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In April 2017, Harvard College Admissions Officers revoked admissions offers to at least ten prospective  
students in response to messages they sent through a privately-run Facebook group that spun off of a  
university-sponsored group. After students received their offers of admission, Harvard admissions  
officers created a general Facebook Class of 2021 group for all accepted students. Soon, students began  
forming chats with subgroups of students who had similar interests with one another.  One student  2

suggested a subgroup for students who liked memes. Soon after, a student within the meme group  
suggested making a more “R-rated” meme chat.  

This messaging group was entitled “Harvard memes for horny bourgeois teens” and later, “General  
Fuckups.” In order to join this R-rated group, students first had to post a provocative meme to the larger  
meme group. Once in this smaller, vetted group, students openly posted memes and other images  
mocking child abuse, the Holocaust, Mexicans, and others (see Appendix 1).   

Several students in the splinter group, presumably made uncomfortable by what they were seeing, sent  
screenshots of the memes to the Harvard College Admissions Office. In April, employees in the  
Admissions Office emailed the approximately ten students who posted the offensive memes, asking  
them to disclose screen shots to the admissions office as well as to explain their actions. One week later,  
ten students in the group received letters informing them that their admissions decision was revoked.   

These consequences represented a shift in approach for the College. The previous year, in Spring 2016, a  
small group of admitted students had sent racist and anti-feminist GroupMe messages. Despite  
expressions of concern, the Admissions Office declined to revoke admissions offers to those students on  
the grounds that they were “not [yet] matriculated.” Their analysis had clearly changed by Spring 2017.  
On the other hand, the Admissions Office did not revoke admissions offers to any students who were in  
the smaller R-rated group but did not post.   

3

“We know we want good kids”  

No one has publicly challenged Harvard’s right to either make or revoke admissions offers based on an  
applicant’s character. The College admissions page clearly explains that applicants are evaluated on a  
wide variety of dimensions including leadership, moral character, and whether other students would  
want to spend time with them on campus (see Appendix 2). The College is also clear that “an offer of  
admission may be rescinded if a student engages in behavior that brings into question his or her 

3 http://www.thecrimson.com/article/2017/6/5/2021-offers-rescinded-memes/    

2https://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2017/06/06/531591202/harvard-rescinds-admission-of-10-students-overobscene-facebook-
messages    

1 We are grateful to Carrie James and Emily Weinstein for conversations and feedback about this case. All  information about 
Harvard admissions has been curated from public sources; we have no “insider” or privileged access to Harvard College 
Admissions Office procedures or decisions. 
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honesty, maturity, or moral character.” 4 When and how the College—or any selective college or  4

university—assesses students’ “moral character,” however, is a complicated business. As “Alex,” an  
admissions officer from a prestigious liberal arts school put it: “We know we want good kids…[but] how  
do you define good kids?”  

“Good kids” are not necessarily “perfect kids.” Colleges and universities realize that part of growing up  
is making mistakes, sometimes significant ones. (Some students may even spend time as “general  
fuckups” before finding their way into a more academically engaged, socially responsible, and  
productive life!) But what is the line between a developmentally-appropriate “learning experience” and  
an act or pattern that is disqualifying? What if a student is full of potential but is a “late bloomer?”   

Admissions officers often view prior disciplinary violations with a developmental lens. They ask: Has this  
student matured? Is this a student who would be a danger to our campus? Is this student going to  
uphold the values of our institution? They know they will never have perfect predictive knowledge. As  
Alex explained, any time a student commits a sexual assault, that means the admissions office got  
something wrong. Nonetheless, they try their best to assess student growth and propensity for future  
inappropriate action.  

Academic violations, on the other hand, seem to be assessed far more strictly. Every admissions officer  
interviewed for this case affirmed that any incident of plagiarism or cheating in high school would  
automatically disqualify a student from admission, no matter how many years ago the incident took  
place. At the same time, lesser incidents may be met with greater ambiguity. One admissions officer  
from a selective university, for example, accepted a student who had failed to report another student  
for plagiarizing work. This was a violation of the school’s honor code, but because he was a bystander to  
rather than perpetrator of plagiarism, he was deemed eligible for admission.   

“We do not have the time to Facebook stalk you”  

Admissions officers at Harvard and other colleges and universities that practice “holistic” admission  
attempt to assess applicants’ character based on their essays, activities, letters of reference, and in  
some cases interviews. It is an admittedly limited pool of evidence, but it does have the advantage of  
being both egalitarian and controlled, in that they get a comparable body of evidence from each  
applicant. This is not to say that the process is invariable. Sometimes high school guidance counselors  
report student indiscretions to admissions officers. The admissions office then works together with the  
guidance counselor to understand what happened and determine whether it should figure into the  
admissions deliberations. On the other hand, many high school counselors are now opting out of  
communicating with the University, adopting instead a blanket policy that “we do not report disciplinary  
violations at our school.” Admissions officers thus face a moral gray zone in deciding whether and how  
to incorporate information that is communicated by some counselors but not others.  

While most admissions officers remain open to guidance counselors’ reaching out about additional  
concerns or considerations, they do not affirmatively search for compromising information. Particularly  
at highly competitive schools with skyrocketing application rates, admissions offices simply do not have  
the time or the resources to search Facebook, Instagram, or Google. One liberal arts college admissions  
officer explained, “There are 20,000 of you applying; we do not have the time to Facebook stalk you.”  
(Harvard might be pleased to be handling merely 20,000 applications; in 2017, the Harvard Admissions  
Office fielded applications from nearly 40,000 prospective undergraduates!)  

4 http://college.usatoday.com/2017/06/05/at-least-10-who-got-into-harvard-lose-admission-over-offensivememes/   
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While admissions officers at highly competitive schools may not seek to find or follow applicants’ digital  
footprints, they are aware of what is posted on university-sponsored social media sites such as The  
Harvard Class of 2021 Accepted Students Page. The Admissions Office informs accepted students on the  
homepage of the Facebook group: “As a reminder, Harvard College reserves the right to withdraw an  
offer of admission under various conditions including if an admitted student engages in behavior that  
brings into question his or her honesty, maturity, or moral character.” 5 Hamilton College, a competitive  5

liberal arts school in upstate New York, similarly warns: “You might want to keep in mind that this is an  
‘official’ Hamilton College Facebook group, set up by administrators from Hamilton. Given that you are  
all already admitted into the Class of 2018, we want to remind you not to do (or say) anything  
inappropriate to cause us to have to re-visit your decision.”6

  

What constitutes inappropriate, dishonest, immature, or immoral behavior, however, is left deliberately 
vague. There is no clear code of conduct for students. Ultimately, the Admissions Office’s judgement of  
honesty, maturity or moral character is largely left up to individual discretion. One admissions officer  
described his rule of thumb as: “if you don’t want your grandma seeing this, you shouldn’t comment it.”   

Furthermore, the boundaries of official social media sites are also often poorly delineated. “General  
Fuckups,” for instance, was a closed-member private spin-off of an open Facebook group about memes,  
which was itself an independent group set up by students who were interacting in the sponsored site. 
How many moves away from an official university website do students need to take before they can  
have some assurance that they will not be subject to official scrutiny—or is such scrutiny always  
appropriate?  

Finally, admissions officers need not search students’ digital footprints on their own in order to have  
disturbing evidence of improper behavior come their way. For decades, soon after admissions decisions  
are sent out, rejected students or their parents have written to highly selective colleges like Harvard to  
complain about a student whom the college accepted. The letter writers issue charges of resume  
padding, cheating, plagiarism, bullying, physical or sexual assault, and other failings. Admissions officers  
have tended to ignore such “take down” letters, on the grounds that they are arbitrary, outside normal  
admissions procedures, sent after the decision is made, and often impossible to confirm. In recent  
years, however, writers have been submitting virtually incontrovertible digital evidence to support their  
claims. As these “take down” letters move from lamentation into accusation, ignoring them becomes  
more difficult. What happens when there is firm evidence (in the form of videos, lengthy text threads, or  
Instastories, say) of plagiarism or sexual assault?   

Coda  

Harvard’s Admissions Office has a policy of refusing to communicate about or comment on individual  
cases. As a result, although initial reports about the rescinded admissions offers were accurate, there is  
a significant postscript to students’ fates that was not reported. Harvard maintains an annual “Z list” of  
students who are admitted in June, long after the normal admissions season is over. In recent years,  
approximately 30-100 students have been admitted from the “Z list.” The one condition on their  
acceptance is that they take a gap year before attending. Some choose not to matriculate, as they have  
already put down deposits elsewhere and gotten excited about attending an alternate school. But many 
are even more excited to be admitted to Harvard, and they accept the offer. At least some of the  
students whose offers of admission were rescinded in April 2017 by Harvard for posting outrageous  
memes on “Harvard memes for horny bourgeois teens” were contacted in the summer of 2017 and  

5 http://www.thecrimson.com/article/2017/6/5/2021-offers-rescinded-memes/  Interview. 
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offered “Z list” admission. Many accepted the offer, took a 2017-18 gap year, and matriculated at  
Harvard with the freshman class in Fall 2018. 
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Appendix 1  
Source: https://thetab.com/us/2017/06/05/harvard-memes-rescinded-69413 The Tab is a university 
news network run by students 
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Appendix 2  
Source: https://college.harvard.edu/admissions/application-process/what-we-look  
Official Harvard College Page: “What We Look For” 
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