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Abstract   

 

In recent years, selective colleges and universities have made diversifying their student bodies a top 

priority, yet the class diversity on these campuses has barely shifted. While most research on class 

disparities in college admissions focuses on student explanations, this study seeks to understand how 

campus admissions approaches to recruitment may also contribute to why so few lower-income, first-

generation, and/or working-class students (LIFGWC students) attend selective colleges. To address this 

question, we conducted interviews with seven admissions officers from selective campuses with both 

relatively strong and weak records of LIFGWC students recruitment. Institutions with stronger records of 

recruiting LIFGWC students actively sought out new initiatives to make their college more accessible for 

LIFGWC students, and these actions were motivated by a shared focus on improving larger societal 

inequality. Although campuses with weaker records also expanded their recruitment strategies, their 

efforts were often piecemeal and motivated by competition for students and institutional rankings rather 

than a larger mission to improve diversity and equity. These findings suggest that institutional missions 

and philosophies are central to increasing access. 
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Introduction 

 

First-generation, low-income, and/or working-class students (hereafter LIFGWC students) reap a range 

of benefits from attending selective colleges, including strong academic and financial support, high 

graduation rates, and connections into professional careers (Lee, 2013; Benson & Lee, 2020). Selective 

colleges can also have a substantial impact on social mobility; LIFGWC students who attend selective 

colleges end up earning about as much as students from wealthier backgrounds (Aisch et al., 2017). 

Despite these benefits, scholars question whether selective colleges genuinely aim to advance social 

mobility (Hurst, 2019). For example, the representation of LIFGWC students at selective colleges 

generally has not changed much in the last four decades, even as access for other underrepresented groups 

has increased (Rouse & Barrow, 2006; Lee, 2013; Hurst 2019).  

 

Despite having similar college aspirations, LIFGWC students are less likely to attend selective colleges 

and universities compared to students whose parents are college-educated (Redford & Hoyer, 2017). High-
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achieving LIFGWC students consistently undermatch in the college selection process, attending campuses 

of lower selectivity than they are qualified to attend (Bowen et al., 2009; Roderick et al., 2011; Smith et 

al., 2013). This is largely because so few high-achieving, LIFGWC students apply to selective colleges 

(Hoxby & Avery, 2013). In addition to missing out on the financial and academic benefits of attending 

selective campuses, LIFGWC students who undermatch take longer, on average, to graduate, have lower 

graduation rates, and less positive employment outcomes compared to students who attend institutions 

that align with their abilities, further increasing social class inequality (Bowen et al., 2009; Ovink et al., 

2017; Shamsuddin, 2016). 

 

To understand why so few high-achieving LIFGWC students choose to apply to selective colleges and 

universities, scholars and policymakers tend to focus on deficits in students' backgrounds. For example, 

LIFGWC students tend to have less access to college knowledge, application support, and related 

preparation resources compared to their more advantaged peers, leading to more constrained college 

search patterns (Holland, 2014; Holland, 2020; Grodsky & Riegle-Crumb, 2010; Alon, 2009; Engberg et 

al., 2012). What is less understood, however, is how selective colleges and universities contribute to this 

undermatching process through their recruitment approaches. Recent studies show that LIFGWC students 

are especially responsive to marketing and recruitment tactics (Holland, 2019; Dynarski et al., 2018), 

suggesting that the ways colleges and universities recruit applicants is a key part of the undermatching 

puzzle.  

 

In this study, we build on literature on LIFGWC students undermatching and college selection to examine 

the practices selective colleges use to approach the recruitment of LIFGWC students and whether these 

practices are linked with the successful recruitment of LIFGWC students. To answer these questions, we 

interviewed seven college admissions officers (AOs), the gatekeepers of college access, from selective 

campuses with both relatively strong and weak records of LIFGWC students recruitment, as indicated by 

the percentage of Pell Grant-eligible students on campus. In doing so, we aim to understand if differences 

in recruitment approaches explain, at least in part, why some campuses are better than others at recruiting 

students from this underrepresented demographic.  

 

Literature: LIFGWC students College Access and Admissions  

 

In order to understand admissions recruitment processes, it is important to examine both the decisions 

institutions make as well as their rationale or justification for these approaches. To do so, we draw upon 

a cultural toolkit approach (Swidler, 1986) to examine both the recruitment strategies and motivating 

philosophies used by selective college admissions offices. Recruitment strategies are the concrete 

practices admissions personnel use, such as offering fee waivers, to remove barriers and attract LIFGWC 

students. On the other hand, recruitment philosophies or logics are the more abstract component of the 

decision-making process (Harding, 2007; Small, 2004). This is the lens through which admissions 

personnel view potential applicants and admissions priorities. These frameworks are critical because they 

often guide institutional priorities, investments, and decisions. 

 

Previous research on recruitment philosophies tends to focus largely on racial diversity and treat all 

selective colleges as a singular entity (Stulberg & Chen, 2013; Glasener et al., 2019; Ahmed, 2012). Very 

few studies examine campus motivations to increase class diversity. One exception is Rubin’s (2011) 

historical analysis of admissions practices at Amherst College, a selective college with relative success in 

enrolling high numbers of low-income students, which connects colleges’ motivations surrounding 
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diversity to their recruitment of low-income students. Rubin (2011) finds it is not one specific policy or 

combination of policies that worked to improve class diversity for Amherst, but a historical commitment 

from administrators to socioeconomic and racial diversity that made the difference. This work suggests 

that institutional motivating philosophies are critical to understanding how campuses approach improving 

access for underrepresented students. 

 

Motivations do not always come from deep institutional commitments to diversity but rather from interests 

to improve rankings and prestige. Selective colleges often recruit underrepresented students because 

diversity is expected at a selective institution and makes the college more prestigious (Golden, 2006; 

Cashin, 2014; Okechukwu, 2019). Ultimately, however, rankings are not determined by how truly diverse 

or accessible a college is, but rather, schools chase rankings measured by ‘pre-existing privilege’ (i.e. 

acceptance rates and average SAT scores) (Hurst, 2019, p. 79). Thus, scholars argue that higher education 

institutions engage in performative commitments to diversity, rather than genuine commitments (Ahmed, 

2012; Okechukwu, 2019). Ahmed (2012) notes, ‘diversity work becomes about generating the ‘right 

image’ and correcting the wrong one’ (34). Cashin (2014) refers to this concept as ‘optical diversity,’ 

arguing colleges accept affluent students of color because it makes them appear diverse, but do not work 

to foster real inclusion (41). In this way, scholars argue that diversity approaches are more of a marketing 

tactic than efforts to alleviate forms of inequality by expanding access (Stevens, 2007; Stulberg & Chen, 

2013; Ahmed, 2012; Okechukwu, 2019).  

 

Other work suggests that campuses interested in expanding class diversity also face conflicting goals. 

Colleges may want to increase socioeconomic diversity and expand financial aid to do so, but also need 

to recruit full pay students to meet their bottom-line (Cashin, 2014; Lee, 2016). In addition, it is 

challenging to shift long-held institutional preferences, values, and culture, often referred to as 

institutional habitus (Reay et al., 2001). Since the beginning of higher education in the United States, 

colleges have predominantly served affluent, white students, resulting in admissions practices and 

commitments that largely benefit this group (Stevens, 2007; Golden, 2006; Killgore, 2009; Lee, 2016). 

Although campuses may aim to expand class diversity, their approaches may be limited by financial 

resources, long-standing stakeholders, and deeply entrenched practices. 

 

Unlike motivating philosophies, there is robust literature on the types of policies and practices campuses 

have successfully implemented to increase their LIFGWC students population. First, selective colleges 

have begun to identify new ways to attract LIFGWC students who often have less familiarity with these 

types of campuses and/or are intimidated by costs (McDonough, 1997; Holland, 2014; Lee, 2013). One 

strategy is to visit students within their high schools and communities. Although many selective colleges 

tend to target predominantly private and affluent public high schools with their visits (Salazar et al., 2021), 

some campuses have expanded their efforts to intentionally include schools in predominantly lower-

income and/or racial minority communities (Okechukwu, 2019) and have begun building new partnerships 

with community-based organizations (CBOs) within these communities (Simmons & Hewitt, 2018; 

Hooker & Brand, 2009; Coles, 2012; Holland, 2019). In addition, many selective campuses now host fly-

in programs, which provide interested LIFGWC students a fully-funded opportunity to visit campus and 

meet with current faculty and students. Research shows that the campus visit is critical to recruitment 

(Dearden et al., 2017), yet many LIFGWC students do not have the resources to visit campuses, especially 

those far from home (Holland, 2014). Fly-in programs are especially valuable for improving college access 

for LIFGWC students because they provide an opportunity to learn about a specific campus and college 

life in general.  
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Second, some selective campuses have implemented a more holistic application review process that 

acknowledges some of the barriers faced by LIFGWC students. In recent years, many selective campuses 

have made standardized tests optional based on evidence showing that bias within college admissions tests 

artificially deflated LIFGWC students’ scores (Simmons & Hewitt, 2018; Alon, 2009; Holzman et al., 

2020; Dache-Gerbino, 2018; Guinier, 2015). In addition, there has been some recognition of the class bias 

built into the traditional application markers of character and well-roundedness (Stevens, 2007; Cheadle, 

2008; Hamilton et al., 2018).  For example, some AOs take a broader view on high school engagement by 

considering responsibilities often unique to LIFGWC students, such as employment, on par with 

traditional leadership and extracurricular involvement. Finally, many selective campuses offer application 

and test-score fee waivers to reduce the financial barriers to the application process, and offer significant 

financial aid packages that reduce the overall cost of attendance. 

 

Although many selective campuses are investing in efforts to increase the recruitment of LIFGWC 

students, we argue that the impact of these efforts depends on the motivating philosophies behind them. 

We find that motivating philosophies for increasing class diversity are linked to ways strategies are 

implemented and ultimately, their success. By comparing the recruitment approaches used by selective 

colleges with strong and weak records of enrolling LIFGWC students, this study builds upon Rubin’s 

(2011) work by showing how commitments to equity are the key component to improving access for 

LIFGWC students. 

 

Data and Methods 

 

To examine how selective colleges recruit LIFGWC students and whether these strategies are linked with 

successful records of LIFGWC students attendance, we interviewed selective college1 admissions officers 

(AOs) from campuses with both relatively strong and weak records of LIFGWC students enrollment. 

Specifically, we used data on the percentage of Pell Grant recipients from ‘Mobility Report Cards2‘ to 

select eight admissions officers from low socioeconomic diversity colleges (LDC) and eight from high 

socioeconomic diversity colleges (HDC) to be interviewed for this study. We define campus 

socioeconomic diversity based on the percentage of enrolled students receiving Pell Grants. Pell Grant 

eligibility, a metric also used by U.S News and World Report to measure campus economic diversity, 

includes students whose total family income is $50,000 a year or less, which is roughly equivalent to 

200% of the 2021 Federal Poverty Line for a family of four.  HDCs are those with greater than 20% of 

enrolled students receiving Pell Grants, while LDCs have less than 14% of enrolled students receiving 

Pell Grants.  

 

Table 1 includes the information about the socioeconomic diversity of each campus in the sample. All 

institution names are pseudonyms. Four AOs from LDC campuses and three from HDC campuses agreed 

to participate.  To maintain consistency across the interview sample, all AOs in the sample are responsible 

 
1 This study defines selective colleges as schools that admit less than 30 percent of applicants, and all colleges sampled rank 

as level 1 or ‘most competitive’ on Barron’s Profiles of American Colleges list. 
2 To determine which colleges to select, we used the dataset from the study ‘Mobility Report Cards: The Role of Colleges in 

Intergenerational Mobility by Opportunity Insights’ (Chetty et al. 2017). This dataset was used to provide background 

information on the socioeconomic demographics of the school, as many schools do not have this information readily 

available on their websites.  
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for the same geographic region.3 The AOs in this study come from predominantly small to medium-sized 

campuses, with the exception of Robertson University, which is a larger university. All sample campuses 

are private, and five of the seven are liberal arts colleges. It is important to note that all three of the HDCs 

are need-blind (meaning they do not consider an applicant’s ability to pay tuition in their admissions 

decision) and meet 100% of demonstrated financial need. The four LDC campuses are not need-blind 

(although one recently announced they will eventually be implementing need-blind into their admissions 

practice), but they do meet 100% of students’ demonstrated financial need.  

 

 

 
Source: Mobility Report Cards: The Role of Colleges in Intergenerational Mobility, by R. Chetty, J. Friedman., E. Saez, N. 

Turner, & D. Yagan, December 2017, Opportunity Insights 

(https://opportunityinsights.org/paper/mobilityreportcards/). 

 

Study participants were recruited through an email that explained we were conducting a study on 

admissions practices, but did not specify the focus was on LIFGWC students. The intention was to see if 

LIFGWC students would come up in conversation without the interviewer asking about them, as this 

might give insight into the college’s institutional logic and how LIFGWC students fit into the admissions 

office’s work. The interviews were conducted over the phone or in person, and they lasted approximately 

60 minutes. AOs were asked a range of questions about the admissions process. The interview started with 

broad questions about campus culture, the ideal applicant, and their recruiting strategies, and then moved 

to more specific questions about the recruitment of LIFGWC students. The interviews were transcribed 

and then coded using MaxQDA. We started by coding deductively for recruitment and enrollment 

strategies, and then used an inductive approach as we began to notice the HDCs and LDCs described 

different philosophies guiding their practices. 

 

Results 

 

Motivating Philosophies 

 

The LDCs and HDCs in this study differed in their motivating philosophies, which in turn influenced the 

way campuses recruited and enrolled LIFGWC students. LDC admission officers (AOs) aimed to expand 

student diversity as a way to improve their specific campus. This was clear in AOs’ explanations of the 

role of diversity in the recruitment process. Further, when LDC AOs spoke about campus diversity, they 

 
3 Admissions’ websites include information about which counselors cover each geographic region, such as New England, 

Metro New York, Southeast, etc. 



Journal of Working-Class Studies Volume 6 Issue 2, December 2021 Gunther & Benson 

41 

 

often used the term diversity more broadly, refraining from speaking about class diversity unless 

specifically asked. For example, when the Brooks University (LDC) AO describes campus diversity to 

prospective students, they told us: 

 

I talk about how [diversity] sort of plays out in the classroom space, and the  

community...You're going to be in the classroom and the person sitting next to you is just  

going to blow you away because of where they're coming from, and who they are, and  

their perspective...So in terms of demographics and admission, we certainly talk about  

the profiles and the statistics in the fact sheet, but then we talk about how I think that  

plays out in terms of students’ experiences here. 

 

LDC AOs also linked diversity efforts to national rankings and recognition.  For example, the Tucker 

University (LDC) AO explains,  

 

We often start with questions about diversity really in the application process... Of course, we are 

looking at making sure that populations and demographics are represented on campus. Especially 

underrepresented demographics in the college arena. But also in making that transition to a more 

nationally recognized university. 

 

The AO notes that as the school developed from a regional to a nationally ranked university over the last 

thirty years, increasing diversity has been a key piece of this strategy. Other LDC AOs in the sample 

echoed these sentiments, framing the recruitment of LIFGWC students as a way to become more 

competitive in the higher education marketplace. 

 

In contrast, AOs at HDCs framed increasing campus class diversity as part of a larger goal of improving 

equity within broader society. For example, when asked about their recruitment approach, the AO at 

Robertson University (HDC) explained, ‘I think we've always understood that college admission and 

higher education, in general is, on the whole, an effort to improve socioeconomic mobility, and that means 

bringing families up the socioeconomic ladder.’  Additionally, rather than simply enrolling the most 

accessible LIFGWC students who will boost diversity statistics, the HDCs strive to expand their reach. 

When asked about the number of LIFGWC students applying to Sage College (HDC), the AO noted that 

not only do they have a lot of low-income students at their school, they are ‘on the forefront’ and 

‘pioneering’ in regards to making college more accessible for LIFGWC students. They added that all of 

the initiatives for LIFGWC students, including meeting 100% of demonstrated financial need, applies to 

international, DACA, and undocumented students, noting they consider this ‘one of the reasons [Sage] is 

one of the most accessible places of higher education.’  

 

The HDCs were intentional about using admissions practices that benefitted LIFGWC students, even 

when they did not serve the campus bottom-line. The HDC AOs were conscious of admissions practices 

that may benefit the college, but disadvantage LIFGWC students. For example, the Robertson University 

(HDC) AO describes how some colleges ‘certainly aren't acting in the best interest of students, [due to] 

the proliferation of early decision programs, this race to reduce the number of admission offers, and net 

revenue becomes the focus, and that is obviously not a low-income students oriented kind of paradigm.’ 

Further, the HDC AOs often spoke about advocating for LIFGWC students. The Robertson University 

(HDC) admission officer states,  
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We have to continue to make that case to the public at large that considering race, for example, 

and low-income status, for example, can be valid, educationally beneficial reasons to decide to 

admit students over others...I am afraid that we will go backward in this battle for equality.  

 

The AO’s emphasis on how they can more broadly serve LIFGWC students demonstrates a diversity 

philosophy that prioritizes benefiting the greater good over the college itself.  

 

Ultimately, the difference in philosophies between the two groups of colleges seemed to play out in their 

strategies for recruiting and enrolling LIFGWC students. The HDCs are passionate about increasing 

socioeconomic mobility; thus, they seek out ways to improve the college process for LIFGWC students. 

On the other hand, the LDCs work to recruit and admit LIFGWC students, but are less aware of the ways 

these students are disadvantaged in the process. The lack of emphasis on class diversity by LDCs raises 

the question of whether LDCs engage in more performative strategies for increasing diversity, such as 

enrolling more affluent students of color. We divided the recruitment and enrollment strategies into two 

categories: broadening recruitment and reducing application barriers. We describe the differences in the 

approach to each strategy between the HDCs and LDCs. 

 

LIFGWC Recruitment Strategies 

 

While all campuses described using three best practice recruitment strategies to enroll LIFGWC students–

high school recruitment visits, fly-in programs, and partnering with community-based organizations 

(CBOs)–HDCs and LDCs differed in their implementation of these practices, reflecting their distinct 

motivating philosophies. Moreover, HDCs were strategic in their efforts to diversify admissions staff as 

another way to build connections with under-served student populations, like LIFGWC students.  

 

When selecting high schools for recruitment events, HDCs were intentional about selecting visit locations 

that maximize socioeconomic diversity, while LDC campuses tended to favor high schools where they 

had already established strong relationships. Robertson University (HDC) actively chose high schools 

with high percentages of low-income students to draw a diverse applicant pool. Both Sage (HDC) and 

Patterson (HDC) aimed to balance visits to private schools and low-income public schools to ensure they 

reach LIFGWC students. In contrast, the LDCs gave little consideration to diversity when selecting 

schools to visit. Tucker University (LDC) generally visited high schools where they previously have 

drawn the most applicants from: ‘We actually go to schools, oftentimes our bread and butter schools, the 

ones that know us well, the ones that have lots of students who have applied in the past, and where we 

have relationships with the counselors.’ By labeling these ‘bread and butter’ schools, the AO suggests the 

typical Tucker (LDC) student comes from a school where many students are applying to selective colleges, 

presumably affluent public or private schools. Likewise, when asked about how LIFGWC students find 

out about Chase College (LDC), the admission officer initially did not think that there was a difference in 

the way LIFGWC students found out about the college: 

 

I'm not certain that [LIFGWC students] find out in ways that are different from... Well okay, I 

guess I see what you mean there, because the boarding schools that I visited, Chase’s name comes 

up a lot more than at a high school…okay yeah...now that I talked about it out loud I'm like okay 

yeah, that makes sense. I'm not positive how they find out about it...  
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While all AOs had trouble providing a single pathway for LIFGWC students, the fact that this AO had not 

considered LIFGWC students suggests that LDCs are less committed to expanding access and tend to 

stick with strategies that attract a typical white, affluent applicant. 

 

Similarly, HDCs were more intentional than LDCs in expanding LIFGWC students recruitment through 

developing partnerships with community-based organizations (CBOs). For HDCs, this process was 

integrated into the recruitment process, including designating specific staff members to build and maintain 

CBO partnerships. In addition, HDCs are trained to identify new partnerships when they are traveling for 

recruitment trips:  

 

For example, when I was in Miami traveling, I met with a potential organization...and they explain 

to me what they're doing, I get a sense that this is something that feels legit,  

and when I get back, I'll report to my boss, ‘hey look I met with [CBO], they seem like the real 

deal, they really do a lot of great work. I think it's good that we have a  

partnership with them.’ At that point,  my boss will simply...send them a form. And that's kind of 

how easy the process is. So I’d say there's dozens, at least dozens of organizations that do stuff 

like that that we work with (Sage College, HDC AO). 

 

At the HDCs, CBO partnerships are a highly valued recruitment tool. On the other hand, LDCs did not 

have as structured of a system for building CBO partnerships, and they seemed to handle this on an ad 

hoc basis. For example, when asked about CBOs, one LDC described offering high school students 

affiliated with a local CBO local partnership something that ‘might not look like a traditional Brooks visit, 

but maybe [we give them] a presentation on the college process’ (Brooks, LDC AO).  This suggests a 

group of LIFGWC students visiting Brooks with their CBO is abnormal, and that a more typical or 

traditional prospective student at Brooks is a student who has the financial resources to visit campus on 

their own.  

 

Fly-in programs, designed to provide fully paid campus visit opportunities, were used by HDCs to promote 

college access for LIFGWC students, while LDC campuses used them as a tool to sell their specific 

campus. The HDCs described fly-in programs as a way for low-income students who may not normally 

be able to visit a selective college to experience one.  For example, the Sage College (HDC) AO explained: 

 

They don't have to state that they intend to apply to Sage, or come to Sage. So really someone with 

no interest in Sage College can apply [to the fly-in program]...we pay for all of their expenses so 

that students who normally would not have the opportunity, per se, to really travel and visit a 

college, will now have someone else who pays for...it without it being a financial burden. 

 

In contrast, LDC AOs describe their fly-in program solely as a competitive recruitment tool to convince 

underrepresented students to choose their specific campus:   

 

Getting students to campus is a huge priority for us...A lot of small liberal arts colleges  

look very much the same...I can use all the fancy words that I can during the high school  

visit, but if they don't actually experience [the college] in-person, then it's not really  

going to bring them here necessarily (Chase, LDC AO). 
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Although offering fly-in campus visit opportunities undoubtedly improves LIFGWC students' college 

access by providing opportunities to experience campus life and interact with students and faculty, these 

data reveal that they are all not the same. For HDCs, these programs are more than a recruitment tool, but 

rather part of a larger set of practices that promote equity.  

 

Reducing Application Barriers 

 

In addition to using best practice recruitment strategies, selective college AOs aim to improve campus 

class diversity by addressing three common application barriers: application costs, standardized test 

requirements, and financial aid. The HDCs used a more holistic approach to reviewing applications that 

de-emphasizes standardized test scores, including reviewing applications without them: 

 

Coming to mind are lots of examples of individual people who have told us their story, and the 

numbers suggest it might hurt us to have admitted them, and some people even wonder... ‘hey why 

did you take this kid with this SAT or this ACT?’ But we can show them the story, and the case 

need not be discussed further, because we do a good job of listening to student stories (Robertson 

HDC). 

 

By placing less emphasis on standardized test scores despite how it might impact their selectivity, the 

HDCs demonstrate a philosophy that prioritizes LIFGWC students over their own benefit. 

 

LDCs, however, voiced concern about how doing so might hurt their selectivity ranking, and therefore 

continued to prioritize test scores in evaluating applications. The LDCs either did not make it clear they 

were aware of how standardized tests disadvantage LIFGWC students, or seemed to largely disregard this. 

The Tucker (LDC) AO described the challenges they face in admitting LIFGWC students with lower test 

scores: 

 

We are charged with meeting certain numbers in terms of our average testing, and so at 

some point, we sometimes will have to be considering more people who have higher  

testing, and that is predominantly students with more means.  

 

The LDC AOs often felt it was unfortunate that standardized tests disadvantage LIFGWC students, but 

their sentiment was that this is out of their control and a fault within the larger system. Rankings were a 

top priority for these campuses, and they viewed admitting students with higher test scores as one way to 

do this.  

 

HDCs and LDCs also approach fee waivers and financial aid differently. While both types of campuses 

offer LIFGWC students an application fee waiver, the HDCs make the process easier by having a ‘no 

questions asked’ approach. This relieves students of the complicated process of demonstrating waiver 

qualification. Both HDCs and LDCs meet 100% of students’ financial need, but HDCs are need-blind, 

meaning they do not consider an applicant’s ability to pay tuition when reading their application, while 

the LDCs are need-aware, meaning they do consider an applicant’s ability to pay. The HDCs AOs 

explained that their generous financial aid policies are central to their access approach, allowing them to 

be ‘hospitable to low-income students,’ (Robertson AO) and ‘one of the most accessible colleges in the 
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country for students from very low-income backgrounds’ (Sage AO). Moreover, they are able to offer no-

loan packages to students who are Pell Grant4 eligible.  

 

The LDCs, in contrast, are more constrained by cost, and many times LIFGWC students are pushed out 

of the selection process due to their high levels of need. For example, the Tucker University (LDC) AO 

states, 

 

Unfortunately, a lot of selective colleges become very need-aware when they go to things like their 

waitlist. We have a budget, and we exhaust it to a certain point. Sometimes we get to a point in 

our admissions process where we've made as many blind decisions as we can, but then we hear 

from financial services that if you're looking at all these admits, we're over our budget...So you 

might need to take some students out, or just start considering only the students who can pay full 

pay.  

 

The AO at Brooks University (LDC) also discusses how LIFGWC students are disadvantaged when their 

admission decision is a close call, or when it goes to the ‘committee room,’  

I think the students who are excelling academically and really contributing to their community, if they're 

really strong they're going to get in. I think sometimes when it's a committee conversation, we just have 

to be careful, we have to watch our resources and sort of look at those numbers in terms of budget.  

 

LIFGWC students whose applications are on the borderline for admission are severely disadvantaged in 

the admission process. Again, we find that the differences in these strategies connect to the colleges’ 

diversity philosophies and hold implications for their ability to enroll LIFGWC students. 

 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 

This study aimed to expand our understanding of why so few high-achieving, LIFGWC students attend 

selective colleges. While we know that attending selective colleges increases degree completion, future 

wages, and college affordability for this underrepresented student population (Cohodes & Goodman, 

2014; Andrews et al., 2016), there has been very little increase in the number of students who attend these 

institutions (Aisch et al., 2017; Hurst, 2019). In fact, a majority of low-income, high-achieving students 

apply to zero selective schools (Hoxby & Avery, 2013; Smith et al., 2013). We addressed this larger puzzle 

by taking a closer look at how selective college admissions offices approached the recruitment of 

LIFGWC students. Specifically, we compared the approaches used by campuses with relatively high class 

diversity (HDCs) with those that were less successful (LDCs). 

 

We find that recruitment strategies fall short if they are not backed by a strong institutional mission and 

commitment to equity and diversity. While both HDCs and LDCs described using similar approaches, 

they differed in both their guiding philosophy and implementation. Overall, AOs from HDCs were more 

intentional in actively implementing strategies to make the admissions process more equitable and inviting 

for lower-income students compared to those from LDCs, and their strategies were linked with a larger 

mission to improve equity. LDCs lacked both intentionality and mission. Their focus was primarily on 

improving institutional standing and competing for students, and overall, they were less successful in 

attracting students from underrepresented class backgrounds to campus.  

 
4 Students whose total family income is $50,000 a year or less qualify for the Pell Grant 
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The differences in philosophy and motivation were evident in how LDCs and HDCs implement their 

recruiting strategies. LDCs conducted high school recruitment visits at schools where they historically 

received many applicants from, while HDCs carefully selected high schools with large populations of 

low-income students for visits. LDCs described fly-in programs–where colleges pay for prospective 

students’ trips to visit their campus–as a way to sell students on their school, whereas HDCs presented it 

as a way for students to experience a college campus who might not otherwise be able to. LDCs also 

placed less emphasis on their relationships with CBOs and diversifying their admissions staff than HDCs.  

 

The two campus types also had differing approaches to standardized test scores and financial aid in the 

application process. HDCs prioritized a more holistic approach to applications and gave less weight to 

standardized test scores than LDCs. They also aimed to reduce the complexity of the application process, 

including a no-questions-asked approach to fee waivers. Finally, financial need played much less of a role 

in the admissions process at HDCs than LDCs, and they leveraged need-blind and no-loan strategies to 

attract the most talented students, regardless of class position. 

 

Consistent with Rubin’s (2011) research on Amherst college, this research highlights the importance of 

institutional commitment to diversity. We expand upon this work by using a comparative approach to 

show how equity and diversity philosophies are linked to recruitment policies and success. Campuses 

guided by deep commitments to equity have more comprehensive and successful approaches to improving 

college access for LIFGWC students than those who are motivated by improving campus rankings. In line 

with Golden (2006), Cashin (2014), and Okechukwu (2019), we find that LDCs recruitment practices 

were in some ways performative or what Cashin calls ‘optical’ equity efforts. Although they claimed to 

use many of the same recruitment strategies as HDCs, they implemented them in ways that often 

prioritized their bottom-line over LIFGWC students. These more surface-level commitments to expanding 

recruitment were limited in their success. Moreover, LDCs seemed to have fewer resources to devote to 

financial aid and recruitment, highlighting another potential barrier. 

 

Our findings show that motivating philosophies are critical because they guide institutional priorities, 

investments, and strategies. It is important to highlight that this study is limited by the small size of the 

sample and its focus solely on selective campuses. Future research should consider how these processes 

play out on other types of campuses and in diversity and equity practices beyond admissions. This work 

also has substantial implications for how campuses recruit diverse talent, and future work should 

investigate the guiding philosophies and strategies campuses use to recruit other under-represented groups 

and how these work to promote equity or reproduce privilege. 
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