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Johns Hopkins University

Graduating from college three or more years before the usual age of 22

or older is not common, but neither is it extremely rare. National news

reports have highlighted the most extremely young college graduates, such as

Michael Kearney at age 10, from the University of South Alabama in 1995;

Adrian DeMello at age 11, from the University of California, Santa Cruz, in

1988; Jay Luo from Boise (Idaho) State University at age 12 in 1982; and

Bala Ambati, M.D. degree at age 17 from New York University in 1994. These

seem to have been parentally-propelled racers through the educational

system, usually not at the most highly selective universities. "Creator"

parents--i.e., those who labor from the child's birth to produce a "genius"

--are in sharp contrast to "facilitative" parents, who early in their

child's life detect marked intellectual precocity and help him or her use it

well educationally.

In our Study of Mathematically Precocious Youth (SMPY), begun in 1971,

we have observed many other "radical -^^.=.1,=.1.-Pc.s," such as Donald Marolf

(graduate of William Jewell College in Missouri in 1987 at age 15 and Ph.D.

in physics, University of Texas, at age 20), and Coleman Miller (Hillsdale

College in Michigan in 1984 at age 15 and Ph.D. in astrophysics, California

Institute of Technology, in 1990). See Charlton, Marolf, and Stanley (1994)

and Stanley (1997).

Less radically accelerated, but superbly educated, is Lenhard

("Lenny") Ng, who in 1996 graduated from Harvard in three years, summa cum

laude in mathematics and Phi Beta Kappa, at age 19. In terms of grade

placement he was only two years accelerated and had a late birthday
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(December 8), but his knowledge of mathematics greatly exceeded that of

nearly any other college graduate. Also, he had broken most of the middle-

school, high-school, and college mathematics competition records. For

example, in each of his three college years he was a Putnam Competition

Fellow--that is, ranked among the top five undergraduates in the country.

Currently, he is working toward a Ph.D. degree in mathematics and physics at

the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. For further details, see

Charlton, Marolf, and Stanley (1994).

The Johns Hopkins Accelerates

Especially interesting to study are the young graduates of a single

college or university throughout its entire history. We did that 15 years

ago for Johns Hopkins University, which was founded in 1876 (Stanley &

Benbow, 1983). From 1887 through 1982, 32 students had completed the

Bachelor's degree before their 19th birthday. Since then, 25 more have done

so. Details about all the known young graduates are shown in Table 1.

(Please place Table 1 about here.)

The youngest ever thus far is Chi-Bin Chien, honors B.A. degree in

physics in 1981 at age 15 years 7 months. Son of a Johns Hopkins University

physics professor, at age 12 he had graduated with much advanced standing

from a selective public high school in California.

In the table, data about degrees earned and present occupation are

fairly complete. Some summary statistics may bring out features. Nearly

half (28) of the 57 have already earned Ph.D. or Sc.D. degrees. At least 8

already have M.D. degrees. At least 4 earned law degrees.

The sex ratio is 45 males to 13 females, i.e., 3.5:1, but Johns Hopkins

graduated its first female undergraduates (transfer students) in 1972. The
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first of the young women finished in 1979.

As Figure 1 shows, the age distribution (grouped into 12 categories)

(Please put Figure 1 about here.)

is quite negatively skewed. Chien is the only 15-year-old graduate, whereas

63 percent of the group finished at age 18. Even that is remarkable,

however, they being at least three years younger than the typical graduate.

Johns Hopkins selects its entering students carefully for ability, so

these statistics might not be representative of other universities and

colleges. On the one hand, Hopkins attracts able youth. On the other

hand, its curricula are more difficult than those of less-selective

institutions. I do not know of any persons who graduated from a school of

Hopkins' intellectual caliber at less than age 15. The nearest match may be

Eugene Volokh, who finished at the University of California, Los Angeles, in

1983, some four months younger than Chien. After nine years as a high-level

computer software developer, he entered law school and is now an assistant

professor in the UCLA School of Law.

A census like this from other colleges and universities would help us

understand better the academic and occupational futures of those who

graduate from college unusually young. The Hopkins information and other,

less complete, observations suggest, as Pressey (1949) and others have

documented, that most fast movers educationally tend to fare well

thereafter. They may be a "special breed," however, so we should be

cautious not to urge such acceleration for those able youth who are not

themselves highly motivated to run the educational track extremely fast.

Charlton, Marolf, and Ng provide considerable personal insight into such

motivation (Charlton, Marolf, & Stanley, 1994).
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Special, Residential Early-Entrance-to-College Programs

We of SMPY believe that for an intellectually brilliant youth to be a

regular residential student in college before about age 16 is quite

difficult socially, although usually not academically. Fortunately, there

are a few college-entrance programs designed specifically for under-age

entrants. Boothe, Beheruz, and Stanley (1997) discuss the eight of which

they are aware. Four are private: one-year Clarkson School of Clarkson

University in New York, four-year Mary Baldwin College (for women only) in

Virginia, four-year Simon's Rock Early Entrance College of Bard College in

Massachusetts, and the one-year Residential Honors Program of the University

of Southern California.

The four state-supported residential programs are the one- or two-year

Advanced Academy of the State University of West Georgia; the Georgia

Academy of Mathematics, Engineering, and Science of Middle Georgia College,

which is a two-year college; the two-year Texas Academy of Leadership in the

Humanities of Lamar University; and the two-year Texas Academy of

Mathematics and Science of the University of North Texas. Of these four,

only the Advanced Academy of Georgia welcomes students from other states.

Each of the eight programs, except for Simon's Rock College (which

purports to be only early-entrance), houses its program students separately

from the regular-age ones and gives special attention to their social and

emotional development. They have far more interacton with their

intellectual peers who are also their agemates then they could get in almost

any high school.

Eighteen graduates of the Texas Academy of Mathematics and Science

(TAMS) have transferred to Johns Hopkins. At TAMS they had completed, via
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only college courses, the equivalent of enriched Grades 11 through 14, four

years in two. So at about age 18 they became juniors at JHU. Most major

in difficult areas such as biology, biomedical engineering, and mechanical

engineering. By 1997, 11 had graduated from JHU, seven of them in two

years and four in three years (two of these needed only two years but chose

to stay one more). On graduation day, the youngest was a few days short of

her 17th birthday. None had special academic difficulties. All professed

to like being a Hopkins undergraduate, but none remained for graduate or

professional study. Most went on to graduate work or medical school

elsewhere.

Conclusion

A few youth are able enough, mature enough, and well enough motivated

to move along the kindergarten through 16th-grade educational pipelines

considerably faster than the usual 17 years or more. There are many

combinations of ways to do this (e.g., see Southern, Jones, & Stanley,

1993, page 388, and Brody & Stanley, 1992). In recent years, such special

educational opportunities have increased considerably. Johns Hopkins has

long led most other major universities in its flexible age admissions

policies. Young applicants are screened carefully, but they need not be

high school graduates. This and other factors are responsible for its

under-age graduates during more than a hundred years. Their subsequent

success is remarkable.
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