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Figure 2. The Cost of Disadvantage (in SAT Points), by Category of Disadvantage

Source: Anthony P. Carnevale and Jeff Strohl, “How Increasing College Access Is Increasing Inequality, and What to Do about It,” in Rewarding Strivers, ed. 
Richard D. Kahlenberg (New York: The Century Foundation Press, 2010), Table 3.7 on 170.

These fi ndings suggest that a meritocratic system would provide a lot of affi rmative action to economically 
disadvantaged students who beat the odds, and a little bit of affi rmative action based on race. Yet today’s colleges 
and universities do the opposite: providing substantial preferences based on race and virtually no preference based on 
class. According to William Bowen and colleagues, at highly selective institutions, for students within a given SAT 
range, being an underrepresented minority increases one’s chances of admission by 28 percentage points. (That is, a 
white student with a given record might have a 30 percent chance of admission, but an African-American or Latino 
student with a similar record would have a 58 percent chance of admission.) By contrast, Bowen found, students from 
poor families receive “essentially no break in the admissions process; they fare neither better nor worse than other 
applicants.”

Signifi cantly, the relatively small role of race in the fi ndings should not be read to suggest that racism and 
discrimination are a thing of the past, but rather that economic criteria can often capture ongoing discrimination. 
Racial discrimination in the employment sector is refl ected in lower earnings for black families. Likewise, ongoing 
discrimination in the housing market is refl ected in the fact that black and Latino students are much more likely to live 
in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty than whites of similar income. 

The Carnevale and Strohl study could have important ramifi cations for the future shape of affi rmative action, a policy 
which is under legal attack at the University of Texas. For more information on the implications of the Carnevale 
and Strohl study for the future of affi rmative action policies, see Richard D. Kahlenberg, “Toward a New Affi rmative 
action,” Chronicle of Higher Education Review, May 30, 2010, available at http://chronicle.com/article/Toward-a-New-
Affi rmative/65675/.

* Financial aid can help increase graduation rates, but by itself will not necessarily increase
   socioeconomic diversity.

Evidence suggests that fi nancial aid is necessary, but not suffi cient to changing the economic profi le of universities. 
At the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, according to Edward B. Fiske’s chapter, a generous fi nancial 
aid program, instituted in 2004, has been successful in boosting the graduation rate among low-income students. 
Traditionally, low-income and working-class students drop out at much higher rates than students from more-affl uent 
families, as fi nancial worries and the need to work jobs with long hours distract from studies. Fiske found that the 
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Carolina Covenant, which provides fi nancial aid and support to students earning below 200 percent of the poverty line, 
boosted graduation rates of low-income students by almost 10 percent.

At the same time, however, the proportion of low-income students (defi ned as those eligible for Pell Grants) has 
remained fl at, as Carolina has insisted that low-income students should not be given any break in admissions. The 
lesson: to increase access, universities must address both fi nancial aids and admissions policies.

* Stratifi cation is increasing in higher education.

The good news is that more students are going to college than ever before; but the bad news, according to Carnevale 
and Strohl’s research, is that stratifi cation is increasing within higher education. Just as public elementary and 
secondary schools saw affl uent white fl ight to suburban schools in the 1970s and 1980s, so higher education is seeing 
the same fl ight by affl uent white students to selective institutions. Between 1994 and 2006, Carnevale and Strohl fi nd, 
white student representation declined from 79 percent to 58 percent at less-selective and noncompetitive institutions, 
while black student representation soared from 11 percent to 28 percent, twice their share of the high school class. 
American higher education is in danger of quickly becoming both separate and unequal.

* Attending a selective college is likely to be worth the investment.

Going to a selective, wealthy institution of higher education may indeed be worth the investment (and not just 
for getting appointed to the U.S. Supreme Court). Colleges with low selectivity spend about $12,000 per student, 
compared with $92,000 per student at the most selective institutions. Moreover, in the wealthiest 10 percent of 
institutions, students pay just 20 cents for every dollar spent on them, compared with the poorest 10 percent of 
institutions, where students pay 78 cents of every dollar spent on them. Selective institutions are much more likely 
to graduate equally qualifi ed students than less-selective colleges and universities. Earnings are 45 percent higher for 
students who graduated from more-selective institutions, particularly low-income students. And according to research 
by Thomas Dye, 54 percent of America’s corporate leaders and 42 percent of government leaders are graduates of just 
twelve institutions.

Endorsements

The Century Foundation continues its trailblazing mission to prevent the tragic waste of human talent that threatens 
America’s future. Rewarding Strivers presents provocative research and analysis that provides a blueprint for the way forward.

   —William R. Fitzsimmons, Dean of Admissions, Harvard University

The terrible “secret” of higher education in America is that too few students from poorer families have access to it, mobility 
based on talent is sorely incomplete, and that institutions and society suffer from a resulting lack of talent. Kahlenberg 
again gathers the best thinkers on how to challenge this status quo; what to do, what works and what does not.

   —Anthony Marx, President, Amherst College
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