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One in a series of comentaries on the University of M chigan
affirmati ve action cases, scheduled to be argued April 1 before the
U S. Suprene Court.

Presi dent George W Bush is wong in thinking his Texas 10 Percent Pl an
-- which guarantees adnmission to state universities to students who
graduate within the top 10 percent of their high school class, no
matter how bad the school or how | ow their SAT scores -- is a
preferable alternative to affirmative action programs. (Simlar plans
apply to students graduating in the top 4 percent of their high schoo
classes in California and the top 20 percent in Florida.)

Those who criticize the president's plan as discrimnating agai nst
af fluent white kids are al so wong.

My col | eagues and | anal yzed application, adm ssion and enroll nent data
from1990 to 2000 at the University of Texas at Austin and at Texas
A&M the state's public universities with the nost selective adm ssions
t hat had considered race, anong a nyriad of factors, prior to the 1996
Hopwood v. University of Texas Law School ruling. That U.S. Appeal s
Court ruling said that the university could not use race as a factor in
admi ssi ons.

Prior to Hopwood, African Americans represented 3.7 percent of Texas
A&M enrol |l ees, but only 2.4 percent afterward. During the sane peri od,
H spani c enrol |l nent dropped from 12.6 percent to 9.2 percent. At UT-
Austin, African-Anerican enrollnent dropped from4 percent to 3.3
percent, while Hi spanic enrollnment went from 15.8 percent to 13.7
percent.

This is an abysmal showi ng for a state whose popul ation will becone
predonminantly minority, with Hi spanics soon to surpass whites.

Toget her, African Anericans and Hi spanics represented nore than hal f of
Texas' coll ege-age popul ation in 2000, and they produced 45 percent of
hi gh school graduates.

Most critics don't know that the 10-percent plan nerely codified what
was al ready happening. Prior to Hopwood, the top 10 percent of high
school graduates were admtted with near certainty to Texas' public
flagshi p universities, so the new | aw i mpacts graduates ranked bel ow
the top 10 percent. Hopwood reversed the favorabl e adm ssion
probability enjoyed by African-Ameri can and Hi spanic applicants ranked
in the second and third deciles of their graduating classes, but it
greatly inproved the adm ssion chances of simlarly ranked white

st udents.

Contrary to public criticismalleging that the 10-percent plan
privileges high-performng students who attend | ow perform ng school s,



the adm ssion probability of students fromthe nost affluent suburban
hi gh schools who ranked in the second decile actually rose at both
Texas A&M and UT-Austin. UT applicants from 20 affluent feeder schools
(out of 1,450 public high schools), who accounted for 23 percent of all
admittees and 35 percent of enrollees at UT in 2000, have a 32-percent
hi gher chance of adni ssion after the top-10-percent |aw was enacted

t han before 1996.

If the top-10-percent policy were good for minorities, their adm ssion
chances woul d not have dropped. But at Texas A&M the adm ssion
probability of African-American students ranked in the 80th to 89th
percentile of their senior class fell from85 percent to 72 percent,
and from 87 percent to 76 percent for Hi spanics. Likew se, at UT-
Austin, the adm ssion probability of white students of the sane rank

| eapt from 80 percent to 91 percent. Once again, the president's

al l egedly color-blind policy ensures that minority youths fall further
behind in their access to coll ege.

Despite efforts by UT and A&M administrators to recruit high achieving
students from poor and minority school districts, the adn ssion and
enrol | ment anal yses denonstrate that by itself, the top-10-percent
policy is not an alternative to affirmative action for diversifying
canpuses of selective universities. To be mnimally effective, it

requi res a sustained, vigorous outreach programto segregated high
school s and a substantial financial conmtnent for schol arship support.

Before | began investigating what really happened in Texas, | thought
that percent-plan alternatives to affirmative action could achi eve
simlar goals. But the facts reveal otherw se. A supposedly color-blind
plan that capitalizes on persistent and egregi ous segregati on by race
and cl ass that |eaves thousands of Texas children behind in primary and
secondary school cannot equalize college opportunity for mnorities,
ei t her now or when they becone the majority popul ation
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