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Elite US universities
are within reach

By TRISHA CRAIG
FOR THE STRAITS TIMES

RECENT story that

made headlines all

over the world con-

cerns a wealthy

Hong Kong couple
and the alleged fraud commit-
ted against them by a former
Harvard instructor. It is
claimed that he collected over
US$2 million (S$2.4 million)
from them with promises to ob-
tain admission for their sons to
that elite institution by making
large contributions on their be-
half. As someone who is deeply
familiar with the American uni-
versity system, this is a painful
story to me, for many reasons.

The first is that it solidifies
in the minds of many the erro-
neous view that admission to
the private elite institutions in
the US can be bought through
large donations. While it is true
that many of these institutions
have large endowments - Har-
vard’s stands at around US$30
billion currently - and that en-
dowments partly depend on the
generosity of their alumni and
donors, the admissions process
and fund-raising are remarka-
bly divorced from one another.

A prospective student who
is somehow extraordinarily
well-connected - from a back-
ground of great wealth or pow-
er — may merit a particularly
close look by school officials
and may need to be treated
with care and tact, but the ad-
missions officers at these insti-
tutions are full of stories about
the children of important alum-
ni, politicians, royalty or global
oligarchs who were turned
down because they were not a
good match for the school.

The media’s emphasis on
the high cost of the top private
institutions in the United
States may also falsely lead peo-
ple to believe that such an edu-
cation is out of reach for all but
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the rich. Nothing could be fur-
ther from the truth.

It is the case that the cost
for a single year is more than
US$50,000 - a staggering sum
- but the schools’ large endow-
ments mean they are able to of-
fer extremely generous tuition
assistance for middle-class and
poor families.

At Princeton, for example,
the average financial aid pack-
age for those who qualify is
over US$33,000 per year and
many students from modest
means pay nothing to attend.
Most remarkably, international
students usually fall under the
same financial guidelines as US
citizens, so there is no distinc-
tion made when offering aid.

The Hong Kong couple’s
case also highlights the role of
college consultants — people or
firms who work with families
to guide children through the
application process.

From the point of view of in-
ternational families who may
be completely unfamiliar with
how the US system works, it
can certainly make sense to

have this sort of guidance.

At the same time, the added
cost, often considerable, and
not knowing how to find a repu-
table consultant may be extra
obstacles that discourage talent-
ed students from considering
applying to some of the world’s
top institutions.

Such consultants are not nec-
essary. There is a wealth of ma-
terial on the Web - from inde-
pendent guides to candid testi-
monials from current students
and graduates, and the sites of
individual colleges and universi-
ties themselves.

That’s where prospective
students need to focus their
time and efforts - getting to
know as much as possible
about a number of institutions
and applying to those that suit
a student’s specific abilities,
personality and preferences.

It is important to remember
that while there may be pres-
tige associated with attending
these schools, it is not like buy-
ing a designer handbag. The
school with the most well-
known logo may be a poor fit
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for a particular student.

Students and their families
need to do the research, which
can be time-consuming but is
utterly doable, to find the most
compatible place where the stu-
dent can thrive.

This is the start of the sea-
son to apply for US colleges,
when families sort through the
vast number of institutions,
narrow down the choices, pick
their favourites and their safety
schools, and students start writ-
ing their essays.

It is a stressful enough pro-
cess but it would indeed be a
pity, particularly for interna-
tional students, if the pressure
were turned up even further be-
cause of mistaken assumptions
about the process, or worse, if
good students declined to even
apply altogether.
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