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Original Article

Race-based affirmative action in college admission was estab-
lished to increase the presence of racial minorities historically 
underrepresented in higher education (Garrison-Wade and 
Lewis 2004; Hirschman and Berrey 2017). Since its inception 
in the 1960s, the legitimacy of race-based affirmative action in 
college admissions has been a subject of heated controversy 
(Long and Bateman 2020). The Regents of the University of 
California v. Bakke (1978) and Grutter v. Bollinger (2003) rul-
ings of the Supreme Court recognized the importance of race-
conscious admission processes for fostering diversity and 
inclusion in higher education. However, there has been a lack 
of consistency in subsequent Supreme Court decisions regard-
ing the support for using race as a factor in college admission. 
In 2023, the Supreme Court dismantled race-based affirmative 
action in a case involving Harvard University and the 
University of North Carolina, through Students for Fair 
Admissions Inc. v. President & Fellows of Harvard College 
(2023). Similarly, beginning in the 1990s, an increasing num-
ber of state governments have enacted bans on race-conscious 

college admission (Hirschman and Berrey 2017; Long and 
Bateman 2020).

Although race-conscious college admission policies 
were struck down, a multitude of studies found evidence 
pointing to the endurance, and potential exacerbation, of 
racial inequality in higher education (Baker, Klasik, and 
Reardon 2018; Kehal, Hirschman, and Berrey 2021; Long 
and Bateman 2020; Reardon, Baker, and Klasik 2012; Voss, 
Hout, and George 2022). White and Asian students have 
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demonstrated higher representation within higher educa-
tion, whereas racial minority groups, including Black, 
Hispanic,1 and Native American students, continue to face 
heightened structural barriers when seeking admission to 
colleges, particularly to four-year selective institutions 
(Espinosa et  al. 2019; Irwin et  al. 2022). Unfortunately, 
given the increased socioeconomic importance of college 
degrees, the underrepresentation of these minority groups 
within higher education will contribute to perpetuating 
racial disparities in occupational and other socioeconomic 
outcomes (Baker et  al. 2018; Goldin and Katz 2009; 
Tamborini, Kim, and Sakamoto 2015).

Supporters of race-conscious college admission bans 
have often insisted that race-neutral alternative measures, 
such as affirmative action based on family socioeconomic 
status (SES), could serve as effective substitutes for race-
based affirmative action (Kane 2003; Potter 2014; Reardon 
et al. 2018). The fact that 27 percent of Hispanic and 31 per-
cent of Black youth lived in poverty in 2016, in contrast to 
10 percent of White and Asian youth (Wilson and Schieder 
2018), indicates that the diminished levels of K–12 academic 
achievement among racial minority children are, in part, 
linked to their family SES. However, the question remains 
whether SES-based affirmative action in college admission 
can yield a commensurate level of racial diversity achieved 
by race-based affirmative action, given the historical racism 
deeply seated within the United States (Du Bois 1903; Feagin 
and Ducey 2018; Fredrickson 2015; Kane 2003).

In this research, we use four restricted-use longitudinal 
datasets from the National Center for Education Statistics 
(NCES) to track racial disparities in whether and where 
young adults enrolled at the postsecondary level from the 
1980s through the 2010s. Although earlier studies included 
some of the datasets used in this study (Grodsky 2007; 
Reardon et al. 2012; Voss et al. 2022), data from the 2010s 
were often omitted, leaving the most recent trends veiled. 
Importantly, our analyses indeed demonstrate that racial gaps 
in attending four-year selective colleges have widened, with 
the most pronounced disparities emerging in the 2010s. 
Black and Hispanic students continue to face inequities in 
higher education. Furthermore, our analyses reveal that the 
incorporation of controls for parents’ income, education, and 
other family background variables rarely alters the trends of 
racial inequality in higher education. The implications of 
these findings for the ongoing policy debate on affirmative 
action bans in higher education are discussed.

Literature Review

Policymakers and researchers have recognized that educa-
tional expansion fuels economic growth in the United States 

1We use Hispanic rather than Latinx in this study to be consistent 
with the phrasing respondents encountered in the surveys.

(Fischer and Hout 2006; Goldin and Katz 2009). Besides the 
economic benefits, democratic social efforts to provide equal 
educational opportunities for all children have driven rapid 
expansion in higher education in the United States, often 
marked as the “college for all” movement (Goyette 2008). 
However, it is unclear whether educational expansion guar-
antees a reduction in racial inequality in higher education.

The maximally maintained inequality (MMI) (Raftery 
and Hout 1993) and effectively maintained inequality (EMI) 
perspectives (Lucas 2001) provide seminal sociological 
insight into the relationship between educational expansion 
and inequality (Alon 2009; Arum, Gamoran, and Shavit 
2007). The MMI perspective suggests that when access to 
college entrance is expanded, privileged groups maintain 
their advantage by disproportionately occupying the addi-
tional capacity generated by the expansion (Raftery and Hout 
1993). Once privileged groups reach a saturation point in 
terms of college entrance, educational inequality can be 
maintained through differences in the prestige of the institu-
tions they attend. The EMI perspective proposes that privi-
leged groups maintain their advantage by disproportionately 
attending selective colleges (Lucas 2001).

Both the MMI and EMI perspectives underscore that edu-
cational expansion does not necessarily reduce educational 
inequality. Although these perspectives are generally applied 
to studies into educational inequality on the basis of family 
SES (Alon 2009; Oh and Kim 2020; Torche 2011), these may 
also be relevant to race-based educational inequality (Baker 
et al. 2018; Espinosa et al. 2019). That is to say, the expan-
sion of higher education might not have alleviated Black and 
Hispanic students’ disadvantages in college entrance (i.e., 
MMI) and/or might have provoked institutional changes 
growing White and Asian students’ advantages in attending 
selective colleges (i.e., EMI).

Alon (2009) suggested that EMI in higher education 
occurs through two mechanisms: adaptation and exclusion. 
Although privileged groups cultivate their children’s aca-
demic currencies through K–12 to meet the evolving admis-
sion criteria (i.e., adaptation), they also contribute to 
changing the contours of the admission criteria favoring their 
children (i.e., exclusion). Consistent with this theoretical 
speculation on exclusion, Baker (2019) documented that the 
spread of state-level bans on race-conscious college admis-
sion policies might have been provoked by the scarcity of 
access to selective colleges for White students. Certainly, 
considering the important role of race-based affirmative 
action in the history of the United States (Bowen and Bok 
1998), the bans on such policies can play a role in limiting 
the benefits racial minority children can obtain from the 
expansion of higher education.

After centuries-old slavery and racism in the United 
States, the foundation of race-based affirmative action in 
higher education was established in the civil rights era 
(Garrison-Wade and Lewis 2004). Race began to be consid-
ered a factor in the admission process to remedy past racial 
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discrimination and equalize admission requirements in the 
1960s (Hirschman and Berrey 2017). Previous studies have 
documented that race-based affirmative action in higher edu-
cation contributes to improving the presence of historically 
underrepresented racial minorities in higher education 
(Bowen and Bok 1998; Garrison-Wade and Lewis 2004). 
However, since their inception, race-conscious college 
admission policies have sparked furious debates on its legal-
ity and justice, coupled with a series of important decisions 
of the Supreme Court (Long and Bateman 2020).

In its Regents of the University of California v. Bakke rul-
ing in 1978, the Court acknowledged the constitutionality of 
affirmative action, allowing race to be considered as one 
factor in admissions decisions. Similarly, the Grutter v. 
Bollinger ruling in 2003 upheld the use of race in a holistic 
admissions process. Conversely, starting in California, 
Texas, Washington, and Florida in the 1990s, a number of 
states prohibited their universities from using race as a fac-
tor in admission decisions (Hirschman and Berrey 2017; 
Long and Bateman 2020). The Gratz v. Bollinger (2003) rul-
ing struck down a mechanistic points system in undergradu-
ate admissions. The Fisher v. University of Texas at Austin 
(2013, 2016) rulings underscored that race-conscious admis-
sions policy was permissible as long as it met strict scrutiny 
standards. The Schuette v. Coalition to Defend Affirmative 
Action (2014) ruling supported the ban on public colleges 
and universities’ using race as a factor in admissions. On 
June 29, 2023, the Supreme Court issued a 6–3 verdict to 
dismantle race-based college admission processes in a case 
involving Harvard University and the University of North 
Carolina. In 2014, only 35 percent of about 1,000 selective 
institutions reported considering race in college admission 
(Hirschman and Berrey 2017).

Unfortunately, although race-based affirmative action in 
college admission has been withdrawn, researchers have dis-
covered that racial minorities continue to be underrepre-
sented in higher education both in terms of admissions and 
persistence (Baker et al. 2018; Kehal et al. 2021; Long and 
Bateman 2020; Reardon et al. 2012; Voss et al. 2022). This 
fact underscores the pressing need for reinstating race-con-
scious college admission policies or providing alternative 
policies to substitute them. However, previous research has 
not found that alternative policies are as effective as race-
conscious college admission policies in promoting racial 
diversity in higher education (Byrd 2021; Long and Bateman 
2020; Reardon et al. 2018).

Some opponents of race-based affirmative action in 
higher education have insisted that such policies can be 
replaced by SES-based affirmative action (Kane 2003; Potter 
2014; Reardon et al. 2018). Racial disparities in K–12 educa-
tional outcomes are certainly associated with differences in 
family SES (Downey 2008; Hattie 2008; Kao and Thompson 
2003), indicating that SES-based affirmative action has posi-
tive effects, to some extent, on enhancing racial diversity in 
higher education. However, it should be noted that the educa-
tional barriers faced by racial minority children are rooted 

not only in their disadvantaged family background but also 
in institutional and direct racism deeply ingrained in the 
United States (Bloome 2014; Feagin and Ducey 2018; 
Massey et al. 2011). For instance, there are systematic racial 
differences in the educational quality of K–12 schools and 
students’ experiences within those schools (Clotfelter, Ladd, 
and Vigdor 2005; Condron and Roscigno 2003; Irwin et al. 
2022; Logan, Minca, and Adar 2012; Orfield et  al. 2014). 
After decades of social conflict and shifting legal rulings, 
schools resegregated, reaching 1960s levels of segregation 
by the mid-1990s (Fiel and Zhang 2019), with the share of 
predominantly Black or Hispanic schools even increasing 
since the early 2000s (U.S. Government Accountability 
Office 2016). Individual disadvantages are compounded in 
predominantly Black or Hispanic schools because of height-
ened negative impacts on learning from extraschool inequal-
ity, as well as reduced access to resources and dominant 
forms of capital within these schools (Noguera 2003; 
Rothstein 2004; Shifrer 2022). White and Asian youth, in 
contrast, have more access to “high-growth” schools 
(Hanselman and Fiel 2017). Black and Hispanic youth’s col-
lege attendance outcomes may also be uniquely shaped by 
their disproportionate experiences with exclusionary disci-
pline in school and with the criminal justice system (Wang 
2018; Western and Wildeman 2009).

To contribute to the ongoing debate surrounding race-
based affirmative action in higher education, this study aims 
to elucidate the trajectory of racial disparities in whether 
and where young adults enrolled at the postsecondary level 
from the 1980s through the 2010s. This observed period 
spans the decade preceding the emergence of state-level 
affirmative action bans in the 1990s and the subsequent 
three decades. Although the data do not allow us to conclu-
sively demonstrate a causal relationship between the trends 
we observe in racial patterns in college admissions and pol-
icy revisions, it is crucial to monitor and document changes 
in college admission outcomes over time to assess progress 
toward racial equity.

In addition to the three datasets from the 1980s to the 
2000s, covered by prior studies, our research is the first to 
incorporate the most recent dataset from the 2010s. This 
addition facilitates updated insights into the evolution of 
racial inequality in higher education. Furthermore, we con-
sider a comprehensive range of family SES variables, includ-
ing parents’ income and education, to explore whether the 
racial patterns in college admissions we found are altered by 
controlling for related racial differences in family SES.

Analytic Strategy

Data and Sample

In this study, we use four restricted-use datasets: High School 
and Beyond, the National Education Longitudinal Study of 
1988, the Education Longitudinal Study of 2002, and High 
School Longitudinal Study of 2009. The nationally 
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representative longitudinal surveys each followed a cohort of 
high school students for nine or more years to examine their 
high school and postsecondary experiences, respectively 
representing the cohorts graduating high school in 1982, 
1992, 2004, and 2013. We include respondents who gradu-
ated or dropped out of high school as of November in the 
year most of the cohort graduated high school (i.e., exclud-
ing those continuing on in high school beyond four years). 
Results from sensitivity analyses excluding the small num-
ber of respondents who dropped out of high school do not 
alter our main findings at all. The unweighted sample sizes 
are about 8,900 for High School and Beyond, 9,590 for the 
National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988, 10,350 for 
the Education Longitudinal Study of 2002, and 11,240 for 
the High School Longitudinal Study of 2009. Note that 
NCES requires that all unweighted frequencies be rounded 
to the nearest 10. Missing values on independent variables 
are handled using multiple imputation by chained equations 
(von Hippel 2007; White, Royston, and Wood 2011).

Statistical Models

We first estimate multinomial logistic models for each 
cohort, as our dependent variable (i.e., college attendance 
outcomes) is categorical. As the multinomial logit coeffi-
cients are hardly interpretable and should not be compared 
across different models, we subsequently calculate postesti-
mate predicted probabilities to show disparities in college 
attendance outcomes relative to White young adults within 
each cohort, and then differences in those disparities for all 
later cohorts relative to the 1982 cohort.

We construct a four-category dependent variable that 
combines consideration of college attendance status and 
selectivity of the institution attended as of November in 
the year when most of the cohort graduated high school: 
no college, two-year college, four-year nonselective col-
lege, and four-year selective college. The four NCES sur-
veys asked respondents to report their college attendance 
status at different time points, but they also collected 
information on the college enrollment date or the enroll-
ment status by month. Using this information, we create a 
new variable indicating college attendance as of November 
in the year when most of the cohort graduated high school, 
which was the earliest month we could consistently iden-
tify across the four cohorts (i.e., November in 1982, 1992, 
2004, or 2013). As most respondents graduated from high 
school in May or June and entered college in August or 
September, the likelihood of students transferring between 
high school graduation and November of the same year is 
low. However, we acknowledge that this methodological 
choice has limitations and may not capture all college 
attendance patterns.

On the basis of Barron’s Profiles of American Colleges, we 
classify noncompetitive, less competitive, and competitive 

institutions as “nonselective” and very competitive, highly 
competitive, and most competitive as “selective.” In prelimi-
nary analyses using all six selectivity levels, patterns were 
similar for the institutions in the three lower selectivity levels, 
just as patterns were similar for those in the three higher 
selectivity levels. Thus, in the main analyses, we use a simpli-
fied version of this variable to present more concise results.

The race variable has four categories: White (refer-
ence), Black, Hispanic, and Asian. To examine how the 
inclusion of the controls for family SES alters the patterns 
of racial disparities we observe, we account for family 
income percentile (13 categories), parents’ educational 
level percentile (less than high school, high school, some 
college, bachelor’s degree, or advanced degree), high 
school location (urban, suburban, or rural), and high school 
type (private or public). We also control for gender (male 
or female). Sensitivity analyses, when conducted sepa-
rately for men and women, do not result in a substantial 
variation in the findings presented in this article. All 
covariates are centered at the mean. Also, considering the 
survey design, we weighted and adjusted all estimations to 
be representative of each population.

Results

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics of the analytic variables 
used in this study. The proportion of young adults who were 
not enrolled in college dropped from 0.51 to 0.23 between 
1982 and 2013, indicating the rapid expansion of higher 
education during the observed period. Accordingly, the pro-
portions of students who attended two-year and four-year 
selective colleges grew from 0.18 to 0.30 and from 0.07 to 
0.21, respectively. However, the proportions of those who 
attended four-year nonselective colleges were around 0.25 
across cohorts.

One potential scenario is that the aforementioned overall 
trend might not vary on the basis of race, indicating that the 
expansion of higher education might result in an equitable 
advantage for different racial groups. On the other hand, in 
line with the MMI and EMI perspectives, Black and 
Hispanic students might have consistently exhibited low 
probabilities of enrolling in college, with an escalating dis-
advantage in securing admission to four-year selective 
institutions. The next phase of this study involves investi-
gating these two competing possibilities through regression 
models, both without and with the inclusion of control vari-
ables. The bottom section of Table 1 presents descriptive 
statistics for the control variables.

Figure 1 illustrates the predicted probabilities of col-
lege attendance outcomes categorized by cohort and race. 
The full multinomial models are provided in Table A1 in 
the Appendix. The unadjusted models present estimations 
without controls, whereas the adjusted models incorporate 
controls. Despite the broad expansion of education, the 
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unadjusted model indicates that the racial disparities in 
the likelihood of being unenrolled have rarely diminished 
over time, in line with the MMI perspective. The adjusted 
model shows insignificant White-Black and White-
Hispanic gaps, suggesting that differences in SES may be 
important in explaining racial differences in terms of col-
lege entry.

However, of greater importance, while the probability of 
enrolling in two- or four-year nonselective colleges increased 
over time for Black and Hispanic young adults, the under-
representation of Black and Hispanic students in four-year 
selective colleges became more conspicuous, aligning with 
the EMI perspective. Despite the inclusion of family SES 
and other covariates, which moderately mitigate racial dis-
parities in attending four-year selective colleges, the trend of 
widening racial gaps in the probability of securing admission 
to four-year selective colleges over time is evident in both 
unadjusted and adjusted models.

Furthermore, we examine the statistical significance of 
the observed racial disparities and any changes in these 
disparities. Table 2 presents the racial gaps in college 

attendance within each cohort, displaying predicted prob-
abilities for White young adults and the differences in pre-
dicted probabilities (i.e., marginal effects) relative to 
White adults for Black, Hispanic, and Asian adults. As an 
illustration, for the 1982 cohort in the unadjusted models, 
the predicted probability of attending a two-year college 
was 18 percent for White youth and two percentage points 
lower for Black youth than for White youth. Although the 
controls for family SES and other covariates do influence 
the size and significance of some marginal effects, both 
unadjusted and adjusted models yield similar results.

In the most consistent pattern, the predicted probability 
of attending a four-year selective college remains signifi-
cantly lower for Black and Hispanic youth compared with 
White youth in the two youngest cohorts, even in adjusted 
models. Specifically, according to the unadjusted model, 
in the 1982 cohort, Black and Hispanic youth were four 
percentage points less likely to enter four-year selective 
colleges. The gaps between White-Black and White-
Hispanic students in attending such institutions grew to 
15 percent and 14 percent, respectively, in the 2013 cohort. 
The adjusted models indicate that the inclusion of controls 
for family SES mitigated the disadvantages faced by 
Black and Hispanic youth in entering four-year selective 
colleges, reducing them to statistically nonsignificant lev-
els in the 1982 cohort. However, even with the inclusion 
of controls, the White-Black and White-Hispanic gaps in 
entering four-year selective colleges remained statisti-
cally significant in the 2013 cohort. In this cohort, Black 
and Hispanic youth were still eight and seven percentage 
points, respectively, less likely than their White counter-
parts to secure admission to four-year selective colleges.

Moreover, Table 3 presents variations in the extent of 
racial disparities in college attendance outcomes across 
later cohorts in comparison with the 1982 cohort. For 
instance, in the unadjusted models, the White-Black gap in 
the predicted probability of attending a two-year college 
was two percentage points wider in the 1992 cohort than in 
the 1982 cohort; however, this change is not statistically 
significant. While the unadjusted models indicate a signifi-
cant decrease in the relative disadvantages faced by Black 
and Hispanic young adults in attending two-year or four-
year nonselective colleges compared with their White 
counterparts, these differences in disparities lose signifi-
cance in the adjusted models. Importantly, the racial gaps in 
the predicted probabilities of attending a four-year selective 
college widened significantly. From 1982 to 2013, the 
White-Black and White-Hispanic gaps in entering such 
institutions increased by about 11 percentage points with-
out controlling for family SES. Even with the controls, the 
White-Black and White-Hispanic gaps increased by seven 
and five percentage points, respectively. The results are 
consistent with the EMI perspective and also suggest that 
only a portion of racial disparities in attending selective 
institutions can be attributed to differences in family  
SES. Our supplementary analyses on gender differences 

Table 1.  Descriptive Statistics.

1982 1992 2004 2013

College attendance outcomes
  Not enrolled .51 .38 .31 .23
  Two-year .18 .22 .27 .30
  Four-year nonselective .24 .26 .24 .26
  Four-year selective .07 .13 .18 .21
Race
  White .80 .76 .68 .61
  Black .12 .10 .14 .13
  Hispanic .07 .09 .14 .22
  Asian .02 .04 .04 .05
Covariates
  Family income 

(percentile mean)
.44 .44 .44 .47

  Parents’ education 
(percentile mean)

.38 .39 .39 .37

High school location
  Urban .19 .26 .29 .31
  Suburban .49 .42 .51 .45
  Rural .31 .32 .20 .24
  Public high school .90 .91 .92 .91
  Woman .52 .51 .54 .50
n 8,900 9,590 10,350 11,240

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 
Statistics, High School and Beyond (1980–1982), National Education 
Longitudinal Study of 1988 (1988–1992), Education Longitudinal Study of 
2002 (2002–2004), and High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (2009–2013).
Note: Means and proportions are weighted and adjusted for survey design 
and to be representative of the population. Unweighted frequencies 
are rounded to the nearest 10, as required by the National Center 
for Education Statistics. “Nonselective” includes noncompetitive, less 
competitive, and competitive institutions, while “selective” includes very 
competitive, highly competitive, and most competitive institutions, as 
recorded in Barron’s Profiles of American Colleges.
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(available upon request) indicate that the MMI and EMI 
trends are observable for both men and women.

Limitations

We acknowledge that certain unobserved variables (e.g., fam-
ily wealth) could potentially revise our findings, although the 
restricted-use datasets used in this study provide more compre-
hensive measures of family SES compared with those found in 
most national datasets. It should also be noted that controlling 
for racial differences in family SES is an insufficient method to 

evaluate the effectiveness of SES-based affirmative action as a 
replacement for race-based affirmative action (Kane 2003). 
Furthermore, our delineation of racial inequality relies on the 
four racial categories within the datasets. It is important to note 
that racial categories are a social construct, and there may be 
shifts in how respondents identify with these categories (Byrd 
2021; Teranishi et al. 2020). We also were unable to incorpo-
rate some racial groups, such as Native Americans, due to their 
limited sample size.

Additionally, we recognize that certain young adults might 
enter college or transfer later in their adult lives. However, 

Figure 1.  Predicted probabilities of college attendance by race.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School and Beyond (1980–1982), National Education Longitudinal 
Study of 1988 (1988–1992), Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (2002–2004), and High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (2009–2013).
Note: The vertical lines represent the 95 percent confidence intervals. Estimations are weighted and adjusted for survey design and to be representative 
of each population. Adjusted models include controls for family income, parents’ education, high school location, public high school, and gender. All 
covariates are centered at their means. “Nonselective” includes noncompetitive, less competitive, and competitive institutions, while “selective” includes 
very competitive, highly competitive, and most competitive institutions, as recorded in Barron’s Profiles of American Colleges.
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incorporating data from the four national datasets required a 
focus on young adulthood. By focusing on those who enroll in 
college soon after high school, we capture a more expansive 
view of racial inequality because those who enroll in college 
later in adulthood likely experience fewer educational and 
occupational benefits (Oh and Kim 2020; Taniguchi 2005).

Finally, although data limitations prevent us from estab-
lishing causal relationships between race-based affirmative 
action bans and the observed changes over cohorts, this 
research documents a significant shift in racial disparities in 
college admission outcomes from the 1980s through the 
2010s. Black and Hispanic students are becoming increas-
ingly less likely to be admitted to selective colleges com-
pared with their White or Asian peers. In the following 
section, we further discuss the implications of our findings.

Discussion

Motivated by the ongoing controversy surrounding the pro-
liferation of race-affirmative action bans in higher educa-
tion, this study delineates the evolution of racial disparities 
in college attendance outcomes between the 1980s and 
2010s. Although the college enrollment rate increased for all 
racial groups, the expansion of education hardly changed 
the existing racial gaps in college entrance, aligning with the 
MMI perspective. More notably, the gaps between White-
Black and White-Hispanic students in attending selective 
four-year colleges have widened, providing support for the 
EMI perspective. The results suggest that the MMI and EMI 
perspectives assist in comprehending not only educational 
inequalities on the basis of family SES but also those rooted 
in race (Baker et al. 2018; Espinosa et al. 2019).

Corroborating earlier findings on the growing racial 
inequality at the postsecondary level, especially within selec-
tive institutions (Baker et al. 2018; Kehal et al. 2021; Long and 
Bateman 2020; Reardon et  al. 2012), this research offers 
timely updates on the evolving nature of racial inequality in 
higher education by integrating the latest dataset from the 
2010s. The educational stratification based on race, directing 
White and Asian youth toward four-year selective colleges 
while steering Black and Hispanic youth toward two-year or 
nonselective four-year colleges, became even more pro-
nounced in the 2010s. Furthermore, the observed trend is not 
substantially altered by controlling for students’ family SES. 
The inclusion of these controls partially mitigates racial dis-
parities in college attendance outcomes, particularly in the 
1980s and the 1990s. However, even when adjusting for all the 
covariates observed in this study, significant racial disparities 
in securing access to four-year selective colleges persisted in 
the 2000s and the 2010s. More importantly, the incorporation 
of family SES controls rarely alters the trend of widening 
racial disparities in attending four-year selective colleges. The 
recent decision of the Supreme Court in 2023 is likely to con-
tribute to maintaining, if not further exacerbating, the dearth of 
racial diversity in selective postsecondary institutions.

Some supporters of race-based affirmative action bans 
insist that other avenues still remain open for postsecondary 
institutions to address racial inequality in higher education. 
Colleges are encouraged to account for differences in the pres-
tige of students’ precollege educational institutions or differ-
ences in their resources for learning (Akos et al. 2023; Fletcher 
and Tienda 2009). Given the high degree of segregation by 
race in neighborhoods and K–12 schools, and the profound 
implications of this segregation for educational, occupational, 

Table 3.  Differences in Racial Disparities in College Attendance in the 1992, 2004, and 2013 Cohorts Relative to the 1982 Cohort.

Unadjusted Models Adjusted Models

  1992 2004 2013 1992 2004 2013

Outcome: two-year college
  Black −.02 (.03) .02 (.02) .08 (.03)** −.03 (.03) −.01 (.03) .02 (.03)
  Hispanic .08 (.03)* .07 (.03)* .14 (.03)*** .05 (.03) .03 (.03) .06 (.03)
  Asian −.04 (.05) −.10 (.05) −.08 (.05) −.03 (.06) −.10 (.05) −.08 (.06)
Outcome: four-year nonselective college
  Black .03 (.03) .07 (.03)** .07 (.03)** .01 (.03) .05 (.03) .05 (.03)
  Hispanic .02 (.03) .00 (.02) .05 (.02)* .02 (.03) −.01 (.02) .05 (.03)
  Asian −.05 (.04) −.05 (.04) −.02 (.04) −.05 (.04) −.04 (.04) −.01 (.04)
Outcome: four-year selective college
  Black −.04 (.02)* −.11 (.01)*** −.11 (.02)*** −.04 (.02) −.09 (.02)*** −.07 (.02)***
  Hispanic −.03 (.02) −.09 (.02)*** −.11 (.02)*** −.01 (.02) −.04 (.02)* −.05 (.02)*
  Asian .02 (.04) .01 (.04) .03 (.04) .01 (.03) .05 (.03) .04 (.03)

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School and Beyond (1980–1982), National Education Longitudinal 
Study of 1988 (1988–1992), Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (2002–2004), and High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (2009–2013).
Note: The base outcome category is not enrolled. Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. Estimations are weighted and adjusted for survey design 
and to be representative of each population. Adjusted models include controls for family income, parents’ education, high school location, public high 
school, and gender. All covariates are centered at their means. “Nonselective” includes noncompetitive, less competitive, and competitive institutions, 
while “selective” includes very competitive, highly competitive, and most competitive institutions, as recorded in Barron’s Profiles of American Colleges.
*p < .05, **p < .01, and ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).
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and health outcomes (Noguera 2003; Rothstein 2004; Shifrer 
2022), the applicants’ former educational institution may be 
one effective proxy for race in college admissions. Similarly, a 
more holistic approach to admissions—one that considers an 
applicant’s achievements in the context of their background 
and circumstances, rather than relying on metrics such as stan-
dardized test scores—is suggested as an avenue for addressing 
inequity in admission to selective colleges (Akos et al. 2023; 
Coleman and Keith 2018; Jelks 2010).

In addition, it is imperative to narrow racial disparities in 
educational outcomes at the K–12 and earlier levels (Condron 
and Roscigno 2003; Logan et al. 2012; Rothstein 2004). As 
long as race remains a determinant of children’s opportuni-
ties to develop academic capacities or credentials, the legiti-
macy of considering race in college admissions to remedy 
the failures of the precollege education system will continue 
to be controversial. A fundamental policy reform for enhanc-
ing racial diversity in higher education must commence prior 
to the college admission process.

Unfortunately, however, as suggested by the MMI and 
EMI perspectives (Lucas 2001; Raftery and Hout 1993), 
racial inequality in higher education is likely to persist, par-
ticularly in the absence of race-conscious policy interven-
tions. Historically disadvantaged groups are prone to 
exclusion in college admission processes, whereas advan-
taged groups tend to sustain their advantages through swift 
adaptation to new education policies (Alon 2009). To facili-
tate evidence-based policymaking for greater diversity and 
inclusion, future studies should continue monitoring the 
evolving nature of racial inequality in higher education. 

Additionally, it will be crucial to compare the effectiveness 
of race-conscious admission policies and their alternatives in 
enhancing racial diversity.

During the past several decades, the decisions made by 
the Supreme Court regarding the constitutionality of race-
conscious college admission policies have shown inconsis-
tency. However, it is apparent that the persistent educational 
inequality against racial minority children and youth is 
incongruent with the principles of equal rights protection 
for all citizens. The racial disparities observed in higher 
education are deeply connected to the historical racism 
embedded in the United States over many centuries, which 
is rarely altered without proactive policy interventions 
(Andersen and Collins 2020; Feagin and Ducey 2018).

Although comprehensive solutions have been absent, 
race-conscious college admission policies have served as a 
temporary measure to rectify historical shortcomings in the 
U.S. education system. Unfortunately, it has been abolished 
without compelling alternative strategies. Racial disparities 
in educational outcomes can be attributed, in part, to family 
SES. However, it is crucial to recognize that racial differ-
ences in family SES are also a result stemming from histori-
cal racism. Given the increasing importance of higher 
education in socioeconomic attainments throughout a life-
time, promoting equal access to higher education stands as 
one of the effective strategies to narrow racial gaps in family 
SES for future generations. This study emphasizes the 
urgency of proactive policy interventions to address the 
dearth of racial diversity in colleges, especially in selective 
postsecondary institutions.

Appendix

Table A1.  Log Odds from Multinominal Logit Estimations of Racial Differences from White Youth in College Attendance Outcomes 
(Base Category: Not Enrolled).

1982 1992 2004 2013

Unadjusted models
  Outcome category: two-year college
    Race
      Black −.29 (.13)* −.47 (.19)* −.32 (.10)** −.02 (.13)
      Hispanic −.22 (.13) .14 (.14) −.19 (.11) .20 (.13)
      Asian 1.01 (.26)*** .70 (.18)*** .34 (.19) 1.10 (.22)***
    Constant −1.00 (.05)*** −.56 (.06)*** −.07 (.05) .19 (.05)***
  Outcome category: four-year nonselective college
    Race
      Black −.35 (.10)*** −.31 (.14)*  −.22 (.10)* −.12 (.13)
      Hispanic −.95 (.13)*** −.69 (.16)*** −1.13 (.12)*** −.60 (.14)***
      Asian .60 (.21)** .30 (.18) .16 (.20) .98 (.20)***
    Constant −.66 (.04)*** −.29 (.05)*** −.08 (.05) .26 (.05)***
  Outcome category: four-year selective college
    Race
      Black −.98 (.22)*** −1.11 (.19)*** −1.54 (.15)*** −1.09 (.16)*** 
      Hispanic −.93 (.24)*** −.82 (.20)*** −1.36 (.13)*** −1.10 (.16)***
      Asian 1.47 (.24)*** 1.11 (.18)*** .79 (.17)*** 1.48 (.20)***
    Constant −1.85 (.08)*** −.94 (.07)*** −.26 (.06)*** .18 (.06)**

(continued)
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1982 1992 2004 2013

Adjusted models
  Outcome category: two-year college
    Race
      Black −.04 (.13) −.39 (.19)* −.23 (.11)* .08 (.13)
      Hispanic .02 (.13) .30 (.15)* −.07 (.12) .27 (.11)*
      Asian 1.03 (.26)*** .71 (.19)*** .43 (.20)* 1.09 (.21)***
    Female .46 (.08)*** .27 (.09)** .18 (.07)* .23 (.09)**
    Family income (percentile) .63 (.18)*** −.03 (.18) .24 (.14) .79 (.19)***
    Parents’ education 

(percentile)
1.40 (.16)*** 1.21 (.21)*** .46 (.14)*** .53 (.18)**

    High school location (reference: urban)
      Suburban .18 (.13) .12 (.12) .08 (.11) −.19 (.14)
      Rural −.05 (.14) −.01 (.13) .15 (.13) −.40 (.14)**
    Public high school −.25 (.15) −.48 (.20)* −.28 (.13)* −.56 (.18)**
    Constant −1.87 (.21)*** −.68 (.24)** −.23 (.16) .33 (.21)
  Outcome category: four-year nonselective college
    Race
      Black .05 (.11) −.13 (.19) .02 (.11) .24 (.14)
      Hispanic −.62 (.14)*** −.33 (.17) −.81 (.14)*** −.22 (.14)
      Asian .67 (.22)** .30 (.22) .34 (.21) 1.09 (.22)***
    Female .32 (.07)*** .49 (.09)*** .37 (.07)*** .46 (.09)***
    Family income (percentile) .90 (.15)*** −.03 (.18) 1.22 (.13)*** 1.45 (.18)***
    Parents’ education 

(percentile)
2.35 (.13)*** 2.69 (.20)*** 1.44 (.14)*** 1.56 (.19)***

    High school location (reference: urban)
      Suburban .00 (.11) −.05 (.13) −.11 (.09) −.16 (.13)
      Rural .07 (.12) .05 (.13) −.10 (.12) −.27 (.13)* 
    Public high school −.82 (.13)*** −1.05 (.16)*** −.62 (.12)*** −1.31 (.16)***
    Constant −1.48 (.17)*** −.61 (.20)** −.73 (.16)*** .15 (.20)
  Outcome category: four-year selective college
    Race
      Black −.28 (.23) −.76 (.25)** −1.09 (.17)*** −.50 (.17)**
      Hispanic −.47 (.25) −.32 (.25) −.76 (.15)*** −.43 (.17)* 
      Asian 1.50 (.25)*** 1.05 (.24)*** 1.08 (.21)*** 1.61 (.21)***
    Female .16 (.11) .41 (.11)*** .36 (.07)*** .53 (.12)***
    Family income (percentile) 1.51 (.26)*** .87 (.24)*** 2.13 (.16)*** 2.06 (.21)*** 
    Parents’ education 

(percentile)
3.40 (.24)*** 3.91 (.28)*** 2.65 (.16)*** 2.75 (.26)***

    High school location (reference: urban)
      Suburban .15 (.23) −.01 (.19) −.12 (.12) −.16 (.16)
      Rural −.39 (.27) −.35 (.21) −.27 (.17) −.53 (.16)***
    Public high school −1.44 (.21)*** −1.32 (.19)*** −1.05 (.13)*** −1.70 (.18)***
    Constant −3.03 (.36)*** −2.04 (.25)*** −1.66 (.18)*** −.57 (.25)*

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School and Beyond (1980–1982), National Education Longitudinal 
Study of 1988 (1988–1992), Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (2002–2004), and High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (2009–2013).
Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. Estimations are weighted and adjusted for survey design and to be representative of each population. 
All covariates are centered at their means. “Nonselective” includes noncompetitive, less competitive, and competitive institutions, while “selective” 
includes very competitive, highly competitive, and most competitive institutions, as recorded in Barron’s Profiles of American Colleges.
*p < .05, **p < .01, and ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).

Appendix Table A1.  (continued)
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