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(ABSTRACT)

Typical public secondary school students seem unable to compete with
distinguished public and elite private secondary school students when seeking
admission to highly selective colleges. This study has identified the characteristics
that distinguish college guidance and school-wide programs at public secondary
schools perceived to be the strongest (distinguished) from other public secondary
schools. School boards, public secondary school counselors, school administrators,
and the communities they serve now have college guidance programs they can
emulate to better prepare students for admission to highly selective colleges.

The Gerstein and Lichtman (1990) model was used to identify 26
distinguished public secondary schools. Gerstein and Lichtman (1990) sent
nomination forms to state supervisors of guidance, counselor educators, leaders of
professional organizations, editors of journals, and guidance supervisors in local

school districts throughout the country to identify exemplary elementary school



counseling programs. In this study, Nomination Forms were mailed to admissions
directors at 41 highly selective colleges. They identified the top 26 distinguished
public secondary schools which were then the subjects of this study.

Guidance directors at the 26 distinguished public secondary schools were
mailed, and asked to complete and return a College Guidance Questionnaire to
identify school-wide characteristics and programs at their respective schools. In
addition, the questionnaire identified college guidance activities that help to
facilitate admission of their students to highly selective colleges.

The purpose of this study and the answers to these three research questions

1. Which public secondary schools are perceived to be distinguished and
exemplary by the highly selective colleges?
The 26 distinguished public secondary schools nominated most frequently
by the 33 respondent highly selective colleges were (*=top three):

Benjamin Franklin H.S. (CA)

Bethesda Chevy Chase H.S. (MD)

Beverly Hills H.S. (CA)

Central H.S. (AR)

Cherry Creek H.S. (CO)

Clayton H.S. (MO)

Evanston Township H.S. (IL)

Henry M. Gunn H.S. (CA)

Horace Greeley H.S. (NY)

Hume-Fogg Academic H.S. (TN)

*Illinois Mathematics and Science Academy
Lexington H.S. (MA)

Lincoln H.S. (OR)

Louisiana School for Mathematics, Science, and the Arts
Millburn H.S. (NJ)

Mountain Brook H.S. (AL)



*New Trier Township H.S. (IL)

North Carolina School for Science and Mathematics

Palo Alto H.S. (CA)

Scarsdale H.S. (NY)

Stuyvesant H.S. (NY)

Sunny Hills H.S. (CA)

*Thomas Jefferson H.S. for Science and Technology (VA)
University H.S. (AZ)

Walt Whitman H.S. (MD)

White Station H.S. (TN)

. What are the composite characteristics and programs of the identified

distinguished public secondary schools that facilitate admission of their

students to highly selective colleges?

The characteristics of the distinguished public secondary schools that help

to facilitate admission of their students to highly selective colleges

include:

A

B.

a mean per pupil expenditure of $7,685;

a mean student to counselor ratio of 261 to one (excluding New
Trier’s Adviser System, the half-time college counselor at Benjamin
Franklin, and the six part-time grade advisers at Stuyvesant);
students remain with the same counselor throughout secondary
school;

guidance directors with administrative responsibilities and limited or
nonexistent counseling assignments;

sufficient support staff—secretaries, registrars, and paraprofessionals;
Advanced Placement (AP) programs with a mean of eighteen AP

courses per school;



G. computer technology for computer generated academic transcripts,
standardized test scores, and mid-year grade reports;

H. in the calculation of grade point average and when assigning class
rank, grades in AP courses are weighted; and

I. memberships for counselors in professional associations such as the
College Board, National Association of College Admissions
Counselors (NACAC), and regional chapters of NACAC.

. What are the composite college guidance activities that are employed by

members of the guidance staffs at each distinguished school?

Some of the college guidance activities that are employed by members of

the guidance staffs at the distinguished public secondary schools are:

A. the use of a Career Center of catalogues, videos, applications, career
information delivery systems (e.g. Virginia VIEW), college search
computer software, and scholarship and financial aid information;

B. encouragement of college bound students to take the PSAT or P-
ACT" (PLAN) in tenth grade;

C. a college day or night program each spring or fall including
representation from highly selective colleges;

D. special evenings for conferences with parents and their students to
assist families in the college search;

E. an evening financial aid/scholarship information session conducted

annually by an area college financial aid officer; and



F. an evening panel of college admissions officers—including
representation from highly selective colleges—to provide information
about the college admissions process and to field questions.

To confirm the data received from the College Guidance Questionnaire, a
verificaiton visit was conducted at one of the top three distinguished public
secondary schools (Thomas Jefferson High School for Science and Technology).
Based on the results of this study, major conclusions and recommendations were
drawn which can strengthen college guidance programs and school-wide
characteristics, and to better prepare public secondary school students for admission

to highly selective colleges.
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CHAPTER I - INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION

In discussion with other professionals, the experiences of secondary school
counselors have demonstrated that many highly qualified students with strong
credentials often have been placed on the waiting list or denied admission at the
most elite private colleges. Jump (1988) claims that they have simply been victims
of a process that is essentially unfair. The same students concurrently received
offers to attend the more selective state universities in their respective states of
residence (e.g. University of Michigan, University of Virginia).

A majority of public secondary schools in the United States have a relatively
small percentage of college bound students when compared to our nation’s elite
private and distinguished public secondary schools. However, a few in each class
may be clearly outstanding and worthy of careful consideration for admission to the
highly selective colleges. It is apparent that hundreds of secondary schools are not
well known by the college admissions officers, and do not possess the name
recognition that is afforded to the distinguished public and elite private secondary
schools.

The nationally declining eighteen-year old population (Hodgkinson, 1986)
may explain the perccived decrcase in selectivity at many American colleges. In

addition, the rising costs of higher education may have influenced qualified students



to forego applications to elite universities and seek admission to more affordable
state universities.

Unlike public institutions who are somewhat limited in the number of out
of state students they may enroll, the elite private institutions publicize their interest
in geographically diverse student populations. A countless number of public schools
with solid college preparatory curricula possess attractive talent pools to draw from
in an attempt to meet the university goal of geographic diversity. However, they
may not be well known, may possess diverse populations, and may have inferior
college preparatory curricula and post-secondary advising programs when compared
to their elite and distinguished peers. Consequently, although there may be interest
in diversity from elite private colleges, qualified students from many public schools
are at a disadvantage when competing for spaces in the freshman classes at highly
selective colleges.

The problem of the public school student being less competitive in highly
selective college admission is substantiated in the example of two recent public
school graduates. One former University of Virginia student was waitlisted—given
the opportunity to remain in consideration for admission should places in the
freshman class become available subsequent to the May 1 candidate’s reply date—at
Williams College, denied admissions to Yale University, Amherst College, and
Brown University, and invited to participate in the honors program at Indiana

University. She completed secondary school with a 4.07 cumulative grade average



(4.0 scale), Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) Verbal 610 and Math 710 scores, a rank
of third in the class of 273, had extensive community and extracurricular
involvement, and took five periods (seven period day) of College Board Advanced
Placement courses during her senior year. Since Advanced Placement courses are
weighted one extra point (e.g. five points for an "A" instead of four points for other
"A" grades) at her alma mater, a student may attain a grade point average that
exceeds the 4.0 scale.

A second student currently enrolled at the College of William and Mary
additionally received honors admission to Mary Washington College, and was
waitlisted at Duke University, Carleton College, and Bowdoin College. The student
completed secondary school with a 4.06 grade average (Advanced Placement
courses weighted one extra point as described above), ranked fourth in the class,
had five Advanced Placement periods in a seven period day, SAT scores of Verbal
670 and Math 520, eloquent writing skills and several community ascendant
activities. The former Virginia student earned a perfect 4.0 grade average and the
William and Mary student achieved a 3.82 average in their respective freshman
years.

Particularly puzzling was Bowdoin’s decision since the weakest variable at
this level of selectivity was the student’s SAT Math score. Since 1970, the SAT
scores are no longer a Bowdoin admissions requirement. A review of successive

Williams College mailings to secondary school counselors that partially address the



profile of students offered admission each spring suggest that disproportionately
large numbers of elite private and distinguished public secondary school students
received offers. The accompanying letter in each mailing indicated that geographic
diversity was not a consideration in the selection process.

For the 1991 entering class at Williams College, sixteen students from
Stuyvesant High School (New York City), nine from Regis High School (New
York), and seven from Syosett High School (New York) received acceptances. In
addition to these public schools, all candidates from two state technical secondary
schools—Thomas Jefferson High School for Science and Technology in Virginia (6)
and Illinois Mathematics and Science Academy—were offered admission.

Phillips Andover Academy in Massachusetts distributes to its seniors a
"matriculation statistics" listing of college decisions for its most recent graduating
class of approximately 400 students. It is interesting to note that in 1990, 29
students gained admission offers to Yale, forty to Brown, six to Amherst, five to
Williams, five to Carleton, six to Bowdoin, and thirteen to Duke; yet the
aforementioned recent public school graduates failed to gain admission to any of
these colleges.

Conventional wisdom suggests that elite private education enhances one’s
chances of gaining admission to prestigious colleges. This hypothesis is apparent

as well when considering distinguished public secondary schools with unique and



especially interesting programs (e.g. Illinois Mathematics and Science Academy,
Stuyvesant High School).

Meyer (1977) believed that no special chartering exists between American
secondary schools and selective colleges in the way that selected British public
schools have been chartered by Oxford and Cambridge Universities. He suggested
that "all American high schools have similar status rights, (and therefore) variations
in their efforts should be small" (Meyer, 1977, p. 60). On the contrary, Kamens
(1977) argued that "schools symbolically redefine people and make them eligible for
membership in societal categories to which specific sets of rights are assigned” (pp.
217-218).

Additional research is consistent with the second view. Alexander and
Eckland (1977) discovered that students from high schools where the student body’s
social status was high also attended selcctive colleges at a greater rate than those
from other secondary schools, even when family background and student academic
ability were held constant.

Some private colleges acknowledge the special nature of certain secondary
schools. Private boarding school graduates attend more selective colleges than their
public school peers, even when SAT scores and family background are held constant
(Cookson, 1981). Harvard University applicants from private high schools had an
advantage for admission over their public school counterparts, even when their

academic credentials were comparable (Klitgaard, 1985, Table 2.2). Karen (1985)



noted that Harvard applications from selected boarding schools were placed in
special folders to distinguish them from other applications. In addition to the elite
status of certain schools as designated by color-coding folders, attendance at one
of the selected schools provided an advantage for admission, even when controlling
for such characteristics as parental background, SATs, and grades (Karen, 1985).

The special nature of certain sccondary schools is not limited to the private
sector. The previously described 1991 Williams College admission action with
respect to distinguished public schools supports this notion. It is important that
students from all schools are given the opportunity to maximize their potential

through appropriate college guidance and academic opportunities.

PROBLEM STATEMENT

Typical public secondary school students seem unable to compete with
distinguished public and elite private secondary school students when seeking
admission to highly selective colleges.

The problem was to detcrmine which school-wide characteristics and
offerings, and college planning strategies and activities exist at distinguished public
secondary schools, therefore assessing what other public secondary schools can do
to prepare their outstanding students for highly selective college admission. Public

school counselors, administrators, school boards, and communities need models to



emulate should they choose to improve college placement at highly selective

institutions.

RESEARCH QUESTION DEVELOPMENT

The perception of certain secondary schools in the eyes of college admissions
officers is enhanced when the secondary schools possess their own entrance
requirements.  Examples include Philadelphia’s Central High School and
Philadelphia High School for Girls, and New York’s Stuyvesant High School, public
secondary schools with longstanding selcctive admission standards, and the recently
established Thomas Jefferson High School for Science and Technology in Fairfax
County, Virginia, Iilinois Mathematics and Science Academy, and Texas Academy
of Mathematics and Science, a two-year, residential University of North Texas early-
admissions program for high school juniors gifted in mathematics and science
(Ramsay & Redding, 1988).

It is clear that highly selective colleges admit disproportionate numbers of
students from selected elite private schools and distinguished public schools. The
aforementioned third and fourth ranked graduates of a less well known school and
the respective dispositions of their applications to highly selective private colleges
compared to their peers from distinguished public secondary schools supports this

notion.



Students from selected elite private secondary schools and distinguished
public secondary schools received preferential treatment in the college admissions
process. The schools that fall into these categories seem to possess certain
characteristics and offerings that facilitate their eliteness with regard to reputation
and college admission.

The purpose of this study was to determine:

1. Which public secondary schools are perceived to be distinguished and

exemplary by the highly selective colleges?;

2. What are the composite characteristics and programs of the identified
distinguished public secondary schools that facilitate admission of their
students to highly selective colleges?; and

3. What are the composite collcge guidance activities that are employed by
members of the guidance staff at each distinguished public secondary

school?

DEFINITION OF UNIQUE TERMS

college guidance activities—group or individual sessions that assist students in

college admission preparation

distinguished public secondary schools—those public secondary schools (grades 9-12,

10-12, or 11-12) most often identified by the college admissions officers at highly

selective colleges as being excmplary



elite private secondary schools—a select group of boarding schools judged by

Ballzell (1958) and McLachlan (1970) as the most elite. These sixteen schools are:
Phillips (Andover) Academy, St. Mark’s School, Groton School, Deerfield Academy,
and Middlesex School, all in Massachusetts; Phillips (Exeter) Academy and St.
Paul’s School in New Hampshire; St. George’s School (Rhode Island); Kent School,
The Taft School, The Hotchkiss School, and Choate Rosemary Hall in Connecticut;
The Lawrenceville School (New Jersey); The Hill School (Pennsylvania); The
Episcopal High School and Woodberry Forest School in Virginia

highly selective colleges—the 41 four-year colleges with 1987 freshman class

combined SAT score averages exceeding 1,200
state technical secondary schools—selective state or locally supported schools for
gifted and talented students aimed at reducing the shortage of mathematics and

science professionals

RELATED LITERATURE

Students at highly selective private colleges are from affluent backgrounds,
much more so than the college student population as a whole. Parental incomes
in 1986 exceeded $100,000 for approximately 25 percent of the freshmen at highly
selective colleges, a descriptor that places them in the top few percent of families
in the general population. Seven percent of all freshmen college students in 1986

were from families of such influence (Kingston & Lewis, 1990).



A majority of freshmen at highly selective private colleges had family
incomes greater than $50,000 compared to the 31 percent of the total freshmen
population. Kingston and Lewis (1990) concluded that elite institutions are
primarily attended by upper-middle class students since less than one fifth of
American families reached the $50,000 income level in 1986.

Jamesville-Dewitt High School in Dewitt, New York had four full-time
counselors for approximately 700 students. In addition, the guidance staff was given
a budget that provided them with expenses for a two week tour of colleges each
summer. Such opportunities allow public school counselors to establish close
relationships with college admissions officers and to market their schools and
students. In Virginia, the Standards for Accrediting Public Schools in Virginia
(July, 1988) allowed for as many as 350 students per counselor. The student to
counselor ratio allowance remained the same in 1992.

"Close networks of personal relationships between officials at certain private
secondary schools and some elite colleges transform what is for many students a
relatively standardized procedure into a process of negotiation" (Kingston & Lewis,
1990, p. 29). The elite private secondary school counselor is able to communicate
more vital information about the necds of his or her school and students. Thus,
selected secondary school students gain an inside track on opportunities for
acceptance at desired highly selective colleges. Kingston and Lewis (1990) called

this process "bartering." Elite private secondary schools and distinguished public

10



secondary schools are consequently connected to privileged college admission
opportunities.

Kozol (1991) described the special nature of suburban Chicago schools such
as Glencoe High School and those public schools in Winnetka. The world of
academic opportunities at New Trier Township High School in Illinois far exceeds

that of many public secondary schools in the same geographic region.

POPULATION

The target population was college admissions directors at 41 highly selective
institutions (Kingston & Lewis, 1990), those with 1987 Freshman Class mean
combined SAT scores of 1,200 and above. With over 2,800 colleges nationwide, an
objective point was established for this study to separate the selective from highly
selective institutions. All 41 highly selective colleges were surveyed to ensure a
return that identified a sufficient number of distinguished public secondary schools
used for a sample and were consequently mailed survey questionnaires.

The second population was the distinguished public secondary schools
identified and chosen by the aforementioned college admissions directors as
especially distinguished and with the strongest college preparatory programs. The
sample included the 26 public secondary schools identified most frequently by the

college admissions directors.

11



A suspected list of well known public secondary schools was compiled prior
to the research and thought to be possible distinguished public secondary schools
included in the sample. The list follows: Beverly Hills (CA), Bronx Science (NY),
Conestoga (PA), Greenwich (CT), Grosse Pointe South (MI), Illinois Mathematics
and Science, Indian Hill (OH), New Canaan (CT), New Trier (IL), Princeton (NJ),
Ridgewood (NJ), Rye (NY), Shaker Heights (OH), Simsbury (CT), Stuyvesant
(NY), Syosett (NY), Tenafly (NJ), Texas Mathematics and Science, Thomas

Jefferson for Science and Technology (VA), Wellesley (MA), and Weston (MA).

RESEARCH DESIGN

The type of research included a nomination form (see Appendix D) to
identify outstanding public secondary schools. Each college admissions director was
asked to identify ten public secondary schools—including the top three—perceived
to provide truly outstanding college admission preparation. A survey questionnaire
(see Appendix E) was mailed to the guidance director at each of the 26 public
secondary schools mentioned most often to gather information suggesting features

of the schools and their respective college guidance programs.

MEASUREMENT
The top 20 public secondary schools were identified through the

aforementioned Nomination Form. The sample included guidance directors of

12



those schools named by the chief college admissions officers. The survey
questionnaire (College Guidance Questionnaire) identified the college guidance
activities and school programs available, and the characteristics of the schools. For
example, SAT preparation courses, student to counselor ratio, Advanced Placement

offerings, entrance standards, and per pupil expenditures.

FEASIBILITY

Prior to the research, Deans of Admission at two of the 41 highly selective
institutions agreed through telephone conversations to participate in the proposed
research project. An admissions officer at a third institution expressed some
concern regarding the use of the identified secondary school names in relation to
the respective college.

Through the communication of the Nomination Form’s accompanying cover
letter (see Appendix C), the chief college admissions officers were assured of their
institution’s anonymity with regard to the ten identified public secondary schools
and had a clear understanding of the purpose and benefits of conducting the

research.

FLOW CHART
Pilot study with local secondary school counselors and area college admissions

directors

13



Nomination Forms mailed to 41 college admissions directors

I
Tallied and identified the distinguished public secondary schools

College Guidance Questionnaires mailed to guidance directors

Gathered information on the schools and college guidance programs

Visited a most distinguished public secondary school to gather and verify data

Telephoned a college admissions director for comments about data

LIMITATIONS

The description of the study’s limitations is divided into two sub-sections for
clear understanding and consideration of the research. The sub-sections include:
"Samples in the Study" and "The Nominations of Distinguished Public Secondary

Schools.”

14



Samples in the Study

In the selection of the 41 highly selective colleges, the objective SAT
minimum combined mean of 1,200 and above was used. However, the method of
selection did not include mean cumulative grade average, mean class rank, and
subjective factors such as reference letters, personal interviews, and the quality of
extracurricular activities.

In recent action, the National Association of College Admissions Counselors
encouraged member institutions not to publish mean SAT scores. In lieu of the
mean, it was recommended that the middle fifty percent (25th to 75th percentiles)
ranges be published.

Nominations of the Distinguished Public Secondary Schools

The tally of nominations included an assignment of .5 point for each
nominated public secondary school within a twenty mile radius of the nominating
college. As a result, it was possible to link some public secondary schools to the

respective nominating colleges and limit total anonymity.

SIGNIFICANCE

Since equality between secondary schools and college applicants from their
respective secondary schools is nonexistent in the admission process, students from
specific elite private and distinguished public secondary schools are at an advantage.

The study will identify the characteristics that distinguish college guidance and

15



school-wide programs at public secondary schools perceived to be the strongest
from other public secondary schools. School boards, public secondary school
counselors, administrators, and communities will have programs that they can
emulate.

The study will contribute information relevant to the programs and
opportunities available to students at distinguished public secondary schools that
facilitate their extraordinary stature in the eyes of admissions officers at highly
selective colleges. Counseclors at less distinguished public secondary schools,
administrators, school boards, and communities can be made aware of the unique
opportunities available to students at distinguished public secondary schools and the
college guidance programs that facilitate admission of greater numbers of students
to highly selective stﬁdents.

Consequently, the counselors, administrators, school boards, and
communities may have information to facilitate the resources necessary to
strengthen their college guidance programs. As a result, the administrators may
determine whether to plan to strengthen school programs in an attempt to better
prepare their students for the college scarch and make them more competitive in
the highly selective admission process. If public secondary school counselors,
administrators, their respective school boards, and communities want their students

to gain admission to highly selective colleges, then characteristics of the

16



distinguished public secondary schools may be adopted into new and improved

college guidance programs.

OVERVIEW OF THE CHAPTERS

Chapter II reviews the relevant literature for this research, emphasizing this
study’s theoretical and research contexts. Chapter III is a discussion of this study’s
research methodology.

In Chapter IV the results of the data are reported and discussed. Chapter
V includes a summary and discussion of this study’s conclusions, recommendations,

and implications for future research.
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CHAPTER II - REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

OVERVIEW

In reviewing the literature, the chapter is divided into main sections for the
purposes of clarity and breadth. The literature review will acquaint the reader with
the existing studies as they relate to what has been found, who has completed the
work, when and where the studies were done, and what approaches to the research
methodology were followed.

In the "Historical Background" section, the history of college admission to
the most highly selective colleges and the criteria considered is necessary for an
understanding of the admission process. The hierarchy of American colleges and
admission practices at some of the Ivy League Institutions—Columbia University,
the University of Pennsylvania, Harvard, Yale, and Princeton universities; and shifts
in the values of their constituencies are discussed.

Highly selective colleges do not judge all of their applicants by the same
standard. As a result, categories for admission consideration at elite colleges are
identified and described in the "Highly Selective College Admission Categories”
section.

The "Social Factors" section focuses on an underlying theory throughout this
study that social mobility is related to secondary schools and colleges attended.

There is rationale in the desire to attend and receive a degree from a most selective

18


























































































































































































































































































