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ethical and intellectual engagement. The recommendations here emerged from that meeting and have been revised in
subsequent conversations with admissions deans. A list of those who have endorsed this report is included at the end of
this document and online at www.makingcaringcommon.org. Several of these endorsers have already made changes

in their admissions materials or practices as the result of this report. Making Caring Common, in collaboration with the
Education Conservancy, will work with college admissions officers and other key stakeholders—including parents, high

school guidance counselors, and high school and college administrators—over the next two years to far more widely
implement the report recommendations.
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Turning the Tide was written by Richard Weissbourd, Senior Lecturer and Co-director of the Making Caring Common project at the Harvard
Graduate School of Education, in collaboration with Lloyd Thacker, Executive Director of the Education Conservancy, and the Making Caring

Common team including Trisha Ross Anderson, Alison Cashin, Luba Falk Feigenberg, and Jennifer Kahn.
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Executive Summary

00 often, today’s culture sends young people messages that emphasize personal
success rather than concern for others and the common good (Konrath, O’Brien,
& Hsing, 2011; Putnam, 2005; Putnam, 2014; Weissbourd & Jones, 2014). And
too often the college admissions process—a process that involves admissions
offices, guidance counselors, parents and many other stakeholders—contributes to this
problem. As a rite of passage for many students and a major focus for many parents, the

college admissions process is powerfully positioned to send different messages that help

young people become more generous and humane in ways that benefit not only society but

students themselves. Yet high school students often perceive colleges as simply valuing

their achievements, not their responsibility for others and their communities. While some

colleges have diligently sought to convey to applicants the importance of concern for others
and the common good, many other colleges have not. The messages that colleges do

send about concern for others are commonly drowned out by the power and frequency of
messages from parents and the larger culture emphasizing individual achievement. Further,
even when students and parents receive the message that contributions and service to
others do count, they often seek to “game” service.

This report advances a new, widely shared vision of
college admissions that seeks to respond to this deeply
concerning problem. It makes the case that college
admissions can send compelling messages that both
ethical engagement—especially concern for others and
the common good—and intellectual engagement are
highly important. Colleges can powerfully collaborate to
send different messages to high school students about
what colleges value. This report, endorsed by over 80
key stakeholders in college admissions, represents such
a collaboration.

More specifically, this report takes up three challenges.
First, it describes how college admissions can motivate
high school students to contribute to others and

their communities in more authentic and meaningful
ways that promote in them genuine investment in

the collective good and deeper understanding of and
respect for others, especially those different from them
in background and character. Second, it demonstrates
how the admissions process can more accurately and
meaningfully assess young people’s contributions to
others and their communities, especially students who
vary widely by race, culture and class.

Turning the Tide | Inspiring Concern for Others and the Common Good through College Admissions

College admissions can send compelling
messages that both ethical engagement—
especially concern for others and

the common good—and intellectual
engagement are highly important.

Promoting ethical and intellectual development via
college admissions requires taking up two other
related goals. In some communities students suffer
from a lack of academic resources and opportunities.
In other communities pervasive pressure to perform
academically at high levels and to enter selective
colleges takes an emotional toll on students and often
squeezes out the time and energy students have to
consider and contribute to others. A healthy and fair
admissions process cannot simply encourage students
to devote more time to others: It needs simultaneously
to reward those who demonstrate true citizenship,
deflate undue academic performance pressure and
redefine achievement in ways that create greater equity
and access for economically diverse students.
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The following report offers specific
recommendations for reshaping the
admissions process in each of the
following three areas:

Promoting more meaningful contributions to
others, community service and engagement
with the public good.

Assessing students’ ethical engagement
and contributions to others in ways that
reflect varying types of family and community
contributions across race, culture and class.

Redefining achievement in ways that both
level the playing field for economically

diverse students and reduce excessive
achievement pressure.

For a fuller discussion of each of these
recommendations, including suggestions for
specific changes in application essay questions
and recommendations, please see the full report.
Additional resources are available at
www.makingcaringcommon.org.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR COMMUNITY

ENGAGEMENT AND SERVICE

The admissions process should both
clearly signal that concern for others
and the common good are highly
valued in admissions and describe
what kinds of service, contributions
and engagement are most likely to
lead to responsible work, caring
relationships and ethical citizenship.
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Recommendation #1:
Meaningful, Sustained
Community Service

We recommend that students engage in forms of
service that are authentically chosen—that emerge

from a student’s particular passions and interests—
that are consistent and well-structured, and that provide
opportunity for reflection both individually and with

peers and adults. We also recommend that students
undertake at least a year of sustained service or
community engagement (see below for description of
“community engagement”). This service can take the
form of substantial and sustained contributions to one’s
family, such as working outside the home to provide
needed income. Just as important, it's vital that the
admissions process squarely challenges misconceptions
about what types of service are valued in admissions.
Some students seek to “game” service by taking

up high-profile or exotic forms of community service,
sometimes in faraway places, that have little meaning

to them but appear to demonstrate their entrepreneurial
spirit and leadership. The admissions process should
clearly convey that what counts is not whether service
occurred locally or in some distant place or whether
students were leaders, but whether students immersed
themselves in an experience and the emotional

and ethical awareness and skills generated by that
experience.

Recommendation #2:
Collective Action that Takes on
Community Challenges

While individual service can be valuable, we also
encourage young people to consider various forms of
community engagement, including working in groups on
community problems, whether the problem is a local
park that needs attention, bullying in their schools or

communities or some form of environmental degradation.
These types of activities can help young people develop
key emotional and ethical capacities, including problem-
solving skills and group awareness, as well as greater
understanding of and investment in the common good.

Recommendation #3:
Authentic, Meaningful
Experiences with Diversity

We encourage students to undertake community service
and engagement that deepens their appreciation

of diversity. Too often, current forms of service are
patronizing to recipients and don’t spark in those providing
service a deeper understanding of social structures and
inequalities. Rather than students “doing for” students
from different backgrounds, for example, we encourage
students to “do with”—to work in diverse groups for
sustained periods of time on school and community
challenges, groups in which students learn from one
another. Importantly, these experiences of diversity should
be carefully constructed and facilitated.

Recommendation #4:

Service that Develops Gratitude
and a Sense of Responsibility
for the Future

We encourage students to take up forms of community
engagement, service and reflection that help them
appreciate the contributions of the generations before
them—how their lives are built on the service of
others—and their responsibility to their descendants.
Working within a tradition, whether religious or secular,
such as 4H clubs, can help generate this kind of
gratitude and responsibility.

Turning the Tide | Inspiring Concern for Others and the Common Good through College Admissions



RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ASSESSING
ETHICAL ENGAGEMENT AND
CONTRIBUTIONS TO OTHERS ACROSS
RACE, CULTURE AND CLASS

Recommendation #1:
Contributions to One’s Family

The admissions process should clearly send the
message to students, parents and other caregivers that
not only community engagement and service, but also
students’ family contributions, such as caring for younger
siblings, taking on major household duties or working
outside the home to provide needed income, are highly
valued in the admissions process. Far too often there

is a perception that high-profile, brief forms of service
tend to count in admissions, while these far more
consistent, demanding, and deeper family contributions
are overlooked. Students should have clear opportunities
to report these family contributions on their applications.
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Recommendation #2:

Assessing Students’ Daily
Awareness of and Contributions
to Others

The admissions process should seek to assess more
effectively whether students are ethically responsible and
concerned for others and their communities in their daily
lives. The nature of students’ day-to-day conduct should
be weighed more heavily in admissions than the nature of
students’ stints of service.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR REDUCING
UNDUE ACHIEVEMENT PRESSURE,
REDEFINING ACHIEVEMENT, AND
LEVELING THE PLAYING FIELD FOR
ECONOMICALLY DIVERSE STUDENTS

Recommendation #1:
Prioritizing Quality—Not
Quantity—of Activities

Admissions offices should send a clear message that

numerous extracurricular activities or long “brag sheets”

do not increase students’ chances of admission.
Applications should state plainly that students
should feel no pressure to report more than two

or three substantive extracurricular activities and
should discourage students from reporting activities
that have not been meaningful to them. Applications
should provide room to list perhaps no more than four
activities or should simply ask students to describe two
or three meaningful activities narratively. Applications
should underscore the importance of the quality and
not the quantity of students’ extracurricular activities.
Admissions offices should define students’ potential
for achievement in terms of the depth of students’
intellectual and ethical engagement and potential.

Recommendation #2:
Awareness of Overloading on

AP/IB Courses

Admissions offices should convey to students that simply
taking large numbers of AP or IB courses per year is
often not as valuable as sustained achievement in a

limited number of areas. While some students can benefit

from and handle large numbers of AP/IB courses, many

students benefit from taking smaller numbers of advanced

courses. Too often there is the perception that these
students are penalized in the admissions process.

At the same time, it’s vital to increase access to advanced
courses for large numbers of students in schools without
access to adequately challenging courses.

Recommendation #3:
Discouraging “Overcoaching”

Admissions offices should warn students and parents
that applications that are “overcoached” can jeopardize
desired admission outcomes. Admissions officers,
guidance counselors and other stakeholders should
remind parents and students that authenticity, confidence,
and honesty are best reflected in the student’s original
voice. Admission officers should consider inviting students
(and families) to reflect on the ethical challenges they
faced during the application process.

Recommendation #4:
Options for Reducing
Test Pressure

Admissions offices should work to relieve undue
pressure associated with admission tests (SAT and
ACT). Options for reducing this pressure include:
making these tests optional, clearly describing to
applicants how much these tests actually “count” and
how they are considered in the admissions process,
and discouraging students from taking an admissions
test more than twice. Colleges should tell students
that taking the test more than twice is very unlikely to
meaningfully improve students’ scores. Colleges should
also be asked to justify the use of admissions tests by
providing data that indicates how scores are related to
academic performance at their particular institution.
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Recommendation #5:
Expanding Students’ Thinking
about “Good” Colleges

Admissions officers and guidance counselors should
challenge the misconception that there are only a
handful of excellent colleges and that only a handful

of colleges create networks that are vital to job

success. It is incumbent upon parents to challenge

this misconception as well. There is a broad range of
excellent colleges across the country, and students who
attend these colleges are commonly successful later

in life in the full array of professions. There are many
paths to professional success, and students and parents
should be far more concerned with whether a college is a
good fit for a student than how high status it is.

Finally, we are keenly aware that reforming college
admissions is only one piece of a far larger challenge.
Ultimately, we cannot bring about a sea change in the
messages our culture sends to young people unless
educational institutions at every level elevate and
embody a healthier set of values. While this change
needs to start or accelerate from multiple points, we
view our recommendations as one powerful place to
begin. In the face of deeply troubling trends that only
seem to be worsening, it is time to say “Enough.”

Admissions officers and guidance counselors should challenge the misconception that

there are only a handful of excellent colleges and that only a handful of colleges create

networks that are vital to job success.
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