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(In the News: 2019—present)

Week of highest news coveragdlarch 12-18, 2019
Number of news articles week before

Number of news articles that weekl34

Number of news articles during peak month coverag226

On March 12, 2019, the results of a federal investigation, codenam
to the public. From 2011-2018, 33 wealthy parents, including celeb

paid over $25 million to college counselor William Rick Singer to admit their children int
Singer bribed university of cials, in ated the children's test scores, falsi ed sports record
in prison and ned $19 million, and other

to take the SAT for the children. Singer was sentenced to 3.5 years
perpetrators involved were sentenced to jail and ned hundreds of
University professor described it as the "worst scandal involving eli
United States."

MW, * The parents implicated were wealthy, and some wer

es Lori Loughlin and Felicity Huffman, bolstering the
 Similarly, the universities involved were elite and well-known. Ove
University of Southern California, and Georgetown, Yale, and UC

» Sewral dramatic photos of the accused parents circulated during
grimly leaving the courtroom after she was sentenced. Audio reca
were released as well.

HIGH e The scandal erupted amidst a national growing con
and perceived unfairness of the college admissions

 Average tuition for private universities grew from just over $24,000 in 2006 to over $4

increase—severely raising the stakes for students, parents, and u
and injustices and priming them for outrage.

* Prior college admissions scandals, such as Clout Goes to Colleg
to solidify the narrative of a “broken system.”
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» Universities responded swiftly by revoking admission from the involved students, making public state-

ments, and implementing reforms in their admissions processes

and powerful know how to take care of their own.”

OUTCOMES RELATED TO THE OPERATION VARSITY BLUES MEDIA STORM:

Then-presidential candidate Elizabeth Warren called the scandal "just one more example of how the rich

* Increased scrutiny of admissions practices: Fallout from Operation Varsity Blues, including decreased
trust in admissions, led to greater scrutiny from law enforcement and the greater public towards college
admissions practices, likely contributing to the 2020 indictment of a former Harvard fencing coach for

bribery.

» Soured public perception of the college admissions process: The scandal marked a de nitive turning point
in public opinion of elite universities, as the narrative of disparities and elitism in academia eclipsed the

-Operation Varsity Blues Admissions Scandal ~  Clout Goes to College Admissions Scandal

(In the News: 2009—present)

Media Storm? NO

Week of highest news coveragdune 8-14, 2009
Number of news articles week beforet1

Number of news articles that weekl7

Number of news articles during peak month coveragé6

In 2009, the Chicago Tribune published a four-part investigative series uncovering a “Clout List” of 800
students admitted to the University of lllinois Urbana-Champaign (UIUC) under false academic pretenses.
TheChicago Tribune found that, despite having lower-than-average grades and test scores compared to
other students, these candidates were admitted into UIUC because of their exclusive connections with
university trustees and politicians. The publication of the clout list caused controversy, prompting the lllinois
governor to investigate UIUC, which in turn resulted in the resignation of the university president and
several members of UIUC’s board of trustees.
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* lllinois Senate president John Cullerton, lllinois Representatives Bill Mitchell and UM —

Chapel Rose, and U.S Representative Tim Johnson were all implicated.

« lllinois Governor Rod Blagojevich pushed the university to admit a relative of Tony Rezko,
a major contributor to his election who was later convicted of wire fraud.

* This event was less newsworthy than Operational Varsity Blues, as it appeared to be more of a localized
issue in higher education, rather than nationwide and systemic.
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« Earlier admissions scandals jacted as fuel, including one in 1989, where people sold a
nswers to a state-administered high school test to thousands of New York City students, LOW
and a “time zone scandal” in|the 1990s, where East Coast students memorized SAT answers
and sold them to students on the West Coast.

» However, the concept of a “clout list” was not widely recognizable from any previous scandals, making this
problem hard to connect to previous admissions scandals.

» Additionally, a prevailing consensus on the unfairness and systemic issues plaguing the admissions
process had not yet emerged, so there was no cultural narrative for this scandal to t into.
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* The University of Illinois's response to the scandal modestly fanned the ames of the news “ep:
coverage. On May 29, the university accused the Chicago Tribune of inventing the LOW
"secret clout list," but soon after, 7 of the 9 members of the UIUC Board of Trustees
and the president resigned.

» This scandal occurred before the rise of mass social media use, which limited the reach of the scandal and
thus limited its virality.

» Therefore, this scandal received scarce, if any, attention from activists, politicians, or celebrities.
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OUTCOMES RELATED TO THE OPERATION VARSITY BLUES MEDIA STORM:

formerly accepted narrative of meritocracy and excellence.

» Reformed admissions processes: Operation Varsity Blues forced universities to reform their systems in
response to the new cultural narratives. In years following, the University of California suspended the use
of SAT and ACT in admissions following a lawsuit claiming standardized testing enhances disparate
admissions, and USC offered free tuition to families earning under $80,000 to address the systemic
inequalities.



