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Foreword	
Though	we	may	think	of	universities	and	colleges	as	centers	of	learning	and	research,	they	too	
are	the	subject	of	teaching	and	burgeoning	research.	The	course	GENED1039	Higher	Education:	
Students,	Institution,	and	Controversies	is	offered	by	the	Program	on	General	Education	at	Faculty	
of	Arts	and	Sciences,	Harvard	University.	The	course	explores	contemporary	higher	education	
institutions,	 higher	 education	 systems	 and	 markets,	 higher	 education	 students	 and	 student	
experiences,	and	major	issues	and	controversies	in	contemporary	higher	education.	This	course	
is	a	primer	into	the	study	of	higher	education	in	the	United	States	and	internationally.	It	gives	
students	an	opportunity	to	look	beyond	the	experiences	of	being	a	student	in	higher	education	
and	 explore	 the	magnitude	of	 higher	 education	 as	 a	 social	 institution	 and	 as	 an	 industry,	 its	
complexities,	and	controversies.	Students	develop	thinking	tools	to	analyze	higher	education	and	
its	many	facets,	and	analytical	and	research	skills	to	generate	new	knowledge.	
	
In	Spring	2021,	we	have	addressed	five	thematic	areas:	(1)	the	effects	of	COVID-19	pandemic	on	
higher	 education,	 (2)	 students	 in	 higher	 education,	 (3)	 higher	 education	 institutions,	 higher	
education	systems	and	markets,	(4)	academics	and	academic	profession,	and	concluded	with	(5)	
the	 case	 for	 or	 against	 higher	 education.	Within	 these	 thematic	 areas,	 we	 have	 covered	 the	
following	modules:	
	
1)	Higher	education	in	and	after	the	pandemic.	
2)	Rising	cost	of	higher	education	and	student	debt.	
3)	Elite	higher	education.		
4)	Higher	education	as	industry,	university	as	corporation.	
5)	Alternative	higher	education	and	alternatives	to	higher	education.	
6)	Scandals	and	scoundrels	in	the	academy.	
7)	Woke	academy.		
8)	The	case	for/against	higher	education.	
	
Each	of	these	themes	enabled	students’	exploration	of	different	disciplinary	perspectives,	their	
foundational	 concepts,	 and	 approaches	 to	 study	higher	 education.	 Each	of	 these	 themes	 also	
prompted	 students	 to	 explore	 the	 opposing	perspectives,	 evaluate	 their	 arguments	 and	 seek	
common	ground.	Students	complemented	in-class	readings	with	independent	research	and	with	
case	study	visits	(online)	to	a	chosen	higher	education	institution	or	an	industry	actor.	
	
The	capstone	assignment	in	this	course	has	been	either	a	set	of	three	essays	or	a	research	project.	
Through	 the	 essays	 and	 research	 projects	 students	 generated	 new	 knowledge	 and	 offered	
original	insights	into	the	different	aspects	of	higher	education.	In	developing	their	essays	and	
research	 projects,	 students	 have	 benefited	 from	 case	 visits	 to	 different	 higher	 education	
institution	 and	 higher	 education	 industry	 actors	 and	 informal	 mentorship	 from	 several	
individuals	at	Harvard	and	beyond.		
	
I	am	immensely	grateful	to	the	following	guest	speakers	for	enhancing	student	learning	in	this	
course	(in	order	of	appearance):			

Rakesh	Khurana,	Danoff	Dean	of	Harvard	College	

Liviu	Matei,	Provost,	Central	European	University	



	

	

Andrew	Perez	’20,	FYRE	Co-Founder,	Harvard	Alumnus	

Thomas	Hollister,	Vice-President	for	Finance	and	Chief	Financial	Officer,	Harvard	University	

Chip	Green,	Partner	and	Co-head,	Oliver	Wyman’s	Global	Education	Practice	

Nina	 Zipser,	 Dean	 for	 Faculty	 Affairs	 and	 Planning,	 Faculty	 of	 Arts	 and	 Sciences,	 Harvard	
University	
Martina	Darmanin,	President	and	Jakub	Grodecki,	Vice	President,	European	Students’	Union	
(ESU)	

Larry	Bacow,	President,	Harvard	University	

	

Students	also	benefited	from	two	events	featuring:	
Kimiko	Matsuda-Lawrence,	 playwright,	 interviewer,	 and	creative	director	of	 the	 I,	Too,	Am	
Harvard	production	and	Tsega	Tamene,	producer	of	the	I,	Too,	Am	Harvard	production	(joint	
event	with	SOCIOL1130	Student	Leadership	and	Service	in	Higher	Education)	
Pedro	Nuno	Teixteira,		Director	of	CIPES	-	the	Center	for	Research	in	Higher	Education	Policies	
and	 Professor,	 Faculty	 of	 Economics,	 University	 of	 Porto;	 Jung	 Cheol	 Shin,	 Professor,	 Seoul	
National	 University;	 Elizabeth	 Balbachevsky,	 Associate	 Professor,	 Department	 of	 Political	
Science,	University	of	São	Paulo	(USP)	and	Director	of	the	Research	Center	on	Public	Policy	at	
the	 University's	 Institute	 for	 Advanced	 Studies;	 Goolam	 Mohamedbhai,	 independent	
consultant	and	former	Secretary-General	of	the	Association	of	African	Universities	and	former	
President	of	the	International	Association	of	Universities	(joint	event	with	the	Mahindra	Seminar	
on	Universities:	Past	Present	and	Future).		
	
I	would	also	 like	 to	acknowledge	support	 to	GENED1039	by	Karen	Galvez,	Laura	Hess,	Kat	
Veach	of	the	Program	in	General	Education	and	David	Cutler,	Kim	Jinah,	Venkatesh	Murthy,	
Rebeca	Nesson	and	other	members	of	the		Standing	Committee	on	General	Education;	Marlon	
Kuzmick,	Jordan	Koffman,	Katie	Gilligan	and	the	team	of	the	Bok	Center	Learning	Lab,	and	
Adam	Beaver,	Eleanor	Finnegan	and	Tamara	Brenner	of	the	Derek	Bok	Center	for	Teaching	
and	 Learning,	 Faculty	 of	 Arts	 and	 Sciences,	 Harvard	 University,	 and	 Alen	 Agaronov,	 Head	
Teaching	Fellow	in	the	course.	
	
The	present	collection	of	 research	papers	reflects	 students’	perspectives	on	 today’s	changing	
higher	education	landscape	and	the	challenges	or	controversies	they	observe	in	contemporary	
higher	education.	Student	research	papers	featured	in	this	collection	are	a	testimony	of	students’	
genuine	interest	in	studying	and	contributing	to	the	established	and	emerging	areas	of	higher	
education	studies,	and	their	commitment	to	achieving	equity	and	excellence	in	higher	education.	
	
Manja	Klemenčič	
Cambridge,	MA		
10	June	2021	
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The	Impact	of	COVID-19	on	the	Perception	of	
Mentorship	Quality	Among	Undergraduates	Engaged	in	
Life	Sciences	Research:	Evidence	from	a	Survey	

Andrew	Castillo	

Abstract	
	
The	 COVID-19	 pandemic	 has	 disrupted	 higher-education,	 the	 training	 ground	 of	 young	
scientists.	A	critical	aspect	of	science	education	is	mentorship,	yet	it	 is	poorly	understood	
and	is	seldom	measured	for	quality	by	higher	education	institutions.	The	pandemic	has	the	
potential	 to	 disrupt	 mentorship	 relationships	 and	 existing	 literature	 suggest	 under-
represented	minorities	are	likely	to	be	particularly	vulnerable.	This	study	reports	the	findings	
of	a	survey	on	how	senior	thesis	writers	in	a	life	sciences	concentration	at	Harvard	perceive	
their	relationships	to	their	faculty	mentors	during	the	ongoing	COVID19	pandemic.	In	brief,	
this	study	finds	that	self-reported	attitudes	towards	PIs	did	not	change	at	a	population	level	
relative	to	recalled	perceptions	but	draws	attention	to	the	presence	of	outliers.	This	study	was	
not	powered	to	ascertain	changes	in	the	perception	of	mentorship	across	subpopulations	of	
students.	This	study	also	aimed	to	use	theoretical	frameworks	of	mentorship	to	propose	and	
validate	metrics	of	PI	mentorship	quality.	This	study	recommends	4	of	5	survey	questions	
used	for	future	validation	studies.	
	
Introduction	
	
The	 COVID19	 pandemic	 has	 disrupted	 higher	 education	 and	 highlighted	 the	 need	 of	 a	
productive	scientific	workforce.	
	
The	COVID-19	pandemic	has	disrupted	how	higher	education	is	experienced,	delivered,	and	
managed.	While	the	media	was	quick	to	document	the	mass	exodus	from	college	campuses	
that	 students	 faced	 (Douglas-Gabriel	 n.d.;	 Belkin	 2020),	 research	 on	 the	 effects	 of	 the	
pandemic	 on	 student	 experiences	 is	 in	 its	 infancy.	 Understanding	 student	 experiences	 is	
essential	 to	 informing	how	universities	 address	 the	need	of	 their	 students	 in	 light	of	 the	
COVID-19	pandemic	but	also	to	plan	for	future	pandemics	that	scientists	say	are	increasingly	
likely	(Dodds	2019;	Tollefson	2020).	Over	a	year	after	US	universities	abruptly	closed	for	on	
campus	learning	in	March	of	2019,	there	is	emerging	evidence	that	lower-income	and	first-
generation	students	are	disproportionately	impacted	by	campus	closures	and	the	financial	
downturn	caused	by	the	COVID-19	pandemic	(Aucejo	et	al.	2020).	The	experiences	of	lower-
income	and	 first-generation	students	carry	salience	not	only	because	 their	more	 likely	 to	



	

	

have	 barriers	 to	 online	 learning	 during	 this	 pandemic	 but	 because	 also	 because	 their	
experiences	in	higher	education	can	have	a	real	impact	on	their	career	choices	and	therefore	
contributions	to	society	(Aucejo	et	al.	2020).	

The	importance	of	a	productive	scientific	workforce	is	on	the	national	consciousness	
as	 the	 countries	 looked	 to	 their	 scientist	 to	 develop	 vaccines	 to	 combat	 the	 COVID19	
pandemic.	While	much	attention	 is	being	paid	 to	 scientists,	not	much	 is	paid	 to	 scientific	
training.	 What	 factors	 impact	 a	 student’s	 desire	 to	 become	 a	 scientist,	 succeed	 in	 their	
undergraduate	education,	and	pursue	graduate	studies	in	the	sciences?	Research	has	found	
that	at	the	heart	of	these	questions	is	mentorship	at	 levels	of	STEMM	education,	yet	 little	
attention	is	paid	to	the	quality	and	efficacy	of	mentorship	at	all	levels	of	career	development	
(Committee	on	Effective	Mentoring	in	STEMM	et	al.	2019).	Less	than	50	%	of	faculty	report	
mentorship	being	evaluated	while	being	considered	them	for	promotions,	and	as	little	as	7%	
report	engagement	in	mentorship	training	(Stolzenberg	2019;	Gallup	2018).	In	this	current	
pandemic,	 it	 is	 unclear	 how	 distance	 has	 affected	 STEMM	 education.	 In	 the	 absence	 of	
institutional	tracking	of	the	quality	of	mentorship,	there	is	no	telling	how	the	pandemic	has	
affected	the	relationships	that	mold	the	next	generation	of	scientists.	Promoting	mentorship	
is	 particularly	 valuable	 to	 under-represented	 students.	 In	 an	 environment	 where	
mentorship	is	left	to	form	ad	hoc,	underrepresented	students	are	typically	more	vulnerable	
to	 receive	 bad	 mentorship,	 lacking	 the	 social	 capital	 to	 connect	 and	 leverage	 their	
relationships	with	their	mentors	(Committee	on	Effective	Mentoring	in	STEMM	et	al.	2019).	
Tracking	and	improving	mentorship	is	therefore	not	only	important	to	improving	the	quality	
of	STEMM	education	but	to	equity	inclusion,	a	professed	core	value	of	many	higher	education	
institutions.	

This	 study	 seeks	 to	 illuminate	 the	 current	 state	 of	 mentorship	 among	 science	
undergraduates	by	using	Harvard	University	as	a	case	study.	In	particular,	this	study	seeks	
to	answer	how	the	COVID-19	pandemic	has	affected	how	Harvard	undergraduates	engaged	
in	 life	 sciences	 research	 perceive	 their	 relationship	 with	 research	 mentors.	 This	 study	
focuses	on	the	perception	of	mentorship	as	it	speaks	to,	in	part,	how	effectively	mentorship	
is	 being	 delivered	 since	 “negative	 mentoring	 experiences	 have	 been	 linked	 to	 attrition,	
especially	for	[underrepresented]	students”	(Committee	on	Effective	Mentoring	in	STEMM	
et	al.	2019,	p.6).	A	survey	was	used	to	investigate	how	students	perceive	the	quality	of	their	
mentorship.	 To	 attempt	 to	 understand	 how	perceptions	 have	 changed,	 the	 survey	 asked	
students	 to	 rate	 various	 measures	 of	 the	 quality	 of	 mentorship	 before	 and	 after	 the	
pandemic.	This	study	must	be	forthcoming	about	the	difficulty	to	define	let	alone	measure	
the	quality	of	mentorship,	but	it	relied	on	existing	literature	to	generate	a	list	of	key	quality	
measures	that	were	probed.	

Given	that	students	were	forced	off	of	campus	and	the	salience	of	lab-based	research	
in	the	life	sciences,	this	study	anticipates	the	perception	of	the	quality	of	mentorship	will	be	
impacted	in	a	non-uniform	manner.	This	study	anticipates	the	variation	in	quality	caused	by	
ad	hoc	mentorship	will	be	intensified.	Students	with	mentors	who	have	risen	to	the	challenge	



	

	

of	mentoring	 in	 a	 pandemic	will	 be	 viewed	with	 higher	 favorability	while	 students	with	
absent	mentors	will	be	viewed	poorly	in	particular	as	expectations	of	mentors	are	higher	
during	 these	uncertain	 times.	Before	getting	 into	 the	research	design,	we	will	 first	define	
mentorship	and	outline	key	conceptual	frameworks	that	guided	this	project.	
	
A	Working	Definition	of	Mentorship	Rooted	in	an	Integration	of	5	Conceptual	Framework	
	
This	study	sought	to	understand	the	current	state	of	mentorship	between	undergraduates	
engaged	 in	 life	 sciences	 research	 at	 Harvard	 and	 their	 mentors.	 In	 order	 to	 robustly	
interrogate	mentorship,	we	used	the	following	working	relationship	of	mentorship	outlined	
by	the	Committee	on	Effective	Mentoring	in	STEMM:	“Mentorship	refers	to	a	collaborative	
learning	 relationship	 and	 working	 alliance	 based	 on	 intentionality,	 trust,	 and	 shared	
responsibility	 for	 the	 interactions	 in	 that	 relationship	 and	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 those	
interactions”	(Committee	on	
		 Effective	Mentoring	in	STEMM	et	al.	2019,	4).	This	definition	of	mentorship	relies	on	
6	conceptual	frameworks,	of	which	we	choose	5	frameworks	we	find	most	relevant	to	our	
study	(summarized	in	Table	1	of	the	appendix).	This	study	used	the	ecological	systems	to	
situate	mentorship,	social	cognitive	career	 theory,	social	capital	 theory,	and	the	 tripartite	
integration	model	of	social	influence	to	explain	why	mentorship	is	important	for	mentees	
pursuit	of	science	and	social	exchange	theory	to	explain	why	mentors	and	mentees	may	be	
impacted	by	the	pandemic.	

Ecological	systems	theory	defines	mentorship	at	occurring	at	different	levels,	all	of	
which	impact	each	other	(Chandler	et	al.	2011).	In	brief,	mentorship	occurs	in	microsystem	
that	 are	 comprised	 of	 one-on-one	 interactions	 between	 mentors	 and	 mentees.	 Many	
microsystems	exist	and	the	different	microsystems	an	individual	mentee	engages	in	affects	
the	 others.	 The	 interaction	 between	 microsystems	 comprises	 the	 mesosystem.	 The	
exosystem	is	comprised	of	all	phenomena	that	impacts	the	microsystems	and	mesosystems	
that	 exist	 outside	 the	mentors	 and	mentees	 such	 as	 the	 institution	 they	 reside	 in	 or	 the	
relationship	 of	 their	 home	 institution	 to	 their	 home	 communities.	Macrosystems	 are	 the	
culture	 influences	 that	may	 impact	 the	microsystems	and	mesosystems	 such	as	 systemic	
racism.	 The	 chronosystem	 is	 comprised	 of	 the	 temporal	 dynamics	 of	 the	 other	 systems.	
Ecological	 system	 theory	 tells	 us	 that	 mentorship	 between	 the	 mentor	 and	mentee,	 the	
microsystem,	will	be	impacted	by	how	relationships	held	by	mentors	and	mentees	to	others	
in	light	of	the	pandemic.	For	example,	mentees	may	have	higher	time	commitments	to	their	
family	during	the	pandemic	that	may	 impact	 their	ability	 to	sustain	their	relationships	to	
mentors.	Meanwhile,	the	pandemic	has	certainly	impacted	the	exosystem	and	macrosystem	
as	Harvard	shifts	to	online	learning,	sends	students	off	campus,	and	de-densified	research	
labs	while	the	pandemic	has	disproportionally	impacted	people	of	color	in	the	United	States.	
Ecological	systems	theory	motivated	this	study	conceptually,	as	well	as	helped	to	articulate	
the	site	of	mentorship	 I	am	 interested	 in,	 the	microsystem.	 I	hope	 to	engage	 in	 inductive	



	

	

investigation.	 By	 analyzing	 the	 state	 of	 the	microsystem,	 I	 hope	 to	 get	 clues	 on	 how	 the	
ecosystem	and	macrosystem	in	particular	are	impacting	mentorship.	

Meanwhile	social	capital	theory	concerns	itself	with	the	reproduction	of	social	and	
power	inequities	through	the	gatekeeping	and	transfer	of	knowledge	that	comprises	social	
capital	(Bourdieu	1977;	1978).	Social	capital	theory	therefore	posits	that	a	key	function	of	
mentorship	is	the	production	and	transfer	of	social	capital	between	mentors	and	mentees.	
Mentees	need	to	accrue	social	capital	to	get	past	key	gate-keeping	milestone	by	performing	
science	 culture,	 such	 as	 understanding	 and	 reinforcing	 power	 structures	within	 science.	
Social	capital	theory	helps	to	articulate	the	impacts	of	declining	mentorship	as	the	decline	in	
the	transfer	of	social	capital	as	it	concerned	with	science.	

Tripartite	Integration	Model	of	Social	Influence	is	similar	to	social	capital	theory	in	
that	 it	concerns	itself	with	the	reproduction	of	knowledge	but	distinguishes	itself	with	its	
emphasis	 on	 its	 impact	 on	 socialization	 into	 a	 community	 (Estrada	 et	 al.	 2011).	 Social	
exchange	theory	nominates	another	key	function	and	outcome	of	mentorship:	fostering	and	
developing	 a	 scientific	 identity.	 This	 conceptual	 framework	 therefore	 helps	motivate	 the	
study,	suggesting	 the	COVID19	pandemic	could	decrease	 the	sense	of	scientific	 identity	 if	
mentorship	quality	drops.	
Decline	in	scientific	identity	could	in	turn	lead	to	attrition	in	the	science	as	it	has	been	linked	
to	post-secondary	pursuit	of	science	(Estrada	et	al.	2011).	

In	a	similar	vein,	social	cognitive	career	 theory	holds	 that	 four	sources	of	 learning	
develop	a	sense	of	self-efficacy	and	in	turn	impact	individual’s	motivation,	goal	setting,	and	
persistence	 in	 achieving	 these	 outcomes	 (Lent,	 Brown,	 and	 Hackett	 1994).	 These	 four	
sources	are	previous	experiences,	vicarious	learning,	affective/emotional	arousal	and	social	
persuasion.	 The	mentor-mentee	 relationship	 has	 the	 largest	 potential	 to	 affect	 vicarious	
learning	by	providing	a	model	to	emulate	and	providing	psychosocial	support	that	in	turn	
effects	emotional	arousal	for	science.	

Last	in	the	list	of	conceptual	frameworks	we	apply	to	mentorship	is	social	exchange	
theory.	The	basic	tenant	of	social	exchange	theory	is	that	individuals	are	selfish	actors	that	
engage	 in	 transactional	 relationships	 associated	 with	 costs	 and	 benefits	 (Blau	 1964).	
Willingness	to	initiate,	sustain,	and	develop	relationships	will	be	impacted	by	the	perceived	
cost	and	benefits	of	a	relationship	(Blau	1964).	Social	exchange	theory	would	predict	that	
mentorship	must	benefit	both	the	mentor	and	mentee	for	it	to	be	successful.	Alterations	in	
the	cost	of	engaging	in	the	relationship	by	either	individual	will	cause	shifts	in	the	quality	of	
the	relationship.	This	theory	in	particular	helps	to	probe	potential	mechanisms	of	changes	
in	mentorship	quality.	
	
Methods	
		
The	 theoretical	 frameworks	 that	 define	 the	 process	 and	 outcomes	 of	 mentorship	 inform	 a	
survey	to	probe	perceptions	of	the	quality	of	mentorship.	



	

	

	
This	 study	 aims	 to	 characterize	 the	 current	 state	 of	mentorship	 in	 light	 of	 the	 COVID19	
pandemic.	To	begin	to	attempt	this	question,	this	study	concerned	itself	with	the	perceptions	
of	the	relationship	between	mentees	and	mentors.	To	measure	the	perceptions	of	the	quality	
of	 their	 relationship	 to	 their	 mentors,	 data	 was	 gathered	 from	 students	 engage	 in	 life	
sciences	research.	

Though	 this	 study	was	 interested	 in	 the	state	of	mentorship	 in	 the	 life	 sciences	at	
large,	it	used	the	Department	of	Stem	Cell	and	Regenerative	Biology	(SCRB)	at	Harvard	as	a	
case	study.	It	used	a	single	department	to	minimize	variation	in	the	target	sample	to	increase	
the	 detectability	 of	 the	 effects	 of	 the	 COVID-19	 pandemic.	 To	 further	 homogenize	 the	
sampling	population,	 this	 study	 surveyed	 specifically	 seniors	who	 turned	 in	 thesis	 in	 the	
2020-2021	academic	year.	This	study	focused	on	senior	thesis	writers	because	they	have	a	
conception	 of	 research	mentorship	 before	 and	 after	 the	 pandemic.	 Because	 SCRB	 theses	
require	direct	supervision	by	the	head	of	a	lab	known	as	a	principal	investigator	(PI),	this	
study	asked	questions	about	the	perceived	relationship	between	mentees	and	PIs.	Though	
other	mentor-mentee	relationships	exist	among	undergraduates	engaged	in	science,	these	
relationships	vary	across	undergraduates.	For	example,	some	mentees	are	paired	with	direct	
supervisors	in	addition	to	their	PIs	who	could	be	either	graduate	or	post-doctorate	fellows	
in	the	same	lab.	Because	all	undergraduates	in	the	SCRB	department	who	submitted	senior	
thesis	 have	 associated	 PIs,	 this	 study	 interrogated	 the	 relationship	 between	 PIs	 and	
undergraduate	mentees.	
	
Study	Design	
	
Participants	were	asked	about	their	relationship	to	their	PIs	before	and	after	the	Pandemic	in	
a	random	order.	
	
This	study	embarked	on	a	primarily	quantitative	approach	to	understand	the	effects	of	the	
pandemic	on	the	perception	of	mentorship	and	inquired	if	the	effects	of	the	pandemic	are	
felt	equally	across	demographic	groups	by	collecting	survey	data.	After	confirming	informed	
consent,	the	survey	asked	respondents	about	the	perceptions	of	their	relationship	to	their	
PIs	before	and	after	the	pandemic.	Participants	were	randomly	given	either	the	pre-COVID19	
questions	or	post-COVID19	questions	first	to	control	for	possible	effects	of	asking	about	their	
perception	of	the	relationship	at	two	different	time	points.	Survey	questions	asked	students	
to	rank	their	perception	of	various	features	of	their	relationship	to	their	PI	on	a	sliding	scale	
of	1	to	5.	 	

The	survey	then	collected	demographic	data	concerning	socioeconomic	status,	racial	
and	ethnic	backgrounds,	and	so-called	first-generation	student	status,	as	well	as	collect	other	
potential	variables	of	interest	summarized	in	Appendix	Table	2	



	

	

For	the	sake	of	minimizing	the	time	it	would	take	to	fill	out	the	survey,	the	survey	asked	only	
5	slider	questions,	all	of	which	were	rooted	in	the	aforementioned	conceptual	frameworks.	
These	questions	are	listed	and	justified	in	Table	2	in	the	appendix.	I	aimed	to	use	inductive	
reasoning	 to	 extract	 general	 quantitative	 trends	 that	 were	 associated	 with	 changes	 the	
perceived	mentorship	quality	between	mentees	and	PIs.	I	used	inductive	reasoning	instead	
of	a	pre-	formulated	hypothesis	to	minimize	the	risk	potential	research	bias	as	we	highlight	
that	the	author	of	this	study	is	deeply	embedded	in	undergraduate	research	and	is	a	member	
of	the	SCRB	department.	

In	 addition	 to	 the	 sliding	 scale	 questions	 included	 in	 the	 survey,	 a	 free	 response	
question	 asking	 respondents	 about	 their	 experiences	 with	 their	 PIs	 or	 if	 they	 have	 any	
recommendations	 for	 improvement	 was	 included.	 This	 question	 was	 provided	 to	 help	
contextualize	 respondent’s	 survey	 results	 as	 well	 as	 inform	 potential	 institutional	
recommendations	that	may	have	risen	from	this	study.	
	
Data	Ethics	
	
Careful	attention	was	paid	to	anonymizing	and	securing	data	as	this	study	was	engaged	in	
human	research.	The	raw	data	made	no	reference	to	individuals	and	not	even	the	author	is	
aware	of	the	identity	of	respondents.	Informed	consent	was	confirmed	prior	to	participants	
filling	out	the	survey	and	participates	were	made	aware	that	at	no	point	will	their	data	be	
shared	outside	of	the	classroom	and	especially	to	their	department.	The	study	author	also	
withheld	 the	 department’s	 name	 when	 relaying	 the	 results	 of	 this	 study	 to	 GenEd1039	
students.	As	a	thank	you	to	study	participants,	the	author	of	this	study	also	shared	the	results	
of	this	study	with	participants	in	the	form	of	presentation	slides.	No	identifiable	metrics	were	
included	in	the	shared	slides.	
	
Data	Analysis	
		
Validating	 survey	 questions	 with	 a	 heatmap	 of	 correlation	 coefficients	 and	multiple	 linear	
regression	models.	
	
As	no	consensus	exist	as	to	what	the	best	methods	are	to	study	mentorship	quality,	this	study	
aimed	to	quantitatively	validate	the	survey	questions	used.	An	ideal	survey	question	would	
measure	 distinct	 phenomenon	 to	 reduce	 redundancy	 and	 should	 be	 associated	 with	
outcomes	 of	 interest,	 that	 is	 increase	 the	 success	 of	 students	 in	 pursuing	 science.	 To	
quantitatively	check	for	measurement	of	distinct	phenomenon	and	correlation	to	outcomes,	
the	 Pearson	 correlation	 coefficient––which	 measures	 how	 associated	 two	 metrics	 are––
between	each	pair	of	questions	was	determined	using	the	Corrplot	R	package	(Taiyun	Wei	
and	Viliam	Simko	2017).	To	further	validate	questions	as	meaningful	to	predicting	PI	quality,	
I	created	multiple	linear	regression	models	to	predict	how	respondents	rated	their	PIs	desire	



	

	

to	 pursue	 a	 senior	 thesis	 or	 a	 science	 career	 after	 graduation	 as	measures	 of	 desires	 to	
pursue	science.	Statistical	Tests	were	used	to	determine	if	there	were	population	changes	in	
mean	change	and	spread	in	PI	relationship	metrics	

All	survey	responses	were	recorded	as	1-5	as	reported	in	Appendix	Table	2.	Paired	
sample	T-tests	were	used	to	statistically	determine	if	on	average,	the	sampled	population	
changed	in	their	perception	of	the	quality	of	their	relationship	to	their	PIs	at	a	false	discovery	
cut-off	of	𝛼𝛼	=	0.10.	F-tests	were	performed	comparing	the	variation	of	pre-pandemic	and	
post-	pandemic	survey	responses	for	each	question	at	a	false	discovery	cut-off	of	𝛼𝛼	=	0.10.	
The	 results	 of	 T-test	 and	 F-test	 were	 plotted	 and	 visualized	 using	 the	 R	 package	 sjPlot	
(Lüdecke	2021).	

	
Plots	
	
The	difference	from	current	and	pre-pandemic	ratings	of	PI	relationship	survey	questions	
was	calculated	for	all	individuals.	The	changes	in	relationship	ratings	and	the	correlation	of	
questions	to	each	other	were	plotted	using	the	R	package	ggplot2	(Wickham	2016).	Multiple	
linear	 regression	 models	 were	 generated	 using	 R	 base	 functions	 and	 visualized	 using	
ggfortify	R	package	(Tang,	Horikoshi,	and	Li	2016).	
	
Study	Limitations	and	Statement	of	Positionality	
		
This	study	aimed	to	describe	the	changes	in	the	perception	of	mentorship	associated	with	
the	COVID19	pandemic	but	could	not	establish	causality	in	the	absence	of	a	randomized	trial	
or	more	complex	study	design.	Because	this	study	relied	on	survey	data,	all	data	was	self-
reported,	and	the	wording	of	the	questions	may	have	itself	impact	how	mentees	reported	
their	 relationships	 to	mentors.	 Careful	 attention	was	 paid	 to	 avoid	 priming	 respondents	
towards	answering	positively	or	negatively	including	randomizing	whether	students	were	
asked	about	pre	or	post	COVID19	perceptions	first.	Still,	the	possibility	of	introducing	bias	
within	the	survey	question	itself	was	difficult	to	eliminate	all	together.	Perhaps	the	biggest	
limitation	in	this	study	was	relying	on	recalled	data,	that	is	asking	respondents	to	recall	how	
they	felt	about	their	PI	before	the	pandemic.	Because	individuals	recall	emotionally	salient	
memories	more	vividly,	we	likely	systematically	get	more	accurate	recall	data	of	individuals	
with	more	emotionally	salient	experiences	that	those	without.	This	recall	bias	must	be	kept	
in	mind	while	analyzing	survey	responses.	

In	addition	to	the	limitations	of	this	study,	this	study	also	discloses	the	positionality	
of	the	author	of	this	study.	I,	Andrew	Castillo,	am	an	undergraduate	researcher	who	wrote	a	
senior	thesis	in	the	department	being	sampled.	I	am	a	first	generation,	low-income,	Latinx	
student.	I	have	my	own	opinions	about	my	own	PI	as	well	as	the	importance	of	mentorship	
in	 STEMM	 education.	 I	 however	 conducted	 this	 research	 paying	 careful	 awareness	 and	
attention	as	to	avoid	biasing	respondents.	



	

	

	
Results	
	
All	survey	questions	are	correlated	with	each	other,	but	PI	positivity	is	least	correlated	with	PI’s	
impact	on	the	desire	to	pursue	science.	
	
To	understand	how	the	pandemic	impacted	the	relationship	between	PIs	and	undergraduate	
researchers,	 this	 study	 distributed	 a	 survey	 to	 senior	 thesis	 writers	 in	 a	 life	 sciences	
department	at	Harvard.	In	the	Spring	of	2021,	there	were	28	senior	thesis	writers,	of	which	
the	author	of	this	study	is	one.	The	author	excluded	himself	from	the	target	population	to	
avoid	introduction	of	researcher	bias.	Individuals	in	the	target	population	were	emailed	a	
unique,	anonymous	link	to	the	survey	3	times	of	the	span	of	a	week.	Of	the	27	individuals	in	
the	 target	 population,	 26	 were	 contacted,	 15	 started	 the	 survey,	 and	 12	 completed	 the	
survey.	44%	of	the	target	population	was	sampled	in	this	study.	

As	 there	 is	 no	 consensus	 as	 to	 how	 to	measure	 the	 quality	 of	 science	mentorship	
systematically,	 this	 study	 aimed	 to	 validate	 the	 survey	 questions	 used	 to	 measure	
mentorship	quality.	Survey	questions	were	designed	to	probe	some	of	key	assertions	of	the	
theoretical	frameworks	of	mentorship	(summarized	in	Table	1).	Questions	asking	about	how	
energized	 and	 how	 positively	 respondents	 felt	 about	 their	 PI	 were	 administered	 to	
approximate	 the	 perceived	 cost	 and	 benefits	 of	 the	 relationship.	 Questions	 about	 how	
respondent’s	PIs	impacted	their	sense	of	being	in	a	scientific	community,	role	modelled	how	
to	 interact	 with	 other	 scientists,	 and	 impacted	 their	 desire	 to	 pursue	 science	 were	
administered	 to	 test	 some	 of	 the	 predicted	 outcomes	 of	mentorship	 as	 proposed	 by	 the	
literature.	The	full	survey	is	available	in	the	Appendix	Table	2.	

Asking	if	these	5	types	of	questions	were	measuring	distinct	phenomenon,	a	heatmap	
of	 the	correlation	each	question	 to	all	other	questions	was	made.	All	questions	were	at	a	
minimum	correlated	with	each	other	a	0.4	and	at	max	0.9	(Figure	1	A).	All	pre-pandemic	
questions	were	highly	correlated	with	their	matched	questions	(Figure	1	A).	For	example,	
how	positively	a	respondent	felt	about	their	PI	pre-pandemic	was	.89	correlated	with	how	
positively	they	felt	about	their	PI	currently.	Interestingly,	among	these	matched	questions	
(outlined	 in	 green),	 the	 desire	 to	 pursue	 science	 pre-pandemic	 and	 currently	 was	 least	
correlated	with	each	other	(Figure	1A).	Another	interesting	trend	was	that	all	variables	were	
correlated	with	how	respondent’s	felt	their	PI	impacted	their	desire	to	pursue	a	senior	thesis	
(Pre.PurSci)	 or	 to	 pursue	 a	 career	 in	 science	 after	 graduation	 (PurSci)	 at	 a	 correlation	
coefficient	 greater	 than	 0.5	with	 the	 exception	 of	 how	 positively	 they	 felt	 about	 their	 PI	
(Figure	1A).	How	respondents	felt	their	PI	role	modelled	how	to	interact	with	other	scientist	
and	impacted	their	sense	of	being	in	a	scientific	community	were	the	most	correlated	with	
their	desire	to	pursue	a	senior	thesis	(0.90	and	0.91)	and	a	scientific	career	after	graduation	
(0.62	and	0.82).	



	

	

Figure	 1.	 All	 questions	 were	 correlated	 with	 each	 other	 and	 community	 was	 the	
strongest	predictor	of	desire	to	pursue	science	as	impacted	by	a	respondent’s	PI.	A)	A	
heatmap	of	the	Pearson	Correlation	Coefficient	of	the	responses	to	each	survey	question	to	
all	 other	 questions.	 Boxed	 in	 green	 are	 paired	 questions,	 that	 is	 they	measure	 the	 same	
metric	at	the	time	the	survey	was	conducted	and	as	recalled	before	the	pandemic.	Boxed	in	
blue	 are	 correlations	 between	 PI	 role	modelling	 and	 PI	 impact	 on	 community.	 Boxed	 in	
yellow	are	the	lowest	and	highest	correlates	to	PI	impact	on	desire	to	pursue	science.	Deeper	
shades	 of	 red	 represent	 higher	 correlation.	B	 and	 C)	 Plots	 representing	 multiple	 linear	
regression	models	where	correlation	coefficients	are	visualized	as	dots	and	95%	confidence	
intervals	as	bars.	Adjusted	R2	are	overlayed	on	the	plots.	Pre	=	Pre-pandemic.	**	p	<	0.01	*	p	
<	0.05.	
	
Finding	 that	all	metrics	were	correlated	with	 the	desire	 to	pursue	science,	 I	asked	which	
metric	was	a	significant	predictor	of	how	PIs	impacted	respondent’s	desire	to	pursue	a	thesis	
before	 the	 pandemic	 and	 a	 scientific	 career	 after	 graduation.	 I	 created	 a	multiple	 linear	
regression	model	 using	 all	metrics	 (positivity	 of	 relationship,	 energy	 after	 conversations	
with	PI,	sense	of	scientific	community,	and	role	modelling	by	PI)	as	predictors	of	how	PIs	
impacted	respondent’s	desire	to	conduct	a	thesis	pre-pandemic	or	pursue	a	scientific	career.	
Because	a	PIs	role	modelling	of	interacting	with	other	scientist	and	impact	on	respondent’s	
sense	of	being	in	a	scientific	community	were	strongly	correlated	with	each	other	(boxed	in	
blue	in	Figure	1A),	regression	models	including	both	would	occlude	their	relationship	to	a	
PI’s	impact	on	the	desire	to	pursue	science.	I	therefore	made	two	separate	sets	of	models,	
one	excluding	metrics	of	community	and	the	other	excluding	role	modelling	how	to	interact	
with	 scientists.	 The	 models	 excluding	 role	 modelling	 and	 including	 impact	 on	 sense	 of	

	 	

	

R2	=	0.55	

R2	=	0.81	



	

	

scientific	community	explained	the	most	variation	in	the	pre-pandemic	(adjusted	R2	=	0.81)	
and	at	the	time	of	the	survey	(adjusted	R2	=	0.55),	so	this	was	chosen	as	the	final	model.	

In	these	models,	how	a	PI	impacted	a	respondent’s	desire	to	pursue	a	senior	thesis	or	
career	in	science	was	significantly	associated	by	how	they	impacted	respondent’s	sense	of	
being	in	a	scientific	community	(Figure	2	B	and	C).	PI	impact	on	sense	of	scientific	community	
was	associated	with	a	.61	increase	in	the	desire	to	pursue	a	senior	thesis	and	.76	on	pursuing	
a	science	career	at	a	p-value	of	0.00598	and	0.0398	respective	(all	survey	responses	are	on	
scales	of	1-5)	(Figure	2	B	and	C).	All	other	metrics	measured	were	not	significant	at	a	false	
discovery	rate	of	0.10.	
	
At	a	population	level,	measured	metrics	of	PI	quality	did	not	significantly	change.	
	
Having	interrogated	the	validity	of	the	metrics	measured	through	this	study’s	survey,	I	then	
asked	if	there	were	population	level	changes	in	these	metrics	as	reported	by	respondents.	
How	each	respondent	felt	about	their	PI	by	measured	metrics	currently	was	subtracted	from	
how	they	recalled	 feeling	pre-pandemic.	 I	 found	 that	most	people	did	not	 feel	differently	
about	how	their	PI	 impacted	their	desire	to	pursue	science,	how	energized	they	felt	after	
talking	to	their	PI,	how	they	felt	their	PI	role	modelled	how	to	interact	with	other	scientist	or	
their	sense,	of	being	in	a	scientific	community,	or	how	positively	they	felt	about	their	PI	(83.3,	
66.7,	 75.0,	 83.3,	 and	 75.0	 percent	 respectively	 reporting	 no	 change)	 (Figure	 2	 A).	 Also	
appreciable	in	the	data	is	that	some	individuals	reported	positive	and	negative	changes	in	
metrics	measured	(Figure	2)	and	that	the	most	variation	reported	change	was	in	individuals	
desire	to	pursue	science	(Figure	2	B-F).	

Noting	that	there	were	changes	in	the	positive	and	negative	directions,	I	asked	if	the	
pre-	pandemic	and	current	reported	means	and	standard	deviations	in	these	metrics	were	
statically	different.	I	ran	paired	T-test	which	tests	for	differences	in	means	and	F-Tests	which	
tests	for	differences	in	spread	for	all	matched	current	and	pre-pandemic	metrics.	I	found	all	
metrics	did	not	exhibit	significant	changes	in	mean	or	spread	with	the	exception	in	the	sense	
of	scientific	community	which	was	significantly	increased	at	a	false	discovery	rate	of	0.10	
(Supplemental	 Figure	 1;	 F-test	 were	 not	 significant,	 data	 not	 shown).	 Having	 found	 no	
population	changes	in	mean	or	spread	in	the	metrics	of	PI	mentorship	of	interest,	I	sought	to	
stratify	 the	 data	 with	 the	 collected	 demographic	 information.	 However,	 there	 was	 not	
enough	variation	by	subgroup	to	statistically	ask	questions.	For	example,	there	was	only	2	
individuals	who	identify	as	men	in	this	sample	and	there	were	only	3	SEF	eligible	individuals	
in	these	sample.	I	was	not	statically	powered	to	make	stratified	comparisons.	To	maximize	
anonymity	of	 respondents	and	because	no	conclusions	can	be	drawn	 from	this	data,	 I	do	
include	this	data	in	the	study.	

	
	
	



	

	

Figure	2.	Most	quality	of	mentorship	metrics	did	not	change	between	pre-pandemic	
and	 time	 of	 survey.	 A)	 A	 table	 OF	 the	 changes	 in	 respondent’s	 perception	 of	 their	 PIs	
relative	 to	pre-pandemic.	B-E)	Histograms	of	 the	 changes	 in	 respondents’	 perceptions	of	
their	 PIs	 relative	 to	 the	 pre-pandemic	 perceptions.	 PI	 Positivity	 =	 Positivity	 towards	 PI;	
Pursue	Science	=	PI’s	 impact	on	respondents’	desire	to	pursue	science;	Community	=	PI’s	
impact	on	respondents’	sense	of	being	in	a	scientific	community;	RModel	=	PI	role	modeling	
of	how	to	interact	with	other	scientist;	Energy	=	How	energized	respondents	felt	after	talking	
to	their	PI.	
	
Open	Response	Question	
	
In	addition	to	the	being	administered	PI	mentorship	quality	questions,	respondents	were	also	
given	the	option	to	respond	to	the	following	free	response	question:	
	

This	study	aims	to	understand	the	effects	of	the	pandemic	on	mentorship	between	PIs	
and	undergraduates	engaged	in	science	research.	Is	there	anything	you	would	like	to	add	
about	 your	 experiences	 with	 your	 PI	 or	 any	 recommendations	 you	 would	 have	 for	
improvements?

	 	 	

	 	

	



	

	

Only	4	individuals	responded	to	this	question.	I	highlight	the	responses	of	two	individuals	in	
this	section,	individual	1	and	4	in	this	section	(Table	3).	Individual	1	wrote,	“What	made	this	
year	challenging	was	not	conducting	my	own	experiments	in	lab.		
	

My	PI	was	great	through	it	all	though”.	It	is	notable	that	this	individual	did	not	report	
any	change	 in	the	mentorship	metrics	and	reported	the	highest	score	possible	 for	all	
metrics	in	the	survey.		

	
Meanwhile,	individual	4	wrote:	
	

[M]y	PI	seemed	very	uninterested	in	getting	to	understand	students;	which	makes	me	
question	as	to	why	my	PI	accepted	undergrads	in	their	lab;	there	should	be	more	vetting	
of	PIs	who	truly	do	not	have	the	capacity	to	take	on	undergrads	through	the	department.	

	
Similar	 to	 individual	1,	 individual	4	also	reported	the	most	extreme	values	 in	 the	survey,	
ranking	their	relationship	to	their	mentor	before	and	after	the	pandemic	1-3,	that	is	the	most	
negative	or	neutral	values	for	all	metrics.	
	
Discussion	of	Findings	and	Conclusions	
	
This	study	aimed	to	test	the	hypothesis	that	the	pandemic	increased	variation	in	the	quality	
of	 mentorship	 as	 well	 as	 validate	 the	 chosen	 metrics	 used	 to	 evaluate	 the	 quality	 of	
mentorship.	 This	 study	 also	 sought	 to	 ask	 if	 the	 experienced	 quality	 of	mentorship	was	
different	within	 subpopulation	of	 students.	 To	 address	 these	 aims,	 I	 conducted	 a	 survey,	
finding	all	question	were	correlated	with	each	other,	and	that	no	population	level	changes	in	
PI	mentorship	metrics	were	detected	with	the	exception	 in	how	respondents	 felt	 their	PI	
impacted	their	sense	of	being	in	a	scientific	community.	Due	to	a	lack	of	representation	by	
subgroup,	 I	 was	 not	 statistically	 powered	 to	 sub-stratify	 the	 data	 and	 make	 statistical	
comparisons.	

I	sought	to	validate	the	metrics	I	used	to	measure	the	quality	of	mentorship	by	asking	
how	 each	 metric	 correlated	 to	 each	 other.	 I	 focus	 on	 correlations	 to	 how	 respondents	
perceived	 their	 PI	 impacted	 their	 desire	 to	 pursue	 science.	 Because	 all	 metrics	 had	 an	
appreciable	 correlation	 to	each	other,	 I	 conclude	 that	 each	 individual	metric	 is	 likely	not	
measuring	 in	 isolated	phenomenon.	This	 is	not	 surprising	given	 that	 I	 am	measuring	 the	
purported	 benefits,	 costs,	 and	 mechanisms	 of	 mentorship	 as	 reported	 by	 the	 literature	
(Supplemental	Table	1	and	Table	2).	Critically,	the	data	meet	fundamental	predictions	of	the	
literature.	 Social	 Capital	 Theory	 as	 applied	 to	 mentorship	 would	 predict	 that	 PIs	 role	
modelling	how	to	engage	with	other	scientist	would	be	positively	associated	with	success	in	
science	(Committee	on	Effective	Mentoring	in	STEMM	et	al.	2019;	Bourdieu	1978).	We	found	
that	 how	 a	 student	 perceived	 their	 PIs	 role	 modelling	 was	 amongst	 the	 most	 highly	



	

	

correlated	with	their	desire	to	pursue	a	senior	thesis	and	a	scientific	career,	meeting	this	key	
prediction.	Meanwhile,	the	Tripartite	Integration	Model	of	Social	Influence	posits	that	one	of	
the	key	functions	of	PI	mentorship	is	helping	to	develop	a	sense	of	community	which	in	turn	
impacts	desire	to	pursue	science	by	Social	Cognitive	Career	Theory	(Estrada	et	al.	2011;	Lent,	
Brown,	and	Hackett	1994).	Respondent’s	perception	of	how	their	PI	impacted	their	sense	of	
belonging	to	a	scientific	community	was	also	highly	correlated	with	their	desire	to	pursue	a	
senior	thesis	and	pursue	a	career	in	science	and	was	the	most	significant	predictor	in	linear	
regression	models	 that	were	 able	 to	 explain	most	 of	 the	 variation	 in	 the	 data.	 This	 data	
analysis	 leads	me	 to	 conclude	 the	 data	 is	 consistent	with	 the	 existing	 body	 of	 literature	
supporting	that	the	survey	questions	meaningfully	capture	aspects	of	mentorship	quality.	I	
note	that	one	the	quality	metric	questions,	how	positively	respondents	felt	about	their	PI,	
was	the	least	correlated	with	their	desire	to	pursue	science.	This	suggest	that	either	students	
desire	to	pursue	science	is	not	that	affected	by	their	relationship	with	their	PI,	or	more	likely	
this	question	poorly	measured	mentorship	quality.	Future	studies	should	refine	or	remove	
this	survey	question.	

This	study	suggests	that	in	the	sampled	department,	the	pandemic	was	not	correlated	
with	changes	in	quality	of	mentorship	in	the	measured	metrics	at	a	population	level.	The	only	
significant	change	in	the	measured	metrics	was	how	respondents	felt	their	PI	impacted	their	
sense	 of	 being	 in	 a	 scientific	 community.	 Because	 other	 quality	metrics	 assayed	 did	 not	
change,	it	is	unlikely	this	positive	change	is	attributable	to	an	overall	increase	in	mentorship	
quality.	

Perhaps	this	metric	changed	because	seniors	engaged	more	deeply	with	science	by	
virtue	 of	 engaging	 in	 a	 senior	 thesis	 relative	 to	 when	 they	 were	 juniors.	 This	 means	 it	
possible	that	they	felt	more	a	part	of	a	scientific	community	because	they	themselves	were	
engaging	more	with	the	scientific	community.	This	increase	in	engagement	coincided	with	
the	pandemic,	suggesting	this	positive	increase	is	not	directly	attributable	to	the	pandemic.	
Interviewing	respondents	about	their	answers	with	a	mixed	methods	approach	could	help	
tease	out	the	mechanisms	by	which	this	metric	increased	in	future	studies.	

While	population	level	changes	were	not	generally	observed,	I	also	draw	attention	to	
the	 fact	 that	 some	 degree	 of	 negative	 change	 was	 observed	 in	 all	 metrics.	 Of	 particular	
concern	is	that	16.6%	of	respondents	reported	a	drop	in	their	perception	of	their	PIs	impact	
on	their	desire	to	pursue	science.	We	emphasize	that	a	drop	of	1	is	a	20%	decrease	on	a	scale	
of	 1-5.	 This	 means	 some	 outliers	 fell	 through	 the	 cracks	 of	 ad	 hoc	 mentorship	 in	 the	
pandemic.	While	this	data	suggest	that	mentorship	quality	was	resilient	to	the	pandemic	in	
this	population,	it	also	suggest	it	is	vulnerable	to	outliers.	Universities	should	be	concerned	
with	 both	 the	 whole	 student	 body	 and	 individual	 students.	 Negative	 outliers	 therefore	
constitute	a	failure	and	oversight.	This	study	motivates	the	monitoring	of	mentorship	quality	
to	prevent	outliers	from	being	negatively	impacted	by	their	PI	mentorship	experiences.	



	

	

Indeed,	 the	 free	 response	 question	 suggest	 some	 individuals	 were	 negatively	
impacted	by	their	PI.	Individual	4	questioned	why	his/her	PI	took	on	undergrad	mentees	at	
all.	Individual	4	finished	the	survey	with	a	recommendation	to	the	department:	
	

[T]here	 should	be	more	vetting	of	PIs	who	 truly	do	not	have	 the	capacity	 to	 take	on	
undergrads	[…];	it	is	difficult	for	students	to	communicate	these	issues	to	PIs	because	of	
an	 immense	 power	 dynamic;	 so	 there	 should	 be	 something	 anonymous	 or	 another	
avenue	to	communicate	with	PIs	to	circumvent	this.	
	

The	 fact	 that	 individuals	with	 the	most	extreme	responses	 in	 the	survey	were	 those	who	
responded	to	the	free	response	question	suggest	some	degree	of	sampling	bias.	They	should	
be	read	as	 informative	of	extreme	opinions	rather	 than	 the	general	population’s	opinion.	
Still,	it	is	outliers	that	we	are	interested	in,	especially	considering	that	negative	mentorship	
experiences	were	correlated	with	a	drop	in	the	desire	to	pursue	science	after	graduation	in	
this	study.	Individual	3	also	offered	up	suggestions	to	the	department:	
	

The	[…]	department	communicates	through	students	quite	a	bit,	which	causes	confusion	
for	PIs	and	can	lead	to	tension	in	the	relationships	students	have	with	their	PIs.	In	the	
future,	 SCRB	 should	 communicate	 directly	 with	 students,	 PIs	 and	 mentors	 for	
EVERYTHING.	 Similarly,	more	 support	 is	 needed	 for	 Black	 and	 Brown	 students	who	
sometimes	are	not	as	easily	assured	of	their	scientific	capabilities	as	their	white	peers.	

	
Overall,	 students	 called	 for	 increase	 oversight	 by	 the	 department	 of	 mentorship	
relationships	as	well	as	increasing	avenues	for	anonymous	airing	of	complaints.	This	suggest	
outliers	are	particularly	vulnerable	because	the	PI-mentee	relationship	has	such	huge	power	
differentials	that	that	mentees	do	not	feel	comfortable	advocating	for	themselves.	I	conclude	
that	while	the	pandemic	as	a	whole	did	not	decrease	population	level	mentorship	quality,	
vulnerable	students	still	exist	within	the	population	who	do	not	have	the	tools	to	improve	
their	 own	 relationship.	 This	 puts	 them	 at	 risk	 leaving	 science	 all	 together.	 It	 is	 the	
responsibility	of	higher	education	institutions	to	monitor	this	relationship.	

Future	 studies	 should	 aim	 to	 replicate	 this	 study	 across	 institutions,	 refining	 the	
survey	questions	by	removing	PI	positivity	question.	By	replicating	this	study	across	diverse	
institutions,	the	analysis	can	be	stratified	to	speak	to	how	subpopulations	of	students	were	
impacted	by	 the	pandemic.	 It	 is	unclear	 if	 the	 lack	of	population	 level	changes	 in	 this	 life	
sciences	department	at	Harvard	is	generalizable	across	higher	education	institutions.	Given	
the	large	financial	resources	Harvard	had	and	its	success	in	preserving	research	continuity	
during	the	pandemic,	it	is	plausible	other	less	resourced	institutions	may	have	been	more	
impacted	by	 the	pandemic	 and	 therefore	PI-mentee	 relationships	may	be	more	prone	 to	
change.	Future	studies	should	continue	to	use	quantitative	methods	to	validate	the	study	of	
PI	mentorship,	but	they	might	also	consider	a	mixed	method	approach	to	especially	better	



	

	

understand	the	experiences	of	both	positive	and	negative	outliers.	Negative	outliers	are	of	
special	 concern	 since	 negative	 experiences	 are	 associated	 with	 attrition	 in	 science.	 This	
study	overall	 endorses	 institutional	 tracking	of	PI	mentorship	at	 the	undergraduate	 level	
that	have	been	historically	untracked	relative	to	the	graduate	level.	More	research	is	needed	
to	both	understand	the	importance	of	mentorship	in	STEMM	but	also	how	define,	measure,	
and	improve	the	quality	of	mentorship.	
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Appendix	
	
Table	1.	Theoretical	Frameworks	of	Mentorship	
	
Framework	 Components	 Implication	on	Study	 Citation	

Ecological	
Systems	
Theory	

Mentorships	occur	at	5	levels:	
1. Microsystem-between	two	induvial	
2. Mesosystems-between	microsystems	
3. Exosystems-linakages	that	exist	
outside	the	individuals	such	as	to	
institutions	

4. Macrosystems-cultural	influences	
micro	and	mesosystems	

5. Chronosystem-Changes	over	time	

Changes	in	macrosystem	and	
exosystem	caused	by	the	COVID19	
pandemic	expects	changes	to	the	
microsystem.	

(Committee	on	
Effective	
Mentoring	in	
STEMM	et	al.	
2019;	
Chandler	et	al.	
2011)	

Social	
Cognitive	
Career	
Theory	

Previous	performance,	vicarious	
learning,	affective/emotional	arousal,	
and	social	persuasion	affect	
development	of	self-efficacy	

Changes	in	mentorship	can	affect	
development	of	self-efficacy	and	
therefore	rates	of	attrition	in	the	
sciences	

(Lent,	Brown,	
and	Hackett	
1994)	

Social	
Exchange	
Theory	

People	engage	in	relationships	as	
self-	interested	actors	and	
relationships	carry	both	costs	and	
benefits	

Help	to	conceptualize	potential	
mechanisms	for	how	the	
pandemic	may	alter	the	perceive	
cost-benefit	of	mentorship	that	
may	lead	explain	observed	
changes	in	mentorship	

(Blau	1964)	

Social	Capital	
Theory	

Social	capital	is	comprised	of	
information	individuals	get	from	
social	structures	and	that	
information	deters	access	to	
resources	to	outsiders	

Motivates	investigation	of	
mentorship	as	it	a	key	
relationship	that	generates	and	
reproduces	social	capital	in	the	
sciences	

(Bourdieu	
1978;	1977)	

Tripartite	
Integration	
Model	of	
Social	
Influence	

Individuals	are	socialized	into	a	
community	by	being	oriented	to	the	
rules,	roles,	and	values	of	a	
community	

Mentors	help	mentees	develop	a	
science	identity	by	providing	a	
model.	Alterations	in	mentorship	
can	impact	science	identity.	

(Estrada	et	al.	
2011)	

	
	 	



	

	

Table	2.	Survey	Questions	are	informed	by	research	question	and	theoretical	frameworks.	
	
Overall	Research	Topic:	Science	Mentorship	and	the	Pandemic	

Research	
Sub-question	

Survey	Question	 Theoretical	Root	and	purpose	

Did	the	
COVID-19	
pandemic	
affect	the	
quality	of	
research?	

How	positive	do	you	feel	your	relationship	is	to	
your	PI?	1=It	is	not	positive	
3=Moderately	positive	5=Very	positive	

Ecological	Systems	Theory	says	
microsystems	are	the	core	of	
mentorship	and	is	comprised	of	
the	mentor	and	mentee.	The	
strength	of	this	relationship	is	
impacted	by	all	other	levels.	We	
ask	directly	what	the	perceived	
strength	of	this	
relationship	is	to	see	if	it	has	
changed	pre	and	post	pandemic.	

On	a	scale	of	1-5,	how	much	do	you	agree	with	the	
following	statement:	My	PI	has	positively	impacted	
my	desire	to	pursue	science	after	graduation	
whether	through	graduate	school,	industry,	or	any	
other	science	career?	
1=My	PI	has	strongly	decreased	my	desire	to	
pursue	science	after	graduation.	
3=My	PI	has	not	affected	my	desire	to	pursue	a	
science	career	after	graduation.	
5=My	PI	has	strongly	increased	my	desire	to	pursue	
science	after	graduation.	

Social	Cognitive	Career	Theory-	
This	question	aims	to	test	if	one	of	
the	key	predicted	positive	impacts	
of	mentorship	is	occurring,	
increasing	participation	in	science	
post-graduation.	

Rank	how	energized	you	feel	after	having	a	
conversation	with	you	PI.	
1	=	Very	low	energy.	I	need	to	take	a	mental	break	
after	meetings	with	my	PI.	
3	=	Neutral.	I	feel	like	my	energy	levels	are	like	they	
always	are	after	talking	to	my	PI.	
4	=	My	energy	levels	are	very	high	and	I	am	ready	
to	get	on	to	my	next	research	task.	

Social	Exchange	Theory-	This	
question	aims	to	uncover	the	
perceived	cost	of	the	mentor-	
mentee	relationship	from	the	
mentee’s	perspective.	By	asking	
about	energy	levels,	we	hope	to	
avoid	biasing	responses	toward	
positive	or	negative	perceptions	of	
relationship.	

Rank	whether	you	feel	like	your	PI	has	provided	
positive	model	on	how	to	interact	with	other	
scientist?	
1=My	PI	has	not	provided	a	model	on	how	to	
interact	with	other	scientist	that	I	wish	to	emulate	
3=I	do	not	have	a	strong	opinion	as	to	whether	my	
PI	has	provided	a	model	for	how	to	interact	with	
other	scientist.		
5=My	PI	has	provided	a	strong	model	of	how	to	
interact	with	other	scientist	that	I	wish	to	emulate.	

Social	Capital	Theory-This	
question	aims	to	probe	weather	
social	capital	is	being	passed	down	
through	interactions	with	their	PI.	



	

	

On	a	scale	of	1-5,	how	much	do	you	agree	with	the	
following	statement:	
My	PI	has	helped	me	feel	welcomed	in	the	scientific	
community?	
1=My	PI	has	strongly	hindered	my	sense	of	
belonging	in	the	scientific	community	
3=	My	PI	has	neither	hindered	nor	helped	my	sense	
of	belonging	in	the	scientific	community	
5=My	PI	has	strongly	helped	my	sense	of	belonging	
in	the	scientific	community	

Tripartite	Integration	Model	of	
Social	Influence-This	question	
aims	to	understand	whether	the	
mentorship	that	is	occurring	
between	the	mentee	and	PI	is	
delivering	a	key	predicted	
outcome	of	this	model:	developing	
a	sense	of	belonging	in	a	
community.	

Have	
different	
groups	been	
affected	by	
the	COVID19	
pandemic	
equally	in	
terms	of	its	
effects	on	
mentorship?	

Are	you	SEF	eligible?	 I	ask	this	question	as	a	proxy	for	
low	income	status	

Do	you	consider	yourself	a	first	generation	college	
student?	

We	ask	this	question	to	see	if	FGLI	
students	have	different	responses	
to	subsequent	survey	questions	
relative	to	their	peers	who	are	not	
first	generation	students.	

Are	you	living	off	or	on	campus?	 I	ask	this	because	we	expect	that	
access	to	mentorship	will	be	
impacted	by	whether	respondents	
are	on	campus.	

Are	you	living	with	family	members,	friends,	alone,	
or	with	others	not	listed	here?	

I	ask	this	because	ecological	
systems	theory	suggest	all	
microsystem	relationships	impact	
the	relationship	between	the	
mentor	
and	mentee	and	we	want	to	
control	for	this.	

What	ethnicity	do	you	consider	yourself	as?	
Caucasian,	Black,	Latino,	Asian,	mix-race	or	
ethnicity	

Given	that	underrepresented	
minorities	in	STEM	tend	to	have	
worse	access	to	mentorship	that	
their	white	male	peers,	we	want	to	
control	for	ethnicity	in	our	data.	

Do	you	identify	as	a	woman,	man,	non-binary,	or	
other?	

Given	that	underrepresented	
minorities	in	STEM	tend	to	have	
worse	access	to	mentorship	that	
their	white	male	peers,	we	want	to	
control	for	ethnicity	in	our	data.	

To	your	knowledge,	does	your	PI	hold	the	same	
racial	or	ethnic	identity	as	you?	

The	literature	suggest	minority	
students	with	matched	racial	
identities	are	more	likely	to	pursue	
science.	

To	your	knowledge,	does	your	PI	hold	the	same	
gender	identity	as	you?	

The	literature	suggest	that	female	
PIs	engage	with	their	students	
equally	regardless	of	gender	while	
male	PIs	rate	their	female	students	
lower	on	average.	

	



	

	

Table	3.	Free	response	question	suggest	more	institutional	 surveillance	for	outliers	is	
necessary.	
	
Question:	This	study	aims	to	understand	the	effects	of	the	pandemic	on	mentorship	between	PIs	and	
undergraduates	engaged	in	science	research.	Is	there	anything	you	would	like	to	add	about	your	
experiences	with	your	PI	or	any	recommendations	you	would	have	for	improvements?	This	question	
is	not	optional	so	if	not	proceed	to	the	end	of	the	survey.	
1	 What	made	this	year	challenging	was	not	conducting	my	own	experiments	in	lab.	My	PI	was	

great	through	it	all	though!	

2	 He's	a	little	weird	and	I	did	not	have	as	close	of	a	relationship	with	him	as	other	kids	in	my	lab	

3	 The	SCRB	department	communicates	through	students	quite	a	bit,	which	causes	confusion	for	
PIs	and	can	lead	to	tension	in	the	relationships	students	have	with	their	PIs.	In	the	future,	SCRB	
should	communicate	directly	with	students,	PIs	and	mentors	for	EVERYTHING.	Similarly,	more	
support	is	needed	for	Black	and	Brown	students	who	sometimes	are	not	as	easily	assured	of	
their	scientific	capabilities	as	their	white	peers.	

4	 my	PI	seemed	very	uninterested	in	getting	to	understand	students;	which	makes	me	question	
as	to	why	my	PI	accepted	undergrads	in	their	lab;	there	should	be	more	vetting	of	PIs	who	truly	
do	not	have	the	capacity	to	take	on	undergrads	through	the	department;	it	is	difficult	for	
students	to	communicate	these	issues	to	PIs	because	of	an	immense	power	dynamic;	so	there	
should	be	something	anonymous	or	another	avenue	to	communicate	with	PIs	to	circumvent	
this	

	
	 	



	

	

Supplemental	Figure	1.	Only	how	energized	respondents	felt	after	talking	to	their	PIs	was	
significantly	different	compared	to	pre-pandemic	recalls.	Probability	densities	of	paired	T-
test	comparing	mean	scores	in	measured	metrics.	Red	dots	are	overlayed	at	the	T-statistic	
arising	from	paired	T-tests.	Shared	in	red	are	significant	t-statistic	values	at	alpha	=	0.05.	
	

	 	

	 	



	

 

“Worth	It?”:	An	Analysis	of	Tuition	Prices	for	Institutions	
of	Higher	Education	

Emily	Ni	and	Helena	Gallotti	de	Mello	Franco	

Abstract	
The	purpose	of	this	research	paper	is	to	explore	the	factors	that	drive	the	rising	prices	of	
higher	 education	 and	 to	 further	 break	 down	 the	 various	 market	 forces	 and	 strategic	
considerations	that	contribute	to	tuition	pricing.	The	rise	 in	tuition	prices	and	amplifying	
concerns	with	college	affordability	motivated	our	interests	in	understanding	the	ways	that	
institutions	of	higher	education	are	allocating	their	students’	tuition	fees.	This	paper	aims	to	
use	 the	 case	 study	 method	 to	 understand	 how	 tuition	 prices	 are	 governed	 by	 higher	
education	 institutions	 by	 delving	 into	 the	 decision-making	 process	 of	 pricing	 academic	
services	 under	 pressure	 from	 competitive	 markets	 and	 in	 light	 of	 institutions'	 strategic	
positioning.	Harvard	University,	an	elite,	private	non-profit	 four-year	research	university,	
serves	as	 the	case	 institution	of	 this	 investigative	paper.	By	conducting	expert	 interviews	
and	carrying	out	qualitative	research	methods,	this	empirical-	conceptual	paper	will	explore	
how	 the	 pricing	 mechanisms	 of	 higher	 education	 institutions	 are	 established.	 Using	 the	
unique	 case	 study	 interview	 data,	 existing	 literature,	 and	 archival	 financial	records,	 the	
collected	evidence	advances	research	on	how	tuition	prices	are	governed.	The	paper	puts	
forth	explanations	for	how	tuition	costs	are	determined	in	the	context	of	academic	markets	
and	the	varying	revenue	sources	of	Harvard	University.	



	

 

Introduction	
	
With	 the	 start	 of	 the	 2020-2021	 academic	 year,	 there	 has	 been	 growing	 debate	 over	
continuously	high	tuition	costs	sustained	throughout	American	colleges	amidst	the	COVID-
19	 pandemic.	 However,	many	 colleges	 and	 universities	 have	 frozen	 their	 tuition	 for	 the	
2020-21	 academic	year;	 the	pandemic	 in	 fact	 appears	 to	have	brought	 a	halt	 to	 a	 steady	
thirty-year	rise	in	average	tuition	prices	in	both	public	and	private	four-year	institutions	(The	
College	Board,	2020).	While	much	attention	has	been	brought	to	the	debate	over	whether	or	
not	tuition	should	be	lowered,	this	controversy	also	raises	other	pressing	questions:	what	
determines	 the	 sticker	 price	 of	 higher	 education	 and	 why	 has	 it	 risen	 so	 sharply?	 To	
understand	 current	 debates	 about	 tuition	 costs,	 we	 must	 first	 examine	 the	 dynamics	
involved	in	the	pricing	of	higher	education	institutions	from	an	economic	framework.	

The	 US	 Department	 of	 Education	 recognizes	 the	 growing	 demand	 for	 a	 college	
education,	as	 seen	 through	 the	 escalating	 value	 of	 a	 college	 degree	 in	 the	 job	 market.	
Compared	to	those	with	only	a	high	school	diploma,	graduating	with	a	bachelor’s	degree	is	
associated	with	an	increase	of	66	percent	in	lifetime	earnings	(U.S.	Department	of	Education,	
2020).	Even	so,	there	is	the	looming	concern	of	higher	college	prices	rising	even	more	rapidly	
than	inflation	rates.	A	variety	of	scholars	have	attributed	these	rising	tuition	prices	to	changes	
in	market	 structures	 for	 American	 higher	 education	since	the	1940s.	Caroline	Hoxby,	 for	
instance,	has	found	that	the	geographic	integration	of	formerly	isolated	markets	for	higher	
education	over	the	past	century	has	generated	greater	intra-	market	competition,	explaining	
over	50%	of	price	increases	in	real	terms	since	the	1950s	for	private	colleges	and	about	15%	
for	 public	 colleges	 (Hoxby,	 1997).	 These	 findings	 prompt	 further	investigation	 into	 the	
interaction	 between	 market	 forces	 and	 higher	 education	 institutions,	 which	 can	 have	
impacts	not	 only	on	 college	 affordability,	 but	 also	on	 future	prospects	 of	 young	 students	
hoping	to	complete	a	bachelor’s	degree.	

However,	 while	 market	 forces	 and	 competition	 provide	 a	 useful	 framework	 to	
understanding	 rising	 tuition	 costs,	 differences	 in	 revenue	 generation	 can	 also	 have	 a	
profound	 impact	 on	 the	 pricing	 of	 higher	 education.	 In	 fact,	 tuition	 only	 accounts	 for	 a	
comparatively	small	share	of	 the	revenues	of	both	public	and	private	non-profit	 four-year	
universities	 in	 the	United	States,	which	also	 comprises	 state	 funds,	 endowments,	 gifts,	 in	
addition	 to	a	variety	of	other	 sources	 (Teixeira	&	Shin,	2020).	Still,	a	study	conducted	by	
Patton	demonstrates	that	students	are	prone	to	believe	that	tuition	prices	are	the	primary	
source	of	revenue	 for	 their	education	(Teixeira	&	Shin,	2020).	What	 this	 illustrates	 is	 that	
while	 students	 are	 acutely	 aware	 of	 the	price	 for	 their	 education,	they	might	not	fully	be	
aware	of	its	costs––despite	the	exorbitantly	high	prices,	students	are	still	only	paying	 for	a	
share	 of	 their	 education	 (Archibald	&	Feldman,	 2014).	 Thus,	 analyzing	the	 governance	 of	
tuition	prices	must	also	take	into	account	the	availability	of	alternative	sources	of	revenue	
that	 effectively	 pay	 for	 the	 cost	 of	 education,	 as	 well	 as	 strategies	 that	 institutions	may	
employ	to	gather	them.	



	

 

Therefore,	while	both	of	 these	 approaches	provide	 insights	 into	 the	mechanisms	guiding	
tuition	prices,	there	appears	to	be	a	gap	in	present	scholarship	regarding	the	relationship	
between	 the	 effect	 of	market	 forces	 and	 existing	 revenue	 streams	 in	 the	 administrative	
approaches	to	pricing	for	each	institution.	Within	a	context	of	great	complexities	regarding	
the	mechanics	of	higher	education	markets	and	the	differences	in	cost	and	value	for	their	
proposed	services,	we	found	little	qualitative	research	on	the	administrative	decision-making	
process	that	entails	the	determination	of	tuition	prices.	Therefore,	we	intend	to	bridge	the	
gap	 between	 existing	 scholarship	 on	 market	 forces	 and	 sources	 of	 revenue	 for	 higher	
education	with	the	governance	of	tuition	costs	from	the	perspectives	and	considerations	of	
administrators.	To	do	so,	this	investigation	will	focus	on	the	case	of	Harvard	University,	an	
elite,	 private	 non-profit	 4-year	 research	 university,	 to	 explain	 the	 governance	 of	 pricing	
decisions	within	the	institution's	fiscal	and	financial	structure.		

The	purpose	of	this	study	is	to	navigate	the	relationship	between	market	forces	and	
their	impact	on	the	determination	of	tuition	pricing	by	administrators.	Through	empirical	
research,	 the	 overarching	 research	 question	 is	 how	 do	 market	 forces	 and	 positioning	
approaches	affect	the	governance	of	the	pricing	of	higher	education	institutions?	Furthermore,	
the	key	sub-questions	are:	(1)	How	much	power	do	administrators	have	in	governing	their	
own	tuition	prices?	(2)	What	has	driven	tuition	prices	within	institutions	in	the	past	years?	
(3)	How	has	COVID-19	impacted	the	governance	of	tuition	costs?	
	
Literature	Review	
	
Over	the	past	century,	a	broad	range	of	literature	has	been	produced	to	explain	the	pricing	
mechanisms	of	higher	education.	Simply	put,	 "higher	education	 is	a	business":	 it	 sustains	
itself	by	using	 inputs	 to	produce	educational	 services	 and	knowledge	 to	be	consumed	by	
students	and	society	alike	(Winston,	1999).	As	in	other	economic	markets,	universities	are	
subject	to	competition,	considerations	in	costs	and	revenues	for	long-term	viability,	and	face	
constraints	 in	their	production.	For	 this	reason,	both	 for-profit	and	non-profit	 institutions	
alike	must	make	 strategic	 considerations	 in	 their	 pricing	 and	 the	 allocation	 of	 available	
resources	in	order	to	best	compete	within	their	market	structure	and	fulfill	their	respective	
missions	 (Winston,	 1999).	 In	 the	 following	 sections,	 we	 evaluate	 how	 tuition	 pricing	 is	
affected	by	the	competition	within	higher	education	markets,	revenue	generation	through	
alternative	sources,	and	also	through	academic	positioning	approaches.	In	this	manner,	we	
aim	to	evaluate	how	tuition	pricing	is	governed	according	to	this	range	of	variables.	
	
Competition	in	higher	education	markets	
	
The	higher	education	market	has	distinct	characteristics	that	distinguish	its	institutions	from	
regular	businesses,	which	in	turn	affects	their	pricing	mechanisms.	First,	the	diverse	nature	
of	 higher	 education	 services	 accounts	 for	 differences	 in	 levels	 of	 competition	 between	



	

 

institutions	and	the	internal	structures	of	markets.	The	market	for	higher	education	is	highly	
fragmented	due	 to	 great	diversity	 in	 the	 characteristics	of	 the	 services	 offered	by	higher	
education	institutions––	for	this	reason,	they	face	greater	competition	for	students,	faculty,	
and	 funding	 among	 their	 niche	markets	 (Teixeira	&	 Shin,	 2020).	 As	 a	 result,	 institutional	
success	may	 depend	 on	 the	 degree	 to	which	 universities	 are	 able	 to	 garner	 the	 greatest	
number	of	high-quality	inputs.	

Primarily,	higher	education	competes	over	students	as	customers,	thus	encouraging	
higher	expenditures.	 With	 schools	 needing	 to	 compete	 with	 each	 other,	 one	 major	
contribution	to	the	growth	in	student	enrollment	comes	from	the	luxurious	amenities	that	
many	 campuses	 have	 invested	 in	 as	 described	 in	 “Lazy	 Rivers	 and	 Student	 Debt”	
(Woodhouse,	2015).	The	“student	services”	such	as	athletic	fields,	climbing	walls,	and	other	
recreational	upgrades	are	eye-catching	for	prospective	students	and	influence	their	decision	
to	enroll.	When	we	have	 institutions	 that	 compete	 for	 increased	enrollment	and	revenue	
through	the	addition	of	recreational	amenities,	a	problem	in	higher	education	arises	—	the	
principal-agent	theory.	In	the	case	of	the	lazy	rivers	and	amenities	built	on	these	campuses,	
the	agent	(the	 institution)	makes	this	decision	 for	 their	own	self-interest	which	is	not	the	
same	as	the	interest	of	the	principal	(tuition	payers)	(Martin	&	Gillen,	2009).	 The	 budget	 of	
the	 institution	 is	 poorly	 allocated,	wherein	 the	people	 that	 are	paying	 the	tuition	are	not	
the	 ones	 choosing	 where	 the	 funds	 are	 being	 spent.	 The	 new	 facilities	 are	 exquisite	but	
contribute	greatly	to	an	increase	in	the	students’	tuition,	as	the	price	tags	for	these	expenses	
are	high.	Therefore,	competition	over	students	as	customers	is	prone	to	increase	institutional	
costs,	and	consequently	the	price	that	students	must	pay	for	their	services.	

Furthermore,	 higher	 education	 institutions'	 competition	 over	 a	 variety	 of	 non-
monetary	 inputs	 also	 induces	 considerations	 in	 pricing.	 As	 discussed	 in	 Rothschild	 and	
White's	framework,	colleges	rely	on	students	as	consumer-inputs,	meaning	that	the	quality	of	
an	institution's	education	is	heavily	dependent	on	the	quality	of	its	students	(Rothschild	&	
White,	1995).	Therefore,	in	order										to	raise	their	competitiveness,	institutions	are	encouraged	
to	increase	their	selectivity,	generating	excess	demand	in	order	to	have	greater	control	over	
the	quality	of	admitted	students.	To	this	end,	Winston	argues	that	it	is	favorable	to	increase	
sticker	prices	in	order	to	increase	discrimination	and	subsidization	strategies––by	keeping	
net	prices	 low	 for	high	 achieving	 students,	 universities	 are	 able	to	buy	the	attendance	of	
higher-quality	students	and	hence	increase	the	value	of	their	services	(Winston,	1999).	

Similarly,	as	institutions	compete	over	faculty,	they	are	encouraged	to	set	efficiency	
wages	above	the	market-clearing	rate	in	order	to	generate	longer	queues	of	candidates	from	
which	 they	 can	 select	 (Winston,	 1999).	 This,	 coupled	 with	 increasing	 costs	 of	 highly-
educated	 labor,	 implies	that	 in	 order	 to	 effectively	 compete	 in	markets,	 costs	 incurred	 to	
institutions	 increase	 (Winston,	 1999).	 Therefore,	 evidence	 suggests	 that	 competition	 for	
inputs	and	market	dominance	drives	institutions	to	pursue	higher	sticker	prices	as	a	strategy	
to	compete	over	student	inputs	and	dominance	over	their	respective	markets.	



	

 

Thus,	 existing	 literature	 implies	 that	 the	 situation	of	 higher	 education	 institutions	
within	their	respective	markets	induces	strategic	considerations	in	the	governance	of	tuition	
prices.	Under	a	market-led	framework,	a	rise	in	tuition	fees	can	be	explained	by	the	greater	
demand	 for	 institutional	 revenues	 to	 put	 universities	 in	 a	 better	 position	 for	 competing	
within	their	market	segments,	while	also	giving	rise	to	principal-agent	dilemmas	which	may	
limit	individual’s	accessibility	to	higher	education.	
	
Revenue	generation	and	monetary	inputs	
	
However,	tuition	is	only	one	of	a	wide	range	of	revenue	sources	that	universities	rely	on	in	
order	 to	provide	 their	services.	Through	 institutional	subsidies,	state	appropriations,	and	
student-	specific	subsidies,	universities	are	able	to	charge	students	a	price	that	only	covers	a	
fraction	of	the	cost	of	 their	education.	As	 found	by	Archibald,	on	average	students	 tend	to	
cover	less	 than	half	of	the	cost	of	 their	education	(Archibald	&	Feldman,	2014).	 In	 fact,	he	
considers	higher	education	to	be	“one	of	the	most	heavily	subsidized	economic	activities	in	
the	nation”	 (Archibald	&	Feldman,	2014).	Thus,	 the	difference	between	 the	 cost	of	higher	
education	and	the	sticker	price	of	tuition	prompts	the	question	of	(1)	how	universities	are	
granted	access	to	alternative	sources	of	revenue,	and	(2)	what	is	taken	into	consideration	in	
the	tuition	setting	in	their	light.	

First,	differences	 in	 the	mechanics	of	 revenue	generations	by	different	 institutions	
must	be	considered.	In	Budgets	and	Financial	Management	in	Higher	Education,	Barr	argues	
that	dependence	on	particular	sources	of	revenue	varies	significantly	between	institutions,	
even	 those	 of	 the	 same	 type	 (Barr	&	McClellan,	 2017).	 However,	 she	 acknowledges	 that	
public	 and	private	 institutions	exhibit	 the	greatest	variance	of	 support	due	 to	a	different	
degree	 of	 state-appropriated	funds.	 Furthermore,	 the	 findings	 of	 the	 Almanac	 of	 Higher	
Education	also	suggest	that	the	share	of	revenue	comprising	tuition	prices	varies	between	
public	and	private	institutions.	In	particular,	their	2011	study	demonstrated	that	there	is	a	
gap	between	public	4-year	 institutions	 to	private	non-	profit	 4-year	 institutions,	 in	which	
tuition	accounted	 for	19.6%	against	29%	of	 total	revenues,	 respectively	(Teixeira	&	Shin,	
2020).	Thus,	despite	competing	in	the	same	share	of	the	market,	this	variation	implies	that	
four-year	public	and	non-profit	private	institutions	of	the	same	type	may	exhibit	a	different	
degree	of	dependence	on	state	funds,	prompting	the	investigation	of	different	strategies	for	
revenue	generation	and	tuition	setting	in	these	different	institutional	contexts.	

Finally,	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 comprehend	 the	mechanics	 of	 tuition	 setting	within	 the	
context	of	alternative	revenue	sources.	As	previously	noted,	Barr	recognizes	that	the	makeup	
of	university	cash-flows	varies	significantly	from	institution	to	institution,	but	the	sources	of	
revenue	 tend	 to	 be	similar.	 In	 addition	 to	 tuition,	 state-appropriated	 funds,	 endowment	
funds,	gifts,	grants,	and	other	student	 fees	comprise	a	 large	part	of	universities'	operating	
costs.	While	state-appropriated	funds	have	generally	been	the	primary	revenue	source	of	
public	universities,	they	still	play	a	role	in	private	universities,	where	they	may	be	restricted	



	

 

to	 serving	 state	 priorities	 or	 may	 come	 in	 the	 form	 of	 financial	 grants	 to	 students.	
Endowment	funds,	on	the	other	hand,	are	currently	more	significant	as	a	revenue	source	for	
private	 institutions,	although	 it	has	 increased	 in	 importance	for	public	 institutions	where	
state	support	has	been	decreasing.	Student	fees	are	another	revenue	source	determined	by	
the	university,	and	they	are	often	used	to	fund	specific	programs	or	activities.	Similarly,	grants	
and	contracts	are	restricted	funds	that	provide	direct	support	for	the	operating	costs	of	their	
respective	 research	 activities.	 Alumni	 gifts	 have	 also	 become	 an	 increasingly	 important	
source	of	revenue,	consisting	mostly	of	annual	giving,	gifts	directed	at	specific	projects,	and	
long-term	campaigns	for	broad	institutional	priorities	and	projects.	There	is	a	wide	variety	
of	other	miscellaneous	 sources	 of	 revenue,	 but	 this	 accounts	 for	 smaller	 shares	 of	 school	
budgets	 (Barr	 &	 McClellan,	 2017).	 Therefore,	 differences	 in	 state	 support	 between	
institutions	 and	 the	 availability	 of	 offering	 state-sponsored	 programs	 for	 grants	may	 be	
considerations	in	the	public	and	private	sector	alike.	

Therefore,	 it	 appears	 that	 mechanisms	 for	 tuition	 setting	 differ	 according	 to	 the	
context	of	revenue	cash	flows	at	particular	schools.	However,	Barr's	acknowledgment	of	the	
variation	across	institutions	into	how	exactly	budgets	are	made	up	prompts	the	questioning	
of	how	accessibility	 to	funds	may	differ	between	different	types	of	institutions,	particularly	
between	the	public	and	private	sector.	Furthermore,	this	diversification	in	revenue	sources	
also	entices	the	question	of	how	the	administrators	of	higher	education	institutions	choose	
to	tap	into	different	sources	of	revenue.	Thus,	 in	addition	to	considerations	regarding	the	
competition	within	markets,	literature	on	higher	education	budgets	indicates	that	revenue	
sources	can	also	guide,	or	even	constrain	the	tuition	setting	process.	
	
Academic	positioning,	administrative	strategies,	and	governance	of	tuition	prices	
	
Analyzing	market	forces	and	revenue	streams	thus	places	into	consideration	the	influences	
and	constraints	that	universities	face	in	determining	tuition	prices.	However,	the	decision-
making	process	behind	the	effective	setting	of	tuition	prices	remains	unanswered.	Through	
the	 study	 of	 governance	 of	 higher	 education	 institutions,	 the	 interaction	 between	 the	
management	of	university	endeavors	and	their	institutional	mission	is	explicated.	As	defined	
by	Hirsch	and	Weber,	 governance	of	higher	education	 institutions	entails	 the	 formal	and	
informal	 arrangements	 that	 determine	 the	 distribution	 of	 power	 and	 authority	 over	
decision-making	 (Hirsch	 &	 Weber,	 2001).	As	 research	 universities	 engage	 in	 strategic	
planning,	a	variety	of	actors	including	departments,	faculty,	president,	and	board	overseers,	
share	governance	over	vision	and	exercise	varying	degrees	of	authority	over	the	decision-
making	process.	To	this	end,	the	administration	of	funds	is	essential	to	both	strategic	budgets	
for	project	implementation,	and	to	annual	operating	budgets	that	fund	ongoing	operations	
(Hirsch	&	Weber,	2001).	Therefore,	budgeting	highlights	the	importance	of	revenue	streams	
in	 financing	 both	 routine	 and	 strategic	 endeavors	 in	 higher	 education	 institutions	and	
fulfilling	institutional	missions	over	the	long	term.	



	

 

Furthermore,	 the	 governance	 structures	 of	 higher	 education	 institutions	 and	 the	
interaction	between	revenue	generation	and	strategic	planning	also	prompt	the	question	of	
which	actors	within	institutions	can	effectively	determine	tuition	prices.	With	a	wide	variety	
of	members	sharing	governance	over	decision-making,	academic	positioning	also	plays	an	
important	role	in	determining	strategic	and	operational	budgets.	In	fact,	empirical	findings	
by	 Hemelt	 suggest	 that	 even	 the	 extent	 of	 academic	 offerings	 can	 add	 financial	 costs	 to	
universities,	as	instruction	in	pre-	professional	programs	and	in	fields	where	graduates	have	
higher	 expected	 earnings	proves	more	 expensive	 than	 fields	 in	English	 and	Mathematics	
(Hemelt,	 Stange,	 Furquim,	 Simon,	 &	 Sawyer,	 2018).	 Thus,	 governance	 over	 academic	
positioning	 demonstrating	 that	 universities'	 academic	 decisions	 may	 also	 influence	
budgetary	decisions,	and	consequently	garners	implications	for	tuition	costs.	

Yet,	 the	question	remains	over	with	whom	rests	 the	ultimate	authority	 to	manage	
tuition	 prices.	 While	various	institutional	actors	may	govern	strategic	decisions	and	thus	
alter	the	demand	for	 funds,	 the	decision-making	process	 over	 the	 role	 of	 tuition	prices	 in	
revenue	streams	is	still	undetermined.	While	Barr	states	that	the	role	of	a	budget	manager	
is	 one	 of	 gathering	 fiscal	 resources	 to	 meet	 the	 educational	 mission	 of	 an	 institution,	
considerations	over	how	tuition	fits	into	these	calculations	are	often	left	out	of	the	literature	
(Barr	&	McClellan,	2017).	The	degree	and	manner	in	which	institutions	are	able	to	effectively	
govern	 these	 tuition	 prices	 are	 thus	 not	 yet	 qualitatively	 explained	 by	 the	 existing	
scholarship	on	the	matter.	

Thus,	 the	 existing	 literature	 illustrates	 the	 countless	 complexities	 involved	 in	
financing	higher	education	and	the	mechanics	of	setting	 tuition	prices.	While	considering	
isolated	 frameworks	 provides	 insight	 as	 to	 how	 competition	 within	 markets,	 revenue	
generation,	and	institutional	mission	may	influence	budgetary	considerations,	there	appears	
to	be	little	discourse	regarding	the	actual	strategic	considerations	of	administrators	of	higher	
education	institutions.	Quantitative	 models	 and	 research	 give	 insight	 into	 the	 financial	
role	 of	 tuition	 within	 higher	education	institutions,	but	there	is	little	qualitative	research	
on	how	that	fits	into	institutional	missions.	

This	 leads	 us	 to	 the	 research	 question	 of	 how	 do	 market	 forces	 and	 positioning	
approaches	affect	the	governance	of	the	pricing	of	higher	education	institutions?	Through	an	
empirical	research	project	to	collect	qualitative	data	on	the	pricing	mechanisms	of	higher	
education	institutions,	this	paper	seeks	to	evaluate	existing	economic	models	and	empirical	
findings	 regarding	 pricing	 mechanisms	 in	 institutions,	 weighing	 them	 against	 the	
perspectives	of	those	making	these	decisions	in	real	life.	

We	expect	that	by	approximating	discourse	to	current	conceptual	theories	of	higher	
education	 pricing,	 this	 paper	 will	 demonstrate	 the	 significance	 of	 various	 pricing	
mechanisms	 in	 determining	 the	 sticker	 price	 of	 individual	 institutions,	 additionally	
pinpointing	different	strategies	for	resource	allocation.	We	hope	our	findings	will	help	guide	
further	 research	 in	 this	 field,	 seeking	to	 ameliorate	 the	 decisions	 and	 practices	 of	 both	
administrators	and	policymakers	alike.	Finally,	we	seek	to	evaluate	whether	or	not	the	high	



	

 

price	for	college	is	truly	justified,	and	if	better	guidance	in	pricing	can	promote	greater	access	
to	higher	education.	
	
Methods	
	
The	case	 study	method,	 a	qualitative	 research	approach	within	 the	 social	 sciences,	 is	 the	
chosen	 research	 method	 for	 this	 study	 as	 it	 allows	 for	 a	 close	 examination	 of	 a	 single	
institution	within	a	particular	contextual	setting.	Harvard	University,	an	elite,	private	non-
profit	four-year	research	university,	was	carefully	researched	and	investigated	in-depth.	To	
address	 the	 key	 factors	influencing	 the	 pricing	 decisions	 made	 by	 higher	 education	
institutions,	we	believed	it	was	most	appropriate	to	use	a	mix	of	methods	of	both	analyzing	
publications	and	conducting	expert	interviews.	The	two-part	research	methodology	that	we	
have	chosen	to	engage	in	includes	(1)	utilizing	existing	literature	and	financial	records	to	
understand	the	theories,	practices,	and	forces	in	the	field	of	higher	education	affecting	actual	
pricing	decisions	made	today	and	(2)	conducting	expert	interviews	with	Harvard	University	
administrators	that	directly	deal	with	the	decision-	making	process	of	tuition	pricing.	

In	the	beginning	stages	of	the	research	process,	we	explored	important	scholarships	
surrounding	 the	 topic	 to	 establish	 a	 detailed	 understanding	 of	 the	 existing	 literature.	
Initially,	 the	 overwhelming	 number	 of	 articles	 and	 publications	 available	 on	 the	 topic	
complicated	the	framework	of	the	paper.	However,	only	the	most	relevant	arguments	and	
theories	were	teased	out	from	the	large	pool	of	literature,	which	narrowed	the	scope	of	the	
factors	 that	 are	 explored	 through	 this	 research	 paper.	 The	 contributions	 from	 the	
publications	 guided	 us	 towards	 the	 overarching	 topic	 of	 the	 governance	 of	 pricing	 of	
educational	services	at	higher	education	institutions,	and	the	major	focuses	of	the	research	
are	the	trends	in	pricing	and	value	of	higher	tuition	costs	in	the	competitive	market,	revenue-
generating	 sources	 of	 higher	 education	 institutions,	 and	 the	 governance	 of	 the	 revenue	
sources	that	lead	to	the	decisions	on	pricing	mechanisms.	

In	particular,	the	literature	regarding	the	structure	of	higher	education	markets	also	
provided	a	framework	for	the	development	of	our	research	design	and	choice	of	a	case	study	
model.	 As	 previously	 noted,	 higher	 education	 institutions	 have	 different	 institutional	
missions,	 accessibility	 to	 alternative	 sources	 of	 revenue,	 and	 degrees	 of	 market	
competitiveness.	 However,	 the	 gap	 in	 the	 literature	 addresses	 the	 governance	 of	 tuition	
prices.	Thus,	by	using	a	case	study	methodology,	we	plan	to	situate	the	fiscal	and	financial	
context	of	our	university	of	choice	and	use	expert	interviews	to	illustrate	the	gaps	between	
its	 context	 and	 the	 existing	 literature.	 Under	 this	 framework,	 we	 plan	 to	 identify	 how	
mechanisms	 highlighted	 in	 the	 literature	 influence	 the	 pricing	decisions	 of	 our	 chosen	
university.	 While	 these	 results	 may	 not	 be	 generalizable,	 the	 segmentation	of	 higher	
education	markets	suggests	that	they	might	be	indicative	of	similar	mechanisms	among	peer	
institutions.	



	

 

In	 the	 pursuit	 of	 bridging	 the	 gap	 between	 the	 existing	 theories	 and	 information	
gathered	in	the	literature	with	the	pricing	decisions	of	administrators	at	the	case	institution	
of	Harvard,	we	plan	to	conduct	semi-structured	interviews	with	university	administrators	
that	serve	in	roles	as	contributors	to	the	pricing	decisions	of	the	educational	services	of	their	
respective	institution.	Participants	of	the	interviews	must	serve	a	departmental	role	that	is	
relevant	 to	 aiding	 the	 pricing	 decisions	being	made	in	the	institution	they	represent.	The	
sampling	scheme	that	we	aim	to	conduct	the	interviews	through	is	snowball	sampling,	which	
would	rely	on	initial	participants	providing	referrals	for	additional	participants.	This	method	
of	sampling	is	most	suitable	for	getting	connected	to	additional	administrators	and	building	
connections	through	referrals.	

The	expert	interviews	that	we	aim	to	conduct	revolve	around	the	case	study	of	an	elite	
four-	year	college,	in	particular	Harvard	University.	The	interviews	with	administrators	will	
uncover	useful	insights	about	Harvard's	governance	structures	over	their	revenue	sources	
and	 pricing	 of	 educational	 services.	 We	 do	 realize	 that	 the	 information	 they	 choose	 to	
disclose	may	be	limited	due	to	the	sensitivity	and	privacy	of	the	topic.	Since	the	interviews	
are	 conducted	 through	 virtual	 Zoom	 meetings,	 recording	 the	 interview	 under	 the	
interviewees’	consent	is	possible.	

Using	 a	 semi-structured	 interview,	 the	 questions	 prepared	 in	 the	 appendix	 below	
present	 open-ended	 questions	 that	 will	 guide	 the	 discussion	 of	 the	 interview.	 Any	
background	 information	about	 the	 interviewee	 will	 first	 be	 uncovered;	 these	 pieces	 of	
context	include	their	administrative	position,	responsibilities,	and	years	of	experience	in	the	
position	or	field.	The	essential	themes	addressed	by	the	interview	questions	include	revenue	
sources	of	the	university,	market	forces	from	competition	or	rankings,	determination	of	tuition	
costs,	operating	costs,	COVID-19	considerations,	and	yearly	price	adjustments.	These	general	
questions	will	 steer	 the	 interview	 in	 the	direction	of	variables	addressed	 in	our	research	
question	and	sub-research	questions.	During	the	interviews,	it	will	be	crucial	to	ask	clarifying	
questions	to	ensure	our	understanding	of	the	information	being	communicated.	The	purpose	
of	conducting	the	interview	is	two-fold:	(1)	to	establish	the	areas	of	exploratory	research	
given	the	themes	that	are	unveiled	and	(2)	establish	links	between	practical	pricing	decisions	
and	the	existing	grounded	theories.	The	expert	interviews	serve	to	provide	qualitative	data	
in	which	typological	analysis	can	be	further	carried	out.	

Following	the	conclusion	of	all	interviews,	the	themes	and	findings	that	emerge	will	
be	 further	 explored	 and	 analyzed.	 The	 interview	 responses,	 if	 recorded	 using	 the	 Zoom	
transcript,	can	be	grouped	by	themes.	With	NVivo,	a	qualitative	data	analysis	software,	the	
responses	could	be	 coded	to	find	similarities	in	the	responses	and	be	grouped	by	observed	
comparisons.	If	no	interview	recordings	are	created,	the	responses	to	each	specific	question	
will	be	grouped	based	on	connections	we	observe	clearly.	After	distinguishing	between	the	
various	themes	addressed	through	the	interview	questions,	we	will	draw	the	ties	and	inspect	
how	 the	 current	 literature	 and	 newly	 collected	 qualitative	 data	 compare.	 The	 related	



	

 

information	 found	 between	 the	 interview	 responses	 of	 administrators	 from	 Harvard	
University	will	be	particularly	useful	to	investigate	further.	
	
Limitations	and	Positionality	
	
There	may	be	some	potential	limitations	in	the	chosen	research	methodology.	For	any	case	
study	research,	the	two	main	caveats	are	credibility	and	generalizability.	In	order	to	boost	
the	validity	and	reliability	of	the	study	at	hand,	we	will	rely	on	triangulation	wherein	we	will	
strive	 to	identify	 evidence	 from	 different	 sources	 that	 point	 to	 the	 same	 findings,	 thus	
increasing	credibility.	Next,	the	analytic	generalization	of	case	study	findings	is	notoriously	
challenging.	Given	that	this	is	a	single-case	study,	the	shortcoming	of	the	research	is	in	the	
transferability	to	institutions	of	different	contextual	backgrounds.	Using	the	method	of	the	
single-case	 study	 only	 allows	 us	 to	 intensively	 study	 one	 institution	 which	 has	 its	 own	
characteristics.	However,	 even	when	no	 generalizations	 can	be	made,	 there	are	potential	
overlaps	with	Harvard	and	its	peer	institutions,	 like	those	in	the	Ivy	League.	This	indicates	
that	 the	 same	 findings	 could	 extend	 to	 other	 institutions	if	 similar	 case	 studies	 were	
conducted	again.	

Furthermore,	 since	 we	 are	 conducting	 expert	 interviews	 with	 Harvard	
administrators,	 the	 findings	 of	 this	 study	 will	 ultimately	 be	 drawn	 from	 the	 recorded	
qualitative	 interview	 data	 which	are	 subject	 to	 biases.	 Stemming	 from	 the	 interactions	
between	undergraduate	students	and	the	university	administrator,	one	potential	bias	is	the	
halo	effect	which	is	a	type	of	cognitive	bias.	Our	overall	impression	of	the	interview	may	be	
skewed	 by	 our	 relationship	with	 the	 interviewee	 or	 our	evaluations	 of	 the	 interviewee’s	
status.	 The	 best	 way	 to	 minimize	 the	 influence	 of	 the	 halo	 effect	 is	 to	 slow	 down	 our	
reasoning	process	and	not	let	impressions	affect	the	conclusions	drawn.	

The	other	researcher	bias	that	would	likely	apply	is	confirmation	bias,	one	of	the	most	
pervasive	forms	of	bias	in	research.	Due	to	the	extensive	research,	we	have	done	with	the	
literature	surrounding	the	topic,	we	are	susceptible	to	confirmation	bias	which	suggests	that	
we	may	hypothesize	the	answers	that	the	 interviewee	gives.	The	interview	should	not	be	
used	to	directly	confirm	an	existing	theory	unless	that	is	what	the	interview	response	truly	
indicates.	During	the	interviewing	process,	we	should	not	make	assumptions	that	would	lead	
the	 interviewee	 towards	 confirming	a	proposed	hypothesis,	but	rather,	we	can	ask	open-
ended	questions	and	listen	intently	to	their	responses.	

Our	paper	does	not	attempt	to	prove	causality	as	it	is	not	apt	in	determining	causal	
results.	Within	the	wide	variety	of	explanations	that	could	fall	within	our	given	research	topic,	
there	could	not	be	a	direct	 causal	 relationship	 in	which	 the	variation	 in	one	 factor	causes	
variation	 in	another	 factor.	Furthermore,	 the	qualitative	data	collected	 from	a	 few	expert	
interviews	is	insufficient	to	determine	any	causal	findings.	The	findings	are	not	generalizable,	
but	there	is	no	harm	in	this	since	every	institution,	no	matter	public	or	private,	differs	in	its	
governance	of	pricing	and	administrative	actions.	 The	 purpose	 of	 the	 paper	 is	 to	 identify	



	

 

some	of	 the	 possible	 explanations	 of	 the	 research	question	given	 the	 interviews	 that	are	
conducted.	Since	the	paper	is	not	causal,	the	findings	will	just	shed	light	on	any	connections	
that	can	be	drawn	from	the	literature	and	interviews.	

To	address	the	ethical	standards	in	the	conduct	of	research,	we	understand	that	the	
informed	consent	process	is	one	of	the	most	important	parts	of	doing	research	with	human	
subjects.	We	must	ensure	that	the	objective	of	the	research	is	made	clear	to	our	interviewees,	
and	we	must	 evaluate	 the	ethical	 considerations	of	 respect	of	 confidentiality,	 anonymity,	
privacy,	 beneficence	 (do	 no	 harm),	 and	 voluntary	 participation.	 Being	 careful	 and	
responsible	will	 help	 us	 as	 researchers	 conduct	 our	 study	 in	 accordance	with	 all	 ethical	
principles.	

Regarding	 the	 positionality	 of	 the	 research,	 we	 should	 stress	 our	 identities	 as	
students,	 and	the	 implications	 that	 tuition	 prices	 have	 in	 our	 lives.	 As	 one	 of	 the	 largest	
expenses	 that	we	 currently	have,	 it	 could	be	 the	case	 that	 greater	emphasis	 is	placed	on	
studying	tuition	costs	rather	than	other	potential	costs	of	the	institution,	such	as	operating	
expenses	of	the	institution’s	infrastructure.	The	rise	in	tuition	costs	makes	it	difficult	for	us	
to	not	take	into	account	the	difficulties	that	friends	and	classmates	face	with	affording	tuition	
costs.	We	are	aware	of	the	possibilities	of	biases	at	every	phase	of	research,	including	the	
research	design,	data	collection,	data	analysis,	and	plan	to	combat	these	biases	with	careful	
thought	 and	 reflection	 at	 every	 step.	 We	will	 attempt	 to	conduct	 interviews,	 record	 key	
information,	and	analyze	the	data	without	letting	biases	affect	the	study	of	the	topic.	
	
Context	
	
Given	the	distinctive	characteristics	of	the	case	institution,	an	overview	of	the	background	
information	 on	 Harvard	 University’s	 finances	 and	 operating	 model	 is	 necessary.	 Firstly,	
Harvard	University	is	a	very	large	organization	comprising	twelve	different	schools.	From	
an	outsider’s	perspective,	hearing	Harvard	would	immediately	remind	them	of	the	College,	
which	suggests	 that	Harvard	College	 is	very	much	at	 the	core	of	Harvard	University.	The	
Harvard	Faculty	of	Arts	and	Sciences	includes	Harvard	College	and	only	serves	around	6,800	
students	at	the	undergraduate	level.	The	scope	of	Harvard’s	finances	is	much	larger	than	the	
College	 alone.	 At	 the	 graduate	 level,	 Harvard	 Medical	 School,	 Harvard	 Business	 School,	
Harvard	 Law	School,	 and	many	 other	 schools	 also	 serve	 thousands	 of	 degree	 candidates	
every	year.	

The	 annual	 budget	 of	 Harvard	 University	 can	 be	 broken	 down	 into	 operating	
revenues	and	operating	expenses.	The	operating	revenue	sources	for	the	2020	fiscal	year	
comprised	 17%	net	 tuition,	 17%	 research,	 46%	 philanthropy,	 and	 20%	 non-academic	
sources	(Harvard	University,	2020).	Overall,	the	operating	revenue	decreased	by	3%	due	to	
significant	revenue	declines	from	the	cancellation	of	executive	education	programs,	room	
and	board	refunds,	and	slowdowns	to	campus	activities	like	research	(Harvard	University,	



	

 

2020).	Due	to	these	substantial	financial	effects	from	the	COVID-19	pandemic,	the	support	
of	funding	from	other	revenue	sources	like	donors	became	ever	more	important.	

As	 seen	 in	 the	 report,	 the	endowment	distribution	 increased	by	5%	this	year	as	a	
result	of	new	gifts,	but	 the	endowment	payout	rate	was	kept	at	5.2%,	which	 is	within	 the	
5.0%-5.5%	target	range	set	by	the	University	(Harvard	University,	2020).	The	payout	rate	of	
the	endowment	must	remain	in	accordance	with	the	long-term	plan	as	well	as	abide	by	the	
restrictions	specifying	the	purpose	of	the	fund	(Harvard	University,	2020).	While	some	funds	
are	unrestrictive	in	use,	the	majority	of	how	the	endowment	funds	are	to	be	used	is	agreed	
upon	by	the	donor.	Each	year,	donations	towards	financial	aid	for	students	consist	of	one	of	
the	largest	percentages	for	the	specific	use	of	a	gift,	further	enabling	the	University	to	carry	
out	its	missions	and	generously	distribute	aid.	

Looking	at	the	other	end	of	the	budget,	the	main	components	of	the	fiscal	year	2020	
operating	expenses	were	52%	people	and	17%	space,	and	overall	there	was	a	3%	increase	
in	 expenses	 (Harvard	 University,	 2020).	 Harvard	 University	 hires	 thousands	 upon	
thousands	of	employees	and	manages	an	immense	amount	of	space,	consisting	of	hundreds	
of	 buildings	 and	 libraries,	 so	 it	 is	 no	 wonder	 that	 the	 expenses	 are	 high.	 This	 year,	 in	
particular,	the	compensation	expense	increased	by	$158	million	from	the	previous	year	due	
to	the	Voluntary	Early	Retirement	Incentive	Program	(Harvard	University,	2020).	
The	COVID-19	pandemic	had	a	heavy	impact	on	the	University’s	finances.	The	decisions	to	
move	students	off-campus,	refund	room	and	board,	move	all	teaching	and	research	to	virtual	
settings,	 and	 discontinue	 in-person	 events	 and	 programs	 have	 all	 resulted	 in	 immense	
operational	losses.	The	University	incurred	a	$10	million	loss	from	operations	in	this	fiscal	
year,	showing	a	sharp	year-to-year	decline	when	compared	to	a	$308	million	surplus	of	2019	
(Harvard	University,	 2020).	 Even	 so,	 the	University	was	 secure	 in	 handling	 the	 financial	
losses.	The	various	schools	were	positioned	well	in	terms	of	sufficient	liquidity,	especially	
after	 years	 of	 replenished	 reserves	 since	 the	 Great	 Recession	 of	 2008-09	 (Harvard	
University,	2020).	Harvard	holds	a	strong	financial	capacity	to	cover	the	sudden	losses.	Not	
only	that,	the	robust	endowment	and	record	number	of	gifts	from	donors	have	allowed	the	
continued	pursuit	of	Harvard’s	mission.	In	the	midst	of	the	pandemic,	philanthropic	support	
aided	the	granting	of	financial	aid	scholarships	to	students	and	continued	to	uplift	academic	
excellence	in	research	and	teaching	throughout	the	University.	
	
Findings	
	
From	our	analysis	of	the	qualitative	data	from	expert	interviews	using	the	NVivo	software,	we	
were	able	 to	 identify	 a	variety	of	 themes	that	were	recurring	 in	our	discussion	of	 tuition	
prices.	Together,	 they	not	only	help	bridge	the	gap	 in	the	existing	 literature,	but	 they	also	
resonate	with	common	motifs	and	theories	in	the	literature.	In	sum,	our	findings	emphasize	
the	highly	subsidized	nature	of	higher	education	through	Harvard's	financial	aid	model,	and	
that	 the	 price	 charged	 to	 students	 is	 not	 directly	 related	 to	 institutional	 expenses.	 Our	



	

 

interviewees	highlighted	how	inflation	influences	pricing	decisions	from	a	year-to-year	basis,	
but	 that	 as	 a	 whole,	 higher	 education	 institutions	 are	 tied	 to	 an	 inflexible,	 historic	 cost	
structure	 that	 heavily	 influences	 the	 base	 price	 of	their	 services.	 In	 this	 section,	 we	 will	
explore	 in-depth	 responses	 for	 the	 overarching	 themes	 that	 recurred	 throughout	 the	
interviews,	 enhancing	 the	 evidence	 collected	 during	 our	 literature	 review	and	 within	
Harvard's	financial	context.	
	
Process	for	Pricing	Decisions	
	
The	 setting	 of	 tuition	 prices	 occurs	 in	 a	 decentralized	manner	within	 the	 university	 and	
occurs	 through	 individual	 schools'	 Tuition,	 Enrollment,	 Financial	 Aid	 (TEFA)	 process.	
Harvard	 College	 sits	 within	 the	 Faculty	 of	 Arts	 and	 Sciences	 (FAS),	 which	 is	 the	 entity	
responsible	for	setting	tuition	rates	for	undergraduate	education	for	a	given	academic	year.	
Together	 with	 the	 Financial	 Offices	 for	 the	 FAS,	 the	 Dean	 of	 the	 FAS	 is	 responsible	 for	
identifying	and	determining	expected	levels	of	Tuition,	Enrollment,	and	Financial	Aid	for	a	
given	academic	year.	While	they	cannot	be	perfectly	accurate,	the	role	of	the	FAS	is	to	provide	
a	 set	 of	 recommendations	 to	 target	 TEFA	 levels	 for	 the	 following	 academic	 year,	 to	 be	
approved	by	Harvard	Corporation.	Proposals	are	then	pooled	together	towards	the	central	
level	at	the	university.	First,	the	proposal	is	sent	to	the	Finance	Committee	within	the	Harvard	
Corporation,	 to	 later	 be	 approved	 by	 the	 Corporation	 Board.	 Both	 interviewees	 have	
emphasized	how	tuition	setting	involves	one	of	the	highest	fiduciary	responsibilities	within	
the	 university,	 thus	 justifying	 the	 thoroughness	 of	 the	 tuition	 setting	 process.	 School	
recommendations	are	almost	always	approved	by	the	Corporation,	but	having	a	thorough	
evaluation	 is	 necessary	 in	 order	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	 University	 is	 following	 a	 sustainable	
fiduciary	 path	 forward	 and	 that	 it	 is	 simultaneously	 acting	 in	 the	 best	 interests	 of	 its	
students.	
	
Governance	Structures	
	
The	 case	 of	 Harvard	 poses	 a	 very	 decentralized	 operating	 model	 with	 hierarchical	
governance	 structures.	 Officials	 of	 schools	 are	 responsible	 for	 their	 individual	 financial	
decisions,	and	they	are	the	primary	influencing	body	over	their	school's	tuition,	as	is	the	case	
for	Harvard	College.	However,	in	key	financial	decisions	such	as	tuition	pricing,	governance	
is	 set	 quite	 high	 by	 requiring	Corporation	Board	 level	 approval.	 In	 this	model,	 the	Chief	
Financial	Officers'	primary	responsibility	becomes	one	of	oversight,	 to	ensure	that	schools	
are	acting	in	a	wise	fashion,	and	also	to	help	schools	out	of	trouble.	
	
	
	
	



	

 

Motivations	for	Pricing	
	
Tuition	prices	in	modern	times	are	highly	constrained	by	historic	pricing.	Interviewees	have	
reported	that	while	educational	costs	are	passed	onto	tuition,	the	cost	structure	of	higher	
education,	in	particular	at	Harvard,	makes	the	tuition	price	not	exactly	reflective	of	the	costs	
of	 delivering	 instruction.	While	 the	 gross	 sticker	 price	 at	 the	moment	 is	 still	 at	 roughly	
$70,000,	 compared	 to	 peer	 institutions,	 Harvard's	 approximate	 cost	 per	 student	 is	
estimated	 to	 be	 over	 $100,000,	which	 is	made	 possible	 by	 its	 vast	 endowment.	 Unlike	
ordinary	businesses,	the	costs	of	student	experiences	include	a	variety	of	other	costs	that	are	
not	directly	related	to	students'	participation.	One	interviewee	has	illustrated,	for	instance,	
how	the	expenses	related	to	faculty	go	far	beyond	salaries,	as	institutions	must	heavily	invest	
in	labs	and	funding	to	provide	adequate	research	opportunities,	thus	increasing	institutional	
costs.	Over	time,	this	has	led	Harvard	and	other	peer	 institutions	 to	 consolidate	 their	 cost	
structures	based	on	this	subsidiary	model,	and	interviewees	have	reported	that	increases	in	
one	schools'	price	may	motivate	similar	arrangements	in	peer	institutions.	

Within	the	framework	of	historic	pricing,	there	are	still	variable	costs	that	motivate	
yearly	adjustments	 of	 tuition	 fees.	 The	 primary	 factor	 motivating	 rising	 tuition	 prices	 is	
inflation,	which	raises	universities'	operating	costs	and	is	thus	passed	onto	students.	Within	
higher	education,	 this	 is	usually	measured	by	 the	Higher	Education	Price	 Index,	which	 is	
typically	higher	than	the	ordinary	Consumer	Price	Index	and	is	motivated	by	rises	in	labor,	
foods,	 and	 services.	 However,	 there	 are	 other	 variable	 costs	 that	 may	 also	 increase	
institutional	 expenses,	which	may	motivate	 a	rise	 in	 tuition	 prices.	 Among	 them	 are	 new	
regulations,	 such	 as	 Title	 IV	which	 demanded	 the	 building	 of	 compliance	 infrastructure,	
variations	 in	 the	 stock	 market	 which	 can	 cause	 fluctuations	in	 the	 endowment,	 and	 also	
changes	in	institutional	strategy	or	opting	for	more	expensive	fields	of	study	that	require	vast	
infrastructure,	such	as	engineering.	However,	 interviewees	have	highlighted	how	 Harvard	
may	choose	to	tap	into	its	endowment	for	such	expenses,	thus	there	is	a	varying	degree	over	
how	much	of	these	costs	are	passed	onto	students.	Thus,	it	appears	that	institutions	have	
been	 locked	 into	 an	 operating	 model	 that	 is	 only	 marginally	 affected	 by	 changes	 in	
institutional	mission.	
	
Influence	of	Market	Forces	
	
Competitiveness	within	the	higher	education	market	and	the	College's	position	within	the	
market	 have	 shown	 to	 influence	 tuition	prices.	 In	particular,	 as	 the	College	 faces	 a	more	
competitive	market	than	other	graduate	schools	within	the	University,	Harvard	College	has	
less	autonomy	in	determining	its	rates	and	must	be	more	mindful	of	market	rates.	However,	
it	 is	 important	 to	 note	 that	 this	 process	 is	 not	 discussed	with	 peer	 institutions.	 Harvard	
belongs	to	the	 Ivy	Plus	Group,	and	officials	meet	regularly	to	discuss	financial	matters,	but	
they	are	explicitly	not	allowed	to	disclose	tuition	rates	or	set	any	pricing	deals	as	it	would	be	



	

 

unfair	to	students.	However,	when	rates	are	announced,	Harvard	pays	close	attention	to	track	
records	 in	pricing	to	try	to	better	position	itself	 in	the	upcoming	year.	 In	this	manner,	 the	
school	must	consider	not	only	its	long-	term	sustainability,	but	also	ensure	they	are	being	
responsive	to	the	market	and	keeping	their	competitive	advantage.	

Furthermore,	 one	 of	 our	 interviewees	 highlighted	 a	 unique	 aspect	 of	 Harvard's	
financial	structure	 that	 makes	 it	 more	 resistant	 to	 market	 influences,	 which	 is	 the	
robustness	 of	 the	University's	endowment.	While	it	is	still	impacted	by	changes	in	the	stock	
market,	the	endowment	helps	make	the	university	less	tuition-dependent	and	thus	allows	it	
to	 maintain	 a	 more	 traditional	 relationship	 with	 its	 students.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 more	
tuition-dependent	schools	such	as	NYU	must	 be	 more	 mindful	 of	 emerging	 or	 changing	
student	 needs	 to	 ensure	 that	 students,		the	consumers,	are	willing	to	pay	the	full	price	the	
institutions	are	 looking	to	charge.	This	 is	often	 translated	 into	a	greater	 focus	on	student	
experiences	and	recreational	infrastructure,	thus	demonstrating	how	market	influences	not	
only	influence	tuition	prices,	but	also	schools'	strategic	positioning	and	investment	decisions	
to	 retain	 a	 competitive	 edge	 in	 the	 market.	 Thus,	 dependence	on	 tuition	 revenues	 for	
operational	 expenses	 appears	 to	 be	 a	 motivating	 factor	 not	 only	 for	 pricing	but	 also	 in	
investment	strategies.	
	
Discounting	
	
When	 considering	 families'	 response	 to	 tuition	 fees,	 it	 is	 also	 important	 to	 distinguish	
between	the	sticker	price	which	is	advertised	by	the	university	and	the	discounted	price	that	
students	 are	 expected	 to	 pay.	 Our	 interviewees	 emphasized	 that	 families	 have	 become	
increasingly	sensitive	to	discounted	fees,	and	have	become	more	invested	in	optimizing	for	
the	best	quality	school	at	the	lowest	price.	In	Harvard's	case,	the	university	is	committed	to	
ensuring	 that	all	 accepted	students	can	attend,	which	 is	 reflected	by	 the	 fact	 that	58%	of	
students	are	on	financial	aid,	and	the	average	student	pays	only	roughly	40%	of	the	full	price	
of	attendance.	

This	 social	 compact	grants	 students	access	 to	a	highly	exclusive	product	 that	 they	
could	not	 ordinarily	 afford,	 but	 it	 also	 reflects	 a	decrease	 in	 revenues	 for	 the	University.	
Essentially,	 the	Faculty	 of	 Arts	 and	 Sciences	 is	 operating	 at	 a	 budget	 deficit,	 and	 this	
discounting	model	makes	it	that	on	average,	taking	on	an	additional	student	is	costly	and	is	
not	 always	 financially	 sustainable.	Luckily,	 the	 university	 is	 able	 to	 tap	 into	 alternative	
sources	of	revenue	to	cover	these	expenses,	such	as	by	decapping	endowment	funds,	but	it	
must	 be	 mindful	 of	 its	 decisions	 in	 order	 to	 avoid	 compromising	 the	 longevity	 of	 the	
endowment.	 Still,	 Harvard's	 highly	 subsidized	 model	 demonstrates	 that,	 unlike	 other	
universities,	increasing	enrollment	may	lead	to	a	decline	in	revenues	rather	than	an	increase.	

Finally,	our	findings	reveal	that	this	discounted	model	of	operation	impacts	the	sticker	
price	for	tuition	as	Harvard	competes	for	top	students.	In	particular,	the	revenue	generated	
by	 students	paying	the	full	tuition	price	helps	subsidize	students	that	are	on	financial	aid.	



	

 

While	Harvard	is	not	on	 the	margin	 trying	 to	 compete	with	 other	 universities,	 over	 time,	
increases	in	tuition	and	consequently	other	schools'	greater	capacity	to	offer	financial	aid	
also	 motivate	 increases	 in	 Harvard's	 tuition	 price	 in	 order	 to	 continue	 to	 attract	 higher	
achieving	students.	As	a	consequence,	the	difference	between	the	full	price	and	the	discounted	
price	of	attendance	increases.	This	finding	is	consistent	with	the	framework	of	students	as	
consumer-inputs	highlighted	in	the	primary	literature	(Rothschild	&	White,	1995).	Thus,	it	
appears	that	even	most	competitive	schools	take	advantage	of	the	heavily	subsidized	higher	
education	cost	structure	to	attract	more	qualified	students,	thus	placing	a	greater	burden	on	
the	sticker	prices	for	tuition.	
	
Competition	and	Changes	in	the	Market	
	
Our	research	revealed	that	when	pricing	for	tuition,	institutions	must	develop	a	sense	of	their	
competitive	 landscape	 and	 who	 their	 peers	 are.	 In	 their	 responses,	 our	 interviewees	
mentioned	that	 to	 gain	 market	 share,	 schools	 often	 attempt	 to	 improve	 recreational	
infrastructure	or	offer	better	 financial	aid	packages	 than	 their	 competitors.	Furthermore,	
they	have	reported	that	they	expect	this	competition	to	become	more	fierce	in	the	coming	
years,	as	demographic	changes	will	result	in	a	smaller	number	of	students	attending	college,	
leaving	many	institutions	vulnerable	to	going	out	of	business.	While	for	Harvard	that	is	not	
a	possibility,	the	smaller	number	of	college-	aged	students	indicates	that	there	will	be	a	more	
fierce	 competition	 for	 the	 best	 students,	particularly	 among	 elite	 institutions.	 This	 has	
already	been	reflected	in	recent	tendencies	for	universities	to	position	themselves	as	more	
competitive,	 and	 even	 position	 themselves	 in	 new	 markets	 by	 attracting	 international	
students.	
	
Alternative	Sources	of	Revenue	
	
At	Harvard,	the	main	source	of	revenue	comprises	the	University's	endowment,	which	allows	
the	institution	to	offer	robust	financial	aid	programs	that	ensure	the	survival	of	its	subsidiary	
cost	 structure.	 However,	 interviewees	 reported	 that	 the	 institution	 has	 become	 overly	
dependent	 on	 the	 endowment	 funds,	 and	 they	 highlighted	 how	 Harvard	 and	 other	
institutions	 have	 sought	 to	diversify	 their	 revenue	 sources,	 particularly	 after	 the	 2008	
recession.	Harvard	has	sought	to	boost	its	revenues	by	expanding	online	education,	which	is	
offered	worldwide	for	a	fee,	and	executive	education.	In	particular,	executive	education	has	
grown	significantly	as	a	revenue	source	and	has	even	led	the	Business	School	to	build	an	
additional	building	just	to	manage	its	funding	two	years	ago.	Other	institutions,	on	the	other	
hand,	have	opted	to	open	additional	campuses	around	the	world	to	tap	into	new	markets	or	
run	different	business	models.	Therefore,	Harvard	and	peer	institutions	alike	have	sought	to	
diversify	 their	 revenue	 streams	 in	 order	 to	 prevent	 economic	 shortfalls	 and	 ensure	 the	
continuity	of	operations.	



	

 

COVID–19	
	
Finally,	our	research	shows	that	the	decision	to	increase	tuition	prices	in	light	of	the	COVID-
19	was	not	a	direct	reflection	of	 the	university's	decline	 in	revenues	and	 increased	costs.	
While	 the	rate	did	 increase	at	 the	margins,	 the	raise	was	comparable	to	the	2-4%	annual	
increases	expected	from	inflation.	However,	this	increase	is	not	at	all	material	compared	to	
the	overall	change	in	operational	costs.	While	the	report	for	the	Fiscal	Year	2021	has	not	yet	
been	published,	interviewees	reported	that	the	university	experienced	declining	revenues	as	
a	result	of	the	decline	in	enrollments,	decline	in	room	and	board	payments,	and	its	effort	to	
maintain	all	staff.	It	also	experienced	an	increase	in	costs,	as	the	university	has	had	to	invest	
in	 its	 electronic	 capability	 and	in	 training	 for	 faculty.	 Furthermore,	 the	 university's	 cost	
structure	did	not	change,	therefore	it	would	be	difficult	to	decrease	tuition	prices.	In	fact,	
interviewees	emphasized	how	 the	small	 increase	 in	 tuition	 is	 in	 fact	 indicative	 that	most	
costs	 caused	 by	 the	 pandemic	were	 absorbed	 by	 the	 university	 rather	 than	 passed	 onto	
students.	
	
Conclusion	
	
In	evaluating	how	market	forces	and	positioning	approaches	affect	the	governance	of	tuition	
prices,	the	evidence	from	expert	interviews	in	the	case	of	Harvard	University	points	out	that	
competition	among	institutions	and	changes	in	institutional	strategy	have	a	marginal	effect	
on	tuition	prices,	but	that	the	historical	cost	structure	of	higher	education	institutions	makes	
it	difficult	to	significantly	alter	tuition	rates.	As	an	institution,	Harvard	must	be	wary	of	rates	
set	by	its	competitors	to	ensure	that	it	retains	its	market	share,	providing	evidence	of	the	
importance	of	economic	markets	within	higher	education.	In	order	to	continue	to	compete	
for	the	most	qualified	students	and	ensure	accessibility	to	the	university,	Harvard	must	be	
able	 to	 offer	 substantial	 financial	 aid	packages,	which	are	 in	part	 subsidized	by	 students	
paying	full	tuition.	Thus,	changes	in	other	universities'	capabilities	of	offering	a	better	package	
motivate	similar	increases	at	Harvard,	illustrating	the	impact	of	students	as	consumer-inputs.	

Furthermore,	the	hierarchical	governance	structure	involved	in	setting	tuition	rates	
emphasizes	the	importance	of	this	fiduciary	responsibility,	but	the	decentralized	nature	of	
the	TEFA	process	highlights	how	individual	schools	have	the	primary	role	of	determining	
tuition,	 enrollment,	 and	 financial	 aid	 rates	 for	 the	 best	 interests	 of	 its	 students	 and	 the	
institution.	Therefore,	changes	in	the	institutional	mission	would	need	to	be	undertaken	at	
the	 school	 level	 to	 affect	 the	 calculations	 made	 within	 the	 TEFA	 process	 and	 must	 be	
financially	responsible	to	be	approved	by	the	Harvard	Corporation.	The	process	for	tuition-
setting	 at	 Harvard	 illustrates	 an	 important	 gap	 in	the	 primary	 literature,	 which	 is	 the	
minucius	nature	in	which	tuition	is	considered	in	light	of	expected	enrollments	and	financial	
aid	commitments,	and	must	be	approved	by	a	variety	of	bodies	within	the	institution	before	
being	set	within	the	market.	



	

 

In	 addition,	 the	 case	 of	 Harvard	 also	 illustrates	 how	 the	 presence	 of	 alternative	
sources	 of	 revenue	 may	 influence	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 market	 influences	 impact	 an	
institutions'	pricing	decisions.	Harvard's	reliance	on	a	historically	robust	endowment	allows	
the	university	to	run	its	highly	subsidized	model	while	minimizing	variable	costs	that	are	
passed	 on	 to	 students.	 In	 this	 manner,	 substantial	 increases	 in	 expenditure	 such	 as	 the	
COVID-19	pandemic	are	not	reflected	on	tuition	beyond	the	increase	expected	from	inflation.	
Furthermore,	 the	 availability	 of	 vast	 endowment	 funds	 also	 decreases	 the	 university's	
dependence	on	 tuition	revenues	 for	 it	 to	 continue	its	operation.	Other	universities,	on	the	
other	hand,	must	incur	additional	expenses	in	order	to	meet	consumers'	needs	and	be	able	to	
charge	their	rates.	Thus,	the	case	of	Harvard	also	prompts	the	investigation	of	the	extent	to	
which	tuition	leaves	institutions	more	vulnerable	to	market	influences	and	competition.	

Of	 course,	 Harvard's	 unique	 financial	 structure	 and	 its	 heavy	 dependence	 on	
endowment	funds	also	create	a	challenge	of	generalizing	its	operating	model	beyond	its	case.	
While	these	findings	may	be	 generalizable	 to	peer	 institutions	 among	 the	 Ivy	Plus	 group,	
as	cited	by	our	interviewees,	it	is	likely	that	institutions	with	different	revenue	sources	may	
experience	varying	degrees	of	influence	by	market	competition,	and	also	varying	approaches	
to	student	subsidization.	In	particular,	this	challenge	prompts	a	direction	for	future	research	
that	would	include	evaluating	differences	between	public	and	non-profit	private	four-year	
institutions.	As	revealed	by	the	primary	literature,	public	institutions	count	on	a	significantly	
larger	proportion	of	funds	from	state	appropriations,	and	thus	have	a	different	revenue	profile	
from	 private	 universities.	 By	 investigating	 differences	 between	 these	 two	 different	
institutional	 profiles,	 it	would	be	possible	 to	 better	 evaluate	the	 effect	 of	 competition	 in	
determining	tuition	prices	and	the	limitations	of	different	sources	of	revenue	generation.	

Finally,	 our	 findings	 on	 the	 effect	 of	 the	 impending	 demographic	 cliff	 on	 college	
competition	 prompt	 the	 expansion	 of	 the	 literature	 on	 the	 development	 of	 alternative	
sources	of	revenue	generation	and	diversification	in	the	21st	century.	While	Harvard's	initial	
shift	towards	online	and	executive	education	was	prompted	by	the	financial	crisis	of	2008	
and	its	effect	on	the	endowment,	the	current	COVID-19	pandemic	is	likely	to	lead	to	changing	
operating	models	and	the	pursuit	of	new	revenue	sources	to	cover	the	added	costs	of	online	
learning.	However,	 together	with	the	crisis,	comes	a	new	opportunity––as	universities	have	
struggled	 and	succeeded	 in	adapting	to	 an	 online	 model,	 it	 is	 possible	 that	 finally,	 their	
underlying	cost	structures	may	be	subject	to	change.	While	our	research	reveals	that	tuition	
has	been	 constrained	by	 rigid	historical	 cost	 structures,	 this	 sudden	 change	 to	 an	 online	
environment	may	 finally	 help	 institutions	 break	 free	 from	 high	 infrastructural	 costs	 and	
expand	 the	 reach	 of	 their	 services	 to	 increase	 revenue	 generation.	 Therefore,	 changing	
demographics	and	the	paradigm	shift	caused	by	the	COVID-19	pandemic	suggest	that	there	
is	interesting	research	to	be	done	on	changes	in	operational	models	for	the	future	and	that	
there	 is	 room	 for	 recommendations	 that	will	 help	 schools	 to	 build	 new	 sustainable	 cost	
structures	 with	 greater	 accessibility.	 Still,	 only	 time	 will	 tell	 the	 direction	 that	 higher	



	

 

education	institutions	will	take,	but	research	made	today	may	have	a	lasting	impact	on	the	
American	education	system	of	the	future.	
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Appendix	
	
Interview	Protocol	
	
Block	1:	Opening	questions	

• How	long	have	you	been	working	at	Harvard	University?	What	is	your	position	and	
main	responsibilities	in	your	department?	

• What	degree	of	authority	do	you/or	your	department	have	over	determining	tuition	
prices	for	a	specific	school	year?	Which	other	authorities	within	the	university	also	
influence	the	pricing	of	tuition	in	a	particular	year?	

• What	percentage	of	your	revenue	comes	from	tuition,	and	which	other	sources	account	
for	the	rest	of	your	revenue?	

	
Block	2:	Influence	of	market	forces	and	competition	

• Do	tuition	discounting	and	financial	aid	affect	your	calculations	for	tuition	fees?	If	so,	
how?	

• Do	considerations	regarding	the	school's	ranking	and	competitiveness	within	the	
market	come	into	pricing	decisions?	

	
Block	3:	Revenue	generation	strategies	and	budgeting	considerations	

• What	factors	motivate	adjustments	in	tuition	price	from	year	to	year?	
• How	do	changes	in	institutional	mission,	investment	considerations,	and	strategic	

planning	affect	strategies	for	revenue	generation	and	tuition	changes?	
• Does	the	availability	of	alternative	revenue	sources	or	institutional	guidelines	place	any	

constraints	on	the	determination	of	tuition	prices?	
	
Block	4:	Tuition	considerations	within	the	COVID	pandemic	

• What	considerations	were	made	when	determining	the	tuition	price	for	the	2021-	
academic	year,	in	light	of	the	COVID	Pandemic?	

	
Block	5:	Probing	for	influential	frameworks	for	decision-making	and	possible	follow-ups	

• What	principles	or	framework	guides	your	institution	in	determining	the	pricing	of	
tuition	costs?	

• Has	there	been	any	literature	or	authorities,	either	within	or	outside	your	institution,	
that	have	influenced	these	principles?	

• Are	there	any	colleagues	within	your	institution	who	you	believe	also	exercise	control	
over	the	pricing	of	tuition?



	

 

Sink	or	Swim:	Non-Profit	College	Access	Outreach	to	
High-Achieving,	Low	Income	Students	in	a	For-Profit	
Industry	

Vera	Petrović	

Abstract	
While	institutions	of	elite	higher	education	have	made	progressive	steps	toward	admitting	
more	low	income	students,	notable	socioeconomic	disparities	still	remain.	At	Ivy	Leagues,	in	
particular,	 affluent	 and	 upper-class	 students	 significantly	 outnumber	 their	 lower	 income	
peers.	Multiple	factors	contribute	to	these	inequities,	including	the	fact	that	few	low	income	
students	apply,	but	the	rise	of	the	private,	for	profit	college	counseling	industry	has	given	
wealthier	 students	 an	 advantage	 in	 an	 increasingly	 competitive	 application	process.	This	
study	 seeks	 to	 investigate	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 college	 counseling	 industry:	 non-profit	
“access”	 organizations	 that	 specifically	 target	 high-achieving,	 low	 income	 students	 and	
provide	 pathways	 to	 selective	 colleges.	 While	 several	 studies	 address	 counseling	 and	
mentoring	 programs,	 no	 literature	 currently	 explores	 student	 perceptions	 of	 a	 national	
nonprofit	like	QuestBridge.	Through	my	own	research,	I	investigate	student	experiences	with	
QuestBridge,	 as	 well	 as	 collect	 qualitative	 data	 on	 the	 perceived	 value,	 community,	 and	
impacts	 of	 outreach	 programs	 geared	 toward	 high-	 achieving,	 low	 income	 students.	
Although	I	do	not	draw	conclusive	statements,	I	do	identify	several	key	commonalities	across	
my	 interviews.	 My	 findings	 reveal	 that	 participants	 came	 into	 contact	 with	 QuestBridge	
through	chance	encounters	or	individual	mentors,	found	its	services	valuable	(for	various	
reasons	that	include	money	and	community),	and,	contrary	to	most	existing	literature,	did	
not	generally	 feel	 that	QuestBridge	drastically	 impacted	 the	 selectivity	of	 the	 institutions	
they	chose	to	apply	to.	
	 	



	

 

Introduction	
	
In	recent	years,	elite	higher	education	institutions	have	come	under	intense	scrutiny	for	their	
socioeconomic	demographics	and	admissions	processes.	According	to	tax	return	data	that	
spanned	between	1980	and	1991,	over	half	of	Harvard	students	came	from	families	in	the	
top	10%	income	distribution	bracket,	and	nearly	two	thirds	hailed	from	families	in	the	top	
20%	(Chetty	et.	al,	2017).	The	report	equates	Harvard’s	lopsided	income	distribution	to	the	
rest	of	the	Ivy	League,	and	estimates	that	students	from	families	in	the	top	1%	are	77%	more	
likely	to	attend	an	elite	university	than	students	in	the	bottom	quintile	(Chetty	et.	al,	2017).	
While	 many	 universities	 have	 attempted	 to	 admit	 more	 low	 income	 students,	 affluent	
undergraduates	still	outnumber	their	lower	income	counterparts	by	14	to	1	at	selective	four-
year	 institutions	 (Furquim	 and	 Glasner,	 2017).	 Various	 factors	 contribute	 to	 these	
discrepancies,	 including	 high	 admissions	 of	 legacy	 students	 and	 athletes,	 but	 the	
socioeconomic	 disparities	 in	 access	 to	 college	 counseling	 and	 preparation	 resources	 are	
increasingly	 to	 blame.	 Low	 income	 students	 are	 not	only	 less	 likely	 to	 attend	 selective	
colleges,	but	they	are	also	less	likely	to	utilize	support	resources	and	apply	in	the	first	place.	

As	of	February	2020,	the	education	consulting	and	counseling	industry	was	valued	at	
nearly	2	billion	dollars	(IBISWorld,	2020).	The	industry	has	grown	1.5%	since	2015,	largely	
due	to	an	increasing	demand	for	postsecondary	education	and	college	admissions	guidance.	
More	 Americans	 are	 attending	 college	 than	 ever	 before,	 but	 wealthy	 families	 are	
disproportionately	 funding	 competitive	 counseling	 and	 reaping	 its	 rewards.	 Through	
services	 such	 as	 IvyWise,	 Ivy	 Coach,	 and	 Top	 Tier	 Admissions,	 parents	 can	 pay	 up	 to	
hundreds	of	thousands	of	dollars	to	secure	admissions	coaching,	private	test	preparation,	
and	mock	 interviews	 for	 their	 students	 (Del	Valle,	 2019).	While	 these	 prices	may	 sound	
astronomical,	 the	narrowing	acceptance	rates	at	 competitive	universities	push	parents	 to	
seek	 any	 extra	 edge	 for	 their	 children.	 IvyWise,	 for	 instance,	 reports	 that	 92%	 of	 their	
students	are	accepted	into	one	of	their	top	three	choices,	and	that	their	acceptance	rates	to	
Yale	and	Princeton	are	six	times	higher	than	the	national	average	(Schwartz,	2017).	For	those	
who	can	afford	it,	the	college	consulting	industry	is	a	golden	ticket	with	a	substantial	return	
on	investment.	

Among	low	income	students,	however,	counseling	resources	for	selective	institutions	
are	few	and	far	between.	Although	elite	colleges	have	attempted	to	expand	outreach	to	high-	
achieving,	low	income	students,	application	rates	remain	disproportionately	low	(Hoxby	and	
Avery,	2012).	Compared	 to	 their	high-income	counterparts,	 low	 income	students	are	 less	
likely	to	receive	admissions	guidance,	apply	to	a	diverse	range	of	schools,	and	be	informed	
of	prospective	financial	aid	and	scholarships	(Pallais	and	Turner,	2006).	Numerous	nonprofit	
organizations	 provide	 tutoring	 and	 counseling	 to	 low	 income	 students,	 but	 few	 (namely,	
QuestBridge),	 specialize	 in	 guiding	 high	 achievers	 toward	 selective	 schools.	While	 these	
organizations	may	entail	consulting	services,	they	are	more	comprehensively	referred	to	as	
“college	access	programs”	(Furquim	and	Glasener,	2017,	p.	666).	Thus,	my	research	seeks	to	



	

 

answer	the	question:	how	do	high-achieving,	low	income	students	perceive	services	such	as	
QuestBridge	that	attempt	to	increase	accessibility	to	elite	institutions?	In	particular,	how	do	
they	a.)	come	into	contact	with	these	organizations,	b.)	perceive	their	utility	and	value,	and	
c.)	understand	their	belonging	in	the	program.	Ultimately,	how	do	services	like	QuestBridge	
shape	student	opinions	of	higher	education	and	their	decisions	on	where	to	apply?	
	
Literature	Review	
	
While	little	scholarly	literature	exists	on	college	access	organizations	geared	toward	high-	
achieving,	low	income	(HALI)	students,	several	studies	address	the	general	phenomenon	of	
the	demographic.	Hoxby	and	Avery	(2012)	outline	multiple	factors	that	contribute	to	 low	
application	rates	of	HALI	students	at	selective	institutions,	or	“undermatching.”	According	to	
the	most	recent	comprehensive	survey	of	nationwide	student	data,	39%	of	“high	achievers”	
(students	who	scored	above	the	90th	percentile	on	the	ACT	or	had	an	A-	average)	were	from	
families	 in	 the	 bottom	 two	 income	 quartiles	 (Hoxby	 and	 Avery,	 2012,	 p.	 11).	 Of	 these	
students,	40%	applied	to	no	selective	colleges,	and	39%	applied	to	only	one	selective	college	
(p.	 16-17).	 For	 the	 purposes	 of	 the	 study,	 a	 “selective	 college”	 was	 defined	 as	 ranking	
anywhere	between	“Very	Competitive	Plus”	and	“Most	Competitive”	in	Barron’s	2008	Profile	
of	American	Colleges	(p.	1).	While	many	elite	institutions	provide	considerable	financial	aid	
for	 low	income	undergraduates,	Hoxby	and	Avery	argue	that	students	are	not	adequately	
informed	of	prospective	aid,	and	have	less	access	to	the	companies,	alumni,	and	peers	that	
typically	counsel	their	higher-income	counterparts.	

It	is	vital	to	note,	however,	that	Hoxby	and	Avery	differentiate	between	“achievement-	
typical”	and	“income-typical”	HALI	students.	Achievement-typical	students,	who	are	usually	
concentrated	in	urban	areas	and	attend	magnet	or	private	schools,	generally	apply	to	the	
same	 number	 of	 selective	 colleges	 as	 their	 high-income	 counterparts.	 Income-typical	
students,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 are	 often	 geographically	 isolated	 from	 other	 high-achieving	
peers	and	 tend	 to	apply	 to	 less	 selective	colleges	 (Hoxby	and	Avery,	2012,	p.	1,	24).	 Jack	
(2016)	 coins	a	 similar	distinction	between	 “privileged	poor”	and	 “doubly	disadvantaged”	
students	in	his	studies	on	academic	engagement	at	elite	colleges.	“Privileged	poor”	students	
may	have	attended	magnet	or	preparatory	schools	on	scholarship,	and	are	more	 likely	to	
engage	with	 their	professors	 than	 the	 “doubly	disadvantaged”	 students	who	remained	 in	
low-performing	schools	and	impoverished	neighborhoods	(Jack,	2016,	p.	11).	I	do	not	intend	
to	 conduct	 a	 comparative	 study	 between	 achievement-typical	 and	 income-typical	 HALI	
students,	but	I	do	recognize	that	Hoxby,	Avery,	and	Jack	touch	on	an	important	distinction	
that	should	inform	my	research	process.	If	geography	and	peer	demographics	influence	HALI	
application	 rates,	 they	are	 likely	 to	 inform	perceptions	of	college	outreach	programs,	 so	 I	
must	be	mindful	of	school	backgrounds	before	I	make	any	generalizations	about	the	students	
I	interview.	

Hoxby	 and	 Avery	 assert	 that	 many	 high-achieving,	 low	 income	 students	 lack	 the	



	

 

information	necessary	to	apply	to	selective	institutions.	While	Pallais	and	Turner	(2006)	also	
identify	informational	barriers	as	an	obstacle	to	HALI	students,	Avery	(2010,	2014)	appears	
to	be	the	only	researcher	systematically	investigating	the	potential	of	college	counseling	and	
program	outreach	to	improve	these	application	rates.	In	his	first	study,	Avery	paired	high-	
achieving	students	from	low-income	schools	with	certified	college	counselors	(Avery,	2010,	
p.	8).	Over	the	course	of	a	year,	counselors	advised	students	on	where	to	apply	for	college	
and	what	materials	to	include	in	their	applications.	Compared	to	a	control	group	that	did	not	
see	a	counselor,	participants	who	received	guidance	applied	to	more	competitive	colleges	
and	were	more	likely	to	be	admitted	to	their	first	choice	school	(Avery,	2010,	p.	20).	Avery	
attributes	 these	results	 to	 greater	 information	 access,	 but	 also	 observes	 that	 counselors	
encouraged	 students	 to	 apply	 to	 a	 wider	 variety	 of	 schools.	 Many	 HALI	 students	 might	
idealize	the	likes	of	Harvard	or	Yale,	but	Avery	concludes	that	a	key	benefit	of	counseling	is	
to	 direct	 them	 toward	 the	 plethora	 of	 other	 selective	 schools	 that	 are	 slightly	 less	
competitive	 (Avery,	 2010,	 p.	 33).	 Avery	 (2014)	 reiterates	 these	 findings	 in	 an	 additional	
study	 on	 the	 Amherst	 Telementoring	 Program,	 which	 partners	 Amherst	 College	
undergraduates	with	HALI	 seniors.	Prior	 to	data	collection,	Avery	differentiated	between	
Barron’s	“Most	Competitive”	colleges	with	a	ranking	of	“1”	or	“2.”	Group	1	consisted	of	the	
nation’s	top	schools	(the	Ivy	League,	Stanford,	Williams,	Amherst,	Duke,	Cal	Tech,	etc.)	and	
Group	2	included	all	other	institutions	in	the	“Most	Competitive”	category	(Avery,	2014,	p.	
21).	On	average,	participants	who	were	paired	with	an	Amherst	mentor	applied	to	2.53	“1”	
colleges	and	2.10	“2”	colleges,	compared	to	non-participants	who	applied	to	an	average	of	
2.31	“1”	colleges	and	1.26	“2”	colleges	(Avery,	2014,	p.	22).	
Ultimately,	 Avery	 argues	 that	 counseling	 and	mentoring	 significantly	widen	 the	 scope	 of	
where	HALI	 students	 apply,	 as	 well	 as	 improve	 their	 chances	 of	 admission	 to	 reputable	
institutions.	

In	both	studies,	Avery	conducts	qualitative	interviews	with	student	participants,	but	
most	comments	 pertain	 to	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 an	 individual	 counselor	 or	 mentor.	 My	
research	 aims	 to	explore	 student	 perceptions	 of	 more	 comprehensive	 programs	 like	
QuestBridge;	therefore,	although	I	anticipate	using	a	similar	form	of	qualitative	analysis,	I	
am	more	concerned	with	student	reflections	on	a	program	rather	than	a	person.	Existing	
research	clearly	suggests	that	college	guidance	increases	the	likelihood	of	HALI	students	to	
attend	 competitive	 institutions,	 but	gaps	 remain	 in	 the	 literature	 about	 any	 specific	
organizations.	Granted,	few	programs	target	HALI	students	in	the	first	place,	but	scholarly	
work	 is	 sparse	 even	 amongst	 known	 organizations.	The	 only	 academic	 analysis	 of	
QuestBridge,	for	example,	investigates	whether	the	program	increases	economic	diversity	at	
selective	colleges	(Furquim	and	Glasener,	2017).	Furquim	and	Glasener	acknowledge	that	
QuestBridge	may	remove	application	barriers	and	increase	the	percentage	of	 low-income	
applicants,	 but	 they	 conclude	 that	 QuestBridge	 admissions	 numbers	 have	 a	 statistically	
insignificant	impact	on	economic	diversity	at	top	schools	(Furquim	and	Glasener,	2017,	p.	
663).	 Furquim	 and	 Glasener	 raise	 fair	 questions	 about	 the	 institutional	 impact	 of	 one	



	

 

program,	 but	 their	 study	 is	 devoid	 of	 any	 student	 testimonials.	 Therefore,	 in	 my	 own	
research,	I	hope	to	provide	the	missing	analysis	of	how	students	themselves	perceive	their	
belonging,	involvement,	and	experience	in	programs	dedicated	to	elite	college	access.	
	
Methods	 	
	
QuestBridge	is	a	national	nonprofit	organization	headquartered	in	Palo	Alto,	California	that	
strives	to	connect	high-achieving,	low	income	students	with	selective	colleges.	QuestBridge	
was	 founded	 in	1987	as	a	Stanford	summer	enrichment	program,	but	by	2004,	president	
Mitch	McCullough	began	to	shift	its	focus	toward	recruiting	low	income	students	to	attend	
partner	colleges	on	full	scholarships	(“History,”	n.d.).	Today,	QuestBridge	partners	with	45	
competitive	 institutions,	 including	Brown,	Duke,	Emory,	Oberlin,	Stanford,	and	Yale.	High	
school	seniors	who	exhibit	advanced	academic	capabilities	and	whose	 families	make	 less	
than	$65,000	per	year	are	eligible	to	apply	for	the	National	College	Match	program,	which	
admits	students	as	finalists	and	allows	them	to	rank	their	preferences	for	up	to	12	partner	
colleges.	Colleges	have	sole	discretion	over	which	finalists	they	choose	to	admit,	but	students	
receive	a	full	4	year	scholarship	to	the	highest	preference	that	matches	them	back.	If	finalists	
do	not	match	with	any	colleges,	 they	are	still	eligible	to	reapply	 through	the	QuestBridge	
regular	decision	with	no	application	fees	and	guaranteed	financial	aid	(“How	It	Works,”	n.d.).	
In	addition	to	the	National	College	Match,	juniors	can	also	apply	to	the	College	Prep	Scholars	
Program,	which	operates	as	a	more	traditional	counseling	service.	Prep	Scholars	gain	free	
admission	 to	 summer	 college	 programs	 and	 admissions	 conferences,	 receive	 application	
advice,	and	are	five	times	more	likely	to	earn	a	full	scholarship	through	the	Match	program	
(“College	 Prep	 Scholars	 Program,”	 n.d.).	 As	 of	 2016,	 more	 than	 70,000	 students	 had	
participated	in	QuestBridge	programs,	27,000	had	been	admitted	to	a	QuestBridge	partner	
through	the	National	Match,	and	7,000	had	received	full	scholarships	(“Our	Impact,”	2016).	
Questbridge	 is	 the	 most	 comprehensive	 and	 well-known	outreach	 program	 for	 HALI	
students,	so	it	serves	as	the	perfect	case	study	for	my	research.	

I	 conducted	 my	 study	 through	 a	 series	 of	 six	 qualitative	 interviews	 with	 HALI	
students	who	participated	in	the	QuestBridge	National	Match	Program	and/or	the	College	
Prep	Scholars	Program.	Harvard	College	does	not	partner	with	QuestBridge,	so	I	interviewed	
students	 from	other	 selective	 institutions.	 I	 attended	high	 school	with	 three	QuestBridge	
scholars	 currently	 enrolled	 at	 Stanford,	 Northwestern,	 and	Washington	 University	 in	 St.	
Louis,	 so	 I	 utilized	 a	 snowball	 sampling	 scheme	 in	 which	 my	 friends	 recruited	 other	
QuestBridge	 participants	 to	 speak	with	 me.	 Through	 these	 initial	 contacts,	 I	 was	 able	 to	
interview	 three	 more	 students	 from	 Vanderbilt,	 Haverford,	 and	 Emory.	 I	 was	 initially	
hesitant	to	interview	three	people	from	the	same	high	school,	but	their	testimonies	proved	
to	be	quite	different,	and	actually	allowed	me	to	analyze	how	perceptions	can	vary	within	
the	same	institution.	

Although	I	provided	my	participants	space	to	speak	 freely	about	 their	experiences	



	

 

with	QuestBridge,	I	conducted	fairly	structured	interviews	over	Zoom.	Each	interview	lasted	
approximately	 20	 minutes,	 and	 I	 asked	 between	 six	 and	 eight	 questions	 (for	 specific	
questions	 and	 interview	 protocol,	 see	 Appendix	 A).	 The	 subjective	 nature	 of	 in-depth	
interviews	may	have	rendered	my	 findings	more	personal	 than	general,	but	 I	believe	 that	
interviews	were	the	most	effective	way	to	gage	perspectives	and	opinions	on	a	topic	that	
severely	lacks	student	testimonial.	Furthermore,	the	driving	goal	of	my	research	was	not	to	
make	 any	 sweeping	 assessments	 of	 college	 outreach	 programs	 or	 HALI	 students,	 but	 to	
explore	 how	 students	 perceived	 and	 interacted	 with	 a	 sample	 program.	 Therefore,	
interviews	were	essential	to	gather	the	individualized	qualitative	data	I	seeked.	

After	I	conducted	each	interview,	I	immediately	wrote	a	reflection	that	detailed	the	
participant’s	insights.	Next,	I	attempted	to	quantify	and	categorize	keywords	and	concepts	
through	a	code	book	I	developed	inductively	and	deductively	(for	code	book	segment,	see	
Appendix	 B).	 My	 code	 book	 enabled	 me	 to	 operationalize	 the	 variables	 in	 my	 research	
question;	when	 I	 mapped	 certain	 concepts	 or	 phrases,	 I	 could	 supplement	 examples	 of	
testimonial	or	behavior	that	indicated	the	variables	I	was	investigating.	For	example,	if	my	
code	was	“belonging,”	I	provided	a	description	of	belonging	in	the	QuestBridge	program,	and	
then	pulled	a	quote	from	a	student	interview	that	exhibited	how	the	student	felt	they	fit	into	
the	 program.	 As	I	 detected	 similarities	 and	 common	 themes	 across	 interviews,	 I	 made	
tentative	observations	based	on	inductive	reasoning.	The	experiences	and	environments	of	
HALI	students	differ	too	drastically	to	make	any	generalizations	from	6	interviews,	but	I	was	
able	to	extrapolate	several	key	commonalities	in	student	testimonials	and	discuss	them	in	
length	in	my	“Findings”	section.	For	example,	in	my	initial	research	design,	I	had	anticipated	
that	some	of	my	subjects	would	report	that	they	were	not	always	aware	of	outreach	options,	
or	 were	 at	 least	 unfamiliar	 with	 certain	 resources	 until	 their	 senior	 year.	 In	 my	 actual	
research,	I	discovered	that	this	was	a	generally	correct	assessment;	most	of	my	participants	
were	not	aware	of	QuestBridge	until	their	junior	or	senior	years	of	high	school.	

	
Limitations	
	
Several	 limitations	existed	 in	my	research	methodology	that	 inhibited	my	ability	 to	make	
conclusive	statements.	As	I	mentioned	above,	high-achieving,	low	income	students	hail	from	
a	variety	of	academic	backgrounds	that	influence	their	college	readiness,	so	I	could	not	make	
sweeping	 statements	 about	 how	 the	 entire	 population	 perceived	 outreach	 programs.	 In	
addition,	I	only	interviewed	six	students,	so	my	research	was	already	too	limited	in	sample	
size	 to	 deduct	many	 conclusions.	 Any	 findings	 I	 reported	were	 not	 reflective	 of	 all	HALI	
students.	Instead,	the	goal	of	my	research	was	to	investigate	personal	perceptions,	describe	
personal	experiences,	and	draw	tentative	inferences	about	consistent	linking	themes.	

It	is	also	important	to	acknowledge	that	my	sampling	method	relied	on	participation	
and	referrals	from	my	own	friends.	Because	I	attended	high	school	with	three	of	my	subjects,	
I	 knew	it	 was	 a	 possibility	 that	 they	 may	 share	 similar	 educational	 experiences	 to	 me.	



	

 

Although	I	did	not	qualify	for	the	QuestBridge	program,	I	took	the	same	classes	and	was	in	
the	 same	 social	 circles	 as	 those	 who	 did.	 I	 did	 not	 anticipate	 that	 this	 proximity	 would	
influence	my	ability	 to	objectively	conduct	and	code	 interviews,	but	 I	was	mindful	 that	 it	
existed.	 In	 order	 to	minimize	 any	potential	 bias	 or	 leading	questions	 in	my	 interviews,	 I	
refrained	 from	 sharing	 personal	 information	 or	 hinting	 at	 any	 commonalities	 in	 school	
experiences.	For	the	duration	of	the	interview,	I	pretended	that	I	had	no	prior	knowledge	of	
the	school	environment	in	question.	

Finally,	 while	 I	 did	 not	 conduct	 a	 comparative	 study,	 I	 did	 gather	 informal	
demographic	 information	 about	 my	 participants’	 high	 schools.	 Three	 attended	 a	
socioeconomically	diverse	public	school	in	Kansas.	One	attended	a	Title	1	public	school	in	
Florida,	another	attended	a	public	magnet	school	in	Philadelphia,	and	the	last	went	to	two	
lower-income	 schools	 in	 North	 Carolina.	 Although	 I	 was	 mindful	 of	 Hoxby	 and	 Avery’s	
distinction	 between	 “achievement-typical”	 and	 “income-typical”	 HALI	 students	 (2012),	 I	
knew	that	I	did	not	have	the	resources	or	the	experience	to	fairly	assess	which	categories	my	
participants	belonged	 to.	As	a	 result,	 I	 chose	not	 to	 speculate	about	whether	high	 school	
demographics	influenced	my	participants’	answers.	I	could	make	educated	guesses	based	on	
the	general	 information	they	provided	about	their	schools,	but	 I	did	not	 think	 it	would	be	
ethical	or	academic	to	impose	my	own	inferences	on	my	participants’	perceptions.	

	
Positionality	and	Statement	on	Ethical	Conduct	in	Research	with	Human	Subjects	
	
As	I	conducted	research	on	college	outreach	programs	for	HALI	students,	it	was	vital	for	me	
to	remain	aware	of	my	positionality	to	the	topic.	First,	I	acknowledged	that	I	was	conducting	
research	on	my	low-income	peers	from	a	position	of	financial	security.	As	the	child	of	a	social	
worker	 and	 a	 community	 college	 lecturer,	 I	 am	 by	 no	means	 wealthy,	 but	 I	 have	 never	
wanted	 for	 anything	 fundamental	 or	 doubted	 my	 ability	 to	 attend	 college.	 I	 am	 also	
incredibly	privileged	in	that	I	had	parents	who	prioritized	my	education	above	all	else,	and	
an	 older	 brother	 who	 attended	 Harvard	 and	 gave	 me	 invaluable	 advice	 in	 the	 college	
application	process.	I	never	lacked	information	or	support	about	my	college	options,	and	I	
can	now	admit	that	I	took	many	of	those	resources	for	granted.	I	recognized	that	I	could	not	
fully	 understand	 the	 experiences	 of	 HALI	 students,	 and	 I	 strove	 to	 create	 an	 interview	
environment	 in	 which	 they	 felt	 comfortable	 to	share	 their	 perspectives	 without	 fear	 of	
judgement.	 I	 also	 attempted	 to	 refrain	 from	making	 any	 assumptions	 based	 on	 personal	
relationships	I	may	have	had	with	the	subjects.	Lastly,	while	I	cared	deeply	about	issues	of	
equity	 and	 access	 in	 higher	 education,	 I	 did	 not	 have	 particularly	 strong	 opinions	 about	
QuestBridge.	I	did	not	know	that	the	program	existed	until	my	senior	year	of	high	school,	
and	I	had	little	relation	to	it	apart	from	a	few	friends.	I	remained	mindful	of	my	positive	biases	
toward	non-profit	education	organizations,	but	I	did	intend	to	seek	honest	testimony	about	
QuestBridge	 experiences.	 As	 a	 researcher,	 I	 was	 genuinely	 curious	 about	 what	 I	would	
discover	in	my	study,	and	I	did	not	see	myself	influencing	or	leading	any	interview	responses	



	

 

to	depict	QuestBridge	in	a	certain	light.	
Due	 to	 the	 interview	 focus	 of	 my	 study,	 it	 is	 also	 important	 to	 provide	 a	 brief	

statement	on	ethical	conduct	in	research	with	human	subjects.	All	participants	in	my	study	
received	 consent	 forms,	which	 they	 signed	 and	 returned	 before	we	 spoke.	 Prior	 to	 each	
interview,	I	clearly	explained	my	research	goals,	answered	any	questions,	and	communicated	
that	participants	could	withdraw	from	the	study	at	any	time.	I	asked	permission	to	record	all	
Zoom	interviews,	and	reassured	participants	that	their	privacy	and	confidentiality	would	be	
maintained	 throughout	 the	entire	 research	 process.	 Finally,	 I	 used	 letter	 delineations	
(Student	A,	Student	B)	to	provide	subjects	with	anonymity	in	my	final	report.	

	
Findings	
	
Sub-Question	 A)	 How	 do	 students	 come	 into	 contact	 with	 organizations	 like	
QuestBridge?	
	
Although	my	study	represented	an	extremely	small	data	set,	all	six	participants	 indicated	
that	 they	 discovered	 QuestBridge	 through	 chance	 encounters	 or	 individual	 mentors.	 A	
concerted,	broad	scale	advertising	campaign	did	not	appear	to	be	present.	Students	A,	C,	and	
F	 attended	 the	 same	 public	 high	 school	 in	 Kansas,	 but	 all	 stumbled	 across	 QuestBridge	
independently.	Student	A,	now	a	college	athlete	at	Washington	University	in	St.	Louis,	once	
received	a	flyer	in	the	mail,	but	did	not	seriously	consider	QuestBridge	until	a	mentor	for	a	
different	 college	 advising	 program	 suggested	 she	 apply.	 Student	 C,	 a	 first	 year	 at	
Northwestern	University,	recounted	that	a	social	studies	teacher	told	her	about	QuestBridge	
during	a	summer	National	History	Day	trip	 to	Washington,	D.C.,	and	that	she	would	have	
never	known	of	the	program	otherwise,	or	been	able	to	complete	the	application	in	time.	
Finally,	Student	F,	who	now	studies	at	Stanford	University,	recalled	that	Yale	University	sent	
him	 a	 letter	 prior	 to	 his	 senior	 year	with	 both	 an	 invitation	 to	 apply	 and	 a	 blurb	 about	
QuestBridge.	He	noted,	“to	my	knowledge,	prior	to	my	year	of	high	school,	there	was	no	one	
from	my	school	who	had	gone	through	the	process	of	applying	to	QuestBridge.	[...]	Overall,	it	
was	a	very	new	process	for	myself	and	my	guidance	counselor,	but	she	was	incredibly	helpful	
in	getting	me	through	that	process.”	Student	A	was	similar	in	that	her	counselor	had	never	
heard	 of	QuestBridge,	 but	 she	 did	 not	 appear	 to	 have	 experienced	 the	 same	 cooperative	
process	 as	 Student	 F.	 She	 reflected,	 “I	wasn’t	 really	 influenced,	 like	 counselors	 definitely	
didn’t	bring	it	up	at	all.	[...]	I	didn’t	talk	about	QuestBridge	with	any	of	my	teachers	other	than	
to	 ask	 them	 to	 submit	 letters	 of	 recommendation.”	 While	 Student	 C	 worked	 on	 her	
application	with	 the	 school’s	 few	 academic	 enrichment	 (gifted	 program)	 instructors,	 she	
stated,	 “I	 feel	 like	 the	 actual	 counselors	 at	my	high	 school	 did	not	 do	 a	 very	 good	 job	 at	
preparing	us	for	college	or	talking	to	us	about	any	kinds	of	scholarships	other	than	small	local	
scholarships.”	Therefore,	Students	A,	C,	and	F	not	only	came	into	contact	with	QuestBridge	
through	different	means,	but	also	perceived	different	degrees	of	application	support	from	



	

 

counselors	and	teachers	at	the	same	school.	
Student	B,	who	attended	a	Title	1	public	school	in	Florida,	learned	about	QuestBridge	

through	her	junior	year	English	teacher.	“[My	teacher]	threw	it	out	there	and	said,	you	know,	
if	this	is	something	interesting,	you	go	for	it	on	your	own.	Really,	it	was	just	that	initial	drop	
of	water,	and	I	did	the	rest	of	the	digging	and	the	searching	and	realized,	oh,	this	seems	like	
a	really	awesome	program.	I’m	going	to	do	the	work	to	apply	to	it.”	When	I	asked	Student	B	
(who	now	attends	Vanderbilt)	 if	she	felt	disappointed	or	overwhelmed	at	the	prospect	of	
researching	and	applying	for	a	program	like	QuestBridge	on	her	own,	she	insisted	that	she	
never	expected	otherwise.	She	stated,	“I’m	confident	in	my	own	ability	to	try	and	navigate	
these	circumstances,	because	that’s	kind	of	just	what	I’ve	been	doing	my	entire	life.”	Student	
D,	who	went	to	a	public	magnet	school	in	Philadelphia	and	now	attends	Haverford	College,	
also	discovered	QuestBridge	at	the	encouragement	of	a	teacher.	“She	told	us	about	this	event	
at	the	University	of	Pennsylvania,”	Student	D	said.	“It	was	pretty	intimate.	It	was	a	meeting	
of	their	black	student	organizations	on	campus	[...]	and	it	turned	out	that	some	of	them	were	
QuestBridge	students.	I	had	never	heard	of	it	before,	but	they	were	like,	it’s	a	full	scholarship,	
you	 should	 try	 it.”	 I	 asked	whether	 Student	 D	 thought	 she	 would	 have	 learned	 about	
QuestBridge	had	she	not	attended	the	conference;	she	answered	that	she	already	knew	of	
the	program	by	name,	but	that,	“I	don’t	think	I	would	have	given	it	as	much	thought	without	
people	kind	of	selling	it	to	me	in	a	way.	I	had	seen	it	listed	on	things	but	it	kind	of	looks	like	
any	other	 scholarship	 if	 you	don’t	 know	anything	about	 it.”	 Student	E,	who	 attended	 two	
public	 schools	 in	 North	 Carolina	 and	 is	 now	 a	 student	 at	 Emory	 University,	 learned	 of	
QuestBridge	through	a	list	similar	to	what	Student	D	described.	“I	had	a	counselor	[...]	and	
she	would	send	high	school	students	opportunities	to	sign	up	for.”	

The	most	 prominent	 themes	 across	 interviews	 were	 that	 participants	 discovered	
QuestBridge	later	in	their	high	school	careers,	and	through	primarily	random	means.	Even	if	
some	participants	knew	of	QuestBridge	by	name	or	reference,	they	did	not	seriously	engage	
with	it	until	their	junior	or	senior	years	of	high	school,	usually	only	after	a	chance	encounter	
or	a	mentor	conversation.	Student	C,	in	particular,	was	adamant	that	had	she	not	been	on	an	
extracurricular	trip	with	a	particular	teacher,	she	would	not	have	known	about	QuestBridge	
in	time	to	apply	before	its	deadline.	Student	E	was	the	only	subject	who	reported	learning	
about	QuestBridge	directly	from	a	guidance	counselor,	and	Student	F	was	the	only	subject	to	
state	that	a	counselor	was	helpful	in	the	QuestBridge	application	process.	Ultimately,	there	
appeared	 to	 be	no	 organized	 advertising	 campaign	 (apart	 from	 Student	 A’s	 single	 flyer)	
present	 to	 participants	 outside	 of	 their	 individual	 school	 environments	 and	 chance	
informational	encounters.	Before	I	conducted	my	research,	 I	 tried	to	refrain	from	making	
sweeping	hypotheses	about	my	small	data	set,	but	I	did	anticipate	that	participants	would	
not	be	widely	aware	of	outreach	options	until	their	senior	years.	I	was	generally	correct	that	
participants	 did	 not	 discover	 QuestBridge	 until	 what	 felt	 like	 later	 in	 their	 high	 school	
careers,	 but	 this	 period	 of	 time	 typically	 coincided	 with	 whenever	 they	 began	 to	 think	
seriously	about	college	admissions.	In	most	cases,	this	was	actually	prior	to	the	participants’	



	

 

senior	year,	usually	during	their	junior	year	or	the	summer	that	directly	followed.	Therefore,	
while	most	participants	felt	that	they	encountered	QuestBridge	randomly	or	sporadically,	
the	timing	of	their	encounters	generally	fit	into	the	same	two	year	period.	

	
Sub-Question	B)	How	do	 students	perceive	 the	utility	and	value	of	organizations	 like	
QuestBridge?	
	
Within	 my	 data	 set,	 one	 subject	 participated	 in	 the	 QuestBridge	 College	 Prep	 Scholars	
Program,	four	participated	in	the	National	College	Match	Program,	and	one	participated	in	
both.	Students	B	and	E,	who	were	College	Prep	Scholars,	reported	that	the	program’s	main	
focus	 was	 to	 prepare	 students	 for	 the	 National	 Match	 application.	 Student	 B	 recalled	
attending	a	free	conference	at	Rice	University	before	her	senior	year;	she	was	able	to	speak	
with	 admissions	 officers	 from	 partner	 schools,	 workshop	 her	 application	 essays	 for	 the	
National	Match,	and	meet	fellow	Prep	Scholars.	She	noted	that,	“the	amount	of	information	
provided	 really	 summed	 up	 and	prepared	 me	 to	 actually	 fill	 out	 [The	 National	 Match]	
application	[and]	rank	my	colleges.”	Student	E,	who	did	not	ultimately	become	a	QuestBridge	
National	Match	Finalist,	reflected	that	her	time	as	a	Prep	Scholar	was	still	extremely	valuable.	
“I	 came	 from	 an	 area	with	 not	 a	 lot	 of	 opportunities,	 [so]	 anything	 that	 would	 help	me	
prepare	for	college	[...]	I	100%	went	for	it.”	She	continued,	“Once	I	was	in	the	CPS	program,	I	
met	a	lot	of	people	that	were	extremely	ambitious	and	accomplished.	I	wasn’t	really	used	to	
that,	because	the	 first	 few	years	of	high	school	most	people	didn’t	really	care	about	 their	
schoolwork.	I	thought	that	meeting	[other	College	Prep	Scholars]	was	really	motivating	and	
inspiring.	[...]	I	didn’t	get	the	[National	Match]	scholarship,	but	more	than	anything,	it	was	
the	people	that	I	met	that	really	helped	me,	and	the	connections	from	there.”	Here,	Student	
E’s	 testimony	 aligns	with	much	 of	 the	 current	 literature	 on	 high-	 achieving,	 low	 income	
students.	More	than	anything	else,	she	valued	QuestBridge	as	a	way	to	connect	with	other	
HALI	peers	and	gain	insights	into	the	college	admissions	process.	

The	majority	 of	 participants	who	did	 become	National	Match	 finalists	 had	 similar	
assessments	about	the	value	of	QuestBridge.	Except	for	Students	A	and	F,	all	explicitly	stated	
that	 the	prospect	 of	 a	 full	 scholarship	was	 the	main	 factor	 in	 their	 decision	 to	 apply.	 As	
Student	D	recounted,	“I’m	the	youngest	out	of	four	kids,	so	when	college	came	around,	I	was	
really	 searching	 for	scholarships,	and	 I	knew	that	 I	would	 follow	where	 the	money	was.”	
Student	C	reflected,	“my	parents	weren’t	able	to	contribute	anything	to	my	college	tuition,	so	
it’s	kind	of	on	me	to	get	scholarships.	[...]	I	just	thought	it	would	really	help	my	situation,	and	
it	would	be	one	of	 the	only	ways	I	could	go	to	a	really	big	school	that	 I	wanted	to	go	to.”	
Student	B	echoed	a	similar	sentiment:	she	was	drawn	to	QuestBridge	as	a	way	to	pay	for	a	
top	 institution.	 Student	 F	 admitted	 that	 pressure	 from	 an	 individual	 mentor	 was	 most	
impactful	in	his	decision	to	apply,	but	he	did	recall	that	the	program’s	resources	felt	“too	good	
to	be	true.”	Student	A,	on	the	other	hand,	felt	that	QuestBridge	was	more	of	an	opportunity	
to	keep	herself	in	check	with	college	deadlines.	She	anticipated	that	she	would	receive	the	



	

 

same	 amount	 of	 financial	 aid	 whether	 she	 applied	 through	 the	 Common	 Application	 or	
QuestBridge,	 so	 she	viewed	 the	early	QuestBridge	deadline	 (late	September)	as	a	way	 to	
“finish	the	applications	instead	of	leaving	them	to	the	last	minute.”	Interestingly,	Student	A	
was	the	only	subject	to	bring	up	the	fact	that	she	would	have	likely	received	considerable	
financial	 aid	 without	 QuestBridge.	 This	 may	 have	 been	 due	 to	 a	 blindspot	 in	 my	 own	
questioning	 (I	 did	 not	 ask	 participants	 about	 their	 anticipated	 contributions	 before	 the	
program),	but	may	also	 indicate	 that	researchers	cannot	quite	homogenize	 the	perceived	
value	of	an	organization	like	QuestBridge	to	be	monetary.	For	students	that	already	expect	
generous	financial	aid,	the	value	of	QuestBridge	might	linger	more	in	its	structure,	certainty,	
and	community.	

	
Sub-Question	 C)	 How	 do	 students	 understand	 their	 belonging	 in	 a	 program	 like	
QuestBridge?	
	
The	question	of	belonging	in	QuestBridge	and	identifying	with	its	eligibility	requirements	
elicited	several	different	types	of	responses	from	participants.	Student	F	was	most	direct:	“I	
felt	 like	 I	was	a	high-achieving	student	regardless	of	my	socioeconomic	status,	and	 I	also	
most	definitely	identified	as	a	low-income	student,	so	based	on	that	criteria,	I	definitely	felt	
two	for	two.”	Both	Student	C	and	Student	D	stated	that	they	felt	confident	in	their	academic	
abilities	and	identified	with	the	eligibility	criteria,	but	that	they	were	still	a	bit	daunted	by	
the	 prospect	 of	 a	 national	 competition.	 “I	 kept	 applying	 to	 safety	 schools,”	 Student	 D	
admitted.	“I	was	like,	if	this	doesn’t	happen,	I	don’t	want	to	be	just	out	of	luck.”	Student	A	also	
felt	that	she	“fell	within	the	category”	of	a	high-achieving,	low	income	student,	but	that	she	
wasn’t	 entirely	 certain	whether	 the	National	Match	was	 right	 for	her.	 “At	 the	 time,	 I	 still	
wasn’t	100%	sure	on	swimming	in	college.	So	it’s	like,	if	I	match	with	a	school	where	I	don’t	
want	to	swim,	how	would	that	affect	my	belonging	in	that	campus	community?”	Student	B	
brought	 up	 the	 issue	 of	 the	 specific	 financial	 requirements:	 “I	 always	 knew	 of	 my	
circumstances,	but	I	never	knew	what	it	looked	like	on	paper.”	She,	too,	identified	as	a	HALI	
student,	but	was	reluctant	to	embrace	QuestBridge	until	she	could	ensure	that	she	qualified	
financially.	Student	E,	on	the	other	hand,	had	no	doubts	about	her	financial	eligibility	for	the	
College	Prep	Scholars	program,	but	did	feel	“quite	a	bit	of	imposter	syndrome.”	Although	she	
later	grew	to	appreciate	the	friends	and	connections	she	made,	she	admitted	that	she	initially	
struggled	to	fit	in	with	other	high	achieving	peers.	“It	was	quite	a	bit	of	a	shock	[...]	but	we	
connected	through	Facebook	groups	[...]	and	then	we	made	an	unofficial	group	where	it	was	
easier	to	be	ourselves	because	there	weren’t	administrators	or	anything.	That’s	when	I	began	
to	find	my	belonging,	because	like,	you	relate	to	other	people,	you	realize	we’re	all	human.”	

Unsurprisingly,	there	were	fewer	common	themes	in	the	“belonging”	portions	of	the	
interviews.	While	all	participants	identified	under	the	umbrella	term	of	“high-achieving,	low	
income,”	they	diverged	in	more	specific	categories	of	belonging.	They	ranged	from	feeling	
completely	confident	in	their	abilities	and	prospects	to	feeling	like	an	imposter,	and	several	



	

 

observed	 that	 the	 national	 scope	 of	 the	 program	 was	 intimidating.	 However,	 most	
uncertainties	 about	 belonging	 appeared	 to	 surface	 prior	 to	 participants’	 acceptance	 or	
immersion	in	QuestBridge	programs.	In	other	words,	participants	mainly	reported	doubts	
about	whether	or	not	they	would	become	finalists,	not	whether	or	not	they	were	qualified.	
Student	E	was	the	only	subject	to	state	that	she	felt	intimidated	by	the	achievements	of	her	
QuestBridge	peers,	but	she	eventually	came	to	feel	comfortable	in	the	community.	

	
How	do	services	like	QuestBridge	shape	student	opinions	on	higher	education	and	their	
decisions	on	where	to	apply?	
	
The	 bulk	 of	 the	 literature	 on	 high-achieving,	 low	 income	 students	 concerns	 their	 college	
application	habits.	Prior	studies	argue	that	HALI	students	often	“undermatch,”	or	apply	to	
less	selective	institutions	than	they	are	qualified	to	attend	(Hoxby	and	Avery,	2012).	As	a	
result,	 most	existing	 literature	 calls	 for	 more	 college	 access	 programs	 and	 counseling	
resources	to	guide	HALI	students	toward	competitive	schools.	In	my	own	study,	however,	
most	participants	did	not	report	that	QuestBridge	significantly	impacted	the	selectivity	of	
where	they	chose	to	apply.	Student	B,	for	example,	noted	that	many	of	the	schools	she	was	
already	considering	overlapped	with	QuestBridge	partner	institutions.	Student	C	stated	that	
“it	was	pretty	much	everywhere	I	already	wanted	to	go,”	and	Student	F	admitted	that	while	
becoming	a	Finalist	exposed	him	to	more	elite	colleges,	he	had	already	planned	to	apply	to	
Harvard,	the	University	of	Chicago,	and	Emory,	in	addition	to	two	safety	schools.	Student	D	
did	believe	that	QuestBridge	had	an	impact	on	where	she	applied,	but	in	the	sense	that	she	
focused	most	of	her	attention	on	QuestBridge	partner	schools,	which	were	already	selective.	
A	common	theme	across	the	four	interviews,	then,	was	that	QuestBridge	did	not	necessarily	
spark	new	interest	in	elite	institutions,	but	rather	provided	opportunities	and	resources	for	
existing	aspirations.	

The	exceptions	were	Student	A	and	Student	E,	but	for	vastly	different	reasons.	As	a	
prospective	college	athlete,	Student	A	noted	that	becoming	a	QuestBridge	finalist	altered	her	
recruitment	plans.	Some	of	the	schools	she	had	initially	considered	for	swimming	were	not	
QuestBridge	partner	institutions,	so	she	had	to	decide	whether	she	still	wanted	to	compete	
where	she	matched.	Student	E	had	already	considered	a	range	of	schools	before	she	joined	
the	 Prep	 Scholars	 program,	 but	 claimed	 that	 the	 competitive,	 achievement-driven	
atmosphere	pushed	her	to	apply	to	over	20	colleges,	many	of	which	were	more	selective	than	
she	had	anticipated.	
Therefore,	 Student	 E’s	 testimony	more	 directly	 supports	 Hoxby	 and	 Avery’s	 claims	 that	
counseling	 services	 and	 proximity	 to	 high-achieving	 peers	 promote	 stronger	 application	
habits.	
	
		
	



	

 

Conclusion	
	
At	 the	 beginning	 of	 my	 research	 process,	 I	 set	 out	 to	 investigate	 several	 key	 questions	
regarding	college	access	organizations	for	high-achieving,	low	income	students.	I	spoke	with	
six	students	who	had	utilized	QuestBridge	(a	national	nonprofit),	either	through	its	College	
Prep	Scholar	Program	or	the	National	College	Match.	My	overarching	question	was	about	
general	 student	 perceptions,	 but	 I	 divided	 my	 interviews	 into	 three	 categories:	 contact,	
value,	and	belonging.	Ultimately,	my	research	offers	 insights	 into	three	tentative	findings.	
These	 findings	 are	not	meant	 to	be	 read	as	 conclusive,	 but	 rather	 as	potential	points	 for	
discussion	and	further	research.	First,	QuestBridge	appears	to	lack	a	concerted	advertising	
campaign.	All	participants	discovered	the	program	through	chance	encounters	(the	mail,	a	
conference)	or	individual	mentors.	QuestBridge	was	not	widely	known	or	circulated	at	the	
participants’	 schools,	and	only	 two	subjects	noted	that	 their	counselors	were	particularly	
helpful	in	the	application	process.	

Furthermore,	participants	were	not	generally	aware	of	QuestBridge	until	later	in	their	
high	 school	careers,	 which	 prompts	 additional	 questions	 of	 equity	 in	 the	 college	 access	
industry.	Whereas	higher-income	students	may	have	access	to	tutoring	and	counseling	as	
early	as	middle	school,	the	participants	in	my	study	were	not	privy	to	QuestBridge	until	their	
junior	or	 senior	 years	of	 high	 school.	My	 second	 finding	 concerns	 the	perceived	value	of	
QuestBridge.	Four	participants	primarily	valued	QuestBridge	as	a	way	to	pay	for	college,	one	
valued	it	as	a	way	to	enforce	application	deadlines,	and	another	valued	it	as	an	opportunity	
to	connect	with	other	HALI	students.	These	responses	are	too	disparate	(and	from	too	small	
a	data	set)	to	draw	any	serious	conclusion,	but	they	do	indicate	that	the	perceived	benefits	
of	organizations	like	QuestBridge	vary	from	student	to	student.	While	paying	for	college	was	
a	serious	concern	for	some	participants,	others	already	anticipated	financial	aid	and	simply	
desired	 application	 structure	 or	 a	 community	 of	 high-achieving	 peers.	 Ultimately,	 these	
differences	 reinforce	 the	 idea	 that	 HALI	 students	 come	 from	 diverse	 backgrounds,	 and	
should	not	be	homogenized	as	a	population.	In	order	to	promote	and	support	programs	like	
QuestBridge,	it	is	vital	to	understand	that	HALI	students	will	perceive	its	value	differently.	If	
QuestBridge	 ever	 launches	 a	 more	 substantial	 marketing	 campaign,	 or	 if	 teachers	 and	
counselors	attempt	to	publicize	 it	 themselves,	all	parties	should	aim	to	highlight	both	the	
financial	and	communal	elements	of	the	program.	Finally,	and	perhaps	most	controversially,	
my	 research	 revealed	 that	most	 participants	were	 already	planning	 to	 apply	 to	 selective	
colleges	with	or	without	QuestBridge.	While	some	subjects	noted	that	QuestBridge	narrowed	
their	prospective	lists	or	introduced	them	to	lesser-known	elite	schools,	only	one	participant	
claimed	that	 the	program	prompted	her	to	consider	more	selective	colleges	 than	she	had	
anticipated.	For	others,	QuestBridge	served	as	more	of	a	helpful	tool	(and	eventual	source	of	
funding)	 in	 a	 competitive	 application	 process	 that	 they	 were	 already	 intent	 to	 navigate	
themselves.	

	



	

 

My	findings	have	two	potential	implications	for	future	research.	First,	they	expose	a	
need	for	 more	 studies	 on	 college	 access	 organizations	 geared	 toward	 HALI	 students.	
QuestBridge	 is	 the	most	 famous	 example,	 yet	 it	 has	 no	 existing	 literature	 base,	 and	 it	 is	
difficult	to	draw	concrete	conclusions	about	its	efficacy	without	wide	scale	data.	Second,	my	
findings	reveal	that	it	may	be	time	to	reexamine	existing	narratives	about	high-achieving,	
low	 income	 students.	 Save	 one	 exception,	 participants	 in	 my	 study	 did	 not	 appear	 to	
“undermatch”	or	doubt	 their	 abilities	 to	 apply	 to	 competitive	 schools.	 I	may	have	simply	
interviewed	 students	 who	 were	 highly	 motivated	 and	 intent	 to	 become	 competitive	
applicants	on	their	own,	but	such	consistency	across	a	single	data	set	begs	the	question	of	
whether	 the	 same	 is	 true	 for	 larger	 populations.	 Since	 Hoxby	 and	 Avery	 released	 their	
landmark	study	in	2012,	there	has	not	been	another	systematic	report	on	HALI	application	
patterns.	 Another	 national	 study	 might	 take	 more	 time	 and	 resources,	but	 it	 would	 be	
extremely	helpful	to	investigate	whether	HALI	students	are	still	undermatching	at	the	same	
levels	 they	 were	 in	 2012.	 If	 undermatching	 is	 indeed	 in	 decline,	 perhaps	 as	 a	 result	 of	
increased	 access	 to	 information	 through	 social	 media	 or	 the	 internet,	 college	 access	
organizations	will	 certainly	 need	 this	 data	 to	 better	 anticipate	 and	 support	 heightened	
application	demands.	

Above	all	else,	high-achieving,	low	income	students	are	a	robust,	diverse	demographic	
that	deserve	far	more	attention,	resources,	and	literature	than	they	have	received	in	the	past.	
While	my	findings	are	small	and	largely	qualitative,	I	hope	that	they	can	provide	an	initial	
window	 into	the	 student	 perceptions	 and	 experiences	 that	 are	 necessary	 to	 understand	
issues	of	access	and	equity	in	higher	education.	
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Appendix	A	
	
Targeted	Interview	Population	

• 6	high-achieving,	low	income	students	who	participated	in	the	Questbridge	National	
Match	Program	and/or	the	Questbridge	College	Prep	Scholars	Program.	

• Students	are	currently	enrolled	in	college,	and	attend	Stanford,	Northwestern,	
Washington	University	in	St.	Louis,	Vanderbilt,	Haverford,	and	Emory.	

	
Draft	Interview	Questions	

1. Where	did	you	attend	high	school,	and	how	would	you	describe	the	socioeconomic	
make-up	of	your	school?	Did	you	feel	that	academics	were	prioritized	and	your	peers	
were	performing	at	a	high	level?	

2. How	did	you	hear	about	the	QuestBridge	program?	How	impactful	were	any	counselors,	
teachers,	peers,	or	family	members	in	your	discovery	of	the	program?	

3. How	did	you	perceive	the	usefulness	of	a	program	like	QuestBridge?	Did	it	strike	you	as	
particularly	beneficial	to	your	situation?	What	drew	you	to	its	services?	

4. How	did	you	understand	your	belonging	in	a	program	like	QuestBridge?	Did	you	
immediately	identify	with	its	eligibility	requirements?	

5. How	did	QuestBridge	influence	where	and	to	how	many	colleges	you	chose	to	apply?	
Had	you	not	become	a	Finalist,	do	you	think	you	would	have	applied	to	the	same	
schools?	

6. How	did	QuestBridge	impact	your	sense	of	college	readiness?	During	your	time	with	the	
program,	did	you	receive	college	counseling,	mentoring,	or	any	other	services	you	found	
to	be	helpful?	

	
	 	



	

 

Draft	Interview	Protocol	
	
1. Collect	informed	consent	prior	to	any	interviews.	I	will	provide	all	prospective	subjects	

with	clear	information	about	the	purposes	and	logistics	of	the	study,	answer	any	
questions,	and	then	provide	ample	time	for	them	to	decide	whether	they	would	like	to	
participate	in	an	interview.	If	the	subject	wishes	to	proceed	with	the	study,	I	will	supply	
them	with	an	Interview	Consent	Form	that	must	be	signed	before	any	interviews	can	
occur.	I	will	reassure	the	subject	that	they	can	withdraw	from	the	study	at	any	time.	

2. Develop	a	script	to	open	and	close	the	interview.	This	does	not	need	to	be	long	or	
formal;	just	a	short	paragraph	that	thanks	the	interviewee	for	their	time,	touches	on	the	
goals	of	my	research,	and	ties	back	to	my	questions.	

3. Collect	consent	to	screen	record	the	interview	on	Zoom	and	take	notes.	By	this	point,	
the	subject	will	have	signed	a	consent	form,	but	I	will	ask	for	their	permission	to	record	
and	clarify	any	remaining	questions.	

4. Begin	with	basic	questions:	subject	name,	school,	year,	major.	Create	a	warm	and	
welcoming	interview	environment	by	asking	how	their	day	is	going,	how	the	school	
year	is	going,	etc.	

5. Ease	into	more	structured	questions.	Rely	on	“how”	questions	rather	than	“what”	
questions,	and	allow	subjects	space	to	bring	up	their	own	points,	arguments,	and	
experiences.	Begin	with	a	structured	question,	listen	to	subject	response,	then	ask	
follow-	up	and/or	clarifying	questions.	

6. Conclude	the	interview	with	the	closing	script.	Thank	the	subject	for	their	time	and	
insights,	and	communicate	the	remaining	timeline	of	the	research.	

7. Immediately	after	the	interview,	write	a	reflection	that	details	any	insights	and	key	
concepts.	

8. Code	insights	and	concepts	with	a	code	book.	Begin	with	a	preliminary,	deductive	code	
book,	but	create	an	inductive	code	book	as	interviews	progress	and	consistent	themes	
and	terms	surface.	

9. In	the	writing	process,	ensure	the	confidentiality	and	privacy	of	all	subjects	with	
pseudonyms,	vague	references	to	geography,	and	letter/number	delineations.	

	 	



	

 

Appendix	B	
	
Sample	Code	Book	
	
Code	 Description	 Example	

Contact	with	
QuestBridge	

Student	exposure	to	information	
about	QuestBridge	before	
applying.	Applies	to	peers,	
counselors,	teachers,	family,	social	
media,	and	the	internet.	
	

“My	junior	year	English	teacher	just	
randomly	brought	it	up,	and	kind	of	just,	
you	know,	threw	it	out	there	and	said,	if	
this	is	something	interesting,	you	go	for	
it	on	your	own.”	-Student	B	

Value	of	
QuestBridge	

Student	perceptions	of	
QuestBridge	utility	(e.g.,	benefits	
of	the	programs,	drawbacks	of	the	
programs,	rationales	for	applying).	

“I	came	from	an	area	with	not	a	lot	of	
opportunities,	[so]	anything	that	would	
help	me	prepare	for	college	[...]	I	100%	
went	for	it.”	-Student	E	

Belonging	in	
QuestBridge	

Student	perceptions	of	where	they	
fit	into	the	QuestBridge	eligibility	
requirements	(e.g.,	did	they	
immediately	identify	with	the	
program	requirements	and	how	
did	their	participation	in	the	
program	make	them	feel	as	
students).	
	

“I	felt	like	I	was	a	high-	achieving	
student	regardless	of	my	socioeconomic	
status,	and	I	also	most	definitely	
identified	as	a	low-income	student,	so	
based	on	that	criteria,	I	definitely	felt	
two	for	two.”	-Student	F	

College	Plans	 Student	college	plans	prior	and	
post	participation	in	QuestBridge.	

“It	was	pretty	much	everywhere	I	
already	wanted	to	go.	I	thought	it	was	a	
great	opportunity.”	-Student	C	
	

Access	to	
Higher	
Education	

Student	perceptions	of	higher	
education	in	general;	opinions	on	
access	to	college	as	a	low-	income	
student,	QuestBridge	efficacy,	etc.	

“For	me	personally,	even	if	I	had	
applied	through	the	common	
application,	and	didn’t	do	QuestBridge,	I	
would	have	received	the	same	amount	
of	financial	aid	from	any	school.	[But]	
matching	is	super	helpful	if	you	think	
you	won’t	get	a	similar	amount	of	
financial	aid	from	the	school.”	



	

 

Free	Speech	and	Social	Justice:	Opposite	Sides	of	the	
Same	Coin	

Kevin	Ray	

Abstract	
College	campuses	have	long	been	at	the	forefront	of	activism,	social	justice,	and	free	speech.	
For	most	of	the	history	of	campus	activism,	these	movements	worked	together,	recognizing	
that	they	had	to	rely	on	each	other	to	reach	their	goals.	However,	recently	it	seems	to	be	that	
these	movements	have	moved	against	each	other.	Many	campus	social	justice	movements	do	
not	 look	 favorably	 on	 campus	 free	 speech	 movements	 and	vice	 versa.	 The	 goal	 of	 this	
research	project	is	to	determine	and	analyze	the	current	attitudes	toward	free	speech	and	
social	justice	movements	on	campus	and	the	factors	that	have	contributed	to	these	feelings,	
both	political	and	social.	The	results	of	this	research	can	help	students	and	administrators	
learn	more	about	what	is	driving	both	movements	and	how	students	feel	about	the	efficacy	
of	each	movement.	



	

 

Introduction	
	
College	campuses	have	long	been	seen	as	bastions	of	free	speech	and	ground	zero	for	social	
justice	movements.	Dating	back	to	the	1960s	and	1970s,	students	across	the	country	led	one	
of	the	largest	protest	movements	in	American	history	against	the	Vietnam	War	and	the	Cold	
War	right	on	their	school	campuses.	When	students	used	their	campus	as	platforms	to	speak	
against	authority,	the	authority	did	not	respond	kindly.	Schools	and	universities	tried	to	shut	
down	student	protests	and	movements.	
Therefore,	many	students	had	to	use	the	principles	of	free	speech	to	fight	for	their	right	to	
protest	 on	 campus.	 Thus,	 the	 free	 speech	 movements	 and	 student	 protest	 movements	
became	one–fighting	together	for	similar	causes.	Culminating	in	Tinker	v.	Des	Moines,	the	
movements	 fought	 to	 secure	 students’	 right	 to	 free	 speech	 and,	 by	 extension,	 protest	
(Dhingra	2019,	p.	658).	

However,	more	recently	it	seems	that	campus	protest	and	social	justice	movements	
and	campus	free	speech	movements	seem	to	be	on	opposite	sides	in	battle.	As	seen	most	
recently	 on	 Harvard’s	 own	 campus	 in	 the	 situation	 regarding	 GOV	 50	 in	 the	 Fall	 2020	
semester.	As	part	 of	 the	 course,	 a	 controversial	 guest	was	 invited	 to	 campus	 to	 speak	 to	
students	 (Chen	2020).	Many	 students	 felt	 uncomfortable	with	 this	 guest	 speaking	 to	 the	
class,	based	on	prior	comments	that	the	guest	made	(Chen	2020).	However,	the	professor	
defended	the	decision,	citing	free	speech	and	the	necessity	for	opposing	viewpoints	(Chen	
2020).	And	so,	free	speech	and	social	justice	moved	to	opposite	sides,	outwardly	opposing	
each	other.	Social	justice	movements	argued	that,	while	free	speech	is	important,	students	
being	 able	 to	 feel	 safe	 and	 supported	 on	 campus	 was	 more	 important.	 Free	 speech	
movements	argued	that	college	campuses	are	supposed	to	be	places	where	free	dialogue	is	
encouraged	 and	 that	 colleges	 have	 moved	 away	 from	 this	 principle	 in	 favor	 of	 making	
students	feel	overly	comfortable.	The	university	appeared	to	play	both	sides,	not	outwardly	
supporting		either	movement	(Chen	2020).	

This	evolution	of	attitudes	toward	both	social	justice	and	free	speech	on	campus	is	
the	driving	motivation	behind	this	research	project.	Researching	and	understanding	these	
situations	is	important,	not	just	to	students,	but	to	faculty	and	administrators	who	may	feel	
stuck	between	a	rock	and	a	hard	place	when	it	comes	to	protecting	both	rights	to	protest	and	
rights	 to	 free	 speech.	 This	 research	 project	 will	 address	 the	 questions	 of	 how	 attitudes	
toward	free	speech	and	social	justice	movements	have	changed	over	time,	and	what	factors	
are	 influencing	 current	 attitudes	 toward	 free	 speech	 and	 social	 justice	 movements.	
Furthermore,	this	research	project	is	an	empirical	project.	While	I	do	dive	into	the	history	of	
free	 speech	 and	 social	 justice	 on	 campus,	 I	 also	 spend	 significant	time	 analyzing	 current	
attitudes	to	both	free	speech	and	social	justice	on	campus,	and	what	factors	are	influencing	
them.	To	do	 this,	 I	 surveyed	 students	of	different	demographic	groups	 (e.g.	 race,	 gender,	
political	beliefs)	to	understand	their	feelings	toward	these	two	campus	movements	and	what	
these	movements	mean	for	their	place	on	campus.	



	

 

Literature	Review	
	
The	idea	of	free	speech	and	social	justice	being	on	opposite	sides	of	the	same	issues	is	not	a	
new	 idea–there	 is	 a	 copious	 amount	 of	 research	 and	 analysis	 relating	 to	 the	 historical	
relationship	of	 free	 speech	 and	 social	 justice	 on	 college	 campuses,	 as	well	as	 studies	 into	
current	student	attitudes	toward	free	speech	and	social	justice	on	campus.	

“Student	 and	Administrative	 Responses	 to	 Collective	 Action	 on	 Campus”	 provides	
great	insight	and	context	to	the	impact	of	the	tenuous	relationship	between	free	speech	and	
social	justice	on	universities.	As	the	rise	of	both	protests	for	social	justice	and	free	speech	
have	expanded	on	college	campuses,	campus	administrators	have	struggled	to	find	the	bridge	
between	making	sure	all	students	feel	safe	and	on	campus	while	ensuring	that	all	students	
feel	welcome	to	exercise	their	free	speech	on	campus	(Lockard	2019,	p.	185).	This	puts	into	
context	 the	 potential	 results	 of	 this	 study.	 It	 is	 important	 for	 both	 students	 and	
administrators	to	understand	how	students	feel	about	the	movements	that	are	occurring	on	
campus	 so	 that	 the	 university	 is	 able	 to	 make	 informed	 decisions	 with	 guidance	 from	
students.	

“Student	Free	Speech	and	Schools	as	Public	Spaces”	takes	a	strict	approach	relating	
to	 campus	 speech,	 arguing	 that	 the	most	 important	 right	 that	 students	 reserve	while	 at	
school	is	the	right	to	free	speech.	Since	colleges	are	institutions	of	learning,	students	should	
feel	welcome	to	exercise	free	speech	and	institutions	should	do	all	possible	to	protect	their	
free	speech	(Dhingra	2019,	p.	659).	This	view	of	free	speech	can	be	at	odds	with	the	views	of	
many	students	who	believe	that	while	free	speech	is	important	and	should	be	protected	as	
much	 as	 possible,	 the	 main	 priority	 for	 the	 university	 and	 its	 administration	 should	 be	
creating	a	welcoming	environment	where	all	students	feel	safe.	These	distinct	views	can	be	
seen	as	 the	origins	of	 the	 split	between	 free	 speech	and	social	 justice	movements.	 In	 the	
course	of	this	study,	there	are	likely	to	be	students	that	have	views	that	reflect	those	argued	
by	Dhindra,	and	the	insight	argued	by	Dhingra	can	provide	context	as	to	what	these	views	
mean	and	what	role	they	play	in	the	broader	climate	relating	to	free	speech	on	campus.	

“Activism,	Free	Speech,	and	Power”	by	Nancy	Thomas	brings	together	the	ideas	from	
all	of	the	previous	literature	and	discusses	the	evolution	of	free	speech	and	discussion	on	
campuses,	 and	 how	 conflict	 and	 disagreement	 between	 students	 can	 contribute	 to	 the	
witnessed	divide	between	free	speech	and	social	justice.	While	college	campuses	have	long	
been	seen	as	the	original	space	for	discussion	and	disagreement	as	means	for	learning,	even	
these	campuses	are	no	longer	immune	to	the	passion	and	division	that	is	being	witnessed	
throughout	the	rest	of	the	country	(Thomas	2019,	p.	21).	As	noted	by	Thomas,	many	of	the	
contemporary	cases	of	clashing	between	social	justice	and	free	speech	come	from	the	idea	of	
political	correctness.	As	college	campuses	move	to	become	spaces	where	all	students	can	feel	
welcome	 and	 safe	 to	 express	 themselves,	 there	 has	 been	 a	 backlash	 against	 the	 idea	 of	
political	correctness,	where	colleges	take	action	against	inflammatory	speech	that	might	be	
harmful	 to	 other	students	 (Thomas	 2019,	 p.	 24).	 Naturally,	 this	 has	 caused	 social	 justice	



	

 

movements	on	campus,	which	are	typically	 led	by	and	for	minority	and	underrepresented	
students,	 to	 come	 at	 odds	with	 free	 speech	movements,	which	 are	 fighting	 back	 against	
political	correctness.	This	idea	provides	an	interesting	explanation	for	whatever	results	are	
found	 in	 this	 study.	 Students	who	 respond	 that	 they	 feel	 negatively	 toward	 current	 free	
speech	 movements	 might	 be	 students	 who	 identify	 with	 minority	 or	 underrepresented	
groups,	while	students	who	feel	positively	toward	current	free	speech	might	be	against	the	
idea	of	political	correctness.	

Additionally,	there	is	a	lot	of	research	that	provides	methodological	guidance	for	this	
study.	 Most	 comprehensively,	 the	 Heterodox	Academy	 annual	 study	 “Understanding	the	
Campus	Expression	Climate”	provides	extensive	methodological	insights	and	can	provide	a	
guide	 for	 data	 collection	 and	 analysis	 on	 this	 topic.	 This	 study	 interviewed	 students	 of	
different	demographics	groups	across	multiple	campuses	around	the	country	on	their	views	
toward	free	speech,	discussion	of	controversial	 topics,	and	diversity	of	viewpoints	on	the	
college	campuses	(Stiksma	2020).	The	sampling	methods	used	 in	 the	Heterodox	Academy	
study	have	greatly	influenced	the	sampling	methods	used	in	this	study.	In	creating	a	sample,	
Heterodox	Academy	attempted	to	get	a	range	of	students	that	were	representative	of	 the	
total	population	of	college	students	in	America;	diversity	in	race,	gender,	political	ideology,	
sexuality,	religion,	and	area	of	study	were	all	achieved	to	gain	insights	from	as	many	types	of	
students	as	possible	(Stiksma	2020).	This	level	of	insight	is	what	can	be	hoped	to	be	achieved	
from	this	study.	By	interviewing	a	diverse	range	of	students	on	the	Harvard	College	campus,	
which	is	diverse	in	some	aspects	but	monolithic	in	others,	this	study	can	better	understand	
what	is	driving	the	current	attitudes	toward	free	speech	and	social	justice	on	the	campus.	
	
Free	Speech	and	Social	Justice	on	Harvard’s	Campus	Survey	
	
Methodology	
	
This	survey	was	conducted	through	an	online	survey	sent	 to	selected	samples	of	students	
across	Harvard	University.	One	entire	Harvard	first-year	entryway,	averaging	30	students,	
was	 invited	 to	participate	 in	 the	survey	providing	roughly	a	17%	response	rate.	Since	all	
Harvard	 students	 are	 randomly	 assigned	 to	 their	 First-Year	 Dorms/Entryways,	 each	
entryway	can	be	seen	as	representative	of	the	first-year	population	as	a	whole,	and	the	first-
year	population	can	be	representative	of	the	entire	undergraduate	population	of	Harvard.	

The	survey	included	questions	about	the	student’s	opinions	on	current	social	justice	
movements	 and	 controversies	 relating	 to	 free	 speech	 on	 campus,	 the	 student’s	
demographics,	and	how	those	demographics	shape	their	attitudes	towards	social	justice	and	
free	speech	on	campus.	The	survey	questions	were	divided	into	four	sections:	Free	Speech	
Ideals,	 Free	 Speech	 on	 Campus,	 Social	 Justice	 on	 Campus,	 and	 Demographics.	 In	 the	
demographic	section,	 respondents	reported	 their	class	year,	gender,	 race,	sexual	 identity,	
and	political	affiliation.	The	full	set	of	interview	questions	are	listed	in	Appendix	A.	



	

 

However,	 there	 are	 limitations	 to	 this	 survey	 methodology.	 By	 exclusively	
interviewing	 students	 at	 Harvard	 University,	 this	 study	 is	 limited	 to	 students	 who	 have	
experienced	free	speech	and	social	justice	on	a	liberal,	elite	university	campus.	This	is	not	
representative	of	the	average	college	student	in	the	United	States,	and	therefore	the	results	
are	 biased	 to	 the	 type	 of	 institution	 that	 the	 study	 was	 conducted	 at.	 Additionally,	by	
conducting	this	study	through	an	online	survey,	there	will	be	a	loss	of	personality	and	nuance	
that	would	occur	when	 students	 are	 able	 to	 verbalize	 their	 own	 responses	 in	 a	 personal	
setting.	However,	this	option	of	using	an	online	survey	will	give	us	a	wider	array	of	data	that	
is	easier	to	synthesize	and	interpret.	Furthermore,	there	was	not	enough	demographic	data	
to	 conclude	 how	 certain	 demographics	 responded	 to	 free	 speech	 and	 social	 justice.	 This	
prevents	us	from	analyzing	demographics	as	a	 factor	 in	current	student	attitudes	towards	
free	speech	and	social	justice.	
	
Findings	
	
Each	response	to	a	question	had	a	corresponding	point	value.	These	response	point	values	
were	tallied	to	assign	each	respondent	a	point	value	for	each	section.	The	points	values	for	
the	sections	were	then	compared	to	determine	whether	the	respondent’s	responses	were	
more	pro-free	speech	or	pro-social	justice.	Of	the	total	responses,	25%	of	respondents	were	
pro-free	speech,	25%	were	pro-social	 justice,	and	50%	were	equal.	The	survey	 found	that	
there	was	an	inverse	relationship	between	approval	of	free	speech	activism	and	approval	of	
social	justice	activism.	Among	all	respondents,	respondents	with	higher	social	justice	scores	
had	lower	free	speech	scores	and	vice	versa.	

The	study	also	found	that	75%	of	students	gave	full	approval	of	the	idea	of	free	speech,	
however	only	50%	of	students	approved	of	free	speech	activism.	50%	of	respondents	rated	
social	justice	positively,	25%	of	respondents	had	mixed	feelings	for	social	justice,	and	25%	
of	respondents	disapproved	of	social	justice.	However,	the	only	students	who	did	not	give	full	
approval	 to	 free	 speech	 are	 pro-social	 justice	 students,	 and	 the	 only	 students	 who	
disapproved	 of	 social	 justice	 movements	 were	 pro-free	 speech.	 This	 further	 signals	 an	
inverse	relationship	between	free	speech	and	social	justice.	
	 The	results	of	the	Free	Speech	and	Social	Justice	on	Harvard’s	Campus	survey	can	be	
further	put	into	context	with	the	results	of	the	“Class	of	2024:	By	The	Numbers”	survey	by	
the	Harvard	Crimson.	The	survey,	which	had	a	76%	response	rate	from	the	entire	Harvard	
first-year	 class,	 addressed	 both	Harvard	 and	Non-Harvard	 free	 speech	 and	 social	 justice	
issues.	This	 survey	 found	 that	 30%	of	Harvard	 first-year	were	 not	 concerned	 about	 free	
speech,	26.6%	were	concerned,	30.5%	were	neither	concerned	nor	unconcerned,	and	12.9%	
did	not	have	enough	information.	This	shows	for	most	Harvard	first-years,	free	speech	is	not	
a	major	issue	for	them	to	be	concerned	about	while	on	campus.	
	
	



	

 

GENED	1039	-	Campus	Expression	Survey	
	
Methodology	
	
This	survey	was	conducted	through	an	online	survey	sent	to	a	full	sample	of	students	enrolled	
in	 Harvard	 Faculty	 of	 Arts	 and	 Science’s	 GENED	 1039	 Higher	 Education:	 Students,	
Institutions,	 and	Controversies.	 The	 course	 has	 27	 enrolled	 students	 and	 the	 survey	had	
roughly	an	82%	response	rate.	

The	survey	included	questions	about	the	student’s	opinions	on	controversies	relating	
to	free	speech	on	campus,	campus	culture,	and	the	role	University	Administration	can	play	
in	 shaping	 the	 campus	 culture.	 The	 survey	 questions	 were	 divided	 into	 five	 sections:	
Consequence	 Items,	 Campus	 Experience	 -	 Treatment,	 Viewpoint	 Diversity,	 Freedom	 of	
Expression,	and	Demographics.	In	the	demographic	section,	respondents	reported	their	class	
year,	 gender,	 race,	 sexual	 identity,	 concentration,	 and	 political	 affiliation.	 The	 full	 set	 of	
interview	questions	are	in	Appendix	B.	

However,	there	are	limitations	to	this	survey	methodology	that	are	similar	to	those	of	
the	Free	Speech	and	Social	Justice	on	Harvard’s	Campus	survey.	By	exclusively	interviewing	
students	at	Harvard	University,	this	study	is	limited	to	students	who	have	experienced	free	
speech	 and	 social	 justice	 on	 a	 liberal,	 elite	 university	 campus.	 However,	 the	 additional	
limitation	 of	 only	 interviewing	 students	 from	 the	 GENED	 1039	 course	 is	 present	 in	 this	
survey.	 Students	 in	 the	GENED	1039	 class	 are	likely	 to	be	 interested	 in	 learning	about	or	
studying	higher	education	or	sociology.	This,	along	with	the	respondents	being	students	at	
Harvard	College,	 can	 add	bias	 to	 the	 sample	 that	 is	 not	necessarily	 representative	of	 the	
average	college	student	 in	 the	United	States.	Additionally,	 similar	 to	 the	Free	Speech	and	
Social	Justice	on	Harvard’s	Campus	survey,	this	study	was	conducted	by	online	survey.	With	
this	method,	there	will	be	a	loss	of	personality	and	nuance	that	would	occur	when	students	
are	able	to	verbalize	their	own	responses	in	a	personal	setting.	However,	this	option	of	using	
an	online	survey	will	give	us	a	wider	array	of	data	that	is	easier	to	synthesize	and	interpret.	
	
Findings	
	
The	results	of	the	GENED	1039	-	Campus	Expression	Survey	portray	a	campus	culture	that	
has	used	social	justice	to	limit	free	speech	on	campus.	The	survey	found	that	about	4	in	10	
respondents	were	at	least	slightly	concerned	that	expressing	their	views	could	lead	to	their	
professor	lowering	their	grade	and	almost	7	in	10	respondents	feared	that	expressing	their	
opinions	could	lead	to	other	students	criticizing	their	views	on	social	media.	This	shows	that	
student	respondents	 feel	 that	 they	have	to	be	 limiting	and	censoring	themselves	to	avoid	
repercussions,	even	without	official	University	policies	or	intervention.	

Furthermore,	 the	 results	 of	 the	 survey	 show	 that	 over	 60%	 of	 students	 feel	 it's	
appropriate	to	use	noise	to	drown	out	offensive	speakers	and	prevent	them	from	speaking.	



	

 

While	 students	 felt	 that	 there	was	 a	 culture	 that	 prevented	 students	 from	 being	 able	 to	
express	 their	 views	 on	 campus,	 they	 also	 felt	 that	 students	 had	 the	 right	 to	protest	 and	
express	 their	disapproval	when	 these	views	are	potentially	offensive.	This	 recognition	of	
both	 sides	 can	 potentially	 be	 seen	 as	 the	 driving	 force	 behind	 the	 division	between	 free	
speech	and	social	justice	on	campus.	
	
Conclusion	
	
The	results	 from	the	Free	Speech	and	Social	 Justice	on	Harvard’s	Campus	survey	and	the	
GENED	1039	-	Campus	Expression	Survey	found	that	there	was	general	disapproval	of	the	
current	 climate	 relating	 to	both	 free	 speech	and	 social	 justice	on	Harvard’s	 campus.	Both	
surveys	found	that,	while	most	students	themselves	are	not	concerned	about	their	own	free	
speech	on	campus,	they	believe	that	campus	culture	doesn’t	allow	for	all	students	to	freely	
speak	on	campus.	However,	both	surveys	also	show	that	students	feel	it	is	necessary	to	take	
steps	to	ensure	a	healthy	and	safe	campus	for	all	students,	even	if	it	requires	limiting	certain	
speech.	

However,	it	is	of	note	that	the	results	of	this	study	are	limited	to	a	sample	at	Harvard	
College.	 As	 shown	 in	 the	 Class	 of	 2024	 By	 the	 Numbers	 Survey,	 over	 70%	 of	 first-year	
students	at	Harvard	identify	themselves	as	“Liberal”,	with	over	30%	specifically	identifying	
as	“very	liberal”.	Compared	to	the	Heterodox	Academy’s	Campus	Expression	Survey,	where	
only	about	45%	of	students	reported	most	closely	identify	with	the	Democratic	Party,	this	
makes	 the	Harvard	student	body	much	more	 liberal	 than	 the	average	US	college	student,	
which	can	add	bias	in	skewing	the	results	to	be	in	favor	of	more	liberal	ideals,	such	as	social	
justice	activism.	Additionally,	the	Class	of	2024	By	the	Numbers	Survey	finds	that	the	Harvard	
student	body	is	slightly	whiter	and	much	more	male	than	the	makeup	found	in	the	Heterodox	
Academy.	

In	 the	 context	 relating	 specifically	 to	Harvard	University,	 these	 results	 have	 given	
insight	 into	how	 students	 think	 the	University	 administration	 can	help	bridge	 the	divide	
between	social	 justice	and	 free	speech	and	make	a	better	campus	environment.	The	Free	
Speech	and	Social	Justice	on	Harvard’s	Campus	survey	found	that	majorities	did	not	approve	
of	University	Administration’s	responses	to	social	justice	movements	or	free	speech	incidents	
and	all	respondents	agree	that	University	Administration	should	do	more	to	limit	speech	that	
is	potentially	offensive	or	controversial.	The	GENED	1039	-	Campus	Expression	Survey	found	
that	majorities	want	University	Administration	to	disinvite	speakers	that	students	oppose,	
provide	safe	spaces	for	students	on	campus,	and	provide	free	speech	zones	on	campus	where	
students	are	protected	to	speak	freely.	The	Crimson	Freshman	Survey	found	that	students	
urge	Administration	 to	 change	 the	 names	 of	 buildings	 on	 campus	 that	 are	 named	 after	
offensive	individuals.	There	are	specific	areas	in	which	students	want	action	and	students	
want	more	involvement	from	University	Administration	in	both	the	areas	of	free	speech	and	



	

 

social	 justice.	Students	find	the	current	campus	culture	to	be	a	product	of	the	University’s	
lack	of	involvement	in	both	areas.	

Moving	 forward,	 this	 research	 can	 involve	 other	 stakeholders	 in	 the	 University,	
including	faculty,	staff,	administrators,	and	other	community	members.	These	results	can	be	
used	to	help	all	stakeholders	better	understand	what	is	driving	the	current	divisive	campus	
culture,	 and	 what	 can	 be	 done	 by	 all	 parties	 to	 make	 a	 campus	 where	all	 students	 and	
affiliates	feel	safe	and	supported.	
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Appendix	A	
	
Free	Speech	and	Social	Justice	on	Harvard’s	Campus	Survey	Questions	
	
Free	Speech	Ideals	
	
1. Do	you	feel	negatively	or	positively	toward	free	speech?	
2. Do	you	feel	negatively	or	positively	toward	free	speech	activism?	Do	you	feel	negatively	

or	positively	toward	political	correctness?	
3. Have	you	ever	participated	in	any	free	speech	movements/protests?	
	
Free	Speech	on	Campus	
	
1. Have	you	ever	participated	in	any	free	speech	movements/protests	on	campus?	Do	you	

believe	that	University	Administration	should	be	able	to	limit	certain	speech	in	order	to	
create	a	positive	learning	environment	for	all	students?	

2. Do	you	believe	that	the	University	should	expose	students	to	all	viewpoints,	even	those	
that	are	potentially	controversial	or	offensive?	

3. Do	you	believe	that	the	University	should	have	“safe	spaces”	for	students	to	go	to	for	
support	if	they	are	affected	by	speech	on	campus?	

4. Do	you	feel	comfortable	expressing	your	views	and	opinions	on	campus?	
5. Do	you	believe	that	campus	culture	prevents	some	students	from	expressing	their	views	

and	opinions	on	campus?	
6. Do	you	agree	or	disagree	with	the	following	statement:	I	believe	that	professors	should	

be	able	to	invite	speakers	to	campus	who	have	made	controversial	or	offensive	
comments.	

7. Do	you	agree	or	disagree	with	the	following	statement:	I	believe	that	students	should	be	
able	to	protest	speakers	who	have	made	controversial	or	offensive	comments.	

8. How	do	you	feel	about	University	Administration’s	response	to	recent	free	speech	
incidents	on	campus	(e.g.	GOV	50	situation)?	

	
Social	Justice	on	Campus	
	
1. Do	you	feel	negatively	or	positively	toward	social	justice	movements?	
2. Have	you	ever	participated	in	any	social	justice	movements/protests	outside	of	campus?	
3. Have	you	participated	in	any	social	justice	movements/protests	on	campus?	
4. Do	you	believe	that	any	part	of	your	identity	has	influenced	your	views	on	social	justice	

movements?	
5. Do	you	agree	or	disagree	with	the	following	statement:	I	believe	that	students	have	the	

right	to	protest	on	campus.	
6. Do	you	agree	or	disagree	with	the	following	statement:	I	believe	that	the	University	

Administration	has	the	right	to	intervene	in	student	protests.	
7. How	do	you	feel	about	the	University	Administration’s	response	to	recent	social	justice	

movements?	
	
	



	

 

Demographics	
	
8. What	is	your	gender	identity?	
9. What	is	your	class	year?	What	is	your	race?	
10. Do	you	identify	as	Hispanic/Latino?	What	is	your	sexual	orientation?	
11. With	which	political	ideology	do	you	identify?	How	do	these	groups	compare	to	you	

politically?	
12. Harvard	Administration	
13. Harvard	Faculty	
14. Harvard	Students	
15. Do	you	identify	as	any	of	the	following?	
16. First	Generation/Low	Income	
17. Minority	or	Member	of	Underrepresented	Group	
18. Member	of	a	Campus	Affinity	Group	
	
	
	 	



	

 

Appendix	B	
	
GENED	1039	-	Campus	Expression	Survey	Questions	
	
Comfort	Items	
	
1. Thinking	about	discussing	a	controversial	issue	in	GENED1039.	How	comfortable	or	

reluctant	would	you	feel	about	speaking	up	and	giving	your	views	on	these	topics?	
a. a	controversial	POLITICAL	issue	
b. a	controversial	issue	about	RACE	
c. a	controversial	issue	about	SEXUAL	ORIENTATION	
d. a	controversial	issue	about	SOCIOECONOMIC	STATUS/CLASS	
e. a	controversial	issue	about	GENDER	

	
Consequence	Items	
	
2. If	you	were	to	speak	up	and	give	your	views	on	one	of	these	CONTROVERSIAL	issues	

during	a	class	discussion,	how	concerned	would	you	be	that	the	following	would	occur:	
a. The	professor	would	criticize	my	views	as	offensive	
b. The	professor	would	give	me	a	lower	grade	because	of	my	views	
c. The	professor	would	say	my	views	are	wrong	
d. Other	students	would	criticize	my	views	as	offensive	
e. Someone	would	post	critical	comments	about	my	views	on	social	media	
f. Someone	would	file	a	complaint	claiming	that	my	views	violated	a	campus	

harassment	policy	or	code	of	conduct	
	
Experience	on	Campus	Treatment	Items	
	
3. How	frequently	are	you	treated	badly	or	unfairly	because	of	your	

a. Gender	
b. Political	Views	
c. Race	or	Ethnicity	
d. Sexual	Orientation	
e. Socioeconomic	status	

	
Viewpoint	Diversity	
	
4. Thinking	about	STUDENTS	at	Harvard	College,	would	you	say	most	are	politically	to	the	

left	of	you	(more	liberal)	or	politically	to	the	right	of	you	(more	conservative)?	
5. Thinking	about	FACULTY	at	the	Faculty	of	Arts	and	Sciences	at	Harvard,	would	you	say	

most	are	politically	to	the	left	of	you	(more	liberal)	or	politically	to	the	right	of	you	
(more	conservative)?	

6. Thinking	about	ADMINISTRATORS	at	the	Faculty	of	Arts	and	Sciences	at	Harvard,	
would	you	say	most	are	politically	to	the	left	of	you	(more	liberal)	or	politically	to	the	
right	of	you	(more	conservative)?	

	



	

 

Freedom	of	Expression	
	
7. If	you	had	to	choose,	do	you	think	it	is	more	important	for	colleges	to	create	a	positive	

learning	environment	for	all	students	by	prohibiting	certain	speech	or	expression	of	
viewpoints	that	are	offensive	or	biased	against	certain	groups	of	people	
OR	
to	create	an	open	learning	environment,	where	students	are	exposed	to	all	types	of	
speech	and	viewpoints,	even	if	it	means	allowing	speech	that	is	offensive	or	biased	
against	certain	groups	of	people?	

	
8. Do	you	think	colleges	should	or	should	not	be	able	to	establish	policies	that	restrict	each	

of	the	following	types	of	speech	or	expression	on	campus?	
	
9. Please	say	whether	you	favor	or	oppose	each	of	the	following	actions	taken	by		colleges	

a. Providing	safe	spaces,	or	areas	of	campus	students	can	go	for	support	if	they	feel	
upset	or	threatened	by	things	they	see	or	hear.	

b. Establishing	a	free	speech	zone,	a	designated	area	of	campus	in	which	protesting	
or	distributing	literature	is	permitted,	usually	with	pre-approval	providing	safe	
spaces,	or	areas	of	campus	students	can	go	for	support	if	they	feel	upset	or	
threatened	by	things	they	see	or	hear.	

c. Instituting	speech	codes,	or	codes	of	conduct	that	restrict	offensive	or	biased	
speech	on	campus	that	would	be	permitted	in	society	more	generally.	

d. The	climate	on	my	campus	prevents	some	people	from	saying	things	they	believe	
because	others	might	find	them	offensive	

	
10. Think	about	each	of	the	following	categories	of	students	at	your	school.	Do	you	think	

that	students	in	that	category	are	more	comfortable	sharing	their	views	in	a	classroom	
discussion	compared	to	the	average	student,	less	comfortable	compared	to	the	average	
student,	or	about	the	same	as	the	average	student?	

a. Left-leaning	or	progressive	students	
b. Right-leaning	or	conservative	students	
c. Female	students	
d. Male	students	
e. Trasngender	students	
f. Asian	students	
g. Black/African-American	students	
h. Hispanic/Latino	students	
i. White	students	
j. Students	born	outside	of	the	U.S.	

	
11. Where	do	you	think	most	expression	and	discussion	of	political	or	social	ideas	among	

students	at	your	college	takes	place	these	days?	
a. Face-to-face	on	campus	in	classrooms	and	public	areas	(including	Zoom	events)	
b. Online	through	social	media	
c. Not	sure	

	



	

 

12. Please	say	whether	you	favor	or	oppose	each	of	the	following	actions	taken	by	colleges	
a. Disinviting	speakers	because	some	students	are	opposed	to	the	invitation	
b. Cancelling	planned	speeches	because	of	concerns	about	the	possibility	of	violent	

protests	
	
13. How	do	you	feel	about	the	following	actions	that	could	be	taken	by	college	students?	

a. Engaging	in	protest	against	speakers	
b. Shouting	down	speakers	or	trying	to	prevent	them	from	talking	
c. Using	violence	to	stop	a	speech,	protest,	or	rally	

	
Demographics	
	
14. What	is	your	student	status?	
15. What	FAS	division	are	you	in?	(based	on	concentration)	How	do	you	describe	yourself?	
16. Female	
17. Male	
18. Transgender,	transsexual,	or	gender	non-conforming	
19. Different	identity	
20. Prefer	not	to	say	
21. Do	you	consider	yourself	to	be:	
22. Bisexual	
23. Gay	or	Lesbian	
24. Heterosexual	or	straight	
25. Different	identity	
26. Prefer	not	to	say	
27. Do	you	receive	financial	aid?	
28. How	would	you	best	describe	your	political	orientation?	What	is	your	religious	

preference?	
29. Are	you	Hispanic,	Latio,	or	Spanish	origin?	How	would	you	describe	yourself?	
30. Native	American	Indian	or	Alaska	Native	
31. Asian	
32. Black	or	African	American	
33. Native	Hawaiian	or	Other	Pacific	Islander	
34. White	
35. Not	listed	above	
36. Prefer	not	to	say	



	

 

“Shadow	Market”:	A	Historical	Analysis	of	the	Rise	of	the	
Private	College	Admissions		Counseling	Industry	

Caleb	Ren	

Abstract	
Recent	 controversies	 in	 the	 world	 of	 the	 private	 college	 admissions	 industry	 such	 as	
Operation	 Varsity	 Blues	 have	 led	 to	 increased	 scrutiny	 on	 independent	 education	
consultants.	 The	 shadowy,	 often-opaque	 college	 admissions	 industry	 has	 led	 to	
conversations	 about	 whether	or	 not	 the	 process	 of	 college	 admissions	 is	 as	 equitable	 as	
institutions	would	have	 the	public	believe.	The	aim	of	 this	paper	 is	 to	examine	historical	
factors	 in	 the	 rise	 of	 the	modern	private	 college	 admissions	 industry	 and	argue	 that	 key	
factors	and	decisions	by	institutions,	economic	cycles,	and	shifts	in	society	are	responsible	
for	 creating	 the	 modern-day	 private	 college	 admissions	 industry.	 By	 interviewing	
admissions	 counselors	 to	 gain	 insight	 on	 their	 backgrounds,	 analyzing	primary	data	 and	
industry	reports,	this	research	paper	attempts	to	create	a	historical	lens	through	which	the	
current	 private	 admissions	 counseling	 industry	 can	 be	 analyzed.	 Finally,	 suggestions	 for	
future	pathways	toward	equity	and	access	in	the	industry	are	provided.	



	

 

Introduction	
	
In	2019,	Felicity	Huffman	received	a	14-day	federal	prison	sentence	for	her	role	in	a	college	
admissions	scandal	(Taylor	2020).	Over	50	people	were	charged	in	connection	to	a	college	
admissions	 “ring”	where	wealthy	people	were	 accused	of	 using	 their	 resources,	 lies,	 and	
bribes	 to	 pave	 the	 way	 for	 their	 children	 to	 elite	 institutions.	 Ms.	 Huffman	 herself	 paid	
$15,000	to	inflate	her	daughter’s	SAT	test	score,	even	colluding	with	an	SAT	test	proctor	who	
corrected	her	daughter’s	answers	after	the	exam.	While	the	Huffman	case	is	notable	for	the	
amount	 of	 money	 involved	 and	 the	 brazenness	 of	 the	 cheating,	 the	 case	 is	 an	 extreme	
example	of	the	lack	of	oversight	and	regulation	within	the	college	admissions	industry.	

It	 comes	 without	 surprise	 then	 that	 the	 demand	 for	 private	 college	 admissions	
counselors	 has	 increased	 dramatically	 within	 recent	 decades:	 the	 membership	 in	 the	
Independent	Educational	Consultants	Association	has	trebled	between	1996	to	2006	(Cohen	
2006).	The	aim	of	this	paper	is	to	create	a	historical	analysis	of	how	the	modern-day	private	
college	admissions	industry	came	to	be	and	argue	for	the	historical	roots	of	this	industry.	
The	“private	college	admissions	industry”	mentioned	previously	refers	to	a	shadow	market	
of	 private	 admissions	 counselors	 and	 private	 test	 preparation	 industries	 that	 are	
unregulated	and	decentralized,	as	opposed	to	school-provided	guidance	counselors	and	test	
preparation	resources	provided	and	administered	by	the	College	Board	or	within	schools,	
respectively.	 Subsidiary	 questions	 that	will	 be	 addressed	 are:	Who	 are	 the	major	 actors	
within	this	industry—smaller	networks	of	college	admissions	counselors	and	local	test	prep	
industries	 or	 larger,	 more	 complex	 associations?	 How	 much	 regulatory	 oversight	 do	
lawmakers	have	over	this	industry?	What	in	recent	history	has	led	to	the	sudden	boom	in	
private	college	admissions	counselors?	

This	 is	a	conceptual	paper	 that	will	analyze	 the	current	situation	 through	a	causal	
lens.	I	draw	on	existing	work	in	the	field	through	dissertations,	articles,	and	industry	reports	
in	 order	 to	 create	 a	 framework	 through	 which	 to	 analyze	 the	 modern-day	 situation.	 In	
addition,	I	base	this	research	on	interviews	of	high	school	college	admissions	counselors	to	
understand	from	a	qualitative	perspective	how	the	admissions	industry	arose.	I	look	chiefly	
along	 the	 lines	 of	 policy	 changes	 by	 elite	 institutions	 (namely	 through	 the	 financial	 aid	
offices)	and	changing	socioeconomic	trends	in	America	in	the	90s	and	early	2000s.	Finally,	I	
provide	a	pathway	 for	 future	research	and	 identify	areas	 that	may	 improve	 the	equity	of	
college	admissions	processes.	
	
Literature	Review	
	
In	“Toward	a	Theory	of	College	Selection:	A	Model	of	College	Search	and	Choice	Behavior”,	
Chapman	 proposes	 a	 behavioral	 theory	 of	 how	 students	 apply	 to	 and	 select	 colleges.	
Chapman	 separates	 the	 college	 selection	 process	 into	 at	 least	 3	 different	 phases:	 search,	
application,	and	choice.	For	instance,	during	the	search	phase,	students	are	actively	looking	



	

 

for	 information	about	 colleges	and	college	alternatives.	Chapman	describes	how	possible	
“knowledgeable	 others”	 may	 provide	 consultation,	 which	 include	 teachers,	 guidance	
counselors,	 family	 members	 and	 relatives,	 friends,	 alumni,	 or	 acquaintances	 (Chapman	
1986).	It	is	important	to	note	that	no	reference	to	a	private	college	admissions	consultant	is	
enumerated	here,	 though	Chapman	does	mention	how	 students	 are	 expected	 to	write	 to	
colleges	to	request	catalogs	and	brochures.	Even	at	this	nascent	stage	in	the	modern	college	
admissions	industry,	Chapman	notes	how	finding	a	mix	of	“right”	attributes	is	an	intensely	
individual	and	“complex”	process	(Chapman	1986).	Notably,	Chapman	focuses	mostly	on	the	
search	phase	of	 the	 framework,	 though	 it	seems	that	more	recent	discourse	has	centered	
around	application	to	a	few	select	institution.	

Chapman	explains	that	the	model	is	an	organizing	framework	for	college	selection,	as	
it	 is	 assumed	 every	 student	 progresses	 through	 the	 stages	 in	 order.	 College	 admissions	
counselors,	as	agents	exogenous	to	a	student’s	internal	decision-making	process,	may	relate	
to	each	phase	within	college	choice	theory	to	provide	value	to	clients.	This	is	well-supported	
in	the	rest	of	the	literature:	Ishop	seeks	to	study	and	understand	how	students	choose	topics	
for	college	application	essays	and	the	multimillion-dollar	industry	that	has	sprung	up	around	
the	college	application.	

Ishop	describes	students’	emotions	as	“angst	and	confusion”	(Ishop	2008).	One	key	
factor	undergirding	Ishop’s	argument	is	the	fundamentally	opaque	nature	of	holistic	college	
admissions.	As	the	author	describes,	“the	nature	of	‘being	qualified’	continues	to	change”	at	
elite	 institutions	 as	 test	 scores	 rise	 across	 the	 board	 and	 students	 seek	 to	 differentiate	
themselves	 instead	 on	 basis	 of	 writing	 ability,	 resumes,	 and	 letters	 of	 recommendation	
(Ishop	2008).	 Ishop	describes	how	important	 the	admissions	officer	reading	the	essay	 is:	
“the	 value	 of	 the	 essay	 then	 can	 only	 be	 affirmed	 within	 the	 context	 of	 the	 admissions	
process”	 (Ishop	 2008).	 This	 seems	 to	 lend	 credence	 to	 an	 idea	 that	 admissions	 officers	
possess	 asymmetric	 information	 about	 what	 distinguishes	 a	 stellar	 essay	 from	 a	 poor	
example.		

To	 fill	 this	knowledge	gap,	students	often	turn	to	guidance	counselors	and	English	
teachers,	 but	 Ishop	 cites	 Cohen	 of	 IvyWise	 who	 suggests	 that	 high	 school	 officials	 are	
overtaxed	and	unable	to	adequately	address	all	 the	essay-writing	needs	of	a	growing	and	
idverse	population	of	students	(Ishop	2008).	As	such,	students	and	families	are	more	likely	
to	turn	to	the	assistance	of	private	consultants	or	seek	information	from	popular	media	to	
inform	their	essay-writing	process.	This	 industry	 is	well-developed	as	of	the	early	2000s:	
Cohen	describes	that	private	consultants	have	provided	service	to	more	than	58,000,	or	22%	
of	 the	 260,000	 high	 school	 students	 admitted	 to	 private	 institutions	 in	 2005,	 offering	
services	 that	 range	 from	 $150	 to	 over	 $33,000	 for	 a	 comprehensive	 planning	 packages	
(Ishop	2008).	Ishop	treats	the	college	essay	as	an	asymmetric	information	problem.	Students	
and	parents	are	left	with	a	high-stakes	knowledge	gap	that	traditional	resources	like	high	
school	counselors	and	English	teachers	are	unable	to	bridge.	



	

 

Not	much	information	is	given	by	Ishop	on	the	historical	origins	of	this	gap,	though	
the	cited	examples	do	seem	to	suggest	a	rapidly	expanding	market	for	private	admissions	
counselors	 who	 cater	 to	 confused	 and	 anxious	 clients.	 McDonough,	 Korn,	 and	 Yamasaki	
characterize	 the	 college	 counseling	 industry	 in	1997	as	 an	 expanding	 industry	driven	by	
profit.	To	this	end,	the	author	identify	four	factors	that	fed	the	growth	and	drove	demand	for	
the	private	 college	 counselor	 industry:	1)	 colleges’	priorities	on	admissions	marketing	 in	
response	to	anticipated	enrollment	declines,	2)	increased	competition	for	limited	seats,	3)	
public	high	schools	abdicating	responsibility	for	college	advice	and	reprioritizing	guidance	
counselors,	and	4)	commodification	of	insider	college	knowledge.	

McDonough,	Korn,	and	Yamasaki	argue	that	the	main	point	of	contact	of	most	high	
schoolers	 in	 America	 to	 the	 college	 application	 process	 is	 the	 school-issued	 guidance	
counselor.	The	authors	point	 to	 the	shift	 in	 focus	of	public	school	guidance	counselors	 to	
addressing	 social	 and	 health	 issues	 such	 as	 pregnancy,	 drug	 use,	 and	 suicide	 prevention	
among	the	student	body	rather	than	providing	advice	for	college	counselors.	Additionally,	
the	 high	 student-to-counselor	 ratio	 of	 740:1	 contributes	 to	what	McDonough,	 Korn,	 and	
Yamasaki	 call	 the	 “divestment	 of	 college	 advisement”	 (McDonough,	 Korn,	 and	 Yamasaki	
1997).	 The	 authors	 associate	 the	 use	 of	 private	 admissions	 counselors	 with	 Caucasian,	
wealthy,	coastal,	and	generally	privileged	students.	They	additionally	conclude	three	trends	
among	students	who	employ	counselors:	1)	they	generally	know	how	to	seek	advice	in	their	
school	 and	 extracurricular	 lives,	 2)	 are	 from	 privileged	 families,	 and	 3)	 exhibit	 different	
college	application	behaviors	such	as	more	resilience	to	tuition	and	financial	aid	packages	
and	higher	average	number	of	college	applications.	

In	a	more	recent	report	 for	NACAC	in	2005,	McDonough	examines	the	role	of	high	
school	counseling	more	broadly.	At	the	center	of	the	transition	from	the	1950s	college-going	
culture	(only	20%	of	high	school	graduates	went	on	to	attend	college)	to	the	modern	day	
(65%),	both	high	school	applicants	and	college	admissions	officers	seem	to	be	“hedging	their	
bets”—	students	by	filing	larger	numbers	of	applications	to	cope	with	decreasing	admissions	
odds,	while	colleges	are	attempting	to	boost	yield	rates	through	early	admissions	programs	
(McDonough	 2005).	McDonough	 claims	 that	 improved	 counseling	will	most	 significantly	
impact	 college	 access	 for	 low-income,	 rural	 and	 urban	 students,	 and	 students	 of	 color.	
However,	there	is	a	distinction	between	helping	students	prepare	for	college	“as	opposed	to	
simply	 disseminating	 information”	 (McDonough	 2005);	 McDonough	 views	 college	
counseling	as	an	intentional	action.	

To	that	end,	McDonough	traces	the	rise	of	counseling	to	1950s	prep	schools	(Smith	
2014	cites	McDonough	in	tracing	the	growth	of	private	counselors).	Prep	school	counselors	
grew	 as	 college	 admissions	 offices	 faced	 rising	 application	 rates	 and	 “prep	 school	 heads	
could	no	longer	call	admissions	offices	and	‘place’	their	students	into	a	small	number	of	elite	
colleges”	 (McDonough	 2005).	 In	 contrast,	 public	 school	 counselors	 have	 other	
responsibilities	including	sexual	and	mental	health	and	drug	use.	The	rise	of	private	college	
counselors	is	due	to	college	admissions	becoming	a	“complex,	high	risk,	and	stressful	task”	



	

 

(McDonough	 2005).	 Independent	 consultants	 provide	 access	 to	 specialized	 knowledge,	
coach	 on	 tests	 and	 essays,	 and	 “hand-hold”	 students	 through	 the	 admissions	 process,	
spending	 more	 time	 with	 college-bound	 students	 than	 any	 other	 type	 of	 school	 officer	
(McDonough	2005).	These	resources	are	most	likely	only	available	to	students	and	parents	
of	high	SES,	as	parents	pay	tens	of	thousands	of	dollars	for	counseling	programs	focused	only	
on	college	admissions	(McDonough	2005).	Notably,	McDonough	laments	that	the	privatized	
and	costly	nature	of	hiring	consultants	“precludes	access	by	lower	SES	college	aspirants	who	
arguably	need	it	most”	(McDonough	2005).	

McDonough	 turns	 attention	 next	 to	 professional	 organizations	 of	 counselors—
namely,	NACAC,	regional	ACACs,	The	College	Board,	and	college	advising	training	programs	
and	workshops.	The	author	decries	that	there	is	“so	little	overlap	between	college	counselors	
and	all	other	school	counselors”,	pointing	to	the	worsening	gap	in	responsibilities	between	
a	 private	 admissions	 counselor	 and	 the	 typical	 duties	 of	 a	 public	 high	 school	 guidance	
counselors.	McDonough	ultimately	concludes	that	this	division	is	detrimental	to	everyone	
involved.	

Robinson	and	Roksa	use	the	Educational	Longitudinal	Dataset	 in	order	to	examine	
how	high	school	counselors	affect	the	college-going	process.	The	authors	position	the	ELD	
within	 the	 framework	 of	 a	 “college-going	 culture”,	 characterized	 as	 “college-linking	
resources	 and	 college	 opportunity	 structures	 of	 high	 schools	 that	 promote	 college	
enrollment”	(Robinson	and	Roksa	2016).	College-going	culture	is	measured	by	proxy	using	
measures	such	as	average	case	load	for	counselors,	hours	spent	advising	students	on	college	
counseling	and	resources	such	as	financial	aid,	number	of	college	fairs,	and	college	course	
options	(Robinson	and	Roksa	2016).	The	authors	note	a	lack	of	strong,	significant	effects	in	
college-going	status	based	on	SES,	urbanicity,	and	diversity.	Robinson	and	Roksa	suggest	that	
this	 is	because	policy	and	attention	focus	on	schools	on	either	extreme	(very	high	or	 low	
college-going	culture)	but	tend	to	neglect	the	schools	with	medium	levels	of	sending	students	
to	4-year	 institutions.	While	 the	 lack	of	significant	effects	 in	the	Educational	Longitudinal	
Dataset	were	 attributed	 to	 high	 amounts	 of	 error,	 the	 study	 seems	 to	 point	 that	 among	
modern	students	the	impact	of	high	school	counselors	“diminishes	after	considering	other	
sources	of	information”	(Robinson	and	Roksa	2016).	No	discussion	of	the	potential	impact	
of	private	counselors	or	admissions	officers	from	universities	was	given.	

The	key	question	that	Smith	analyzes	 is	whether	or	not	 these	counselors	have	the	
“secret	formula”	or	wield	undue	influence	over	college	admissions	offices	in	order	to	secure	
admissions	 for	 students	 (Smith	 2014).	 Smith	 situates	 these	 consultants	 within	 a	 larger	
“shadow	education”	industry	that	exists	outside	of	schools	and	“largely	benefit	advantaged	
students”	(Smith	2014).	Ultimately,	Smith	sees	that	private	admissions	counselors	are	“just	
a	small	piece	of	a	much	larger	whole”;	within	the	context	of	social	reproduction	theory,	Smith	
argues	 that	private	 counselors	are	not	universally	or	even	 typically	predatory,	but	act	as	
agents	 that	 may	 provide	 a	 slim	 chance	 at	 upward	 social	 mobility	 for	 the	 economically	
disadvantaged	(Smith	2014).	



	

 

Smith	claims	that	while	college	is	a	perennially	popular	option	for	high	schoolers,	“the	
vast	majority	of	colleges	aren’t	very	competitive	…	despite	the	hyped-up	national	discourse	
on	higher	education”	(Smith	2014).	Of	approximately	2,000	4-year	institutions,	only	about	
55	colleges	regularly	admit	fewer	than	30%	of	applicants	in	2013	(Smith	2014).	However,	
the	most	selective	colleges—namely	elite	institutions—have	become	more	selective,	largely	
due	to	behaviors	of	the	college	admissions	offices	themselves.	Smith	claims	that	dropping	
college	 yields	 since	 at	 least	 the	 early	 2000s	 have	 led	 to	 admissions	 offices	 becoming	
“commercialized	 and	 entrepreneurial”	 as	 colleges	 spend	 on	 marketing	 and	 branding	
campaigns.	This	contributes	to	2	types	of	“commodification”:	of	the	applicants	(by	treating	
them	as	obtainable	objects)	and	of	college	knowledge	(as	information	to	be	bought	and	sold)	
(Smith	2014).	These	market	trends	have	created	demand	for	providers	of	that	knowledge,	
and	Smith	claims	that	independent	education	consultants	capitalize	upon	this	information	
and	market	gap.	

Most	of	Stern’s	and	Briggs’	work	centers	around	identifying	contemporary	problems	
in	 the	 college	 admissions	 process	 that	 necessitates	 change	 by	 college	 admissions	 offices.	
Stern	and	Briggs	describe	4	distinct	trends	that	admissions	offices	deem	worthy	of	attention:	
1)	changing	K-12	curricula	from	changing	economic	conditions,	2)	high	attrition	levels	at	4-
year	universities,	changing	high	school	graduation	requirements,	and	4)	new	types	of	high	
schools	(such	as	charter	schools	and	home-school	programs).	Stern	and	Briggs	mention	the	
5	most	important	factors	in	traditional	college	admissions:	1)	high	school	GPA,	2)	test	scores,	
3)	high-school	coursework/transcript,	4)	any	college-level	coursework,	and	5)	class	rank.	
The	authors	contend	that	reforms	in	high	school	education	led	to	the	movement	away	from	
traditional	 class	 structures	 and	 toward	 project-based	 learning,	 internships,	 and	
interdisciplinary	 classes	 that	 complicate	 evaluation	 of	 college	 applicants	 by	 admissions	
officers.	

Tremblay	 traces	 the	 development	 of	 graduate	 coursework	 in	 college	 counseling,	
specifically	 as	 applied	 to	 certificate	 programs	 targeting	 professional,	 private	 college	
counselor	 affiliated	 with	 bodies	 like	 NACAC	 and	 the	 College	 Board.	 One	 of	 Tremblay’s	
research	 sub-	 questions	 explicitly	 attempts	 to	 answer	what	 steps	 and	 reasons	 led	 to	 the	
creation	 of	 graduate	 school	 programs,	 situating	 Tremblay’s	 research	 closest	 to	my	mine	
among	 the	 examined	 literature.	 Tremblay	 identities	 4	 primary	 professional	 groups	
providing	college	counseling	services	to	high	school	students:	high	school	counselors,	college	
admissions	professionals,	college	access	professionals,	and	finally	independent	consultants	
(Tremblay	 2014).	 Tremblay	 identifies	 the	 beginning	 of	 college	 counseling	 graduate	
programs	 as	 July	 1991	 as	 both	 Long	 Island	 University	 and	 UC	 Riverside	 announced	
vocational	courses	specifically	pertaining	to	college	admissions	counseling	(Tremblay	2014).	
This	has	grown	 to	42	 full	 school	 counseling	preparation	programs	as	of	2010	 (Tremblay	
2014).	Tremblay	describes	2	major	actors	in	the	advocacy	for	and	expansion	of	continuing	
education	programs:	NACAC	and	The	College	Board,	both	of	which	will	be	represented	in	the	
case	interviews.	



	

 

Research	Design	
	
I	 collected	 data	 using	 a	 historical	 methods	 research	 framework	 in	 order	 to	 generate	 a	
historical	analysis	of	the	rise	of	the	modern	private	college	admissions	industry.	This	method	
relies	on	primary	and	secondary	sources	 in	 the	 form	of	news	articles,	written	 testimony,	
industry	reports,	and	prior	research	as	a	source	of	both	qualitative	and	quantitative	data	
supporting	my	argument.	I	also	conducted	expert	interviews	of	private	college	admissions	
counselors	 in	 conjunction	 with	 Nicholas	 Brennan.	 By	 relying	 on	 a	 variety	 of	 historical	
primary	and	secondary	source	documents	as	well	as	testimonials	from	private	admissions	
counselors,	I	triangulated	the	historical	origins	of	the	private	college	admissions	industry.	I	
also	 engaged	 in	 source	 criticism	 that	 evaluates	 the	 validity	 and	 biases	 of	 primary	 and	
secondary	sources.	

In	terms	of	theoretical	framework,	I	have	chosen	to	approach	this	problem	through	
the	lens	of	college	choice	theory,	proposed	by	Randall	Chapman.	Under	college	choice	theory,	
students’	behavior	and	decisions	are	governed	by	3	stages:	search,	application,	and	choice.	
This	 framework	 translates	 well	 to	 the	 responsibilities	 of	 modern	 private	 admissions	
counselors.	More	details	on	Chapman’s	college	choice	theory	are	described	in	the	literature	
review	section.	

Rather	 than	 relying	 on	 an	 unstructured	 format	 to	 conduct	 qualitative	 research	
interviews,	I	used	semi-structured,	in-depth	interviews.	The	inherently	flexible	nature	of	a	
semi-structured	interview	offered	the	latitude	to	include	or	exclude	certain	questions	based	
on	interview	flow	and	other	indicators.	To	that	end,	interviewees	were	asked	preset	open-
ended	 questions	 that	 are	 specified	 in	 the	 interview	 guide	 below,	 separated	 into	 3	 broad	
categories:	Students	and	Parents,	Colleges	and	High	Schools,	and	History	and	Industry.	These	
correspond	to	the	research	subquestions	that	feed	into	my	understanding	of	the	growth	of	
the	modern	 college	 admissions	 counseling	 industry:	 1)	What	 social	 or	 economic	 factors	
generated	demand	for	private	admissions	counseling	services	by	students	and	parents?	2)	
What	policy	decisions	made	by	colleges	and	high	schools	contributed	to	the	modern	private	
college	counseling	industry?	3)	What	push	or	pull	factors	led	private	admissions	counselors	
into	the	counseling	space?	

Because	 some	 aspects	 of	 this	 research	 rely	 on	 human	 participants	 in	 the	 form	 of	
expert	 interviews,	 care	 was	 taken	 to	 preserve	 ethical	 conduct	 through	 the	 process	 of	
research.	The	ethical	values	I	upheld	are	those	of	beneficence,	non-malfeasance,	fidelity	and	
trust	within	the	interviewer-interviewee	relationship,	preservation	of	personal	dignity,	and	
autonomy	 in	 decision-making	 and	 privacy	 of	 personal	 information	 (Kapp	 2006).	 For	 all	
interviewed	 subjects,	 the	 following	 requirements	 must	 be	 satisfied:	 1)	 Physical	 and	
psychological	 risks	 to	participants	 are	minimized;	 2)	 Informed	 consent	 are	obtained	 and	
documented	 appropriately;	 3)	 Confidentiality	 provisions,	 if	 required	 or	 requested,	 are	
upheld;	4)	The	right	to	not	participate	or	withdraw	participation	at	any	time	without	penalty	
is	 sustained.	 To	 avoid	mischaracterization	 of	 interviewee	 responses,	 all	 interviews	were	



	

 

recorded	with	appropriate	consent.	Recordings,	 if	obtained,	are	not	 to	be	shared	publicly	
over	any	medium	without	appropriate	consent.	

Additional	research	was	drawn	from	academic	journals	and	data	collected	from	the	
websites	of	selective	universities.	Data	analysis	and	graph	generation	were	all	conducted	in	
R	 using	 standard	 packages	 with	 code	 available	 upon	 request.	 Industry	 reports	 from	
IBISWorld,	 the	 Harvard	 Graduate	 School	 of	 Education,	 and	 Oliver	 Wyman	 were	 also	
consulted	to	triangulate	the	reasons	behind	the	rise	of	the	college	admissions	industry.	
	
Table	1	

	
Findings	&	Discussion	
	
From	research	conducted	through	 interviews	and	analyzing	primary	source	documents,	 I	
attempted	to	answer	the	3	research	subquestions	mentioned	previously:	1)	What	social	or	
economic	factors	generated	demand	for	private	admissions	counseling	services	by	students	
and	parents?	2)	What	policy	decisions	made	by	colleges	and	high	schools	contributed	to	the	
modern	 private	 college	 counseling	 industry?	 3)	 What	 push	 or	 pull	 factors	 led	 private	

Students	and	Parents	 Colleges	and	High	Schools	 History	and	Industry	

What	are	the	demographics	of	students	
you	typically	advise?	Has	that	changed	
over	the	years?	

How	would	you	characterize	the	jobs	
of	high	school	guidance	counselors?	
College	admissions	officers?	

How	did	you	get	your	start	in	the	
industry?	What	kind	of	skills	do	you	
possess	that	make	you	an	effective	
counselor?	

Which	schools	are	the	most	popular	
among	your	clients?	Which	schools	are	
the	least	popular?	Are	there	any	big	
movers	or	trends?	

What	decisions	made	by	high	schools	
affect	your	job?	

What	is	the	fee	structure	of	your	
business?	

What	factors	affect	demand	for	your	
services	among	students	and	parents?	

Have	there	been	any	changes	to	your	
relationship	to	college	admissions	
officers?	If	so,	when?	

How	do	you	grow	your	business?	
Where	do	you	see	this	industry	in	10	
years?	20	years?	

What	are	the	most	common	desires	
among	clients?	What	are	their	most	
common	fears?	

What	was	the	single	most	significant	
policy	change	that	a	college	made	in	
your	history	as	a	counselor?	How	did	it	
affect	your	job?	

What	barriers	to	entry	exist	in	the	
college	counseling	industry?	

What	are	the	most	challenging	parts	of	
an	application	for	a	student?	For	a	
parent?	

How	might	a	college	improve	its	
popularity	among	your	clients?	

How	would	you	characterize	the	
regional	and	college	counseling	
industries?	Who	are	the	major	actors?	

What	goes	into	a	student's	“profile”?	
Have	any	factors	become	more	or	less	
relevant	over	the	years?	

What	criteria	do	you	use	to	match	
students	and	colleges?	

Are	you	part	of	any	professional	
organizations?	If	so,	what	role	do	they	
play?	

	 	 Do	you	face	more	or	less	competition	
now	than	when	you	first	started	your	
job?	



	

 

admissions	counselors	into	the	counseling	space?	No	single	factor	or	movement	has	caused	
the	private	admissions	industry	to	develop	within	the	recent	decades;	instead,	a	variety	of	
concurrent	and	often	intersectional	trends	have	created	opportune	circumstances	to	drive	
demand	for	private	counselling	services.		

For	parents	and	students,	 the	story	 is	 that	of	 increasing	complexity	and	confusion	
when	it	comes	to	applying	to	college,	exacerbated	by	forces	that	make	it	easier	and	more	
necessary	to	apply	to	ever-increasing	numbers	of	colleges.	In	context	of	Chapman’s	college	
choice	theory	framework,	counselors	are	increasingly	focusing	on	the	application	and	to	a	
lesser	extent	search	phases	of	the	college	choice	process	while	the	choice	phase	is	relatively	
neglected.	 The	 3	 key	 factors	 that	 have	 driven	 parents	 and	 students	 to	 private	 college	
counseling	services	are:	
	

1. Students	apply	to	more	colleges	now	than	ever.	
More	 students	 are	 now	 playing	 the	 “numbers	 game”	 and	 submitting	 record	 numbers	 of	
college	applications	per	student.	The	growth	and	dominance	of	platforms	like	the	Common	
App	and	the	Coalition	App,	in	addition	to	smaller	consortium	application	systems	like	the	
University	of	California	system,	have	made	applying	to	colleges	easier	than	ever.	A	natural	
consequence	of	increasing	applications	for	a	limited	number	of	spots	at	elite	institutions	is	
falling	acceptance	rates	at	top	schools,	leading	to	growing	anxiety	over	securing	a	spot	at	any	
given	university	as	mentioned	by	all	3	interviewees.	This	leads	to	a	positive	feedback	cycle	
as	 students	 apply	 to	 more	 institutions	 the	 next	 cycle	 in	 order	 to	 compensate	 for	 lower	
acceptance	rates,	as	well	as	demand	for	services	to	maximize	acceptance	chances.	Another	
consequence	of	increasing	applications	per	student	is	the	growing	role	of	college	counselors	
as	 a	 manager	 of	 academic,	 emotional,	 and	 career	 well-being	 for	 the	 student.	 Two	
interviewees	 mentioned	 explicitly	 that	 long-lasting	 relationships	 with	 students	 allows	
counselors	 to	 advise	not	only	 college	 choices	during	 the	 search	phase	but	 also	 advise	on	
internship	opportunities	and	post-graduate	career	pathways	for	students.	This	may	prove	
invaluable	to	high	school	students	who	have	not	settled	yet	on	a	definitive	academic	or	career	
track.		

Applications	to	selective	institutions	(Stanford	and	Ivy	League	shown	below	in	Figure	
1)	have	grown	nearly	continuously	since	the	mid-2000s,	reaching	record	levels	during	the	
COVID-19	 pandemic.	 Despite	 growing	 demand	 for	 selective	 institutions,	 the	 number	 of	
available	 seats	 has	 remained	 stagnant	 for	 the	 past	 2	 decades,	 leading	 to	 plummeting	
acceptance	rates.	
	



	

 

Figure	1.	Applications	to	selective	institutions	(Stanford	and	Ivy	League	shown)		
	

2. Despite	lower	acceptance	rates,	selective	institutions	are	seen	as	more	desirable.	
Selective,	out-of-state	 schools	are	 increasingly	 seen	as	a	necessity	 for	 social	mobility	and	
social	 signaling	 among	parents	 and	 students,	 precluding	 alternatives	 such	 as	 community	
colleges	 and	 even	 in-state	 public	 institutions.	 Students	who	 in	 previous	 years	may	 have	
applied	to	a	few	regional	schools	are	peer-pressured	into	striving	for	selective	institutions	
that	 often	 put	 strain	 on	 their	 high	 school	 experience,	 peer	 relationships,	 familial	
relationships,	 and	 financial	 ability.	 As	 one	 interviewee	mentioned,	 students	 and	 parents	
know	of	“only	25	universities”,	implied	to	be	the	top-ranking	universities	in	the	country.	
College	 counselors	 are	 perceived	 as	 a	 way	 to	 maximize	 chances	 of	 admission	 to	 these	
selective	 institutions;	 the	 conscious	 choice	 to	 not	 hire	 a	 college	 counselor	 is	 seen	 as	
handicapping	a	child’s	chances	relative	to	their	peers.		
	

3. College	 admissions	 processes	 are	 becoming	 more	 and	 more	 unfamiliar	 to	
parents.		

“Fast-changing”	admissions	policies	and	growing	numbers	of	students	applying	from	first-
generation	 college-going	 households	 means	 parents	 are	 often	 unable	 to	 uncomfortable	
offering	direct	advice	about	college	to	their	children.	According	to	Chapman’s	college	choice	
theory,	college	counselors	provide	guidance	to	clients	across	all	3	stages	of	college	choice:	



	

 

from	 search	 (counselors	 provide	 students	 with	 information	 about	 colleges	 based	 on	
academic	background,	financial	needs,	geographic	location,	and	cultural	fit),	to	application	
(counselors	help	with	the	application	process	by	choosing	an	application	set,	crafting	and	
editing	essays,	and	providing	emotional	support	for	parents	and	students	alike),	and	finally	
with	choice	(counselors	recommend	which	admitted	schools	to	attend	using	experience	and	
past	clients	and	alumni)	(Chapman	1986).			

	
	
For	 institutions	 like	 high	 schools	 and	 colleges,	 growing	 competition	 for	 a	 fewer	

number	of	positions	have	led	to	a	gap	in	college	access	that	has	not	been	filled	by	high	schools	
or	admissions	officers	from	universities.	The	3	key	factors	in	institutional	changes	that	have	
led	to	increased	demand	for	private	college	counseling	services	are:	
	

1. Increasingly	impersonal	guidance	counseling	in	high	schools.		
As	mentioned	by	McDonough,	Robinson	and	Roksa,	and	supported	by	personal	testimony	in	
one	of	 the	 interviews,	diminishing	 time	spent	on	personalized	college	counseling	 in	most	
high	 schools	 have	 created	 a	 market	 gap	 for	 targeted,	 individualized	 college	 advice.	 The	
current	 state	 of	 guidance	 counseling	 in	 high	 schools	 has	 trended	 poorly	 over	 the	 past	
decades	as	a	result	of	poor	public	school	funding	and	redistribution	of	guidance	counselor	
attention	 on	 social	 issues.	 It	 is	 a	 mathematical	 impossibility	 for	 the	 current	 number	 of	
guidance	counselors	to	provide	high	quality	services	along	the	search,	application,	and	choice	
phases	of	 college	application	 to	every	student	under	 their	purview.	However,	differences	
exist	between	private	high	school	 counselors	and	public	 counterparts	 in	 terms	of	 college	
counseling	resources.	Private	school	guidance	counselors	reported	56%	of	their	time	was	
spent	on	college	admissions	counseling	activities,	while	public	school	counselors	reported	
only	 22%	 of	 their	 time	 was	 spent	 doing	 the	 same	 (Avery,	 Howell,	 Page	 2014).	 Private	
admissions	counselors	have	filled	in	this	gap	for	upper-	and	upper-middle	class	students,	a	
demographic	 that	already	holds	several	systemic	advantages	over	 lower-	 income	families	
and	those	from	weaker	college-going	high	school	cultures	(Bryan	et	al.	2017).	
	

2. Holistic	admissions	policies	instituted	by	elite	colleges	and	universities.	
Elite	institutions	have	increasingly	moved	toward	“holistic	admissions”	policies	that	factor	
in	a	multitude	of	criteria	such	as	standardized	test	scores,	high	school	grades,	awards	and	
achievements,	community	service,	and	essay-writing	(Ishop	2008).	Schools	have	also	begun	
to	 consider	 racial,	 ethnic,	 and	 socioeconomic	 backgrounds	 to	 build	 more	 diverse	 and	
inclusive	 first-year	 classes.	 However,	 holistic	 admissions	 has	 also	 increased	 confusion	
among	potential	applicants	who	are	unsure	of	how	to	best	present	themselves	in	a	college	
application.	 This	 confusion	 over	 “black-box”	 admissions	 as	mentioned	 by	 an	 interviewee	
leads	 students	 to	 request	 services	 from	 the	private	 sector.	 Some	 counselors	have	 turned	
away	 promising	 students	 as	 “they	 don’t	 need	 [the	 counselors’]	 services”,	 underlining	 an	



	

 

asymmetric	information	gap	between	college	admissions	and	students	who	may	have	a	poor	
understanding	of	their	own	qualifications.	Private	admissions	counselors	provide	the	most	
utility	in	accurately	and	precisely	adjudicating	a	potential	applicant’s	candidacy	relative	to	
last	and	current	applicants	to	a	certain	institution.	
	

3. More	generous	financial	aid	policies	by	colleges	and	government	policies.		
The	Higher	Education	Act	of	1965	paved	the	way	for	the	federal	government	to	issue	more	
student	 debt,	 financing	 college	 education	 for	 millions	 of	 high	 school	 graduates.	 Average	
federal	aid	has	increased	from	$3,437	to	$12,455	per	student	from	1965	to	2010	measured	
in	real	dollars	as	a	direct	result	of	the	Higher	Education	Act	of	1965	(Dynarski	and	Scott-	
Clayton	2013),	 and	growing	 student	debt	 in	 the	US	 indicates	 that	 students	are	more	and	
more	tolerant	of	using	loans	to	finance	high	education.	

The	number	of	federal	aid	applicants	has	increased	since	the	mid-200s,	though	it	has	
leveled	off	in	recent	years	(Figure	2).	The	average	student	debt	of	recent	undergraduates	has	
increased	by	nearly	70%	 from	2003	 to	2019,	 reflecting	both	 increasing	 tuition	costs	and	
reliance	on	debt	to	finance	higher	education.		

Figure	2.	Financial	Aid	of	U.S.	Undergraduates		
	



	

 

Finally,	a	combination	of	structural	factors	inherent	to	the	college	counseling	industry	
and	economic	trends	have	made	college	counseling	an	increasingly	popular	career	choice	for	
professionals.	The	3	key	factors	and	trends	in	the	nature	of	the	college	counseling	industry	
that	has	made	a	lucrative	field	for	individuals	seeking	to	enter	are:	
	

1. Overwhelming	 demand	 for	 college	 counseling	 services	 has	 created	 a	 demand	
shock.	

Due	to	the	factors	mentioned	previously,	demand	for	college	counseling	services	has	vastly	
outpaced	supply,	as	college	counselors	for	the	most	part	can	only	take	on	a	limited	number	
of	clients	at	any	given	time.	This	limit	on	supply,	coupled	with	increasing	frustration	among	
parents	and	students	applying	for	colleges,	has	created	a	demand	shock	within	the	college	
counseling	industry	and	generates	2	effects:	1)	increasing	prices	and	2)	increased	number	of	
professionals	entering	the	counseling	space.	
	

2. Few	barriers	of	entry	allow	professionals	to	make	lateral	career	moves.	
Despite	the	existence	of	professional	associations	like	HECA,	IECA,	and	NACAC,	no	widely	
agreed-	upon	licensing	or	accreditation	barriers	of	entry	exist	for	college	counselors	in	the	
US.	 In	 fact,	 of	 the	 interviewees,	 only	 one	was	 affiliated	with	 a	 professional	 organization	
(though	 all	 have	 had	 some	 informal	 contact	 or	 awareness	 of	 the	 associations).	 College	
counselors	 themselves	 are	 organized	 mostly	 into	 small	 business	 units,	 either	 as	 sole	
proprietorships	or	rudimentary	partnerships	that	has	led	most	observers	to	characterize	the	
industry	as	a	 “cottage	 industry”	with	a	highly	decentralized	structure.	College	counselors	
may	 come	 from	unorthodox	backgrounds	unconnected	 to	higher	 education	or	 secondary	
school	 counseling,	 as	 evidenced	 by	 the	 diverse	 professional	 history	 of	 the	 interviewees	
(healthcare,	business,	and	law).	
	

3. The	recession-proof	nature	of	college	counseling	has	 increased	desirability	 for	
college	counseling	for	the	past	20	years.		

Recessions	in	the	modern	Internet	age	have	increased	the	desirability	for	jobs	that	require	
high-level	 cognitive	 and	people	 skills,	 both	of	which	are	 skills	 that	 are	 valued	within	 the	
college	 counseling	 industry.	 The	 decentralized,	 cottage-industry	 nature	 of	 independent	
consultants	facilitates	career	changes	during	periods	of	economic	downturn,	as	demand	for	
colleges	remains	relatively	constant	even	during	recessions.	The	increasingly	popular	view	
among	 upper-middle-	 and	 upper-class	 applicants	 that	 college	 counseling	 is	 a	 “necessity	
rather	 than	 a	 luxury”	 supports	 the	 private	 admissions	 counseling	 industry’s	 status	 as	 a	
recession-proof	career	move.		

	
	
	



	

 

Potential	limitations	stem	mostly	from	the	small	sample	size	of	qualitative	research	
interviews	conducted	over	the	span	of	the	engagement.	Ideally,	I	would	interview	a	larger	
sample	size	of	at	least	15-20	consultants	from	various	regions	across	the	country.	In	addition,	
coding	responses	by	clientele,	fee	structure,	and	professional	background	would	offer	even	
more	clarity	regarding	the	industry	as	a	whole.	Male	counselors	also	are	a	large	research	gap	
and	a	target	area	for	further	investigation.	

	
	
Conclusion	
	
From	my	 analysis	 and	 interviews	 with	 independent	 education	 consultants,	 one	 thing	 is	
absolutely	clear	to	me—that	the	majority	of	private	admissions	counselors	are	attempting	
to	provide	a	well-meaning	service.	 Interviewees	regularly	 remarked	on	 the	 limitations	of	
their	services,	stressing	terms	like	“match”,	“fit”,	and	“enjoyability”	over	concepts	like	“elite”,	
“cutthroat”,	 and	 “at-all-costs”.	That	 is	not	 to	 say	 there	are	not	 systemic	 issues	within	 the	
private	college	counseling	industry.	However,	to	me,	the	media	portrayal	of	controversies	
like	Operation	Varsity	Blues	draws	attention	away	from	these	underlying	issues,	focusing	on	
sordid	 tales	 of	 underhanded	 parents	 and	 cheating	 scandals	 rather	 than	 on	 questions	 of	
access,	 student	 mental	 health,	 and	 the	 increasing	 opacity	 of	 college	 admissions.	 College	
counseling	as	an	industry	does	not	appear	to	be	waning	anytime	soon	and	is	projected	to	
reach	$2B	in	America	by	2025	(Hiner	2020).	Grappling	with	the	issues	brought	up	by	the	
private	admissions	counseling	industry’s	rapid	growth	as	a	shadow	market	is	a	necessary	
step	for	regulators,	colleges,	private	citizens,	and	counselors.	

One	way	to	increase	access	is	to	increase	the	amount	of	resources	decided	to	college	
counseling	in	high	schools	across	America.	Lower-income	students	and	students	exposed	to	
weaker	college-going	cultures	may	benefit	from	more	holistic	college	admissions	processes,	
though	access	remains	the	larger	challenge.	The	key	seems	to	be	supporting	and	expanding	
the	counseling	infrastructure	already	inherent	in	schools.	According	to	Avery,	Howell,	and	
Page,	just	adding	an	additional	guidance	counselor	can	lead	to	10	percentage-point	increase	
in	four-year	college	enrollment	(Avery,	Howell,	Page	2014).	

Additionally,	 while	 plummeting	 acceptance	 rates	 cannot	 be	 blamed	 on	 a	 single	
causative	 factor,	an	obvious	solution	would	be	 for	universities	 to	 increase	 the	number	of	
seats	per	 incoming	 class.	This	 is	not	 a	novel	nor	 is	 it	 a	universally	 applicable	 idea—Pew	
points	out	that	most	universities	in	the	US	actually	are	not	overwhelmingly	selective	with	
<10%	acceptance	rates	(DeSilver	2020).	These	extremely	competitive	schools	account	for	
just	3.4%	of	the	institutions	in	a	study	of	1,364	schools,	and	more	than	half	of	the	schools	
sampled	admitted	more	students	 than	 they	 turned	away.	However,	 in	general,	 admission	
rates	have	fallen	about	10%	in	15	years	from	2002	to	2017.	Recent	demand	shocks	due	to	
the	COVID-19	pandemic	and	 test-	optional	policies	may	only	exacerbate	 this	 trend	 in	 the	
future.	 It	 is	 time	for	selective	 institutions	to	consider	ways	to	expand	supply	gradually	to	



	

 

keep	pace	with	increasing	applications.	
From	the	perspective	of	the	admissions	counselors	in	the	industry,	it	may	be	time	to	

institute	 more	 stringent	 quality	 controls,	 accreditation	 procedures,	 and	 licensing	 for	
counselors,	similar	to	those	in	other	areas	of	education.	Though	supply	of	counselors	seems	
to	be	low,	college	counseling	is	a	rapidly-growing	field	characterized	by	ease	of	entry	for	a	
professional	 with	 high	 emotional	 intelligence	 and	 a	 college	 degree.	 However,	 a	 college	
counselor	 is	 not	 simply	 responsible	 for	 understanding	 and	 matching	 different	 college	
admissions	profiles,	but	also	counseling	 students’	mental	health	during	a	high-stress	and	
anxiety-inducing	experience;	providing	 feedback	to	students;	and	navigating	 the	ethics	of	
providing	 a	 for-profit	 service	 to	 increase	 chances	 of	 admission	 rather	 than	 guaranteeing	
admission.	 Though	NACAC,	 IECA,	 and	HECA	 all	 strongly	 condemn	 lapses	 in	 judgment	 by	
unscrupulous	 college	 counselors,	 stricter	 standards	 through	 credentials,	 continuing	
education	 courses,	 and	 licensing	may	 be	 a	 necessary	 solution.	 Professionalization	 of	 the	
college	 counselor	 may	 also	 have	 added	 benefits	 in	 addressing	 information	 asymmetry	
between	applicants	and	admissions	offices,	reducing	market	inefficiencies	within	a	regional	
and	national	college	counseling	market,	and	correcting	mass	misinformation	and	negative	
public	sentiment	about	college	counselors.	
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In-Person	and	Emergency	Remote	Learning:	An	
Examination	of	the	Perceptions	and	Experiences	of	
Seniors	at	Harvard	University	

Xaley	Yousey	

Abstract	
Many	 higher	 education	 institutions	 previously	 offered	 online	 courses,	 but	 the	 COVID-19	
pandemic	 accelerated	 the	 rate	 at	 which	 higher	 education	 institutions	 transitioned	 to	
emergency	remote	classes.	Research	on	the	effects	of	this	emergency	transition	is	 limited	
due	to	how	recent	the	events	have	occurred	and	given	the	fact	that	these	events	are	ongoing.	
The	emergency	shift	to	remote	learning	due	to	the	sudden	onset	of	COVID-19	makes	remote	
learning	distinct	from	typical	remote	learning	circumstances.	In	this	context,	it	is	critical	to	
understand	how	students	are	perceiving	and	experience	their	classes.	The	aim	of	this	study	
was	to	compare	4th	year	students’	experience	and	learning	in	their	emergency	remote	and	
traditional	in-person	class	settings.	Using	qualitative	data	from	six	interviews	with	Seniors	
at	Harvard,	I	found	that	student	motivation	and	engagement	have	dramatically	fallen	while	
taking	 emergency	 remote	 classes,	 largely	 due	 to	 a	 lack	 of	 social	 interactions	 inside	 and	
outside	of	their	classes.	However,	the	students	felt	they	had	greater	access	to	resources	and	
their	professors	which	they	saw	as	a	primary	benefit	of	their	remote	experience.	This	study	
found	 that	while	 students	 saw	several	benefits	of	 learning	 remotely,	overall	 the	 students	
expressed	a	strong	preference	for	in-person	classes.	
	
	



	

 

Introduction	
	

In	recent	years,	online	learning	has	seen	immense	growth	as	students	take	advantage	
of	 hybrid	 and	 100%	 online	 education	 opportunities	 (BCG	 2020).	 While	 many	 colleges	
previously	offered	online	options	for	their	students,	the	onset	of	COVID-19	and	the	need	to	
be	socially	distant	came	as	a	shock	 to	students	and	higher	education	administrators	as	 it	
became	 clear	 a	 new	 learning	 structure	would	 be	 necessary	 to	 complete	 the	 Spring	 2020	
semester	(Gallagher	and	Palmer	2020).	Many	colleges	and	educational	institutions	decided	
to	 transition	 to	 a	 completely	 online	 learning	 environment	 to	 finish	 the	 remainder	 of	 the	
semester	(BCG	2020,	Guide2Research	2020).	Harvard	was	among	the	first	universities	in	the	
United	States	to	announce	a	transition	to	emergency	remote	learning	and	found	itself	facing	
a	challenge	like	never	before	(IHE	2020).	In	the	context	of	emergency	remote	learning	and	
COVID-19,	 it	 is	critical	 to	consider	the	effects	of	students’	perceived	 learning	engagement	
and	satisfaction.	

Importantly,	for	the	students	and	staff	at	Harvard,	this	transition	online	did	not	have	
equal	consequences	for	all.	While	instructors	and	faculty	sought	to	adapt	to	their	new	class	
formats	 and	structures,	 students	 had	 to	 adjust	 to	 these	new	barriers	 in	 addition	 to	 other	
difficulties	 that	 directly	 impacted	 their	 college	 experience.	 Things	 like	 internet	
inaccessibility,	 family	 responsibilities,	 work	 commitments,	 and	 technological	 literacy,	 all	
impact	how	students	experience	and	perceive	this	shift.	

For	the	purposes	of	this	paper,	in-person	or	face-to-face	learning	involves	students	
and	teachers	being	located	in	the	same	physical	environment.	This	type	of	learning	can	take	
on	many	forms	but	is	usually	structured	with	a	professor	lecturing	to	a	group	of	students.	At	
Harvard	 and	 other	 universities,	 online	 or	 remote	 learning	 utilizes	 the	 internet	 and	web-
based	learning	technologies	like	Zoom	or	Google	Meet.	These	web-based	technologies	enable	
students	and	professors	to	interact	synchronously	from	different	physical	environments	at	
the	 same	 time	 but	 can	 present	 additional	 barriers	 for	 some	 students	who	may	 not	 have	
adequate	access	to	materials	or	a	dedicated	workspace.	

Informal	conversations	with	my	friends	as	well	as	reflecting	on	my	own	experience	
following	the	shift	to	remote	learning	made	it	clear	that	many	of	us	were	having	difficulty	
maintaining	our	motivation	and	productivity	in	this	new	class	format.	This	made	me	become	
interested	 in	 exploring	more	 concretely	 the	 primary	 distinctions	 between	 in-person	 and	
remote	 experiences	 of	 seniors	 at	 Harvard,	 and	 in	 particular,	 how	 the	 shift	 has	 impacted	
students’	motivation	and	learning	experiences.	This	capstone	project	will	take	the	form	of	a	
qualitative	analysis	utilizing	student	 interviews.	These	 interviews	act	as	my	primary	data	
source	 and	 discuss	the	 students’	 remote	 classroom	 experiences	 between	 March	 2020	 to	
March	2021,	and	their	in-	person	experiences	between	August	2017	to	February	2020.	Using	
the	data	collected	from	these	interviews,	this	paper	seeks	to	address	this	question:	How	do	
Harvard	 Seniors	 perceive	 and	 evaluate	 their	 learning	 experiences	 in	 remote	 lectures	 in	
relation	to	in-person	lectures	in	previous	years?	



	

 

Addressing	this	question	will	provide	critical	insights	into	the	learning	experiences	of	
Seniors	college	students	during	the	emergency	shift	to	remote	learning.	There	has	also	been	
limited	research	on	student	perceptions	of	online	learning	in	during	the	COVID-19	pandemic.	
Student	perceptions	of	their	learning	environments	may	also	provide	insight	for	educators	
seeking	 to	 understand	 how	 to	 better	 engage	 their	 students	 during	 emergency	 remote	
learning.	For	the	purposes	of	this	paper,	engagement	is	defined	as	increasing	cognitive	and	
emotional	interaction	with	the	intended	content	of	the	course.	Additionally,	by	identifying	
student	perceptions,	learning	objectives	and	lecture	delivery	can	be	modified	and	improved	
to	achieve	higher	learning	objectives	for	students.	Finally,	this	question	is	relevant	because	
millions	of	 students	 are	 attending	university	 in	 emergency	 remote	 classes	 and	 can	 likely	
identify	with	some	of	the	experiences	of	the	students	in	this	study.	
	
Literature	Review	
	
Current	research	has	focused	on	the	challenges	and	barriers	students	face	in	online	classes,	
their	motivation	and	satisfaction,	and	their	 learning	outcomes	when	compared	to	face-to-	
face	 courses.	 As	 it	 stands,	 little	 research	 has	 been	 published	 concerning	 the	 emergency	
transition	to	remote	learning	and	its	effects	on	student	perceptions	of	their	experiences.	This	
literature	review	will	discuss	the	key	characteristics	of	in-person,	remote,	and	emergency	
remote	 classes	 to	summarize	 key	 distinctions.	 I	 have	 presented	 remote	 and	 emergency	
remote	 classes	 because	 while	 they	 share	 many	 of	 the	 same	 characteristics,	 emergency	
remote	has	unique	barriers	and	benefits	for	students.	

	
In-Person	Courses	
	
The	most	obvious	difference	between	in-person	and	remote	courses	is	that	in-person	classes	
provide	opportunities	for	students	learn	alongside	one	other	and	their	professor	for	a	more	
hands-on	 learning	 experience.	 These	 in-person	 interactions	 help	 grow	 social	 bonds	 and	
relationships	that	research	has	shown	ultimately	helps	students	engage	in	class	materials	
and	concepts	and	boosts	their	motivation	to	succeed	in	the	course	overall	(Brockman	et.	al.	
2020).	 Discussing	 course	 concepts	 and	 materials	 in-person	 may	 also	 help	 facilitate	
conversation	by	using	 to	 social	 cues.	Additionally,	having	a	scheduled	class	 that	 students	
must	 travel	 to	and	keep	track	of	when	planning	 their	schedules	often	provides	 them	with	
structure	and	improves	time	management	skills.	
	
Traditional	Remote	Courses	
	
Research	 on	 online	 learning	 has	 indicated	 several	 benefits	 for	 students	 that	 in-person	
learning	does	not	have.	The	first	and	most	obvious	is	the	flexibility	that	online	learning	offers.	
Students	have	more	options	regarding	when	and	where	they	take	their	classes,	and	how	they	



	

 

want	to	engage	with	the	materials.	In	addition,	online	classes	may	be	more	cost	effective	and	
give	students	more	room	to	take	their	learning	into	their	own	hands	(Ramsden	1992).	

On	the	flip	side,	research	has	also	found	that	student	motivation	may	fall	when	taking	
classes	online.	Research	conducted	by	Robinson	and	Hullinger	(2018)	indicates	that	student	
engagement	in	online	classes	is	different	from	traditional	face-to-face	classes.	For	example,	
students	in	online	learning	environments	may	be	more	likely	to	feel	disconnected	from	their	
professors	and	peers,	negatively	 impacting	their	overall	engagement	 in	a	course.	Further,	
Bullen	(1998)	found	that	the	lack	of	in-person	social	interactions	may	reduce	instructional	
effectiveness	for	 some	 students.	 It	 seems	 possible	 that	 online	 learning	may	 stifle	 student	
engagement	as	professors	and	students	spend	more	time	looking	at	their	screens	than	one	
another.	

Other	research	suggests	that	interacting	with	peers	in	an	online	class	can	help	boost	
learning	outcomes	similarly	to	in-person	classes	(Chen	2010,	Carini	2006).	Sue	et.	al.	(2005)	
also	 found	 that	 interactions	 among	 learners	 and	 teachers	 have	 positive	 implications	 for	
learning	in	an	online	 learning	environment.	 In	addition,	Bolliger	and	Halupa	(2018)	found	
that	students	enrolled	in	online	courses	at	private	universities	experienced	generally	high	
levels	of	engagement.	Students	learning	in	a	fully	online	environment	can	have	perceive	their	
remote	experiences	positively,	so	long	as	professors	make	extra	effort	to	interact	with	their	
students	 virtually	 (Moore	 1989).	 As	 students	 and	 educators	 are	 interacting	 in	 an	 online	
environment,	it	is	critical	that	they	are	able	to	purposefully	engage	with	one	other	in	order	to	
gain	 the	 same	 social	 effects	 as	 in-person	 classes.	 Research	 conducted	 by	 Russell	 (1999)	
found	that	student	performance	is	on	average	comparable	between	in-person	and	remote	
learning	environments.	This	finding	was	corroborated	by	Walker	et.	al.	(2021)	which	found	
that	online	offerings	support	the	achievement	of	course	objectives	and	learning	outcomes.	
Another	study	showed	that	although	students	preferred	to	take	in	person	classes,	there	were	
no	significant	differences	in	their	test	performances	or	academic	outcomes	online	(Kemp	et.	
al.	2014).	
	
Emergency	Remote	Courses	
	
While	 many	 characteristics	 of	 online	 learning	 can	 be	 extended	 to	 emergency	 remote	
learning,	the	emergency	shift	to	due	to	the	onset	of	COVID-19	makes	the	current	situation	
distinct	from	typical	remote	learning	circumstances.	An	important	factor	of	note	is	that	the	
students’	experiences	from	the	Traditional	Remote	Courses	section	freely	opted	into	online	
classroom	 formats.	 In	 emergency	 remote	 courses,	 neither	 students	 or	 instructors	 freely	
chose	to	learn	in	this	format	which	can	impact	how	students	perceive	their	engagement	and	
learning	outcomes.	

Many	 of	 the	 positive	 characteristics	 of	 online	 learning	 echo	 in	 emergency	 remote	
circumstances.	Most	 explicitly,	 the	 flexibility	 afforded	 to	 students	 and	 the	 ability	 to	 take	
learning	into	 their	own	hands	has	 continued	 to	be	a	benefit	 for	many	 students.	However,	



	

 

many	 negative	 attributes	 have	 also	 carried	 over.	 Namely,	 reduced	 engagement	 and	
motivation	 in	 emergency	 remote	 courses	 has	 been	 found	 to	 have	 negative	 impacts	 on	
students’	 perceptions	 of	 their	 learning.	 In	 addition,	 the	 reduced	 opportunities	 for	 social	
interaction	with	peers	and	professors	has	likely	worsened	as	state	and	federal	laws	mandate	
physical	distancing	from	others	outside	of	their	household	(Jeffrey	2020).	

Alongside	these	perceived	negative	characteristics	of	online	and	emergency	remote	
learning,	the	literature	highlights	several	additional	barriers	for	students.	The	pandemic	has	
impacted	people	from	various	communities	differently,	and	some	students	have	had	to	take	
on	more	financial	or	family	related	responsibilities.	Working	outside	of	the	home	could	also	
lead	to	higher	levels	of	anxiety	and	stress	for	students	which	could	negatively	impact	their	
studies	 (Gillis	2020).	 In	 addition,	 some	 students	 may	 have	 limited	 internet	 access	 or	 a	
dedicated	workspace	where	they	can	take	their	classes	leading	to	more	distractions	(Means	
2020,	 Perets	 et.	 al.	 2020).	 Other	 researchers	 indicate	 that	 students	 find	 course	 concepts	
more	 challenging	 or	 confusing	 largely	 due	 to	 a	 lack	 of	 clear	 communication	 from	 their	
instructors	online	(Hsu	and	Goldsmith	2020).	

However,	 researchers	 have	 also	 identified	 additional	 benefits	 for	 students	 in	
emergency	remote	courses.	One	study	found	that	supplemental	resources	from	instructors,	
such	as	 lecture	recordings,	slides,	and	handouts	have	helped	students	adjust	to	their	new	
normal.	The	same	study	found	that	students	may	be	more	willing	to	attend	office	hours	in	a	
virtual	setting,	which	has	had	positive	on	their	learning	achievements	(Hsu	and	Goldsmith	
2020).	Further,	students	may	have	more	time	in	general	due	to	the	pandemic,	which	may	
enable	them	to	dedicate	more	time	focusing	on	their	studies	and	schoolwork	(Supriya	2021).	
	
Methods	
	
The	objective	of	this	project	is	to	examine	4th	year	undergraduate	student	perceptions	across	
a	variety	of	concentrations	at	Harvard	University	concerning	their	experiences	before	and	
after	the	shift	to	emergency	remote	learning.	To	characterize	the	students	interviewed	for	
this	 project,	 I	 collected	 limited	 demographic	 information	 including	 age,	 gender,	 race	 and	
ethnicity,	 and	sexual	orientation	during	my	 interviews.	Because	of	 the	 small	 sample	size,	
however,	the	demographic	information	provides	little	insight.	In	the	following	section,	I	will	
describe	my	method	for	conducting	the	interviews.	

I	conducted	six	one-on-one	interviews	with	Seniors	at	Harvard	College.	Overall,	my	
sample	included	six	members	of	the	Senior	class.	These	interviews	were	semi-structured	and	
lasted	approximately	forty	minutes	to	one	hour.	The	interviewees	included	both	individuals	
who	had	deferred	a	semester	during	COVID-19	(one)	and	individuals	who	have	been	in	a	
remote	learning	environment	since	March	2020	(five).	This	offers	the	opportunity	to	gain	
the	 perspective	of	 students	 who	 may	 have	 never	 chosen	 to	 take	 online	 classes	 versus	 a	
student	who	had	the	option	to	defer.	This	offered	interesting	insights	into	the	effects	of	self-



	

 

selection	 into	 online	 learning	 environments	 that	 could	 result	 in	 other	 explanations	 for	
differences	in	their	perceptions	of	remote	learning	compared	to	in-person	learning.	

Recruitment	 of	 interview	 subjects	 was	 conducted	 through	 convenient	 methods.	 I	
reached	out	to	eleven	Seniors	I	know	personally	or	were	the	friends	of	individuals	I	know	
personally.	The	questions	I	used	in	the	interviews	centered	around	the	perceptions	of	their	
experiences	of	both	in-	person	and	remote	classes,	including	lecture	format,	engagement	and	
motivation,	benefits	of	in-	person	and	remote	classes,	and	their	format	preferences.	In	order	
to	 evaluate	 the	 responses	 to	 these	 questions,	 I	 took	 notes	 of	 themes	 and	 patterns	 that	
emerged	from	the	data	that	were	present	across	interviewees.	For	ease,	I	narrativized	these	
themes	and	patterns	in	order	to	better	evaluate	and	present	findings.	

When	 asking	 students	 to	 compare	 their	 experiences	 in	 classes	 in-person	 versus	
remote,	I	asked	students	to	compare	classes	from	their	concentration	for	continuity	as	class	
learning	 objectives	 and	 format	 across	 fields	 of	 study	 are	 broad	 and	 far-reaching.	 Before	
conducting	 interviews,	 I	 provided	 the	 students	with	 a	 consent	 form	and	an	outline	of	 the	
project’s	goals	and	research	question.	In	this	form,	I	disclosed	my	intentions	for	the	interview	
responses	and	ensured	they	knew	that	participation	was	entirely	voluntary	and	that	they	
could	stop	the	interview	at	any	time.	When	conducting	the	interview,	I	began	by	first	asking	
the	subject	if	they	consented	to	an	on-record	interview.	All	participants	agreed	to	go	on	the	
record.	In	addition,	I	asked	their	permission	to	either	record	the	interview	using	audio	or	
video.	The	questions	can	be	found	in	the	Appendix.	
	
Limitations	
	

This	research	capstone	is	limited	in	several	ways,	and	while	I	attempted	to	mitigate	
the	limitations	of	this	project,	they	were	likely	not	completely	avoided.	First,	because	I	used	
a	 convenient	 recruitment	method	 in	 order	 to	 find	 interview	 candidates,	 I	 have	 personal	
relationships	with	the	respondents	I	interviewed.	This	may	have	led	some	respondents	to	
reduce	the	completeness	or	honesty	of	their	responses,	however,	it	could	have	also	had	the	
opposite	effect	of	increasing	their	candidness	with	me.	Secondly,	my	sample	was	somewhat	
small	with	only	six	interviews	conducted	overall.	However,	my	interview	sample	contained	
great	 diversity	in	 students’	 concentration	 areas,	 enabling	 me	 to	 see	 distinctions	 across	
concentrations.	Thirdly,	because	I	advertised	the	interviews	as	a	way	to	share	thoughts	about	
the	shift	to	remote	learning,	students	with	stronger	options	on	the	shift	to	remote	learning	
may	have	been	more	willing	to	be	interviewed	for	this	study.	Similarly,	because	this	study	is	
being	 conducted	when	many	 students	were	 forced	 into	 online	 learning,	 it	 is	 possible	 the	
students	I	interviewed	have	more	negative	perceptions	of	online	learning.	However,	this	in	
itself	 may	 offer	 interesting	 insights	 into	 how	 students	 perceive	 the	 emergency	 move	 to	
remote	 classes.	 Next,	 because	 of	 the	 nature	 of	 my	 research	 question,	 many	 interview	
questions	rely	on	retrospective	accounts.	Finally,	because	I	am	also	a	Senior	at	Harvard,	I	am	
in	a	similar	position	to	many	of	the	interview	respondents	and	hold	my	own	personal	beliefs	



	

 

about	the	shift	to	remote	learning.	I	thereby	acknowledge	the	bias	I	may	have	entered	this	
research	project	with.	I	aimed	to	combat	any	biases	I	may	hold	by	continually	revaluating	my	
impressions	of	the	respondents	and	challenging	my	own	assumptions	when	conducting	this	
research.	

I	 recognize	 that	 my	 research	 data	 is	 not	 representative	 of	 the	 experiences	 and	
perceptions	of	all	Seniors	at	Harvard	and	acknowledge	this	limitation.	It	is	also	important	to	
note	that	the	findings	from	this	research	will	not	be	generalizable	on	a	large	scale	due	to	the	
specific	nature	of	my	research	question.	The	research	findings	from	this	study	can,	however,	
be	used	to	gain	general	insights	into	4th	year	student	perspectives	at	other	elite	colleges	that	
made	the	shift	to	remote	learning	using	the	same	methods	and	structures	as	Harvard.	The	
following	research	findings	should	be	considered	in	light	of	the	limitations	listed	above.	
	
Findings	

	
Overall,	five	of	my	interviewees	had	completed	at	least	one	full	semester	remotely,	with	one	
only	having	completed	the	remainder	of	the	Spring	2020	term	and	Spring	2021	term	thus	
far.					Five	interviewees	identified	as	female,	and	one	identified	as	male.	Of	these,	two	identified	
as	being	a	member	of	the	LGBTQIA+	community.	Of	the	participants,	one	identified	as	Asian,	
one	as	Black,	and	four	as	White.	The	participants	ranged	between	the	ages	of	19	and	22	years	
old.	
The	 interviewees	all	 concentrated	 in	different	 fields	 representing	economics,	psychology,	
human	evolutionary	 biology,	 theater	 dance	 and	media	 and	 history	 and	 literature,	 human	
development	regenerative	biology,	and	computer	science	and	statistics.	

The	 students	 I	 interviewed	were	 able	 to	 point	 to	 both	 benefits	 and	 drawbacks	 to	
remote	learning;	participants’	perceptions	were	generally	negative	with	a	few	positives.	Our	
discussions	tended	to	gravitate	towards	three	major	topics:	motivation	and	engagement	or	
lack	 thereof,	 social	interactions	 or	 lack	 thereof,	 and	 learning	 outcomes.	 Many	 of	 the	
characteristics	 the	 students	 perceived	 as	 being	 negative	 aspects	 of	 emergency	 remote	
learning	align	with	characteristics	highlighted	in	the	literature.	I	summarized	the	qualitative	
findings	 in	 the	 key	 areas	 that	 students	 perceived	 of	 their	 emergency	 remote	 classes	
compared	to	their	in-person	class	experiences.	The	categories	showcased	in	Tables	One	and	
Two	were	derived	based	on	these	recurrent	themes	and	patterns.	The	information	included	
in	 these	 tables	 is	meant	 to	 act	 as	 a	 summary	 reference	 of	 the	main	 takeaways	 from	 the	
interviews	and	does	not	necessarily	encapsulate	the	full	picture.	

Two	 students,	 both	 concentrating	 in	 a	 STEM	 field,	 mentioned	 that	 they	 felt	 their	
courses	were	 more	 difficult	 now	 during	 emergency	 remote	 than	 their	 in-person	 classes.	
When	I	asked	each	student	why	they	thought	this	was,	both	indicated	that	their	professors	
had	increased	the	workload	purposefully.	One	student	quoted	a	professor	who	said,	“Now	
that	classes	are	online,	you	have	so	much	more	free	time	to	spend	on	your	work	in	this	class”.	
So	while	the	course	itself	may	not	have	increased	in	difficulty,	the	students	felt	they	had	a	



	

 

greater	workload	than	they	would	have	 if	 the	class	was	taught	 in	person.	Similarly,	 three	
students	 (two	 in	 STEM,	 one	 in	 social	 sciences)	 discussed	 how	 they	 thought	 the	 actual	
concepts	from	their	courses	were	more	confusing	or	unclear	than	they	would	have	been	if	
they	were	taking	it	in-person.	One	student	who	felt	this	way	said	that	attending	lecture	used	
to	be	where	they	learned	the	most	in	their	classes,	but	now	they	feel	like	learning	in	lecture	
is	secondary	to	the	learning	they	do	on	their	own	time,	and	that	they	mainly	go	to	lecture	to,	
“make	 sure	 I’m	 doing	 it	 right”.	 Another	 student	 echoed	 the	 sentiment	 of	 unclear	
communication,	and	said	they	felt	like	the	course	was	more	challenging	simply	because	their	
instructor	was	ambiguous	about	class	assignments	and	key	concepts.	

Another	concept	that	came	up	in	all	six	interviews	was	“Zoom	fatigue”,	or	the	mental	
exhaustion	that	comes	from	working	virtually	all	day.	One	student	characterized	the	feeling	
by	saying	that	their,	“brain	has	to	work	harder”	to	achieve	the	same	level	of	engagement	in	
their	 emergency	 remote	 classes	 than	 in	 their	 in-person	 classes.	 Another	 said	 the	 feeling	
comes	 from	 the	 expectation	 to	 be	 “on”	while	 on	 Zoom	 in	 order	 to	 gauge	 other	 people’s	
reactions	 and	 social	 cues	 virtually	 which	 isn’t	 an	 issue	 in	 their	 in-person	 classes.	 Two	
students	 I	 spoke	 to	 described	 feeling	 anxiety	 because	 of	 the	 requirement	 to	 have	 their	
camera	 on	 in	 their	 classes.	 These	 students	 worried	 that	 others	 may	 be	 judging	 their	
backgrounds	or	that	their	workspace	would	draw	additional	attention	to	them.	Further,	one	
student	 said	 that	 in	 all	 of	 their	 classes,	 it	 is	 required	 that	 their	 cameras	 stay	 on	 for	 the	
duration	of	class	which	they	said	has	the	same	effect	as	“staring	into	a	mirror	for	hours	on	
end”,	which	has	been	greatly	taxing	on	their	mental	health.	

Additionally,	 multiple	 students	 admitted	 they	 were	 prone	 to	 “zoning	 out”	 or	
“daydreaming”	during	their	classes	rather	than	listening	and	actively	engaging.	More	than	
one	said	the	constant	necessity	to	be	on	their	computers	simply	made	doing	work	outside	of	
class	is	more	tiresome	after	they	spend	multiple	hours	staring	at	their	screen	to	attend	class.	
One	student	said,	“Before	[in-person]	after	classes	you	could	go	and	do	work	somewhere,	but	
now	after	watching	my	classes	from	a	screen	all	day,	the	thought	of	looking	at	computer	to	
do	more	work	seems	like	hell”.	

Another	 aspect	of	 emergency	 remote	 learning	 that	 emerged	across	 the	 interviews	
was	the	students’	perceived	“plunging	motivation”	and	engagement.	The	students	pointed	to	
various	reasons	they	thought	their	motivation	and	engagement	in	their	courses	had	fallen,	
many	 of	 which	had	 to	 do	 with	 their	 significantly	 reduced	 social	 interactions	 inside	 and	
outside	of	classes.	Nearly	all	of	the	students	I	interviewed	told	me	that	in	previous	semesters,	
they	generally	took	classes	with	friends	or	made	friends	in	the	class	throughout	the	semester.	
When	I	asked	how	students	usually	made	friends	in	their	classes,	many	said	it	was	through	
their	“unassigned	assigned	seat”.	They	said	they	usually	just	made	friends	with	the	people	
they	sat	next	to	in	lecture	by	happenchance.	In	a	virtual	environment,	students	don’t	have	
this	 informal	 method	 of	 making	 friends	 that	 plays	 a	 big	 role	 in	 in-person	 lectures.	 One	
student	described	 the	 lacking	social	aspect	of	 their	 classes	as	 a	huge	 reason	 they	 felt	 less	



	

 

motivated	saying,	“The	best	part	of	regular	[in-	person]	classes	are	the	social	aspect,	and	you	
don’t	get	that	online	which	makes	it	less	fun	and	leads	to	less	motivation	for	me”.	

The	social	interactions	described	by	the	students	also	points	to	something	else	that	
may	be	lacking	in	the	online	environment	–	routine.	While	a	routine	can	be	helpful	in	many	
ways,	sitting	down	in	the	same	chair	and	listening	to	the	same	lectures	every	day	without	
any	change	in	their	day-to-day	lives	can	be	exhausting	by	itself.	One	student	put	this	feeling	
eloquently	by	 saying,	 “there	 isn’t	a	 rhythm	to	 the	day	anymore	because	every	day	seems	
exactly	the	same”.	For	others,	less	motivation	doesn’t	necessarily	equal	less	engagement.		

One	student	said	that	even	though	they	are	less	motivated	than	they	were	during	their	
in-person	classes,	they	are	still	putting	in	a	ton	of	work	to	their	classes	an	engaging	with	their	
professors	a	lot	more.	Interestingly,	this	was	said	by	the	student	who	chose	to	defer	in	the	
Fall	2020	semester.	It	seems	possible	that	this	students’	break	from	classes	in	the	Fall	may	
be	a	reason	they	feel	more	motivated	to	work	hard	despite	feeling	“burnt-out”.	
Next,	 all	 six	 of	 the	 students	 I	 interviewed	 said	 they	 felt	 like	 their	 learning	outcomes	had	
changed	or	were	lower	this	semester	as	compared	to	previous	in-person	semesters.	When	
prompted	about	why	 this	may	be,	 a	 few	 students	 said	 they	 thought	 their	professors	had	
reduced	the	 amount	 of	 materials	 covered	 throughout	 the	 course.	 One	 student	 studying	
computer	science	who	works	as	a	TF	said	that	the	professor	in	their	class	purposefully	did	
this	in	an	effort	to	ease	the	burden	of	their	class	during	this	difficult	time.	Another	student	
studying	 theater	 said	 that	 they	also	 thought	 their	 professors	 had	 reduced	 the	 materials	
covered	in	the	course,	but	that	they	think	they	gained	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	concepts	
that	were	covered	as	a	result.	In	this	case,	it	seems	like	the	difference	may	not	necessarily	
have	been	a	bad	thing.	

On	a	more	positive	note,	nearly	all	the	students	said	they	appreciated	the	increased	
accessibility	of	their	professors	and	learning	materials	during	emergency	remote	learning.	
Over				half	of	 the	students	said	 they	 felt	 like	 their	 instructor	was	a	positive	aspect	of	 their	
remote	experience.	One	student	 said,	 “I	used	 to	never	go	 to	office	hours	because	 I	 either	
didn’t	have	time	or	I	didn’t	want	to	walk	there,	but	now	I	can	just	hop	right	on	and	not	feel	
like	I	used	up	a	huge	amount	of	my	day”.	Four	other	students	echoed	this	sentiment	and	said	
they	 had	 taken	 advantage	 of	 their	 instructor’s	 office	 hours	 much	 more	 regularly	 this	
semester.	Interestingly,	even	a	student	who	said	they	felt	like	their	instructor	was	sometimes	
confusing	about	course	concepts	said	they	had	gone	to	office	hours	much	more	regularly	and	
appreciated	the	greater	accessibility.	

In	 addition,	 five	 of	 the	 students	 said	 that	 they	 had	 access	 to	 significantly	 more	
learning	resources	this	semester	that	they	would	not	have	had	regularly.	When	I	asked	why	
one	student	thought	this	was	the	case	they	said,	“Before,	professors	would	write	on	the	white	
board	and	we	would	have	to	hurry	to	take	notes	on	it.	Now,	the	professor	has	lecture	notes	
and	notes	they	take	during	class	that	is	already	in	an	electronic	format,	so	why	wouldn’t	they	
share	it	with	us?”.	Others,	said	that	their	lectures	were	recorded	for	the	first	time	ever,	and	
that	professors	often	uploaded	their	lecture	slides	to	canvas.	One	student	said	that	this,	“takes	



	

 

the	pressure	off	of	taking	detailed	notes	because	I	know	I	can	go	back	and	look	at	it	if	I	need	
to”.	

One	downside	to	this	semester	has	also	proven	to	be	an	upside	–	time.	Because	college	
related	extracurriculars	that	would	have	once	taken	up	a	significant	amount	of	time	have	
been	cancelled	or	moved	online,	all	six	students	said	they	have	more	free	time	now	compared	
to	when	classes	were	in-person.	One	student	said	they	use	this	extra	time	to	take	care	of	their	
mental	health	by	exercising	more	and	taking	walks.	Another	student	said	they	have	put	this	
extra	time	towards	a	theatrical	script	they	have	been	working	on.	And	another	said	they	used	
this	extra	time	to	dive	deeper	into	their	coursework.	No	matter	how	the	students	chose	to	
use	their	new	free	time,	each	of	them	seemed	grateful	to	have	it.	
	
Table	1.	Student	Perceptions	of	Negative	Aspects	of	Learning	Remotely	Compared	to	
Learning	In-Person	
Category	name	 Definition	 Number	of	responses		
Difficulty	or	rigor	 Mentioned	increased	difficulty	or	rigor	of	classes	 2	(33%)	

Concepts	 Mentioned	class	concepts	were	more	challenging	
or	confusing	

3	(50%)	

Zoom	fatigue	 Mentioned	remote	synchronous	classes	as	tiring	
or	taxing	

6	(100%)	

Engagement	 Mentioned	it	is	harder	to	engage	online	 5	(83%)	

Motivation	 Mentioned	a	lack	of	motivation	or	increased	
procrastination	

6	(100%)	

Social	Interaction	 Mentioned	a	decrease	in	social	interaction	 6	(100%)	

Learning	
Outcomes	

Mentioned	decreased	or	changed	learning	
outcomes	

6	(100%)	

	
Table	2.	Student	Perceptions	of	Positive	Aspects	of	Remote	Learning	Compared	to	Learning	
In-Person	
Category	name	 Definition	 Number	of	responses	
Instructor	 Mentioned	instructor	positively	 4	(66%)	

Resources	 Mentioned	additional	supplemental	resources	as	
helpful	

5	(83%)	

Office	hours	 Mentioned	attending	office	hours	 4	(66%)	

Time	 Mentioned	increased	time	outside	of	class	 6	(100%)	

	
When	asked	if	they	would	prefer	to	take	their	courses	remotely	or	in-person,	all	six	students	
gave	a	very	enthusiastic	“in-person!”	response.	Many	of	the	students	pointed	to	the	barriers	
discussed	above	as	their	rational,	and	across	every	interview	the	biggest	reason	the	students	



	

 

cited	was	the	loss	of	social	 interactions	in	their	remote	classes.	One	student	said,	“there’s	
something	inherently	missing	from	online	classes…you	lose	the	energy	of	the	room	and	the	
spontaneity	of	the	class	discussions”.	It	seems	that	while	students	go	to	college	to	learn	and	
study,	it	is	possible	that	the	most	important	aspect	of	their	college	experience	has	been	the	
opportunity	to	interact	with	professors	and	peers	organically.	
Conclusion	

This	research	study	examined	the	perceptions	and	experiences	of	Harvard	University	
Seniors	 regarding	 the	 transition	 to	 emergency	 remote	 learning	 utilizing	 six	 student	
interviews.	 It	 aimed	 to	 characterize	 their	 perceptions	 on	 the	 barriers	 and	 benefits	 of	
emergency	 remote	 learning	as	 compared	 to	 in-person	 learning.	 Ultimately,	 my	 findings	
suggest	that,	as	students	see	it	from	their	own	perspective,	in-person	classes	are	superior	to	
emergency	remote	classes	primarily	due	to	the	lack	of	clear	communication	and	dramatically	
decreased	social	interactions	with	fellow	classmates	and	instructors.	I	found	that	many	of	
the	characteristics	of	remote	and	emergency	remote	learning	barriers	and	benefits	from	the	
literature	were	highlighted	in	my	interviews	with	the	Seniors.	
This	 research	project	makes	 several	 important	 contributions	 to	 the	 literature	 focused	on	
student	learning.	This	research	first	provides	a	look	at	Seniors’	perceptions	of	their	learning	
experiences	during	the	switch	to	emergency	remote	learning	due	to	COVID-19.	This	project	
makes	it	clear	that	while	students	would	much	rather	attend	classes	in-person,	while	they	
learn	remotely	 they	 want	 to	 see	more	 communication	 and	 opportunities	 to	 interact	 and	
socialize	with	their	fellow	classmates.	

Next,	this	article	examined	the	nuances	of	emergency	remote	learning	as	compared	
to	regular	remote	learning	and	helped	identify	many	additional	barriers	students	are	facing	
right	now.	Things	such	as	stress	or	anxiety	due	to	the	pandemic,	zoom	fatigue,	and	extreme	
reductions	to	social	interaction	are	unique	to	emergency	remote.	The	results	from	this	study	
help	 highlight	 a	few	 possible	 sources	 of	 the	 anxieties	 students	 may	 be	 facing	 and	 helps	
connect	them	to	their	perceived	lack	of	motivation	and	engagement.	

In	consideration	of	both	my	findings	and	limitations,	this	research	project	can	serve	
as	a	point	of	reference	for	students	and	scholars	seeking	to	gain	a	greater	understanding	of	
students’	perceptions	of	their	emergency	remote	courses.	In	addition,	it	can	also	serve	as	a	
reference	for	those	seeking	to	understand	the	nuances	of	emergency	remote	versus	regular	
remote	learning.	More	research	with	greater	sample	sizes	and	diversity	are	critical	to	gain	a	
fuller	understanding	of	many	of	the	issues	discussed	in	this	research	project.	How	students	
think	about	and	perceive	their	experiences	at	this	time	will	likely	differ	between	institutions,	
background,	 and	 other	 characteristics	 unique	 to	 the	 individual.	 Only	 future	 research	
exploring	these	questions	at	a	broad	range	of	institutions	can	address	the	current	gaps	in	the	
literature	 and	 provide	 greater	understanding	 about	 the	 students	 in	 emergency	 remote	
classrooms.
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Appendix	
	
List	of	interview	questions	I	used	to	guide	the	conversation	with	my	interviewees.	
	
1. Can	you	describe	the	typical	format	for	in-person	vs	remote	lectures	you	have	attended?	
2. How	do	you	perceive	your	professors	have	responded	to	the	shift	to	remote	learning?	
3. What	were	the	effects	of	the	shift	to	remote	learning	on	your	learning	outcomes?	
4. What	have	been	the	effects	of	remote	learning	on	your	motivation?	
5. How	has	your	engagement	with	classes	changed?	
6. What	has	been	the	most	significant	difference	between	remote	learning	and	non-

remote	learning	for	you	personally?	
7. If	you	were	asked	to	choose	between	taking	a	course	in-person	or	online,	which	would	

you	choose	and	why?	
8. Is	there	anything	else	I	should	have	asked	you	to	better	understand	how	your	academic	

experiences	of	remote	classes	compare	to	your	academic	experiences	of	in-person	
classes?	



	

 

Yes,	You	Can	Get	into	Medical	School:	Guide	to	Being	a	
First-Generation,	Low-Income	Pre-Med	Student	at	
Harvard	College	

Meiyi	Yu	

Abstract	
Pre-medical	students	 follow	a	specific	 track	 in	order	to	become	competitive	applicants	to	
medical	school.	The	general	knowledge	is	that	students	should	maintain	a	high	grade	point	
average,	score	well	on	the	Medical	College	Admission	Test,	have	clinical	experience,	obtain	
excellent	letters	of	recommendation,	etc.	The	pre-med	track	with	rigorous	coursework	and	
heavy	load	of	activities	that	need	to	be	completed	in	a	short	period	can	be	especially	stressful	
for	 first-	 generation,	 low-income	 students	who	 are	 navigating	 college	 on	 their	 own.	 This	
project	 studies	 the	 challenges	 that	 first-generation,	 low-income	 pre-med	 students	 at	
Harvard	experience	 throughout	 their	 journey	to	medical	school	by	conducting	 interviews	
with	 these	 students.	 The	 findings	 of	 this	 project	will	 contribute	 to	 the	 understanding	 of	
student	experiences	at	the	intersection	of	being	first-generation,	low-income,	and	pre-med,	
which	will	allow	potential	development	of	interventions	that	can	provide	better	support	for	
this	population.	The	findings	of	the	research	are	also	applied	to	develop	this	guide	containing	
what	first-generation,	low-income	pre-med	students	at	Harvard	should	know,	institutional	
resources	 that	 can	 support	 them,	 and	 tips	compiled	 from	 pre-med	 advisors	 as	 well	 as	
students	at	the	college.	
	



	

 

Introduction	
	
College	 is	 challenging	 for	many	students	due	 to	 reasons	 such	as	 learning	more	advanced	
academic	topics,	different	styles	of	learning,	or	transition	to	a	new	social	environment.	First-	
generation	college	students	(FGCS),	defined	by	Harvard	College	as	those	who	are	the	first	
within	their	 immediate	 family	 to	 graduate	 from	 a	 four-year	 college,	 encounter	 additional	
hardships	because,	unlike	their	peers,	they	do	not	have	parents	they	can	turn	to	for	advice	
when	experiencing	challenges	in	college.	They	lack	the	cultural	capital	to	be	fully	prepared	
for	college,	which	negatively	affects	 their	academic	performance	(Collier	&	Morgan,	2008;	
Oldfield,	2007).	Additionally,	previous	research	reported	that	half	of	FGCS	were	from	low-
income	families	where	the	majority	of	their	households	make	less	than	$50,000	(Chen,	2005;	
Redford	et	al.,	2017).	While	college	on	its	own	is	already	difficult	to	navigate,	students	who	
are	 on	 the	 pre-	 medical	 track	 experience	 additional	 stress	 from	 the	 need	 to	 fulfill	
requirements	for	applying	to	medical	school.	Besides	performing	well	in	all	of	their	courses,	
pre-med	students	need	to	seek	opportunities	and	plan	accordingly	in	order	to	demonstrate	
their	potential	to	become	excellent	medical	students	and	physicians	in	their	medical	school	
applications.	 The	 U.S.	 News	 listed	 that	 clinical	 work,	 service,	 leadership	 experience,	 and	
research	are	some	activities	that	can	help	applicants	stand	out	because	solely	a	high	grade	
point	average	(GPA)	combined	with	a	superb	Medical	College	Admission	Test	(MCAT)	score	
is	 not	 enough.	 As	 expected,	 Smedley	 et	 al.	 (2001)	 identified	 that	 pre-health	 advising	 is	
essential	in	the	success	of	students	that	are	pursuing	careers	in	this	specific	field.	Since	FGCS	
lack	 support	 from	 their	 families,	 it	 is	 especially	 important	 that	 they	are	receiving	 it	 from	
outside	resources	like	their	advising	programs.	

Over	15%	of	Harvard	students	identify	as	FGCS	and	20%	have	family	incomes	less	
than	 $65,000.	 All	 Harvard	 students	 have	 access	 to	 the	 Office	 of	 Career	 Services	 (OCS)	
Premedical	and	Health	Careers	Advising,	and	students	are	able	to	meet	with	their	residential	
house	premedical	 committee	starting	 their	 sophomore	year.	The	OCS	provides	a	21-page	
packet	 of	 information	 for	 pre-med	 students	 containing	 timelines,	 courses,	 and	 other	
resources	that	they	could	contact.	Another	10-page	guide	has	been	developed	by	the	Harvard	
Black	 Premedical	 Society	 sharing	 service,	 research,	 and	 shadowing	 opportunities.	While	
Harvard	 pre-med	 students	no	 doubt	 should	 have	 access	 to	 a	 wealth	 of	 resources,	 it	 is	
questionable	 whether	 these	 resources	 are	 accessible	 and	 sufficient	 in	 guiding	 first-
generation,	 low-income	 (FGLI)	 pre-med	 students	 to	success.	 Therefore,	 this	 empirical	
research	project	aims	to	assess	the	barriers	of	FGLI	pre-med	students	in	order	to	construct	
a	guide	that	can	better	support	these	students	in	obtaining	the	support	that	they	need.	The	
research	will	 be	 driven	 by	 the	 questions	what	 challenges	 do	 FGLI	med	 students	 need	 to	
overcome	in	college?	Are	there	institutional	resources	that	address	these	challenges?	

To	answer	these	questions,	 interviews	were	conducted	with	a	sample	of	FGLI	pre-
med	students	to	gain	insights	into	their	experiences.	It	is	hypothesized	that	these	data	will	
show	how	FGLI	pre-med	students	lack	knowledge	in	the	implicit	information	for	success	such	



	

 

as	how	to	form	relationships	with	professors	in	order	to	obtain	letters	of	recommendations	
or	how	to	manage	heavy	workloads	and	perform	well	academically.	
	
Literature	Review	
	
FGLI	students	are	disadvantaged,	compared	to	students	whose	parents	earned	bachelor’s	
degrees,	 in	 terms	 of	 knowledge	 about	 higher	 education,	 family	 income	 and	 support,	 low	
education	expectations,	and	academic	preparation	 (Engle	&	Tinto,	2008;	Pascarella	et	al.,	
2004;	Terenzini	et	al.,	1996).	These	disadvantages	lead	to	poorer	academic	performances	as	
on	 average,	 FGCS	 had	 a	 lower	 GPA	 of	 2.6	 compared	 to	 non-FGCS	 with	 a	 2.8	 average	
(Warburton	et	al.,	2001),	which	would	make	FGCS	less	competitive	applicants	for	medical	
school	 when	 looking	 only	 at	 academic	 statistics.	 Contributing	 to	 not	 being	 academically	
prepared	for	college,	Collier	and	Morgan	(2008)	identified	that	FGCS,	due	to	their	parents’	
limited	 educational	 experiences,	 are	 less	 able	 to	 fulfill	 their	 student	 roles	 and	 the	
expectations	of	faculty.	These	roles	and	expectations	require	the	implicit	understanding	of	
how	to	demonstrate	their	knowledge	of	the	course	content	to	their	professors.	As	a	result,	
FGCS	are	less	likely	to	know	what	it	would	take	to	succeed	in	their	courses.	In	addition	to	not	
being	prepared	academically,	they	are	less	likely	to	perceive	faculty	members	as	concerned	
for	student	or	to	engage	with	authority	figures	academically,	tend	to	work	more	hours,	and	
show	 lower	 levels	 of	 extracurricular	 involvement	 (Jack,	 2016;	 Pascarella	 et	 al.,	 2004;	
Terenzini	 et	 al.,	 1996).	 This	 impacts	 post-graduation	 outcomes	 as	 Cataldi	 et	 al.	 (2018)	
reported	that	while	only	4%	of	first-generation	graduates	enroll	in	doctoral	or	professional	
programs,	 10%	of	 students	whose	parents	 earned	bachelor’s	 degrees	 have	 enrolled.	 The	
challenges	that	FGLI	students	are	known	to	encounter	demonstrate	a	need	to	provide	them	
with	better	support	in	order	to	help	them	succeed	in	college	and	gain	admission	to	medical	
school.	Despite	the	knowledge	that	FGLI	students	face	additional	barriers	compared	to	their	
peers,	 there	 is	 little	 research	 on	 the	 undergraduate	 pre-med	 experience	 especially	 for	
students	who	identify	as	FGLI	(Lin	et	al.,	2013).	Therefore,	this	project	explored	the	barriers	
that	FGLI	pre-med	students	may	face	and	how	these	barriers	could	potentially	be	addressed.	
	
Methods	
	
To	 identify	 the	 common	 barriers	 that	 FGLI	 pre-med	 students	 may	 encounter,	 semi-	
structured	interviews	that	each	lasted	for	about	20	minutes	were	conducted	over	Zoom	with	
nine	undergraduate	 pre-med	 students	 who	 identify	 as	 FGLI.	 Participants	 were	 recruited	
through	snowball	sampling,	starting	with	a	 junior	FGLI	pre-med	student	that	I	know.	The	
final	sample	consisted	of	1	first-year,	2	sophomores,	and	6	juniors.	Additionally,	a	Qualtrics	
survey	was	sent	over	the	Harvard	Primus	email	list,	a	community	of	572	FGLI	students	at	
Harvard	College.	The	responses	from	the	survey	were	used	to	shape	the	interview	questions.	
In	the	survey,	respondents	were	able	to	express	challenges	they	have	encountered	and	the	



	

 

resources	that	they	know	of	or	have	accessed	as	well	as	the	support	they	think	is	missing.	
Two	 expert	 interviews	 were	 also	 conducted	 prior	 to	 student	 interviews	 in	 order	 to	
understand	 the	 challenges	 of	 FGLI	 pre-med	 students	 that	 advisers	 are	 aware	 of	 and	 the	
resources	that	are	available	to	students,	better	structuring	student	interviews.	The	interview	
protocols	were	adapted	from	an	undergraduate	honors	thesis	that	investigated	pre-medical	
preparation	 of	 FGCS	 (Chang	 2016).	 The	 interview-	 based	 approach	 was	 chosen	 as	 the	
preferred	 method	 of	 qualitative	 data	 collection	 because	 it	 would	 allow	 exploration	 of	
different	challenges	of	FGLI	pre-med	students	that	may	not	have	been	identified	yet	and	gain	
in-depth	 understandings	 of	 their	 experiences.	 Interviews	 also	 allow	 more	 fluidity	 in	
collecting	 information	 with	 interviewees	 that	 have	 different	 experiences.	 The	 data	 was	
analyzed	qualitatively	by	coding	the	interview	transcripts	for	major	themes	and	presented	
as	case	studies.	
	
Limitations	and	Positionality	
	
The	conclusions	drawn	from	this	data	have	limitations	as	the	small,	non-random	sample	may	
not	be	representative	of	the	entire	Harvard	FGLI	pre-med	student	population.	The	barriers	
that	are	identified	through	the	interviews	will	not	be	exhaustive.	I	am	aware	that	as	a	FGLI	
pre-	med	 student	 myself,	 I	 have	 pre-existing	 biases	 and	 opinions	 on	 the	 challenges	 this	
student	 population	 may	 encounter.	 However,	 the	 interview	 questions	 were	 worded	 as	
objectively	as	possible	and	will	capture	the	views	of	the	interviewees	instead	of	my	own.	All	
of	the	data	collected	will	be	kept	anonymous	in	order	to	protect	the	privacy	of	participants.	
	
Results	
	
Lack	of	Academic	Preparation	
	
As	 identified	 through	 the	 literature,	 most	 of	 the	 FGLI	 pre-med	 students	 interviewed	
expressed	challenges	dealing	with	the	rigor	of	their	course	work.	These	students	all	attended	
public	high	schools	 that	consisted	of	majorly	underserved	and	minority	populations.	One	
student	described	 his	 high	 school	 as	 “a	 drop-out	 school	 that	 is	mostly	 for	 kids	who	have	
trouble,	and	the	goal	is	to	get	them	out	of	high	school	instead	of	into	college.”	Another	student	
reflected	on	her	experience	of	choosing	to	take	what	is	perceived	as	the	lower-level	science	
and	math	classes	during	her	first	year	and	noticed	that	when	she	looked	around	the	room,	
most	students	were	people	of	color	from	low-income	backgrounds.	Going	into	college,	many	
FGLI	pre-med	students	already	bring	with	them	academic	challenges	that	would	need	to	be	
addressed	with	extra	support.	

Even	though	the	junior	FGLI	pre-med	students	have	the	grit,	obtained	the	experience,	
and	developed	the	study	skills	to	ultimately	perform	well	in	their	classes,	they	still	feel	like	
there	 is	 a	 gap	 between	 them	 and	 their	 peers	who	 have	 gone	 to	 high	 schools	 that	 better	



	

 

prepared	them	academically.	“And	I	never	really	feel	like	I	caught	up	even	though	technically	
I	 caught	up	because	now	I’m	 in	 the	same	classes	as	 the	kids	who	started	off	 in	LS1a,	 [an	
introductory	course	to	chemistry	and	biology	that	is	an	alternative	to	a	course	that	is	offered	
for	students	who	do	not	have	a	strong	foundation	in	the	subjects],	but	I’m	always	struggling”	
a	student	expressed.	This	existing	gap	leads	to	some	of	these	students	feeling	overworked	as	
one	student	explained	that	the	academically	well-prepared	students	are	“able	to	spend	10	
hours	studying	for	an	exam	versus	I	still	need	to	spend	30	hours	or	more	for	an	exam	just	
because	there’s	a	level	of	insecurity	and	it	just	produces	anxiety	that	just	pushes	you	back,	
and	maybe	it’s	not	the	same	for	other	students	who	are	not	FGLI,	who	do	not	have	to	wonder	
if	it’s	actually	possible	to	fulfill	their	goals,	because	they’ve	seen	it	in	their	generation	and	
their	parents’.”	These	academic	challenges	have	consequences	beyond	obtaining	lower	GPAs.	
Students	pointed	out	that	doing	well	in	their	courses	was	always	their	priority	during	the	
school	year,	causing	them	to	focus	less	on	other	aspects	such	as	planning	their	trajectories	
to	medical	school.	
	
Feeling	of	Incompetency	
	
Another	consequence	of	being	less	academically	prepared	is	losing	self-confidence.	Feeling	
“underqualified”	 is	a	common	trend	among	the	majority	of	the	students	 interviewed.	“It’s	
like	we	have	an	inferiority	complex	going	on.	I	feel	like	I’m	underprepared	and	like	I’m	not	as	
smart	or	qualified	as	other	people”	one	student	responded	when	explaining	why	she	feels	
stressed	all	 the	time	as	a	FGLI	pre-med	student.	Comparing	themselves	 to	other	pre-med	
students	who	are	engaging	in	a	variety	of	clubs,	starting	their	own	nonprofit	organizations,	
or	making	significant	contributions	to	their	research	labs,	these	students	feel	like	the	other	
premeds	are	more	“competitive,”	“hardcore,”	and	“have	their	lives	together.”	

The	feeling	of	being	incompetent	is	damaging	as	FGLI	pre-med	students	would	give	
up	pursuing	 opportunities	 that	 they	 might	 be	 fully	 capable	 of.	 For	 example,	 a	 student	
mentioned	self-selecting	herself	out	of	research	opportunities	because	“there’s	no	way	that	
they’ll	pick	me	over	my	peers	who’s	just	so	much	more	qualified.”	Another	student	expressed	
that	“I’m	always	scared.	I	don’t	trust	the	[Harvard	course]	placement	exam.	Whatever	they	
told	me	like	no	no,	I’m	just	gonna	go	lower	than	whatever	you	tell	me,”	revealing	that	even	
when	these	students	are	academically	capable,	their	lack	of	self-confidence	might	cause	them	
to	refrain	from	seeking	certain	opportunities.	

Not	 only	 does	 the	 lack	 of	 self-confidence	 takes	 away	 opportunities	 from	 these	
students,	but	it	also	creates	additional	pressure.	A	student	noticed	that	whenever	she	asks	
professors	 questions	 she	 constantly	 starts	 with	 “hi,	 I’m	 sorry	 this	 is	 stupid,	 but	 …”	
Complementing	the	idea	of	feeling	less	deserving,	another	student	shared	that	“sometimes	I	
feel	like	I	have	to	prove	to	other	people	that	I	deserve	my	place	here.”	The	feeling	of	being	
incompetent	in	FGLI	pre-med	students	due	to	lack	of	academic	preparedness	for	college	is	
exacerbated	by	self-comparison	 to	other	non-FGLI	pre-med	students,	 creating	barriers	 to	



	

 

taking	advantage	of	opportunities	at	Harvard.	
	
Lack	of	Support	Through	the	Advising	System	
	
Advising	is	a	common	way	for	college	students	to	receive	support	during	their	time	at	their	
institutions.	 In	 general,	 meeting	 with	 advisors	 has	 been	 shown	 to	 increase	 student	
responsibility,	self-efficacy,	study	skills,	perceived	support,	and	success	(Young-Jones	et	al.,	
2012).	Therefore,	advising	programs	serve	important	roles	in	supporting	students	through	
the	pre-med	track.	Most	of	the	students	interviewed	have	met	with	advisers	before	but	do	
not	 feel	a	 strong	connection	with	 the	advisers.	A	barrier	 to	accessing	 this	resource	 is	 the	
availability	of	 the	advisers.	Students	 feel	 that	advisers	are	often	very	booked	and	busy.	A	
student	 felt	 deterred	 from	reaching	 out	 to	 her	 house	 premed	 tutors	 because	 she	 did	 not	
receive	a	response	after	sending	an	email	 to	 the	 tutor.	While	students	are	often	 told	 that	
advising	is	an	available	resource,	in	reality,	it	is	not	always	easily	accessible.	Students	found	
making	 appointments	 with	 the	 OCS	 difficult	 because	 the	 timeslots	 do	 not	 fit	 into	 their	
schedules.	Many	also	 feel	 like	 the	 resource	 is	more	 reserved	 for	upperclassmen	who	are	
actively	applying	for	medical	school.	

Even	after	students	successfully	scheduled	meetings	with	premed	advisers,	they	were	
unable	to	establish	relationships	that	make	them	comfortable	reaching	out	to	the	advisers	
again	 for	 support.	 One	 student	 described	 her	 disappointing	 experience	 with	 a	 premed	
advisor	at	her	residential	house.	When	asked	how	he	studied	for	the	MCAT,	the	tutor	claimed	
that	he	was	naturally	good	at	physics	and	biology	so	it	was	not	a	worry.	The	student	cried	
after	the	meeting	because	the	tutor	“doesn’t	understand	what	it’s	like	to	not	be	privileged,	to	
be	poor	and	struggling.”	The	tutor’s	inability	to	recognize	the	challenges	that	the	student	was	
facing	 led	 him	to	 be	 unable	 to	 give	 effective	 advice	 and	 even	 fueled	 her	 feeling	 of	 being	
incompetent.	
	
Perception	of	Professors	as	Distant	People	
	
Previous	 research	 has	 shown	 that	 students	 who	 view	 their	 faculty	 members	 as	 being	
approachable,	respectful,	and	available	for	frequent	interactions	outside	the	classroom	are	
more	likely	to	feel	confident	academically	and	motivated	(Komarraju	et	al.,	2010).	It	was	also	
found	in	a	study	sampling	from	organic	chemistry	courses	that	positive	relationships	with	
professors	associate	with	small	but	significant	increase	in	final	grade	(Micari	&	Pazos,	2012).	
However,	 Jack	(2015)	argued	that	 lower-income	students	tend	to	resist	engagement	with	
college	authority	figures.	Consistent	with	Jack’s	findings,	most	FGLI	pre-med	students	find	it	
difficult	to	connect	with	professors.	One	student	stated	that	“there’s	something	intimidating	
about	going	to	office	hours	by	professors.	I	know	a	lot	of	other	people	do,	and	I	think	they	
tend	 to	 not	 be	 FGLI.	 I	 think	none	 of	my	 friends	 go	 to	 office	 hours	with	 professors.”	 This	
intimidation	could	stem	from	not	knowing	how	to	approach	the	professors.	Another	student	



	

 

expressed	that	“I	feel	like	I’m	just	very	awkward	and	I	don’t	know	much	about	conversing	
with	 professors.”	 Another	 source	 of	 this	 intimidation	 could	 be	 because	 FGLI	 pre-med	
students	may	not	feel	like	professors	are	approachable	as	a	student	said	that	she	does	not	
feel	like	professors	care	about	her	as	a	student	and	gets	the	impression	that	professors	are	
“big	fancy	[people].”	One	claimed	that	her	professor	is	“just	very	unapproachable	not	because	
of	what	they	do	but	because	of	who	they	are	already.	It’s	kind	of	hard.	Just	feels	so	far	away.”	
This	sense	of	distance	could	be	related	back	 to	 the	previous	 identified	barriers	of	 lack	of	
adequate	academic	preparation	and	feeling	incompetent,	because	one	student	found	that	it	
is	easier	to	hold	conversation	with	professors	of	non-science,	technology,	engineering,	and	
mathematics	 (STEM)	 courses.	 “I	 feel	 like	 sometimes	 students	 approach	 talking	 with	
professors	in	STEM	talking	about	their	research,	but	I	feel	 like	I	wasn’t	very	familiar	with	
that.”	However,	a	student	who	experienced	challenges	connecting	with	certain	professors	got	
along	with	professors	who	are	minorities	or	come	from	low-income	backgrounds.	Instead	of	
connecting	with	professors,	many	students	also	got	to	know	the	preceptors	and	the	teaching	
fellows	better.	

The	 consequence	 of	 not	 being	 able	 to	 develop	 relationships	 with	 professors	 is	
worrying	about	who	to	obtain	letters	of	recommendations	from.	Many	revealed	that	in	the	
large	pre-med	requirement	STEM	classes,	the	professors	do	not	remember	or	even	know	who	
they	 are.	 Additionally,	 a	 student	 described	 her	 discomfort	 in	 asking	 for	 letters	 of	
recommendation	 as	 “it	makes	me	 feel	 dirty.	 It	makes	me	 feel	 like…	you	know	 I’ve	had	 a	
relationship	 with	 you	 as	 a	 professor.	 It	 was	 only	 because	 I	 wanted	 a	 letter	 of	
recommendation.	I	don’t	care	about	you	as	a	person.	That’s	what	it	makes	me	feel	like	I	come	
off	as.”	Another	student	also	shares	this	feeling	of	discomfort	even	though	she	was	told	by	
other	people	that	writing	letters	of	recommendations	is	part	of	the	professors’	jobs.	
	
Discussion	
	
Improvement	with	Advising	
	
This	 study	 identified	 that	 the	 established	 advising	 program	 at	 Harvard	 is	 insufficient	 in	
providing	for	the	needs	of	FGLI	pre-med	students,	and	this	could	be	improved	by	increasing	
representation	 in	 the	 advisers	 as	well	 as	 increasing	 the	 accessibility	 of	 advising.	What	 is	
missing	from	the	current	advising	system	is	advisers	that	are	representative	of	the	advisees.	
While	FGLI	pre-med	students	often	do	not	feel	very	inclined	to	approach	advisers	who	are	
from	more	privileged	backgrounds,	 they	connected	with	advisers	who	come	from	similar	
backgrounds	because	they	are	more	relatable.	These	advisers	serve	as	inspirations	because	
one	student	thought	that	if	they	have	accomplished	something	starting	from	the	same	place	
that	she	did,	then	she	could	attain	the	same	achievements	too.	It	is	possible	that	it	is	not	the	
background	of	the	advisers	that	these	students	are	most	focused	on.	A	student	stated	that	she	
does	not	feel	comfortable	around	people	unless	she	feels	like	they	are	invested	or	that	they	



	

 

care	about	her	as	a	person,	suggesting	that	students	might	simply	be	looking	for	someone	
who	can	recognize	the	hardships	they	are	going	through,	be	empathetic,	and	offer	practical	
advice.	
The	accessibility	of	advising	is	also	integral	to	building	a	strong	advising	network.	Virtual	
drop-in	meetings	with	premed	advisers	that	started	during	the	coronavirus	pandemic	made	
it	easier	to	access	this	resource	than	having	to	physically	go	into	the	OCS	office.	
	
Structured	Mentorship	
	
As	FGLI	students	experience	difficulty	building	relationships	with	professors,	mentorship	
programs	 that	 systematically	 create	 opportunities	 for	 these	 students	 to	 engage	 with	
professors	will	help	them	develop	the	comfort	to	reach	out	to	other	professors	they	meet.	A	
student	expressed	that	she	was	initially	intimidated	to	talk	to	professors,	but	her	experience	
of	being	matched	with	a	professor	as	her	first-year	academic	adviser,	working	closely	with	
a	professor	 in	a	 laboratory	setting,	and	 taking	a	smaller-sized	course	allowed	her	 to	gain	
more	confidence	to	talk	to	more	professors	throughout	her	time	at	Harvard	because	she	felt	
that	she	had	people	who	can	advocate	for	her.	Intentionally	creating	opportunities	for	FGLI	
students	 to	 interact	 with	 professors	 could	 be	 helpful	 for	 them	 to	 develop	 the	 idea	 that	
professors	are	approachable.	
	
More	Academic	Support	
	
Knowing	that	many	FGLI	pre-med	students	struggle	academically,	it	is	important	to	enhance	
academic	 support	 resources.	 The	 common	 resources	 that	 students	 utilize	 to	 receive	
academic	 help	 are	 the	 Academic	 Resource	 Center,	 or	 what	 was	 formerly	 known	 as	 the	
Bureau	 Study	 Counsel,	 office	 hours,	 and	 peers.	 A	 student	 complained	 that	 only	 having	 2	
hours	of	peer	tutoring	through	the	Academic	Resource	Center	was	not	enough	for	her.	She	
had	to	convince	the	office	to	give	her	3	to	4	hours	instead,	making	her	feel	annoying.	Most	
FGLI	pre-med	students	interviewed	feel	that	classes	themselves	do	not	offer	enough	support	
for	 students	 to	 succeed.	 “They	 kind	 of	 just	 expect	 you	 to	 get	 it	 and	move	 on”	 a	 student	
explained.	Another	claimed	that	a	general	chemistry	course	gives	a	lot	of	support	while	the	
introductory	course	to	life	sciences	offers	a	lot	less,	causing	her	to	“ever	so	often	be	like	‘am	
I	cut	from	being	pre-med?’	That	class	is	not	going	that	great.”	Increasing	the	number	of	staff	
and	the	number	of	hours	students	can	receive	tutoring	will	be	essential	to	providing	more	
adequate	 academic	 support.	 As	 identified	 earlier,	 FGLI	 pre-med	 students	 feel	 like	 they	
usually	need	 to	 study	 longer	 to	perform	well	 in	 their	course;	 thus,	 ensuring	 that	 they	are	
receiving	the	extra	support	when	needed	will	be	significant	to	eventually	narrowing	the	gap	
between	them	and	students	who	are	more	academically	prepared	by	their	high	schools.	
	
	



	

 

More	Outreach	to	FGLI	Pre-Med	Students	
	
Resource	programs	should	outreach	more	 to	FGLI	pre-med	students	 to	make	 themselves	
known.	 FGCS	 differ	 from	 non-FGCS	 in	 their	 needs	 as	 they	 may	 benefit	 more	 from	
familiarizing	themselves	with	academic	requirements	and	available	resources	(Young-Jones	
et	al.,	2012).	Oftentimes,	students	do	not	know	how	to	access	certain	resources	or	know	that	
certain	 opportunities	 exist.	 This	 problem	 could	 potentially	 be	 addressed	 by	 sending	
representatives	from	the	programs	to	talk	to	students.	For	example,	 these	representatives	
can	attend	study	breaks	of	first-year	dorms	and	make	themselves	known	to	students	rather	
than	solely	expecting	students	to	go	to	them.	This	would	also	alleviate	students’	intimidation	
of	reaching	out.	

FGLI	pre-med	students	also	wish	that	more	time	and	support	could	be	dedicated	to	
supporting	them.	As	FGLI	students	have	different	perceptions	of	how	things	like	networking	
work	 in	 the	 higher	 education	 setting,	 more	 is	 needed	 than	 15-minute	 meetings.	 An	
orientation	similar	to	the	First-Year	Retreat	and	Experience	Program	but	targeted	towards	
FGLI	pre-med	students	would	be	helpful	to	introducing	these	students	to	ideas	on	how	they	
could	navigate	their	undergraduate	experiences.	
	
Conclusion	
	
The	main	barriers	 that	 this	 interview-based	 study	 identified	 are	 the	 academic	 and	 social	
challenges	of	FGLI	pre-med	students.	Academically,	these	students	are	not	as	well-prepared	
compared	to	non-FGLI	students	since	many	of	them	attended	under-resourced	high	schools.	
Socially,	these	students	feel	inadequate	compared	to	other	students.	They	also	lack	staff	and	
faculty	 support	 groups	 due	 to	 difficulty	 accessing	 advisors	 and	 feelings	 of	 intimidation	
connecting	with	professors.	Despite	these	challenges,	FGLI	pre-med	students	are	able	to	find	
comfort	in	bonding	with	other	students	from	similar	backgrounds	because	they	can	relate	to	
one	another	and	vent	to	one	another	about	their	struggles.	Notably,	a	student	who	attended	
a	private	high	school	felt	prepared	for	his	college	courses	even	though	they	are	challenging,	
found	developing	relationships	with	professors	to	be	easy	in	small	classes,	and	anticipated	
that	obtaining	letters	of	recommendations	to	be	very	easy	because	he	found	that	professors	
are	very	understanding.	This	suggests	that	resources	provided	by	the	college,	if	sufficient,	
could	make	a	significant	difference	in	bettering	the	experiences	of	FGLI	pre-med	students	
who	attended	under-	resourced	schools.	

With	 identifying	 the	 barriers	 that	 FGLI	 pre-med	 students	 encounter,	 it	 is	 also	
essential	 to	 elucidate	whether	 pre-med	 advisors	 are	 aware	 of	 these	 barriers	 in	 order	 to	
assess	 how	 advisors	 can	 provide	 better	 support	 for	 these	 students.	 Preliminary	 data	
collected	from	interviews	with	four	advisers	showed	that	they	are	generally	more	focused	
on	the	financial	challenges	that	students	face	and	less	on	their	emotional	experiences.	More	
research	 will	 need	 to	 be	 conducted	 to	investigate	 whether	 there	 is	 a	 gap	 between	 the	



	

 

perception	of	pre-med	advisors	and	the	actual	barriers	that	FGLI	pre-med	students	need	to	
overcome.	
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Appendix	
	
Student	Interview	Questions	
	
1. How	is	your	experience	being	pre-med	at	Harvard?	
2. Anything	surprising,	unexpected,	challenging?	
3. How	academically	prepared	do	you	feel	as	a	pre-med?	
4. Did	you	experience	any	academic	challenges?	
5. Did	you	access	any	academic	resources?	
6. If	you	did	not	access	any	resources,	why	not?	
7. How	easy	or	difficult	is	it	for	you	to	access	opportunities	at	Harvard?	
8. Specifically,	how	easy	or	difficult	is	it	to	access	research	opportunities?	
9. How	socially	prepared	do	you	feel	as	a	pre-med?	
10. How	is	your	interaction	with	other	pre-med	students?	
11. How	easy	or	difficult	is	it	for	you	to	develop	relationships	with	professors?	
12. How	easy	or	difficult	do	you	anticipate	obtaining	letters	of	recommendations				from	

professors?	
13. Do	you	know	who	you	can	go	to	for	pre-med	support?	
14. Do	you	have	a	person	you	feel	comfortable	going	to	for	pre-med	support?	
15. What	is	your	relationship	with	premed	advisors	like?	
16. Do	you	usually	share	with	your	adviser	your	identity	as	FGLI?	
17. How	did	that	affect	the	effectiveness	of	advising?	
18. What	is	something	that	you	think	all	FGLI	pre-med	students	should	know?	
19. What	suggestions	do	you	have	for	Harvard	to	better	support	FGLI	pre-med	students?	
20. Is	there	anything	that	I	should	ask	but	didn’t?	

	
Student	Survey	Questions	
	
1. On	a	scale	of	1	through	5	(1	being	the	worst	and	5	being	the	best),	how	is	your	

experience	being	pre-med	at	Harvard?	
2. Select	whether	you	strongly	disagree,	disagree,	neutral,	agree,	or	strongly	disagree	with	

the	following	statements.	
a. I	know	who	I	can	go	to	for	pre-med	support.	
b. I	know	a	person	I	feel	comfortable	going	to	for	pre-med	support.	
c. I	feel	academically	prepared	as	a	pre-med.	
d. It	is	easy	for	me	to	access	opportunities	at	Harvard.	
e. It	is	easy	for	me	to	access	research	opportunities	at	Harvard.	
f. I	feel	socially	prepared	as	a	pre-med.	
g. It	is	easy	for	me	to	develop	relationships	with	professors.	
h. I	anticipate	that	it	will	be	easy	for	me	to	obtain	letter	of	recommendations	from		

my	professors	for	medical	school	application.	
3. What	are	the	main	challenges	(academically,	socially,	etc.)	that	you	encountered	as	a	

FGLI	premed	student	at	Harvard?	
4. Please	select	the	following	academic	resources	you	have	accessed	if	any.	

a. Academic	Resource	Center	
b. Office	hours	with	the	teaching	fellow	



	

 

c. Office	hours	with	the	professor	
d. Other	

5. What	questions	do	you	have	about	being	a	pre-med?	
6. What	is	something	that	all	first-generation,	low-income	pre-med	students	should	know?	
7. What	suggestions	do	you	have	for	Harvard	to	better	support	FGLI	premed	students?	
8. Demographic	survey	

a. Class	year	
b. Race/ethnicity	
c. Gender	

	
	 	



	

 

Guide	

Y O U  D E S E R V E  T O  B E  H E R E !
Many FGLI pre-med students often feel like they are not as
smart or as accomplished as other students, but you are
here for a reason. You will improve academically as you
take more courses.

R E A C H  O U T  T O  A D V I S O R S
It is important to plan ahead as a pre-med. If your assigned
advisor didn't respond to your email. Send them a follow-up
because they are here to help you! You can also schedule
appointments with the pre-med advisors at the OCS
through their website: ocs.fas.harvard.edu/premedical-
health-careers-advising

P R O F E S S O R S  A R E  A P P R O A C H A B L E
It can be intimidating to talk to professors. If you are able
to go to office hours, you can listen to what other students
are asking and join their conversation. The first step is to
actually go to office hours! Students who make the first
step become more comfortable connecting with professors
throughout their time here at Harvard.

F I N D  Y O U R  S U P P O R T  G R O U P
FGLI pre-med students tend to find one another. Find
yourself people you can relate and vent to. If possible, build
a support group of faculty too! Students benefit from
feeling like there are people who are there to advocate for
them.

A C C E S S  R E S O U R C E S
Take advantage of all of the resources at Harvard. Don't
feel bad! If you have a problem, chances are there is
someone here with a position designed to offer you
assistance. Ask your friends or advisors or search on the
web to see if there are any resources available!

Being on the pre-med track is difficult. It is
common to find that FGLI pre-med students
from under-resourced high schools
encounter even more hardships compared to
other pre-med students. This is an unofficial
guide to being pre-med at Harvard for FGLI
students. The guide is a combination of
general tips and some specific instructions on
how to access opportunities.

Developed by Meiyi Yu '22 in GENED1039 Higher Education: Students,
Institutions, and Controversies, Spring 2021.

TIPS TO
BEING A
FGLI PRE-
MED AT
HARVARD

G E N E R A L  A D V I C E

Other useful guides:
OCS has developed a guide for pre-med
students to plan their courses and has
included example schedules. You can access
the most updated version on their website:
ocs.fas.harvard.edu/premed-academic-
requirements

The Black Premedical Society created a guide
containing information on volunteering,
research, and shadowing opportunities that
students can engage in:
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ToEtl
-
pwzNosZAp3PPkVHUvE3E1wsBt0WRraHU
g8ls4/edit
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