
How Elite Colleges Are Failing Disadvantaged
Students
Are elite colleges truly providing equal opportunities for all students? While these
prestigious institutions boast about diversity and inclusivity, the reality is often far
from it. Students from disadvantaged backgrounds face numerous challenges
when it comes to accessing and succeeding in elite colleges.

As the fight for equal access to education continues, it's crucial to reevaluate the
policies and practices of elite colleges. This article delves into the reasons why
these institutions are failing disadvantaged students and highlights the urgent
need for change.

The Admission Conundrum

One of the major hurdles faced by disadvantaged students is the admissions
process itself. Many elite colleges claim to have a holistic approach to
admissions, considering a variety of factors beyond academic achievements.
However, this often favors students from affluent families who have access to
extracurricular activities, expensive test preparation courses, and prestigious
internships.
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The emphasis on standardized test scores also carries inherent biases. Students
from low-income backgrounds may have limited resources to adequately prepare
for these exams, placing them at a disadvantage compared to their wealthier
counterparts. Furthermore, the "legacy admissions" policy prevalent in many elite
colleges gives preference to applicants with family connections, perpetuating
existing inequalities.

Lack of Financial Aid

While elite colleges often claim to provide generous financial aid packages, the
reality is that disadvantaged students continue to struggle with the cost of
attendance. These institutions may tout their need-blind or need-aware
admissions policies, but when it comes to meeting the full financial need of low-
income students, they often fall short.

High tuition fees coupled with limited scholarships and grants make it difficult for
disadvantaged students to afford elite colleges. Many are forced to take on
significant student loan debt, which can have long-lasting impacts on their
financial well-being. This financial burden creates a barrier for talented individuals
who could greatly benefit from an elite education.

Lack of Support Services

Once enrolled, disadvantaged students often face a lack of support services that
are essential for their academic and personal success. Elite colleges may provide
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resources for academic tutoring or counseling, but these services are often
inaccessible or insufficiently advertised. As a result, many students go without the
support they need, exacerbating existing disparities in educational outcomes.

Mentorship programs can also play a crucial role in helping disadvantaged
students navigate the challenges of college life. However, elite colleges frequently
fall short in providing mentorship opportunities, leaving students feeling isolated
and overwhelmed.

The Culture Divide

Elite colleges are renowned for their prestigious and exclusive cultures. While
they claim to value diversity, disadvantaged students often find themselves
feeling like outsiders in an environment dominated by privilege. The cultural
differences and lack of representation can make it difficult for these students to
feel a sense of belonging and fully engage in campus life.

Moreover, the curriculum and teaching styles at elite colleges may not be
inclusive of diverse perspectives and experiences. This can further marginalize
disadvantaged students, reinforcing the idea that their voices and stories are not
valued.

The Dire Consequences

The failure of elite colleges to adequately support disadvantaged students has
far-reaching consequences. First and foremost, it perpetuates social inequality,
as those from privileged backgrounds continue to have greater access to elite
education and its subsequent benefits.

Furthermore, the lack of diversity within these institutions not only limits the
educational experiences of all students but also hinders innovation and critical



thinking. Elite colleges have a responsibility to cultivate a diverse community that
represents a range of perspectives and backgrounds, fostering an environment
that prepares graduates to address the complex challenges of our world.

The Need for Change

It is clear that elite colleges must take immediate action to address the failures in
their approach to disadvantaged students. Merely claiming to be diverse and
inclusive is not enough; these institutions must prioritize meaningful changes to
ensure equal opportunities for all.

Increased outreach and recruitment efforts targeted at disadvantaged
communities can help identify talented students who may not have considered
elite colleges as an option. Simultaneously, admissions policies must be
reevaluated to eliminate biases and provide a fair playing field for all applicants.

Financial aid packages should be expanded to meet the full needs of low-income
students, ensuring that the cost of attendance does not create insurmountable
barriers. Investments in support services, such as tutoring, counseling, and
mentorship programs, are vital to fostering an inclusive and supportive campus
community.

In addition, curriculum diversification is necessary to provide a truly inclusive
education. Incorporating diverse perspectives and experiences into the academic
environment is essential for empowering disadvantaged students and promoting
a culture of empathy, understanding, and social change.

The Time for Change Is Now

It is high time for elite colleges to confront and address the ways they fail
disadvantaged students. By taking proactive steps to dismantle systemic barriers



and ensure equal opportunities, these institutions can truly live up to their claims
of diversity and inclusivity.

It is not just the responsibility of elite colleges, but of our society as a whole, to
strive for educational equity. Every student, regardless of their background,
deserves access to a quality education that empowers them to reach their full
potential.

Let us hope that the discussions surrounding this topic fuel necessary changes,
enabling elite colleges to become agents of social transformation rather than
perpetuators of inequality.
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“Eye-opening…Brings home the pain and reality of on-campus poverty and puts
the blame squarely on elite institutions.”
—Washington Post

“Jack’s investigation redirects attention from the matter of access to the matter of
inclusion…His book challenges universities to support the diversity they indulge
in advertising.”
—New Yorker

“The lesson is plain—simply admitting low-income students is just the start of a
university’s obligations. Once they’re on campus, colleges must show them that
they are full-fledged citizen.”
—David Kirp, American Prospect

“This book should be studied closely by anyone interested in improving diversity
and inclusion in higher education and provides a moving call to action for us all.”
—Raj Chetty, Harvard University

The Ivy League looks different than it used to. College presidents and deans of
admission have opened their doors—and their coffers—to support a more diverse
student body. But is it enough just to admit these students? In this bracing
exposé, Anthony Jack shows that many students’ struggles continue long after
they’ve settled in their dorms. Admission, they quickly learn, is not the same as
acceptance. This powerfully argued book documents how university policies and
campus culture can exacerbate preexisting inequalities and reveals why some
students are harder hit than others.
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