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| nsi de The Adm ssi ons Gane

Who holds the keys to elite schools like the University of
Chi cago? How do they choose? An exclusive | ook. By John MCornick

Do we really want Rebecca? Al nost any coll ege would offer a seat
inits honors programto lure such a talented applicant. But

this is the choosy University of Chicago, where the 12 nenbers of
t he adm ssions commttee can't even deci de whether to let her
through the door. Wth seven applicants conpeting for each of
1,011 slots in the class of 2003, Chicago clearly doesn't need
Rebecca. Rick Bischoff, her advocate on the comrttee, argues
that she has strong | eadership skills. He recalls being so

i mpressed when he first nmet the young wonan that he nuttered, "I
sure hope she's smart." In fact, her transcript is very good. And
yet Chicago has already rejected hundreds of applicants with
better grades. Bischoff tosses on the cluttered conference table
a Kelly-green folder that sunms up Rebecca in 32 pages. "Look at
the way her teachers wite about her," he urges. "Plus, she
doesn't |ike 'Dawson's Creek'."

Around the room brows furrow. This is a zero-sum gane: accepting
Rebecca woul d nmean curtains for yet another of the nation's nost
gi fted high-school seniors. One conmittee nenber conpl ains that
the girl's answers to application questions don't echo the |ofty
academ c ideals that Chicago projects inits literature. "Yes," a
pro- Rebecca nmenber fires back, "and don't you get suspici ous when
they do?" Bischoff, his arsenal nearly spent, |aunches what

Chi cago adni ssions counselors call "the don't-give-a-s---
argunment." So what if Rebecca will get only Cs in math-she, and
not sone higher-scoring robot, is the provocateur we want sitting
in class. Dissenting voices crackle, but fall silent when Ted

O Neill speaks. ONeill, 52, is a machinist's son who cane to
this work after years devoted to the study of Romantic poetry. As
dean of adnissions, he has spent a decade urging his staff to

| ook past grades and test scores. Yes, other kids appear nore
deserving. "But we are the University of Chicago," O Neil

remi nds his colleagues. "W can do what we damm wel | please, so

| ong as we have good reasons." Mnents |later, Rebecca is

adm tted.

In an age when jurors scurry fromnurder trials to explain their
verdicts on CNN, few deliberations remain secret. But what
happens behi nd the door of the coll ege-adni ssions office each
year is still a dark nystery to 2.5 mllion applicants and their
jittery retinues of parents, teachers and counsel ors. Over the
past year, Chicago permtted NEWSVWEEK to watch what goes on
behind the wi zard's curtain. The only condition: that we obscure
the identities of kids |i ke Rebecca, whose real nane is, well,
not Rebecca. This week Chicago's decisions on whomto accept for

the fall of 1999 will land in nail boxes around the gl obe: big
envel opes for those invited to the great Gothic canpus built with
John D. Rockefeller's mllions-and snmall ones for those who' Il be

enrol li ng sonewhere el se

The Anerican tradition of "going East" to find the best coll eges
means Chicago will never have the cachet of the lIvies, with which
it conpetes aggressively for students. But these days Chicago is
hot. The nunber of applicants grew 25 percent this year al one.
More remarkably, their average SAT scores | eaped 20 points, to
about 1370, with the biggest surge fromthe very top kids. Those
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who get big envel opes can enter the owish, arrogant place that
refused the Queen of England an honorary | aw degree because she'd
done no scholarly work to deserve it. Chicago prides itself on
being a grind. As the school's own recruitnent book dryly warns,
"You know you're doing well when your GPA is higher than the
nunber of hours you sleep a night."

The admi ssions cycle that ends this week formally began | ast
April 1 when the first batch of high-school juniors visited
campus. A year earlier, though, Chicago was already sending
recrui tment packets to 45,000 of the nation's top sophonores. By
| ast summer, an explosion of visits to its canmpus-up 50 percent
from 1997-signals Chicago's growi ng popularity. For ONeill's
harried staff, it's a bittersweet prospect. By instinct they want
to share their school with every applicant who's qualified. But
nore great kids ultimately neans... nore snall envel opes.

By late fall, applications for "early action" flood into the
admi ssions office, a cozy warren of small roons in tw n-towered
Har per Library. This autum there are 1,238 "EA" applicants, 44
percent nore than a year ago. Because of Chicago's narrow appeal
to brainy kids, perhaps 80 percent of all its applicants could
succeed here. Far fewer, of course, will ever be accepted. This
buyer's market allows the admi ssions staff to consider a

del ectabl e question: if nearly every applicant is qualified, then
who is nost desirabl e? For Chicago, the answer is the high-end
student who enmbraces conpl ex i deas and ceasel ess di scussi on, who
reads "Anna Karenina" and can't wait to tell someone about it.
"We tell people we're seeking rigor," O Neill confides one
brittle Decenber day, wal king through a sunlit stone quadrangl e.
"What we're really seeking is |love."

Wth a Dec. 11 deadline to mail its early-action decisions fast
approaching, the committee gathers in ONeill's high-ceilinged
office to nake its toughest calls. Adm ssions counsel or Jessica
Marinaccio frames the first dilemm: "What do we do with a kid
who's brilliant-in one area?" A second counselor, startled by the
overly math-centric file of the boy we'll call David, marvels
that he seens "differently cerebral.” But a third, Adele
Brunfield, |ooks concerned: David al so doesn't comruni cate wel | .
"Look at his essays," Brunfield murnmurs. "If we take him he
won't be able to convey ideas to anyone but his buddies in the
Math Cub." The committee doesn't reject David, but votes to
defer its decision until March

The next case generates nore heat. Kevin has flitted through

al nrost every activity in his high school. Trouble already: serial
joiners don't inpress Chicago. Better to pour years of devotion
into a few deep interests. In the words of M chael Behnke, a
university vice president who oversees adni ssions, "The kid who
touches every group has no inpact. He won't be nissed." O Neill,
meanwhi | e, has spotted sonething el se: Kevin plays severa

sports. O Neill observes that smart athletes manage tine well,
and find unorthodox ways to succeed. He recalls a recomendation
witten years ago by a high-school football coach: "This boy
reads poetry and physics in the | ocker room | don't have another
one like him"

Kevin's case al so broaches what Chicago calls "the grits

file:///C|/Inewsweek.txt (2 of 7) [11/17/2002 9:10:47 PM]



file://IC|/Inewsweek.txt

argunment." Can this country boy succeed in a bigger setting?

Chi cago aggressively recruits snmall-town kids, often waiving
their application fees, even though on entering, their acadenic
skills can trail those of top private-school grads by two years.
Wiy are they often desirable? Peter Chenery, an associate

adm ssions director, explains that small-town kids tend to be
wel | devel oped as individuals. Like big-city kids, they' ve had a
wi der range of experiences than sheltered suburbanites. By that
nmeasure, the truly disadvantaged student is the child of a soccer
nom shuttling fromone scheduled activity to another. "This

i mage of 'well- rounded' suburban students with long lists of
extracurriculars is an utter fiction created by the

col | ege- adni ssi ons industry," Chenery says.

After debating Kevin's future for 21 mnutes, 11 nenbers of the
comm ttee nake a show of hands. The tally: five to admit, four to
defer, one to deny, one unsure. O Neill rules. Kevin is in.

He's one of 708 young people fromthe strong early-action pool
who receive acceptance letters in Decenber. Eighty-nine percent
are fromthe top tenth of their classes, often in the nation's
nost conpetitive high schools. An optinistic guess: 45 percent of
those accepted early by Chicago will enroll next fall. Wth its
class one-third filled, ONeill's staff now braces for a second,
nmuch bi gger wave of applications that will wash in by Jan. 1.

To eval uate each applicant, Chicago counsel ors begin by conposing
little stories about them Each youth's folder contains her
application form transcript and letters, along with a
statistical sheet that profiles the student's high school: how
hard do teachers grade, how many advanced-pl acenent, or A P.
courses are offered. The entire file is first read by the

admi ssi ons counsel or who recruits in the student's region of the
country. The counsel or then wites perhaps 200 words suggesting
whet her this person bel ongs at Chi cago.

The counsel or al so grades each applicant 1 to 5 for academics, A
to E for activities, talents and character. The best 20 percent
(often 1-A' s) becone "express" files that go straight to O Neil
for approval. Most files, though, go fromthe first reader to a
second counselor, then to an associate director |ike Chenery. If
the three of themcan agree on how to classify an applicant, her
file goes with others Ilike it into one of 21 boxes that sort
applicants into cohorts: the 2-B's in one box, the 3-m nus-B-

pl uses in another. Before decision letters go out, O Neill also
gives many of the files a fourth | ook.

The nost contentious or borderline cases go to neetings of the
full adm ssions committee. These can be no | ess passionate than a
debat e between professor and student. "The purpose,” O Neil

says, "is to make sure we have the applicant's story straight."
The neetings al so teach young counsel ors-the comittee's average
age i s 35-how Chicago resol ves vexing questions. Exanples: Wy is
this girl's transcript so uneven? Is this kid so full of hinself
that our faculty-which itself brinms with prim donnas-wl|
conmplain that he can only spout his own dogmas? Do we care that
she attenpted a break-in at school if she was only trying to
retri eve her books?

The troubling case of Justin hits three such chords. Hi s grades
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have ranged fromF s to A's. He's had one scrape with the |aw. He
now ranks near the top of his class, and his test scores are
superb. Two of Chicago's counselors, put off by his unstable
record and his self-absorbed essays, have urged rejection; one
says there is "little evidence he cares about anyone but

hinsel f." And yet Justin has risen fromthe dead, his file
resurrected fromthe "doubl e deny" box by an associ ate dean who
says the two counsel ors' notes haven't captured whatever drives
Justin. ONeill is intrigued. "First he failed, and now he's
doi ng the best he can," he says. "Wat nmore can we ask?" But a
di sturbi ng cooment from Ben Hernandez, a young counsel or,
silences the room while Justin's essays acknow edge his
earlier mstakes, at no point does he accept responsibility for
t hem

Justin's case is so confounding that conmittee nmenbers set it
aside and turn to Roberto. Hi s recomendations are strong, his
test scores weak. Chicago does not segregate its mnority
applicants into pools where they conpete only agai nst each other.
O Neill does acknow edge that "if they're qualified, mnorities
have an easier tine being declared desirable," because they bring
fresh perspectives to the classroom Oten, though, the question
is whether Chicago's rigor will engage an applicant or overwhel m
him The committee |ooks to its own ninority menbers-two African-
Anericans, a Latino and a native African-for the answer. On
average, mnority students have | ower standardized test scores
than white students. But, says ONeill, "later in life, they
succeed. W hel p make things accessible for them"

O Neill and Hernandez see Roberto as a strong candi date, a once
pur posel ess youth who now shows great potential to be a |eader.
"W woul d hear his voice perneate this canpus," Hernandez says.
After a poor beginning, the boy's high-school grades are noving
upward. But just as the committee appears ready to accept

Roberto, counsel or Kazi Joshua invokes the nmenory of Justin. "Wy
do you believe in transformation in this case," he pointedly
asks, "and not the previous one?" Again, the group pauses.

When adni ssions officers at selective colleges don't know how to
resol ve these tough calls, they often turn to an applicant's
essays. The student's words can seal his fate-a fact not [ ost on
applicants who wite one set of good responses and adapt them for
as many colleges as they can. Chicago is famus for asking
guestions for which there can be no boilerplate answers. Exanpl e:
given the probability that the federal tax code, nondairy
creaner, Dennis Rodman and the art of mne all canme from outer
space, hane sonething else that has extraterrestrial origins and
def end your hypothesis. (One response: Barbie, who has seduced
mllions of wonmen into fruitless attenpts to nminmic her alien
shape.)

A |l ess outlandi sh question asks why you want to attend Chicago.

It is not cool to answer, as sone applicants do, "I want to
attend Col unbi a because..." or "I amvery inpressed by your
engi neering school," sonething Chicago doesn't have. The essays

al so allow applicants to explain the nost formative nonments in
their lives. There is no right answer here, but there can be
wrong ones. Counselors roll their eyes at sagas told in formulaic
ways, as if lifted frombooks on howto get into college: "As the
stormraged, the other clinbers were nearing hypotherma as | |ed
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them down the nountain in British Colunbia..." Good essays show
i magi nati on and sel f-awareness. "I can be radically noved by an
essay, usually because it draws together the other elenents of
the file," Chenery says. One of this year's best: a Latino
applicant's essay on his |ove of classical nusic and books.

| f essay answers are useful to counselors, standardi zed test
scores often are not. Listen to commttee debates, and it's clear
that because scores tend to correlate with grades-both high or
both lowmany times the scores aren't even nentioned. The nunbers
often say | ess about the applicant than about the quality of
school district, or the private-school tuition, that his parents
have been able to afford.

Wth 12 days to finish its job, ONeill's teamstill has 4,000
applicants hanging in the balance. O this year's nearly 7,000
applicants, roughly 2,000 were accepted during the early-action
phase, or have been chosen to receive acceptance letters that

will be mailed in ate March. An additional 1,000 applicants
clearly won't nake the cut. Admissions officers close in on the
renai ni ng candi dates from above and bel ow, noving toward the
poi nt where the last applicant is accepted and the next goes onto
the waitlist. The crush of applications has backed up the system
by six crucial days.

Chenery, Bischoff and Andre Phillips, the third associate
director, begin to conb one last tine through every box, even the
doubl e-deni es. Cccasionally they slide files frombox to box,
maki ng sure they've arranged the whole field from nost desirable
to least. The systemfunctions like artificial intelligence,

| earni ng nore about parts of the pool as it |opes al ong.

The job of pinpointing how many people to accept falls to

Bi schoff. Ideally, Chicago wants to nail only as many acceptances
as it takes to put those 1,011 freshman fannies in the seats next
fall. The math is conplex. Each cluster of applicants has a

di fferent probability of actually enrolling: Chicago will |ose
some 1-A kids to Harvard, but it will enroll a higher percentage
of 2-B's, a group for whomthe conpetition anbng coll eges isn't
as ruthless. Bischoff's magic nunber: Chicago will mail an

addi tional 2,452 acceptances. Counting the early- action adnits,
the total will be 3,160. Teans of counselors will carefully check
each decision letter to prevent dreadful mistakes.

As March dwindles, it's clear that the |ine between admt and
waitlist will fall sonmewhere in the 3-plus-B-plus cluster. But
how to differentiate anong the 475 sinmilar files in that group?
The committee neets for a full day to discuss 29 randonmly drawn
files. The hope is to find sonme way of deternining whomto accept
and whomto waitlist. Once a border is established, it's
relatively sinple-if |aborious-to accept virtually all students
above that line and waitlist those below To force decisiveness,
O Neill decrees that the conmittee can accept only half of these
29 applicants. Soon a pattern energes. Applicants with great
grades and acconplishnments are voted onto the waitlist; those
with sone extra spark are accepted. A dutiful student at the very
top of his class creates no special excitenment. The next youth,
an immgrant who's witten a soul-stirring essay about his
parents' lonely struggle to support their famly, is a unani nous
adm t.
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And those lingering cases? In the last hour of its |ast neeting,
the comittee settles them David, the heavily mathcentric
student, goes onto the waitlist. Roberto is denied admi ssion; his
first-senmester grades were lackluster. Finally, the debate over
Justin, the once troubled applicant who rose fromthe doubl e-deny
box, beconmes the nost prolonged of any this year. The adm ssions
conmi ttee weighs his strong first-senmester grades and a second
letter of recomendation from his high-school counsel or, and
votes to admit him Justin's resurrection is conplete. Anong his
supporters i s Hernandez, who before had opposed him Says

Her nandez: "He's turned it around.”

Last Friday-three days behind schedul e-all the big and small

envel opes go into the mail. For the first tinme, Bischoff runs the
whol e cl ass through a conputer program Only then does Chicago
learn that it has accepted 1,529 nmen and 1,631 wonen. Their
average SAT score is about 1420. Their ethnicity, sonething that
many applicants don't divulge, still isn't known in the
aggregate. Chicago prides itself on using no gender, racial

geogr aphic or other quotas in deciding whomto accept. "W're not
"building a class,' creating this ideal little world with so nany
of these and so many of those,” O Neill says. "W accept the
best, and hope to get as nany as we can."

Those who are accepted nmust comrit to Chicago by May 1 or go

el sewhere. During this five-week window, O Neill's phone will
ring many tinmes, with parents conplaining that their children
too, should have been accepted. O Neill will scour each file,
often thinking to hinself, "What's wong with this kid? He | ooks
good!" It frustrates himto have to say no. At the same tinme, he
is the steward of a finite resource: an education at one of the
world' s finest universities. ONeill will handle these callers-
some angry, sone desperate-like a man who under st ands how nmuch
anxi ety the adm ssions gane can create. Next year, his daughter
Li bby will be applying to coll eges.

Tips Fromthe Pros at Chicago

1 Grades matter, but so does the rigor of your courses. It's best
to take several years of foreign | anguages and four years of
mat h.

2 Trajectory is inmportant, too: try to finish high schoo
stronger than you started.

3 Along list of extracurriculars can mark you as a seri al
joiner. Better to make a few school groups the best they can be.

4 CGet a letter froma teacher who can put you in a |arger
context. Exanple: of all the seniors in our school, this is the
one we val ue nost for his vol unteer work.

5 Your parents shouldn't be hel ping you wite your essays. Their
role is to read an early draft and judge if it captures you
accurately or not.

6 An admi ssions officer has only about 15 minutes to read your
file. Penmanship still counts.
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7 1f you're waitlisted, persistence can nmake the difference.
Wite back and tell themyou're still very interested.

8 Renmenber, you're trying to get into the best college for you
not just the best coll ege.

Newsweek, April 5, 1999
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