AFFIRMATIVE ACTION

Ban Has Mixed Impact on
Texas, California Grad Schools

When law schools in Texas and California
announced last month that the numbers of
black and Hispanic students they accepted into
this fall’s class had plummeted by 50% to 80%
compared to last year, many educators feared
the worst. The precipitous drop resulted from a
federal court ruling banning affirmative action
at all Texas universities, and a decision by the
Regents of the University of California to for-
bid consideration of race or gender in graduate
admissions at UC campuses this year. The law
school figures were therefore widely seen as the
harbinger of equally bad news for graduate pro-
grams in other disciplines.

To find out whether those fears have been
realized in the sciences, engineering, and
medicine, Science obtained application and ad-
mission numbers and interviewed admissions
officers at several UC campuses and Texas
universities.* The picture is decidedly mixed.
Admissions of students from underrepre-
sented minorities, including blacks, Hispan-
ics, and native Americans, haven’t fallen as
drastically in these fields as they did at the law
schools, and they even rose in some of UC’s
programs. But some large and competitive pro-
grams in both states did show significant drops.

A variety of factors seems to account for
this disparate impact. Minority admissions
were less affected, for example, in small pro-
grams where the admission process involves
more individual evaluation and less reliance
on test scores. Some biology programs at UC
were shielded from the ban because training
grants from the National Institutes of Health
(NIH) have affirmative action requirements
that override the state rules. And programs at
UC Los Angeles seemed to benefit from that
campus’s urban location and perceived friend-
liness to minority students.

But while these factors helped maintain
the numbers of minorities admitted to some
programs, many admissions officers say the
biggest problem is the very small number of
minorities that were applying to science pro-
grams even before the ban went into effect.
“We didn’t have many [minorities] before,
and we don’t have many now,” says biology
professor Duncan MacKenzie of Texas A&M
University in College Station. That applicant
pool has shrunk further in the past 2 years in

* Science obtained numbers of applications
and admissions from UC Berkeley, UC Los An-
geles, UC Davis, UC San Diego, UC Irvine, UT
Austin, UT Southwestern Medical School, and
Baylor College of Medicine.
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some programs, driven by publicity over the
affirmative action bans. This has spurred new
outreach programs to find qualified minority
students and encourage them to apply.
Bitter medicine. The blow to minority
admissions is most obvious at two of the medi-
cal schools surveyed by Science. At the Univer-
sity of Texas (UT) Southwestern Medical
School in Dallas, the number of minority stu-
dents admitted fell by
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approach would net more Asian students than
blacks or Hispanics, and that it might actually
hurt the chances of middle class black and His-
panic students in the applicant pool.

Baylor College of Medicine in Houston
saw a much smaller drop in minority admis-
sions than UT Southwestern. Wildenthal and
Baylor Dean of Education Major Bradshaw
agree that part of the reason is that Texas state
law requires that 90% of the UT entering class
come from Texas, while Baylor, a private insti-
tution, isunder no such restriction. That means
Baylor is more able to tap into a small but elite
group of highly qualified minority students
from across the nation who apply to, and are
accepted by, many of the top medical schools
around the country.

While Baylor man-

half, from 18% of total

admissions last year to | £ 7 I
8.8% this year, and UC | 3 2407
San Diego saw an even | £ -2
more dramatic drop, from | £, G
19% to 5%. § 1]
Officials at both | &
schools say the drop re- | 2 : 2l
flects the fact that far | § s
fewer minority students | & |
made it to the interview | & 60
) E
stage. Medical schools |3 ;.
receive so many appli- |3 |
cations that admissions | ©

o

committees often rely
heavily on grades and test o <
scores in deciding whom
to interview. At UT
Southwestern, nonmin-
ority applicants need an
MCAT score of 28 to re-
ceive an interview, says
President Kern Wilden-
thal. But, he says, “we
would routinely ... inter-
view minority applicants

400

350

300

250

2004

with [scores of] 27, 26, 25, o
24." asa “means of getting 1004
minorities into the active

pool for consideration.” 50

Total admissions and minority admissions

Without that boost, the
number of black appli-
cants interviewed this |
year plunged tofour from |

40 last year. L

0-

Life Sciences

aged to blunt the impact
of the ban on affirmative
action, UCLA medical
school did even better:
M | Minority admissions rose
from 14% of the total last
| yearto20% thisyear. Neil
| Parker, associate dean for
student affairs and gradu-
ate medical education at
UCLA, attributes that

surprising rise in part to
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the strong pull the cam-
pus has for minorities, be-
cause it is in an urban
center with a high mi-
nority population.
Disciplinary diver-
sity. The mixed picture
in the medical schools is
repeated in several other
r[] | disciplines. In UC Berke-
ley’s engineering school,
for example, underrepre-
sented minority admis-
sions dropped from 9% of
total admissions to 6%
this year. Most of the
change occurred in the
school’s two largest pro-
grams—electrical engi-
neering and computer
science—says Alice Ago-
gino, who directs the mi-
nority engineering pro-
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The committee tried
to compensate for the
ban on race consider-
ation, Wildenthal says, by searching harder for
applicants who were economically or educa-
tionally disadvantaged. But it didn’t work. “We
captured very few minority students in that
screen,” he says, apparently because minority
students applying to medical schools often
come from the middle class. UCSD Associate
Dean of Admissions Robert Resnik notes thata
UC task force concluded last year that such an

Numbers speak. Minority admissions
rose at some programs and fell at others.

gram at Berkeley. “When
there is such a volume
[of applications] to be re-
viewed, it means you are probably relying
more on the numbers,” she says, and the affir-
mative action ban “gives you less flexibility”
in how those numbers are used.

Smaller programs were less affected by the
ban, apparently because they can evaluate
their applicants more subjectively, rely less on
rigid numerical standards, and in the past
have not systematically “lowered the bar” for
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minority applicants. “When you are already
looking extremely carefully, regardless of race
and gender, and you are already using intan-
gible factors, there is not that much that affir-
mative action can insert into the process,”
says Collette Patt, director of the student di-
versity program in physical sciences at Berke-
ley. As a result, minority admissions in physi-
cal sciences dropped only slightly at Berkeley
this year, from 4.3% to 3.6% of admissions.

Some life science programs in the UC
system had an additional advantage: They
were shielded from the Regent’s ruling. The
ruling specifies that its implementation is
not to jeopardize federal funding, and NIH
graduate training grants require evidence that
their recipients practice affirmative action.
As a result, “our way of dealing with admis-
sions this year was no different than any
other year,” says David Drubin, who chaired
the admissions committee in Berkeley’s mo-
lecular and cell biology department, which
has several NIH training grants.

The federal court ruling that overturned
affirmative action in Texas provided no such
leeway. That has placed Texas schools in a
bind. “We are struggling with what to do
with new [federal] grants” that require affir-
mative action the university is barred by law
from providing, says Ruth Prescott, assistant
to the executive vice president and provost
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at Texas A&M University.

Prescott was hoping for guidance from the
federal government on how to proceed in a
way that doesn’t conflict with the ruling. But
the government agencies are in too much
turmoil to be of much help. In 1995, the
Supreme Court ruled against affirmative ac-
tion in a construction-contract case, and the
Department of Justice has not yet completed
a review of affirmative action programs at
NIH and the National Science Foundation
(NSF) to determine if they are in compliance
with that ruling. Meanwhile, the programs at
NIH and NSF continue, and Congress is call-
ing for more money to be devoted to affirma-
tive action in science (see p. 627).

Encouraging applications. Although the
ban on affirmative action has made it harder
to maintain the numbers of black and His-
panic students admitted to many graduate
programs, officials in many Texas and Califor-
nia schools say their most pressing problem is
to get qualified minority students to apply in
the first place. “Our numbers [of minority stu-
dents] have been really small,” says Texas
A&M biologist MacKenzie, who serves as his
department’s graduate adviser. Indeed, mi-
nority students commonly make up less than
5% of the applicants to science programs in
both states, and as little as 1% to 2% in some
physical science programs. “The key is how do

we go out and expand the application pool,”
says Rick Cherwitz, associate dean of graduate
studies at UT Austin.

Departments are getting ever more creative
in that regard, sending representatives to mi-
nority science conferences or joining in “name
exchanges,” in which colleagues from different
universities share the names of top minority
undergraduates at their schools. Several Texas
schools have set up systems to “grow their own”
minority students; Baylor has a combined BA/
MD program with two primarily minority insti-
tutions: the University of Houston and UT’s
Pan American campus. Some departments at
Texas A&M are building bridges between
Ph.D. programs at its main campus in College
Station and master’s programs at the primarily
minority A&M campus at Kingsville.

The UC Regents recently voted to en-
courage outreach, and officials at Texas
schools are confident they can practice it
without violating their affirmative action
ban. Rather than targeting minority students
specifically, they are focusing their efforts on
the entire population of campuses that have
a high proportion of minorities and academi-
cally disadvantaged students. “The court has
taken away some of the stuff we can do,” says
Cherwitz, “but we have to think more cre-
atively about how to deal with it.”

—Marcia Barinaga

Keep Up the Pressure, Urges NRC Panel

A resurgent U.S. high-tech economy has
made industry and government officials com-
placent about Japan’s scientific and techno-
logical prowess, says a new report* by the
National Research Council (NRC). But
Japan’s rising investment in basic research
and its expected rebound from recent eco-
nomic woes require continued vigilance, says
the NRC panel. It especially urges the gov-
ernment to keep pushing Japan—and the
rapidly growing economies of its Asian neigh-
bors—to open up its markets and provide
access to results from its labs. “I had one
computer executive tell me that the com-
puter wars are over and we won,” says Rock-
well’s Jim Martin, chair of the NRC Com-
mittee on Japan’s Competitiveness Task Force
that issued its report on Monday. “That’s
dangerous and shortsighted thinking.”

The $612,000 study was requested by Con-
gress in 1991 at the height of concerns that
Japanese high-tech companies were beating
their U.S. counterparts to market in several
important technologies. Its first report, issued
in 1995, dealt with defense-related technolo-

* Maximizing U.S. Interests in Science and
Technology Relations with Japan, National
Academy Press, 1997.
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gies, while this week’s report focuses on com-
mercial technologies. It examined Japanese
R&D efforts in five key sectors—automobiles,
advanced materials, biotechnology, semicon-
ductor manufacturing equipment, and infor-
mation technology—and estimated their glo-
bal status in 2007 in relation to U.S. forecasts.

In a statement accompanying the new re-
port, the committee argues for a “long-term,
integrated strategy” of dealing with Japan
that can withstand transient political and
economic cycles. “Because market forces fre-
quently have not provided U.S. industry with
the necessary incentives” to follow Japanese
R&D policy and push for open markets, says
Erich Bloch, chair of the parent committee,
“the U.S. government has a particularly im-
portant role to play in pursuing reciprocal
relations with Japan.”

One of the task force’s most surprising
findings, says Martin, was the importance of
access to Japanese markets in fostering in-
novation. Without such access, he says,
U.S. firms lack the income to develop next-
generation products for the Japanese market,
the ability to gather constructive feedback
from Japanese customers, and the incentive
to create the necessary infrastructure in Ja-
pan for future sales. “We started out looking

at how innovation might lead to more and
better U.S. jobs, and what we found tied in
directly to Japanese market access,” adds
Martin, who heads the Palo Alto, California,
lab at Rockwell Science Center.

The task force ticked off several essential
ingredients for a successful U.S. policy, in-
cluding government-backed language train-
ing and exchange programs, monitoring of
patent filings and research results, and gov-
ernment-to-government science and tech-
nology agreements. However, it did not rec-
ommend increased U.S. spending in any of
these areas; rather, it suggested fine-tuning
the programs that already exist. “We are not
lacking in mechanisms,” says Bloch, “but in
persistence.” Bloch added that Japan is only
one of several countries in Asia that will play
an increasing role in global R&D issues. The
lessons learned from our dealings with Japan,
he said, must be applied to these other nations
to keep U.S. R&D at the forefront.

Ironically, the 10-year-old committee
could itself be a victim of declining fears
about Japanese high-tech competition. It
met for the last time in June, and council
officials say its future hinges on raising funds
for a new round of studies about U.S. rela-
tions with Japan and other countries along
the Pacific Rim.

—Jeffrey Mervis

SCIENCE ¢ VOL. 277 ¢ 1 AUGUST 1997 ¢ www.sciencemag.org





