Is Early Decision a Questionable Decision

When decades ago a handful of liberal arts schools instituted "early decision" plans; they were generally viewed as a win‑win proposition. Students who agreed to apply to just one school early in their senior year, accepted and freed from anxiety about senior‑year grades. Universities, in turn, could count on the commitment of top‑notch students to attend their school.

Nevertheless, today, guidance counselors at some of America’s best high schools are in open revolt against the early decision option. At some top‑tier high schools, up to one half of seniors choose to apply early decision, propelled by what guidance counselor Ivylyn Scott of New Canaan High School in Connecticut calls "the rampant rumor." Doing so improves the odds of admission. The problem is, the rumor is only partly true. Applying early decision can sometimes confer an advantage -‑‑ at some schools. However, not for every student and generally not at the most competitive schools. Moreover, says Joyce Mitchell of the Nightengale‑Bamford School in New York City, "Kids are never told the downside," which ranges from the devastation some experience when they are rejected to the sense, when accepted, that they've made the wrong choice.

Easier on colleges. The benefits for universities -‑‑ more than 200 now have early decision plans -‑‑ are unquestionable. Colleges get the ironclad commitment of motivated students in December or February rather than waiting until the normal April response deadline. Because accepted students are required to enroll, colleges know exactly how many will be coming to campus, simplifying their planning. Moreover, admissions committees generally do not have to read as many applications because every early decision acceptance takes a student out of the market who would otherwise have applied to several schools in the normal admissions process. Fred Hargadon, dean of admissions at Princeton, estimates that after Princeton, Stanford, and Yale adopted early decision plans a few years ago, the volume of applications to all Ivy League schools dropped by about 14,000 a year.

At least one benefit for students who are accepted early decision is also evident. "I heard right before Christmas; it was such a relief to get it out of the way," recalls Lisa Grushkin. Two years ago Lisa applied early decision to the University of Pennsylvania and was accepted.

But does applying early decision increase a student's chances of being admitted? It depends. At some lower‑profile colleges engaged in aggressive recruitment, there's no doubt that applying early decision gives students a leg up. Franklin and Marshall actually markets a program to prospective students called Early Decision Advantage, which guarantees early candidates who are accepted a year of college costs at the previous year's rate. It gives them the assurance, according to admissions director Pete VanBuskirk, that they have a "statistically better chance" of admission. He estimates that 15 to 20 percent of students accepted early decision at Franklin and Marshall might have been denied during regular admission. This edge, VanBuskirk observes, is generally found not in the Ivy League, but at "aspiring" schools, that cannot "draw kids on name alone."

However, at the most competitive schools, the dynamic is very different. They use early decision to garner prospects with impeccable qualifications; if they have any doubts about candidates, they defer them into the regular admissions pool. Some of these schools let in a higher fraction of applicants through early decision than through regular admissions, but going early decision does not typically give the less qualified a better shot. Although acceptance rates may be higher, early decision candidates are competing against a more qualified set of peers.

If applying early affects financial aid, it's in ways that can't be quantified. Admissions officers deny that timing affects their decisions about aid, although some concede that there is a natural tendency to want to husband their funds in the first round of admissions. One thing is certain, however: Students who apply early are unable to compare aid packages from several institutions. This may be the reason a disproportionate number of wealthier students apply early.

Carolyn Chang of the Paul D. Schreiber High School in Port Washington, N.Y. had a typical experience with early decision, though she's far from a typical student. Accomplished and motivated, she applied early decision to Stanford last November. Nevertheless, in December, Stanford sent her a letter deferring a decision. Most of her friends who also applied early decision were either rejected or deferred, as well. "I was in shock, really upset. Now I had to finish my other applications. Send in additional recommendations to Stanford. It is a blow to your ego," says Chang.

Lingering doubts. Counselors call attention to several pitfalls of applying early decision, including the one that Chang encountered:

The lonely "No." Joyce Mitchell explains that students often "get a no in December, right before the holidays. There is no chance, under early decision, to receive yeses to balance out this negative." For many successful students, this is their first taste of rejection, and the news can be devastating, especially given its often-public nature. Says Chang; "Everyone knows where people applied early."

Second thoughts. After committing to attend a school when accepted, some students have doubts about their decision. Jenny Levin of New York City, for instance, applied early decision to Middlebury College. "But in late November," she says, "I started worrying: 'Oh my gosh, I didn’t apply to any Ivy League schools."' She visited Dartmouth to be sure she hadn’t made a mistake, then returned to the idea of Middlebury as her first choice. A good thing, because Middlebury accepted her and, according to early decision rules, she could not have applied elsewhere that year.

The courtesy deferral. Many early decision applications end not with a yes or no but with a deferral. In some cases, this represents a genuine desire on the part of schools to allow students to strengthen their cases by submitting more recommendations, for instance. However, other students who have no chance of being accepted sometimes are strung along with what counselors call “courtesy deferrals.” "Students are much better off being denied, so they can pull up their socks and move on to other things," says Lorraine Mesken, a counselor at the Breck School in Minneapolis.

While the merits of early decision can be debated, it is not debatable that the most advantageous admissions practice for students is one known as "early action." Under this plan, students get the same early consideration and early answer from a school but don't have to say yes or no until the response deadline for regular admission. This gives them a safety school should they decide to apply other places. Harvard, Georgetown, the University of Chicago, and Brown give students the early action option.

By all accounts, early decision is not for students conflicted about their choices. However, even for directed students there is an argument to be made against making an early commitment to any school. A self‑confident student who applies through the normal process to a variety of schools can gain months of flexibility, broader options, and the ego boost of several acceptances. Consider Carolyn Chang. After her disappointment, she was eventually accepted at NYU, Cornell, Johns Hopkins -‑‑ and Stanford, too. "If I had gotten into Stanford early decision, I would have never known I was capable of getting into NYU. If you are even the slightest bit unsure, it is better to have a choice. "

