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INTRODUCTION





Your GPA is inching toward 4.0. You’re on the honor roll. You are a top-ranked athlete. All impressive achievements, but are they enough to get you into the school of your dreams? And what if you haven’t aced the SAT? Can you still gain a place at a top school?


In The Dirty Little Secrets of Getting Into a Top College, I’ll give you my unique, behind-the-scenes look at the college admissions process—and the mind of a college admissions officer—showing you what elite schools look for in a potential student. I’ll also show you how you can approach this process to minimize stress and maximize success! Through a series of real-world case studies and with the insider knowledge I have accrued through my years as a Harvard alumnus who interviews potential Harvard students on behalf of the university, and as an educational consultant, I’ll explain how you too can attend the college of your dreams.


Like life, the college admissions process isn’t a level playing field, and unfortunately opportunity and access aren’t fairly distributed across society. While there are important factors colleges consider that are beyond an applicant’s control, as you will soon see there are many aspects of the process that you can control. Focus on what you can control. Accept—or ignore—what you cannot. The college admissions process itself relies on both objective and subjective information. And while it’s not a perfect, predictable process, the dirty little secret is that you can control several aspects of this process. If you follow a well-thought-out plan and understand the factors, you can construct a profile that will ensure your application lands on the top of the pile.


I’ll show you the favored categories of elite colleges, roughly how much of the class belongs to each category, how to best fit into a category, and how to maximize your “competitive fit.” But it’s also important that your college is the right fit for you, and we will determine if your dreams are in sync with reality. To illustrate balancing the factors you cannot change with those you can, I will present real-life case studies of students I have worked with in the past, showing you how best to present yourself to the school of your dreams. We’ll then assemble these pieces, assimilate these lessons, and craft the perfect college application.


While competitive pressures, costs, and numbers of applicants have risen dramatically, the evaluation process has remained largely unchanged. Admissions officers continue to screen applicants by relying on a basket of factors, including student data (grades, course load, test scores), application inputs (essays, references, interviews), extracurricular activities, and personal qualities. While different colleges might weigh these factors differently, the basic process is fairly uniform across colleges. The Dirty Little Secrets will guide you through this process, helping you present an application that reflects your “best self.”


I can make a number of suggestions and explain how the process works, but I cannot implement these steps for you. You are the most important factor in making it successful. This is something I will refer to as a “holistic approach” to getting into a top college: Prepare yourself for life (think “holistically”), reach for your “best self” (remember this mantra), and the application process will work as part of leading a positive life. And as in life, it’s important that you be in control rather than be controlled by this often-stressful procedure.


I’ll take you through the system—flaws and all—lay open some of its inner workings, and help you design a program that will maximize your chances of being admitted, whether you’ve been nurtured by focused (maybe even obsessive) parents or are a self-starter, regardless of where you live, how wealthy your parents are, or whether or not you can throw, catch, or run!


Inside everyone is the profile of a college student waiting to be discovered and perfected. All it takes is introspection, objective self-analysis, hard work, finding your best fit, and understanding the system.


If your parents are buying this book before you are born, they might need to be reminded of the importance of the holistic approach. If you are buying this book when you are in ninth grade, bravo. If you’re in your senior year, don’t fret. The Dirty Little Secrets can help at any phase in the application process.


So let’s get you into one of America’s top colleges!






SIDEBAR: A NOTE FOR PARENTS







This is not a parenting book. However, since I believe in the central importance of parental guidance in college preparedness, here are a few useful tips for parents navigating the thicket of the college application process.


Empower your children to find an interest and grow with it. Stay engaged and attuned to your child’s relative strengths. Encourage an activity that plays to this strength, whether it is a sport, instrument, or artistic pursuit. This can also be a simple, powerful route to building self-esteem. When a child is good at something, putting time into improving that skill will make them feel empowered by their accomplishment, resulting in a commensurate uptick in self-confidence. True self-esteem provides a fundamental building block that helps insulate your child from the stresses and pressures of everyday life.


The outside world never lies: Is your child truly as talented as you believe? Are teacher reports in sync with your perception of your child’s academic talents? Do a periodic reality check on your child’s relative competitive position and then realign your own perspective and parenting goals. “Everyone’s a winner” does not work in the cutthroat world of competitive college admissions.


Beware of delegating parental responsibilities to educators, friends, relatives, or, worse, to children! While we hold education professionals in high esteem, they are overseeing an entire class and are duty-bound to the institution they serve. It’s simply not possible for teachers, friends, or relatives to match parental levels of knowledge, concern, and awareness. Set your parenting priorities and be consistent. Be aware that as your child grows, they should increasingly take charge of their own decisions.











CHAPTER ONE






Building the Freshman Class


Everyone is familiar with the expression You can’t fit a square peg into a round hole. Remember that old saying, because it illustrates how the admissions process works at America’s top colleges. Every year the admissions office at a typical top-tier college prepares about 1,600 holes and looks for 1,600 pegs to fill them. They don’t evaluate the pegs in isolation, against some kind of ideal standard. They are looking at the different holes they need to fill. In other words, if you can figure out the types of students your target college is looking for—types that might be in short supply—you might be able to turn yourself into the perfect peg.


Despite what everyone has told you, from the nice people at the admissions office to your next-door neighbor, the application process is not entirely about you. It’s important to keep in mind that your dream school looks at an incoming class as a whole. You are a piece in a jigsaw puzzle, one that is being carefully and deliberately assembled by the admissions office, and they already have a pretty good idea of what they want their next freshman class to look like. Your job is to make sure you are one of the necessary pieces.


Of course there is room for individual evaluation and selection within specific categories. But the general categories are already well-formed when you apply. In fact, these categories have been remarkably consistent over the past decade, with only slight variations. Each one of America’s top colleges has an ideal class profile, and its first priority is to build that class.


This sounds anathema to the traditional approach of work hard, achieve, present your best self, and hope you get in. It sounds an awful lot like a world of quotas and typecasting. Well, not exactly. Rest assured there is plenty of room for individuality within the eight main factors that determine the ideal class:


1. Race


2. Geography


3. Legacy


4. Citizenship/nativity


5. Family income level


6. Academics and field of study


7. Athletics


8. Extracurricular activities


Of these eight factors, you can directly control and change the last three. But let’s focus first on the five factors you cannot change: race, geography, legacy, citizenship, and socioeconomic background. If you understand how colleges evaluate these five factors you can use them to your advantage.


Once you understand this environment, you’ll understand the groups against which you will be evaluated, fit yourself into one of the broad categories—or baskets—and be competitive and visible within your basket by using the hooks you can control.


There is simply too much consistency in the data to think there isn’t a pattern to filling an incoming class at one of America’s top colleges. This analysis is based on crunching data for the past ten years at all Ivy League colleges and finding a remarkably consistent percentage of students admitted by race, geography, legacy, citizenship, and socioeconomic background. Data released by the Ivies allows us to see a breakdown by academic field of interest as well.


Before analyzing the incoming class, we should note that, using the most recent data, average class size for the eight Ivy League colleges (Brown, Columbia, Cornell, Dartmouth, Harvard, the University of Pennsylvania, Princeton, and Yale) is 1,749 students. Cornell boosts the average with its much larger class of 3,190, which is why we will use a theoretical model class size of 1,600 students.


Across the Ivy League, the average admit rate (the combined admission rate of early and regular applicants) is 8.7 percent. Again, Cornell has a considerably higher rate at 14 percent. The average early admit rate at the Ivies for the class of 2017 was around 21.8 percent, and the average regular admit rate was only 6.5 percent.


So the average early admit rate is 3.3 times higher than the regular rate and, as I will discuss later, strong applicants should consider applying to their top choices early.






DEFINING OUR TERMS







What is a fit? A fit is the logical insertion of an applicant into a recognizable basket by competitive colleges. Most students fit into a basket but it is the stronger candidates who have “hooks” to gain a competitive edge.


What is a hook? A hook determines your competitive advantage within your basket and consists of attributes you can control (like academic, athletic, or other talents) and ones you cannot (like race, geography, legacy, citizenship, or family income level).








The admissions office looks at every candidate as an individual and will always make room for a truly outstanding candidate. But they are still making room for that candidate within a class as a whole. And that totality is made up of certain well-defined baskets. For an individual student, the key is to manage the hooks that are within your control and build a competitive profile to differentiate yourself within your basket.


Your basket is defined by five hooks you cannot change and that will have a strong determinative influence on your chances of being admitted.


Hooks You Cannot Change


1. Race


2. Geography


3. Legacy


4. Citizenship/nativity


5. Family income level






GENDER







Be aware that there is also a sixth category: gender. We will largely ignore gender as most top colleges today are well balanced between men and women and I haven’t found a distinct advantage to being either male or female in the application process (except when it comes to fields of study—those in which women or men are underrepresented, creating gender imbalance—but more on that later).


The typical class is about 53 percent men and 47 percent women, although this varies slightly by institution. This means there will be 848 spots for men and 752 for women in our model class. Interestingly, gender statistics for the Ivy League are slightly different from the national trend, which reflects more female enrollees than males. I don’t believe that gender provides a meaningful advantage in the college admissions process. For instance, Columbia reports that its incoming 2017 class will be 49 percent men and 51 percent women, putting it closer to the national average.
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Every applicant can be “typed” into a basket by these five hooks. How does typing work? Let’s say you’re a bright, young, white student from Greenwich, Connecticut, whose father attended your target college. Add to this profile that you are a US citizen and your family is financially well-off. To the admissions office you look like this:


White—New England—Legacy—US Citizen—Upper Income


That’s you, typed before an admissions committee knows anything about you. You are now in the White, New England, Legacy, US Citizen, Upper Income basket and you will remain in that basket even after the admissions office knows everything about you. That national ballet prize? Your research into T. S. Eliot? You will still be firmly in your basket and a ballerina who knows about T. S. Eliot. There is nothing you can do to escape your categorization. So it’s important that you navigate to the top of your basket.


Some baskets are at a distinct advantage over others, assuming equivalent academic qualifications. For example, if you are a first-generation Mexican American from rural Wyoming, a resident alien, and from a poor family, the admissions office sees you this way:


Hispanic—Mountain States—Resident Alien—Low Income


It’s a great basket to be in. It is a favored basket. But a favored basket doesn’t mean automatic admission; you still have to fight for visibility within your own basket, despite having the advantage of being in a less crowded field. Like the poetry-loving ballerina, you have no power over those immutable five factors that landed you in your respective basket. But you do have direct power over the factors that can enhance your visibility and ensure you’re plucked out of your basket and into the freshman class of your dream college.





CHAPTER TWO






Race
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It is worth looking in some detail into how top colleges type someone by race and to see how these determinations can be made to work to your advantage. Top colleges mostly follow the racial categorizations established by the Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics, which in turn relies on United States Census data. However, there are subtle differences in how top colleges report this information and categorize students, with some using categories not normally recognized by government agencies. These are the categories recognized by the United States government:


1. White


2. Black


3. Hispanic


4. Asian/Pacific Islander


Asian (reported separately)


Pacific Islander (reported separately)


5. American Indian/Alaska Native


6. Two or more races


Yale uses the following categories:


1. White


2. Black or African American


3. Hispanic of any race


4. Asian


5. American Indian/Alaskan Native


6. Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander


7. Two or more races


8. Race/ethnicity unknown


Princeton uses a slightly different system of classification:


1. White


2. African American


3. Hispanic/Latino


4. Asian American


5. American Indian


6. Multiracial/Non-Hispanic


Dartmouth is the only remaining Ivy League school to use the slightly archaic term Caucasian. It uses the following categories:


1. African American


2. Asian American


3. Caucasian


4. Latino


5. Native American


6. Multiracial


7. No response


Harvard has reduced its system of classification to just five categories:


1. White


2. African American


3. Asian American


4. Hispanic/Latino


5. Native American/Pacific Islander


Columbia uses a similar five-category list:


1. White


2. African American


3. Asian/Asian American


4. Latino


5. Native American


Columbia lumps “real” Asians (presumably Asians from Asia) together with Asian Americans and thus reports a very high overall Asian percentage of 31 percent. In turn, this contributes to Columbia having a significantly lower percentage of white students (39 percent) than Harvard (55 percent) or Dartmouth’s “Caucasian” population (48 percent). Columbia also uses the term Latino instead of Hispanic, while Harvard and Princeton both use the all-inclusive category of “Hispanic/Latino.”


Indeed, Hispanic/Latino is the category that seems to most confuse colleges. This is because Hispanic is a slightly elastic term and there are a number of people who wish to type themselves as white, black, or mixed and Hispanic, such as those from the Dominican Republic, Cuba, members of black minority populations in Central and Latin America, or children of mixed black and Hispanic partnerships. In addition, many people whom colleges, for reporting purposes, type as Hispanic may now prefer to identify themselves as white (like second- or third-generation Cuban, Argentinean, or Chilean Americans).


Given the prevalence of mixed-race Americans, you might be able to present yourself as a “full” member of one of the more favored categories, or you may wish to present yourself in the category “two or more races” (Yale) or “multiracial/non-Hispanic” (Princeton). This latter category is a not-so-subtle invitation to anyone with even distant Hispanic heritage in their multiracial background to identify themselves as Hispanic. Colleges get more credit for being accessible and diverse by demonstrating that they have a meaningful Hispanic population. No one really cares how many students are in the “multiracial/non-Hispanic” category. You won’t get a preference for being “multiracial” or of “two or more races.”


For purely admissions purposes, it has been my experience that the various “mixed race” categories aren’t particularly helpful unless you use them carefully, telling a story that utilizes this aspect of your background. If you are a mixed child and part of your mix is African American or Hispanic, check the relevant African American or Hispanic box. It is up to you whether you wish to also check the “mixed race” box. But be consistent! For example, if you discuss being mixed race in your essay, be sure to also check the “mixed race” box. It’s always advisable to coordinate your terminology with that used by the college to which you are applying (although it could be awkward to start your Princeton essay with, “As a multiracial/non-Hispanic student from . . .”)


Recent US Census data reveals that many Hispanics, after one or two generations in the United States, now choose “white” for their race. Don’t do that on your college application! It can only help to be identified as Hispanic or a member of any other favored minority group. You can see the rather confused attitude to this category in the definitions employed by Yale (“Hispanic of any race”), which seems to suggest that Hispanic is an identity that transcends race. Princeton’s category (“multiracial/non-Hispanic”) implies that if you are Hispanic you can only be of one race. There is, after all, no “multiracial/Hispanic” category.


As with everything having to do with race, there is a significant degree of self-consciousness—even awkwardness—surrounding this issue when it comes to college admissions. My advice: As with all hooks, use your family background to your advantage.





CASE STUDY: Gabrielle from Chicago


Type: African American—Midwest—US Citizen—Upper Income


Background: Gabrielle was a bright African American student at a highly regarded, all-girls private school in Chicago. She regularly placed in the top 30 percent of her class, but never in the top 20 percent. The first time she took the SATs she scored in the mid- to high 600s on each component. Good, but not great. Her class numbered only fifty girls, all of whom were smart and had parents who chose this all-girls high school believing it offered the best possible education and the best chance of fast-tracking their kids into a top college. Gabrielle was one of only two African Americans in her class, alongside twenty Asian Americans and five Hispanics. The remainder was white.
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