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Preface

“Hey Bernard,” Dean Levitz said leaning into the office, “I want you to 
meet Alex— he’s  going to be  doing a research proj ect with us.” My heart 
soared. For months I had been meeting with admissions officers from across 
the region in an attempt to gain access to a research site for this ethnography 
of college admissions. I had been refining my approach and arguments, but 
responses from admissions officers ranged from exasperation to offense. 
Over six months, most of my attempts had been bottom-up approaches, but 
at Ravenwood, it was the top- down approach that fi nally yielded a site will-
ing to work with me. A Ravenwood dean in my personal network intro-
duced me to Ravenwood’s new president, who then introduced me to the 
dean of admissions, Karl Levitz. When Levitz offered to introduce me to 
his staff  after our first meeting, I thought it was just a polite gesture— until 
the above exchange. “Access achieved,” I thought to myself.

Of course, in retrospect, this notion of access seems almost quaint, and in 
putting together this book, I have thought long and carefully about just what 
I had access to and how my point of entry has  shaped what ever that was. 
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x    Preface

 Here I briefly outline how I both came to and went about this study to shed 
a bit more light on what access may mean with this kind of research and in 
this case.  After some reflection, a constellation of  factors seemed to have fa-
cilitated my access to Ravenwood when many other institutions had turned 
me down. First, the president was new and was himself trying to better un-
derstand the organ ization and the challenges it faced; my study would not 
reflect on his per for mance. Likewise, Dean Levitz was new in the role, and 
enrollments had stabilized  under his recent tenure; he may have seen this 
as an opportunity to document his successes to internal factions. In addi-
tion, some of the concerns with granting access— even with assurances of 
confidentiality— expressed by institutions had been about the possibility of 
tarnishing the institution’s brand. Ravenwood, however, did not have a strong 
and cohesive brand, and so  there was not a strong public image to blemish. 
And, of course,  there was the privilege I carried with me—my class, my race, 
my gender, my credentials, and the personal networks that introduced me 
into power networks at Ravenwood.  These  were all particularly relevant, 
given my object of inquiry.

It is almost taken for granted that college admissions should be a  simple 
 matter of sorting students into meritorious bins, with the best heading off to 
Harvard, Prince ton, and Yale, and the rest taking up their appropriate slots. 
Many assume that  there is nothing  really wrong with this system. Aside 
from some hiccups, proponents of the current admission system might say 
sorting  people in this way works out quite well. Standardized exams, high 
school transcripts, essays, recommendation letters, and interviews supposedly 
capture the objective merit in each individual, and prestige is well deserved 
at the most elite levels. Admissions at selective institutions is based on ex-
tremely fine distinctions, and students line up to take  every open seat.

And then  there is college for every one  else.
The roots of this proj ect can be traced back to a  simple observation: al-

though  every college and university has an Office of Admissions, some of these 
offices are tasked primarily with bringing  people in, while  others are tasked 
primarily with keeping  people out. And despite this contradiction, institu-
tions of both types contribute to our so- called meritocracy. Meritocracy, the 
notion that social structures are built to recognize and reward persons solely 
on individual merits (and that they largely succeed in this effort), has long 
been at the heart of debates about the place of education in American society. 
Our resultant notions of merit are most often understood as inhering in con-
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sistent and individual personality traits, such as competency, intelligence, 
and diligence. And yet, as individuals, we are embedded in complex social 
worlds that are culturally specific and historically contingent, and  these no-
tions of merit arise from them. It is this culturally specific and historically 
contingent aspect of merit that I am most interested in throughout this 
work, and thus the reader should take note that I reference merit through-
out more as a cultural and ideological outlook than I do as the par tic u lar 
“something” that individuals or institutions have or should have.

On the  whole, we seem more concerned with the institutions that keep 
 people out than we are with the ones that focus on bringing  people in. I sup-
pose it is natu ral to be interested, to won der who the “best” are, how they 
are identified, and how we (or our  children) might get classified in the same 
way. Yet it seems odd to spend so much time on the institutions that least 
reflect the norm. And so in preparation for this study, I was determined to 
explore  these pro cesses in a place that was not in a position to sit back and 
wait for the lines of applicants to beg for admission. Of course, sometimes 
this took some explanation. When I tracked down a well- regarded sociolo-
gist to ask his advice on the proj ect, he asked me, “What’s in ter est ing about 
mediocre students attending a mediocre college?”

In many ways, this book is my response to that admittedly rhetorical 
question.

One clear reason for the need to study less selective colleges and universi-
ties is that, by many accounts, it is precisely such institutions that are in cri-
sis. The proj ect to extend higher education to every one has been somewhat 
successful in the United States: rec ord numbers have been attending— and, 
to a lesser extent, graduating from— college. Yet, despite data suggesting 
that college gradu ates have been cushioned from the brunt of the economic 
crisis, confidence in the value of college degrees has been shaken.1 Selective 
institutions live in privileged  bubbles (ones built out of large endowments, 
pervasive brands, and momentum) that cushion them from the vicissitudes 
of the market.

Ravenwood College, where I spent one year  doing ethnographic research, 
was a small, private, nonprofit institution dedicated to social justice and 
serving traditionally underprepared students. Ravenwood was not shielded 
from the market. To survive in the higher education marketplace, the col-
lege had to operate like a business and negotiate complex categories of pres-
tige. In fact, a few years before my study, student enrollment had fallen, and 
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the institution had been forced to lay off about a hundred staff and five fac-
ulty members. Rather than having the luxury of long wait- lists to take open 
seats, admissions staff  were burdened by low enrollments and worked tire-
lessly to fill empty seats with students. Despite being a small local college 
without a broadly recognized brand,2 Ravenwood remained an expensive 
investment— one that about 80  percent of its students took out student loans 
to pay for. Such students demonstrated a hope that Ravenwood and the cre-
dential they conferred would be valuable in the  labor market; Ravenwood 
needed to cultivate that hope in their students.

I take as a starting point the notion not only that questions of recruitment 
and admissions are as relevant for less selective institutions as they are for 
selective ones but that due to the precarious financial position of many less 
selective institutions, the consequences of  these activities are more vis i ble; 
 there are pressing tensions for  these institutions. I untangle  these tensions 
with ethnographic encounters, such as when admissions counselors at Raven-
wood poach applicants from one another, when prospective students cheat 
on entrance exams, when the college recruits homeless students, or when an 
admissions officer invites an applicant to “take a red pen to” her essay as a 
condition of admission.

“Ravenwood College” is a pseudonym, as are the names of all of my in-
terlocutors described in the book. I re spect the rights and privacy of both 
research participants and the institution more broadly, and I have taken a 
 great deal of time and care to protect the identity of the institution and  those 
within it, both in terms of its precise location in the region and its character-
istics. Specific numbers (costs, enrollments, and so forth) have been system-
atically altered to make it more difficult to identify the institution in which 
this study took place while preserving the character of the real Ravenwood 
College. I do not intend for this book to be an exposé of Ravenwood, 
however— I do not think that  there are terrible secrets being revealed or 
extraordinary practices. In fact, it has become clear to me, at least anecdot-
ally, that many of the quotidian affairs I encountered at Ravenwood are 
playing out across all sorts of institutions of higher education.

In terms of traditional mea sures of academic per for mance, Ravenwood 
College and the  people in it  were (are) often labeled as mediocre, and it 
would be dishonest of me to say other wise; however, it is also true that I 
found both the institution and the  people in it to be extraordinary. Rank-
ings, scores, affiliations, policies, and mission statements delimit the socially 
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permissible position of individuals and shape their opportunities, but  these 
social markers do not constrain the range of  human possibility.

Given my mode of entry from the top down, I tried to alleviate any im-
pression that my presence was one of a spy or interloper, and I attempted to 
build rapport over time just as any ethnographer would with homeless heroin 
users (Bourgois and Schonberg 2009), with  mothers struggling with vio lence 
and death in Brazil (Schepper- Hughs 1993), with privileged, high- achieving 
high school students (Demerath 2009), or with Wall Street investment 
bankers (Ho 2009). Conversely, I was acting as a participant observer; mem-
bers of the Admissions community knew that I had experience in higher 
education administration and would sometimes ask my opinion or feedback, 
which I always provided with honesty. I shared my thoughts on marketing 
images, event management, letters to prospective students, and interpretation 
of admissions data. At times I could explic itly feel myself being constructed 
as “expert”— clearly fueled by my Whiteness, maleness, and growing cre-
dentials, and I attempted to mitigate this positioning with humor, honesty, 
and a  little time. Despite recent shifts, colleges and universities remain 
strongholds of White, male, affluent authority— and a look at faculty mem-
bership and university leadership shows that in many ways, it remains so. 
I was at all times a “po liti cal actor in the everydayness of [my] practice” 
(Jackson, 2010, p. S284); and that everydayness was as complex and layered 
for me as it was for members of the Ravenwood community.

Throughout the course of this study, I discovered that college admissions 
infiltrated  every aspect of the institution. As the study continued, I moved 
beyond the Office of Admissions to interview, observe, and interact with a 
variety of constituents: the Testing Center, faculty, Student Ser vices, students, 
numerous deans, executives, and board members. I tried to carefully navigate 
the vari ous internal factions and allegiances.  There  were  those who likely sup-
posed I had an agenda connected with some internal faction or  were anxious 
that I might unwittingly align with one, both of which I did my best to avoid. 
I took the participants and my research very seriously but tried not to take 
myself too seriously. Despite the president’s support and introduction, the rel-
ative prestige of my own doctoral institution, and the sensitive nature of the 
research, in the end, I felt like I was a marginal figure at Ravenwood.

For example, I was eventually able to procure an office space— during 
quiet moments, I would hide away and write up some field notes or consult 
one of a few books. One day while I was not on campus, I received an  e- mail 
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that I would have to move my  things  because they would need that space, 
though they might be able to find another one for me. The next day, I 
went to the campus and found that all of my personal possessions had been 
stuffed into a box and that someone  else had moved in already. Not only had 
someone gone through my personal items (I was thankful I stored my field 
notes on my laptop, which traveled with me), but the professor who took the 
space had actually taken some of my books and put them on her bookshelf 
and tossed out some “unimportant” papers (which, again, I was thankful 
 were unrelated to the study). I had known that  others would have access to 
the space and so did not leave any data lying about, but it clearly demon-
strated to me how peripheral my position was in this setting. Despite Raven-
wood’s relative lack of prestige and resources compared to institutions with 
which I was affiliated, it is impor tant to recognize that I was “studying 
up”— that is, heeding Nader’s (1972) call to examine the privileged rather 
than the oppressed. My position in the college hierarchy was unclear and, in 
most ways, powerless. In contrast, many of the men and  women I met  were 
educated and power ful in the institution— making this study more akin to 
Ho’s (2009) ethnography of Wall Street investment bankers than to Bourgois 
and Schonberg’s (2009) ethnography of homeless heroin users.

As with any such study, I attempted to navigate vari ous forms of asym-
metry by building some kind of meaningful, professional, long- term rela-
tionships. Despite a few tense moments, the majority of staff members with 
whom I met seemed friendly, and we developed almost coworker- like camara-
derie, with good humor, talk about weekends, and kids’ birthdays.  Because 
the work in Admissions was very cyclical,  there  were long periods when 
 there was nothing to do and other periods when the staff  were too busy to 
be bothered with me. Although I used  these busy times to examine docu-
ments, reports, and application pro cesses or to help out,  there  were times 
when I found myself checking Facebook, looking at the clock and think-
ing about when the next commuter bus could take me to my  family. In 
many ways, I began to feel like a coworker and often found myself using first- 
person inclusive when discussing the college (e.g., “tell me about our students,” 
or “what do you think we need to do to reach other prospects”). I found 
myself addressing Ravenwood as “our” college and wanting to help  these 
(mostly) good- hearted  people to move the college forward. Nonetheless, I 
was clearly not an employee. I did not report to the dean of admissions, I 
made my own schedule, and I constantly reiterated that any information 
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shared with me would not be (directly) reported back to management. Again, 
I tried to avoid any po liti cal factions, and I was also not beholden to the re-
cruitment numbers that drove much of the everyday activity; I was not being 
evaluated by anyone in the institution. Some staff members readily con-
sented to participate, even finding my presence therapeutic and telling me 
 things to “get it off their chest” as  there  were few  others with whom they 
could share such information without  there being pos si ble consequences. A 
few admissions staff also taught courses in the college as adjunct instructors 
and came to me to discuss teaching, as I had extensive experience teaching 
as an adjunct. As expected, a  couple of staff members simply ignored me as 
irrelevant or gave me the cold shoulder despite my efforts to reach out.

I collected data on campus between November 2008 and November 2009, 
observing a full cycle of enrollment activities. For much of that time, I spent 
between thirty and forty hours a week on campus, including the days be-
tween Christmas and New Year’s Day when a few lonely staff would hold 
down the fort while  others celebrated with  family. Like many employees of 
Ravenwood, I commuted daily, ate my lunch out of Tupperware containers, 
and spent my  free time with  family. Personally, I very much liked not only 
most of the employees of Ravenwood but also its students. Ravenwood’s cur-
riculum was unique, many of its faculty members seemed dedicated to their 
students, and the students  were inspirational— many having overcome per-
sonal adversity.  There was also a friendly camaraderie on campus. A security 
guard would call me aside to seek advice about some relationship trou ble he 
was having, a technophile administrator would send me a link about the up-
coming release of GoogleWave, the dean of admissions made sure that every-
one saw Susan Boyle’s stunning per for mance on Britain’s Got Talent, and 
every one was deeply moved by the election of Barack Obama. At times, and 
based on my own previous experiences having worked in higher education 
administration, I grew to feel very much a part of the everyday activity in 
Ravenwood. At other times, my lack of belonging was felt more keenly. My 
journals and field notes highlight such experiences.

I limited my participant observation largely to a support role, helping with 
organ izing events, guiding applicants to locations, putting packages together, or 
giving feedback on vari ous activities. I also attended vari ous staff meetings, 
in- house recruitment events, student orientations, graduation, off- campus re-
cruitment events, and some informal gatherings, such as the staff Christmas 
party. Although real students populated that landscape, their active role as 
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individuals began to fade: they  were no longer quite as impor tant as individu-
als as they  were as aggregates on paper. Nearly all of the admissions counsel-
ors with whom I met described how impor tant it was to them that they  were 
actually “counseling” students and felt that they  were providing personal 
 career guidance as much as they  were “selling” the college. Nearly all of them 
mentioned working directly with students as their “favorite” part of the job. 
But the numbers, or the lack of them,  were always  there waiting.

Although to preserve student privacy I did not review applications di-
rectly, admissions counselors would discuss applications, policies, and pro-
cedures in public spaces where I could readily join in (and was frequently 
invited in).  Because admissions counselor turnover was somewhat high, it 
seemed that  there was always someone who was relatively new and needed 
to learn  these  things themselves.  These incidental hallway conversations 
seemed to be a primary method through which admissions counselors would 
learn the purpose of some form or the proper procedure for some activity. I 
also attended a number of staff meetings in which I would, like every one at-
tending, quietly take notes— although I always asked Dean Levitz about 
joining the meeting and was occasionally asked not to.

On the basis of this research, I aim to fulfill two broad goals with this 
book. My first goal is to provide a detailed account of how higher education 
is run for a certain class of institution in Amer i ca by looking at real  people 
making hard decisions. I describe the interpenetrating layers of bureaucracy 
(both local and distant), the big- picture financial aid pro cesses, educational 
policies, recruitment strategies, and politics involved in operating a small col-
lege struggling to keep its doors open. Rather than offering a caricature of 
the faceless bureaucrat, however, I share stories of good- intentioned  people 
 doing the best they can both to pursue the college’s educational mission and 
to ensure that it remains fiscally sustainable. This book offers a glimpse into 
the life of a par tic u lar type of institution as it went about the business of pro-
ducing itself on a daily basis. Thus, readers can expect to see how institutions 
balance the desire to empower students with the need to exploit markets—
or what the counselors themselves described with the contrasting idioms 
counseling and selling.

My second broad goal is to examine the ways that Ravenwood College 
operates as a node in a massive educational infrastructure that is continuously 
mea sur ing, evaluating, diagnosing, converting, pro cessing, explaining, and 
positioning individuals; it is node in a culturally configured meritocracy. This 
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sort of activity is not a cold, machine- like set of procedures but rather one 
that is deeply layered with meaning: anticipation, expectation, possibility, 
desire, and hope. But the very real and valuable ser vices and credentials that 
Ravenwood provided to nontraditional students was overshadowed by the 
pressure on it to maintain its position in the meritocracy and marketplace. 
I show how  these systems are  shaped by contradictory dynamics: cultural 
understandings of merit on one side and a tightly stratified market on the 
other. It is in this context that good- intentioned  people attempt to navigate 
and manage  these contradictions with an air of hope. Thus, I describe how, 
despite the sometimes extraordinary stories I encountered, Ravenwood 
came to inhabit a mediocre position in the meritocracy— which can tell us a 
 little something about all of our positions in that meritocracy.

Some may find my decision not to interview Ravenwood students and ap-
plicants or not to observe classrooms puzzling.  There are many power ful 
and insightful ethnographic depictions of education, and the majority of 
 these are centered in the experiences of students and teachers in and out of 
classrooms.3 Yet it strikes me that a majority of what  those students and 
teachers deal with emerges not from classrooms but from offices and on 
paper. In the end, the central questions of my study  were not about the expe-
riences of students but about the bureaucratic machine that they moved 
through— and I hope that limiting my work with them helped me to better 
understand that par tic u lar social world.

The bureaucratic, social world at Ravenwood was inhabited by lots of docu-
mentation on paper. Again, although I was unable to actually review applica-
tions, numerous parts of applications  were shown to me as examples or discussed 
openly in meetings or corridor conversations. Even within my field notes, I 
carefully recorded the content of  these discussions but not the identifying in-
formation of the applicants. Despite not collecting  actual student rec ords, I 
still collected vast numbers of documents that  were relevant to the daily ac-
tivities of a college Office of Admissions, particularly as most applications 
 were still done on paper at the time. I collected copies of e- mails, applicant 
reports, self- studies, reports about recruitment trips to China, more than ten 
years of cata logues, accreditation reviews, advertisements, websites, brochures, 
guidebooks, flyers, strategic plans, viewbooks, sign-in sheets, memos, endless 
forms, and even some video clips of ads run on local tele vi sion.

I therefore focused on the administrative spaces peripheral to the class-
room and to the growing layer of educational administrators that operate 
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and are tasked with the (re)production of colleges and universities. I am 
more interested in schooling as infrastructure, or as “networks that facilitate 
the flow of goods,  people or ideas and allow for their exchange over space” 
(Larkin 2013, 328), than in what takes place in classrooms. And this in turn 
tells us something about the ways the in equality gets reproduced in the 
United States.

Since I completed my fieldwork in November 2009, I have been back to 
the Ravenwood campus only a few times. I have kept my eye on Ravenwood’s 
website and news and stayed in touch with a few key  people. On the few 
occasions when I have stopped by campus since the completion of my field-
work, staff members have treated me not unlike how they treated me dur-
ing the course of the study:  those who  were friendly remained friendly, and 
 those who  were aloof remained so. Ravenwood, like any setting, is a universe 
unto itself— and my presence seemed  little more than a blip.

I am an academic, but this professional identity does not automatically 
mitigate my deep internalization of and participation in American race re-
lations. Research of this sort is deeply personal, and I embrace the notion that 
my access, perceptions, and interpretations are deeply colored by my own 
identities and life path. This is equally true for my sexual orientation, gen-
der, breadth of professional experience, and so on. More so, this is a social 
world that I also participate and am complicit in, and my depiction of it 
should be weighed against my own lived experiences. My credentials have 
served me well, and it would be hypocritical of me to carelessly indict the 
entire system to which I have dedicated my professional life. I am an insider 
and outsider, and I am faced with some of the same challenges and compro-
mises that my interlocutors  were faced with in higher education.

And yet, as an educator and as an American, I also embrace the liminal 
(and maybe naive) space between desire, hope, and expectation (Crapanzano 
2003); I am “caught” in it. I am tantalized by the possibility of social mobil-
ity for  those seeking to better their circumstances through education and 
 those willing to provide it. Although American meritocracy may be a myth, 
we remain “caught in the structure of  these truth- bearing myths, and though 
challenged by empirical real ity, [we] are ill equipped to find truth in that new 
real ity” (Crapanzano 2003, 24). The arc of my own story has shifted through 
the collision with the stories at Ravenwood, and I hold on to the greater hope 
that the stories yet to be written can be empowering ones for all of us.
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