
What's wrong with the admissions systems that are in place now? 

 

What is the single biggest problem with admission? It is that most institutions are looking for the 

same kind of students: the ones that are the least expensive to teach. They happen to be, of 

course, from more affluent backgrounds, they tend to be suburban, upper-middle class kids from 

good high schools. And that's great- nothing against them, and we should be delighted to have 

them, and educate them, but there is a huge bulk of meat out there. And, regrettably, catering to 

the majority of students who would come to higher ed with various kinds of baggage, both 

financial and academic, should be incentivized much better than it is. 

 

When you say that students who come from affluent backgrounds are less expensive to teach, is 

that because they need less financial aid, they take fewer remedial courses and things like that? 

 

Exactly. And also, remember that there is a fairly straightforward premise behind Lyndon 

Johnson's enactment of the higher ed act, and it was that if we somehow leveled the playing field 

behind higher income and lower income students, if only we the taxpayers stepped in, and 

covered the difference in their financial wherewithal, you have, in fact leveled the playing field. 

The problem is, that’s just the tip of the iceberg. Poverty has its own gravitational force - a lot 

more needs to be done in regards to low income students to really level the playing field, to make 

them less the product of chance, less the product of years of disadvantage and really enable them 

to go for what their talents would otherwise qualify them to go for. It's a good thing that we have 

financial aid, certainly we understand that remediation is important for those who need it, but 

what we really need is a policy that optimizes a national investment in higher ed and that 

incentivizes all providers to value lower income students as much as they value higher income 

students. 

 

Why should we do that? 

 

Because everybody chases after the same minority of students. What you end with is something 

very similar to what we have, which is kind of an arms race in which everybody is spending a lot 

of money for not a lot of positional advantage vis a vis their peers. Consequently, we end up with 

a lot of resources being sucked out of higher ed into peripheral activities. 

 

Students are spending more, because schools are getting more expensive. And schools are also 

spending more on trying to lure students in? 

 

Yes, they are- and that's one of the big issues. But the really foundational issue when it comes to 

admissions is the trend towards highly selective admissions. We're increasingly getting highly 

selective admissions, even at previously highly acceptable public institutions. One of the 

foundational problems that we have is that decisions about who gets in and who doesn't are 



becoming increasingly subjective and somewhat arbitrary, so that you end up with kind of an 

abra-kadabra mechanism by which somebody is invited in and ultimately told that there's no 

room at the inn for them. That's a challenge-remember when you draw a great line for 

admissions purposes the easiest great line is to separate the applicant pool into two groups: yes, 

they can do the work that the institution expects of its incoming students, or no, they can't. 

Whether students can do the work or can't do the work, that's generally straightforward to 

determine. It's when you go past that point and make other demands of applicants and place a 

higher threshold than just that, when there's more applicants who can do the work that you can 

accommodate. It becomes an irrational demand for higher academic qualifications, which may or 

may not be appropriate, given the character of the institution. 

 

What change needs to take place to make admissions more equitable? 

 

Now, how do you remedy the thing that’s threatening access to public schools? There's one of 

two ways- the scarcity that we need to confront with regard to admissions is a kind of 

manufactured scarcity. There's no cap that public infrastructure couldn't have been expanded to 

accommodate the need- there's a difference between talking about the ivy leagues with their 

particular character and their geographic limitations- how many people can Harvard 

accommodate- but in the abstract, there's no reason why the University of California needs to be 

this competitive. One reason why they've become so competitive is that the university system has 

not kept up with demand. That is one big-picture strategy: the kind of investment in public 

higher education that the country made in spurts: we made that investment in the 19th century 

with the Morrill Act, we made that investment in the post- WWII period with the College and 

Higher Education Act- there have been stages where the country has a lot of capacity, and it has 

found resources to fund that capacity. Obviously, the past couple of decades would represent a 

period of general meandering when it comes to that notion of growth. We simply haven't kept up 

with demand. That's one issue. Second issue- so we have, for whatever reason, limited resources 

and we can't keep up with demand, but maybe there are other, more equitable ways to deal with 

it. The cynics would argue that what is happening to public higher education is that upper-middle 

income, more sophisticated families don't want to pay taxes at the level that it takes to really 

fund public higher education, but they want to have access for their kids to world-class 

subsidized higher education. They fund it at the level required to accommodate their kids and 

make sure that their kids get in, by potentially rigging the admissions process to favor those 

attributes their children happen to have. That's how you get to the holy trinity of admissions: the 

notion of merit, which is the assessment that focuses on three attributes: GPA, class rank and test 

scores. If you want to have access to high quality, low cost reasonable public higher education, 

one strategy is to not fund it enough that everybody can go, so that admissions become selective, 

and then make sure that selective admissions value the attributes that you know your kids have. 

A way of remedying that is to simply say 'let's play a different type of game.' To say 'let's focus, 

like we used to, twenty years ago in the public sector, on who can do collegiate work and who 



can't.' Let's make that the deciding factor of who gets in and who doesn't, and if there are many 

more applicants you can accommodate, then what you should do is just randomly select, with a 

lottery. Admissions could very easily separate the unqualified- because you shouldn't admit 

students and set them up for failure. You would weed those kinds of applicants out, and perhaps 

redirect them into an appropriate remedial program. And then the people who actually can do the 

work would be eligible for a random drawing at the university. That obviously would level the 

playing field amongst those that have certain attributes and those who don't, versus what we do 

now, where public institutions have, in some cases, become exclusively for upper income 

students. The point I'm making is that it is possible, if you really try hard, to be economically 

diverse. There are many public institutions that make excuses when it comes to serving 

everybody, and that's not a good thing. 

 

You mentioned earlier that for institutions there's a problem of what criteria to use to decide who 

gets in after you reach the baseline of who can do the work. Do you think there's also a difficulty 

that students have in deciding what college to choose- and that they get drawn in- particularly 

the less-expensive-to-teach- and thus more desirable students- are drawn in by things like the 

most lavish dormitories or the nice gym with the rock wall, and that institutions get an advantage 

in terms of recruiting less expensive students by spending money on those things rather than on 

education? 

 

I certainly do. And there are two important concepts comingled in that question. One: if you ask 

most ordinary citizens off the street 'what does it take to get into Julliard?' they can give you a 

really compelling answer: they know what it takes to get into Julliard. If you ask most people 

who have heard of Caltech or MIT what it takes, they can give you a pretty straightforward 

answer. Most of us don't second-guess- I don't play the fiddle, for example, you're not going to 

see me at Julliard. People kind of understand when institutions speak with absolute clarity about 

what kind of student they're looking for: they help themselves and they help their applicants. On 

the other hand, what does it take to get into Harvard? Harvard took seven out of every 100 

applicants this year. And that's not seven percent of the general population; there is still a 

selection process of who even thinks to apply. That's the kind of super-selectivity you're looking 

at. It's no longer enough to have a 4.0 or above. You realize there's a certain kind of randomness, 

even when you've got every conceivable conception of preparation, when it comes to who gets 

in. The second construct that you brought in is that when you create that kind of uncertainty and 

also focus on a particular type of student you begin to attempt to differentiate yourself through 

criteria beyond what the university is strictly about, strictly for undergraduate purposes: 

primarily teaching- secondarily, research, but I'm not convinced that research should play a 

bigger role on the front end, anyway. So- the climbing wall, sushi in the cafeteria, the Olympic-

sized swimming pool- all the kind of cost-drivers that could be eliminated without a lot of 

violence being done to the institution. There are all the people who can afford ivy-covered walls 

and all the various add-ons of the perfect collegiate experience, but there must also be something 



for the students who are happy receiving a quality education at a minimum price, without all the 

add-ons. I don't know too many places that have attempted to unburden the package. The only 

folks I know of who are doing that, frankly, are the for-profits, which have their own issues. 

 

The other issue that I want to talk to you about is financial aid and student lending: what's 

wrong with the financial aid system that's in place now? 

 

What's fundamentally wrong with the federal financing system that has saddled so many students 

with debt is first of all is that the credit system that the federal government created several 

decades ago inadvertently left out a really important construct, and that construct is cost control. 

We have a system- talk about subprime mortgages- in which the federal government pumps 

money into consumer credit- student loans- and then relies on the student and their ability to 

contain costs as consumers, with no further intervention. That is a recipe for problems and all the 

issues that we've today confronted with cost inflation in higher ed and generally in our economy. 

It all has something to do with that decision- the decision to create a credit system without any 

pricing discipline built into it. I'm not suggesting that its necessarily inflationary, but tuition 

inflation becomes easier because the credit system is in place. That's one issue, but, beyond that, 

and equally as important, is that the system, for very obscure budgetary reasons, was set up to 

incentivize the private sector to lend its money, instead of lending directly from the treasury. 

And, surprise, surprise, the interests built into the system start to look out for themselves. 

Consequently, much of the subsidies that Congress and the public believe are being devoted to 

helping students in the form of subsidizing loan programs have been siphoned off by the student 

lending intermediaries, basically in form of profit. The Obama administration, to its credit, has 

finally decided to put an end to it. 


