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Imagine the outcry that would ensue if it were revealed that white Americans were found to be 25 times more likely to attend college 

than African-Americans and Hispanic Americans. While this figure does not describe racial disparities in college attendance, it does 

apply to individuals of the highest and lowest income quartiles-children of the former are 25 times more likely to attend a top college 

than those of the latter, according to research published by economists Stephen Rose and Anthony Carnevale. This figure is 

symptomatic of a larger problem-a lack of socioeconomic diversity on college campuses-that needs a carefully considered solution. One 

of the methods that would work to address this concern is socioeconomic affirmative action based on factors such as family income, 

assets, and parental education. 

Generally speaking, I would not be counted among the proponents of affirmative action; I tend to view affirmative action practices as 

aiding victims at the expense of the innocent, to paraphrase Justice Lewis Powell's opinion in the Supreme Court case Regents of the 

University of California v. Bakke (1978), where the court ruled in favor of affirmative action but against quotas. Race-based affirmative 

action smacks of racial quotas, and is widely unpopular in the United States. Since, in colleges, the "underrepresentation of low-income 

students is even greater" than that of racial minorities, it would be better, in the interest of greater equality, for socioeconomic 

affirmative action, which does not discriminate based on race. 

The influence of race in 21st century America is not as pervasive of that as class, primarily because of the nature of the American public 

education system, where children from poorer areas-regardless of ethnic or racial labels-attend what a 2003 Business Week editorial 

called "impoverished public schools." 

By their very nature, underfunded public schools will tend to provide an inferior education. This is a systemic concern, but one that 

colleges could work to account for through socioeconomic affirmative action. In fact, such a program would, as economist Robert Reich 

of the University of California–Berkeley said in a 2008 interview on National Public Radio, "address many of the same issues as race-

based affirmative action, but it would also address the needs of low-income whites." Due to the fact that race-based affirmative action 

ignores low-income non-Black and non-Hispanic groups, who represent the majority of low-income Americans-and, as a consequence, 

tend to not have access to higher education-economic diversity would increase. 

Along the same lines, the absence of a racial preference would not impact racial diversity on college campuses because "people of color 

are still over-represented among the poor," according to Reich, and would cause no more than a two percent decline in African-

American and Hispanic enrollment in highly selective institutions overall, according to Rose and Carnevale, a concern that could be 

mediated by accounting for the poverty rates in communities, generally higher for minorities that benefit from race-based affirmative 

action, and accounting for net worth, which would have the same effect, as African-Americans and Hispanic-Americans tend to have 

much lower net worth than whites. 

Such a program would mediate one of the more interesting problems posed by racial affirmative action, which is that it can benefit 

upper-income African-American and Hispanic students-who have had the same educational advantages of their upper-income Asian 

and white peers-at the expense of lower-income, albeit qualified students of all ethnicities. This is among the primary critiques of racial 

affirmative action, and has been demonstrated empirically. In fact, according to the 1998 book, The Shape of the River: Long-Term 
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Consequences of Considering Race in College and University Admissions by economist William Bowen and attorney Derek Bok, of 

Princeton and Harvard, respectively, 86 percent of African-American students at elite colleges come from middle- or upper-income 

families. Along the same lines, Rose and Carnevale found that "being economically disadvantaged...reduces...chances of enrolling at one 

of the 146 most selective colleges." Taken together, it is clear that racial affirmative action does little to benefit lower-socioeconomic 

status minorities, and diversity overall is negatively impacted-poor whites, and other groups that do not receive any advantages from 

racial affirmative action are underrepresented to an egregious extent. This perverse consequence of race-based affirmative action 

suggests that using race as a proxy for socioeconomic status and, generally, diversity, over-represents high income African-Americans 

and Hispanics at the expense of less-well-off persons of all ethnic groups, a consequence averted by utilizing a broader measure of 

diversity. 

Diversity is just as much a measure of socioeconomic status as it is of racial identity, gender, and religion, among other factors. It is a 

fallacy to assume that admitting high-income minorities, who receive the same preferences under racial affirmative action as individuals 

of the same minority groups that are from the bottom socioeconomic quartile, is as mindful of diversity as ensuring representation of a 

wider variety of socioeconomic circumstances. Data from large polls indicates, too, that Americans recognize this-in a 2003 Newsweek 

poll, 65 percent of persons expressed their preference for income-based affirmative action as opposed to 26 percent for racial 

affirmative action programs. This wide gulf in support suggests a willingness to experiment with a type of program that could very well 

alter the face of higher education in the United States for the better-for greater equality, diversity, and in the interest of the population 

as a whole. 

While Vassar College, as a whole, is quite sensitive to financial need, providing over 60 percent of students with some form of financial 

aid, despite its limited financial means as an institution, there is a national need for accessible higher education. 

Vassar has done its part, but not all institutions are: Vassar provides over $40 million year in financial aid, and is working to reduce the 

burden of loans on students. Specifically, by holding down tuition increases and limiting the amount of loans as part of the financial aid 

packages of its students, perhaps financed through imposing some forms of austerity, whether by merging offices, ending dual-taught 

classes, or otherwise, Vassar can do more than its share; Vassar must maintain its position at the forefront of socioeconomic diversity, 

while being sensitive to institutional financial constraints. 

Other institutions, including graduate and professional schools have successfully used socioeconomic affirmative action to produce 

diverse-both racially and socioeconomically-classes. After a state ban on race considerations in admissions, the University of California 

at Los Angeles's (UCLA) law school instituted a socioeconomic affirmative action program. According to a 2003 Wall Street Journal 

article on the topic, UCLA had a substantial minority and low-socioeconomic status population. In fact, the institution's admissions 

committee chairman said that race is taken into account only at the most minimal level, yet still produced a student body of diverse 

backgrounds, 10 percent of whom were African-American and had a large increase in Asian-American and lower-income white 

students, as well. The UCLA case demonstrates the power of socioeconomic affirmative action to protect and enhance diversity. 

According to UCLA law professor Richard Sander, who studied the case of affirmative action at UCLA, "the revised system 

[socioeconomic affirmative action] created a law student body more diverse and more representative of California." Evidently, the use of 

socioeconomic affirmative action has been effective in producing a diverse-and representative-student body. 

Careful application of affirmative action criteria can result in increasing diversity while minimizing harm to innocent individuals and 

optimizing educational access. Race-based affirmative action doesn't do this as well as socioeconomically-based affirmative action 

would, as rigorous social science research has demonstrated. Affirmative action can work–and be regarded as fair.     

http://online.wsj.com/public/resources/documents/Polk_Diversity_Without_Key_Tool.htm
http://articles.latimes.com/2003/apr/06/nation/na-affirm6/3

