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 Introduction 

Who is a Whittie? Anyone can find answers to this online. The 2014 

Presidential Prospectus, a formal document generated by the college during a 

presidential search, provides one answer: “Whitman students, known collectively as 

‘Whitties,’ are down-to-earth achievers with diverse backgrounds and interests. 

Competitive with themselves rather than their classmates, they come to Whitman to 

experience an intensely rewarding liberal arts education. Whitties care about each 

other, their teachers and their community, participating extensively in campus and 

community activities. What they find is a campus with a strong sense of community 

and belonging, a place where deep and meaningful connections, friendships and 

relationships are established and maintained.” While this may be Whitman’s official 

answer, it falls short in many ways. 

One can also answer this question by browsing statistics on Whitman’s website. 

The entering class in 2017 was comprised of 2% African-American students, 9% 

Hispanic/Latino students, 64% Caucasian students, and there were 53 Pell-Grant 

recipients. Last year, Environmental Studies was the most popular academic interest 

among incoming students, followed by Biology and Psychology. 

What you won’t find on the college’s website, however, is how components of 

an applicant’s identity (e.g. race, socioeconomic status, and intended area of study) are 

related to one another. Whitman, like many selective institutions of higher education, 

seeks applicants with high GPAs and strong test scores. But beyond the numbers, what 

are the qualities of an ideal Whitman applicant? How does Whitman craft an incoming 

class? Who is a Whittie?  
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My project emerged as a byproduct of my role as a senior admission intern at 

Whitman, where my primary responsibilities were interviewing prospective students, 

reading, and ranking applications. After each interview, I was required to fill out an 

evaluation comprised of questions about the student’s academic interests, extra-

curricular engagement, and what the student looks for in a college. The last question on 

the form asks to “provide a brief overall evaluation of the student’s potential fit for 

Whitman and his/her viability as a candidate for admission.” This question prompted 

more questions, which I began to engage in my thesis. What does it mean to be “fit” for 

Whitman? Who is “fit”? Who is unfit? 

While “fit” is a word I am asked to describe and consider, no one on the 

admissions staff was able to guide me with a definition. One definition offered by The 

Oxford English Dictionary is retrospectively helpful in considering the implications of 

“fit”: “Possessing the necessary qualifications, properly qualified, competent, 

deserving…agreeable to decorum.”1 I am left with the dictionary definition and my 

own intuition to make what seems like a high stakes determination. My engagement 

with “fit” has left me cautious and I now avoid using it when filling out interview 

forms. However, in reviewing forms from other admission officers, I see that “fit” is 

used right and left. One student is not “fit” for Whitman, another would be a great “fit,” 

and a third would “fit” better elsewhere. 

 “Fit” is a category employed at many stages in the college admissions process, 

not exclusively on this form. For the sake of my research, I have identified three 

locations that serve as windows in to how “fit” acts: the former Whitman College 
                                                
1 "fit, adj.". OED Online. January 2018. Oxford University Press. 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/70747?rskey=2x4JSi&result=6&isAdvanced=false (accessed March 28, 
2018).  
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application supplemental essay, [as well as the admission decisions themselves], 

admission officers’ understanding and use of the word “fit,” and public relations 

material produced by the college. These sites where “fit” is forged and mobilized 

prompted more questions: What role does “fit” play in the admissions process? How is 

“fit” used and determined?  

These locations where “fit” is visible, both individually and aggregately, allow 

for an engagement with several theories on subject formation. In my research, I did not 

come upon any sources that engage with questions of elite subject formation through 

admissions practices. Further, while race and class are discussed in conversation with 

questions of financial and merit aid, they are never discussed alongside or in 

conjunction with an applicant’s “fit.” Engaging in discussions of “fit” using theories 

offered by Louis Althusser and Stuart Hall allows for a more robust understanding of 

how “fit” is forged and mobilized in college admissions practices. In order for 

Whitman to become a more accessible institution, the Admissions and 

Communications staff must identify and examine the uninterrogated factors that play a 

role in crafting a class. While Whitman no longer uses the supplement that I analyze, I 

will show how “fit” still operates within college admissions practices, just in less 

obvious ways. 

Assuming Whitman Admissions has a vested interest in becoming a more 

accessible institution, admission officers should consider that Whitman’s standard for 

“fit” is white and affluent. Recognizing that Whitman is a selective institution that 

denies students admission, I do not dispute the use of categories that decide who is 

admitted and who is not. However, I do dispute categories that are exclusionary in 
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unintended ways. The project of my thesis is to shed light on these categories and 

analyze the spaces in which “fit” is forged, mobilized, and used in exclusionary ways. 

Following my findings, analysis and discussion of “fit,” I will offer a series of 

recommendations for Whitman’s Offices of Admission and Communications. 
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Methods/Research Design 

Because my research question interrogates three sites where “fit” can be 

discerned, multiple research methods were necessary in order to address the questions 

at stake. As such, I used mixed methods and my research design reflects this approach. 

My methods varied from intensive to extensive, qualitative to quantitative. For the sake 

of anonymity, all of the data I worked with is dissociated from the names of both 

applicants as well as admission officers. 

In order to analyze one site in which “fit” is visible, I utilized a 4603 row Excel 

dataset. Included in the spreadsheet is a complete compilation of data from the 2015 

and 2016 application cycles containing, among other categories, each applicant’s sex, 

active state, decision name, race/ethnicity, extracurricular activities, unweighted GPA, 

top overall standardized test score, app round, essay supplement, and whether or not 

they are first generation and/or Pell-Eligible. For the sake of this project, I excluded 

applicants who were waitlisted or withdrew their application, leaving me with 

applications from applicants who enrolled at Whitman, denied admission, and declined 

an offer of admission. In 2015 and 2016, 783 students enrolled at Whitman, 1272 were 

denied admission, and 2548 declined their offer of admission. Because I primarily 

focused on applicants’ race and class, the most important categories were decision 

name, race/ethnicity, app round, essay supplement, first generation status, and Pell-

Eligible status. The Whitman supplemental essay question used through 2016 was as 

follows: “Please respond to the following prompt. Your response should be 250 words 

or less. Part of being a Whittie is living and growing as a unique individual within a 

supportive community. These are words that we think describe the Whitman 
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experience.” The prompt is followed by twenty-four words and terms that include: 

“Outdoorsy, Passionate, Northwest, and Intercultural.” 

         Due to the large quantity of data, I sorted the data to isolate variables and notice 

trends. For example, I sorted data first by decision name, and then by first generation 

status, in order to see how many students who were denied admission were the first in 

their family to attend college. This tool also allowed me to sort by extracurricular 

activities together with race/ethnicity, in order to see how many students interested in 

any given activity were of a particular race. The sorting function enabled me to observe 

extensive trends in data, but lacked a fine-grained examination of applicant data. 

         In order to examine data on a more intensive and qualitative level, I used two 

approaches and two analyzing methods. I used Excel to generate a random sample of 

essays; I selected the essays of 50 students who declined an offer of admission, 50 

students who were denied admission, and 50 students who enrolled at Whitman. After 

having spent significant time sorting data, examining combinations, and observing 

various patterns and trends, I coded the essays for language. I created a chart with 

short-hands for various patterns I observed in the extensive data search (e.g. outdoorsy, 

globally engaged, intellectually curious) and used these short-hands to mark-up the 

essays. Using the data I collected through the Excel spreadsheet, I was able to 

discursively analyze the essays.  

The next step in gaining a more intensive look at trends and patterns came from 

the use of ‘Textalyzer,’ an online resource that analyzes the prominence and frequency 

of words and phrases. I began with a comprehensive look at the data, pasting text from 

every essay supplement into Textalyzer and noting recurring words. Following this 
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comprehensive word analysis, I sorted the data by race/ethnicity and Pell-Eligibility in 

order to observe trends in word usage by race and socioeconomic class. 

I was also granted access to data from the Admitted Students Questionnaire 

(ASQ). The ASQ is administered following the release of admission decisions and 

includes questions regarding why the student chose to decline Whitman’s offer of 

admission as well as the institution in which they enrolled. The ‘decline reason’ is a 

multiple choice question, wherein the student selects from a list including: better fit or 

match elsewhere, desired major not offered, financial aid or cost, location, and other. 

All of the work I did with applicant data was useful in order to see how the 

interpellation of subjects functions in Whitman admissions. Many of the most 

commonly chosen words are words that Whitman admission officers described as 

descriptors of Whitties, including outdoorsy, friendly, and collaborative. Additionally, 

Whitman’s website, brochures, and videos present images and words that appeal to 

certain students and not others. As I will show later, the twenty-four words included in 

the prompt were used in different ways and with varying frequency among different 

applicant groups. Considering interpellation within the context of admissions helps to 

contextualize these varieties among applicants and introduces the power that acts upon 

applicants as they choose their words.  

         To supplement my primarily extensive and intensive quantitative data analysis 

conducted by sorting Excel data and using Textalyzer, I interviewed five Whitman 

College admission officers whom I refer to as Admission Officer #1-#5. Among the 

five admission officers I interviewed was the Director of Admission. For the sake of 

his anonymity, he is not singled out among the five. The interviews ranged from forty 
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minutes to two hours and each interview centered around questions regarding the 

admission officer’s notion of a Whitman “fit,” which I learned is synonymous with 

“Whittie”, as well as some dialogue about my findings from Excel and Textalyzer.  

Third, I analyzed various Whitman College public relation materials, including 

the Whitman College website, several brochures, and videos produced by the college. 

Interviews with admissions officers positioned me to assess how notions of “fit” are 

mobilized by admission officers themselves. Alongside data analysis and interviews, I 

analyzed how Whitman is communicating its message of “fit” via its online presence 

and outreach as well as through prominent social media outlets. Through Whitman’s 

online platform, I could evaluate how Whitman represents itself. 

         Through this mixed methodological approach, including quantitative and 

qualitative as well as extensive and intensive analysis, I was able to analyze three sites 

in which the forging, mobilizing, and communicating of “fit” can be observed. In 

practice, these methods worked in tandem with one another and many findings were 

surfaced through a cross-analysis of quantitative, qualitative, extensive and intensive 

analyses. 
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The Literature: Contextualizing “Fit” 

Investigative Journalism 

Current texts on the college admissions process serve as important context for 

my project because they show the potential for interviews with Admission Officers. 

While they were useful resources for planning my research design, these texts survey 

the college admissions process and only briefly deal with race and class. Additionally, 

while interviews generated the majority of my qualitative data findings, I also used 

Textalyzer and Excel to generate quantitative findings. The investigative journalism 

texts are written in a narrative format and lack a fine-grained, quantitative data 

analysis. Creating a Class by Mitchell Stevens is one of many texts that study 

admissions processes using this method. Other examples are Jacques Steinberg’s The 

Gatekeepers and Daniel Golden’s The Price of Admission. They each spend a year 

working in an admissions office and engage as participant observers. Because these 

texts cover so much, they lack an in-depth investigation on any single stage of the 

process. Specifically, race and class are not foregrounded. While Stevens touches upon 

the role of race and class in college admissions, his text covers many topics ranging 

from legacy applicants to college athletics.  

George Lipsitz, Richard Dyer, and Bruce Braun theorize race relations and their 

work is salient in addressing unanswered questions regarding race and class in the 

investigative journalism texts. While these theorists do not focus on admissions 

processes, they do show the possibility for attaining a more nuanced understanding by 

theorizing whiteness and its pervasive role in society. 



10 
 

The Reproduction of Whiteness 

In The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: How White People Profit from 

Identity Politics, George Lipsitz asserts: “Whiteness is everywhere in U.S. culture, but 

it is very hard to see.”2 Lipsitz’s sentiment is visible through the ways in which “fit” is 

forged and communicated in Whitman admissions practices. Lipsitz writes of 

whiteness: “As the unmarked category against which difference is constructed, 

whiteness never has to speak its name, never has to acknowledge its role as an 

organizing principle in social and cultural relations.”3 He coins “the possessive 

investment in whiteness,” arguing that “white Americans are encouraged to invest in 

whiteness, to remain true to an identity that provides them with resources, power, and 

opportunity.”4 As I will show later, Whitman’s public relation materials and the 

previous supplemental essay create whiteness as an unstated norm to “fit.” Like 

whiteness, “fit” never has to speak its name, and yet it plays a role as an organizing 

principle in the admissions process. 

In White, Richard Dyer addresses reproductions of visual whiteness, noting the 

confusion among White people that whiteness is normal: “White power nonetheless 

reproduces itself regardless of intention, power differences and goodwill, and 

overwhelmingly because it is not seen as whiteness, but as normal.”5 He later writes: 

“The unmarked category of whiteness has “been enormously, often terrifyingly 

effective in unifying coalitions of disparate groups of people and has generally been 

                                                
2 Lipsitz, George. The Possessive Investment in Whiteness : How White People Profit from Identity 
Politics. Revised and Expanded ed. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2006, 1. 
3 Ibid, 2. 
4 Ibid, vii. 
5 Dyer, Richard. White. London ; New York: Routledge, 1997, 9.  
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much more successful than class in uniting people across national cultural differences 

and against their best interests.”6 

Whitman’s admissions materials are prime examples of what Richard Dyer 

refers to as “white makings of whiteness,” which he explains is a product of “white 

people hav[ing] had so very much more control over the definition of themselves and 

indeed of others than have those others.”7 Whitman’s Communications staff, 

comprised of 14 members, all of whom are white, illustrates Dyer’s point. These staff 

members generate all public relation materials for the college including the Whitman 

magazine, admission brochures and pamphlets, and the Whitman website. Relatedly, a 

number of the activities that Whitman Communications touts in its distributed 

admission materials are activities which are highly popular among White people. 

Outdoor adventure activities, which dominate Whitman’s materials, are the most 

prevalent example of white makings of whiteness. 

In Bruce Braun’s text “On the Raggedy Edge of Risk: Articulations of Race and 

Nature After Biology,” he theorizes risk culture in the context of outdoor adventure, 

noting that the adventure-travel industry has produced “‘risk taking’ as a key site of 

desire.”8 He explains that desiring risk and the opportunity to engage in risky outdoor 

activities is determined by one’s social location in society; “not all subjects properly fit 

risk culture’s ideological frames”9 and most portrayed encounters with nature in 

adventure magazines target White readers. This is because, according to Braun, the 

freedom to take risks is a White privilege. He distinguishes the privilege to take risks 

                                                
6 Ibid, 19. 
7 Ibid, 2. 
8 Ibid, 177. 
9 Ibid. 
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from the disadvantaged position of being at risk: “if you are white and middle class, 

‘‘risk’’ is something you take on voluntarily, not something you are subject to.”10 “One 

takes risks when one chooses to”11 whereas being “at risk” is not associated with 

choice but instead with submission and inactivity. Thus, through its advertisement, risk 

culture serves to uphold and reproduce elite culture.  

According to Braun’s discursive analysis of several publications including 

Outside and National Geographic Adventure, “persons of color are entirely absent, not 

only in the subject material or as authors of articles but also in advertisements.”12 

Braun serves as an important link between race theory and subject formation theory. 

The racialization of bodies in the advertising industry is well-documented, but Braun’s 

narrow focus on whiteness in outdoor magazines allows for a greater understanding of 

how White subjects are hailed and interpellated through these publications. Braun’s 

theorization on race and the outdoors shows how Whitman’s standard of “fit” hails a 

White, affluent subject.  

Braun highlights several points relevant to how race functions in the college 

admissions process at Whitman. Whitman’s emphasis on its proximity to the outdoors 

and access to outdoor adventure opportunities is exclusionary. If one takes Braun’s 

findings about White bodies in outdoor publications seriously, whiteness is 

continuously produced and reproduced via Whitman’s commitment to marketing its 

outdoor program. As I show later, Whitman’s outdoor program does appeal to a 

predominantly White audience and attract a majority White applicant pool. 

                                                
10 Ibid, 199. 
11 Ibid, 198. 
12 Moore, Donald S., Kosek, Jake, and Pandian, Anand. Race, Nature, and the Politics of Difference. 
Durham: Duke University Press, 2003, 180. 
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Lipsitz, Dyer, and Braun show the possibility for understanding fit as a reproduction of 

whiteness at Whitman. However, like the investigative jorunalism texts, they too lack a 

direct engagement with theories on subject formation. Thus, the next section focuses 

on subject formation theory and shows why it is important to consider in discussions of 

admissions practices. 

 

Subject Formation Theory 

Having identified literature that directly engages admissions processes at elite 

institutions, as well as literature that addresses the reproduction of whiteness among 

White subjects, I will use theories generated by Louis Althusser and Stuart Hall to 

argue for the importance of engaging theories of subject formation in the context of 

college admissions. Both Althusser and Hall introduce questions of power and 

subjectivity that contextualize how Whitman’s “fit” is forged and mobilized.  

     Althusser’s concept of interpellation is helpful in theorizing one manner in 

which Whitman students become subjects “fit” for the college. He posits that there is 

nothing inherent to an individual because there are no individuals. Alternatively, there 

are only subjects who come into being through a process that Althusser calls 

‘interpellation.’ In Ideology Interpellates Individuals as Subjects, Althusser defines and 

contextualizes interpellation: “Ideology ‘acts’ or ‘functions’ in such a way that it 

‘recruits’ subjects among the individuals (it recruits them all), or ‘transforms’ the 

individuals into subjects (it transforms them all) by that very precise operation which I 
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have called interpellation or hailing.”13 Dominant ideology plays a critical role in 

constructing our identities as subjects and forges our place in society. Althusser’s well-

known example of interpellation is the call and response between a police officer and a 

person walking down the street. When an officer shouts: “Hey, you there!” and an 

individual turns to respond to the call, the individual internalizes the officer’s call and, 

in turn, becomes a subject. Interpellation is not a choice. Rather, it is a response to a 

call to fulfill a certain subjective role and it initiates subjecthood through a primary 

submission of power. In the moment of the turn, Althusser explains that the individual 

accepts their subordination at the hands of a law officer. As I will address in my 

analysis, in the context of admissions, the subject being interpellated is the potential 

applicant.  

The former supplemental admissions essay at Whitman, which the institution 

stopped using in 2017, serves as a site of interpellation. The prompt provided 

applicants with a list of words deemed “descriptive of the Whitman experience” and 

applicants were asked to choose three words with which they identified and then to 

“explain how these terms resonate with [them] personally.” Among this list of twenty-

four words were “passionate,” “Northwest,” and “outdoorsy.” In an Althusserian sense, 

the list of words acts as the hailing to an individual and the words that an individual 

chooses renders him or her a particular kind of subject. Interpellation suggests that 

applicants are pulled into the Whitman culture and reproduce Whitman norms through 

seeing that certain words are “descriptive of the Whitman experience.” The prompt 

gives students a prescriptive sense of what it means to be a Whitman “fit” and as an 

                                                
13 Althusser, Louis. Lenin and Philosophy, and Other Essays. Modern Reader Paperbacks ; PB-213. 
New York: Monthly Review Press, 1972, 122. 
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applicant becomes a Whitman “fit” subject, he is subordinated by a primary submission 

of power.  

     Stuart Hall argues that while Althusser’s interpellation theorizes how 

individuals are summoned into place in society, it does not take into account the full 

process through which subjects are constituted. In his essay Ethnicity: Identity and 

Difference, Stuart Hall theorizes how collective identities are formed through 

hegemonic systems. He begins by disrupting the notion that identity is stable and 

unchanging and posits that we must “re-conceptualize identity as a process of 

identification.”14 Theorizing identity, which is always growing, changing, and shifting 

depending upon one’s position in society, involves both “theory of how individuals are 

summoned into place in the discursive structures and also, require[s] an account of how 

subjects are constituted.”15 For Hall, identity is a perpetual process wherein a person’s 

subjectivity is constituted by way of a summoning into place in addition to continuous 

subjection over time. Importantly, Hall recognizes subjectification as a two-way street: 

subjects are both positioned by power and actively position themselves in relation to 

that power. Hall’s notions of ‘identity’ and ‘identification’ are helpful for considering 

the ways in which public relations materials and the supplemental essay have real 

effects on prospective Whitman applicants. Using Hall’s logic, by viewing a Whitman 

brochure or completing the supplemental essay, a high school senior will learn 

something about himself. Depending upon what messages are conveyed in these 

materials and what words he chooses from, the student will understand himself through 

a certain vocabulary, project that language back onto the page, and is thus formed into 
                                                
14  Hall, Stuart. "Introduction: Who Needs 'Identity'?" In QUESTIONS OF CULTURAL IDENTITY, 1-
17. 1996, 13. 
15 Ibid. 
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a particular kind of Whitman “fit” subject. Interviews with admission officers showed 

that while they may critique the White, affluent notion of “fit,” admission officers 

remain bound to this notion through a commitment to their job. While I am not an 

admission officer, as an intern I, too, am implicated in the perpetuation of the white, 

affluent Whitman “fit” subject.  

Admission Officer #3 emphasized the utility of the outdoors for admissions. He 

said that “[At Whitman], the outdoors are an easy thing to talk about.” One of my 

responsibilities as an admission intern is to participate in a monthly admissions video 

blog, highlighting different facets of a Whitman education. Echoing Admission Officer 

#3, we often choose topics that we find easy to talk about and recently filmed a blog at 

the climbing wall. Although I recognize climbing as a predominately White, affluent 

activity, by advertising the climbing wall, I am implicated in the perpetuation of the 

White, affluent Whitman “fit” subject. Hall would recognize this moment as a two-way 

subjectification. While I am positioned as a subject by the bureaucratic power structure 

of admissions, I also position myself in relation to the power structure by advertising 

Whitman’s “fit” in a way that perpetuates a White, affluent norm.  

In addition to Hall’s theorization of ‘identity,’ his theories on ‘representation’ 

are also relevant to my discussion of “fit” in college admissions. His thoughts on 

meaning and representation enable us to see the fragile nature of language and the high 

stakes language carries with it. Hall writes: “Representation is the production of 

meaning through language… Meaning is produced by the practice, ‘the work’, of 
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representation.”16 Hall argues that language is constructionist; words are not naturally 

occurring in nature but are rather a product of social conventions. He calls these social 

conventions “our shared maps of meaning” and he recognizes these maps as learned 

and unconsciously internalized as individuals become members of culture. For Hall, 

meaning is circulated and reproduced through language; language itself is not a 

meaning-maker, as “things in themselves rarely if ever have any one, single, fixed and 

unchanging meaning.”17 Hall carefully asserts that by “language” he does not just mean 

“words,” but rather all modes of communication. “Our partners must speak enough of 

the same language to be able to ‘translate’ what ‘you’ say into what ‘I’ understand, and 

vice versa. They must also be able to read visual images in roughly similar ways.”18 

Braun illustrates Hall’s point about language and meaning when he explains the 

power of media and discourse on the inscription of race relations onto society. Braun 

writes: “If meaning necessarily operates through a kind of repetition, race must be seen 

not only as an effect of its signification but also an effect of the sedimentation of a set 

of discourses that constitute and regulate difference in terms of certain norms.”19 

Meaning is made through language and repetition and thus, meaning which is deeply 

infused (e.g. the exclusion of Blacks and Latinos from adventure magazines) must be 

actively resisted.  

 One way in which Whitman communicates meaning through language is with 

its promotional materials. Part of Whitman’s struggle to become a more accessible 

                                                
16 Hall, Stuart, and Open University. Representation : Cultural Representations and Signifying 
Practices. Culture, Media, and Identities. London ; Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage in Association with the 
Open University, 1997, 28. 
17 Ibid, 3. 
18 Ibid, 4. 
19Moore, Donald S., Kosek, Jake, and Pandian, Anand. Race, Nature, and the Politics of Difference. 
Durham: Duke University Press, 2003, 178. 
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institution is that it assumes everyone reading, seeing, or listening to their promotional 

materials speaks the same language, in the broader sense of the word. Whoever is 

making these brochures and producing these videos has a particular idea about who a 

Whitman student is and conveys these ideas in exclusive, inaccessible ways. The fact 

is, though, not everyone who considers applying to Whitman does speak the same 

language. Students who do not speak Whitman’s language either apply anyway, 

conforming and adapting to the language they consume, or they are turned away 

altogether, looking for a place that does speak their language. In the latter case, “fit” 

becomes self-imposed as an applicant finds a school that would be a “better fit.” Thus, 

Whitman stands in its own way on the path to greater inclusion and accessibility.  

     The aforementioned theories on subject formation and the reproduction of 

whiteness show the value in my mixed methodological approach and open a window 

into a more informed analysis of the data I will present. Althusser’s theory of 

interpellation as well as Hall’s theorization on representation, language and identity are 

important to weave into an analysis of admissions practices because they allow for an 

interrogation of the politics of inclusion and exclusion. A focus on “fit” is important 

precisely because it is a broad, amorphous term that is seemingly difficult to define and 

pin down, yet has real effects on Whitman applicants, and ultimately has an impact on 

who comprises an incoming class. As such, the stakes of the three-letter-word “fit” are 

high and should be more thoroughly unpacked.  
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“Fit” Defined 

How can “fit” be unpacked? What specific words might we substitute for the 

explicitly undefined “fit”? After conducting interviews, sorting and analyzing the 

applicant data for two months, and critically evaluating Whitman public relation 

materials, a key finding emerged: Whitman’s standard of “fit” is rooted in whiteness 

and affluence, which is a reason why admission officers freely use the word but find it 

difficult to define. What would it mean for Whitman admission officers to 

acknowledge and begin to grapple with the possibility that the conditions for being a 

Whitman “fit” are not ambiguous or abstract but that they are intentional and deeply 

rooted in notions of race and class? Although the Whitman “fit” seems to make itself 

evident through expressions and representations of an applicant’s whiteness, “fit” 

remains difficult for admission officers to reconcile as a part of the process. They 

struggle both to explain and reasonably justify the use of “fit” and they often do so by 

shoving it aside and writing it off as “just a feeling about a student.” Admission Officer 

#1 said of “fit:” “I can’t define it but I know it when I see it.” Admission Officer #3 

asserted: “Fit doesn’t mean that much. It’s symbolic.” Many officers noted that “fit” is 

more difficult to demonstrate for some students than for others. Specifically, less 

affluent, first generation, students of color have a more difficult time demonstrating 

“fit.” 

Each Admission Officer I interviewed indicated at least some awareness of how 

“fit” is wrapped up in power-laden structures and necessarily begs questions of access 

and subjectivity. However, “fit” continues to be a ubiquitously employed phrase. As I 

will demonstrate below, “fit” hails a particular race and class subject – the affluent 
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White student with privilege enough to be “laid-back.” I argue that the standard of 

“fit,” the rubric of sorts, is a White rubric that reproduces whiteness on the Whitman 

campus. I argue that “fit” means a lot precisely because it is symbolic. “Fit” is difficult 

to explain and its use is hard to justify because its symbolism is unspoken whiteness.  

So, how are Whitman admission officers using “fit” in their deliberation and 

decision making processes? Admission Officer #1 stated: “I like to think most of us 

realize that we’re looking for different things in different applicants.” The importance 

of contextualizing applicants was articulated on several different occasions and in 

different ways. Four out of five officers mentioned the importance of evaluating a 

student in their specific context and recognize that a student’s “fit” is gauged by what 

they are able to demonstrate in their application. Admission Officer #1 explained that 

demonstrating “fit” comes more easily to some students than others; often students 

from affluent backgrounds are in an advantageous position over their less affluent 

peers because they have college advisors guiding them through the college process.  

Admission Officer #3 noted that there are two main ways for students to 

demonstrate “fit”: “[One]: Plugging into something that currently exists at Whitman… 

[“fit”] is all a derivative of things that already exist, it’s Whitman reflecting itself upon 

itself, and [two]: the perspective or the experience they bring that is really unique and 

not represented very well at Whitman.” 

Admission Officer #1 said: “For me, [fit] is different for different 

demographics. I will hold people to different standards. Fit is a game and not everyone 

knows how to play.” This “game,” she explained, advantages financially privileged 

students for whom “fit” comes more easily or naturally, while often times students who 
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are the first in their family to attend college and/or are from lower socioeconomic 

backgrounds have the burden of demonstrating “fit.” She later specified: “A lot of our 

sense of fit stems from privilege, like having a bunch of time outside of school to do 

what you want, to be able to leave for a week to be a counselor at outdoor school, you 

don’t have to be taking care of your younger siblings or working on the weekends.” 

Admission Officer #4 seemed less aware of the relationship between privilege and 

demonstrated “fit,” assertively defining “fit” as “determined by involvement in 

activities. No matter what it is, as long as you have passion, as long as you are over-

involved.” She did not elaborate on the privilege inherent in being “over-involved.”  

Based on what admission officers say, showing “fit” insofar as it “already exists 

at Whitman” comes more easily to White, affluent students. Conversely, showing “fit” 

for a student who is not positioned to adequately mirror the types of “fit” that already 

exist at Whitman or that Whitman conveys and portrays through various materials 

requires a more concerted effort. As Admission Officer #5 stated: “For students who 

don’t naturally show fit, the burden is on them to prove to me why they should be at 

Whitman.”  

Some officers offered an explanation of why “fit” is a useful and important 

concept to consider in admissions. For example, Admission Officer #3 stated: “Fit is 

helpful in a highly selective process because it allows both us and the student to 

introduce subjectivity. It allows for a sense of vagueness. If a student comes to us upset 

that he or she didn’t get admitted, saying fit is helpful because it is undefined and 

allows students to create a narrative for themselves as to why something happened the 

way it did.” Others more directly defined “fit” using adjectives and descriptors. After 
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explaining that there is no single Whitman “fit,” Admission Officer #3 noted: “To 

guidance counselors, I often say that three types of kids would do well at Whitman: 

artsy, outdoorsy, and intellectually curious.” In their responses, some gestured towards 

a notion of “unfit” or potential “fit” in addition to simply, “fit.” Admission Officer #1 

stated: “A student could have a lot of potential fit if they are first-generation, minority, 

etc. We look for that. We are also biased to certain kids. We also can’t pass up the 35 

ACT, 4.0 kid even if they aren’t a Whittie.” The applicant data shows that White 

students tend to benefit from this bias; the average white applicant GPA in 2015 and 

2016 was 3.69 while the average black applicant GPA was 3.37. The average for 

Hispanic applicants falls in between black and white applicants, at 3.51. The GPA 

disparity among races should be considered if an exceptional GPA can override an 

applicant’s “unfitness.”  
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Whiteness and “Fit” at Whitman College 

 

The Outdoors 

Whitman College prides itself on its outdoor program. One need not look 

further than our website’s homepage to understand the emphasis Whitman places on 

outdoor engagement; “From the classroom to the climbing wall, in the great outdoors 

and around the globe: At Whitman, your horizons are limitless.” Under “Whitman’s 

Signature Programs,” the outdoor program is one of six. Others are Encounters, 

Semester in the West, and the Whitman Undergraduate Conference. Whitman 

promotional videos frequently advertise the outdoor program, and the Strategic 

Planning Committee includes a “Celebrating our Location” working group which 

involves broadening the reach and increasing accessibility to the outdoors in Walla 

Walla and the outdoor program at Whitman. For all of these reasons, it comes as no 

surprise that “the outdoors” are a big draw to students considering Whitman. In our 

interview, Admission Officer #3 said: “Scrambles as our pre-orientation is priming 

people to see what Whitman is all about.” 

It did not take more than one sweep of the Excel data for it to become 

abundantly clear how ubiquitously deployed “the outdoors” are among Whitman 

applicants. Across lines of race and gender, Whitman applicants choose to write about 

“the outdoors.” The words “Outdoors”, “Outdoor”, and “Outdoorsy” appeared 1,562 

times in the supplemental essays, making it the most frequently picked word from the 

list of 24 (33.9% of all applicants mentioned an interest in the outdoors). Critically, 
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though, mention of the outdoors in the essays spans across many types of outdoor 

activities and cannot be confined to one narrow definition or type of engagement. After 

all, as Admission Officer #3 said, “as soon as you walk outside you are outdoors.” 

While many students discuss their love of hiking, kayaking, and express interest in 

Whitman’s climbing wall, some talk about “the outdoors” in a broad manner like 

“being able to enjoy an open space, “exploring a park,” or “going to the beach.”  

After completing a more intensive analysis of the data, I began to observe 

patterns among and between students writing about each outdoor activity. For example, 

out of 125 students who mentioned climbing in their supplement, only one student was 

Black, and she wrote aspirationally about climbing: “I want to able to take advantage 

of the Whitman Outdoor Program and continue to go fishing and eventually gain the 

confidence to climb a mountain.” This student was admitted but declined her offer. Six 

Hispanic applicants mentioned climbing in their supplement but also spoke of the 

activity aspirationally. One Hispanic, Pell-Eligible student wrote: “Whitman offers 

outdoor programs that lead to self-discovery and outside awareness. Activities such as 

rock climbing and hiking have a strong appeal to me. Despite the fact that I naturally 

gravitate towards subjects I'm familiar with, I want to utilize the experience of college 

to become intellectually curious.” The only Hispanic applicant who indicated current 

involvement with climbing was non-Pell-Eligible and non-First Generation, writing: 

“The outdoors has become a place of activity, where I spend days rock climbing under 

the hot summer sun.” Given these statistics, White students are 33 times more likely 

than students of color to talk about climbing. What does it mean for less affluent, 
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Hispanic students to speak only aspirationally about climbing and other extreme 

outdoor activities? 

Braun’s theorization of risk-taking in the outdoors is reflected in the applicant 

data. There is a sense of comfort in the outdoors articulated by many White students, 

regardless of class, while it is largely absent from Black and Hispanic students across 

class lines. One Pell-Eligible White male stated: “My love of the outdoors has allowed 

me to expand my comfort zone and take risks I would never have been willing to take 

if I had simply stayed inside.” He was admitted to Whitman but declined his offer. One 

White, male, first-generation, Pell-Eligible applicant wrote: “Outdoorsy is not a word 

that describes me at all. I don't particularly like the outdoors, but I've always wanted 

to...  I've always wanted that inspiration to go out into nature, and thankfully Whitman 

is one place that I've noticed prides itself on students spending lots of time off 

campus.” Another White, Pell-Eligible applicant wrote: “Like many, I use nature as an 

escape.” In a discussion of the outdoors, a White non-Pell-Eligible male applicant 

wrote fondly about risk-taking in the outdoors: “I am a firm believer that the best way 

to understand the world around you is to go out and live in it. Doing so is a risk, but 

experiential learning has abundant results.”  

While several Black and Hispanic, Pell-Eligible applicants used the word “risk” 

in their supplement to discuss an interest in working with “at-risk populations” or 

taking “intellectual risks” in the classroom, none express interest in risk-taking 

outdoors. One Hispanic First-Generation female applicant wrote: “My experience in a 

low-income Latino immigrant community has exposed me to the privilege of 

education… Fueled by the desire to improve opportunities for at-risk youth I have 
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taken leadership initiatives in my community to develop programs that support 

education.” She was admitted by declined her offer of admission. Another First-

Generation Hispanic applicant discussed risk in the context of intellectual curiosity: 

“There is a phrase that states ‘curiosity killed the cat’ but I like to think that to be 

curious about a subject, I will have to take the risk to find out more information or miss 

the chance of learning and/or experiencing something new.” He was denied admission. 

A Pell-Eligible, First-Generation Black applicant noted the value of risk-takig in the 

classroom: “Taking risks and being curious is what's helping me succeed in Biology.” 

She, too, was denied admission.  

Through Textalyzer, I observed how many outdoor activities appeal to 

applicants across class lines but not race lines. While 36 White applicants mentioned 

kayaking, 12 of whom were White and Pell-Eligible, only one Black applicant did 

(White, Pell-Eligible applicants were 4.3 times more likely to state an interest in 

kayaking than all Black applicants). Similarly, while 273 White applicants mentioned 

hiking, 75 of whom were White and Pell-Eligible, only one Black applicant did (White, 

Pell-Eligible applicants were 27 times more likely to state an interest in hiking than all 

Black applicants). While 95 White applicants stated an interest in climbing, 31 of 

whom were White and Pell-Eligible, only 1 Black applicant did (White, Pell-Eligible 

applicants were 11.2 times more likely to state an interest in climbing than all Black 

applicants). These findings support Braun’s claim about the ubiquity of whiteness 

outfoor adventure related imagery. A White, first-generation, Pell-Eligible male wrote: 

“When I'm rock climbing, my inquisitive behavior is helpful, as I need to solve each 

climbing route like a puzzle.” He enrolled at Whitman. Another White Pell-Eligible 
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male wrote: “Outdoor opportunities in the surrounding area are common with geology 

field trips and Outing Program outdoor adventures such as camping, hiking, and 

climbing.” He was admitted but declined his offer. 

My findings reveal whiteness to be a more salient factor than wealth in 

determining one’s interest in the outdoors, which is supported by Braun’s theory on the 

representation of whiteness in the outdoors. Although Braun says that the outdoor 

adventurer is presumed to be middle-class, he repeatedly asserts that whiteness is the 

factor that “needs no mention”20 because it is automatically visible. Lipsitz’s notion of 

whiteness as an “organizing principle”21 that brings people from different classes 

together is apparent in the fact that far more Pell-Eligible, first-generation White 

applicants stated an interest in the outdoors than did non-Pell-Eligible, non-first-

generation Black and Hispanic applicants. Additionally, Hall explains that a shared 

language is necessary in order to operate under the same meaning map: “There is no 

simple relationship of reflection, imitation or one-to-one correspondence between 

language and the real world.”22 In order to appeal to more students from all race and 

class backgrounds, Whitman must represent itself through many meaning maps and 

therefore many languages.  

 The frequent discussion of expensive outdoor activities such as climbing, 

skiing, and kayaking is contrasted with the prevelance of Pell-Eligible Black and 

Hispanic students discussing outdoor sports and activities which do not require 

                                                
20 Moore, Donald S., Kosek, Jake, and Pandian, Anand. Race, Nature, and the Politics of Difference. 
Durham: Duke University Press, 2003, 183. 
21 Lipsitz, George. The Possessive Investment in Whiteness : How White People Profit from Identity 
Politics. Revised and Expanded ed. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2006, 1. 
22 Hall, Stuart, and Open University. Representation : Cultural Representations and Signifying 
Practices. Culture, Media, and Identities. London ; Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage in Association with the 
Open University, 1997, 28. 
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equipment, and therefore do not require the same level of wealth. For example, out of 

168 applicants who mentioned “running,” 66 were non-White (non-White applicants 

were almost 3 times more likely to state an interest in running than White applicants). 

In addition, out of the 98 students who mentioned basketball, 27 were non-White (non-

White applicants were 15 times more likely to state in interest in basketball than non-

White applicants). One Black Pell-Eligible applicant who was denied admission wrote: 

“Being an Athlete, there is nothing like having the sun and breeze hitting your face as 

you move around… Through outdoor activities, I have gained endless experiences and 

seen what Mother Nature has to offer.” Another applicant, a Hispanic, Pell-Eligible 

woman from Los Angeles, California wrote about her love of running outside. She 

wrote: “When I am outside, there is always something new to explore and appreciate. 

As a runner, I am able to enjoy breathtaking views, fresh oxygen in my lungs, and an 

unlimited amount of trails.” Both of these quotes are among several from non-White 

Pell Eligible and/or First Generation students who foreground their interest in sports 

and often add something about “being outdoorsy”. The prevalence of these essays 

make me wonder the ways in which students who would not otherwise be passionate 

about outdoor culture become interpellated as Whitman “fit” subjects through the essay 

question itself. It is disconcerting to think that students may forgo parts of their 

identities in order to “fit” in with an established culture, particularly when that culture 

is rooted in whiteness and affluence. 

From a marketing standpoint, it makes sense that Whitman would advertise its 

outdoor program. The kinds of outdoor activities that Whitman emphasizes, including 

climbing and kayaking, are marketable to an affluent population, the population for 
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whom Whitman wants to attract. As Admission Officer #3 said, “even if you don’t like 

the outdoors, if you are a white wealthy person, you are less likely to be turned off.” 

Admission Officer #1 took serious issue with the way Whitman uses the outdoors as a 

part of its admissions materials and marketing, calling it “the one thing I see as a 

source of conflict.” She said:  

“I consider outdoor culture to be super elitist and it’s not a selling point with a 
lot of students I speak to… Outdoor culture is really masculine and sometimes 
oppressive towards women as well but especially towards people of color. The 
legacy of the West Coast outdoors scene has been kind of exclusionary… More 
financially comfortable applicants, for whom that is already a part of their lives, 
are the students who are really interested in the outdoors and often times that 
aligns with a certain socioeconomic group.”  

 

 After interviewing admission officers, evaluating public relation materials, and 

analyzing applicant data, it became evident that a Whitman “fit” can be signaled by an 

interest in the outdoors. Though it is certainly not the only way for an applicant to 

demonstrate “fit,” conveying an interest in the outdoors is a reliable way to show “fit” 

as a reflection of what is already represented at Whitman.  

 

Laid Back 

A common theme I recognized across the data was the occurrence of the phrase 

“laid back.” Despite it not being a word on the list to choose from, 65 applicants used 

the phrase both to describe themselves as well as a way to describe the “Whitman” or 

“Northwest” vibe – more than “academically” and almost as many times as 

“academics.” Several more used words of the same nature, such as “chill,” 

“unpretentious,” and “down to earth.” What does “laid-back” mean? Who is “laid-
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back?” After sorting the applicant data by race and entering supplements of non-White 

students into Textalyzer, it became clear that students who use the phrase “laid-back” 

are almost exclusively White, and almost entirely non-Pell Eligible and non-first 

generation. One White male from Albuquerque, New Mexico writes: “Like the West, I 

am laid-back and open minded, and I feel drawn to both its scenery and people.” A 

White female from Oregon writes: “Whitman seems to have the quintessential 

Northwest vibe: laid back, friendly, and open to everyone. This is something that I 

wish I could find everywhere, but there is a reason it's called the ‘Northwest vibe.’” A 

third applicant, a White non-Pell Eligible, non-First Generation student from Seattle, 

wrote: “Whitman offers the Northwest vibe that I already love (the laid-back attitude, 

the ability to wear flannel 75% of the time) while simultaneously placing me in a 

different setting with new opportunities.” While laidback-ness is a quality with which 

some applicants identify and seek out, I will show how upper-class applicants are the 

ones for whom Whitman’s “laid-back vibe” resonates.  

Admission Officer #1 illustrated my findings when she described Whitman’s 

applicant pool as “down to earth, chill, and laid-back.” She also specified that these 

descriptors apply to students “who really have time to slow down and experience being 

laid-back and down to earth, or who have time to look for elements like that in their 

college search.” She was sure to specify that this portion of the applicant pool is 

predominantly White and almost always upper-class. Her observations are reflected in 

the data. While most of the students who describe themselves as laid-back are White, 

there are exceptions. Unlike “the outdoors,” class appears to play a larger role than race 

in whether or not a student identifies as “laid-back.” One non-first generation Black 
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applicant, coming from a non-Pell-Eligible family identified as “laid back:” “Although 

I live a relaxed, laid-back lifestyle, I am always determined to achieve the goals that I 

set for myself.” A Hispanic non-Pell-Eligible and non-first-generation student asserted: 

“I like the friendly, laid back, unpretentious people, too.” 

Admission Officer #4 asserted: “Everyone at Whitman is laid-back, they are not 

snobby or competitive, they are collaborative.” After I pressed her on what she meant 

by “laid-back,” she said: “By laid-back I mean non-snooty but I think you’re right, the 

laid-back thing is probably the outdoorsy thing.” While laid-backness and 

outdoorsiness are not always mutually inclusive, both Admission Officer #4 as well as 

the applicant data show that they do often go together.  

The Whitman College website, videos, and brochures are filled with images 

that evoke “laid-back,” so it is no surprise that so much of Whitman’s applicant pool 

identify with and describe an interest in finding a laid-back college environment. 

Because laid-back and collaborative seem to go hand-in-hand among admission 

officers, when an admission officer describes the Whitman student body as 

“collaborative and not competitive,” they also might mean “laid-back and not uptight.” 

This begs the question: Who is afforded the privilege of being laid-back and who looks 

for a laid-back environment? Conversations with admission officers and analysis of the 

essays lead me to believe that laid-backness is rooted in whiteness and privilege. While 

Whitman has moved away from advertising itself as “unpretentious,” laid-back 

effectively serves the same purpose and sends the same message about Whitman 

College. In an op-ed published in The Whitman Wire in 2014, Lisa Uddin, Assistant 
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Professor of Art History and Visual Culture Studies at Whitman, commented on 

Whitman’s self-identification as “unpretentious.”  

She writes:  

My sense is that the quality of having a lack of pretension is best executed by 
those who can afford to shed it. I see it coming from a social position of 
historical power and exercised most vigorously by people who are interested in 
disassociating themselves from that power. But recognizing that people in the 
Whitman community come from different backgrounds (cultural, class, ethnic, 
etc.) entails asking how being casual, natural [or] unpretentious may not work 
equally across the board.23  

 

While Uddin refutes the use of “unpretentious,” the same sentiment can be 

applied to “laid back.” One White, non-Pell-Eligible, non-First-Generation female 

applicant from one of Seattle’s more affluent suburbs, exclaimed: “Unpretentious 

Northwest epitomizes my current lifestyle.”.Applicants who work many hours a week 

to contribute to their family income or come home after school to take care of their 

siblings do not necessarily have the time to take life at a slow pace or to be “laid-back.” 

Thus, Whitman’s emphasis on providing a laid-back environment that caters to the 

laid-back student carries with it high stakes. Outdoorsy, laid-back, Pacific Northwest: 

these are all words that hail a particular type of applicant. In so doing, applicants who 

are not outdoorsy or laid-back either perform these qualities or are turned away from 

applying altogether. Perhaps Whitman’s heavily White, affluent applicant pool and 

student body can be in part attributed to its emphasis on curating a campus that is more 

welcoming to White, affluent students than students of color. 

In The Possessive Investment in Whiteness, Lipsitz writes: “Group interests are 

not monolithic, and aggregate figures can obscure serious differences within racial 
                                                
23Uddin, Lisa. “Letter to the Editor: Thoughts on Whitman as ‘Unpretentious’ Liberal Arts College.” 
The Whitman Wire, February 13, 2004.  



33 
 

groups… the experiences of members of minority groups are not interchangeable.”24 

Lipsitz’s point is important to consider alongside “fit” in Whitman admissions. While 

the data shows that “outdoorsy” and “laid back” are descriptors with which White 

people most commonly identify, class also plays a role in who benefits from laid-back 

outdoorsiness. As I have shown, “laid back-ness” is more correlated with wealthier 

socio-economic class than with whiteness. While the majority of applicants who 

identify as laid-back or express an interest in Whitman’s “laid-back culture” are White, 

the more obvious identifier of whiteness among applicants is an interest in “the 

outdoors.” Lipsitz reminds us that recognizing the intersectionality of individuals is 

important; humans are complex beings and thus, applicants can never be understood as 

only White, Black, rich, or poor. I am not positioned to draw causal relationships 

between variables. What I observe and analyze are correlations between use of 

language, race, and class, but it is important to remember that group interests are never 

entirely reductive.  

 

 

This photograph of Whitman’s cycling team appeared in a 2012 admissions brochure 
and is an example of Whitman’s commitment to showing off the “down-to-earth 
Northwest culture” that is often considered “laid back.”

                                                
24 Lipsitz, 22. 
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“Fit” and Non-Whiteness 

 Although many of Whitman’s admission materials seem to hail and reproduce a 

White, affluent subject, analyzing applicant data, published admissions materials, and 

interviewing admission officers reveal elements of a Whitman education that appeal to 

students from all races and class backgrounds. However, as it stands, I do not believe 

Whitman Admissions and Communications are doing all they can to broaden the 

college’s reach and accessibility. In this section, I will elaborate upon three facets of a 

Whitman education - the outstanding professors and academic rigor as well the 

performing arts - in order to highlight things that seemingly appeal to all students 

across race and socioeconomic lines.  

 First, Whitman could do a better job of showing off its outstanding professors 

and its academic rigor. By looking through data, it became clear to me that a desire to 

engage in an academically stimulating classroom environment and forge relationships 

with professors are aspects of a Whitman education that span across race and class 

lines. However, many of the students who statedly emphasize an interest in academics 

and forging relationships with professors decline their offer of admission from 

Whitman. A Hispanic Pell-Eligible, first generation applicant wrote: “I enjoy school 

and always strive to learn as much as I can. This makes me excited to join the Whitman 

community, where I know my desire for knowledge will be fueled by small classroom 

discussions and genuine support of professors.” She declined her offer of admission 

from Whitman and enrolled at Williams College instead, a school known for its high 

caliber academics and outstanding professors.  
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 The fact is, Whitman does have high caliber academics and outstanding 

professors. Seniors at Whitman often cite the strength of the academics and the 

accessibility of the professors as highlights of their time at Whitman. Almost all of 

them hold the highest degree in their field and were educated at top-tier universities 

around the world. Why, then, under Whitman’s “Why Whitman?” tab on the website 

do Outstanding Professors fall last, at number 10? 

 

 Whitman should be bragging about its outstanding professors, not ranking them 

below “Whitman will up your instagram game!” which lands at #7.  

In addition to its professors, Whitman could stand to place more of an emphasis 

on the strength of its academic departments, and broaden its definition of “fit” to 

include intellectuals. Out of the 4603 essays, only 35 students mentioned “academic 

rigor” in their essay but all of them declined their offer of admission, often choosing to 

attend other small liberal arts colleges. In addition, of the 93 students who stated an 

interest in Physics in their essay, 0 were denied admission and 74 declined their offer 

(students who stated an interest in Physics were 22 times more likely to decline their 

offer of admission than students who did not state an interest in Physics).  
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Statistics on ‘Politics’ and ‘Political Science’ were similar; of the 101 who 

stated an interest in studying or engaging with Politics and Political Science at 

Whitman, only 3 enrolled (students who stated an interest in Politics and Political 

science were 32 times more likely to decline their offer of admission than enroll). 

Similarly to students emphasizing “academic rigor,” many of the applicants who stated 

an interest in a particular academic subject declined Whitman’s offer and chose to 

attend another college because they deemed it a “better fit.” Some of these schools 

were Tufts University, Macalaster College, and Pomona College. In addition, while 

there were vast disparities in the racial composition of students writing about “the 

outdoors” and “laid back”,” there was no concentration of race or socioeconomic class 

in students who stated interests in Politics, Physics, Math, Chemistry or Biology. In 

fact, 97 out of 224 students who stated an interest in Politics or Political Science (43%) 

were non-white, Pell-Eligible, or both. 

 Another element of a Whitman education that appeals to students across race 

and socioeconomic lines are the performing arts. Music, theatre and slam poetry were 

all mentioned with frequency among non-White, first-generation, Pell-Eligible 

applicants, but like students who stated interests in specific academic departments, the 

majority of these students declined their offer of admission. While Whitman has very 

strong performing arts, the ratio of students who declined admission to students who 

enrolled at Whitman suggests that they are not perceived with such strength. Out of 

4603, 1,326 students listed “art” as their primary interest, 272 selected “music,” and 

124 chose “drama/theater.” Of the 272 students who mentioned an interest in music, 

only 60 of them were White and non-Pell-Eligible (non-White, Pell-Eligible applicants 
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were 3.5 times more likely to state an interest in Music than White non-Pell Eligible 

students). Out of 443 applicants who chose to write about an interest in slam poetry, 

342 were non-White, Pell-Eligible, or both (non-White, Pell-Eligible applicants were 

3.3 times more likely to state an interest in slam poetry than White, non-Pell-Eligible 

students). Less drastic but still notable is the racial and class makeup of students who 

discussed an interest in theater. Of 124 students who stated a passion for theater in their 

supplement, 65 of them were non-White, Pell-Eligible, or both (non-White, Pell-

Eligible applicants were 1.2 times more likely to state an interest in slam poetry than 

White, non-Pell-Eligible students). Especially considering the fact that in 2015 and 

2016 Whitman’s applicant pool was comprised of 77% White applicants, the 

prevelance of non-White applicants who state an interest in the performing arts is 

significant.   

 These numbers show the possibility for Whitman’s performing arts, outstanding 

professors, and academic rigor to hail more applicants from a broader array of racial 

and socioeconomic backgrounds. My findings gesture towards some possibilities for 

how Whitman can become an institution that is more inviting and appealing across the 

board, not exclusively to students who can afford to be outdoorsy and laid back.  
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Moving Forward 

Given the constraints of the current financial model determined by powers that 

be, I recognize that Whitman will continue to admit a certain number of students who 

can pay full-tuition in order to also enroll students who cannot pay. Therefore, I do not 

propose that Whitman strike its emphasis on the outdoors. As several admission 

officers noted, under the current financial model, Whitman in effect cannot afford to 

lessen enrollment from the students who are attracted to Whitman’s laid back, 

outdoorsy environment because these students can typically pay. These facts are 

supported by the data that I analyzed. Instead, I propose that Whitman broaden the 

population to whom they appeal; Take note of the fact that predominantly non-White 

students express an interest in the performing arts and do not end up attending 

Whitman; recognize that Whitman’s outstanding professors and high caliber academics 

should be major selling points but are often overlooked for the sake of focusing 

advertising efforts on “the outdoors” and the “laid back” environment, which hail and 

reproduce a White, upper-class subject. These facts are important because they stand in 

the way of Whitman becoming an accessible institution.  

 So, what does “fit” at Whitman College really mean? It means you are most 

likely, but not certainly, White. It means you are probably looking for a laid back, 

collaborative college environment – one that is not competitive but is collaborative. It 

might mean you are looking for a place where you can take risks, physically and 

intellectually, and embark on outdoor adventures. It might mean that you desire close 

relationships with professors and to be a part of a tight-knit, intentional community. 

Maybe you are interested in the performing arts or slam poetry but that is probably not 
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your primary interest. You likely take part in many extra-curricular activities and in 

many cases are over-involved. It probably means you are looking for a college where 

you can learn in the classroom but also have fun.  

 I do not propose that Whitman erase its use of the word “fit.” While I think 

assumptions about who is and is not a “fit” ought to be problematized, I recognize that 

as a selective institution, Whitman will always make determinations about who is “fit” 

and who is “unfit.” Eliminating the word will not end the role “fit” plays. However, 

hopefully a consideration of “fit” will push admission officers to consider its 

implications. 

Taking all of this research into account, I propose a two-pronged action plan for 

Whitman’s Office of Admissions and Office of Communications. First, the admissions 

staff, including myself and my fellow senior admission interns, should be more self-

critical and interrogative about the implications of using the concept of “fit” to evaluate 

an applicant. Whitman admissions staff should recognize that lacking an articulation of 

what “fit” is allows it to act as a harbinger for exclusivity. A thorough consideration of 

what “laid-back” signals shows that it is an objectionable and potentially harmful term. 

Whitman Admissions and Communications understands itself as a rigorous instution 

and as the applicant data showed, it is very possible to be an intense student who also 

wants a collaborative learning environment. However, as previously mentioned, all 35 

students who stated a desire for “academic rigor” in their supplement declined their 

offer of admission, attending other liberal arts colleges that were a “better fit.” As a 

way to become a more acccessible and inclusive institution, Admissions and 

Communications should recognize the overwhelmingly White, elite and anti-
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intellectual population for whom a “laid-back, outdoorsy” environment appeals and 

stop using these words and images to describe a “Whittie.” Perhaps if the 

Communications team stops communicating these messages through brochures and 

videos, Admission Officers will stop describing Whitman as “laid-back” and the 

problematic term can disappear altogether, much like “unpretentious” disappeared in 

2015. 

As Admission Officer #3 noted: “There is opportunity to coordinate recruitment 

efforts in the arts to mirror or exceed what is happening in athletics. There is so much 

more space in music than on athletic teams.” Fine Arts and Performing Arts professors 

should recruit students, and videos highlighting the arts should be a focal point of our 

admissions materials. As Admission Officer #3 said: “The outdoors is reinforced by so 

much other stuff like scrambles, the location in the Northwest. People already associate 

the Northwest with the outdoors, it has such an advantage. With the arts, people don’t 

realize it about Whitman.” I do not propose that Whitman Communications and 

Admissions stop advertising the the outdoor program altogether because it does play a 

role in the experiences of many students. However, they should recognize that “the 

outdoors can speak for itself,” as several admission officers said, and focus their efforts 

on other meaningful aspects of a Whitman education. 

Whitman Communications and Admissions should recognize that most of the 

students who state an interest in a specific academic department are declining their 

offer of admission and enrolling at other competitive liberal arts colleges, often 

because somewhere else is a “better fit” or their “desired major is not offered.” This 

fact should signal to the Communications team that Whitman would benefit from more 
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aggressively selling its academic departments. This brings me to the second prong of 

my argument: Whitman’s Communications staff should spend time considering how 

our current public relations materials are reproducing a particular kind of Whitman 

subject. Instead of so heavily emphasizing our “laid-back” vibe and outdoor program, 

commend our outstanding professors and intensely academic classroom environments. 

First and foremost, students want to learn and grow intellectually during college and 

Whitman Communications could do a far better job publicly recognizing its academic 

programs. 

Whitman must acknowledge the control that it has over who applies and 

enrolls. One way of recognizing this control is understanding what and who qualifies 

as a Whitman “fit.” As I have shown, “fit” is a coded word used to describe a standard 

of who fits in at Whitman and the standard for fitting is White, affluent, and often anti-

intellectual. The way “fit” is forged and mobilized can be discerned through the former 

supplemental essay, the thoughts and opinions of admission officers, and public 

relation materials at Whitman. “Fit” is interpellated, represented and perpetuated 

through these sites. Instead of accepting that a student is “fit” because they just are, 

finish the sentence: “This applicant is fit because they are  __________.”  

Whitman Admissions and Communications must understand how “fit” is being 

used at present in order to broaden its meaning and eventually lead to a more inclusive 

institution. I recognize that as it stands, Whitman is bound by economic imperatives; 

implementation of my proposed changes do not need to happen over night. Rather, I 

posit that critically interrogating how “fit” is forged and mobilized through the 

Whitman Admissions and Communations staff, problematizing the exclusivity of our 
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current public relation materials, and recognizing the White, affluent applicant subject 

whom Whitman hails, all serve as an entry points into Whitman College becoming a 

more accessible and inclusive institution.  
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Appendix 

Chart 1 shows the number of students who applied to Whitman in the years 2015 and 
2016 by race.  

 
Graph 2 shows the relationship between Pell-Eligibility and Race. 

 
Graph 3 shows the relationship between First-Generation Status and Race. 
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