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Following the third year of the new single-tier selection system, I conducted a survey of our institutional representatives across the country, most of whom have positions as the formal advisors for overseas scholarships and for other nationally competitive graduate awards and fellowships. I selected a representative sample of 107 institutions and have received responses from 55 of them. They include 32 private institutions (including 17 liberal arts colleges and five Ivies) and 23 public universities. They are located in 31 states, large and small, and range from the most nationally selective in admissions to ones regionally and locally distinguished. A few have a student who wins most years, the vast majority have a successful candidate only occasionally, and a few never have. Additionally, 19 are located in states whose residents or students had the good fortune in the previous two-tier selection system to have extremely favorable odds to receive an interview—I wanted to test whether attitudes might be somewhat different at such institutions (and overall, surprisingly, they are not).

This was an opportunity not only to collect reactions to and comments about the Rhodes Scholarship selection process, but also to assess the continuing appeal of the Rhodes Scholarships generally. This is the first survey of its kind conducted in many years, and I thought it could be especially illuminating in the context of expanding international educational opportunities of all kinds for American college students—including a range of new scholarships and fellowships for foreign study, as well as the increasing popularity of years and semesters of American university-sponsored study abroad.

The results of the survey were encouraging.

While students of course lack experience that would allow them fairly to compare the former selection process (which had state and then regional phases) with the new one-stage regional system, most of our advisors have that experience. Only eight of the 55 responding, or about 15 percent, felt the new process had a discouraging effect on students’ decisions to apply. But only three of those eight felt that any of their stronger candidates were discouraged by the more difficult chances to receive an interview.

We hope of course that no candidate with a realistic chance for selection would not apply because of the structure of the new system. Final selection odds are no harder than they ever were. And we continue to believe the new system is not only more efficient but more fair (for a number of reasons I have explained in this letter in previous years). Also to our knowledge, we still interview more candidates than any similar international fellowship. It is undeniable that the odds for interview selection are now much more difficult than they used to be for students in most states, and especially those from ones that typically had small applicant pools—and of course that change is most noticeable to those institutions the majority of whose candidates traditionally benefited from that advantage. But I was struck by the fact that, of the 19 representatives from institutions that had formerly benefited from especially better odds for first-round interviews, only three felt the new system discouraged their students from applying, and only one of those three felt the new system discouraged their most qualified applicants.

It is apparent that the Scholarship (now in its second century) and Oxford remain at the highest level of aspiration for the country’s most talented graduates. Eighty-seven percent of representatives responding said the Rhodes Scholarship is as prestigious as ever, or even more so—94 percent of the private (small and large) universities’ representatives thought so, and 78 percent of the public universities’ representatives agreed. Other scholarships and fellowships are surely very attractive, especially (we were told) due to perceived (or real) better chances, and in some cases due to fewer referral letters, or sometimes due to the lack of an age requirement—or, for some subjects, a perceived better match at other British institutions. But the questionnaire results give little reason to doubt the representative who said that the Rhodes Scholarship “remains in a category by itself.”

Institutional representatives indicated that expanded opportunities such as junior years abroad have only increased the appeal of a Rhodes Scholarship,and that Oxford remains supremely attractive across all disciplines. Only two representatives reported declining interest because of such increased opportunity, and indeed many volunteered that the opposite is the case. With respect to any possible declining interest in general of their very best students in overseas study, only six of the university representatives reported any. Those who saw some declining interest pointed primarily to career pressures faced by some scientists and pre-professionals.

With respect to Oxford itself, only 14 percent said that there is declining interest. Oxford remains, as one representative said, the “gold standard.”

With respect to the administrative aspects of the application process, about 60 percent of the representatives felt that an on-line system would be more attractive to students and faculty than our traditional hard-copy, mailed system. But some representatives are as adamantly opposed to change (due it seems mainly to occasional glitches) as others are strongly in favor of moving to an on-line system. We will continue to consider on-line options, guided by comments we receive about what we should emulate in other scholarships’ on-line applications. And there may be some partially on-line reforms we can institute more quickly that are likely to be well received by almost everyone.

Through a different questionnaire, we also learned more than we knew before about the selection processes that institutions use to make their endorsements for Rhodes Scholarships. One-hundred thirty-one college representatives told us how many students sought Rhodes endorsements, something about the campus review process they used, and how many endorsements were granted. Extrapolating the results conservatively, approximately 1,420 students sought a Rhodes endorsement last year; 764 received one. Of these, 209 received district interviews. And you have now read the short biographies of the 32 who won.

This year’s class—as the new survey results might suggest—is as impressive as any before it. As in recent years, most will do graduate degrees, with one choosing the superb B.A. in English (as I have noted regularly, a second B.A. can still occasionally be the best choice for someone, even though all our winners are easily qualified for graduate degrees). Sixteen plan to do two-year masters, some of whom will progress in their first year to a three-year course leading to a doctorate in the same field. Ten will do a one-year masters to be followed by a different one-year masters, and five will proceed immediately to a D.Phil. With respect to Oxford colleges applied to, 15 different colleges were the first choice of at least one Scholar-elect this year.

While the interests and backgrounds of this year’s class are diverse, the winners share, as always and in abundance, both academic excellence and intellectual and other-directed ambition. We send them to Oxford with confidence that they will each find ways to make a difference.
Elliot F. Gerson
American Secretary to The Rhodes Trust 

