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Applying to Harvard:a Mother’s Perspective

pplying to college can be a terrifying experience in America.
A Of course, that is not true for all, or even most high school
students. Over half of all high school students in the United States
go on to some sort of higher education. Local community colleges
generally accept all applicants, and even the majority of private
colleges and universities accept anyone, or almost anyone, who
applies. Indeed, many are still anxiously seeking students when the
academic year begins in September.

The story is very different for those who aspire to a handful of
elite institutions. These students and their families are obsessed with
college admissions for many years before the crucial period of
application. In extreme cases, some parents even choose their child’
s kindergarten with eventual admission to Harvard (or Yale, or
Stanford) in mind.

At the pinnacle of this envied group of universities is Harvard, not
because it is necessarily better than its rivals, but because it is the
oldest, most famous, and richest school in America. Everyone has
heard of Harvard, and therefore everyone who wants the best for
themselves or their children will have Harvard in their list of goals,
often in first place. So Harvard receives about 20,000 applications
for 1900 undergraduate places. Many, if not most, of these
applicants will be the first in their high school classes, and offer a
range of other talents besides: athletic, artistic, musical
accomplishments, a strong record of community service, glowing
recommendations from teachers, community leaders, and even
famous people. How can Harvard decide who to accept, who to
reject?

Harvard, and other top universities in America, try to create a

group of students with strong and diverse characteristics. That is
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Applying to Harvard:a Mother’s Perspective 7

why they seek applicants from varied backgrounds— different races,
different countries, different economic and social groups. If you are
not the typical Harvard applicant, you already have an advantage.
The admissions committee next seeks students with deep interests
and commitments, both in their studies and in the rest of their lives.
The application may list activities and awards that claim the student
has such qualifications, but how does the committee know these are
not just paper commitments, undertaken only with college admi-
ssions in mind? They count on the student’s essay to provide the
evidence.

Students and their parents know this, of course, so they often
prefer not to depend on a seventeen — year — old’ s own abilities.
Services that claim to “edit” student essays proliferate on the web
and elsewhere: one I found offers a full year of admissions assistance
for $ 14,000, and hourly services (provided by former admissions
directors) at $229— $ 329 per hour.

Colleges, for their part, do their best to weed out applications
that have benefited from such high — priced assistance, and find the
essays that come from the student’s own heart and speak in the
student’s own voice. They expect high school guidance counselors,
and possibly parents or friends, to read the essay and offer advice,
but they are quite skilful at determining whether anyone besides the
student has actually done the writing. If you are from a non —
English speaking country, you must walk a fine line. The
committee will try to decide if you can use English well enough to
express yourself and do college level work. But unless they know
that you have lived and studied in an English — speaking country, an
essay in polished English with no grammatical errors at all will show
that you have not written it yourself. So do not aspire to perfect
English.

My three sons all applied to Harvard and were all accepted. Here
is the story of their essays.

My oldest son spent his high school years obsessed by strategy —
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fantasy games. These games, now usually played on the Web, were
then face — to — face sessions, played by a group of friends who
invented their own countries, characters, and adventures. It was
not the most productive endeavor, and definitely took time from his
academics. His grades were lower than they would have been if he
had spent his time differently. But the games were where his passion
lay, and it was the games he wrote about. In his essay, he dggesilsed
how his attempts to make his characters and his fantasy, worg wivie
and authentic led to a deep interest in medieval jhisgsy, and:
mentioned some of the reading and research he had dope?. Brohably a
large number of Harvard applicants in those days hadispent tirhe on
such games, but Patrick’s passionate enthusiasm camésthrough:and:
impressed the admissions officers. Although he was turn®down by
several less prestigious universities, Harvard accepted him. He
majored in history and went on to get a Ph.D. in medieval history at
Cambridge University.

The middle son faced much less of a dilemma when he sat down to
write his college essay. He is a musician, and quite naturally wrote
about music. His essay described the experience of playing a Brahms
string quartet. Movement by movement, he told how the four
players responded to each other’s playing, how the lead moved from
instrument to instrument, how the musicians gradually sensed that
their performance was better than anything they had done before,
and how the mounting excitement moved them to greater efforts and
accomplishment, without a word or glance being exchanged, until
their final triumphant moment when they looked at each other with
euphoria. The description could have fit a successful dramatic
performance or athletic event. When I read it, as a non — musician I
felt that I understood for the first time what it must be like to play
great music with others. I knew he would be accepted to every
college he applied to. And indeed he was. He chose to go to Yale,
and is now the violist of a well — known string quartet and a teacher
at Juilliard, American’s most famous conservatory of music.
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My youngest son couldn’t decide what to write. Unlike his older
brothers, he didn’t have a consuming passion. He was a good
student but not in love with any particular subject. He liked sports,
but was not an outstanding athlete. He enjoyed singing and écting
but was not talented enough to consider either as a profession.
Finally, he too decided to write about music— but as a listener, not
a performer. In his essay, he compared Brahms with Tchaikovsky,
supporting his argument that Brahms was the better composer by
examining his use of theme and variation. He too was accepted to
Harvard, where he majored in music. After some years of working
on musical composition, he decided to go to medical school and will
soon be a doctor.

The best advice I can give a student applying to Harvard, or any
selective American university, is to speak in your own voice.
Admissions committes value the essay that is self — revealing, and
shows passion and dedication. My youngest son reminded me that I
helped him on only one of his essays, for a university that is less
selective than Harvard. That was the only university that rejected
him. No one can write a better essay for you than you can write for
yourself.

ch.h. M. Auu-.j

Oct.6 2002 Boston.



