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Affirmative Action in Higher Education  

 
Affirmative Action signifies policies whose purpose is to support 

members of victimized minority groups in order to compensate for decades 
of partial racial treatment. Most commonly it has come to be associated with 
higher education, as it has been in this place where Affirmative Action has 
been speculated to have the biggest impact. Its origins date back to the 
1960s, when President John F. Kennedy signed Executive Order 10925, 
instructing government contractors that they could not discriminate on the 
basis of race while also giving them permission to "take affirmative action to 
ensure that applicants are employed… without regard to their race, creed, 
color, or national origin."  The definition and application of which has shifted 1

and transformed in subsequent executive orders and supreme court 
proceedings but overall it has come to be known, specifically in higher 
education, as: policies set strictly to insert more students of color into public 
and private colleges.   

 
Detractors of Affirmative Action in higher education often disparage 

the approach for using discriminatory policies as means to erase past 
discrimination. Research on policies like these often point to them being 
futile in dealing with a growing minority population that despite attending 
college in higher numbers, attendance percentages among their college 
aged adults and overall college representation show decreasing attendance 
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when compared to how much of the U.S. population they make up.  Statistics 2

showing support for Affirmative Action also show an internal disagreement in 
Americans that support the idea of Affirmative Action but don’t necessarily 
support the way that it is applied; sixty percent of adult Americans surveyed 
by Gallup in 2016 said they generally favor Affirmative Action programs for 
racial minorities, but an adjacent 70 percent also said that they believe 
college admissions should be judged solely on merit and that racial and 
ethnic background should not be considered, even if this means that fewer 
minority students are admitted.  The reason for this being that many people 3

feel as if they are being hindered from attending the college that they feel 
they are competent for even if most statistics don’t support that claim. 
People like these are more likely to deem the benefits of having a diversity 
student body as less important than upholding meritocracy, claiming as 
evidence that racial and cultural diversity are the smallest portions of the 
concept of diversity and are not necessary in order to form a diverse in 
thought campus community. 

 
On the other side of the debate, defenders of Affirmative Action on 

college campuses point to three important claims: first, Affirmative Action is 
neither a short or permanent solution but rather a temporary example of 
“transitional justice,” second, minority students benefited by Affirmative 
Action have been shown statistically to lead better lives, and third, the 
negative impacts of Affirmative Action are for the most part largely 
overblown. Examining each one, one by one, The Supreme Court recognized 
in 1971 that transitional practices aimed at integration may be flawed in 
practice, and went as far to say in its Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board 
of Education decision that: “The remedy for such segregation may be 
administratively awkward, inconvenient, and even bizarre in some situations 
and may impose burdens on some.” What this means is that Affirmative 
Action can, in use, be viewed as unfair or even arbitrary, but the necessity of it 
still stands in order to revoke the effects of decades long racial prejudice 
toward certain racial groups. Moreover, William Bowen and Derek Bok’s 

2 Jeremy Ashkenas, Haeyoun Park, and Adam Pearce, “Even With Affirmative Action, Blacks 
and Hispanics Are More Underrepresented at Top Colleges Than 35 Years Ago,” The New York 
Times (The New York Times, August 24, 2017), 
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seminal book The Shape of the River, found that black students who probably 
benefited from Affirmative Action — due to their achievement data is lower 
than the average student at their colleges — do better in the long-run than 
their peers who did not benefit from Affirmative Action and went to lower 
ranked colleges. The ones who benefited were more likely to graduate 
college, earn a professional degree, and have higher incomes.  Lastly, groups 4

most depicted as victims, that being Asian-Americans and Whites, still 
continue to be largely overrepresented in college admissions, making the 
argument of inverse discrimination less conceivable.  5

 
In conclusion, the application of Affirmative Action in higher education 

is a contentious issue, with arguments coming from every angle of deficiency. 
The issues presented with Affirmative Action in the eyes of the general public 
are often not where the courts take them: the issue is often not whether the 
application of it is legal or not but whether it is necessary in the first place, the 
issue is often not about whether there are other forms of creating diversity 
but whether or not shallow racial diversity is important to begin with. One 
thing is clear, our educational system is not doing a good job in making our 
schools represent the communities they are placed in, what role Affirmative 
Action plays into solving this issue is in how effective it can be proven to do so 
and what other changes we can do, not just in higher education but also K-12 
in order to make a good education obtainable to anyone regardless of race, 
religion, creed, or sexual orientation.  
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