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Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen, Pinewood faculty, students from the
Pinewood  secondary  school,  especially  the  new  inductees  into  the
Pinewood chapter of the National Honor Society, parents and guests.

As always, it is a great pleasure for me to return to Pinewood and to see so
many  former  colleagues  and  to  meet  some  of  the  new  generation  of
Pinewood  teachers  and  to  see  such  a  growing  and  diverse  student
population as is indicated by the various nationalities represented in the
latest batch of fourteen inductees into NHS, which I’m told is the largest
group  ever.  I  am  glad  to  have  been  asked  to  speak  at  this  Induction
ceremony today having had a particularly long history with the Pinewood
National Honor Society as besides having presided over more than twenty
induction ceremonies myself over the years, I have two children and two
step children who were all members of the Pinewood Chapter of NHS and
whose names appear on the NHS rosters from the 80’s and 90’s.

During  the  years  I  was  director  of  Pinewood  School,  we  invited  many
speakers  to  address  various  gatherings,  mainly  the  NHS  induction
ceremonies and of course graduation. Often the speakers would ask me if I
had any advice for how they should approach the task and I always told
them the  same  thing.  Make  it  short  and  sweet,  and make it  personal.  I
promise to try my best on both accounts. 

The topic I have chosen today is one that I have been wrestling with for a
long time and particularly over the past several years, and is a topic which
will be affecting most if not all of the students in this hall at one point or
other, some sooner, some later. The topic is college admissions or university
entrance,  or to put the matter in a wider perspective,  what a student is
going to do next when they leave high school.  One thing I was always fond
of reminding Pinewood seniors of was that no matter how up in the air
their plans for the future might be, there was one thing they could be sure
of – they wouldn’t be at Pinewood the next year so they better get cracking



on  finding  alternatives.  These  plans  in  the  great  majority  of  cases  have
meant going on to higher education or training of some sort or other.

Here the problems begin. Since so many students not only here but around
the  world  want  to  continue  on  to  further  studies,  and  since  the  places
available,  particularly  at  the best  institutions,  are limited,  there is  fierce
competition and there are likely to be as many (or even more) losers than
winners, As long ago as the 7th century B.C., the ancient Greek poet Hesiod
spoke of two kinds of competition, one positive that inspires someone to
reach for higher achievements and goals, the other negative, that drives a
person to win out over others using any means possible. Let’s examine for a
minute the competition to get into college or university in this light.

As  most  of  you  know,  in  many  parts  of  the  world,  including  Greece,
competition  for  places  in  the  best  state  universities  follows  a  simple
pattern. All candidates take the same exams for entrance depending on the
branch of the university they are interested in and the students with the
highest exam scores get the places available. No other criteria are used so
that a student’s special talents and interests outside academics play no role
whatsoever in admissions, nor do intangibles such as caring for others or
creativity. While this system is certainly fair in that everyone is given an
equal chance and the exam results are very difficult to tamper with, many
of those who are successful tend to limit their education in the last two or
three years  of  high school  to  preparing for  the exams at the expense of
other kinds of learning.

In  the  United  States  and  some  other  countries,  particularly  in  private
colleges  and  universities,  another  system  of  college  admission  has
developed. Whereas a hundred years ago, grades and entrance test scores
were the main determinants of  entry in the U.S.  as well,  throughout the
twentieth century other aspects of a student’s knowledge and talents and
skills  began  to  be  evaluated  and  compared  in  making  final  admissions
decisions.  While  this  more  comprehensive  approach  has  many  positive
aspects, it is also very problematical as it is highly subjective and cannot be
easily quantified.

To  illustrate  what  I  am  talking  about,  I’d  like  to  draw  on  my  own
experiences  as  a  college  counselor  and,  more importantly,  as  an  alumni
interviewer  for  Princeton  University  for  the  past  three  decades  for
candidates  for  admission  to  Princeton  from Northern  Greece.   Personal



disclaimer:  I  have  to  admit  that  in  the  past  five  or  six  years  as  the
competition for the limited places in the most competitive universities has
only  gotten  fiercer,  I  have  begun  to  have  serious  questions  about  the
fairness of system, which I will enumerate below.

Here’s the way I see the admissions process working at Princeton, which I
think holds the same for other highly competitive American colleges. 

Grades  and  Class  Rank.   A  student’s  grades  are  still  the  single  most
important factor in admissions, but this is closely combined with class rank,
as the colleges are just as eager to know how a given student stacks up
compared to his or her peers. Even here, however, it also helps if a student
is from a school that is already well known to the admissions office for its
strong academic standards and has sent  students  to Princeton in recent
years, so the playing field is not totally level.

Test  Scores Test  scores  on  SAT  and  TOEFL  are  important  in  that  they
confirm a student’s academic achievement in school and provide a point of
comparison with students from around the world, but high test scores are
no  guarantee  of  admission.  Several  years  ago,  Stanford  University  in
California reported that of the more than 350 applicants for admission that
year with perfect scores on both Verbal and Math, only 30% were offered
admission. That said, high SAT scores in particular are still highly coveted
and  wealthy  parents  sometimes  spend  astronomical  sums  on  SAT
preparation  classes  and  tutors  giving  these  students  a  significant
advantage.

Teacher  and  School  Counselor  Recommendations.  These  I  think  are
considered carefully by the admissions officers as they give a picture of the
student  not  only  from the  academic  point  of  view,  but  also  in  terms  of
character  and  personality  and  overall  contribution  to  the  school
community.  Some  argue,  however,  that  such  recommendations  can  be
highly subjective and tend to reward certain types of cooperative students
over non-conformist types.

Student Essays. I’m a great fan of student auto-biographies and think the
exercise of  having to analyze one’s own interests and attitudes can be a
very valuable experience at all ages. The way the final product is arrived at,
however, can be very problematical, particularly if the student has a hired



coach. How much is the essay that of the student and how much that of the
coach?

Extracurricular  Activities  and Special  Talents.  This is  a vast area and an
important one in terms of college admissions, but the only thing I want to
say here is that what counts in this area are the things that a student does
regularly and well, whether in the arts or athletics, and whether a candidate
is  likely  to  continue  these  activities  in  college.  Here  it  is  obviously  an
advantage if a student attends a school with a rich extracurricular program.

Personal Interviews. Princeton is one of the few colleges that strongly urges
a personal interview with a Princeton alumnus or alumna. While I’m not
sure how much the interview report influences final admissions decisions, I
think having an interview is still a valuable experience in and of itself for
students  as  most  people  will  have  to  go  through  the  interview  process
regularly in their lifetimes, especially to get jobs.

That’s a brief outline of how the American system of college admissions is
ideally  supposed  to  evaluate  the  whole  student  at  one  particular
competitive  university.  How  does  the  selection  process  really  work  in
practice? To answer bluntly, I don’t know. Here’s why I say this.

Five  years  ago,  approximately  20,000  students  applied  to  Princeton  for
roughly 1,200 places and the admissions office accepted around 2,000 of
the applicants, or only 10%. Last year, 27,000 applicants applied for the
same number of openings so the acceptance rate dropped below 7%. The
admissions office itself admits that as many as half of all applicants could
do quite well academically and socially at Princeton so how do they decide
finally who gets in and who doesn’t. Some suggest that there are quotas, for
example  most  recently  for  Asian  students.  Others  see  the  wealth  or
influential positions of parents playing a role. In fact,  however, this is all
speculation  and  no  one  really  knows  what’s  going  on  except  for  the
admissions  staff  itself,  and  of  course  the  president  and  senior
administration of  the college.  In  my own experience,  some of  the many
really outstanding students I have interviewed over the years have, in fact,
been  accepted  by  Princeton,  but  a  far  greater  number  has  been  turned
down so I don’t make any predictions anymore. I should add that often a
student who gets into Harvard doesn’t get into Princeton, and vice versa, so
figure that one out. 



I was interested to see just last week in an article in Harvard Magazine that
I have company in my concerns about the whole admissions process. There
is  a  group of  influential  Harvard graduates  who are  running to  become
trustees of Harvard in the next elections who call their movement “Harvard
Should  be  Fair.”  They  state  as  their  major  aim  “to  demand  far  greater
transparency  in  the  admissions  process,  which  today  is  opaque  and
therefore subject to hidden favoritism and abuse.” I  hope there will be a
similar movement at Princeton in the not too distant future.

So what does all this have to do with all of you students here today? How
should  you  deal  with  some  of  the  issues  raised  above  regarding  your
preparation  and  choices  for  the  next  phase  of  your  education  after
Pinewood.  I’d  like  to  direct  my  remarks  at  his  point  to  the  incumbent
members of the Pinewood National Honor Society and the new inductees.
I’d say simply to all of you just keep doing the things that you have been
doing  that  convinced  the  Pinewood  faculty  that  you  deserved  to  be
inducted  into  NHS.  Study  hard  in  order  to  meet  high  standards  of
scholarship.  Exercise positive leadership wherever you can.  Show strong
character and find ways to be of service to the wider community. Care for
others. All of this will make you better people and have the added plus of
making you wonderful  candidates for  a variety of  excellent colleges and
people who are prepared to handle whatever challenges and competition
come your way. Keep up your spirits even in tough times, persist in trying
to achieve your goals in all areas, and always work for the good. That should
do the trick. My best wishes to all of you in these endeavors, which will
benefit not only you, but those around you as well. 

Thank you for inviting me and congratulations to the new inductees. 


