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[...]

According to the census, about 96 percent of American households make less than $200,000 a year. Last year,
approximately 3,610 students applied for financial aid from this income bracket, out of a total of 6,636 currently
enrolled undergraduates. It seems fair to assume that almost all students whose families make below $200,000
applied for financial aid, considering that the process is quite easy to complete and families stand so much to gain.
Harvard policy states that families with annual incomes below $60,000 pay only a student contribution of a few

thousand dollars, and families with

annual incomes between $60,000 Share of Total Income, 1917-2012

by percentile, including capital gains
and $180,000 pay the student

contribution plus a family 70%

goTTOM B0%

contribution averaging 10 percent of ;.o

annual income. Even at the top of the

60%
latter bracket families would pay
. 55% 1928:
approximately $20,000 compared to Share of
50% —_—

the sticker price of $52,652, saving top 10%:

over $30,000 for a few hours of work.  45% 49:3%

2012 /
Share of
top 10%:
50.4%

Harvard also makes specific note that 5

financial aid is still available above 0P 10%

35%
$200,000, and at least 10 percent of
.. . 30%
students receiving non-repayable aid 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

fall into this income range. SOURCE: THOMAS PIKETTY AND EMMANUEL SAEZ

If we do assume that almost all students from families making less than $200,000 annually applied for financial aid,
we come to the stunning conclusion that approximately 45.6 percent of Harvard undergraduates come from families
with incomes above $200,000, placing them in the top 3.8 percent of American households. Even more shockingly,
only about 4 percent of Harvard undergraduates come from the bottom quintile of U.S. incomes and a mere 17.8

percent come from the bottom three quintiles of U.S. incomes.

[...]

While the photos on our admissions materials may indicate other priorities, the educational value of diversity
stems from variety of thought and experience. It can hardly be said that Harvard is socioeconomically homogeneous
but it would still be a stretch to call it socioeconomically diverse. Harvard may be missing some of the most important
factors that give value to diversity. Undoubtedly, Harvard is more socioeconomically diverse than ever before but, as
with all things, better does not always equal good. In a (hopefully) meritocratic admissions system, our current
socioeconomic distribution raises difficult questions about the role of financial capital—and its social and cultural

capital correlates—in acquiring and displaying merit.

Justin Lanning 12 is an Applied Organization Studies concentrator in Pforzheimer House.
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