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ADMISSION


“An ivory-tower expose.”

—ATLANTIC MONTHLY




“Provocative and stimulating… A tough investigative reporter, Golden does not hesitate to name names…. In his final chapter, Golden issues a series of sensible and hard-hitting recommendations.”

—JEROME KARABEL, Washington Post Book World




“I didn't want to believe that rich families and celebrities buy places for their children in America's best colleges. But Daniel Golden's evidence is overwhelming. This book should be read by everyone who cares about pre serving higher education as a route for developing talent, not rewarding privilege.”

—DIANE RAVITCH, research professor of education at New York University and author of Left Back




“An explosive new book.”

—NEW YORK POST




“Golden has fun making trouble in the best journalistic sense…. The Price of Admission is a powerful reminder that the public will increasingly require selective colleges to defend their preferences; that not all are prepared to make their complex case well; and that some of their practices, finally, seem indefensible today.”

—HARVARD MAGAZINE




“The Price of Admission is a muckraking morality tale with many villains and few heroes … [Golden] names names. Duke University comes off especially badly, followed by Brown, Harvard, and other Ivies.”

—NEW YORK REVIEW OF BOOKS




“An important new book … With clarity and moral force, Golden shows that our greatest universities have been sacrificing their highest ideals on behalf of base pursuits unworthy of their names.”

—EDUCATION SECTOR




“Provocative … [B]lows the door off traditional notions about affirmative action and explains how whites benefit from relaxed admissions standards.”

—SAN FRANCISCO DAILY JOURNAL




“If you did not attend or do not teach at a prestigious university, do not play polo well enough to pass it on, and do not have a cool million lying around to buy a place in the freshman class, your child might not make it into the school he or she deserves to attend. Daniel Golden explains why in this passionately written and bitingly acute book.”

—ALAN WOLFE, professor of political science at Boston College and author of One Nation, After All




“This report's abundance of juicy stories of outrageous favoritism makes for an absorbing read.”

—KIRKUS REVIEWS




“Fascinating reading … As a body of reporting, The Price of Admission is a tour de force…. Behind-the-scenes admissions practices have probably never before been documented in such persuasive detail…. Immensely readable and enlightening.”

—WEEKLY STANDARD




“A chilling story of double standards and double crossings. Daniel Golden reminds us that when elite college admissions go to the highest bidders, we all pay the price.”

—LANI GUINIER, Bennett Boskey Professor at Harvard Law School and author of Lift Every Voice




“Makes a trenchant and convincing case that admission to America's elite universities has too often turned into a system for reinforcing wealth and privilege, rather than opening new opportunities … In the wake of this book, the university establishment has some explaining to do.”

—JAMES FALLOWS, national correspondent of The Atlantic Monthly and author of Blind into Baghdad
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A Note on Academic Records

Since college admissions offices pay considerable attention to applicants” SAT scores, this book does too. The purpose of revealing students” test scores (as well as high school grades and class ranks) is not to embarrass individuals who fall below the norm of the colleges they attend but to document the extent of admissions preferences for alumni children and other favored groups.

SAT scores in this book are based on the old SAT, which awarded 200-800 points on math and verbal scales for a maximum 1600 score. The current SAT also includes a writing test, worth 200-800 points, for a top score of 2400. Whenever possible, SAT scores used in this book were confirmed by documents or sources besides the students themselves. The book takes no position in the long-running controversy over whether SAT scores are a useful way to evaluate college applicants and predict future achievement.

Private high schools, which many of the college applicants described in this book attended, do not formally rank students. However, many prep schools induct students with the best grade point averages—usually the top 20 percent—into an organization called the Cum Laude Society, which is roughly comparable to the National Honor Society. Hence, this book frequently uses Cum Laude status as a mark of whether college applicants ranked in the top fifth of their prep school class.




Introduction
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THE TENNESSEE WALTZ

The United States would never develop an aristocracy, Alexis de Tocqueville declared in his classic 1835 study, Democracy in America. The fledgling democracy, he wrote, lacked primogeniture—the European custom of parents leaving all their wealth to their firstborn son. Without that practice, family fortunes in America would be divided among multiple descendants and gradually dwindle to nothing.

But the great French historian underestimated the ingenuity of America's upper classes, which have all too often enhanced their wealth— and power—across generations. Elite families, it turned out, didn't need primogeniture. They developed an indirect method of preserving their status: college admissions.

Despite the popular notion that top colleges foster the American dream of upward mobility and equal opportunity, the truth is quite different. While only a handful of low-income students penetrate the campus gates, admissions policies channel the children of the privileged into premier colleges, paving their way into leadership positions in business and government.

Even without primogeniture, the firstborn sons of former Senate majority leader Bill Frist and former vice president Al Gore could count on a valuable inheritance: easy entry to America's foremost universities. Although their fathers are political foes, William Harrison Frist Jr. and Albert Gore III have a great deal in common. Both bear the full names of their famous fathers along with the pressure of public expectations and media scrutiny. Both have Tennessee roots but attended expensive Washington private high schools that cater to children of power. Both are stocky and played the same position—center—on their prep school football teams.

Both were middling students who preferred partying to homework and the company of jocks to scholars. Their academic records—and, in the teenage Albert Gore Ill's case, brushes with authority—would ordinarily have destined them for second-tier colleges. Yet both were admitted ahead of thousands of stellar candidates to their first and only choices, two of the nation's best and most selective universities, Frist to Princeton and Gore to Harvard, where their fathers had gone before them.

The two Tennesseeans waltzed into the Ivy League less on their own merit than on the basis of their paternal pedigrees. Princeton accepted Harrison Frist not because it believed in his intellectual potential but because his family had lavished tens of millions of dollars on a new student center, and his father was both a national figure and a former trustee of the university. In fact, Princeton's admissions staff gave Harrison the lowest ranking on its scale for evaluating applicants” academic credentials. Albert Gore III applied to Harvard in the fall of 2000; America's most prestigious university wouldn't pass up the son of an alumnus and former member of its board of overseers who stood several hundred disputed Florida votes away from being president of the United States.

Once enrolled in these premier universities, the two youths hardly distinguished themselves. Harrison may be best known at Princeton for joining a rowdy, hard-drinking social club, and both were arrested on substance abuse charges. If they appeared not to value an elite college education, it may be because they didn't earn their admission; it was delivered to them as a birthright.

Said Brandon Parry, a high school and college classmate of Frist's: “I don't think anyone ever doubted Harrison would get into Princeton.”
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THE IVY LEAGUES’ embrace of the sons of Bill Frist and Al Gore underscores a reality elite universities pretend doesn't exist—that money and connections are increasingly tainting college admissions, undermining both its credibility and value to American democracy.

In a 1997 article, “The Pitfalls of a Pure Meritocracy,” a Harvard senior admissions officer named David Evans portrayed the admissions process as such universities want it to be seen—wise graybeards assembling a talented freshman class of all viewpoints and backgrounds. “Subjective evaluations” giving “some bearing” to applicants” “personal qualities,” he argued, are far superior to a “strictly merit-based system.” To explain why these universities often pass over top candidates—high school valedictorians, students with perfect SAT scores, and the like—for seemingly lesser applicants, Evans compared a college to a symphony orchestra. Just as an orchestra cannot be composed solely of violinists, he argued, so a college should be a “symbiotic whole” where “the poet converses with the scientist and the conservative philosopher debates topics … with the liberal activist.”

This appealing vision permeates the public perception of admissions and almost all of the dozens of books and thousands of newspaper and magazine articles written about the process. It provides a convenient excuse for arbitrary decisions: asked why it rejected a student, a college can say that he or she looked wonderful on paper but didn't fit into the mix. The image of a fair but fickle process also pumps up the applicant pool: every year, hoping against hope that they might be the right match, hundreds of thousands of high school seniors with impeccable academic records seek admission to ultraexclusive colleges that take fewer than one in five candidates, while their parents spend millions of dollars they can ill afford for tutors, test-prep classes, extracurricular activities, or fancy private schools to help beat the odds.

But this version of college admissions is fundamentally deceptive, as the orchestra analogy unwittingly reveals. To assemble its diverse array of musicians, an orchestra typically picks the best players on each instrument through blind auditions, eliminating any hint of favoritism. Imagine if the New York Philharmonic adopted the same selection criteria as Harvard, Yale, or Stanford. It would turn down a top violinist with a sublime sound in favor of a second-rate one with a screeching bow because his father had played in the orchestra himself, had endowed a rehearsal space (or was expected to do so once his son was chosen), was a famous screen actor, or controlled federal appropriations for the arts.

Like Harrison Frist and Albert Gore III, thousands of wealthy, well-connected applicants slide into elite colleges each year with little regard to merit or diversity. They benefit instead from what I call the preferences of privilege. Although how-to-get-into-college books, college-night recruiters, and college administrators ignore or downplay their importance, the preferences of privilege aren't just pivotal in close calls. They routinely allow an academically weak applicant to leap over a strong one and can represent an admissions boost equivalent to hundreds of SAT points at Ivy League schools and other elite colleges. The children of wealth and influence occupy so many slots that the admissions odds against middle-class and working-class students with outstanding records are even longer than the colleges acknowledge.

The preferences of privilege are nonpartisan: they benefit the wealthy and powerful across the political and cultural spectrum, Democrats and Republicans, supporters and opponents of affirmative action, left-wing Hollywood movie stars and right-wing tycoons, old-money dynasties and nouveau riche. They ensure each fresh generation of upper-class families— regardless of intelligence or academic qualifications—access to the premier colleges whose alumni hold disproportionate sway on Wall Street and in Fortune 500 companies, the media, Congress, and the judiciary. Once in college, moreover, these wealthy students are often tapped to join socially exclusive groups—eating clubs, fraternities, secret societies— where they hobnob with influential alumni and prospective employers. Recent members of Princeton's rarefied Ivy eating club, for instance, have included the niece of President Bush; the daughter of John Edwards, the 2004 Democratic vice presidential candidate; and the son of Senator Jay Rockefeller.

This book reveals the double standard that favors rich and well-connected students applying to the one hundred or so colleges and universities, mostly private institutions, that admit fewer than half their applicants and serve as the gateway to affluence and influence in America. These students fly first-class on the college admissions journey, enjoying direct access to admissions deans who accept them outright or sneak them in through side entrances such as deferred admissions, transfers from other colleges, and “special” status. They're forgiven transgressions that would doom other candidates, from missed application deadlines to drunken driving.

Top colleges and universities like to boast that they are “need-blind”— that is, they offer enough financial aid so that the students they admit can afford to attend. But they are not wealth-blind. They take a disproportionate number of students from prep schools, and have been known—as Duke University did under its late president Terry Sanford—to instruct recruiters specifically to pursue rich students. Motivated in the short term by the allure of gifts, colleges also fear that enrolling too many low-income students would create a poorer alumni base—and therefore reduce contributions—down the road.

Even as admission has become increasingly competitive in recent years, premier universities still extend special preference to alumni children. Children whose parents have given big money in the past or are likely to pony up upon admission are ushered to the head of the line. At nearly all top universities, the fund-raising office furnishes admissions with a list of these “development cases,” who are often accepted even if they rank near the bottom of their high school classes or have SAT scores 300-400 points below some rejected applicants. University presidents generally have a right-hand man, from Joel Fleishman at Duke to the late David Zucconi at Brown, whose role, whatever his title, is to gratify key donors and alumni, including facilitating the admission of their children.

Colleges also fawn on the offspring of famous people who can raise a school's visibility, from Hollywood superagent Michael Ovitz to author David Halberstam and former New York Times publisher Arthur Ochs Sulzberger. They conciliate key faculty members with free tuition and an admissions break for their children. And while it's widely believed that the admissions preference for recruited athletes favors minority and low-income students, it actually tilts toward the white and wealthy. Offsetting minority participation in basketball, football, and track, prestigious colleges give an admissions edge to athletes in sports played mainly by upper-income whites; for instance, crew, squash, horseback riding, skiing, sailing, fencing, golf, and even—at Cornell University and the University of Virginia—polo. By spurring colleges to field women's teams in these sports, Title IX, the federal gender-equity law, has widened socioeconomic inequity and spurred an admissions and scholarship bonanza for rich women.

Put together, these preferences of privilege amount to nothing less than affirmative action for rich white people. As such, they should be part of any debate about affirmative action for racial minorities.

Like most Americans, I have mixed feelings about racial preferences; it is easier to justify lowering standards for an impoverished minority student from a single-parent home and inner-city high school than for an upper-middle-class minority applicant from a premier prep school, or for the student who is considered Hispanic only because he happened to be born while his father, perhaps a banker or diplomat, was posted to Latin America. But whether one is for or against affirmative action, it is important to frame that issue in context. Even as conservative critics paint affirmative action for college-bound minorities as giving African Americans, Hispanics, and Native Americans an unfair advantage over more capable white candidates, the truth is the reverse.

The number of whites enjoying preference far outweighs the number of minorities aided by affirmative action. At least one-third of the students at elite universities, and at least half at liberal arts colleges, are flagged for preferential treatment in the admissions process. While minorities make up 10 to 15 percent of a typical student body, affluent whites dominate other preferred groups: recruited athletes (10 to 25 percent of students); alumni children, also known as legacies (10 to 25 percent); development cases (2 to 5 percent); children of celebrities and politicians (1 to 2 percent); and children of faculty members (1 to 3 percent). Some applicants benefit from multiple preferences, that is, a legacy may also be an athlete.

These estimates might be conservative. Robert Birgeneau, chancellor of the University of California at Berkeley, told me that he once calculated the proportion of admissions spaces open to “regular students” at one Ivy League university, which he declined to name. His startling conclusion: students without any nonacademic preference are vying for only 40 percent of the slots. Birgeneau added that Ivy League schools typically understate the number of students whose alumni ties facilitated their admissions. For instance, most Ivies don't count grandchildren as legacies, even though alumni often give the most money—and thus wield the greatest sway over admissions—after becoming grandparents.

College administrators often defend the preferences of privilege by contending that the beneficiaries are “qualified” or “can do the work.” But in college admissions-speak, those descriptions only mean that a student is likely to graduate. The vast majority of applicants to top colleges fit (or exceed) those descriptions, but only a small proportion are admitted. Since more than 90 percent of students at elite universities graduate, being “qualified” means meeting minimum standards—a far cry from being the best candidate for the slot.

Pressed further, these administrators say they need the preferences of privilege to keep up with their peers—to build laboratories and concert halls, fund faculty salaries and scholarships. If a college doesn't want to alienate well-heeled alumni and other parents whom it counts on as donors, the argument goes, it must admit their children as students, even if that means lowering standards. But there are many reasons to give to colleges, and whether and how much philanthropy would dwindle without an admissions quid pro quo is debatable. One of the country's best private universities, the California Institute of Technology, raises plenty of money without compromising admissions.

ALBERT GORE JR., Harvard ‘69, was a member of his alma mater's board of overseers from 1987 until he became Bill Clinton's understudy in 1993. The board's official responsibility is to maintain academic standards, but members and ex-members enjoy a side benefit that undercuts that goal: the admissions office relaxes standards as needed for their children.

From 1991 to 2001, all four of Gore's children enrolled at Harvard, defying the one-in-ten odds against admission. Asked about this success, a former Harvard official told me that the Gore children “floated up” for attention from the board of overseers. “Al's in the category of active alum,” the official said. “He wasn't really ever in the position to give Harvard much political help, except along with other senators if there was a bill supporting basic scientific research. But he contributed fairly substantially in terms of volunteer interest. He was an overseer and he was a very strong adviser to the environmental program.” A Gore spokesman declined comment.

Vice President Gore's three daughters were excellent students whose Harvard acceptances raised few eyebrows. Their younger brother, who had recovered from a near-fatal car accident as a six-year-old, was a different story. His parents sent him to St. Albans, a preparatory school located on the grounds of the National Cathedral and patronized by blue-blood families like the Guggenheims and Rockefellers. St. Albans aims to instill both learning and manners—its lower-school headmaster greets students at the door every morning and critiques their handshakes with comments such as “Make it a little firmer”—and doesn't condone misbehavior. In 1996, it suspended eighth-grader Albert Gore III for smoking marijuana in a pastoral retreat called the Bishop's Garden during a school dance. Perturbed at the school's handling of the matter, the Gores transferred Albert to Sidwell Friends, a Quaker school and Chelsea Clinton's alma mater. In the summer before his senior year there, he was cited for driving nearly 100 miles per hour in a 55-mph zone.

Like St. Albans and most other prep schools, Sidwell Friends does not formally rank students. Classmates and others familiar with Albert describe him as intelligent but not studious. “Sidwell is a very competitive place,” a classmate told me. “I wouldn't say he was one of the academic all-stars. He was obviously very bright, but it wasn't necessarily something people would have thought off the top of their head that he would go to Harvard. There were a few kids that really stood out, and he wasn't in that shining top ten.”

Another Sidwell classmate said, “Al is a bright, bright person. In terms of work, some other students were putting out more work. A stu-dent may not have the best test scores or grades, but people talk about potential. I would hope that's what Harvard would see in a student like Al.”

Unlike his sisters, who were all accepted to Princeton too, Albert did not seek admission there. He applied to Harvard in the fall of 2000, when his father was the Democratic candidate for president. Harvard officials may have sought assurances that he had outgrown his rule breaking. If so, that hope was misplaced.

After enrolling at Harvard in 2001, he was ticketed in September 2002 near a military base for driving under the influence. Charged with marijuana possession in 2003, he settled that case by agreeing to substance abuse counseling. Aside from playing junior varsity football as a freshman, he kept a low profile on campus; when he graduated from Harvard in 2005, his name wasn't even listed in the commencement program.

ELITE UNIVERSITIES “are skimming along in the upper atmosphere,” former Yale president Benno Schmidt told me recently. “They don't even know what's down below. Some in the elite universities want to help, and a few actually roll up their sleeves and try. But most have no idea how total is the disconnect between a place like Yale and the one-third or more of the high schools in the U.S. that serve mostly poor kids.”

This disconnect underscores an inconvenient truth about U.S. higher education's oft-proclaimed goal of diversity. Of all the sorts of diversity that elite colleges profess to seek, socioeconomic diversity counts the least. To build a freshman class that is balanced in other respects, colleges routinely sacrifice the interests of low-income families. They achieve the gender diversity required by Title IX largely by recruiting affluent female athletes, racial diversity by admitting middle-class blacks and Hispanics, and international diversity by pursuing jet-setters from Europe and the Middle East.

Opportunity is scarcer today for children of poverty than in living memory, and our higher education system is partly responsible. Even with recent tuition hikes, public institutions from state universities to community colleges still expand career opportunities for working-class students. But private universities are another story. Although they are tax-exempt, nonprofit institutions subsidized by our tax dollars and receive billions of dollars in government funding and research grants, they are shirking their mission to unearth and nurture diamonds in the rough. Instead, they help to enshrine an American aristocracy. Income and wage gaps between the top and bottom strata have widened in the past quarter century; social mobility, once a defining American characteristic, is becoming as rare as the street corner phone booth. The country is largely ruled by what I call the “legacy establishment”: President George W. Bush, the last two Democratic candidates for president, and four of the nine Supreme Court justices are either alumni children themselves or have legacy offspring, or both. Although polls show that most Americans oppose admissions breaks for alumni children, this establishment has repelled every populist challenge to the preferences that sustain it.

“A growing body of evidence suggests that the meritocratic ideal is in trouble in America,” The Economist reported in a special issue in January 2005. “Income inequality is growing to levels not seen since the Gilded Age, around the 1880s. But social mobility is not increasing at anything like the same pace…. The United States risks calcifying into a European-style class-based society…. Everywhere you look in modern America—in the Hollywood Hills or the canyons of Wall Street, in the Nashville recording studios or the clapboard houses of Cambridge, Massachusetts—you see elites mastering the art of perpetuating themselves. America is increasingly looking like imperial Britain, with dynastic ties proliferating, social circles interlocking, mechanisms of social exclusion strengthening and a gap widening between the people who make the decisions and shape the culture and the vast majority of ordinary working stiffs.”

Not all of this inequality, of course, can be laid at the door of higher education. The rich enjoy many advantages in American society. They lead longer and healthier lives, enjoy more travel and cultural vistas than less prosperous families, and attend the best elementary and secondary schools. But such advantages provide all the more reason not to make exceptions for underqualified students from rich families.

The fact is that the preferences of privilege enable wealthy candidates to nose out deserving working-class and middle-class students at elite colleges. The result is gross inequity: depending on the study, only 3 to 11 percent of students at America's most selective colleges come from families in the lowest income quartile. Asian American students, many of them immigrants and the first in their families to go to college, are disproportionately affected—rebuffed by what appears to be an informal quota system.

The casualties aren't just individual students but America itself. To stifle talent and exalt mediocrity is to weaken the country's economic competitiveness and political leadership. Voters unhappy with their choices for president in 2004 could blame Yale University. Both President George W. Bush and Massachusetts senator John Kerry were Yale legacies from well-off families. Both were mediocre students. Both belonged to Yale's secret Skull and Bones society, forging contacts that helped them in later life. And both continued family tradition by sending a daughter to Yale. Who's to bet that Vanessa Kerry and Barbara Pierce Bush, or Harrison Frist and Albert Gore III, won't face off on an election ballot some years hence?

RED-HAIRED, affable Harrison Frist attended St. Albans, where his father is on the governing board. St. Albans does not rank students but—unlike Sidwell Friends—maintains a chapter of the Cum Laude Society. According to a St. Albans spokesman, Harrison was not inducted into Cum Laude, signifying that he did not rank in the top fifth of his class. The Frist family declined comment.

“I've always felt a lot of jealousy and anger,” said a St. Albans classmate who fell short of the Ivy League. “A lot of my classmates were getting into Harvard and Yale not because they had a 4.0 GPA or nailed the SAT but because their father had a connection with the dean of admission and had a famous last name. Harrison is a very nice guy, but he wasn't top 20 percent. He wasn't an intellectual. He was more of a jock type, a partyer on the weekends.”

A high class rank is normally a prerequisite for Ivy League admission; more than 90 percent of freshmen at Princeton, for example, are in the top tenth of their high school classes. Indeed, when Harrison Frist applied to Princeton under its early decision program in the fall of 2001, admissions officers were taken aback: his grades and test scores fell far below university standards. On Princeton's 1 (best) to 5 (worst) academic scale for applicants, he was rated a 5. On its parallel nonacademic scale, he was a 3 or 4, signifying extracurricular leadership in his school but not talent of a state or national scope.

Such applicants are almost always given a cursory look and rejected. Not Bill Frist's son. The senator, soon to be Republican leader, was already a Princeton alumnus, ex-trustee, and past recipient of a university award for championing science funding. Moreover, the senator's family—his father founded Hospital Corp. of America, the nation's largest owner of for-profit hospitals—had committed $25 million in 1997 to renovate a former physics building into the Frist Campus Center. Senator Frist, who opposes affirmative action for minorities in college admissions, apparently did not object to preferential treatment for his eldest son. No wonder that newly appointed Princeton president Shirley Tilghman advised her admissions staff that Harrison's acceptance was a high priority.

Four other St. Albans seniors had sought early admission to Princeton, all with stronger records than Harrison. Perhaps worried that rejecting any of the quartet would prompt outcries of Frist favoritism, Princeton accepted them all. This cover-up strategy—admitting a subpar candidate for institutional reasons and then defusing potential criticism from parents, teachers, or guidance counselors by taking every other higher-ranking applicant from the same school—is well known in admissions circles and even has its own euphemism: considering “context.” More St. Albans graduates entered Princeton in 2002 than in the prior or subsequent years— and, since college admissions is a zero-sum game, fewer from other schools. One insider called it the “Frist effect.”

Sherrie McKenna, director of college counseling at St. Albans from 2000 to 2005, said she was “as surprised as anyone” that Princeton took all five applicants but doubted that Harrison “carried” the others in with him. “I looked at that list and said, ‘How are they going to turn down any of these boys?” Two were very top students. Two were very good students and recruited athletes. Harrison was a legacy.”

Princeton was Jamie Lee's first choice too. He lived by the slogan “Go big or go home.” To him it meant, as he wrote in his college application essay, “taking the biggest challenges, the biggest risks, not mindlessly or without calculation, but with confidence and with no other reward needed but success.”

Not just Jamie's essay but his choices of where to send it exemplified this spirit. Disdaining his high school counselor's advice to include a safety school, he applied only to Princeton and six more of the country's most selective universities: Harvard, Yale, Stanford, Columbia, Dartmouth, and Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

He had reason to be cocky. Tall and dark-haired, with an English accent, a dry wit, and an air of regal reserve, Jamie was a superb student. Born in Hong Kong to an English father and Chinese mother, he grew up in London, where teachers marveled at his ability and his IQ was measured at 162, widely considered genius level. When his family emigrated to Greenwich, Connecticut, in 2003, he quickly established himself as a top student at Greenwich High, a premier public school. On his first tries, without a test-prep course, he scored the maximum on the PSAT, the SAT, and two of his three SAT II subject tests; on the third SAT II, writing, he missed by only 20 points, scoring 780 out of 800.

Nor was he merely a standardized-test machine; his problem solving displayed impressive originality. In 2005, Jamie won the Greenwich High award given to the senior who “demonstrates creative ability and inventiveness in math, who may take the unusual approach to a problem and come up with an unexpected answer.” His creativity also emerged in music (the high school string ensemble performed his composition “Three Dances,” with Jamie on cello) and mechanical design (he built an ingenious wooden cabinet with doors that automatically opened and closed a mobile rack for storing compact discs).

“He likes to be oppositional and play the devil's advocate,” said his junior-year Latin teacher, Camille Fusco. “He's very independent in his thinking. On an essay question, he'd deliberately take the point of view I didn't want to hear. But he got away with it because he can take any view brilliantly.”

He relished intellectual challenges. Before his multiple-choice final exam in advanced placement chemistry, the teacher offered an A-plus for the semester to anyone in the class who answered all sixty questions wrong— arguably as difficult as getting them all right, because it was impossible to know which choices were incorrect without knowing which were correct. The teacher made the same offer to his class every year, but no student had ever taken the risk and won. Jamie already had an A average in the class and would have aced the final the conventional way but couldn't resist a dare. Unfortunately, he carelessly answered one question right: his 1-out-of-60 final score lowered his semester mark to an A-minus.

Nor did he get away with going big in college admissions. Coming from England, where universities such as Oxford and Cambridge no longer ask applicants whether their parents were alumni, Jamie failed to weigh the preferences of privilege. Unlike many classmates in the affluent suburb, he was not a legacy, recruited athlete, or development case. The Lees are comfortably off—Jamie's father is a consultant to money managers—but couldn't afford a major gift; they rent half of a duplex on the less ritzy side of town. In admissions parlance, Jamie was “unhooked.” And as Daniel Saracino, assistant provost for admissions at the University of Notre Dame, recently told me, so many spaces at elite universities are reserved for well-connected students that “the poor schmuck who has to get in on his own has to walk on water.”

Through his mother, Jamie also belonged to a demographic group that colleges hold to a higher standard than any other: Asian Americans. Average SAT scores for Asian Americans admitted to the Ivy League are substantially above those for any other group, including whites; frustrated Asian applicants refer to any score below the maximum as an “Asian fail.” Jamie's strengths in math and music played into an ethnic stereotype. In the age of diversity, colleges turn away Asian American whizzes in calculus and music for fear of overloading their “symbiotic whole” with too many students of the same race and interests. “I understood there'd be a bit of discrimination against Asians,” Jamie told me.

Whatever the reason, none of the seven elite universities accepted Jamie, stunning his teachers, friends, and family. “I was really shocked he didn't get in anywhere,” Fusco said. “I thought of him as a Harvard person.” His English literature teacher, Brigid Barry, said she was also “very, very surprised. There's no doubt he's an outstanding student.” She added that in eight years of teaching advanced placement English, she had seen the Ivy League schools admit many weaker candidates.

I became aware of Jamie's predicament on May 22, 2005, when I received an email from his father, Tim Lee, with the subject line “Exceptionally Gifted High School Student Rejected by Every College.” It outlined his academic accomplishments and grim admissions news. Jamie had applied in the fall of 2004 to Princeton under an early decision program. Princeton, which had admitted Harrison Frist early, deferred Jamie until spring and then rejected him. Harvard, Stanford, and MIT rebuffed him too. Columbia and Dartmouth placed him on their waiting lists. But Columbia didn't pluck him from its list, and Dartmouth, which offered spots on its waiting list to 1,200 candidates, warned that it planned to admit very few of them.

Jamie's father and guidance counselor called the colleges, but their explanations were unsatisfying. According to Tim Lee, Marlyn McGrath Lewis, Harvard's director of admissions, told him that Jamie was an excellent student but that a number of better musicians had applied. When I asked her later whether Harvard judged Jamie by a higher standard because he was half Asian, she declined comment on his case but said Harvard had “long recruited Asian Americans.” MIT, where the Lees had believed Jamie was a shoo-in, told the counselor that he hadn't displayed enough leadership. Jamie felt this was an unfair knock because he had entered Greenwich High as a junior, rather than spending four years there, and had to catch up in academic subjects such as American history.

Jamie planned to take a year off from school and devote it to writing and music composition. Instead, he finally fulfilled his Ivy League dreams, but only after using a hook of his own—the press. Just as college admissions offices are wary of offending donors and alumni, they also fear criticism by the media, particularly national outlets such as The Wall Street Journal, where I had written a series of articles on college admissions. With the Lees” permission, I contacted universities to which Jamie had applied, asking why they had overlooked such an exceptional candidate and raising the issue of anti-Asian discrimination. Six days after I emailed Dartmouth's admissions dean, Karl Furstenberg, he wrote Jamie, offering him one of a “very small number” of remaining places—twenty-two, according to a subsequent newspaper report—in the class of 2009. Jamie's good fortune, of course, is anomalous. Thousands of other brilliant students across America are spurned by elite colleges every year because they are unhooked.

HARRISON FRIST avoided the limelight at Princeton—even when student Democrats conducted a “Frist Filibuster” in the spring of 2005 to protest his father's plan to cut off debate on judicial nominations. Still, as Bill Frist's son, he was expected to join an exclusive “bicker” club, where he could hobnob with alumni, prospective employers, and the Princeton social elite. Any of the five invitation-only eating clubs along Prospect Avenue in Princeton would have beckoned to him, eager for the Frist cachet. He could have chosen his father's southern-genteel Cottage Club, or aristocratic Ivy, which welcomed three of his St. Albans classmates, including Brandon Parry.

Brandon told me that Ivy members have a direct pipeline to high-paying jobs at financial giants such as investment banking firm Goldman Sachs and management consultant McKinsey&Company. In February 2005, Brandon attended a Goldman Sachs recruiting event for internship applicants, which featured eight Princeton alumni working as Goldman analysts. Seven of the eight, Brandon said, had belonged to Ivy. “I thought, ‘This is like an Ivy reunion,”” he said. “It's bizarre.”

But instead of Ivy or Cottage, Harrison opted for the Animal House of Princeton clubs: Tiger Inn. Housed in a Tudor-style mansion, complete with stained-glass windows, elaborate fireplaces, and pool and poker tables, Tiger Inn is known for putting candidates through humiliating hazing rituals and for its wild parties; morning-after passersby often see an empty beer keg or two left in its front bushes. It was the last Princeton eating club to admit women, going coeducational in 1991 only after the U.S. Supreme Court refused to hear its appeal. Its website describes it as “a place to relax, talk with friends, study, play cards, shoot billiards, and notoriously (perhaps most importantly) enjoy beverages with fellow members.”

“It's one of the more laid-back clubs,” Timothy Prugar, then a Princeton junior and Tiger Inn president, told me on a radiant May afternoon in 2005, gesturing toward members sunning themselves on the lawn. “We have kids with 4.0s. We have kids who have to pick it up a little.” He said that Tiger's reputation for hazing is a “relic of the past”; now the bicker, or application, process consists of “games to put people at ease so you can know them really well.” Harrison Frist, he added, “is a humble kid. Just because people come from privilege doesn't mean they're privileged. Privilege is a state of mind.”

So is inebriation. Classmate Brandon Parry told me that Harrison belonged not only to Tiger Inn but also to a fraternity known for “fairly aggressive” drinking. “My feeling is, it's college,” Brandon said. “If you're not going to do it now, when are you?”

In May 2004, police stopped Harrison, then a sophomore, on Prospect Avenue near Tiger Inn at 1:35 a.m. After failing balance and blood alcohol tests, he pleaded guilty to drunken driving and related charges. He was fined, and his driver's license was suspended for seven months.

WITH OTHER Pulitzer Prize winners, Lee Bollinger stuck to the script. On the afternoon of May 24, 2004, in Low Library's majestic rotunda, the president of Columbia University called them to the podium, read their citations, shook their hands, and forked over their certificates and $10,000 checks, without editorializing.

Then it was my turn. President Bollinger read a citation that praised my articles for documenting the admissions edge given to children of alumni and donors. As I returned to my seat among my family and Wall Street Journal colleagues, he ad-libbed, “Never happens.”

The quip evoked nervous tittering from the media poohbahs in the audience, some of whom likely hoped to wangle Ivy League slots for their own children. But I wasn't sure he was joking; I'd heard the same denial uttered with a straight face by too many other college administrators. I had learned that, in an age and society with few secrets, one of the last taboos among America's aristocracy is talking—or writing—about pulling strings in college admissions. Even at a reception before the Pulitzer ceremony, a fellow guest scolded me for criticizing this influence peddling: after what I had written, she wanted to know, how did I expect my then eleven-year-old son to get into a top university?

Growing up, I believed that America—and college admissions—were a meritocracy. My parents, both immigrants, exemplified upward mobility through education; they rose by their wits to earn doctorates and become tenured professors at the University of Massachusetts. Graduating from a public high school, I applied to two universities, Harvard and Cornell, and was admitted to both. (My older sister, a far better student than me, was already enrolled at Harvard, but that may not have helped my cause, because Harvard says it doesn't give preference to siblings.)

Back then, unhooked students had a better shot at the Ivy League. In 1974, when I enrolled, Harvard had 11,166 applicants for 1,600 seats in the freshman class. By 2005, the number of applicants more than doubled to 22,797—for about the same number of seats. Since Harvard and other elite universities with ballooning numbers of applications still make room for preferred groups, everybody else's chances have shrunk dramatically. An applicant with my credentials (1410 SAT score, top-10 class rank, one advanced placement course) wouldn't even be in the running at Harvard today unless he were a legacy, a development case, a recruited athlete, a faculty child, or a minority.

I didn't realize how much things had changed until, as an education reporter for The Wall Street Journal, I started looking into college admissions preferences in December 2002, after my boss warned me that I was missing “the biggest education story in twenty-five years.” He was referring to the U.S. Supreme Court's agreeing to consider two lawsuits challenging affirmative action at the University of Michigan. As I scrambled to find a fresh perspective, he glumly pointed out, “Every angle's been covered.”

But I soon unearthed a nugget. One of the rejected white students challenging race preferences at the university, Patrick Hamacher, had received an admissions edge himself because his mother was a Michigan alumna. His lawsuit rested on the notion that his rejection was unjust because Michigan accepted minorities with worse records than his. By the same reasoning, it would have been equally unfair to admit Hamacher and turn down applicants with better credentials who weren't legacies.

After my article on legacies was published, I learned about the preference for children of prospective donors. Duke University, I discovered, accepted at least one hundred nonalumni children each year due to family wealth or connections. As my research on admissions gathered steam, disillusioned college admissions staff and high school counselors pointed me to instances where money trumped merit. To my surprise, children of alumni and donors often talked openly to me about their experiences; they themselves wondered why they had been accepted, or felt guilty about displacing a less affluent friend or classmate with a superior academic record who had been rejected.

Ultimately, I wrote four front-page stories about the preferences of privilege. My series unleashed a torrent of reader emails, both pro and con, and follow-up coverage in the New York Times, the Washington Post, and other media. When a deeply divided Supreme Court upheld affirmative action in June 2003, Justice Clarence Thomas suggested in his dissent that national publicity about legacy preference may have tipped the decision. A few months later, Senator Edward M. Kennedy, himself a legacy, proposed that the federal government monitor preference for alumni children.

While administrators at several renowned universities stopped returning my phone calls, the strongest backlash came from Stanford University and the Groton School in Groton, Massachusetts. The elite university and prep school had one prominent trustee in common: Texas oil magnate Robert Bass, who had given $25 million to Stanford in 1991.1 revealed—in an article examining how the preferences of privilege affected the college admissions outcomes of Groton's class of 1998—that Bass's daughter Margaret was the only one of nine Groton applicants admitted to Stanford that year, despite grades and test scores well below those of seven rejected classmates. A Korean American classmate, Henry Park, had scored 340 points higher than Margaret on the SAT, yet Stanford had spurned him.

Even before that article was published, lawyers for Groton began pep-pering the Journal with complaints that my efforts to contact the Basses—I had endeavored to get their side of the story—were invading the family's privacy. Then Stanford's vice president of public affairs, Gordon Earle, wrote to the Pulitzer Prize board as it was considering finalists, denouncing my work as “deliberately misleading and below an acceptable professional standard.” Earle based his assault largely on a claim that I had taken a quotation from Stanford's then-dean of undergraduate admission, Robin Mamlet, out of context. When I had asked Mamlet if Stanford gave preference to donors” children, she had replied, “While I will certainly factor in a history of very significant giving to Stanford, it is essential to note that we have rejected many applicants whose parents are extremely wealthy, even applicants who are among the university's most generous donors.”

Since elite universities have long denied favoring the rich—“Never happens”—my editors and I did not consider it “essential to note” that Stanford, which accepts only 13 percent of its applicants, had rebuffed many children of wealth. As space for the article was tight, I quoted only Mamlet's startling concession: “I will certainly factor in a history of very significant giving to Stanford.”

After I embarked on this book, Groton denied me permission to use its library, and headmaster Richard Commons wrote two letters to Groton alumni, urging them not to respond if I contacted them. His efforts to stifle the flow of information backfired; following each letter, several alumni approached me to offer help.

Some of the Journal's wealthier subscribers regarded my series not as investigative journalism but as a how-to guide. After its publication, I was contacted by a high-tech tycoon and his wife, whose daughter was applying to colleges. Given her so-so academic record, her prep school guidance counselor had recommended a second-tier university. But the parents had set their hearts on the Ivy League. How much money would they have to give, they asked, to make their dream come true?

I declined to name a figure and instead tried to discourage them from buying their daughter's admission into a top-tier university. All I could think about was the brilliant candidate—the Jamie Lee—who would be rejected to make room for her.
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