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Chapter One

Introduction:
Creating a 21st-century Vision of
Access and Equity in Higher Education

The United States is facing a severe crisis of opportunity for higher education
compounded by inadequate financing, failure to address the educational needs
of an exploding population of students of color, excessive reliance on flawed
testing systems, inadequate investment in increasing space for a growing pop-
ulation, and major reversals of civil rights policies that have changed the face
of selective colleges. As often happens, these problems have become critical
in the most vivid form in the nation’s largest state, California, the state that
prided itself on the strongest system of public universities in the country: a
three-tier system that became the model for many states and was supposed to
guarantee access for all.

This book reports on the massive challenges facing California and the
responses of both academics looking at the state’s educational system as a
whole and those within the policy system who are trying to keep it going
in difficult times. The book reveals a system that simply is not up to the
challenges it faces and presents a range of large and small ways in which it
can become more responsive and more equitable. This volume began with
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an extraordinary exchange between researchers and policy makers in
Sacramento in the fall of 2003, and the resulting chapters and analyses
raise issues that will be of interest to those concerned with higher educa-
tion policy and with racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic equity across the
nation.

During the last several decades a disquieting change has been occur-
ring with respect to the United States’ educational standing in the world.
Once the unquestioned leader in availability and quality of public education,
with the highest per capita level of education, the United States has fallen
behind several other nations. Although among 55-65 year olds, it still ranks
number one in college completion, among 25-34 year olds it has fallen
behind Canada, several Northern European and Asian countries (OECD,
2006). The growing percentage of students from groups with high drop out
rates threatens to make this pattern even worse. For example, in a new
analysis of the Census Bureau’s current population survey data, Swanson
(2004) argues that the four-year graduation rate for Blacks and Latinos in
the US is no more than about 50 percent. Moreover, while about 29 percent
of Whites in the 25- to 29-year-old age cohort achieve at least a bachelor’s
degree, only 16 percent of Blacks and 11 percent of Latinos—who now
comprise almost one-third of that population cohort—achieve this level of
education. What has happened to U.S. higher education policy over the last
half century that resulted in such extraordinary success and now such loss
of status?

On the heels of World War II, the Congress saw the need to reinte-
grate hundreds of thousands of young men and women back into a
changed economy and to reward them for service to the nation. Public
Law 346, also known as the GI Bill, was passed by Congress in 1944 and
opened the doors of higher education to many individuals who would oth-
erwise not have been able to attend college. The GI Bill helped open what
had been a very narrow path to college for lower income ex-servicemen,
including African Americans and Latinos, and the nation footed the bill
for tuition' as well as for the major capital investments that were required
to radically increase capacity in institutions of higher education. It is
widely acknowledged (Henry, 1975; Olson, 1974) that the huge invest-
ments in higher education created an educated citizenry that far outpaced
other industrialized nations and fueled what would become during the
1950s an economy without rival; the United States became the unques-
tioned leader in research and technology. As a result, the American econ-
omy flourished in areas as diverse as agriculture and computer chip tech-
nology. Post—World War II education policies created what came to be
known as the American Era.

Even in the face of such cultural and economic successes, the second
half of the 20th century was not without serious social challenges. The civil
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rights movement, the women’s movement, and a new consciousness about the
inequalities that existed in Western society blossomed in this period. In 1961,
in response to the growing civil rights movement, President Kennedy created
the Committee on Equal Employment Opportunity and issued Executive
Order 10925, which referenced the term “affirmative action” to describe mea-
sures designed to achieve “nondiscrimination” (Eisaguirre, 1999). In 1964 the
Civil Rights Act was passed, and Title VII of the Act affirmed the illegality of
discrimination in hiring on the basis of race. Subsequent legislation and judi-
cial opinions strengthened the role of affirmative action in redressing the
wrongs of the past and helping to ensure greater fairness in the present with
respect to hiring and access to higher education. Although affirmative action
has never enjoyed either universal support or implementation, its greatest
achievement may have been in fostering the debate about the nation’s respon-
sibility to redress a history of discrimination against some groups of Ameri-
cans. While its effects have been muted by continuing controversy, it has also
been the impetus for some gains for women and minorities. In fact, the gains
for women have been highly significant; the gains for ethnic minorities some-
what less impressive, but nonetheless real. While women have continued to
gain ground vis-a-vis men in higher education and today form the majority of
all college students, ethnic minority progress stalled at the end of the 1970s
and did not begin to rebound until the late 1980s. The subsequent decade saw
substantial growth in college-going, but once again in the 2000s we are faced
with backsliding and an impending crisis in access to equitable higher educa-
tion options.

In 1976 the United States reached a postwar peak in access to higher
education for ethnic minority students. While about one-third of all students
were going on to college after high school graduation, 22 percent of African
American males and 23 percent of African American females in the 18- to 24-
year-old cohort were enrolled in college. Similarly an all-time high of 21.4
percent of 18- to 24-year-old Latino males were enrolled in college in 1976,
while a peak of 19.5 percent of Latina females had been reached the year
prior, in 1975. These rapid gains were certainly related to affirmative action
policies during the late 1960s and early 1970s. However, a waning of com-
mitment to affirmative action toward the end of the 1970s and the Reagan-era
aid cuts took their toll on college-going among Black and Latino students. The
1976 high in enrollments for students of color was not reached again for
African American males and females until 1987 and 1986 respectively. Since
that time there has been a slow but steady increase in college participation for
African Americans, however most of the gains in college-going have been for
women. In 1986 African American women overtook their male counterparts
in college enrollment and by 2000, 63 percent of 18- to 24-year-old Black col-
lege-goers were female. Likewise, in 2000, 57 percent of Latino undergradu-
ates were female. By comparison, in 1976 women accounted for 47 percent of
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the undergraduate enrollments among White 18 to 24 year olds, but by 2000
they were 55 percent of all White undergraduates in that age cohort. Thus,
women of all ethnicities have been the major beneficiaries of affirmative
action policies, but White women have fared better than their sisters of color
as a percent of total college-goers.

While all ethnic groups have seen some gains in college going over the
last two or three decades, the gap in college participation for high school grad-
uates ages 18 to 24 has widened among Whites, African Americans, and His-
panics. In 1999-2000, the college participation rate of 18- to 24-year-old
White high school graduates was 46 percent, compared to 40 percent of
African Americans and 34 percent of Hispanics (ACE, 2003). Of course, the
colleges and universities that White and Asian students attended were gener-
ally different from those attended by Black and Latino students. Latinos, in
particular, are much more likely than any other group to attend two-year col-
leges, where the probabilities of transferring and completing a four-year
degree are variously cited as between about 3 and 8 percent for Black and
Latino students (Gandara & Chévez, 2003).

In spite of the continuing gaps in access to college between White stu-
dents and students of color, the mid-1990s saw an anti-affirmative action
movement sweep the country. Proponents of the various initiatives and legal
decisions that flowed from this movement contended that affirmative action
was giving an “unfair” edge in college admissions to ethnic minorities, that
the playing field had been leveled, and that since “anyone who wanted to
work hard could go to college” there was no further need for affirmative
action. The argument then follows that if low-income and ethnic minority stu-
dents did not apply or go on to college it was because they either hadn’t
worked hard enough to gain admission legitimately or they had insufficient
interest in higher education to pursue it. In either case they did not “deserve”
a break just because of the color of their skin.

Linking the issue of affirmative action to his previous success in pushing
through an anti-immigrant initiative, California Governor Pete Wilson was
quoted as saying, “It is wrong to reward illegal immigrants for violating our bor-
ders. . . . It is wrong to engage in reverse discrimination, giving preferences . . .
not on the basis of merit but because of race and gender” (cited in Chdvez, 1998,
p- 52). Thus, Wilson was casting affirmative action not only as an unfair advan-
tage for students of colo—whose mean family income was half that of Whites
and Asians applying to college, who came disproportionately from impover-
ished schools, and who as a result routinely had lower test scores—but part of
a larger set of injustices against “the people who work hard to pay those taxes
and . . . deserve a guarantee that their children will get an equal opportunity to
compete for admission to this university” (cited in Chdvez, 1998, p. 63). Oddly,
the students that would be turned away with the demise of affirmative action
would be just that, sons and daughters of people who worked hard and paid
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taxes but rarely had the opportunity to compete for admission to the university
because their schools did not prepare them for this opportunity. But, Governor
Wilson was talking to quite a different constituency.

The reality of the impact of affirmative action on admission to the Uni-
versity of California, of course, is substantially different from the rhetoric.
While affirmative action was a concept designed to redress both formal and
informal policies that had denied access to jobs and education for people of
color and women, during its relatively brief 30+ years’ existence, some gains
were made, but these were far fewer than many people had hoped for or than
its opponents contended. Enrollments for students of color in the University
of California, if anything, were slower to show progress than those nationwide
and were profoundly affected by the demise of affirmative action in that state.
In 1995, just prior to the passage of Proposition 209 banning affirmative
action in the state, African Americans comprised 4.3 percent of the freshmen
entering the University of California while they were 7.5 percent of the grad-
uating seniors from California’s public high schools. In that same year Chi-
cano (Mexican-origin) students were just 11.1 percent of the University’s
freshman admits, while they comprised about 26 percent of the high school
graduating seniors. Before the demise of affirmative action, Blacks and Chi-
canos combined were admitted and enrolled in the University of California at
a rate less than half of their representation in the high school graduate popu-
lation. A number of observers were writing at the time that the under-repre-
sentation of students of color had reached crisis proportions. After the imple-
mentation of Proposition 209,” there was an immediate plummeting of
enrollment of these groups—from 4.3 percent to 2.9 percent for Blacks and
from 11.1 percent to 8.8 percent for Chicanos in 1998. By 2003 (the most
recent year for which confirmed enrollment data are available), freshman
enrollments for Blacks had still not returned to pre-Proposition 209 levels,
with a representation of only 3.2 percent of the freshman class, and Chicanos
had barely returned to those earlier levels with 11.2 percent of the freshman
enrollment. In the interim, however, the pool of Chicano/Latino high school
graduates had grown by about 3 percentage points, resulting in a net decline
in representation at the University of California. What in 1995 appeared to be
a crisis in access, in 2003-2004 had become considerably worse.

Admissions policies are only one impediment to access to higher edu-
cation. In California, another major impediment is the lack of investment in
building capacity within its higher education institutions. In the ten year
period between 2003 and 2013, the California Postsecondary Education Com-
mission (CPEC) estimated that an additional 741,000 students, representing
an increase of 34 percent, would seek enrollment in a system already bulging
at the seams (CPEC, 2004). Estimates are that by 2010 the community col-
leges alone will have a shortfall of 315,000 seats to meet projected enroll-
ments, and by 2013 the University of California will need to add 50,000 more
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spaces. To simply cover the operations costs of these increases will cost an
additional $3.1 billion without any outlay for capital expenditures. Only one
UC campus has been added to the system in the last 40 years, Merced, which
opened in fall of 2005 with fewer than 1,000 students—hardly sufficient to
absorb the burgeoning demand.

In the absence of massive new expansion of the system, policy makers
have focused on achieving greater efficiencies—reducing the average time to
graduation, sending more students abroad to study, sharing campuses across
systems, relying to a greater extent on private colleges, and expanding the use
of distance technologies—to help meet the demand. But these strategies alone
will not relieve the pressure on the system or on the most selective campuses.
Increasing competition for access to the University of California will mean
that more and more students will have to be diverted to less selective—and
less expensive—alternatives. With an average high school GPA of 3.8 and
SAT scores in the 1200 range already (and over 4.0 and 1300 at the flagship
campuses of Berkeley and UCLA), students admitted to the University of Cal-
ifornia will have to be increasingly competitive, well beyond the range of the
great majority of high achieving Black, Latino, and Native American high
school graduates. Lack of capacity will play a significant role in increasing
pressure to divert students of color away from the most selective institutions
and into the poorly funded two-year college sector where their chances of
actually completing a degree are reduced significantly.

Another critical part of the crisis in access to higher education is the
chronic under-representation of faculty of color. A growing literature finds a
relationship between faculty diversity and perceived campus climate for stu-
dents of color. Black and Latino students point to increased opportunities for
mentorship with faculty of color, important role models in academe, and a
greater understanding of their social and educational circumstances. Yet, in
spite of an expanding pipeline, there has been little to no progress in hiring
and retaining Black and Latino faculty within the university. In 1989, African
Americans were 2.1 percent of the university ladder-rank faculty and in 2004
they were 2.5 percent of the faculty. Chicano/Latinos (a large portion of
whom are Latino and not Chicano, unlike the great majority of Hispanics in
the state) were 3.6 percent of the faculty in 1989 and only 4.9 percent in 2004,
in spite of about a 10 percentage point increase in this population group over
that 15-year period. Little serious attention has been applied to this problem
by the university, although the university in large part is responsible for devel-
oping the pool of potential faculty that it contends it cannot find.

It is not simply empty rhetoric to worry out loud about the future of the
state of California—and other states as they more closely parallel the demo-
graphics of that state—with respect to its economic viability. A number of
studies have called attention to this looming economic crisis, as well as to the
benefits associated with addressing it proactively. A recent RAND study,
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based on several simulations of government investments in education along
with costs of social services, concluded that whether the goal was to bring
Blacks and Latinos to parity with Whites and Asians in high school comple-
tion, college-going, or college degrees, meeting any of those goals always
results in a net public financial benefit (Vernez, Krop, & Rydell, 1999).

The estimated public benefits of increasing the education of Blacks and
Latinos exceed the estimated costs of providing this education, regardless of
the specific educational goal considered, in both California and the rest of the
nation. For instance, the public benefit-cost ratio of 1.9 for the “full equal-
ization” (same educational outcomes for all ethnic groups) implies that
“every $1 spent on equalizing education would save, over the long term,
about $1.90 in 1997 dollars in California. The . . . ratio is even more favor-
able for the rest of the nation, where every $1 spent . . . would save $2.60”
(Vernez et al., 1999, p. 73).

Moreover, the RAND investigators compute that “the costs of closing
the educational attainment gap may be recouped within a decade or so—and
thus well within the lifetime of most of those called upon to make the invest-
ment—provides a strong argument that indeed the investment is in the tax-
payers’ self-interest as well” (Vernez et al., 1999, p. 79). On the other hand, in
California, where nearly half the student population is Latino, “failure to close
the education gap . . . will result in a large share of future (and larger) cohorts
being unprepared to compete in a labor market that increasingly requires at
least some postsecondary education” (Vernez et al., 1999, p. 78). In fact, with-
out such investments, we are creating a future that few people would know-
ingly want to bequeath to their children.

Acknowledging this crisis, in October of 2003, the University of Cali-
fornia, Davis and The Civil Rights Project at Harvard University joined forces
to host a conference on the crisis in higher education access in California and
the nation. Intending to take a more positive stance, the conference was enti-
tled “Expanding Opportunity in Higher Education,” and the focus was on
solutions as much as on documenting the existing problems. The immediate
focus on California is particularly appropriate given the size of the state—it
educates one of every nine students in the country—and its checkered politi-
cal record with respect to civil rights and educational inequities. A dozen
papers were commissioned from the foremost scholars in the country and the
most key policy makers in the state were invited to comment on the state of
higher education access from their perspectives. What resulted was an
unprecedented conversation between policy makers—heads of legislative
committees and legislative watch dogs, heads of higher education institutions
and agencies—and scholars who have dedicated their careers to understand-
ing the dynamics of education access. The conference yielded two major sets
of papers: one that recounted the depth of the challenges that California and
the nation face, which was published in the May 2005 issue of the journal
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Educational Policy, and the second set, focusing on responses to these chal-
lenges, which appears in this volume.

We were warned by several of the conference speakers that we must
treat the problem of access to higher education as a systemic issue affecting
the entire pathway from preschool to college. Winston Doby, vice president of
the University of California, warned that the solutions lay in statewide policy
and not in adjustments to admissions policies in single institutions. Doby, cit-
ing Glenn Loury, noted that “selection rituals are political acts with moral
overtones.” We think this is a particularly apt description of the system by
which some are selected for elite institutions and others not. As we attempt to
understand the selection system in place it is critical to remember that “merit”
is a social construction that reflects a political process. Who is merit worthy
is decided by officials, and those who make the decisions are, for the most
part, from the same group who benefited most by the existing system. It is dif-
ficult to find the motivation to change something that doesn’t appear to be
broken from one’s own perspective. But, Doby’s invoking of the moral
dimension suggests that statewide policy cannot be made solely from the per-
spective of the traditional beneficiaries of those policies. In order to meet the
test of fairness—the moral dimension—all perspectives must be considered,
and we need to care as much about the perspective of those who have tradi-
tionally failed to gain access as those for whom admission to university is
viewed as a birthright. It occurs to us that included in this moral dimension is
the problem of social policy in a country that purports to value its children but
provides no real support for them or their families. For millions of low-
income children who attend the nation’s lowest performing schools, there is
no social or educational safety net. It is hard to get to college when you go to
school hungry and without adequate housing or medical care every day. This,
too, must be a consideration as we weigh the policies that will shape the fates
of our youth. Neither in the conference that generated it, nor in this volume,
could we undertake to study all the social ills that lead to such disparate out-
comes for young people. But we must, at the least, consider that the problem
is systemic in the most profound sense, and so we begin part 1 of this book
with a set of chapters that examines the contribution of K-12 institutions to
the deep inequities that exist in the opportunity sorting machine that is the
higher education system in the United States.

This first section begins with a chapter by Oakes, Mendoza, and Silver,
entitled “California Opportunity Indicators: Informing and Monitoring Cali-
fornia’s Progress Toward Equitable College Access,” in which the authors, all
principal researchers with the University of California’s All Campus Consor-
tium on Research for Diversity (UC ACCORD), lay out their system of indi-
cators to monitor the opportunity structure in different high schools in Cali-
fornia. Consistent with the view that the college admission process takes place
in a highly politicized space, the UC ACCORD team provides a profile of the
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indicators for all the schools in each senate and assembly district in the state.
Legislators are always interested, and sometimes shocked, at how the schools
in their districts perform with respect to preparing students for college. The
Indicators Report is a prime example of scholarship that pays attention to the
social and political context in which it is conducted, using data to raise the vis-
ibility of a problem in legislators’ own backyards. This is a model that could
be easily adapted in other states and even enhanced in states with better data
collection systems than California’s.

Fitzgerald follows with chapter 3, which looks at the impact of financial
aid on college access, entitled “Lowering Barriers to College Access: Oppor-
tunities for More Effective Coordination of State and Federal Student Aid
Policies.” Recent shifts from need-based to merit-based financial aid and bil-
lions of dollars in shortfalls in Pell grant funds have exacerbated an already
acute situation for low-income students and large tuition increases have com-
pounded these problems. As Fitzgerald points out, money matters, and many
low-income students who are well-prepared for college do not go because of
inadequate financial aid. California, through its Cal Grant entitlement pro-
gram, has one of the most generous financial aid programs in the country, yet
the complexity of the process, lack of timely information for families to plan
for college, and uncoordinated efforts at the state and national level mean that
many students who could benefit from these funds do not know how to access
them. The authors contend that better coordination of federal and state poli-
cies, tying financial aid to intervention programs in the schools, and more
effective utilization of resources can mitigate access barriers and increase
enrollment opportunities for low- and moderate-income students in California
and across the nation.

A thorny issue in the politics of admission in California higher educa-
tion has been the awarding of an extra grade point for Advanced Placement
courses taken and passed. In other words, a student who receives a B in AP
English is given grade points equivalent to an A. The policy was adopted as
another way to distinguish among highly qualified students in a highly com-
petitive admissions process. Chapter 4, entitled “The Role of Advanced Place-
ment and Honors Courses in College Admissions,” by Geiser and Santelices,
looks at the predictive power of simply taking and passing AP courses for
grades in college. The authors find no significant relationship between AP
course-taking and college GPA and therefore argue that providing extra grade
points for taking the courses (but not necessarily passing or even taking the
AP test) is not justified as a factor in admissions. And, since they are a source
of inequity because schools that serve low-income students are less likely to
offer these courses, such a policy would help to equalize opportunity for low-
income students. The authors note that students who take AP courses also
receive university course credit and holistic reviews of applications consider
the degree to which students have challenged themselves with demanding
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coursework, so incentives remain for students to take these courses where
they are offered even in the absence of extra grade point credit.

Charles Ratliff rounds out the first section of the volume with a per-
spective from inside the California Legislature on how the state—and other
states—might address the inequities that result in such uneven chances for
young people from different socio-economic backgrounds to gain access to
higher education. Ratliff argues that there are no silver bullets that will equal-
ize opportunity for all of California’s students, but that educators can tackle
many of the technical aspects of the education system that prevent it from
functioning as well as it might. Working in the day-to-day environment of the
legislature, Ratliff offers solutions that are politically “doable” and that hope-
fully move the system closer to the larger goal of equity. Included in his sug-
gestions are using market forces to better distribute highly qualified teachers
across both low-income and middle-class schools, reducing restrictions on the
way that public education funds are spent, providing better trained adminis-
trators that can more successfully address the diversity in their schools, and
giving the states’ students the opportunity to become fluent in more than one
language. These are the very real problems that are debated daily on the floors
of the legislature, and while seemingly commonsensical, they have defied
easy solutions. To the extent that their resolution would result in much better
prepared students, it would appear that these strategies can advance equity in
access to higher education; whether it is enough to create fundamental change
in access is an empirical question.

One theme that runs through most of the chapters in part 1 of the vol-
ume is the necessity to start preparing young people earlier for postsecondary
options. The various authors note that low-income and ethnic minority parents
have inadequate information with which to plan financially for their chil-
dren’s education and insufficient knowledge of the coursework and other
requirements for college admission. Many critics of the existing system argue
that postsecondary options need to be presented to students while they are still
in elementary school, so that they have developed a disposition to higher edu-
cation and are better prepared to take the classes they will need for college
admission when they begin secondary school. Given that the typical Califor-
nia high school has about one counselor for every 850 students, and elemen-
tary schools are not likely to have any, there are far too few school personnel
assigned to help students examine their postsecondary options or begin to pre-
pare for them. The dearth of counseling available for low-income and students
of color, who often have no other sources of information, must be addressed.
Currently, one of the primary ways in which students receive this kind of
information and support is through honors and AP courses. However, as
Geiser and Santelices (this volume) point out, the likelihood of the students
who most need this support receiving it in those contexts is very small.
Another way is through special college preparation programs, but these have
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never reached large numbers of eligible students and they too have been
defunded to a large extent in California as a result of recent budget crises.

Part 2 of this volume focuses on potential interventions at the postsec-
ondary level. We open with a chapter by Estela Bensimon and her colleagues,
entitled “Measuring the State of Equity in Public Higher Education,” in which
they present an educational equity indicators system for higher education. Sim-
ilar to the Oakes and colleagues’ High School Indicators project, Bensimon et
al. attempt to provide a framework for institutions of higher education to eval-
uate their own effectiveness with respect to diversifying their campuses and
ensuring positive outcomes for their students of color. A critical component of
this work is the focus not just on attracting students to the campus but on the
experience they have there and the record of the institution with respect to
retaining and graduating them. A forthcoming publication authored by Debo-
rah Santiago provides a cogent critique of many Hispanic serving institutions
that proudly wave the banner of diversity based on their enrollments, but pay
little attention to graduation rates of the Latino students they attract, or to their
educational experience at the campus. Bensimon’s work, like that of Oakes and
her colleagues, has far reaching applicability in California and beyond.

In chapter 7, entitled “Reaping the Benefits of Grutter: College Admis-
sions and Racial/Ethnic Diversity,” Catherine Horn and Patricia Marin remind
us of the evidence for the critical importance of diversity in higher education
and the opportunity that the recent Supreme Court decisions allowing affir-
mative