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We are delighted to introduce the U.S. Rhodes Class of 2010. It is the first class elected under the tenure of Warden Don Markwell, himself a Rhodes Scholar (Queensland and Trinity ’81). It is the first class with a divided California, north and south, an election reform that allows for the most equally-sized application pools in the history of our Scholarships. And it is the first class to be elected with a fully online application process, which despite trepidations, worked extremely well, and will be continued next year. This new process is, however, like all its predecessors in being consistent with the character that has defined the Rhodes Scholarships for over a century. These 16 women and 16 men, representing 27 states, have demonstrated extraordinary academic success for sure, but have also demonstrated the potential for leadership and selfless ambition to improve the opportunities of others.

While the character of Rhodes Scholars hasn’t changed over the decades, Oxford has changed, little aesthetically (thank goodness), but profoundly in its degree offerings and competitiveness for admissions. For most of the Rhodes decades, the only academic question for Rhodes Scholars-elect was which BA to do with senior status, i.e., which of the Oxford undergraduate degrees to do, with credit for the first year of the course for a prior American BA—PPE, History, English, Law, Greats (classics), etc....For most Rhodes Scholars, those were the primary options, and there was rarely if ever a question of admission—only whether one would get in to one’s first choice college. In the ’70s, interest grew in the relatively small number of BPhils (since renamed MPhils, except in philosophy where the two year masters degree is still called a BPhil), especially those offered by the Politics and Economics faculties, and course admission usually remained a forgone conclusion. Doctorates (DPhils as Oxford denominates them), long popular with a few U.S. Scholars (and more so with Scholars from other countries) also became the choice of a slowly increasing number of Americans, and, again, admission of Rhodes Scholars-elect, assuming reasonable undergraduate preparation in the same field, was usually assured.

From the 1980s to this last decade, the number of American Rhodes Scholars-elect choosing BAs has declined to where it is now just one to three a year. The BA remaines an excellent choice for some, and a degree many argue that Oxford does best, and perhaps best in the world (though, sadly, fewer and fewer Oxford colleges will admit any senior status applicants). Over that same time, masters degrees and doctorates have grown in popularity. Initially, the masters chosen were almost entirely the two year “taught” MPhils, of which there are now 53 different ones offered, and in increasingly broad subject areas. But in recent years approximately equal interest has been shown in one-year taught degrees (either 9 or 12 months in duration), usually denominated an MSc (Masters of Science) or MSt (Masters of Studies). The university now offers 107 of these, and Rhodes Scholars typically follow their first MSc or MSt with another in a different field, sometimes but not always closely related to the first. And DPhils have grown in popularity to where almost half of a typical American class will do one, either directly or following a masters in the same field. 

This last decade also reflects, however, a new and more challenging reality: intense and global competition for admission, initially, in the fields most popular with US Rhodes Scholars, mainly in a few masters degrees—most notably the BPhil (in philosophy), the MPhil in International Relations, the and the MSc in Global Health Science)—but in the past several years growing widely across all disciplines. This has meant—even for Rhodes Scholars-elect, whose academic distinctions are world-class by definition—that most are advised by me to have carefully developed a second degree option should they be unsuccessful in their initial application. Fortunately, Oxford’s offerings are now so rich and varied that the experiences in second (or even third) choice degrees have proven very felicitous. 

The extent of competition is now such that even for Rhodes Scholars-elect who apply for a graduate degree in the area of their undergraduate major—and outside of the always highly competitive degrees noted above, and especially in social sciences and the humanities, there is no assurance of admission to a first choice degree. (The risk has always been greater for those venturing to a course outside their field.) Someone who, after careful review of the options, is interested in only one course at Oxford faces a significant risk of disappointment.

This reality, which will not change, only serves to reinforce the advice I give yearly to Rhodes selectors: we should elect Scholars who would likely be admitted to one of the handful of the most selective American graduate schools in their area of interest. If they wouldn’t be, they won’t be by Oxford in that field. We, of course, look for far more than this degree of academic pre-eminence—leadership, vigor, ambition and character of the sorts you see reflected by this remarkable new group of Rhodes Scholars—but it remains the essential pre-requisite for our awards.
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