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Ambitious Colleges End the Ivy Lock on Prestigious Fellorvships

Sophist icated programs br ing awards to more col leges, thr i l l ing
presidents and donors, but are al l  the cl lbrts ethical?

By ANDREW IIR(IWNSTEIN

St i l lwt ter .  Okl t .

For Blaine Grctcman, the road to Oxford began on old Routc 6(r. the
shouldcr lcss, t lvo- lane highway ol 'Woody Ciuthr ic folk songs and ' l -om Joad's
travcls.

' l 'he r ibbon of road l t lsscd Mr. Gretenran's housc in Hydro, a town of 970
donrinatcd by an abandoncd, Depression-cra filling station. IIe rvalkcd thc
routc to school.  r .vhcre hc was valedictor ian of a class of 17.

Mr. (ireteman bld his story in the cssal that won hirn a Rhocles scholarship in
I 998 to study at thc University of Oxtbrd. By all accounts, thc sclcction
committee ate i t  up. So, too, did his alma mater,  Oklahoma State Universi ty,
which began touting its first Rhodes scholar in rccruitment brochures and
viewbooks.

Likc Joad, Mr. Cireteman became a metaphor.

"It's the psychology of it,r' explains Ed Miller. associate dean of the
university's College ofAgricultural Sciences and Natural Resources. "Like the
four-minute mile, everyone thought it couldn't be done. Then one person
breaks it, and now everybody's doing it."

Oklahoma State's success didn't end there. In the last eight yeers, its
fellowship program produced its first British Marshall scholar and seven
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Hany S. Truman scholars. (Marshall
Britain, and a Truman prize provides
university.)

wlnners can study at any university in
for three years of study at any American

Colleges are qr-rickly leaming that successful fellorvship programs lnre top
students and big donors. Stories like Mr. Greteman,s have also helped
puncture the perception that big{ime scholarships are the exclusive domain of
the Ivy League.

That view is at least partly based in fbct. An analysis of tl.rc Rhodcs shor.vs that
from 1947 b t996, students fiom the eight Ivy coiieges made up 36 percent of
the winncrs. The past l ive ycars havc seen a lcvel ing of the f ie ld.  Since 1997,
Ivy students havc rvon only 2l percent ofthe scholarships. Flarvard and yalc
st i l l  dorninatc.  to be sure. but their  shlre ol  thc ovenrl l  p ie has dwincl lcd as
insl i tut ions l ikc Pcnnsylvania Statc Universi ty and Wheaton Col lerc in
Massarchusctts becamc first-tinre wlnners.

With thc idea of br inging hornc more atvarcls,  thc t . ln ivcrsi ty of l_ouisvi l le.
I)omona Ciollegc, and Villanova iJnivcrsity are antong more than a dozctr
inst i tut ions to crcate fel lowship of ' l lccs in the last t lvo vcars. In thc samc
pcriod, nrcntbcrship in thc nasccnl Nrt ional Associr t i t in ol ' f ie l lowship
Advisers grer.v iront 21 to (16.

Sonrc col legcs arc rccrui t ing potcnt ial  scholars as car ly as high school.  Many
more arc sharing inlormation on evcrylhing from handling rejcction to the
care and l'eedinu of facultv mentors.

It is easy, perhaps, to be cynical aboul what one profcssor likcns 1o playing
Pygnalion. "This proccss clearly produces results. I'm no1 disputing that,,'
says Helv Joincr. director ofthe Bell Honors Program at Georgia Southcm
University and president ofthe National Collegiatc Honors Council, a
coalition of honors-program directors at more than 800 colleees. "Brrt I think
it's artificial, and not necessarily honest."

He admits his views are in the minority among members of the organization,
many of whom call him "naive" abor-rt the workings of academe toclay.
Nonetheless, Mr. Joiner objects to stories he has heard from advisers who
hal e coached students to "correct" regional accents or to get int olved in
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community senice to pad their portfolios. ,'They could say, ,lf you really want
to lmpress people, why don't you organize and set up a shelter for battered
women?' Well, that might be nice, but it clidn't occtri to the student unaided.,,

The fellorvship-advising association was created largely in response to such
concems. Many of its members, atvare of the horse_race mentalitv that
dominates college admissions, are determined to keep their focus on helprng
students. They talk candidly about the pressures they face to produce winneis.
and the often fine line they tread betrveen coaching ancl packaging. At the
association's conference in'[ulsa, Okla.. this s,,nr,r".. an cntiri pinel was
dcvoted to ethics.

"'fhe purposc ol'r'.vAFA was to get the bcst possiblc inlbrmation about
scholarships out therc and to kecp things l iom spinning ou1 of controi , , '  says
Robcrt  Graalman. dircctor oIschorar crevelopnrcnt at oklahoma State andihc
associalion's Il rst president.

Prepping fbr a major ar.vard can bc a lifc-altcrin-e busjness. Even stuclents lvho
have bcen rc.jectcd say they werc fbrevcr changid by the process.

Stevc Wainscott .  director ofthe Calhoun I lonors Col leqe at Cl lcntson
LJnivcrsity, kceps a lia'ed nolc' on thc rr aI of lris oti].-e rrom a slLrdcnl who
coultl be uncharitably clescribcd as a three-time loser. 'fhc student failccl in
bids lbr the l ' ruman. Marshal l ,  and Rhodcs. Noncthelcss. hc tolc l  Mr.
Wainscott that going fbr those prizes "tverc three ol'the rnost firlflliinc
expcriences ofnty l i fc.  "

Such reactions may help cxplain the passion |ert by rrany |ellowship advisers
toward thcir students. "Can you imagine a bctler job than this,?" asks Mr.
Graalman. "l'm rvorking with thc best, ntost rrrquisrtir e students at this
university, trying to enrich their ljvcs, and it's all voluntary.',

Oklahoma State, Ior.rg thought ofas a "corv coilege" in the shadow ofthe
University of Oklahoma, beefed up its scholarship programs more than a
decade ago. The eflorls have the enthlrsiastic backing of its president, James
Halligan, r.vho likes to say that "failure teaches.'

"Most ofthese students have always gotten a 3.9 or a 4.0 and have never
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failed_ at anything in their lives"" says Mr. Halligan. ',They,ve never had to
stretch themselves."

The catalyst was Mr. Graalman. A droll okrahoman rvho studred to be an
English professor, he is knor.vn for his informarity in the crassroom and thedreaded black pen he uses to dissect student essays. They call him ,,Dr. Bob.,,

S*"1"::-hlp prospects typically begin with Mr. Graalman's one_credlt coursecalled "Windor.vs to thc World," where he holds forth as a devil,s advocate ontopics from the value ol'the ACT to cultural rclativism. Students are
encouragcd to read the l-iving Arts section of zlc New yorli ftza'and a host
of oprnfon magazines, from Nationul Reviev, ltt The Nation. Thcre zrre no
lccturcs, no tosts. Thc nrode is Socratic, the goal intellcctLral combar ofa sort
that is comnton at Oxlbrd bu1 rare at most Arnerican univcrsrttes.

"lt's like Polititullv !rttttrrtct without that annoying Bill Maher gLry,,, says
Douglas Haynes, a sophomorc.

Mr. Graalnran r.vants students 1o think on their fbct and qucstion thcir
assumptrons. In cach class. a designated ' ,anchor, ,  is asked to study a ho1 topic
in thc ne,uvs and stakc out a posit ion. Tl .rc studcnt must answer to hls
classmatcs and. ofcoursc, Dr.  l lob.

In one class. a stutlent cxtols the virtucs ofthe Westcrn canon, only to bc cut
o1l 'when Mr. c iraalman asks about the prace of "chi lcan epics." As thc debate
lLrrns.against Shakcspeare and Aristotlc, hc srvitches gears and pointeclly asks:
"Don't you lhink lve need white European ntales to kJcp things rrgorous./,,

"We have 1o think in that class rather than lakc notes,,, says Caroli'e F.o'st, anaviation and engineering major. "Our peers are extremely high_caliber
students who are also extremely good ihinkers. lt forces you to know
yourself."

Ms. Foust entered the course rvith hopes of winning a scholarship, but now
pt19 fo yse her experience to get into graduate sch-ool. In fact, most students
in "Windows to the World" do not apply tbr awards, a fact that bolsters claims
that scholarship preparation is moreiiout the joumey than the destination.
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Kyla Morgan, a quiet industrial-engineering major whom professors describe
as a top student, freely admits that before taking "Windowi,,,her worldview
consisted of "the Bible and television.,' ',I some-iimes feel like the most
uninformed person on this campus." she says. "This connects me to the
outside world. "

Ofcourse, the prep program would not exist were it not for a handful willing
to take the plunge.

For some, it's morc aboul resume-building than soul_scarching. ,,ll I get a
Truman scholarship, I can get into any law school I want," deilarcs l_'acey
Goodgcr, a double major in pol i t ical sciencc and history.

But morc often than not. studcnts comc to Mr. Graalman sceking a challenge.
tJnti l  "windows 1o the worrd." they have rargery becn abre to coast on t |rcir
abi l i ty. Thcy'vc nevcr had to spar with thcir equals. never had thcir r .vr i t ing
rclincd. ncver been seriously puslcrl lior ntany, lhc expcricnce provcs
hLrmbl ing.

"- l 'hc hardest thing hc says is rcwri tc, , '  says Mario Whitc,  a scnror
mathematics whiz rvho won a Barry Goldrvatcr Scholarsiip last year lbr math_
and science-relatcd rcsearch and is secking scveral  prcst igious awards this
Iirll .l'he scholarship work lcd him to add a history mqo."ana Russiln nrinor
to his math concentration. "r'rr rcr.vrite again ancl again. After the fourth tir,e,
nraybe, I ' l l  f inal ly get to corrcct ions., '

Oklahoma State has not been quict  about i ts success. Visi tors dr iv inq into
lown are grcetcd by a giant billboard recognizing its designation ,, i2tt00
Truman Flonors Institutio', one of five coileges-noted fbr"its success 'vrth the
award. The saies pitch is clear: Stilhvater runs clcep.

Other colleges are leanting that r.vinning awards brings a certain cachet.

Lastyear, James F. Barker, president of Clemson, made winning two Rhodes
scholarships part ofhis 10-year plan to make the university one ofthe nation,s
top 20 public institutions. That same year, Robert E. Cooh a computer
magnate who donated $4-million to lorm the honors college at Indiana
University of Pennsylvania, made an unusual bet with theirnrversitv,s
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president - $l-million against a box ofCuban cigars if the universitl, landed a
ll:^O:r^r:1","r 

rvithin the 1ear. (The Riodes hasi,t come. Neither, uppu..ntiy,
nave tlre crgars. A spokesman says Mr. cook extended the bet rvhen ihe
unrverslty placed well in other awards.)

After all, building successfll scholars takes time. Often, it begrns as early ashigh school. Each year, Mr. Warnscott of Clemson goes on thi ,'sausage
circuit." That's his name for the regular breakfast mietings hc has r.vitli
guidance counselors to identily recrurts.

Such methods may seem extreme, but in many ways, thcy,re part of.a grant
game ofcatch-up. One reason lor the lvies' hiitoriial dc,minancc, asrde fiom
cnrolling ard nurluring top students, is thcir claborate prepplng mcchanisms
that accord students cverything irom nrock interviews to in.structron in table
manners.

One Ivy l ,cague tLnivcrsi ty scqLrestercd scholarship
a wcalthy al turnus for what one former admissions
"si lvcr-spoon boot camp."

Last year, finalists at Arkansas engaged in its first mock
rvhich guests peppered them with high-minded chitchat
repartee.

The dif'lcrence now is that rhc LJnivcrsity of'Arkansas at lrayettevi e rras one
too. Thc intpetus came f iom a Rhodcs f inal ist  in 1999 who was caught ofI-guard by one of thc selcction commiltcc's fimously abrupt interviewcrs.
During a cocktail party the night bcftrrc thc of'ficial intervier.v, thc comnrittee
menrber took aint at the studcnt's choicc ol'rlajor, intcmational re lations.
''What kind of major is that, anyway,?', he asked over drinks. ,,lsn,t that a
hodgepodge o f nothing, really'r"

I lnal ists at the ntansion ol '
d ircctor dcscribed as a

cocktail party, in
and impromptu

"For some people, canyrng a drink and engaging in small talk can be very
difficult," explains Suzanne McCray, directoi oiArkansas,s office of
postgraduate fellowships. "you go in there expecting to have mindless
conversation, and then you're hit with questions thaican only be described as
r  ery tou p.h.  "
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The attention to detail
Rhodes and Yale was
each.

paid off. Last year, when Harv,ard was shut out of the
passed over for the Marshall, Arkansas won one of

Are the Ivies worried? For most, last year was a fluke. But some believe thelosses were inevitable given the many new players on the field. paul A.Bohlmann, director of f-etor'vships at-Harvaid, royr th. ,nru..sif_v has no pransto,respond to the competition. It already has one ofthe most lntrcate
scholarship networks in the worrd, .onii.ting of three fur-trme staff membersand graduate advisers at each of its l3 str-rclent halls. ,,1 don,t think we,re goingto losc our edgc," says Mr. Bohlmann. ,'But the days of Flarvard getting iour,"
fl^.::i: l,]ld":,scholarships a year are ctcarly ovcr. tn rcality, ivlnnin!just
one ts at lazrng. "

Thc scholarship lbundat ions, for thcir  par1, welcomc thc changc. . l ,he
proliferation ofadvising programs ntean ntore studcnts arc applying.
guarantcetng a morc-diversc appl icant pool.  Mary Tolar,  r lepury exccuttve
secrclary ol'the Harry S. l ruman SchoLarship Foirndation, says that a dccadcago thc scholarship rvas dontinated by largc, land_grant Lrniversitics and thehy.Lcrrg.c. .  ln thc pust f i r ,c years. horvevJr,  thc pcirr  has wrdcned to incrudcrrrsr- l rme urnncrs l rke Morchousc Col legc and Ternplc [Jnivcrsrry.

Ms Tolar is sonrcthing ofa tr iprc threat in advising circres. ln adcr i t ion 1o hercurrent post. shc won both a Rhotlcs antl a l.runtan r.vhilc a studcnt al KansersState. lJniversity in the 1980s, and served as an adviscr at trvo coileges. ,,There
are always risks," she says ofrccent trcnds. ,'But rve think anything thatgenerates a widcr knowledge ofthese scholarships is a good ihing. tu,tany goodpeoplc who should be applying aren' t ."

Illl ll"lO 
*.tmgasyilS everything from Socratic questioner to parry hos1,advlsers trequently find themselves wondering ,'How nruch is too much?,, Therssue.looms large given the relatively quick eirergence of fellowship advisingasa distinct professton, witl.r salary and benefits Jften tied to produiing

wlnners.

I l f : :"1_. 
currenrly secking irs l-r  rsr l i r l l_t ime scholarship admrnrsrraror,

rejecred two candrdates earlier this year before concruding that it wourd have
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to pay a salary equivalent to that of a tenure_track faculty member 1n order toland someone with a successful track record, u..ordingio Bdwin L. Goff,associate dean^oflhe College ofLiberal Arts and Scieices. But in an e_mailmessage' Mr. Goff insists that the pressure to win awards - of which thecontinuing search is one facet -- is not incompatible with dorng right bystudents.

"l have consistently and emphaticairy maintained that the strong interest ofour administration, trustees, and alumni in the ,troplries and badges,
reprcsented by the nationally compctitive p.og.un.,, mcreiy provrdes thereveragc wlth \ thlch \ \e c3n ensurc thc highest level ofaccess to the largestnumbcr.of outstzrnding students to resources that rvill be invaiuablc to thcirmaturatron, regardless olthe outcome,,, hc says.

Dcspite the inspirr t ion thl t  pervaded lhc reccnt Tulsa conference, therc wcre\^ ntspcrs at)u,[ ' )e prol-cssion,s dark sidc. Thc worst talc,  by lnr,  ca'rc l io ' t  aforrncr ot ' l ic i r l  oIa snra[.  pr ivatc univcrsi ty in the Midwest r i ,ho tord oi 'aI i rcLl t ty advrscr who insistcJ on nearly conrpletc control  ofstudents,
app l icat ions.

Thc official, r.vho spoke on the condition of anonymity out of.concern lbrcollcagues rvho rcmain at thc univcrsity, said the prollssor had dcclared heposscssed a "secret lormLrla,, lor winnin-q scholarsirips like the Marshall,'frunan, 
and Coldrvater. Indecd, the insiitution hatl arnassed an intpressivc

record with his hclp. In his hands, studcnt appl icat ions bccame morc lucid,
contextr-ralizing oflen abstract concepts. .l.he prol.essor, who had the backing ofthe university's prcsidcnt, oftcn told students what to writc in their essays aidessentially scripted their intcrviews. Whcn thcy objected, he accused thent ofbeing "rntcooperative.',

One student, who lvon a Truman scholarship with the professor,s ard, hadson-rething of an "early-rife crisis" as a resuli that wre&ed hrs academic
ambitions, said the official, now happily employed as an adviser at another
rnstrtution.

"He. did what the professor said, but he feels like an impostor. He feels like hemisled the foundation."
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Ms- Mccray of Arkansas, one of a handful of advisers familiar with the story,
calls it the most extreme example she knows of what can happen when a
university loses its compass in the competition for winners. At a panel
discussion in Tulsa. she received appreiiative nods from colleagues rvhen she
firmly mapped or-rt the ethical Rubicon: ',If tve listen to their drJams, and
reshape them to fit a scholarship, rve are helping too much.,,

The adviser's tale may give the lie to those who believe that prestrgious
fellowships gauge the uniqueness oIindividuals and, as such, cannot be faked.
Nonetheless, the task would seenr formidablc lor anyone who would dare try.-lhe 

Rhodes, for cxample, recluires not only 
"n 

.rroy but tlvo lengthy
rnlervrews by committees conrposed alrr.rost entirely of lormcr wrnncrs. -fodd

freyfoglc, thc I'ellor.vship adviser at thc [Jniversity off)enver and a lggg
Rhodes rvinner at Coloraclo Ciollcge, has scrved on scveral state sclection
committees lbr the past cight ycars.

Hc says hc has noticed an incrcased polish to the cssays, but stcacllastly
maintains that students who are superficially packa-eci rvill bc outcd iri rhc
lnlervlerv.  " ln high-prcssLrre si tuat ions, you tcnd to icc people as they are, ' ,
says Mr. Breylbglc.  "For cxanrple, lve occasional ly l jncl  candidates who l ist
voluntecr expericnces. bLrt can,t talk about thcrtr lvilh any dctail or passion, or
rnnocently admit that they'd ncver reatl a book fhat r.vasn't assigned.,,

I f anything, Oklahoma Statc's cxpericncc with the Rhodcs scrves as a
reminder that individuality can bc lts or.vn rcwartl.

Asidc from his WASPy firsl namc, r,vhich hrs hippie mothcr pulled fiom a
baby book, therc's nothing stcreotypically Rhodei about Blarne Gretentan.
True, he was a top student who came to Oklahotna State entirely on grants.
But he also hailed from a'orvhere town one professor ca ed a i'crosiroads
lvith two gas stations." He had spiky hair, spoke with a slight drawl, and
played lead guitar in an altemative country'band called the"Delicious Militia.
A liberal in a conservative state, he railetj in the student paper against "the
abominable policies" of Oklahoma,s Republican govemor. "He was a liftle
rough around the edges and bothered people here at times,', says Edward
Jones, a Milton scholar who became Mr. Greteman's menior. ,iI thought to
myself, The oklahoma accent is a little rough. i don't know if this is Rhodes-
scholar material."
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But Mr. Greteman proved to be his own toughest critic. When he watched avideotape of his first mock interview, he wai appalled by his contorted
posture, the r"rh's in his speech, and the wishy_washin.r, of n,, answers. A
week later, the hesitation was gone. His delivery was pointed and confident.

The essay poftion got Mr. Greteman thinking about the themes olhis or.vn life.
H1 wrote^{g.uq his ernerging social conscienlce, drawing on the literature and
c.rrure oI UKtahomit __ of characters r.vho seemed "both timeless and familiar
as they recall my ancestors, rvho, like mysclf, travelcd to school dor.vn old
l Iighrvay 66."

When it came tirnc for thc interviow. his sister rvorried: Wouid he cut his
notoriously u.ruly hair'? To Mr. Gretcnran, that smackcd of a sellout -- n.hrxlv
toLrched.the. hair .  " l  d id try my bcst to.stay on real ly good behavior, , ,  hc quips.
"But i t  d ic ln ' t  work. Al  thc end of thc intciv icw, un" Jf  rh" commrnec
members said, 'Whatevcr you do, stay ccccntric., I was a bit disappointed that
nry attcnlpt at  being non-ccccntr ic la i lecl ."

Last fa.ll, Mr. Gretcnran taught a corLrsc on Shakcspcare in fiinr to a class ol.
oxtbrd undergraduatcs. Hc finishccl his nraster,s lhcsis on hcrnrclicisr.n in thc
lTth-ccntury poetry ofllcnry VaLrghan ancl Thomas Trahernc. And he go1 his
diploma --  rccent ly aulographed by Wil l ic Nclson.

Jones, who voluntccred countless
rve are bcating lhc odds. and sending
It 's amazing."

For those cynical hearts immune to such pleasures, there,s airvays
schaden freude.

Last y^ear brought troubling news to the scholarship,s Old Guard. "Harvard
Shut Out of Rhodes for the First Time in 70 years," blarecl th e Harvard
Crimson, the student newsDaDer.

"You can't buy stuf'l like this," says Mr.
hours 1o help his young prospect.  "Hcre
some kid from llydro, Okla.. to Oxlbrd.

As symbolism goes, it's not bad.

Clrpyught (O 2008 by Thc Cluqnicle ol I lighcr Ellcadon

http://chronicle.com,/cgi2-bin/printable.cgi?article:http://chJoricle.com/free/v4g/r03/03a0,+0...3i612008



Prinl: The Chronicle: September 14, 2001: Ambit ious Collcges End the Ivy Lock on pr...  pase l1 of 1 I

Subsrribc I ,lbsLtt Ibe Clrolicle Cq1ltecr L6 l
HclP

('oplrigllt O 2001 by The Chronicle ofHigher Education

Tcnls olusq I Privacypolicy I

htrpr/'/ch'onicle com/cgi2-bin/pdntable.cgi?anicre=http://chronicle.comrftee.rv4E/i03/03a040. . 3/6/200t


	Ambitious Colleges
	Ambitious Colleges0001
	Ambitious Colleges0002
	Ambitious Colleges0003
	Ambitious Colleges0004
	Ambitious Colleges0005
	Ambitious Colleges0006
	Ambitious Colleges0007
	Ambitious Colleges0008
	Ambitious Colleges0009
	Ambitious Colleges0010

