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Abstract
of
ANOTHER BLACKBOX: THE PROCESS OF ACHIEVING STUDENT
DIVERSITY AT ELITE UNIVERSITIES
By

Brianda Hernandez

Student body diversity at elite universities in the United States does not
reflect the growing diversity in society. Today’s society increasingly requires an
education for employment and better income. However, gaining admission to elite
universities like Harvard, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Princeton,
University of Pennsylvania and Yale is challenging for young people of color
and/or modest financial means as demonstrated by admissions statistics.

This thesis examines the process of achieving student body diversity at
these five elite universities. I identify the barriers to achieving such diversity,
uncovering and describing numerous promising strategies — inclusive mission
statements, multi-lingual web sites, pipeline projects for high school students.
After an analysis of the evidence gathered from the literature and a personal
interview, the thesis offers a set of practical recommendations for these and other

elites.
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Preface

The impetus for writing on this topic came as a result of my moving to
Boston from Los Angeles, California, to pursue my graduate degree at Tufts
University. It was a big move in every sense. [ am the first person in my family to
earn an undergraduate degree and few, if any, of my family members understood
why I felt it was important to get a graduate degree. In a way, I could not explain
it. I knew, deep inside, that I had to do it.

The first day of class was shocking. I quickly discovered I was the only
Latina (except for another international student from Mexico). Additionally, very
few students in my cohort appeared to be anxious about their financial situation.
During my first year, there were periods where I could not sleep for days due to
worry about paying for rent, food, tuition, and the future. Some days I went
hungry. My first winter (like every winter in New England) was very cold. I often
feared incurring an enormous heating bill. Calling my parents for help was out of
the question — they did not have the means to help.

In addition to being the only Latina in my program, I was also the only
person not born in the United States. When I was a child, my family struggled to
make a life here. I recall vividly my father’s swollen hands. It was common for
him to work 20 hours a day to provide for us. For me and my family, graduating

college was an outstanding achievement and a ticket to a better future.
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My initial feeling of optimism about a graduate education quickly faded as
I worked two, sometimes three jobs to make ends meet. I was rarely able to get a
good night’s sleep and often felt like I was barely getting by. Worse, I felt as
though none of my classmates understood, as very few of them had more than one
job. I searched to find someone in my program who felt the way I did, and tried to
find places on campus that would make me feel like I was not alone. There were
few students like me and I couldn’t understand why — was it because students
low-income students of color do not apply for admission?

This thesis is important to me because it aims to shed some light on a
process that is not talked about enough but should be given attention. Attending a
prestigious university has opened up doors for me, allowed me to network with
amazing professionals, and hopefully lead to a great career, but it also exposed me
to a problem that I hope will be a memory in the future.

There is no such thing as an even playing field, even with regard to
education. It is essential to look back and see who has been left behind as we try
to advance ourselves, as individuals, as institutions, and as a society. I will soon
hold a graduate degree from Tufts University and I feel a duty to ensure that
people like me have the opportunity to enter and find success in the world of
higher education.

This thesis intends to illuminate the admissions process at elite higher

education universities. The elites studied — Harvard, MIT, Princeton, University



of Pennsylvania (UPenn) and Yale are all taking on different (and sometimes
similar) ways to increase the number of students like me on their campus. MIT,
Princeton and UPenn provide full grant-based financial aid for low-income
students to ensure their financial success. Harvard, Princeton, UPenn, and Yale
have summer programs for high school students to expose them to the university
culture. Princeton, MIT and UPenn’s web sites go as far as translating admissions
material into other languages. Despite these efforts, the composition of the
undergraduate student body at all five elites is not very diverse. As leaders of the
pack in the ranking systems, they have the power to influence higher education
systems in the U.S. and beyond. This thesis showcases their accomplishments and
urges further action to diversify elite campuses. Significant changes would have a
substantial impact on the institutions themselves as well as society. And

individuals and families would benefit too.
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Chapter One

Introduction

The admissions process at most universities, an internal decision-making
system, is opaque — a process that, in large part, takes place behind closed doors
and remains somewhat mysterious to the general public. This study represents an
attempt break open the “black box,” to see and understand how elite universities
in the United States make decisions for admission. It seeks to gain knowledge of
the internal workings of five well-known, elite universities; though modest, it
sheds light on systems that are not fully open to inspection. It also makes the case
that such systems are in dire need of inspection, for the sake of the powerful

institutions they actively influence as well as the sake of society-at-large.

Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this thesis is to gain a better understanding of what elite
universities are doing to increase undergraduate student diversity for those
historically underrepresented youth within the higher education system. The
following questions are explored: What strategies are elite universities using to
diversify their student body? What more can they do? What can/should they

consider doing differently?



Diversity and Elite Universities

In social science literature and research, race and class so often conflated —
it is difficult (some would argue impossible) to separate the two. It is beyond the
scope of this study to create and apply a nuanced definition of diversity. For
practical purposes, diversity herein is understood in terms of both class and
race/ethnicity.

Interestingly, four of the five elite universities examined in this study
publicly declare the goal of diversity for their campuses. While it would be
challenging to figure out the meaning of “diversity” [or “diverse”] for each
institution, it is reasonable to assume the term in someway captures the
dimensions of class and race/ethnicity. Here are some excerpts from mission

statements, which allow an analysis of syntax:

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)

“MIT is dedicated to providing its students with an education that combines
rigorous academic study and the excitement of discovery with the support and
intellectual stimulation of a diverse campus community.”

Princeton

"It seeks to provide its students with academic, extracurricular and other
resources -- in a residential community committed to diversity in its student
body, faculty and staff -- that will permit them to attain the highest possible
level of achievement in undergraduate education and prepare them for
positions of leadership and lives of service in many fields of human
endeavor.”

UPenn (University of Pennsylvania)



“Penn will: Encourage, sustain, and reward its faculty; nurture, inspire, and
challenge its students; and support and value its staff; Strengthen and
appreciate the diversity of its communities; Support free expression, reasoned
discourse, and diversity in ideas."

Yale
“Yale seeks to attract a diverse group of exceptionally talented men and

women from across the nation and around the world and to educate them for
leadership in scholarship, the professions and society.”

Methodology

The thesis methodology included a triangulation of data collection,
including such data as the university’s websites, interviews, and general research
done regarding the admissions process. The data were collected between January
2015 and the second week of March. The reasoning behind collecting this sort of
data was to uncover and discuss key aspects of admissions at these elite
universities, including their vision for the type of student body they aim to create,
who they are marketing themselves to, and the process by which they admit
students.

The elite universities chosen for this study were selected based on a

straightforward criterion. It had to:



. Appear in the “top 10” of at least two of three commonly used
university ranking systems (i.e. U.S. World News, Forbes, and The
Best Colleges.org) for the last five years.

Once elite schools were identified based off of the ranking systems,
another criterion, which did not determine their elite status but rather was used to
select cases for this study, thus removing the need to look into the financial
barriers associated with access to higher education, came into play: whether or not
it had a “need blind” financial aid policy for admissions.

The five universities that met this criteria, listed in alphabetical order, are:

* Harvard University in Boston, Massachusetts;

* Massachusetts Institute of Technology in Boston,
Massachusetts;

* Princeton University in Elizabeth, New Jersey;

* University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania;

* Yale University in New Haven, Connecticut.

The literature on admissions in higher education, particularly at elite
universities, usually does not include analysis of information readily available,
such as admissions websites, which can provide key information about how the
school views itself and who they are marketing themselves to. Existing literature
usually involves an analysis of the history of admission trends and theorizes as to

what is preventing access to higher education for capable diverse youth.



Content analysis was used to summarize the content of the information on
these elites, and compare and contrast the information and analyze it objectively
through the lens of diversity. Moreover, using diversity as the lens allowed to
analyze the information these elites publish and use as a way to see how and what
they are doing to increase diversity in their undergraduate student bodies.

The elite university’s admissions websites are the first stop for many
prospective students looking to apply. In addition, high school counselors,
parents, and family, as well as the admissions staff, may refer to the website for
crucial information regarding admissions, from the requirements and deadlines to
frequently asked questions. This reasoning was at the root of the present
examination of the admissions websites as a form of data. While analyzing the
websites, key questions were devised to guide the process:

1. Is there anything in the language of the admissions websites that is

geared toward (or specifically for) diverse youth?

2. How well detailed is the information for applying? Is there an

explanation on how financial aid is determined?

3. Is there any mention of the process by which the admissions committee

determines whether an applicant gets admitted? By the same token, does

the website explain in detail what the university looks for and how all

criteria is weighed?



4. Is there language awareness? Does the website offer language
translation? Or does the university give the option of offering information
in any other language?

5. How transparent and accessible is the admissions staff — are they listed

with contact emails and phone numbers?

All of the above questions would facilitate delving deeper into the nuances of an
admissions website.

The interviews were intended to be a key aspect of the research and data
collection because of the insights they were predicted to yield. It was decided that
interviewees, either a dean of admissions or an admissions officer, would be
represented from the admissions offices of each of the elite universities. The
following questions were asked:

1. Would you like to use your name or speak on behalf of the
University, which is to say use the University’s name in place of
yours?

2. Does the university have a vision or goal with regard to how they
would like their student population to be comprised in the future?

3. How does admissions help the university with its vision/goals?
What support does admissions have from the university for this?

4. What studies has the university done on the admissions process?

Did the studies result in proposed or actual changes to the process?



5. Are you aware of any changes to the admissions process in recent
years? What does it look like to change the admission process?
What initiated the change and what was required?

6. Does the admissions office have communication with your
university’s Office of Diversity (if there is one)?

7. How does the culture of the institution influence the type of
student admitted?

8. What does diversity mean for your university?

The outreach to and recruitment of the interviewees, that is the dean of
admissions and admissions staff, began in late December, and continued,
somewhat ineffectually, through March. The outreach began in early December in
hopes that interviews would be scheduled before university Winter Breaks. This
was key because admissions peak runs from mid-December through the end of
March, and I wanted to ensure that interviews were scheduled and completed.
Outreach was done consistently, week in and week out. In addition to the normal
forms of outreach, contacting friends and colleagues within personal networks
who had gone to or were currently students or staff at the university in question
was also attempted. This was done not only to try and obtain a contact not

otherwise available on the website, but also perhaps to get a meaningful referral



that would facilitate in the admissions office staff and/or dean of admissions
agreeing to do the interview.

In addition to the interviews, research on pipeline projects was done.
Pipeline projects were thought to be important to include for several reasons. One,
it exposes underrepresented youth, like low-income youth, to an elite university
education setting thus, possibly increasing the chances of applying. And two, it is
a way of showing the university’s commitment to diversifying the student body

by way of institutionalized established programs.

Overview of Thesis

This thesis, generally speaking, concerns the student body diversity at the
most elite universities in the United States: Harvard, Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, Princeton, University of Pennsylvania, and Yale. The process of
admission at these elites is examined, identifying barriers to as well as promising
strategies for achieving greater diversity. Chapter one establishes the context and
problem of diversity at these elites. It also presents the method for selecting this
set of universities and the research questions that guided the research. Chapter
two examines the literature on access to higher education. It covers literature
regarding the importance of higher education for low-income and/or minority
youth, the admissions process, admissions policies, financial, and the inner

workings of the global ranking systems these elites dominate. It also makes the



case for diversity as an institutional interest. Chapter 3 examines the secondary
data gathered about these elites, including information on admissions websites,
mission statements, and the racial and economic composition of the student body.
Chapter 4 provides a discussion on the data, the admissions policies, and insights
drawn from the outreach process to obtain personal interviews with staff at elite
universities. Chapter 5 begins by presenting a new and provactive ranking system
which focuses on diversity. Through this lens, the two oldest universities, Harvard
and Yale, are dethroned by MIT.

It then summarizes the strategies that elites are using to increase student

diversity, coupled with recommendations for improving the admissions process.



Chapter 2

Literature Review

There is much literature and studies done on increasing access to higher
education. This thesis focuses on access to the five most elite and prestigious
universities in the U.S: Harvard, Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT),
Princeton, University of Pennsylvania (UPenn), and Yale.

Access to higher education is not a fair game. Low-income youth who
aspire to go to college face a plethora of obstacles in accessing higher education,
and even more still when it comes to gaining admission to those most prestigious
universities in the United States.' This inequity in turn becomes systemic,
spreading to the social and economic realms, and as a result it is estimated that the
median earnings of an individual with a four-year college degree are at least 50%
more than those of an individual with just a high school diploma.” For low-
income youth, then, earning a college degree essentially provides admission into
the middle class, increasing their chances of overcoming their low-income status
by more than 50%.” Additionally, it is estimated that half of youth who come

from high-income families have at least a bachelor’s degree by the age of 25,

' The Executive Office of the Presidents. Increasing College Opportunity for Low-Income
Students, 2014

* The College Board. Education Pays 2013 the Benefits of Higher Education for Individuals and
Society: The College Board, 2013.

? Isaacs B. Julia, Sawhill V. Isabel, and Ron Haskins. Getting Ahead Or Losing Ground:
Economic Mobility in America: The Brookings Institution, 2008.
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while just 1 in 10 low-income youth reach the same educational attainment by
that age.”

Economic mobility is often synonymous with social mobility, and it is
becoming increasingly unambiguous that earning a college degree is the gateway
for this. A study conducted by Isaacs and company and funded by the Brookings
Institution looked at the link between economic and social mobility and found that
education is the single most important factor for both. This is especially true for
youth born into low-income families, with 42 percent of them (excluding those
who earned a degree) remaining low-income throughout their lives.” Moreover,
41 percent of youth born to low-income families have the possibility of earning a
high income with a college degree. The apparent correlation between education
and economic mobility is one that has made obtaining a higher education degree a

hot commodity.

Private Elites and Ranking Systems

Prestige and desirability makes the world of private higher education go
round. The most famous and influential of the rankings is the U.S. News and
World Report, the arbiter that informs both schools and prospective students of

who is hot and who is not. The rankings since 1983 directly affected admissions

* Deming, David and Dynarski Susan. "into College, Out of Poverty? Policies to Increase the
Postsecondary Attainment of the Poor" National Bureau of Economic Research (September 2009,
02/01.

5 Isaacs and Sawhill, 2008, 95
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rates; that is to say, to be considered an elite (or “highly selective,” in U.S, News
parlance) school, you have to admit fewer than approximately 15% of your total
applicant pool.

The methodology employed by U.S. News and World Report to rank
universities, as it currently stands, gives different weight to each category,
according to what they deem as most important. The first is Academic
Undergraduate Reputation (given a weight of 22.5%), which is, in short, the
collective opinions of the experts who analyze the academic quality of the
university, including university presidents, top academics, and deans of
admissions. The second is Retention (22.5%), which is the proportion of students
who return to the university for sophomore year and graduate. This score is
broken down further into two retention sub-categories: 6-year graduation
retention rate and freshman retention rate, which make up 80% and 20%,
respectively. The third category is Faculty Resources (20%) which is itself further
broken down into six sub-categories to make up the remaining 20 percent - class
size (30%), faculty salary (35%), proportion of professors with highest degrees in
their fields (15%), the student to faculty ratio (5%) and finally, the proportion of
full-time faculty (5%). Student selectivity, which is more of a quantitative
method, looks at admissions test scores, percent of students who graduated in the
top 10% of their high school class, and the admissions rate, making up 12.5%.

Next is financial resources and graduation rate performance, which make up 10

12



and 7.5% respectively. The final category is alumni giving rate (5%) which is
determined by the average living alumni that gave some monetary gift throughout
the ranking year. The categories for ranking the schools and determining their
respective weights are established by U.S News and World Report. More
interesting, however, is the manner in which they receive the data on these
universities. All universities, not just the elites, reply to an extensive survey sent
by U.S News and World Report, where they answer a multitude of questions
regarding numerous aspects of their university. Moreover, U.S News and World
Report also extract data from the Common Data Set, of which they are founding
members. The Common Data Set is a set of data concerning universities in the
United States, aimed at making information about universities more transparent,
with partners like the College Board and Peterson’s.

The ranking of universities, particularly of elites, is nothing new. The U.S
News and World Report is 30 years old, but the methodology that it employs to
rank schools is continually revised. In its early years, the rankings only took into
consideration academic reputation, asking university presidents to rate each
university based on its reputation. Now, as previously explained, it has many
more objective categories. Changes to the methodology occur every several years,
and, according to U.S News and World Report, it happens for a simple reason, that
being to make improvements to its functional accuracy. A notable improvement to

the ranking system occurred in 1994, when economic diversity was introduced
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into the ranking methodology. Economic diversity, or proportion of students
receiving Federal Pell grants falls under the graduation rate formula. Changes or
improvements like these are made at U.S News and World Report’s judgment and
in light of the social and political climate of the higher education world at the
time.

Many have questioned the methodology behind the U.S News and World
Report rankings and are critical of how the universities contort themselves to get
to the top of these very subjective rankings. Even those who are already deemed
“elites” feel strapped and a slave to the ranking system, as depicted in the book

College Unranked where admissions deans and academics from prestigious

universities weighed in on the subject, feeling that, “rankings assuage faculty
egos, inflate alumni chests, reassure trustees, and smooth the path of development
specialists.”® Moreover, the legitimacy and accuracy of such rankings has been
contested, specifically by ex-president of Stanford Gerhard Casper, questioning
whether there is significant difference in academic quality from, say, a university
in rank 4 versus 5.” The problem is not the ranking per se, but the widespread
ripple effect these rankings have on admissions rates and university desirability in
the eyes of prospective students focusing on low-admissions rates. A study done

by Bowman and Bastedo showed how rankings affect student’s desire to attend

% Thacker, Lloyd. College Unranked: Ending the College Admissions Frenzy Harvard University
Press, 2005.

" Myers, Luke, and Robe, Jonathan. College Rankings History, Criticism and Reform: Center for
College Affordability and Productivity, 2009, 213
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elite universities. What they found was that students looking to apply and their
family look to rankings as “expert opinions.” Moreover, rankings influence and
contribute heavily to the brutal competition for the best students, recruitment of

world-renowned faculty, and scouring of financial and cultural resources.’

Financial Aid and Admissions

Financial aid for low-income youth plays a significant role in their
admissions to these elite universities and is an obvious barrier. In addition, it also
plays a role in the admissions policies, and thus it merits a general review of
pertinent literature.

The Higher Education Act of 1965, the first of its kind to specifically
address education barriers for the poor in America, was a direct result of the
government and the nation acknowledging the importance of higher education. Its
underlying purpose is to improve education inequities. Most notably, the Act
granted financial aid, scholarships, educational opportunity grants, work-study
programs, and federal student loans, all of which, aimed to increase access to
higher education for the poor. This piece of legislation was groundbreaking

because, it was the first to address education issues for the poor, and it recognized

¥ Bowman, Nicholas A., and Michael N. Bastedo. "Getting on the Front Page: Organizational
Reputation, Status Signals, and the Impact of US News and World Report on Student

decisions." Research in Higher Education 50, no. 5 (2009): 415-436.

? Karabel, Jerome. The Chosen: The Hidden History of Admission and Exclusion at Harvard, Yale
and Princeton. Mariner Books, 2005. 514
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that the pathway out of poverty was indeed education.'® More federal legislation
followed to increase higher education access for the poor with the Basic
Educational Opportunity Act, commonly known as the Pell Grant, which directly
gives monetary aid to students who demonstrated financial need in paying for
college. Though these were policies of paramount importance in addressing
higher education access and laid the foundation for many poor to go to college,
they have one concept in common - they identify the reason why the poor are not
attending college as a lack of resources to pay for it.

Fast-forward several decades, and the issue of access to higher education

still persists. In Adam Levine’s highly regarded book, Beating the Odds: How the

Poor Get to College, he acknowledges that financial aid is key to addressing

higher education access issues, but concludes that, even with the federal aid
policies in place, the fact of the matter is that fewer than one in three poor youth
will attend college. Why? For one thing, the act of applying for federal aid is
complex, requiring an understanding of the process and a possession of the right
information. Additionally, while there have historically been federal funds
available for poor youth to assist with college tuition, these grants are constantly
fluctuating and, more often than not, do not reflect the rising cost of attending a

private elite university."'

' Levine, Arthur and Nidiffer, Jana. Beating the Odds: How the Poor Get to College. San
Fransisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1996. 54
" Ibid, 154
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The United States government also views access to higher education,
especially for qualified low-income youth, as a major issue. In 1986, the Advisory
Committee on Student Financial Assistance was created as a source of counsel for
the federal government regarding student financial aid policies. In their report
entitled Access Denied: Restoring the Nation’s Commitment to Equal Educational
Opportunity, there are significant findings pertinent to the issue of access for low-
income youth. First, the current economy is one that values knowledge more than
ever before, and is moving toward making a four-year degree the norm. This is
frequently referred to as the “knowledge-economy.” Second, highly qualified
low-income youth are not even applying because of unmet need, that is to say,
cost not met with loans, grants, and work-study. Third and most important is a
strategy for addressing access, devised from the research partnerships between
government and universities and targeting financial aid for low-income youth.'?
Again, the report finds the issue of higher education access for low-income youth
as a problem of finances, and the responsibility lies solely on the federal
government.

Though financial aid is an important component in increasing access for
low-income youth, universities do in fact have leverage in admitting qualified

youth by way of controversial policies known as Need-Blind policies. Need-blind

"2 The United States Department of Education: Advisory Committee on Student Financial
Assistance. Access Denied: Restoring the Nation's Commitment to Equal Educational Opportunity
ACCESS . Washington D.C: The U.S Deparment of Education, 2001. 17

17



policies were first drafted in response to the creation of the College Scholarship
Service (CSS), which was charged with devising a comprehensive methodology
to objectively address how much money families in different income brackets
could afford to pay for college.” Their “vision” was that, with sufficient help
from the government, universities and colleges could commit to meeting the full
financial need of all of their undergraduate students, all while practicing a need-
blind admission process. This would essentially mean that one’s ability to pay for
tuition would not be an admission consideration. This, in their view, would also
benefit the universities by evaluating students on merit and academic excellence.
However, McPherson and Shapiro, agree that financial aid policies, including
need-blind, are usually the first to be eliminated or revised because of changes in
the economy, which, in turn, has a negative impact on the ability for low-income
youth to pay for college.

Like the elites in question, many private universities in the U.S. have
need-blind policies but how the need blind policy is implemented varies from
university to university. Need based aid is determined by what the students report
on their Free Application for Federal Student Aid and/or a specific financial form
in the application process that the university may require the student to fill out.
The amount of need-based aid that a student receives is determined by the

Expected Family Contribution (EFC), the FAFSA, as well as the income level of

"> McPherson S. Michael & Schapiro O. Morton. Keeping College Affordable: Government and
Educational Opportunity. Washington D.C: The Brookings Institution, 1991.
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the family. The amount need met by the need blind policy does not mean that it
will be met entirely by need-based scholarships or grants. Some elites, however,
do meet need in full. Within the sample of elites, Princeton and UPenn are the
only two out of the five that are fully committed to meeting the need of a student
without resorting to loans. For the rest, the financial aid packages generally come
with need based grants, work-study, and some loans (federal and/or private).
Need-blind policies in universities are important to the body of literature
concerning access for low-income youth because, as mentioned, money is one of
the most obstinate barriers to an elite higher education. It is a barrier that affects
diversity, not only of racial and ethnic background, but also of socioeconomic
background.'* Universities are required by Federal Law to report about the
various racial groups enrolling, but they are not required (and sometimes not
willing) to report the varying income levels of the students. The Pell Grant, a
widely used reference to determine the income level of the student, has also been
used to look at whether a university has income diversity or not, depending on the
percentage of students receiving Pell Grants. To receive a Pell Grant, a family’s
income must be below a certain baseline, and depending on family size, this
usually falls below twenty-five to forty thousand dollars per year, depends on
family size. U.S News and World Report also reports on universities based on the

economic diversity of their undergraduate student body. According to them,

' Karabel, 2005, 512
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Harvard enrolls 19% of Pell Grant recipients; MIT enrolls 18%; University of
Pennsylvania 17%; Yale 13%; and Princeton, 12%. Though the Pell grant
recipient percentage is not the ideal determinant of economic diversity at these
elites it provides a good baseline for calling into question why these numbers are
so low.

The literature discussed addresses a key factor in increasing access to
higher education for low-income youth, which is meeting financial need.
However, the policies the federal government implements in regard to financing
higher education is less relevant when it comes to private institutions. McPherson
and Schapiro state that there is a difference in the institutionally based student aid
between public and private institutions, and this is because public education is
directly subsidized by state governments and to some degree the federal
government. This is key to understand because it means that private higher
education universities must play a greater role in addressing access issues for low-
income youth, going beyond financial barriers.

If these private elites both desire and continue to be ranked as the best in
the country, then what might prompt them to implement changes and play a

greater role in increasing access for low-income youth?

Admissions Policies
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These universities have always had low admissions rates, ever since their
inception. However, one would think that these low admissions rates would
fluctuate somewhat, changing in accordance with shifts in demographics and class
structure, but rather, these institutions maintain a remarkably steady pattern.

The admissions processes at these private elites have one thing in
common: they are in competition for the best students and want to achieve a high
yield among the students they sent admissions letters to."” In this case, a “high
yield” means that the majority of those students who were granted admission
chose to enroll. However, this does not always happen as, often times, admitted
students choose to enroll in another university (which is, more often than not, a
competing elite). What this means is that these elites are in constant competition
with each other, placing further pressure on the admissions process itself and in
turn creating an admissions policy that, rather than serving the goal of providing
quality, state of the art education, effectively crafts a student body to meet
institutional interests - the admitted student is one who perfectly fits the profile of
the institution and its goals."

Admissions rates for these elites have stayed relatively consistent, in the
10% percent range and the number of applications has risen. Campuses are

growing and more students are being rejected. But why are the number of

' Soares A. Joseph. The Power of Privilege: Yale and America's Elite Colleges. Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2007.
' Thacker, 2005, 59
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applications rising? There are several reasons. First, the number of high school
graduates is increasing. Secondly, these institutions practice robust recruitment
and outreach methods, such as visiting high schools and running social media
campaigns of the prospective students reached have no real chance of being
admitted. According to admissions counselor and officer Mark Speyer, the ever-
increasing applicant pool only benefits the institution and changes the admissions
procedure, essentially turning it into a “numbers game.”

He argues that the increased number of applicants means the admissions
staff are forced to resort to placing greater emphasis on the numbers — the SATs,
ACT, GPA, and AP test scores, spending less time on what makes the prospective
student a good overall fit. Moreover, he argues that even a minute change to the
admissions process affects those historically underrepresented students on college
campuses because they have fewer resources to adapt to the new process and

. 1
requirements. 7

Admissions Process
The admissions process at these five elites is one that aspires to be holistic,
meaning that it considers all of what makes an applicant unique, in both personal

background and academic credentials.'® This holistic approach is not always

7 Ibid, 62
¥ Ibid, 99
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successful though, as it leaves the decision of admissions to highly personal
judgments and untold biases that the admissions staff or even Dean may have.'’
In reality, the admissions process at a private elite is highly nuanced and

systematic. The well-regarded book, Creating a Class, goes into detail regarding

the admissions process at private elites. Stevens argues, most eloquently, that
holistic and/or individualized assessment of an applicant during the admissions
process often does the opposite of what it was intended to do, as, due to their large
applicant pools, elites are forced to create what he calls “coarse sorts,” which deal
only with the hard data of the applicant, such as scores on standardized tests,
grade point average. Additionally, the focus on standardized test evaluation may
inadvertently affect low-income students given the social class inequalities in
standardized test preparation. Though originally created to even the playing field
and “reduce the importance of social origins” in college admissions, the SAT and
other standardized tests are in fact unfair to low-income and minority students as
high scores are directly related to extensive preparation, which has been found to
exist predominantly in wealthier families who are able to pay for expensive

. 20
preparation courses and test fees.

" Karabel, 2005, 2

2% Buchmann, Claudia., Condron J. Dennis., Roscigno J. Vincent. "Shadow Education, American
Style: Test Preparation, the SAT and College Enrollment." Social Forces 89, no. 2 (2010): 435-
461.

23



Once the applicants have been sorted by coarse sorts and placed into
categorical type pools, then the applicants are looked at as individuals. This is
where, according to Stevens, the problem lies. Evaluating a student as an
individual requires knowing a lot about the applicant, much more than what the
application often entails. The lack of information to genuinely evaluate the
applicant as an individual eventuates into what he sees as standardizing individual
qualities that cannot be standardized. This very process of aspiring to assess an
applicant on an individual basis, he believes, perpetuates class privilege as it is
not practiced on the entire applicant pool and standardizes very subjective

personal qualities.

Diversity as an Institutional Interest

Demographers and the United States Census have predicted that, by the
year 2030, the United States will be a majority minority country. One of the ways
President Obama sees as the critical stepping stone in preparing the country for its
imminent demographic changes is through increasing access to higher education.
As mentioned previously, access to higher education for low income youth is
much lower than their high income counterparts, and this will become an even

greater issue in the face of an increased demand for a skilled and educated work
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force. Put simply, providing access to higher education is critical for “promoting
social mobility for future generations.”'

The federal government sees the need to assist in increasing access to
higher education by increasing the Pell grant amount, but are elite universities
aware of the added benefits of having a diverse student body comprising their
institution? According to literature, there are added educational and cultural
benefits to having a student body from diverse walks of life. Further, this benefit
is not one sided, meaning that it not only rewards those students who come from
diverse backgrounds, but it is in the best interest of the institutions themselves to
view diversity as something of value. For example, statistics show a higher rate of
overall satisfaction and happiness at a university that is more racially and
ethnically diverse than at a university that is more homogeneous.** A seminal
work by Geoffrey Maruyama and Jose F. Moreno analyzed the results of a
nationwide survey, the first of its kind, of major universities’ faculty member
attitudes and opinions about diversity on campus and in the classroom. The
survey was conducted at major universities, both private and public, and received
an overwhelming response from 55,000 faculty members. The survey revealed

that more than 90 percent of the faculty questioned found there to be an enhanced

undergraduate teaching experience when there is racial and ethnic diversity on

! The United States Department of Education, 2001, 3
** American Council on Education. Does Diversity make a Difference?: American Council on
Education and American Association of University Professors, 2012.

25



campus and in the classroom.> The faculty also felt that the presence of a diverse
student body had no adverse effects on educational outcomes, but in fact that such
diversity helped students confront and address many of the social, economic and
cultural stereotypes and issues that plague society. Not only this, increasing
diversity also benefits the faculty and research. From the survey, the faculty
indicated that diversity positively affects their views on both social issues and the
type of research conducted. Finally, the majority of the faculty reported that
classroom diversity led to students pursuing innovative research topics and
developing critical thinking and leadership skills. For these elite universities, for
whom fierce competition exists not only on the fronts of faculty and student
recruitment but also in terms of the research they produce, these points are crucial
and lie squarely within their aforementioned spheres of institutional interest.
Education is thought of to be the Great Equalizer. However, the benefits
are not distributed evenly to people of lower income, especially when it comes to
access to elite higher education. Even former Yale Dean of Admissions Arthur
Howe Jr. acknowledged (but did little about) the benefit of studying in an elite
institution for social and economic mobility reasons, stating, “To those less
privileged, identification with a prestige-laden institution is probably the most

effective vehicle for upward mobility”.>* However, as the literature discussed

> Maruyama, Geoffrey and Moreno F. Jose. University Faculty Views about the Value of
Diversity on Campus and in the Classroom: American Association of American Professors, 2000.
2 Soares, 2007, 55
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analyzed, the responsibility due to the lack of access for talented low-income
youth is not placed on the elites. Those with the power to change the situation
within elites, such as former Presidents of Princeton and Harvard, William G.
Bowen and Derek Bok,> feel that there is little to nothing that can be done for the
poor to access elite higher education. Indeed, little can be done to increase access
for low-income youth if it is embedded in the institutional culture and the interest
of the university to continue crafting a class no different than those decades ago.
In order for the situation to change for low-income youth, the university needs to

see it as being in their genuine interest to admit these students.

* Bowen G. William and Bok, Derek. The Shape of the River. New Jersey: Princeton University
Press, 2000
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Chapter 3

Introduction to Secondary Data

This chapter explores the historically low admissions rates of five elite
universities. It also aims to understand, through each of the university’s mission
statements, the kind of institutions they are and how their vision affects the type
of student they choose admit. Moreover, because the admissions websites are
usually the first stop for any prospective student and are used as a way to market
the university and attract applicants, each admissions website is analyzed to read
between the lines and derive, to some degree, how diversity, particularly for low-
income youth, is valued at each through their marketing materials and application
processes. Finally, it aims to explore a little deeper into the commitment each
elite may or may not have to diversifying its undergraduate student body, and
several pipeline projects are analyzed to judge whether or not they are aimed at
diversifying the student body and increasing access for talented low-income youth

through unconventional ways.

Admission Rates

It’s rare indeed to discuss a private elite university without talking about
its historically low admissions rates, given that it is a key component of what
makes it a private elite. For this thesis research, it was decided to look at

admissions data for the last 10 years to analyze the changes, if any, in the
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admissions rates and numbers. The assumption is that these numbers will have
undergone little to no change as these schools want to maintain their record low
admissions numbers, along with their elite status and unintentionally restricted
access.

Harvard, officially known as Harvard College, in Cambridge,
Massachusetts, is arguably the most famous and certainly oldest elite university in
the country. It was established and founded in 1636, and is deemed one of the best
universities in the country by numerous ranking systems. As with other elites, this
prestige and popularity places pressure on its leaders to maintain record low
admissions numbers, and to provide the “best” education in the country.

Yale, the second oldest, founded in 1701 and located in New Haven,
Connecticut, is known to be Harvard’s chief rival as the two oldest universities in
the country. University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania does not
boast the same level of popularity as Harvard, but is still one of the oldest
universities in the country, founded in 1740. In the rankings, University of
Pennsylvania consistently ranks within the Top 10 of American universities,
though never surpassing Harvard or Yale.?® Six years after the founding of
University of Pennsylvania, Princeton was founded, in 1746. Princeton
University, located in New Jersey, has consistently ranked with, and on many

occasions outranked, Harvard and Yale in several of the ranking systems.

26 Ranking systems looked at were U.S News, Forbes and BestColleges.org

29



Rankings aside, it is undoubtedly considered one of the elites alongside Harvard
and Yale, formally making up what has been commonly known as “the Big
Three.””” Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), located in Cambridge,
Massachusetts and famous for its science and technology education and research,
is another elite that, since it’s founding in 1861, has dominated the college
rankings. With the rankings, age, name recognition, and prestige come record low
admissions numbers that perpetuate its reputation and undoubtedly maintain it as
one of the country’s most elite and coveted universities.

The admissions data, for all the universities, was taken from each of their
respective Office of Institutional Research, essentially the clearinghouse for
statistical data. The Office of Institutional Research website provides all the data
regarding student life, faculty, administration, and schools within the university
(i.e Graduate School of Arts and Sciences). Interestingly though, this data is not
readily available, by link or reference, on the admissions website. To find the
data, one must go to their respective OIR office, and download the Common Data
Set. A set of data that resulted from a survey all universities, including the elites
answer. From that Common Data set, the percent admission rate was calculated

for each elite.

" Karabel, Jerome. The Chosen: The Hidden History of Admission and Exclusion at Harvard,
Yale and Princeton Mariner Books, 2005.
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\ Table 1: Percent Admissions Rate by Elite

Harvard MIT Princeton UPenn Yale
2006-07 9% 13% 10% 17.7% 9%
2007-08 9% 12% 9% 15.9% 10%
2008-09 8% 11% 9% 16.4% 9%
2009-10 7% 10% 10% 18% 7.5%
2010-11 7% 10% 9% 15% 7.9%
2011-12 6% 9% 8% 12% 7.7%
2012-13 N/A 8% 8% 13% 7.1%
2013-14 6% 8% 7% 12% 7%
2014-15 6% 7.9% 7% 10.4% 6.3%

Data taken from Common Data set, for each year for each respective elite. **
As shown in the table above, all of the universities have experienced lower

admissions rates, inching lower and lower by a percent or so each admissions
year, except for UPenn, who has had the biggest drop in percentage of
admissions. Note that between year 2009-10, which had an 18 percent admissions
rate, and the current admissions year, with a rate of 10.4%, UPenn experienced a
7.2 percent drop. Singular among the elites, such a drop speaks to an attempt at
trying to keep up with the exclusivity of the others. However, it is important to
look at the admissions rate next to the number of students who applied and the
amount of students admitted because it directly affects the admissions
percentage.” There are several factors that contribute to lower admissions rates
over the last 10 years. One of these is the number of applicants, which has

steadily risen for all of the five universities. Secondly, the number of admitted

28 Common Data Set Initiative. Accessed 02/15, 2015, http://www.commondataset.org/.
29 Appendix C: Number of Applicants versus Admitted
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students has stayed relatively the same, never increasing or decreasing by more
than 100 admitted, as shown in the tables in Appendix B.

What is stricking is the type of student who is admitted. As previously
mentioned, universities are not required to report on the income levels of the
students admitted, but they are in fact required to report on the racial make-up of
their undergraduate body. The number of minority students represented does not
vary greatly from one to another.

Like the admissions rate, data was also taken from the Common Data Set,
as the elites like other universities, are required to report the racial makeup of
their student body. A similarity among all of the universities in question is that the
majority of the students are of white/Caucasian descent, a figure that ranges
between 40 - 73 percent, from 2006 to 2014. The elite with the lowest percentage

of Caucasian undergraduate students is MIT, and the highest is Yale, as shown in

the table below.
Table 2: Racial Diversity - White/ Non-Hispanic/ Caucasian

Harvard MIT Princeton | UPenn Yale
2006-07 46% 40% 63.4% N/A 73%
2007-08 45% 40% 59.2% N/A 71%
2008-09 49% 40% 56.9% N/A 70%
2009-10 47% 54% 54.4% 44.6% 70%
2010-11 48% 41% 54.5% 51.8% 57%
2011-12 50% 40% 54.9% 51.5% 58%
2012-13 N/A 41% 54.3% 51.2% 59%
2013-14 50% 41% 52.9% 51.2% 71%
2014-15 | N/A N/A 49.5% N/A 72%
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The race with the second highest admission and enrollment rates is Asian,
reaching the mid to high teens in all of the universities in question, but still
substantially lower — approximately 30% lower than Caucasian/White across the
board for all of the elites. The lowest enrollment numbers are found for those

hailing from Black/African, Hispanic/Latino, and Native American descent.

Table 3: Racial Diversity - Asian

Harvard MIT Princeton UPenn Yale
2006-07 14% 29% 15.0% N/A 13%
2007-08 15% 28% 15.6% N/A 13%
2008-09 19% 28% 16.7% N/A 14%
2009-10 19% 28% 17.7% 21.0% 14%
2010-11 18% 26% 18.9% 21.0% 14%
2011-12 20% 27% 19.8% 21.1% 15%
2012-13 N/A 24% 22.5% 21.8% 16%
2013-14 N/A 27% 21.7% 21.3% 20%
2014-15 N/A N/A 22.5% N/A 20%

Table 4: Racial Diversity - Hispanic/Latino

Harvard MIT Princeton UPenn Yale
2006-07 7% 13% 8.0% N/A 6%
2007-08 7% 13% 8.3% N/A 7%
2008-09 7% 14% 7.6% N/A 7%
2009-10 8% 15% 8.4% 7.2% 7%
2010-11 9% 15% 8.7% 7.4% 8%
2011-12 10% 17% 9.4% 9.2% 8%
2012-13 N/A 17% 8.4% 10.3% 9%
2013-14 11% 18% 9.1% 11.1% 9%
2014-15 13% N/A 9.0% N/A 9%
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Table 5: Racial Diversity - African American/ Black

Harvard MIT Princeton UPenn Yale
2006-07 8% 7% 9.5% N/A 7%
2007-08 8% 8% 9.5% N/A 8%
2008-09 9% 9% 9.4% N/A 8%
2009-10 9% 9% 8.8% 8.9% 7%
2010-11 7% 7% 8.4% 8.3% 6%
2011-12 8% 8% 8.2% 8.2% 6%
2012-13 N/A 9% 8.3% 8.0% 6%
2013-14 7% 9% 8.6% 8.1% 9%
2014-15 12% N/A 8.3% N/A 9%

Students of Native American descent make up less than one percent of the
undergraduate student body for all of the elites. When combined, racial minorities
make up anywhere from 15 to 25 percent of the undergraduate student body.

Looking at Pell Grant Recipients in these institutions is a great way to
examine the economic make-up of the undergraduate class. For a student to
receive a Pell grant, the family income must be below a certain baseline (usually
20-50 thousand per year). That number is higher if family size is smaller and vice
versa. Though there is no record for the students eligible for Pell grants each
admission year, the Federal Government does publish data on the number of
undergraduates receiving Pell grants per institution each FAFSA year.”® The

numbers directly reflects the number of students receiving Pell grants in the entire

%% U.S Department of Education. "Distribution of Federal Pell Grant Program Funds by
Institution." Accessed 03/01, 2015, http://www2.ed.gov/finaid/prof/resources/data/pell-
institution.html.
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undergraduate student body. For the five elites in question, their Pell grant

numbers consist of the lowest in the country even though they have been steadily

rising.
Table 6: Percent Number of Pell Grant Recipients Per Elite

Harvard MIT Princeton | UPenn Yale
2006-07 12% 14% 9% 11% 10%
2007-08 14% 15% 10% 12% 10%
2008-09 14% 15% 10% 12% 10%
2009-10 17% 20% 11% 14% 13%
2010-11 19% 20% 12% 16% 15%
2011-12 20% 20% 12% 17% 14%
2012-13 19% 18% 12% 17% 13%

From the table above, the elite with the highest number of undergraduate
student body receiving Pell grant award is MIT which also has the most racially
diverse undergraduate student body. Princeton, has the least amount of
undergraduates receiving Pell Grants, and not trailing far behind is Yale.

The fact, however, that all of these elites have experienced a recent spike
in the percentages of undergraduates receiving Pell Grants is a sign of several
important indicators. For one, more students are qualifying for the Pell Grants,
meaning that their income levels are low-enough enough which may indicate to a
certain extend the decreasing income levels. Secondly, these percentages could
point to an undergraduate student body that is very slowly becoming more diverse

when it comes to class. However, the biggest pitfall in using the Pell Grant as an
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indicator is that it tends to treat students who just miss the threshold of qualifying
for the grant the same as their higher income counterparts. For example, when |
was an undergrad I nearly missed qualifying for a Pell Grant by two thousand
dollars. If my family had that much amount more I would have not been counted
as a student receiving a Pell Grant (a low-income indicator) even though having
those two thousand dollars more would not have changed my family’s economic
situation at all. I would also have been grouped with the higher income students,
which is the biggest downside to using the Pell grant. It is not a nuanced enough
indicator of class diversity. Additionally, there is no way of determining the
degree of economic diversity at these elites because they do not report the income
of their undergraduate student body beyond the number of students receiving a

Pell Grant.*!

The Mission Statement

A University’s mission statement and vision for its future are ways to
understand and, in a sense, predict what they envision themselves to look like.
Essentially, the university’s mission statement serves as a type of compass
regarding how to guide the university and steer admissions. In this thesis, the

mission statement will be used as a way to understand what the university views

*! Tebbs, Jeffrey and Sarah Turner. "Low-Income Students a Caution about using Data on Pell
Grant Recipients." Change: The Magazine of Higher Learning 37, no. 4 (07/01; 2015/04, 2005):
34-43.
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as important to its identity — research, diversity, knowledge, creation, among other
buzzwords.>

As with many research universities, and especially elite universities,
research bears great importance. These five elites all have a similar overarching
goal that is explicitly stated in their mission statements, that being the creation of
knowledge. This may seem like an obvious goal but it begs the question:
knowledge for whom and for what? The five elites answer this question in their
respective mission statements by saying something to the effect of, “for the
service of others...” Such statements implies that the knowledge being created is
to be of service to the rest of the country and world.

Interestingly, the only university who makes any mention of competition
or another elite is Yale. Phrases from its mission statement strongly align with its
commitment to holding an elite status in society as well as the higher education
world. The phrase “on par with the best institutions of the world,” makes a point,
albeit obliquely, of acknowledging other elite universities, thus resonating with its
efforts to compete and not lose ground.

Generally speaking, however, diversity was not a popular word in these
mission statements. Yale states a goal of diversity, but does so in a way that only
aims to attract a diverse set of students and not a commitment to diversifying its

student body, or, as they say, “attract groups of exceptionally talented men and

% Appendix A: Mission Statements of Elites
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women...” The lack of the word ‘diversity’, except for Princeton, in the elites
mission statements may be interpreted in such a way that diversity (however they
may choose to define it) is key to advancing their mission, and any vagueness
may in fact be a deliberate action to allow people to interpret it to their liking and
convenience. One thing is for sure, however: the implementation of their mission

starts with opening their gates to the type of student they deem fit to carry it out.

Admissions Websites

The admission website, like the mission statement, is a great gateway to
understanding the type of university each of these elites see themselves to be.
Who they believe to be -- their identity — will affect the type of student they

decide to admit.

Harvard

The Harvard admissions website is, unsurprisingly, beautifully designed.
It is colorful and feels “alive” with questions to draw in the reader, like ‘Why not
Harvard? Why not you?’ It also gives the sense that it somehow contains the key
to getting a coveted seat in the admitted students’ pool.

Like most university admissions pages, it contains information about
financial aid, how to apply, and visiting the campus — all standard to an

admissions website. It also contains photos of students who seem happy, all
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wearing Harvard gear. The website is broken down into five categories or tabs:
About, Admissions, Financial Aid, Academics, and Student and Residential Life,
all of which market Harvard to be the very best in the country.” For example, the
‘About’ Harvard tab is subtitled, “An undergraduate experience like no other,”
which persuades the reader that Harvard is essentially the ideal university.

Harvard’s most important characteristic is undoubtedly its academics,
and it prides itself on the world-class academics it offers students. In addition, it
also prides itself on the intelligence and accomplishments of its student body,
which is a huge determinant in the admissions process. On this page, there is no
mention of diversity or diverse backgrounds, but instead much is made of the
interactions between students in the Harvard Houses,

The Harvard Houses are similar to residential colleges, and although
student life at Harvard is not defined by it, it is important nonetheless and
consequently is an important component of the student body. Students live and
interact with other students living in their houses essentially providing an
insulated Harvard culture for the student.

Harvard identifies itself most strongly with being a research university,
and consequently prides itself on students who are able and conduct research. Its
section on academics is filled with current research conducted by students, as well

as opportunities that might entice prospective students. All of the research is done

*3 Harvard College. "Harvard College: Admissions and Financial Aid." Accessed 04/02,
2015, https://college.harvard.edu/admissions.
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with the guidance and support of world-renowned faculty and the knowledge
acquired from small classes, extensive course offerings, and the wide range of
majors available. Though the website is exceptionally designed and organized, it

lacks language options for those for whom English is not their first language.

Yale

Yale’s admissions website - the repository of information for prospective
students looking to apply - offers great insight and guidance into its admissions
process. First off, the website is divided into two sections, here categorized as
“experiencing Yale,” and the logistics of applying, which they call, respectively,
Y* and Apply. The website is organized neatly and themed with Yale’s colors —
navy and white.**

The Y* section of the website is divided into four sections: Learning at
Yale, Living at Yale, Student Pursuits, and Virtual Tour, Blogs and Video. All of
the sections seek to provide the student looking to apply a type of interactive
experience and an inside look at what Yale can offer them academically, socially,
and culturally. In the academics portion (within the Learning at Yale section), the
university does not miss the opportunity to market the type of Liberal Arts
Education that it affords its “Yalies,” including the abilities to think critically,

write, reason, and lead.

** Yale College. "Yale Undergraduate Admissions." Accessed 03/21,
2015, http://admissions.yale.edu/.
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Research bears great importance, as stated in Yale’s mission statement and
admissions website, consequently making it an important part of admissions. This
explains why a subsection of Learning at Yale is devoted to marketing
undergraduate research. This is the most elaborately designed section of all of the
admissions website, and contains the most text — a possible indicator of the
importance Yale places on research in marketing it to draw students. Numbers,
the amount of research published per year and the number of students undertaking
groundbreaking research, is well presented in this section of the website — One
million dollars of funding for undergraduate research fellowships, more than 200
undergraduates winning research fellowships every year - these are just an
example of the type of material they are including on the website.

The section of the website, aside from the research portion, that is most
important and to some degree helps Yale determine the type of applicant to admit,
is its area where it delineates the importance of its status as a Residential College.
This, in part shaped by its geographical location and founding history, has created
a culture within the college that comprises both the type of university Yale is and
informs the type of student that will flourish in the residential college setting.
Yale presently has 16 residential colleges, and each college, as stated on the

admissions website, is intended to “make up a microcosm of the larger student
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population.”® Logistically, each admitted incoming freshman gets randomly
assigned to a residential college that they will be a part of for the remainder of
their college career. The residential college experience at Yale promises to help
the student create and feel a sense of belonging and community, to both their
respective College and Yale as a whole, which is why it is important that each
admitted applicant have the qualities that Yale admissions feels are necessary to
adapt, feel comfortable, and be able to grow in such a setting. Each residential
college has a Residential College Dean, who is in charge of the academics and is
chief advisor to the students residing within. In addition, they are also charged
with the responsibility of proving support and guiding the student to academic and
personal success. The Residential College Deans play a crucial role in creating the
culture that Yale envisions. The Deans also live in their Residential Colleges with
their families and are so embedded in student life that they even eat in the dining
halls. Apart from the Dean, there is the Master, also known as the Chief
Administrative Officer, who is responsible for the safety and physical well-being
of the students in their Residential College. Both the Dean and the Master are
faculty at Yale.

The admissions website highlights this residential college life as the
cornerstone and foundation of a great social and academic life at Yale. They

describe it as the “most distinctive part of the College.” Rightfully so, since each

%% Yale College. "Residential Colleges." Accessed 03/21,
2015, http://yalecollege.yale.edu/campus-life/residential-colleges.
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Residential College is like a mini-university unto itself, boasting amenities such
as their own dining hall and gym. From the virtual tour and the way the website
describes these residential colleges, it is a kind of neighborhood where each
student knows their neighbor, so to speak, and creates (or finds) their identity as a
“Yalie.” They highlight the residential college to such an extent that one finds it

hard to believe a student would be able to fit in its absence.

Princeton

Princeton’s admissions website is aesthetically pleasing and well organized.
Much like other universities, it is themed with the school colors -- orange and
black -- that creates a nice contrast with the text, making it easy to read. Its
homepage is lively, with candid photos of students and faculty in Princeton
classrooms, interacting and learning from each other, giving one the impression
that Princeton is much more than an elite - it’s a place for real people.

The website is organized by tabs that link to important information about
the process of admissions in addition to financial aid logistics, visiting the
campus, information specifically aimed at parents, and information for guidance
counselors. However, those tabs come second to the first and most striking tab on
the admissions website, which attempts to define what Princeton does and who it

aims to serve: the “what’s distinctive about Princeton?” tab.

%% Princeton University. "Princeton University: Undergraduate Admission." Accessed 03/24,
2015, http://admission.princeton.edu/.
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The tab could not be titled any more accurately since this page
provides the information necessary to make inferences about what Princeton looks
for in their students when reviewing applications, giving one a glimpse of the
culture at Princeton as well as informing as to the type of institution Princeton
sees itself to be. In short, Princeton views itself as a diverse campus that allows its
students to thrive and explore interests. Adhering to its mission, it states that it
strives to make its elite education “accessible to students from a broad range of
cultural, ethnic and economic backgrounds.” The baby of the Big Three,
Princeton has explicitly defined what it views as diversity, and that includes race,
ethnicity, cultural background, and, most pertinent to this research, economic
background. Most importantly, it has stated it right out of the gate, so to speak, by
placing it prominently on its admissions website as something that makes
Princeton truly distinctive.

A Princeton education, as explained on the website, allows students
to engage with their academic curiosities and delve into a discipline of their
choice. Class size and the breadth of majors are important components of a
Princeton education, though not rare, as this is also true of other elites. What is
truly unique about Princeton, however, is its commitment to curbing the ticket
price of its education, and removing it as a barrier - this fact not only speaks
highly of Princeton and its investment in the wellbeing of its students, but also

draws in students who may want a Princeton education but are wary of the price.
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Moreover, it also speaks to Princeton’s commitment to economic diversity that
they acknowledge that the ability or inability to pay should not play a part in
admission considerations. To do this, Princeton developed a program called no-
loan financial aid allowing students who come from low-income backgrounds (as
well as those who don’t) to graduate with a Princeton degree with little to no debt.

Like Yale, undergraduate life at Princeton is defined by its
residential college system. Freshmen get randomly assigned to one of the six
residential colleges where they will live for the rest of their college life. The
residential colleges offer a slew of social, cultural and educational opportunities.
Each of the six residential colleges has a dean, master, director of studies, and
director of student life, who all play a critical role in the development of the
Princeton culture as well as the personal development and wellbeing of the
students.

Unlike Yale and Harvard, however, the Princeton admissions website
acknowledges that there are other languages besides English and has an entire
section devoted to Spanish. The section in Spanish covers frequently asked
questions about both the admissions process and being a student at Princeton.
Most striking are the full translations of publications authored by admissions on
financial aid and diversity on campus, further exemplifying Princeton’s

commitment to cultural and ethnic diversity.
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Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)

The MIT admissions website features a minimalist aesthetic and is packed
with information aimed at not only marketing the school, but also contains helpful
information about what to do to apply. One’s first impression of the website is of
“something different,” so to speak, and that’s because it is. The centerpiece of the
admissions website is not hard facts about the school or making it look nice, but
rather displays the MIT students who contribute to the Admissions home page,
which is something unique given that Admissions is not usually the domain in
which students are looked upon as valuable contributors.>’

Further, it is neatly organized into tabs: Discover, Apply, Afford, Visit,
and Follow. The discover tab holds information that, like other admissions
websites, markets what is great about the institution — academics, sports, the
variety of majors, clubs, and student organizations. The apply section of the
website, which is the most relevant to this research, is quite possibly the one of
the better ‘apply’ sections of a university admissions website. This is because it is
simple and easy to navigate, allowing one to understand exactly what is needed to
apply. In addition, the apply section goes out of its way to make one feel like an
individual, striving to become one’s best self in order to craft the application that
will be granted admission. The voice of MIT in this section is a caring one, that

values individuality and humanity, preaching that, “some students feel so much

3T MIT. "MIT Admissions." Accessed 03/23, 2015, http://mitadmissions.org/index.php/.
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pressure to get into the right college...do what you think is right for you, not what

you think is right for us.”*®

The section also outlines what kind of high school
curriculum a prospective student needs to meet the baseline criteria for admission,
such as four years of math (through calculus), foreign language, and the hard
sciences (physics, chemistry, biology etc.), criteria that align with MIT’s science-
technology focus.

Research is an important component of an MIT education, and the website
speaks very extensively to that end. While the faculty and student collaboration is
what makes MIT’s education one that is globally admired, it is the research aspect
of the university, as with the other elites ,that is most extensively marketed. For
example, the website presents all of the research opportunities that students can
take advantage of as well as the long term benefits therein, such as the
opportunity to be published, patented, and established within a network of highly
regarded academics.

Despite MIT’s strong emphasis on individuality, there is no mention of
diversity or background with regard to the current or prospective students.
However, as mentioned, current MIT students have the opportunity to contribute
to the admissions page giving the prospective student a feeling for the type of
student MIT is looking for and the composition of the student body by way of

student blogs that are directly posted on the admissions page. The blogs touch on

* MIT. "Prepare for MIT: What to do in Highschool." Accessed 03/15,
2015, http://mitadmissions.org/apply/prepare/highschool.
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every imaginable topic about MIT, ranging from what classes to take and campus
news to how to deal with anxiety awaiting admissions decisions. The blogs are a
way of attaining a different and often brutally honest perspective of life,
academics and admissions at MIT.*

The ‘Afford’ Section is nothing special. It states the cost of tuition and
gives basic statistics regarding the percentage of students receiving aid,
scholarships, and other types of financial support. MIT does provide a handy
Financial Aid Calculator that predicts the amount of aid a student can receive
based on student and family income, similar to the questions asked in the Free
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). The accessibility of the financial
aid calculator on the website does two things: it allows the prospective student
and family to calculate the expected family contribution and the potential costs
involved, and, most importantly, it dispels the myth that an MIT education is not
affordable.

And, staying with the times, MIT’s admissions website is very well
connected on social media, allowing for it to be marketed organically on the web
and expanding its reach to students in far away places. Unfortunately, like

Harvard, there is no section of the website that is in a language other than English.

3 MIT. "MIT Admissions: Blogs." Accessed 04/01, 2015, http://mitadmissions.org/blogs.
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University of Pennsylvania (UPenn)

At first glance, University of Pennsylvania’s admissions website strongly
resembles that of Princeton’s given the similar school colors. As with other
admissions websites, it contains the necessary and often redundant information
regarding admissions — financial aid, how to apply, and cool facts about the
university.

The apply section of the website gives prospective students tips for
applying, like what courses to take in high school, the importance of a strong
personal essay, meeting the application and financial aid deadlines to avoid
delays, and taking subject SAT tests for certain majors, like engineering, nursing,
and other sciences. Unique and most striking amongst admissions websites is the
‘What Penn looks for’ portion, under the apply section. It explicates exactly what
the admissions committee looks for when reading and reviewing applications.
From the information presented, UPenn looks for a student who can thrive at the
university and who will ultimately follow in the founding father, Benjamin
Franklin’s, footsteps, using their Ivy league education in the ‘service of others.”*
That statement is bold as it implies that, not only will an education at UPenn
prepare the student to become an academic with a service-to-others mentality, but
also that UPenn looks for and values that potential in their admissions review. In

addition, UPenn does an exceptional job at highlighting what it prizes in a

0 University of Pennsylvania. "Penn Admissions: Purpose." http://www.admissions.upenn.edu/.
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prospective student’s application, stating that it looks, “beyond mere numbers to
intangible qualities,” encouraging students to market what makes them unique or
passionate in their application.”'

Another point of departure from UPenn’s elite counterparts is the
buzzword diversity, which is nearly everywhere on the admissions website. In
fact, there is an entire section entitled ‘Belong to a diverse community,” which
explains what diversity looks like at UPenn. Diversity at Penn means that the
students come from a variety of backgrounds, both culturally and economically
speaking. UPenn even goes further to explain why this is important for the
student’s academic life at Penn, stating that it allows students to grow from being
exposed to the identities and perspectives of others, all of which, according to
UPenn, is necessary to excel in today’s world. UPenn also provides a video with
current Penn students, explaining how UPenn supports students from different
cultures via their ‘Safe Spaces, Cultural Centers.” The students in the video all
come from different ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds, and, marketing
strategy or not, it helps UPenn’s case for diversity.*> Most impactful is the link
UPenn makes with having a diverse student body by stating what is a very

impactful assertion, particularly for an elite, that “The true value of a diverse

*! University of Pennsylvania. "Penn Admissions: What Penn Looks for." Accessed 04/02,
2015, http://www.admissions.upenn.edu/apply/what-penn-looks-for.
*2 My Safe Space at Penn. Directed by University of Pennsylvania. Pennsylvania: 2014.
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community is the opportunity to learn and live in a place that reflects the
world.”*

If the community of UPenn is to be one that reflects society, then financial
barriers to UPenn should certainly be addressed. UPenn ensures that the ability
(and in many cases complete inability) to pay for an elite education is not a
deterrent (or, at least, they market it to be so). They explain their need blind
policy extensively and how it plays out in the admissions process, which is
something no other elite does. For that matter, they are not only need blind for
U.S Citizens and Residents, but citizens of other countries like Canada and
Mexico as well. The financial need of students, like Princeton, is met by grants
and scholarships only and not through loans, further ensuring long term economic
mobility for low-income students who cannot otherwise afford a UPenn
education.

Following through with its commitment to diversity by way of its
admissions website is its recognition of languages other than English. The website
features a very detailed Spanish section with a portion that explains absolutely
everything about the school, the admissions process, financial aid, and other
relevant information needed to understand UPenn as a community, not just a

university.

* University of Pennsylvania. "Our Diverse Community." Accessed 04/02,
2015, http://www.admissions.upenn.edu/life-at-penn/our-diverse-community.
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Pipeline Projects

Pipeline projects can offer great benefits for low-income youth and in turn
help mitigate the problem of access to elite higher education. Pipeline projects
expose low-income students to the university setting and resources. Most
importantly, though, a university designed and sponsored high school-to-
university pipeline project highlights the university’s commitment to diversifying
its student body, not only through its racial makeup but also in that of its social
class.

MIT, Princeton, UPenn, and Yale are all partners with a national
organization that stands as a model pipeline, called QuestBridge. QuestBridge
works as a type of connector between these elites (and other universities) and
talented low-income youth. Their mission reads, “We connect the world’s
brightest low-income students to America’s best universities and opportunities”.**
QuestBridge has designed different programs that work directly with the
university, all of which in turn advertise QuestBridge as a partner for admissions.
The programs include The National College Match, which matches low-income
students with a university that best fits their profile. Once matched, they can apply
directly to the university via a unique application designed by QuestBridge
specifically for low-income students, and, if admitted, they are given a full four

year scholarship funded by QuestBridge donors. The fact that MIT, Princeton,

* QuestBridge. "Mission and Values." Accessed 03/15, 2015, http://www.questbridge.org/about-
questbridge/mission-a-vision.
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UPenn, and Yale make up four of the only 35 partner universitys in the
QuestBridge programs is a sign that these elites acknowledge, to some extent, the
talent low-income youth can bring to the student body as well as the university
itself.

All of the elites in question except for MIT offer the opportunity for high
school students from around the country to enroll in summer courses, gain
exposure to what college life entails, and enhance their college application when
the time comes to apply. However, there are important differences that can affect
these low-income, talented youth, virtually closing the door to this summer
opportunity, and one of the chief deterrents is money. The summer courses
offered by these elites last four to six weeks and range in price from 1,000 to
6,000 dollars. There are a limited number of scholarships available for interested
and talented youth; summer scholarships can cover all of the programs except for
Yale’s, which can only cover a portion of the tuition and school related expenses.
Additionally, Yale and UPenn summer courses are limited to students who live in
the Connecticut and Philadelphia areas, respectively, and there is no open
enrollment for youth who live outside of the states. Harvard and Princeton
summer courses are open to any student in the country.

Though the summer courses are great exposure for students and certainly
help their prospects of admission to the program, often considered to be a kind of

pipeline project to increase access, it still does not account for students who
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cannot afford the high costs. Indeed, there may be scholarships available, but the
low-income student will then have two major obstacles to overcome in order to
attend: first, they must go through the highly competitive selection process as well
as the process of being chosen for the equally competitive scholarships, all of
which are based off of academic excellence. It is clear, then, that these summer
programs are targeted toward talented, but not low-income, youth.

MIT does not have an open summer course offering for high school
students like Yale, Harvard, UPenn, and Princeton do. Instead, MIT offers
programs through partner organizations. These programs are mostly science,
math, and technology based, such as the Minority Introduction to Engineering and
Science (MITES), Research Science Institute, Women’s Technology Program
(WTP), MIT Launch, and Summer Science Program (SSP), among others.* All
of the programs are either free of charge or offer need-based aid to exceptionally
talented low-income youth. The programs, though merit based, recruit talented
students from all over the country to apply, advertising that, if admitted, the
program would be free of cost.

Another notable program pioneered by UPenn is their newly established
partnership with KIPP schools. KIPP schools are a nationwide network of college
preparatory charter schools that prepare students in under-resourced communities

and equip them with the necessary knowledge and skills to ensure college

*> MIT. "Prepare for MIT: Summer Programs." Accessed 03/30,
2015, http://mitadmissions.org/apply/prepare/summer.
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admission and success.*® UPenn partnered with KIPP as one of their efforts to
diversity their undergraduate student body. The partnership will be used to recruit
talented youth, cover their tuition and provide support while at UPenn.*’ The
partnership is a testament to UPenn’s mission to admit students who reflect the
society of today — a community of different ethnic and socioeconomic

backgrounds.

Conclusions

Despite the ever-increasing prominence of diversity and related topics
therein amidst the field of higher education, it remains something of a hollow
principle on the webpages of America’s elite universities, who profit from the
veneer of inclusivity that it affords them while lending it little to no functional
significance in light of their actual admissions policies. One need only look to the
record low admissions rates and miniscule number of Pell Grant recipients to
come to the conclusion that lack of diversity is not just racial, but also
socioeconomic. While some schools, like UPenn and Princeton, acknowledge the

need for socioeconomic diversity on their admissions materials, there remains a

% The KIPP Foundation. "The KIPP Foundation."Accessed 03/22,

2015, http://www kipp.org/about-kipp/the-kipp-foundation.

7 PennNews. "Penn Partners with KIPP Schools to Promote College Completion in Underserved
Communities." Accessed 03/25, 2015, http://www.upenn.edu/pennnews/news/penn-partners-kipp-
schools-promote-college-completion-underserved-communities.
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disconnect between their vision and the composition of their undergraduate

student body.
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Chapter 4

Discussion

The admissions process is arguably one of the most classified operations
in the higher education world, and with good reason. Countless cases have been
brought to court over admissions decisions, and particularly when the decision,
whether an admit or deny, involves race and/or class. Though this research does
not specifically look into the legality of the admissions policies employed by the
elites in question, it does, however, question the parameters they can work with to
achieve a degree of diversity when making admissions decisions.

The use of race in admissions decisions has been contested many times in
the last 30 years, the first occurring in 1978, with the Regents of California v.
Bakke, which resulted in the allowance of race as an admissions factor. Later, the
case of Johnson v. The University of Georgia challenged the opinion of the
Supreme court, the ruling of which found that the university’s admissions policy,
which added points to an applicant depending on the race of the applicant, was
not a good method to achieve student body diversity. And, as a final word in the
question of whether to consider race when determining an applicant’s worth, there
is the famous Grutter v. Bollinger case, which decided, in 2003, that the use of
race to diversify a student body did not violate the Equal Protection clause in the
constitution, so long as there was no system in place that weighted candidates

according to their race. Justice O’Connor stated that, “in the context of

57



individualized inquiry into the possible diversity contributions of all applicants...
the race-conscious admissions program does not unduly harm non-minority
applicants.” This ruling took into account the other factors considered by the
school, which was looking individually at each applicant and without using race
as a determining factor.*®

What does this mean for the elites who want to diversify their student
body? What admissions procedures should they follow that do not violate these
court rulings? For one thing, they cannot have a system that grants admission on
the basis of race alone. Further, a system that gives extra points to an applicant if
he/she belongs to a certain race would also be unacceptable. Given those ground
rules, so to speak, there is still a grey area, and it is a grey area that leaves it to the
school to decide what to do when it comes to diversifying their student body
through admissions. In addition, as mentioned, the process itself is secretive and
accomplished behind closed doors, literally. It is not publicized, nor is it
something one can find easily on the admissions website. This lack of information
on the precise process employed informed the methodology behind the present
research, which turned out to be much more exhaustive than it was intended.

It was decided, as explained in the methodology, to interview the Dean of

Admissions of each institution, for obvious reasons. They should, after all, be the

* The Oyez Project at IIT Chicago-Kent College of Law. "Grutter V. Bollinger." Accessed 03/20,
2015, http://www.oyez.org/cases/2000-2009/2002/2002 02 241/.
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most knowledgeable regarding what goes into analyzing applicants, and
additionally would know the most about what the office of admissions generally
does. The interview would shed light on information not readily available
elsewhere, and maybe hit upon some key insights. In addition, it would help
inform and supplement the secondary data already gathered about admissions at
these elites.

Directly contacting the institutions seemed like an appropriate course of
action - simply access the admissions website, find the contact information, and
reach out to knowledgeable parties. This is exactly what was carried out,
beginning in January, 2015. It was expected that there would be some lag time
because, after all, they are Deans of Admissions and their schedules must be busy.
They were all contacted by mid- January, via email, and once early February
rolled around and no one had responded, the second round of outreach began —
this time by calling them.

The general phone number for the admissions office was of no help. It was
as if the secretaries, or people in charge of answering the phones, were trained to
give rote responses as they were immediately put off when the idea of an
interview for a thesis was presented. Seemingly to get off the phone as fast as
possible and move on to the next call, they advised to email the inquiry and that it
would be sent off to either the dean or someone on staff who would be able to

help. However, the email address they advised to write to was the same email as
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on the admissions website, a ‘general inquiry email.” That was attempted several
times, and, like emails sent directly to the Deans of Admissions, significant lag
time was expected. By this point, there was no response that was either a “yes” or
a “no” — just silence and a sea of unknowns. To their credit, the email inbox must
have been flooded with emails from prospective students wanting to know the
status of their applications, and this almost certainly impeded their response to the
request of an interview for thesis research.

Surprisingly, on January 15, Yale responded. The response email was not
the friendliest or most welcoming, but it also did not completely reject the idea of
an interview. After a few emails back and forth, littered with “I want to help, but I
also wish it was October,” alluding to the fact that it was really quite hectic for the
admissions staff, Yale agreed, and an interview date was set.

Mother nature also slowed the process and maybe even prevented the
possibility of responses. It was a record-breaking winter in New England and
beyond. The entire month of February was ridden with snowstorms that shut
down Boston and closed schools and universities for four consecutive Mondays.
The entire East Coast was covered in record levels of snow. For many, getting to
work was impossible, and this likely included the admissions staff as well. It is
impossible to know for sure if this was one of the reasons for the lack of response,
but it cannot be ruled out. By the end of February, there was still no response

from the four remaining — Harvard, MIT, UPenn, and Princeton. By this time,
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several other emails were sent, hoping to get a response, but nothing transpired.
The beginning of March signaled the need to utilize yet another tactic to try and
get an interview scheduled -- calling the Dean of Admissions on their direct
phone line. Just in case that didn’t work, it was decided that any staff at the
admissions office that was part of the admissions process and decision-making
would suffice for the present research.

Getting a hold of the Dean of Admissions and/or Director of Admissions
direct office phone number involved some added research. None of the
admissions websites had the Dean of Admissions contact information, other than
the generic email provided for “general inquiries.” To find their direct contact
information, the staff directories provided the best information. It was only there
that the information became available. All of the Dean of Admissions were called
on their direct phone lines — none of them answered. The call was then forwarded
to the secretary of the admissions office, whose voice was all too familiar. On one
occasion, while performing the usual outreach calls, Harvard’s secretary did not
hesitate to say she would schedule an interview with the Dean. However, that
interview never was later cancelled.

At the end of the data collection process, which was moved several times

due to the lack of responses, the outreach and responses looked as follows:
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Table 7: Outreach Table

Emails Calls Responses

One phone response asking to call
Harvard 17 12 later. Email responses from
admissions staff.

No email response. One phone

MIT 24 14 response asking to call later.

Email response from assistant to
Princeton 5 8 Dean of Admissions, “too busy
with applications.”

University of Email response from Assistant
. 12 9 " "
Pennsylvania Dean, "under the gun.

Quick response by Director of
Admissions, noting, “I want to
Yale 2 2 help, but I also wish it was
October.” Interview scheduled and
completed.

Even though only one interview was completed out of the five possible
does not mean that there is nothing to be said about the admissions process that
secondary data can’t provide. In actuality, it speaks volumes.

The data available to prospective students and others via the universities’
admissions websites is one important factor, and for the most part, it is good and
thorough. But, if questions remain that cannot be answered by the information
provided on the website, it is unclear, based off of the outreach that was
conducted, as to whether the admissions staff would respond, either by phone or

by the email provided. What does this say about access to these elites? One
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cannot be certain. However, one can look at this from various vantage points and
attempt to decipher what the seeming lack of data means.

At some moments of desperation, where scheduling an interview seemed
impossible, the pitch to get someone to say yes became a matter of who was
asking for the information, meaning that there were times when, instead of
identifying as a graduate student hoping to interview on the phone, it was as a
prospective student trying to learn about the admissions process. None of the
angles, however, seemed to work.

Arguably, admissions time at an elite university is the busiest time of year
for the admissions office. Virtually everyone at in admissions is inundated with
applications from hopeful students. It’s especially busy for the elites because of
the sheer number of applications they receive, which is in the twenty-thousands
Peak time begins at the end of October and doesn’t end until April, when
admissions decisions are out, financial aid is finalized, and the universities have
secured the incoming freshman class with “intent to register” confirmations.
That’s 7 months out of the year where the staff’s sole focus is reading
applications. During this time, there are still information sessions that happen on
campus and elsewhere, mostly nearby the campus, but for the most part the
admissions office’s main priority is applications.

The unavailability, for over half the year, of the admissions staff to

provide information about the admissions process and possibly the application
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process, is disconcerting, especially when it pertains to talented low-income
youth. It is argued that low-income youth lack the resources at both their high
school’s college counselor and at home to know exactly what is required to apply
to an elite college and the lack of resources in their immediate surroundings may
force them to seek out the university in search of help, and particularly the

admissions staff.*

The “Objective” Factors in the Admissions Process

An important factor in the admissions process for these elite schools is,
undeniably, high school grades. High school grades carry the heaviest weight
when assessing applicants because it provides a way to predict the student’s
promise of achieving at a high level in the academically competitive and
strenuous university curriculum. Moreover, not all grades are assessed the same
way. For example, some A’s carry more weight than others based on certain
factors. For example an A from an Advanced Placement (AP) English Literature
class is weighed far heavier than an A from a regular English Literature class.

Standardized tests also carry an important weight when assessing an
applicant. The SAT, ACT, and all of the subject tests (also dependent on their
intended major), are additional ways to predict how well the student will do once

at the university. In fact, elite schools have done extensive research on how good

4 Stevens, 2007, 62
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these standardized tests are at predicting the student’s academic promise.”
Moreover, the research, they claim, finds that these tests may even be an indicator
of long-term career success. With research backing up their reasoning, placing the
emphasis they do on standardized tests allows them to claim objectivity of their
method for the fact that it allows the admissions officer and committee to assess a
student with a number.

There are many issues that should be discussed more when it comes to
assessing students based on the two “objective” criteria. First is the purity of the
objectiveness of assessing the students by way of what seems an objective system.
Indeed, grade point averages are a testament to the student’s commitment to
academic excellence, and those GPA’s also inform the student’s overall class
standing. These elites, then, might think they are accounting for the disparity
between the different GPA weights, but in reality, there is an even greater

disparity within high school GPA’s and the respective high schools.

The Grey Area of Admissions
Other, less objective factors that are valued by elite schools can be
considered aspects of personal of character, which places them in a grey area.

These are comprised of the college essay (or essays), teacher and counselor

> Burton W. Nancy and Ramist Leonard. Predicting Success in College: SAT Studies of Classes
Graduating since 1980: The College Board, 2001
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recommendations, and the interview (if applicable). These three factors, some
argue, are the most contentious part of the admissions decision, though they can
be the deciding factor for many students. The college essay, or statement of
purpose as some call it, is submitted through the Common App. The Common
App Organization is a non profit organization that was established 30 years ago
by private colleges and universities wanting to have a single application in which
students could apply, allowing the admissions officers to simply extract the
information®', thus further standardizing the process. It is interesting to note that
instructions for the Common App essay state that only three edits of are allowed,
and students are cautioned against customizing the essay too much. This is
because one copy of the application will go to all of the schools the student
selects. The college essay is meant to provide the student the opportunity to
showcase a part of themselves that the objective factors cannot — who they are,
what they stand for, ethics, morals, and most importantly, anything profound that
happened in their life that they feel somehow added value to their overall persona
or helped them become the person they are. In short, this is the opportunity the
student has to give the admissions officers a taste of who they are.

The teacher and counselor recommendations are required to serve as a

way to further get to know the student and his or her classroom performance. In

> The Common Application. "The Common App: Mission." , accessed 03/20,
2015, https://www.commonapp.org.
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addition, it provides a way to obtain further validity on the student’s character by
a “professional,” and often someone who is experienced in student affairs. In
theory, this is a great tactic to ensure a holistic view of a student’s admissions
materials. However, there are significant issues with the teacher and counselor
recommendations that are especially problematic when it pertains to the elites.
This is best illustrated in Steven’s book, where he goes into detail about his
experience sitting in on admissions decisions at what he calls “The College”, but
later explains it as a highly selective college on the East Coast region of the
United States (one may extrapolate that it is likely one of the schools in question).
He explains the great benefits of a detailed recommendation letter, elaborating
that some high schools, whose counselors have a close relationship with
admissions counselors, tend to have an advantage in sending their students to the
College.” This advantage takes many forms - for one, the counselors may have a
good relationship with the admissions officers, and therefore have an established
notion of character with one another, meaning the admissions officers feel the
recommendations of the counselor are accurate depictions of students.
Additionally, counselors from these high schools tend to know how to write
letters of recommendation that will appeal to the admissions officers as well as
how best to highlight the student’s strengths in a way that will give them a good

chance. Not surprising, however, is that these counselors tend to work at high

52 Stevens, 2007, 212
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schools with a high percentage of upper middle class students. Of course, there
are the exceptional high school counselors that are passionate about their students
and write recommendation letters that really speak to the heart but, according to
Stevens, networks are a critical part of recommendations.

Not mentioned in Stevens criticism of counselor recommendations,
however, is the skill required to write the recommendation well, so that it
transcends simply writing what appeals to admissions officers. Indeed, there is an
art in playing the game that has not yet been quantified by studies due to the
highly secretive process, but there is much more to be said about the counselor’s
preparation as well as where they are practicing. Counselors who have gone to
reputable colleges and universities and have the most experience tend to work at
higher performing, higher income high schools, while the less qualified, more
novice teachers and counselors tend to go to underperforming, poverty stricken
high schools. This affects low-income youth by contributing to a growing
problem in the United States called neighborhood segregation, which concentrates
poverty in certain areas, therefore affecting the schools in the area and the
students who attend these schools. Such a student, high achieving and talented,
who applies to an elite, despite meeting the “objective” baseline of high SAT
scores and GPA (though with a weak curriculum as assessed by admissions
officers) most likely lacks the type of counselors and/or teachers who would make

an equally impressive impact on the admissions officers.
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Finally, there are the interviews to account for. Interviews are a common
practice at elite (and highly selective) universities and are used to obtain more
information on the student as well as to clear up anything that may be unclear in
the student’s application. In addition, it will better inform the admissions officers
as to the type of student they are assessing. First of all, the interviews are almost
always conducted over the phone for practical reasons — the applicants may be out
of state, which makes it difficult for the student to be physically present at the
school. The interviews are usually conducted by admissions officers or alumni
that the admissions office recruits for that specific task due to the sheer number of
applications. Interviews are aimed to give the admissions officers a “different and
fresh set of eyes” that further ensures a holistic view of the applicant, by someone
other than the admissions officers.

Each elite implements prospective student differently. Harvard encourages
applicants to request to be interviewed (additionally, some may be asked to be
interviewed as well). Usually, the interviews take place in the student’s local
community or closest major center, where a Harvard admissions regional
representative (who also has a say in admissions decisions) schedules and
conducts it. The interviewer is a Harvard Alumni, one of a network of 15,000

. . . . 53 . .
alumni who volunteer to interview applicants.”” On campus interviews are also an

3 Harvard College. "Harvard Admissions: "what we look for"." Accessed 03/15, 2015,
(https://college.harvard.edu/admissions/application-process/what-we-look/interviews).
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option, but limited and usually occurring between October and November.
Princeton and Yale interviews are similar to Harvard’s, though they do not offer
the option of on-campus interviews. MIT, like Harvard, also interviews applicants
with the help of approximately 4,500 alumni from around the world. Unique to
MIT, however, is that instead of interviewers contacting the applicant, the
applicant is strongly encouraged to contact the interviewer before a certain date.
In addition, if an in-person interview cannot be arranged either, MIT will attempt
to arrange a Skype interview to ensure the interview is conducted.

All of the elites, however, strongly encourage an applicant to be
interviewed. This is to ensure that the university gets to know the applicant
beyond what is simply on paper. In fact, MIT goes so far as to give an advantage
to interviewed applicants over those who do not get interviewed, stating that, “last
year, of eligible applicants, we admitted 10.8% of those who had an interview (or
who had their interview waived) but only 1% of those who chose not to

»3* The other elites explain that, due to the large volume of applicants,

interview.
interviews may not be possible for every single applicant, and even if no

interview is scheduled, the uninterviewed applicants will not be given a

disadvantage.

54 MIT. "MIT Admissions: Interview." Accessed 03/15,
2015, http://mitadmissions.org/apply/freshman/interview.
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The interview, however, is an added bonus in many ways, whether it is
explicitly stated, as it is on MIT’s admissions website, or not. For one thing, the
interview can allow a low-income student to showcase who they are as a person
and highlight the added cultural value they will bring to the school. In addition,
any and all interview skills that showcase composure, ability to speak, and
professionalism, will all affect the degree of academic promise that the student
holds in the eyes of the school. The interview, however, may also work against
them, especially if the interviewer may have a certain bias against a race or type
of person, a factor that is impossible to identify or quantify, even though the
possibility is there, nonetheless.

The admissions committee is an important actor in the process. The
committee is the body that makes the final admissions decisions. It debates
decisions, scores, and in many cases the value the student will add to their
respective school or program. The committee is comprised of the admissions
officers, counselors, and the admissions dean. In addition, it is made up of
university faculty who have the power to rate and rank the applications of the
students that are assigned to them. The elites, in a way, recruit faculty to serve on
the admissions committee. At MIT, faculty are not so much recruited as much as
they can volunteer. At Harvard, Princeton, UPenn, and Yale, the faculty are
selected. The admissions committee has tremendous power, as previously

explained, which can be used to advance their own bias or to challenge the status
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quo. The reasoning behind the inclusion of faculty members on the admissions
committee is sound. For one, it will ensure that the applicant gets a different and
often specialized set of eyes and perspectives on their case, which includes
evaluating GPA, test scores, essay, recommendations and someone to analyze
them on their character, academic promise and value. Second, in theory, it allows
for a more holistic evaluation of the applicant. This may be very useful, and in
some cases may give a diverse applicant the ticket for admission if it happens that
several faculty members view them as valuable and possessing good academic
promise. However, this well-intentioned strategy may not be serving the end it
was designed to meet, particularly as it regards elite universities. This is because
diversity of faculty (by race as well as class) is an additional problem at the elites,
as shown in their attempts in diversifying their faculty.

This is important because committees like the admissions officers reading
applications, are, after all, making admissions decisions about people. Though
they strive to maintain objectivity and be holistic about the process, the fact of the
matter is that the applicant is a person, with values, morals, and peculiar
idiosyncrasies, being evaluated by another person - prejudices and partialities will
creep into the process. As was proven in a study done by Tsuang, which found

that admissions committees bring in an “unconscious bias” when rating applicants
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on more personal factors. > And, because it boils down to decisions about
individuals, it is important to examine the person who is assessing the applicant,
which is perhaps the most important part of the admissions process when it comes
to either hindering or advancing the chances of a low-income applicant of getting
in.

Though the admissions committee is made up of individuals from various
parts of the university, there are several issues that are rarely ever talked about in
literature that assesses admissions processes. First, because of the arguable lack of
faculty diversity at elites, it may hinder the capacity of a given faculty member to
view a low-incomes struggle as something of value. Secondly, and unfortunately
unprovable, is the hidden biases and reservations that faculty may not overtly
express when assessing applicants. Thirdly, when it comes down to two
applicants with the same “objective” scores — GPA, SAT, etc. — to what extent do
the admissions officer’s and/or committee’s personal belief system, that is to say
their values and ethics, come into play? This is possibly the most controversial
part of admissions — assessing the personal qualities of an applicant - and, even
though it can put them at a disadvantage in the process, it is even more important
for low-income students.

According to my interview with Yale, it comes down to the type of student

that best fits the Yale persona. In committee admissions reviews, Residential

> Tsuang W. Grace. "Assuring Equal Access of Asian Americans to Highly Selective
Universities." The Yale Law Journal 98, no. 3 (1989): 659-678.
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Deans “have a great influence on admissions decisions.””® This is partly because
they are the ones who interact most with the students, know the culture of the
university the best, and understand the type of student who “does best, and takes
advantage of the resources Yale has to offer.”

Aside from the Residential Dean influence, the same could be said about
the rest of the elites. Each admissions cycle represents an opportunity to feed an
institutional interest that is stipulated in and reflected by various marketing
material — mission statements, admissions websites, and other sources, all the way
up to the University President.

However, for Yale’s case, if Residential Deans have a great influence on
admissions, then the process of admissions could hardly be called objective and
holistic. This is best manifested in the present interview with Yale, who stated
that, when asked about the vision for admissions and how it is decided,
occasionally, when they are unsure about an applicant, they depend on Residential
Deans for advice and insight. For example, Yale explained that Residential Deans
have expressed how certain students have trouble assimilating into Residential life
and find it hard to deal with their new circumstances. These students, the
Residential Dean said, are usually first generation, come with family problems, or
have a home that is far away from Yale, and went further to say that, “if we are on

the fence about a student, the amount of baggage they have becomes a

>® Yale. Interview by Brianda Hernandez. Phone Interview. Medford, MA
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determinant in whether or not they are admitted.” It goes without saying that this
is not a terribly objective way to assess a student’s candidacy. In fact, that
statement is a perfect example of how an individual’s opinion of a situation has a
bearing on student admissions.

Though not necessarily representative of the other four elites, it is a great
example of how the admissions process is failing low-income students. For
example, [ am a low-income student, and to that particular residential dean, I, too,
came with a lot of baggage. | was a Mexican immigrant, with parents who did not
go to college and did not support me in my college aspirations. Despite this, |
strived to take the best and most challenging classes my high school had to offer.
Baggage and domestic troubles have become something to be used against the
applicant instead of being seen in light of the resilience it required to overcome
them. Success, in spite of that baggage, should be seen as a positive characteristic.
Indeed, the student may encounter some additional struggle at Yale (or another
elite) but likely not because of academics, given that they met the academic
standard for admission, but rather because the culture of the institution is different
from what they are used to, not to mention the host of extraneous financial and
emotional worries that occupy them. Regardless of the struggles, or “baggage,” as
it were, at the end of the day, an institution should not view this as a negative, but
rather should see in the baggage-laden student all of the perseverance they have

displayed and the odds they have overcome.
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Another problem that is unaccounted for in the admissions process, in
addition to personal biases, is the extent to which each person involved, whether
that be an admissions officer or a faculty member, is committed to diversifying
the student body. It goes without saying that this point has deep implications for
the assessment of applicants, and it is felt all the more acutely given that all of the
elites have explicitly stated on their admissions websites the degree to which they
encourage prospective students to showcase their personalities and present
themselves in a unique light. According to an article published in the Harvard
Crimson, Harvard’s school newspaper, the personal rating conferred on a student
by an admissions officer is what is most critical in getting to know the applicant
and whether they are a good fit for Harvard. In other words, “What do an
admissions officer’s and committee’s instincts say about an applicant?” The
article explains that this instinct is valid, stating, “We [admissions officers and
committee] are justified and obligated to trust a hunch."’ Though written decades
ago, it is still quite representative of today’s admissions process, as Harvard and
the other elites still rely heavily on interviews.

As gatekeepers of the elites, committee members and admissions officers
also have institutional values that they must adhere to and want to preserve and,

as a result, transcend into their individual admissions decisions. Institutional

> Kramer, R. Joel. Admissions: 'Personal’ Rating is Crucial Interviews and Hunches can make the
Difference. The Harvard Crimson. 1969.
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values that are represented in the elites university statements in Appendix A. One
of those values in particular, which is the overarching focal point for all five of
the elites, is academic excellence, which generates the much sought-after prestige.
Committee members and admissions officers may want to preserve this
exclusivity, and in doing so may find whatever it is they can about an applicant to
either deny or grant them admissions, so long as it benefits the university. In
essence, it is a zero-sum game - to admit an applicant, several hundred must be

denied, thereby preserving exclusivity, prestige, and the Ivy-league brand.

Conclusion

The fact of the matter, as shown in this chapter, is that admissions
decisions at all five of the elites rely on a multitude of factors. Some of those
factors are indisputable and objective, like a good GPA and high standardized test
scores. Others, however, are much more nuanced and subjective: interviews,
essays, and even the high school attended by the student can all inform the
decision. With the low-income students who are referred to in this thesis, the
objective criteria are met. However, it is the subjective component, that most
intangible portion of the process, secretive, indefinite, and plagued by personal
biases, that forms the sticking point for most diverse youth and might possibly

hinder them from gaining access.
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Chapter 5

Overview
Despite the low admissions rates and lack of both racial and class diversity
at all five of the elites, there is hope in the form of tested strategies. All five
institutions have expressed an interest in, and are taking steps to, diversify their
student body. To provide an overview of what they have achieved to date and to
understand how they compare with one another, I devised a basic method for
ranking their performance with regard to diversity. The criteria are as follows:
1. Mission: mention of diversity by race, socioeconomic class,
relevance in society, world-class citizens
2. Admissions Website: mention of diversity, extensive material
regarding application and admissions process, language options
3. Projects to Increase Access/Awareness: programs in place to
increase access to university for minority students
4. Racial Diversity: percent of racial diversity in undergraduate class
5. Economic/Class Diversity: economic/class diversity in the
undergraduate class as demonstrated by Pell grant recipients
6. Innovation in Admissions Process: unique element(s) to
admissions process
In the system presented below, each institution may earn a maximum of 30 points.
For each category, a rating of five represents excellence, while a one indicates the

need for improvement.
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Table 8: Diversity Ranking

Criteria Harvard | MIT | Princeton | Yale | U Penn
Mission of University 1 3 3 2 4
Admissions Website 1 4 3 2 5
Projects to Increase ) 3 ) ) 4
Access/Awareness
Racial Diversity 4 4 2 1 3
E?onm.mc/Class 4 5 ) | 3
Diversity
Innovation in

. . 2 4 2 2 2
Admissions Process

14 23 14 10 21

Traditional rankings place weight on different criteria, where Harvard and Yale
dominate, however, when the ranking has a focus on diversity, the one who ranks
at the top is MIT. This simple ranking system goes to show, that rank is largely

dependent on the methodology being used.

Mission

There is also disconnect between the mission statements of the universities
and the current composition of the undergraduate student body, which translates
to an admissions process that does not accurately reflect what the university
aspires to, but instead is anchoring itself onto an antiquated system of admissions
that prides itself on exclusivity, prestige, and high rankings. The lack of a diverse
racial/ethnic make up of the undergraduate student body, coupled with the low
percent of students eligible for Pell grants is a testament to this disconnect.

At the same time, all of the elite universities in this study acknowledge the
importance of striving to achieve diversity. By articulating diversity as a value

and a priority, they have taken a positive step forward. Operationalizing the goal
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of achieving diversity has proven somewhat difficult, at least to date. Though

there each university has made some strides as described below.

Admissions Web Sites

As described earlier, the rise of the internet makes it possible for students
to collect information readily by visiting admissions websites. Universities
therefore can tailor their web image to attract the type of student they envision for
their institution. MIT, Princeton, and UPenn all have admissions websites that
market their university as one that truly values a diverse student body by way of
making the admissions and outreach materials available in languages other than
English.

MIT goes further by providing blogs that afford an insider look at what a
student might go through when applying, from the stress of test scores and
deadlines to the excitement of getting an acceptance. Moreover, some blogs,
written by admissions counselors, promote the importance of showcasing your
individuality rather than trying to fit a mold, and some, written by students (many
of whom are students of color), provide first hand accounts of what it’s like being
an MIT student. These blogs are an important component in making the MIT
admissions page not only different but more approachable, and something the
other elites could certainly profit from. Such efforts both engage current students
in helping shape, to a certain extent, the developing student body, and help market
the university as an institution filled with real people, with real flaws and

insecurities.
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Pipeline Projects

Another important strategy that elites should continue to explore and
expand upon is the number and breadth of pipeline projects. Exemplars in
pipeline projects are MIT and UPenn. This is primarily because they have a
greater variety of projects that directly engage talented diverse high school
students, such as QuestBridge, or MIT’s various science and math-based high
school summer programs, all of which are of zero cost to the student who is
accepted. Yale and Princeton, despite being partner universities in Questbridge,
do not have other pipeline projects other than their high school summer programs.
Harvard is not a member of Questbridge, but does have high school summer
programs like Yale and Princeton. These, however, are not free, and scholarships
are limited to the best and brightest of the applicants. The intensive process of
selection for the scholarship to attend the costly summer program may, in and of

itself, hinder access or even drive to apply.

Racial Diversity

The “grey” area of the admissions process is perhaps the most important
and also the most likely to anchor itself to a regressive admissions process.
Though it claims to be holistic, as represented by its individualistic approach at
looking of looking at each applicant, when deciding on admissions personable
biases and values come into play. This is exacerbated by the lack of formal

training many of the people (those in committee) have when reading applications.
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Since the current admissions process at all five of the elites employs an
individualized approach to reading applications, there should be formal training of
the faculty and admissions officers who regularly perform application reading.
This is crucial, for various reasons. For one thing, although the current system of
allowing faculty to read applications without prior training aspires for a fresh look
at the applications, it leaves the door fairly wide open for subjective and
interpretive assessments. In addition, those reading applications should be trained
to pick up on cues, or signs, of personal character, things that speak to good moral
fiber, perseverance, resilience - all factors that, coupled with excellent academics,
ensure good citizens and look good for the university. Secondly, training should
be implemented to ensure that the admissions process reflects the mission of the
university and is in fact helping the university fulfill its vision of a more diverse
student body. Thirdly, coupled with the training, recruitment of the faculty should
ensure that committee members are diverse in every aspect possible — class, race,
and field of study. This is to ensure that there is prior sensitization and
receptiveness to the type of student that is different but is still excellent and able
to meet institutional needs.

The recommended training for those reading applications should include
trainings on Critical Race Theory and the Permanence of Racism, which should
include a fundamental of the theory: Counter Storytelling. Counter Storytelling
gives the elite the opportunity to hear stories about how diverse students, faculty
and others are navigating the world of higher education, particularly when it

pertains to the admissions process. This can be done by having the committee and
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admissions staff go out into a nearby high school to hear first hand the stories of
students struggle and fears of the admissions process. In addition, they should tap
into a resource that is within their walls: Faculty. Though they have a small
percentage of faculty of color, there are still some and hearing their stories can
provide great insight. As mentioned, the trainings should also include an
explanation and exercises on the Permanence of Racism, which in short is the
belief that racism controls the economic and sociopolitical trends in American
society.”® This theory, explains to an extent, why the elites, despite their missions
of diversifying continue to have a predominantly white student body. Why is such
a training necessary for the admissions committee and staff, even when all have a
college education? Because of unconscious biases go unchecked, any strategy or
project will to diversify the student body admitted will have no impact. Which is

why this is important: to expose them to a different narrative.

Economic Diversity

In addition to their websites, most of the elites provide generous financial
aid. However, the most thorough practitioners of the need blind policies are those
that provide aid without the burden of student loans. The two elites that are most
committed to the long term financial well being of their students are Princeton
and UPenn, both of which provide need-based financial aid packages that are
comprised of grants meeting the full cost of attendance, in the absence of loans.

Harvard has a similar package, but provides need-based aid only to students

*¥ Hiraldo, Payne. "The Role of Critical Race Theory in Higher Education." (2010).
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whose family income is less than 65,000 dollars per year. However, this does not
guarantee that the aid will be comprised solely of grants. At the other elites, MIT
and Yale, although need based loans exist, they do not provide loan-free need
based financial aid packages following suit here with their elite counterparts,
however, would ensure that a student’s ability to pay is not a barrier for diverse
youth. Further, the financial aid packages and policies should be better and more
transparently marketed to remove the stigma that an elite education is
economically unattainable for diverse youth. This should be done by making sure
that financial aid websites and other materials clearly state the generous aid that is

offered.

Innovation

Diversity on college campuses has become an important facet of a quality
education. Current numbers (by Pell grant recipients as well as by minority
admissions rate) do not reflect the diversity that is found in communities around
the country. To work within the legal parameters of the Affirmative Action
Supreme Court cases and to adhere to the need-blind policies, a new, revamped
admissions process should be designed. Currently, the application process at all
five of the elites ask the applicant to report his or her race, however, because of
the need blind policies these universities currently have, there is no mention of the
social class they belong to. This is a double-edged sword in certain ways, as it is
preventing admissions officers from looking at the socioeconomic class the

applicant comes from. However, with proper training and a diverse committee,
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there are clues in essays and possibly interviews that could give valuable signs
about the students community and socioeconomic class.

Rankings are important to elites, but the way that elites and universities are
currently ranked does not reflect society. Abandoning the ranking systems
altogether might be impossible in the near future for the elites but given their
power and influence, recommending that the ranking system change is low-
hanging fruit that can be achieved in the short term. The ranking system as it
stands now, does not give enough importance or weight to retention. Retention is
important, and is gaining ground in academia, education policy and mainstream
media, because access means nothing when retention and college success is low
especially for diverse students. >° Thus, it is recommended that retention have an
increased weight in the ranking system.

The current ranking system also does not have any mention of impact to
society. Though difficult to quantify, it can begin with a measurement of whether
the university is striving to stay relevant. Indicators of this could be level in which
there is engaged scholarship going on throughout various departments, and the
level of student engagement in communities. Another indicator is whether the
student body reflects the current demographics in society.

In 1994, economic diversity (proportion of students receiving Pell grants) was
added as a component of the rankings, but similar to retention it continues to have

a very small weight in the methods of the rankings. It is recommended that

>’ Engle, Jennifer and Vincent Tinto. "Moving Beyond Access: College Success for Low-Income,
First-Generation Students." Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education (2008).
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economic diversity along with racial diversity replace academic reputation in the

methodology of the rankings.

Limitations and Future Research

There were significant limitations to the present research. For one thing,
the timing was an important factor, which, as explained, could not have been
worse. The research began and ended exactly at the same time the admissions
process begins and ends, preventing the majority of the interviews from being
scheduled. In addition, there was historically severe weather in the region that
may have contributed to the lack of interviews.

Second, and possibly most important, is the opaqueness of the process
itself. The admissions process is one that has been scrupulously held behind
closed doors year in and year out. There is not much literature about what
transpires therein — the conversations between admissions officers and other small
nuances may inform this research better. Many of the conclusions gathered were
from data derived from the admissions websites and other secondary data, with
the exception of the Yale interview, which yielded a most interesting response
(though aside from a few interesting statements, the interview did not shed much
light on the admissions process itself).

For future research, there are several suggestions that may help the project
design and possibly yield better results. Firstly, make sure there is ample time to

do the research. Whereas the present thesis consisted of five months, it is strongly
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encouraged that the research be performed over the course of a full admissions
cycle, maybe two.

It is also suggested that an “in” on the process, on top of interviewing
Deans of Admissions and several members of the committee, be acquired. Here,
an “in” refers to sitting in on decisions and being a member of the audience by
listening to and observing the conversations that go on when making decisions
about an applicant. Such firsthand surveillance will yield a much more nuance
and thorough perspective on the process, and may result in more accurate and
targeted recommendations.

Some universities, including but not limited to the elites, may be resistant
to allowing outside analysis of a process that has been held behind closed doors
for so long. In addition, they may feel as though they do not need to change, given
that they are well established, highly regarded, and continue to enroll the best and
brightest students. All of these, in addition to being consistently ranked at the top
of several important ranking systems, are contributing factors to a general
resistance in the face of change. Most important of all, which might possibly
explain why the elites may be resistant to this change, elite universities are self-
referential. In a way, these elites belong to a club, a long established club that
comes with money, resources, and prestige that is bound up in their names. They
look onto each other to see what they are doing, or not doing. As a result, they
feel comfortable remaining in the peer group. They may be reluctant to take risks,
challenge the status quo or otherwise separate themselves from the prestigious

pack. The evidence gathered for this study suggests that MIT and UPenn are

87



doing more, but not much more, than Harvard, Princeton and Yale with respect to
diversity. In short, they are all making strides, while staying in stride with one
another. If diversity is to be truly achieved by taking into account the mentioned
recommendations and then some, it can be achieved in two ways. One, there has
to be an institution willing to take a risk, to stand out from the pack. This can
happen by with one (or two, or more) elites taking on a leadership role. Two, it
can happen collectively. What if all of the elites decided to use their name and
power to do something extraordinary? Surely the world would notice and many

other institutions would follow.

Concluding Remarks

One thing is for certain - change in higher education and among these
elites is necessary. We know that higher education significantly influences social
and economic mobility for diverse youth. These elites can and should be
champions of diversity, for society’s sake as well as their own. A more diverse
student body enhances campus by exposing all community members to a wider
array of knowledge and experience. Graduates of elite universities often take on
leadership roles in society and therefore may influence long-standing structural
inequalities that threaten the stability of our democracy.

Imagine a different future. In what ways would the country and the world
be impacted if the five elites diversified their study body? Classrooms would have
students from all different types of backgrounds learning from each other’s rich,

one of a kind experiences. As these students entered the job market, the memories
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of learning from and working with people very different from themselves would
be feed into their professional life, thus creating more inclusive and diverse work
environments. At a larger scale, the faces and names of prominent leaders in all
sectors of society would transform dramatically. Major organizations and
corporations would be led in new directions. The Senate, for example, would
move from having one Black senator to five or ten. As new laws were passed and
enacted, the ripple effects would be felt in neighborhoods across the country.
Maybe in 10 years, elite universities will reflect the growing diversity in
the United States. Our differences, our pasts, and even our “baggage” make us the
strong and resilient country we are. It is time to build on those differences, by
looking at them as opportunities to grow. These elites can and should lead the

way to a new future
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Appendix A

Mission Statements of Elite Universities:
Harvard:

“Harvard strives to create knowledge, to open the minds of students to that
knowledge, and to enable students to take best advantage of their educational
opportunities. To these ends, the College encourages students to respect ideas
and their free expression, and to rejoice in discovery and in critical thought; to
pursue excellence in a spirit of productive cooperation; and to assume
responsibility for the consequences of personal actions. Harvard seeks to
identify and to remove restraints on students’ full participation, so that
individuals may explore their capabilities and interests and may develop their
full intellectual and human potential. Education at Harvard should liberate
students to explore, to create, to challenge, and to lead. The support the
College provides to students is a foundation upon which self-reliance and
habits of lifelong learning are built: Harvard expects that the scholarship and
collegiality it fosters in its students will lead them in their later lives to

advance knowledge, to promote understanding, and to serve society.

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)

“The mission of MIT is to advance knowledge and educate students in
science, technology, and other areas of scholarship that will best serve the

nation and the world in the 21st century.

The Institute is committed to generating, disseminating, and
preserving knowledge, and to working with others to bring this knowledge to
bear on the world's great challenges. MIT is dedicated to providing its

students with an education that combines rigorous academic study and the
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excitement of discovery with the support and intellectual stimulation of a
diverse campus community. We seek to develop in each member of the MIT
community the ability and passion to work wisely, creatively, and effectively

for the betterment of humankind.”

Princeton

"Princeton University strives to be both one of the leading research
universities and the most outstanding undergraduate college in the world. As a
research university, it seeks to achieve the highest levels of distinction in the
discovery and transmission of knowledge and understanding, and in the
education of graduate students. At the same time, Princeton aims to be
distinctive among research universities in its commitment to undergraduate
teaching. It seeks to provide its students with academic, extracurricular and
other resources -- in a residential community committed to diversity in its
student body, faculty and staff -- that will permit them to attain the highest
possible level of achievement in undergraduate education and prepare them
for positions of leadership and lives of service in many fields of human
endeavor. Through the scholarship, research and teaching of its faculty, and
the many contributions to society of its alumni, Princeton seeks to fulfill its
informal motto: 'Princeton in the Nation's Service and in the Service of All

Nations.

UPenn (University of Pennsylvania)

“The University of Pennsylvania's roots are in Philadelphia, the birthplace of
American democracy. But Penn's reach spans the globe. Faithful to the vision
of the University's founder, Benjamin Franklin, Penn's faculty generate
knowledge that is unconstrained by traditional disciplinary boundaries and

spans the continuum from fundamental to applied. Through this new
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knowledge, the University enhances its teaching of both theory and practice,
as well as the linkages between them. Penn excels in instruction and research
in the arts and sciences and in a wide range of professional disciplines. Penn
produces future leaders through excellent programs at the undergraduate,
graduate, and professional levels. Penn inspires, demands, and thrives on
excellence, and will measure itself against the best in every field or endeavor
in which it participates. Penn is proudly entrepreneurial, dynamically forging
new connections and inspiring learning through problem-solving, discovery-
oriented approaches. Penn research and teaching encourage lifelong learning
relevant to a changing global society. Penn is a major urban university that is
committed to strength and vitality in each of its communities. In this
connection, Penn will: Encourage, sustain, and reward its faculty; nurture,
inspire, and challenge its students; and support and value its staff; Strengthen
and appreciate the diversity of its communities; Support free expression,
reasoned discourse, and diversity in ideas; Pursue positive connections to the
city, state, and region and a mission of service to its neighbors in West
Philadelphia; Develop and support its connections to alumni and friends; and

Foster the growth of humane values."

Yale

“To create, preserve and disseminate knowledge. Yale aims to carry out each
part of its mission at the highest level of excellence, on par with the best
institutions in the world. Yale seeks to attract a diverse group of exceptionally
talented men and women from across the nation and around the world and to

educate them for leadership in scholarship, the professions and society.”
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Appendix B

Racial Makeup of Undergraduate Body at each Elite

Harvard
American Native American
Asian/ Black, . . Race/ | Two or more | Hawaiian or | Indian or
. Indianor | . |White, non .. R
Pacific non- Alaska Hispanic Hispanic ethnicity | Races,non | other Pacific | Alaska
Islander | Hispanic Native unknown | hispanic | Islander, non | Native, non | hispanic
hispanic hispanic
2006-07 14% 8% 1% 7% 46%
2007-08 15% 8% <1% 7% 45%
2008-09 19% 9% <1% 7% 49%
19% 9% <1% 8% 47%
7% <1% 9% 48%
8% <1% 50%
2013-14

*The data is unavailable for some years, particularly for 2012-13 because Harvard
did not publish the data for that year.

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)
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Native
. American Twoor | Hawaiian . Black or
Asian/ . . Race/ more or other Asian, .
. Black, non- | Indian or . .| White, non .. . African
Pacific . . Hispanic . . | ethnicity | Races, Pacific non .
Hispanic Alaska Hispanic . . American,
Islander . unknown non Islander, | hispanic . .
Native . A non Hispanic
hispanic non
hispanic
2006-07 29% 7% 1% 13% 40% 11%
2007-08 28% 8% 1% 13% 40% 9%
2008-09 28% 9% 1% 14% 40% 8%
2009-10 1% 15% 54% 7%
1% 15% 41% 6% 3% 0% 26% 9%
1% 17% 40% 4% 4% 0% 27% 8%
0% 17% 41% 3% 4% 0% 24% 7%
0%




Princeton

Native X
American Two or | Hawaiian or American
Asian/ Black, . White, Race/ . Indian or | Asian,
. Indian or . . . more other Pacific
Pacific non- Hispanic non ethnicity Alaska non
. . Alaska . . Races, non | Islander, i . .
Islander | Hispanic X Hispanic |unknown | . . Native, non | hispanic
Native hispanic non . .
. . hispanic
hispanic
2006-07 15.0% 9.5% 0.9% 8.0% 63.4% 3.2%
2007-08 15.6% 9.5% 0.8% 8.3% 59.2% 8.2%
2008-09 16.7% 9.4% 0.7% 7.6% 56.9% 7.8%
2009-10 17.7% 8.8% 0.6% 8.4% 54.4% 10.1%
8.4% 0.3% 8.7% 54.5% 3.7%
8.2% 0.3% 9.4% 54.9% 2.9%
8.3% 0.2% 8.4% 54.3% 2.7%
8.6% 0.1% 9.1% 52.9% 2.1%
8.3% 0.1% 9.0% 49.5% 1.8%

University of Pennsylvania (UPenn)

Native .
. American
America Two or Hawaiian Indian or
Asian/ | Black, . White, Race/ or other Asian,
. n Indian |__. . . more A Alaska
Pacific non- Hispanic non ethnicity Pacific . non
. . |or Alaska . . Races, non Native, . .
Islander |Hispanic . Hispanic | unknown . . Islander, hispanic
Native hispanic non
non . .
hispanic

hispanic

2007-08

2009-10
2010-11 | 21.0% 8.3% 0.5% 7.4% 51.8% 9.8%
2011-12 | 21.1% 8.2% 0.4% 9.2% 51.5% 7.1%
2012-13 | 21.8% 8.0% 0.3%| 10.3% 51.2% 5.1% 3.26% 0.07%
2013-14
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Yale

Native American
African | White |,.. . . Hispanic | Two or | Hawaiian . Race/
. . Hispanic/[ Native Indian or . .
Asian |American/| and Latino | American or other Alaska Ethnicity | White
Black Other Pacific . Unknown
Native
Islander
2006-07 13% % 73% 6% 1%
2007-08 13% 8% 1% 7% 1%
2008-09 14% 8% 70% 7% 1%
2009-10 14% 7% 7% 1%
2010-11 14% 6%
2011-12 15% 6%
2012-13 16% 6%
2013-141  20% 9%
2014-15 20% 9%
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Appendix C

Number of Applicants versus Admitted

Harvard
Harvard Number of Applicants versus Admitted
40,000
30,000
6%
9 6.1 6%
7% 7o 5% ]81/0"9 18,989 o
20,000 ” so, 16663 16632
9% % 13,396 " Number of Applicants
12,445 >
11,374
10,000 - = Number Admitted
1,447
0 -
9\ & S >
S N NS N N Ny N N ¥
¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ & & ¢ &F ¥
S R O R

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)

MIT Number of Applicants versus Admitted

40,000
30,000
10% 10%  +mona. 18,109 18,989 g 356
20,000 16.663 1 5 17909 s
o 11% ’ 6,63 = Number of Applicants
13% 2% 13,396
11,374 12,445 i ¥ Number Admitted
10,000 -
1,447
0 -
{ Q) o
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¢ & & & & & 4 & &
R AR PO I MO
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Princeton

Princeton Number of Applicants versus Admitted

40,000
9% 8% 8% 7% 7%
30:000 26247 27,189 26664 26,498 26,641
gy 10%
i 189;/‘;2 21,370 21,963
(4 9.
20,000 747 654
10,000

= Number of Applicants
¥ Number Admitted

University of Pennsylvania (UPenn)

UPenn Number of Applicants versus Admitted

40,000

30,000

10.4%

12%  139%  12% 35.866

31,663 31,218 31,282

15%

20,479

17.7% 22,634 22,922

26,941

16.4%  18%

22,808

15.9%

20,000 -

10,000 -
3,718
0 -
O T I S R G )
> v v » o’ : s > »
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= Number of Applicants
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Yale

Yale Number of Applicants versus Admitted

40,000
. 6.3%
7.1% 2‘;96f0 30,932
7.79 ,
30,000 5% 7%  gragy 0
g, 26,003 25869
9% , 22,817
21,100 10%
19,323
20,000 -
10,000 -

5 Number of Applicants

E Number Admitted
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Appendix D

Institutional Review Board Approval Form

Tufts OFFICE OF THE VICE PROVOST FOR RESEARCH

UNIVERSITY

Social, Behavioral, and Educational Research
Institutional Review Board
FWA00002063

April 8, 2015 | Notice of Action
IRB Study # 1501012 | Status: ACTIVE

ATTENTION: BEFORE CONDUCTING ANY RESEARCH, PLEASE READ THE ENTIRETY OF THIS
NOTICE AS IT CONTAINS IMPORTANT INFORMATION ABOUT PROPER STUDY PROCEDURES.

Title: Elite Universities and Low-Income Youth: Why They Need Each Other, How They Can Come Together

Pl: Brianda Hernandez
Faculty Advisor: Lorlene Hoyt

The Pl is responsible for all information contained in both this notice of action and on the following Investigator
Responsibilities Sheet.

Only copies of approved stamped consent forms and other study materials may be utilized when conducting
your study.

This research protocol now meets the requirements set forth by the Office for Human Research Protections in 45 CFR
48 under Expedited .
Reviewed 3/30/2015 — Expires 3/29/2016

® Approved for 12 participants for the duration of the study.

Protocol Management:

© All translated study documents must be submitted for review, approvai, and stamping prior to use.

o For all changes to the protocol, submit: Request for Protocol Modification form

o All Adverse Events and Unanticipated Problems must be reported to the Office of the IRB promptly (no later
than 7 calendar days after first awareness of the problem) using the appropriate forms.

© Six weeks prior to the expiration of the protocol on 3/29/20186, investigators must submit either a Request
for Continuing Review or a Request for Study Closure

o All forms can be found at: http:/iwww.tufts.edu/central/research/IRB/Forms.htm

IRB Administrative Representative Initials: \/ ()QS

v

20 Professors Row, Medford, Ma 02155 | TEL: 617.627.3417 | PAX: 6176273673 | EmaiL: SBER@tufts.edu
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