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Risks and Intellectual Curiosity

 21 March 2012 

Taking Risks and Cultivating Your Intellectual Curiosity
I had mentioned in my last letter that there was an over-arching theme to the 
many discussions that I had with admissions people in my tour of colleges and 
admissions this year. Many admissions officers described to me how they saw a 

trend in 
applications 
being very 
“safe”.  As if 
students were 
now very 
aware of what 

admissions wanted to see and were 
providing very typical responses.
When admissions came across the more rare cases 
where a student went outside of their typical safe 
zone, followed a passion for the sake of it, or took 
an unpopular choice because they felt that it was 
the best thing for themselves to develop, this stood 
out in admissions. I wanted to share some articles 
and thoughts on this topic with you as I feel that 
this is a great time to begin thinking about this in 
your own context. Perhaps you will want to use 
your time this summer to explore your own interest 
in something. I hope that these articles will give 
you some interesting things to think about and 
encourage you to write me back about some of 
your own ideas and how it connects to Taking 
Risks and Intellectual Curiosity. Prab Singh

Want to Get Into College? Learn to Fail

By Angel B. Pérez - Pitzer College

I ask every student I interview for admission to my 
institution, Pitzer College, the same question, 
"What do you look forward to the most in college?" 
I was stunned and delighted recently when a 
student sat across from me at a Starbucks in New 
York City and replied, "I look forward to the 
possibility of failure." Of course, this is not how 
most students respond to the question when sitting 
before the person who can make decisions about 
their academic futures, but this young man took a 
risk.

"You see, my parents have never let me fail," he 
said. "When I want to take a chance at something, 
they remind me it's not a safe route to take. Taking 
a more rigorous course or trying an activity I may 
not succeed in, they tell me, will ruin my chances 
at college admission. Even the sacrifice of staying 
up late to do something unrelated to school, they 
see as a risk to my academic work and college 
success."

I wish I could tell you this is an uncommon story, 
but kids all over the world admit they are under 
tremendous pressure to be perfect. When I was 
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traveling in China last 
fall and asked a student 
what she did for fun, she 
replied: "I thought I 
wasn't supposed to tell 
you that? I wouldn't want 
you to think I am not 
serious about my work!"

Students are usually in shock when I chuckle and 
tell them I never expect perfection. In fact, I prefer 
they not project it in their college applications. Of 

course, this 
goes against 
everything 
they've been 
told and 
makes young 
people 

uncomfortable. How could a dean of admission at 
one of America's most selective institutions not 
want the best and the brightest? The reality is, 
perfection doesn't exist, and we don't expect to see it 
in a college application. In fact, admission officers 
tend to be skeptical of students who present 
themselves as individuals without flaws.

These days, finding imperfections in a college 
application is like looking for a needle in a 
haystack. Students try their best to hide factors they 
perceive to be negative and only tell us things they 
believe we will find impressive. This is supported 
by a secondary school culture where teachers are 
under pressure to give students nothing less than an 
A, and counselors are told not to report disciplinary 
infractions to colleges. Education agents in other 
countries are known to falsify student transcripts, 
assuming that an outstanding GPA is the ticket to 
admission.

"Failure is about growth, learning, overcoming, and 
moving on." 

Colleges respond to culture shifts, and admission 
officers are digging deeper to find out who students 
really are outside of their trophies, medals, and test 
scores. We get the most excited when we read an 
application that seems real. It's so rare to hear 
stories of defeat and triumph that when we do, we 
cheer. If their perspectives are of lessons learned or 

challenges overcome, these applicants tend to jump 
to the top of the heap at highly selective colleges. 
We believe an error in high school should not define 
the rest of your life, but how you respond could 

shape you 
forever.
I've spent 
enough time in 
high schools to 
know teenagers 
will never be 
perfect. They do 
silly things, 
mess up, fall 
down, and lack 

confidence. The ability to bounce back is a 
fundamental life skill students have to learn on their 
own. The lessons of failure can't be taught in a 
classroom; they are experienced and reflected upon. 
During my weekend of interviews, another student 
told me, "I'm ashamed to admit I failed precalculus, 
but I decided to take it again and got a B-plus. I'm 
now taking calculus, and even though I don't love it, 
I'm glad I pushed through!" I asked him what he 
learned from the experience. "I learned to let go of 
shame," he said. "I realized that I can't let a grade 
define my success. I also learned that if you want 
anything bad enough, you can achieve it."

I smiled as I 
wrote his words 
down on the 
application-
review form. 
This kid will 
thrive on my 
campus. Not 
only will the 
faculty love 

him, but he has the coping skills he needs to adjust 
to the rigors of life in a residential college setting. 
Failure is about growth, learning, overcoming, and 
moving on. Let's allow young people to fail. Not 
only will they learn something, it might even get 
them into college.

Angel B. Pérez is the vice president and dean of 
admission and financial aid at Pitzer College, in 
Claremont, Calif. He teaches in the college-
counseling certification program of the University 
of California, Los Angeles.

Vivamus nec nunc
Curabitur auctor, erat mollis sed 
fusce, turpis vivamus a dictumst 
congue magnis. Aliquam amet 
ullamcorper dignissim molestie, 
gravida mollis. Tortor vitae tortor 
eros wisi facilisis. Nisl id, urna 

tellus vestibulum arcu, at et sit 
pharetra odio pede, vel libero 
mauris suscipit sit. Ligula dolor 
vel ipsum posuere consequat 
gravida, mauris at, in suscipit 
magna libero enim mauris a. Sed 
ut imperdiet ridiculus. 

Ut facilisis ante in dui ac suscipit, 
turpis voluptatum donec, fusce 
suspendisse, quasi luctus amet 
urna tempor amet sit. Cras 
volutpat mattis hasellus justo sed, 
feugiat gravida nunc quasi luctus 
amet urna urna tellus vestibulum 
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Searching For Curiosity
	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 David L. Marcus

Too many applicants to 
top colleges are just 
''playing school.''

When college applicants stop by my house for a Brown University alumni interview, seeking my recommendation, they 
almost always impress me with their stellar grades and SAT scores.

They impress me, too, with their range of Advanced Placement courses, their accomplishments in high school musicals, 
their dedication to discus-throwing. 

Yet something worries me. Of every dozen applicants I meet, no more than one or two seems to show what I call "IC"--
intellectual curiosity.  

I recommend quite a few of the applicants. But I reserve my heartiest endorsements for the rare ones who will truly take 
advantage of the resources of college.   

Those who are admitted to the Ivy League, or any one of hundreds of good campuses, are being given an incredible 
opportunity to study with some great minds for four years. During that time, they'll have few real-world obligations, other 
than an occasional load of laundry. 

We're talking about a ticket to Paradise Island--and I want to choose the most deserving travelers.

Not that I qualified. I graduated with honors from Brown in the 1980s. If I had integrity, I'd return that diploma and 
promise to do over the coursework from my first couple of years on campus. 
Why? Because at first I had little curiosity. I liked literature, but religion didn't interest me. Europe mattered, but I had no 
interest in the countries just beyond America's borders. I didn't want to be enlightened about the Enlightenment. 
That's what I notice about quite a few of the applicants to name-brand schools. They're just "playing school," as some 
educators put it. You know, sitting at the front of the classroom, feigning enthusiasm, turning in good-looking reports filled 
with footnotes, taking on extra reading for extra credit. All while being über-conscientious about grades.
Here's the problem: What passes for excellence in high school has little to do with excellence in the real world. Once I 
started working in the media business, I had to unlearn many of my school habits. My bosses prized memos for their 
brevity, not their pomposity. They wanted reports that were lean, not dense. High school had been about individual effort, 
but teamwork mattered when my colleagues and I collaborated on projects. When we had extra work to do, nobody got 
"extra credit" for staying late.
The best supervisors I've had valued employees who are eternally curious, and even skeptical. In high school, they are seen 
as a pain in the neck.

When I interview prospective Brown students, I assure them that I like to be challenged. Still, the kids who show up for 
interviews behave like Supreme Court nominees before Congress. They don't want to offend.
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They like reading Dickens; they follow politics, they sustainability. All fine. But I'm often disappointed when I probe. For 
example, I'll ask the name of their representative in Congress. Blank stare (except for the kid who was a congressional intern).

"How often," I ask, "do you read a newspaper in print or online?"

The standard response from a Brown applicant: "Several times a week."

"So what have you read that intrigued you in the past week?"

Another blank stare.

I don't expect a 17-year-old to be a savant, or to quote op-ed columnists from memory. I don't even care about the person's 
political viewpoint. I'm happy when an applicant admits that he or she has more questions than answers. I've spent enough time 
with admissions officers to know that many feel the same way.

Once in a while someone dazzles me. A girl told me she was trying to figure out why so many countries in the tropics are 
undeveloped. Is it simply the heat, or the bounty of fruits, or some kind of common cultural attitude that often ends up stymieing 
development?

IC--at last.

I've spent the past three years researching a book about college admissions. I focused on an unusual guidance counselor who 
pushes high school seniors to look beyond their narrow teenage concerns and think about the larger world.

My own intellectual curiosity was finally piqued when I traveled through Mexico during the summer after my sophomore year. I 
started to read about the role of the Catholic Church in Mexico's history. I wanted to learn how massive emigration affected a 
country's workforce, and why the ancient Mayans understood so much about astronomy. 

These days, I can't claim to know applicants after 45-minute conversations. Nor do I believe that my six-paragraph assessments of 
students carry weight with Brown's admissions office. But if you'll be visiting me for an alum interview, I hope you will show a 
genuine interest in economics, science, politics, history and literature. Go ahead, challenge me.
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“Studying 
at MIT is 
like 
drinking 
from a fire 
hose!”
According to the 
IECA’s 

(Independent Educational Consultants Association) 
’Top Ten Strengths and Experiences Colleges look 
for in High School Students,’ number nine is 

“Demonstrated intellectual curiosity through 
reading, school, leisure pursuits, and more.” 
Stanford is even more direct about its desire to find 
students with a vibrant intellectual curiosity. On its 
Common Application supplement, question one 
states, “Stanford students are widely known to 
possess a sense of intellectual vitality. Tell us about 
an idea or an experience you have had that you find 
intellectually engaging.”

To thrive at a school like 

Stanford, a student should have 
an expansive intellectual 
curiosity supported by the variety 
of books read, authors 
referenced, websites visited, and 
research undertaken. An 
intellectually curious student 
possesses motivation to solve 
arcane engineering problems, 
examine and analyze the Crimean 
War, or write C++ code to create 
a software program for 
calculating economic cycles. 
Students who have eventually 
been offered admission to 
Stanford have never had a 
problem with the intellectual 
vitality question. They didn’t sit 
in their chairs wondering what 
intellectual curiosity meant or 
how to approach the prompt. 
Most came up with examples 
quickly and needed little 

assistance in formulating a 
response.

In the past, a student didn’t 
necessarily have to show 
extracurricular pursuits outside of 
the classroom to prove they had 
strong intellectual curiosity, now 
most do. In fact, at MIT, 
applicants are ranked in four 
different areas: Academics, Co-
curricular Activities, 
Extracurricular Activities, and 

Interpersonal Skills. ‘Co-
curricular activities’ are defined 
as educational activities that take 
place outside the classroom.  
Applicants are ranked on a scale 
of 1 to 5, with ‘5’ being the 
highest. To be a serious contender 
at MIT, you really must 
participate in intellectual pursuits 
outside the classroom. Some 
students pour themselves into a 
variety of such activities that 
include: science or math 

Olympiad, model UN, debate 
team or mock trial group, writing 
for a website or local newspaper, 
attending a writing workshop, 
submitting original fiction, 
poetry, or drama to a writing 
contest, such as Scholastic’s, or 
entering artwork in a contest…
the possibilities are almost 
endless.

Admissions officers become very 
excited by applicants with unique 
interests, born from intellectual 
pursuits, who also have the drive 
to organize, from scratch, 
activities, clubs, or businesses to 
pursue their passions. In essence 
such candidates bring strong 
intellectual curiosity and 
leadership to the table. That is a 
rare and powerful confluence.  
For example, if you fervently are 

interested in Tibet, and you 
personally invite the Dalai Lama 
to come to your school, that is 
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strong evidence of intense intellectual curiosity 
coupled with bold action. That is exactly the type of 
person most highly selective schools want on their 
campuses.

Naturally, as you note these activities on your 
resume, you will let your counselor know of your 
activities as well as those teachers who are willing 
to write your recommendations. This will verify to 
the admissions office that your intellectual 
endeavors are genuine and warrant mentioning 
across all areas of your application: 
recommendations, essays, and, of course, in your 
interviews.  

Intellectual curiosity isn’t something that can be 
faked; it really must be genuine, which is why it is 
such a convincing piece of the application puzzle. If 
the admissions office notes a genuine curiosity 
about learning in a candidate, the appeal of that 
applicant rises above the crowd of equally qualified 
candidates, and the possibility of gaining admission 
rises just as high.  Intellectual curiosity might rank 
only ninth on a list, but its import in the admissions 
process is incalculable.

Good Sample of a 
strong essay showing 
Intellectual Interest:

Every single body and particle 
i n t h e u n i v e r s e h a s a 
p ro b a b i l i t y o f w a r p i n g 
through space and time in any 
direction and at any given 
moment.  Of course not many 
of us could attest to seeing a 
football teleport back to the 
foot of the player after being 
kicked; particular outcomes 
are induced when a body is 
observed , measured , or 
d e t e c t e d i n a n y w a y.  
Additionally, it has been 
observed that the slightest, 
infinitesimal change in the 
start ing condit ions of a 
‘ c h a o t i c s y s t e m ’ c a n 
dramatically alter the course 
of events to follow.  Consider 

now that nature in its entirety, 
including human behavior, 
and thus the progression of 
each day, is a chaotic system.  
F u r t h e r m o r e , w e a r e 
composed of those curious 
p a r t i c l e s a f f e c t e d b y 
observation.  The combination 
of the discussed Quantum 
Mechanics and Chaos Theory 
is thus: mere observation in 
the form of thought can 
directly influence our reality, 
the events of yesterday, and 
those yet to occur. 
 This possibility 
proposed by modern science 
certainly borders on 
paranormal.  What captivates 
me is that the proposition of 
our capabilities to manipulate 
time and space through sheer 
thinking is a premise that is 
actually substantiated by 
mathematics and scientific 

reasoning.  If this speculation 
is true, then it may be the 
beginning of that link between 
science and what is deemed 
spiritual.  All this leads me to 
a question of even greater 
challenge: if our perception 
affects space and time, then 
what is that force that shapes 
our thoughts?


