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Historically, education has been perceived as 
the great equalizer to establish a pathway to the 
middle class. However, the current higher edu-
cation system perpetuates inequality. Tui tion is 
too expensive, and most American families  
can no longer afford to send their children to 
college. From 1980 to 2011, college tuition 
increased by 244% (Mettler, 2014), reducing 
college opportunity for middle- and low-
income students. Current tuition rates also 
force students to take on enormous amounts  
of debt. The federal student loan debt has 
reached $1 trillion, exceeding the U.S. credit 
card debt (Mettler, 2014; Naylor, Wooldridge, 
& Lyles, 2014), and students owe another $200 
billion in private student loans (Blumenstyk, 

2015). Although the United States spends 
$407 billion annually on higher education 
(Carnevale, Strohl, & Gulish, 2015), which is 
an exorbitant amount of money, the United 
States ranks 12th in the world for degree attain-
ment (Organisation for Economic Co-opera-
tion and Development, 2013).

Despite the inordinate amount of federal 
dollars spent on higher education, core groups 
of American society are underserved or left out 
of the college experience: low-income and 
minority students (Carnevale et al., 2015). 
Low-income and minority students are more 
likely to attend lower-tiered universities and 
more likely to graduate with larger student loan 
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debt than high-income, nonminority students 
(Huelsman, 2015).

Mettler (2014) has identified degrees of in equal ity 
resulting in two separate systems: one for priv i-
leged White students, and one for low-income 
and minority students. According to Mettler 
(2014), “our system of higher education contri-
butes, increasingly, to rising inequality, as it 
stratifies Americans by income group rather 
than providing them with ladders of oppor tun-
ity” (p. 8). At the core of this problem is access, 
affordability, and attainment.

We propose that access, affordability, and attain-
ment must be improved to increase opportun-
ities for African American males. First, social 
equity is used as a theoretical framework to 
examine higher education—specifically a public 
 affairs education based on democratic values of 
equality and diversity. Second, the construct of 
institutional racism is defined and described, 
underscoring its role in partially explaining 
edu cational outcomes for Black males. Next, 
relying on secondary data, the rules and pro-
cedures used by institutions of higher education 
to establish access, affordability, and attainment 
are deconstructed to emphasize the institution’s 
responsibility in underwriting policies that 
promulgate the further disenfranchisement of 
low-income and minority students, and speci-
fically Black males. Fourth, the role of diversity 
in NASPAA-accredited public affairs education 
is reviewed. Last, policy recommendations are 
offered to address disparities in higher education.

SOciAL eQUiTY
Influenced by the first Minnowbrook meeting 
and by scholars such as Dwight Waldo and H. 
George Frederickson, the new public 
administration movement in the late 1960s 
asserted that traditional public administration 
focused on institutions rather than on the 
problems to be addressed by institutions 
(Wyatt-Nichol, Brown, & Haynes, 2011). 
Generations later, the National Academy of 
Public Administration refers to social equity as 
the fourth pillar of public administration 

(National Academy of Public Administration, 
2005). Its Standing Panel on Social Equity in 
Governance defines social equity as follows:

The fair, just and equitable management 
of all institutions serving the public 
directly or by contract; the fair, just and 
equitable distribution of public services 
and implementation of public policy; 
and the commitment to promote fair-
ness, justice, and equity in the formation 
of public policy (National Academy of 
Public Administration, n.d.).

In recent years, increasing income inequality has 
contributed to economic segregation among 
regions and neighborhoods and particularly 
within public school systems, as neighborhoods 
are a reflection of socioeconomic status and 
race (Pebley & Sastry, 2004; Wyatt-Nichol et 
al., 2011). The negative impact of racial and 
socioeconomic segregation in public education 
contributes to disparities in higher education. 
In 2011, 82% of high-income students went to 
college, compared to only 53% of low-income 
students (U.S. Department of Education, Na-
tional Center for Education Statistics, 2012a). 
Moreover, students from upper income families 
are nine times more likely to graduate from 
college than students from lower income fam-
ilies (Mortenson, 2012).

Income is significant, because in the United 
States, family income level (Mortenson, 2012) 
and parent’s level of education (Pew Charitable 
Trusts, 2011) are the most powerful predict - 
ors of a child’s education level. Furthermore,  
race and class are intertwined, and Blacks are 
disproportionately overrepresented in poverty: 
Blacks comprise 13% of the U.S. population, 
but 24.1% of Blacks ages 18 to 64 live in 
poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012c). This 
means that Black students (and other students 
from poor families) are less likely to graduate 
from college simply because of their income—
not ability, but income. This has negative  
long-term effects on earnings and economic 
mobility. Without a college degree, young ad-
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ults are less likely to be employed, and if they 
do find employment, they will earn less money. 
According to a report released by the College 
Board, an individual with a baccalaureate 
degree has median earnings 65% greater than 
an individual with a high school degree (Baum, 
Ma, & Payea, 2013). In 2010, a four-year degree 
earned on average $40,000 compared to a high 
school degree that earned $25,000 for adults 
between the ages of 25 and 40 (Mettler, 2014). 
In 2013, bachelor’s degree graduates earned an 
average of $48,500 compared to $23,900 for 
high school graduates (U.S. Department of 
Education, National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2015).

Low-income minorities are more likely to attend 
less-prestigious colleges and are less likely to 
graduate from college, and these results lower 
minorities’ social and economic mobility. 
Procedural rules and policies set up in areas of 
college access and admissions, affordability, and 
attainment lower the chances of success for 
Blacks, other minorities, and students from 
low-income families. At the core of this issue is 
institutional racism.

iNSTiTUTiONAL rAciSM
The concept of institutional racism is most 
often credited to Kwame Ture (Stokely Car mi-
chael) and Charles Hamilton’s 1967 work Black 
Power: The Politics of Liberation, in which they 
discuss examples of overt and covert forms of 
racism at the institution level (Ture & Hamil-
ton, 1992). When viewed through the lens of 
critical race theory (CRT), the achievement 
gap and school dropout rates for Black males 
can be explained as a disparate impact of  
insti tutional racism manifested in the form of 
track ing and similar ability-group practices 
within public educational systems.

For nearly 25 years, a group of interdiscipli - 
nary scholars have used CRT to help explain  
the puzzle of persistent racial inequalities.  
This framework emerged in response to the 
failure of traditional legal remedies to address 
the perpetuation of racial discrimination and 

the need for a language that can articulate the 
contemporary nature of institutional discrim-
ination and that also comports with Ture and 
Hamilton’s (1992) concept of institutional 
racism. A brief summary of CRT is offered by 
Solorzano and Yosso (2001, pp. 472–473) as 
five recurring themes:

1. the centrality of race and racism and 
their intersectionality with other forms 
of subordination;

2. the challenge to dominant ideology;

3. the commitment to social justice;

4. the centrality of experiential know- 
ledge; and

5. the transdisciplinary perspective.

One aim of CRT is to develop a postmodern per-
spective to help frame the contemporary chal-
lenges of the perpetuation of racial discrimin ation.

When contemporary practices of educational 
and other related institutions are examined 
through the lens of CRT, the persistence of 
institutional racism can be identified. CRT 
scholars employ the concept of covert racism, 
from Ture and Hamilton (1992), to expose 
institutional behaviors that continue to perpe-
tuate past racial discrimination in education.  
In the early application of CRT to develop a 
theory of education, Ladson-Billings and  
Tate (1995) outlined the linkage between racial 
domination and racial hegemony in education:

In schooling, the absolute right to ex-
clude was demonstrated initially by 
denying blacks access to schooling 
altogether. Later it was demonstrated by 
the crea tion and maintenance of separate 
schools. More recently it has been 
demonstrated by white flight and the 
growing insistence on vouchers, public 
funding of private schools, and school 
choice. Within schools, absolute right to 
exclude is demonstrated by resegrega - 
tion via tracking (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 
1995, p. 60).
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It is this institutionalized manner of perpe tu-
ation that Ture and Hamilton were trying to 
capture with their 1967 construct of insti tu-
tional racism. The institution of slavery impos-
ed restraints and punishments on a daily basis 
to prevent the education of Black slaves. This 
denial of education was sustained under Jim 
Crow with devices, circumstances, and institu-
tions that did not require individual acts of 
racial discrimination. Under both insti tu tion al 
structures, there was an element of racial dom-
ination. As such, the intent of discrimination 
was clear, and it could be linked directly to 
specific unjust outcomes, thereby establishing a 
chain of causation.

Under the new forms of perpetuating dis crim-
ination, no rational government actor would 
engage in repeated, overtly discriminatory be-
haviors that have been deemed uncon sti tu tion-
al. Instead, an institutional body is more likely 
to develop rules and procedures that produce 
lasting impacts of a pervasive nature. When the 
complexity of these institutional acts is exam-
ined closely, the motive-centered doc trine of 
racial discrimination becomes nearly im possible 
to establish under a traditional liberal legal 
reasoning framework.

To understand the Black male academic achieve-
ment gap, CRT would encourage one to see the 
liberal constructs of formal equality and neu-
trality as tools that promote the interest of the 
majority and serve to maintain the status quo 

of inequality in education. CRT scholars chal-
lenge the dominant groups’ claims of formal 
equality, neutrality, and ahistoricism (Dixson 
& Rousseau, 2006; Matsuda, 1991; Solorzano 
& Yosso, 2001). At its core, a CRT viewpoint 
exposes how the interests of the majority are 
served and maintained through contemporary 
institutional racism.

The early uses of ability grouping in public 
schools had a clear intent of racial discri min-
ation, to separate Anglo American students 
from other marginalized groups in schools. The 
more contemporary uses of tracking and ability 
grouping in public education are considered 
under liberal rationalism to be facially neutral 
practices, meaning that they do not contain the 
objective proof of discriminatory intent needed 
to establish a prima facie violation of the equal 
protection clause of either the 5th or 14th 
Amendment as established in Washington v . 
Davis (1976).

From the perspective of CRT, tracking and 
ability grouping are yet additional forms of 
institutionalized racism because they effectively 
segregate students based on race, deny students 
an equal opportunity to a high-quality edu ca-
tion, and leave an indelible mark on students’ 
school experience and overall life chances 
(Braddock, 1990; Loveless, 1998; Viadero, 1998; 
Welner & Oakes, 1996). Braddock and Daw-
kins (1993) report that minorities (with the ex-
ception of Asian Americans) are dispropor tion-

TABLe 1.
education level by race, 25 years and older

Education level All races White Black Hispanic

High school degree 29.8% 29.9% 33.5% 30.4%

Baccalaureate degree 20.1% 22.5% 13.7% 10.7%

Master’s degree 8.4% 12.5% 7.5% 4.3%

Source. U.S. Census Bureau (2013).
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ately enrolled in low tracks (vocational courses) 
and are correspondingly blocked from being 
enrolled in high tracks (AP courses) at high 
rates (pp. 326–28).

When the segregative effects of low-tracking 
minority students are combined with the re-
sponse of the stereotype threat (Steele, 1997)—
which is the tendency of minority students to 
internalize negative stereotypes and disidentify 
with school achievement by developing an 
oppositional culture that links school achieve-
ment with the normativity of White experience 
(Ogbu, 2003)—the overall impacts are further 
magnified. The result is often that low-tracked 
students tend to perform at lower levels and to 
drop out of school at higher rates than higher-
tracked students. This has a negative impact  
on Black male educational levels.

Following this discussion of the concept of 
institutional racism, the next section focuses on 
college attainment.

cOLLeGe deGree ATTAiNMeNT
African American males are consistently over-
represented in poverty and underrepresented in 
the higher educational system. While the per-
centage of Blacks earning college degrees has 
nearly doubled over the past 20 years, Blacks 
still earn only 10% of college degrees, 12% of 
graduate degrees, and 7% of doctoral degrees 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2013). According to the 
U.S. Census Bureau (2012a), Blacks comprise 
13% of the U.S. civilian noninstitutionalized 
population, of which 46.6% are male and 
53.4% are female, and Whites comprise 63% 
of the noninstitutionalized population, of 
which 49% are male and 51% are female.

FiGUre 1.
earnings and unemployment rates by educational attainment

Unemployment rate in 2014 (%) Median weekly earnings in 2014 ($)

 2.1 Doctoral degree 1,591

 1.9 Professional degree 1,639

 2.8 Master’s degree 1,326

 3.5 Bachelor’s degree 1,101

 4.5 Associate’s degree 792

 6.0 Some college  741
  

no degree

 6.0 High school degree 668

 9.0 Less than 488 
  high school degree 

  

All workers: 5% All workers: $839

Note. Data are for persons age 25 and over.  Earnings are for full-time wages and salary workers.  
Source.  Current Population Survey, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor.
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As illustrated in Table 1, 33.5% of the Black 
population 25 years and older hold a high school 
degree; 13.7% of the Black population 25 years 
and older hold a baccalaureate degree; and 
7.5% hold an advanced degree. Hispanics have 
similar educational levels (except for grad uate 
degrees, in which Blacks are 3 percentage points 
higher), with 30.4% earning a high school 
degree, 10.7% earning a baccalaureate degree, 
and 4.3% with a master’s degree. Al though the 
percentages for educa tional attain ment are 
similar between Blacks and Hispanics, there is a 
stark difference between Blacks and Whites. In 
comparison, 29.9% of the White population 
25 years and older holds a high school degree, 
22.5% a baccalaureate degree, and 12.5% an 
advanced degree (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012b). 
These percentages are signi ficant and highlight 
disparities in the higher education system. 
These disparities also have long-term negative 
consequences on fut ure earnings and social and 
economic mobility.

As illustrated in Figure 1, education is directly 
linked to income and provides a protective fac-
tor against unemployment. Based on the most 
current year of the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
data, 2014, individuals with less than a high 
school degree had an unemployment rate of 
9%. In comparison, the unemployment rate for 
those with a high school degree was 6%; with a 
baccalaureate degree, 3.5%; with a master’s 
degree, 2.8%; and with a doctoral de gree, 2.1% 

(U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 2015). On average, the higher the 
level of degree, the less likely one is to be 
unemployed. In addition, there is a positive 
correlation between education and income.

On average, the higher the level of education, the 
higher the level of income, as well. In div iduals 
with a high school diploma had a median weekly 
income of $668, compared to $1,101 for those 
with a baccalaureate degree—almost double the 
income of a high school graduates. In dividuals 
with a master’s degree fared even better, with a 
median weekly income of $1,326, and those 
with a doctoral degree earned $1,591 weekly 
(U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Lab or 
Statistics, 2015). In sum, those with col lege 
degrees out-earn those without college degrees.

race and Gender
The differences are more striking when edu ca-
tional level is further broken down by race and 
gender. As illustrated in Table 2, based on the 
most recent data, 12.9% of Black males have  
a college degree compared to 22.3% of White 
males. The differences are less stark when 
comparing Black females to White females: 
Approximately 14.3% of Black females age 25 
and older earned a baccalaureate degree, com-
pared to 21.7% of White females. In regards to 
advanced degrees, 6.3% of Black males hold an 
advanced degree compared to 13.2% of their 
White counterparts. Twice as many White males 
as Black males have an advanced degree.

TABLe 2.
educational level by race and gender, 25 years and older

Education level Black females White females Black males White males

Baccalaureate degree 14.3% 21.7% 12.9% 22.3%

Graduate degree 8.5% 11.8% 6.3% 13.2%

Source. U.S. Census Bureau (2013).

Note. Data are for persons age 25 and older. Earnings are for full-time wage and salary workers. Data from the U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, (n.d.), Current Population Survey. Retrieved from http://www.bls.gov/emp/ep_chart_001.htm
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Roughly 8.5% of Black females hold an ad-
vanced degree compared to 11.8% of White fe-
males (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013). It is note-
worthy to point out that more graduate degrees 
are earned by Black females than Black males: 
8.5% compared to 6.3%. Although Black fe-
males have achieved reasonably good outcomes 
in the higher education system, Black males 
have not kept pace.

Poverty and income
As illustrated in Tables 1 and 2 above, Blacks 
earn fewer baccalaureate and graduate degrees 
com pared to their White peers. This disparity 
can be partially explained by income. Blacks  
are overrepresented in poverty—although Blacks 
comprise 13% of the U.S. population, 24.1% 
of U.S. Blacks aged 18 to 64 live in poverty 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2012c). However, this does 
not explain why Black males earn fewer grad -
uate degrees than their Black female counter parts.

In regards to earnings, 11.5% of the total U.S. 
population earn over $100,000 per year, com-
pared to 14% of Whites and 5.2% of Blacks 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2012d). When including 
total money income (i.e., wages and salaries, 
net income from self-employment, and income 
other than earnings), the percentages are stark. 
Of the total U.S. population, 21% earn over 
$100,000, with 24.1% of Whites compared to 
10.4% of Blacks earning over $100,000. This 
means that twice as many Whites than Blacks 
earn over $100,000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012e).

As stated before, this is critical because income 
largely determines who graduates from college. 
“While half of all people from high-income 
families have a bachelor’s degree by age 25, just 
1 in 10 people from low-income families do” 
(The White House, 2014, p. 3; see also Bailey 
& Dynarski, 2011).

Meanwhile, attaining a college degree dram-
atically increases low-income students’ chances 
of moving into higher income levels. In con-
trast, the chances of a child making it out of  
the bottom fifth of the income distribution 

quad  ruple with a college degree (Isaacs, Sawhill, 
& Haskins, 2008). Given that Blacks are over-
re presented in the bottom income quartile, 
they are more likely to attend lower-quality 
insti tutions and less likely to graduate. These 
out comes translate into fewer Black men com-
pleting college degrees and predictably fewer 
Black men seeking public affairs education and 
employment in public service.

In order to earn a college degree, however, a 
student must first get admitted to college. Col-
lege attainment is influenced by the student’s 
family income. Income determines who will 
grad uate, and graduation is dependent upon 
which college a student attends. The next sec-
tion addresses college access and admissions.

cOLLeGe AcceSS ANd AdMiSSiONS
Rules and procedures regarding college access 
are important because they create lasting effects. 
College access is based on admissions pro ce-
dures, which determine who gets accepted and 
into what type of institution. There are two 
types of admissions procedures: informal and 
formal. Informal processes are used to grant 
access to students who may not qualify based 
on merit but have strong political connections 
to the institution. This process tends to be 
invisible, but it is a part of the standard oper-
ating procedures of universities.

An example of the informal process may be 
seen in a recent investigation at the University 
of Texas at Austin. Over a period of six years, 
from 2009 to 2014, the university’s president, 
Bill Powers, admitted approximately 75 stu-
dents who lacked merit qualifications but had 
political ties. Powers argued that his decision 
was in the long-term interest of the university, 
however, his resignation letter was submitted with 
a final date of employment of June 2, 2015.

Another well-publicized case is from 2009 at 
the University of Illinois, which ran a separate 
admissions process for advantaged students 
(Rivard, 2015). Informal cases are difficult to 
track and monitor since there are no formal 
policies or procedures.
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The second type of admissions is formal. For-
mal procedures determine college access for the 
majority of student applicants. This includes 
both getting accepted and the type of college or 
university to which one is accepted. Getting 
accepted into college is based on the type of 
admissions policy adopted by the institution. 
In general, these are broken down into open 
admissions policies, which have minimum merit 
standards for acceptance, and selective admis-
sions policies, which have high merit standards 
for acceptance.

Typically, community colleges and four-year 
public universities have open admissions poli-
cies, while private universities and research-
based public universities have selective admis-
sions. In general, colleges have become more 
restrictive: “Colleges have grown more com pe-
titive, restricting access. While the number of 
applicants to four-year colleges and universities 
has doubled since the early 1970s, available slots 
have changed little” (The White House, 2014, 
p. 3; see also Bound, Hershbein, & Long, 
2009). Roughly 85% of U.S. degree-granting 
four-year colleges accept 50% of all students 
who apply; these colleges account for approx-
imately 80% of all undergraduate enrollments 
(Blumenstyk, 2015).

On the other end of the continuum, 2% of 
colleges accept less than a quarter of student 
applicants (Blumenstyk, 2015). Upper income 
students are more likely to get accepted into the 
most selective universities, thus creating an elite 
system. Of all students admitted to the most 
prestigious universities, 70% are from families 
in the top income quartile (Carnevale & Stroh, 
2013). Among 146 selective colleges in the 
United States, only 3% of freshmen represent 
families at the bottom quarter of the income 
distribution (Oldfield, Candler, & Johnson, 
2006). In addition, earnings are 45% higher for 
students who graduate from elite compared to 
non-elite institutions (Carnevale & Stroh, 2013).

Carnevale and Stroh (2013) indicate that 
although Whites comprise 62% of college 

students, they represent 75% of the students 
enrolled at selective institutions—institutions 
which spend three to five times more on 
instruction than open admissions institutions 
do. In comparison, most Hispanics and African 
Americans end up at community colleges, open-
access universities, or for-profit institu tions, 
which spend considerably less on instruction. 
Students at these institutions are less likely to 
graduate and have lower earnings after grad-
uation, which indicates the existence of a 
separate system for low-income and minority 
students (Carnevale & Stroh, 2013).

For-Profit institutions
Racial disparities in student debt exists across 
institutions of higher education. Referencing 
the 2010 Survey of Consumer and Finances, 
Goldrick-Rab, Kelchen, and Houle (2014) 
indicate that 34% of Blacks carry student debt 
compared to 16% of Whites.

For-profit colleges, which have adopted open 
admissions practices, enroll over 4 million stu-
dents annually (Association of Private Sector 
Colleges and Universities, 2013). The open 
admissions policies, along with targeted mar-
keting strategies, may contribute to the over-
representation of low-income and minority 
students. For instance, 86% of students 
attending for-profit colleges receive need-based 
financial aid; 63% receive Pell Grants; 53% 
have an annual income of less than $30,000; 
21% have annual incomes of less than $10,000; 
51% are first-generation college students; and 
approximately 46% are either African American 
or Hispanic (Association of Private Sector 
Colleges and Universities, 2012). In 2009, for-
profit colleges received over $4 billion in Pell 
Grants and $20 billion in federal loans (U.S. 
Government Accountability Office, 2010).

On July 1, 2015, The U.S. Department of 
Education’s Gainful Employment Regulation 
went into effect. The regulation requires that 
career training programs, including certificates 
in colleges and universities, report student 
debt-to-earnings data. Programs must demon-
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strate that the annual loan payments of an 
average graduate does not exceed 20% of his or 
her discretionary income. The new ruling is 
projected to impact a majority of training 
programs at for-profit institutions. However, 
the political controversy over the regulation 
continues. On June 23, 2015, the same day 
that Judge Bates of the U.S. District Court  
for the District of Columbia upheld the gain  - 
ful employment regulation, a spending bill  
that blocked the regulation made it through  
the Senate Committee on Appropriations 
(American Council on Education, 2015).

Undermatching
When students who are high achieving and low 
income are more likely to enroll at less-selective 
universities, this is known as undermatching. 
Undermatching is another dimension of col lege 
access. Top students from low-income house-
holds don’t attend the most selective colleges 
they are qualified to attend. Approx imately half 
of low-income students undermatch (Smith, 
Pender, & Howell, 2013). Instead they select 
institutions with lower requirements and less 
cost. Only 8% of high-achieving low-income 
students closely match universities by their abil-
ity (Hoxby & Avery, 2013). As a result, they are 
less likely to graduate despite their abilities.

cOLLeGe AFFOrdABiLiTY
When students select a college, one of the 
primary factors is cost. The price of attending 
college has risen dramatically. From 1980 to 
2011, college tuition increased by 244% 
(Mettler, 2014), which has reduced college 
opportunity for middle- and low-income 
students. Despite the fact that state university 
enrollment accounts for over 70% of all college 
students, these universities’ budgets continue 
to decrease. After the 2008 financial crisis, 
there were severe budget cuts from state and 
local governments. From 2007 to 2012, public 
funding decreased by 23% on average per full-
time-equivalent student (Blumenstyk, 2015; 
State Higher Education Executive Officers, 
2013). To offset reductions in state funding, 
public universities have increased their tuition 

fees, placing the burden on the middle-income 
and low-income students who can least afford 
it. In addition, Pell Grants have not kept up 
with tuition increases. In 1970, Pell Grants 
covered 80% of college costs; today they cover 
only 31%, making it more difficult for low-
income and minority students to afford college 
(College Board, 2013).

For-profit institutions, which predominantly 
serve low-income and minority students, charge 
higher tuition than public universities do, and 
this increases the debt load for these students. 
For-profits charge $15,000 in tuition per year 
for full-time students on average, compared to 
$8,655 at public four-year universities and 
$3,131 at community colleges (College Board, 
2012). This is critical, because for-profit 
institutions, who mostly serve low-income and 
minority students, charge significantly higher 
tuition to the students who can least afford it. 
In fact, 93% of their students who graduate 
with a baccalaureate degree have student loan 
debt in excess of $32,700. These students of 
for-profit institutions have the highest student 
loan default rates, accounting for 50% of all 
three-year defaults (College Board, 2012) 
compared to 20% for public four-year, 12%  
for private nonprofit, and 19% for public  
two-year institutions.

diVerSiTY ANd NASPAA
If we are to secure a representative bureaucracy 
(Krislov, 2013; Naff, 2001), one in which 
public administrators and U.S. college faculty 
members mirror the nation’s demographics, 
then we must ensure that Black males have 
equal access to an affordable, quality college 
education resulting in degree completion.

Public affairs education is accredited by the 
Network of Schools of Public Policy, Affairs, 
and Administration (NASPAA), which repre-
sents 280 member institutions, of which 184 
programs at 173 schools are accredited 
(Network of Schools of Public Policy, Af- 

fairs, and Administration [NASPAA], 2014b).  
As stated on the homepage of its website, 
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NASPAA’s mission is “to ensure excellence in 
education and training for public service, and 
promoting the ideal of public service” (Network 
of Schools of Public Policy, Affairs, and Ad-
ministration [NASPAA], n.d.). Representative 
government and diversity are inherent in the 
ideal of public service, and NASPAA promotes 
diversity along the lines of faculty, students, 
and curricula to prepare students for the dyna-
mic and changing environment of public service.

According to the 2013 NASPAA Diversity 
Report (Primo, 2013), diversity in public affairs 
programs has considerably increased since 
2000. Using data from NASPAA-accredited 
programs from 2007 to 2013, Primo (2013) 
found that the percentage of minority students 
increased from 35% in 2000 to 49% in 2013. 
Similarly, minority faculty at accredited pro-
grams increased from 9% in 2000 to 23% in 
2013 (12% African American, 7% Asian, 4% 
Hispanic, and less than 1% American Indian). 
The report also indicates greater representation 
of female students (59% in 2013) and an 
increase in female faculty, from 12% in 2000 to 
35% in 2013. Despite overall significant gains, 
the aggregate data do not reveal which specific 
programs struggle with diversity.

In 2009, NASPAA-accredited programs ap proved 
new standards that emphasize mission-based 
accreditation with a focus on com pe tencies and 
measurable outcomes. Programs seeking re-
accreditation or new accreditation are reviewed 
by the Commission on Peer Review and 
Accreditation (COPRA) on the following 
NASPAA standards: (1) managing the program 
strategically; (2) matching governance with 
mission; (3) matching operations with mission: 
faculty performance; (4) matching operations 
with mission: serving students; (5) matching 
operations with mission: student learning;  
(6) matching resources with mission; and  
(7) matching communications with mission 
(NASPAA, 2014a).

Standards relevant to diversity include Standard 
3.2 (faculty diversity), Standard 4.4 (student 

diversity), and Standard 5.1 (universal required 
competencies)—specifically the competency 
“to communicate and interact productively 
with a diverse and changing workforce and 
citizenry” (NASPAA, 2014a, p. 7). Standard 
3.2 specifically states that “the program will 
promote diversity and a climate of inclusive - 
ness through its recruitment and retention of  
faculty members” (NASPAA, 2014a, p. 5). 
Sim ilarly, Standard 4.4 states that “the program 
will promote diversity and a climate of in clu-
siveness through its recruitment and admis-
sions prac tices and student support services” 
(NASPAA, 2014a, p. 6).

The 2014 Self Study Instructions (NASPAA, 
2014c) indicate that COPRA seeks a strategic 
diversity plan and evidence of programmatic 
efforts for each of these standards. Regarding 
faculty and student diversity, COPRA focuses 
on recruitment and retention efforts along with 
strategies to promote a climate of inclusiveness 
within the program. This provides a degree of 
flexibility for programs engaged in good-faith 
efforts that may experience unique obstacles to 
increasing diversity.

The universal required competencies in Stand-
ard 5.1 include the following abilities:

•	to lead and manage in public governance;

•	to participate in and contribute to the 
policy process;

•	to analyze, synthesize, think critically, 
solve problems and make decisions;

•	to articulate and apply a public  
service perspective;

•	to communicate and interact productively 
with a diverse and changing workforce 
and citizenry. (NASPAA, 2014a, p. 7)

COPRA seeks operational definitions of each 
of the competencies and assessment of compe-
tencies in relation to the mission of the program.

The 2012–2013 NASPAA Annual Data Ac - 
cred itation Report represents 180 accredited 
pro grams and 7 programs seeking accreditation 
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for the first time (Camacho, 2014). To ease the 
transition to the 2009 NASPAA standards, 
schools were initially provided the option to 
seek reaccreditation under either the original 
standards or the 2009 standards. Among the 56 
programs accredited under the current stand-
ards, 54% were initially monitored under 
Standard 3.2: Faculty Diversity; 27% were 
monitored under Standard 4.4: Student 
Diversity; and 79% were monitored under 
Standard 5.1: Universal Required Compe-
tencies, and specifically the assessment of the 
competencies (Camacho, 2014).

NASPAA and COPRA have worked diligently 
to assist member institutions seeking accredi-
tation under the current standards. In addition 
to technical assistance, training, and publica-
tions on accreditation featured in the Journal of 
Public Affairs Education, NASPAA developed a  
WordPress resource hub on accreditation that 
can be found at http://accreditation.naspaa.org/. 
In addition, schools that have been recognized 
for diversity best practices are included in the 
NASPAA Diversity Report (Primo, 2013).

POLicY recOMMeNdATiONS
As one aspect of institutional racism, this article 
identifies procedures that lower college 
attainment for Black males and low-income 
students. Recognizing the barriers for Black 
students, on July 26, 2012, President Obama 
signed an executive order titled the “White 
House Initiative on Educational Excellence for 
African Americans.” One of the goals is 
“increasing college access and success for 
African American students and providing 
support to help ensure that a greater percentage 
of African Americans complete college” (The 
White House, 2012). To ensure this goal is 
achieved, numerous policies need to be enacted. 
Specifically, Congress must prohibit predatory 
practices by for-profit institutions, which target 
vulnerable low-income populations. Currently, 
for-profit institutions receive 86% of their 
annual revenue ($32 billion) from the federal 
government, despite accounting for 50% of all 
student loan default rates in addition to low 
graduation rates (Mettler, 2014).

Second, Congress needs to critically examine 
and potentially regulate pricing practices by all 
degree-granting institutions to help students 
better understand and evaluate their college 
options. Third, degree-granting institutions 
across the country need to provide mentoring 
programs for Black male students before and 
during their college experience to increase 
degree completion.

Fourth, in light of the pervasiveness of the use 
of tracking and ability grouping in public 
education (Oakes & Wells, 1998) and the 
consistent findings of the ineffectiveness of 
low-tracked classes (Heubert & Hauser, 1999), 
it seems reasonable to dismantle these institu-
tional practices and provide high-track curricula 
(AP courses) to all students regardless of their 
demographic characteristics, assessment scores, 
or prior academic achievement. Educational re-
searchers who explore the relationship be tween 
race and academic performance offer empirical 
support for this recommendation as a strategy 
to close the achievement gap (Ogbu, 2003; 
Slavin, 1990).

A college education that is accessible, afford-
able, and attainable is a necessary condition of 
social equity.
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