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Statement on Asian-American Admissions 
at Harvard-Radcliffe 

Over the past several years, Harvard 
and Radcliffe have received frequent 
attention in the national news media 
regarding the record numbers of 
Asian-American students admitted to 
its recent freshman classes. Indeed for 
the past decade, Asian-Americans have 
set new records every year, going from 
4.8 percent of the freshman class in 
1978 to the current 12.2 percent. 

This is a remarkable achievement. 
especially in light of the fact that 
Asian-Americans comprise 2 percent 
of the US population. Asian-Americans 
have also met with great academic and 
extracurricular success after enrolling 
at Harvard and Radcliffe. In addition 
to a strong representation among the 
high honors graduates and Phi Beta 
Kappas, Asian-Americans have been 
elected Class Marshals (analogous to 
senior class officers), held numerous 
other elected student government and 
dormitory leadership positions, headed 
major publications, played on varsity 
athletic teams, received national and 
even international musical acclaim, 
and been involved in virtually all of the 
College's many extracurricular activi-
ties. Asian-Americans have also fared 
extremely well in a wide variety of fel-
lowship and scholarship competitions 
such as the Marshall Scholarships, Ro-
tary Fellowships, and National Science 
Foundation awards. This year, when 
Harvard and Radcliffe undergraduates 
won 10 of the 32 Rhodes Scholarships 
awarded in the US, two of the 10 were 
Asian-American. 

Harvard and Radcliffe have worked 
hard to enroll so many outstanding 
Asian-Americans. The Admissions Of-
fice has been actively involved in re-
cruiting Asian-Americans for well over 
10 years and will continue to do so. 
Our recruiting program includes the 
use of direct mail, travel by staff to 
high schools and college nights. and 
volunteer assistance from alumnilae 
representatives. Asian-American un-
dergraduates have made a vital contri-
bution to these efforts by traveling 
around the country (often back to their 
own communities) to talk of their posi-
tive experiences at the College. hosting 
visiting high school students. calling 
and writing applicants and admitted 
students. and representing the College 
at regional and national .Asian-Anieri-
can conferences. 

The special commitment made by 
our undergraduates to recruit Asian-
Americans has been particularly im-
portant to the large segments of the 
Asian-American population who are 
poor, blue-collar, and lower middle-
class. Such students often live in Chi-
natowns and Koreatowns (or similar 
Japanese and Indian communities) or 
are recent immigrants from the Philip-
pines. Vietnam, or other parts of 
Southeast Asia. Many of these students 
have relatively little information about 
Harvard and Radcliffe and the Col-
lege's generous financial aid policies 
which provide scholarship assistance to 
all who need it. Two-thirds of all un-
dergraduates are on financial aid. 

Despite the great success Asian-
Americans have achieved at Harvard 
and Radcliffe, there has been specula-
tion in some of the news media that 
Asian-Americans are "under-repre-
sented" here or even that "quotas" 
might be used to limit their numbers. 
Given the fact that we have recruited 
vigorously and set a new record every 
year for the last decade in the numbers 
of Asian-Americans admitted to the 
Freshman Class, it is difficult to claim 
that efforts are being made to limit the 
number of Asian-Americans here. In 
fact, such limitations or quotas would 
be both illegal and decidedly not in 
Harvard and Radcliffe's best interest. 
• We seek the most talented student 

body possible and it would therefore 
be totally counterproductive to limit 
the number of individuals in our Class 
because of ethnic background. Excel-
lence should never be "under-repre-
sented." There will never be an upper 
limit, or for that matter a lower limit, 
on the numbers of students from a 
given ethnic background at Harvard 
and Radcliffe. To have such a restric-
tion here would be especially ironic be-
cause Harvard and Radcliffe were cited 
as an "illuminating model" for minor-
ity admissions by Justice Lewis F. 
Powell in the United States Supreme 
Court's 1978 Bakke decision which 
outlawed quotas in university admis-
sions. 

Some recent articles contend that the 
increasing numbers of Asian-American 
students at selective colleges reduce 
diversity in the student body. Nothing 
could he further from the truth. Asian-
Americans bring with them an enor- 

mous breadth of individual talents. The 
Admissions Committee understands 
and is sensitive to the cultural differen-
ces and great diversity within the 
Asian-American community, which 
span many countries of origin, lan-
guages, and sub-groups. The Admis-
sions Committee must give Asian-
Americans as fair and equitable a re-
view as they give everyone else while 
being especially sensitive to the preju-
dice Asian-Americans may experience 
and the cultural differences that could 
affect their college applications. 

Over the last 10 years there has been 
a 3.7 percent difference between the 
admission rate at Harvard and Rad-
cliffe for Asian-Americans and whites 
(13.3 percent for Asian-Americans and 
17.0 percent for whites). This differ-
ence has also been the subject of some 
speculation in the news media There 
are several reasons for the difference. 
While Asian-Americans are slightly 
stronger than whites on academic cri-
teria, they are slightly less strong on 
extracurricular criteria In addition, 
there are very few Asian-Americans in 
our applicant pool who are alumni/ae 
children or prospective varsity athletes. 
When all these factors are taken into 
account, the difference in admission 
rates for the two groups disappears. 
Those with comparable extracurricular 
and athletic credentials are admitted at 
the same rates. This is also true for 
Asian-American alumni/ae children. 
But to understand fully why the rates 
have been different, one must be aware 
of the many factors that have long been 
involved in admissions decisions at se-
lective colleges. 

Last year a record 14.200 students 
applied for the 1.600 places in the 
freshman class at Harvard and Rad-
cliffe. The substantial majority of the 
applicants were "qualified" to succeed 
academically. In making its decisions, 
the Admissions Committee therefore 
had to go beyond a simple determina-
tion of whether or not a student could 
do the required academic work. 

The Admissions Committee at Har-
vard and Radcliffe has for many years 
been faced with more qualified appli-
cants than spaces in the class. Wilbur J. 
Bender. who served as Dean of Admis-
sions and Financial Aid front 1952-
1960. summarized in his final report 
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the admissions policies that had devel-
oped since World War 11. One central 
question was, as Bender put it, 

"Does Harvard want a student body se-

lected solely on the basis of apparent relative 

academic promise" or should Harvard "con-

sciously aim for a student body with a some-

what broader range of academic ability ... 

to include a variety of personalities, talents. 

backgrounds. and career goals?" 

Bender argued persuasively for the lat-
ter course and cited Harvard's record 
for producing leaders in many different 
fields as one of the results of this pol-
icy. Harvard accepted Bender's argu-
ment and has maintained this policy 
ever since. 

Academic credentials are, neverthe-
less, important to the Harvard and 
Radcliffe Admissions Committee. A 
large number of the applicants each 
year present outstanding teacher re-
commendations, academic projects, 
grades, and test scores. Harvard re-
quires the College Board's Scholastic 
Aptitude Test (SAT) and three Achieve-
ment Tests (tests administered by the 
College Board in specific subjects such 
as French, chemistry, American history, 
etc.). These tests are scored 200 (low-
est) to 800 (highest). Over the last de-
cade or so, Asian-Americans (both ap-
plicants and admitted students) have 
typically scored 20 points or so higher 
than any other group in each of the re-
quired tests: the SAT verbal (English) 
test, the SAT mathematics test, and the 
average of the three Achievement 
Tests. Obviously this is not a large dif-
ference and individual admissions de-
cisions would not be made solely on 
the basis of 20 points on a College 
Board test. One recent article on 
Asian-American admissions published 
in a journal, The Public Interest, mis-
takenly reported a 112 point difference 
in the combined SAT verbal and mathe-
matics scores for admitted Asian-
American and white students. The ac-
tual difference for the year cited in the 
article was 50 points and the typical 
difference in a given year is 40 points 
for the verbal and mathematics SATs 
combined. 

In addition to academic criteria 
there are many other factors which the 
Admissions Committee must weigh as 
it makes its decisions. They were sum-
marized by Bender in his 1960 report 
and elaborated upon by the next Dean 
of Admissions. Fred L. Glimp ;with co-
author Dean K. Whitla) in their 1964 
article entitled "Admissions and Per-
formance in the Collci.ze: An Examina-
tion of Current Polic\ ." 

"... the Committee proceeds on the belief 

that in our student hods a mixture of diverse 

talents, interests. personalities. backgrounds. 

and career goals—a mixture based on a vari-

ets of particular excellences as we find them 

in individual applicants—will produce the 

most lively and healthy educational ens iron-

meat in which students can live and work to-

gether and educate one another." 

Most graduating seniors at Harvard 
and Radcliffe would agree. They report 
in surveys that their fellow students 
played a crucial role in providing some 
of the most important aspects of the 
education that took place during their 
college years. 

The diversity of backgrounds and 
talents in the student body is a major 
reason why more admitted students 
choose to enroll at Harvard and Rad-
cliffe than at any other college in the 
country. Surveys of enrolling students 
point to the academic excellence of the 
student body as one factor in their de-
cision, but equally important is the di-
versity of the students' backgrounds 
and the myriad of strong extracurricu-
lar and athletic activities that help to 
provide a well-rounded "collegiate" 
experience. Harvard and Radcliffe have 
traditionally matriculated the most Na-
tional Merit Scholarship and Westing-
house Science Competition winners 
and these outstanding students feel that 
the extracurricular and athletic oppor-
tunities here were critical in their deci-
sions to enroll and to their satisfaction 
four years later. 

Studies of Harvard and Radcliffe un-
dergraduates demonstrate clearly that 
academic pursuits are actually helped 
by extracurricular and athletic involve-
ment. Taking part in nonacademic ac-
tivities tends to leave students fresher, 
more stimulated, more disciplined, and 
better organized. Thus they achieve 
greater academic success than they 
would have otherwise, while enjoying 
themselves more. 

Extracurricular activities and athlet-
ics are also among the principal means 
by which students get to know one an-
other during college. They enable stu-
dents from different backgrounds or 
disparate major fields to come together 
and share their commitment toward a 
common goal. Such commitment. en-
ergy. and "well-roundedness" is also 
attractive later to many graduate 
schools and employers. as well as to 
the individuals who select Rhodes 
Scholars or other fellowships or schol-
arships. These qualities will also ser‘e 
our students well in a personal sense as 
tile develop their talents over the re-
mainder of their Uses. 

In addition to extracurricular activi-
ties and athletics, another factor in the 
admissions process at Harvard and 
Radcliffe (and at most other colleges) 
is the policy of admitting the children 
of alumni: ae when all other factors are 
substantially equal among candidates. 
Alumni/ae provide the bulk of the 
scholarship funds which allow Harvard 
arid Radcliffe to meet the financial 
need of all their students. In addition, 
alumni/ae serve the University in many 
ways—on advisory panels, in gover-
nance. and in our admissions recruit-
ment efforts. Over 4,000 alumni/ae as-
sist the Admissions office in contacting 
students, visiting high schools, attend-
ing college nights, and providing the 
required interview for of most of our 
admissions candidates. Today relatively 
few Asian-Americans are the children 
of alumnilae, although the recent dra-
matic increases in the percentage of 
Asian-Americans in the College will 
obviously change this significantly in 
the coming years. 

Just as a larger percentage of Asian-
Americans in our current student body 
will lead to more Asian-American 
alumni/ae children in the future, we 
believe we have already seen signs that 
the differences in extracurricular and 
athletic credentials may be narrowing. 
In fact, one of the major reasons for 
addressing the issue of Asian-Ameri-
can applicants now is to be certain that 
prospective Asian-American applicants 
can prepare for college fully aware of 
the considerations involved in college 
admissions. This is especially impor-
tant for recent immigrants, who may be 
more familiar with foreign educational 
systems which admit students to col-
lege solely on academic criteria or 
even on the basis of a single examina-
tion. 

Harvard and Radcliffe have been 
very fortunate that such an increasingly 
large proportion of the most outstand-
ing Asian-American students has ap-
plied here over the last decade. Asian-
Americans have worked hard to 
achieve their successes. and our Admis-
sions Committee has responded posi-
tively to their efforts. Asian-Americans 
have contributed immeasurably to the 
academic and extracurricular excel-
lence of Harvard and Radcliffe. They 
are a vital and permanent part of this 
University and we urge prospective 
Asian-American applicants to consider 
the rich opportunities that await them 
at Harvard and Radcliffe. 
BY Susie S. Chao, Admissions Office,: 
and Assistant Director of Alinoriry Re-
cruinnen:. and ltliliam R Fa:simmens, 
Dean of :Admissions and Financial 
Januar, 1988 
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