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Guidance Office: Answers From Harvard’'s Dean

By William R. Fitzsimmons

Guidance Office

William R. Fitzsimmons, the dean of admissions and financial aid at
Harvard College for more than two decades, answers rgadstions.

Over the last two days, The Choice has fielded nearly 900 questionglifam R.
Fitzsimmons, the longtime dean of admissions and financial aid at HaBakepe.

Some of you submitted personal pleas for admission — whether on your owndrehalf,
somewhat alarmingly, on behalf of children barely out of diapers. Otkatsatong
gueries about affirmative action, legacy admissions, the escalatingof@stslite

college education and just how Harvard decides whom to let in, and whom &otayn

Q.

Let me assume that 80 to 90 percent of the studentapgig to Harvard are qualified
and could reasonably be expected to do well there. Tdy dood GPA scores and
SATs. How does Harvard decide whom to admit? Are tbbjective criteria? If so can
you describe them? Do you have requirements internadlytehe number of students
you admit who want to major in a given subject area?

As the parent of three children my observation istiafrocess, as viewed by a student,
is more a crapshoot than a rational, predictable process.

—Norman Gelfand
A.

Our goal in admissions is to attract the best studerite college. Many people believe
“best” ought to be defined by standardized tests, gradeglasglrank, and it is easy to

understand why. Such a system, another Harvard dean afsdmims, Bill Bender, wrote

in 1960, “has great appeal because it has the merits ofeapsanplicity, objectivity,



relative administrative cheapness in time and mondyanry, a clear logical basis and
therefore easy applicability and defensibility.”

While we value objective criteria, we apply a more expangew of excellence. Test
scores and grades offer some indication of students’ asageomise and achievement.
But we also scrutinize applications for extracurriculatinction and personal qualities.

Students’ intellectual imagination, strength of chanmaeted their ability to exercise good
judgment — these are critical factors in the admisgwasess, and they are revealed not
by test scores but by students’ activities outside therdam, the testimony of teachers
and guidance counselors, and by alumni/ae and staff intergorts.

With these aspects — academic excellence, extracwaridigtinction, and personal
gualities — in mind, we read with care all the componehtsach application.

Efforts to define and identify precise elements of ottara and to determine how much
weight they should be given in the admissions procegsire discretion and

judiciousness. But the committee believes that thet*lfieshman class is more likely to
result if we bring evaluation of character and personatity decisions than if we do not.

We believe that a diversity of backgrounds, academicestgrextracurricular talents,
and career goals among students who live and learn togdtbets the quality of
education in the same manner as a great faculty orialagsources.

These considerations are guidelines that are neithgretiensive nor absolute.

We proceed with care, discretion, and humility becats&mwow we are working with
imperfect information and that no one can predict watiainty what an individual will
accomplish during college or beyond. While we are headtéry the fact that Harvard’s
graduation rate of 96 to 98 percent is always at or neaothof America’s colleges, it is
clear that making admissions decisions is more oftafan science.

Harvard admissions officers, who serve as area reqias/es, read every application
from their assigned areas. They record all data, cotite@pplicant and school for
missing materials, and comment on the application’sigths and weaknesses. Some
applications receive as many as four readings and eadérrehecks factual data
recorded and, more importantly, offers additional ptetations of the folder.

The standing committee on admissions and financial aideofaculty, which includes
about 30 members of the faculty of arts and sciencaswlates and implements policies
on admissions and financial aid. Members of the standingrtttee also review
applications that are representative of the entire poahd those which present
unusually strong scholarly credentials, demonstrateptixecel creativity in the arts, or
raise questions of admissions policy.



Working under the guidelines established by the standing db@emihe admissions
committee makes decisions on individual applicants. Tn@ssion committee is
comprised of the standing committee of the faculty augeteby about 35 staff members
from the office of admissions and financial aid.

The admissions committee is divided into 20 subcommsiteeuped by geographic
region and representing approximately an equal number atapgmhs. Each
subcommittee normally includes four to five members, a sadimissions officer, and
faculty readers.

Once all applications have been read and the subcomimitieess begins, the area
representative acts as an advocate, and summarizessaobcommittee the strengths of
each candidate. Subcommittee members discuss theaupli and then vote to
recommend an action to the full Committee. Majoritigde, but the degree of support
expressed for applicants is always noted to allowdaongarisons with other
subcommittees.

Subcommittees then present and defend their recommemsl&dithe full committee.
While reading or hearing the summary of any case, anymtt@@ member may raise
guestions about the proposed decision and request a felwevbithe case.

Many candidates are re-presented in full committescudsions in subcommittee or in
full committee on a single applicant can last up td@ur. The full Committee compares
all candidates across all subcommittees, and therafopss geographic lines.

This rigorous comparative process strives to be deliberstisculous, and fair. It is labor
intensive, but it permits extraordinary flexibility anethossibility of changing decisions
virtually until the day the admissions committee méiksm.

Personal qualities and character provide the foundation wpah each admission rests.
Harvard alumni/ae often report that the education teegived from fellow classmates
was a critically important component of their colleggerience. The education that
takes place between roommates, in dining halls, class;aesearch groups,
extracurricular activities, and in Harvard'’s residdr@uses depends on selecting
students who will reach out to others.

The admissions committee, therefore, takes great@attempt to identify students who
will be outstanding “educators,” students who will inspgekow classmates and
professors.

While there are students at Harvard who might presenuahascellence in a single
academic or extracurricular area, most admitted studeatgnusually strong across the
board and are by any definition well-rounded. The enegyntitment, and dedication it
takes to achieve various kinds and degrees of excellenae students well during their
college years and throughout their lives.



Q.

It has been my daughter’s goal to go to an lvy Leaguaeodetibout as long as she knew
she would be going to college. She is a Merit Scholandgresident — | could go on
and on. But we are middle class in California. We do nolifgdar any financial aid, yet
we cannot afford to spend over $50,000 per year to send herit@ate college. Have
administrators noticed that the middle class are hies avho are being squeezed out
higher education?

—Vicky
A

Promising students should never allow a lack of finamesdurces to stand in the way of
reaching for their first choice college. Harvard has nsdeeping changes in financial
aid in recent years to make a Harvard education actessitd affordable for families
across the economic spectrum. This year the undergradheateiél aid program is the
most generous in our history with a budget of $145 millioarlgea 7 percent increase
from last year and a 167 percent increase over the paslalec

For those aspiring to a Harvard education in these dglifieconomic times, our renewed
program arrived at a crucial time. The unwavering comenitt of Drew Faust, President
of Harvard University; Michael Smith, Dean of the Faguwlf Arts and Sciences; and
Evelynn Hammonds, Dean of Harvard College to keep Hayaed to talented students
from all economic backgrounds sends a clear and compellisgage to students and
families everywhere.

Applying for financial aid in no way affects an applicarttences for admission. All our
financial aid is need-based; 60 percent of students regeave assistance and about 70
percent receive some form of financial aid.

The new policy has three major components:

The “Zero to 10% Standard”: Harvard’'s new financial aidgyotiramatically reduces the
amount families with incomes below $180,000 will be expectgzhyo Families with
incomes above $120,000 and below $180,000 and with assets typitedse income
levels are asked to pay 10 percent of their incomes. Bee thith incomes below
$120,000 the family contribution percentage declines stefadity 10 percent, reaching
zero for those with incomes at $60,000 and below. For pheara typical family making
$150,000 is asked to pay approximately $15,000 for a child to atterdrda@ollege.
Even families with incomes greater than $180,000 are Eifpi grants if they face
unusual financial challenges.

No Loans: In calculating the financial aid packages afféceundergraduates, Harvard
does not expect students to take out loans. Loans havedm&ced by increased grants
from the University, but remain available for students families upon request.



Eliminate Home Equity from Consideration: Harvard nalemconsiders home equity in
determining a family’s ability to pay for college. This oga has reduced the price by an
average of $4,000 per year for affected families as compatiegrevious practice.

Many other colleges, public and private, have also maphéfisant changes to their
financial aid programs. Students and families can exglolfeges’ websites to learn
about the new financial aid opportunities that have emeangen past few years.



