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The college world has been rocked over the past twelve months.  2019 was the admission 

scandal (see page 2). More recently, Covid 19 brought huge changes to campuses across the 

country.  It is likely theses factors will impact the college going experience for prospective 

students from the classes of 2020 and 2021.  What follows is excerpted from a piece by 

Brennan Barnard, co-author of the new book, "The Truth about College Admission: A Family Guide 

to Getting In and Staying Together," featured in Forbes.com on March 22, 2020.  The bolded 

lines (editor choice) are meant to encapsulate some of the potential changes… 

Jerry Lucido (professor and associate dean of strategic enrollment services for the University of Southern California’s (USC) Rossier School of 

Education and executive director of the USC Center for Enrollment Research, Policy and Practice) predicts that increasingly “colleges are 
likely to waive deadlines, make accommodations on testing requirements and the like.” What if we leveled the 
playing field, as does the virus, by eliminating the natural advantages that wealth and privilege have in the admission 
system.”  The push toward early applications with deadlines in October and November over the last twenty years has forced 
the timeline of searching for and applying to college earlier and earlier in the high school experience. Meanwhile, this shift 
disproportionately favors students with access to personalized counseling and the resources to do advanced planning and 
visiting. Maybe now is the time to abandon these early plans and move to one single deadline for admission. 
 

Akil Bello (senior director of advocacy and advancement at Fairtest) hopes that this crisis will reframing the thinking around testing in 
American education. Bello argues that “besides the weak predictive validity of most tests, the increasingly obvious lack of 
equitable access (and preparation) should have every college questioning whether requiring admission tests is 
worth the costs or is a test-optional policy more reasonable?” 
 

Jonathan Burdick (vice provost for enrollment at Cornell University) asks… “If all colleges are test-optional, what will they use 
instead to make good decisions? Among the devices are: better quality of application submissions, including an 
increased emphasis on the quality of a recommendation letter or six; evidence of co-curricular activity and leadership, 
competitions, etc.; ‘proven’ reputations for academic rigor in specific schools; grading practices designed to ‘show 
improvement’ and minimize the effects of small differences, etc.… the idea that not requiring standardized tests would 
increase access everywhere is not proven.”  
 

Wil Del Pilar (vice president for higher education at the Education Trust) says “many institutions use interviews or campus visits as a 
sign of ‘interest.’” He adds, “virtual tours and/or alternative contact opportunities should be implemented 
that do not disadvantage students in impacted areas or those who do not have the resources to travel.”  
 

Andy Borst (director of undergraduate admissions at the University of Illinois at Urbana/Champaign) says, “I’m excited by the innovations to 
college admission that may come from this crisis. The new tools we are working on expand online resources and tele-
counseling.” Borst encourages us to “imagine a future when students have access to a plethora of new content, 
including student panels to answer common questions.”  
 

Richard Weissbourd (senior lecturer and the faculty director of MCC and the co-director of the Human Development and Psychology Program at 

HGSE) says, "how colleges assess extracurricular activities is often wildly unfair because access to these 
activities is so unequal. Many more colleges should take a closer look at how underrepresented students 
actually spend their time. Many of these students are taking care of family members or working to provide family 
income many hours a week for years. That should count a lot more than a summer volunteer stint abroad."  
 

The cost of higher education is increasingly prohibitive. Cornell’s Burdick predicts, “more campuses are going to go 
out of business faster than they would have, and the institutions least likely to survive are those who have been least 
selective, meaning (at least in some sense) more accessible.” Rick Clark (director of undergraduate admission at Georgia Tech) adds, “I 
would not be surprised to see hybrid online/in-person options for some programs or reduced rates of 
tuition for online offerings.” Weissbourd, at Harvard, says, “many selective colleges are very capable of 
providing rigorous, exciting pathways to undergraduate degrees that are more affordable.” He invites us to 
“imagine a hybrid pathway to a public service degree, for example, with two years of traditional residential experience and 
two years of exciting field experiences in this country and abroad combined with rigorous, engaging— and significantly less 
expensive— online courses. Instead of touting how few people they admit— an ethically indefensible metric used by highly 
selective colleges in particular— selective colleges could brag about how many people they educated." The time is ripe to 
upend tradition and consider how the legacy of college admission and affordability has kept so many out. 
 

Admission to college has needed reinvention, essentially since its inception. It is a system that was not designed for equity 
and access, and the healthy growth of an educated society demands it be redesigned. Working together, there is hope 
for building a better system for accessing higher education. 
 

 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/brennanbarnard/2020/03/22/redesigning-college-admission-covid-19-access-and-equity/#547d63142ee6
https://cerpp.usc.edu/
https://edtrust.org/
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  College admissions and 2019 revelations… 
 

If college is on your horizon, it was nearly impossible to avoid the unfolding 

(head exploding) college admissions scandal at highly selective private (Yale, 

Stanford, University of Southern California, Georgetown and Wake Forest) and public 

institutions (University of Texas and University of California Los Angeles).  Beyond the 

understandable disgust associated with adults buying privileged youth spots at 

schools using “side door” methods (bribes, rigged test scores, faked athletic records), are  

there lessons to learn from these events?  Yes!  Under the headings:  Big Picture and “How does this impact me?” 
 

For big picture starters, the role money plays in college admissions can’t be ignored.  Unlike some other nations, 

we’ve made a collective choice to place the financial burden of paying for higher education on the family rather 

than funding it collectively through higher taxes (see Figure 1.).   The result?  Students and families either pay more 

or require more in financial aid.  “Full pay” students lessen the pressure on financial aid budgets.  If a family can 

afford tens of thousands of dollars in bribes and payoffs, it is obvious that we are talking about a group of full 

payers.  Ironically, students with this highly desired type of diversity already  

have increased admissions advantage via the Early Decision process at any 

number of colleges and universities.  Why, then, did these adults go to such 

lengths to rig the system?  Blame it on the chimera named PRESTIGE.    
 

As a nation we are obsessed with ratings.  For the college 

universe this fixation is particularly omnipresent.  Every 

fall new “top school” lists come out, which inevitably 

highlight the “prowess” of the institutions with the 

greatest resources (highest endowments and tuitions), and  

every spring the media bemoans declining acceptance rates.   The result?   

An academic arms race that results in ever higher educational costs without  

any guarantee of outcome.  College ratings are incapable of predicting  

individual results.  Research from the Brookings Institute (Who Needs Harvard?)  

and others have established that the value is in the degree not the institution name.   
 

This fact is critical to the health and wellbeing of our society.  High “prestige” institutions educate an incredibly 

small fraction of our population.  The prestige ratings create a false sense that the purpose of higher education is 

the attainment of a label rather than the creation of a knowledge foundation that will facilitate individual 

achievement in all aspects of life.  Prestige ratings diminish the very real and lasting benefits of the educations 

provided by a myriad of institutions large and small across this nation.  The real differences in educational quality 

exist at department and classroom levels not between college mascots.  Success is in the hands of the individual.  

Environment can only do so much, which leads to a corollary thought.  These side door students are in over their 

heads. They aren’t prepared for the competition.  Because of parental “best” intentions, these young people have 

been cast as imposters (at worst) and mediocre (at best) – a toxic recipe for lasting bitterness and doubt. 
 

So, where’s the good news?  Inevitably these revelations will prompt changes.  Full payers will still have their place, 

the system needs them, but the “side doors” that they used to gain access to high profile institutions will close.  Click 

here to read some related thoughts (from New York Times Op Ed writer David Leonhardt) about athletics and college.  Most 

importantly, every student and family can commit to looking beyond prestige ratings when considering 

where to send college applications.  Still need some help?  Click here to compare college’s based on student 

outcomes (social mobility index).  Be open to possibilities and honor the potential in every application.  Add to that 

self-knowledge and a willingness to dig into the details and you will have at least one winning college option!   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2019/03/13/dozens-indicted-alleged-massive-case-admissions-fraud?utm_source=Inside+Higher+Ed&utm_campaign=c6308951d0-DNU_2019_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_1fcbc04421-c6308951d0-234601697&mc_cid=c6308951d0&mc_eid=733244d6a3
https://www.demos.org/publication/minnesotas-great-cost-shift-how-higher-education-cuts-undermine-states-future-middle-c
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2017/01/12/discrimination-inherent-early-admissions-programs-essay
http://news.cornell.edu/stories/2006/11/why-tuition-costs-so-much-three-cornell-experts-explain
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/who-needs-harvard/
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/24/upshot/the-fundamental-way-that-universities-are-an-illusion.html?mcubz=3&_r=0
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/24/upshot/the-fundamental-way-that-universities-are-an-illusion.html?mcubz=3&_r=0
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/16/style/snowplow-parenting-scandal.html?fallback=0&recId=1IoTxyFDMTUVOdKAGxqYML4I5hp&locked=0&geoContinent=NA&geoRegion=MN&recAlloc=story&geoCountry=US&blockId=home-featured&imp_id=400895088&action=click&module=editorsPicks&pgtype=Article&region=Footer
https://outlook.office.com/owa/?realm=spcpa.org&exsvurl=1&ll-cc=1033&modurl=0&path=/mail/inbox
http://www.socialmobilityindex.org/

