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A Trojan Horse in Pandora’s Box: High Academic Performance and Diversity in America 
After ongoing analysis of the current publications and discussions on diversity and related issues, I, as a U.S. educated and trained (M.A., Michigan State University; Ph.D., University of Southern California; Postdoc., University of California at Berkeley), product of globalization, soon-to-be “new” European, Mediterranean male, have had my perceptions of the education of minorities in the U.S. reaffirmed.

Not surprisingly, minority education in the U.S. sounds all too Greek when it comes to high academic achievement. 
 

Having a comprehensive, direct discussion of minority academic performance, one of the most difficult issues of the American education system from kindergarten to graduate school, has been seen as a prolific source of troubles by many leaders, educators, researchers, and policy makers. For those whose endless fears are more dominant than their intellectual curiosity or desire to know, it is Pandora’s Box, forbidden to open. If uncapped, nothing but misery will fly out in a swarm of evil to afflict the American society, which consists of multiple races, ethnicities, and ideological spectra. 

Some even fear that it is a Trojan horse, filled with vicious combatants, waiting with a clever trick for gaining an end, to commit malicious acts to defeat America from within. Indeed, these deep fears are preventing people from engaging issues related to minority high academic achievement because of the underlying historic racism in the U.S. that doubts the intellectual capacity in people of color. For example, Charles Murray and Richard J. Herrnstein’s book, “The Bell Curve” (1994), argued that performance differences in standardized intelligence tests were significantly due to hereditary factors. The amount of anger, frustration and outrage this book sparked amongst its critics still resonate today. 

In June of 2003, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that America’s colleges, universities and professional schools could take race/ethnicity into account in their admission decisions. It was emphasized in the majority opinion written by Justice Sandra Day O’Connor (Grutter v. Bollinger et al) that the court expects that “25 years from now the use of racial preferences will eventually no longer be necessary” in admissions (p.36). The opinion of the court was based on the notion that, in the last 25 years, the number of minority student applicants with high grades and test scores increased. However, it is important to realize that regardless of whether selective colleges and universities can or cannot take race/ethnicity into account in their admission decisions, the underling shortage of high achieving students from these groups on the K-12 level will limit their enrollment at these institutions. 

I enthusiastically applaud anyone, who thoughtfully points out that a fundamental long-term obstacle to expanding the presence of under-represented minorities (especially African Americans, Latinos/Latinas, and Native Americans) at selective colleges and universities in the United States is the lower level of academic achievement of these groups at the elementary and secondary level.  

Unfortunately, not many scholars extend their arguments to the crucial aspects of academic achievement gaps that are causing profound stresses in the selective sector of higher education—but which tend to be ignored by both proponents and opponents of race conscious education policies.  

Though not well publicized, under-represented minority undergraduates tend to earn significantly lower grades at selective colleges and universities, on average, than White and Asian students, even when they have similar high school GPA’s and SAT or ACT scores. For instance, William Bowen and Derek Bok’s book, The Shape of the River: Long-Term Consequences of Considering Race in College and University Admissions, examined academic achievement data, collected from 28 selective colleges and universities, by race and ethnicity and found achievement gaps amongst ethnic groups. In his dissertation, Uri Treisman also wrote that while working with a faculty sponsored honors program for minorities and women at the University of California at Berkeley, he became aware of the performance differences as early as the mid-1970’s (Treisman, 1985). His later work also pointed at these achievement differences (Treisman, 1992; Treisman & Surles, 2001). (Also, see Ramist, Lewis & McCamley-Jenkins, 1994).
Despite the fact that many researchers have identified this problem during the last three decades, the higher education community in the U.S. has failed to mount substantial efforts to address this achievement gap.  This disturbing and sensitive reality of low achievement has been received with great skepticism and intense emotion in our recent history and still lingers today. In addition, few if any of the vocal proponents or opponents of this chronic problem are calling for a concerted effort in finding a solution to it.

More devastatingly, research has revealed that relatively small percentages of under-represented groups excel academically at selective institutions (Bowen & Bok, 1998; Bok, 2003; Massey et all, 2003; and Cole & Barber 2003), e.g., graduate in the top 10% of their class, earn Phi Beta Kappa, or cum laude, magna cum laude, summa cum laude etc.  This is largely a bi-product of the shortage of top high school graduates (since the best predictor of high achievement in college is high achievement in high school (see Ramist, Lewis & McCamley-Jenkins, 1994)); but it is also partly a result of the lower than predicted achievement in colleges mentioned above.  The silence of most proponents and opponents of race and ethnicity-based approaches on the shortage of high achievers in colleges and universities is deafening, not to mention sad.  This subtle, yet damaging silence increases the difficulty in overcoming the obstacles that minorities face in gaining access to and succeeding in the nation’s most selective graduate and professional degree programs.
Furthermore, the achievement gap is not simply a product of lower achievement levels in economically disadvantaged minority students on the K-12 level (see Borman, Stringfield & Rachuba, 1999; Cabrera, Burkum & La Nasa, 2003; Cabrera et al, 2003; and Terenzini, Cabrera & Bernal, 2001; Tinto, 2004; Rothstein, 2003). It also is a function of lower achievement levels in middle and professional class students from these groups (see Miller, 1995; Vernez and Krop, 1999, and National Task Force on Minority High Achievement, 1999).  Unless the students from the emerging U.S. minority middle and professional classes begin to enjoy roughly the same academic success in pre-college schooling as their White and Asian counterparts, minority representation and success at selective colleges and universities will remain problematic.  Unfortunately, most proponents and opponents of race-based policies remain mute on this crucial issue as well. 

Careful attention must be paid to the preceding. We must face these challenges and recognize that they are extremely difficult to acknowledge, much less openly address for many educational leaders, policymakers and others – including students.  Yet, does America believe that in an era which possessing high level of “human capital” is increasingly important to individuals and society as a whole that we can continue to largely ignore these realities?

The polemical discussions on the concept of diversity have been producing inevitable confusion in the minds of many. A characteristic of the European aristocracy, which requires being best qualified to lead, is becoming a dilemma for the real and pluralistic American democracy, which receives its primary source of power from the common people.  Diversity is a fundamental part of the democratic education systems.  Social and cultural diversity are key elements that are essential to the university systems. Ergo, it is imperative that both institutions and individual students can derive cognitive and social benefits from diverse campuses. 
It is no surprise that elite institutions still give access to prestige, wealth, leadership positions, and power in the society.  For example, in their recent study, Social Capital and Civic Engagement among Top Collegiate Achievers, Karen D. Arnold & Ted I.K. Youn examined the role of social capital in civic contributions among the most elite undergraduate achievement groups. The Rhodes Scholars and Phi Beta Kappa members were the focus of their analyses.  They corroborate that “the “best” undergraduates are expected to reap the rewards of their collegiate achievement in the form of prestigious professions and high salaries. Top college students also form the likeliest pool of civic leaders.” (p. 2). Therefore, diverse higher education institutions must be able to train leaders, who represent the entire spectrum of the U.S. Ultimately, without the increased pool of competitively high achieving students from under-represented groups there will always be difficulties of integration in the professional and leadership positions at top.  

I have questions for both proponents and opponents of race conscious education policies. To the proponents:  When you make your case that excellence in higher education must include diversity, why do you not argue that this excellence must include high academic achievement for under-represented minority students?  To the opponents: Do you in fact believe that you see evidence in strategies you support for advancing minorities at selective colleges and universities without taking race/ethnicity into account really increase the number of high achievers in college from underrepresented groups, or eliminate the pattern of lower than predicted performance, or help to raise the achievement levels of the middle and professional class segments of these students? 

The connection between individual and institutional failures deserves great attention since it produces educational outcomes, whether desired or not. The educational institutions fail along with the students.  Undermining institutional accountabilities and focusing only on students’ “deficits”, as a hindrance to their academic achievement, can mistakenly lead to “blaming the victim” paradox, which will eventually paralyze the efforts of increasing the numbers of high academic performers at America’s selective colleges and universities.

We have to focus on ways in which the institutions can change this dreadful situation.  Barriers to minority high academic achievement are widely misunderstood and it is paramount that these issues become a top priority of educational research and policy development.  Opportunities that yield high levels of academic success should be explored.  

We need to create a new synergy that will utilize the existing resources, efforts, knowledge and expertise of different yet successful programs and organizations. This new synergy will enable us to take collective and therefore more powerful actions to produce the desired outcome: increased numbers of high performing students from underrepresented groups.

We must create mechanisms that prepare under-represented students for careers and help them graduate in disciplines across campuses with GPAs as high as everybody else.  Fortunately, there exist some thoughtful people designing promising programs and strategies at colleges and universities around the country (see for example, Gandara & Maxwell-Jolly, 1999 and BEST, 2003).   These programs are designed to improve academic outcomes for students from under-represented groups, especially in the areas of science, mathematics, and engineering and technology. These programs should be identified, rigorously assessed and made available to those who are serious about addressing the low achievement issue. However, we should be more focused on learning about reasonable, feasible, realistic, and “good enough” implications and applications than exploring approaches and models that are premised solely upon theory or ideology.
In addition to projects that develop tools and mechanisms to examine and assess efforts toward diversity at colleges and universities (see for example, Bensimon et al, 2003; Bensimon et al, 2004; Bensimon, 2004; Bensimon et al, 2003), there exist a few initiatives, (see Cota-Robles, 2002) whose mission is to increase the number of academically very successful under-represented minority students. These initiatives are in need of strong support and commitment.  Higher education institutions, foundations, corporations and philanthropists can provide the much needed support and resources for them. 

The work ahead, indeed, is challenging. The good news is the toolbox is heavy and available to those who are willing to get to work. A few good Trojans, men and women, with courage, endurance and determined energy must come out of Pandora’s Box and collaborate with each other.  In the words of Nobel Laureate George Akerlof, a professor at UC Berkeley and co-winner of the 2001 Nobel Prize, “the uneducated too often believe that a conflict of interest occurs because other people are evil.” The only evil threatening to afflict America is our fear of the unknown.
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