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Understanding Undermatching:
Yet Another Gap…
By Michael L. Peacock
In last month’s edition, the lead story, The Martha O’Bryan Center
Freezing Summer Melt, addressed a serious problem facing upcoming
college freshmen. But it turns out that Summer Melt is not the first
obstacle to getting bright and qualified students into college.
Realizing Success: A White Paper on College Student Undermatching, recently published by the Tennessee
College Access & Success Network addresses a different but equally troubling challenge.
“Undermatching,” according to Bob Obrohta, Executive Director of Tennessee College Access & Success
Network, “occurs when an academically capable student chooses to attend a less selective college or
university than they could potentially get into.”
This is a problem because students who undermatch have less success in higher education.
While it seems counterintuitive that gifted high school graduates would do poorly in institutions that have lower
standards and requirements, Obrohta makes his case saying, “Research shows that students who undermatch
quite often bail out of those institutions, they have a poorer chance of finishing, a poorer chance of being
retained after the first year, and they just underperform.”
“Typically,” he says, “what happens is that students who are not challenged in the ways that they could and
should be challenged, tend to disengage.”
And not being challenged is only one of the reasons students “disengage.” The lack of support from family and
peers, and the lack of support from their selected institution can also take its toll.
According to the recent white paper, those at the greatest risk for undermatch are typically lowincome, first
generation college goers, AfricanAmerican, Hispanic, and/or rural students.
Often, students who fall into these categories simply don’t apply to the colleges they perceive as too
academically advanced, and that they think they won’t get into anyway. They don’t apply to institutions that
seem too expensive, and they don’t understand the aid options and opportunities that are available.
“This is all about information,” says Obrohta, “and I’ll use Williams College as an example. When a high
performing student who is academically capable—but is lowincome—looks at a $65,000 price tag, they’ll
probably think that they can’t afford it, when in actuality, a place like Williams would make it very affordable,
and probably even cheaper than going to a public institution.”

Students going to a private liberal arts college are more likely to graduate in four years than at a public
university where they’d probably graduate in 5 ½ to 6 years. They’re more likely to emerge with less debt,
they’re more likely to go on to graduate school, and they often benefit from an alumni network that provides
students with incredible opportunities that they would not have otherwise.
Students at risk of undermatch are often faced with tough choices, and open access institutions make it even
harder.
“Open Access” schools are institutions that are just that. They are institutions where if you apply, or in some
cases even if you don’t apply, you’re getting in. They typically have acceptance rates between 80 and 100%
but their retention and graduation rates fall short of their more selective competition.
“When you look at some of these open access colleges,” says Obrohta, “they cost the same as the more
selective schools, but have really high admissions rates and really low retention and graduation rates.”
He continues, “A more selective school is under the philosophy that ‘if we’re going to admit you, we’re going to
put the supports in place that will help you be successful,’ and that shows up in the retention numbers.”
What can we do?
In the same way that addressing summer melt, finding internships, and securing employment depend in large
part on the role of a mentor, so does addressing undermatching.
Says Obrohta, “The evidence has shown that the relationship between that student and that adult is one of the
key interventions in addressing undermatching and helping make sure that students are seeing all the options
and opportunities that are available and making good choices. If you could do that for every student, we’d then
be fully addressing undermatching.”

Top 15 Mistakes to Avoid in Choosing a
College
By: Elizabeth Hoyt, Editor, FastWeb!
Choosing a college is stressful and making sure you make the right decision can often feel like a daunting task.
To help out with the process, here are some common mistakes to avoid along the way:
1. Rushing the process. Finding the right college takes time and effort, not to mention research and an often
lengthy application process. Waiting until the last minute or just “falling into a college” is never a good idea. It
takes the most important factor out of the equation—you.
2. Being a follower. Following a boyfriend, girlfriend, best friend to the college of their choice may seem like a
good idea at the time because you want to be near them, but this is one of the most pivotal points in your life,
too. You need to remember to make the best decisions for yourself and, if your relationships are strong, they
will outlast time and distance anyway.
3. The legacy lure. We’re aware the commandment states “Honor thy father and mother.” However, only
considering colleges your parents, siblings or other family members went to in order to follow in their footsteps
may not be in your best interest. It’s always better to explore your options and find the right fit for your
personality.

4. Rebellion. In contrast, only considering colleges your parents DON’T want you to go isn’t beneficial either.
Sometimes, they have some good insight that may help you decide on what may be best for you. Don’t choose
—or not choose—a college out of spite. This is sure to lead you down a path of regret. Choose a college based
on what you want, not based on what someone else doesn’t.
5. You’re a diehard fan. We’ve all got our favorite teams, but let’s remember that just because they have a
great sports team does not mean it’s the right educational fit for you. After all, you’re there to learn, not cheer
them on. You can be a fan anywhere, but you can’t learn everywhere.
6. The temptation to party. So, it’s a great party school but is it a great learning environment? While you may
be itching to get out on your own and party like a rock star, that’s really not what college is about. Remember,
when choosing a college that you want to choose somewhere what you can have a healthy social atmosphere
but a setting that’s conducive to the real goal at hand—learning.
7. How a student body looks. You’ve heard the student body is attractive. So what? Maybe you like this,
maybe you’re worried you won’t fit in, either way, you should ignore these stereotypes because they probably
are just that. Also, the attractiveness of a student body shouldn’t really make a different in your decision on
where to get an education.
8. Assuming the worst. Not applying to certain schools because you assume you won’t be accepted
underrates your potential and potentially limits your future. Come on, you guys, we have reach schools for a
reason. You never know what you can achieve if you don’t try, so at least make an attempt.
9. Location, location, location. Whether you’re a homebody who wants to stay close or an escape artist who
wants to get as far from home as possible, the location should be a factor in choosing a college, not the sole
decision maker.
10. Cost obsessions or carelessness. Forgetting to consider the cost or only considering the cost as a factor
are two major issues to avoid. While cost is a huge hurdle, there are many other factors to consider as well and
students should not be blinded by this one aspect. Reversely, students who are applying for financial aid or
whose parents are paying for college should not neglect to think about cost completely, as costs can add up
quite quickly.
11. Not visiting. Experiences are relative and one person’s dream college could be another’s nightmare. This
is why going by what you’ve been told is never a good idea. A person very different from you could have had a
positive or negative experience that you likely would not have had. Also, only looking at the website or relying
on a college’s advertising is a mistake because they tend to idealize college life and students get unrealistic
expectations of what campus is like. It’s always better to visit and experience the college—or one very similar
to it—for yourself.
12. Relying on reputation. Just because it’s a “highlyranked”, “prestigious” or a “designer” school doesn’t
mean it’s the right school for you. Don’t always assume that the difficulty of getting into the school equates to
the quality of education you’ll receive. Some students need smaller classes and more oneonone interaction to
thrive in a learning environment.
13. Pushy parents. Letting your parents decide which college is right for you, or being forced by your parents
to attend a certain school is not healthy. You need to think about what you want out of a college. After all,
you’re the one attending the school.
14. Having a onetrack mind. Maybe you’ve wanted to go there since you were little and you’ve already
decided there is only one right school for you. But not investigating all your options is a huge mistake. You can
still attend you’re number one, we’re just asking you to check out the others, too. Just because you think it’s
what you want doesn’t mean you can’t ask questions and, believe us, you can never ask too many!

15. The college specializes in your current major. That’s right, we said current. Choosing a college solely
because of a specific major or career path is a major (pun intended) issue because, odds are, your major will
change several times. There’s nothing wrong with that, we just want you to be prepared with a school ready to
accommodate all your dreams, whatever they may be.

Featured Resource
Finding your College Fit
This is an excellent resource that provides practical guidance for parents and students as they search for the
"perfect fit." This site includes everything from videos of students, college counselors, and admissions officers,
to stepbystep checklists.
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