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To my children, Hadley and Rory—never stop dreaming as you explore the wonders of the world around you






AUTHOR’S NOTE

In reporting on high school and college students over the years—and with two teenagers of my own at home—I’ve come to appreciate that time in life when we make more mistakes than we care to remember. I’m always glad that I didn’t grow up in an era of smartphones where every moment of my life could be traced and recorded and then shared with the world.

With that in mind, names of students and their parents throughout this book have been changed. All other details of their lives are true, except for those that would reveal identities. For example, you’ll notice that, in a few cases, I didn’t mention the name of a college a young adult attended because doing so could identify them given the small size of the school. In such circumstances, I tried to give readers a sense of the type of college. Every person in this book identified with a full name explicitly chose to be.






INTRODUCTION

When I first met William, a high-achieving teenager from the Midwest, he rattled off stats most high schoolers would dream of: a 4.0 grade-point average, a perfect 36 on the ACT, a three-time debater at nationals, a lab researcher at a Big 10 university. The college counselor at his high school encouraged him to place a bet on the most selective school he could get into. He deliberated between three top 20 universities—Northwestern, Stanford, and Columbia—and just before early decision applications were due in November of his senior year he put all his chips on Columbia. Applying early decision meant that, if he were accepted, he was committing to going no matter what. “I knew I wanted prestige,” he said. “I knew I wanted to go to school in a big city.”

A month later, while he was working the register at his retail job, the acceptance email arrived from Columbia. It felt akin to holding a “winning lottery ticket,” he said. It’s an analogy I’ve heard often over the years about admission to highly selective colleges, and it’s an apt one. The year William was admitted to Columbia, it rejected the vast majority of applicants: some 58,000 out of 60,000.

But soon after William arrived in New York in August 2022 for his first year of college, the high of his win started to wear off. During the college search, he’d been enamored of the brand name. Now elements of the Columbia undergraduate experience he hadn’t really paid attention to began to surface.

A class he wanted in the psychology department had a waiting list so long that he likely wouldn’t get in until he was a junior or senior, if at all. A professor he’d hoped to do research with on addiction didn’t allow undergraduates to work in his lab. Instead of building a collective community of first-year students, Columbia’s core curriculum, William told me, amounted to “collective suffering.” The pace in the humanities was so fast that he never had a chance to thoroughly think about the books he was reading.

More than anything, the “true colors of the student body started to come out,” he said. “I realized that a lot of people were there exclusively for their studies, to land an internship, to work in a lab. That was the number one priority [rather than] making friends, maintaining friendships, and being a kid, or really having a college experience.” When exams came, the libraries were packed. “No one was off enjoying the lack of classes at the end of the semester,” he told me.

By winter break, he was already thinking of transferring to the University of Minnesota. His mom worried he was taking the easy way out. “This was a hard ticket to win, and so once you leave, you can’t get it back,” she said. In a conversation before he returned to New York for the spring semester at Columbia, his mother reminded him, “You’ll need to figure out what story you’re going to tell because people will want to know.” Few students leave Columbia on their own, she told him. Indeed, the year before, all but fifteen freshmen returned for their sophomore year.

William ultimately gave up his “winning ticket.” When I caught up with him in the spring of 2024, he was thriving as a sophomore at the University of Minnesota. He told me he finds his courses just as challenging as at Columbia, even if the size of classes is larger and he doesn’t know his professors as well as a result.

On the flip side, he’s able to work in a research lab, and his family’s yearly tuition bill has been cut in half. But the biggest difference, he finds, is his classmates. They are as bright and curious as those at Columbia, but their “primary focus is building meaningful connections,” William told me. “There’s not this feeling that if at any given moment you’re not doing something quote-unquote productive then you’re either lazy or just not progressing in life.”

My conversations with William stayed with me as I met other teenagers and their families who craved the ticket to the elite education he’d won. Although one-third of college freshmen transfer each year, William made an uncommon choice: He traded an Ivy League school ranked thirteenth in the nation by U.S. News & World Report for a big public university ranked some forty spots lower.

William got a taste of his dream school and then realized it wasn’t worth it.



My last book, Who Gets In and Why: A Year Inside College Admissions, was a peek into how colleges make their decisions. This book is a companion, focusing on how you should make your decisions about college. For my last book, I spent a bunch of time inside admissions offices, talking with administrators and others to pull back the veil on what seems like a secret system, especially at selective colleges. This book, though, doesn’t put the colleges at the center. Instead, it’s about how you should make your decision among a much broader set of schools.

We approach the college search as if there is a dream school, a single choice, a perfect match for us. There isn’t. There are more than 3,900 colleges and universities in the U.S. If you exclude two-year colleges and those institutions focusing on a single purpose such as the arts, music, or theology, we’re still talking about 1,700 schools. If you take out small colleges—those more like the size of a typical high school, with fewer than 1,000 students—we’re left with a universe of around 1,200 campuses.

With so many options, research suggests that uncertainty clouds the judgment of both colleges and applicants, making it impossible to find that perfect fit we hear about during the college search. A group of economists who researched the idea that students and colleges are trying to match with each other concluded that teenagers are “ignorant of the types of colleges” that would be a good fit for them. Meanwhile, researchers found “colleges evaluate students, trying to gauge the future stars, and often don’t succeed.” Countless factors affect how students and colleges sort through the process, and no teenager or admissions dean can adequately explain their decisions without them seeming any less arbitrary than their choice of cereal in the supermarket.

So why did I call this book Dream School if I’m suggesting there’s no such thing? Because the dream isn’t about a single name or a universally understood brand like the Ivy League. It’s about finding a place where you can thrive, learn, and become the person you’re meant to be. It’s about considering a range of colleges that fit both your personality and how you like to learn. Do you want a small school in a college town, an urban university with ample city life, or a big public flagship where football on Saturday and Greek life are the main attractions? What about academics? Do you want a pressure cooker like William experienced at Columbia, where every day felt like a competition, or more of a balanced vibe like he found at Minnesota?

This book is for anyone worn out by the endless messages we hear about the value of an “elite college.” My hope is that in the chapters that follow, you will find comfort and satisfaction in stepping away from that mindset (and stress) as you discover what really makes a “good” school for you. I’m not saying you shouldn’t have aspirational picks on your college list, but too often I’ve seen eighteen years of academic or athletic striving turn into another endless sprint, first in the pursuit of the college brand, and then in landing the coveted job offer.

Here’s the thing: Most of us don’t know what a dream school would be (or even why it’s a “good” school in the first place). We tend to let others define that dream. Perhaps it’s our TikTok feed, with stray clips and hidden algorithms pulling us toward certain campuses and experiences (check out #RushTok, if you haven’t already, to see what I’m talking about). Or it could be the names scrolling across the ticker on ESPN, making us think there are only a few dozen universities out there. Or maybe its family ties and stories from relatives about their alma mater at Thanksgiving dinner. In my interviews with parents for this book, I discovered that nostalgia plays a huge role in encouraging our kids to replicate our own college experiences—often on the same campuses.

Unfortunately, what defines a dream school for many families is simply the signal it sends to others. College rankings claim to identify the “best schools,” but in reality they’re mostly creating a shorthand for managing brands. (“T20” or “T25” is an abbreviation you’ll see often in Reddit threads and Facebook groups to describe top schools.)

Go ahead, admit it: One reason you want your kid to go to Yale or MIT is so you can tell others that you’re sending your kid to Yale or MIT. Much of the hype over college is about kids trying to make their parents happy or parents trying to impress their friends. That’s the wrong way to select a school.

My hope after you read this book is that you’ll brag instead about how your kid got accepted into an honors college at a big public university, an acceptance that came with a huge scholarship and a study-abroad grant. And down the road maybe you’ll even be able to boast about your son or daughter earning an industry-certified credential in Adobe, while still in college, that will be a gold star on their résumé and end up getting them their first job.



When a student thinks there is only one dream school, one perfect fit, that single choice comes to dominate their college search. Yes, they’ll still apply to five, ten, twelve schools. But more often than not, they’re simply variations on that top choice or schools added for good measure, not true backup plans. There really isn’t a Plan B. So, when Plan A doesn’t work out as expected because the student doesn’t get in, can’t afford it, or it’s a bad fit like it was for William, most families are left without a viable alternative.

I didn’t write this book to make you give up on Dartmouth or Amherst or Michigan and “settle” for something that feels like “second best.” Rather, I want families to consider other colleges beyond the small group that sucks up all the attention. Our fascination with elite higher ed is understandable, even if it’s indefensible.

We’re a nation of strivers. Given the opportunity to own an elite brand—Cartier, Ferrari, Hermès, for example—most of us would jump at the chance. However, the landscape of elite higher education has shifted in ways that look wholly unfamiliar to Gen X parents who went to college in the late 1980s and 1990s—and now have kids who are applying. Not only is it nearly impossible to get in, as I’ll outline in Chapter 1, but that entry ticket might not matter in life as much as we think, as I’ll tell you in Chapter 2.

Still, for those obsessed with getting into a top school, this book will provide an Option B, in case things don’t work out as planned and, for the rest of us, show how to widen the aperture of the college search from the very beginning. It will become your playbook for finding your dream school.

By pulling together data in novel ways and combining it with insights from three decades of covering higher education as a journalist and author, I’ve developed a practical framework for finding a good college. It starts by discovering what you value and what you need out of college when you graduate, no matter your major. And then I help you reverse engineer that by finding the campuses during your college search where you’ll discover your people as an undergraduate, connect with faculty and advisors, get the job outcomes you want, and do it all at a place with the financial resources to invest in a student experience where you won’t sit on the sidelines for four years.

I’ll name names throughout—and list seventy-five colleges in the appendix that are what I call the “New” Dream Schools—but this is not another rankings guide or a Colleges That Change Lives book. And don’t skip right to the list in the back. The list is more of a rough guide because I don’t know what’s important to you or the unique qualities you might bring to a school. There is no Easy Button to push or algorithm that yields an answer. That’s why the book itself gives you the know-how and leads you to the tools to help you find your dream school.

We’ve been led to believe that elite colleges are something special. Perhaps it’s because we think prestige is what the majority prioritizes in education. But when you dig into surveys of parents, you see that we all overestimate the importance of gaining admission to colleges with “the best possible reputations.” At the same time, we underestimate what the public thinks education should be about: helping students develop “the skills and values needed to build decent lives in the communities where they live.”

For this book, I conducted two surveys of more than 3,000 parents in all about how they defined a dream school, the pressures they felt within their family and their community to pick the right school, and what they were willing to compromise on if their child received a scholarship from a college deeper in the rankings. In the surveys—conducted with the assistance of a former pollster at UCLA, who for eight years conducted large nationwide studies of college students, as well as a researcher at Harvard’s Graduate School of Education—two findings in particular struck me as significant in how parents are rethinking the pursuit of prestige in higher ed:


	
First, college is mostly about the job afterward. When asked to name the most important attributes in a “good” college, the top two responses related to getting a job. No. 1 was the availability of experiential learning, such as internships and research projects. No. 2 was the job placement of graduates. The prestige of a college ranked fourth, just below the strength of a specific major or program. This explains why so often in my conversations with prospective families they’ll lead with the reputation of a school within the university (the Kelley School or the Maxwell School, for example) before ever mentioning the name of the university itself (Indiana or Syracuse).

	
Second, prestige isn’t worth any price. For the parents at every income level in the survey, hands-on learning and job placement trump prestige. Even at the highest income level in the survey ($250,000+), more than a third of parents said they’d compromise “a lot” on prestige if a school cost them half as much as their child’s dream college because they received a generous amount of merit aid. It used to be that upper middle-class and affluent parents were willing to pay anything for a degree from a top college. They still are, but the list of schools they consider worth the cost is getting smaller, as I’ll outline in Chapter 4. (Just to note: This isn’t a book about paying for college. For that, I recommend Ron Lieber’s The Price You Pay for College.)



Nevertheless, social pressures around going to college—and going to the right college—are real. We tend to think that the sticker on the rear window of our car says something about our parenting, and so the college search becomes this pressure-filled pursuit at all costs. Only 16 percent of parents in my survey said it was important to them that their children attend a prestigious college; 27 percent said it was important to their children. Then they were asked how they thought others in their community would choose. And that’s where it got really interesting: 61 percent thought prestige was important to other parents.

Whether they think attending a prestigious college is important for their own kids or not, they often feel an achievement pressure that rises in middle- and upper middle-class neighborhoods where families try to cling to their place in the economic pecking order through the college their kids attend. These same places also tend to drive the national narrative about college. If we think everyone in our kid’s high school wants to go to Cornell, Berkeley, Williams, or Georgetown, we think we need to as well—even if these highly selective colleges, which accept fewer than 20 percent of applicants, represent a tiny fraction (100,000 students) of the more than 15 million undergraduates in higher education.

Do some parents, even in affluent communities, ignore this “Ivy League or bust” feeling? Of course. But they often feel they’re in the minority, and social pressure makes it harder to voice that view. When your neighbor is loudly proclaiming that they’re doing everything to make sure their child has every opportunity, you might feel like a mediocre, uncaring parent when you say those highly selective places don’t matter. But my survey shows that parents are increasingly willing to compromise on brand name—for the right reasons. If a campus really wants their kid, helps them fit in, is focused on fostering purpose, and launches them into a life of meaning… and, oh, helps them find a good job—if it can deliver all that—the sticker on the car window matters a lot less.



This book got its start soon after my last one was released. It was still in the early months of the Covid pandemic, and as I talked with high school students, their parents, and counselors over Zoom, I noticed questions and comments about whether elite colleges were worth north of $300,000 for four years.

One meeting, with parents in Southern California in the fall of 2020, surprised me because they lived in the type of communities where it’s expected kids are going to UCLA or MIT. That night, they didn’t question the idea of going to college, but they did ask how to find a good experience at a lower cost. “I work in big tech, and we’re hiring new grads from Cal State, University of Denver, Arizona State, Santa Clara, etc.,” one person in the chat wrote. “So not sure why I’m worried about paying for an Ivy.” Other parents started to join in the chat—rejecting elite preferences but struggling to assert alternatives to the status quo.

As schools reopened the following year, I went to speak to students and parents in communities like Pittsburgh, Columbus, Detroit, Houston, Chicago, and Seattle. One winter night in February 2022, I visited Highland High School in Medina, Ohio, a prototypical middle-class American suburb near Cleveland. After my talk, a mom came up to me. All the talk, she told me, is about “top-tier schools.” Even when parents aren’t talking about Penn and Michigan, they’re talking about Kenyon and Ohio State, she said. This mom rightly pointed out that most middle-class and upper middle-class families at this high school won’t qualify for much need-based aid, so they look for schools where they can get a decent discount on tuition (what’s called merit aid). She thanked me for my “Buyers and Sellers” list, which I outlined in my last book and is a guide to schools that are more generous with merit aid. “But how do I figure out what’s a good school on that list?” she asked me. Her question has remained scribbled on the back cover of my notebook ever since.

Parents, in the notes they sent me throughout 2024—a tumultuous year of protests on elite college campuses—asked me for help seeing beyond their own preferences, their own bias. They told me, in these moments of vulnerability, that what they thought others valued in college was not best for everyone, including their own kids. What I sensed I was observing was growing resistance against elite schools.

This book is mainly for parents. That’s the “you” and “we” I use throughout because I’m a parent, too, and whether we like to admit it or not, we’re usually the ones to blame for focusing too much on brand names in higher ed. But we’re also the ones with more experience in making life’s major decisions who need to lay guide rails for our kids and be there to nudge them or provide sage advice when needed.

This book is for your kids, too, and their counselors—they are the “you,” the “we,” and the “us” in the pages ahead because the only way teenagers will find the right fit in a college is if we approach this together as a team with candid and meaningful conversations about what matters in the undergraduate years and why. Only by telling our stories—which usually transcend the name of the college on our diploma and instead are rooted in the experiences we had during those years—will young people appreciate the often-repeated truth: How they go to college ultimately matters more than where they go.

As you dive into this book, you might get overwhelmed at times by the lists of to-dos I’m suggesting you undertake to really evaluate what is perhaps the biggest purchase you’ll make in life. I do realize that you can’t do it all. A lot of people spend no more time on a campus during the college search than to take a tour, grab a snack, and stop for a bathroom break, before heading off to another campus to do the same. If you’re lucky, you might find a connection to a college you’re interested in through friends or on Facebook and Reddit groups where you can learn more even if you can’t visit the career services office to learn where students interned last year, or sit in on a class, or corner a professor to see if they’re keeping their posted office hours. If you only take a few of the steps I’m suggesting, that’s okay. Just like going to the gym once a week is better than not going at all, doing even a fraction of what I lay out in this book can help you find your dream school.

This book starts off by describing how much admissions has continued to change since I wrote my last book and examines what an elite college degree buys you (or doesn’t) in the job market. The truly elite group of colleges that we believe matters when it comes to getting a job anywhere we want is much smaller than many of us picture. We might think of the University of Chicago or Colby as elite and pull out all the stops to get in, when what is elite in reality is mostly a handful of places, like Harvard, Princeton, and Stanford.

Once we come around to the idea that we should look for something different from college, we still have a challenge in front of us: figuring out what makes a good one for you. That’s what the rest of the book tackles. I’m not giving you a new set of rankings, nor a recipe with every ingredient, but instead a guide you can use to find your dream school whether that’s Duke or Denison or Delaware or Drake.

In this book you’ll see schools and students all over the admissions map. Expanding your lens usually depends on where you start. If you’re focused on a top 25 college in the U.S. News & World Report rankings, then my hope is that this book gets you to look beyond—at least, at the top 75. If you’re considering a broader range of schools already, then this book will help you make hidden-gem distinctions among the campuses on your list. As I tell this story, you’ll read about students with straight A’s and 1500s on the SAT who had Ivy League dreams, as well as B-average students with 1100s and 1200s on the SAT who were late bloomers in college.

I was one of those students who ended up blooming later in college. So often in my reporting on higher ed, I think about my own college search back in the 1990s. I tossed aside any college viewbook that didn’t list journalism as a major because I thought to be a journalist you had to major in journalism. My father was a high school music teacher whose salary didn’t top $50,000 the year I went off to college; my mother didn’t go to college and was a teacher’s aide earning barely more than minimum wage. The fact that they sent three kids to college still astounds me. I applied to four schools—none at the top of the U.S. News rankings. I picked Ithaca College because it was close to home (120 miles) and had a well-regarded communications school. With four other professional schools as well and 6,000 undergraduates, Ithaca felt to me like a smaller version of a much bigger university, one with a liberal arts foundation, something years later I realized I needed. Most of all, Ithaca offered me a generous financial-aid package.

Hard work and a lot of luck means I now live in the suburbs of Washington, D.C., one of America’s epicenters of privilege, where the talk of ultra-selective colleges is common at swim meets and at school gatherings for my teenage kids. I live among what New Yorker writer Jay Caspian Kang calls the “panicking class,” people who fear their kids won’t be able to replicate their lifestyle in affluent American suburbs like Scarsdale (New York), Winnetka (Illinois), Buckhead (Atlanta, Georgia), Highland Park (Texas), or Atherton (California). But I also know from covering higher education that my kids and most in the upper reaches of the middle class will generally inherit their parents’ social class advantages anyway. In other words, they’ll be fine.

When people find out what I do, they want to know how to win the game of college. This book will offer insights on that front, but more important, I want to encourage all of us to redefine what winning means. I have a stack of best-selling parenting and education books on my shelf that advocate dialing down the pressure on our kids. Still, we struggle. It’s time to take a new approach. Let’s replace anxiety with excitement and make the college search a happy milestone. This book is your road map to finding a college that fits your child, encourages their growth, and sets them up for a thriving life. The quest for a good college should be inspiring, not exhausting.
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CHAPTER 1 GREAT EXPECTATIONS Why You Need a Backup Plan


If you’re the parent of a college-bound kid, you might recall that when you submitted your own applications, most (if not all) had one deadline, in early January. You either received an answer quickly, if a school had “rolling admissions,” or got that thick (or thin) envelope in March along with everyone else in your class. Then you had another month to make your final decision.

How colleges recruit and evaluate applicants has been evolving since the turn of this century. But the intensity and complexity of today’s admissions process—the craziness we now experience—came about gradually, then suddenly. You’ll see that shift reflected in the Instagram posts of incoming freshmen and in the lists of college placements that many American high schools release each spring. Compare the most recent lists to ones from 2015 or even 2018, and you’ll notice that some high schools used to send batches of their graduates to top-ranked colleges but don’t as much anymore. Or talk to any parent who had multiple kids go through the college search before and then after 2020—the pandemic year that shook up the age-old, placid picture of admissions like an Etch A Sketch.

Kim, a mother of three in a suburb of Washington, D.C., has been on both sides of that 2020 divide. We met while I was working on my last book. Her son Sawyer, who graduated from high school in 2016, ended up at Carnegie Mellon University after what Kim described as a “pretty easy sprint.” In many ways, his process mirrored her own some thirty years earlier, when she went to Duke University. Kim is a runner, so she likes to use running analogies to describe the college search for her three kids. For her second, Taylor, in 2019, it seemed more like a 5K that ended at Providence College. For her third, Mia, after the pandemic, it was a marathon.

Everyone is running that marathon now, and it starts long before the first campus visit or the first time your child takes the SAT. As Kim and I were catching up at a Chipotle, we waited for Mia to stop by for a bite to eat between basketball practice and a shift working the checkout at a local supermarket. Kim laid out Mia’s schedule for the rest of the week: four hours volunteering at an after-school program, more basketball practices plus a game, and musical practice three nights. That didn’t include several hours of homework each night.

All around us families were doing the same thing—grabbing dinner on their way to yet another sports practice, “enrichment” activity, or test-prep class. To replicate their lives in college and since, every parent there was doing all they could to give their kids an edge. That afternoon, similar scenes played out at Chipotles in American metros everywhere.

As I talked with Kim and met other families in reporting this book, they commented on how stressful the search experience was and, in vulnerable moments, how unhappy they were running this marathon. They often vented to friends and family. “I am really surprised by how awful this process is,” a Denver mother had written to her cousin in the middle of her daughter’s senior year. “And at the end of it you are not a movie star, a billionaire, a star athlete, or the President of the United States—you are only a college freshman.” Yet the parent who showed me that email and the parents of countless other college aspirants felt channeled into this course set by someone else without the power to deviate from it.

“I sort of transplanted to Mia the excitement I felt for my own experience searching for a college,” Kim told me, “without really acknowledging how different the world is.”

The world I saw inside college admissions offices during the 2018–19 cycle hasn’t changed substantially from how I depicted it in Who Gets In and Why. Yes, admissions officers can no longer consider race and ethnicity as a factor in their decisions, after the U.S. Supreme Court struck down affirmative action in 2023 (a ruling that mostly impacts highly selective colleges where seats are scarce). Sure, more of the back-and-forth work between admissions officers is done remotely now, by Zoom. And, certainly, the math at the most selective places gets harsher each year as more applications arrive for the same number of spots in the freshman class.

But the biggest change in admissions actually stems from the outside world’s reaction to three adjustments in the application process during and after the pandemic. That huge behavioral response—by students, parents, and counselors—has altered the course of the whole race.

First, hundreds of schools, including the entire Ivy League, dropped their requirement for the SAT or ACT at the beginning of the pandemic because it was difficult for students to find test sites. The admissions cycle that followed for high school seniors graduating in 2021 got messy: Applications skyrocketed 24 percent at the most selective colleges in that one year, to over 2 million. If Harvard or Stanford or NYU didn’t want a test score, the thinking went, then why not apply to those places?

Second, to deal with that deluge of applications, colleges spread out their arrival. Some schools also wanted students to commit sooner, too, and added early decision (ED), where students apply by November 1 and guarantee they’ll enroll if accepted in December. Even more schools added early action (EA), which also secures applications early on but does not involve a binding commitment. Encouraging students to apply early worked as intended. By the fall of 2024, the combined number of applications filed for both ED and EA through the Common App—the single application platform used by more than a thousand colleges—jumped by one million, up to 2.6 million, inching ever closer to the total number sent in January for regular decision.

But then colleges had another problem on their hands: determining which early action applicants were serious about enrolling if accepted. As students sprayed more applications into the system overall, less-selective schools worried they might be used as backups. So the third adjustment institutions made was to embrace a practice called “yield management.” They deferred early-round applicants to regular decision to see if they behaved like real prospects. Either that, or admissions offices denied applicants outright if the school suspected it was a safety pick.

Assembling a freshman class at any college is like making a complex stew. The adjustments that colleges made in the early 2020s—going test-optional, establishing multiple deadlines, and practicing yield management—messed with a tried-and-true admissions recipe, especially at selective colleges. As a result, it has become much harder to get in, yet kids and their parents still have the same expectations as applicants in 2017 or 2019.

While writing this book, I received a steady stream of texts from friends experiencing this new reality firsthand as they went through the application process with their own teenagers. “This is now getting ridiculous,” one wrote when their kid with a near-perfect SAT score was wait-listed at Georgetown, following a similar fate at the University of Michigan and an outright rejection at the University of Pennsylvania. Another texted me after their first meeting with their high school junior’s counselor: “I’m going to have to reset in my mind where T. should apply and where she can realistically get in.” The parent admitted a little later: “She’ll be okay. It’s just frustrating to see where this is going.” And then, more hand-wringing, in a refrain I heard repeatedly in my reporting: “It doesn’t mesh with the vision that I had!”

Before we go on, let’s clarify what we mean when we talk about selectivity. Most colleges are selective in some way; some portion of the students who apply get rejected. For the purposes of this book, however, when I use the term “selective” I’m talking mainly about schools that accept fewer than 30 percent of applicants. While these numbers are always shifting, there are fewer than a hundred colleges and universities in this category most years. Within that group is a small subset of what I’ll refer to as “super” or “ultra” selective colleges—about twenty-five schools that take fewer than 10 percent of applicants. All these terms are based largely on one thing: how many applicants a school rejects. Remember, that is a head count measure only; it says nothing about the quality of teaching or the student experience.

As I wrote in the Introduction, this book isn’t about how to get into one of those super-selective colleges. Perhaps that’s your current goal and that’s fine. This book focuses on finding the right fit, whatever your high school transcript looks like and wherever you end up. That said, for better or worse, top-ranked colleges shape the larger admissions game for all of us: Their priorities—whether they want more economic diversity in their student body or families that can pay full freight or more female engineering majors from the Great Plains—chart the course for every runner in this marathon, no matter where they finish.

Lower-ranked colleges often adopt the practices of ultra-selective institutions, since higher-ed leaders perceive this as a way to gain legitimacy. Also, with so many prospective students flooding the system and so few top-tier spots available, applicant pools are increasingly overlapping, making colleges more competitive with each other up and down the rankings. Students can apply to multiple schools, but they go to one. So colleges are always looking for an advantage over rivals.

Getting a wider view of admissions—and how the different actors, from applicants to high schools to colleges, both interact and affect one another—helps you see where you’re likely to end up and why. In this story of college admissions, let’s examine how each of these groups is playing its part and how each complicates it in its own way.


The Applicants: Swinging from Overconfidence to Self-Doubt

While we talk a lot about “college” in the United States, we struggle to agree on what exactly the word means. That’s why most students start their search with a broad and sometimes eclectic list of options—as if they threw darts at a board filled with names of schools. Even Mia, who had the benefit of watching her two older siblings go through their own searches, included a wide range of possibilities in the list she compiled at the beginning of her junior year in high school. “I had Penn and Chicago on it, but I also had Fordham, Michigan State, Temple, and Drexel,” Mia told me soon after she arrived to have dinner with her mom. “I didn’t really care much about brands.” She paused, her voice catching. “At that time.”

As Mia shoveled down a taco bowl, she pulled a Chromebook out of her oversize backpack. She opened the laptop, turned it toward me, and clicked on a bookmarked tab for Niche.com, a website she used to manage her college search. Niche includes millions of reviews of colleges from students and alumni, which are used in its own “Best Colleges” rankings. Roughly half the U.S. college-bound students create accounts on Niche by the time they’re seniors in high school. This digital gold mine shows the twists and turns of their college search journey. That’s why I asked the company to help me figure out how students’ dream school lists shift as reality sets in.

What we found is that the college list doesn’t solidify until right before the senior year of high school. The company produced a graph for me showing how far the caliber of colleges on students’ lists deviates from the average for all places they showed interest in during the first three years of high school. For example, accounts on Niche that are created freshman year have the widest spread of colleges in terms of rankings. As each month of high school passes, the array gradually narrows, as you’d expect.

But then something noteworthy happens in July before senior year: Rather than continue on a fairly straight line, that rankings spread falls precipitously in the months before October, right about the time early applications are due. What that means is that seniors are not only reducing the number of schools they’re considering (as expected), but they’re also focusing on a narrower range of schools clustered closely in the rankings.

What drives this trend?

Research suggests that as juniors approach this important stretch in the marathon to college they suffer from overconfidence bias. Two things in particular seem to give students—and probably more so their parents—an inflated sense of their academic abilities. The first is their junior-year report card. It’s not that students suddenly see their GPAs improve in eleventh grade; rather, they start to view their transcript in a new light, as a critical piece of information in the college application. But it’s not the differentiator they assume. According to the U.S. Department of Education, grades have been rising for at least two decades—a trend that only accelerated during the pandemic.

Mia pulled up her grades for me. She had a 4.0 GPA. She began to scroll down to the earlier years in high school, and I didn’t see anything below an A, in any class. I counted up the AP classes, ten in all. Mia’s grades might seem remarkable to most of today’s parents. However, in the context of modern high schools, her transcript is fairly common. When every student receives high marks, it becomes more difficult to separate the top performers from the average performers in a class. Then as students apply for college it becomes increasingly difficult for them and the people close to them, even their counselors, to identify the very best of the best.

I asked Mia if her grades had persuaded her that she was destined for Penn or Chicago, her top two choices. “My grades and test scores were better than Sawyer’s,” she said with a wry smile, alluding to her brother’s acceptance into Carnegie Mellon several years earlier. “So, yeah, I thought I had a good chance.”

The second thing that fuels overconfidence as students head into their senior year are their standardized test scores. Before widespread adoption of test-optional policies in 2020, SAT and ACT scores held enormous signaling power for students in the admissions process. Students used a college’s middle 50 percent score range to guide their choices and gauge their shot at getting in. Now those ranges don’t give applicants a clear idea of where they stand. In a world where only top performers submit scores and then drive up the average for the next crop of applicants, the most-common question I get is “What is a good score anymore?”

Lacking that clarity, students often compare their numbers with those of friends and family who made it into highly selective schools. But the metrics have changed. Mia’s 1400 on the SAT put her in the top 7 percent of test takers nationally. Even with a score “higher than my mom’s in 1990 that got her into Duke,” Mia debated with her parents and high school counselor throughout the fall whether to submit a score or not, and then where to submit one. “Mia’s counselor kept telling us to manage her list downward,” Kim said. “To me, that sounded like she should settle for second best.” In the end, Mia sent scores with all but three of her sixteen applications.

In January, the first round of early action decisions started to arrive for Mia. They weren’t decisions, but rather “deferrals.” That meant she was still in the running for the regular-decision period, but it certainly wasn’t a good sign. “That’s when I started to second-guess whether I should have sent scores,” Mia said, her face turning sullen. The deferral at Clemson University perhaps stung the most. Mia’s SAT score alone should have been a strong enough signal to get her in. Yet, the inconsistency of some students submitting scores and others choosing not to has even seasoned admissions experts struggling to make clear distinctions.

When Stu Schmill, the dean of admissions at MIT, is asked by friends whose children are applying to other colleges whether they should submit scores, he mostly gives them a verbal shrug. “I never have a good answer,” he told me. “Like, I have no idea.”

Early action today is the regular decision of a generation ago. Students like early action because they get a speedier response. FOMO (the fear of missing out) is real in high school hallways when so many others seem to get an acceptance in January or February of their senior year instead of March. It’s also why students look for rolling-admission schools, where they will receive a decision soon after they apply. “Everyone in my school applies to Pitt because they have rolling admissions,” Mia said. “At least you can tell friends you’ve been accepted somewhere.”

By the time winter rolled around, Mia’s overconfidence during the fall application season turned to doubt as decisions started to arrive. Joining Clemson on her early action deferral list were Wisconsin, Northeastern, Ohio State, and the University of Southern California. Early action was supposed to be about getting an early answer, but Mia and tens of thousands of other students weren’t getting any answer.

In the year Mia applied, both Clemson and USC offered early action for the first time—and both schools were inundated with applications. Clemson received 26,000 applications for early action and then an additional 32,000 regular-decision applications for a freshman class that ended up with 4,500 students. Clemson deferred around 15,000 (and rejected only 300) in its early pool. USC collected 40,000 early applications and then received 40,000 more during the regular-decision cycle for a first-year class of just 3,400. Some 94 percent of its early applicants waited another two-plus months for a decision.

As I heard about these huge deferral numbers, I started calling admissions deans for an op-ed I’d end up writing for The New York Times. The deans didn’t want to talk about early action or share any numbers. To many, it wasn’t a big deal: The admissions process wasn’t over, and they were simply telling students to wait. But the reason students applied early, I told them, was precisely to get an answer early. A deferral wasn’t an answer.

“Why would we put out a denial when the pool itself isn’t settled?” Kedra Ishop, the vice president for enrollment management at USC, asked when we talked. “Then we’re not giving students the full consideration we promise.” But they don’t get much additional consideration anyway. Most schools don’t fully review the deferred applications again during regular decision, when they’re already facing another thick pile of files. Are we supposed to believe that, out of the 37,000 or so students USC deferred, there weren’t, say, 10,000 that the admissions office knew in December would never be admitted?

At first, Mia took the deferrals in stride; after all, they were a kinder blow than outright rejections. “But then others in her class were accepted,” Kim wrote in an email to me in late February. “This resulted in Mia becoming sure she would not get accepted anywhere. In my efforts to cheer her up, I revisited Naviance [a college search tool used by some high schools], where I too concluded she may not get into college!”

By mid-April, when I knew most of the college decisions had likely arrived, I texted Mia. I didn’t hear back after a few days, so I sent a note to Kim. “She’s been on an emotional rollercoaster the past few weeks,” Kim texted back, “between moments of crying/panic” and “days where she pulled it together for school/work.”

What Kim described is normal teenage behavior during a time-consuming and unpredictable process. Stress is a perfectly fitting response when students are applying to college, as Lisa Damour pointed out in The Emotional Lives of Teenagers. Damour is a clinical psychologist specializing in the development of teenagers, the author of several best-selling books, and a friend. As parents, Damour wrote, “we cannot prevent emotional pain in our teenagers. Rather we should help them manage discomfort when it comes.”

Even though Kim didn’t know it at the time, she took a page out of Damour’s playbook in helping Mia manage her emotions throughout the process. She made sure her daughter got enough sleep; provided distractions (they always took small side trips, for instance, when visiting campuses, like Fallingwater near the University of Pittsburgh or an Eater-rated coffee shop in Davidson, NC, where no college talk was allowed); indulged in small pleasures with her (they took a day off school to go to Mia’s favorite crab place near Baltimore—again, with no college talk); and, perhaps most important, helped her adopt a new vantage point.

That last piece is critical in the college search. I call it a “course correction.” We go through the application process with biases for and against certain schools, and I see so many families double down as they move through the junior and senior years of high school. It’s hard to knock a favorite college off the list or bring one up that was dismissed early on. But a course correction is often needed as we learn more about colleges—and ourselves. Although more difficult to pull off when delayed, a course correction can even come near the end of the admissions process when weighing offers. We still have time to look at schools in a different light than we did when first submitting applications.

Mia was rejected at twelve of the eighteen colleges she applied to. She had her heart set on Chicago and Penn; she eventually received acceptances to Clemson, the University of Richmond, the University of Pittsburgh, Fordham, Franklin & Marshall, and the University of Delaware. For Mia, the course correction came on Delaware, a school she’d applied to only because, as she told me, “It didn’t require any supplements on the Common App.”




Ways to Correct Course

How did Mia adjust her perspective? She did so in several ways that you might find useful in your own course correction or even in the early days of your college search:


	
Visit campus for the first time (or again) but be sure to visit. Mia visited the University of Delaware campus on an admitted student day in April. Meeting students she might actually have as classmates changed her viewpoint on the school. Touring campuses is difficult and expensive during senior year, and so students often wait until they’re accepted and making a final decision. While we tend to think the tours happen at the beginning of the college search, about a quarter of them occur at the end—in the month of April. During those visits, about half of families are setting foot on campus for the first time. Bottom line: Don’t rule schools out before you visit, and never enroll in one sight unseen.

	
Figure out a budget and have the money talk. Mia and her parents compared financial-aid offers and discussed how much money she had available to pay for college and, later, medical school (she wanted to be a doctor). While this “money talk” happened too late in the search for her to truly course correct, Delaware’s large aid offer, including money for a study-abroad or research experience, worked in her favor. Dashing a kid’s college dreams because of the price tag is tough, but determining—as a family—how much you can afford on an annual basis for four years makes for a smoother process. College pricing works like almost nothing else we buy. Essentially what it will cost you is hidden until after you’re accepted. But you can get a sense of what you might pay by using something called the net price calculator, which the federal government requires colleges to display on their websites. You can also find a college’s Common Data Set (CDS) on its website to see how generous the school is with merit-aid discounts (I’ll explain this in Chapter 9).

	
Give yourself time to process each course correction you make, especially with respect to what you can afford to pay. Having that money talk early allows time to adjust everyone’s expectations. Kim and her husband earned around $130,000 combined. One of their kids had already graduated college and another one would soon. “There was no way we could pay $80,000 a year, or even $50,000 for that matter, for Mia,” Kim told me. She and her husband settled on an annual budget of around $30,000. But they hadn’t talked to Mia about that number “because we never came to terms with the guilt,” Kim said. “She had worked so hard—the hardest of all of our kids—but had the most difficult college search.” After Mia completed her freshman year at Delaware, I asked Kim if she had made peace with how Mia finished the admissions race. Mostly, she told me, but then quoted a Taylor Swift song: “The saddest fear comes creeping in.” You’ll always think what if, as Kim did, but as I tell my own kids, you can’t live parallel lives. Live in the moment wherever you are in school.

	
Understand what you value and look for it. In the weeks before she had to decide, Mia finally dug into the curricula of the majors she was considering, an aspect of the college search she’d completely overlooked. When I reconnected with Mia at Delaware, she said she wished she’d done that sooner instead of worrying about some vague idea of fit. On her campus visits, she should have looked for the tangible opportunities that she’d eventually embrace as an undergraduate—being a peer mentor and a writing fellow, for example, and working on research with a professor. That realization highlights one of Mia’s missed opportunities before she even started her search: understanding why she was going to college and what she truly wanted. In other words, what did she value? Know your motivations before embarking on the college search: What do you like most about high school? What do you expect from college? What are your unique strengths?

	
Take your own “College 101” course. Mia had never asked her older siblings about their college searches, what they’d have done differently, or what surprised them when they arrived at college. While she’d toured colleges with them as a younger sibling, later on as a high school junior she couldn’t describe what kinds of campuses suited her the best. Don’t assume—even if this is your second or third go-around—that your kid understands anything about college. When I’m in the car with my own kids and the subject of college comes up, we’ll talk for a few minutes about questions they might not think to ask: What does it mean to major in something? How do you use office hours with professors? What’s a liberal arts college? What is the schedule like in a typical week?



Finally, here’s an exercise I recommend whenever I’m speaking at high schools: Visit campuses within a few hours of home—whether you want to apply there or not—during freshman or sophomore year of high school. Before the stress of the application process begins, go to a liberal arts college in a rural town, an urban university, a public flagship university with big-time sports and Greek life. Don’t put any names of colleges on your list yet. Just figure out what you like (and don’t like) and how you might feel if you end up at a college like the one where you’re walking around without the pressure of a “visit.” My research shows that informational drive-bys often lead to the first course correction—helping us shed preconceptions about brand names and prestige and broadening our understanding of what makes a good college.




The High Schools: Feeding Too Many Reaches

Rob Franek peered out at the parents and students who’d gathered on a midwinter night in the auditorium at D’Evelyn Junior/Senior High School in Denver. As the editor in chief of The Princeton Review, which publishes college guidebooks in addition to offering test-prep courses, he headlined more than a hundred similar events at U.S. high schools in 2023. At nearly all he started out the same way he did this night in Denver.

“Take out a piece of paper or your phone and write down three schools you’d want to go to if cost were not a factor,” Franek told the audience.

He set the timer on his phone for twenty-seven seconds. He then asked people to cross off the names of schools on their lists as he named them. He started a roll call of colleges at the top of various rankings, a mix of Ivy Leagues, a few public flagships, and some small liberal arts colleges. He named thirty colleges. Then he paused.

“How many of you still have three schools left on your list?” he asked. No one raised their hand. “Who has two?” A few hands shot up. “Who has one?” A couple more hands raised. “Who has zero?” Nearly every hand in the auditorium went up.

This was the third time in six years that Franek had spoken at D’Evelyn as part of its annual college night. I asked Molly Harrington, D’Evelyn’s director of college counseling, if Franek’s opening spiel had an impact. Did students look further afield for colleges beyond the top of the rankings as a result? “Nothing changes,” Harrington said with a resigned sigh. Indeed, if anything, it’s had the opposite effect. Since 2014, the number of applications from D’Evelyn’s senior class to the top 50 colleges has tripled. “There’s always going to be parents who really want these highly selectives,” Harrington said, “even when it’s not reasonable for their kid.”

While D’Evelyn is a public school, it’s what Colorado calls an “option school,” meaning students enter a lottery to enroll. Situated on former ranch land, fifteen miles southwest of downtown Denver, D’Evelyn, with about 600 students in the high school, is consistently ranked No. 1 in the state and among the top 100 schools in the nation. Harrington feels a constant push-and-pull as a counselor there: Families chose to enter the school lottery for D’Evelyn’s unique liberal arts curriculum, but they also care about its ranking and reputation. “There’s a little bit of ‘D’Evelyn is a great school, so why aren’t we getting more kids into these highly selectives?’ ” she told me. “That’s where the pressure comes.”

Harrington walked me through a PowerPoint presentation about D’Evelyn’s college-placement trends over the last decade. I noted with some irony the reason Harrington had compiled the slides: It was a presentation for the school’s “accountability committee.” One slide showed a decrease in D’Evelyn graduates who stay in Colorado for college. About half stick around now, compared with 65 percent a decade ago. A key reason is that students are applying to more selective schools elsewhere. But another is that the University of Colorado and Colorado State, like publics everywhere, are recruiting more out-of-state students. As a result, Colorado’s public universities are more selective for everyone (a topic I tackle in Chapter 3).

As Harrington ran through the slides, two caught my attention. One listed the schools among the top 50 colleges that D’Evelyn students applied to most often in the previous decade: Michigan, Stanford, Vanderbilt, USC, and Purdue. The other showed schools among the top 50 colleges that accepted D’Evelyn seniors most often: Lehigh, UC Davis, Case Western Reserve, Virginia Tech, and the University of Wisconsin. The lists didn’t match up at all. Why the disconnect? “No matter what I say,” Harrington said, “parents feel their kid is different, like this is going to be the time that student gets into Stanford.”

I call this phenomenon “list creep,” and it’s happening not only at D’Evelyn but everywhere these days. Overconfidence caused by inflated grades and by test-optional admissions means what used to be reach schools are increasingly seen as target schools by students and their parents. Let me explain: When students apply to college, they put their choices into three buckets—reach, target, or safety. (Most counselors dislike that last term because too much is unknown these days for a school to be a true safety; they prefer “foundation school.”) A well-balanced list has schools evenly spread among the three buckets. But too often, students have more reaches than target or safety schools.

When Niche provided me with national data on teenagers managing their college search on the platform, several patterns emerged. The company analyzed the range of schools on students’ lists, looking especially at how the most recent year compared to 2020. Students in most GPA levels are now considering a wider variety of schools than they did a few years ago. And students with the highest GPAs (3.9+) showed the most diverse range. On the surface, that suggests these students are following the central premise of this book—they’re widening the aperture.

However, look more closely and we see a different story. While they’re adding more schools to their lists, the new additions among A-average students at top high schools still skew toward big-name colleges (University of Wisconsin, for instance, with an 18 percent acceptance rate for out-of-staters). Compare that to teenagers at less-rigorous schools who add colleges easier to get into (University of San Diego, for example, which accepts about half of its applicants). So, many of these teenagers are essentially choosing campuses that fit mostly into a single bucket—reach schools. Only when they veer close to graduation do top students seem open to adding a broader range of schools. The impetus? Receiving news of rejections and referrals. It often takes the perception that time is running out for these students to face reality and begin looking at a wider array.



When I applied to college in late 1990, I recall petering out after completing four applications on my family’s Smith Corona electric typewriter. In 2024, nearly one in five applicants applied to ten or more colleges. That’s about double the proportion of students who applied to the same number of colleges a decade earlier.

The rise in students applying to more colleges has driven record-breaking increases in overall application volume cycle after cycle, as shown in Figure 1.1. For the first-year college class that enrolled in the fall of 2023, 13.1 million applications were filed overall on any platform, a jump from 11.5 million in 2019, and way up from 4.4 million in 2001. To put those numbers in context, the number of high school graduates in the U.S. has remained relatively constant over that time, rising by just 800,000 since 2001.



Figure 1.1.

Application Inflation

The surge in applications since the turn of this century has largely been the result of students applying to more schools, as first-year enrollment hasn’t kept pace.
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS)

It’s not that more students are applying to college; it’s that the same number of students are sending more applications. And many who are filing a high volume of applications tend to come from the same types of high schools nationwide: private and large public schools in middle- and upper middle-class zip codes.

One of those schools is Minnetonka High School in the western suburbs of Minneapolis. The number of applications filed by each senior class of 900 students since 2019 has doubled to nearly 7,000. What makes that number even more remarkable is this data point from Norma Gutierrez, a counselor at Minnetonka: About half the class goes to community college or trade school or is a “one and done” applicant (i.e., they file at only one place, usually a Minnesota public college).

Among the other half of the senior class, “everyone’s list just gets longer,” Gutierrez said. “Kids aren’t applying to noncompetitive schools; they’re all applying to more competitive schools.” Echoing what other counselors told me, Gutierrez said, “Sometimes the students are kind of shocked when I say, ‘These are reaches.’ ” What’s frustrating to counselors is that the conversations they have with seniors about the rising competition at highly selective schools aren’t filtering down to subsequent classes. “It’s rinse and repeat” with the senior class that follows, Gutierrez said. Seniors look at the college placements of the previous year’s graduating class, get nervous they won’t get into their dream school, and then apply to even more colleges—but ones that are copies of one another.

You can see this happening by looking at the scattergrams for any competitive high school. This popular feature of counseling software, such as Naviance or Scoir, shows students their chances of gaining acceptance to specific colleges through a graph of anonymous applicants with similar grades and test scores from their high school. When you study these scattergrams, two trends come into focus.

One is what we’ve just been talking about. While more students are applying to the same top-ranked schools, the number accepted at each college is holding steady (or in many cases dropping). I looked at Dougherty Valley High School, forty miles east of San Francisco, as a fairly representative sample of kids in an upper middle-class suburban school. In 2018, 251 seniors applied to the University of Southern California; 36 were accepted. Five years later, in 2023, 350 applied but only 22 were accepted. I saw a similar pattern at Reservoir High School in Maryland, south of Baltimore. Some 170 students applied to the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in 2018, and 24 were accepted. In 2023, nearly double the number of seniors applied, but only 10 more students more were accepted than in 2018.

This creates a compounding effect that’s hard to see from the vantage point of a single high school. Students know that four years earlier, a classmate’s older sister—with the same grades and test scores and extracurriculars—got in seemingly everywhere. What’s invisible from your own Naviance scatterplot is that thousands of high schools are flooding the system with more applications.

The second trend in the scattergrams is that students are making next-tier colleges more competitive as they apply to more schools. Jeff Makris has become keenly aware of this in his role as director of college counseling at Stuyvesant High School in New York, one of the top public schools in the country. As we talked, he rattled off a bunch of colleges his students apply to after the Ivy League and elite liberal arts colleges—Northeastern, Case Western, Boston University, and Binghamton University among them. In 2016, 298 students applied to Northeastern, and 91 were admitted; by 2022, applications had jumped to 422, but only 49 were admitted. In 2022, 129 Stuyvesant students applied to Case Western, about the same number as in 2017, but admits were cut almost in half, to 36. In 2016, the acceptance rate for Stuyvesant students who applied to Boston University was 43 percent; by 2022, it was 14 percent.

Normally, Makris said, about 50 to 75 graduates enroll at Binghamton University, one of the state’s top public universities but a safety school among many Stuyvesant students. In 2022, 124 students went there. I’m sharing these specific numbers to illustrate a crucial point: The college admissions landscape has shifted dramatically. What once seemed unusual—strong students not getting into their target schools—is now commonplace.

As applications arrive in bulk from certain high schools to the most selective colleges, we can see in the admissions results that these colleges don’t want to accept too many students from the same place. They don’t have a quota for students from a single high school, but most value geographic diversity.

Admissions officers at selective colleges also use a tool from the College Board called Landscape. It provides key data points about an applicant’s school and neighborhood, including average SAT scores, percentage of students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, crime statistics, and median family income, providing more context than the high school profile that counselors send along. Plus, as these colleges enroll more kids from a given high school, they collect more data on how its students go on to perform as undergraduates. Using that information, admissions officers sort out what GPAs and specific courses really mean from that high school, and those insights come into play in the selection process for applicants who follow. Often, the admissions bar then rises for kids from ultra-competitive schools. Does that mean you should switch to a less competitive high school? Not at all. Colleges still value feeder schools that send them hordes of applicants. What’s more, you’ll get a good education at a top high school that will prove useful no matter where you go to college.



Another challenge with application inflation, especially for colleges a little further down in the rankings, is yield management. Yield rates—the percentages of accepted applicants who actually enroll—are a truer gauge of popularity than acceptance rates when students have multiple options. And those have plummeted at all but the super-selective schools, as depicted in Figure 1.2. Take, for instance, colleges such as Villanova, Kenyon, and Florida State that accept between 20 and 40 percent of applicants. Two decades ago, their yield rates were about the same as the most highly selective colleges. Both groups on average had about four in ten students they accepted agree to enroll. Now, though, this less-selective group has seen their yield plummet, to below 30 percent, while the ultra-selectives have yields now above 50 percent. For colleges and universities, yield is an institutional status symbol and a signal of financial strength.



Figure 1.2.

The Haves and Have Nots In Admissions

Yield rates–a truer gauge of popularity than acceptance rates when students have multiple options–have plummeted at all but the most selective schools.
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Note: Admissions rates based on 2021 first-year class.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS)

When schools believe they are being used as a backup, they use deferrals, wait lists, and even outright rejections to protect their yield rates. Remember when Mia was deferred from early action at Clemson? That was likely yield management on its part. Why? Normally, only 15 percent of out-of-state students accepted by Clemson end up enrolling, compared with half of applicants from South Carolina. By deferring Mia, admissions officers could wait and see how much interest she would show in the months between early and regular admissions by visiting campus or attending virtual admissions events—and then, if she seemed serious, offer her a spot.

All of this is to say, as you widen the lens on your college search, you should recalibrate it as well. Putting more of the same type of top-ranked colleges on your list doesn’t increase your chances of getting in; it increases your chances for disappointment. Again, I’m not trying to discourage you from aiming high. But if you fail to balance the top-ranked options on your list with good schools deeper in the rankings, you won’t have enough opportunities for the course correction you’ll likely need to make later on.




The Colleges: Looking for More Than Perfect Scores

Colleges invest heavily in first impressions. The admissions “welcome center”—with an auditorium to meet prospective students, a comfy gathering place for tours to start, and iconic spaces for Instagrammable moments—is now an enrollment must-have, even at super-selective campuses like MIT (the most extreme example is at the University of Alabama, which you’ll see in Chapter 3).

On an early fall day in 2023, I was waiting in MIT’s new welcome center, just above the Kendall/MIT stop on the T, as Boston’s subway is known. I was there to see Stu Schmill, MIT’s dean of admissions since 2008. I first met Schmill a year earlier while writing a feature article for New York magazine on MIT’s return to requiring the SAT after a two-year pause during the pandemic. When I wrote that piece, I expected others to quickly follow. But at that point, they hadn’t. I wanted to ask Schmill why.

As I waited, a student tour finished up. One teenager was hanging back with his parents, and when everyone else left, they approached the undergraduate tour guide. “I was wondering if I could leave my research portfolio,” I overhead the prospective student say. His father interjected: “He’s worked on three major research projects in high school.” I couldn’t overhear the entire conversation, though the crux of the exchange was that the student believed his research portfolio set him apart, but the tour guide, without sounding discouraging, was trying to indicate that kind of portfolio is not unusual anymore for the typical MIT applicant. I could tell the undergraduate tour guide at MIT was already setting admissions expectations—on the tour.

A few minutes later, sitting in Schmill’s office two floors up, I recounted what I’d witnessed in the lobby. Schmill graduated from MIT in 1986. When he arrived as an undergraduate, he told me, the acceptance rate was 33 percent. “I don’t even know if that would be considered selective today,” he said with a playful smirk. I asked him if he’d be admitted if he applied now. “Probably not,” he said, but quickly noted, “I would have been a different applicant.”

Like most teenagers back then, Schmill wasn’t aiming to get into a college like MIT from almost the moment he was born. His activities, he said, “weren’t picked with anything in mind other than ‘Hey, what would you like to do?’ ” He then added in a nostalgic tone: “Which I wish we could get back to.” Schmill told me he took accelerated math courses in high school, not because “I was trying to accelerate, but I was just kind of good in math.” He didn’t visit MIT before enrolling. He was a walk-on to the MIT crew team but had never rowed in high school.

I could tell from our conversations that Schmill is uncomfortable with many of the tactics employed by his counterparts in elite higher education to boost selectivity rates. MIT isn’t on the Common App. It doesn’t send mail needlessly to students it has no intention of accepting simply to increase the denominator in calculating its acceptance rate. And at the beginning of the pandemic, Schmill was reluctant to drop the requirements for SAT scores because he knew schools that had gone test-optional were receiving a bump in applications, and a deluge was sure to follow. And at MIT it did: The first year of the pandemic, applications to MIT jumped 66 percent, more than at almost every other selective college. “We certainly did not increase our staff by 66 percent,” Schmill told me. “Our staff got very burned out.” MIT had every intention of restoring its test requirements after one year but, as the pandemic lingered, the school extended the policy for a second year.

Schmill wanted to return to the tests for another reason as well: He believed they provided a signal of student preparedness for MIT, particularly the math score. He repeatedly pointed out to me that MIT’s undergraduate curriculum—and its focus on mathematics—is unique even among top-ranked colleges. Earlier in Schmill’s tenure, the school admitted students with a wider range of SAT scores who ended up dropping out.

By the time the pandemic hit, however, MIT was essentially taking only perfect scorers. In 2020, the top 25 percent of the class scored a perfect 800 in math and the bottom 25 percent scored a 780 or below, with none scoring under 700. (To put these numbers in perspective: If a student missed two math questions out of the fifty-eight on most versions of the SAT, they’d score 770, lower than 75 percent of that 2020 first-year class at MIT.)

After two pandemic-disrupted application cycles, MIT announced in 2022 that it would require test scores again. At first, it was alone among elite schools, but a year later several Ivy League institutions, including Dartmouth, Yale, and Harvard, announced they were returning to the tests, as did the University of Texas at Austin. Despite those moves, test-optional policies seem to be here to stay for most colleges. Admissions offices don’t want to give up the flexibility they provide in crafting their classes.

At Case Western, for instance, test-optional has meant that students who want to major in management aren’t discouraged from applying by average tests scores that in the past were inflated by students interested in engineering. As a result, applications from would-be management majors are up at Case. Even the makers of the SAT and ACT have acknowledged the tests aren’t returning to their pre-2020 days. The all-digital SAT, introduced in the spring of 2024, is an hour shorter than the old three-hour paper version. College Board executives told me they hope students will want to take the shorter test to decide if their score is worth submitting, instead of feeling they must take the longer one. The experience has been redesigned for higher-ed consumers in a test-optional era.

Though test-optional became the norm during the pandemic, our relationship with testing remains complicated. If you’re a parent of a good test taker, you probably want to return to the days when basically every college required an SAT or ACT score.

Nearly eight in ten parents who responded to my survey already think you need to submit a test score to get into a prestigious college anyway, even if it’s test-optional. Requiring test scores is particularly appealing if your kid goes to a high school where grade inflation is prevalent, making it tough to distinguish top students. Here’s the problem with that viewpoint: A high score no longer means as much as it once did, with so many more applications now flowing to elite institutions. Double 750s is no longer the master key to getting in.

Although application inflation runs rampant throughout higher education, it’s even more pronounced at the super-selective colleges your kid might desire (or, be honest, you might desire). Schools that today accept fewer than 20 percent of students collected 1.9 million applications in 2023. They received just 600,000 in 2001. It’s as if every applicant back then applied again in 2023, and then found three of their classmates also applying to the same top schools. Meanwhile, the number of seats at these colleges hasn’t budged much since the late 1970s.

When Duke’s dean of admissions, Christoph Guttentag, started his job in 1992, the university received a quarter of the applications it does now. Nearly 48,000 regular-decision applications arrived in 2024, up 37 percent since 2019. Every cycle, admissions officers at Duke and other elite colleges need to move faster and be tougher in their assessment of applicants. Fewer than half of Duke’s applicants go through the full evaluation process. The ultimate destiny of many applicants is determined in initial readings by a single admissions officer that can take less than fifteen minutes. In that early pass, “I have to say no to about two-thirds to three-fourths,” Guttentag said. He reads roughly a dozen applications each morning.

These days, Guttentag told me, far fewer applicants “knock your socks off.” A decade ago, admissions officers at Duke regularly talked about a “wall of 5s”—applicants with stacks of that top AP score. “You’d just see this long list of eight or ten or twelve 5s,” Guttentag recalled. “That’s the sort of thing that would by itself have moved the needle and now doesn’t” because those stats are a lot more common for applicants to Duke.

The numbers he rattled off shocked me, but I was even more surprised by his nonchalant attitude about them, given how few teenagers score a 5 or even have access to a slew of AP courses. Only 14 percent of the 4.39 million AP tests administered in 2023 were scored a 5, according to the College Board; only half of American public high schools even offer more than five AP courses.

What gets students into Duke now? They need not only the “best possible grade in every subject across the board in as difficult a curriculum as the school offers,” Guttentag said, but also evidence “that they’ve gone beyond the strong students at the school in pursuing their academic interests.” The difference between 55,000 and 25,000 applications is that “you see more ways for students to excel academically than through the traditional AP, SAT, IB [International Baccalaureate curriculum offered by some high schools] measures.”

When does this fascination with super-selective colleges—and getting into one—end, if it ever does? When will we come to understand how random it is, that getting in is truly like winning the lottery? When will we concede that colleges control the rules of the game and have no incentive to care about us until we stop engaging with them? You may be wondering whether the college admissions pendulum is about to swing back the other way. Given that fewer children were born in the Great Recession and the decade that followed, colleges face a demographic cliff through the 2030s. With some colleges struggling to stay afloat, could getting in become easier for your younger children than your current high schoolers? Unfortunately, when it comes to the top universities, that demographic cliff is unlikely to throw the gates wide open. Plenty of colleges are going to struggle (and we’ll talk in Chapter 9 about how to keep an eye on their finances), but the top brands aren’t going to feel that pinch.



From the floor where Stu Schmill’s office is, on a clear day you can see the MIT campus and beyond. It’s a view that reminded me of college brochures that fuel the dreams—and anxieties—of countless students. Schmill’s own family story, though, provides perspective we all need as we embark on this journey.

His older daughter, Samantha, raised in the hotbed of the Boston suburban achievement culture, had her heart set on an Ivy League school. The daughter of the MIT dean of admissions, she’d done everything “right.” But she got never got into those top places. She ended up at Franklin & Marshall College. (Nothing to sneeze at, of course, but Lancaster isn’t Cambridge or Palo Alto.)

Schmill’s younger daughter, Becca, took a different approach from the start. She’d had enough of that pressure-cooker world of high school and wanted something different. “I was comfortable with that because I knew that she could be successful wherever she went and might be more successful at a place a rung or two down the ladder,” Schmill told me. “You can go to any college and find your people, find serious students.”

She chose the University of Richmond. But Becca and her family never got to see how that choice played out. In September of her first year, she died from fentanyl poisoning with drugs bought on Facebook, a tragedy that’s reshaped everything for the Schmill family.I

So when Stu Schmill hears from parents of rejected applicants that their life is ruined because they won’t be able to attend MIT, he understands they’re upset, but he also thinks to himself: “You’re not counting your blessings here, and you’re probably not helping your child, either.”

As I left Schmill’s office, the weight of his family’s sorrow put the college admissions frenzy into perspective. What is this relentless pursuit of prestige doing to us? And how can we focus more on the journey and less on a specific destination? Yes, the path ahead may be more challenging than you anticipated, but it’s also rich with opportunities you might not have considered.




	
I. The Schmill family has been outspoken about the dangers of social media. Becca died after taking fentanyl-laced drugs bought on Facebook. She was raped by a boy she met online and cyberbullied on Snapchat. The family established the Becca Schmill Foundation in her memory (https://beccaschmillfdn.org).
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