On College Admissions, Scholarships, and the Future of Intercollegiate Swimming

March is the month when high school seniors nervously await word from the colleges to which they have applied about admission and about financial aid that might enable them to attend. Everyone hopes to see that fat envelope in the mailbox toward the end of the month that signals good news.

Admissions and financial aid both have an air of mystery about them, not just because policies differ from one college to another but also because the internal processes by which decisions are reached are never visible to anyone not directly involved in them, even to people like me who provide some input into the process by representing colleges at fairs and conducting interviews with applicants.  Because of the deep connections I have with both Princeton (my alma mater) and Penn State (my employer for twenty years), I have a perspective better informed than many observers do but am still outside the black box of the final decisionmaking.

My experience in helping recruit applicants, which I do for both universities at college fairs, and helping select those who seem to be the most deserving of admission, which I do for Princeton as an interviewer of students attending schools in Allen, Frisco, McKinney, Prosper, and other towns north of Dallas, has taught me some lessons that members of the TFA community may find useful in penetrating some of the mystery.

On Admissions

One lesson I have learned on what it takes to maximize one’s chances of being admitted to a highly selective school like Princeton is that a student should not concentrate on building an impressive resume by engaging in all sorts of extracurricular activities so as to make oneself look “well rounded.” It may have been true that in the early 1960s when I was applying to college being well-rounded was a great asset. But the truth is that today colleges are not so much seeking well-rounded individuals as they are aiming to create a well-rounded class, which means a class consisting of students who not only excel in the classroom but excel in one nonacademic activity, or just a few, in which they have managed to make themselves stand out from the crowd through special achievements in the arts, athletics, service to the community, or whatever.  

· today colleges are not so much seeking well-rounded individuals as they are aiming to create a well-rounded class 

As one recent National Public Radio story explained, “colleges place applications in buckets: well-rounded students, exceptionally talented athletes, musicians, actors, children of alumni and children of donors. [To this list I would add what state or foreign country the student comes from, whether the student is from a public or private school, etc.] And as the bucket available for well-rounded students has gotten smaller, the most selective colleges have looked for students who excel at something.”

The key here is not only what the applicant excels at doing but also whether the student is passionate about that activity. One mistake many students (and their parents) make is that a resume with a great many activities listed is going to count more than a slimmer, more focused one. But here quality really counts more than quantity. When I interview students with lengthy resumes, I try to ferret out which of the activities listed the students care most about and why they do.  This is feedback the Admissions Office is likely to find valuable as a supplement to what students may reveal about themselves in the essays they are required to submit with their applications. 

· key here is not only what the applicant excels at doing but also whether the student is passionate about that activity

One of those passions, of course, may be swimming.  It can count even if your times do not qualify you for consideration as a recruit, although being recruited naturally counts more.  For example, being a team captain can help signify that one has leadership skills. At a school like Princeton a swimming coach will be told each year, either by the Admissions Office or the Athletic Department, how many athletes may be put on the recruit list for special consideration in admissions.  Typically at Princeton it ranges between six and eight for any given entering class.  The coaches use the results of the previous Ivy League Championships as basic criteria: to be recruited, a swimmer has to be capable of placing within the top eight in three events and in the top sixteen in a fourth.  Fortunately, in a sport like swimming, the criteria can be very objective because they are based on easily determined factors, viz., times.  In sports like basketball, football, and volleyball as well as diving, assessment always requires visual evidence of performance and is much more subjective (though football uses some objective standards, like time for the 40-yard dash).  Even so, the only Early Action applicant I interviewed last year who is now attending Princeton got admitted in part (but not only) because he played cornerback for Allen High’s undefeated and state champion football team and was recruited.  

Colleges differ in how they handle the admissions process.  Penn State employs a rolling admissions process, which means that applicants may be accepted in stages over a number of months, rather than all at once.  Some universities use what is called Early Decision, others Early Action.  The major difference between the two is that the first is binding whereas the second is not; in other words, a student admitted under Early Decision accepts a commitment to attend the university, whereas a student admitted under Early Action is free to accept another university’s offer later. Sometimes there are other conditions imposed. For example, Princeton requires applicants under Early Action to apply to no other private schools also offering Early Action.  More information about the advantages and disadvantages of both may be found here: http://professionals.collegeboard.com/guidance/applications/early
There is some reason to believe that Early Action applicants have a somewhat higher chance of being admitted because they have thereby signaled to the university that it is their first choice, and the percentages of acceptance under Early Action compared with regular admissions seem to bear this out, at least for Princeton.  This year, for the first time since I started interviewing five years ago, two students from Frisco were admitted under Early Action, and both will be matriculating. One you all know: TFA swimmer and Frisco High team captain Andrew Inoue.  I believe he will be the first student from Frisco High ever to attend Princeton.

· Early Action applicants have a somewhat higher chance of being admitted because they have thereby signaled to the university that it is their first choice

Colleges differ in many other ways as well.  Large public universities typically offer a full panoply of majors that include many that are specifically job-focused.  Penn State, for instance, has over 160 majors among which are elementary education, journalism, nursing, veterinary science, even golf management. You won’t find any such majors at Ivy League schools or the small liberals arts colleges like Amherst and Oberlin. Princeton offers just 35 majors, and besides 6 in engineering, they are all in the liberal arts.  There are no formal prelaw or premed programs, though many Princeton graduates go on to law school or medical school (and three Princeton graduates now sit on the United States Supreme Court!).  The settings differ: some Ivy schools, like Columbia and Penn, are located in major cities; others, like Dartmouth and Princeton, are in towns where the university is the main employer.  That is true for the largest of Penn State’s 20 campuses spread throughout the state in State College, but some of its smaller campuses are found in Philadelphia and Pittsburgh.  (Attending these campuses is cheaper, too, by nearly $10,000 a year less in tuition.)  One thing that Penn State and Princeton both have in common is that their alumni are among the most loyal you will find anywhere!  Penn State and Princeton even share an interesting sports history: Penn State adopted the Nittany Lion as its mascot after a baseball game in April 1904 when the captain of the Princeton Tigers team asked the captain of the Penn State team what its mascot was and he answered the Lion. And both schools offer a first-rate education.  While Princeton is at or near the top in many college rankings, Penn State too is in the top 50.

Both Penn State and Princeton also share a dedication to integrating athletics with academics.  Indeed, Joe Paterno put Penn State on the map of intercollegiate athletics through what he called his “Grand Experiment,” which aimed at proving that a winning football program could be built with players who also succeeded in the classroom, and this is the most important legacy Paterno left behind, even though it was unfortunately tarnished by the  scandal surrounding assistant coach Jerry Sandusky that led to Paterno being fired and contributed to his untimely demise.  Still, Paterno and his wife Sue, with whom I had the pleasure of working on the publication of several books published by Penn State Press including ones about the Nittany Lion and the Penn State Blue Band, left no doubt where their priorities lay as they gave millions to the Penn State Libraries and endowed professorships in a way no other coach had done before or since. Princeton signals the same commitment in a different way through its Athletic Department motto of “Education through Athletics”: http://www.goprincetontigers.com/ViewArticle.dbml?ATCLID=205102148.  

· “the educational value of athletics participation has been clearly documented”
Both schools are models of what the meaning of “student-athlete” should truly be, unfortunately unlike what the NCAA has done to use it for its own manipulative purposes.  They demonstrate what a recent writer in the March 26 issue of The Chronicle of Higher Education said: “the educational value of athletics participation has been clearly documented. For example, in a study by two researchers at Indiana State University designed to measure growth in seven areas thought to be indicative of future success, athletes performed at a higher level than nonathletes in almost every area. Probably for this reason, businesses such as Athlete Network and Game Theory Group have been formed to help make connections between former collegiate athletes and employers who actively seek to hire them, as many companies value the traits collegiate athletes embody, including competitiveness, ability to handle pressure, strong work ethic, team mentality, coachability, and confidence.”
On Scholarships

Getting admitted is of course only the first step. Figuring out how to pay for college is the next step.  Here appearances may be deceiving.  Looking only at the “sticker price”—i.e., the advertised full cost of attending the university—one may all too naturally assume that going to a private school like Princeton costs way more than going to a public school like Penn State. (Penn State, despite its name, is actually only semi-public, but that is a story for another day.) But everything really depends on how much, and what type, of financial aid the university offers and to which categories of students.  Not surprisingly, Penn State charges in-state students much less than out-of-state students; Princeton does not distinguish between the two in giving aid.  Penn State gives its aid almost entirely in the form of loans, and usually no more than $3,500, though athletic scholarships covering the full cost of attendance are available too. (A few exceptions exist, such as the merit scholarships of $4,000 awarded to students who attend its honors college, as did my daughter, who also benefited from the 75% tuition discount given to children of university staff.)  Princeton, by contrast, offers neither merit nor athletic scholarships but gives all of its need-based aid in the form of outright grants, not loans, so students can graduate free of debt, as 75% of them do.  Those who choose to take out private loans have an average debt on graduation of $5,500. Compare this with the average debt of Penn State graduates at $35,000.  So, it may well be cheaper for a student with financial need to attend a private university like Princeton than a public university. Indeed, a third student admitted under Early Action from McKinney High this year wrote recently to tell me that because of Princeton’s “very generous” offer, attending Princeton will cost less for her than “staying in Texas.”  This offer, by the way, was a second offer, which she received after appealing the offer first made, as I advised her to do. Another lesson, then, is not to assume that the first offer is the only one you can get.  But even the wealthiest colleges have policies on financial aid that differ in a variety of ways. Here is an article that describes some of the ways the policies of the 25 richest vary: http://chronicle.com/article/The-Financial-Aid-Fine-Print/190131/?cid=at&utm_source=at&utm_medium=en. Schools differ, for example, on whether and how much they require students to earn during the summer.

· it may well be cheaper for a student with financial need to attend a private university like Princeton than a public university

Not all scholarships come from the universities themselves, of course. Pell grants come from the federal government and are well known. But there are many thousands of scholarships offered by nongovernment sources that are awarded to individuals who satisfy the criteria stated for qualifying for them. Recently a student who researched these scholarships and managed to win more than a million dollars this way created an app that makes the process very easy for anyone else to use. He explains it here: https://www.myscholly.com/. This enterprising individual recently appeared on TV’s “Shark Tank” and managed to persuade two of the sharks to invest in his company.  That is good testimony to the value of his invention. Use it and reap the benefits!

It is hardly news to anyone that student debt is a major problem facing our country today. An article in the March 26 issue of the Dallas Morning News  put the truth bluntly: “Student loans are now the second-largest source of consumer debt in the United States, surpassed only by home mortgages. In a major reversal, student loans now constitute a larger portion of household debt than credit cards or car loans.”  This is a problem not only for individual households but also for the overall economy “since taxpayers are liable if student loans go unpaid.”  An accompanying article testifies that “the meteoric rise of student debt in the United States has led economists and policymakers to question whether it could erode economic gains and exacerbate inequality.”  

· “Student loans are now the second-largest source of consumer debt in the United States, surpassed only by home mortgages.”

Unfortunately, legislators in Texas, while worried about this problem, don’t seem prepared to do much more than talk about it.  In a lead article in the March 25 issue of the Dallas Morning News it was reported that since the deregulation of tuition and fees in the state in 2003, they “have increased between 40 and 85 percent at some schools,” even though they still remain below the national average today.  Yet, despite all the talk, little is actually being done. The newspaper also reports that the state budget approved by the House Appropriations Committee would “increase support of TEXAS Grants, the main need-based college grant at state schools by $37.7 million. That’s only about one-fifth of the amount needed to cover burgeoning demand on growing campuses.”

On the Future of Intercollegiate Swimming

TFA members will naturally be hoping to obtain athletic scholarships, and while Div. III and Ivy League schools do not offer them, most Div. I and Div. II schools do. For swimmers it is not all good news, however.  As detailed in the February issue of Swimming World, Div. I has seen 81 men’s and 9 women’s swimming programs ended since 1980, including many in strong swimming states like California and Florida, where the men’s programs at UCLA and Miami disappeared.  An article in that same issue titled “Swimming Is in Trouble: Crisis in College Scholarships” by George Block, current president of the World Swimming Coaches Association, sounds the alarm for the future of the sport at the collegiate level by warning of what the effects of the new changes in the NCAA’s approach to the Power 5 conferences may be, allowing for even more money to be funneled into supporting the revenue-generating sports of basketball and football, leaving less for the so-called minor sports like swimming.  As he observes, former Big 12 commissioner Dan Beebe “has proposed moving all Olympic sports to the club sports model:  no scholarships, part-time or volunteer coaches, no off-campus recruiting, self-funded travel expenses.” Even if that nightmare scenario does not come to pass, it seems very probable that more cash-strapped colleges may cut swimming as they continue their quest for greater prominence in basketball and football, which will be all the more expensive to support. This seems to be the path on which, locally, SMU is headed as it hires more high-profile and expensive basketball and football coaches while it tears down its competition pool, with no solid funding in sight yet to build a new one.

· Div. I has seen 81 men’s and 9 women’s swimming programs ended since 1980, including many in strong swimming states like California and Florida

But in this dark cloud there may be a silver lining for some schools like those in the Ivy League. They might be able to increase their chances of getting some of the best (if they are also the brightest!) student athletes if they do not have to compete with scholarship-granting schools, like Stanford (whose women's coach was a former assistant at Princeton). Then collegiate swimming might revert to what it looked like in the early part of the 20th century, and even up through the Kiphuth era at Yale in the 1950s and early 1960s, when schools like Yale and Princeton were regularly in the top ten nationally. In 1962, for instance, Princeton placed 5th in the NCAA Championship while Yale was 8th and Harvard 13th. In 1963, Yale was 2nd, Princeton tied for 9th, and Harvard 10th. In 1964, Yale was 3rd and Princeton 9th.  If Stanford, which has been at or near the top in swimming for a long while, were to discontinue athletic scholarships, say, the Ivies would be prime beneficiaries. And this would be even more true for places like UT-Austin and Cal-Berkeley, which could not compete as well on the financial aid side.

· collegiate swimming might revert to what it looked like in the early part of the 20th century

Would the Ivies cut sports too? Not likely. Since they do not plow a lot of money into football and basketball, with mega-salaries for coaches, do not have lucrative TV contracts, and do not even attend bowl games in football, yet are still able to support more sports than most of the big-time athletic programs, I do not foresee much, if any, change. Just to give you one comparison, Princeton supports 34 intercollegiate teams (18 for men and 16 for women, counting rowing as just one sport): http://www.goprincetontigers.com/. UT-Austin, the richest athletic department in the country, supports only 18 sports (8 for men and 10 for women, if we count track & field and cross country separately and if we discount "Texas Relays"): http://www.texassports.com/.

What other possibilities exist for swimmers to pay their way through college if scholarships are cut back or eliminated entirely?  One possibility could exist for elite swimmers if only the NCAA would change its current rules regarding what it regards as “student athletes.” Katinka Hosszu, who graduated in 2012 from USC (where Destiny Nelson is headed next year), in her first year competing as a pro earned $350,000 in the various Grand Prix Arena and other competitions that offer prize money to winners.  Someone like Missy Franklin, who swims in these same meets, obviously has similar earning potential. But as long as she competes for the Cal Bears, she cannot accept any of the prize money for which she would otherwise qualify—because of NCAA rules.  But these rules no longer make sense in a world where the Olympics long ago ceased to exclude pro athletes from competing. I made this argument in more detail in a recent article posted at Swimming World’s web site here: http://www.swimmingworldmagazine.com/news/ncaa-athletes-olympic-sports-able-keep-earnings-rules-need-changing/. The photo that the magazine’s editors chose to place at the start of the article actually says it all.  With the ability to earn such prize money, an athlete like Missy Franklin would not need an athletic scholarship but could easily pay her way through college. Instead, she has just finished competing in her last NCAA meet and has turned pro.
· these [NCAA] rules no longer make sense in a world where the Olympics long ago ceased to exclude pro athletes from competing

Conclusion

As Missy Franklin has said many times, swimming for a college team is a wonderful experience that has rewards going well beyond any individual achievements.  She repeated this mantra when interviewed by ESPN3 on March 20 right after becoming the first woman to swim the 200-yard free under 1:40, and it was a resounding theme of the movie “Touch the Wall” featuring Missy that many TFA swimmers and their families saw earlier this year.  So my hope is that many of you TFA members will have a chance to have this experience as I did and remember it as one of the highlights of your time in college.
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