

















More Than the Sum of OQur Parts

Why the US News

By ALEXANDER DIETZ

agazine writers and editors, it

must be admitted, often dream

that their work will make an
impact on the world. They spend untold
hours researching stories, finding contacts,
conducting and transcribing interviews,
and writing paragraph after paragraph,
week after week, hoping that it will all
somehow be worth the effort. At US News
and World Report, however, staffers can take
for granted that every year, one of their
issues will have an enormous effect on the
outside world.

The publication’s list of “America’s
Best Colleges,” compiled each year since
1983, has framed the college admissions
process for millions of prospective under-
graduates and become a key concern for
Tufts administrators. At the same time, the
rankings are as controversial as they are
influential. In recent years, the magazine
has faced challenges from competitors as
well as frustrated colleges who say the list’s
flaws far outweigh its merits.

Still, US Nesws remains a leading player

numbers don’t

add up

in the admissions industry. What effect
does it have on higher education? Will its
dominance last? Should it?

Methods, Madness

The rankings are principally determined
by seven factors. These include retention
rates, student selectivity, faculty resources,
financial resources, graduation rate per-
formance, and alumni giving rate. But by
far the most contentious criterion is peer
assessment, based on a survey of school
reputation among presidents, provosts,
and deans of admissions from other
institutions.

Tufts’ own dean of admissions, Lee
Coffin, is one of the participants. He ex-
presses serious qualms about the reliabil-
ity of the survey. “I’'m one of the voters
and I get the list and it has 100 places on
it. I haven’t heard of most of them, so 1
check, ‘Don’t know,” he says. “And even
the ones I know of or am familiar with
because of athletics, I don’t really know
about quality there because I don’t work
there. How valuable can this ranking be if
the largest component of it is something

as subjective as the impressions of a pro-
vost, president, or dean of admissions of an
institution that is not their own?”

The reputation component also out-
weighs more important measures, he says,
and it remains relatively constant from year
to year. “If you go across some of those
indices, like the admission rank, you’ll see
[Tufts] has actually moved a lot. In two years
we have gone from 28 to 15,” he says. This
does not have the effect it deserves because
admission criteria are “only 15 percent of
the formula. Where we’ve made big jumps in
our class profile, the percentage isn’t enough
in that index to give us a higher ranking.”

The University currently ranks at num-
ber 28 in the list’s “National Universities”
category, down from 27 last year and from
a high of 22 in 1997. Dean Coffin sees the
new shift as insignificant. “I don’t think we
did fall in the ranking,” he says. “Technically
we went from 27 to 28, but last year we were
27 tied with three other schools, so maybe
we were 29 last year. If you look over mul-
tiple years, the rankings don’t budge — up
or down one maybe.”

According to Dean Coffin, incremental
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rises or falls have little meaning. “I think

it’s nutty to look at the top five and say,
‘Princeton, Harvard, Yale, Stanford, Cal
Tech.” Cal Tech was number one a couple
years ago. What happened to Cal Tech?
Nothing,” he chuckles.

Dean Coffin doesn’t think it makes
sense to split hairs. “If someone tells me
we’re 25, I'll say, ‘Oh, that’s nice.” If some-
one says you’re number 30, I'll say, ‘Oh,
that’s nice,”” he says, dismissing the copy
of US Newsin front of him. He notes that
Tufts still has a higher selectivity quotient
and a higher mean SAT score than many
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higher-ranked schools.

Moreover, says Dean Coffin, Tufts’
reputation score is disproportionately
weakened by factors not directly related
to its education. The University is not as
well known as other schools, for example,
in part because it lacks a strong sports
program. “We are a division three school
on a list of division one institutions,” he
says. “Florida gets recognition from having
won the national championship in football
and basketball. The average Joe out in the
country will say, ‘Oh yeah, Gators.’ You say
“Tufts,” they say, ‘Who?””

Tufts is also disadvantaged, he says,
simply because of its size. “When you are
the smallest research institution in this cat-
egory, which we are, we don’t have the size
or the resources to make us visible among
research-oriented provosts.” Many of the
survey’s voters judge their peers by gradu-
ate schools, which Tufts does not operate
at the same scale as larger universities like
Harvard or Yale. “If you took us out of
this and put us in the liberal arts category,
I think we’d be in the top 10. It’s just a
matter of where you sit.”

Competitors

The University has found some consola-
tion in one of US News’s main competitors
in the college reviews market: Newsweek.
Last August, the magazine included Tufts
on a list of “25 New Ivies,” arguing that
since “demand for an excellent education
has created an ever-expanding supply of
big and small campuses that provide great
academics and first-rate faculties,” schools
outside of the traditional elite deserve
more credit than they have been getting,

Tufts and other institutions some-
times mocked for attracting “Ivy League
rejects” were not too modest in accepting
this praise. Not only did the list precipitate
a dinner and discussion with 45 students
and 40 faculty and staff members last
November, but the ““New Ivy’ Leaguers!”
Facebook group has nearly 7,000 members
because of this writing. Still, it seems
doubtful that a single article could make
more than a dent in either the reputation
built by the famous athletic conference or
the US News powerhouse.

Newsweek is not the only publication
that has challenged US News’s hegemony.
In 2003, the A#lantic published its “first
annual college admissions survey,” putting
Tufts in 36th place. It based its rankings
on just three factors: acceptance rate,
SAT scores of admitted students, and the
percentage of matriculating freshmen in
the top ten percent of their high school
class.

For better or for worse, however,
the newcomer list failed to find a place in
a niche monopolized by its competitor.
When James Fallows, the .A/tantics national
correspondent and the editor of the sur-
vey, introduced it to a panel attended by
several hundred admissions professionals,
he was greeted by “a collective moan.”



One year later, a second installment did
not appear in the magazine.

Race to the Top

Critics charge that the rankings not only
fail to provide an accurate picture of its
subjects, but also encourage questionable
behavior. Much like the jostling of high
school students and their parents for
admission to the best possible school, the
yeatly report engenders fierce competition
among colleges and universities.

In some respects, this might be a
healthy phenomenon. After all, competi-

are “discouraging words for those who
believe that a college’s job is to educate,
not coddle.”

College Dropouts
If the rankings are so controversial, why
do schools still participate? In May, dozens
of members of a loose association of
liberal arts colleges called the Annapolis
Group couldn’t come up with a good
answer to that question. The presidents
of dozens of schools signed a letter call-
ing the rankings misleading and counter-
productive. They committed to boycott

demic program widely recognized for its
uncommon rigor, intellectual structure,
and theoretical depth.” Moreover, he con-
tinued, the freedom from the pressures
brought on by the rankings environment
had allowed his school to pursue its “own
educational philosophy, not that of some
newsmagazine.”

Filling a Vital Niche
Have the consequences of Reed’s deci-
sion to withdraw from the rankings really
been as rosy as President Diver suggests?
Unfortunately, neither he nor Dean Cof-

Reed College dropped the rankings. Their

application pool collapsed and their

dean of admissions was fired.

tion is often the most effective impetus
for improvement. However, as in the
undergraduate application process, it is
also prone to foster perverse incentives
and gaming.

According to the New York Times, the
list carries so much weight that many col-
leges spend tens of thousands of dollars
on marketing efforts designed to “outwit”
the ranking. Dean Coffin says he experi-
ences this promotion process personally.
“[Other colleges] know I'm a voter,” he
says, explaining the piles of promotional
materials sitting on his desk from other
schools. “The places in the next tier down
are very aggressively are looking to jump
up. That’s where a small change will make
a difference.”

And the efforts are not limited to
petty popularity contests. The Economist
reports that in order to attract top stu-
dents, some colleges have begun to focus
not on worthy efforts such as increasing
scholarships, but on irrelevant perks like
dormroom maid services or subscriptions
to (legal) music-sharing sites.

“University officials, defending this
strategy, often imply that they are only
responding to student demand,” the
article noted, underscoring that these

the magazine’s reputation survey and to
eliminate the rankings from their promo-
tional efforts.

Tufts president Lawrence Bacow did
not sign the letter. Matthew Hyde, assis-
tant director of admissions, told the Tufts
Duaily shortly after it appeared in the press
that while administrators would like rank-
ings to be de-emphasized, “the fact is that
they have become a part of the game when
it comes to looking to colleges.”

The Annapolis Group was not the first
to take a stand against US News. Oregon’s
Reed College has declined to participate in
the rankings for twelve years. According to
Dean Coffin, Reed’s example showed why
Tufts must continue to take part. “Why
don’t we just drop out of the rankings?”
he asked at the November event on Tufts’
“New Ivy” status. “Reed College did that.
Their application pool collapsed and their
dean of admissions was fired. I like it here,
and I want to stay.”

Reed’s president, Colin Diver, takes
a different view. In a 2005 article in the
Atlantic, he wrote, “Far from commit-
ting suicide, Reed College has survived.
Indeed, it has thrived.” He cited increased
applications and better-qualified students,
saying, “Reed continues to offer an aca-

fin is a completely objective source on
the merits of the institutions they work
for. This difficulty highlights the ratio-
nale for a neutral third party on college
admissions.

While Dean Coffin is no fan of the
rankings, calling them ““a way to sell maga-
zines,” he says they serve some purpose.
“The best way for a prospective student
to look at them is to look at the broad
range of places, not who’s 32 and who’s
13, but use the top 50 as an indication
of quality. Students can look across the
table and see if they fall in the profile of
a particular class. That’s a useful tool for
applicants.”

Whether or not they follow his
advice, neither the competitors nor the
colleges are able to pose a serious threat
to the ranking system. This suggests
that unless the magazine’s editors decide
otherwise, the dominance of the list will
continue.

The market demands authoritative
and accessible information on the relative
strengths and weaknesses of colleges and
universities. For all its flaws, and there
are many, US News satisfies this demand
better than admissions brochures ever
could. ®
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One Bottle at a Time

Student advocates
mare a g_b/qy/?

CYNTHIA MCMURRY

By MAry Jo A. PHAM

ottled or tap? Mineral, spring or purified? Sparkling or flavored? Wheth-
er or not you have a preference for any of the aforementioned va-
rieties, there’s no doubt that the H 0 beverage industry is booming.
Water sommeliers are an increasing trend, water bars are springing up on the boulevards of cosmopoli-
tan cities across the world, and the bottled water economy is growing nationally and internationally. §
However, the beverage is causing heavy economic, environmental and social controversies. According
to Corporate Accountability International, a non-profit organization running the Think Outside The
Bottle campaign, 74 percent of Americans drink bottled water and one in five drink on/y bottled water.
The Earth Policy Institute, an environmental think tank in Washington, D.C., estimates that in

2005 consumers spent about $100 billion on bottled water worldwide. >>
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On one side of the scale, there is a
high number of seemingly chic American
and wortld consumers. On the other, such
consumption is painfully hard to imagine,
considering that water scarcity is a grow-

As interns in the organization, they work to
protect the “human right to water.” Along
with about 13 other fellow interns, they
are targeting the corporate abuse of public
water and are campaigning to prevent the
environmental damage caused by bottled
water.

Stopping Corporate

Abuse on Campus
Following a visit from the national TOTB
campaign in September, students formed
a Tufts chapter on campus under the
leadership of Elizabeth Gary, the local
organizer for Corporate Accountability
International.

“IMs. Gary] started working on the
campaign and thought that Tufts would be
a great place for students to get involved,”
says Mr. Etkind. “She was around campus
for a while, talking to people, walking
around, and explaining to them the goals of
the campaign. Rena and I were two students
who wanted to get more involved, so she
offered us internships as well.”

According to Ms. Dietz, “There are
about 15 interns that work collectively on
the planning of the campaign. This cam-
paign is going on in different cities and the
Tufts chapter [basically works as] the Boston
chapter.”

“Another draw for me was that ’'m an
environmental science major and you need
an internship at some point for that,” says
Mr. Etkind. “T was interested in this topic
and could fulfill the internship requirement
at the same time.”

The campaign has recently garnered
much media attention. As the only TOTB
chapter in the area, the University and its

The EPA sets high standards
The same can’t be said of the FDA

ing global crisis. Think Outside The Bottle
reports that more than four billion pounds
of plastic bottles end up in landfills and on
American roadsides.

Tufts sophomores Zachary Etkind and
Rena Deitz lead the estimated 250-member
Boston chapter of Think Outside the Bottle.

activist students are at the forefront of
the issue, representing a local, national and
global concern on and off campus.
Despite its status as one of the newer
organizations on campus, group members
aren’t strangers to progress. They have even
held a press conference this month in front

of the State House.

In reference to that event, Ms Dietz
says: “What was exciting for me was just
being there and seeing people walking out-
side out of the Government Center T Stop.
Random people that had never heard of this
were [learning about us] for the first time.”

The group has successfully organized
other awareness-raising events. Mr. Etkind
describes their recent “Tap Water Challenge”
double-blind study. “[We had students]
drink samples from tap water and bottled
water, but not knowing which is which,
to see if [they could] tell the difference.”
Boston’s World Water Challenge was another
important occasion.

“We put up flyers, and talked to people
about going, There were speakers talking
about the problems and tables representing
countries.” These stands featured models of
the water each country has access to. “For
example, the U.S. had a ton of water on its
table, while some other countries only had
a few drops.”

What’s next for Think Outside The
Bottle?

Mr. Etkind and Ms. Dietz will send a
letter to Boston mayor Thomas Menino
regarding water contracts. “We want to get
companies and organizations to sign on to
this. If we [succeed], we can show Mayor
Menino that there’s large support for this
initiative. We’re also going to keep on tabling
in Boston and get more pledges.” Their
goal for pledges — meaning people who
are willing to trade bottled water for tap
water — is 3000.

What is their biggest motivation fac-
tor? “For me,” Mr. Etkind reflects, “it was
probably this: after global warming, water

for its tap water.

and its bottled water “regulation.”

scarcity is going to be the hugest crisis that
we’re going to face. By 2025, only one-third
of the world will have access to clean drink-
ing water.”

Just the Facts
The US Food and Drug Administration has
defined “bottled water” as “water that is
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COURTESY OF MATT HORDER

In their first public event last month, Think Outside the Bottle uporz‘es (above) stuck water bottles

to the cannon late one night.

intended for human consumption and that
is sealed in bottles or other containers with
no added ingredients.” In the multinational
beverage industry, there are three main clas-
sifications of bottled water: natural mineral
water, spring water and purified water.

The FDA mandates that bottles la-
beled as “natural mineral water” origi-
nate “from a geologically and physically
protected underground water source.
No minerals may be added to water.”
Spring water, such as Poland Spring, is clas-
sified by the FDA as “water detived from an
underground formation from which water
flows naturally to the surface of the earth.”
Purified water is water that has gone through

’

distillation — a boiling process that frees
natural or unnatural impurities. Purified
water is the most commonly sold bottled
water in the U.S. and reportedly makes up 40
percent of the bottled water industry.

What’s in a Bottle?

For the average drinker, bottled wa-
ter brands range from generic to classy.
Ask, and most will say there’s cleatly a
difference in taste between tap water,
Nestle bottled water and Fiji bottled water.
But is there?

Freshman Cherry Lim believes there is.
“I think there’s a difference between bottled
spring water and tap water, but there are

Zach Etkind (below), co-founder of Think Outside the Bottle.

ERIN BALDASSART PHOTO
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some brands that are just tap water.” Either
way, Ms. Lim concedes, she likes drinking
tap water because, “it has more flavor.”
As to why many of her peers and people
across the wortld elect to drink the bottled
beverage, Ms. Lim says, “People just hear
about these water contamination cases and
they think it happens all the time, but in
reality, the regulations for tap water are prob-
ably better than those for bottled water.”
She’s right.

According to the August/September
2002 issue of Food Safety magazine, bottled
water and tap water are respectively regulated
by the FDA and the US. Environmental Pro-
tection Agency. The EPA sets high standards
for its tap water, meaning that municipalities
stick to strict standards. The same can’t be
said of the FDA and its bottled water “regu-
lation.” Despite all the codes and mandates,
the FDA is legally able to reinterpret the
EPA’s stricter laws for itself, resulting in less
stringent bottled water policy. In recent years,
this same industry allowed Coca-Cola and
Pepsi to get away with marketing their re-
spective Dasani and Aquafina bottled waters
as something other than tap water.

The Environmental

Impact and the Future
“From what I’ve observed, drinking tap or
well water directly is less environmentally
harmful than drinking bottled water,” says
Justin Hollander, assistant professor of ur-
ban and environmental policy, in an e-mail.
“It raises an enduring paradox in the en-
vironmental policy field, [namely that] the
environmentally ‘correct’ action is not always
clear. Right now, it appeats that tap/well wa-
ter is better than bottled. But health concerns
can make bottled superior for some people,
in some places.”

What can each member of the Tufts
community do as a responsible citizen?
“You should be informed about the latest
research,” says Prof. Hollander, “and study
your own neighborhood and the environ-
mental systems that support and feed it.
[You also should] know your own body. If
you do all that and have a strong environ-
mental ethic, you’ll make the right decision.”
Fiji Water, like many bottled water pro-
duction plants, has been criticized for the
environmental costs embedded in each
bottle. To produce Fiji’s self-proclaimed
“untouched by man” water, “the produc-
tion plant runs on diesel fuel, 24 hours a



day,” reports FastCompanyMagazine.com.
The online publication states that the high-
grade plastic used to make Fiji bottles “is
transported from China to Fiji, and then to
the United States. A one-liter bottle of Fiji
Water contaminates 6.74 liters of water,” as
a result of molding the plastic, and burning
fossil fuels to transport it. The process also
produces 0.25 kg of greenhouse emissions,
not to mention that Fiji’s fresh water reserves
are being depleted.

Think Outside The Bottle reports that
“making bottles to meet Americans’ demand
for bottled water required the equivalent
of more than 17 million barrels of oil last
year — enough to annually fuel more than
one million US. cars — and generated more
than 2.5 million tons of carbon dioxide.”
Professor Hollander says that drinking water
is a “finite resoutce, in the Boston area and
elsewhere. Clearly we need to continue to
pay close attention to how growing regions
are meeting their water resources with the
environment in mind.”

On Campus
In a recent interview, Patricia Klos, Direc-
tor of Dining Services and Business, spoke

Rena Dietz (above) brings water education to Tx.

Ms. Klos did note that Hodgdon no longer
serves bottled sodas.

However, she says, “until we find a bet-
ter portable water carrier, we’ll have to keep
[the water bottles.] We try our best to serve
the students.”

On a personal note, Ms. Klos, who
has a water-filter system at home and uses
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the world, “Coca-Cola was under fire

for drilling into some of India’s water
resources for its own beverage produc-
tion” in 2000.

There are heavy charges regarding the
production and sale of bottled water and
beverages. In an exposé report protesting
the beverage giant, the organization stated

“Protesting bottled water 1s like protesting arugula.
It’s just a yuppy issue.”

about the water options available on campus.
Ms. Klos oversees “virtually anything that
requires an ID to be swiped.” With over 25
years of experience in the industry and the
past 17 at Tufts, Ms. Klos has experienced a
variety of water trends on campus.

“I believe when I first came, in 1989, the
Carmichael Dining Hall had a Poland Spring
water cooler. Today, we have AquaHealth,
which is a water filtering system that filters
and purifies our tap water.” In that aspect,
the University essentially has what Ms. Klos
describes as a “lease.”

“We rentitand pay for the filter change,
the technical services and the updates from
the company.”’

Nearly all the dining halls have the
AquaHealth system, the main exception
being Hodgdon Good-To-Go.

“Hodgdon is built around the con-
cept of take-out, and bottled water is the
most portable. We haven’t found another
alternative that is as easy for our diners.”

Nalgenes, adds that “we all have a respon-
sibility to do our best,” and highlights the
need to be socially awate and conscious.
Matt H.B. von Hipple, a freshman, doesn’t
understand all the fuss.

“I don’t really care about most big so-
cial issues,” he says. “Bottled water is silly, it
seems vain and to me, it’s a fad. Protesting
bottled water is like protesting arugula. It’s
just a yuppy issue.”

Even though he believes Boston’s water
quality is low, he maintains that “campaign-
ing against bottled water doesn’t seem
relevant.”

Water: A Human
Right or a Yuppy Fad?
Bottled water is getting cheaper and its popu-
larity is growing. In China alone, bottled wa-
ter sales have doubled in the past two years.
According to War on Want, a non-profit
organization dedicated to monitoring
corporate impacts on communities around

that Coca-Cola had “exhausted community
water reserves in India by drilling deep
into underground reservoirs, drying up
local wells and leaving farmers unable to
irrigate their crops.

Other charges include the contamina-
tion of local ecosystems in El Salvador and
India through waste effluents discharged
from factories, as well as human rights
abuses in Colombia (including the “dis-
appearances of trade union activists at
Coca-Cola bottling plants”).

Finally, War on Want says the com-
pany has adopted “union-busting tactics in
a wide range of other countries,” includ-
ing Pakistan, Turkey, Russia, Peru, Chile,
Guatemala and Nicaragua.

It’s something that upsets Ms. Lim,
“especially if it’s for water here, because in
America there has to be better ways to get
watet. Coca-Cola should probably invest in
water purifying techniques here, instead of
taking water from somewhere else.” ®
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Bite-size news you might have missed since our last issue.

Religion Lecture
R;)bert Wuthnow, the chair of the
ociology department at Princeton,
was awarded the first Tufts Civic Engage-
ment Research Prize on October 15 for
his research on civic engagement through
churches.

Give Blood!
rom October 22 through October 25, a
Red Cross blood drive will be held in the
Hodgdon Hall Lounge. Students who wish
to participate are encouraged to schedule an
appointment at tuftslife.com.

TCU Watch

resident Bacow met with the

Senate on October 24 and
discussed a variety of issues, including
housing, social life, the proposed
honot code, and campus security.

group of students interested

in endowment transparency
presented their ideas to the Senate.
Ultimately, the group hopes to create
an advisory committee to discuss the
University’s endowment with the
board of trustees.

he administration is forming

a Task Force on Social Life.
The committee will consist of
administrators and students and
will focus on improving the student
experience at Tufts.

’I’he next Senate meeting will be
held on October 28 in the Large

Conference Room in the campus

center. Yolanda King, ditector of
residential life, will speak at the
meeting,
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Senators Elected
tanley Abraham 10 and Mario Saade

’09 were yesterday elected to the vacant (ﬁ&‘\iﬂ
=

TCU Senate seats left open by the resigna-
tions of Callie Kolbe "10 and Constantin
Sabet D’Acte 09. “I'm excited to
work with Mario and Stanley,”
Senate president Neil DiBiase
told the Tufts Daily. “I think they
should be honored that they
were selected by their [peers| to
represent them.” The Daily also
reported that voter turnout for the
special elections was quite low, with
around 35 percent of sophomores
and 25 percent of juniors participating,

Let’s Talk about Sex
O ctober is Let’s Talk and Sexuality Edu-
cation month. As a result, the Tufts
community has heard from a few speakers
on the topic of sexual behavior.

On October 17, Dr. Drew Pinsky, well-
known as Dr. Drew from Loveline, spoke
with students in Cohen auditorium about
sexuality. He focused on sexuality in colle-
giate settings, and discussed the connection
often made between alcohol and hooking up.
He also talked about the dichotomy in the
way that men and women handle sexuality.

“Guys will judge, and they will com-
pletely forget about it,” he said, “but your
female friends will lock onto it like a pit bull.
I suggest you become aware of it and stop
it. Let your women friends do what they
want to do.”

Coffeehouse to Expand
he Tufts Daily reports that Brown and
Brew may soon have extra seating. The
creation of the new Interfaith Center of
Curtis Ave. has opened up the space which
used to serve as offices for Tufts’ chaplains.
This proposal, still in the planning stages and
not assured of coming to fruition, would
add a mezzanine to Brown and Brew. The

&
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coffeehouse, which frequently becomes very
crowded, would most likely remain open
during construction. The idea of opening
the balcony would serve patrons as extra
seating, and has received positive responses
from administrators and students alike.

Debaters Win Top Spot

Tufts Debate Team members Rob Sil-

verblatt and Aram Boghosian beat a
Princeton University team in the finals of
a recent competition held at Brown Uni-
versity. The Daily reports that the pair of
juniors out-orated teams from the Univer-
sity of Chicago, MIT, Ambherst, Columbia,
Dartmouth and Yale before taking top
honors with a score of 8-0.

New Energy Initiative
A- merica’s Energy Security Trust Fund
ct, authored by economics professor
Gilbert Metcalf, may reach Congress some-
time in the near future. Currently awaiting
evaluation by the House Ways and Means
Committee, it proposes a $15 per ton tax on
carbon dioxide emissions. The Daily reports
that the collected taxes would be given back

to taxpayers as income tax credit.

— Compiled by Kate Schimmer





