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The Dynamics of Race in Higher Education: An Examination 
of the Evidence 

MITCHELL J. CHANG, DARIA WIll-SANDIS, and KENJI HAKUTA 

merican higher education in recent years has 
become the locus of high profile debate about A race-conscious social policy. This focus is fu- 

eled by the ever-increasing stakes associated with ad- 
vanced degrees, a broad public recognition of 
demographic changes, and a general sense that these 
goods-whether in public or private institu- 
tions-need to be distributed in a fair and just manner. 
Not far below the surface of the policy debates lies a 
complex tangle of ideologies, histories, and blame that 
often interferes with rational analysis of the issues. De- 
spite these complexities, many social scientists and 
educators believe that empirical research on the signifi- 
cance of race in American society can make an impor- 
tant contribution to this highly politicized and 
emotionally charged arena of public policy. 

With these issues in mind, a project initiated by the 
American Educational Research Association (AERA) 
and the Center for the Comparative Study of Race and 
Ethnicity at Stanford University was launched in the 
summer of 1997 to inform public policy by examining a 
broad array of the social science literature that ad- 
dresses the intersection of race and higher education. 
For this project, a panel of race relations and diversity 
experts from across the country was convened to dis- 
cuss and explore the knowledge base on race and inter- 
group relations in colleges and universities. Briefly 
stated, the general objectives of the project were: (1) to 
examine the existing professional knowledge in higher 
education research regarding race relations and make 
explicit the underlying assumptions and theories; (2) to 
identify key areas of need where research has a strong 
promise of improving the practice of higher education 
with respect to race relations; and (3) to recommend pri- 
ority areas and strategies for research funding. 

The panel members included Walter Allen, James 
Banks (ex officio), Shirley Brice Heath, Willis Hawley, 
Sylvia Hurtado, James Jones (co-chair), Yolanda T. 
Moses, Daryl Smith, Claude Steele, William Taylor, 
Ewart Thomas, William Trent, Kenji Hakuta (co-chair 
and principal investigator), Mitchell Chang (executive 
director), Daria Witt-Sandis (associate director), and 

Clara Shin (legal analyst). Via conference calls, e-mails, 
and face-to-face meetings, we deliberated over the cumu- 
lative knowledge of the social sciences. In the course of our 
deliberations, we discovered that the research related to 
race-conscious social policy is substantial and consistent. 
Scientists like to spend much of their time scrutinizing 
each other’s theories and methodologies, something that 
they are trained to do very well. But when one takes sev- 
eral steps back from these local skirmishes and examines 
the entirety of the work with the benefit of distance and 
synthesis, considerable agreement and consemus can be 
found. 

After the panel reached this cons~sus ,  we proceeded 
to consider how existing empirical findings can best in- 
form public policy. We are not naive about the nature of 
public policy, but as responsible researchers, we are aware 
of our social obligation to state in as clear a manner as pos- 
sible what we do know. Given our academic strengths, we 
decided to compile a research volume as a means to 
achieve our objectives. At the initial stages of putting this 
volume together, the expertise of panel members was 
called on to determine the topics for each of the chapters 
and to recommend experts in the field who should be com- 
missioned to write a chapter. Panelists then consulted with 
the writers on the outlines and drafts of each of the chap- 
ters. The result of these collaborative efforts over the 
course of a year and a half is the forthcoming volume, Com- 
pellinglnterest: Examiningthe EvidenceonRacial Dynamics in 
Colleges and Universities, to be published by Teachers Col- 
lege Press in 1999. 

The primary purpose of this article is to synthesize and 
interpret some important information uncovered in the 
volume. Because the volume is not expected to be avail- 
able for the general public until late fall 1999 and because 
the legal landscape concerning race-conscious policies is 
constantly shifting, this article allows us to disseminate 
some of our work in a more timely fashion. Unfortunately, 
p e n  space constraints, the details and references that can 
be found in the volume cannot be fully discussed here. 
Nevertheless, we hope that this article will help to elevate 
the dialog about racesonscious policies until the volume 
can be made available to a broader audience both inside 
and outside academia. We hope that the volume will help 
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