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Our goal:
“Each season, both the extroverts and 
introverts among us interact to make 
connections for our institutions and 
our students, while also building 
networks that could lead to job 
growth or new opportunities.”

—Sherri Geller 

ACTION
EARLY

A SIMPLE HELLO 
was born a networker. Before I even fully 
understood the power of professional 
networking, I was doing it—and it 
helped me land internships, jobs, and key 
volunteer positions. It also enabled me to 
support and bolster others’ goals. In fact, I 
didn’t think of networking as a “skill” until 
a vice president at my graduate school 
internship (a position I had gotten, in 
part, by networking) talked to our cohort 
about the best ways to “get ahead” in 

our budding careers. His advice? Be aware that every 
interaction is a potential networking opportunity.

The following fall, I began my admission career at 
my alma mater, Brandeis University (MA), and was 
lucky to be able to become active in New England 
ACAC right away. Around five years later, I saw an 
advertisement about applying to be on a NACAC 
national committee; it said to call Marcia Hunt, 
NACAC president-elect, with questions. I picked 
up the phone (which now seems brave to me, but 
I didn’t think that back then). “… I met you when I 
was a tour guide in college, and you brought a group 
of students to Brandeis...” I began. “After I took you 
around, you gave me your business card, and I saved 
it. I’d like to learn more about getting involved in 
NACAC.” And so, my NACAC journey began.

We work in a profession filled with 
conversationalists. While various “experts” have 
penned hundreds of articles about how and why to 
network, many of us do so routinely—without even 
thinking about it—as part of our jobs. Each season, 
both the extroverts and introverts among us interact 
to make connections for our institutions and our 

students, while also building networks that could 
lead to job growth or new opportunities. For many 
of us, networking comes naturally, yet a vast array 
of recent publications have featured pieces offering 
relevant tips and advice. A scan of a dozen or so 
articles shows common threads: the significance of 
identifying and exploring shared interests, thinking 
about what each person in the conversation can 
offer the other, and effectively developing and 
maintaining professional relationships.

As counselors and fellow NACAC members, 
we need not be intimidated. At every conference, 
we should consider setting personal networking 
goals: Meet one new person? Three? Strike up a 
conversation with a dean or a presenter? Perhaps 
you can help get your school on the map with a 
counselor you don’t know—or with someone you 
do know who is working with a different student 
population. Is your college looking to grow in a 
certain market and you’ve just met a counselor 
from that area? Are you starting to think about 
your next job, and looking for a mentor or referral? 
How can you get more involved at NACAC or in 
your affiliate?

As you head to various summer workshops and 
prepare for the NACAC conference this fall, don’t 
forget your business cards! As it’s been said, “A 
simple hello can lead to a million things.”

Sherri Geller is co-director of college 
counseling, Gann Academy (MA) and NACAC’s 
Affiliate Presidents Council coordinator.

http://go.ucr.edu/nacac
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Rowland Hall, Utah’s first independent school, promotes the pursuit of academic and 
personal excellence for students in preschool through grade 12.

HOW DID YOU GET STARTED IN ADMISSION?
I got started in admission in a similar way to 
most. I had an incredible mentor, Eric Nichols, 
while I was a student at Stonehill College in 
Easton, Massachusetts. As a first-generation 
student, I experienced firsthand how pivotal 
mentorship is, and through Eric and the 
admission staff at Stonehill, I learned that 
college admission could be a career for me. 
After graduating, I got my first full-time job as 

an admission counselor at Providence College 
(RI) and it was there that I really fell in love with 
the field and with the professionals I now get to 
call colleagues and friends. 

After moving to Utah and completing my 
master’s in educational leadership and policy at 
the University of Utah, it was time to move to 
the other side of the desk and work more directly 
and personally with students during this major 
transition point in their lives. 

WHAT INSPIRES OR MOTIVATES YOU TO 
COUNSEL AND WORK WITH STUDENTS 
THROUGHOUT THE COLLEGE SEARCH?
I am inspired daily by my students and my 
colleagues. The admission and college 
counseling professionals I am lucky enough to 
work with are the best professional community 
out there! You don’t get into this field unless 
you love working with students. They motivate 
me every single day. Whether it is getting to 
know what makes them tick and supporting 
them in finding the colleges and universities 
that will transform their futures (and hopefully 
make a similar impact to the one my alma mater 
made on me) or just listening and absorbing 
the anxieties, stress, and uncertainty that this 
process adds to their already busy lives,   
I know that in some small way, I am serving and 
supporting the people I know will change our 
world. In fact, many of them already are. 

Continued on page 8

North Dakota State University (NDSU) is a student-focused, land-grant, research 
university. It provides affordable access to an excellent education at a top-ranked 
institution that combines teaching and research in a rich learning environment, 
educating future leaders who will create solutions to national and global challenges 
that will shape a better world.

HOW DID YOU GET STARTED IN 
ADMISSION?
Like many, I started as a tour guide when I was a 
junior at NDSU. I loved sharing experiences and 
the history of NDSU with visitors. I am a first-
generation college student and was the first in 
my family to earn a college degree. After a couple 
of years away in a consulting role for a company 
that did retirement plans, I returned to admission. 
I have been lucky enough to experience many 
different facets in admission and seen a lot of 
things change in the past 20 years!

WHAT INSPIRES OR MOTIVATES YOU TO 
COUNSEL AND WORK WITH STUDENTS 
THROUGHOUT THE COLLEGE SEARCH? 
I really enjoy working one-on-one with students 
who are undecided on a major. I love talking about 
interests and possible careers. It is so hard to know 
all the possibilities when you are 16 or 17, and it is 
fun to see a student really think about new options. 

WHAT IS YOUR GREATEST SUCCESS STORY? 
When I returned to NDSU as a professional staff 
member, I took on a role that allowed me to create 

the tele-counseling program. (That may date me 
a little bit!) It was a big risk because it was a 
temporary position, but it allowed me to create 
something from scratch and work with current 
and prospective students. In the end, my role 
expanded and 20 years later, I am still here!

WHO HAS BEEN AN IMPACTFUL MENTOR? 
Dr. Kate Haugen, who hired me in my first 
professional role, has been a great mentor. Even 
when she moved to a different role, she still 
made time for me. She took an interest in my 
professional growth and helped me realize my 
strengths and areas for growth and development. 
She was a great role model. 

WHAT CHALLENGES DO YOU SEE IN THE 
FUTURE OF COLLEGE COUNSELING? 
Students have so many different ways of 
learning about college options, and often the 
personal interaction is lost. I hope that admission 
counselors and high school counselors can still 
be part of the search and selection process. 
Personalizing the experience is so important!

Continued on page 8

MERIDETH SHERLIN 

Director of Admission
North Dakota State University 
NACAC member since 2002

CORAL AZARIAN 

Associate Director of College Counseling and Student Council Advisor
Rowland Hall (UT) 
NACAC member since 2015

COLLEAGUES’  CORNER
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Coral, from page 7 

WHAT IS YOUR GREATEST SUCCESS STORY?
This is an interesting question, because I think it depends on how you 
define success. I find it immensely rewarding working with first-generation 
students and families. I can relate personally to these students and I see 
my own mom in each of their parents. I understand the added fear and 
stress in approaching such a daunting process. (It seems like everyone 
else knows everything about it.) Supporting these families through each 
step, whether it is helping to decode the college “lingo” or helping a 
student learn about academic support services and what a work-study 
is, witnessing the transformation of fear and anxiety into confidence 
and pride in these students and families makes me feel like I am paying 
forward what my mentors did for me. 

WHO HAS BEEN AN IMPACTFUL MENTOR?
I have been fortunate to have many impactful mentors in my career. I 
feel incredibly lucky to work directly with Michelle Rasich, my director at 
Rowland Hall. While I knew from day one that Michelle was an incredible 
college counselor and that it was my job to soak up everything I could 
from her, it wasn’t until our first trip to the ACCIS conference at the end 
of my first year that I realized I was working with an actual rock star in 
the field. Although I personally knew how much I had already learned and 
had the potential to learn from her, seeing and hearing about the role she 
has played and continues to play in the careers and lives of so many of 
our colleagues truly drove home just what an incredible mentor I have the 
privilege of working with and learning from every day. 

WHEN VISITING SALT LAKE CITY FOR THE NACAC CONFERENCE, 
WHAT SHOULDN’T ATTENDEES MISS?
For sure folks shouldn’t miss our mountains or our beer. Lucky for NACAC 
attendees, Oktoberfest will be happening at Snowbird the same weekend 
as the conference. Those with a bit of time on either side of the conference 
should make their way up the canyon and soak in some of the most 
incredible views and beverages this state has to offer. As a Utah transplant 
myself, I know how wrong assumptions about this state can be. I can’t wait 
for everyone to see for themselves that Utah is wicked awesome! 

WHEN YOU HAVE 30–60 MINUTES OF FREE TIME, WHAT DO YOU DO?
Read or cook. There is nothing I enjoy more than sitting in a lawn chair 
with a great book and I live to eat, definitely not the other way around. 

WHAT’S YOUR ADVICE FOR COLLEGE COUNSELORS OR THOSE WHO 
WORK WITH STUDENTS THROUGHOUT THE COLLEGE SEARCH?
To be kind to yourselves. Our job is immensely rewarding and incredibly 
exhausting. The mental and emotional bandwidth it takes to support 
students and families through this process while simultaneously growing 
our expertise in the field and staying on top of national trends can 
be overwhelming, to say the least. I was recently struck by a quote: 
“In a world where you can be anything, be kind.” By being kind and 
understanding to ourselves and to each other, we can then do the same 
for our students and families. 

Merideth, from page 7

WHEN YOU HAVE 30–60 MINUTES OF FREE TIME, WHAT DO YOU DO? 
It really depends on the day. I love to watch my kids play sports or watch 
sports with them. When I have time and can find a good book, I can get lost 
for a long time. I love to read historical fiction from World War II. 

WHEN A PERSON VISITS NORTH DAKOTA, WHAT IS ONE PLACE OR 
EVENT THEY SHOULDN’T MISS?
If you love the outdoors, Theodore Roosevelt National Park is a must. The 
wildlife is amazing and the geology is like nothing you will find anywhere 
else. History buffs can retrace the trail taken by Lewis and Clark through 
North Dakota and learn more about Sacagawea’s role at the Lewis & Clark 
Interpretive Center. But, if I could show a visitor any event that really sums up 
North Dakota, I would take you to a Bison football game in the FargoDome. 
You will not experience the same hospitality or excitement anywhere else!

WHAT’S YOUR ADVICE FOR COLLEGE COUNSELORS OR THOSE WHO 
WORK WITH STUDENTS THROUGHOUT THE COLLEGE SEARCH? 
Everyone deserves a chance at education. There are many different paths and 
learning styles, but there is an opportunity out there for everyone to reach 
their potential. 

Fulfi ll Your Mission
Join more than 1,800 colleges and universities 

partnering with Ru� alo Noel Levitz to:

 Identify the right students and engage 
 them from search to graduation

 Align your fi nancial aid awarding, yield, 
 and net revenue while communicating 
 value to students

 Increase student retention and 
 completion rates

Learn how we can put our innovation and 
expertise to work for your institution.

CONTACT US FOR A FREE CONSULTATION
ContactUs@Ru� aloNL.com  |  800.876.1117  |  Ru� aloNL.com

Boost your enrollment. Graduate more students.

Advertisement

http://RuffaloNL.com
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MOST VALUED MEMBER BENEFITS

The three most valued tangible benefits include:

 
Access to current information and resources 

specific to the profession (84%)
Educational events and meetings (71%) The ability to share knowledge 

and best practices (62%)

The three most valued benefits don’t vary based on category or member type. 

The most valued intangible benefits include:

Being involved in an organization specific 
to college counseling and admission (68%)

Having the ability to build a professional network 
of peers (65%)

The increased credibility received 
from membership (47%)

The most valued intangible benefits don’t vary much by category or member type; however, retired participants are more likely 
to highly value the ability to support and give back to the college counseling and admission profession.

SATISFACTION WITH NACAC MEMBERSHIP

Participants satisfied or very satisfied with their membership in NACAC (90%)

Participants who rate the value of their membership with NACAC as excellent or good. Retired participants and those from secondary or district schools are 
most likely to rate the value of membership as excellent or good (92% and 82%, respectively) (76%)

Members who would recommend membership in NACAC (97% )

NACSTATS

NACSTATS
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Students involved in community-based college access and success programs are an 
untapped resource, said Erica Padilla, director of New York City Engagement at Utica 
College and a member of Regional Officers of Admission Metro NYC (ROAM NYC). 
Regional reps like Padilla are tapping into that resource. 

“We have a lot of flexibility in terms of the time 
we can spend with the students,” Padilla said. 
“Some of the CBOs I work with have my cell 
phone number so they can easily call me with a 
question or if they need a volunteer.” 

Megan O’Rourke, a regional rep for Marquette 
University based in Chicago and a former president 
of Chicago Area Regional Representatives (CARR), 
agrees that flexibility plays a large role in the 
relationship between CBOs and regionals. When 
participating in essay writing or application 
workshops, “these things are taking place in 
August, sometimes in the middle of the week, 
sometimes in the afternoon or at night and we 
live here, it makes sense for us to participate. In 
any instance when you’re working with students, 
having them hear from us on the college side 
directly is beneficial. We can tell them what they 
actually need to worry about and what they don’t. 
By getting everyone together in the same room we 
can hopefully help alleviate some of this anxiety 
that they all have.”

CARR’s members represent over 80 schools 
and tapping into that membership makes sense 
for CBOs who want to expose their students to a 
broad range of students, O’Rourke said. 

ROAM NYC also makes their members available 
to CBOs as a resource. While NYC CBOs have 
long relied on local colleges for volunteers and to 
expose their students to colleges, regional reps 
are a way of exposing students to a wide range 
of colleges across the country. “We can work very 
much like a local college because we’re in the area 
but we’re new,” Amanda Wulle, chair of ROAM 
NYC and NYC regional representative for Purdue 
University (IN), said. “They can come to us and get 
more diversity than just the city schools. If CBOs or 
counselors have an event, they can fill out a form 
on our website and we can staff it for them. I work 
with the CBOs to see how many people they want, 
what kind of program it is, and then I put a call out 
to the greater membership.” 

For the regional reps, working with CBOs is 
also an opportunity to do some valuable college 

access work and it also exposes students to the 
schools represented.

Padilla recommends that her colleagues in the 
office take advantage of CBOs when recruiting. 
“Their timetables are very different, they are often 
meeting in the afternoon and the summer is when 
a lot of their real programming takes place so 
they are available when schools aren’t.” Padilla 
has also seen her work with CBOs translate to 
applications. “The students are hyper-aware 
we’re there, that translates to students coming 
to campus to tour. Students who I met when they 
were in ninth grade are now applying because it 
made an impact and they remember me from a 
panel when they were freshmen.”

O’Rourke agreed that getting face-to-face 
time with the students is valuable: “Every school 
is looking for diversity in their class and these 
students are often first-generation, students of 
color, or underserved populations, and they fit the 
bill. You’re getting access to these diverse students 
who have been mentored and will likely be a good 
fit. These kids are really motivated and they have a 
lot of support behind them.” 

—Hannah McIntosh Burke

Visit NACAC’s CBO database at casp.nacacnet.org. 

EXPANDING ACCESS 
CBOs and Regional Reps Working Together

http://casp.nacacnet.org
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PROFESSIONAL ETHICS

Is professional ethics an endangered species in college admission? 

That question was raised earlier 
this year with the news that 
the Department of Justice had 
launched an antitrust inquiry into 
the SPGP: NACAC’s Code of Ethics 

and Professional Practices, the successor to the 
Statement of Principles of Good Practice passed 
by the NACAC Assembly last fall. In the wake of 
that news, one veteran admission professional 
asked tongue-in-cheek if the government would 
rule professional ethics to be illegal.

Questions about the future of ethics in college 
admission started long before the DOJ inquiry. 
Government regulation, market pressures, 
globalization, and the evolution of higher 
education into an industry driven by sophisticated 
business practices all threaten to erode the core 
values and ethical common ground that have 
guided the college admission profession.

I would argue that those threats make a 
renewed commitment to ethical admission 
practices even more important today. Our 
professional ethics ground us, help us serve the 
public interest, and also inspire public trust.

The commitment to ethics has special meaning 
for those of us who are members of NACAC. 
Promoting ethical admission practices has been 
a foundation, perhaps even the cornerstone, of 
NACAC’s mission dating back to the organization’s 
founding more than 80 years ago. The SPGP, 
NACAC’s signature document, has not only 
guided generations of admission and counseling 
professionals in their daily work but also had 
significant influence within the broader higher 
education landscape. We honor our history by 

keeping promotion of ethical practices as an 
integral part of what NACAC stands for. 

Why is a commitment to professional ethics 
so important for college admission? The answer 
can be found in examining both parts of the term 
“professional ethics.”

We commonly talk about college admission 
counseling as a profession. But what does that 
mean? In his Pulitzer Prize-winning history of the 
American medical profession, the sociologist Paul 
Starr identified several defining characteristics of 
professions:

• Professions are oriented toward service 
rather than profit

• Professions are self-regulating, guided 
by standards of good practice and a code 
of ethics

• Professions claim authority based on 
technical, specialized knowledge

Of the three, the claim to technical, specialized 
knowledge is weakest for college admission. 
Despite numerous attempts to institutionalize 
credentialing for college admission officers and 
school counselors, there isn’t a clear path for 
entry into the admission field, and we are still 
fighting the school counseling establishment to 
acknowledge that courses in college counseling 
should be a required part of graduate programs. 
Once in the field, training and professional 
development are haphazard. The practice of 
college admission and college counseling remain 
more art than science, much less rocket science. 
That’s not necessarily a bad thing.

That also may be changing. College counseling 
is far more complex than when I started in the 

ETHICAL CONSERVATION
By Jim Jump

GOVERNMENT REGULATION, MARKET PRESSURES, GLOBALIZATION, AND THE 
EVOLUTION OF HIGHER EDUCATION INTO AN INDUSTRY DRIVEN BY SOPHISTICATED 
BUSINESS PRACTICES ALL THREATEN TO ERODE THE CORE VALUES AND ETHICAL 
COMMON GROUND THAT HAVE GUIDED THE COLLEGE ADMISSION PROFESSION.
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field 40 years ago, and the next generation of 
admission professionals and college counselors 
will need knowledge and skills that weren’t 
necessary or didn’t even exist back then. 
Attracting and retaining the future leaders of our 
profession, on both sides of the desk, has to be a 
strategic priority.

College admission’s strongest claim as 
a profession is on the self-regulation front. 
The SPGP has always functioned as college 
admission’s code of ethics, and at a time when 
many professional associations treat their 
ethical codes as purely aspirational, NACAC 
has continued enforcement of institutional good 
practice and ethical conduct.

But can college admission claim to be about 
service rather than profit? The truth is that all 
professions face a tension between the two. 
There is nothing wrong with acknowledging 
that admission is partly a business. Our 
institutions employ us to help achieve strategic 
institutional goals involving revenue, diversity, 
and mix of students. The problem comes if 
that‘s all we’re about.

To talk about college admission as a profession 
is to assert that we recognize that we have an 
obligation to serve not only our institutions but 
also society at large. Our higher calling is to 
help students make life-transforming decisions 
about their futures, and both our institutions and 
our students are our clients. In our work, we are 
educators rather than salespersons, colleagues 
rather than competitors.

Let’s turn to ethics. The word “ethics” 
comes from the Greek word ethos, meaning 
distinguishing character or guiding principles. 
Ethics has to do with behavior or actions, and 
is normative or prescriptive, identifying how we 
should act. 

My favorite definition of ethics is one I 
remember from graduate school. It is from 
the German philosopher Immanuel Kant, who 
supposedly said, “Ethics begins where self-
interest ends.” I say supposedly because after 
using the quote in several speeches and articles, 
I searched for the quote on Google, and the first 
response attributed the quote to—me. So now I 
wonder if I made it up, but it’s true to Kant, and it’s 
a great definition. Ethics requires us to act in ways 
that may not be most beneficial to us alone, but 
beneficial to all.
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The late ethicist Rushworth Kidder identified 
two kinds of ethical issues. The first is moral 
temptation, where there is a clear right and a clear 
wrong. In evaluating how to act he offers several 
guiding questions: Is it legal? Does this pass the 
smell test? How would I feel if this appeared on 
the front page of the newspaper? What would 
mom think? The second kind of ethical issue is 
the ethical dilemma, where there are two ethical 
principles in conflict.

Our profession deals with both kinds. Falsifying 
admission statistics or implementing policies to 
circumvent May 1 and coerce students to enroll 
fall into the first category, while deciding how to 
allocate scarce financial aid resources falls into 
the second.

The psychologist Erik Erikson said that ethical 
rules are based on ideals. So, what are the 
ideals that undergird the ethics of the college 
admission profession?

The first is a commitment to truth and 
transparency. Higher education is about the search 
for knowledge and truth, and college admission 
should stand for providing accurate, truthful, 
transparent information about both institutions 
and the admission process.

Second is honesty and integrity. For our 
profession to be effective, both individually and 
collectively, we must inspire trust from students 
that we are honest brokers acting out of concern 
for their best interests.

Third is respect, both for students and for 
colleagues. Respect for students involves 
recognizing and valuing their worth and dignity. A 
consequence of that respect is the recognition that 
each young person has the right to make decisions 
about their future free of coercion. Respect for 
colleagues arises from a shared commitment to 
our profession’s values and ethical principles.

Fourth is equity and fairness. Our profession 
recognizes its responsibility to promote access and 
opportunity for all.

Is professional ethics an endangered species? 
Not even close. There is a critical mass, even 
a majority, within the college admission and 
college counseling communities committed to 
acting ethically and professionally. But the health 
of our profession is not something we can take 
for granted.

Ethical common ground is more like a beach 
than a rock. We must remain vigilant for signs of 
erosion, because all it takes is one major storm to 
do permanent damage to the landscape. 

We need to be ethical conservationists, and the 
best way to do that is to renew our commitment to 
the ideals and ethical principles that have defined 
NACAC and our profession.  

Jim Jump is academic dean & director of college 
counseling at Saint Christopher’s School (VA).

PROFESSIONAL ETHICS
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WHAT IS ONE THING 
COUNSELORS CAN DO  
OR SHOULD STRIVE   
TO DO TO IMPROVE 
COLLEGE ACCESS?

I think counselors should help students see the 
value in the breadth of college and university 
options that exist across the spectrum. 
Sometimes, it seems, students and their families 
become fixated on colleges and universities that 
are popular or that they consider “the best” and 
“catastrophize” their future prospects when 
they aren’t admitted to them. As counselors, we 
can and should be talking about the best fit for 
students and the reality that fit is not a singular 
notion when referring to optimal college and 
university options. Photos by Chuck Fazio Photography

I think they should educate themselves on 
ballot issues and vote in every election—local, 
state, regional, national elections. They should 
absolutely recognize the privilege of working with 
students and realize that most of our students 
can’t vote in these elections. We have a really 
powerful important voice. 

There is so much—between our work and our 
families and our lives—that allows us to say I 
just can’t make it to the poll, and we let slide 
by something that’s going to be an obstacle for 
our students. Then we spend our entire careers 
putting Band-Aids on the things that we could 
have fixed just by voting and being aware of what 
was on the ballot… I don’t want to spend my 
whole career fixing. I want to spend some of my 
career planning for that better place. 

I still see too many counselors devoting most of 
their time to the top X percentage of their class, 
and we really have to be better at counseling 
across the entire grade. Yes, maybe some of 
our students aren’t necessarily college-bound, 
but they could need counseling in career 
awareness. They could need counseling in next 
steps, they might not have any ideas about 
trade schools….

There are too many students seeking me out, 
which means there are too many counselors who 
are unable to give enough quality time to all of 
the students. I realize that the top 10 percent of 
the class sometimes requires a lot more work in 
terms of actual college counseling, but in many 
ways they can be some of the students that don’t 
necessarily need tons of help. It’s just that we 
sometimes get too excited about getting a kid 
into an Ivy League school or about the amount of 
scholarship dollars those kids start to bring in.

But the kids who really need a whole lot of our 
help are sometimes not necessarily those kids and 
I don’t know how many counselors are thinking 
about that on a day-by-day basis. I know they are 
all thinking about that in terms of a long-term 
focus, but sometimes the bottom half of the 
class has to fend for themselves. We need to do 
a better job of making sure we are meeting the 
needs of every single student. 

3

21
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PROFESSIONAL PERSPECTIVES

1. Brian Spraggins, Counselor, Lewis & 
Clark High School (WA)

2. Ryan Keaton, Co-Director of College 
Counseling, Friends Central School (PA)

3. Sonya Fleck, Educational Consultant, 
Academic Advantage (TN)

4. Karen Felton, Director of College 
Counseling, Georgetown Day School (DC)

5. Mateo Remsburg, Associate Director of 
Admissions, University of Utah

No. 1, I would say get involved…. Get involved and really help students with the process. We take for granted what we 
know about the process. There are so many young people who could benefit from our experiences and our knowledge.  
The other thing I would say is to be knowledgeable about a wide array of colleges. Knowing about them and helping 
students connect to them really opens doors. 

I think it’s going to be important 
as we look at the changing 
demographics that counselors 
really gain an understanding of 
their own internal biases and 
recognize how that impacts 
how they do their work, how 
they work with students and 
families. We all have biases, 
some we recognize and some 
we don’t. That is going to be 
one of the first steps. Saying 
they do exist and being able to 
find ways to own up to those 
and adjust those accordingly so 
we do provide solid access. 

4

5

GOING TO THE CONFERENCE? 
WE NEED YOUR PERSPECTIVE! 

If you are attending the NACAC 2018 National 
Conference in Salt Lake City, come chat 

with NACAC about your professional 
point of view—and get a free head shot.

We’ll catch you at the Thursday night 
Welcome Reception, or another time 

that works for your schedule.

Contact The Journal at journal@nacacnet.org
with your name and contact info 

by Sept. 7 to participate!
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There’s a reason it’s a classic. 

Parents, educators, and others have turned to Beverly Daniel Tatum’s 
bestselling book—Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the 
Cafeteria?—for over two decades to better understand the dynamics of 
race in America. 

And the text is once again making headlines. A new, expanded edition 
was released last year. And earlier this summer, Tatum joined the 
#NACACreads book club to discuss her pivotal work. 

Ahead of that conversation, Tatum, president emerita of Spelman College 
(GA), spoke to The Journal about what’s changed—and what hasn’t—since 
the book was first released in 1997. 

YOUR BOOK EXAMINES THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RACISM. WHY DID 
YOU WANT TO REVISIT THIS TOPIC? AND WHY NOW?
My goal in writing my book was to help others move beyond fear, anger, 
and denial to a new understanding of what racism is, how it impacts all of 
us—shaping our sense of racial identity and how we view others—and 
ultimately, what we can do to interrupt the cycle of racism. I wanted to 
inspire readers to break the silence about racism, and to use their spheres 
of influence to effect positive social change. Twenty years later, we still 
need to do those things, perhaps now more than ever. 

In addition, I wanted to reflect on the societal changes shaping the 
first two decades of the 21st century and re-examine the same questions 
through the eyes of the centennial generation. Those who are familiar 
with the first edition of my book will notice that the 2017 edition is more 

BREAKING THE SILENCE
Author Aims to Interrupt the Cycle of Racism

ABOUT RACE
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than 100 pages longer! The US social and political context of the last 20 
years gave me a lot to write about, addressing issues such as the impact of 
changing demographics, persistent school and neighborhood segregation, 
the affirmative action backlash, the Great Recession of 2008, the election 
of Barack Obama and subsequent “post-racial” narratives, the emergence 
of Black Lives Matter and campus activism, and the early days of the Trump 
presidency—all in the context of contemporary race relations. 

My answer to the title question remains unchanged, but the 
psychological research supporting it has been completely updated to reflect 
the current state of the social science literature, as well as an expanded 
discussion of the critical issues in the identity development of Latinx, 
Native, Asian and Pacific Islander, Middle Eastern/North African, Muslim, 
and multiracial youth, in addition to that of black and white adolescents, in 
recognition of the demographic diversity of the US today.

THE TITLE OF YOUR BOOK HAS A BACK STORY—IT’S ONE OF THE 
QUESTIONS YOU WERE FREQUENTLY ASKED WHEN VISITING 
SCHOOLS LEADING UP TO THE PUBLICATION OF THE 1997 
EDITION. DO YOU STILL GET THAT QUESTION TODAY, AND WHAT 
DOES THE ANSWER TELL US ABOUT RACE IN AMERICA?
Though many people ask the question that forms the title of my book, 
“Why are all the black kids sitting together in the cafeteria?” it is not 
just the black kids that are clustering together on college campuses. It is 
common for students of all backgrounds to gravitate to the comfort of the 
familiar—seeking out those places where they experience a deep sense of 
belonging. Sometimes that sense of belonging comes from spending time 
with same-experience peers (e.g., those who may be of the same racial 
background, share the same religious beliefs, or speak the same home-
language), and there is nothing wrong with that. But the development of the 
skills needed for successful living in a multiracial and multicultural society 
requires stepping out of one’s comfort zone and engaging with difference. 
Most of our students don’t come with this skill already developed, yet it is a 
capacity that can be developed through practice. Whether college students 
develop this citizenship skill, however, will depend in large part on whether 
the institution they attend has provided structure for those critical learning 
experiences to take place. We can’t assume it will just happen on its own.

ALTHOUGH THE US IS MORE DIVERSE THAN EVER, OUR K-12 
SCHOOLS ARE GROWING MORE SEGREGATED. HOW HAS 
THAT DYNAMIC IMPACTED STUDENTS ON OUR NATION’S 
COLLEGE CAMPUSES?
The retreat from school desegregation that is occurring at the K-12 
level is certainly also a threat to higher education. It is a threat because 
both white students and students of color are likely to come to college 
without the preparation they need. Nationwide, nearly 75 percent of 
black students and 80 percent of Latinx students today attend so-called 
“majority-minority” schools. And black and Latinx students are much more 
likely than white students to attend a school where 60 percent or more of 
their classmates are living in poverty. Separate is still unequal as schools 
with concentrated poverty and racial segregation are more likely to have 
less-experienced teachers, high levels of teacher turnover, inadequate 
facilities, and fewer classroom resources. The students of color for whom 
this is a reality are likely to have had reduced access to high-level college 
preparatory courses and the facilities that support such a curriculum. 

For white students, the group most likely to live and attend school in 
racially homogeneous communities, their racial isolation means that they 
have had few opportunities to interact with those racially, ethnically, 
or religiously different from themselves, and consequently, aren’t well 
prepared for diverse campus life. Regardless of where they grew up 
or where they went to school, we can be sure that all members of the 
campus community have come to college with stereotypes and prejudices 
about some other segment of the student body. How could it be otherwise 
when there is so much misinformation circulating in the environment? As a 
result, colleges have a unique opportunity and responsibility to challenge 
misconceptions, explore differences, and help students develop their 
capacity to connect across them.

YOUNG PEOPLE BORN IN 1997 WERE 4 YEARS OLD ON 9/11. THEY 
WERE 11 WHEN BARACK OBAMA WAS ELECTED PRESIDENT, 
15 WHEN TRAYVON MARTIN WAS KILLED, 17 WHEN MICHAEL 
BROWN’S DEATH BROUGHT INTERNATIONAL ATTENTION TO 
THE BLACK LIVES MATTER MOVEMENT, AND 20 WHEN WHITE 

MOST PEOPLE, REGARDLESS OF RACE, RECALL 
SOMETHING FROM THEIR GRADE SCHOOL YEARS—
SOMETIMES AS EARLY AS PRESCHOOL. WHEN I 
ASK WHAT EMOTION IS ASSOCIATED WITH THAT 
RACE-RELATED MEMORY, MOST OFTEN I HEAR 
WORDS LIKE CONFUSION, SADNESS, ANGER, FEAR, 
EMBARRASSMENT, EVEN SHAME.”

—Beverly Daniel Tatum
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NATIONALISTS RALLIED IN CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA. HOW 
HAVE THESE EVENTS SHAPED THEIR IDENTITIES?
If you were 11 when the first black president was elected, you may have 
entered adolescence with an expectation of a “post-racial” society—where 
one’s race was no longer a barrier to achievement. Yet, the backlash that 
followed President Obama’s election, the apparent racial inequities in the 
criminal justice system, the polarizing rhetoric of the 2016 election season, 
and the increasing visibility of white supremacist activity have left many 
young people feeling confused and disillusioned. Survey results show that 
most young people (94 percent) have witnessed bias incidents, yet just 
20 percent indicated they were comfortable having a conversation with 
someone about bias. In that way, they are very similar to their parents.

MANY PEOPLE—INCLUDING EDUCATORS—ARE UNCOMFORTABLE 
TALKING ABOUT RACISM. WHAT’S THE DANGER OF STAYING 
SILENT ON THIS TOPIC?
Most white adults will tell you they are uncomfortable talking about race, 
whether that is with their own children or with their contemporaries. 
The roots of that difficulty can often be traced to the experience of being 
silenced about race in childhood. 

Take a moment and think of your earliest race-related memory. How 
old were you? Three? Five? Six? Eight? Fifteen? I often ask this question 
of the audiences who come to my lectures. Most people, regardless of 
race, recall something from their grade school years—sometimes as 
early as preschool. When I ask what emotion is associated with that 
race-related memory, most often I hear words like confusion, sadness, 
anger, fear, embarrassment, even shame. 

These same adults usually report that they kept those feelings to 
themselves, learning early in life that the adults in their environment—
parents and teachers—were made uncomfortable by the topic of race. 
But the silence of the adults inevitably meant unresolved questions and 
confusion for their children. Silenced children become silent adults, 
repeating the pattern with their own children. Children who have been 
silenced often enough learn not to talk about race publicly. Their questions 
don’t go away, they just go unasked. They don’t become color-blind, they 
just learn to be color-silent. They are at risk of having the vacuum of 
parental silence filled by the racial stereotypes that pervade our culture. 
They never learn how to recognize or challenge the everyday racism 
embedded in the policies and practices of so many of our institutions. They 
learn to be silent about that, too.

As I often say, you can’t solve a problem without talking about it. 
If we can’t talk about racism, we won’t be very effective interrupting 
it on our campuses, in our communities, or in our homes. Racism 
uninterrupted is racism perpetuated.

WHAT LESSONS DO YOU HOPE COLLEGE COUNSELORS AND 
ADMISSION PROFESSIONALS TAKE AWAY?
College counselors and admission professionals will benefit from 
understanding the developmental impact of racism on the students they 
advise and admit. That understanding will bring clarity to the choices 
students make and why. Most importantly, though, I hope they will take 
away the understanding that we are at an important historical moment 

with regard to education and our nation’s legacy of dealing with race. 
It is a moment that contains both dangers and opportunities. We can 
allow the forces leading to greater segregation to drive us further apart 
as a nation; or we can use our leadership—as educators and active 
citizens—to use and value higher education as a location where crucial 
connections can be forged. 

Colleges and universities are among the few places where people 
of different racial, cultural, and socioeconomic backgrounds have the 
opportunity to engage with each other in more than just a superficial 
way. For many students, regardless of racial background, the college 
environment they entered this fall is likely the most diverse learning 
environment they have experienced in their lives. Colleges and 
universities across the nation offer students a unique opportunity to 
engage with people whose life experiences and viewpoints are different 
than their own and to develop the leadership capacity needed to 
function effectively in a diverse, increasingly global world. Learning to 
engage with others whose viewpoints are different from one’s own is a 
citizenship skill fundamental to maintaining a healthy democracy. College 
counselors and admission professionals are on the front lines of that life-
changing learning process. Their leadership matters! 

—Mary Stegmeir

ABOUT RACE
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When I attended my first Illinois ACAC conference as a rookie admission counselor 
in May 2012, the thing I most looked forward to on the last day was brunch (especially 
bacon). However, before the buffet line, the IACAC Government Relations Committee 
(GRC) organized an early morning town hall meeting. 

I had followed politics for some time—
volunteering for both local and federal campaigns 
—so this session piqued my interest in a big 
way (maybe even more than the bacon). I had 
no idea my new profession had such a focus on 
government advocacy, but I walked right up to 
one of the GRC co-chairs, Anne Kremer (currently 
at Drake University, Iowa), immediately after the 
meeting to volunteer for GRC.

Fast forward a couple years, and then Illinois 
ACAC President Anne Kremer asked me to 
step up and serve as GRC co-chair. I jumped at 
the opportunity to get more involved and lead 
our advocacy work in Illinois. I have worked 
with some fantastic colleagues through our 
committee work, including those well-versed 
in Illinois education policy, and others who are 
intimidated by the political process but recognize 
the importance of raising their voice.

For some, the 2016 elections made it more 
intimidating to get involved with advocacy 
given the increased polarization and vitriolic 
attitude some have toward others with different 
opinions. However, the fact is education policy 
is shaped by our elected officials and these 
policy decisions greatly affect the students and 
institutions that we are all so passionate about. 
Most of us want to speak up for our students, 
but we don’t know where to start.

No matter how involved you have been in the 
past, here are some steps to get you moving on 
the path of government advocacy.

STAY INFORMED!
There is no shortage of news outlets and ways 
to consume political news these days. It can 
be difficult to cut through the clutter and media 
bias. NACAC employs government relations staff 

who work to keep members informed regarding 
education policy. NACAC sends out periodic 
legislative updates you can subscribe to online at 
cqrcengage.com/nacac.

You can also familiarize yourself with 
NACAC’s legislative priorities and pending 
congressional bills on the NACAC Legislative 
Action Center website and follow NACAC @
NACACWonk on Twitter.

WHO IS YOUR LEGISLATOR?
If you only get one thing out of this article, 
remember this point: Elected officials work 
for you! They are elected by us to represent 
constituents in state capitals and Washington, 
DC. Through the ballot box, you can hold them 
accountable for the votes or positions they take. 
(Don’t forget to vote Nov. 6!) Because they are 
elected to represent you, they and their staff 
owe you their time and attention when you want 
to voice your concerns about the postsecondary 
options available to your students.

The NACAC Legislative Action Center has a 
convenient tool to quickly look up everyone who 

SPARKING ACTIVISM
Igniting Change May Be Easier than You Think

By Steve Landgraf
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represents you at federal, state, and local levels. 
Type in your zip code at cqrcengage.com/nacac.

The tool will show you a list of your elected 
officials with links to biographies, including 
committee assignments. The biography pages 
include links to your legislators’ websites and 
social media pages, as well as contact information 
for their various offices. 

CONNECT WITH YOUR LEGISLATORS 
ONLINE.
Most elected officials have contact forms on their 
websites, as well as a list of phone, email, and/
or social media contact information. Your NACAC 
affiliate may spread the word about specific bills 
that impact secondary and higher education in 
your state. 

NACAC also issues federal legislation Action 
Alerts to provide a convenient way to message 
legislators. The NACAC website makes this 
simple. Look up your elected officials by zip code 
and use the template to send along your message 
directly from the site.

JOIN YOUR NACAC AFFILIATE’S 
GOVERNMENT RELATIONS COMMITTEE.
Find out how active your affiliate’s GRC is. Many 
affiliates have active government relations 
committees that hold regular meetings and 
organize annual Advocacy Days at state capitols. 
If your affiliate’s advocacy work has gone dormant, 
talk to your president about building some 
momentum for new outreach with legislators. 
NACAC staff, the NACAC GRC Committee, and I 
are available to help you.

In Illinois, our GRC meets about four times 
a year. We discuss pending federal, state, and 
local legislation and how we can best advocate 
for IACAC legislative priorities. Our committee 
meetings also feature guest speakers from like-
minded organizations such as the Illinois School 
Counselor Association (ISCA), other affiliates like 
the Michigan ACAC, and legislative staffers. 

IACAC GRC also sends periodic messages to 
our listserv to keep our membership informed 
about pressing issues. In some cases, IACAC 
endorses specific bills if they clearly align with the 
values and priorities of IACAC. Our GRC worked 
with the IACAC executive board several years ago 
to gain authority to take this extra step to endorse 
legislation. Last year, our committee worked 
directly with legislators to enact a new bill (IL 

Senate Bill 0757) that removed a mandate for high 
schools to list student SAT scores on transcripts. 

VISIT YOUR STATE CAPITOL WITH YOUR 
NACAC AFFILIATE.
Many NACAC affiliates organize annual Advocacy 
Days at their state capitols. A great deal of policy 
decisions that directly affect your students and 
your institutions play out here. There is strength in 
numbers as you head to your capitol with a group 
of colleagues to advocate for sound educational 
policy. In Illinois, we organize an Advocacy 
Day every March when we know the General 
Assembly is in session. 

No experience is needed for these advocacy 
days—we provide talking points for participants 
to use in meetings with their state representative 
and senator. IACAC also focuses on outreach to 
members of various education committees, as 
well as the office of the governor and the state 
treasurer. Our IACAC GRC creates packets to hand 
out to legislative offices and we always conduct 
our meetings in groups. I had never spoken with 
a representative or senator face-to-face before 
attending my first IACAC Advocacy Day, and 
tackling these appointments in groups made the 
process much less intimidating.

VISIT WASHINGTON, DC WITH NACAC.
NACAC also organizes an annual Advocacy Day 
on Capitol Hill. Affiliate government relations 
committee co-chairs and presidential teams from 
across the nation converge on Washington every 
spring for this event. This is a great professional 
development, as well as a networking, opportunity. 

Much like our affiliate Advocacy Day, you 
won’t be thrown in the deep end while in DC—
training and talking points are provided. The GRC 
also schedules the meetings with the state’s 
congressional delegation. When you attend these 
events, you will typically meet with legislative 
aides who serve as policy advisors for your 
elected officials. However, this year our Illinois 
delegation was fortunate enough to meet with 
Representative Raja Krishnamoorthi in person! 

VISIT YOUR ELECTED OFFICIALS IN THEIR 
DISTRICT OFFICES.
If your schedule is anything like mine, it isn’t 
always easy to get to your state capital or 
Washington, DC. Fortunately, most elected 
officials have a district office reasonably close to 

your home or workplace. One of my IACAC GRC 
co-chairs, Jen Sloan (University of Cincinnati, 
(OH), and I have the same state representative, 
and we met with him at his local district office. 
Our representative spent a half-hour engaging 
with us about our careers as admission counselors 
and our thoughts on education policy. 

Your state capitol can be a hectic place full of 
lobbyists and various organizations jockeying for 
face time with legislators. However, legislators 
often have more time to connect with you when 
they are away from the hustle and bustle of the 
capitol. The rapport we worked to build with 
our legislator paid off at the next Advocacy 
Day. When we saw him in Springfield, our state 
representative recognized us in the hallway and 
walked us back to his office for a quick meeting 
(while other constituents sat outside his office 
waiting to meet with him).

RUN FOR OFFICE!
This suggestion may seem like a stretch, but don’t 
rule it out! If you truly want to effect change 
in your community or your state, it is worth 
considering the option of doing that as a candidate 
for public office. My colleague Greg Rathnow 
(IUPUI) ran for Indiana state representative several 
years ago, and he is currently running for the 
office once again in 2018. I met Greg while we 
were both staffing the Wisconsin Education Fairs 
(WEF) and we bonded over politics. Several years 
later, I was excited to have the opportunity to do 
canvassing work for Greg’s political campaign in 
Indianapolis. Greg hosted admission colleagues 
from four colleges across three states (Minnesota, 
Wisconsin, and Illinois) for a day of outreach 
about his campaign.

One more time, in case you were skimming… 
your elected officials work for you! Many legislators 
and staffers are interested to hear your firsthand 
stories of working with students and how education 
policy impacts constituents in your community.  
You don’t have to be an expert in politics to 
participate in the political process. You are already 
fully equipped with stories, experiences, and 
data from the front line of secondary and higher 
education to share with your elected officials. 

Steve Landgraf is manager of Illinois recruitment 
at Michigan State University and government 
relations committee co-chair for the Illinois 
Association for College Admission Counseling. 

ADVOCATE



22   THE JOURNAL OF COLLEGE ADMISSION

Over the last 70 years, we have 
seen significant changes in 
college application formats, the 
manner in which applications 

are reviewed, and the number of appli-
cations submitted by students. However, 
many high school counselors and teach-
ers continue to write recommendation 
letters using a traditional narrative style 
created over 300 years ago. Clearly we 
need a little innovation, and probably 
some inspiration.

Based on our 2017 NACAC National Conference 
presentation, Recs That Change Lives, we 
recommend, no pun intended, that our colleagues 
try a new style of letter—the organized narrative— 

which has become increasingly popular among 
college counselors over the past few years. This 
new style is informed by survey feedback from 
admission representatives and it allows writers to 
quickly and effectively draft personal and detailed 
letters using a hybrid of headers, narratives, and 
bullet points. A win-win-win for students, writers, 
and admission reps, this format reduces the time to 
draft and read letters because it directly speaks to 
the strengths of students. 

Ultimately, using an organized narrative style 
of letter eliminates the need for counselors 
and teachers to worry about things like style, 
creativity, and prose, and allows them to focus 
on the things that really matter to college 
admission professionals—relevant information 
about the student.

WHAT ADMISSION WANTS
Trevor Rusert
About five years ago, I met with my previous head 
of school about our letter writing process. It didn’t 
take long for us to understand that asking the 
audience was the best way to rethink the approach. 

Now assigned to gather the info, I put together 
a simple survey. I asked colleagues across the 
desk: What are the essential components of 
counselor recommendation letters? and listed 
nine check-all-that-apply categories—overview 
of transcript, difficulty of course selection, quality 
of mind, teacher quotes, special circumstances, 
anecdotes, overview of activities, quality of 
character, and future plans. 

I sent it to college reps at the 25 most common 
colleges/universities where our students applied 
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and to the Association of College Counselors at 
Independent Schools list serve, so I could identify 
discrepancies between what admission reps need 
and what we think they need. The results (above) 
were fascinating, particularly in how the two 
groups viewed essential information.

Although there were some clear similarities 
across and within cohorts, the secondary school 
counselors’ opinions about top categories were 
scattered. However, the college admission 
reps agreed quality of character and special 
circumstances were key. 

ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS OF 
RECOMMENDATION LETTERS
I’d always believed special circumstances were 
essential, as well as difficulty of course selection, 
anecdotes, overview of the transcript, overview 
of activities, teacher quotes, and future plans. 
According to the college reps, my last four weren’t 
necessary. The biggest surprise was quality of 
character taking first place. This revelation made 
me step back and reevaluate the information I was 
gathering and conveying about students.

How to best collect information for rec letters 
could be a whole article, so I’ll just share one 
example of what’s working for me. At the end 

of the year, we ask faculty and staff to write 
anecdotes about the juniors they’ve interacted 
with. (Very few faculty/staff actually provide 
these, but the ones we get always help our 
writing process.) At the beginning of senior year, 
we ask students to write them about themselves 
and for at least three classmates, challenging 
them to pick at least one student they aren’t 
buddies with. (We also hold a contest for the 
student who writes the most anecdotes.)

The prompt is simple, but effective:
Share an anecdote about a student in grade 

X that college counselors can share with 
colleges (true, positive stories only). We are 
looking for stories about your classmates that 
reflect their strength of character, compassion, 
sportsmanship, maturity, wisdom, and/or 
leadership, etc.
Here’s a sample of what you get back:

Jane is one of my best friends who I have 
known from seventh grade. She is a very 
comfortable and considerate friend, who listens 
to my every word when I experience hardship. 
I usually don’t try to reveal my concerns to 
my peers, and I try to endure and resolve by 
myself. However, I feel comfortable sharing my 
concerns with Jane, and she always supports 

my decisions. She is also a great student, who 
strives for academic excellence, and she is a 
great cross-country captain. I am sure that Jane 
will spread positive energy to the campus that 
she will join next year.
You can see how gathering multiple opinions 

can give a counselor—and therefore an 
admission rep—a more well-rounded view of 
an applicant. 

ORGANIZING THE LETTER
Chris Reeves
In my school, college admission is a just 
small part of my job. I have chaired special 
education meetings, created the master 
schedule, run state testing, provided personal 
counseling, and so on. 

My day is chopped up into a thousand tiny 
pieces, and I find it very hard to concentrate 
on anything for more than a few minutes. The 
organized narrative easily flows into this kind of 
schedule. (In all candor, it changed my life!)

Each morning in the fall, I begin a letter to 
complete in the same day. I bounce in and out 
of the document as the day allows because I 
don’t have to worry about flow like I would in a 
traditional narrative. I do this until I’m satisfied. 
By the end of the day, I usually have a solid rec.

This style works well for outstanding 
students who have numerous activities. I can 
boil down the aspects of their character and 
involvement I think will be relevant to the 
admission committee. No long explanations, 
which means I can include more substantive 
content in the space.

This style also works well for not-so-
outstanding students or students I don’t know 
well. If I can work a brief narrative to begin the 
letter, I’ll likely be able to find a couple bullet 
points for each of the other two sections then tie 
it up with a closing statement. Unlike a traditional 
letter, I won’t be filling in space with whatever I 
can think of.

Here’s the format I find most useful:

DISTINCTIVE QUALITIES
In my opening paragraph(s), I tell a quick story in 
a narrative format that begins to paint a picture 
of this student. What do I notice about her? What 
theme matters to me? I want the reader to feel 
about the student the way I do. I keep this section 
to one to two paragraphs.

RECS THAT CHANGE L IVES
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ACADEMIC HISTORY
These are two to five bullet-pointed statements 
(one or two sentences) that make some sort of 
point about academics. Here I also try to quantify 
certain points to give the admission committee 
context. For example, “John has taken AP 
Biology, AP Physics, and AP Chemistry” should 
be “John is one of three students who has taken 
AP Biology, AP Physics, and AP Chemistry.” This 
small measurable statement changes the story 
for John. I neither restate transcripts item nor test 
scores unless I provide some context to go with it. 
Anything academic is fair game.

ACTIVITIES, INTERESTS, AND AREAS   
OF IMPACT
These are two to five bullet-pointed statements 
(one or two sentences) that add some context 
beyond a résumé line. For band kids, I try to 
emphasize how much time they put into it, 
including leading the younger members if they 
have done that. I like to have something they do 
outside of school here as well. Overall, I’m trying 
to use quick pieces of information that paint an 
overall picture of the student that leads to the 
final section.

STUDENT SELF-REFLECTION
This begins, “We ask students to choose 
adjectives or phrases that describe them well.” 
Usually the students have a strong sense of  
self and it’s pretty easy to connect the prior 
three sections to how they see themselves.   
I admittedly have struggled with this section 
and how to conclude my recommendation. 
Lately, I have tried to include a statement to 
connect their overall story to how I think they 
will be successful in college.

INTRODUCING THE IDEA AT YOUR SCHOOL
Michelle Rasich
While most people will be receptive to ideas 
that make their jobs easier, it’s best to outline to 

your administration and others who writer letters 
why the change is necessary and how it will be 
implemented.

Again, the opinions of the professional 
actually making the admission decisions is most 
convincing. And these opinions aren’t difficult to 
gather. My proof-gathering looks like this:

• Create a sample organized narrative letter.
• Survey high-traffic admission reps about 

the sample.
• Incorporate their feedback into the draft 
• Share the survey results and the sample with 

school leadership and teachers, convincing 
them this is the way to go.

• Continue to collect rep feedback throughout 
the year during school visits in case the 
format needs to be adjusted.

Within our first year, the teachers were hooked. 
• 100 percent reported that the format saved 

them time.
• 90 percent of them exclusively used the 

new format.
• 80 percent believed they were better able to 

advocate for students in this format.
Here’s are a few things they said about the 

new format:
• Headings gave me a structure to focus on.
• I don’t get bogged down on transitions 

and flow.
• Less daunting. Format helped me focus my 

message.
• It’s easier to work on the letter and come 

back to it later without losing focus or flow. 
And, it’s easier to incorporate info from 
colleagues and the student.

READING THE LETTERS
John McLaughlin 
Admission officers understand the rec letter 
burden, especially as the number of college 
applications rises. Furthermore, we know there 
are many other constraints on school counselors’ 
and teachers’ time. Know that we value 

whatever you have to say about your students 
and we carefully review your comments in our 
admission process. We glean insights into your 
students from any format you offer.

My colleagues outlined above how organized 
narrative is useful to recommendation writers, 
and from a reader’s perspective, the organized 
narrative offers similar benefits. In many 
selective admission processes, application 
readers review documents and take notes 
summarizing information, providing context, 
and directing subsequent reviewers toward 
parts of the file. 

In other words, we distill the provided 
information and synthesize it into points that 
can be easily shared in subsequent reviews 
or committee conversations. To some extent, 
the organized narrative lifts some of this 
work off the reader, guiding us to the major 
points—the evidence we look for to support 
overarching themes. Bullet points make it easy 
for us to pull quotes directly from the letters 
rather than paraphrase. The structured format 
also creates reference points that easily can 
be recalled in notes or conversation. 

As admission officers, we work with 
our partners across the desk to connect 
students with their best fit. Recommendations 
provide important perspective on applicants’ 
contributions to their secondary academic 
communities, which helps us picture how 
students will contribute to our postsecondary 
academic communities.

Our work is changing and time is limited.  
We welcome new ways of thinking about how 
we can do this work together! 

To view and download two sample 
letters, visit https://drive.google.com/
file/d/0BxUrWQzLfkxXV0VqVkl1SnJvYTQ/
view?usp=sharing.

Trevor Rusert is the director of college guidance 
at Chadwick International, South Korea.
Chris Reeves is a counselor at Beechwood High 
School (KY).
Michelle Rasich is the director of college 
counseling at Rowland Hall High School (UT).
John McLaughlin is the vice dean, director of 
admissions at the University of Pennsylvania.

EACH MORNING IN THE FALL, I BEGIN A LETTER TO COMPLETE IN THE SAME 
DAY. I BOUNCE IN AND OUT OF THE DOCUMENT AS THE DAY ALLOWS BECAUSE 
I DON’T HAVE TO WORRY ABOUT FLOW LIKE I WOULD IN A TRADITIONAL 
NARRATIVE. I DO THIS UNTIL I’M SATISFIED. BY THE END OF THE DAY, I USUALLY 
HAVE A SOLID REC.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BxUrWQzLfkxXV0VqVkl1SnJvYTQ/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BxUrWQzLfkxXV0VqVkl1SnJvYTQ/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BxUrWQzLfkxXV0VqVkl1SnJvYTQ/view?usp=sharing
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“Never forget that for every file that crosses your desk, 
there is a person who has shared their burning desire 
to attend your institution and they are currently 
counting the days until you say… yes or no!” 

—Former college counselor, Susanna Smith, writing for Admitted about 
her experience awaiting an admission decision after spending years 

helping students through the process. Smith currently serves as an 
academic advisor at the University of Maryland, College Park.

“Simply by keeping something top of mind for 
students… they are more likely to follow through.”

—#NACACreads author Benjamin Castleman, quoted in an Admitted 
article. Castleman, an assistant professor of education and public policy 

at the University of Virginia, researches how new technologies can 
provide personalized support for college-bound students.

“More middle-class parents are saying, ‘I’m not 
succumbing to the idea that the only acceptable 
education is an expensive one.’”
— Researcher Sara Goldrick-Rab, quoted in an Admitted article on the rise 
of middle-income students choosing community colleges. Goldrick-Rab is a 

professor of higher education policy and sociology at Temple University (PA).

“It’s time the focus should go beyond how to increase 
international student enrollment and the revenue 
they bring to the institutions, to how best to support 
and protect them.” 

—New America’s Sophie Nguyen, writing about trends in 
international student enrollment for Ed Central. After years 

of steady increases, the number of international students 
studying at US colleges and universities declined this fall. 

 
“College shopping is a little like buying a house, and 
sometimes you don’t know what you like until you 
see it.”

—NACAC member Venkates Swaminathan, writing for the Edmodo 
blog. Swaminathan is CEO and founder of LifeLaunchr, a virtual 

coaching platform for college planning.
 

For more from the Admitted blog, visit admitted.nacacnet.org.

BLOG LOG
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The new school year is just around the corner. Start your fall off right. Join colleagues 
from across the country at NACAC’s national conference in Salt Lake City. 

Already charting out your schedule? Make sure to 
include these can’t-miss highlights.

CATCH OUR EXPERT SPEAKERS
New York Times journalist Nick Kristof will deliver 
this year’s keynote address. A seasoned foreign 
affairs reporter, Kristof has been a columnist for 
the Times since 2001, covering human rights, 
women’s rights, health, and global affairs. Kristof, 
a two-time Pulitzer Prize winner, will speak Friday, 
Sept. 28, at 8:30 a.m.

Later that day, an expert panel will speak on 
free speech and campus unrest.

CONNECT WITH COLLEAGUES
This year’s conference—expected to draw more 
than 7,500 professionals from around the world—
will include plenty of time for networking. The 
Meet Your Match game, First-Timers’ Orientation, 
and welcome reception are back again by popular 

demand. There will also be ample opportunities 
for job seekers to make professional connections. 
Register now for the National Conference Job 
Board and let employers know you will be available 
to discuss your future while in Salt Lake City.

BE INSPIRED 
The national conference will offer over 130 
educational sessions for attendees. Hot topics—
such as financial aid, equity in education, and 
student recruitment—are included in the lineup. 
Also back this year are 45-minute learning hubs, 
featuring specialized sessions related to affiliate 
management, career development, and global 
education. Hub sessions incorporate small group 
discussions, hands-on activities, and networking.

STOP BY THE EXHIBIT HALL
Meet with representatives from over 200 
companies from around the world that provide 

products, programs, and services of interest to 
counseling and admission professionals. The hall 
is also home to the conference’s popular Tech Lab 
and Learning Lounge, where professionals are 
invited to take part in interactive learning focused 
on a specific technology, trend, or case study. 
Altogether, 16 sessions addressing a variety of 
issues—including NCAA eligibility, social media, 
and college essays—are planned this year. 

EXPLORE THE CITY AND AREA COLLEGES
Nestled along the Wasatch Mountains, Salt 
Lake is a vibrant city with an abundance of 
cultural attractions, outdoor activities, and 
dining options. Use the city’s free light-rail 
system to discover the downtown area and 
make plans to attend a campus visit organized 
in conjunction with the conference. A social 
held at SKY SLC and Lumpy’s—premier 
nightlife venues in the heart of Salt Lake City—
will close out the conference.

View a full schedule of events and register at 
nacacconference.org. 

NATIONAL CONFERENCE

NACAC’S 2018 NATIONAL CONFERENCE
Join us in Salt Lake City, Sept. 27–29!

Photo credit: Visit Salt Lake

http://www.nacacconference.org


28   THE JOURNAL OF COLLEGE ADMISSION

NACAC was an early adopter of social media. We had to join Facebook as First Name 
“National” Last Name “Association for College Admission Counseling” because they 
hadn’t yet created organizational accounts! Through trial and error, we’ve gathered a 
following among members and other professionals, and we push a lot of content and 
opportunities out this way. 

One of our smartest moves yet has been to get 
an in-house specialist to guide and grow our 
accounts, and help staff understand the nuances 
of these tools. Ashley Dobson, who joined 
NACAC’s communications team as manager of 
communications, content and social media in 
early 2017, has been cultivating our accounts and 
adding some fun and informative elements—
time-lapse, boomerangs, live feeds, stories, and 
more—to NACAC’s online presence. 

We sat down with her to hear more about the 
ins and outs of this ever-evolving part of her job.

WE HOPE THAT MOST PEOPLE SEE THE 
VALUE IN SOCIAL MEDIA, BUT FOR ANY 
REMAINING NAYSAYERS OUT THERE, WHY 
IS SOCIAL MEDIA IMPORTANT FOR NACAC?

Social media has incredible power in today’s 
increasingly digital world. It’s a way to relate 
with your students, connect with your colleagues 
all over the world, and find your community. For 
us at NACAC, we use it to stay connected with 
our members and to help them network with 
each other, to help share vital resources, and 
as another way to be available to our members. 
An “association” can be such a nebulous term, 
but I hope our social media presence helps 
our members get a glimpse of the people and 
personalities who work at NACAC and reflects a 
community they are proud to be a part of. 

WHAT WOULD YOU SAY TO MEMBERS AND 
OTHER PROFESSIONALS RELUCTANT TO 
ENGAGE VIA SOCIAL MEDIA?

You have to meet people where they are and 
where they are is online. Social media is a great 
equalizer and it can help you have conversations 
and make an impact in ways that could never be 
possible outside of the digital space. 

I think social media too often is written off as a 
“young person thing,” but there is value in it for all 
age groups. I also think we group together “social 
media” as one lump item very often. Each platform 
is very different and some may be a better fit for 
you than others. You have to find the one (or 2 or 3 
or 10!) that works best for you and your voice. 

NACAC HAS CHOSEN TO FOCUS ITS 
EFFORTS ON FACEBOOK, TWITTER, AND 
INSTAGRAM. HOW DO YOU USE THESE AND 
WHY ARE THEY BETTER FOR THE NACAC 
AUDIENCE THAN OTHER OPTIONS, LIKE 
SNAPCHAT?
You have to know your audience and you have to 
set a goal for each of your social media channels. 
For us, we’ve found that while some of our 
audience overlaps, a lot of our audience differs 

INSIGHTS
STAFF

#CONNECTWITHUS
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on each platform. We are also trying to reach 
our members, not students, with our primary 
accounts. That’s why channels like Snapchat and 
Musical.ly aren’t a priority for us. Though some 
members might have accounts on these platforms, 
they aren’t getting their news from them. For our 
members creating their own accounts or school 
accounts, those may be good platforms to be on 
since the demographic skews younger. Once you 
define your audience and goals, it is easier to 
know where to focus your attention. With limited 
resources (and time!), you can’t be everywhere 
and run them effectively. You have to choose what 
works best for you. 

SOCIAL MEDIA MARKETING CAN BE A CRAP 
SHOOT IF IT’S NOT DONE WELL. HOW DO 
YOU STRATEGIZE WHAT’S POSTED WHEN?
It feels a little conceited to talk about how 
well my social media strategy is working, but 
if you insist! Like I touched on before, crafting 
your strategy comes back to knowing who your 
audience is and what your goals are. If your goal 
is to simply observe and learn from others, you 
can do that. If your goal is to get people engaged 
and clicking, you will need to know what interests 
your audience the most and the types of posts that 
drive that engagement—videos vs. blog post links 
vs. shareable graphics. 

Another important factor is to be willing to 
change your strategy when things aren’t working. 
Social media platforms are constantly changing, the 
algorithms belong to someone else, so just when 
you think you’ve figured it out, the whole thing 
changes. Be flexible and listen to your audience. 

THERE’S BEEN SOME HUBBUB IN 
THE MEMBERSHIP ABOUT WHAT’S 
APPROPRIATE TO POST IN A PROFESSIONAL 
SETTING. WITHOUT PUTTING YOU IN AN 
AWKWARD POSITION, WHAT DO YOU 
ENVISION AS THE BEST USE OF THESE 
PLATFORMS?

This is a difficult question to answer because 
there isn’t really a one-size-fits-all approach.  
This will vary from person to person, from job title 
to job title, etc. 

For myself, I have all my channels set to public 
because I don’t post anything that I wouldn’t 
want my grandparents seeing. That’s my personal 
metric, “Could I still come to Thanksgiving dinner 
if my grandma saw this?”

Everyone should decide for themselves the kind 
of content they want to push out online and the 
image of themselves that they are projecting.  
I think your social media accounts should reflect 
you and your personality. 

The one thing that I think is a universal 
truth about social media appropriateness is 
that you shouldn’t be a hypocrite about it.   
If you have told your students or told someone 
who works for you that something isn’t 
appropriate to post, you should hold yourself 
to the same standard. Other than that, I think 
it boils down to your values and standing 
behind your posts with confidence. 

WHAT’S YOUR FAVORITE PLATFORM 
PROFESSIONALLY AND/OR PERSONALLY 
AND WHY?
Personally, my favorite platform is Instagram. 
I think it’s a nice escape and is generally more 
positive than some of the other channels. I also 
am constantly planning future travels and seeing 
beautiful posts from people I follow around the 
world inspires a lot of my trips. 

Professionally, I think Twitter is the best.  
It’s the easiest to follow specific topics that 
you like and to engage in discussions with your 
peers and colleagues. 

WHAT’S ONE THING MOST PEOPLE DON’T 
UNDERSTAND ABOUT SOCIAL MEDIA THAT 
YOU’D LIKE THEM TO KNOW?
This may not be something that most people 
don’t understand, but I do think it is something 

people forget. It is so easy to get lost in your own 
echo chamber on social media. You can curate 
your own feeds and the algorithms help because 
they show you the content you are most likely to 
engage with. As a result, we can forget that there 
are people out there with different opinions and 
different experiences, but we shouldn’t. 

While most of the world is on some form 
of social media now, it doesn’t mean that your 
social media feed is a perfect reflection of the 
world around you. We also shouldn’t forget that 
people pick and choose what they are putting 
out on social media. Don’t use someone’s social 
media “life” as a measuring stick by which to 
compare yourself. 

IF I WANT TO BECOME A SOCIAL MEDIA 
DARLING, HOW OFTEN SHOULD I POST?  
DO I NEED TO BUY SOME PROPS?
If you want to be a social media darling, you 
should really be posting gorgeous shots from 
your international travels and gratuitous food 
pictures (you know, the kind where you gain 
weight from looking at those high-calorie 
concoctions) or some kind of #fitspo (fitness 
inspiration). The easiest way to gain followers is 
to follow a lot of people and then unfollow them 
as soon as they follow back. 

But I believe in cultivating a social media 
presence that matters. The number of followers 
matters a lot less than the quality of those 
followers. If you are putting out engaging, 
interesting, and unique content regularly, your 
audience will grow and follow. You can become a 
“social media darling” in a space where you have 
something of value to add to the conversation.  

—Sarah Cox

SOCIAL  MEDIA

Like NACAC on Facebook at  
facebook.com/NACACnet.org 
 

Follow NACAC on Twitter at @NACAC

Follow NACAC on Instagram at  
instagram.com/nacacheadquarters 

…BE WILLING TO CHANGE YOUR STRATEGY WHEN THINGS AREN’T WORKING. 
SOCIAL MEDIA PLATFORMS ARE CONSTANTLY CHANGING, THE ALGORITHMS 
BELONG TO SOMEONE ELSE, SO JUST WHEN YOU THINK YOU’VE FIGURED IT OUT, 
THE WHOLE THING CHANGES. BE FLEXIBLE AND LISTEN TO YOUR AUDIENCE.”

http://facebook.com/NACACnet.org
https://twitter.com/nacac
https://www.instagram.com/nacacheadquarters/
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Sixteen percent: That’s the percentage of US high school seniors who fail to graduate 
each spring and it’s one of the numbers that keeps reporter and author Nick Kristof up 
at night. 

The New York Times columnist’s work has 
brought him around the globe, covering 
genocide, war, and famine. But his most recent 
book—A Path Appears—focuses on a different 
side of the coin: building opportunity. And in 
the US, one surefire way to meet that goal is 
to increase the number of young people who 
graduate from high school and complete some 
sort of postsecondary training. 

“When we let 16 percent out of Americans 
drop of school, we’re sort of writing them off 
for the next 50 years,” said Kristof, a two-time 
Pulitzer Prize winner who will serve as the keynote 
speaker this fall at NACAC’s national conference 
in Salt Lake City. “A lot of these kids do really 
dumb things—they skip school and steal cars and 
they engage in all kinds of really stupid behaviors. 
But we fail them before they fail us.”

Kristof talked with the Journal about K-12 
schools, college access, and why inequities in 

education are holding America back. Answers 
have been edited for length and clarity.

YOUR LATEST BOOK SHOWS US THAT 
INDIVIDUALS CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE, 
EVEN WHEN FACED WITH SEEMINGLY 
INTRACTABLE PROBLEMS—SUCH AS 
GENERATIONAL POVERTY AND INEQUITIES 
IN EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES. WHAT 
ARE SOME OF THINGS YOU’VE SEEN 
THAT CAN HELP MORE STUDENTS FROM 
IMPOVERISHED BACKGROUNDS GET TO 
AND THROUGH COLLEGE?
A starting point is to raise high school graduation 
rates. It is kind of striking that in the 1960s we 
were No. 1 worldwide in high school graduation 
rates—indeed we led the world in the whole 
idea of secondary schools—and yet now we’re 
No. 23 (among industrialized nations) in high 
school graduation. 

Another issue is financing college…I think 
there are a lot of kids who get psyched out 
because their parents didn’t go to college. They’re 
maybe in a school that doesn’t have adequate 
counseling and they don’t really think of it as 
an option. Their parents think it’s going to be 
too expensive; they’re never going to be able 
to afford it…So part of it is simply making kids 
aware that there actually are ways of financing a 
college education. It is something that is doable. 
The returns for a college education are just 
enormous—for that individual, for their family, 
and also for society as a whole.

THERE’S A YOUNG WOMAN IN YOUR BOOK, 
KHADIJAH BROWN, WHO OFFERS THE 
STUDENT PERSPECTIVE. YOU QUOTE HER 
AS SAYING: “YOU CAN’T CLIMB A LADDER 
IF IT’S BROKEN. YOU NEED SUPPORT.” CAN 
YOU TELL US A LITTLE BIT MORE ABOUT 
HER STORY?
Khadijah is this young woman who was raised 
by a mom who had various challenges. Khadijah 
was moving around from one school to another. 
She was homeless for much of her childhood. 

BRIDGING THE EMPATHY GAP
Nick Kristof on Why College Access is Everyone’s Business

WHAT IS HOLDING AMERICA BACK 
TODAY IS NOT THE FACT THAT MORE 
ELITE KIDS AREN’T GETTING MORE 
OPPORTUNITIES, IT’S THAT OUR HIGH 
SCHOOL GRADUATION RATES ARE LOW, 
IT’S THAT WE’RE NOT INVESTING IN 
HUMAN CAPITAL FOR PEOPLE AT THE 
LOWER END OF THE SOCIOECONOMIC 
SPECTRUM, TO GIVE THEM THE 
EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES THAT 
WILL EQUIP THEM TO PLAY A ROLE IN A 
21ST CENTURY ECONOMY.”

—Nick Kristof
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And in high school she was living in a homeless 
shelter and commuting 90 minutes each day to 
get to and from her school. She was sometimes 
doing her homework under a streetlight by the 
side of the road because it was easier to do it 
that way than back in the shelter. She was a 
terrific student and very active in school, but still, 
it would have been maybe a stretch for her to go 
to college.

But then there was a local organization, this 
was in southern California, that was trying to 
support people like her who were just great 
students but maybe didn’t have so many 
opportunities. So a doctor’s family took Khadijah 
in, they coached her on how to write a college 
essay, what to say, the whole college process. 
And she applied and she got into Harvard and 
graduated from Harvard. 

It’s obviously a triumph for Khadijah, but it’s 
also a triumph for Harvard. Khadijah’s an incredible 
talent and she brought so much to Harvard, to her 
classes, to the dorms. Khadijah’s African American, 
so there’s an element of racial diversity there, but 
especially that economic diversity. 

So many people just get psyched out and they 
look at the sticker price for a college education 
and they don’t understand that there really are 
systems to help low-income families get over that 
sticker price. It’s not going to be their price. There 
are more Khadijah’s out there, and if we can figure 
out how to help those kids, as a society we’re 
better off.

FAMILY INCOME, RACE, AND OTHER 
FACTORS CONTINUE TO INFLUENCE 
COLLEGE-GOING RATES IN THE US. WHAT 
CAN WE AS A COUNTRY DO TO EXPAND 
OPPORTUNITY? 
We accept having some of the highest rates of 
child poverty in the industrialized world. That’s 
something we need to address. 

We also have an education system, a K-12 
system, that invests heavily in the kids who need 
it least and underinvests in disadvantaged kids 
because of local school financing. And, again, this 
is just so counterintuitive. Everywhere else in the 
industrialized world, disadvantaged kids get more 
support. In the US, it’s rich kids of white doctors 
and lawyers in the suburbs who get the most 
school spending.

…In the US, affluent kids in a really good 
suburban school are going to get so much support 

as they apply to college. And their college 
counselors are going to know the admission 
officers for the elite schools, they’re going to get 
hand-held every step of the way, they may get an 
SAT coach and then another coach to help them 
with their college application.

We used to be the world leader in high school 
graduation. Now we’re plumbing the bottom 
in the OECD, and I think we allowed that to 
happen because the kids who do drop out are 
disproportionately low-income kids of color, so we 
find that acceptable. 

They lose. But we as a society, we lose too.

HOW EARLY DO THOSE INEQUITIES 
APPEAR?
The roots for educational failure really begin very, 
very early. And, indeed, before birth. 

You think about the 2 percent of kids who are 
born with fetal alcohol effects, or, these days, 
opioids are a big issue—20 percent of kids born 
in West Virginia have alcohol or drugs in their 
system at birth. From there, it’s parents not talking 
so much to the kids, it’s childhood trauma, it’s 
toxic stress. But it’s also this kind of psychological 
barrier that, “I don’t know anybody who has gone 
to college.” 

It’s not just a question of putting college on 
the radar of high school seniors and making 
them aware of their options. It’s got to go back 
much earlier—certainly by the time they enter 
high school, to galvanize them, to make them 
understand that there are huge returns if they can 
finish high school, and the difference between 
dropping out and getting your high school degree 
is just enormous. 

And then further, there’s just enormous returns for 
going to and graduating from a four-year college.

And, of course, it’s not just a matter of getting 
kids into college, but supporting them while 
they’re there, because we have a huge problem 
in America of smart kids going to college, but 
then just feeling overwhelmed by financial issues, 
by the pressure, just feeling out of place and 
dropping out.

This is one of those areas where there’s no 
silver bullet, but I do think there is sort of silver 
buckshot. A lot of little things could make a real 
difference in outcomes.

WHAT’S ONE REAL DIFFERENCE-MAKER?
There was one major study of a range of child 
poverty interventions, and it found that overall 
every dollar invested in reducing child poverty has 
a return to society of $7.

So on the one hand these are investments 
that would turn around kids’ lives, would give 
them a chance to have a much happier life, 
a more satisfying life…and yet we still don’t 
invest in them.

And I think that is in part what one might call 
an empathy gap—that we tend to “otherize” 
people based on their income, based on their race, 
their ethnicity, their immigration status. Anything 
we can, and we’ll otherize them and somehow 
think that they’re less deserving, that they’re more 
likely to be just innately kind of hopeless—and 
we’ve got to fight back against that. 

The metaphor about being in a boat together, 
it’s a metaphor because it’s true. 

What is holding America back today is not 
the fact that more elite kids aren’t getting more 
opportunities, it’s that our high school graduation 
rates are low, it’s that we’re not investing in 
human capital for people at the lower end of 
the socioeconomic spectrum, to give them the 
educational opportunities that will equip them to 
play a role in a 21st century economy. 

—Mary Stegmeir

Nick Kristof will deliver this year’s NACAC national conference 
keynote address. Kristof, a two-time Pulitzer Prize winner, will 
speak Friday, Sept. 28 at 8:30 a.m. Register for the conference 
at nacacnet.org.
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KNOWLEDGE
CENTER

CALMING THE ADMISSION BEAST
With NACAC’s Knowledge Center

College admission is a beast.  
We love it, so we feed it, groom 
it, and let it grow. Ideally it would 
live in our house… and follow 

our rules. But that’s not its nature. It’s 
wild and often unpredictable, and every 
year the creature gets more complex.

Lately NACAC finds itself confronted with looming 
national and international issues, such as new 
global requirement for data privacy and inves-
tigations from the Department of Justice, and 
the ongoing battle to prove that postsecondary 
investments are worth it are always resonating 
in the background. Add to that our everyday work 
helping students choose and apply for colleges, 

and we come up with set of challenges that’s hard 
to tame. 

Wrangling college admission into a safe and 
productive space takes efficiency and expertise, 
and NACAC is here to help you confidently 
confront each challenge, long-standing or new. 
In fact, the organization continually adds articles 
and models to our Knowledge Center—a trust-
worthy place to start your research on:

• College Rankings  
• Diversity and Access  
• Financing College  
• Foreign and Refugee Students  
• International  
• Professional Standards  
• Student Athletes  

• Transfer  
• Undocumented Students  
• Veterans 

You can dig in by topic or, if you’d prefer 
to take a shortcut through the hundreds 
of resources, use the search function at 
nacacnet.org/KnowledgeCenterSearch. It’s all 
here—from definitions to legal guidance to 
practical advice.

Get started today—and share with your 
colleagues and students. Maybe if we 
surround it on all sides, we can calm the 
beast. (But don’t feed it after midnight.) 

 —Sarah Cox

https://www.nacacnet.org/KnowledgeCenterSearch
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IECA 2018 Fall Conference

703-591-4850
info@iecaonline.com
www.IECAonline.com

60+ Educational Sessions

Campus Tours

College Fair

Los Angeles,
California
November 7-9

Connecting hundreds of colleges to  
500 independent educational consultants

Registration 
will open 

in August.

https://www.iecaonline.com


The fast pace of today’s world, fueled by ever-increasing use of 
technology, has affected all areas of our lives, including how 
counselors and admission professionals communicate with 
parents about the college admission process. 

talking w/ PARENTS
“Will it be raining 
on move-in day?”“Who writes the 

application essay?”

“How 
much for 
tuition!?”
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talking w/ PARENTS
“Missouri is just 

so far away.”

“Will it be raining 
on move-in day?” “What do the 

students in your 
vocal music 
program do?”
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Many years ago, communicating with parents and students was simpler. 
There was mail. Then there was email. But now information is accessible via 
multiple technology points, which can make communication about college 
admission a bit more complicated—and with parents demanding information 
and answers to questions at a much faster rate than ever before. 

Lisa Sohmer, an independent college counselor in Palm Springs, 
California, said that nowadays parents expect immediate responses to 
questions via email or phone whereas in the past, they would call and leave 
a message and expect a response the next day. 

“Now parents have a sense of the world running on a 24-hour clock, and 
there’s no real sense of daytime, night time, weekend, weekday, which can 
be challenging,” noted Sohmer. “And not everything is best answered in an 
email; I still prefer to talk some things through with the family.”

Brenda Poznanski, director of school counseling and admission at Bishop 
Guertin High School in Nashua, New Hampshire, said that defining what 
has changed about communication with parents in recent years can be 
summed up in two words: social media. 

“Parents hear absolutely everything through social media—the good, 
the bad, and the incorrect,” said Poznanski. “We have become a society 

so used to ‘gossipy’ information and parents really get into this during 
the college process.”

Despite greater access to technology with more ways to communicate 
with parents about college admission, sometimes reaching them seems 
more challenging than ever.

“It seems that parents are almost as difficult to reach as the students 
now. Technology has definitely made an impact across the board in 
how we communicate with families,” said Charlie Hungerford, director 
of admissions for the Mercy College of Nursing & Health Sciences at 
Southwest Baptist University in Springfield, Missouri. 

Think about it—in the past, nearly every family had one home telephone 
number where it was easy to leave a message for anyone in the family. 
Today, nearly everyone in the family has a personal cell phone. 

“Just getting your message to the right person in the family is a 
challenge,” noted Hungerford. 

Also, print and email used to be effective for communication, but today 
parents and students can be hard to reach. 

“Email was working a decade ago, but now, that seems to have become 
less effective again; honestly, short and to-the-point messages through 

TIPS FROM THE PROS 
• Keep in mind that this is a confusing process for all—but there are 

many colleagues and agencies to help and support your work with 
parents—you don’t have to know or do it all.

• Be patient, especially with those parents going through the 
process for the first time. It really can be overwhelming to look at 
the options your child is considering. 

• Be proactive. Consider the types of questions parents are likely to 
ask at various stages of their child’s search process and make that 
information available to them.

• Be inclusive of parents in the admission process. Parents are eager 
to help their children.

• When possible, within the confines of your college, break your 
admission process into manageable steps that the parent can help 
their student follow, especially those that are time or date sensitive. 
The parent really can be your ally in getting those forms returned in a 
timely manner.

• Reach out to families by hosting college information and 
financial aid nights, college fairs, small group meetings, and 
individual meetings.

• Reach out to students by making the process tight—share 
deadlines for teacher recs, deadline to request information to 
colleges, meeting dates, etc.

• Create a newsletter or info network using or school’s email 
technology platform. Keep parents and students informed with 
current information—have someone on staff take charge so 
it’s streamlined.

• Where possible, connect prospective parents to the parents of 
current students. It’s helpful for a parent to hear another parent’s 
to perspective, advice, and guidance, as they help their child 
through this decision, and discuss how the student can be the 
most successful at the college of choice when they enroll. Create 
opportunities to enable this to occur (i.e., use your parents council 
members, alumni parents, etc.).

• Answer every question as thoroughly as possible. It’s okay if you 
don’t know the job placement rate for your college’s psychology 
department or when the music department will take their spring 
tour, but get the answer for them and let them know.

Expert tips provided by Charlie Hungerford, Cindy Montgomery, and  
Stefanie Niles.

i
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Many parents have become more involved in 
the college admission process today compared 
with past generations of students. Parents also 
are surprised to learn that the college admission 
process has changed since they were in college. 

texts and social media seems to be the most effective way to get your 
information into the parents’ hands,” said Hungerford. 

MORE PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT, MORE COMMUNICATION 
Many parents have become more involved in the college admission 
process today compared with past generations of students. Parents also 
are surprised to learn that the college admission process has changed 
since they were in college. 

“Many parents are quite surprised to learn that it is not only the most 
prestigious schools that have become more difficult in terms of admission,” 
said Cindy Montgomery, associate director of college counseling at Hawaii 
Preparatory Academy in Waimea, Hawaii. 

Getting parents to understand how the process works today depends on 
effectively communicating with them separate from students.

“Given the nature of parent involvement in the process, making sure that 
parents have access to the tools and resources to allow them to understand 

the college admission process is critical; many colleges will ask for a parent 
email address early on, and will often direct targeted communications to 
them,” said Stefanie Niles, NACAC president-elect and special assistant for 
enrollment management at Dickinson College in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. 

MODERN-DAY EXPECTATIONS OF PARENTS 
Many counselors said the expectations of parents about going to college 
haven’t really changed much in the past couple of decades. Everyone has 
always been concerned about the cost of college and expects to know in 
advance what they will pay for and what they will get.

Something that seems to be more of a concern for parents in recent 
years is the expectation of parents that their child will be safe on campus 
once they attend college. 

“Parents want some guarantee that their child will be safe on the 
campus and that the college has taken as many precautions as possible 
to maximize campus security. For my campus, this means that all of our 
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buildings and inside areas of the buildings are accessible by ID badge or 
key,” explained Hungerford. 

Not surprisingly, what an education will be worth in the job market 
is another important factor along with the cost of and how to pay for a 
college degree.

“Parents expect that there will be a career waiting for their student at 
the end of the education,” said Hungerford. “They want to know that their 
investment is going to be worth it.”

COMMUNICATING WITH DIFFERENT PARENT TYPES
Many parents are overwhelmed by the college admission process, 
so effective communication is key. There are many parent types: the 
overinvolved, the uninvolved, first-generation parents, or parents who don’t 
speak English as their first language, which all present challenges.

Parents of first-generation college students tend to need the most 
hand-holding in the college admission process because the experience is 
unknown territory.

“After being in this profession for a while, it’s easy to forget that just 
because the process is straightforward for me doesn’t mean that the 
process is straightforward for the students and families that I serve,” 
explained Montgomery. “First-generation students and their parents 
often remind me to slow down, listen carefully and explain things 
thoroughly. They often need more encouragement and reassurance 
during the process as they tend to underestimate or downplay their 

accomplishments, along with doubting their ability to get into college 
and be successful once they matriculate.”

Overinvolved parents often need a reminder to take a step back in 
the process. 

“It is important to encourage overinvolved parents to include their son 
or daughter as much as possible in the admission process, reminding them 
(typically in a subtle way!) that it is their son or daughter who will actually 
be going to college, and they need to be an active participant in this 
process,” said Niles. 

Parents who leave applying to college entirely to their child presents a 
different kind of problem. 

“Uninvolved parents are tricky because they can swoop in at the end 
when things haven’t gone well and it’s your fault; keep track of what you 
do with the student and always send a follow-up email to the parent,” 
Poznanski advised. 

For parents who don’t speak English as a first language, communication 
can be difficult. 

“It’s very hard to communicate without getting someone to translate 
for you,” said Sohmer. “I encourage the counselor to find somebody, not 
the child, who can translate. So, if you have a large Chinese population, 
if there’s a Mandarin teacher in the school, for example, ask the school to 
give the part-time Mandarin teacher a few more hours a week to translate 
between the parents and the counselor.”

On occasion, parents can be difficult or have unreasonable expectations. 
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Having parents speak directly to parents can also be a powerful way to 
engage parents. 

“Our office has found it helpful to recruit former parents and students to 
speak publicly on your behalf at parent nights,” noted Montgomery. “Having 
recently gone through the process, they can speak with credibility regarding 
the quality of our work and the care we give to our students and families—
nothing seems to put a difficult parent more at ease than to hear from a 
satisfied former parent.”

Many colleges also have plans to communicate with parents effectively. 
“Dickinson has a communication plan in place specifically targeting 

parents, through email and print communications, that begins in the 
sophomore year of high school,” explained Niles. “We also give careful 
thought to the parent experience on campus and have added opportunities 
in recent years for parents to gather information during the campus 
visit, and to specifically interact with other parents (of both current and 
prospective students) during our events.” 

Elaina Loveland is a freelance writer and the author of Creative Colleges: 
Finding the Best Programs for Aspiring Actors, Artists, Designers, Dancers, 
Musicians, Writers, and More.

“Once parents feel they are being 
heard and realize I am knowledgeable 
about the process, along with a deep 
care for their child, they almost 
always become great allies in the 
process. More times than not, a 
parent is over involved because their 
teenager is under-communicating…”

Montgomery recommends communicating professionally, calmly, and 
with compassion in difficult situations with parents. 

“I’ve learned to deal with super-involved parents by giving them 
ample time in the beginning of the process when they are most anxious,” 
she said. “Once parents feel they are being heard and realize I am 
knowledgeable about the process, along with a deep care for their child, 
they almost always become great allies in the process. More times 
than not, a parent is over involved because their teenager is under-
communicating, which understandably causes anxiety for parents. I always 
enjoy witnessing how parents—even the most hyper-involved ones—
eventually loosen their grip and let their student take the lead once they 
feel that the lines of communication are open and consistent.”

HAVE A PLAN
Montgomery believes that the counseling program should be transparent 
and easy to access for parents and students. Being true to that belief, the 
Hawaii Preparatory Academy has month-to-month programming for parents 
that includes details on testing, application and financial aid deadlines; 
college planning activities; college visits; and special events. 

Montgomery said it’s essential to use a balance of direct and indirect 
modes of communication with families. 

“It can be easy to fall into a habit of communicating only passively 
with parents, in other words of relaying information only through blogs, 
webpages, or weekly school memos that are sent to all parents,” she said. 
“While these modes of communication are certainly efficient, we have 
learned they are most effective when followed by more individualized 
emails sent directly to the relevant parent groups. If monthly communication 
is done well, it helps families feel more in control of the process and it 
significantly decreases the need for us to explain the process individually to 
families through emails, meetings, and phone conversations.”

Advertisement

http://collegecovered.com


Free college initiatives, which have been part of the national 
political conversation for years and which some feared might 
now lose favor in Washington, DC, actually have quietly been 
inching forward in a variety of forms throughout the country. 
And some experts say we’re now at the point where we just 
need to fine-tune these programs and let them go to work. 

approaching the
target



By Jim Paterson
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Like everything at the intersection of education and public policy, this 
mechanism for supporting new college students has riled up debate and been 
carefully studied and critiqued, but these programs—typically offering two 
years of community college for free—are often thriving, advocates say, and 
have given students a leg up, particularly those who need it most.

“Free college is not a new idea—it’s been around for almost 100 years and 
has been beneficial to a number of times in a number of ways,” said Martha 
Kanter, former US undersecretary of education and current executive director 
of College Promise, a national initiative to support state and local free college 
programs. “The GI Bill gave our servicemen free college and has worked 
incredibly well. It’s time for it again, and we have to carry it out correctly, 
support it, and commit to it fully.”

Efforts to provide at least two years of free college nationally got a boost 
from former President Obama, who called for it in his final State of the Union 
address. And it became a main talking point for US Sen. Bernie Sanders in 
the last presidential election primary. But much of the activity now is at the 
state level.

New York, Rhode Island, Montana, Arkansas, Indiana, Hawaii, Idaho, 
Maryland, Nevada, and Minnesota have initiated some form of the College 
Promise program in the last two years, growing the number of states 
participating to 17. 

The features of these state programs vary. They cover different expenses 
for various schools, and some just pay last dollar costs (after other sources 
have been exhausted), while some pay just tuition, and some pay other 
costs. Certain programs may only support students whose families are under 
prescribed income levels, and some require a certain GPA and full-time 
attendance or even residency after graduation. 

Apart from the state programs, cities and even rural regions are now 
frequently offering similar programs, along with some school districts (see 
sidebar). The Dallas County Promise program was just launched in Texas, 
joining 200 regional and city programs offering free postsecondary education 
or additional financial support.

“This will not just be good for our students, it will be great for Seattle,” 
said Mayor Jenny Durkan as she signed the executive order establishing the 
program in her city in November. “It will help channel the prosperity of our 

EVEN MORE SUPPORT
While no national free college initiative has taken shape, local school 
districts, cities, and regional groups have joined states in offering new 
programs to help pay for college often making it free.

In Stockton, California, a $20 million private donation has helped 
local schools offer students $500 a year to attend a two-year school and 
$1,000 for a four-year college. 

“As long as a kid graduates from a Stockton Unified school they 
get the money to use for any legitimate college expense,” said Lange 
Luntao, executive director for the Reinvent Stockton Foundation, the 
sponsor of the program. 

He notes that like state College Promise programs, district and 
local efforts offer a wide variety of supports for students and are 
growing in popularity. 

Kalamazoo Promise, he notes, is the oldest such program provided 
by a municipality. Dating back to 2005, it just reached the 5,000-student 
mark for participation. 

That program requires students to have been in the district since 
they started school (smaller stipends are available if they came later) 
and requires them to maintain a 3.0 GPA and be in school full-time. 
But it pays the way for any student in the district to attend any public 
or private state school and has more liberal requirements than some 
similar programs about how its funds and other scholarships are 
combined and used.  

Research has shown the program has contributed to an enrollment 
increase of about 25 percent in the Kalamazoo public schools, reversing 

steady decline, and increased the number of a high school graduates 
who earned a college degree by 12 percent.

• Long Beach (CA) has offered free tuition at the local community 
college since 2008 to every local student and then, if they meet the 
eligibility requirements, guaranteed admission to California State 
University at Long Beach.

• Free college is now available to residents at the City College of 
San Francisco, regardless of income. The initiative is funded by a 
tax on properties selling for more than $5 million. Similar programs 
have been developed in Los Angeles and West Sacramento, where 
a comprehensive program called Home Run promotes college and 
career readiness.

• In Wabash County (IN) officials focus on elementary and middle 
school students who hit academic benchmarks and participate 
in college readiness activities. If their families meet college 
savings goals, their funds are matched by philanthropic and 
business partners.

• In four rural Wisconsin counties, students can attend community 
college for free if they graduate on time, maintain good grades, 
and participate in job readiness and career planning sessions, as 
well as community service programs. 

• Students in a four-county region in South Carolina have the 
opportunity for free community college if they meet certain income 
and other requirements and maintain a 2.5 grade point average.

i

“Free college… has been beneficial 
a number of times in a number 
of ways.”



thriving economy back into our community, and let us start filling thousands of 
job openings with our home-grown talent.” Graduates of Seattle schools all 
will be eligible for 90 credits of free coursework starting next fall through a 
structure now being developed by the K-12 school system and local colleges.

Two experts have recently noted, however, that these programs should be 
developed with care.

Early this spring, Jennifer Mishory, a senior fellow at the Century 
Foundation, released a detailed evaluation of state College Promise 
programs, where she describes the various ways they take shape and how 
they could be improved. 

She notes that the programs are designed to help get more students into 
postsecondary education by providing financial support and, importantly, by 
using the “positive effect that a clear affordability message can have.”

“There is evidence to show that understanding aid available and the 
actual cost of college makes it more likely low-income students will apply. 
Research also shows that a more easily navigable aid process will increase 
enrollment,” Mishory said. 

But she said two factors are key in the success of College Promise programs.
“The specific policy design choices, combined with the level of funding 

allocated, will ultimately impact how well they meet core goals.” 
She said they shouldn’t have merit cutoffs or residency requirements, 

but should cover a wide array of costs without the limitations that states 
sometimes put on them. Students should receive good, accurate information 
about their features and non-traditional or undocumented students should be 
allowed to participate. 

In addition, they should embrace “a large-scale public outreach campaign,” 
Mishory said.  

Laura Perna, a professor of education at the University of Pennsylvania and 
executive director of the Alliance for Higher Education and Democracy, which 
supports the free college concept, also said she believes programs must be 
developed with care. 

“To achieve their promise of making college more affordable and 
increasing college attainment they should have certain features and be 
financially sustainable,” she said.

She favors the Kalamazoo (MI) Promise program, which for more than 
a decade has helped the region’s schools build “a college-going culture” 
starting in kindergarten and has provided support that can be used in two- 
and four-year private and public schools statewide.  

“Programs that have a dedicated financial source, such as Tennessee 
Promise’s endowment, also may be more financially stable than programs that 
rely on philanthropic donations or annual appropriations,” she said. “Six years 
after it was created in 2009, a ‘promise zone’ in Jackson, Michigan, was 
dissolved because the city could not raise the $2.1 million needed.” 

Tennessee was the first state to provide free community college to any 
resident, and has found around 60 percent of participants are the first in their 
families to attend college and 70 percent are low-income. The state is using 
funds from it lottery, businesses, and foundations. 

“By using lottery reserve funds rather than annual state appropriations 
we remove the burden of budgeting for scholarship costs on an annual basis 
within our legislature,” said James Snider, director of the Tennessee Student 
Assistance Corporation. 

He said the initial $350 million from private donations was not sufficient 
for full program independence, but it provided a nest egg from which the 
program could grow. The fund should reach $500 million this year, and Snider 
said planners hope the trust will “fully fund its scholarships going forward 
without any other infusion of money.” 

Community college or technical education is paid for any high school 
graduate who focuses on a STEM career in Arkansas. The state is using $8.2 
million to provide for whatever a student’s financial aid doesn’t cover.

In New York, students with family incomes up to $125,000 now can attend 
any state college or university for two or four years for free, as long as they 
commit to work in the state for that same period. State officials say 200,000 
students are likely use the system.

In Hawaii, the legislature passed a budget that includes $1.8 million to 
fund two years of the Hawaii Promise, which will cover tuition, fees, books, 
supplies, and transportation for students with financial need to attend any 
community college within the University of Hawaii system.  

Legislators in California have passed an initiative paying tuition and fees 
for all residents at the state’s 114 community colleges for one year. Experts 
say the state’s portion of its $15 million cost has not yet been funded.  

The Nevada Promise Scholarship was passed into law recently, following 
unanimous bipartisan support and backing from educators, workforce 
development groups, and industry. It is modeled after Tennessee Promise 
and covers free tuition and fees for graduating high school seniors to attend 
community college. It also requires that students complete community service 
hours and maintain a 2.5 GPA. 

Jim Paterson is a writer and former school counselor living in Lewes, Delaware.

ELIGIBILITY
Experts say free college and other programs that provide new streams of 
financial aid are a good resource, but students using them should know the 
details about how the money can be used and eligibility criteria.  

Some programs pay a last dollar amount after other sources of aid have 
been exhausted, and some pay just tuition while others are more flexible. 
Participation may require a certain GPA, residency of various lengths before 
and after college, citizenship and even community service, according to 
Jennifer Mishory, a researcher with The Century Foundation who has studied 
the initiatives. 

“Students and families living in a state with a promise program should pay 
attention to the details—who is eligible, what does a student have to do to 
retain eligibility while enrolled in college, and are there requirements that a 
student has to follow after graduation,” she said.  

She also hopes as state and local officials initiate and adjust these 
programs they will make it easier for students to participate and that they’ll 
consider the ramifications of certain requirements.

“While research on the effectiveness of College Promise programs is still 
in its early stages, we have identified at least one emerging theme: ‘The 
simpler the better,’” she said. “Eligibility requirements, such as confusing GPA 
standards, detract from their success.”

i
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TOO MANY 
ESSAYS!

Angela Weiss, a senior at Brookfield Academy (MA), had the importance of 
her college application essays drilled into her for years. 

From the college fairs she attended to campus visits to advice 
from her counselor, she knew schools “put a lot of emphasis on these 
supplemental essays.”

She applied to eight schools which required 14 essays. 
“I put a lot of work into them,” Weiss said. “It took a lot of my time, 

especially first semester senior year. It was extremely stressful to balance 
applying for college and still balancing schoolwork.”

Her classmate Anna Jace, who applied to nine colleges, agreed. 
“It’s a very daunting process in the beginning,” she said. “Having 14 essays 

to write and having none of them done in the beginning is pretty hard.”
According to the Higher Education Research Institute, 35 percent of 

first-time freshmen applied to seven or more colleges during the Fall 2016 
admission cycle. More than 80 percent of first-time freshmen apply to at least 
three colleges each year. 

But more applications mean more essays for students. And more colleges 
seem to be requiring unique essays to try and get to know the students better. 

Katherine Pastor, a school counselor at Flagstaff High School (AZ) and a 
former National School Counselor of the Year, has seen this trend with her 
students. She said it is not uncommon for her students to have to write 10 
or more essays during the application process, and that doesn’t take into 
account the essays they need to write for scholarship applications. 

As a result, student stress levels are “through the roof,” Pastor said. 
“Stressed out to the point where they become almost apathetic… There is so 
much to do, on top of being a high school student. Writing an essay, you can’t 
just wing that. You’ve got to spend some time on it.”

She often finds it hard to help her students because their timeline doesn’t 
match the adult support timeline. They have activities after school, meaning 
that most students won’t start working on college applications and the 
supplemental essays until 9 p.m. or 10 p.m. when counselors and many 
parents aren’t available. 

Ethan Kass, a senior at Brookfield, applied to 12 schools and wrote 15 
essays, all while balancing a part-time job and his schoolwork. 

By Ashley Dobson
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“I spent the majority of my time brainstorming, thinking about what I could 
possibly say, what would interest someone, what would make someone 
notice me, what would set me apart,” he said. “It’s hard to say.” 

His classmate Abigail Schlosser found “it was a lot more work than I 
was expecting.”

Schlosser is the oldest of her siblings and cousins, so everything about the 
college application process was new to her. She applied to seven schools and 
wrote 12 essays. 

“Especially in the fall of senior year, everyone is busy with sports and college 
application stuff. After writing my Common App essay, the supplemental essays 
did add a lot of additional work. I’m taking four AP classes,” she said. “The 
uncertainty just adds a lot of stress to your workload.”

Stu Schmill, dean of admissions and student financial services at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, has an interesting perspective on 
the process. This year, he is both a dean and a dad to a high school senior 
applying to college. 

Watching his daughter go through the process taught him a lot about the 
student experience.

“I think oftentimes students wonder what’s the right answer or what’s 
the best answer… I encouraged my daughter not to worry about that and 
to just try and communicate whatever she would like to communicate about 
herself. I think sometimes the disconnect comes in that students don’t always 
know what admission committees are looking for, what information is most 
helpful,” Schmill said. “…It’s hard for students to know that much about 

the process. There’s a real information gap students have about the process. 
Every student goes through it the first time themselves.”

This information “gap” can feel more like an information chasm for 
international students. 

Anne Richardson, director of academic advising and college counseling 
at The American School in London, hasn’t noticed a dramatic increase 
in the number of essays her students have had to write, but has seen 
an “increase in the different types of essays students need to write.” 
This is “exacerbated” when students apply to schools outside of one 
applications system. 

The Common Application, highly selective US schools, and the 
Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS), which is used in the 
UK, are all very different. 

UCAS asks for one personal statement that covers why students 
want to study a particular subject matter and how they have 
demonstrated this passion. US schools use essays to get to know the 
applicant beyond schoolwork. 

“It’s a completely different kind of thinking,” Richardson said.
Getting to know the applicant can sometimes take a strange turn. Most 

colleges have their own distinct set of essay prompts, but some schools really 
try to make theirs unique.

• Due to a series of clerical errors, there is exactly one typo (an extra 
letter, a removed letter, or an altered letter) in the name of every 
department at the University of Chicago. Oops! Describe your new 

“I spent the majority of my time brainstorming, 
thinking about what I could possibly say, what 
would interest someone, what would make 
someone notice me, what would set me apart. 
It’s hard to say.” 
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REDUCE, REUSE, RECYCLE
With students having to write 10 or more essays for their college 
applications, it seems like the process has possibly spiraled out of control. 

But Ethan Sawyer, also known as The College Essay Guy, sees it 
differently. He views it as an opportunity for students to get creative. 

Sawyer has four steps for making the college application essay 
writing process as easy as possible for students and a way to cut 
down on the overall number they need to write. He calls it a “Venn 
diagram approach.”

Step 1: Students should create a list of all the colleges they plan to 
apply to and copy all essay prompts needed for these applications into 
a spreadsheet. 

“Once they see all of the essays they need to write, I take them 
through a simple brainstorming process where they identify what I call 
‘super-topics,’” he said.

Step 2: Students should decide what their major topics are going 
to be and see how they can make two, three, or even four of their 
necessary essays fit within those “super-topics.”

“Whenever I see multiple prompts, I see more overlapping potential. 
I just encourage students to play the game of, ‘ok, how can I write one 
thing that answers all two or three of these?’ And it works,” Sawyer 
said. “It’s just opening up opportunities for more creativity.”

Step 3: Students should write all the prompts they plan to combine 
at the top of each document when writing “so that as you’re writing the 
essay, you are keeping the other ones in mind.”

“If I put those prompts at the top of my page when I’m writing my 
essay and I’m brainstorming an essay that is answering both of those 
prompts at the same time, not only is that going to save me time, but it’s 
actually going to make a better essay,” he said.

Step 4: Write the essays, which should now be narrowed down to 
just three or four main essays. 

“The key to this whole thing for me is the student communicating 
core values to the colleges,” Sawyer explained. 

“No matter what the prompt is, that’s what we’re about. Oftentimes, 
those core values overlap in more ways than we initially think.”

i

intended major. Why are you interested in it and what courses or 
areas of focus within it might you want to explore? Potential options 
include Commuter Science, Bromance Languages and Literatures, 
Pundamentals: Issues and Texts, Ant History…

• You have a popular podcast. What’s the title? What’s the topic?
• Short Answer: Hashtag to describe yourself
Kass, who will be attending the University of Wisconsin in the fall, found 

these kinds of questions “confusing.” On one of his applications he was asked 
to talk about his favorite TV show or movie. 

“I understand they’re trying to get to know you, but I feel like that’s not 
exactly what they should be looking for in deciding who to accept,” he said. 
“Why should I waste my time telling them about that and not something 
that’s actually meaningful to me?”

College application essays are also a radical departure from the types of 
essays students are used to writing in school.

“We learn academic essay writing, so we learn how to form an argument 
and things like that. But for colleges, it was more creative writing and writing 
about yourself, which kind of took me by surprise,” Jace said. “I thought it 
would be a lot more rigid and structured, but I actually found myself having to 
get a lot more creative.”

One of her applications simply asked her to “show yourself in writing.”
“That was really interesting, and also hard just because it was so open. It 

left me thinking, ‘What do they really want to know?’ But it also one of the 
more fun ones because I got to say what I wanted to say,” Jace said.

Schmill believes the confusion and some of the stress around the essays 
could be alleviated if colleges communicated why they are asking these 
questions. MIT includes a note and a helpful tip on their website where they 
list the essay questions.  

“Our goal is essentially to get the students and their backgrounds, their 
interests, and really essentially, to try and give us a bit more context about 
who the student is and what their interests are, and try to get a sense about 
whether they would be a good fit for us or not,” he said.

Richardson and Pastor wonder if there is a way to make the process more 
student-focused. 

“I think colleges that require additional essays are doing their best to 
be sensitive to being really holistic about the process and trying to find out 
as much as they can about each student,” Richardson said. “However, the 
process as a whole needs to find a way to find some balance. We need to 
preserve the high school experience, particularly their senior year.”

Pastor thinks it might be up to each high school to make these changes. 
“I’m wondering could those things be embedded or done within the arena of 

schools. We know we want our students to apply to postsecondary institutions 
so let’s figure out which departments we can include that in. So that they would 
be doing coursework and getting applications done at the same time,” she said. 

“If the culture at your school is that we want all of our students college- 
and career-ready, then you truly have to do that. It has to be embedded in the 
academics and not a one-time deal.”

NACAC Associate Director Melissa Clinedinst noted that a lot of work goes 
into what is arguably not what students are being judged on. “Although the 
essay can be an important part of the application process for particular colleges, 
students should know that grades and curricular choices carry the most weight 
in admission decisions. NACAC’s Admission Trends Survey shows that the 
college essay ranks sixth in importance overall, while grades in college prep 
courses has been consistently rated as the number one factor.”

Ashley Dobson is NACAC’s manager of communications, content and 
social media.
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I sat in the second row—the first row scared me. I looked around. Oak 
adorned the celling, the bright California sunlight came through the stained-
glass, and 400 undergraduates sat intently, and waiting for the first lecture of 
our class to begin. My stomach fluttered, I could feel the warmth that started 
on my face creep down my back. Almost everyone had a laptop. I didn’t.

I scanned the room for students like me. Only a small handful were 
people of color and even those faces didn’t look much like the ones I 
played baseball with in my predominately low-income, Latino community 
in southern California. In front of me, two students chatted about recent 
vacation to Napa. I was suddenly very aware of my lack of computer and 
my well-worn, secondhand outfit, and wondered if the college had made 
a mistake admitting me. 

As a first-generation person of color who comes from an immigrant 
background, my experience is not unique. In classrooms, university 
administrative boardrooms, faculty offices, and admission buildings 
that same feeling of not belonging happens more often than we 
sometimes concede. 

By and large the United States is not even close to having equitable 
representation among people of color and women in higher ed—both 
as students and as institutional leaders. In a 2016 study, NACAC, in 
collaboration with AACRAO, gathered information from 559 institutional 
chief admission officers to better understand their career paths and 
roles in the enrollment management field. Of those who participated 
in the study, only 15 percent identified as non-white. The American 
Council on Education presents similar inequities associated with college 
president roles, with a mere 17 percent of individuals identifying as 
racial or ethnic minorities. Regarding the status of women, great strides 
have undoubtedly been made in the educational field; however, they 
continue to significantly trail men with regard to career advancement 
opportunities. In the article “Women Leaders within Higher Education 
in the United States: Supports, Barriers, and Experiences of Being a 
Senior Leader,” researchers note that few women reach the senior-most 
leadership levels. Even more concerning, among women of color, the 
number is proportionally lower. The American Association of University 
Women report on women in leadership highlights similar disparities. 

When focusing specifically on admission, NACAC’s 2014 Career 
Paths report shows that women and minority racial/ethnic groups are 
underrepresented in key segments of the admission profession. Although 
women comprised 59 percent of all college undergraduates, they 
represent 53 percent of directors of admission and only 40 percent of vice 
presidents/deans of admission or enrollment management. Non-whites 
are underrepresented at all points on the admission career trajectory, and 
the issue only becomes more pronounced at higher position levels. 

According to the Pew Research Center, the US is only going to get 
more diverse in the coming decade. Additionally, women are solidly 
represented in the workforce. Seven years ago, Pew found that mothers 
were the sole or primary breadwinner in a record 40 percent of all 
households with children. The Wall Street Journal and other news 
sources have put forward polls that estimate that 50 percent of women 
are breadwinners today… but how many of them are CEOs, college 
presidents, or other leadership positions? You know the answer.

Why is this important for higher ed? Representative leadership and 
resulting student success are deeply connected to the overall health of 
a school.

To frame our exploration of representation, diversity, and inclusion 
(RDI) in higher education, keep in mind these three points:

• Equity and equality aren’t the same. Equality is granting that every-
one has the same opportunity; equity recognizes from the onset that the 
pathway to attaining that opportunity isn’t the same for all. 

• RDI is complicated, multifaceted, and nuanced. It relates to 
increasing the number of women or people of color in higher education 
leadership positions, but going more deeply, It’s about where you can 
have all that and create an inclusive environment among various groups, 
so they can experience a real sense of belonging. 

• RDI isn’t a zero-sum game. It is a win-win when novel experiences 
and ideas spur innovation. It is a win-win when students feel under-
stood and connected. It is a win-win when institutions sufficiently reflect 
the citizenry. Most prominently, it is a win-win when everyone has a 
chance at the American Dream. 

REPRESENTATIVE LEADERSHIP
At the most senior leadership levels in institutions of higher education 
decisions are being made every day that dramatically influence the student, 
faculty, and staff experience. 

Who are those higher ed leaders? A recent study by NewSchools 
Venture Fund, Unrealized Impact: The Case of Diversity, Equity, 
and Inclusion, found that “white leaders and staff members are 
overrepresented while other racial/ethnic groups are underrepresented” 
with executive teams being 68 percent white, CEOs 74 percent white, and 
boards 64 percent white. 

The problem with this is, even among the most well-meaning, a 
homogeneous team comes with a limited outlook, whereas a more 

…a more diverse group 
often yields more nuanced 
decisions. Fully deliberated 
decisions made from multiple 
perspectives and experiences 
result in deeper and wider 
considerations of ever-
changing students, schools, 
and the world at large. 
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diverse group often yields more nuanced decisions. Fully deliberated 
decisions made from multiple perspectives and experiences result in 
deeper and wider considerations of ever-changing students, schools, and 
the world at large. 

The Campaign for College Opportunity’s recent report, Left Out: How 
Exclusion in California’s Colleges and Universities Hurts Our Values, Our 
Students, and Our Economy, notes that, “racially and gender diverse college 
leaders and faculty are key to improving success for all students,” providing a 
tremendous effect on student self-efficacy, learning, and success.

The challenge is to include all voices at all levels of leadership. 
Colleges need audacious, creative, and concerted approaches to recruit, 
retain, and elevate more women and people of color in those positions. 
Here are a few ideas:

• Create a conference. Regis University (CO) is focusing on leadership 
development, mentorship, and purposeful guidance to elevate more 
women into senior administrative positions. It held a Women and 
Leadership Conference this past March focused on how women, who 
hold more positions of power than ever before, still struggle to be 
recognized as strong leaders. 

• Create a community. Salve Regina University’s (RI) Female 
Empowerment Organization—which unites female students with female 
college professionals—cultivates a community of support for women 
and collaborates with other organizations to “form a community of 

support for one another against the injustices so many groups of people 
have suffered in today’s society.” 

• Create connections. At the University of California–Berkeley they 
are focusing on increasing the number of mid-level administrators from 
underrepresented minority backgrounds who enter senior administrative 
positions. A cohort-based program includes sponsorship by a senior 
administrator, workshops on strategic networking, and navigating how 
the university works. 

CHANGING LANDSCAPE 
According to the National Center for Education Statistics, “increasing num-
bers and percentages of Black and Hispanic students are attending college. 
Between 2000 and 2015, the percentage of college students who were Black 
rose from 11.7 to 14.1 percent, and the percentage of students who were 
Hispanic rose from 9.9 to 17.3 percent.” While the increase in enrollment is a 
positive, the eventual outcomes continue to be inadequate. According to the 
Postsecondary National Policy Institute, only 11 percent of first-generation 
students from low-income backgrounds will graduate from a university after 
six years—and most of these students are minorities. 

Many factors shape the experience of a student of color through the 
system of higher education: college affordability; life’s circumstances; self-
efficacy; and most importantly, front line staff like admission representatives. 
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ADMISSION AND STUDENT SELF-EFFICACY
How did I even get into UC–Berkley? I was 17 years old when I became a 
father. And I graduated high school with a 2.1 GPA… but I happened to 
meet an admission rep who was visiting my community college’s counseling 
center—and she looked like me. She shared a similar first-generation journey 
and she believed in me. A year and a half later, I would be sitting in North 
Gate Hall at Berkeley ready to hear my first college lecture. 

The American Psychological Association says self-efficacy is “an 
individual’s belief in his or her capacity to execute behaviors necessary 
to produce specific performance attainments… [it] reflects confidence in 
the ability to exert control over one’s own motivation, behavior, and social 
environment.” My self-efficacy was extremely low until I met Ana and 
other people of color working in admission and student support services. 

The relationship between self-efficacy and seeing oneself among those 
individuals is critical. According to the work of social psychologist Albert 
Bandura,“seeing people similar to ourselves succeed by their sustained 
effort raises our beliefs that we too possess the capabilities to master 
the activities needed for success in that area.” 

Whether it is in outreach or review committees, admission 
representatives who come from diverse experiences play an impactful 
role in whether a student from an underrepresented background will even 
consider applying to their institution. Admission offices can create a more 
equitable opportunity for all students by having diverse admission teams 
and review committees, and by creating a sense of belonging.

As to the latter, Julio Mata, a senior assistant director for regional 
enrollment at Miami University (OH), knows the importance of seeing 
yourself in your future community. When recruiting, he said, “students 
and families might be receiving support and encouragement from other 
sources, but it carries a bit more weight when it comes from someone 
they can identify with, someone they can see themselves in.” 

Whether it is in outreach or 
review committees, admission 
representatives who come 
from diverse experiences 
play an impactful role in 
whether a student from an 
underrepresented background 
will even consider applying to 
their institution. 

At the root of increasing RDI is nurturing a sense of belonging and 
human connection in the campus and surrounding communities.   
Of course, it’s not just underrepresented groups who benefit. Mata said, 
when you listen to other’s stories, experiences, and journeys regardless 
of difference, you grow and learn. If you connect with people from 
backgrounds other than yours, your perspective broadens. “I hope to see 
a continued growth in empathy and understanding within higher ed so 
we can all work together to support underrepresented populations.  
It takes increased empathy and a desire to understand others to do 
that,” he said.

Creating an equitable campus—and society—requires work and 
sacrifice. Two years after my first college lecture, I became the first in 
my family to graduate and now work in education to support the next 
generation of students. Change is here, the question is, what are we 
going to do with it? 

Alex Surna is the program director and incoming executive director for 
Breakthrough San Juan Capistrano. He also serves on the Millennial Policy 
Initiative Commission on Education.

AN ADMISSION PERSPECTIVE
“Having a diverse set of experiences in the admission office is 
vital. Just as we attempt to build diverse classes of students, 
we must do the same for our admission and financial aid staff.  
People of color, first-generation to college, and low-income 
admission staff members, among many other populations, offer 
different and important perspectives to consider when reading 
applications and recruiting students.  

Our office is sensitive to considering personal backgrounds and 
lenses through which prospective admission officers are viewing 
their work. When we hire new staff members, we continue 
to engage with one another to choose colleagues who will be 
able to contribute to these important conversations based on 
background, education, and personal experiences.  

I think this has a tremendously positive impact on our 
admitted class and current students who work for our office. 
Just today, our director of multicultural recruitment led an 
optional brown-bag lunch for admission officers and student 
workers on structural and institutional racism and its intersection 
with income and class.  

Without intentionally choosing staff members who not only 
have these perspectives but who are open to learning and 
confronting their own biases, we would not be able to do the 
work that’s required of the admission office. It’s just one example 
of many where our office engages in these difficult conversations, 
but it shows why diversity of staff matters.”

—Andrew Moe, Associate Dean of Admissions and Director 
of Access at Swarthmore College (PA)

i
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Teachers Can 
Counsel, Too

We can’t see our students every day, or 
every week, for that matter. To create a 
school-wide college-going culture, we need 
a lot of help from our fellow educators. 
How can we help them help us?
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By Eric Neutuch 
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At Niles North High School outside of Chicago, music teacher Daniel 
Gregerman has an open door policy, and students often drop-by to talk with 
him about tough college choices. In April, Gregerman spoke with a student 
considering attending a historically black college and another student 
considering attending a music conservatory. 

Gregerman said, “I listen with open ears.” He explained that he is careful 
to refer students to his school’s college counseling office for further advising. 
“If I don’t have an answer to a question, I put students in touch with someone 
who can get them the answer.”

At Gregerman’s school, Jerry Pope, the dean of college counseling, said 
that many teachers, like Gregerman, “help students through the college 
admission process.” Pope is grateful for their help and said that the work of 
college advising in the Niles Townships High School District is a team project 
involving all school personnel, especially teachers. 

The NACAC Statement on Counselor Competencies defines college 
counselors’ responsibilities as including “collaborat[ing] with teachers, 
administrators, and other educators.” The experiences of longtime college 
counselors, like Pope, showcase many best practices for working with 
teachers to advance college counseling goals:
1) Educating and empowering teachers to talk about college-going and 

college admission. 

2) Working alongside teachers to embed college-related activities in  
the curriculum. 

3) Sharing with teachers data on students’ college readiness.   
4) Training teachers to write powerful letters of recommendation. 
5) Thanking teachers and respecting their time and knowledge. 

EDUCATE AND EMPOWER TEACHERS
Experienced college counselors, like Pope, say that it is critical that 
counselors educate teachers about the basics of college admission. They say 
teachers who understand the college admission and financial aid processes 
are likely to broadcast knowledge that they have gained in their classrooms. 

At Fairport High School in upstate New York, John Serafine, the lead 
counselor, and his counseling colleagues communicate the nuts and 
bolts of the college admission process to teachers during in-service 
professional development days, at faculty meetings, and via email 

newsletters and informal conversations. Serafine said, “Once faculty 
members understand how the college admission process plays out for 
students, they can be big advocates.” 

According to Patrick O’Connor, associate dean of college counseling at 
Cranbrook School in Michigan and a past NACAC president, teachers who are 
educated about the college admission process echo the information coming 
from the college counseling office. O’Connor explained, “It is reassuring for 
students when they get messages about how to apply to college from more 
than one voice.” 

O’Connor also noted that students spend only a small amount of in-school 
time with professional college counselors and most of their formal learning 
time in classrooms with teachers. It’s from teachers that students get 
messages about most everything, including applying to college, so it’s critical 
that teachers can answer basic questions, dispel myths, and direct students 
for more help.  

In Niles Township, Pope asks the teaching staff to broadcast to students 
three main messages about college admission. “For any new teacher, I ask 
them to explain to their students that 1) college is possible; 2) that it can 
be made affordable; and 3) how GPA is calculated.” He wants students to 
understand that just passing classes isn’t good enough for selective college 
admission, and for him, teachers are powerful conduits for that message. 

EMBED COLLEGE ADMISSION PREP 
In many high schools, English teachers conduct units on college essay writing. 
O’Connor, Pope, and Serafine all mention the benefits of college essay-writing 
units and encourage college counselors to work even more closely with 
teachers to integrate college-related activities into the curriculum. 

Pope cited one teacher who had students conduct research on colleges 
and then present that research to their classmates as if they were admission 
officers. He talks about other teachers who have paired field trips with college 
campus tours and still others who have integrated Naviance and the College 
Board’s Big Future website into their classroom activities. 

O’Connor commends counselors who play roles in launching and/or 
sustaining college-themed advisory or homeroom periods. At Thurgood 
Marshall Academy for Learning and Social Change (TMA) in New York 
City, senior students spend a 47-minute advisory period each day working 
on college and career-related activities. Tamelia James, TMA’s guidance 

Experienced college counselors, like Pope, say that it is critical 
that counselors educate teachers about the basics of college 
admission. They say teachers who understand the college 
admission and financial aid processes are likely to broadcast 
knowledge that they have gained in their classrooms.  
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counselor for grades 10–12, distributes to the senior advisory teachers a 
weekly curriculum guide. She reports that the advisory period structure has 
contributed to an increase in the college application completion rate.

Katherine Pastor, a school counselor in Arizona’s Flagstaff High School 
and a former National School Counselor of the Year, notes the embedding 
of college topics into the curriculum often requires serious work on the part 
college counselors. She said that college counselors need to provide co-
teaching support when teachers are incorporating college-related activities 
into their curriculum. At Flagstaff High School, she and her colleagues 
collaborate with teachers on lessons on college admission, financial aid, and 
career goals, including one lesson using the ONET occupational information 
software to guide students through potential career choices.  

In Pastor’s case, new state accountability standards have played a role 
in faculty involvement in teaching about financial aid. In Arizona, FAFSA 
completion rates are a new part of the calculation of schools’ accountability 
letter grades. At Flagstaff High School, senior year economics and 
government teachers work closely with Pastor and her colleagues to teach 
about financial aid and the FAFSA. Then in the economics and government 
classes, students use class time to complete the FAFSA. The economics and 
government teachers, Pastor said, “were more inclined to help because they 
could be involved in boosting our school’s letter grade.” 

Pastor also leverages the Michelle Obama-championed Reach Higher 
initiative to mobilize the entire Flagstaff High School community, including 
teachers, around college counseling goals. On Flagstaff High School’s Reach 
Higher Wednesdays, teachers wear college gear and address college-going 
topics during advisory periods, including talking about their own college-going 
journeys. She said that embracing big branded campaigns, like the Reach 
Higher initiative, can catalyze “college talk” and influence students to prepare 
themselves for college, complete college admission steps, and follow through 
on college enrollment steps. 

O’Connor echoed Pastor, saying that investing time in executing campaigns 
like the Reach Higher initiative and its associated College Signing Day event 

can “jumpstart the college readiness of students at a school.” Other branded 
programs that O’Connor advises counselors to implement include College 
Application Month/Week and FAFSA Completion Projects. Lesson plans for 
these events are often available from non-profit college access organizations 
and NACAC state and regional affiliates. 

SHARE DATA WITH TEACHERS
The NACAC Statement on Counselor Competencies specifically says that 
counselors must “be able to interpret test scores and test-related data to 
students, parents, educators, institutions, agencies, and the public.” Pastor 
said it’s critical for counselors to share data on students’ college readiness 
with teachers. 

Pastor and her counselor colleagues present teachers with data on 
students’ college entrance exam scores, AP exam scores, survey results, 
and college enrollment and persistence rates. She recalled her school’s 
teaching staff listening intently to a review of student survey data that 
showed Flagstaff students reporting high aspirations to attend college. When 
Pastor and her colleagues juxtaposed that data with academic data showing 
weaknesses in college preparation, teachers talked about adopting more 
rigorous teaching practices to better prepare students for college-level work. 
For Pastor, this moment of realization crystallized the value of sharing the 
data with the teaching staff.  

HELP TEACHERS WRITE
Experienced college counselors also emphasize that educating teachers to 
write powerful recommendation letters is key. Serafine said, “Some letters 
of recommendation are very good, and some are very bad,” and in his 
experience, focused training on what to include in letters of recommendation 
limits the number of bad ones. 

At TMA in New York City, the counseling staff provides teachers with 
sample letters of recommendation, letter-writing templates, and guiding 
questions. According to James, the training and resources promote high-
quality recommendation letters. 
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THANK, RESPECT, AND INVOLVE TEACHERS
Pastor, O’Connor, Pope, James, and Serafine all encourage college counselors 
to be thankful and respectful when they are working with teachers. “If I were 
addressing a group of teachers, I would say, ‘You are the most integral part 
of students’ college readiness. You are giving students the skills to apply and 
succeed in college,’” said O’Connor.

In empowering teachers, Serafine cautioned that college counselors 
must not ask too much of teachers. “I wouldn’t try to teach pre-calculus, 
and I don’t expect our pre-calculus teachers to do college counseling. The 
college admission process is ever-changing. The SAT changes. The financial 
aid process changes. There are always new initiatives, like prior-prior 
and, in New York State, the Excelsior Scholarship.” Most importantly, he 
said, college counselors should ask teachers to refer students to college 
counseling professionals. 

To cultivate positive partnerships with faculty, O’Connor advocates that 
college counselors involve faculty in the formation of college counseling goals 
and in the planning of events, whether that be College Signing Day, financial 
aid nights, or other events. He advised that college counselors survey faculty 
about what to include in college counseling curricula and invite faculty to sit 
on college advising committees. According to him, the teacher buy-in that can 
be gained from maintaining and sustaining a college advising committee can 
be invaluable. 

Educating and involving teachers is hard and time-consuming work for 
college counselors. Yet when college counselors have empowered and trained 
teachers to talk responsibly about the benefits of college-going and answer 
basic questions about college admission, the culture of college readiness 
within a school is stronger as a result.  

Eric Neutuch is a freelance writer.

Educating and involving teachers is hard and 
time-consuming work for college counselors. 
Yet when college counselors have empowered 
and trained teachers to talk responsibly about 
the benefits of college-going and answer basic 
questions about college admission, the culture 
of college readiness within a school is stronger 
as a result.
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According to the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center’s 2017 Tracking 
Transfer report, important vertical transfer outcomes vary considerably by income. 
An analysis of a fall 2010 cohort of first-time college students enrolled at community 
colleges found:

• Higher-income students transferred out 
to a four-year institution at a rate of 40 
percent compared to 26 percent of lower 
income students.

• Although high- and low-income students 
were similarly likely to have a degree 
or certificate before transferring, almost 
half of high-income transfer students (49 
percent) had obtained a bachelor’s degree 
within six years compared to 35 percent of 
low-income students.

LOWER-INCOME 
TRANSFER STUDENTS 
LESS LIKELY TO EARN  
A BACHELOR’S DEGREE 
in Six Years

TRANSFER
TRENDS

50%

Source: Shapiro, D., Dundar, A., Hue, F., Wakhungu, P.K., Yuan, X., Nathan, A. & Hwang, Y. (2017, September). Tracking Transfer: 
Measures of Effectiveness in Helping Community College Students to Complete Bachelor’s Degrees (Signature Report No. 13). 
Herndon, VA: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center.
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According to the Institute of International Education (IIE) Open Doors Report 
2017, over 1 million students came to the US in 2016 from overseas to further 
their education, with a little under half of those at the undergraduate level.  
According to the US Department of Commerce, international students and their 
dependents contributed $39.4 billion to the US economy in 2016. 

While many universities are certainly looking 
abroad for economic reasons and to increase 
the number of “full-pay” students, international 
students’ contributions beyond the financial can’t 
be underestimated. American (and international) 
students, especially those that make the effort to 
seek out and interact with the diverse classmates, 
will reap a wide range of benefits. 

ENHANCED CULTURAL COMPETENCY AND 
COMMUNICATION SKILLS 
International students bring a cross-
cultural, global perspective into classroom 
discussion. While professors try to allow all 
viewpoints in the classroom, it is arguably 
difficult to erase all bias, whether conscious or 
not.  As John Wilkerson, director of international 
admissions at Indiana University noted, 
“Clearly, universities that host international 
students benefit tremendously from the diverse 
perspectives and experiences that globally mobile 
students bring to a campus.”  

He continued, “Apart from enriching 
classroom dialogue, international students 
have influence upon broader campus and local 
communities. Their presence can fundamentally 

expand the values and cultural awareness of 
others within their spheres of interaction. This 
expansion of understanding and thought continues 
as all students, regardless of citizenship, leave 
our campuses. Through their interactions with 
those whose cultural identities differ from their 
own, students are able to exponentially model 
increasingly important behaviors of civil discourse 
and consideration throughout their futures.” 

American students continue to choose majors 
that rely heavily on the ability to understand 
and interact well with others. Communications, 
business, government/political science, and 
psychology remain some of the most sought-
after degrees at American colleges and 
universities. Post-graduation, many students will 
head out to careers that will require interaction 
with an ever-diversifying world. Students 
who have more opportunities to interact with 
students from diverse backgrounds on campus 
will see the benefit from having an increased 
awareness and understanding of overt and 
subtle aspects of other cultures.  

For the majority of American high school 
students—who come from mono-linguistic 
backgrounds and only a fraction of whom 

study abroad—the opportunity to interact 
with international students may only happen 
on a college campus. (Similarly, international 
students may be engaging with peers of 
different cultural backgrounds for the first 
time on a US campus. But that depends on the 
makeup of the student population.)

When on student-led college tours, I often ask 
the guide if they are personally friends with any 
international students. More often than not, the 
answer is only superficially or not at all. However, 
students who elect to engage and actively pursue 
friendships both inside and outside the classroom 
find their cultural assumptions and stereotypes 
challenged and may even find the motivation to 
learn another language. 

Certainly, in classes and where faculty have 
the opportunity, based on the makeup of the 
class, to create opportunities to share knowledge, 
experiences, and perspectives across cultures, 
international students’ presence creates a 
richer learning environment. Anna Wise, associate 
director of international recruitment at Towson 
University in Maryland, said, “When considering 
the value of international students on campus, it 
is important to realize that their value is not just 
one-sided. The obvious argument is that they 
provide a different cultural insight to classroom 
discussions, and offer the opportunity for domestic 
students to improve their intercultural competency 
in addition to or instead of studying abroad.” 

INTERNATIONAL
STUDENTS

VALUE OF INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS
It’s not just about the numbers 

By Kathleen Schultz 



SUMMER 2018   61   

STUDENTS WHO HAVE A LARGER OPPORTUNITY TO INTERACT WITH 
INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS ON CAMPUS WILL SEE THE BENEFIT FROM HAVING AN 
INCREASED AWARENESS AND UNDERSTANDING OF OVERT AND SUBTLE ASPECTS 
OF OTHER CULTURES.

IMPROVEMENT IN CRITICAL THINKING 
SKILLS 
Meaningful interactions stem from considering 
viewpoints different from our own. A 2013 study 
in the Journal of International Students highlights 
the impacts international students have on their 
classmates. The results, based on a survey of 
more than 5,600 American graduates, shows 
that those who reported more interaction with 
international students developed more varied 
skills and gained new cognitive skills. These 
students have “the ability to question their 
own beliefs and values; acquire new skills and 
knowledge independently; formulate creative 
ideas; integrate ideas and information; achieve 
quantitative abilities; understand the role of 
science and technology in society; and gain in-
depth knowledge in a specific field.”   

 Indeed, in the 2013 study, Duke University 
(NC) researchers found that along with increased 
cultural competency, American classmates “who 
actively interact with international students are 
not only learning about foreign cultures but also 
enhancing their own self-confidence, leadership, 
quantitative skills and other abilities long after 
they graduate. Later in life they are more likely to 
appreciate art and literature, place current 
problems in historical perspective and read or 
speak a foreign language. They also are more 
likely to reexamine their political and religious 
viewpoints and their beliefs about other races  
or ethnicities.” 

GAIN UNDERSTANDING 
OF GLOBAL COMMUNITY AND 
FUTURE WORKFORCE 
The priority of any university is to prepare its 
students to join the workforce and improve 
society overall. 

Wise noted that when international students 
are added to this mix, there are two great societal 
advantages. The first, she said, is how the US is 
perceived internationally. “Having international 
students on our campus is an investment in our 
campus and our country’s future health. If we can 
provide our international students with a strong 
education in a supportive environment, this allows 
them to develop their intercultural competency 
and helps them graduate as future world leaders 
who experienced a transformative education 
in the US. That graduate may return home and 
promote intercultural affairs and democratic 

values in their home country, as a result of their 
time with us at Towson,” she said. 

The second revolves around what international 
students bring to the university, but also what 
they gain. Wise said international students help 
schools think bigger. “Research shows that more 
innovation and successful scholarship happens 
when international scholars work together to 
further their research projects. International 
students are future international scholars who are 
crucial to our institution, as well as to the future 
of higher education.” 

Of course, the endgame is to have workers 
who are ready to contribute to both America’s 
infrastructure and global innovation. Open Doors 
reports that international studentsgreatly contribute 
to America’s scientific and technical research. 
They bring with them international perspectives 
and stories of their personal experiences into US 
classrooms. These contributions help prepare 
college students to be better equipped for careers 
in the global job market and, in many cases, help 
graduates build and foster longer-term personal and 
business relationships with peers around the world 
after graduation.

Douglas Christiansen, vice provost for university 
enrollment affairs, dean of admissions and 
financial aid at Vanderbilt University (TN) agrees 
that international students bring intrinsic value 
to campus. “Vanderbilt University thrives on the 
diversity of experience that our students, both 
domestic and international, bring to campus. Each 
year we build a class of vibrant and intellectually 
curious students who contribute to and enhance our 
community. International students provide unique 
perspectives to the learning environment that foster 
growth in the global and cultural understanding 
of all. The Vanderbilt community of research and 
discovery is made possible by contributions of our 
diverse, global student body,” he said. 

In a 2015 study, researchers at the University 
of Minnesota offered suggestions to cultivate 
international and domestic student 

relationships by nurturing students’ intercultural 
competencies. Suggestions included 
incorporating opportunities to include intercultural 
competence during orientation and throughout 
their first year. Opportunities could be built 
into undergraduate curriculum, raising student 
awareness of the benefits of cross-national 
interactions and the diverse cultures represented 
in their freshman class.  

The study also encouraged strengthening 
support for faculty who teach English by 
developing writing and pedagogical strategies 

to facilitate domestic and international student 
interactions,and to train faculty and staff to be 
hospitable to international students. 

In addition, there could be cross-departmental 
collaborations centered around integrating 
international students into the academic 
community and creating opportunities for faculty 
discussion and interactions. 

International students clearly bring with them 
several kinds of opportunities.“Partnerships are 
developed which know no borders or boundaries. 
Trade, diplomacy, and academic or scientific 
research are all improving because of the global 
interconnectedness which flourished as more 
and more international students found homes on 
college campuses around the world,” said Beau 
Benson, senior associate director for international 
recruitment in the office of undergraduate 
admissions at Northeastern University (MA), 
an institution where nearly one in five students 
comes from outside the US. 

Wise said there’s a lot to gain from having 
these student on her campus—but we have to find 
ways to make an American educational experience 
inviting if we want to get them here. “International 
students are a benefit to our campus environment, 
but only if we are also a positive service to our 
international students,” she said. 

Kathleen Schultz is director of university 
counseling at Dulwich College Shanghai.
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DAYTIMER

CONFERENCES  
AND OTHER  
EVENTS

NATIONAL 
COLLEGE FAIR 
FALL SCHEDULE

LOUISVILLE
Saturday, Sept. 8 

BIRMINGHAM
Sunday, Sept. 16 

OMAHA
Sunday, Sept. 16 

INDIANAPOLIS
Thursday, Sept. 20 

CINCINNATI
Sunday, Sept. 23 

LONG ISLAND
Sunday, Sept. 23 

CHICAGO
Saturday, Sept. 29 

MILWAUKEE
Sunday, Sept. 30 

DENVER
Sunday, Sept. 30 

NEW ORLEANS
Tuesday, Oct. 2 

BATON ROUGE
Wednesday, Oct. 3 

SOUTH FLORIDA
Sunday, Oct. 7 

JACKSONVILLE
Saturday, Oct. 13 

ORLANDO
Sunday, Oct. 14 

JULY 29–AUG. 1 
GUIDING THE WAY TO INCLUSION (GWI) 
Washington, DC

To learn more, visit nacacnet.org/gwi.

SEPT. 26–27 
PRECONFERENCE WORKSHOPS
Admission Middle Management Institute
Chief Enrollment Officers’ Forum
Directing a Dynamic College Counseling 

Program
Fundamentals of Recruiting and Counseling 

International Students: Cultural Competency
Transitioning to Private Practice College 

Counseling 

SEPT. 27–29 
NACAC NATIONAL CONFERENCE 
Salt Lake City

Register at nacacconference.org.

AUG. 23 
BUILDING EFFECTIVE BRIDGES: HOW TO 
EMPOWER STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 
TO SUCCEED WITH SELF-ADVOCACY 

SEPT. 12 
FAFSA UPDATES 

For more details or to view webinars on-
demand, visit nacacnet.org/webinars.

NACAC 
WEBINARS

Educational sessions take place in conjunction 
with the following National College Fairs:

Louisville | Sept.  8
Long Island   | Sept.  23
Denver  | Sept.  30
New Orleans | Oct. 2
Fort Lauderdale | Oct. 7
Philadelphia | Oct. 14
Minneapolis | Oct. 24
Baltimore | Oct. 30
Boise | Oct. 31

For more details, visit nacacnet.org/eap.

NACAC 
EMERGING 
ADMISSION 
PROFESSIONALS

http://www.nacacnet.org/gwi
https://www.nacacconference.org
http://www.nacacnet.org/Webinars
http://www.nacacnet.org/eap
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PHILADELPHIA
Sunday, Oct. 14 

KANSAS CITY
Tuesday, Oct. 16 

GREATER PHOENIX 
Sunday, Oct. 21 

ST. LOUIS 
Sunday, Oct. 21 

MINNESOTA
Wednesday, Oct. 24
Thursday, Oct. 25

HONOLULU
Thursday, Oct. 25 

PORTLAND
Sunday, Oct. 28
Monday, Oct. 29

BALTIMORE 
Tuesday, Oct. 30
Wednesday, Oct. 31

BOISE
Wednesday, Oct. 31 

ATLANTIC CITY
Thursday, Nov. 1 

SEATTLE
Friday, Nov. 2
Saturday, Nov. 3

GREATER WASHINGTON, DC
Saturday, Nov. 3 

SPOKANE
Tuesday, Nov. 6 

For more information, visit   
nacacfairs.org/ncf

PERFORMING  
AND VISUAL ARTS 
FAIR SCHEDULE
SAN FRANCISCO
Thursday, Sept. 20 

SAN DIEGO
Saturday, Sept. 22 

LOS ANGELES
Sunday, Sept. 23 

PORTLAND
Monday, Oct. 1

SEATTLE
Tuesday, Oct. 2 

LAS VEGAS
Wednesday, Oct. 3 

INTERLOCHEN
Sunday, Oct. 7 

ST. LOUIS
Monday, Oct. 8 

MINNESOTA
Tuesday, Oct. 9 

KANSAS CITY
Thursday, Oct. 11 

PHOENIX
Sunday, Oct. 14 

DENVER
Monday, Oct. 15 

DALLAS
Tuesday, Oct. 16 

HOUSTON
Thursday, Oct. 18 

AUSTIN
Saturday, Oct. 20 

CLEVELAND
Sunday, Oct. 21 

CINCINNATI
Monday, Oct. 22 

INDIANAPOLIS
Tuesday, Oct. 23 

CHICAGO
Thursday, Oct. 25 

FT. LAUDERDALE
Sunday, Oct. 28

ATLANTA
Monday, Oct. 29 

CHARLOTTE
Tuesday, Oct. 30

WASHINGTON, DC 
Sunday, Nov. 4 

NEW YORK CITY
Monday, Nov. 5 

PHILADELPHIA
Tuesday, Nov. 6 

BOSTON 
Wednesday, Nov. 7 

For more information, visit   
nacacfairs.org/pva

STEM FAIR   
FALL SCHEDULE
HOUSTON
Sunday, Sept. 30

ATLANTA
Sunday, Oct. 7

SILICON VALLEY
Sunday, Oct. 7

NEW YORK CITY
Sunday, Oct. 14
 

For more information, visit   
nacacfairs.org/stem

http://www.nacacfairs.org/ncf
http://www.nacacfairs.org/pva
http://www.nacacfairs.org/stem
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HALL

By Whitney Calliotte

PASS

FORGING COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIPS
with the help of NACAC’s Imagine Grant

With every ending comes a new beginning—it sounds cliché because, well, it is. It’s a 
phrase we all hear this time of year when high school seniors move their tassels from 
right to left and as high school juniors celebrate their takeover. The brilliance of clichés 
is that they hold a great deal of truth. University of Arkansas at Little Rock and our 
capital city have shared countless ends and beginnings throughout our 90-year history 
together. It’s been a long and winding path, but we have always found ways to create 
impactful connections within the community. Our partnership has now extended to the 
newly-minted Trojan Pathway program with the conclusion of its first class this May.

It all started in the fall of 2016 when Dr. Andrew 
Rogerson joined the UA Little Rock campus as 
the new chancellor. He made a promise to help 
make college more affordable and accessible. 
He had a vision of creating a highly collaborative 
and supportive relationship with our local 
community. Under his guidance, UA Little Rock 
launched Trojan Pathway. The premise is simple: 
partner with the Little Rock School District’s 
five high schools to provide the resources and 
guidance students need to make a smooth and 
informed transition to college.

Connecting with Generation Z students 
can be challenging. As the Trojan Pathway 
coordinator, I could be seen flagging down 
students in hallways, sending countless emails 
and late-night texts, hosting many workshops, 
and even showing up at Friday night football 
games to cheer on the team and remind 
students to sign up for the next workshop. 
While partnering with amazing teams of school 
counselors and career coaches, I assisted 
students in creating comprehensive college 
application plans, completing the FAFSA, 
attending meetings with financial aid as they 
navigate their unique circumstances, taking 
advantage of the resources at their fingertips, 
and learning about to new opportunities.  

With the help of these teams, we had a group of 
seniors ready and excited to go off to college.

The most rewarding part of this entire 
program? Celebrating the accomplishments of 
the incredible students in the Trojan Pathway 
program. Marquise used the skills he gained 
in the program to land an amazing summer 
internship! Kennedy moved the needle from 
being admitted conditionally (a status that 
requires additional college preparation classes 
that don’t count toward degree hours) to 
unconditional admission and earning a merit 
scholarship! We have shared high-fives, hallway 
dance parties, and plenty of confetti emojis to 
celebrate each of these successes. 

By the end of the year, however, they 
deserved something more substantial to mark 
their numerous milestones. That is when we put 
together an awards ceremony to celebrate their 
progress through this journey. As educators, we 
couldn’t part ways without imparting one last 
lesson. “It $tarts Here” was developed to teach 
students and parents more about funding their 
college education. The title not only signified the 
beginning of the seniors’ next chapters in life 
but also recognized that no matter a student’s 
age, now is the time for families to start saving 
for college.

Of course, you can’t throw an awards 
celebration without food. Or awards. Or people, 
for that matter. We needed funds. Luckily, NACAC 
supports initiatives like Trojan Pathway. With the 
help of the Imagine Grant, we were able to raise 
awareness for the event, get people to the event, 
and provide special recognition to students. If you 
have ever worked with students, you know if you 
feed them, they will come.

Imagine Grant funds provided a meal at the 
event, allowing us to strengthen our community 
partnerships as we broke bread. For many Trojan 
Pathway seniors, earning a high school diploma 
is the highest achievement of their young lives, 
and many are first in their family. The Imagine 
Grant recognized the significance of these 
accomplishments with the purchase of graduation 
honor cords and certificates. In the event’s 
survey feedback, one parent said her “daughter 
left excited about her scholarship and starting 
college.” A student attendee said, “[It $tarts Here] 
was excellent... a great thank you for your warm 
welcome [to college].” With NACAC’s Imagine 
Grant, students and their families left the event 
excited about their future in higher education 
and proud of their hard work in the program. It 
is amazing how one workshop, one celebration, 
one grant so deeply impacted the graduation and 
college experience for our students.

And on a personal note, NACAC has a new 
Imagine Fund donor here! 

Whitney Calliotte is the Trojan Pathway 
coordinator at the University of Arkansas at 
Little Rock.

Special thanks to Brooke Magallanes and 
Diamond Lewis for helping with the article.



By Whitney Calliotte

 

NACAC CAREER CENTER
Whether you’re looking for a new job or ready to take the next step in your career, 
we’ll help you find the opportunity that’s right for you.

Browse jobs, build your profile, and visit the learning center.

nacacnet.org/careercenter

http://www.nacacnet.org/careercenter
http://www.nacacnet.org


We’re impressed, too.
Recharge your passion for the profession, Sept. 27 – 29.
Register by Aug. 14 to lock in the regular rate at nacacconference.org.
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