Shannen was clutching her phone as we talked, checking the time, her hands still trembling, counting down the minutes, growing more and more anxious. It was Penn she kept thinking about as we sat there, not Princeton. She liked that Penn was urban and not too far from home. She had visited Penn’s campus the previous summer with her LEDA group, and everything about the place had seemed perfect. She bought a sweater with the Penn logo, which she loved wearing. She had spent forever writing her Penn application essay, trying to get it just right. Her dream was to double-major in paleontology and business, taking classes in the archaeology department and at the Wharton School. Her best friend from LEDA, a girl from Tennessee named Tess, was applying to Penn as well, and they had already agreed that if they both got in, they would be roommates.

Shannen had begun crying for real now, quietly, swiping her fingers up under her glasses to catch the tears before they fell. I asked her why she was so upset even before she had received any news, good or bad, and she said she wasn’t sure. But she tried to explain.

“School has always been my thing,” she said slowly. “I’ve been working so hard for the past—how long have I been in school? I’ve been in school since I was three.” She rubbed her nose on the sleeve of her hoodie. “So you take the thing that you’ve been best at your entire life. And you have someone, or in this case a group of people, sitting in a circle, who have not met you personally, who are determining if you’re deserving.” Shannen could picture them there in the Penn admissions department, paging through her application—her grades and her test scores and her essay and her recommendation letters—and rendering a judgment on who they thought she really was.

“And then they tell you that it’s not enough, or that it’s not good enough,” she said. “Or that someone’s score on a test could possibly measure up to all those years of hard work that you put yourself through. That you chose to put yourself through.” Now she was crying harder. “And I did choose it. I love school. I love what I do. It’s something that I don’t force myself to do. I come to school because it’s me. It’s just who I am.”

Five p.m. arrived. Shannen picked up her phone. The lockscreen displayed a black-and-white photo of Malcolm X. On the back of the phone was a sticker showing the flaming logo of Thrasher, the skateboard magazine. She opened up her mail app, pulled down on her in-box and let it snap back up. Nothing.

“God, I’m so scared,” she said, whispering now.

She checked again. Still nothing.

After a few more minutes of pulling and snapping, she went back and read an old message from Penn and realized that she was doing it wrong. They weren’t going to send an email after all. She was supposed to log into her account on Penn’s applicant portal; the decision would be waiting for her there.

But then she couldn’t remember her password.

“Come on, Shannen, you know the password,” she said, her thumbs flying across the surface of her phone. “For the first time in six months, I cannot get this password right.” She let out a little laugh. “Come on,” she said to her phone, “don’t do this to me.”

Shannen went through the absurd modern dance of online security, secret questions and nine-digit phone codes and temporary passwords. She finally made it into the portal and found the letter from Penn. She read it quickly and then, closing her eyes and lowering her head, she tilted the screen of her phone in my direction. All I could make out were the words “sincerely regret,” but that was enough.

Princeton was next, and it was more bad news: she was wait-listed, and she knew almost no one gets off the wait list at Princeton. Shannen put down her phone and stared at the ground.

WE SAT THERE on the bench as it got colder and the sky began to grow dark. Shannen was in no hurry to go home and see her mom’s sad face. Couples walked by with strollers and dogs; on St. Nicholas Avenue, car horns sounded. The green globe lights over the subway entrance flickered on. An ambulance sped uptown, its siren bleating.

Shannen knew, logically, that this should not feel like the end of the world. Penn accepts just 9 percent of its freshman applicants. Princeton accepts 6 percent. Statistically, rejection is the likely outcome for any applicant, even a valedictorian. There was also the mitigating fact that, two weeks earlier, Shannen had been admitted to Davidson, a very good liberal arts college near Charlotte, North Carolina, which had offered her an amazingly generous financial-aid package. The list price to attend Davidson for four years was about $260,000, but Shannen, if she went, would pay a total of twelve dollars. Not twelve dollars a year; twelve dollars for four years. The previous October, Davidson had flown her down to campus for a visit, and she’d liked it a lot. She’d be fine there, she knew. But Davidson was a long way from her mom. And it didn’t offer courses in paleontology. And it wasn’t her dream school. It wasn’t what everyone was expecting.

That was what made this moment so hard for Shannen. It wasn’t just the practical fact of where she would be spending the next four years of her life. It was the process of being judged and evaluated. It was knowing that an institution into which she had poured so much of herself had suddenly decided she was unworthy.

“I just wish they could have at least—I wish it were possible for them to meet me,” she said, still teary. “I wish they had a chance to see where I go to school. I wish they had a chance to meet my mom.”

I asked her what she thought Penn’s admissions officers would see if they visited her school in Harlem or her home in the Bronx.

“They’d see me,” she said. “They wouldn’t see my application. They’d see me. They’d see how much I love my high school. How much I care about what I do. How much I appreciate what I do. How I’m not who they think I am.”

I asked her who she thought they thought she was.

“They think I’m an essay,” she said. “They think I’m a test score.”

There was one representative from Penn whom she had met in person. It was the Penn alumnus who had been assigned to interview her as part of the application process. He was a doctor who worked in Midtown Manhattan, and one day that winter, Shannen had taken the subway down to his office for a conversation. She knew that alumni interviews rarely had an effect on college-admissions decisions. But even if the experience didn’t mean much to Penn, it meant a lot to her.

“It was supposed to last thirty minutes,” she told me. “But I sat there and spoke with him for two hours. We spoke about everything. He asked me about what I’m interested in. And he asked me about my favorite movie. And we made jokes. He asked me about my favorite food. And I asked him about his favorite food.”

I could imagine how the doctor felt, conversing with Shannen. Her enthusiasms were as infectious as they were idiosyncratic: the novels of David Foster Wallace, the latest theory on dinosaur extinction, the Black Lives Matter movement. She started crying again, and I asked her why the story about her conversation with the doctor made her sad.

“Because he just saw who I was,” she said. “He was able to witness someone other than ‘School Shannen.’ Someone other than the person that everyone expects me to be.” She took a deep breath. “At least I think he saw me that way.”

She looked down at her phone. There was a text from Tess, the friend from Tennessee she had been hoping to room with.

“Did you hear from Penn?” Tess wrote.

Shannen texted her back: “Yes. It’s a no.”

Tess replied with a quick string of texts saying the kind of things you say: They’re so stupid. I’m sorry. You totally deserved to get in.

Shannen wrote back: “Did you get in?”

And then there was a long pause, long enough that we both knew what the answer was going to be. Finally the text popped up on Shannen’s phone:

“Yes:-/ It’s such a crapshoot. It’s all about luck.”

Shannen and I sat in the twilight for a little longer, watching the cars and buses pass, and then she told me one more story about her alumni interview, the one with the doctor downtown. He’d had a recommendation for her, for the next time she visited Penn—a restaurant he thought she might like, right across the street from campus. “There was this one specific thing that he suggested I order, and I wrote it down,” she said. “I still have that piece of paper in my book bag. And the first thing I was going to do in the summer when I got to Philadelphia was go there and order the thing that he suggested I order. And I was going to sit there and eat the food, and I was going to look out the window at the campus. And I expected to have the feeling: I belong there. That if I just crossed the street, that could be my second home.”

THE FIRST TIME I met Shannen, the previous summer, she told me that on weekends during high school, when she didn’t have too much homework, she would take the B train down to the Museum of Natural History and wander around on her own, looking at the dinosaurs, soaking up the science. Being at the museum gave her a certain feeling, she told me, the same one she had when she would walk across the Columbia campus: a hope that she might someday be able to find her true home in a place like this, a place of prestige and culture and privilege and learning. But for Shannen, that hope was always tempered by a small, stubborn fear that a girl like her might never be fully welcome in such a place. It was a little like the feeling of sitting right across the street from the University of Pennsylvania, yearning for what you could see on the other side, but not being sure if you would ever be invited to cross over.

Economists and sociologists have a name for the process of finding a new place in society, this phenomenon Shannen was dreaming of: social mobility. In its most basic definition, it means moving from one social or economic class to another. Economists can measure how mobile a society is by calculating how likely it is that a child born into any given rank of family income will rise or fall from that station as an adult, and while they differ on exactly what degree of mobility is best, they generally concur that a certain amount is a positive force in a nation’s overall health. A society in which people can aspire to rise above their birth is a productive and ambitious one.

But while upward mobility may be good for a nation, it is rarely a smooth and straightforward experience for an individual. Upward mobility is not simply a question of earning more money than one’s parents. It is also, for many people, a process of cultural disruption: leaving behind one set of values and assumptions and plunging into a new and foreign one. It can be disorienting and emotionally wrenching, shattering family ties and challenging deeply held notions of identity and purpose.

Mobility is a subject that has always pulled at me as a journalist. Its motivating questions seem so elemental, so essential to our understanding of who we are. What does it take for any of us to alter the conditions of our lives? What gets in people’s way when they try? And how do they feel when they succeed? These questions hovered in the background of my three previous books. But a few years ago, I decided to investigate them more directly. And as I did, I encountered an unexpected and unique fact of contemporary American life: in sharp contrast to other ages and other cultures, mobility in the United States today depends, in large part, on what happens to individuals during a relatively brief period in late adolescence and early adulthood. If you are a young American like Shannen Torres, the decisions you make about higher education—and the decisions that are made for you—play a critical role in determining the course of the rest of your life.

That was true not just for superachievers like Shannen. I had spoken with several of Shannen’s classmates at Randolph, young people who shared her economic status but not her academic accomplishments, and the choices they faced after senior year seemed just as fraught as Shannen’s, but far more constrained: work or the military or college; a two-year or a four-year school; stay in the city or go to school upstate? These students were hearing a variety of messages from school and home and their peers, conflicting stories about how to achieve success and how to ward off failure. It wasn’t at all clear to me which choices they should make—and it didn’t seem clear to them, either. But those choices, I knew, would likely resonate in their lives for years to come.

MOBILITY HAS ALWAYS been a defining feature of the United States. In 1831 a young French aristocrat named Alexis de Tocqueville visited the country, then still a young nation, to study its political institutions and civic traditions. When he returned home, he recounted his travels in his book Democracy in America, now considered one of the classic works of political science. Tocqueville found much to admire in the United States, but he was puzzled by Americans’ embrace of the idea that social class should be fluid.

In his book, Tocqueville largely ignored the glaring fact of slavery in the United States, which was an obvious obstacle to mobility at the time for Americans of African descent. Among the white Americans he studied, though, Tocqueville observed a social order that, in contrast to the comfortable stability of Europe’s class system, was always in flux. Fortunes were made, and fortunes were lost. “Wealth circulates with inconceivable rapidity, and experience shows that it is rare to find two succeeding generations in the full enjoyment of it,” he wrote. “New families are constantly springing up, others are constantly falling away.”

The relative chaos of the American class system was disorienting to Tocqueville. If the rich could so easily become poor and the poor could so easily become rich, how could anyone know where he stood? In European nations, “aristocracy had made a chain of all the members of the community, from the peasant to the king,” Tocqueville wrote. And that chain, he believed, was a good thing. It kept a society bound together. The United States had lost the cohesion that comes with an aristocratic tradition, he warned: “Democracy breaks that chain, and severs every link of it.”

As threatening as this idea may have been to Tocqueville, most Americans in the early nineteenth century were content, even eager, to have those chains severed. What the new nation might be losing in stability, it was gaining in opportunity. “In America,” Tocqueville wrote, “most of the rich men were formerly poor,” and this remarkable fact, so shocking to a European, remained true throughout the rest of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth. Cornelius Vanderbilt’s father was a lowly ferryboat captain. John D. Rockefeller was the son of a traveling salesman. Andrew Carnegie was the son of a poor millworker. Henry Ford grew up on a small farm. The emerging American ideal of the self-made man extended beyond these titans of industry to include western settlers, California gold miners, Texas wildcatters, and all manner of merchants and inventors and entrepreneurs. They embraced the idea that in the United States, upward mobility was available to all, the natural product of a person’s ingenuity, appetite for risk, and willingness to work hard.

In the second half of the twentieth century, though, as the animal spirits of the frontier economy were tamed, the nature of American mobility began to shift. The nation’s system of higher education expanded rapidly after World War II, partly because of the millions of returning veterans who went to college on the GI Bill, and as it grew, it produced a new economic reality in the United States, one in which class mobility became tightly linked not with entrepreneurship but with educational attainment. In prewar America, it may have taken pluck and elbow grease to rise above your birth, but in postwar America, what it usually took was a college degree.

And for young Americans in Shannen’s generation, the national statistics were now painting a darker picture, one in which a college degree was no longer just a tool for upward mobility; it had also become a shield against downward mobility. Young adults who didn’t have a college degree were almost four times as likely to be living in poverty as those who did. The unemployment rate for Americans with only a high school degree was double the rate for Americans with a bachelor’s degree. And the disparities went beyond economics: Well-educated white men were now living thirteen years longer than their less-educated counterparts. Women without college degrees were less likely to get married than women with degrees, and they were more than twice as likely to divorce or separate if they did marry. It sometimes felt as though the country was splitting into two separate and unequal nations, with a college diploma the boundary that divided them.

That was the reality that Shannen felt she inhabited. If she wanted to transcend the economic hardships she was born into, she needed to find her way to the right side of that divide. “That’s just what America intends for you to do,” she told me when we first met. “Not only is there an obstacle course to get into college, there’s an obstacle course to get to the college with the name that lets you get the job you want.” For someone like Shannen, without family money or influential connections, a degree from a prestigious college seemed to be the only available path to a better future. That was part of what made our afternoon in St. Nicholas Park so painful for her: as far as she could tell, there was no room for error in the new system of American class mobility. Young people from her corner of the Bronx didn’t often get second chances.

2. The Mobility Equation

A few days before my vigil in the park with Shannen Torres, I traveled to Palo Alto, California, to spend some time with a young economist named Raj Chetty, who has emerged in recent years as the leading empirical scholar of mobility in the United States today. (He was a professor at Stanford at the time, but in 2018, he was hired away by Harvard.) Chetty, who emigrated from India at the age of nine, has always been a ridiculous overachiever, conducting advanced scientific research while still in high school, earning his PhD in economics from Harvard at twenty-three, and becoming a tenured professor at twenty-seven. He went on to win a MacArthur “genius” award and the John Bates Clark Medal, awarded annually to the best young economist in the country, and most likely the only reason he doesn’t yet have a Nobel Prize in Economics is that he’s only forty, and the prize has never been given to anyone younger than fifty.

Chetty is a leading figure in a relatively new movement in economic research known as big data, in which increasingly powerful computers employ nimble analytical tools to carve up massive amounts of information. The results of the big data revolution have, over the last decade or two, transformed everything from gene sequencing to baseball scouting to presidential campaigns. Chetty’s mission for most of his professional career has been to find ways to use big data to better understand American social mobility: how it works, whom it benefits, and how its machinery has changed and evolved over time.

Early on, Chetty’s project was hampered by a lack of good data. When he was a student at Harvard in the early 2000s, researchers studying American economic and social mobility had only a handful of data sets to work with, and those were mostly surveys and samples that tracked just a few hundred or a few thousand people. In Europe, by contrast, researchers had access to much larger stockpiles of government data. Chetty was able to analyze a database on savings behavior in Denmark that included forty-one million observations. He discovered a registry containing complete employment and earnings data for every private-sector worker in Austria over the course of two decades. But at home in the United States, there was nothing that even came close.

In his more fanciful moments, Chetty daydreamed about the data held by the Internal Revenue Service. Now there was some big data: decades of records on hundreds of millions of Americans, with individuals linked via their Social Security numbers to their children and grandchildren and parents and grandparents. It was the holy grail for anyone studying economic mobility in the United States. But for years, the word from the IRS was that those records were not available to researchers like Chetty, no way, not ever.

Then, in the spring of 2009, Chetty was looking through a mailing from the National Tax Journal, an obscure economics quarterly, when he saw an ad placed by the IRS seeking contractors to help manage its databases. This is something the IRS does from time to time: its stores of data are so enormous and sprawling that it needs help to organize them, and when it does, it invites outside contractors to submit bids to do the work. Chetty had a sudden epiphany. The IRS was planning to pay someone else to do exactly what Chetty had been dying to do: dive deep into its data and try to make sense of it. Why couldn’t Chetty bid on the contract himself?

He contacted John Friedman, a friend and colleague then at the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard, and together they worked up a formal bid and submitted it to the IRS. It was rejected. They decided to try again, this time adding to their team another top young economist interested in mobility: Emmanuel Saez, who was at Berkeley. And this time they made an innovative sales pitch: their bid for the job was $0; they essentially told the IRS they would do its work for free.

It was an offer the IRS couldn’t refuse. Its administrators said yes, and with that decision, the agency began a remarkably fruitful collaboration with Chetty and his colleagues, one that has, over the past decade, expanded our understanding of the complex interactions among income, geography, race, and education in the United States. The IRS data has allowed Chetty to illuminate in new ways how an American’s opportunities for mobility are affected by the neighborhood she grew up in and by the color of her skin—and, perhaps most centrally, by whether and where she goes to college.

Before Chetty started working with the IRS, economists were limited in their ability to understand the effect going to college had on mobility for Americans. They knew that a person with a BA earned more money, on average, than a person without a BA. But it was difficult to say much more than that, to trace exactly who benefited from going to college and how much they gained. Then Chetty discovered, deep in the IRS data, a form called the 1098-T, which American colleges and universities were required to file each year for each student who paid tuition. Each completed copy of the 1098-T included the Social Security number of the college-going student, plus a unique code that identified the particular college the student was attending.

The IRS partially masked the data so that Chetty and his colleagues couldn’t view individual 1098-T forms or tax returns, but they were still able to see patterns and trace connections. Each student’s Social Security number could be linked to the tax data of that student’s parents, going back decades. Which meant that the 1098-T could unlock some of the lingering, unsolved questions about the economic effects of higher education. Consider a student who attended college in, say, 1999. First, Chetty could find in the IRS’s database the 1098-T form filed for her that year. Then he could use her parents’ data, looking backward, to establish her financial situation during childhood. Then he could use the student’s data, looking forward, to find out how much she earned as an adult, a decade or more after leaving college. And finally, he could use the unique code for her college to factor in where she went to school. Repeat this operation enough times, Chetty believed, and he would be able to identify the precise effect that individual American colleges had on the financial trajectory of students from different economic backgrounds. How did poor students (or rich ones, for that matter) fare a decade after leaving Penn, or Davidson, or Bronx Community College? Thanks to the 1098-T, Chetty believed he could answer that question down to the dollar.

Chetty by this time was a professor at Stanford, and he dispatched a group of young researchers to the IRS office in San Mateo, a bland Silicon Valley suburb fifteen miles north of Palo Alto. Chetty’s students were granted a special security clearance that enabled them to access federal tax data—but only while they were physically sitting in the office in San Mateo. For years, they shuttled data requests and data reports back and forth between the IRS terminals in San Mateo and Chetty and his research colleagues in Palo Alto (and at Brown and Harvard and Berkeley). Several billion calculations later, Chetty and Friedman and their colleagues published, in 2017, the initial results of their higher education research in an academic paper and a collection of supporting documents, including what they called “Mobility Report Cards” for thousands of colleges in the United States.

The report was centered around four important discoveries. First, using the IRS data, Chetty and his team found that students who attend ultraselective colleges in the United States are much more likely than other students to become very rich as adults. Young people who attend “Ivy Plus” institutions—meaning the Ivy League colleges plus a handful of other institutions with similarly elevated selectivity rates, like the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, the University of Chicago, and Stanford—have about a one in five chance of landing, in their midthirties, among the top 1 percent of American earners, with incomes over $630,000. People who attend “other elite” four-year colleges (including Davidson) have about a one in eleven chance of hitting the top 1 percent. Students at community colleges, meanwhile, have about a one in three hundred chance. (Students who don’t attend college at all have about a one in a thousand chance.) The kind of college you attend, in other words, correlates strongly with what you’ll earn later on.

Second, Chetty and his collaborators found that outcomes for poor kids and rich kids who attend the same institution are remarkably similar (the definition of “poor” here being that your family’s income is in the bottom quintile, or bottom fifth, of all families nationwide, and the definition of “rich” being that your family’s income is in the top quintile). Poor students who attend Ivy Plus colleges wind up with household incomes of about $76,000 a year, on average, as young adults. Rich students who attend Ivy Plus colleges wind up earning about $88,000. That’s more than the kids who grew up poor, but not a ton more. There is a similar effect at almost every college: kids who grow up rich earn only a bit more than their college classmates who grow up poor. Attending the same college eliminates almost all the advantages that those who grow up with family wealth have over those who grow up in poverty.

Third, the researchers found that attending an elite college seems to produce a greater economic benefit for students who grow up poor than it does for students who grow up rich. If you’re a rich kid, attending an Ivy Plus college rather than no college at all increases your odds of making it into the top income quintile as an adult earner by a factor of four. So you do get an economic boost from your college education, but it’s not a huge one. If you’re a poor kid, though, attending an Ivy Plus college rather than no college is truly life-changing. It increases your odds of making it into the top income quintile by a factor of fourteen.

So far, these results suggest a pretty happy story for fans of economic mobility. Higher education actually works! It can propel students from all backgrounds into the upper reaches of the American economy. Sending poor students to elite colleges is an especially good investment—they benefit more than their wealthy peers do. And when rich and poor students attend the same college, the education they receive there actually does create a fairly level playing field for them as they head off together into the job market.

But that is where the happy story ends. Because the fourth major discovery made by Chetty and his colleagues was that rich and poor students are not attending the same colleges. Not at all. At Ivy Plus colleges, on average, more than two-thirds of undergraduates grew up rich, and fewer than 4 percent of students grew up poor. Elite college campuses are almost entirely populated by the students who benefit the least from the education they receive there: the ones who were already wealthy when they arrived on campus.

Using the IRS data, Chetty’s team was able to produce Mobility Report Cards not just for each broad category of college, but for each individual institution. What they found was that while every selective college was tilted in favor of wealthy students, some were tilted more sharply than others. And two of the colleges where the tilt was most extreme were Princeton and Penn, the two colleges that rejected Shannen Torres.

Of all the colleges in the Ivy League, Princeton has the highest percentage of students from the top income quintile (72 percent), and Penn has the second-highest (71 percent). And those two colleges educate a smaller proportion of poor students than almost any institution in the nation. Just 3.3 percent of Penn’s student body comes from the bottom quintile, according to Chetty’s data. At Princeton, poor students are even more of an endangered species: just 2.2 percent of the student body comes from the bottom fifth of the income distribution. That’s one student in every forty-five.

CHETTY’S WORK ILLUMINATES the big paradox at the center of the experience of economic mobility in the United States, and it is the same paradox that was eating away at Shannen as she sat in the park that afternoon waiting for news from Penn. The American system of higher education has the potential to be a powerful engine of mobility, able to reliably lift young people from poverty to the middle class, and from the middle class to affluence. But in reality, for many young Americans, it functions as something closer to the opposite: an obstacle to mobility, an instrument that reinforces a rigid social hierarchy and prevents them from moving beyond the circumstances of their birth.

In contrast to the nineteenth-century mobility that Alexis de Tocqueville described, opportunity in America today does not seem to be open to all, or even open to most. Instead, through our current system of higher education, we seem to have reconstructed, in the guise of openness and equality, an old and established aristocracy, one in which money begets money, wealthy families remain wealthy for generations, and young people like Shannen, born without privilege and power, stay stuck at the bottom.

Over the last few years, I’ve traveled back and forth between conversations with students like Shannen Torres and encounters with researchers like Raj Chetty, trying to understand this new system—why it exists, where it came from, and what it feels like to be a young person trying to negotiate it. It is the odd reality of this particular moment in American economic history: many of the most fundamental questions about what kind of country the United States will become—like whether it will be a land of opportunity for all, or a land of privilege for a few—are playing out in the lives and decisions of the nation’s college students. Every day, on campuses across the country, the vast structural economic forces that Chetty and other economists are tracing meet up with the fragile and unpredictable psyches of American seventeen- to twenty-two-year-olds.

There is a final twist in Shannen’s story. One elite American college chooses to release its admissions decisions a day later than its Ivy League peers: Stanford University. Shannen applied to Stanford, but almost as an afterthought. She didn’t particularly want to go to school all the way across the country. And besides, Stanford was the longest of long shots, arguably the single hardest college in the country to get into. It accepts fewer than 5 percent of its applicants—and fewer than 4 percent of its regular-decision applicants, the pool in which Shannen had applied. No one is rejected by Penn and admitted to Stanford. It just doesn’t happen.

Except sometimes it does.

The day after Shannen’s Penn rejection was indeed pretty lousy, she told me later, though not quite as bad as she’d expected. Some of her classmates cried on her behalf, and some tried to comfort her, but mostly people assumed she didn’t really want to talk about it, which was fine with Shannen. After school, she took the train home like she always did and sat down at the kitchen table and started doing homework, as usual. And then a little before 7:00 p.m., she remembered that Stanford’s decisions were supposed to post soon. So she picked up her phone. This time, there was no frantic countdown, no trembling hands, no fumbled passwords—and when she saw the letter, there was no “sincerely regret.” Instead, there was a “Congratulations!” And an “Everyone who reviewed your application was inspired.” And a “You are, quite simply, a fantastic match with Stanford.”

The room spun. Shannen screamed. Her mom came running. More screaming.

The whole evening was surreal, Shannen told me later, especially after the heartbreak and exhaustion of the day before. The main feeling she had was not joy but relief. She didn’t necessarily prefer Stanford to Davidson—she’d never even visited Stanford’s campus—but she knew it was more selective and more respected, and to Shannen and many others, that meant a lot.

But at the same time, getting into Stanford after being rejected by Penn made the whole application and admissions process, which Shannen had taken at face value for so long, seem suddenly random and capricious and even a little ridiculous. Was she really a fantastic match with Stanford and a terrible match with Penn? Maybe her friend Tess was right: It was just a crapshoot. It was all about luck.

And a system of economic mobility based on luck—whether it’s the luck of which family and which neighborhood you’re born into, or the luck of what a particular college-admissions officer happens to see in your application on a particular day—is a system that is hard to invest or believe in as deeply as Shannen had done. The next fall, Shannen would go off to Stanford and study science and business and politics and take advantage of the many amazing opportunities that went along with the experience of being an undergraduate at an institution of unparalleled privilege and power. She might even get rich, like so many of her classmates. But she would never entirely get back the heartfelt, optimistic faith in the American system of higher education that had kept her working so hard for so long.




II

Getting In

1. Stress Test

The conversation usually begins when the kids are entering their junior year of high school, or sometimes even earlier. It starts in whispers, on the sidelines of the lacrosse game or at pickup after ballet practice or over cocktails at the school fundraising gala, one parent turning to another and saying, quietly, So, what are you doing about test prep? The question is always accompanied by a flurry of self-conscious disclaimers and ritual denunciations: Isn’t it ridiculous? Can you believe we’re thinking about college so early! It gets crazier every year. But there is no getting around the fact that Grace (or Josh or Sam or Chloe) just isn’t the strongest test-taker. And with college-application season right around the corner, that fact is becoming a problem. If she’s going to get in anywhere decent, she is going to need help with the SAT. So the question arrives: Who do you know?

And there is always someone. Whether that sideline conversation is taking place in Scarsdale or Winnetka or Mill Valley, there is inevitably, in an office park not too far away, a test-prep magician, a teen whisperer, a tutor with a reputation for raising scores on the SAT or the ACT by eye-popping margins. His rates are astronomical, of course, and his schedule is always full. But if you can get in, and if you can afford him, he’s the guy you want.

In Washington, DC—or more precisely, in certain well-groomed and hypercompetitive suburbs just outside Washington, DC—the guy you want is Ned Johnson, the president and self-proclaimed “tutor-geek” of a company called PrepMatters. Ned founded PrepMatters in 1996 and built it into the largest test-prep company in the DC area. It now employs about fifty tutors at offices in Bethesda, Maryland; McLean, Virginia; and the Tenleytown neighborhood in northwest DC. Ned’s rate as an SAT or ACT tutor is $400 an hour, and even at that elevated price he is very much in demand, booking more hours each year than any other tutor on his staff. The teenagers he works with attend the most exclusive private schools in Washington—Sidwell Friends, National Cathedral, Georgetown Day, Maret, St. Albans—and their parents work in the top levels of the White House and at the Washington Post and for lobbying firms you’ve never heard of. (Those are the ones with the real money.)

The ambitions and anxieties that draw parents into Ned’s office are not altogether different from those that motivated the wealthy clients of William “Rick” Singer, the crooked college adviser who in the winter of 2019 was arrested and charged with orchestrating a massive criminal conspiracy to rig the college-admissions process for his clients’ children. The pressure around elite college admissions that pervades many affluent communities these days can make almost every parent act a little crazy—even if only a small minority cross the line into the blatant test-cheating, credential-forging, and coach-bribing that Singer and his clients are accused of.

If you read through the wiretap transcripts prosecutors entered into evidence in the Singer case, though, what comes across is how pedestrian, even banal, Singer’s mad schemes seem to have become to the accused parents—just one more bizarre box they had to check off in the delirium of the college-admissions process. Singer tells one father, a Yale-educated private-equity investor, that he needs an “action” photo of his son, so Singer can Photoshop the student’s face onto that of a real football placekicker. The father laughs and says he’ll look for one. “Pretty funny,” he adds. “The way the world works these days is unbelievable.”

The edge that parents are seeking when they bring their kids to PrepMatters is, by contrast, perfectly legal. Ned trains his students to master the SAT themselves; he doesn’t hire a shady guy from Florida to take the test for them. But it’s also true that when you show up at Ned’s door as a parent, you know you’re there to gain one more advantage in an unfair system. You’re there because the way the world works these days is unbelievable.

In person, Ned is the furthest thing from shady you can imagine. He is a thin, cheerful white guy with fashionably nerdy glasses and a hairline that’s beginning to recede; his sartorial choices tend toward the sweater vest and the corduroy jacket. He’s in his late forties, a married homeowner and prosperous small-businessman, but he talks like a teenager who just consumed his first cup of coffee. Things are “freaking awesome”—unless they are “complete mayhem.” He punctuates his stories with weird sound effects (“Neeeeep!”) and silly voices. He is studiously polite; the closest he comes to swearing is when he says “Holy smokes!,” which he does often. Though he is about the same age as the parents who hire him, he maintains a deferential distance, addressing them, courteously, not by their first names but as Mr. This or Mrs. That. With their teenage children, though, he seems much more himself, sharing corny jokes and laughing with them over tales of high school drama.

When I sat in on tutoring sessions in Ned’s office, I was surprised by how little time he and his students spent talking about actual academic subjects. Sure, Ned would occasionally review some tricky concept in algebra or go over a principle of English grammar. But more often, he and his students talked about life—about the stress of attending a competitive high school and the pressures that often came with being a teenager in an ambitious and successful family in the upper reaches of the American upper middle class.

Ned is naturally empathetic, and he seems so at home with his students’ references, so in tune with their concerns, that you might imagine he grew up like them, in an atmosphere of comfort and privilege. But in fact his own childhood was quite different. When Ned was young, his family lived in perpetual chaos, his father drinking heavily, his mother prone to flying into rages at unpredictable moments. Money was often in short supply, and the family moved from place to place until Ned and his twin brother were in middle school, when they landed in a small town in central Connecticut. There, the family’s dysfunction tumbled into full-blown crisis. When Ned was in seventh grade, his mother made a serious attempt at suicide. Ned was the one who found her limp body, unconscious in the guest bedroom, and called 911. His father moved out not long after.

As teenagers, Ned and his brother both struggled to cope with the emotional fallout of their tumultuous upbringing: after his mother’s suicide attempt, Ned retreated for a few months to a psychiatric hospital. But the boys excelled academically, finishing second and third in their high school class and winning admission together to Williams College, a prestigious private liberal arts institution in Massachusetts.

Of the two sons, Ned was the one who was closer to their mother, and in high school he assumed the role of peacemaker and therapist, trying to keep her calm and prevent her from sliding off the rails. He learned how to read her cues, avoid her triggers, soothe her fears. His efforts always proved futile in the end. Before long, her wild moods would once again slip loose, and Ned was often the target of her fury.

This unrelenting routine took its toll on Ned, but it was instructive, too—a kind of up-close master class in emotional instability. He developed, as a result, a keen sensitivity to anxiety and all its expressions, and he regularly puts this skill to work now in his tutoring practice. Sitting across his desk from his students, he watches and listens intently, focusing on their faces, paying close attention to their offhand remarks, looking carefully for clues to their fears and concerns. It can feel a little odd for him, to be re-creating in his working life those watchful, often painful moments from his childhood. But with his teenage students, the process feels far more hopeful. His efforts to allay their worries are not doomed to failure, as they were with his mom. They actually work.

The basic premise underlying Ned’s tutoring strategy is that the kind of kids who are likely to make it into his office—surrounded by wealth, attending excellent schools, born to parents with multiple degrees—already possess the knowledge and academic skill they need to do well on the SAT or ACT. The obstacles holding them back from achieving top scores, Ned believes, are generally not intellectual in nature; they are at least as often emotional or psychological. Standardized college-admissions tests make kids anxious—it’s almost as if they were designed that way—and one of Ned’s chief tasks, as he sees it, is to reduce that anxiety.

So he spends a lot of time, in his tutoring sessions, talking about the

































2. Income-Typical Behavior
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