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Blacks in

Higher Education

The Challenge
of Survival

By John E. Jacob

Both external and internal realities shape
Black students’ ability to take full advan-
tage of college education.

All along the line, from environment to
elementary and secondary education,
Black college students have been short-
changed in their preparation for higher
learning. Public and private Black col-
leges and universities draw students from
diverse backgrounds, not all of them dis-
advantaged, not all of them urban. But
the need to give extra attention to a prob-
able majority of students who have been
ill-prepared ought to be recognized.

The difficulties of public high schools,
particularty in the District of Columbia,
are an example of the social forces work-
ing against student academic develop-
ment. In 1976, with middle income Black
and white families and taxpayers migrat-
ing to the suburbs, public school plan-
ners found it harder to plan, administra-
tors to administer, teachers to teach,
parents to get involved, and students to
learn.

Twenty-two new schools in Washington,
D.C., which took 10 years to build and
cost nearly $180 million in the last five
years, stood underused due to declining
school enrollments. The academic 1975-
76 school budget was cut $25.6 million
eliminating new or improved programs,
then further constrained by a city-wide
hiring freeze which left 1,000 school
positions unfilled. In 1975, daily absen-
teeism had reached 19%, and dissatis-
fied students were defecting and drop-
ping out permanently at a rate of 89%
Others caused 1,323 reported crimes, and
cost the schools $1.3 million in vandalism
during the year. Only 16% of the schools
were found up to health standards by the
city’s Environmental Health Administra-
tion. Sixty-one percent of parents told a
Washington Urban League survey that

’ https://dh.howard.edu/newdirections/\i}J?)‘W/f:t‘,‘:slg/'I"St been notified of any kind of

meeting or conference at their children’s
schools.

As a result, public high school grad-
uates in Washington fell 100 points below
the national college board average in
1976. We are aware of the middle class,
racial bias of standardized testing, and
agree that Black students’ intellectual
ability and potential performance are un-
fairly projected by their test scores. But
until Black social scientists and educa-
tors come up with functional alternatives
for determining student ability, we must
work with existing instruments. Their re-
sults tend to confirm what we know to be
true of public high school leaming envi-
ronments: That Black high school stu-
dents are not being adequately provided
with the basic skills necessary to take
immediate advantage of college educa-
tion.

Many Black colleges and universities

have instituted programs of remediation -

to help students catch up. The trouble
with remedial programs is that they serve
too few students, and only the most dis-
advantaged. There seems to be a bias
against allocating too many higher edu-
cational resources for such programs,
and also an attitude by both students and
faculty, of impatience with basic skills
attainment thought to be the proper do-
main of secondary learning. Thus, many
colleges and universities have done little
more than highlight the need for such pro-
grams, blame the high schools for the
problem, and bring the problem of inade-
quate preparation into every classroom,
where it is dealt with as a matter of course
but not “up front”.

This has done a disservice to students.
By not being honest with many students
about their need to make all-out efforts to
acquire better reading, writing, speaking,
computation and science skills, educa-
tors and counsellors have reinforced the
rationalization that a normal approach to
undergraduate education is enough for
meaningful matriculation. It is not enough.
The work world for coming generations of
Black college graduates is a “mine field”
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of risks because of the changing job
market and value of a college education
—to which are added white hostility and
systematic constraints on Black em-
ployee growth. Because today’s students
do not have to ride at the backs of buses
or suffer indignity at drinking fountains,
educators as well as students are forget-
ting how severely graduates’ opportuni-
ties will be limited by white racism and
the effects of past discrimination on their
readiness to compete. This reality is pro-
ducing patterns of “last hired, first fired”
Black unemployment across the nation,
and continuing Black underemployment
in both public and private sectors.

In the District of Columbia, unemploy-
ment averaged 16.8% of the Black work-
force each month in 1976, a rate three
times that of whites. Last October, there
were 29,000 Blacks (15 to 19-year olds)
who wanted jobs and couldn'’t find them.
From 1970 to 1974, Black female un-
employment rose 36 times that of white
females in the Metropolitan area. In low
income neighborhoods, the situation was
both worse and emblematic of the Black
experience. A Washington Urban League
survey found nearly 30% of all house-
holds unemployed. Asked why they had
lost their jobs, more than a third said they
had been laid off due to the recession
and budgetary cutbacks; another 10%
said because of job “hassles”. Asked
why they could not find new jobs, half
said they had not gained the job training
or work experience to qualify for available
jobs; more than a third said there were
not enough jobs for them.

The effects of past discrimination on
Blacks’ ability to compete for jobs are
now being stated in terms of recession-
ary cutbacks, job availability and oppor-
tunities for training. Students who think
4 college education will insulate them
from such experiences need to be told
that, on the contrary, they face a greater
likelihood than whites that their jobs will
be low-paying and possibly dead end . . .

first to be laid off when their employment
is not convenient to private industry.

Working Black female heads of house-
hold in the District had a median annual
income of $7,200 in 1974, compared to
$10,000 for whites in the same category.
Working married Black women in hus-
band/wife households had a median an-
nual income of $14,300 in 1974 compared
to $20,900 for whites in that category.
Great disparities between Black and
white employment continue in all sectors,
despite a display of reports seeking to
show progress or get employers off the
hook.

In 1975, the U.S. Civil Service Commis-
sion reported that during 1973-74, minor-
ities nationally got 64% of all new non-
postal federal jobs. Buried in the fine print
was the fact that only 12,789 “white col-
lar” jobs were created that year for Blacks,
Orientals, American Indians and Latinos,
nationally. In 1976, a new Civil Service
Commission report showed that during
1974-75 Blacks suffered a loss of 2,734
non-postal jobs (plus another 1,097 postal
jobs). Some 1,500 “new” white collar jobs
had been created, but almost 60% were at
levels below GS 8 earning under $12,000
a year. Even in the District government,
Blacks’ median annual salary lags $3,000
behind whites’. The police and fire depart-
ments are bastions of white employment
—and despite Home Rule, whites hold
60% of the top jobs, and anywhere from
61% to 70% of the middle management
jobs (GS 12-15). On the other hand, GS
levels 1-4 at the bottom of the opportunity
heap are 90% Black and 92% female.
Population wise, the District is 73% Black.

It is worse in the suburbs and in pri-
vate industry. In three of the Washington
area jurisdictions, whites occupy from
90% to 99% of the public sector jobs,
eaming above $16,000 a year. A recent
national study of the banking industry
showed that minority employment had
risen from 24% in 1971 to 46% in 1975.
But at three local banks included in the
study, the number of minority officials

Publishadibyt Digitaldjomeisd @bpwanddéniversithd9ffanagers ranged from 115% to

17.8%. A 1975 study of the Washings
Metropolitan Board of Trade's mem=
firms showed that 55% of the new minaom
jobs created between 1968 and 1=
were in office and clerical work. Deszi
a five-year voluntary affirmative acis
program, minority journeymen in
construction trades have risen only &
since 1970—and now stand at 182
overall in a city that has the fourth hign=
concentration of low-income Blacks §
the country.

For today’s Black college graduz=:
equal employment opportunity simgi
means that they will have to comp=s
against more work-experienced zu
skilled whites in a business-as-usual s
tem long antithetical to them. The quesia
of their “qualification” for employmss
promotion and retention during busin=s
cycle recessions, lies behind growm
national debate over reverse discrimine
tion, quotas, seniority, and awards of
pay for prior discrimination. But behm
these racially divisive code-issues
the cost of affirmative action to white p=
ple; and every indication—from couri o=
cisions to enforcement backlogs to trazi
records of private industry — suggests e
whites are not willing to alter patterm=s
Black unemployment and underemplas
ment. ’

The external realities of inadequzs
basic skills preparation for college, a=
of racism and discrimination in their =
ture work world, are the framework wisig
which Black college students must g
the most from their four-year experien:
of higher education. Colleges’ lack
realism about the real seriousness ‘
academic preparation under these oo
cumstances, is threatening the effectie
ness of undergraduate education—whes
er seen as a matter of faculty lowerms
academic standards or as a matter of s 3
dents avoiding academic challenges. 1;

In the “Revolutionary Sixties,” an =
of liberalism on white campuses w=
matched by an era of empathy on Blaz:
campuses. Students putting their lives o=
the line in the South were listened t@ whe
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ey drew the wrong conclusion from the
mant premise: That good grades were
=ssential to take advantage of desegre-
Z=ted job opportunities. Students dis-
“overed power in their ability to bring
- mgher educational institutions to a stand-
=il on any given day. Faculties and ad-
- ministrations on the other hand desired to
“elp, and had a respect for student civil
7ants accomplishments.
=urthermore, the risks and challenges
= competition in a predominantly white
work world were very real. Black students
. wmew that their educational services were
under-funded, that they had been inade-
auately prepared by their former schools,
=nd that it was going to be rough when
ey graduated, without the added dis-
=dvantage of poor grades. Feeling deep
- msecurities, Black students— like under-
araduates everywhere—tested their mus-
Zies against a basically sympathetic ed-
ucational system, rather than against the
=2l System which lay ahead. In doing so,
ey placed responsibility for educational
miiiatives outside themselves—avoiding
=mposure to academic challenges and
sard work. Unfortunately, many Black
=2ucators and administrators condoned
=is development.

In many Black colleges and univer-
stes which have long been pacesetters
= Black excellence in a segregated so-
, the result has been a “watering
n” of educational standards. Students

e end of the semester without getting a
‘=ing grade . . . or the right to take a
rse again and have the failing grade
=mounged from the record. At Howard
iversity, for example, the biggest stu-

‘ t be computed, and that all students

must take an examination in their major
‘ore graduation. These changes have
0 occurred atwhite colleges across the
ntry. But their consequences to Black
dents in a hostile society are more pro-
wnd. Without standards to assure that
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attainment . . . not only will students lose
respect for the seriousness of their educa-
tional experience, but they also will leave
ill-prepared to compete for hard-to-get
jobs. '

This is not to suggest that Black people
have to be special to get good jobs, or to
become academic superstars in order to
be effective citizens. But it would be mis-
leading and grossly unfair to students to
suggest that racism no longer exists . . .
that they are not going to be judged by
different standards . . . and that Harvard
University graduates are not assumed by
employers to have greater ability, no mat-
ter how many academic achievements
Black graduates can display on paper.

Black students must graduate equipped
with the psychological strengths neces-
sary to face a white society which has an
intense need for feelings of control over
Black people. They must have sufficient
knowledge in the area for which they are
certified to face a changing and increas-
ingly competitive market. They must have
the knowledge that their degrees are syn-
onymous with competency in a given field.
To succeed in a system designed for
their failure, they must have both the skills
and the assurance that their education is
worth something—so that when threat-
ened, they will survive.

Black America has experienced im-
portant social changes as an outcome of
the Sixties, without a change in the racism
and discrimination still denying em-
powerment to Black communities. Those
who study and work at Black colleges and
universities should realize the new re-
sponsibilities these opportunities are
creating, adding to the challenges of sur-
vival for Black college students. The in-
creasing alienation of more affluent
Black citizens from the needs of Black
people as a whole is a matter of concem.
So is the loss of numbers of young mar-
rieds to the suburbs; the loss of Black
resources for low-income Black com-
munities, and the increasingly self-orient-

ed attitudes of students, higher wage- -

=dudprd/dvhe werd edusnewdisgicdians/veiisss A professionals.
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Sixties are not being passed on to today’s
Black citizens, forcing one to wonder—
especially with regard to college students
—whether this represents a fallout from
an involved generation which gave too
little time and attention to its children?
This is not an issue of militancy. The so-
called decline of Black militancy is sim-
ply the adoption of different strategies for
a different point in nation-time. With re-
gard to militancy, it is enough to say that
street confrontation ought to end some-
place, because if purposeful and suc-
cessful it moves militants into positions of
influence offering opportunities for dif-
ferent action styles. But today's young
people seem to want to merge into the
background, get a good job and avoid
facing the systematic discrimination and
deprivation still experienced by their less
fortunate peers, and in fact by the majority
of Black citizens. It seems that neither
they—nor older adults—know how to get
involved anymore. Those in a position to
tell them seem to be holding back, either
to duck white reaction, win better oppor-
tunities, or for economic reasons at a time
of high unemployment.

In every town in which colleges and
universities are located, there are ample
opportunities for community building by
students, faculty and administrators of
those institutions. If Black colleges and
universities let their responsibility to
Black communities slip away, far worse
will happen than the loss of a Black lead-
ership cadre serving citizens in pro-
fessional capacities. O

John Jacob, vice chairman of the Howard University
Board of Trustees, is the executive director of the
Washington Urban League. This paper was
excerpted from a recent address at the annual
conference of the National Association of Personnel
Workers, for which Howard was the host.
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