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Administrators at colleges and universities should stop spending enormous sums to remain in denial
about their institutions' problems, writes Shaun R. Harper.

By  Shaun R. Harper
 // December 10, 2015

 

Each year, college presidents, provosts, deans and other senior administrators hire researchers from
the University of Pennsylvania’s Center for the Study of Race and Equity in Education, where I serve as
executive director, to spend three to four days on their campuses conducting what feels like nonstop
focus groups with students of color and their white peers about the realities of race on campuses.
Sometimes campus leaders ask us to focus our climate studies on faculty and staff. We also collect
statistical reports from oRces of institutional research that typically show racial disparities in
enrollment, academic performance, graduation rates, promotions and salaries, and a range of other
metrics.

Over the past decade, center researchers and I have done this work at dozens of predominantly white
institutions across the United States, including community colleges, small liberal arts colleges, large
public research universities and Ivy League universities. When their top administrators call us, we
presume it is because they seriously want to know more about how people from different racial and
ethnic groups experience their institutions -- and that they are going to use our Undings and
recommendations to Unally deal with longstanding racial problems on their campuses. I am
somewhat embarrassed to admit that this assumption is at times erroneous.

For example, senior administrators at one university paid the center $25,000 to conduct a climate
study two years ago. They didn’t like our Undings. The person who commissioned the research wrote
me an email in which she commented, “My colleagues and I think your Undings are too harsh.”

My response was, “The Undings are what they are.”

She replied by asking if I could somehow tone down what we found. I refused, as doing so would have
been academically dishonest.

What she and her colleagues failed to realize is that several students cried uncontrollably in their
interviews with us. As was the case at the University of Missouri and Yale University, black students,
most especially, were tired of having white administrators ignore their concerns about the campus
racial climate. They were frustrated that campus oRcials did nothing about the blackface party a
predominantly white fraternity recently hosted. They were sick of being so underrepresented in their
classes, having their white professors and peers so routinely stereotype them, Unding so few courses
taught by faculty of color, and encountering so little of their own racial histories and selves in the
curriculum.

Yet these realities were too much for the administrators to handle. They were not ready to hear the
truth. Hence, the report we furnished the institution was never publicly disseminated, as originally
planned. Several students of color whom we interviewed contacted us months later asking where the
report was because they never saw it.

The sad reality is that the administrators at this university paid us an enormous sum of money to
remain in denial about its racial problems. This had happened to us before and has occurred again
since.

In fact, students of color recently launched a protest that has garnered tremendous national news
media attention at an institution where we did racial climate research this past spring. Campus
leaders there did nothing with the report for which they paid my center $30,000. Perhaps they could
have saved themselves from the public shame they are presently experiencing. We told them the truth
and gave numerous recommendations for institutional change. They hired us to ultimately ignore us, a
choice for which they are now paying a signiUcantly higher price.

Eight years ago, prior to the launch of my center at Penn, the University of Missouri-Kansas City hired
me to conduct a campus racial climate assessment. On the Unal day of my visit, I publicly presented
my preliminary Undings. The event was well publicized. People who had participated in focus groups
over the three days of my study knew I would talk about what I heard across the interviews. Thus,
almost all of them came to my presentation. One (or possibly more) of them alerted The Kansas City
Star. Unbeknownst to me, a reporter was in my audience.

The next day, this headline appeared in the city’s major newspaper: “UMKC Gets Poor Racial Report
Card.” Administrators here, unlike their counterparts at many other predominantly white institutions at
which I have done climate assessments over the past 10 years, acted swiftly and aggressively -- most
likely in large part because their university was publicly shamed. Top administrators there had no
choice but to act on my report’s recommendations.

I really want campus leaders to stop wasting their money and our time on climate studies they will
never use. Nine of my center’s 11 staff members are people of color; most of our 22 faculty aRliates
are professors of color from across academic schools and departments at Penn who study race and
education. For us, this work is deeply personal. We don’t want to spend our time doing research for
leaders who aren’t seriously committed to equity, campus climate change and institutional
transformation. We never exaggerate our Undings; we instead commit ourselves to truthful
representations of insights that people generously offer to us about the realities of race on campuses.

Choosing to ignore these realities won’t make them less real. Eventually, colleges and universities will
have to pay a much higher price for racism should their leaders choose to ignore our Undings, no
matter how harsh they seem.

Students of color will continually drop out in higher numbers (lost tuition dollars), faculty and staff
members of color will keep leaving through a revolving door (higher turnover costs), and alumni of
color will be considerably less likely to contribute Unancially to an institution they know to be racist
(forfeited donations for institutional advancement). At the University of Missouri, unresponsiveness
cost the system president and chancellor of the gagship campus their jobs. Indeed, maintaining an
institution’s good reputation, authentically enacting diversity-related commitments espoused in
mission statements and elsewhere, and leading with integrity is priceless.

Bio
Shaun R. Harper is founder and executive director of the Center for the Study of Race and Equity in Education at the University
of Pennsylvania. Harper is author of the forthcoming book Race Matters in College (Johns Hopkins University Press) and
president-elect of the Association for the Study of Higher Education.
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Dr. C • 5 years ago

•

I'm alarmed by the fact that many people commenting did not truly comprehend the purpose of this
article.

 10△  ▽ 1

Adam  • 5 years ago

•

> Dr. C

The defensiveness and denial tells the story.
 3△ ▽

fos  • 5 years ago

•

> Adam

If you keep track of the columns recently dealing with issues affecting minorities there are
plenty of comments of denials and excuses to justify the status quo. Meanwhile,
minorities are increasing in numbers and while not being very successful in school the
reality is that very soon they will be everywhere and I rather see them educated and
participating productively. We all win.
△ ▽

Helen  • 5 years ago

•

> Dr. C

I wonder how many even read it.
 3△  ▽ 1

Jim Clark • 5 years ago

•

In 2008, there were just over 800 PhDs awarded to Blacks out of 18,000 for US citizens (see following
link). And those would be unevenly distributed across disciplines. So unless lesser qualified Blacks are
to be hired by universities, it is simply not possible at the present time to have anything close to
proportionality by ethnicity among faculty.

A second issue is perhaps more contentious. Should students feel that they cannot learn from faculty of
a different ethnicity than themselves? That seems like a recipe for disaster.

Here's the link to PhD statistics.
http://www.nsf.gov/statisti...
 6△ ▽

Joseph Colorado • 5 years ago

•

Why were the students not asked/questioned about their:
- pre-college expectations of college:
- personal biases against others;
- past experiences with other cultures;
- home environment (supportive, pushed education, etc.); or,
- what they knew or thought about white people before going to college.

I would think that the majority of college students already arrive on campus with built in bias and
perceptions based on their personal experiences to that point.

Instead of being open to differences, tolerant of other ideas, and willing to listen - the very same
students (no matter skin color or gender) will continue to act upon what they know and seek out other
like minded students.

Call me what you will, but on each campus I have been employed I have observed the under-
represented students (general based on observations) would self-segregate in the campus cafeterias.
The same students were singled out to receive pre-college support programs and advising to assist with
their transition to college. And, at my last institution, the school lowered admission standards to increase
diversity on campus. While a legit idea, the way in which it happened resulted in a decrease in first to
second year retention amongst the group.

It may be a crazy thought, but maybe the students arrive on campus with fully formed biases regarding
any number of ideas. That goes for ALL students no matter skin color, gender, sexual orientation,
religion, etc. The very biases/ideas will color their perception of their experience on the campus.
 5△ ▽

Helen  • 5 years ago

•

> Joseph Colorado

I must have missed the part where the author said what questions the survey did/did not ask.
 3△ ▽

Douglas Levene • 5 years ago

•

I didn't see a single case of institutional racism mentioned in this article. There was a report of a
"blackface" party at a fraternity, which is gross, but that's not the school. There's no mention of any
minority student being excluded from any university class, program or activity. What the author seems to
be describing is what Stuart Taylor has described in his articles about "mismatch" - minority students
are accepted at schools for which they are not academically prepared, they then find themselves mired
in the bottom 10% of the class, which leads to academic and social isolation and much genuine
unhappiness. The problem is not racism at the schools. These schools are unrelenting liberal, and reject
with their whole being any notion of white supremacy. But they are also extremely competitive, and non-
competitive students might well find that atmosphere less than welcoming.

 12△  ▽ 5

CrabApple  • 5 years ago

•

> Douglas Levene

Justice Scalia, is that you?
 7△  ▽ 2

kj  • 5 years ago

•

> CrabApple

ah yes scalia. another victim of people who do not understand context....
△  ▽ 2

alsotps  • 5 years ago • edited

•

> Douglas Levene

This article was NOT a study. IT focused on how their studies are received/used or not used. Why
would you expect 'a single case of institutional racism' in the article?

As far as non-competitive students are concerned, two points:
1. Given percentages of students by race at any school, I bet that in real numbers more 'majority"
students are underprepared. In one small, regional four-year State university at which I worked,
70% of each entering first-year class placed into remedial math and English courses. The
majority were "majority" students.
2. Instead of looking at the universities, look more closely at WHY most students are
underprepared; it has more to do with the socio-economic structures and decisions being made
by mostly 'majority' politicians and administrators affecting K-12 education. Don't blame the
students.
 7△  ▽ 2

The_Lord_Your_God  • 5 years ago

•

> alsotps

"Don't blame the students."

Why is it always someone else's fault?

Why isn't the discomfort or misplacement experienced by these students the product of
their own decisions, including choice of school, program of study, etc?
 6△  ▽ 2

jloewen  • 5 years ago

•

> Douglas Levene

How is it that you know "The problem is not racism at the schools" Did you go there? Did you
ask? Assertion is not evidence. And "racism" does not only consist of James Meredith-type
exclusion from programs. Your paragraph, regrettably, merely contains data about YOU, not
about any colleges.
 5△  ▽ 2

Douglas Levene  • 5 years ago

•

> jloewen

The cries of "systemic racism" are only made by those who can't point to any actual
racism, that is, they can't point to any actual discrimination based on a conscious belief in
white supremacy.
△  ▽ 1

jloewen  • 5 years ago

•

> Douglas Levene

So, you define "actual racism" as "actual 
discrimination based on a conscious belief in white supremacy." Let's suppose
that in 1911 the KY Derby excluded black jockeys because they had won 15 of the
first 28 Derbies. Acc. to YOU, that could not be racism, because it was not "based
on a conscious belief in white supremacy." Do you THINK before you type?

Here is a real definition of racism: treating people worse because of their racial
group membership. That's all. Doesn't make any difference why. So if SAE at a
college never pledges African Americans, who cares if they believe blacks are
inferior? It's racist! Period!

Now, to your implied claim that you have actually kept TRACK of those who "cry"
systemic racism and have actually checked and there is no "actual racism," no, it's
clear that again you have substituted assertion for evidence.
 2△ ▽

Douglas Levene  • 5 years ago

•

> jloewen

OK, tell me about all the cases of intentional exclusion based on race at elite or
selective universities in the US. What classes, programs, activities are closed to
minorities because of their race? What school intentionally discriminates against
minority students in admissions? Surely you don't think evaluating all students by
the same criteria constitutes intentional discrimination? What we are talking about,
after all, is the great desire of selective universities to preferentially admit minority
students who otherwise would not qualify academically. After they are admitted,
what intentional discrimination do they face? Yes, I'll concede that some
fraternities discriminate against blacks just like they discriminate against Jews or
other minorities. So what? I'm talking about what the schools do. Tell me about
how the schools intentionally discriminate, because I'm not seeing it, anywhere, in
any degree.
 1△ ▽

MadeInJalisco  • 5 years ago

•

> Douglas Levene

What a sad, predictable response. Over the years I've had many students of color (some of them
undocumented) who performed heads and shoulders beyond their "more prepared"
(affluent/middle class, private school graduate, etc.) white peers. I can tell you with certainty that
the smarter those students were, the more likely that they were miserable on campus. They're
not blind to institutional racism on campus and it's their ability to "see" that makes them
unhappy.
 1△ ▽

Douglas Levene  • 5 years ago

•

> MadeInJalisco

You still have not given any instances where minority students were intentionally excluded
from any university program, class or activity.
 1△ ▽

MadeInJalisco  • 5 years ago • edited

•

> Douglas Levene

Why on earth would you think intentions matter if the end result is a hostile
environment for students of color? I don't care if you MEANT to run me over with
your car or if you just hit me because you are grossly negligent and completely
unaware of your surroundings. Either way, you've broken my legs. The hospital
bills aren't any cheaper and the recovery time isn't any shorter if you didn't
INTEND to run me over. 
 3△  ▽ 1

pchemist • 5 years ago

•

"black students, most especially, were tired of having white 
administrators ignore their concerns about the campus racial climate. 
They were frustrated that campus officials did nothing about the 
blackface party a predominantly white fraternity recently hosted. They 
were sick of being so underrepresented in their classes, having their 
white professors and peers so routinely stereotype them, finding so few 
courses taught by faculty of color, and encountering so little of their 
own racial histories and selves in the curriculum."
A campus with blackface parties and stereotyping suggests a campus that has not seriously addressed
issues of race. I see nothing in the article to suggest the academic mismatch that Douglas Levene finds.
To Ignore the evidence in the article in favor of previously formed opinions is to pre-judge the article.
 7△  ▽ 2

failureofreality • 5 years ago

•

Colleges and universities were created and sustained by white people. They reflect the values and
aspirations of white people. Does this make them racist?
Why should they change? Colleges and universities invite African-American students to apply and study.
They are offered opportunities to improve their lives. Do they not want this?
Most white students do not find themselves represented in the histories and curricula. How much does
a white American student relate to European history or conflict in the Middle East? The purpose of
higher education is to expand understanding. Do African-American students not want to expand their
understanding?
Most subjects can be learned by anyone willing to take the time and make the effort. There is no racial
or gender aspect to mathematics and science. The problem is that most of the subject matter in college
courses is the achievement of people of European descent, not African descent. But African-American
students have an opportunity to change this. Are they not interested in contributing in a way that will
benefit everyone?
 6△  ▽ 2

ohdearohdear  • 5 years ago

•

> failureofreality

In response to your questions: 1) yes; 2) because, without change, these institutions are less
capable of effectively serving all people; 3) Yes, "they" want this: is consuming education
uncritically part of your requirement for "them"?; 4) I can't even; 5)Yes, "they" do: do you? Do you
want to learn about your country and your society through the eyes of people who aren't you? I
do. Try on the idea that "expanding one's understanding" might work two ways; 6) Um. So "they"
should be careful to contribute in order to benefit everyone, but white people shouldn't change
their institutions (see your first paragraph) to benefit everyone?

Last, if you truly believe "there is no racial or gender aspect to mathematics and science," you
could educate yourself with a google search.
 7△  ▽ 1

sonotamused  • 5 years ago

•

> failureofreality

"Colleges and universities were created and sustained by white people. 
They reflect the values and aspirations of white people. Does this make 
them racist?" Clearly, the idea of institutional racism and the problems inherit with it is new to
you.
 5△  ▽ 2

jloewen • 5 years ago

•

Fascinating article with real information. Wish he had included the names of the schools but I
understand why he did not.
 4△  ▽ 1

Charon • 5 years ago

•

"finding so few courses taught by faculty of color, and encountering so 
little of their own racial histories and selves in the curriculum"

I imagine your report includes things like this. I hope you have some useful suggestions to fix it, because
I'd see these as complaints that would only frustrate a college administration. Some disciplines can
actually shift focus, but in physics, we teach physics. All the laws, all the history we discuss, was all
done by white men. We can't decide to teach Toni Morrison instead of Philip Roth - there was only one
quantum mechanics, and it was worked out by a bunch of white dudes.

And on hiring, I've never actually met a black physicist. They exist. But they're extremely rare, so we get
into a catch-22 where black students are discouraged from entering STEM because they feel
uncomfortable and don't have role models, and we can't give them any role models because the last
generation's black students didn't enter STEM either. Schools can't just say, "oh, the next opening we
have, we'll hire someone of color". The likelihood that any black person is in the top 10 applicants is,
sadly, almost zero. There may be none in the entire 100+ person applicant pool.

So I can see a school being frustrated by being criticized for something they can't control. That said, I
imagine you suggest many things they _can_ control, so it's sad to see those ignored too...
 2△ ▽

Manny • 5 years ago

•

"For example, senior administrators at one university paid the center 
$25,000 to conduct a climate study two years ago. They didn’t like our 
findings."

Independently of the racial issues you discuss the behavior you describe above occurs in other
consulting engagements (such as technology or organizational structure audits). If Administration does
not like the findings they either bury it or ask the consultant to "rephrase". It's their dime so they can
always selectively report findings to targeted audiences. (In some cases the community doesn't even
know the audit is taking place except perhaps in those areas being interviewed. The finding report is not
going to accomplish much if they aren't going to anything about it or at a minimum acknowledge it. I've
seen consultants being compensated with extra funding to "soften" earlier reports. No ethical consultant
would do this but it happens. 
This is similar to those situations wherein universities hire private law firms to conduct an internal
investigation - findings are selectively reported. These efforts need to be transparent.
 3△  ▽ 1

lurchker  • 5 years ago

•

> Manny

The way our administrations have historically handled this is to provide the consultants with what
they have already decided to do and then allow the consultants to justify that. Same deal with
faculty "task forces": the administratively correct conclusion is strongly hinted at during the first
meeting. The task is to convince ourselves and our colleagues that the preferred administrative
solution is not only the best, but actually the only one worth considering. On the rare occasions a
group goes rogue, well--just as in "Mission Impossible," the administration will disavow any
knowledge of the task force's actions and existence. Its minutes and recommendations will self-
destruct in five seconds.
 1△ ▽

Calvin Hobbes • 5 years ago

•

"They were sick of being so underrepresented in their classes, having 
their white professors and peers so routinely stereotype them, finding 
so few courses taught by faculty of color, and encountering so little of
their own racial histories and selves in the curriculum."

If the average black math SAT score at a particular university is 150 points below the average white
math SAT score, then blacks are going to be very "underrepresented" in the more mathematically
demanding courses, and it's likely that the blacks in those courses will be "stereotyped" as weak
students, because they will tend to be among the weaker students.

Black students who feel the need for lots of "faculty of color" and lots of "their own racial histories and
selves in the curriculum" can try to choose their courses with that in mind if at a "PWI". Or they can go
to an HBCU.

If a student is unhappy at a particular university, then that student probably made a bad choice of where
to study. And I think few people enjoy being in classes where they find the material much, much harder
than the other students do. So if your grades and test scores are far below average at a particular
university, then that university is probably not a good choice for you.
 2△  ▽ 1

RichardAubrey • 5 years ago

•

When my daughter was in college, she was on a dorm council. The Black Caucus, a black student
group, asked to use the dorm for a dance. There was hesitation. The last time a dorm had allowed the
BC to have a dance, there was vandalism, fighting, people hurt and the cops called. But, to avoid being
racist, the dorm went ahead. There was vandalism, fighting, people hurt and the cops called. So, even a
decade and more ago, there was consciousness of racism and steps to avoid it, no matter the
predictable result. There are two sides to most coins. And to say a campus has "blackface parties"
when, in fact one campus had one is deliberately misleading.
 4△  ▽ 5

illiniblech  • 5 years ago

•

> RichardAubrey

I learned nothing from this anecdote, and am puzzled that you think it teaches something. In
what way was this result "predictable?" Also, count me troubled by blackface events in the low
single digits: pchemist is right that even one suggests a campus that hasn't exactly dealt with
race.
 9△  ▽ 1

scottmaceachern  • 5 years ago • edited

•

> RichardAubrey

If you think that "vandalism, fighting, people hurt and the cops called" are "the predictable result"
of a dance for black students, (a) you haven't spent enough time on college campuses, where the
presence of people in their late teens and early twenties sometimes leads to such things, and (b)
your reaction in itself is indicative of racism.

 11△  ▽ 3

RichardAubrey  • 5 years ago

•

> scottmaceachern

Thing is, as I mentioned, it had happened the previous time and the council was
concerned, but went ahead anyway. Which is why I suppose the results were predictable.
Point is that the dorm council went ahead in order not to be racist. As to my views of
things, I went to Mississippi--Rust College in Holly Springs (HBCU) in 67 annd 68 when
most people slinging the accusation of racism were peeing their knickers at the thought of
going south of Cincinnati. Phi Gamma Delta (Fiji) used to have parties in which they
dressed up as Melanesians but I don't think they do that any longer, in case there are any
Melanesians on campus. If late adolescents can be expected to tear up the party venue, I
suppose they can be expected to have a blackface party and both are excused on
account of age, or neither.
△ ▽

conjure  • 5 years ago

•

> RichardAubrey

I have been a college professor at a liberal arts college for 25 years, and I have no
idea what a "blackface party" is, or what you are referring to, or the point of your
apologetic remarks in the larger context of racial discord on campus. Please
enlighten me.
△ ▽

scottmaceachern  • 5 years ago

•

> RichardAubrey

If you banned student groups from having parties because there was at some
point in the past bad behaviour, you're going to end up with very few parties -
especially, in my experience, very few parties involving men's athletic teams. That
latter would not happen, of course, because they are men's athletic teams; I
strongly doubt that your daughter's dorm council would deny a team in a similar
case .

The idea that 'the predictable result' is going to be bad behaviour on the part of
black students because of one event - or even two - is, yes, racist, because that
criterion would not be applied to other student groups.
△ ▽

RichardAubrey  • 5 years ago

•

> scottmaceachern

No stereotypes about Greeks? No jokes about Asperger's and the School of
Engineering?
△  ▽ 1

Jim Clark • 5 years ago

•

A correction to my earlier post ... the figure I gave was for Science fields. Non-science fields are quite a
bit better, with Blacks receiving about 1,200 out of 12,000 PhDs. Again there would be differences
across fields and not all PhDs are looking for academic work (e.g., Clinical Psychologists).
 1△  ▽ 1

jody lykes • 5 years ago

•

student voice on one campus

https://www.youtube.com/cha...
△ ▽

Clancy Ratliff • 5 years ago

•

The students in Shaun Harper's interviews, the ones who "cried uncontrollably," are giving honest
accounts of their experience. What do they possibly have to gain by doing otherwise? Why not believe
them, truly believe them, and make some changes? The lists on thedemands.org are full of items that
are perfectly reasonable.
△ ▽

Participant/Observer • 5 years ago

•

"The findings are what they are." This is also the typical response of researchers like Charles Murray,
and an uncritical, possibly self-serving endorsement of positivism. It is not only permissible to call into
question research mechanisms but very important to do so. Everyone needs to revisit Foucault's critique
of the "repressive hypothesis": the idea that some "Truth" is repressed and needs to be freed, brought to
the surface, through the deployment of particular techniques that actually end up producing what they
purport to "find." Centers like the one Harper directs are thus entirely complicit with the climate
problems that now exist on campuses. Similarly, in Excitable Speech, Judith Butler argued against hate
speech codes because what they amount to in the end is the state regularly producing hate speech. We
should all be wary of Diversity, Inc.
△ ▽

Iluvguns • 5 years ago

•

I see no evidence mentioned outside of the narratives provided by the author. A reasonable person may
ask whether the author tends to find what he is looking for and whether those administrators who
protest his conclusions are, in actuality, questioning the validity of his findings. This is what happens,
after all, when scholars mix politics with claims of objectivity. You cannot have both.
△  ▽ 1
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