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Introduction  
 

Affirmative   action,   or   the   focus   on   race   and/or   socioeconomic   status   as   a   factor   when   considering   candidates  

during   any   admissions   process,   was   implemented   in   the   1960s   as   an   executive   order   issued   in   response   to   the   push   for  

equality   brought   about   by   the   civil   rights   movement   in   America   (Legal).   In   current   times,   affirmative   action   represents   a  

gray   area   of   the   college   admissions   process   that   has   been   the   subject   of   increasingly   numerous   legal   refinements   that  

reflect   the   need   to   define   its   boundaries   in   our   ever-evolving   society.   Its   degree   of   implementation   varies   greatly   amongst  

colleges   in   America,   and   these   differences   in   admissions   criteria   each   represent   a   unique   means   of   remediating   different  

areas   of   potential   inequality   within   the   national   college   admissions   process.   It   is   important   to   note   that   these   areas   of  

potential   inequality   are   not   ones   that   are   clearly   defined;   there   is   no   precise   legal   definition   for   the   term   “minority  

(Learning),”   nor   is   there   one   for   “race   (Rubenstein)”.   These   two   terms   are   considered   too   complex   to   be   able   to   possess  

definite   distinctions   for   the   socially-constructed   subgroups   they   contain.   This   further   compounds   the   tensions   surrounding  

affirmative   action,   as   it   is   difficult   to   implement   something   based   on   vague   criteria,   which   primarily   leaves   the  

interpretation   thereof   to   colleges’   admissions   boards.   

There   exists   also   a   great   deal   of   variation   amongst   other   admissions   criteria   of   colleges   in   modern   day   America.  

In   most   cases,   the   process   begins   as   students   in   their   last   year   of   high   school   submit   an   application   consisting   of  

personally-written   essays,   transcripts   of   their   grades,   descriptions   of   extracurricular   activities   in   which   they   participated,  

standardized   test   scores,   and   a   demographic   questionnaire   to   the   colleges   they   are   interested   in   attending.   Once   the  

application   is   submitted,   it   reaches   the   admissions   committee,   a   subgroup   of   the   college’s   faculty   that   assesses   the  

application   in   order   to   determine   whether   the   student   should   be   accepted   or   rejected.   It   is   at   this   step   in   the   process   that  

affirmative   action   comes   into   play.   The   applicant’s   submission   is   weighed   not   only   against   the   ideals,   standards,   and  

programs   specific   to   the   college   but   also   those   of   other   applicants;   furthermore,   the   admissions   committee   includes  

information   from   the   demographic   questionnaire,   such   as   ethnicity   and   indicators   of   wealth,   in   their   considerations.   As  



previously   stated,   the   degree   to   which   this   information   influences   the   admissions   process   varies   amongst   colleges,   but   its  

effect   is   still   significant   nonetheless.   In   The   Pennsylvania   State   University,   according   to   Tracy   Shilling,   an   employee   of   its  

Undergraduate   Admissions   Office,   “There   is   a   huge   weight   given   to   test   scores   and   GPA   when   deciding   a   decision.   These  

two   items   are   basically   the   only   thing   that   is   looked   at   when   making   a   decision”.   Despite   the   large   weight   given   to   these  

criteria,   the   office   does   “..flag   diverse   students   for   special   review,”   depending   on   criteria   such   as   the   location   of   their  

schools   or   other   factors   that   may   have   negative   impacts   on   their   families’   finances   or   experiences   (Shilling).  

Still,   it   is   this   nature   of   affirmative   action   that   remains   contestable.   Should   students’   applications   be   adjusted   by  

affirmative   action?   If   they   should,   how   should   this   adjustment   be   conducted   in   order   to   ensure   fairness   throughout   the  

college   admissions   process?   If   they   shouldn’t,   what   other   propositions   could   be   made   to   reach   that   same   goal   of   fairness  

throughout   the   college   admissions   process?   What   are   the   potential   risks   and   benefits   associated   with   each   option?   Where  

along   the   spectrum   of   opinions   on   affirmative   action   do   yours   fall,   and   why   have   you   formed   them   in   such   a   manner?  

Some   recent   events   concerning   affirmative   action   have   fostered   concern   and   debate   in   the   public   eye.   One  

occurance   from   some   time   ago   involves   the   banning   of   affirmative   action   in   all   Texas   universities.   The   2012   court   case,  

Fisher   v.   University   of   Texas,   brought   to   light   the   view   of   affirmative   action   obstructing   a   US   citizen’s   14th   amendment  

rights.   It   was   decided   that   based   on   previous   cases   involving   minority   admissions,   cases   that   were   reviewable   under   the  

14th   amendment,   the   policies   at   hand   must   be   “precisely   tailored   to   serve   a   compelling   governmental   interest,”   and   if   not,  

“race   may   not   be   considered   in   the   admissions   process.”   Instead,   the   state   of   Texas   automatically   admits   the   top   10%   of  

students   into   its   universities   (Fisher   v.   University   of   Texas).  

A   Texas   university   has   once   again   dealt   with   scrutiny   for   using   race   as   a   factor   for   admissions.   In   2019,   Texas  

Tech   University   discontinued   the   use   of   race   and   national   origin   as   a   factor   when   considering   students.   This   change   came  

after   an   investigation   held   by   the   Department   of   Education   into   the   university’s   utilization   of   affirmative   action   when  

admitting   students   (Kaufman).  

Another   heavily   publicized   instance   of   affirmative   action   in   practice   is   the   case   of   the   Harvard   bias   suit,   which  

was   filed   by   a   group   of   Asian-American   students   that   were   allegedly   rejected   from   the   school.   The   plaintiff   accused  

Harvard   of   holding   Asian-Americans   to   higher   academic   standards   than   other   applicants,   as   well   as   using   a   “personal  

ratings”   system   (which   essentially   evaluated   a   student’s   personality),   an   application   category   in   which   Asian-Americans  

consistently   “scored   lower”   than   other   racial   groups.   The   University   rebutted   by   asserting   that   each   applicant   is   evaluated  



as   an   individual,   and   race   is   not   a   consideration   in   the   admissions   process.   However,   Harvard   maintained   an   emphasis   on  

the   importance   of   diversity,   and   stated   that   if   the   University   “eliminated   all   consideration   of   race   and   other   preferences,  

the   African-American   share   of   the   class   would   decline   from   14   to   5   percent   and   the   Hispanic   share   would   decline   from   14  

to   9   percent.”   (Hartocollis)   The   mere   implication   of   racial   preference   as   a   reason   (if   not   the   sole   reason)   for   some   students  

being   admitted   has   incensed   thousands   of   prospective   applicants   and   their   families   in   recent   decades.   The   plaintiffs   in   the  

Harvard   case   felt   that   applicants   should   be   judged   for   their   academic   aptitude,   and   their   academic   aptitude   alone--if  

so-called   “diversity”   was   sacrificed   for   the   sake   of   maintaining   a   meritocracy,   so   be   it   (Jung).  

2019   saw   over   fifty   individuals   being   charged   with   the   submission   of   fraudulent   application   content   (everything  

from   fake   test   scores,   fake   grades,   even   fake,   staged,   and/or   photoshopped   images   of   applicants   participating   in   athletic  

events)   and   the   arrangement   of   bribes   to   secure   admission   to   prestigious   universities.   Two   of   the   parents   accused   of   hiring  

consultants   to   create   these   fraudulent   applications   were   actresses   Lori   Loughlin   and   Felicity   Huffman;   U.S.   attorney   for  

Massachusetts,   Andrew   Lelling,   asserted   that,   due   to   their   financial   standing,   these   parents   should   have   been   capable   of  

granting   their   children   “every   legitimate   advantage,”   but   instead   “chose   to   corrupt   and   illegally   manipulate   the   system   for  

their   benefit.”   Students   who   have   no   issue   paying   full   tuition   are   naturally   attractive   candidates;   although   most   colleges  

claim   to   be   need-blind,   financially   speaking,   a   student   who   will   empty   the   pocket   of   the   bursar   is   obviously   less   desirable  

than   one   who   will   pad   it   (Chappell).  

  



Approach   1:   Race-Based   Affirmative   Action  
 

As   it   stands,   race-based   affirmative   action   values   underrepresented   minority   groups   in   the   college   admissions  

process.   The   enforcement   of   affirmative   action   stems   from   the   idea   that   a   diverse   student   body   is   an   important   factor   in  

improving   both   awareness   of   racism   and   inclusivity   of   campus   culture;   students   who   are   surrounded   by   people   of   different  

backgrounds   have   a   greater   opportunity   to   broaden   their   own   respective   understanding   of   the   world   via   interactions   and  

relationships   with   their   peers.   Race-based   affirmative   action   also   aims   to   mitigate   the   negative   effects   of   past  

discrimination   by   giving   underrepresented   minorities   resources   that   were   historically   unavailable   to   them.   However,   one  

of   the   trade-offs   surrounding   race-based   affirmative   action   is   that   it   is   a   form   of   preferential   treatment   in   favor   of  

underrepresented   minorities,   which   can   itself   be   viewed   as   discrimination   against   overrepresented   minorities.   It   is   these  

differences   in   opinion   that   have   manifested   in   varying   degrees   of   affirmative   action   implementation   in   colleges   across  

America;   while   it   is   legally   enforced   in   most   states,   eight   currently   ban   it.   

Proponents   of   this   policy   believe   it   is   a   necessary   means   of   correcting   the   historic   discrimination   inherent   in   both  

the   college   admissions   process   and   the   broader   context   of   society.   Matthew   Dallek   from   ABC   news   states   that   affirmative  

action   “implicitly   recognizes   that   racism   is   still   a   fact   of   American   life.”   (Dallak).   Racism   in   education   has   its   roots   in   the  

past;   historically,   colleges   were   created   with   the   intention   of   educating   white   males   only.   In   fact,   in   1976,   white   students  

made   up   84%   of   a   college’s   student   body   while   black   students   only   made   up   10%.   In   2016,   white   students   composed   57%  

of   the   student   body   whereas   black   students   composed   14%   (NCES).    Even   today,   it   is   clear   that   the   majority   population   of  

many   student   bodies   is   still   white,   and   it   has   been   shown   that   if   affirmative   action   were   not   in   place,   some   minority   groups  

would   be   less   represented   in   the   college   community.   For   example,   after   the   state   of   California   banned   affirmative   action   in  

1998,   the   proportion   of   black   and   hispanic   students   noticeably   decreased   at   the   University   of   California,   Berkeley   and   the  

University   of   California,   Los   Angeles   (Lewin   and   Perez).   Similarly,   at   the   University   of   Michigan,   the   black   student  

population   declined   after   an   affirmative   action   ban.   This   effect   may   be   especially   prominent   at   selective   schools.   A   paper  

by   Harvard   Professor   Thomas   Kane   reported   that   race-based   affirmative   action,   over   other   courses   of   action,   is   necessary  

to   uphold   diversity   in   elite   schools   (Kane).  



 
 

In   the   present,   the   college   environment   has   become   more   diverse,   which   is   another   one   of   affirmative   action’s  

goals.   Supporters   of   diversity   believe   that   diversity   enriches   the   world,   and   universities   such   as   the   Pennsylvania   State  

University   affirm   this   belief.   Penn   State’s   official   statement   on   diversity   expresses   that   “the   Pennsylvania   State   University  

is   committed   to   and   accountable   for   advancing   diversity,   equity,   and   inclusion   in   all   of   its   forms”   (“Penn   State”).    A  

diverse   community   can   lead   to   a   plethora   of   benefits.   Students   can   collaborate   with   people   of   different   backgrounds   to  

gain   insight   on   issues   that   they   otherwise   wouldn’t   have   been   aware   of.   This   diversity   of   thought   breeds   creativity,   since  

people   of   different   backgrounds   have   different   experiences   that   they   can   draw   upon   and   combine   with   those   of   their   peers  

in   new   and   innovative   ways.   College   should   be   a   place   that   fosters   creativity   by   ensuring   that   young   people   have   the  

opportunity   to   explore   it   themselves,   and   diversity   is   an   important   way   in   which   colleges   can   achieve   this   goal.   In   short,  

diversity   is   necessary   to   enhance   education,   which   is   a   key   tenet   of   the   benefits   of   race-based   affirmative   action.   

 



Race-based   affirmative   action   may   also   indirectly   give   an   upper   hand   to   students   whose   ethnicities   end   up   being  

the   deciding   factor   in   admissions   instead   of   their   merit.   Some   have   labelled   it   as   “reverse   racism”   or   “reverse  

discrimination”   against   the   majority   population   because   it   grants   preference   toward   minority   groups   instead.   There   has  

also   been   a   great   deal   of   deliberation   regarding   whether   minority   students   should   be   granted   admissions   into   a   program  

based   solely   on   their   underrepresented   status,   assuming   their   level   of   academic   and   extracurricular   achievement   is  

comparable   to/or   less   than   that   of   their   majority   group   counterparts.   

While   the   main   goal   of   race-based   affirmative   action   is   to   improve   diversity,   it   could   also   decrease   it.    To   many,  

keeping   a   racially   diverse   population   means   balancing   certain   racial   groups,   regardless   of   minority   status.   

In   the   2016   Supreme   Court   case   Fisher   vs.   University   of   Texas   C,   Abigail   Fisher,   who   was   an   applicant   to   the  

university,   claimed   that   there   was   discrimination   in   the  

admissions   process.   She   felt   that   affirmative   action   was   the  

reason   for   her   rejection   to   the   colleges   due   to   preferences   of  

minority   group   members   over   majority   group   members.  

She   also   felt   that   this   decision   violated   the   14th  

amendment,   which   promotes   equal   opportunity   regardless  

of   race   and   other   identifying   traits.   In   the   past,   there   have  

been   multiple   cases   of   similar   nature,   including   the   1996  

Hopwood   vs   Texas   case,   the   2003   Grutter   vs.   Bollinger  

case,   the   2003   Gratz   vs.   Bollinger,   and   more.   However,   in  

three   of   those   four   cases,   the   court   ruled   that   race-conscious  

admissions   are   important   in   valuing   diversity   on   campus.   

Recently,   an   admissions   scandal   occurred   at   Harvard   University   which   involved   a   group   of   students,   Students   for  

Fair   Admissions   (SFFA),   who   took   Harvard   to   court   with   the   claim   that   the   university’s   admission   process   was   biased  

against   Asian-Americans.    Compared   to   white   applicants   who   scored   lower   in   academic   and   extra-curricular   areas,  

Asian-Americans   were   consistently   rated   lower   in   the   personality   category,   resulting   in   seemingly   unfair   rejections   from  

the   college.   The   case   was   eventually   dismissed   and   many   factors   have   still   been   left   ambiguous.   As   Christopher   Rims  

from   Forbes   writes,   “Harvard’s   consideration   of   race   is   found   imperfect   but   not   illegal…”  



Approach   2:   Wealth-Based   Affirmative   Action  

While   the   traditional   approach   to   affirmative   action   has   historically   been   based   on   race,   another   potential  

approach   would   be   to   enforce   wealth-based   affirmative   action.   It   would   both   foster   diversity   and   provide   opportunity   to  

those   from   lower-income   backgrounds   to   have   a   fair   chance   at   college   while   life   circumstances   could   have   put   them   at   a  

disadvantage   to   their   wealthier   peers.   Raced-based   affirmative   action   has   been   continuously   challenged   at   the   level   of   the  

Supreme   Court   over   the   past   20   years,   and   the   current   president   has   planned,   once   again,   to   challenge   affirmative   action  

(Savage).   Across   the   U.S.,   many   college   students   and   Americans   in   general   are   uncomfortable   with   the   idea   that   choosing  

to   share   one’s   racial   background   on   college   admissions   forms   will   have   a   large   impact   on   their   chance   of   admission  

(Kahlenberg).   Some   states,   including   Michigan,   have   banned   the   consideration   of   race   in   college   admissions   altogether  

(NBC).   

This   approach   fosters   diversity   without   needing   to   actively   consider   race,   which   makes   it   an   attractive   option   for  

those   who   oppose   involving   such   a   factor   in   college   admissions.   There   is   still   a   significant   wage   gap   between   white  

households   and   black   or   hispanic   households,   according   to   the   U.S.   Census   Bureau   (Amadeo),   meaning   that   this   approach  

will   help   a   similar   pool   of   applicants   while   focusing   on   different   criteria.   Supporters   of   wealth-based   affirmative   action  

argue   that   this   approach   is   better   because   it   focuses   on   the   disadvantaged   populations   within   all   races,   not   just   certain  

groups   (Kahlenberg).   It   helps   many   of   those   who   have   been   disadvantaged   by   a   history   of   racial   discrimination   because   of  

the   aforementioned   wealth   gap   that   still   exists   today;   at   the   same   time,   it   would   not   give   an   unfair   advantage   to   a   wealthy  

underrepresented   minority   over   an   impoverished   majority.   For   example,   an   affluent   black   or   Hispanic   student   would   not  

gain   an   advantage   over   an   impoverished   white   or   Asian   student   solely   based   on   race.   



 

The   above   chart   shows   the   real   wealth   gap   by   race   in   the   United   States.   The   blue   bar   representing   white  

populations   shows   a   significantly   higher   likelihood   of   holding   wealth,   in   primary   residence   accounts,   retirement   accounts,  

and   business   equity   accounts   (Chingos   and   Lee).   Giving   opportunity   to   lower   income   students   would   increase   diversity  

because,   unfortunately,   many   impoverished   areas   also   have   high   populations   of   black   or   hispanic   individuals.  

The   idea   of   wealth-based   rather   than   race-based   affirmative   action   has   been   supported   by   prominent   figures   in   history.   Dr.  

Martin   Luther   King   Jr.,   in   his   1964   book,   “Why   We   Can’t   Wait,”   argues   for   a   Bill   of   Rights   for   the   disadvantaged   of    all  

races.   He   argues   that   it   is   appropriate   for   poor   whites   to   benefit   as   well   as   the   large   amount   of   racial   minorities   who   have  

been   discriminated   against   in   the   past   and   as   a   result   are   of   a   lower   income   status   (Kahlenberg).   This   approach   has   also  

been   tried   indirectly   in   a   few   ways:   Florida,   California,   and   Texas   have   implemented   a   “Top   10   Percent”   Plan   in   which   the  

students   above   the   90th   percentile   at   any   high   school   are   guaranteed   admission   to   state   universities;   this   is   meant   to   give   a  

better   chance   to   students   from   economically   disadvantaged   areas   to   get   into   college   while   also   allowing   them   to   prove  

their   merit   as   students   (NBC).   



 

This   chart   depicts   SAT   scores   as   a   function   of   income   bracket   (Goldfarb).   There   is   a   significant   trend   upward   as  

income   increases.   The   SAT   is   a   large   factor   in   college   admissions,   and   wealthier   students   have   a   much   larger   advantage  

over   lower-income   students.   Having   taken   the   PSAT   multiple   times,   or   being   able   to   afford   SAT   prep   courses   or   multiple  

rounds   of   the   test   are   factors   that   can   significantly   inflate   one’s   score.   Furthermore,   the   process   of   “superscoring”   in   which  

students   only   prepare   for   one   section   of   the   test   and   then   take   it   multiple   times   is   another   way   in   which   students   who   can  

afford   to   take   the   SAT   multiple   times   have   an   advantage   over   those   who   cannot.   A   disadvantaged   student   who   earns   a  

good   score   the   one   time   they   take   the   test   might   have   a   disadvantage   to   a   wealthier   student   who   inflated   their   two  

relatively   lower   scores   with   superscoring   (Goldfarb).   If   a   highly   succeeding   student   from   a   poorer   area   is   considered  

relative   to   their   circumstance   instead   of   being   considered   at   the   same   level   as   a   wealthy   student   who   can   potentially   pay   to  

increase   their   academic   merit   and   build   their   resume,   the   college   admissions   process   could   possibly   balance   the   scales   of  

wealth   vs.   achievement.  

However,   diversity   in   colleges   is   an   important   thing   to   have.   It   is   not   conducive   to   learning   to   be   in   a   school  

where   almost   everyone   looks   like   you   and   comes   from   a   similar   cultural   background   to   yours.   Learning   to   function   in   the  

real   world   also   requires   learning   how   to   interact   with   diverse   types   of   people.   Since   2000,   colleges   have   seen   a   significant  

increase   in   previously   disadvantaged   groups   (College   Enrollment   Rates).  



 

Still,   there   is   somewhat   of   a   disparity,   but   the   gap   is   significantly   closing,   proving   that   affirmative   action   has  

increased   diversity   in   colleges.   The   largest   increase   was   seen   in   both   black   and   hispanic   populations,   which   were   also  

listed   as   the   groups   with   the   statistically   lowest   income.   This   statistical   difference   means   that   these   groups   would   largely  

be   helped   if   affirmative   action   were   solely   based   on   wealth.   However,   in   wealth-based   affirmative   action,   those   benefiting  

would   be   the   economically   disadvantaged   of   all   races.  

A   significant   argument   against   affirmative   action   in   colleges   is   the   question   regarding   whether   those   favored   by  

affirmative   action   would   also   be   qualified   for   the   colleges   they   got   accepted   into,   that   is,   if   a   “less   qualified”   student   of   a  

disadvantaged   group   were   favored   over   a   “more   qualified”   student   from   a   more   advantaged   group.   For   example,   students  

who   get   into   a   more   competitive   college   because   of   affirmative   action   can   end   up   in   the   bottom   of   their   class,   and   are   then  

more   likely   to   drop   out   (Sander   and   Taylor).   So   while   the   college’s   admissions   pool   is   more   diverse,   its   graduation   rate  

may   not   be.   This   is   known   as   “mismatch.”   Another   argument   is   that   affirmative   action   assumes   that   all   disadvantaged  

applicants   must   be   less   intelligent   and   therefore   need   “help.”   There   is   also   the   argument   that   the   more   financially   affluent  

students   would   be   discriminated   against   in   a   wealth   based   affirmative   action   system.   

  



Approach   3:   Purely   Academic   Criteria/Blind  

This   approach   to   college   admissions   would   be   a   “blind”   approach,   meaning   that   admissions   officers   would   not  

know   of   applicants’   socioeconomic   statuses,   only   the   information   that   is   pertinent   to   a   college   application   (e.g.   SAT  

scores,   GPA,   etc.).   Advocates   claim   that   this   approach   will,   in   theory,   allow   the   brightest   and   most   well-prepared   students  

admission   to   college.   A   blind   approach   to   college   admissions   would   not   discriminate   against   any   groups   because   an  

applicant’s   race,   gender,   and   class   would   not   be   known   to   the   admissions   department.   Due   to   the   competitive   culture  

between   colleges,   it   becomes   appealing   to   admit   students   who   have   proved   their   academic   accomplishments   prior   to  

application   in   high   school.   

 

Conversely,   because   research   has   shown   that   family   income   directly   correlates   to   higher   standardized   test   scores,  

this   may   lend   an   advantage   to   applicants   who   come   from   greater   means.   Due   to   this,   admissions   would   not   be   able   to  

weigh   an   applicant’s   test   scores   with   their   ability   to   prepare   for   the   test;   kids   with   the   money   for   test   tutors   would   be   able  

to   raise   their   scores   higher   than   those   without   the   means   to   access   such   resources   for   the   same   test    ( Goldfarb   2014) .   This  

highlights   the   difference   between   having   high   test   scores   and   having   the   most   potential;   in   fact,   data   seem   to   indicate   that  

family   income   does   not   have   a   significant   impact   on   a   student’s   post   graduate   income,   provided   they   go   to   the   same  

school.   Taking   into   account   other   factors   like   race   and   gender   will   allow   schools   to   gauge   more   about   the   applicant’s   score  

than   merely   just   the   score   itself.   



 

In   the   mid   2000s,   a   study   was   done   which   looked   at   the   effect   of   poverty   on   a   multitude   of   other   issues.   In   the  

study,   families   who   lived   under   the   poverty   line   were   given   the   following:   an   earning   supplement,   subsidized   child   care,  

subsidized   health   insurance,   (if   needed)   a   temporary   community   service   job,   and   respect   by   the   people   who   ran   the   “city”.  

The   creators   of   the   study   then   looked   into   the   differences   between   participants,   and   the   participants   randomly   chose  

counterparts   who   were   not   getting   all   of   the   aforementioned   benefits.   One   area   of   interest   for   the   study   was   effects   on  

education.   In   order   to   do   this,   research   questions   were   sent   out   to   the   teacher.   According   to   the   study,   “The   teachers   knew  

nothing   about   New   Hope   [the   researcher’s   fabricated   city];   they   simply   gave   us   the   kind   of   information   that   usually   goes  

on   report   cards.   Teachers   rated   how   well   the   child   was   doing   compared   with   other   children   in   the   class   on   reading,   math,  

overall   intellectual   functioning,   motivation   to   do   well   in   school,   oral   communication,   classroom   behavior,   and   parental  

encouragement.   The   average   child   in   a   New   Hope   family   scored   higher   than   the   average   child   in   a   comparison   family.  

The   differences   were   modest,   but   important.   About   60   percent   of   New   Hope   children   scored   higher   than   the   average   child  

in   a   control   group   family.   On   an   SAT-type   exam,   the   difference   is   equivalent   to   about   twenty-five   points”   (Duncan   et.   al.  

73).   This   study   is   important   because   it   proves   that   the   correlation   between   test   scores   and   income   is   causal;   it   also   shows  

that   when   a   poor   family   is   given   some   of   the   advantages   that   wealthy   children   have,   their   test   scores   go   up   accordingly.   

Indeed,   there   does   exist   individuals   of   lower   income   who   have   excelled   academically,   but   for   many   institutions,  

they   are   hard   to   find.   A   review   of   Yale   showed   that   just   2%   of   their   student   body   came   from   the   bottom   20%   of   the  

income   distribution.   (New   York   Times).   Harvard   also   had   problems   with   their   low   numbers   of   students,   see   the   graph  



below   (Bolotnikova),   from   disadvantaged   communities.   Solutions   such   as   giving   full-scholarships   to   families   that   make  

less   than   $40,000   seemed   to   be   futile.   

So   where   are   these   students?   A   study   done   by   Caroline   Hoxby   at   Harvard   found   that   more   students   than   had   been  

expected   were   from   disadvantaged   communities   and   were   in   the   top   10   percent   for   their   scores   on   standardized   tests.   They  

found   35,000   kids   in   this   top   10   percentile,   and   of   them,   roughly   80%   did   not   apply   to   one   selective   institution   (Hass).  

These   students   were   applying   to   lower-level   colleges,   or   sometimes   to   no   colleges   at   all,   which   gave   many   colleges   the  

realization   that   these   students   do   exist.  

The   colleges   also   came   to   the   realization   that   they   had   to   make   the   effort   to   reach   out   to   these   students.   They   used  

PSAT   scores   and   other   grade   standards   to   send   out   letters   encouraging   them   to   apply   to   their   university.   These   measures  

were   big   developments   for   colleges,   who   now   work   endlessly   to   reach   out   to   these   types   of   students.  

To   answer   the   question   regarding   whether   a   blind   admission   process   is   the   most   fair   system   is   to   ask   what   the  

point   of   college   is.   Is   the   goal   of   college   to   educate   the   most   well   prepared   students?   Is   the   role   of   college   to   take   the  

people   with   the   most   potential   and   shape   them   into   the   best   minds   that   they   can   be?   Or,   to   take   the   more   cynical   view,   is  

college   merely   another   business;   does   a   university   only   want   to   make   the   most   money   it   possibly   can?   Is   a   university   that  

is   seeking   to   have   a   representative   proportion   of   their   student   body   be   made   up   of   minorities   promoting   diversity,   or   is   it  

discriminating   against   people   for   their   race?   If   we   know   that   a   blind   approach   would   massively   advantage   the   wealthy,   is  

that   something   that   we   are   okay   with   as   a   society?   To   ask   how   the   college   admission   process   works   is   to   ask   how   we   think  

the   US   economy   should   work.   Do   we   as   a   society   believe   in   meritocracy?   If   so,   which   method   is   truly   meritocratic?   On  

the   surface   it   seems   that   to   admit   an   applicant   only   by   academic   standards   is   a   meritocratic   system;   however,   to   admit   the  

best   prepared   students   in   lieu   of   the   brightest   does   not   seem   to   be   the   system   that   best   reflects   the   virtues   of   a   purely  

merit-based   society.   These   innate   contradictions   are   what   makes   the   question   of   what   should   be   done   regarding  

affirmative   action   so   difficult   to   answer.   Nonetheless,   the   importance   of   the   question   and   its   implications   on   the   very  

fabric   of   our   society   demands   an   answer.   What’s   yours?   

 

 



 

Conclusion  

Affirmative   action   is   the   focus   on   race   and/or   socioeconomic   status   as   a   factor   when   considering   candidates  

during   the   admissions   process.   Its   stated   purpose   is   to   increase   diversity   and   give   fair   opportunities   to   minorities   and  

historically   marginalized   groups.   Due   to   a   lack   of   standardization   in   the   implementation   of   affirmative   action,   its   use  

varies   from   institution   to   institution.   When   applying   to   schools   that   utilize   affirmative   action,   applicants   are   observed   and  

chosen   based   on   academic   merit   (high   school   transcripts,   extracurricular   involvement,   and   standardized   tests),   ethnicity,  

and   various   measures   of   financial   standing.   By   comparing   these   characteristics   between   applicants,   a   problem   arises.   As  

can   be   seen   with   the   Harvard   and   University   of   Texas   cases,   corruption   and   unfairness   can   appear   when   implementing  

affirmative   action.   Where   it   may   help   the   ethnic   and   wealth   based   minorities,   it   may   harm   others   in   the   process.   From   this  

issue   we   formulate   how   affirmative   action   can   be   employed   through   three   approaches   and   derive   the   question:   should  

affirmative   action   be   implemented   into   the   admissions   process   of   educational   institutions,   and   if   so,   how?  

Approach   1:    Race/Ethnicity   Based   Admissions  

This   approach   would   have   the   application   process   prefer   applicants   who   are   from   underrepresented   minority   groups.   As   of  

now,   affirmative   action   is   being   utilized   this   way.  

Pros :  
● Represent   minority   groups   in   colleges  

○ Ensures   diversity  
● Mixing   of   ideas   and   approaches  

Cons :  
● Accepted   students   may   not   necessarily   be   as  

prepared   if   they   were   accepted   based   on  
academics  

● Potentially   infringing   on   14th   amendment   rights  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Approach   2:    Wealth   Based   Admissions  

This   approach   would   have   the   application   process   provide   the   opportunity   for   low-income   applicants   to   have   a   more   fair  

chance   of   being   accepted.  

Pros :  
● Helps   those   at   a   socioeconomic   disadvantage  

○ Doesn’t   discriminate   through   race  
● Fosters   diversity   due   to   the   wage   gap   between  

ethnicities  
● Recognizes   potential   of   those   who   haven’t   had   as  

much   opportunity   in   life   due   to   socioeconomic  
status  

Cons :  
● Accepted   students   may   not   be   able   to   keep   up  

with   the   standards   of   the   institution   and   drop   out  
● Inexplicit   assumption   that   those   who   are   less  

fortunate   are   also   less   intelligent  
● May   prevent   more   qualified   students   from   being  

accepted   due   to   their   higher   socioeconomic   status  

 
Approach   3:    Academic   Merit   Based   Admissions  

This   approach   would   have   the   institutions   be   blind   to   the   applicant’s   gender,   ethnicity,   and   socioeconomic  

status.   The   only   piece   of   the   applicant   that   will   be   judged   are   their   GPA’s   and   standardized   test   scores.  

Pros :  
● The   best   prepared   students   get   admitted   to  

the   best   universities.  
● Takes   away   any   chance   of   purposeful   bias  

based   on   race   or   gender.  
● Encourages   the   meritocratic   ideal  
● Students’   admission   based   on   stuff   that  

the   students   have   control   over.   Family  
income   and   race   are   not   a   product   of   their  
work.  

Cons :  
● Will   make   it   harder   for   children   growing  

up   in   poverty   to   go   to   the   best  
universities.  

● This   approach   may   result   in  
disproportionate   representation   of   certain  
races/socio-economic   classes   at   top  
universities.  

● Fails   to   judge   people   based   on   potential  
rather   it   judges   based   on   scores   to   a   test  
that   can   be   taught.  

● Likewise,   students   have   no   control   over  
being   disadvantaged,   and   data   shows   that  
it   has   an   effect   on   their   scores  

Each   approach   offers   advantages   and   drawbacks.   It   is   through   deliberation   that   these   advantages   and  

drawbacks   will   be   brought   to   light.   
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