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Most of the recent discussions held in the American about affirmative action and diversity issues in our colleges and universities sound a great deal like a bunch of squabbling children on a long road trip. The conversation includes those who think we have arrived at our destination (Thernstrom, S & A. Thernstrom, 1997), and those who think we have a long way to go before we reach our goal (Allen, W. R., et al, 1991; Chang, M. J., et al, 2003; Cole, J. & Guy-Sheftal, B., 2003; Tatum, B. D., 1999; Wijeyesinghe C. L. & B. W. Jackson, 2001). Both groups point out the great progress we have made, but they draw distinctly different conclusions based on similar information. Those that believe that we are almost there (Thernstrom, S. & A. Thernstrom, 1997) look to the diversity present in our campuses, the increasing number of minorities in our communities and the increasing openness to interracial marriages as evidence that minorities are being assimilated into the dominant, majority culture just like all of the other proceeding American minorities. Those that view the diversity struggle as just starting (Allen, W. R., et al, 1991; Chang, M. J., et al, 2003; Cole, J. & Guy-Sheftal, B., 2003; Tatum, B. D., 1999; Wijeyesinghe C. L. & B. W. Jackson, 2001) see the persistent pressure from the dominant culture to conform and assimilate as an anathema to their cultural heritage, ethnicity and history. They do not strive for assimilation, rather they strive for a pluralistic society which treasures the diversity present in it’s midst.  The book, Compelling Interest: Examining the Evidence on Racial Dynamics in Colleges and Universities, M.J. Chang, D. Witt, J. Jones, and K. Hakuta, eds. (2003), falls squarely into the latter group. Its editors, writers and researchers purposefully set out to create a volume which creates a snapshot of affirmative action in American colleges and universities. They look at how well affirmative action is working, at the use of merit and standardized testing in admissions, at the social psychological foundations of racism and at the benefits of diversity programs in colleges and universities. The editors’ goal was to look at the existing literature and create a volume which would provide the foundation for future studies on diversity and affirmative action in colleges and universities. They did an admirable job. 

Compelling Interest’s (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003) basic finding is that affirmative action is working in American higher education, but it is under attack and its continued success is dependent upon the concerted advocacy of those who support it. Minority students, particularly those who are poor and lack adequate educational opportunities, would not have much of an opportunity to attend selective institutions were it not for affirmative action. Poor minority students face “hypersegregation,” where poverty compounds racial prejudices (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003). This process starts in lack of access to preschool and follows these children via school tracking and lack of college-prep courses. The end result is that Black and Latina/o students are not as well prepared for college as their White and Asian peers.  These students are then less able to score well on their SATs or their GPA’s (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003). These lower test scores make it more difficult for students to be admitted into selective colleges based on the merit of their test scores (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003). The meritocracy of the American system assumes equal footings for the foundations of education. Unfortunately for minorities, the system is inherently unjust and weighted to favor the majority population (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003). This means that admissions departments must be very intentional about the selection criteria for their minority students, so that a truly diverse student body is created on campus. Diversity will not just occur by increasing financial aide and encouraging minority recruitment (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003). A more concerted effort is needed. 

 Yet for all the difficulties in attaining diversity in higher education, the authors of Compelling Interest found that when schools are able to create genuine diversity on campuses, both majority and minority students reap the benefits (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003). True diversity on campus, one that is reflected within the curriculum, faculty, extracurricular actives and student body, is transformative and offers greater opportunities for success after graduation. Diversity allows universities to serve the “‘compelling interests’ of the individual, the institution, the private sector and the society (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003, 169).”
The authors conclude the book by affirming that great strides have been made in achieving racial diversity within American colleges and universities (Chang, et al, 2003). Minority participation, matriculation and graduation have increased on American campuses. Minority graduate professionals and faculty have also increased in number. However, there is still much room for improvement (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003). Racism still exists in America, and it affects every aspect of education from preschool to standardized testing. Yet the greatest challenges to diversity in American education are the “pernicious myths” that pervade racism in America society (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003, 171). These myths: 1) that racism has ended; 2) that universities are now inclusive; 3) that minorities are underrepresented because they are inherently inferior; and 4) that merit is best measured by test scores, must be addressed before any significant changes regarding diversity in American higher education can be made (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003).  Essentially, the authors and editors of Compelling Interest state that there will be a need for affirmative action until: 1) all effects of discrimination have been removed; 2) the “educational playing field is leveled;” 3) all students of any race, creed or class have an equal chance at educational success; 4) and merit is determined by a combination of many things other than test scores (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003, 178). 

The efforts of the editor and writers of Compelling Interest is admirable. They presented well written arguments that both the lay person and the academic could understand. Their research reviews all available information regarding the subject, including the research which does not support affirmative action (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003). They create a compelling argument for the continued support of diversity in higher education. This argument is very critical of the idea of meritocracy and its inherent prejudices. In addition, they provide very useful information in the two appendixes which review the history of affirmative action and define the terms associated with the study (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003).

Unfortunately, the editors and writers do not offer clear suggestions on how to address the legal situations surrounding affirmative action (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003). This is due in part to poor timing. The book went to press just before the Supreme Court issued its most recent ruling regarding affirmative action (Grutter v. Bollinger, et al, 2003). The editors did express concern over the potential problems that could arise depending upon the type of ruling that might be handed down (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003).  The other reason that the writers did not offer suggestions for future actions was because it was not the purpose of the book (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003). The editors wanted to offer a comprehensive overview of the available options. They were not trying to offer solutions; instead, they were trying to provide the groundwork for future research. The unfortunate result is that the book leaves the reader wishing for more... a road map for this trip, perhaps? 

Compelling Interests (Chang, M.J., et al, 2003) is a good read that does address a specific need, i.e., a compressive study of diversity in American higher education. It creates a foundation on which other scholars will be able to address the issues of how to make diversity happen without quotas, how to address the needs of undeserved minority populations, and how to re-frame the discussion surrounding merit.  It offers proof that we have come a long way on our road trip. It is a resounding, “No, we’re not there yet!”  We need to keep asking though; we might get there sooner than expected. 
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