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The New Backlash on Campus

 Daryl E. Chubin and Shirley M. Malcom

Commentary

�e university campus today is the site of much backlash. 
High-visibility legal actions, faculty biases, decentralization, 
and other factors have all contributed to a collective shun-
ning of diversity initiatives at American universities. 
Underrepresentation — by race/ethnicity, sex, and disabili-
ty — among students and faculty in science, technology, engi-
neering, and mathematics () disciplines exceeds that for 
the campus as a whole. 

STEM is the “canary in the coal mine.” So while federal 
and private R & D funding brings millions to campus, it also 
attracts foreign citizens and sustains the stranglehold by 
white males in tenured faculty and campus leadership (chairs, 
deans, and administrative) positions. With a - student 
population that is increasingly minority, this disparity 
between the future composition of the undergraduates and 
the composition of the rest of the campus should be alarming 
indeed. Instead of a diverse culture top-to-bottom, the cam-
pus will become a have vs. have-not community stratified by 
means, color, and sex. 

�e dimensions of this backlash are exquisitely captured 
in a recent letter (Slaughter ) to the Chicago Sun-Times: 

As many predicted after the  U.S. Supreme Court deci-
sions on the University of Michigan admissions cases, the 
ambiguities in those decisions and the absence of definitive 
guidance from the U.S. Departments of Education and 
Justice have encouraged activist groups to challenge univer-
sities on the use of race in the conduct of admissions, finan-
cial aid, and academic support programs. Some colleges and 
universities have capitulated in the face of threats of legal 
action and intimidation. Many have voluntarily scrapped 
programs designed to serve underrepresented minority stu-
dents for fear that they would become targets. Worse still, the 
federal government is complicit in this activity by challeng-
ing minority focused scholarship and support programs at 

several institutions and threatening to withhold federal 
funding for research and education…. 

It is disappointing that many universities have not stood 
their ground and, instead, have succumbed to risk-averse legal 
advice that suggests that it is better to switch than to fight.

It is worse than “disappointing;” it is scandalous. �e 
backlash comes in many forms, each of which should be 
anathema to enrollment managers and registrars — not to 
mention presidents, provosts, and general counsels. Higher 
education is not “standing its ground”— despite the legal 
sanction and moral authority to do so (- ). 
Instead, we are witnessing a backlash in recruitment, admis-
sions, need-based financial aid, retention, and faculty recruit-
ment and advancement. In undergraduate admissions alone, 
one estimate by an anti-affirmative action organization is 
that over  colleges “have voluntarily abandoned race 
restrictions [as a criterion], and only a handful have refused 
to do so” (Schmidt ). If the .. campus is not in the 
grips of a campaign to undo  years of civil rights, then the 
dilution of educational opportunity is a striking coincidence. 

�e evidence is especially alarming in science and engineer-
ing (which is experiencing its own backlash on campuses as 
the “favored child” in federal R & D funding). �e President’s 
American Competitiveness Initiative and the array of con-
gressional legislation it has triggered (see PACE Act, avail-
able at http://innovateamerica.org/pdf/PACEPager_section 
_by_section.pdf ), while well-intentioned, will only fan the 
flames of envy on campus by targeting science and engineering 
students for increased federal support. By itself, this is unlikely 
to induce many more .. citizens to pursue science careers 
(in research or teaching at any level) or change faculty behav-
ior that supports student progress toward the baccalaureate. 

As one science student, a Packard Foundation Graduate 
Scholar commenting on the lack of comparable pressures 
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experienced by his non-minority colleagues, puts it: “It’s not 
fun being a trailblazer in  because there are certain things 
we should not have to deal with. When you already have the 
responsibility and expectation of classwork, nobody wants to 
carry the burden of the entire race and deal with issues that 
should have been resolved a long time ago” (Chubin ). 
Without efforts to diversify in various ways, no meaningful 
critical mass will grow campus-wide and every visible admis-
sion or appointment will be seen as “tokenism.” �is is the 
poisonous climate bred by intimidation. Resulting inequities 
will ripple through the workforce as employers seek diversity 
and must find it outside the United States. 

Data from several sources characterize the “canary’s” dire 
condition (see Figure ). According to the Engineering Work
force Commission (), minority freshman enrollments 
and baccalaureate degrees awarded in engineering are down 
from the turn of the century. African American and Hispanic 
completion of baccalaureates in  disciplines is  per-
cent less than for White students (Anderson and Kim ). 
Attrition is disproportionately high among African American, 
Hispanic American, and Native American students at every 
degree milestone on the path to the Ph.D. (see Table ). 
Diversity virtually vanishes in the  faculty as candidates 
diminish for reasons unrelated to capability or interest 
(Chubin ). Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute () 
President Shirley Ann Jackson () calls this an indicator 
of the “quiet crisis,” i.e., an “underrepresented majority” of 

women and persons of color that increasingly characterizes 
the .. population — but not in science and engineering. 

Summarizing over fifteen years of empirical literature, 
Summers and Hrabowski (, p. ) link the lack of per-
sistence among minority students in  to “academic and 
cultural isolation, motivation, and performance vulnerability 
in the face of low expectations, peers who are not supportive 
of academic success, and discrimination, whether perceived 
or actual. �ese factors can have a stronger effect at institu-
tions with predominantly majority populations.” 

STEM professionals appear to be their own worst enemy. 
Yet the responsibility for reversing the trends outlined above 
should ultimately reside with the institution, not with indi-
vidual faculty, departments, or college units. If decentraliza-
tion has exacerbated the problem, then re-centralization of 
authority must be part of the remedy. Who should act in the 
name of “diversity” to combat the backlash? �e possibilities 
extend from the adoption of tools and practices, to the 
strengthening of programs, and ultimately the exercise of 
campus leadership. Some examples that derive in part from 
the work of the AAAS Capacity Center (www.aaascapacity.
org) are illuminating.

	 “Holistic admissions,” while costly and time-consuming, 
considers potential as well as academic preparation in admis-
sion decisions. Overcoming daunting life circumstances 
and contributing to one’s community should augment stan-
dardized test scores, high school grade point average, and 
“activity packing/résumé stacking.” Applications Quest, a 
software program developed for college admissions offices, 
enables universities to holistically consider race and eth-
nicity without violating recent Supreme Court rulings on 
affirmative action. �is tool quantifies and allows for a 
weighting of each factor (Gilbert ).

	 A growing number of institutions are eliminating the abil-
ity to pay tuition and fees as grounds for declining student 
applications — at both the graduate and undergraduate 
levels (e.g., Hebel ; Lipka ; Martinez and Klopott 
). Combining merit- and needs-based financial aid is 
a no-brainer. Yes, it requires discriminating judgment and 
incentives for rewarding performance, but loan forgiveness 
can be combined with a scholarship/fellowship to increase 
the likelihood that the degree recipient won’t abandon the 
science and engineering workforce — before or after degree 
completion — due to a crushing debt burden. 

Level
African American, non-Hispanic Hispanic Native American

n % n % n %

Bachelor’s 38,328 8.4 33,290 7.3 3,216 0.7

Master’s 7,455 6.3 5,073 4.3 535 0.5

Doctorates 746 2.8 715 2.7 61 0.2

	*	Source: CPST, data derived from National Science Foundation, WebCASPAR Database

F I G U R E  1 :  U N D E R R E P R E S E N T E D  M I N O R I T I E S  A S  A  
P E R C E N TA G E  O f  F I V E  S T U D E N T  P O P U L AT I O N S

SOURCE: CPST, Professional Women and 
Minorities, 16th edition (forthcoming)
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	 Comprehensive programs that incorpo-
rate a “bridge” experience prior to 
matriculation, then out-of-class peer 
and faculty mentor support once 
enrolled, pay handsome dividends in the 
persistence of  students in the 
majors (especially in public universities). 
�e University of Maryland, Baltimore 
County () Meyerhoff Program is 
perhaps the best-documented at the 
undergraduate level, but there are others 
worth adapting to campus conditions 
( ). None is race-exclusive and 
all demonstrate the components of 
diversity support and  student suc-
cess that the entire campus could emu-
late, e.g., ’s - Program (www.lsu.edu/lastem/).

	 Innovations in structuring faculty searches (Smith ) 
and reducing the mystery surrounding promotion and ten-
ure review (see Georgia Tech , www.adept.gatech.
edu) illustrate that both a measure of fairness and trans-
parency, monitored at the highest levels of university 
administration, can yield a quality faculty that is diverse, 
relative to the current composition of a department or col-
lege. An indicator of faculty diversity is needed, patterned 
on annual survey data reported by the American 

Association for Engineering Education (www.asee.org/
about/publications/connections). �is is a kind of account-
ability that any institution can embrace. Like other poli-
cies, it is a matter of observance and enforcement of basic 
campus values.

�rough work with academic clients of the Capacity 
Center, we have learned that decisive responses to campus 
backlash demand leadership. Exemplary behavior must be 
modeled. Research and data-based grounds for procedures 

What Enrollment Managers Can Do to Stop Backlash

(Original Advertisement Removed)
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and practices clarify campus culture and help build commu-
nity. Leaders must use their bully pulpit to promote discus-
sions of diversity as a value instead of responses to threatened 
litigation. Courage and conviction are antidotes to backlash. 
Leaders are expected to connect their personal beliefs and 
principles to campus structures that govern rewards for those 
who personify and advance the institutional mission, a mis-
sion — like it or not — increasingly defined (and underwrit-
ten) by excellence in science and engineering (see sidebar). 
Diversity should not be an addendum, but rather a condition 
of and prerequisite for excellence. 

At this time of assault on what has historically made .. 
colleges and universities bastions of opportunity, quality, and 
social consciousness, those who regulate the machinery of 
student admissions, financial aid, and career development 
must act to stifle backlashing. Promoting the equality of 
opportunity and merit-based participation is the American 
way — the best way for institutions of higher education to 
demonstrate the educational value of diversity.
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