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“Collectively we have robbed America’s students of their senior year.”

Each fall, almost like clockwork, there is an explosion of activity in the media
surrounding the college admissions process. It seems every commercial and
public news organization does at least one story on the competitiveness of
college admissions. In this frenzied environment, reporters and
commentators talk primarily with the deans of admission at the most selective
institutions in the country. They depict the process as being universally
competitive with every college and university rushing to deny admission to as
many applicants as possible. This mania to be as selective as possible, they
often opine, is driven by the pervasive rankings which they surmise have
infected the admission decisions at most schools. This representation,
however, does a great disservice to students, parents and counselors because
most colleges are not highly selective (and probably never will be), and most
are unaffected by rankings. Yet that is not the story the media wants to tell.

In September 2001 James Fallows wrote an article “Early-Decision Racket”
for the Atlantic Monthly, which fueled the perception that the only way to gain
admission to a college or university was to apply as an early candidate. He
went on to indict the process as being inherently unfair and as a mechanism
for colleges to drive down their acceptance rate and increase their yield. The
topic quickly became the subject of television and radio talk shows,
professional meetings of the College Board and the National Association of
College Admissions Counseling, and more. The overwhelming consensus was
that Fallows was right, and that early decision programs unfairly give the
advantage to students from private schools where the counseling tends to be
more sophisticated and to children for whom financial aid is not a factor in
their enrollment decisions. While there is some truth to this argument, it
overstates the importance of the eatly process.
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The release of Jacques Steinberg’s Gate Keepers, the book in which a reporter
details his experience at Wesleyan University as the staff proceeded through
the admissions process, was this year’s sensation. And again, it seemed that
every news organization and talk show had to do a story about the topic of
highly selective admissions. This phenomenon has been going on for years.
There have been countless articles in the nation’s news papers and nearly as
many books from Michelle Hernandez’s A s for Adwissions to Rachel Toor’s
Admission Confidential a book about the college admission process at Duke
University. That they all sell like hotcakes and the national buzz they generate
about the going to college underscores outr obsession with and the media's
exploitation of a one-sided perspective of the subject. Regrettably, we end up
doing a great disservice to the 1.3 million college bound students, their
families and counselors. The proclivity to present college admissions as
impossibly difficult serves only to sell more newspapers and books, and does
little to make the transition from high school to college a meaningful and
educational extension of students’ academic, intellectual, personal and social
development.

Spurred on by a relentless media barrage and sustained by many adults’
inability to understand what is really important in the college going process,
collectively we have robbed America’s students of their senior year. Their
focus has shifted from enjoying the academic and co-curricular opportunities
they have worked so hard to achieve, to scheming and even obsessing about
how to get into college. They no longer have the luxury of being high school
seniors. Instead, they fixate on the December or April notification date as
though that will define the quality of their four years in high school and
validate them as individuals. It is almost as if all the hard work and dedication
that preceded that last year had no meaning. Perhaps the most ludicrous part
of it all is that the data is clear — the way the media is shaping our perspective
about this critical life transition is simply wrong and misinformed, and very
few voices have emerged to put the brakes on this runaway train.

Here then is the reality in which the media seems uninterested. For the vast
majority of college bound American students, the process works, and it works
well. According to data collected by Alexander Astin and his colleagues at
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UCLA’s Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP), which annually
surveys thousands of first-year college students, the percentage of students
who say they have enrolled in their first choice school has traditionally been
over seventy percent. This year it fell to sixty-nine percent, which may be a
function of the increasing competition or average number of applications
submitted per student, but the news is still quite good.

One also has to question the media’s insistence on focusing on the nation’s
most selective institutions when, in fact, they serve a very small fraction of
college bound students. In the fall of 2001, the last year for which there is
data, US News and World Report Best Colleges edition listed eighty-nine
colleges and universities with an admit rate of fifty percent or less.
Considering that there are roughly twenty-five hundred accredited four years
institutions of higher education in the United States, focusing, as the media
does, on the most selective four percent presents a very warped sense of
reality.

The same is true with the controversy regarding early decision. I remember
James Fallows talking about eatly decision as though it was a pox on the
college admissions process, and that the number of colleges and universities
admitting thirty to forty percent of their class through the early process was
going to grow to the point where the average student would have severely
limited options. Frankly, nothing could be further from the truth. The reality
is that the vast majority of schools in the United States are unable to emulate
the practices of the most visible and selective schools in the country. Of
course, reporters like Fallows would not know that because they don’t do
reports on the ninety-six percent of the colleges and universities that are
doing most of the heavy lifting in making sure our nation’s most talented
students are getting high quality educations.

The reality is that the vast majority of students in this country are not ready or
able to commit early to a school. Among other things, financial aid
considerations at most private institutions make it unwise. Additionally,
students change during the course of their senior year and what may seem like
a clear first choice in October may be a third choice in May when decisions
are released. The bottom line in the debate is this: most schools that have
early decision do well if they can enroll ten percent of the class through such
programs. If one were reading, watching and listening to the media in fall
2001, one would have had to conclude that not having an early commitment
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in hand was tantamount to being left without a date on prom night. It is true
that my colleagues in New England private secondary schools and affluent
suburbs around Boston see a disturbingly high percentage of the class saying,
“I want to go eatly, I just don’t know where,” and that piques the interest of
the media, but the reality for most college bound students is quite different.

So then, what is the best way to keep the college admissions process in its
proper perspective? As with any major decision, be sure to look carefully
beneath the surface. The major news organizations want us to fixate on that
four percent of the schools that have far more qualified applicants than they
can admit. They don’t want college bound students and families to think
about the schools like those described in Loren Pope’s book, Colleges that
Change Lives. While Loren’s book is one of my personal favorites on the
subject, it is just one of many that advise families to think critically about
outcomes. Loren reminds us that one of the peculiar things about the United
States is our tendency to evaluate the quality of a college by the profile of the
enrolling students, not by what happens while students are enrolled.

The reality of college admissions is that most schools work very hard to
recruit students who are a good fit. We care deeply about each student’s
capacity to take advantage of our faculty, facilities, relationship with fellow
students, co-curricular programs and setting. If one takes a look at the
happiest and most successful individuals in the country, one quickly
understands that no school has a corner on the market. The secret that the
media works very hard to keep from the public’s eye is this: the college going
process works very well for the vast majority of students in this country.
Whether a student attends a school that admits ten percent or ninety percent
of the applicants, if the student and school are a good fit, then the chances
that the student will move successfully and confidently on to the next stage of
her or his career are excellent.




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /KOR <FEFFd5a5c0c1b41c0020c778c1c40020d488c9c8c7440020c5bbae300020c704d5740020ace0d574c0c1b3c4c7580020c774bbf8c9c0b97c0020c0acc6a9d558c5ec00200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020b9ccb4e4b824ba740020c7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c2edc2dcc624002e0020c7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b9ccb4e000200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe7f6e521b5efa76840020005000440046002065876863ff0c5c065305542b66f49ad8768456fe50cf52068fa87387ff0c4ee563d09ad8625353708d2891cf30028be5002000500044004600206587686353ef4ee54f7f752800200020004100630072006f00620061007400204e0e002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020548c66f49ad87248672c62535f003002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d5b9a5efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef65305542b8f039ad876845f7150cf89e367905ea6ff0c4fbf65bc63d066075217537054c18cea3002005000440046002065874ef653ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000520065006100640065007200200035002e0030002053ca66f465b07248672c4f86958b555f3002>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


