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Access and Inequality in US Higher Education:  Policy Issues1 

 
 

Because of the international reputation and positive socio-economic impacts achieved by US higher 
education, current efforts at the ‘massification’ of other national systems often look to America for 
guidance.  With regard equity of access to bachelor’s degree education, the US possesses a number of 
limitations.  Regarding the percentage of young US adults who have completed tertiary education as well 
as measures of social mobility, the US now trails a number of EU nations.  The paper reviews research on 
student access regarding the nature and impacts of US college and university financial aid, the 
informational and behavioural constraints confronting lower income student applicants, and the effects of 
higher education affirmative action programs intended to address past discrimination.  The strengths and 
weaknesses of these US policies are explored as a possible guide to the design of college and universe 
access policies in other countries. 

 
 
Introduction 
 

The US transition to mass post-secondary education after World War II and its positive socio-
economic impacts on American society are often regarded as a primary motivation for the ‘massification’ 
of other national systems of higher education over the last 25 years.  However, while there are a number 
of estimable policies and practices in US higher education, including its nationally competitive funding of 
academic research, its management and governance of research universities, and its structure and collegial 
organization of research doctoral programs, the effectiveness of current American policies governing 
access to higher education is more debatable.  For example, the percentage of recent US high school 
graduates enrolled in college rose from 45% in 1960 to 67% in 1997 (NCES, 2018), but has stagnated 
since then.  The US now trails a number of OECD nations in the percentage of young adults who have 
completed tertiary education (OECD, 2019).  In addition, American public schooling at the secondary 
level was traditionally perceived as more ‘democratic’ than systems in Europe and contributed to the 
belief that social mobility was greater in the US than in other developed nations (LeTendre, Hofer, & 
Shimizu, 2003).  But these beliefs now clash with contemporary economic and demographic evidence 
indicating many EU nations, particularly the Scandinavian countries, have both higher earnings mobility 
across generations and lower levels of economic inequality than does the US (OECD, 2015, 2018). 

 

                                                 
1  A revised version of a paper presented at the 2019 EDULOG International Conference, Equity in Higher 
Education: Evidence, Policy, and Practice, Porto, Portugal, 5 December, 2019.  I am indebted to Professors Steven 
Hemelt and Claire Callender for valuable suggestions, but remain solely responsible for the words and arguments 
presented. 
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The reasons for these observed differences in economic inequality and access to higher education 
in the EU and US are complex.  The Nobel Laureate in Economics, James Heckman (2019), illustrates 
(Figure 1) the expected economic rates of return to society of various investments in human capital, 
which include higher education.  In most OECD nations achieving a tertiary degree increasingly improves 
one’s lifetime earnings, but effective healthcare, preschool education, and schooling also make a 
substantial impact on the social and economic success of lower income individuals.  The design of these 
public policies can also influence access to higher education.  The US varies from most EU nations in not 
providing universal prenatal healthcare, nor universal pre-school day-care and educational programs.  In 
addition, the US federal governance system places major responsibility on the fifty states for the 
organization and financing of primary and secondary education and within most states school financing is 
largely by local property taxes.  Consequently, low-income areas in the US have poorer quality schools.  
Also, in comparison to many EU nations, the US has no national curriculum or exams for primary and 
secondary education, although standardized tests developed by the independent College Board (SAT 
Exam) and American College Testing (ACT Exam) are available to help inform college entrance 
decisions in the 50 states.  Finally, US college and university admissions decisions are primarily the 
responsibility of each public and private institution. 

   
 

Figure 1:  Return to Investments in Human Capital 

Heckman, 2019 

Some of the differences in college entrance policies between the US and other countries were 
publicized by recent court cases regarding access to American institutions of higher education.  One set of 
cases revealed wealthy parents bribing corrupt testing and college officials to guarantee entry of their 
children into elite, selective research universities (Chappell & Kennedy, 2019).  These recent cases also 
confirmed substantive research on access to selective US colleges and universities (Arcidiacono, Kinsler, 
& Ransom, 2019; Bowen & Levin, 2003; Shulman & Bowen, 2000), which has discovered biased 
admissions procedures favouring athletes recruited to play on college sports teams, children of college 
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alumni (so-called ‘legacies’), as well as the children of institutional faculty members.  These observed 
biases in selective college and university entrance standards raise legitimate questions as to the equity and 
fairness of access to current US higher education. 

 
In public policy equity or fairness is often defined utilizing the economic concepts of horizontal 

and vertical equity (Weimer & Vining, 2017).  With regard access to higher education, as outlined in 
Amaral’s introductory chapter, horizontal equity can be conceived as the equal treatment of valid 
applicants.  Contrastingly, vertical equity can be conceived as special treatment given to those valid 
higher education applicants with the greatest financial need.  Both these forms of equity are visible in 
higher education access policies in the US and EU.  Under the assumption one can learn from public 
policy failures as well as successes, this paper reviews the research on the equity of access to US bachelor 
degree-granting institutions of higher education2 with an emphasis on the impacts of financial aid policy, 
informational and behavioural constraints for lower income applicants, and affirmative action programs.   
 
US Financial Aid Policy 
 
 The economist Nicholas Barr (2009) has provided an economic framework for evaluating the 
efficiency and equity of national policies supporting higher education, and these guidelines can be 
usefully applied to explicate US financial aid policy.  First, Barr argues because of its influence on 
national economic performance and on individual life chances, developed as well as emerging economies 
now require mass, high quality higher education.  Second, higher education is too complex for central 
planning, therefore institutions need to be able to charge differential tuition reflecting their different costs 
and objectives.  Third, in order to maximize the social benefits of universal access, Barr recommends 
tuition and student living costs initially be paid by government in the form of a student loan and related 
support grant, making higher education essentially free at access.  Given the substantial private benefits 
they receive from higher education, these student loans should be repaid by the students after graduation 
based on their current earnings and collected along with income taxes.  These loans should also be 
progressive, charging an appropriate interest rate and providing forgiveness after 25 years to those with 
low-lifetime earnings.  Finally, while Barr assumes a competitive market for mass higher education is 
most beneficial for society, this market needs to be ‘well-regulated’ with regard quality and efficiency. 
For example, prestigious universities possess a substantial amount of ‘market power’ because of their 
ability to attract students regardless of cost, therefore Barr argues some form of regulation is needed on 
institutional tuition. 

Consistent with Barr’s framework, all bachelor’s degree-granting institutions in the US 
participate in a competitive market and therefore almost all such colleges and universities charge student 
tuition as well as housing and meal fees for those living on campus.  Federal, state, as well as institutional 
funds provide financial assistance to students in the form of scholarships and grants, loans, and student 
‘work-study’ funds.  Total US undergraduate student aid in 2018-19 represented $186.9 Billion from the 
following sources:  29% Federal Loans; 28% Institutional Grants; 15% Federal Pell Grants; 8% Federal 
Education Tax Benefits; 7% State Grants; 7% Private and Employer Grants; 6% Federal Veterans 
Benefits (College Board, 2019).  The vast majority of US financial aid for higher education applicants is 
given on the basis of defined economic need, thereby reflecting the previously noted concept of vertical 
equity.  However, ‘non-need-based aid’ (i.e., student scholarships based solely upon academic merit and, 
                                                 

2 Higher education in the US also includes ‘community colleges,’ primarily two-year public institutions granting 
vocational certificates as well as associate degrees for transfer to a bachelor’s degree-granting college or 
university.  In contrast to most bachelor’s degree-granting institutions, community colleges provide access to 
anyone who is a high school graduate.  Consequently, the majority of community college entrants come from the 
bottom half of the economic distribution and include many working class and minority students.  But 62% of 
students entering community colleges fail to complete a certificate or degree, and while 81% of those entering 
aspire to transfer for a bachelor’s degree, only 15% eventually do so (Kahlenberg, 2018).  Given these limitations, 
this paper focuses on research regarding entrance directly to US bachelor’s degree-granting colleges and 
universities. 
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as will be discussed below, scholarships based also on athletic talent) are awarded by higher education 
institutions throughout the 50 US states.  Between 1999-2011 the percent of students in the top income 
quartile receiving non-need aid rose from 13-19% of US undergraduates, while the percent of students 
from the bottom income quartile receiving such aid barely changed from 9-10% (Giancola & Kahlenberg, 
2016).     

Applying Barr’s framework helps clarify some obvious inequities in the US financial aid system 
for higher education.  First in the US there is no national regulation of tuition and fees in private higher 
education.  While state governments have often attempted to limit tuition fee increases in public colleges 
and universities, over the last 25 years’ state appropriations per full-time-equivalent (fte) student in the 
US have declined 8%, while net tuition per fte student has increased 96% (SHEEOA, 2019).  Public 
college and university fees now represent almost 50% of total US public higher education revenue.  
Second, most US higher education loans, similar to mortgages, have fixed monthly repayments that begin 
immediately upon graduation and must be made over the short period of ten years.  Consequently, the US 
college loan system is regressive.  Primarily because of the very large repayment burdens for low-earning 
BA graduates early in their career, US student default rates have now risen to an all-time high.  In 
contrast, under Barr’s guidelines, the regular amount to be paid by a student borrower should depend on 
his or her income. This both protects low-earning graduates from experiencing financial difficulties or 
defaulting as well as ensures that taxpayer subsidies are kept low.   

Because of the rapidly rising costs of higher education in the US, a number of states have adopted 
merit-based aid programs for their residents (Page & Scott-Clayton, 2016).  These state programs 
represent the largest increase in US financial aid spending over the last twenty years.  Many of these 
programs fully cover tuition at in-state public institutions regardless of financial need for applicants who 
meet a minimum secondary school grade point average (GPA) or SAT/ACT test standard.   These policies 
have been effective in increasing overall college enrolment, student academic performance, and degree 
attainment.  However, these merit-based state aid policies are also inequitable, because a high-proportion 
of the in-state students receiving this tax-based financial assistance would otherwise attend college and 
come from middle-or upper class families who could readily afford higher education.  In the state of 
Georgia (Dynarski, 2000) the benefits of a merit-based aid program based upon student secondary school 
GPA were concentrated among white students, who experienced a 12.3 percentage point rise in their 
attendance rate relative to whites in comparison states.  Following the adoption of this program in 
Georgia the racial gap in public college attendance increased relative to its level in the rest of the 
Southeast as did the gap in college attendance between those from low-income and high-income families.  

In addition to caps on tuition Barr recommended market regulation include effective quality 
assurance policies.  The amount of US college loans and percentage of student default rates have rapidly 
risen since the last recession, but an important contributor to this financial burden is the debt of students 
enrolled in bachelor's or equivalent degrees offered by for-profit higher education (Scott-Clayton, 2018). 
From 2002-2010 these institutions quadrupled their enrolment mainly by targeting relatively vulnerable 
and poorly informed populations such as African-Americans, low-income applicants, and first-generation 
students.  In comparison to non-profit public and private institutions, for-profit bachelor’s programs have 
had very low student completion rates, poor graduate payment in relevant employment, and four times 
higher default rates on student federal loans.   

To address this problem, the Obama administration Education Department in 2015 adopted a 
‘gainful employment regulation’ requiring vocational programs at for-profit higher education institutions 
to meet minimum thresholds for the debt-to-income rates of their graduates (Simon, 2018).  For-profit 
vocational programs that failed to meet these minimum requirements could lose access to all federal 
financial aid, putting them at a higher risk of closing.  In 2016 the Education Department also shut down 
the Accrediting Council for Independent Colleges and Schools, the nation’s largest accreditor of for-profit 
colleges, arguing it had approved too many dishonest schools.  Under the current Trump administration 
these and related academic quality assurance policies effecting for-profit higher education have been 
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reversed.  A not surprising policy turn given the widely publicized case involving the closing of Trump 
University in 2010, a fraudulent for-profit institution set up by the current president.   

The US higher education system is already characterized by colleges and universities with 
variable tuition and fees, market competition for student enrolment, and institutions with substantial 
autonomy on admissions policy.  But the existing government financial aid system often contributes to 
income inequality.  Suggested reforms would include adopting a government-supported loan system 
covering tuition fees, as well as a grant for living expenses, for all admitted bachelor’s degree students.  
Loan payments following student graduation would be based upon graduates’ income and payable for an 
extended number of years through the national tax system.  To be effective such a government financial 
aid system would also require more extensive regulation of public and private bachelor’s degree colleges 
and universities to ensure acceptable academic quality, student progression and graduation rates, as well 
as gainful graduate employment.3 

Informational and Behavioural Constraints for Lower Income Applicants 

 As an economist Barr (2009) also argues higher education applicants are generally well-informed, 
or potentially well-informed, consumers and therefore better able than national planners to make choices 
which conform with their interests and those of the larger economy.  This economic assumption has 
helped spawn the world-wide adoption of college and university ‘league tables,’ rankings modelled 
initially after those developed in America by the magazine US News and World Repor.  Barr’s 
assumption regarding well-informed student applicants may be more valid in the EU where most students 
apply to pursue specific subject fields at the bachelor’s degree level.  But in the US, where the vast 
majority of students identify and select their subject specialty during their bachelor’s degree education, 
the impacts of these rankings have not always contributed to the efficiency and equity of higher education 
(Dill & Soo, 2005).  

Information provision is likely to positively influence equitable access to higher education only if 
quality rankings utilize measures linked with societally-valued educational outcomes, students use this 
information in their choice of subjects, and institutions respond to student choices by improving relevant 
academic programs (Gormley & Weimer, 1999). But many of the commercial rankings in the US (as well 
as internationally) are not based on any testable theory or model of university educational performance.   
Instead US commercial rankings base their assessments primarily on indicators of ‘academic prestige’ 
such as the quality of enrolled students and of faculty research (Dill & Soo, 2005). Consequently, in the 
US many colleges and universities have responded to these rankings, not by efforts to improve the quality 
of student learning in academic programs, but by expending greater amounts of time and financial 
resources on marketing student admissions, as well as investments in athletics, residential facilities and 
other amenities attractive to student applicants.  These overinvestments in amenities contribute to the 
rapidly rising costs of US higher education (Ehrenberg, 2012).  

  
As these investments suggest, the belief institutional ‘transparency’ is an effective means of 

promoting access to higher education overlooks the evidence of the naïve student consumer, i.e. ‘young 
adults [who are] particularly present focused, impulsive, and inexperienced in handling complex tasks’ 
(Page & Scott-Clayton, 2016: 10).  A respected study of academic standards in the market-oriented US 
higher education system concluded, ‘there is no reason to expect that students and parents as consumers 
will prioritize undergraduate learning as an outcome’ (Arum & Roksa, 2011: 137). 

 
Furthermore, with regard to fairness of access, some US institutions are seeking to improve their 

quality rankings by ‘cream skimming’ student applicants, selecting the best-achieving applicants as well 
as wealthy students most-able to pay higher levels of tuition (Dill, 2018).  In addition, the increasing 

                                                 
3 A detailed international critique of the US college and university loan system applies a similar economic 
perspective.  See Barr, Chapman, Dearden, & Dynarski, 2017. 
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focus of rankings on academic research as an indicator of institutional prestige has encouraged US 
universities to increase the proportion of institutional funds expended on research as a means of 
improving their rankings.  At the same time the proportion of institutional funds expended on instruction 
is declining (Ehrenberg, 2012). 

    
 One recent approach to college rankings in the US offers a possible model for promoting fair 
access.  A College Access Index developed by the New York Times (NYT) (2017) ranks selective US 
colleges -- those with a five-year graduation rate of at least 75 percent -- on their commitment to 
economic diversity (Table 1). This index is based upon the Pell Grant, the largest federal scholarship, 
which is awarded to applicants coming from roughly the bottom 50 or bottom 40 percent of the income 
distribution.  All US colleges and universities are required to report how many of their students receive 
these grants.  The ranking indicates how many US low- and middle-income students a college admits and 
graduates, as well as how much those students must pay for their education.4 The index therefore provides 
an indicator of which selective institutions are doing the most to promote social mobility.  
 

Table 1:  NYT College Access Index, 2017 
 

 
 
The publication of this index has had some influence on college behaviour (Leonhardt, 2017).  

For example, until recently Princeton was among the least economically diverse US universities.  Only 

                                                 
4 The category ‘net price for middle-income students’ in Table 1 covers tuition, college fees, room, and board, after 
taking into account federal, state and institutional financial aid.  It applies to students who come from US 
households earning between $48,000 and $75,000 a year and qualifying for federal student aid. Loans and wages 
from student work-study jobs are counted in the net price as part of the students’ cost. 
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6.5% of the graduating class of 2007 was in the lower half of the national income distribution.  Following 
the publication of the initial NYT Access Rankings, the Princeton administration actively addressed this 
issue and the percentage of such students has steadily risen to a reported 21% of the entering class of 
2017.5  The graduation rates of these lower-income students are comparable to the rate of other Princeton 
students.  Princeton is now also increasing its enrolment of middle class US students as well as low-
income foreign applicants. 

 
Barr (2009) does argue while many higher education applicants are fully informed, this 

knowledge is much less likely for students from poorer backgrounds.  These behavioural constraints are 
evident in the US where low-income students and parents possess less knowledge about higher education 
and receive poorer information than advantaged students (Dougherty, 2018).  These constraints include 
student and parent understanding of:  the net price of selective colleges, after considering financial aid; 
the academic preparation and test scores sought by selective colleges; the importance of applying for 
Federal financial aid; the characteristics of different colleges and majors as well as graduation and job 
placements; and the mechanics of college acceptance including the benefit of applying to multiple 
colleges. 

 
Taking the SAT/ACT college entrance exams is a key step in the US college application process, 

but an estimated 30% of students in the bottom income quartile do so, compared with 70% of students in 
the top income quartile (Page & Scott-Clayton, 2016).  Students from many lower income families are 
much less likely to have college-educated parents, and possessing parents with this knowledge and 
experience is highly correlated with college application in the US.  Lower income parents are also more 
likely to be engaged in small family-run businesses or farms, which often involve family members as 
workers. Therefore, these parents may be more debt-averse, less accepting of both the potential financial 
loss to their business as well as the costs of higher education associated with their children attending 
college.  

 
In addition, lower income US students and their less-educated parents often find the process of 

applying for college financial aid complex and intimidating (Page & Scott-Clayton, 2016).  All US 
college student applicants seeking financial aid must submit a Free Application for Federal Student Aid 
(FAFSA), a complicated 12-page form.  While FAFSA application rates have risen over time, substantial 
numbers of students eligible for the mentioned Federal Pell Grants program fail to apply.  Many FAFSA 
applicants also file after required deadlines, decreasing the likelihood of receiving state and institutional 
aid for which they likely would be eligible.  

 
Another important consideration for effective college access is ‘undermatch,’ in which students 

enrol in an institution not well aligned to their academic skills and credentials (Deutschlander, 2017; 
Hoxby & Avery, 2013).  In the US low-income students attending more selective colleges and 
universities experience much richer instructional as well as extracurricular resources and are also more 
likely to persist to graduation (Giancola & Kahlenberg, 2016).  But high achieving, low income US 
students are often geographically isolated from other high achieving peers and unlikely to encounter 
either a schoolmate from an older cohort or a teacher who attended a selective college.  Consequently, 
these students tend to make application choices mirroring their socioeconomic rather than academic peers 
and therefore fail to apply to selective institutions.   Because of the strong tradition of local school 
financing, this geographical isolation is a significant problem in rural areas of the US.  As a consequence, 
it is likely the vast majority of very high-achieving students from low-income families in the US do not 
apply to a college or university which would best serve their needs as well as those of society (Hoxby & 
Avery, 2013).   
  
 Recognizing the previously noted limitations of information-based guides and college rankings 
for student choice as well as the behavioural characteristics of low income families, there have been a 
number of more active efforts to increase the equity of college access in the US.  These have included 
                                                 
5 The Princeton data in Table 1 is for the entering class of 2016. 
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school-based programs providing greater access to national college exam testing for lower class students 
and targeted outreach financial aid counselling and support for low-income families.  One carefully 
designed such outreach effort deserves special mention.   
 

The selective University of Michigan implemented and evaluated an outreach program designed 
to address the barriers to fair access experienced by high achieving, low income US students (Dynarski, 
Libassi, Michelmore, & Owen, 2018).  Students potentially eligible for the program were identified using 
information contained in state administrative databases on student secondary school GPAs, SAT test 
scores, and eligibility for free or reduced-cost school meals.  These data were available for Michigan 
residents for two reasons.  First, Michigan had recently required all public high school students to take the 
SAT college entrance test, and second, a student’s participation in the Federally-subsidized school lunch 
program indicates they are from families with incomes below the Federal poverty line.  Based upon this 
available information, the university selected a sample of low-income rising senior students in the state 
who would qualify for both admissions and full financial aid.   

 
These students were randomly assigned to a pilot program group and a matched control group.  

The program group received personally-addressed packets at their homes in early September of their 
senior year of high school. Students in the control group received only postcards listing the University of 
Michigan application deadlines. The materials sent the program group were large, glossy, and brightly 
coloured in the university’s signature ‘maize and blue.’  The mailing included a letter from the University 
president encouraging the student to apply and promised a four-year, full-tuition and living expenses 
scholarship if the student was accepted. The packet also contained brochures explaining the application 
and admissions process as well as describing the University of Michigan experience.  Materials stated 
prominently that applicants did not have to complete the traditional complex FAFSA form.  Information 
about this offer from Michigan was also later mailed to the students’ parents and to High School 
principals of eligible students asking them to encourage application for the scholarship.  

  
An analysis over time of the matched samples (Table 2) revealed the impact of the Michigan 

program intervention.  Two-thirds of the high school students involved in the pilot program applied to the 
university, compared with only a quarter of similar students in the control group. The share of those in the 
program who ultimately enrolled at the University of Michigan was 27 percent, compared with 12 percent 
from the control group.  Without the program initiative, the 15% of students who chose this selective 
institution would have otherwise made different choices:   4% would not have gone to college, 4% would 
have gone to a community college, and 7% would have gone to a less selective 4-year college.   

 
Table 2:  University of Michigan Low-Income Scholarship Program 

 

Dynarski, Libassi, Michelmore, & Owen, 2018. 
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The effects of the program persisted once students entered the University of Michigan, with those 
participating in the Scholarship program 13.5% more likely than those in the control group to continue 
their college enrolment for a second year.  The researchers concluded an inexpensive, targeted, 
personalized outreach campaign can alter the college choices of high achieving low-income students by 
lessening uncertainty about their suitability for an elite school, correcting their over-estimates of the (net) 
cost of college, and lowering procedural barriers such as the complexity of financial aid forms. 

 
In sum, research on informational and behavioural constraints for low income college applicants 

in the US raises serious questions about the assumption institutional transparency will effectively assure 
fair access in mass higher education.  Unless rankings of colleges and universities are carefully designed 
to ensure they utilize valid measures linked with societally valued educational outcomes, there is a danger 
they will instead promote institutional inefficiency and contribute to access inequality.  Furthermore, 
policies to increase access for students of lower income need to involve more active, focused efforts 
directly related to their financial concerns.  The recent effective outreach program at the University of 
Michigan further emphasizes the importance to fair access of simplicity and clarity in the design of 
financial aid policies.  This successful US intervention positively influenced parent and student behaviour 
on college access by making publicly obvious a family bears no formal responsibility for college financial 
support and all accepted college applicants would receive the funds necessary to attend higher education. 

 
Affirmative Action Policies 

 A third relevant policy consideration for fair access is discrimination.  From the perspective of 
horizontal equity, do valid applicants to US colleges and universities receive equal consideration in the 
admissions process, or is there discrimination, for example by student gender, ethnicity, religion, or class.  

Historically, US colleges and universities excluded racial minorities and women from access to 
higher education and also limited admission of religious groups such as Catholics and Jews.  Because of 
this discrimination, separate colleges and universities were initially established to serve these excluded 
populations.6  In 1964 the US Civil Rights Act outlawed discrimination in public and private firms based 
on race, colour, religion, sex, or national origin.  Following this Act many colleges and universities 
voluntarily adopted policies seeking to increase recruitment of racial minorities under the banner of 
Affirmative Action.  Initially some of these admissions procedures included the use of racial quotas until 
the US Supreme Court questioned their constitutionality.  The Court subsequently clarified race could be 
used as one of several factors in individual admissions decisions without necessarily violating the equal 
protection clause of the 14th Amendment.  The Court’s original decision supported diversity in higher 
education as a ‘compelling interest,’ but as Justice O’Connor noted in a later 2003 decision: ‘We expect 
that 25 years from now the use of racial preferences will no longer be necessary to further the interest 
approved today’ (Thomas, 2019). 

As access to higher education has become increasingly influential on a person’s life chances, 
public opposition to Affirmative Action in US college admissions has grown.  A recent national survey 
(Pew Research Centre, 2019) reports 73% of Americans now say colleges and universities should not 
consider race or ethnicity when making decisions about student admissions.  Reflecting this attitude seven 
additional states have followed California’s 1996 decision to prohibit preferential treatment for applicants 
to state supported universities on the basis of race, sex, ethnicity or national origin (Baker, 2019).  In the 
wake of these bans the enrolment of underrepresented racial and ethnic minority students has decreased at 
selective public US colleges and universities in the relevant states.  

                                                 
6 US colleges and universities currently include 35 women’s colleges, 101 historically Black institutions, and over 
7,000 colleges and universities reporting a religious affiliation.  The latter institutions include Catholic, Jewish, and 
Islamic institutions as well as the many different protestant denominations (NCES, 2019). 
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This decline of minority enrolment in selective colleges may be particularly damaging to society.  
As previously noted selective US colleges and universities are a better fit or match for high achieving low 
income students, who are more likely to progress and graduate from these institutions.  Furthermore, an 
influential economic study (Dale & Krueger, 2014) uncovered an additional critical factor.  The 
researchers discovered the higher average salaries over time predicted for graduates of highly selective 
US universities were more a product of the talents of their admitted students than of their educational 
programs.  That is, individuals accepted at highly selective colleges who instead enrolled in less selective 
institutions had similar incomes as did the graduates of the elite schools.  But Latino, black, and low-
income students proved an exception.  These students who were accepted at highly selective schools and 
instead attended less selective institutions had lower average salaries over time.  The researchers believed 
networking opportunities available from attending a selective college may be particularly valuable for the 
life chances of black and Hispanic students and for students who come from families with a lower level of 
parental education. This positive influence of elite institutions may be especially important in the US.  
Since the first Supreme Court decision on Affirmative Action there has been continuing job 
discrimination, particularly for African Americans, as indicated by research on minority pay and job 
placement (Quillian, Pager, Midtbøen, & Hexel 2017). 

The public reaction to possible bias for minorities in college admissions is also largely 
uninformed by the existing admissions preferences at selective US colleges and universities.  As recent 
court cases on US college admissions have suggested and as substantive research has confirmed 
(Arcidiacono, Kinsler, and Ransom, 2019; Bowen & Levin, 2003; Shulman & Bowen, 2000), there are as 
strong or stronger admissions preferences in favour of recruited athletes, legacies, and the children of 
institutional faculty and staff as there are for under-represented minorities. A court case involving 
Harvard University, one of the highest ranked and most selective universities in the US, for the first time 
provided publicly available institutional data on domestic undergraduate applications and admissions 
(Arcidiacono et al., 2019).  Table 3 is based upon applications for the entering classes of 2010-15.  It 
provides admit rates for applicants by race as well as by preference groups, such as recruited athletes, 
legacies, children of Harvard faculty and staff, as well as the Dean’s/Director’s Interest List, which rates 
applicants whose family has donated financially to Harvard and who are likely future donors.  As the 
Table indicates there is some preference in admissions given to minority applicants, but these preferences 
are modest compared to the weight of other listed preference categories which, with the exception of 
Harvard children, tend to favour white applicants from higher income families.  

 
The Harvard preferences for athletes and legacies are common to admissions decisions studied in 

other selective US public and private colleges and universities (Bowen & Levin, 2003; Shulman & 
Bowen, 2000).  In the US public mind, preferences for recruited athletes may be associated with minority 
enrolment, because of the visibly high proportion of black students engaged in college and university 
football, basketball, and track teams.  But other than these sports at NCAA Division I universities,7 the 
vast majority of athletes recruited to selective and non-selective US colleges and universities including 
Harvard are white.  Furthermore, Division I recruited athletes in many university sports are provided full 
tuition and living expenses scholarships and these scholarships are awarded based on athletic ability not 
financial need.8   

 
 
 

                                                 
7 Division I is the highest level of intercollegiate athletics overseen by the US National Collegiate Athletic 
Association. These 350 bachelor’s degree granting colleges and universities comprise the major athletic powers in 
the US collegiate ranks and have larger budgets, more advanced facilities, and offer more athletic scholarships than 
smaller schools. 
8 Harvard and other universities in the ‘Ivy League’ are not part of the NCAA Division I and do not formally offer 
‘athletic scholarships.’  But as noted, most selective US colleges and universities, including Harvard and other Ivy 
League universities, provide intercollegiate sports programs and give athletes preference in admissions (Bowen & 
Levin, 2003; Shulman & Bowen, 2000). 
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Table 3:  Harvard Domestic Applicants/Admits by Race and ALDC Status, 2010-15 

 
 # of Applications Admit Rate 
White    57,582 4.89 
Black    15,664 7.58 
Hispanic     17,970 6.16 
Asian     40,415                        5.13 
(A) Recruited Athlete       1,374                      86.0 
(L) Legacy       4,644                      33.6 
(D) Dean/Director Rating       2,501                      42.2 
(C) Faculty/Staff Children          321                      46.7 
Not ALDC   142,728                        5.45 
TOTAL   166,727 6.67 

Arcidiacono, Kinsler, & Ransom, 2019 

Legacy admission preferences were initiated among elite US universities following World War I 
in order to limit the admission of able immigrants, particularly Jews (Schmidt, 2010).  As Jewish 
applicants often surpassed traditional constituencies on standard meritocratic criteria, universities adopted 
Jewish quotas. When specific quotas became difficult to defend, the universities employed more indirect 
means to limit Jewish enrolment, including considerations of ‘character,’ geographic diversity, and legacy 
status. Over time legacy preferences become exceedingly popular among US college alumni and were 
widely adopted.  Among the US top 100 national universities ranked in U.S. News & World Report, 
roughly three quarters employed legacy preferences in admissions and among the top 100 liberal arts 
colleges, virtually all do (Coffman, O’Neil, & Starr, 2010).  

The publicly stated rationale for this policy by Harvard (Arcidiacono, et al, 2019) is to provide a 
means of sustaining alumni engagement as reflected in their financial donations to the university as well 
as in their active volunteer efforts to recruit and interview student applicants.  But while Harvard’s 
Dean’s/Director’s Interest List gives special admissions preference to applicants whose family donated 
financially to the university, most institutions give admissions preference to all alumni children 
applicants.  Consequently, economic research on the top 100 US universities (Coffman, O’Neil, & Starr, 
2010), which controlled for the wealth of alumni, provided no evidence legacy-preference policies 
themselves exert an influence on alumni giving behaviour. The researchers also examined giving at seven 
institutions that dropped legacy preferences during the period of the study and found no short-term 
measurable reduction in alumni giving as a result of the abolition of legacy preferences.  For example, 
after Texas A&M University eliminated the use of legacy preferences in 2004, donations slightly 
declined, but then increased substantially from 2005 to 2007. 

 
From the perspective of fair access to higher education the evidence of the admission preferences 

employed by US college and universities is difficult to defend.  While the biases favouring athletes and 
legacies may be unique to the US, the global development of mass higher education with competitive 
markets and academic rankings may induce other institutions to emulate the US preferences awarded to 
wealthy donors and alumni.  It is worth noting alumni financial donations is one of the quality measures 
used in the US News and World Report rankings of American colleges and universities. 

 
With regard affirmative action, the US Supreme Court in their last college admissions ruling 

challenged the US states and universities to find workable race-neutral strategies to achieve 
educationally-beneficial diversity (Baker, Kasman, Klasik, & Townsend, 2018).  Because members of US 
minority groups are often of low income, some scholars (Kahlenberg, 2018) have advocated affirmative 
action admissions policies with preferences for socio-economic class (SEC) rather than race.  A recent 
rigorous simulation study of SEC-based admissions policies (Baker, et al, 2018) indicates they would 
benefit US low-income applicants, but would not be as effective in aiding diversity as current race-
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sensitive university admissions policies.  The researchers noted race-sensitive affirmative action leads to 
racial diversity because it can select directly the students who will contribute most to racial variety on a 
campus. SEC-based affirmative action would require a strong relationship between SEC and race in order 
to achieve racial diversity. Their simulation study made clear even unusually strong SEC-based policies 
would only produce about half the diversity achieved under race-sensitive policies. However, the 
researchers argued the combination of an SEC-based admissions policy with a program of targeted race-
based recruiting and outreach offers the potential to yield racial diversity levels comparable to race-
sensitive admissions policies.  This type of targeted recruitment and outreach appears similar to the 
previously described scholarship intervention effort of the University of Michigan. 

 

This brief review of possible discrimination in US college and university admissions decisions reveals 
a number of policy issues of possible relevance to other nations.  First, as other countries ‘massify’ their 
higher education systems many are also introducing tuition fees, promoting market competition for 
students among universities, and awarding greater administrative autonomy to academic institutions.  The 
existing preferences in US admissions for students from wealthy alumni and families emerged in a system 
characterized by institutional autonomy, tuition-charging universities, as well as market competition for 
students and financial resources.  The US example therefore suggests some possible issues for sustaining 
fair access in evolving admissions policies for higher education.  Second, the US preferences embodied in 
affirmative action admissions policies raise challenging questions regarding horizontal equity.  Within the 
US legal system admissions preferences based on race and ethnicity have been strongly defended as 
compensatory policies necessitated by historical discrimination.  But many of the minority students 
currently admitted to US selective institutions are from middle and upper class families (Giancola & 
Kahlenberg, 2016).  The US experience therefore raises the critical issue of how best to determine who is 
most deserving of compensatory consideration for past discriminatory action.   

Conclusion 

The US experience on access and inequality in higher education admissions suggests a number of 
policy design issues for mass systems of higher education in developed nations. 

First, US policy for higher education confirms many of Barr’s (2009) points about the design of 
efficient and equitable student financial aid.  The lack of effective US regulation of public and private 
college and university tuition as well as academic quality has encouraged inefficient market competition.  
As a result, US college tuition and costs have rapidly risen, but student tuition and university fees have 
been diverted into costly investments for athletics, residential facilities, and other amenities attractive to 
student applicants.  These funds have also subsidized academic research.  As a consequence, the 
proportion of college and university finances expended on instruction is declining.  The design of the US 
student loan program also does not reflect Barr’s recommendations that loans repayments be made via 
income tax, be income contingent and include interest based upon government’s cost of borrowing.  
Therefore, the US student loan system has had punishing financial consequences for many young 
graduates, especially those from low income families who have incurred large debts and defaulted on 
their loans.  In addition, because of lax accreditation standards, the Federal Loan system has been 
exploited by profit-making higher education.  Finally, the award of competitive, merit-based financial aid 
by many institutions, as well as by a number of US states, has disproportionally favoured students from 
wealthy families. 

Second, a policy emphasis on institutional transparency as a means of improving access to higher 
education underestimates the negative effects of consumer naiveté as well as the informational and 
behavioural constraints experienced by lower income applicants.  Because disadvantaged US students and 
parents possess less knowledge and experience regarding higher education, a large proportion of high 
achieving, low income students undermatch in their choice of college.  Consequently, these students 
thereby fail to achieve the quality of education most beneficial to themselves and to American society.  
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One means of addressing this weakness would be requiring institutions and published quality rankings to 
publish information on how much admissions decisions promote social mobility (e.g., how many low- 
and middle-income students a college or university admits and graduates).  Financial aid systems for 
bachelor’s degree students also need to be easily accessible and universal, clearly communicating student 
eligibility for aid and the amount of possible financial support, as do the systems in Australia and 
England.  Even with such a financial aid system, the circumstances confronting disadvantaged families 
warrant adoption of policies to encourage the most selective instructions to engage in targeted, 
personalized recruitment efforts to encourage and guide bachelor’s applications from able, low-income 
students.   

Third, the US experience with admission preferences and affirmative action suggests several issues 
for admissions policy in other nations. The demonstrated admission preferences in bachelor’s degree 
admissions for athletes, legacies, and faculty children may be distinctive to the US, but adoption of 
market competition in the expansion of other nations’ higher education systems has created greater 
incentives for institutions to seek paying students as well as financial resources to help boost academic 
prestige.  In this environment there is likely greater need to carefully monitor institutional admission 
procedures to assure an appropriate focus on true academic potential and merit.  There is also evidence in 
some EU countries of ‘positive action’ policies (O'Cinneide, 2009) designed to assure access of women to 
higher education, jobs, and professional opportunities.  As the migration of ethnic and religious minorities 
into developed nations continues to increase, it is likely EU nations may also confront issues of 
discrimination,9 policy debate, and public reaction similar to those experienced in the US.  For this 
reason, knowledge about the US experience with affirmative action policy in college and university 
admissions may also be of value. 

As many counties massify their systems of higher education, assuring equity and fairness in college 
and university admissions will continue to be a significant policy issue. 
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