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Introduction

he past few years have been a time of rapid and extraordinary
change and introspection in the world of college admissions. In
less than five years, we have faced challenges presented by a global
pandemic, renewed reckoning with racial injustice, and scandal
affecting the ethics of the admissions process. Meeting these chal-
lenges has involved new thinking, fresh approaches, and technolog-

ical innovation broadening access to college admission.

The Varsity Blues scandal came first, revealing in early 2019 how an unscrupu-
lous college counselor received large payments from wealthy families hoping to gain
admission to highly selective colleges for their children. The whole episode high-
lighted the extremes to which a small group of families would go in a process that
many believed was spiraling out of control and already stacked in favor of the afflu-
ent. A year later, the death of George Floyd in Minnesota reverberated throughout
the country, reigniting calls for racial justice and encouraging many colleges, public
and private, to rethink and then redouble their efforts to diversify their student bod-
ies. At the same time, the COVID-19 pandemic turned the world upside down, forc-
ing many colleges to pivot to remote instruction as well as develop and implement
new ways to recruit and select students. And as we go to press, we anticipate a ruling
by the Supreme Court on the legality of affirmative action, a major tool used by
many colleges to increase diversity.

Taken together, these events—along with significant developments in
technology—dramatically accelerated the pace of change in an industry that has
always been forward-looking as it seeks to improve outreach to prospective students
and to equitably select among applicants it will welcome to campus each year.

xiii
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Challenge is often a catalyst for new and innovative ideas, and we are seeing new
ideas in abundance as the admissions world continues to devise ways to do things
differently and, most importantly, to do things better. As we watch these changes
unfold, we are excited and optimistic about the future. We understand, though, that
change can be unsettling. We wrote the fifth edition of Admission Matters to help
students and families navigate this evolving world of college admissions with confi-
dence, enthusiasm, and success. Emphasizing why as well as how, Admission Matters
is designed to provide guidance to all students planning to apply to four-year
colleges, whether highly selective or not, in an authoritative, reader-friendly way.
The goal of Admission Matters has always been to level the playing field so our read-
ers, regardless of family background or the high school they may attend, will have
access 24/7 to authoritative, up-to-date, and supportive guidance they need and
deserve.

Admission Matters will give you, the student, the tools you need to take charge of
the college admissions process and submit strong applications to schools that are a
good fit, academically, socially, and financially. Admission Matters will give you, the
parent or guardian, the information and insights you need to support your child
throughout the process and reduce everyone’s anxiety along the way. Sometimes
“you” in the text will refer to the student; sometimes “you” will mean the parent or
guardian. Context will make the distinction clear, but we hope both students and
parents/guardians will read all of the book so that everyone involved will under-
stand the admissions process and what their different but complementary roles are.

Highlights of the fifth edition include:

¢ Building a list of good-fit colleges designed to ensure a successful outcome given
increasing unpredictability in the admissions process

o A discussion of test-optional and test-free admissions and whether you should
test and submit scores if given the opportunity

¢ An overview of how the SAT and ACT differ given the SAT’s new digital adaptive
format, and tips on how to choose the best test for you—if you decide to test

o Descriptions of how selective colleges make their decisions and the increasingly
important role character is playing in the admissions process

e The differences between need-based financial aid and merit aid, as well as infor-
mation on the new, simplified Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA)

o When it makes sense to consider an early decision application

Introduction



o New tools to research colleges and keep track of applications after submission

o How to craft strong applications including essays, recommendations, and activity
descriptions

o Advice for students with special circumstances including international stu-
dents planning to study in the United States, students with disabilities, and
students wanting to transfer colleges

o Specific information for potential recruited athletes and students wanting to
study the visual or performing arts

e and much more

The fifth edition of Admission Matters is as up-to-date as possible as of this writ-
ing. To ensure you continue to have the most current information, we are maintain-
ing a website (admissionmatters.com) where we will post changes that occur after
we go to press, keyed to the chapters in the book. We also plan to use our website to
share information about developments that were too new for us to meaningfully
incorporate into this edition. This would include, for example, revolutionary Al
tools like ChatGPT or ongoing experiments with the “flipped” model of college
admissions in which students receive offers of admission without actually complet-
ing applications. And more yet to come. You may want to check our website often!

Collectively, the Admission Matters team has well over 125 years of experience as
high school teacher, high school counselor, college professor, college admissions
officer, and independent educational consultant. Thank you for letting us share our
knowledge and be your guides. We are honored to be part of your journey to college.

Introduction
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CHAPTER 1

Why Has College Admissions
Become So Competitive?

or members of the baby boom generation born between 1946

and 1964, now in their sixties or seventies, applying to college
was a gentle, low-key rite of passage. Those bound for four-year
colleges usually planned to go to a school in their home state or one
fairly close by; many considered a college even 300 miles from
home to be far away. Few students felt the need to apply to more
than two or three colleges, and many applied to just one. They
chose their colleges based on location, program offerings, cost, and
difficulty of admission, with a parental alma mater sometimes
thrown in for good measure. If students did their homework care-
tully before deciding where to apply, the outcome was usually pre-
dictable. Of course, there were surprises—some pleasant and some
disappointing—but nothing that would raise the subject of college
admissions to the level of a national obsession.

IT USED TO BE SIMPLE ... BUT NOT ANYMORE

Fast-forward to the second decade of the twenty-first century, however, and media
headlines tell a very different story: “Record Applications, Record Rejections,” “Ivy

») <«

League Acceptances Drop to a New Low. They’re Not Alone,? “This Year’s College

»3  «

Admissions Horror Show;? “The College Admissions Process Is Completely

\II
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Broken,™ “Selective College Admission Is March Madness,” and “CEO Who Bribed
Kids into USC, Harvard, Stanford Tries to Delay 15-Month Prison Sentence.”®

Some well-known colleges made equally jarring announcements. For the class of
2006, Harvard accepted 10.5 percent of its 19,600 applicants. Twenty years later,
Harvard announced that just 3.2 percent of those who aspired to be part of the class
0f 2026 had been accepted from an applicant pool that had ballooned to 61,200. And
Harvard was not alone in admitting 5 percent or less of its applicants for the class of
2026—it was joined by at least 10 others. Another school reporting even more strik-
ing changes over the past two decades was the University of Chicago. It admitted
around 42 percent of its applicants for the class of 2006 from a pool of about 8,200.
Twenty years later it admitted 5 percent of applicants from a field of 37,500.

Many public universities, particularly state flagship campuses, have also experi-
enced dramatic growth in applications as well as falling admission rates. For exam-
ple, UC Berkeley received 128,200 applications for the class of 2026 and admitted
11.4 percent. Twenty years before, the campus received fewer than 37,000 applica-
tions and admitted about 24 percent.

These are just a few of the many colleges reporting record-breaking numbers of
applications and record-low rates of admission, continuing a trend that began in the
1990s. What happened to change the college admissions picture so dramatically in
such a relatively short time?

PorPuLATION GROWTH

The simple explanation is supply and demand: more high school graduates have

been competing for seats in the freshman class. In 1997 there were 2.6 million high

school graduates. By 2013, the number had grown to almost 3.5 million, with the
number of graduates projected to peak at

around 4.0 million in 2025 before declining to

| don't think anyone is complacent about 3.5 million in 2037.7 The COVID-19 pandemic
getting a high-quality applicant pool. may lead to small changes in these long-range
HARVARD UNIVERSITY projections, but population growth has clearly
ADMISSIONS OFFICER been a driver of increasing demand for a college

education over time.

SociAaL CHANGES

It turns out that the increase in applications is due to more than simple population
growth. Not only have more students been graduating from high school each year

Admission Matters



but also a greater percentage of them have been interested in going to college. Studies
confirm that a college diploma increases lifetime earnings, and many desirable
careers require education beyond the bachelor’s degree. Over time, this has led to
more students seeking to attend college, including students from underrepresented
minority groups who previously attended at much lower rates. Although disruptions
caused by COVID-19 as well as recent discussions discounting the value of a college
degree have slowed demand somewhat, potential economic benefits remain an
important incentive for attending college.

Colleges themselves have also contributed to demand by increasing their efforts
to attract large, diverse pools of applicants. Over the past two decades, many
mounted aggressive programs to spread the word about their offerings. Through
mail and email, social media, creative advertising, virtual or in-person visits to high
schools, and information booths at college fairs, colleges are reaching out to pro-
spective applicants in the United States and abroad with unprecedented energy and
at great expense.

Sophisticated marketing techniques are used not only by colleges having prob-
lems filling their classes, but also by colleges with an overabundance of qualified
applicants. And it works! As a result, more and more college-bound students are
aware of and are willing to seriously consider colleges far away from home. Rising
standards of living across the globe also contribute to increases in the number of
students from abroad, particularly from Asia, choosing to study in the United States.

THE ROLE OF THE INTERNET

The Internet now plays a major role in how students approach college admissions.
Although printed material and virtual or in-person presentations still help students
learn about different colleges, the web and social media have become primary
sources of information for students. Students can visit campuses at any time of the
day or night through sophisticated online virtual tours or videos on college websites
and find answers to many of their questions via Facebook, Instagram, or even
TikTok. Colleges have invested heavily in technology to make themselves easily
accessible to students anytime and anywhere.

The Internet has also made it easier than ever to apply to college. At the time of
this writing, more than 1,000 colleges accept the Common Application, a standard-
ized online application students use to enter basic information and then submit to
up to 20 of those colleges. Online applications are now the norm. Long gone are the
days when applications were completed on paper, by hand or on a typewriter.

Why Has College Admissions Become So Competitive?
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With outcomes harder to predict, individual students are now submitting more
applications, on average, than ever before. Improvements in technology have made
it relatively easy to submit multiple applications. College costs have also contributed
to an increase in application numbers as students seek the best financial aid pack-
ages they can obtain. As a result, it’s not unusual for students at many private schools
or high-performing public high schools to submit 15 or more applications, with a
small percentage of students across the country submitting even more.

All of these factors taken together—growth in the population of 18-year-olds,
greater interest in college, sophisticated marketing efforts, ready access to informa-
tion, and ease of applying—help explain why it seems harder to get into college than
it was a generation or two ago.

But that is not the whole story.

As word spreads about the competition for
college admission, students respond by
applying to even more colleges to increase
their chances of acceptance. In so doing,
they end up unwittingly contributing to the
very problem they are trying to solve for
themselves.

HIGH SCHOOL COUNSELOR CONCERNED
ABOUT THE TREND

THE REST OF THE STORY

Many people are quite surprised to learn that
with some exceptions, most four-year, nonprofit
colleges in the United States still accept well
over half of their applicants. In fact, each spring,
the National Association for College Admission
Counseling (NACAC) posts on its website a list
of hundreds of colleges still seeking applicants
for the fall. Many have vacancies in their fresh-

man classes and financial aid available well into
the summer. How can this reality be reconciled with media headlines like the ones
at the beginning of this chapter, not to mention firsthand reports from students and
parents, about a crisis of hyperselectivity in college admissions?

It turns out that the real crunch in admissions—the crunch driving newspaper
headlines and the anxiety afflicting many families at college application time—
applies to only about 200 of the most selective colleges, which attract applicants
from all over the country and the world and admit less than half of them. What’s
wrong with all the rest? Nothing, of course, except that they aren’t on that list of 200.
Bill Mayher, a college advisor, summarized the problem succinctly: “It’s hard for kids
to get into colleges because they only want to get into colleges that are hard to

get into®

Admission Matters



WHAT IS SELECTIVITY ALL ABOUT?

The percentage of students offered admission to a college is a major factor in
determining its selectivity. As the number of applications to a college increases, its
admissions rate decreases unless the college is able to increase the size of incoming
classes. Another key factor affecting selectivity is the academic strength of the
applicant pool because strong applicants tend to self-select when applying to cer-
tain colleges well-known for their academic rigor. Both of these factors—
admissions rate and strength of the applicant pool—help determine the selectivity
of a particular school. Complicating matters even more is that at some schools,
programs such as engineering or business may be more selective than others
within the same school.

OUR DEFINITION OF SELECTIVITY

To simplify our discussion, we define selectivity solely in terms of admissions rate and
define a selective college as one with an overall admissions rate of less than 50 percent.
We further divide selective colleges into four categories: ultra-selective colleges (those
admitting less than 10 percent of their applicants), super-selective colleges (those admit-
ting less than 20 percent of their applicants), highly selective colleges (those admitting
less than 35 percent of applicants), and very selective colleges (those admitting less than
50 percent of applicants). In the following box we provide a sampling of colleges that fall
into each of these categories as of this writing. We have included as examples colleges
offering a broad array of programs and enrolling students from across the country.

Our definition of selectivity and our classifications are arbitrary, of course,
and they don’t consider the self-selection factor we previously noted.
Nevertheless, they provide a general idea of the relative difficulty of gaining
admission to various schools. Although about 2,100 nonprofit four-year institu-
tions of higher education in the United States admit half or more of their appli-
cants (and about 40 percent admit at least three quarters of them),” many
students focus their attention on the colleges that fall into the four groups we
have just defined as selective.

Why Has College Admissions Become So Competitive?
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s
X Representative Colleges by Admissions Rate for the
Class of 2026

Ultra-selective (less than e Harvey Mudd o College of William
10 percent of applicants College—13% and Mary—33%
admitted) o University of
+ Bowdoin College—9% Virginia—19% Very Selective (less than 50
 Dartmouth College—6% percent of applicants
o Duke University—6% Highly Selective (less than  admitted)
e Swarthmore 35 percent of applicants * Brandeis

College—7% admitted) University—39%
o Yale University—4% o Bucknell e University of

University—33% Georgia—42%

Super-selective (less than o Cal Poly San Luis e Lehigh University—36%
20 percent of applicants Obispo—29% e Occidental
admitted) e Florida State College—39%
e Boston College—16% University—23%  Stony Brook
o Colorado College—12% e Villanova University—49%
o Georgia Tech—17% University—23%

SELECTIVITY AND THE ADMISSIONS PROCESS

The students applying to selective colleges are the ones experiencing the “crisis” in
college admissions. The crisis does not affect those applying to community colleges
or seeking admission to the many colleges that accept most or almost all of their
applicants. Nevertheless, it is very real to those who are applying to selective colleges
in the next few years. You (or your child) may be one of them. In fact, that may be
why you are reading this book. Our goal is to help you understand all aspects of the
college admissions process, build a college list that is right for you, and submit strong
applications.

But you don’t have to plan to apply to schools we define as selective for this book
to be valuable reading. If you’ll be applying to some of the many schools that admit
at least half of their applicants, this book will help you, too. All students need to
understand the admissions process, as all face the challenges of identifying colleges
that will be a good fit for them and then submitting strong applications. We wrote
Admission Matters to help all students successfully complete the college admis-
sions journey.

Admission Matters



WHY IS THERE SO MUCH INTEREST IN A SMALL GROUP
OF COLLEGES?

What is behind the intense interest in the small group of colleges and universities
driving headlines about a crisis in college admissions? In particular, why is there
such mystique surrounding Ivy League colleges and a few others accorded similar
status? Just what benefits do these elite colleges bestow (or people believe they
bestow) on their graduates?

Prestige, of course, is one obvious answer. The more selective a college, the more
difficult it is to get into and usually the greater the prestige associated with being
admitted. The student enjoys the prestige directly, and parents do by association.
Parents are often the primary drivers of the push toward prestige, but students also
report similar pressures from peers in high school. And, of course, some students
seek prestige themselves. Over the last generation, going to a highly ranked college
has become a status symbol of greater value than almost any other consumer good,
in part because it cannot simply be purchased if you have enough money. The Varsity
Blues admissions scandal, noted in the Introduction, revealed how a small group of
wealthy parents went to extremes to be an exception to this rule.

Although some people openly acknowledge considering prestige in college
choice, many more cite the assumed quality of the educational experience as the
basis for their interest in an elite college. But this rationale often depends on the
unstated and untested assumption that a good indicator of the quality of something
is how much others seek it. People assume that selective colleges offer a better educa-
tion: the more selective, the higher the quality. But is this really true?

Take the eight colleges in the Ivy League, for example: Brown University, Columbia
University, Cornell University, Dartmouth College, Harvard University, Prince-
ton University, University of Pennsylvania, and
Yale University. The Ivy League originally
referred only to a seven-member football league
(Brown was invited as the eighth member,
although several other colleges were considered
possibilities at the time).

Over time, though, the term Ivy League
became synonymous with prestige and a very get it from somewhere,
strong academic reputation rather than an ath-
letic league. The admissions rate of each Ivy SRR G SEN GO
places it in the ultra-selective category. Certainly,

Why Has College Admissions Become So Competitive?
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each has fine students and faculty members renowned in their fields. Everyone
agrees that they are excellent schools, but do the Ivies automatically offer under-
graduates a better educational experience than many other institutions? The answer,
well known to those in academic circles but surprising to much of the public, is
assuredly no.

THE RANKINGS GAME

Harvard is perhaps the most overrated insti-

tution of higher learning in America. This is

A major contributor to the mystique of selective

not to imply that Harvard isnt a good colleges has been the annual rankings of col-
school—on the contrary, Harvard is an leges published since 1983 by US. News ¢&
excellent school. But its reputation creates World Report. Over time, the rankings became
an unattainable standard; no school could so popular that they outgrew the magazine itself
ever be as good as most people think and became a separate annual guidebook sim-
Harvard is. ply called Best Colleges. A number of other

COMMENT BY A HARVARD STUDENT rankings have emerged as competitors, but the

U.S. News rankings are the best known and
most influential.

Although U.S. News no longer exists as a print magazine, the rankings continue
through the guidebook and an accompanying website published every year in
August that feature extensive information and advice about applying to college, as
well as rankings based on complex (and constantly changing) statistical formulas.
The yearly rankings drive the sales of Best Colleges and generate considerable media
attention and controversy among those, including us, who believe the ranking pro-
cess is fundamentally flawed.

Concern about the rankings is not new. More than 25 years ago, Gerhard Casper,
then president of Stanford University, expressed his concern about the rankings to
the editor of U.S. News as follows: “As the president of a university that is among the
top-ranked universities, I hope I have the standing to persuade you that much about
these rankings—particularly their specious formulas and spurious precision—is
utterly misleading”"°

WHAT GOES INTO THE U.S. NEws RANKINGS?

For the 2023 rankings, 20 percent of a college’s ranking is based on reputational rat-
ings it receives in the poll that U.S. News conducts annually of college presidents,
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provosts, and admissions deans. These admin-
istrators are asked to rate the academic quality
of undergraduate programs at schools with the
same mission as their own (for example, liberal
arts colleges or research universities) on a scale
of 1 to 5 from “marginal” to “distinguished,’
with an option to respond “don’t know” Many
recipients of the questionnaire acknowledge
that they lack the kind of detailed knowledge of
other colleges they would need to respond

this more and more.

THE EMPHASIS ON PRESTIGE
meaningfully.

The remaining 80 percent of a college’s rank-
ing is based on data collected in five categories, each weighted in the final calcula-
tion as follows: retention and graduation rate (22 percent), faculty resources (20
percent), student selectivity (7 percent), financial resources per student (10 percent),
alumni giving rate (3 percent), and graduation rate performance (8 percent)."
Categories relatively new to the rankings include social mobility (5 percent), which
looks at the graduation rate of students from low-income backgrounds, and gradu-
ate indebtedness (5 percent).

U.S. News collects all these measures annually for each college, puts them into a
formula that weights them differentially, and then computes an overall “ranking” To
avoid comparing apples with oranges, U.S. News ranks campuses of the same type,
so that research universities and liberal arts colleges, for example, are ranked sepa-
rately (we discuss the differences between these two kinds of institutions, as well as
others, in chapter 4 when we look at factors to consider in choosing colleges). Every
few years, U.S. News slightly modifies its formula, ostensibly to demonstrate its pre-
cision and respond to criticism.

The rankings don't change much from year to year, although a school’s position
may bounce up or down a few notches because of a change in the formula or some
aberration in a statistic reported for a previous year. Does its quality relative to its
peers really change significantly in one or two years? We think not. Critics of the
rankings argue that meaningful changes in college quality cannot be measured in
the short term and that U.S. News changes the formula primarily to appear fresh and
up-to-date—and to sell more guidebooks.

Why Has College Admissions Become So Competitive?

Some kids want that acceptance letter to
Harvard, Yale, or Princeton so desperately,
but they really do not know why except to
impress family, friends, whomever. It is one
thing to include prestige as a factor in your
list of schools. It is a problem when it
becomes the only factor, and | am seeing

PRIVATE COUNSELOR CONCERNED ABOUT
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Now more than ever, people believe that
the ranking—or the presumed hierarchy of
“quality” or “prestige”—of the college or uni-
versity one attends matters, and matters
enormously. More than ever before, educa-
tion is being viewed as a commodity. ... The
large and fundamental problem is that we
are at risk of it all seeming and becoming
increasingly a game. What matters is less the
education and more the brand.”

LEE BOLLINGER, PRESIDENT EMERITUS OF
COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY

While rankings such as this should always be
taken with a grain of salt, it is certainly a clear
sign that we are a top university and recog-
nized as such.”

COLLEGE PRESIDENT COMMENTING ON

RANKINGS SHOWING AN IMPROVEMENT
FOR HIS SCHOOL

MORE CONCERNS ABOUT RANKINGS

Critics have pointed out that although the U.S.
News variables may contribute indirectly to
educational quality (perhaps higher salaries
lead to more motivated faculty members, and
smaller classes mean more personal attention),
educators do not agree on how those variables
can be used to measure the quality of a college.
To make things worse, colleges can manipulate
directly or indirectly some of the factors in the
US. News formula to raise their standing.
Alumni, boards of trustees, and even bond-
rating agencies on Wall Street pay close atten-
tion to the rankings and expect to see
“improvement.” As much as college leaders dis-
parage rankings, they are too high profile and
too influential to be ignored.

Under pressure, some colleges have actively
worked to look better in ways that have little to
do with educational quality but will boost the
school’s ranking. One harmless approach used
for many years is the production of elegant, full-

color booklets that typically highlight a college’s new programs and facilities, as well

as its ambitious plans for the future. In addition to distributing them for fundraising

and other purposes, some college presidents have sent them to colleagues at other

campuses in the hope that the booklets would raise awareness of their college and

possibly lead to a higher reputation rating when the U.S. News questionnaire arrived

the following year. Some colleges have focused their efforts on selected metrics in

the US. News formula such as alumni giving rate (for this metric, an alum who

donates $5 is as valuable as one who donates $5 million) or percentage of classes

under a certain size. These tactics work. Much more troubling, however, are recent

disclosures by several well-known colleges that admissions staff members deliber-

ately misrepresented data used in the rankings in an apparent effort to enhance their

school’s position. For these transgressions, colleges endure a public scolding and a

temporary delisting by U.S. News.
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