CHAPTER Hm

At Many Colleges, the Rich
Kids Get Affirmative Action

DANIEL GOLDEN

espite her boarding-school education and a personal tutor, Maude Bunn's
SAT scoves weren’t high enough for a typical student 10 earn admission o
Duke University. )
But Ms. Bunn had something else going for vﬁincmmmawwmm. Her Bunn m—chm
bears built 2 forture on them and, with Duke hoping to woo her wealthy parents
ors, she was admitted. . o
o Afterward, her parents promptly became oc,nwmﬁmmw.om aDuke ?mm nw_w:&
effort aimed at other Duke parents, “My child was given 2 mwm.”. she got :W an soﬁm
P'm giving back,” says Maude's mother, Cissy Bunn, who declines to say how muc
the family has contributed to the :b?m&&. . ) )
chﬂ universities acknowiedge favoring children of alumni EF.V support M.rg.
alma mater. But to attract prospective donors, nomvmmmm are alse wﬁ.ﬁ%m m«wawﬂmczw
standards to make space for children from rich or influential families that lac rc:mm
standing tles to the institutions. Through referrals and word-of-mowuth, s¢ oa:
identify applicants from well-to-do families. Then, as soon 2s these students enroll,
i it icitt i i 5. :
universities start soliciting gifts from thelr paren . i )

Duke says it has never traded an admission for 2 mosm.mom. ‘There’s no quid
pro que, no bargains have been struck,” says mﬁ@.ﬁ»&m&? director of nmcmw.owawnﬂ
communications. While it won't comment on Euwsn_:mw cases, the university EMW
that financial gifts from parents are used to update facilities and provide financi

-aid, among other things. .

The WEBE practice of giving preference to students ,Es.amn vmama_ mE_
wealthy—sometimes called “developrent admits"—has Ham_:nmg.ﬁ for E.M m.mmH
challenge to affirmative agtion, which the ULS. Supreme Court wiil hear wm !

{2003}, Special admissions weatment for the affluent has wmn_& overtones, mﬂ. mw_m».
indireetly. Reflecting the distribution of wealth in America, the vast majority ¢
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major donors o higher education are white. Defenders of minority preference say
such advantages for white applicants are precisely why affirmative action is sull
needed.

Top schools ranging from Stanford University 1o Emory Universiey say theyoc-
casionally consider parental wealth in admission decisions. Other elite schools, suck
as Massachusetts Institute of Technology, say parental means don’t influence them,
“Tunderstand why universities leverage parent contacts ro enrich themselves,” says
Mariles fones, dean of admissions at MIT, “H somebody's offering them a check,
why not 1ake i¢? Bui T honestly think it’s out of control.”

‘While chitdren of the wealthy have long had advantages getting into coleges,
a look at how “development” admissions works at Duke shows how institutional-
ized the process has become at some major universities.

Under-endowed compared with rivals such as Harvard, Princeton and Stan-

ford, Duke has been particularly aggressive in snaring donors through admissions

breaks. Widely considered one of the nation’s top ten universities, Duke accepts 23%
of its applicants and turns down more than 860 high-school valedictorians a year.
Three-fourths of its students score above 1320 out of & perfect 1600 on the SATs.

Yet in recent years, Duke says It has relaxed these standards to admit 100 to 125
students annually as a result of family wealth or connections, up from about 20 a
decade ago. These students aren't alummi children and were tentatively rejected, or
wait-listed, in the regular admissions review. More than half of them enroll, consti-
tuting an estimated 3% to 5% of Duke’s student body 0f 6,200,

The strategy appears 1o be paying off, For the last six years, Duke says it has
led all universities natiomwide in unrestricred gifts to its annuat fund from non-
alumni parents: about $3.1 million in 20031-2002. A university fund-raising cam-
paign recently met its $2 billion goal. While 35% of alumni donate to Duike, 52% of
parents of last year's freshman class contributed to the university—besides paying
$35,000 in tuition and room and board.

Students admitted for development reasons graduate at a higher rate than the
overall smdent body, Duke says, although their grades are slightly lower. These ap-
plicants are held 1o the same lesser standard as some top athietes; not whether they
can excel, but whether they can graduate. “There's never been a case where | think
the student can’t be successful ar Duke, and the student is admitted,” says admis-
sions director Christoph Guttentag.

Caroline Diemar, a Duke senior, says she favors maintaining minority prefer-

_ ence for college admissions because she knows from expertence that well-connecied

white students get a boost teo, The daughter of an investment banker, she applied
early to Duke despite an 1190 SAT score. Her candidacy was deferred to the spring.
She then buttressed her application with recommendations from two family
friends who were Duke donors, and she was accepted. “I needed something 1o make
me stand out,” says Ms. Diemar, a sociology major with 2 3.2 grade point average,
below the 3.4 average of the senior class. “"Everybody at Duke has something that got
them in." The lesson she learned: “Networking is how you go about everything.” -
After she enrolted, Duke recruited Ms. Diemar's parents to serve as co-chaivmen
of 2 fand-raising effort. Her father, Rabert Diemar, declined tor-say how much he
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PART FOUR = Racism

The system at Duke works this way: Through its own network mﬂ% _.,@%mmmmww
plied by trustees, alumni, donors and others, the development of -_nm M%MQ._WT
about 500 Hikely applicants with ricl or mu.oi.wwmi parents éwo are notal ::“on.mmm o
dren of major alumni donors are given m_:z_.m:. wnmm.m:w:nm in u.mmmwmm,ﬂ.m P oces .m !
cultivazes thern with campus tours and basic admissions maSnmw or mﬁmwwmon‘m %m g
plying early increases their chances. It also relays the namesjo t nw a missions of
fice, which returns word ifany of the students forget to apply—so develop
mmsz..%uwﬁwwmon%mﬁ office then winnows the Ema.m_ 580 56 at least m%nﬂ _M%M.
priority applicants. Although these names are mmmmmn.._: the mnm_:w.MmMoMM%u e con
puter, admissicns readers evaluate them on inerit, E:vocﬂ regard to . m_v mean .
About 30 to 40 are accepted, the others tentatively wm_m.oﬂma. or wait-liste g i W
an ali-day meeting in March, Mr. Guitentag .m:ﬂ Jolm mim w... m.ma..cmf.snm ﬂm_w_w ot
for deveiopment, debare these 120 cases, weighing their family's Hkely cozntri

i i ic shortcomings. o .
wmm_:w” M.W_M_ MWMMWN“W. ,.>a5mmm_d:mm Confidensial,” former Duke mmﬁumw_\mﬁm o_w_mm“
Rachel Toor recalled that nost admissiens ommnmwm “hated Io see Ewﬁ kids mMm MM :
because they were “the weakest part of our applicant pool.” Nevertheless, m

dinitted. . )
e ww%%w“ ﬂwwwwﬂwm_ﬂamm of privilege enroll, the amﬁmomam_: O,Enm enlists their
parents as donors and fund raisers, According to Dr. Brodie, Duke’s parent program

originated as a forum for parent concerns about safety issues, bur it has evolved into

-raising vehicle. )

! EE,W( MMMMWW%M_%MMSS than 260 mo:.m__.:msw parents provides iis co_z.:mmmh. NHS&M
for the four classes currently at Duke. Committee n.gm:.&mﬁm .:mxmm% %4% at leas
$1.800 10 Duke, and the eight co-chairmen and H.ww nationat n:m:.w.:mm rauch morg—
including at least two seven-figure gifts m:mc..ﬁ_wm ?n...:@. nﬂmﬁ. u dis over.

Membrership in the parents’ commitige is by :..,Emw.ww only msm et
whelmingly white. Lately, one affluent Q,wnmw.o suburb—Liake .wow.mwn| &ma_zama
nated its higher echelons. Lake Forest luminaries on the commitiee HMMM in aced
department-store heir Marshall Field V, E:n.v has given at least 5100, wu L «.M. m%
Paul Clark, chief executive of Icos Corp. a Wzoaov firm; Robert U.mmzww._wn n_m_w "
of corn-meal maker House-Autry Mifls Inc.; and investment banker Wiliard Bun
o EMMMMWW@EMM_@& couples are social friends, serve on many of %w same
Chicago-area boards and several sent their nw:.n:ms 1o the same private m mmwwwm
tary school, Lake Forest Country Day. They write recommendations to Du
each other’s children,

‘PRETTY INTIMATE GROUP’

's wi i iteee as a “pretty in-
an DePree, Robert's wife, describes the Duke parents commi . 1
mﬁmﬁm group” but not “clubby.” She declined to say how much she and her husband
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have contributed ro Duke, but says they solicited at least one six-figure gift from a
parent-committes member.

Maude Bunn, whose family lives in Lake Forest, attended an elite boarding
schoolin Lawrenceville, N.J., where the Bunp Library opened in 1996. She says other
Lake Forest parents recaommended her to Duke.

Cissy Bunn acknowledges her daughter didn't fit the academic profile of a
Duke student. “She's bright, she had good grades, but she doesn’t meet the super-
Stal status,” Mrs. Bunn says. “Did my normal child take the place of somebody who
could really make a difference in the world? Sure, yes, to an extent. But there are so
many things you can lose slesp over. I'm happy for me and my child.”

Maude Bunn says she initally felt very awkward at Duke becanse her admis-
$ion “wasn’t necessarily on my own merits,” But these days, the sophomore saysshe
is thriving. “The more time Pve spent here, ] feel more and more confideni—they
didn't have 1o take me if they didn't think I was equal to all the other students they
are admitting,” she says. “I'm doing just as weli as everybody ! know if not better.”
She is stdying art history and wants a career in fashion.

Now her younger sister Meg, a high-school senior, is applying to Duke. Maude
says the family likes Meg's chances. “The people my mother works with for fnd
raising told her, ‘It's really hard to get the first child in,”” she says. “After thar, sis-
ters and brothers are easier.” Duke says it, like many universities, gives some pref-
erence to sibiings.

Mrs, Bunn says she’s not twisting anyone’s arm. “T told them, ‘If she's gualified
atail, that would be lovely, " she says. “If she gets in, I'd be happy to stay on the par-
ents’ committee.”

. As college admission becomes increasingly competitive, parents try to help
theiv children’s chances in any way they can, Duke accepted Jane Hetheringron in
2000, despite SAT scores in the mid-1200s and what she calls “average” grades in
high school. She attributes her acceptance 1o & "wonderful recommendation” by
Norman Christensen Jr., then dean of Duke's Nicholas School of the Environment
and Earth Sciences, a graduate program. She got the recommendation after one
meeting with him.

At the time, her father, john Hetherington, was vice president of Westvaco
Corp., a paper-products firm that had donated to the school, spensored research
there and hived some of its graduates. Mr. Hetherington asked & family friend on the
school's advisory board to have the dean interview Ms. Hetherington.

Mr. Christensen, a Duke professor, says he was impressed by Ms. Hethering-
ton’s devotion to environmental studies, The student’s father later reciprocated by
BITanging a meeting between the school's new dean and Wesivaco’s chief execu-
tive officer, hoping the company would increase support for the school. Nothing
caine of it, says Mr. Hetherington, (Westvaco merged with Mead Corp. last year.)

“Fdon't feel we benefited from anything you would describe as the traditional
white power structore network,” says Mr. Hetherington, who is now a Republican
state representative in Connecticut and favors a “sunser faw” for affirmative action.
He doesn’t think his position affected his daughter's acceprance Into college. “It
worked out for some reason,” he says. “In all candor, we got hucky.”
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