Racial Differences:
Dilemma of College Admissions

Nelson’s account of the report “State
Universities and Black Americans” (6
June, p. 1155), as well as recent events
at my own university, have produced in
me strong feelings of pessimism about
the future. Intelligent, well-meaning
men are drawing conclusions and taking
actions that may produce more harm
than benefit.

In the general population Negroes
have a distribution of intelligence, or
readiness to do college work, that has
a mean approximately one standard
deviation below the Caucasian mean.
Standard deviations are about equal. In
the ability area in which the highest 25
percent of Caucasians are found, which
is the area from which the more dis-
tinguished state universities draw their
students, only about 5 percent of the
Negroes have a competitive ability level.

The emotional response to this is that
the tests are “culturally bound” and do
not evaluate Negroes “fairly.” The data
are remarkably consistent, however, in
showing that these tests are equally ac-
curate predictors of academic perform-
ance for both races during at least the
first year in a standard curriculum.

Although the facts are clear, there is
no established scientific explanation.
While genetic differences between the
races cannot be ruled out, they are cer-
tainly smaller than present measured
differences and, on the basis of present
data, could even be in the reverse direc-
tion. There seem to be biological differ-
ences leading to intellectual deficit, how-
aver, that have been attributed to the
prenatal environment. There are also
important deficiencies in the home and
neighborhood. Whatever the explana-
tion, Negroes show the same relative
deficit at the time they finish high school
that they do in the first grade. (My units
of measurement are standard deviation
units based upon 1st and 12th grade dis-
tributions. Grade placement units show
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an increasing deficit, but these units be-
come smaller as the amount of educa-
tion increases.) Under these circum-
stances it is understandable that the
deficit is not readily overcome. The
“laying on of hands” by a distinguished
faculty is not sufficient.

When the above ratio of 5 to 1 is
corrected for the proportion of Negroes
in the population, there is only about
one Negro to every 30 Caucasians on a
nationwide basis who is in the top 25
percent of our population. In order to
obtain more than a token number of
Negro undergraduates, admissions stan-
dards have to be substantially lowered.
When this is coupled with the present
severe competition for qualified Ne-
groes, and a crash recruitment program,
student quality may deteriorate substan-
tially. The result this past academic year
on this campus was a difference between
the means of the two races that was 2.4
times the standard deviation of the
Caucasian distribution.

A difference between the means of
the races of one standard deviation is
difficult to deal with if the goal is some-
thing like 15 percent Negro admissions.
As the difference increases, difficulties
multiply. There will be an intolerable
level of dropping of Negro students on
academic grounds during the first year
unless there is massive intervention. A
desirable form of ‘intervention is to es-
tablish special sections and special reme-
dial courses. An undesirable form is for
the faculty to assign grades in regular
racially mixed classes on the basis of
skin color rather than on performance.
In the present emotional climate, if
more desirable forms of intervention
are not sufficiently massive, this second
type becomes inevitable.

There is another effect of bringing in
Negro students who are far below their
fellow students in readiness to do aca-
demic work. A group of young people
who are newly imbued with pride in
race are placed in a situation in which
they are, by and large, obviously infer-

ior. A scientist qualifies this inferiority
by adding “at their present stage of
development,” but this is slight consola-
tion to the student involved. The causal
chain from frustration to aggression is
well established. A large ability differ-
ence as a source of aggression cannot
be ignored. The universities are damned
if they don’t admit more Negroes, but
they are also damned in another sense
if they do.
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Our Quality of Life
Arouses Student Skeptics

I don’t disagree with the general
thrust of Feeney’s remarks (Letters, 8
Aug.), but suggest that an emphasis on
the social responsibilities of science in
teaching might be added to his list of
strategies for those of us who are in a
position to undertake them. Many sci-
entists are also educators and this role
puts some of them into daily contact
with students. It is possible to interpret
this role as simply requiring the scien-
tist to transmit information in a lucid
and comprehensible way to a group of
more or less passive consumers, with
the efficiency of the transmission being-
monitored by occasional examinations.
Unfortunately, this is a very common
attitude.

Our students are also concerned
about the social responsibilities of the
sciences and technology and respond to
discussions of such things with a fervor
which is astonishing. They are quite
skeptical about our quality of life—a
quality which they associate with the
influence of science and technology.
Last year we presented a series of talks
to our graduate students in biology on
such matters as pollution, the popula-
tion explosion, chemical and biological
warfare, and the recent explosive
increase in venereal disease. The imagi-
nation and concern of some of our un-
dergraduates who attended these presen-
tations led to their developing and
implementing a course called “Popula-
tion: The Vital Revolution.” They pre-
pared an outline of topics they wanted
discussed and invited selected faculty on
our campus and elsewhere to partici-
pate as lecturers and discussants. The
course was first offered in January and
was repeated in April; registration
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