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PREFACE




We wrote our first book on planning for college admissions, and the sequence of steps that leads to successful admissions to selective colleges, in 1974. We have revised subsequent editions on the subject since then in order to keep the reader up to date on changes in admissions practices, testing, and requirements. This latest edition incorporates a number of these changes while adhering to the Ten Steps to College Admission, which have proven valuable to countless numbers of students. Over the years, we have witnessed monumental shifts in our social, economic, political, and international circumstances. America’s educational system, from top to bottom, has reflected these changes. In the intervening years we have written additional books on the admissions process at the college and graduate levels, and on the experiences of students who have made it into the elite colleges and universities. In advising thousands of students for over forty years, we continue to find that the admissions process is both a science and an art. Those who have followed the ten steps described in detail here have achieved their goal of enrolling in a top college. At the same time, there are intangible, intuitive elements to the process that you must pay attention to as you move from step to step. Personal emotions, needs, and values—not just academic and physical features of a college—will play a significant role in your choosing the right college for you and completing the steps to influence the outcome.

It is time, once again, for us to assist ambitious, talented students like you who have set their sights on the top colleges by alerting you to the major changes occurring within these schools and how these are altering the admissions process today. The introductory chapter describes the major trends in our society which have directly affected our colleges and universities and what preparation is necessary for gaining acceptance to a selective institution. All of the key factors are discussed here, from the increasing competition due to more students graduating from high school and going on to college, to the rise in non-traditional students, the spiraling tuition costs and changes in financing an education, the marketing and recruiting by the colleges, the political and social tone of campuses, the technological revolution and its impact on the admission process and learning, the federal mandates that affect admission for learning disabled and physically challenged students, affirmative action for the socially and economically disadvantaged, safety on campus, and the role of athletic recruiting and community service in admissions.

Current Trends in College Admissions

As we write this at the beginning of 2009, a number of key trends continue to develop which we would like to mention briefly here. You will see that we explore them in more depth throughout the book. As we completely overhauled this version of Making It into a Top College, we were pleased to see that many of the trends that remain important today were discussed ten years ago in our first edition. We also remain firm in our belief that adhering to the principles and practices we outline in our Ten Steps is the surest way to ride out these trends successfully during the college admissions process.


	Uncertainty and unpredictability have increased. The only sure thing about selective college admissions today is the lack of surety. As applicants and applications have risen, odds of admission have decreased, and applicants must be more careful than ever to balance their college lists appropriately, prepare themselves academically to the best of their abilities, and present themselves in an outstanding manner.

	The number of college-bound high school graduates is not going to decrease significantly in the coming decades. The number of high school graduates has increased from 2.5 million in 1996 to 3.3 million in 2008, according to the College Board and the Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education (WICHE). Over the next fifteen years, the number stays between 3 and 3.5 million. There is not going to be a precipitous drop in high school graduates, and college applicants, any time soon. The numbers will plateau over the next few years, but not decrease to the lows experienced during the early 1980s. There will be a diversification of the college applicant pool, with so-called non-traditional applicants, students of color, and first-generation college applicants becoming a larger percentage of the college pool.

	Aggressive marketing and sophisticated enrollment-management efforts begun by the colleges to counter lower applicant pools two decades ago not only have not abated but have increased and intensified. These tactics have been facilitated by computer programs and the Internet. Selective colleges will continue to strive for a national applicant pool, to counteract the tendency of most high school students to attend college within a few hundred miles of home. Public universities will continue to ramp up requirements in order to reduce campus growth while enrolling those interested and qualified from within their state and from other states and abroad.

	Interest in U.S. colleges and universities among international students will continue to grow. More international students, especially from India and China and other developing countries with more students able to afford an American education, will continue to apply. These students are and will be qualified and focused, challenging the best and brightest, let alone the average American high school graduate. And that graduate will need the advantages of a higher educational degree in the increasingly knowledge-based economy of the future. For those who haven’t read Thomas Friedman’s most recent (2007) edition of The World Is Flat, we encourage you to tackle its section on education and the competition our young people will face as they move into the global working world.

	The cost of a public or private education has risen tremendously. College cost increases have far outpaced the rate of inflation, and today the cost of a public or private university education comprises a much higher proportion of a family’s income. The share of an average four-year degree covered by the need-based Pell Grant program has decreased markedly. Student loan debt has ballooned, with the average debt of a four-year-degree recipient climbing above $20,000. Apocryphal stories abound of students (and parents) borrowing $50,000, $80,000, $100,000, or more to pay for an elite private college education, scaring many families away from college, even though this is not the norm. Yet private lenders now represent the fastest-growing sector of the student loan market. With the recent chaos in the loan industry, student lending quickly followed the home lending market into a period of upheaval. Even colleges like Dartmouth, Harvard, Cornell, and Brown are sending signals of some bear market years to come, accompanied by hiring freezes, delays in campus construction projects, and challenges to their financial aid budgets. Still, stories of families’ inability to borrow have been largely overplayed, in our opinion. There is still a lot of money available to help families afford college, in the form of federal and state need-based assistance (loans and grants) and need-based grants from colleges, including those like Princeton, North Carolina, and Amherst, which have increased the grant-aid and decreased or eliminated the loan debt of all or many of their aid recipients. Merit-based financial awards, or discounts, have also grown rapidly, so that academically talented students, if they are smart and apply to a broad range of public and private institutions near and far from home, can open up significant savings opportunities. Many colleges offer students in the top third or even fortieth percentile of that college applicant pool merit-based scholarships.


	We have been writing for some time about a more hidden trend in higher education, which is the rise in the “gender gap,” or the high proportion of female applicants and enrollees. Women now comprise some 59% of the college population in this country. The situation is more lopsided at many private liberal arts colleges and flagship public universities, with 60% to 65% female matriculants, and applicant pools that can be even more heavily imbalanced. This trend raises any number of concerns. Sociologically, one worries about the abundance of highly educated young women and the decline of educated male peers. The trend is particularly pronounced among Hispanic and African American students. At colleges, neither men nor women seem to like an environment that tilts above 60% of one gender (single-sex institutions left out of this discussion). Socially, both genders tend to suffer. In terms of applications, the obvious dangers have been proven out. Colleges are giving preferential treatment to male applicants in some admission situations, even at highly selective institutions, where they need more men to enroll. Women are then being held to a higher standard and are finding themselves rejected or put on waiting lists while similarly or less qualified young men are admitted to balance out a class. This new “gender affirmative action” has turned the admissions world on its head in the course of one generation and holds true in many graduate programs, as well. The science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields seem to be the last holdout where men dominate the numbers, but one wonders how long that will remain the case.

	It has become both easier and harder to apply to selective colleges. Students can now apply online through standardized application services like the Common Application and Universal College Application, or through colleges’ own applications, yet they must often fill out numerous supplements and pay attention to pesky rules and requirements on a college-by-college basis. Thus, families must be well organized and pay attention to the fine print throughout the admissions process.

	Standardized testing has become more and less important. There are more great colleges that have become test optional or flexible, offering choices for students whose test scores are particularly out of sync with their courses and grades. However, at most of the selective colleges and universities, test scores are higher, and more important than ever in the admissions process. This is in part caused by the abundance of applications they are receiving, and the prevalence of high-range test scores compared to prior years.

	Application strategies have proliferated, including Early Decision, Early Action, and Restrictive Early Action. Only a few high-profile schools have dropped their early plan (Harvard, Princeton, Virginia). Others have adapted theirs (Yale, Stanford). But overall, there are more colleges using one or more early-application options and most students we work with are doing something early, though often not binding Early Decision.

	Waiting lists have also proliferated, as colleges attempt to assess students’ level of interest and to manage overwhelming numbers of applications. For many students, the college admissions process is lasting longer than ever, well into the late spring and even summer after senior year. Your mantra should be never to give up and to see every year of high school as important for your college admissions success.






Note that portions of this trends discussion have been adapted from an article we wrote for DistrictAdministration magazine, November 2008.




The cornerstone of our approach to counseling is a belief that an intelligent and hard-working student will have a good chance of being accepted to one or more of the selective colleges listed later in this book. If you believe in yourself and are prepared to put in the effort, you will come through this competitive process successfully. Our task is to help you and your family support team by delineating the nature of the decision process and the procedures that will help you to apply to an appropriate group of colleges with the right credentials and the very best presentation.


The Educational Consulting Centers of Howard Greene and Associates have been advising families of a wide range of educational, economic, and geographic backgrounds since 1968. The information and strategies that we bring to the reader are based on our experience with thousands of candidates. College admissions officers, presidents, and deans have generously shared their expertise over the years to help us guide students wisely. Our continuous research and writing for the Greenes’ Guides to Educational Planning requires us to keep our ear to the ground, so to speak, to be certain we are providing families with correct and timely information. Making It into a Top College is a comprehensive and accurate overview of the state of college admissions today and the means by which talented students can achieve their dream of taking their place in one of the outstanding colleges or universities.

Woven into the various chapters are information and guidance addressing the most frequently asked questions regarding admissions, fields of study, the nature of and differences between a liberal arts college and a university, and how to determine what is an appropriate institution for you.

Our hope is that you will learn two valuable lessons from this book: that there are many colleges and universities that provide a first-rate education, and that following a systematic approach to the admissions process will bring acceptance to one or more of these excellent institutions. As a further encouragement to take advantage of the advice we offer here, we share with you a letter from a parent whose son we advised in recent years was accepted to Harvard.


Your book is an invaluable reference in five distinct ways. First, high school counselors seem to have a much greater workload than in previous years. There is no possible way that even the best and most dedicated counselor would have the time to convey the amount of information that a student needs to be aware of not only in applying to college, but also in preparing himself to do so during all four years of high school. Second, there are very few counselors who have the expertise that you have so willingly shared with your readers. I consider myself a very well educated person, yet I found myself consistently amazed at the amount of foresight and preparation that is necessary today. Third, it is a sad fact that many superior and talented students are not admitted to colleges as they deserve, because their credentials are not presented in the most advantageous light. If they had only had the knowledge that you offer. Fourth, the number of students applying to selective institutions has increased dramatically and so therefore has the need for your guidance. Finally, you address the needs of all types of students applying to many different institutions of higher learning so that the book is an asset to all students planning to attend college.










INTRODUCTION




The Changes in Our Society and Their Impact on Selective Admissions

 

Since the founding of the colonies well before America became an independent nation, education has directly reflected the values and beliefs of the majority of the population. While our educational system has grown into a superstructure unimaginable to earlier generations, this dynamic is everpresent. The sweeping changes that have occurred during our development into the most powerful and successful nation in the world have influenced the nature and purpose of our universities. The mission of most institutions and thus the content of the curriculum, the degrees offered, and the composition of the student bodies would be virtually unrecognizable to people who attended college prior to the 1960s, not to mention the pre—World War II era. Now that we have crossed the symbolic line into a new millennium, we can review the continuing shift in emphasis and challenges in our university system over the most recent decade.


These changes are having a significant impact on both the college selection process and the nature of the learning experience for any student today. Our population is shifting dramatically from a predominantly white middle-class citizenry to a multicultural and ethnic mix that within this century will mean that no one ethnic or racial group will represent a majority of the population. The greatest and most prolonged economic boom in recorded history, followed by significant financial turmoil, is creating complicated and conflicting effects: There are many more wealthy families who can afford to buy the best education at all levels at any price; at the same time, the divide between those who are accumulating wealth and those who are at or below the poverty level is growing wider and thus putting access to education out of reach for many families unless the colleges and the government come to their aid through scholarship assistance and tax benefits. As tuitions rise each year well beyond the rate of inflation in the economy as a whole, middle-income families are being squeezed at both ends, as they find it difficult to pay the full cost of a college education out of pocket but earn too much to qualify for need-based financial aid.

The alteration of our economic system, from a manufacturing and product-driven economy to a knowledge-based technological and professional service one, makes a high level of education imperative if one is to find a successful place in society. Post—high school training and degrees assume a critical role in career security, and therefore the competition for admissions is at an all-time high. Here is a statistic that reflects the trend affecting us: In 1977, the peak baby boom graduation year when our high schools were at an all-time high enrollment level, 50% of high school seniors continued on to college. In 2005, by contrast, 73% of high school graduates entered college. This figure does not account for the thousands of young adults who enroll in a degree program after working for one or more years or serving in the military. While the most selective colleges have felt the impact of greater application numbers each year, they have not increased the size of their undergraduate classes appreciably. Thus, the competition for admission has increased over the last several decades at a significant rate. The forecast for continued population growth in the coming decades adds fuel to the fire of competition and anxiety for families. The rise in technology as the ultimate tool for communication and business has accelerated the growth of the global economy. This dramatic shift to a knowledge-based economy has made advanced education even more important.

Intelligent students who, by virtue of their performance in high school, their talents, and their test scores, are qualified for the selective colleges and universities must recognize the greater obstacles to admission and the financing of their education, and develop a plan to surmount them. We hasten to reassure candidates that there are proven strategies for admission and for financing an education at the top colleges and universities. Out of many years of professional advisement, Howard and Matthew Greene and their associates have developed a system of guidance which has helped thousands enter the best educational institutions, and this system, brought up to date continuously to meet the changing conditions in admissions practices, will be effective in the new decade we have entered. Our resource materials and the files of successful applicants we have counseled have been put at the disposal of readers of this book to allow them to cope with the greater challenges they face.

Population Changes

A rapidly expanding, racially diverse population in the United States has brought greater expectations and demands for access to higher education among African Americans, Asian Americans, Hispanics, Native Americans, newly arrived immigrants, and poorer Americans of all backgrounds. According to the Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education (WICHE), virtually all the growth in the public high school graduating population between 2008 and 2015 will be in minority students. From 2004–05 to 2014–15, the number of white public high school graduates is expected to decrease by 11%, while that of Hispanic and Asian-American/Pacific Islander graduates is expected to increase by 54% and 32%, respectively. A great deal of this growth is expected in the crescent of sun-belt Southwestern and Southern states. As diverse population groups have gained a greater political voice and economic clout, they have stimulated the state and federal governments to ensure equal access to higher education. The response of the selective colleges has been to recruit aggressively non-traditional and disadvantaged candidates who qualify for admission. Affirmative action is in the throes of social and legal discussion and review, but nevertheless both public and private colleges and universities feel increasing pressure and desire to provide more spaces in entering classes for minorities and to assist in paying for their costly education. Since total enrollment in these selective schools has not increased, fewer first-year places are available for the so-called traditional or advantaged students, who now face stiffer competition among themselves. Whatever the eventual judicial renderings mean legally, most private selective institutions will continue to recruit these categories of non-traditional students and help subsidize all or most of their education. This is in keeping with their stated mission of broadening the learning experience of all undergraduates through exposure to a diverse student body. In many selective colleges, the proportion of the entering class consisting of first-generation college students equals the share of the class made up of legacies. Thus the selectivity of the top colleges will continue to grow, creating more challenges for some and furthering opportunities for others.

The Cost of Education

It is obvious to any family contemplating college for their children that the cost of tuition and residing on campus has skyrocketed over the past several decades. The present comprehensive cost of an education at a four-year public institution averages $14,333 for in-state students and $25,200 for out-of-state students per year, and $34,132 at a private college. The most selective of the colleges, by contrast, now average more than $40,000 for tuition, fees, room, and board. Although the annual rate of inflation in the 1990s and early years of the new century was the lowest since World War II, both public and private colleges raised their rates annually by significant percentage points. At one point public institutions were raising their tuition as much as 13% each year! By 2000, college costs had increased by 234% since the middle 1980s, while the median household income has risen only 83%. Between 1998 and 2008, tuition and fees at private colleges rose an average of 2.4% each year after taking into account inflation. This is a slightly less rapid increase compared to the preceding decade. At public four-year institutions, however, tuition and fees increased at a 4.2% average after-inflation rate, compared to 4.1% during the prior decade. As you will read in the chapter on financing education (Step Nine), the top colleges have the highest sticker price but also the largest endowments and financial aid programs. For this reason, no qualified candidate should be deterred from applying to a high-priced institution. Sensitive to the soaring costs, all of the top colleges have been limiting their yearly increases to 5% or 6%. In a few instances, some of the wealthiest schools are freezing their tuition or eliminating loans for all or some students in order to remain competitive in the marketplace for middle-and lower-income students. Approximately one-half of the students enrolled right now at these colleges are receiving financial aid from the college, the federal government, and, possibly, outside private organizations. The economic boom that ended in 2008 enabled all categories of colleges to raise substantial amounts of money from wealthy alumni, companies, and foundations to ensure that they could attract and retain top students of all socioeconomic categories. These gifts were put into endowment funds for the purpose of dispensing scholarships to students. This is one of the key reasons we discuss the rich endowments of the selective colleges. Thus, private four-year college students get about $10,200 of grants and tax benefits and those at public four-year institutions $3,700. So do not let the sampling of costs listed in Introduction deter you from going forward with your goal of making it into a top institution.

In spite of the good intentions of all major colleges, only a limited number can actually practice “need-blind” admissions anymore. (“Need-blind” means that all candidates are considered in the admissions process regardless of financial need. Only at the end of the deliberations on their qualifications would the candidate’s need be considered.) Many colleges have acknowledged that they can no longer abide by this practice, although they do their best to award aid coupled with educational loans and work-study money to enable a student to enroll. Many institutions now inform applicants who are placed on wait-list status that they are unlikely to receive any financial assistance, so they should consider their other choices seriously. Some of the richest colleges have recently changed their policy on awards by eliminating or cutting back on the loan portion and adding more outright grants in order to reduce the growing debt of graduates. Princeton, Harvard, Yale, Dartmouth, and Stanford have been in the lead in this more generous approach to financial assistance.

We recommend that a qualified candidate for a selective college research carefully which colleges have the larger endowment funds for aid and the more generous packages, so that the burden of paying for college does not become overwhelming. You will be pleasantly surprised, if you do your homework, at the number of outstanding colleges that promise to meet the full need of all admitted candidates. Changes in the factors that are used to determine financial need, starting with the Higher Education Amendment of 1993, which allows those applying for grants and loans to exclude as assets family ownership of a house, apartment, or farm, and continuing with the passage of the Higher Education Opportunity Act in 2008, have made more students eligible for aid. The individual colleges of means have made similar changes in their determination of need and thus more aid is now granted to more students. The federal government and individual states have continued their efforts to make higher education more accessible through such initiatives as education IRAs, specialized tuition payment and savings plans, SMART Grants and Academic Competitiveness Grants, and tax deductions and credits.

Merit-Based Awards

Over 80% of four-year colleges and universities offer scholarships to outstanding students irrespective of their need for financial aid. Their purpose is to attract highly talented academic students, athletes, artists, and student leaders to their campus, often luring them away from the most prestigious of the colleges where they might not qualify for any aid or would receive smaller awards. Only the Ivy League schools and a few other private liberal arts colleges hold to a policy of awarding scholarships only on the basis of need. One of the rapid developments on this front is the expansion of merit awards by public universities who also want to attract their fair share of outstanding students. It is no longer unusual for a top student to turn down an offer of admission from an elite private college in order to take advantage of a free education at a major public university. When conducting the search for worthy colleges, a strong student should be sure to check out the availability of academic and talent-based scholarships. More on this in Step Nine.


COMPARATIVE COSTS AT VARIOUS SELECTIVE UNIVERSITIES, 2007–2008

Amherst

OVERALL COSTS (Tuition, room, board, fees): 45,652

% FRESHMEN WHO RECEIVE NEED-BASED FINANCIAL AID: 51



Cornell

OVERALL COSTS (Tuition, room, board, fees): 45,971

% FRESHMEN WHO RECEIVE NEED-BASED FINANCIAL AID: 43



Dartmouth

OVERALL COSTS (Tuition, room, board, fees): 48,180

% FRESHMEN WHO RECEIVE NEED-BASED FINANCIAL AID: 46



Harvard

OVERALL COSTS (Tuition, room, board, fees): 45,620

% FRESHMEN WHO RECEIVE NEED-BASED FINANCIAL AID: 55



MIT

OVERALL COSTS (Tuition, room, board, fees): 45,386

% FRESHMEN WHO RECEIVE NEED-BASED FINANCIAL AID: 60



Penn

OVERALL COSTS (Tuition, room, board, fees): 46,124

% FRESHMEN WHO RECEIVE NEED-BASED FINANCIAL AID: 40



Pomona

OVERALL COSTS (Tuition, room, board, fees): 47,845

% FRESHMEN WHO RECEIVE NEED-BASED FINANCIAL AID: 51



Princeton

OVERALL COSTS (Tuition, room, board, fees): 45,695

% FRESHMEN WHO RECEIVE NEED-BASED FINANCIAL AID: 55



Rice

OVERALL COSTS (Tuition, room, board, fees): 41,229

% FRESHMEN WHO RECEIVE NEED-BASED FINANCIAL AID: 39



Stanford

OVERALL COSTS (Tuition, room, board, fees): 47,212

% FRESHMEN WHO RECEIVE NEED-BASED FINANCIAL AID: 44



U Michigan

OVERALL COSTS (Tuition, room, board, fees): 18,637 (in-state)

% FRESHMEN WHO RECEIVE NEED-BASED FINANCIAL AID: 41



U North Carolina

OVERALL COSTS (Tuition, room, board, fees): 13,300 (in-state)

% FRESHMEN WHO RECEIVE NEED-BASED FINANCIAL AID: 31



U Virginia

OVERALL COSTS (Tuition, room, board, fees): 15,935 (in-state)

% FRESHMEN WHO RECEIVE NEED-BASED FINANCIAL AID: 25



Vanderbilt

OVERALL COSTS (Tuition, room, board, fees): 46,724

% FRESHMEN WHO RECEIVE NEED-BASED FINANCIAL AID: 46



Washington U

OVERALL COSTS (Tuition, room, board, fees): 48,884

% FRESHMEN WHO RECEIVE NEED-BASED FINANCIAL AID: 39



Williams

OVERALL COSTS (Tuition, room, board, fees): 47,530

% FRESHMEN WHO RECEIVE NEED-BASED FINANCIAL AID: 52

 

THE HIGHER EDUCATION ESTABLISHMENT

 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics:


	Revenues for public and private two-and four-year institutions totaled almost $235 billion in 2004–05.

	The higher education system comprises some 4,250 public and private colleges and universities.

	Nearly 18 million students are enrolled.

	Some 3.4 million teachers, administrators, and support staff are employed.




Changes Within the Land of Academia

Educators who spend their careers tracking higher education have been highly critical of the quality of teaching at the undergraduate level. The large research, doctorate-granting institutions have especially come under fire for their emphasis on faculty research and publishing, and cultivation of graduate students. Undergraduates at the prestigious larger universities have voiced their disappointment at the poor teaching they have received and the inaccessibility of faculty for personal interaction and support. The growing cadre of graduate student teachers and part-time faculty, both of whom have little time for contact with students, has been one of the major cost containment trends but one that results in a negative learning experience for many students. As the criticism has become louder, many institutions have moved to rectify the situation on their campus.

Candidates for admission have the right to ask questions about what kind of teachers they will have, how accessible and committed to their students and classes they are, and what balance between teaching and research they are expected to maintain. Applicants should not be timid in demanding to know if their particular colleges of interest live up to their self-reported commitment to quality teaching and advising of undergraduates, and whether they rely on graduate students and adjunct faculty to run many of their courses. We found in our extensive interviewing of students at fifty of the elite colleges that this was one of the most important determiners of a positive or negative learning experience.

The Rapid Rise of Technology

It seems commonplace today to think of the computer, the Internet, and cyberspace as a presence in all of our lives. However, it was a mere blink of the historical eye when electronic technology went from being an unusual feature on college campuses to today, when one would be hard put to find a college that is not fully wired or wireless in the classroom and dormitory to make research, teaching, and interaction between student and teacher a natural extension of the traditional educational process. The contemporary high school student of excellence very likely has been using the latest technology for learning since elementary school days. He or she will know to investigate the state of technology on the campuses of potential interest and the ways in which technology serves the ultimate goals of education. It is hard to imagine that in so short a period we have come to take for granted the ability to “speak” with one another not at the drop of a hat, but with an e-mail, instant messaging, or social networking sites; or that we can research virtually every topic of interest via the Internet, or interact with teachers and specialists wherever they may be located. Students and faculty are no longer limited by physical space and campus resources in the pursuit of knowledge. Colleges and universities will continue to commit huge amounts of money to advance their technological capabilities to enhance the knowledge base of their students.

One element of this revolution is the ability it gives students to research colleges and complete the admissions process. In later steps we describe the ways in which you can carry out your search and make the application steps smoother and your presentation more impressive. The ability to locate financial aid sources and win a scholarship by using the Internet is also detailed. We provide a list of Web sites that will connect you with all of the major colleges in the country and with the financial aid search engines. Now a senior in high school can go to the College Board’s Web site to register for the required entrance tests and even take real tests for practice. Most applications will be filed online. There is no excuse for a motivated student who is determined to gain admission to a selective college and find the means to pay for it not to be able to access the rich lode of valuable information. School guidance offices and local public libraries provide computers and Internet terminals to carry out research on colleges and scholarship sources for students without Web access at home.

The Growing Number of Selective College Applicants

High school students are targets of an enormous marketing effort by colleges of all sizes, types, and degrees of selectivity today. This practice is not new, but the change is in the accelerating volume of exquisite brochures, letters, YouTube videos, CDs, DVDs, and glamorous Web sites as vehicles to convince the potential consumer of the special virtue of each institution. The level of marketing has become as sophisticated as that of the for-profit sector of our economy. Senior admissions officers are more frequently given the title of “director of enrollment management” teams of consultants are retained to assist colleges in getting their message out to targeted audiences and obtaining the highest possible yield—the percentage of admitted students who choose to enroll—in their admitted pool at the most efficient pricing or use of their scholarship funds. Why is this happening when there are so many more college-bound students today and when the number of applicants to the very selective colleges is at an all-time high? And why are there more high school graduates intent on getting a selective college degree today?

From the students’ perspective, advanced education is essential for building a secure future and increasing a lifetime’s earnings. Most smart young men and women are aware that the differential in job opportunities and earnings between those with a high school diploma and those with a college degree is increasing at a rapid pace. They are also aware that the better the college education they receive, the greater the opportunities will be. The best jobs and careers require more education and, in a majority of cases, post-college training in professional graduate schools. This, together with the sheer number of high school graduates, explains the surge in interest in the top colleges.

From the colleges’ side of the equation, the top institutions are determined to maintain their reputation and position by becoming ever more selective to attract a broader and more diverse pool of candidates. The less well known institutions, in particular the private smaller colleges located across the country, are in a fight for survival as their prices make most families question the cost benefit of attending one of them. We will describe the dramatic increase in the use of Early Decision admission plans by a majority of the selective colleges to persuade more of the top students to commit to their institution, even as a few prominent colleges have dropped or modified their early-application programs. Whether a candidate should apply to a particular school on an Early Decision or Early Action plan has become an important strategic decision.

Public universities now enroll two-thirds of all full-time students working toward a four-year degree, a radical inversion of the ratio in the 1950s and 1960s. Many expanded their facilities, faculties, and programs in the years of the baby boomers to meet the demands for enrollment and the increasing desire of many students for specialized or professional training, particularly in business administration and science and technology. In the population downturn of the 1980s and early 1990s they were forced to reduce programs and find ways to manage their overhead. Thus they went on a campaign to encourage more students to enroll in order to retain their faculties and finance their extensive facilities, especially in the graduate fields where the siren of research and its resulting prestige lay. In order to attract the best students and build their reputation today, they have developed highly sophisticated marketing and academic programs, from the creation of honors colleges to merit-based scholarships and the recruitment of world-class scholars in many disciplines. Having a nationally ranked football or basketball team has become another means of attracting sports-minded students and more money from the state legislators who control the purse strings. Certainly this trend has created a very attractive opportunity for strong students, but you must understand both the advantages and the potential disadvantages of a large university setting and its rightness for you. The differences between the traditional liberal arts colleges and the more diversified universities are discussed in detail in Step One to help you decide which best suits your interests, personality, and needs.

Two particular groups who have been heavily targeted by top public and private colleges are students of color and international students. Recruiting students of color reflects the ongoing commitment to broadening the diversity of the campus population, both to open more windows of opportunity for learning and future leadership in the larger community, and to enhance the educational experience of all students residing on campus. The inclusion of international students also enhances the diversity of the community and adds to the perspectives that students will encounter in the classroom and dormitory. Today admissions officers are given specific assignments to fulfill these recruitment goals. They have devised all sorts of tools to reach these groups, which has resulted in larger numbers of applications. There are many more students of color and international students enrolled in the top colleges than there were a decade ago.

PC—the Political Correctness Issue

The dynamic of political correctness has become one of the most divisive issues on many campuses, and has attracted widespread attention in the media, especially since faculty and administrators have joined in an open battle for control of the curriculum that will be taught and the rules of behavior that will apply in the community.

On a number of campuses the divisiveness and tension among competing interest groups has led to administrative rules on personal conduct and speech that many students and teachers find objectionable. Most of the selective colleges have had to deal with verbal and physically threatening demands from many segments of their communities—demands for recognition by means of larger enrollment of students and hiring of faculty of a particular political or ideological persuasion or race, special-interest housing and programs, and formal academic departments focusing on a particular group or interest. The controversy, which is not likely to disappear as selective colleges continue their policy of increasing the diversity of their student bodies, centers on such sensitive subjects as racism, feminism, sexual preference, and cultural bias in the curriculum or in faculty assignment of reading and research topics. The backlash toward this from the right has been in the direction of a return to the Western Civilization core curriculum and a frequently heard emphasis on “traditional values” as the unifying theme of the entire education.

Although the “culture wars” have diminished somewhat in recent years, applicants should make themselves aware of the degree of PC activism at colleges of potential interest. They should consider their personal attitude toward the major issues causing tension and, in some cases, turbulence on campus. We have talked with significant numbers of undergraduates who are uncomfortable and therefore unhappy in their college because of the fragmentation of the community and because of the daily confrontations they have to deal with in the dormitory or classroom. This has led to a number of transfers to more subdued colleges in recent years. In our survey of students for Inside the Top Colleges, we learned that a significant percentage experienced discomfort over the intensity of the attitudes of some of their classmates. So, in your search for the right college, you should pay attention to the PC issue on each campus and the extent to which it might influence your comfort level as an undergraduate.

The political correctness wars, as some observers and participants refer to the debate over the recognition and rights of special groups on campuses, be they of a conservative or liberal bent, became heated enough to spur the former chief justice of the Supreme Court, William Rehnquist, to call for peaceful resolution in a speech on a university campus several years ago. Rehnquist opined that “the university educates but does not indoctrinate.” But at some institutions, he said, “one senses there is an orthodoxy or sort of party line from which one departs at one’s peril.” According to the former chief justice, ideas one disagrees with should be met by argument, not suppression. Ideas do not constitute conduct that interferes with the rights of others. The clear implication is that when discussion over differences of opinion leads to verbal or physical abuse, this cannot be tolerated on campus any more than it can be elsewhere. We perceive a growing discussion on many campuses of the topics of civility, rational debate of issues, and the importance of values, ethics, and respectful thought and behavior within the curriculum.

Special Talents and Interests

The turmoil of the 1960s that greatly altered the tone of the college campus has also had a number of positive effects, including the greater flexibility of the curriculum and the broader cultural and socioeconomic composition of the student body. Today there is an active effort by the colleges to attract students who have a genuine concern for serving others through volunteerism in their community. Every top college’s admissions committee looks for signs of service to others, especially since one of their stated goals is to turn out alumni who have a spirit of social responsibility and will use their education to improve the situation of the less fortunate. In the chapter on marketing your strengths, Step Eight, we describe the ways in which you can demonstrate your social values and work on behalf of others, as this has assumed an important role in the evaluation of a candidate. We do not encourage high school juniors and seniors to suddenly sign up for community service in the hope that this will impress an admissions committee. It is the individual who has participated in depth in a particular project over time and shown serious commitment who will win the hearts of the committee members. For those with a strong preference for service and volunteerism, many colleges have created programs in service learning as well as internships combining academic study with community work.


Leading colleges have also shown an increasing determination to attract and prepare more women for careers in the sciences. For all of the social changes that have occurred since the start of the women’s movement and the emphasis on fairness in the workplace, women constitute only a small portion of science and engineering majors. Some of the top colleges have designed “women in science” programs to support talented female students through the rigors of an advanced science education. A student with a strong high school foundation in math, science, and computer science who is considering a career in any of the technology, medical, or engineering fields will find a welcoming audience at many of the top colleges today.

In an entirely different arena, the emphasis on equal rights and fairness of opportunity that led to such federal enactments as Title IX of the Higher Education Amendment Act in 1973 has changed the role of women’s athletics on all campuses. Today women must be given access to the same level of teams, coaching, and facilities that men have enjoyed since the beginning of intercollegiate athletics. Successful lawsuits brought against some of the top colleges have propelled the development of competitive teams in more sports and the active recruitment of women athletes. As a consequence, a scholar-athlete who has a great edge in admission to top colleges can now be a woman. Observe any high school athletic program today and you will witness the extraordinary increase in the number and quality of girls’ athletic teams and the number of participants. At the college level, female athletic participation has increased by 456% since the enactment of Title IX. We have encouraged many talented young women who fit the category of scholar-athlete to apply to the top colleges, and they have met with considerable success. Today over 160,000 women (43% of the total) compete in NCAA-sanctioned sports compared to some 60,000 (28%) a decade ago.

Male athletes should know that they, too, continue to have an advantage in a selective admission pool. We know from much experience that the strong athlete who is also a strong student has much better odds of being admitted than most other special categories of applicants. The strategies for taking advantage of this strength are detailed in a later chapter (Step Seven).

For a variety of social, cultural, and economic reasons, America’s colleges have experienced an extraordinary shift in the ratio of men to women in their undergraduate populations. More female high school graduates are continuing their education directly after high school to meet a combination of social and educational goals. Many young men decide they would rather work or join the military either in place of or prior to enrolling in college. Since there are many jobs today for an individual with technical or electronic skills, which continues to mean mostly men, the choice of earning a good income immediately versus going into debt for a college diploma has persuaded many male high school graduates to choose the workplace. Within the major racial groups, more females are receiving high school diplomas and qualifying for college entrance. The gap is widening and is of concern to the educational world today. On many college campuses, especially the private residential colleges, women now outnumber men. This can make it more competitive for qualified women to gain admission, and it can also influence the social experience on campus. Thus, be sure to check out the ratio of men to women at the colleges you are most interested in and ask students to what extent this affects the social and intellectual life.

Crime on Campus

In recent years colleges and universities have had to become more conscious of the welfare of their students, and they have increased security measures. Campus crime has been on a steady rise in the past decade, since campuses are more readily accessible to outsiders and larger enrollments make it difficult to police the dormitories and other facilities. Parents are rightly concerned about the possibility of assaults, burglaries, rape, and even murders on campuses, big and small, across the nation. The world of the ivory tower where all is insulated from the problems of the real world is nonexistent. Students are frequently responsible for the assault of their fellow students as alcohol and drug abuse continues at a high level. Date rape, physical assault, and vandalism are directly linked to these chemical abuses, and college administrators seek solutions to this entrenched problem. Urban colleges are quite naturally prone to greater frequency of all categories of crime, which has led to larger security staff and measures to ensure student safety, from escort services to self-defense classes to all-in-one electronic ID and dormitory key cards. Those administrators who are not in denial about the problems of safety and protection of their young charges have increased the size and training of their security force. Ask about this when contacting or visiting a college. The street crimes reported daily in the media are also occurring inside the gates of the universities, and responsible institutions are working to prevent the worst sorts of criminal behavior.

As a result of a number of campus tragedies in recent years and the attention these brought, federal laws have been enacted that require college authorities to report annually the number and kinds of crimes committed on their campuses. Colleges and the courts are still working out the process and requirements of crime reporting. Students and parents have the right to see the report for any college under consideration. This information is available at any time, but is unlikely to be part of the glossy brochure or Web tour describing a college’s special strengths, traditions, and student body. Three sites to check for campus and community crime statistics, in addition to each college’s Web site, are: www.chronicle.com; www.ed.gov; and www.campussafety.org.

Another concern, as already mentioned, is the rise in heavy drinking on a majority of campuses, including the selective colleges. Numerous studies by research groups and governmental agencies all reflect the trend toward increased “binge drinking,” which is defined as downing five drinks or more at one sitting. It is an intentional pun to state that it is sobering to learn that more students are binge drinking on a regular basis during the week and that women are engaging in binge drinking as frequently as men today. All reports confirm that drunkenness and heavy drug usage result in acts of vandalism, physical violence, rape attempts, and growing instances of death by overdosing or alcohol poisoning or accident. Parents must be reassured by strong evidence that professional campus security is enforcing the restrictions on drugs and drinking, and that administrative responsibility and active leadership for student behavior are in place to minimize the dangers to their children. We urge families to ask college officials during a visit or by correspondence what programs are in place to educate students to the dangers of substance abuse, and what measures are in place to minimize all forms of crime on campus. You will be surprised by the differing responses you will receive. On many campuses, for example, students who have been trained in peer mediation, drug and alcohol awareness, and leadership skills in high school or college are acting to implement peer mediation and conflict resolution programs, antiviolence campaigns, and substance and sex education programs. Many students are opting for “chemical-free” dorms and are working to reduce the abusive behavior of their peers. Ask about such programs if you are interested in assisting in this vital work.

The Trend Toward Useful Majors

Parents and students are understandably concerned about the benefits of a costly education—especially a traditional liberal arts education, which is what the great majority of highly selective colleges still emphasize—and whether it prepares a student for a secure career. Students in the main no longer view the four years of college as a time primarily to have fun and practice independence from family, because they understand that the greater advantage they take of the offerings, the greater the likelihood of landing a good job or gaining admission to a top graduate school.

At all of the selective colleges, half or more of the students are borrowing against their future through educational loans that they will have to pay off shortly after graduating. Parents and students need to ask, therefore, what an undergraduate should be studying during these competitive times. The claim of the prestigious liberal arts colleges is that the skills a student will acquire through their rigorous curricula will prepare him or her for a future career. Further, they espouse the virtues of gaining exposure to a wide range of studies, rather than a narrowly focused education, which will, in the long run, enable a graduate to adapt to all of the challenges of a constantly changing society. The statistics on the successful entrance into graduate schools and successful employment of liberal arts graduates is impressive. In our book The Hidden Ivies, we describe in detail the nature and advantages of an excellent liberal arts education. The more specialized institutions of higher education and the large universities, which are comprised of many specific career-directed programs, are attractive to those students who are convinced that their aptitudes, interests, and career goals are already formulated. Future engineers, technicians, businessmen and businesswomen, artistic performers, pharmacists, and so on, may well thrive in these special undergraduate studies. We can only caution high school students to take every opportunity to test their convictions through work, internships, and research into the nature of the intended career before they commit to a preprofessional or career program.

College applicants should take note of the increasing number of available majors with significant career promise, to determine what undergraduate concentration they will select and where the best programs are available. A significant trend in both the liberal arts colleges and the large universities is the creation of combined majors that fit with a potential future goal. These may include internships arranged by the colleges so that students may gain exposure to real workplaces; assistantships with faculty in an area of interest to provide deeper knowledge of the discipline and career opportunities; so-called service learning programs combining service to the public good with academic study and credit; and collaborative degree programs with major graduate schools, which are typically referred to as 3/2 degree programs. In researching your colleges, be sure to learn of opportunities in all of these areas.

The time-honored insistence on the part of the selective liberal arts colleges of avoiding any kind of “trade school” education has given way to a growing belief that an undergraduate education should continue to train the student in the intellectual skills critical to any field of endeavor but, increasingly, that it should also point him or her toward a feasible career. Liberal arts graduates have long been the staple of the law, medicine, and teaching professions. The rising dominance of science and technology in driving our economy has led all colleges of note to increase their academic programs, faculty, and facilities in these fields. As you read the literature provided by the colleges, you will see mention in every case of the career and placement service available to students. You should request information on the direction recent graduates have taken. What graduate schools have they enrolled in, what fields and what companies have they joined, and what kinds of companies interview on campus? In most cases we believe you will be reassured that the opportunities that await a graduate of any selective college are promising and diverse.

Students with Disabilities

For many years we have assisted men and women of good intellect and ambition who have some kind of a disability to succeed in meeting their college goals. Our hackles have been raised on more than a few occasions when a student has been advised that he or she would not be accepted to a selective college or university because of a physical or learning challenge. Nonsense! Since the enactment of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), colleges cannot discriminate against qualified candidates on the basis of a known disability. In point of fact, a majority of top colleges have asked applicants for many years to describe a challenge they have overcome and how they learned or benefited from it. What competitive institution would not want as a member of their community an intelligent student who has demonstrated perseverance, persistence, hard work, and special talent in overcoming a major obstacle? We can recount stories of wonderful students who have compensated for a learning disability, blindness, deafness, cancer, or a physical deformity that they would not let stand in their way. We promise you that the great colleges and universities will take any of these factors into account with a positive attitude when considering candidates.

As you research the various schools, you will learn of the presence of special support services and trained staff that are there to assist all students. Note which accommodations are provided to make the experience work positively for you as an individual. Do not let anyone tell you that you will not be a successful candidate for a top college if you have performed well in a demanding high school curriculum. Be forthright in explaining to admissions committees what you will need to succeed in college, and look to make the right match with an appropriately challenging and supportive college. We can relate many admissions success stories of students who were encouraged by the counselors at the Educational Consulting Centers to share their history of a physical or learning disability and how they successfully coped with it.

Getting Ready

We have opened with this survey of some of the major changes in the selective colleges not to alarm you or to dissuade you from applying. Our goal is to alert you to what is happening in the halls of academe today so you are better prepared for what you will encounter. It is true that the top colleges are more in demand than ever, and therefore the chances of admission are not strong for students who are “on the margin.” But who is a marginal applicant in today’s world of admissions in the top colleges? The answer may well surprise you: It can be the high school’s top academic graduate, or a high-ranking private school student, or it can be the all-around school leader, or the scholar-athlete, or the son or daughter of a long line of alumni from a particular college. It behooves applicants, therefore, to plan well their choice of colleges and their strategies for becoming outstanding candidates and, as we discuss in depth in The Hidden Ivies, to broaden their search to include some of the many colleges of excellence in addition to “the usual suspects.”

To the uninitiated, who represent almost all applicants, this can be a daunting situation. What we have set out to accomplish is to educate our readers, to reassure them, and to instill in those who follow our Ten Steps the confidence that they will enroll in one of America’s leading colleges or universities. To you high school students of talent with an outstanding record, we say there is every possibility you can win a place in a top college if you take the right steps throughout your high school years. But do not take anything for granted. The road to success is strewn with many obstacles, but with a critical eye, an open mind, the proper road map, and by making the right decisions, you can navigate your way to your chosen destination.


To business that we love we rise betime,

And go to ’t with delight.

—William Shakespeare










LET’S GET STARTED




A Word About Our Ten-Step Plan

 

Since 1968 the professional team of the Educational Consulting Centers has used the concepts behind the Ten-Step Plan to help students make the transition from high school to college. As we have counseled scores of young men and women each year, we have studied the results of our approach to be certain that it continues to work successfully. We believe it accomplishes the goal of guiding motivated college-bound students to the right college. We have modified and added procedures and guideline materials continuously to keep in step with the changes in the colleges and the admissions process. You can rest assured that the program presented here is based on the latest trends and the strategies required to compete successfully for a place in a selective college or university. We are always sensitive to the individual qualities and abilities of applicants as we guide them through the complicated maze to the front gate of the campus. In no way have we ever attempted to fit the round student into a square hole strategic plan.


You will learn how to prepare yourself intelligently and skillfully for admission. However, it is you who must take command of the process and use the Ten-Step Plan to your advantage. All of the factors that go into the selection process are here for you to study and to use to position yourself accordingly. The worksheets and checklists can prove invaluable if you will employ them thoughtfully. Ultimately, it will be your hard work, your abilities, and your performance as a student that will gain you admission to a top college, and your preferences that will lead you to the right place.

Two Applicants Who Made It

Before you begin to acquaint yourself with the Ten-Step Plan, we would like to tell you about two different students recently admitted to top colleges who came to the Educational Consulting Centers filled with the normal anxieties about their prospects for admission. The young woman and man had much to commend them, but they were unfamiliar with the factors in the selection process and the essential steps they needed to take if they were to have a chance for acceptance. While they had different capabilities, interests, and backgrounds, they followed our recommendations with the Ten-Step Plan as their operational guideline.

Jennifer

Jennifer first visited us during the summer before her junior year. She and her parents were concerned that the small, semirural high school in Pennsylvania she attended was unknown to any of the top-tier colleges she hoped to attend. Further, while the family expressed their respect for the high school, they noted that the great majority of graduating seniors each year enrolled in local colleges. There were few applying to national-level institutions and fewer still getting accepted. Their first question, therefore, was whether a very strong student with many interests and talents could convince a selective college’s admissions committee that she was well prepared for the academic rigor that she would face. Their ensuing questions had to do with the relative importance of academic course load, grades, testing, and any other factors that would persuade the admissions committee to select her over thousands of other qualified candidates. The answer from us was a reassurance that it was the quality of the student and her overall profile that could win the day, rather than the size and reputation of the high school.

After we reviewed all of the key factors in the selection process, we then challenged Jennifer to commit to taking on the work required to improve on them. Here is what she had to do to enhance her profile. Since Jennifer’s high school graduated only 104 students each year and did not have a high recognition factor with top colleges across the country, she needed to distinguish herself academically by taking the most demanding courses her school could offer, and doing well in them. Thus, she enrolled in five Advanced Placement courses over her junior and senior years. All her other courses were honors-level. While there were moments of concern on her part that she could not meet the demands of this schedule with top grades, she persevered and succeeded by organizing her work schedule more efficiently and dropping several extracurricular activities that, in combination, took much of her time but were not especially rewarding to her. We recommended that her courses be well balanced by subject, that she not overload in any one area of study. The resulting combination of math, science, English, history, and language was an excellent foundation for any selective college.

The next issue was her average results on the PSAT and several SAT Subject Tests, taken in the sophomore year. Jennifer was concerned that substandard testing would automatically disqualify her for admission to the colleges whose admitted students had median scores on the SAT in the 1350 to 1450 (reading plus math) range. Jennifer was 200 points below this target at that time. “What should I do?” was her urgent question. From our years of experience we knew that outstanding test scores could be vital for an applicant from a small and less well known high school. We recommended, therefore, a two-part plan: first, that she begin a self-study program of reading intensively and working on vocabulary enrichment to ready herself for the March SAT, then, with her results in hand for review, undertake a test preparation course that emphasized frequent practice with simulated tests. Because her school courses were so enriched and demanding, she was positioned to take four SAT Subject Tests by using the May and June test dates as well as two Advanced Placement exams in May of her junior year. We could sense that Jennifer was an excellent performer in the classroom and that she worked hard to master the material in all of her courses. The Subject Tests would give her the vehicle to demonstrate both her ability and her intellectual commitment.

By the end of her junior year Jennifer had three SAT Subject and two Advanced Placement scores that were in the first decile for the top colleges. This gave her the confidence to continue her hard work and maintain her college goals. It was not surprising that her March SAT score improved but was still not in the desired range, since our counsel was that she make her grades and several activities the priorities for the year. We knew that she would have more time and energy to prepare for the SAT in October of her senior year.

With a strategic plan for courses and testing for the junior and senior years in place, we reviewed Jennifer’s personal interests and talents. She expressed great enthusiasm for competitive sports, in particular horseback riding and cross-country skiing, and school and community service. She was very committed to her volunteer work with Pegasus, an organization that teaches disabled youngsters to ride both for pleasure and physical rehabilitation. We discussed the advantage of making a major commitment to these activities and eliminating a number of ancillary clubs and committees that did not matter as much to her and could prevent her from achieving the level of excellence, leadership, and satisfaction she desired. This would also give her those critical extra hours in the day to complete her demanding academic program. Jennifer and her parents were reassured to learn that what matters to the admissions committees is the nature of the activities a student engages in and the degree of talent and leadership demonstrated. A long list of activities on a résumé with little engagement will not impress them.

Although Jennifer, with the full support of her parents, had decided early on that she wanted to enroll in a top college and pursue studies in the life sciences for a possible career in medicine or research, she had no idea of the kind of institution that would suit her best. Because her high school was so small, the family was more comfortable with the idea of a small liberal arts college in the 1,500-to 2,000-student range. While we agreed that this was certainly a category that could work successfully for her, we encouraged Jennifer to also consider several of the top colleges in the middle-sized range. Our reasoning was that she was a socially mature, well-organized, and focused student who would take advantage of the resources of a small university. Together with Jennifer we developed a list of twelve top colleges in both categories for her to begin her research. The goal was to learn more about these schools, initially through reading their literature and visiting their Web sites, where she could gather considerable information on academic programs and resources, social life and activities, and specific requirements for admission. Then, during her spring break of junior year, she would plan to visit at least six of the twelve colleges in the two categories.

This was her assignment from us. We would then meet in the late spring to review her reactions to the colleges and her test results and grades to date to be sure our strategies were moving forward according to plan. Jennifer’s initial visits included Amherst, Bowdoin, Williams, Dartmouth, Harvard, Princeton, and the University of Pennsylvania. Eventually she would decide to focus on the universities in the middle-sized range, which would include Dartmouth, Harvard, Tufts, Northwestern, Duke, Cornell, Washington University in St. Louis, and Northwestern. While Jennifer was very impressed with the environment and academic virtues of the small colleges, she recognized that she would prefer a somewhat bigger environment and a diversity of programs and students. She felt very good about her growing confidence that she was, in fact, ready for such an environment.

The next steps in the counseling process were the development of a final list of target colleges and consideration of an Early Decision application. When we met with Jennifer in the last week of August, we had a full picture of her academic and test performance for three high school years, and a clear indication that Duke was her first choice of college based on an overnight visit on campus, an interview with an admissions officer, and a meeting with a representative of the biology department who was engaged in research in genetic alteration, a field of interest that Jennifer was considering as her concentration. Having followed the earlier advice we had given her, Jennifer now had a profile that matched that of accepted applicants to Duke. Her SAT scores were all in the 700 range, she had either a four or five on three Advanced Placement tests, her grades were all A’s and one B+ in outstanding courses, and she had won several awards for her leadership in volunteer work and sports. We felt that Jennifer was committed to Duke for the right reasons and that she could potentially help her candidacy by applying early. If there was any possibility that she was a borderline candidate who needed to build her credentials in the fall semester of senior year and thus ran the risk of early rejection, we would have dissuaded her from this strategy.

The remaining challenge was to present herself to the committee in the most meaningful way so that they would recognize both what she had accomplished and the ways in which she would enhance the Duke community. We advised Jennifer of the importance of her personal application. Again we challenged her to begin the process of writing about herself in response to the application questions with honesty, clarity, passion, and thoughtfulness. We knew that although she was a confident writer, she would need two or three serious efforts before she would have the final copy that she believed represented herself well. We also recommended that she create a personal résumé that would outline her many activities, awards, and recognitions, and her service to the community. With an Early Decision deadline in November, Jennifer would need to start this crucial step immediately. By the time she sent her application she had written a number of drafts in response to the questions Duke had asked her and she could say to herself, “I did the very best job I could and if I am not accepted to Duke, it was not for want of full effort.”

Jennifer was offered admission to Duke on December 15. We share with you some of her presentation, which reveals both the quality of her writing and the things she did to make herself a successful candidate.

Responding to the question “Please write on a matter of importance to you. Any topic, and any form of written expression, is acceptable,” Jennifer wrote the following:


I am the complete embodiment of the “you throw like a girl” criticism. When I was little, I would watch my best friend play on her softball team but when asked to join, I always declined. I was much happier spending the time at the stable horseback riding. Riding was my passion for ten years, so there was precious little time to develop my throwing arm anyway.

While I throw a ball like a girl, I do not always think like the stereotypical girl our prevailing culture perpetuates. Math and science have always been my favorite subjects. Application problems and their solution have long been my area of interest. I care deeply how science and math are used in the real world to solve problems and develop new methods of doing things that can benefit woman and mankind. Last spring, I was selected to attend the Economics for Leadership program, which is sponsored by the Foundation for Teaching Economics at Northwestern University. The focus of FTE was on integrating and comparing different aspects of economics and leadership. I participated in every aspect from selling and buying in a stock market environment to creating simulated communities where a balance of trade was essential for survival. In addition, I was faced with the question, “What did you learn in the last week about leadership?” To respond to this question I had to think about what I already knew about myself as a leader and what skills I needed to work on.

As a younger child I had been reluctant to view myself as a leader. That began to change at the summer camp I attended where I was voted to be a team leader. Once I got a taste of leadership, I became increasingly comfortable in this role. Throughout my high school years, I have made a major effort to be a leader in all aspects of my involvement in sports, community service, and the Hugh O’Brian Youth Leadership Program. This is now how I view myself and wish to assist my peers and younger students to grow into the roles they are fully capable of achieving.

I am aware that I will need to maintain my determination to follow my interests in the sciences and not let anyone deter me from my goal of becoming a scientist in the future. I have learned that I do not need to throw like a boy to achieve success in a field historically reserved for men. I understand that many women at Duke major in the sciences and enter graduate schools where they can prepare to become doctors and researchers. I hope to become a member of this community of scholars.




Asked “Why do you consider Duke a good match for you?” Jennifer responded in part:


“Tenting with Internet Access.” This concept epitomizes the balance between academics, athletics, and enthusiasm that I have been seeking in my college experience and which has worked well for me during high school. While the Duke student body is spirited enough to participate in Krzyzewskiville, they are also committed to their academics. It is not sinks and showers they need, but outdoor Internet hookups to continue to meet their academic challenges. Duke’s student population—intellectual, involved, and ethnically diverse—is one of the major reasons why the university is a good match for me.

My consideration for choosing Duke includes not only the quality of my four undergraduate years and classmates, but also my post-graduate goals. Duke will equip me to become a leader in my field by expanding my set of skills and enabling me to become involved in pharmaceutical research. With Research Triangle Park close by, I will definitely pursue an internship or a job at what Fortune magazine described as “the top place in the U.S. to do business.” Duke offers a large number of exciting classes in
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