COLLEGE ACCESS AND OPPORTUNITY

College access improves
for black students but
for which ones?

Are selective colleges as selective as they
could be in choosing among black students for
admission?

By Kevin Cokley, Victor Obaseki, Karen Moran-Jackson,
Leonie Jones, and Shetal Vohra-Gupta

In July 2012, President Obama issued an executive order calling for a significant im-
provement in the educational outcomes of African-Americans, including by increasing
college access and success for African-American students.

Significantly improving the educational outcomes of African-Americans will provide substantial
benefits for our country by, among other things, increasing college completion rates, productiv-
ity, employment rates, and the number of African-American teachers. Enhanced educational
outcomes lead to more productive careers, improved economic opportunity, and greater social
well-being for all Americans (Obama, 2012).

The order also discussed the historical barriers African-Americans have faced and over-
come to get educated, including attending substandard, segregated schools. Recent statis-
tics support a measured optimism in this mission. African-American students have made
tremendous gains in high school graduation rates, increasing to 71% (DePaoli etal., 2015);
in 2014, black high school graduates were more likely to enroll in college than their white
peers by 71% to 67% (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2014); by the year 2022, blacks are
projected to have a26% increase in enrollmentin higher education (Hussar & Bailey, 2013).

While these statistics are encouraging, significant obstacles continue to i educa-
tional opportunity for African-Americans. They include lower academic achievement and
a lack of challenging college-preparatory classes. And recently, the rising ranks of black
students who are immigrants or of mixed racial heritage has begun to conflate and pose a
secondary challenge to African-Americans who are descendants of slavery and Jim Crow
discrimination and for whom the benefits of affirmative action were intended.
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FIGURE 1.
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* Race/ethnicity categories changed in 2011 to reflect updated US Department of Education reporting requirements.

Source: ACT & United Negro College Fund. (2014). The condition of college- and careeer-readiness 2014: African-American students.

The problem in schools

African-American high school graduates are less
prepared for a college-level curriculum than any
other racial or ethnic group, according to a study
by ACT and the United Negro College Fund (2014).
(See Figure 1.)

In fact, black students are more likely to take
remedial courses in high school than other racial
groups. The gap continues in college. (See Figure
2)

Another obstacle to educational opportunity
— the other side of the remedial courses issue
— is the number of African-American students
enrolling in Advanced Placement (AP) and hon-
ors courses. Taking AP courses is positively corre-
lated with standardized test scores. Unfortunately,
these courses are less likely to be offered in schools
with large numbers of black and Hispanic students.
Even when AP courses are offered, black and His-
panic students are disproportionately less likely to
enrollin them and less likely to receive a qualifying
score on the AP exam compared to white and Asian
students. Presumably, black and Hispanic students
are less likely to be in AP courses because they are
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FIGURE 2.
Percent of college freshman in
remedial classes

2003-04 2007-08
% %
Asian 23 20
Black 30 27
Hispanic 29 27
White 20 20

Source: Sparks & Malkus, 2013.

not as academically prepared as white or Asian
students. However, even when black students have
strong academic skills, they are not necessarily en-
couraged to take AP courses. The College Board
found that only 30% of black students with strong
math skills took AP math, compared to 60% of
Asian students (2013). Beyond the availability of
AP courses, courses that simply build on founda-
tional knowledge such as Algebra II, are not avail-
able in about 25% of high schools that serve large
percentages of black and Hispanic students.



Conflation of race and ethnicity

Increasing opportunities and college access for
black students typically focus on traditional barriers
related to academic preparation, the racial gap in
standardized test scores, and dropping out of high
school. While these challenges remain, emerging
challenges to college access require looking more
closely at the diversity and heterogeneity within the
black population as well as examining the push to
make public universities more elite.

One rapidly growing issue regarding higher edu-
cation access and opportunities for black students
involves the difference between race and ethnicity.
Scholars have documented how race and ethnicity
are often conflated in the literature (Cokley, 2007).
An analysis of U.S. Census data shows that the num-
ber of black immigrants in the U.S. more than qua-
drupled between 1980 and 2013, with 8.7% of the
black U.S. population being immigrants in 2013.
(Anderson, 2015). That percentage is projected to
nearly double by 2060. Of course, many of these
black immigrants have children and grandchildren
who may identify, for example, as first-, second-, or
third-generation Jamaican-American or Nigerian-
American, as opposed to African-Americans, whose
ancestors faced slavery and Jim Crow in the U.S.
With such growing ethnic and nationality diversity
within the black U.S. population, an important ques-
tion has arisen: Which black students should get op-
portunities and access, particularly regarding highly
selective postsecondary institutions?

Scholars have found that foreign-born blacks are
significantly over-represented in the black student
populations of U.S. colleges and universities (Ever-
ett et al., 2011), particularly at the most selective in-
stitutions, where immigrants made up 40.6% of the
black population in 1999 (Massey et al., 2007). Some
academics have argued that such over-representation
is wrong because affirmative action policies that aim
to increase black student enrollment are intended to
right past wrongs — particularly U.S. slavery and Jim
Crow laws — in which many black immigrants and
their children or grandchildren have no known fam-
ily history (Rimer & Arenson, 2004; Brown & Bell,
2008). Considering the current federal constitutional
basis for affirmative action policies in postsecondary
education — diversity — others have suggested that
racialization of foreign-born blacks in the U.S. may
create unique educational barriers for them here
(Mwangi & Chrystal, 2014). Unfortunately, research
on black immigrants’ opportunities in postsecondary
education institutions is extremely limited, probably
because the federal government and colleges and uni-
versities generally do not gather disaggregated dataon
race, nativity, and ethnicity.

With the legal future of affirmative action un-
clear, understanding how to sustain and grow the
still relatively small black student population in U.S.
colleges and universities could become more diffi-
cult, particularly at the most selective institutions.
Simultaneously, the increasing heterogeneity of the
black U.S. population creates an urgent need to dis-
aggregate this data.

Biracial and multiracial students

During the 2010-11 school year, the U.S. Depart-
mentof Education began requiring colleges and uni-
versities to allow students to choose two or more
races and Hispanic ethnicity on applications and
other forms seeking student race and ethnicity.

President Obama’s election and biracial ancestry
highlighted the postsecondary education story of
multiracial Americans —most of whom, like Obama,
are biracial (Pew Research Center, 2015). Yet all the
attention failed to explore the question of how en-
rolling biracial or multiracial postsecondary students
who only identify as black or African-American may
affect the postsecondary education enrollment op-
portunities for black or African-American students.
Research suggests that individuals may shift identi-
ties to take advantage of economic postsecondary ed-
ucation opportunities possibly made more likely by
affirmative action. Antman and Duncan found some
evidence that when affirmative action policies ended
in certain states, students with some black or African-
American racial background were 30% less likely to
identify as black or African-American (2015).

Before the Department of Education began re-
quiring more race and ethnicity information, schol-
ars such as Brown and Bell (2008) were calling for
more options to ensure that black or African-Amer-
ican students could give a fuller picture of their
self-identities on college applications — in terms of
multiraciality, national ancestry, and nativity. Law
professors argued this would enable selective in-
stitutions to craft affirmative action policies aimed
at affirmative action’s originally anticipated benefi-
ciaries — “[B]lacks who were descendants of those
brought to the United States in chains” (Brown &
Bell, 2008, p. 1281). Brown and Bell’s central argu-
ment was that multiracial students are increasingly
going to displace black or African-American students
in enrollmentvia affirmative action in selective post-
secondary institutions. Generally, black immigrants
and multiracial blacks fare better on socioeconomic
indicators — education, income, and residential seg-
regation — than native blacks who identify only as
black (Massey et al., 2007). Of course, higher lev-
els of education tend to lead to higher income, and
higher income levels tend to lead to residing in less
segregated housing. The key question, then, is why
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are black immigrants and multiracial blacks faring
better in educational achievement? A lot of research
concerning this question has been based on the work
ofJohn Ogbu, who articulated a theory thatblack na-
tives, unlike black immigrants, have an oppositional
culture to “acting white,” which includes educational

that affirmative action would no longer be legally
necessary or sound in 25 years. Nonetheless, the fate
of affirmative action is again in the balance in Fisher
vs. University of Texas ar Austin, just 12 years after
Grutter. Thus, Brown and Bell’s argument may not
be particularly relevant soon.

Contrary to the way
they are portrayed
in public discourse,

black students are
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achievement(1978). Thisbroader cultural theory has
been criticized by some who believe cultural, social,
and structural forces limiting black native educa-
tional achievement are multidimensional, complex,
and dynamic, just as ethnic and racial backgrounds
of blacks have become (Cokley, 2014; Warikoo &
Carter, 2009).

Since publication of Brown and Bell’s article,
things have changed dramatically. The number of
multiracial Americans has further climbed to about
7% of the U.S. population with biracial people who
identify as black and white representing 11%. Fur-
thermore, some 10% of children less than 1 year
old were multiracial, and a strong plurality of those
multiracial babies (36 %) was biracial white and black
(Pew Research Center, 2015).

However, there is one fundamental problem with
thatargumentnow: [tassumes that the U.S. Supreme
Court will not use the latest affirmative action case
involving the University of Texas at Austin to con-
stitutionally prohibit affirmative action. Of course,
Brown and Bell’s assumption was a sensible one just
after the U.S. Supreme Court’s Grutter decision and
its 25-year clock, but the uncertainty of the fate of af-
firmative action weakens Brown and Bell’sargument.
In 2003’ Grutter decision, the Supreme Court found
that the University of Michigan law school’s highly
individualized review of each applicant could con-
stitutionally include race because race did not auto-
matically dictate whether an applicant was admitted
or rejected. However, the Grutter opinion indicated
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not a monolithic

group.

Conclusions and recommendations

Graduating from college can change the trajectory
of one’ life and affect future earnings in ways that few
other experiences can. In addition to economic ef-
fect, access to higher education directly affects health,
namely mortality, especially for blacks who fare worse
than other racial and ethnic groups by most health
indicators. In essence, better educated people have
lower morbidity rates. These economic and health
indicators are closely linked to higher education op-
portunity and academic achievement. Most attention
on barriers to higher education for black students has
focused on academic preparation, standardized test
scores, and high school retention. These are well-
known factors with an obvious and explicit link to
higher education access. Black students are dispro-
portionately more likely to be in schools where they
don’t receive the academic preparation necessary to
compete for spots at competitive universities.

Many articles have been written about academi-
cally unprepared black students. A recent Arlantic
Monthly article highlighted the struggles of a black
first-generation college student, Nijay Williams,
who like many such students was not academically
prepared for the rigors of higher education (Riggs,
2014). Several reasons are given for why students
like Williams are academically unprepared, includ-
ing lack of access to rigorous college-prep tracks and
getting academically behind early on. This is com-
pounded by the fact that many colleges do not have
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resources dedicated to helping first-generation or
low-income college students.

Standardized test scores have long been one of the
main barriers for black students in accessing higher
education, especially at elite institutions. In an ef-
fort to increase the racial and ethnic diversity of the

The barriers to higher
education, especially an elite
higher education, are much
more challenging for African-
American students than
African or Afro-Caribbean
students.

student body, universities and colleges have used dif-
ferentstrategies to address the over-reliance on stan-
dardized test scores. For example, Texas passed the
so-called top 10% rule, which automatically admit-
ted the top 10% of each high school graduating class
to any public university. This rule was a response to
Hopwood vs. the University of Texas at Austin, which
banned affirmative action. Like many schools, the
University of Texas at Austin needed to use affir-
mative action because traditional criteria like stan-
dardized test scores limited the number of accepted
black and Latino students. In 2008, Wake Forest
University became one of the first elite schools to
discontinue requiring applicants to submit SAT or
ACT scores. After that change, ethnic diversity in-
creased by 44% between 2008 and 2014, with no dif-
ference in academic achievement between those who
submitted test scores and those who didn’t (Wake
Forest University, n.d.).

There are also new and emerging challenges to
college access for black students. Contrary to the
way they are portrayed in public discourse, black
students are not a monolithic group. Not only are
black students part of multiple ethnic groups, they
also increasingly identify as biracial or multiracial.
Data show that the educational achievements of Af-
rican and Afro-Caribbean students exceed that of
African-American students (Valentine, 2012), with
African immigrants having the highest academic
achievement in terms of achieving a college degree
of all racial and ethnic groups (Page, 2007). Harvard

Professor Henry Louis Gates once famously said in
an interview that he believed 75% of the black stu-
dents attending Harvard were of African or Carib-
bean descent or of mixed race. These data under-
score the reality that the barriers to higher education,
especially an elite higher education, are much more
challenging for African-American students than Af-
rican or Afro-Caribbean students (Journal of Blacks
in Higher Education, 20006).

So what can be done to address these barriers?
More funding should be provided to schools with
large percentages of black students to offer more AP
courses. The dataare clear on this: Students who take
AP courses are more competitive when applying for
admission to colleges and universities. In addition,
remediation courses should shift from a deficit ori-
entation and focus on at-risk students to a strengths-
based orientation that emphasizes the student’s po-
tential to learn, as discussed by Steele (1992).

Given the limitations of standardized tests, more
schools should make these tests optional and instead
use a more holistic set of admissions criteria. Accord-
ing to the Natonal Center for Fair & Open Testing
(2015), 195 top-tier schools deemphasize the SAT and
ACT in admission decisions. This includes schools
that exempt students from taking the SAT or ACT
when they meet certain GPA or class rank criteria. It
also includes schools that require the SAT or ACT
only for placement purposes or to conduct research.
Notable among these schools are prominent national
liberal arts colleges such as Bowdoin College, Middle-
bury College, Smith College, and Wesleyan Univer-
sity, along with prominent national universities such
as Wake Forest University, New York University, and
the University of Texas at Austin.

Given the educational disparity between African
and Afro-Caribbean immigrants and African-Amer-
icans, programs and initiatives devoted to increasing
diversity should focus on African-Americans. This
recommendation is not without challenges because
of the fluid nature of racial and ethnic identity. For
example, there can be two first-generation African
immigrant students where one student identifies as
Nigerian-American and, because of acculturation,
the other student more strongly identifies as African-
American. These scenarios cannot be avoided. Nev-
ertheless, efforts should focus on African-Americans
since they lag behind other racial and ethnic groups
on most educational indicators.

There is no easy way to address the challenges
posed by an increase in biracial and multiracial clas-
sification. The argument that affirmative action was
originally intended for the descendants of those
brought to the United States in chains would seem
to address the concern that biracial or multiracial
people will eventually displace black or African-
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American individuals. However, this argument will
be moot if the Supreme Court does not rule in favor
of continuing affirmative action. Until the future of
affirmative action is known, schools should collect as
much information about students’ self-identities as
possible, including whether students identify as be-
ing biracial or multiracial. This information should
be used to ensure that African-Americans are not
being displaced by biracial or multiracial individuals.

It is a mixed picture regarding increasing oppor-
tunities and college access for black students. There
are reasons to be optimistic, including an increase in
high school graduation rates and a projected increase
in college enrollment for black students. However,
there are also several reasons to be concerned. Ad-
dressing only the traditional barriers to higher ed-
ucation is no longer sufficient given the emerging
challenges related to the conflation of black ethnic
groups and the increasing numbers of biracial and
multiracial identification. K
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