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INTRODUCTION



COLLEGE ADMISSIONS in America is a big sprawling subject, but this is not, you’ll notice, a big sprawling book. It’s one parent’s view, the process seen from beginning to end through the prism of a father’s own flesh and blood. (Watch your step—there are lots of metaphors running loose around here.) Like many big subjects, college admissions plays itself out on a small scale. The great issues it raises, the clashing interests and massive institutions it involves, come to earth in the lives of ordinary people, clustered more often than not in families. That’s how it happened to us.


It began with a trickle, which is why I didn’t notice anything at first. “Who’s going to Elon College?” I asked innocently enough, fingering the brochure that arrived in the mail one day. There was no answer, since no one in the house had ever heard of Elon College, much less expressed an interest in it.


“Occidental College?” I called out the next day, when the mail arrived with another brochure—or viewbook, as I learned to call them in the admissions world. “Who in his right mind would go to an overpriced money trap like Occidental College?”


It was a sardonic question, as I’ll explain in a moment, and it too was met with silence. On the third day there were two fat envelopes and another viewbook, also from schools I hadn’t heard of, and then four the next day, and the next. Within a month, more than a hundred envelopes and viewbooks had been stuffed in the mailbox, glowing with color photos of cheerful undergraduates lounging on sunlit knolls against backdrops of shade trees and redbrick towers. The viewbooks were printed on paper so thick and voluptuous they might have been mistaken for the leaves of a rubber plant—you didn’t know whether to read them or slurp them like a giraffe. And each was addressed to my sixteen-going-on-seventeen-year-old son, whose name had somehow found its way onto a mailing list of high school juniors.


My boy was being solicited, as surely and shamelessly as a sailor come to port.


This was something new, something unexpected. I came to see over the next many months that what had once been a fairly brief and straightforward process, in which the children of the middle and upper classes found a suitable college, filled out an application, got in, and then went happily away, returning home only now and then to celebrate holidays and borrow money, has evolved into a multiyear rite of passage, often beginning before puberty.


For some of us, anyway. It’s worth remembering at the outset that most American high schoolers go on to college, roughly 70 percent of them, and 80 percent of those attend schools that don’t involve the difficulties encountered in these pages. Most college kids go to what admissions people call “nonselective” schools, and many of them begin at two-year institutions; it’s not too much to say that there’s a seat in American higher education for anyone who wants one. Even the cost won’t be prohibitive for the majority of students. More than 50 percent of us spend less than $10,000 a year on college, and a good chunk of this can usually be covered by loans and grants. For lots of high school graduates the pressing issue of higher education is finding the time off from work to take advantage of it.


All Americans, by virtue of being Americans, are winners of life’s lotto, in my opinion, as citizens of the most prosperous and least class-bound country in history. But the people spoken of in this book, my family included, are luckier than most. I had a happy childhood. My own children are healthy and don’t hate me, or say they don’t, and chief among my wife’s numberless virtues are tolerance, patience, and good humor. We live in a reasonably safe neighborhood in one of those “close-in” suburbs that have suddenly become desirable. I have a job, as many Americans do not at the moment, and while we’re far from well-to-do, the money we bring home puts us, in my layman’s reckoning, in the bottom quintile of the lower upper middle class. As a consequence we can entertain a wide choice of futures for our children.


I have no right to complain, in other words. My gripes and whines, my missteps and misfortunes in trying to get my son into a highly selective college are the complaints of a man whom fate has treated kindly. I hope that readers, forgiving as always, will keep this in mind as they go along. In Ahead of the Curve, his wonderful book about his years at Harvard Business School, Philip Delves Broughton faced the same problem. How do you chronicle personal misadventures that are themselves, in the large scheme of things, the result of unbelievable luck? Only the luckiest people get to be unlucky in this way. Imagine George Clooney bursting into tears because his lingerie-model girlfriend broke the kitchen faucet in his thirty-room chalet on Lake Como: you will be excused for thinking the lucky bastard really ought to dry up and get over it. As Broughon said about his own difficulties at Harvard, these are high-class problems. So are mine, and I’m grateful for them.


MY LUCK IN HIGHER EDUCATION showed itself early, for I was a college student just as a great transformation got under way. I write about this larger history later, but my own entanglement with it may be worth recounting briefly here.


Both my father and mother were the first in their families to graduate from college, and it was always assumed that my brothers and I would go to college too. Having learned to despise the Chicago winters as only a Chicagoan can, I hoped to get as far away from Lake Michigan as I could and still remain in the contiguous United States. I studied the map.


California!


My parents were obliging, so long as they could afford whatever accredited school I settled on. They had already dispatched my two brothers to the adult world and were now dropping gentle hints that I might want to get my own show on the road too. With the aid of a college guide in our public library—but without U.S. News rankings, the massive Fiske Guide, the Internet, a single tour of colleges, or direct-mail solicitations of any kind—I applied to three schools in California, another on the East Coast, and a state school in Illinois as a “safety.” The only school outside California that I longed for figures prominently in the pages that follow, what I will call Big State University. I had seen it years earlier on a family trip to the East Coast. It was my first exposure to the idyll of higher ed, to the brick buildings and sun-kissed lawns where students drowsed, the blue-jeaned girls making parabolas through the plazas on their bikes, the intoxicating air of postadolescence and preadulthood. I never quite got over it. The school, for its part, was less enchanted with me than I was with it, and I recall the day that the thin envelope arrived, bearing the return address of the admissions dean, as a dark, cold day.


I wound up at the just-mentioned Occidental, in Los Angeles. The next four years straddled the hump of the 1970s, just the moment when the revolution of a decade before was being ratified as everyday life. The insurgents had breached the battlements and settled into the captain’s quarters. The renegades of 1968 became the tenure-track assistant profs of 1975 (and the department chairs of 1990). Core curriculums were jettisoned, parietal rules struck down, curfews abandoned. All-girl schools opened their doors to men and all-boy schools welcomed, and how, women; and schools that were already co-ed accelerated the integration of the sexes. Administrations empaneled student committees and endowed them with managerial powers that would have been unimaginable only five years before. Customs that we now take for granted—student evaluation of teachers, kids sitting on tenure committees—were introduced and soon became standard.


Some people saw these reforms as a major advance for educational democracy. Others saw it as an abdication of responsibility by adults who should have known better. Of the two sides I suspected at the time that the second had it right on the merits, even as I delighted in the indulgences offered by the first.


College life has changed in many particulars since then. The students are by all accounts more career-minded, more mild-mannered, and less politically enthused than we were. Their music is better (no K.C. and the Sunshine Band). Drug use is down, and sexual promiscuity—to use an anachronism that was losing favor even when I was in school—has been hedged in by formal rules governing sexual conduct and by the clinical oversight of health professionals. Still the general shape that schools assumed in the 1970s stubbornly remains, which is why the experience of a moss-back like me remains pertinent, for I took full advantage of the new system as it was then being born. Without a core curriculum, I pursued classes like “African Literature of the 1970s,” “Women in Film,” “Our Bodies Our Selves for Men,” and so on, interspersed with a few dying holdovers from the old regime—survey courses in astronomy, Shakespeare, American literature, and other general-education offerings that, in many selective schools, have since gone the way of the snail darter.


The greater part of my energies were expended in earthier pursuits. I explored the great city of Los Angeles, joined a rock-and-roll band, became a regular at a Zen temple, attended concerts without number, swooned through doomed romances, and pursued a dozen other forms of fun that had nothing to do with traditional education—and all of which, more to the point, could have been pursued at a much lower cost if I hadn’t pretended to be a student.


This casual and scattershot approach to the privilege of a higher education—an approach that was widely shared among the non-poor of my generation—intersected with reality only when it came time to graduate. While we’d been busy doing our part, diligently drinking beer and chasing skirts, something strange had happened to the general economy. My classmates and I emerged from school into a labor market limp from exhaustion, stupefied from the manhandling of Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, and Jimmy Carter. The L.A. Times, in physical size, had always been a big newspaper, plump with advertising, but by the late seventies even it had slimmed down from the lack of “Help Wanted” ads. Each sunny morning it landed with a little airy plop on the doorstep of our student housing, from which one of my roommates or I would retrieve it. We would carry it to the breakfast table, sweep aside the crumpled cans of Falstaff, and turn with mounting dread to the classifieds.


This was in the spring. We were seniors about to be loosed upon the world, and none of us had the prospect of a job. As we scanned the job listings, our dread was two-pronged: first, that we might never find a way to earn a living; and second, that we might find a job. As it turned out, only the first fear was realistic. We were majors in the most liberal of the liberal arts: one in music, another in art history, a third in the visual arts (a fancy word for “movies”), and one in something called “the philosophy of religion.” And morning after morning the Times classifieds failed to yield up even one suitable advertisement. A minimally acceptable listing would have read:


PHILOSOPHY SPECIALIST—pref. w/expertise in epistemological implications of Anselm’s ontological proofs and the lyrics of Howlin’ Wolf. Hours 1–5 p.m. Generous sal./benefits. No refs. nec. No exp. nec. Pool privileges. Employer assumes payment of all student loans. BYO bong. Applicant does not have to wear shoes.


Not finding this, we grew desperate—so desperate, sometimes, that we would get all duded up in T-shirts and shorts and visit our college’s job placement officer. As I remember her, she was a cheerful woman, which was perfectly understandable: as a career counselor at a liberal arts college in 1978, she had a steady paycheck and nothing to do. At my third or fourth appearance she roused herself long enough to subject me to a battery of “employment tests,” of the kind that are no longer in fashion.


For two hours, alone in a cubicle, I typed, I spelled, I placed words in alphabetical order, I analyzed charts and graphs. When I was done she called me into her office. Nowadays, under similar circumstances, a career counselor would take a more positive, therapeutic approach. She might tell the student how “trainable” he was, and how marvelously “transferable” his skills were.


But in the 1970s no one was in a pitying mood. “You must understand,” my career counselor said, glancing through the papers, “that you have no marketable skills whatsoever.”


So I became a journalist.


LUCK AGAIN. I MENTION MY own experience because it nicely encapsulates a larger confusion I have encountered in my recent efforts to wedge my son into college. While expending vast amounts of money and energy on higher education—both selling it and buying it—we seem not to be sure what it’s for.


I hate to generalize (actually, I love to generalize) but I think that Americans, as a practical people, are most excited about getting things, a job or a skill or a Wendy’s coupon, that can in turn be used to get us other things, a cheeseburger or paycheck, which, in sufficient quantities, can get us just about anything. Whatever it is we’re after, we want to make it pay. As a rule we don’t get terribly excited about the ineffable. Matthew Arnold, the nineteenth-century essayist, thought up a lovely phrase in trying to describe what people should do when they go to college: learning “to like what right reason ordains, and to follow her authority.” Arnold also coined the phrase “the best that has been thought and said,” the study of which was supposed to be the substance of a liberal education.


That was his idea anyway. Neither of these pretty phrases applies to what Americans expect from higher education, except in the smallest percentage of cases. We suffer from a built-in confusion of means and ends. We want college (the means) to produce results (the ends) that it wasn’t built for. With its ample time for leisure, its relatively light workload, its often leafy setting, its discursive methods of instruction, its vast, comprehensive libraries, college was designed for contemplation, for the slow, steady nurturing of the spirit. It wasn’t designed to do what most Americans want it to do: set their kids up to get a good job. If the end we seek is the acquisition of marketable skills, there are much speedier means of doing this than a four-year education in the liberal arts.


What we’re left with instead is an entity that isn’t the one thing or the other, neither a preparation for productive employment nor an Arnoldian idyll, though it combines elements of both: it’s in part an apprenticeship, in part an immersion in the finer things; part summer camp, part group therapy, part booze cruise.


I’M GETTING AHEAD OF MYSELF. It may be that, not really knowing why we want college for our children, we want it even more. But the sources of my anxiety were more immediate. Readers will notice, perhaps, that I sometimes appear to dwell on the issue of cost. It was much on my mind, as it is on the minds of most parents in our situation; and the cost keeps going up. Another cause for concern was the looming presence of the SuperKids. I kept reading about these SuperKids. They figured as protagonists in the innumerable articles that appeared in newspapers and magazines about the craziness of college admissions. A typical SuperKid receives a perfect 2400 on their SATs, earns a 4.3 grade-point average, stars as captain of the football team or the volleyball team, spends summers building handicap ramps in Honduras and weekends curing cancer in the research labs of the local hospital. Some of us spawn SuperKids, others merely feel surrounded by them—and worry about what they might do to our chances of getting our own AverageKids into a good school.


On top of this, I had learned early on that 2009 would be a historic year. A larger number of American kids would be applying to colleges than ever before—three million in all. No one had seen a market so competitive, nor would we again. In 2010 the number declined slightly, and will decline again the year after that, until it stabilizes through the next decade. Even so it will remain at a level high enough to have left previous generations agog, and guaranteeing that our own children will also have the opportunity to obsess about college on behalf of children yet unborn.


A FEW ITEMS OF HOUSEKEEPING: the scheme of the book is chronological, beginning with the onset of the craziness in my son’s junior year of high school and concluding eighteen months later when he enrolled at college. (Spoiler alert: he got in!) I’ve compressed the time line in a few places and telescoped it in others, for narrative coherence and to make it easier on me as the storyteller. All the quotes are real, although you’ll see, as I mentioned, that I refer to one school as Big State University—BSU, for reasons that I hope will become clear—and to the little city it occupies as Collegetown. I have assigned new names to two friends and have left others unidentified; when they became my friends, long ago in most cases, I forgot to ask them to sign the release that would later let me broadcast our most intimate conversations to the reading public without getting sued.


And there is indeed intimacy here. It was unavoidable. The subject entangles our deepest yearnings, our vanities, our social ambitions and class insecurities, and most profoundly our love and hopes for our children, with the largest questions of democracy, of equality, fairness, opportunity, the social good, even the nature of happiness. If the book seems to veer recklessly between the two poles, between matters of the heart and the big booming issues of culture and politics—well, that’s one reason it seemed worth writing.


The college mania won’t subside anytime soon. Too many people, too many institutions and businesses, have an interest, financial and ideological, in keeping it going. This was one of my many discoveries. Though not at all original to me, I took to dropping these mini-revelations at dinner parties, cocktail parties, school sporting events, my office, wherever parents with high school kids gathered. Facing the same trackless future my wife and I did, they scooped up the nuggets like squirrels scurrying for acorns before winter set in, bringing them home to build cozy little nests of worry.


I began getting a rep as an obsessive and, less plausibly, as an expert. Even friends without kids raised the subject of college admissions with me, assuming I’d be interested in whatever news they had. They were always right. And so it happened when an editor friend of mine in New York called me one day out of the blue. He’d read an article in a magazine about a woman I could hire to take all my college worries upon herself and resolve them without fuss. I thought she sounded like a yuppie version of the sin eaters who once served the villages of Ye Olde Scotland.


“But it will cost you,” he said. “A lot.”





1
THE PLATINUM PACKAGE



What forty grand can buy—
Sign of the Turtle—
the marathon metaphor—
the suburban wives meet Kat—
even in the Ozarks?—a pointless scuba class—
from Lisa Simpson to Eddie Haskell—
the importance of the early start—
the chain that leads to (sigh) Brown


FORTY THOUSAND dollars: that’s how much it would take to hire one of the country’s most notable independent college admissions counselors, Katherine Cohen, for a full-service “platinum package” of advice and guidance that would last from the first starry dreams of ivy-covered brick to the day of matriculation. My editor friend had read a profile of her in a women’s magazine. The article pointed out that (studies show) one out of every four students who’s enrolled in a private college or university hires a private counselor before applying to school. It’s a big business nowadays, this private counseling, a bristling blister sprung from the college fever. Almost all high schools employ college counselors to help their junior-year students prepare for college admissions. In large public high schools, the ratio of juniors to in-house counselors could be five hundred to one, often more. Hiring a private counselor is a way of shortcutting this traffic jam and gaining a quick advantage over schoolmates, friends, neighbors, fellow parishioners, coworkers, and anyone else who gets in our way.


A few things set Cohen apart from her peers. One was the sheer size of her success, another was the sheer size of her fee. From scratch she had built up a huge client base, from across the country and from Europe, Asia, South America. She’d set up shop at a glamorous address a block from Carnegie Hall in midtown Manhattan. As for the fee, it was big enough to choke the most jaded veteran of the college madness.


My problem was that I didn’t have it—the fee, I mean, not the madness. This was the first of many financial shortfalls that became acute as the months wore on. I decided to call her anyway. Eventually I got through to one of her assistants, an agreeable-sounding young man named Rod. I explained to him straightaway that I wasn’t a potential client, even though my own family was just embarking on the application ordeal. My interest in their work was reportorial rather than personal. What I meant was, while I couldn’t pay the $40,000, if he or his boss wanted to share any of their more obscure secrets with me (“Make the Sign of the Turtle in the application photo and the kid will get into Dartmouth early decision”) I’d be happy to put it to use on behalf of my son.


Rod said I was welcome to come see his boss speak the following week in Connecticut, to a group of “high-net-worth individuals,” as the phrase goes. (This is a euphemism invented by rich people—or rather invented by less-rich people who get hired by rich people—to describe rich people without reminding us how rich they really are.) They were meeting on a weeknight, on the upper floor of the headquarters of a multinational investment bank in Fairfield County, well north of Manhattan. I said I’d be there.


It was a four-hour train ride, and to pass the time I brought a copy of Cohen’s book, The Truth About Getting In. The cover showed her looking quite glamorous. She had an expensive hairdo swept past the shoulders, accented by diamond-stud earrings. A cream-colored sweater set framed a chaste hint of décolletage. But her eyes were fixed in cool determination, her arms folded in a no-nonsense semaphore. The photo said: pretty, petite, feminine, ballbuster.


The book’s tone was the same, friendly but grimly authoritative. Yet its content was a jumble of mixed signals. On the first page she summarized today’s seething competition to get into college. It was caused by stubborn demographic facts: an expanding population of applicants and a fixed number of desirable spaces. Toss in the unyielding desire of parents to see their kids get ahead, and you have everything you need to turn the high school experience of countless children into Parris Island. She described the persistent “feeling of scarcity” and “pressure to perform.” Innocent high school kids faced the most stressful times of their lives, she said; their parents were about to submit to unprecedented financial demands and experience the trauma of an empty nest.


“I wish I could say it weren’t,” she wrote, “but the hype is true.” Things are just as bad as they say—worse, probably.


“So what can you do?” she went on. “To begin with, relax.”


Relax? I’d gotten through the first three pages and my palms were already damp. Our family was beginning to glimpse, dimly, the world she described. I kept reading and couldn’t help but admire her technique. She managed to maintain the reader’s anxiety at just the right level, a persistent low boil. She was scary enough to keep you turning the pages but reassuring enough to keep you from abandoning all hope and, by the way, abandoning her book too. She drove the reader through a series of switchbacks. When she bemoaned the “ ‘elite’ college frenzy currently gripping America,” I thought: Me too! Then she stoked the frenzy. The whole process was like running a marathon, she pointed out. You need years of training, you’ve got to start early and never let up. Yow: our family was just getting started! That means we’re too late? No, she said, with a figurative pat on the head, it’s never too late to begin—or too soon. Even now, she said, you and your kid should be making a list of “the hundreds of factors to consider when faced with choosing where you would like to continue your studies.”


Hundreds?


High school, she said, “is not a test of whether you can jump through hoops.” Then she arranged a daunting series of hoops. There were checklists and calendars to make sure you were on schedule. The implication was that whatever we were doing, we were already behind. But don’t worry: get started right away, she added, and “you’re already there.”


But what did “right away” mean? When was the time to get started? It was a touchy question. Fishing around on the federal Department of Education Web site one day I came across a “College Preparation Checklist” for parents and their children. One of the more alarming revelations on the checklist was that my son (and his parents) should have been compiling a “personal portfolio” beginning before freshman year. The portfolio was supposed to contain “game tapes” if he was an athlete, “performance tapes” if he was an actor or musician, and newspaper clippings, statistical charts, award certificates, artwork, school papers, and photographs of whoever he was.


Katherine Cohen’s lists were even more demanding. She laid out a College Planning Table showing the courses that college-bound students should be taking, going back to eighth grade. She offered a detailed monthly planning calendar for sophomore year showing what the student should be doing month by month; another calendar showed the plan for junior year; another for senior. My son was a junior. Of the dozens of steps she suggested for sophomore year—going to the National College Fair, “researching colleges,” finding volunteer work in the neighborhood, routinely updating a student résumé, taking the practice PSATs, finding teachers who might write future recommendations and sucking up to them, and so on and so on—of all these, my son had done precisely one. Uno.


I looked up from the book and watched the weeds and scrub trees speed by along the Amtrak right-of-way. At least he had taken the PSAT. As it happened, I was meeting Cohen on the same day that he was to get news of his score. The PSATs were a big deal, I knew that. The scores would determine … well, come to think of it, I wasn’t sure what they would determine. Maybe not much. Kids who got the highest PSAT scores could earn National Merit Scholarships. The most desirable schools would tag these same students as their most desirable applicants and lavish them with attention, through cascades of e-mail and those voluptuous brochures. But the effects of a bad score weren’t irreversible. A kid could regain his footing by doing well on the real SATs. Still the PSAT score was the first hard number we’d have, the first milestone (for us at least) in the long march, and without much effort I had worked myself into considerable anxiety about how he’d done—an anxiety that The Truth About Getting In had done an excellent job of worsening. With my customary agility, against the rocking of the train, I tapped out a text message to my son—anyp sa t sores yet?—and pressed send. (I don’t bother to correct the typos because I don’t know how.) When the train rolled into Connecticut, after dark, I still hadn’t heard from him.


ROD, COHEN’S ASSISTANT, WAS WAITING for me by the platform. He was snappily dressed in a three-button suit and bright red tie, and very friendly. When I asked after “Dr. Cohen,” he waved a hand.


“Kat,” he said. “Everybody calls her Kat. Once you meet her, you never think of calling her Dr. Cohen. She’s just Kat.”


Kat had hired Rod from Columbia University, where he’d worked in admissions. Most of Kat’s employees come directly from the admissions office of similarly fancy schools.


“She hires young people because she likes to keep it fresh,” he told me. “But they have to have that real-world experience.”


Kat’s counselors, and of course Kat herself, were presumed to have an insider’s familiarity with this deeply mysterious process. That’s what Kat was selling: the kind of expertise that could only come from a professional who had helped make the process mysterious in the first place. I knew this approach from years writing about Congress. On Capitol Hill they call it the revolving door. Young committee staffers draft legislation that places a tangle of elaborate and confusing legal burdens on large corporations, who then have to hire the staffers to find loopholes in the legislation they helped draft.


Rod walked me through the security desks in the bank lobby. After hours it was mostly empty. We caught an elevator to the top floor, where the doors slid open into a Versailles-like conference room. Glass windows two stories high looked out into the darkness and onto the sparkling Connecticut suburbs below. On the walls opposite were paintings by Michael Mazur, each of them covering an area the size of an upended tennis court. The carpet was so thickly woven you could bounce on it. The place reeked of cash, and so, of course, did the invitation-only gathering of well-to-do parents. A significant majority of them, I noticed, were women, dressed in Greenwich casual, suggesting that they were stay-at-home-in-Fairfield-County moms, who are distinguished from ordinary stay-at-home moms by not resembling moms. Not moms with college-age kids, anyway. They wore tight designer jeans and complicated shoes with spiked heels. Nearly everyone was blond. The emphatic cheekbones and jawlines looked as if they could have been sculpted from Carrara marble, if Carrara marble were the color of Permatan.


A lady from the bank told us to take our seats. Thirty or forty chairs had been set out, with an aisle running down the middle. We sat down so she could start scaring us.


“Let’s say you’ve got three kids,” the bank lady said. I looked around. It was highly unlikely that anyone here had birthed more than two, which is regulation for the American upper middle class. But nobody blanched. “They’re in grade school, kindergarten, pre-K. You want them to go to college somewhere close to home, here in Connecticut. One goes to Yale, one to UConn, one to Fairfield. How much will tuition cost you when they start applying fifteen years from now? For all three. Anybody?”


A few people took a stab at it, highballing the answer, the way you should when a speaker makes it clear she wants to shock you with a larger-than-expected sum. Five hundred thousand? one woman called out. Huh-uh. Six? Wrong. Seven-fifty?


“Nine hundred and fifty thousand dollars,” she said triumphantly. “At a minimum. Could be more.”


A number at the edge of seven figures had apparently occurred to no one. A million bucks to send your kids to college? She had our attention. It turned out she was a financial adviser, and this stratospheric number was meant to force us into confronting the challenge of college admissions—by, just for example, investing more of our money with her bank. The gambit wasn’t really necessary, though. Everyone in the room was on full alert, with that feral look of parental ambition. They swiveled their tail-gunning eyes toward Kat when she was introduced.


She was tiny. But the glamour in the book jacket photo wasn’t a Photoshop trick. She was dressed all in black: flared slacks and a tight buttoned-down shirt, topped with a string of pearls, and hoisted on a pair of high heels with that pointy toe that appeals to women and frightens men. With long painted nails she adjusted the microphone clipped to her collar and began strolling up the aisle.


She was the second swing of a one-two punch. The financial adviser made us wonder how we’d pay for college, Kat made us worry how our kids would get in, even if we could pay.


“How many people have kids they want to see get into a selective college?” she asked. She cast her eyes across the forest of upraised hands. “Everybody.”


But what’s a selective college? Harvard, with an acceptance rate well under 10 percent, isn’t the most selective college in the United States, she said. Neither is Yale, also with an acceptance below 10 percent.


“The most selective schools in America are Juilliard and Curtis,” she said, referring to the two arts conservatories. “But look here.” She waved a card with more numbers on it. “The acceptance rate at Flagler College is twenty-six percent. City University of New York, it’s twenty percent. Brigham Young University Hawaii? Nineteen percent. College of the Ozarks has a twelve percent acceptance rate.”


She let the numbers sink in, and you could almost feel the shudder run through these East Coast moms: my kid won’t be able to get into College of the Ozarks? What the f … and wait a minute—where’s Flagler College?


Kat said she wanted us to learn how to think like an admissions officer. Admissions committees at selective schools call their method “holistic,” which involves weighing a dozen intangible factors along with hard data like SAT scores and grade-point averages in deciding whom to admit. The word “holistic” is meant to distinguish their method from the purely numerical process at less-selective state universities or community colleges, where a committee will automatically admit any applicant with scores or grades above an explicit threshold. It’s a cagey word, “holistic,” borrowed from New Age yogis, Gestalt therapists, makers of herbal toothpaste, and other mystifiers whose prestige depends on your not being able to figure out exactly what they’re doing. A more practical and accurate term for holistic admissions is “completely subjective.”


Kat handed out photocopied sheets that summarized the résumés of four college applicants—grades, test scores, extracurricular activities, recommendations, summer activities. The applicants’ names had been changed but the résumés were real.


“You’re going to be Jim Miller, the dean of admissions at Brown University,” she said. Oh, Brown—a couple in the row ahead of me glanced at each other at the mention of the name. Small, old, New Englandish, ivy-covered, Brown casts a spell over many parents. Kat herself had worked in the admissions office there. She told us that the typical admissions officer spends an average of five minutes reading an application, so tonight she’d give us ten to look over these—after which we’d get to choose who we’d admit to that little slice of higher-ed heaven in Providence, Rhode Island. (“Heaven in Providence, Rhode Island” … some phrases you never think you’ll type, and then …)


I looked through the résumés. Joe, Reggie, Kim, and Teresa were all SuperKids. Of course. More SuperKids. Dress them in capes and tights and they could star in their own comic book. Joe had an 800 SAT in math and raised money for a Native American school. Reggie had six Advanced Placement classes and a 4.0 grade-point average. Kim was a fiddle player who had recorded her own violin concertos with the local symphony orchestra. Teresa single-handedly kept a nearby Hispanic grade school afloat while acing her SATs. Where do these people come from? Mentally, and invidiously, I flipped through my son’s résumé. I had to do this mentally because his résumé didn’t exist. It had never occurred to any of us to put such a thing together.


After ten minutes we cast votes—Teresa won and got admitted to heaven—but Kat made clear that our own preferences weren’t the point of the exercise. At Brown the admit rate is 14 percent, she said. A school like Brown receives thousands of applications from superior students. In most important respects, on paper, they are indistinguishable from one another.


“There are thirty-six thousand high schools in this country,” she said. “That means there are at least thirty-six thousand valedictorians. They can’t all go to Brown. You could take the ‘deny pile’ of applications and make two more classes that were every bit as solid as the class that gets in.”


The challenge for admissions officers at highly selective schools is therefore to find reasons not to admit an applicant. It followed that for the parent of an applicant the challenge was not to give them a reason to say no.


Yet the reasons were so easy to find! In the seemingly flawless credentials of these SuperKids she picked up one disqualifying imperfection after another, speaking of them as though they wiggled at the tip of a forceps.


“Look at Joe,” she said. “He has the highest class rank of any of them. That’s good, right? Look closer. No AP classes!” AP classes are the rigorous courses that high schools often provide for brighter students. “This is an important lesson: it is always better to take a more rigorous course load with lots of APs and get a lower GPA than to have a 4.0 with a light course load and no APs.” Exit Joe.


She turned her attention to Kim’s résumé.


“Now, Kim. Her class rank—not so great. Top twenty percent. The grades are only okay until junior year. Then she shows a big improvement. But it might be too little too late. You question her seriousness. Did she just discover her potential during her junior year because she suddenly got worried about college?


“The violin concertos and the symphony are impressive. But see here under her ECs”—extracurricular activities—“it says, ‘She does not participate in school orchestra.’ It’s all about her. Colleges are looking for someone who will contribute to their school communities, who will enrich the experience of the whole school. Kim may be passionate about her music, but she’s not giving back to her school.”


It was like a scolding, almost—worse, actually. Kim’s application essay was about returning to her parents’ ancestral homeland. So hackneyed. Kat said Kim seemed to be eerily single-minded. Maybe a bit freakish. By the time Kat was through with her, Kim’s body lay limp and bloody on the floor, the fiddle snapped in two beside her.


Kat moved up and down the aisle like a drill sergeant. She brought Joe back for a stomping. His fund-raiser for the Native American school was just a “one-shot deal, right at the end of junior year.” No commitment again. And the timing is pretty suspicious. “He’s just piling it on for the application.” For his summer activity before his junior year Joe had earned a scholarship to a four-week scuba-diving camp.


“What did he do the other six or eight weeks that summer? There’s nothing here to tell us.”


One of the mothers objected. “We paid four thousand dollars for a four-week scuba class for our son,” she said, sounding slightly offended.


Kat stopped in her tracks and gave her a blank look.


“You did?” she said.


“Yes,” the mother said.


“Then I feel sorry for you.”


The mom’s voice rose and Kat interrupted. “Look, look,” she said. “I’m not saying it’s bad. I’m just saying it won’t make a difference. Not if your son wants to go to this college. It just won’t.”


She moved on to Reggie. He took six AP classes. It sounded like a lot to me. (I made a note: How many APs is my son taking?) But at the prestigious boarding school Reggie goes to, Kat said, kids typically take eight to ten AP classes. So Reggie’s mere six suggest a slacker. But look here: under his extracurriculars Reggie listed no fewer than twelve activities: model UN, chess club, drama club, and so on. Busy kid!


Kat wasn’t buying it. She just shook her head.


“He’s a serial joiner,” she said. “There are a lot of ‘one hour a week’ type things. In the end they don’t add up to anything. There’s no commitment—no depth of commitment. It’s like he’s just running up the score.”


None of the parents had the nerve to object that the reverse could as easily be true. A kid who had only a single extracurricular to which he was intensely committed could be rejected by an admissions dean because he showed no diversity of interests, no sense of adventure—on account of monomania, maybe. I think it was beginning to dawn on us that the kids could be damned one way or the other, depending on the school, on the composition of the committee reviewing the application, even on the disposition of an individual member of the committee. A tough cookie like Kat could reject anybody. Even SuperKids were vulnerable, if only because there were so many of them. The most that helpless parents and applicants could do was to attend to what Kat called the “soft factors”—those bits of the résumé that lie at the margins, beyond the hard data of grades, class rank, course load, and SAT scores.


“These are the little things that might be the deal makers,” she said.


There were those summer activities, for example. How kids spend their summers from middle school onward would tell an admissions dean a lot about their character, ambitions, commitment. Working at a job was fine, Kat said—but starting their own business would be better. If they didn’t do that, then it made a difference where they worked. And avoid the last refuge of a slacker, lifeguarding.


My son had worked as a lifeguard the last two summers and was planning on doing it again.


Summer camp was out, Kat continued, even if you were working as a counselor: “Colleges are not going to be impressed with how many years’ experience you’ve got playing spin the bottle.” Family trips to Europe would serve only to draw attention to the kid’s life of privilege. She was particularly dismissive of “leadership programs” that—for a fee—brought high schoolers to Washington, D.C., or the state capital for weeks of interning and seminars.


“But that’s what my son did!”


Another mom was objecting.


“He was invited to do this,” she said. “He got so much out of it, learning leadership skills.”


“The invitation came in the mail, I guess,” Kat said. “It said he was ‘selected.’ Do you know why he was selected? Your zip code. Because of your zip code, they knew you could pay.” She shrugged. “Sorry.”
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