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Elite colleges are enrolling more first-generation and low-income students, and from a greater 
diversity of ethnic and racial backgrounds, than in the past. But many of these students come from 
high schools that didn’t necessarily prepare them for the academic rigors ahead. They’re also 
entering campuses where wealth, privilege, and expectations of success surround many of their 
peers, making them wonder if they truly belong. How do you help these students fill in the gaps and 
pursue their ambitions? 
 
That was the big question behind a summit on academic inclusion last week at Harvard University, 
which drew leaders from the Ivy League and other elite colleges. The questions they’re wrestling 
with are relevant to many colleges, not just those that can demand perfect SAT scores or hold 
multimillion-dollar endowments. Here are a couple of highlights: 
 
Students from underresourced high schools may never have written long research papers, worked 
in study groups, or taken higher-level math. Yet these are all strong indicators of college success, 
noted Rakesh Khurana, dean of Harvard College. Moreover, many underprepared students, who 
might have been valedictorians of their senior class, don’t recognize these deficits until they set foot 
on campus and are shocked to discover how far behind they are. That can lead some to pull back 
rather than ask for help. 
 
To counter these challenges, many colleges have created programs to provide early academic 
supports and introduce incoming students to concepts like peer mentoring, intensive writing, and 
building relationships with professors. A big benefit for students in such programs is an increased 
level of involvement and satisfaction. And that correlates strongly with persistence. 
 
Students from underrepresented groups often feel torn between worlds: They’re presented with 
countless opportunities while the communities they came from face enormous challenges. How can 
colleges bridge those worlds and enable students to give back while also pursuing their own 
ambitions? Joanne Berger-Sweeney, president of Trinity College, in Connecticut, was one of several 
speakers who suggested colleges create meaningful service projects with community partners. 
 
And, finally, a big question: How much do you ask your students to assimilate, and how much do 
you ask the college itself to change? That question popped up in countless discussions — about 
restructuring weed-out courses to build in more academic supports, changing campus culture so 
that assumptions of privilege are not the norm, and rethinking admissions goals to more accurately 
reflect national demographics. 


