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The benefits of higher education are significant both for individuals and for the nation as a whole. In 2003, for example, the median annual salary of an American worker with only a high school diploma was $30,800, compared with the $37,600 median for those with an associate’s degree and the $49,900 median for those with a bachelor’s degree.(The College Board, 2005)  Over a lifetime, an individual with a bachelor’s degree will earn an average of $2.1 million—nearly twice as much as a worker with only a high school diploma.(Day and Newburger, 2002)  Higher education also produces broader social gains.   Colleges and universities are major economic engines, while also serving as civic and cultural centers. (Spellings Commission, 2006, p. 7)
This citation from the Spelling Commission (2006) is straightforward. Where in the past, a college degree was considered a privilege, and then it became a gateway to the middle class, statistics like these cited indicate that today one needs a college degree to survive economically in US society.  What is more, the nation should encourage its citizens to attend college. “Social gains” benefit society.  But is US higher education this straightforward.

From a discussion concerning affirmative action, this paper will evaluate the impact of one national college access program that seeks to increase representation of underrepresented students to select colleges.  The rise of college access programs is a natural outgrowth of affirmative action policies as they seek equity for excellence in higher education. The purpose of this paper, however, is to begin an investigation of the outcomes, the realities generated by one organization specifically, Leadership Enterprise for a Diverse America (LEDA).  Does LEDA achieve anything in its efforts to “level the playing field”? LEDA is incontrovertibly seeking to challenge the status quo and correct for historic injustices.  But does LEDA contribute to making higher education more equitable? 

Affirmative Action

A term referring to various government policies that aim to increase the proportion of African-Americans, women, and other minorities in jobs and educational institutions historically dominated by white men. The policies usually require employers and institutions to set goals for hiring or admitting minorities.

Note: Affirmative action has been extremely controversial. Supporters maintain that it is the only way to overcome the effects of past discrimination and promote integration. Critics dismiss it as “reverse discrimination,” denying opportunities to qualified whites and men. (See Bakke decision). (http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/affirmative action) 

I.  Affirmative Action

It is interesting that a dictionary definition must be followed by a note.  

In fact, the note to “affirmative action” is a disclaimer, a hint that the term is not fixed nor clearly understood.  Generally, “affirmative action” is agreed to mean positive steps taken to increase the representation of women and minorities in areas of employment, education, and business from which they have been historically excluded.  (This can be on a national, or local level, and it can also be institutional-specific.) But as we know, when those steps or procedures involve preferential treatment or selection—selection on the basis of race, gender, or ethnicity—affirmative action generates intense controversy – as borne out in application and definition.


The debate over preferential affirmative action has followed two tracks.  One concerns the legal track: the courts, legislatures, and executive branches of government rules in regards to affirmative action.  The other track encircles public debate.  In regard to public debate, facts have never played much of a role.  Most articles and books written on affirmative action are intended to demonstrate an allegiance to either being “for” or “against” the policy. (Examples are Ending Affirmative Action:  The Case for Colorblind Justice by Terry Eastland (1996);  In Defense of Affirmative Action by Barbara Bergman (1996); The Affirmative Action Hoax: Diversity, the Importance of Character and Other Lies by Farron Steven (2005).
The public debate concerning affirmative action  in regards to preferences in the workplace and the university campus began in aproximately 1972, and tapered off after 1980.  The second debate peaked between the 1990’s and the summer of 2003 when the Supreme Court’s decision upheld certain kinds of affirmative action. While the first public debate involved issues of gender and racial preferences, the second peak represents a quarrel about race and ethnicity. (This is because females now account for 58 percent of college students. (College Board, 2005) Why, the current debate focuses on race and ethnicity points to the burning issue at the turn of the twentieth-first century: college admissions.
In an effort to document the effects of affirmative action in college admissions, William Bowen and Derek Bok (1998) published The Shape of the River:  Long Term Consequences of Considering Race in College and University Admissions.  According to Michael Selmi (1999), Associate Professor of Law at George Washington Univeristy, “Bowen’s and Bok’s careful analysis provides clear evidence that affirmative action has provided valuable opportunities to thousands of African-Americans, and that those individual have succeeded in college and therafter gone on to contribute greatly to many facets of society.” (Selmi, 1999, p. 698)  Moreover, writes Selmi, “the authors demonstrate that the benefits of affirmative action far outweigh the costs, suggesting that affirmative action is indeed a desirable social bargain.” (Selmi, 1999, p. 699)
Yet, consistent to the polarization surrounding affirmative action is the reality that just as Bowen and Bok documented empirically that affirmative action works, the United States finds itself in the midst of an affirmative action backlash – an expansive dismantling of affirmative action initiatives and infrastructure.  In the past few years, four federal courts have issued decisions that restrict affirmative action policies in employment and education, and the Supreme Court has limited the use of affirmative action in redistricting.  Laws passed in California, Texas, and Washington have also prohibted the use of governmental preferences, and “affirmative action is increasingly under attack from the left as well as the right, leaving supporters of affirmative action beleagured and searching for alternatives.” (Selmi, 1999, p. 698) 
That the “socio-economic” factor to “under-represented” has been added to the paradigm of “minorities” in affirmative action policies may help ally more middle and upper class whites who increasingly feel threatened by loss of profile in the college admissions process.  If someone is poor and needy as opposed to colored and needy, affirmative action “is more justified” in their minds, because that poor and needy person isn’t ‘getting by” because of his skin color.  That the majority of socio-economically under-represented students in the United States are white, however, should remain an issue of paramount concern for serious-thinking individuals. Judging students on a socio-economic basis, as might be suggested by recent college initiatives in Florida and Texas as an alternative method to diversifying public universities, will never substitute for racial preference admissions.  African Americans and Latinos will continue to be more marginalized in higher education if we rely strictly on socio-economic measures. (Bowen, 2006, p. 32) This holds particular bearing on future implications for affirmative action.  
My suggestions/recommendations for future research on affirmative action would be to continue to study and document the positive outcomes of affirmative action policies and related programs. Because the term “affirmative action” is ideologically contested, it would benefit those committed to equity and excellence to conceptualize different terms and strategies that seek to achieve similar aims.
II. Privilege in Higher Education

As Michael McPherson and Morton Schapiro observe in their introduction to College Access:  Opportunity or Privilege? (2006) it is no revelation that America’s premier colleges and universities, including the great public universities, serve mainly the children of the privileged classes.  As McPherson and Schapiro (2006) write: 
Soon we will have experienced 20 consecutive years of Presidents who hold degrees from Yale University. Since Ronald Reagan, every majority party presidential candidate has held a degree from Harvard or Yale.  Both the undergraduate and graduate backgrounds of the current Supreme Court justices show a similar predominance of training from highly selective institutions, and most of the justices of the federal circuit courts have similar origins. (McPherson and Schapiro, 2006, p. 10) 

Unequal access to educational opportunity is a serious problem if we are committed to social mobility and the tenets of America democracy.  There is also an economic rationale for confronting the unfairness.  Demographic trends warn that relying on children of well-educated, high income, mostly white families to fill the educational pipeline will not suffice for the US in the world economy.  According to the OECD’s Education at a Glance 2004, educational attainment is plateauing in the United States at the same time it is continuing to rise rapidly in many other parts of the world.  The USA is no longer at the top of the world tables in educational attainment. (http://www.oecd.org.)
III. How to Tackle the “Problems” of Privilege

To counter unequal balance, affirmative action policies seek to improve opportunity for those on the far end of the spectrum of privilege.  One specific way to do so is to improve the quality of instruction offered to disadvantaged students.  If, according to a recent New York Times article (April 22, 2007) more than one-half of all college students today are enrolled in two-year community colleges (Merrow, 2007, p.C1), then junior colleges need to be better resourced, researched, and understood.  A fact that Teachers College Columbia University is addressing by establishing the recently inaugurated Community College Research Center spearheaded by Professor Thomas Bailey.
 
A second approach to improving education for disadvantaged students is to encourage the movement of those who are well qualified to more affluent and successful institutions.  As explained by McPherson and Schapiro (2006):
“(I)ncreasing the number of students from disadvantaged backgrounds who 
attend these elite institutions will not only raise the likelihood of people with 
such backgrounds winding up in such leadership roles, but it will also broaden the experience of all those who attend such institutions.  Both seem clearly desirable outcomes in a democratic society.” (McPherson and Schapiro, 2006, p. 12)
Looked at from a system wide-point of view as a means to equalizing opportunity, these strategies need not be alternatives. Both are worth undertaking, though it is the purpose of this paper to investigate the second approach.  This approach, as employed by Leadership Enterprise for a Diverse America argues for the cultivation of talent and its reward in a context of affirmative action.  
IV. Leadership Enterprise for a Diverse America

“It is LEDA’s belief that disparities in access leads to underachieving students and a loss of brain talent for the United States.”  (http://www.ledascholars.org)  
A not-for-profit founded in 2003, LEDA’s mission is “to nurture the leadership potential (aspirations, credentials, and skills) of exceptionally promising young people of racial, ethnic, and socio-economic backgrounds who are grossly under-represented in the national leadership pool. (http://www.ledascholars.org)  
According to the organization’s website (http://www.ledascholars.org) the LEDA Scholars Program is intended to serve the potentially highest-achieving students (top-5-10% in terms of “intellectual ability”).  Furthermore, LEDA seeks to increase the number of African American, Latino, and Native America students, and students from all races from low-income backgrounds who are viable candidates for admission to the nations’ most selective and most highly regarded colleges and universities. By providing supplementary academic intervention, LEDA seeks to “level the playing field” in terms of admission to and success in these institutions of higher education.  LEDA programs are also intended to create achievement-oriented, goal-directed “adolescent communities” whose members support each other’s striving for excellence and high aspirations.” (http://www.ledascholars.org)
LEDA subscribes to the Century Foundation’s book, America’s Untapped Resource, Low-Income Students in Higher Education (Kahlenberg, 2004) to justify its emphasis on the value of selective colleges.  According to this source, there are three major advantages to attending selective, four-year colleges:
Controlling for test scores, students in selective colleges are more likely to graduate.  Attending a top-tier college promotes access to postgraduate schools as well.  A number of studies also show a wage premium of 5-20 percent representing the value added from attending a competitive school.  Even studies that find only a small wage premium on average reveal than low-income students gain disproportionately from attending a more selective school. (Kahlenberg, 2004, p.3)
V. How does LEDA Work?
To recruit talent, LEDA targets rural, public schools across the country that fit demographic profiles of under-resourced public schools and non-select, New York City public schools.  The rural schools are selected from underrepresented US states in selective US colleges.  Further, the schools must have a high capita of students who qualify for free lunch.  It is not unusual that schools such as these send less than ten percent of their graduating seniors out of state to college. 
LEDA works with high school counselors who must nominate their high achieving students – students the counselors believe fulfill the LEDA criteria of being academically gifted and “hungry to learn.”  Nominated students if interested must then go through the first hurdles of candidacy: they must complete a twenty page application packet, which involves seven essays.  Candidates must also submit four letters of recommendation, transcripts, and any available test scores.  LEDA considers all criteria but puts the least emphasis on standardized test scores as research shows the greatest indicator for standardized test score success is high socio-economic background. After students have submitted applications, and the applications have been considered, LEDA informs candidates if they have passed to the Second Round for selection.  The Second Round consists of personal interviews, tests, and an in-depth analysis of their extra-curriculas or available opportunities for self-growth.  All of this is weighed against their individual stories – their family and social context.  Does the candidate have the drive to succeed? Does he show signs of leadership and civic action?  Is she succeeding in spite of outstanding personal obstacles? 
 If students pass through the Second Round, they become LEDA Scholars and are provided with a fourteen month plan of action that will assist them in admission to a selective college.  
It is important to note that the LEDA talent selection occurs in the spring semester of a student’s eleventh grade of high school.  Therefore, LEDA is a late entrant to the student’s trajectory of academic development in secondary school.  
Aspects to the LEDA Program made available to scholars (who are not charged for any services) include an intensive, seven-week leadership development camp at an Ivy League university, personalized college preparation and advisement, expert assistance in securing financial aid; individual and group visits to select and highly selective colleges; and advice and support in all aspects of college preparation and survival.  It is mission critical that the LEDA Scholars not only enroll in selective colleges, but that they graduate.
It is hoped that at the end of the summer program, each student will return to his/her home high school educated about college opportunities and emboldened by attributes of leadership so they become ambassadors of change in their secondary school environments.  And, as indicated in the LEDA mission statement, it is fundamental to the organization’s goals that these same students apply and secure admission to the country’s most selective colleges in the fall, which frequently means leaving their home state.  Beyond admission to select colleges, LEDA seeks to inculcate an expectation of graduate studies and overseas study.  Such benchmarks will further individuals’ potential to contribute to and participate in the leadership pool of the United States.
As LEDA is very young with its first cohort of 50 students currently enrolled as college freshmen, several of these objectives are theoretical. In fact, until now, much of LEDA has been theoretical.  There has been no track record to measure success. But now with fifty students in college, it might be said that LEDA is moving from theory to practice.  A relevant and critical question is, “Because it intervenes so late in a student’s high school career, how can LEDA prove it does anything for a talented individual?   Or, How can LEDA prove it provides some Value Added to individual students who have already proven themselves to be high-achievers?  If left to themselves, wouldn’t these same super-achievers secure admission to top schools?  How can LEDA’s outcomes be measured?
VI. Social Capital Theory
Of the many theoretical paradigms that might help frame this investigation, one particularly constructive theory is a method borrowed from sociology.  Social and Cultural Capital Theory (1977) as theorized by Pierre Bourdieu and developed by later researchers, helps explain many issues of privilege that surround higher education.
In his theory of “social reproduction,” the French sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu (1977) described that those in power do not merely pass on their material wealth, or economic capital, to their offspring.  They also try to assure that their children acquire what he calls “culture capital” and “social capital”.  Cultural capital consists of various forms of knowledge, dispositions, and skills. (1977)  For instance, in a society where very few people read, the ability to read gives one an enormous advantage over those who don’t. One can think of a similar comparison with those who have computer skills; or those who own computers; with those who do not.  Social capital refers to the benefits of knowing people who can be of help to one -- what in earlier times was referred to as making connections, and more recently referred to as “networking.” (1977)
It is my contention that Bourdieu’s concepts are useful theoretical constructs for understanding what LEDA is doing, because in the United States there is an institutional system in place that requires certain rules and tools to gain access.  Raw talent is not enough.  Privilege is required.  
Recently, a growing number of scholars in the college choice literature have used the concepts of social and cultural capital to help explain the decision making process of underrepresented students to pursue postsecondary education.  McDonough (1997) used the concept of cultural capital to explain the college attendance behavior of low-income and underrepresented students.  Borrowing from Bourdieu, she defined cultural capital as “that property that middle and upper class families transmit to their off spring, which substitutes for or supplements the transmission of economic capital as a means of maintaining class status and privilege across generations” (McDonough, 1997, p. 8) The property she identified as most relevant to college attendance behavior included knowledge of (a) the value of college and (b) post-secondary admissions process.   McDonough argued that the post-secondary decisions of low-income and underrepresented high schools students are constrained due to their lack of cultural capital.  Specifically she found that low-income and underrepresented students do not sufficiently possess the knowledge of “what college is, the diversity of institutions, the admissions process, the graduate rates of different types of institutions, and the conversion capacity of various degrees” (McDonough et al., 1997)
Borrowing from the work of Coleman (1988), Stanton-Salazar (1997) defined social capital as relationships with institutional agents that can be converted into socially valued resources and opportunities.  Institutional agents, as defined by Stanton and Salazar include “those individuals who have the capacity and commitment to transmit directly or negotiate the transmission of institutional resources and opportunities” (Stanton-Salazar, 1997, p.6).  
In this paper and my master’s project, I will suggest the role of social capital in influencing the college attendance behavior of underrepresented students must be further explored.  And I ask specifically, does LEDA provide social capital to its students so as to improve their opportunity to attend a selective college? 
VII.     Methods
For the research in this paper, to measure what LEDA is doing for the students admitted to its program, I conceptualized a comparison.  If I could compare where LEDA Students (called Scholars) are currently enrolled in schools as freshmen in relation to their high achieving peers who are also of underrepresented backgrounds, from similar high schools, and with similar academic characteristics (i.e. high GPA’s, similarly high test scores, extracurricular and community activities), I might be able to evaluate the “LEDA Effect,” the Value-Added to students’ resources to access selective schools.

To focus my investigation, I created a survey (see appendix I).  As this is a conceptual paper (it is my hope to deepen my investigation with a master’s project) I ask many questions in the survey.  For the purposes of this paper however, only a few questions are relevant, namely:
· What is the home address of the student?  
· What is the student currently doing? 
· If the student is currently attending college, where is he/she enrolled?
          I submitted this survey to the fifty students who are in the LEDA Program, the first cohort of LEDA Scholars who are presently experiencing their second semester of their freshmen year in college.  LEDA has a complete and updated record of each student and the school in which the student is enrolled.  This data was easily obtained. The survey was sent off via email.
          The same questions I asked, or sought to answer in regards to what I call the Control Group: the final, additional fifty students who made it to the Second Round for consideration to the program in 2003-4.  As the contenders to today’s Cohort I LEDA Scholars, the Control Group consisted of exceptional candidates who made it through the Second Round. To the third and final round, however, the Control Group did not succeed.  At the last level, the Control Group was not selected for participation in the program because the students did not show the same “hunger to learn,” “ability to seek out diverse challenges,” “and clear and evident desire to want it,” as articulated by Gary Simons, the founder of LEDA and the final judge of candidates.  (It is admitted more information would be beneficial as to what informed this final round of decision making.  I have scheduled an appointment with Mr. Simons for better insight to what was involved with the final judgment.)
            To ask questions of the Control Group, I had to first locate the Control Group.  I found and culled through three-year old admissions files and researched students.  I tried to make contact with each one or with his/her family.  When this failed, their high school guidance counselors were contacted-- until I secured information on a Control Group of thus far, 46 students, their locations, and present situations in terms of school.  (I am confident that soon I will have information on the ideal number of parity, 50.) I achieved this by reaching out by telephone and email. A particular challenge to the data collection was convincing the subjects and guidance counselors to participate in a research project that involved an organization that had earlier rejected these students.

VIII. Results:

Although my work is preliminary and much more investigation is needed, my findings are best illustrated by two tables.  Table I indicates the current location of the Control Group.  Table II indicates the current location of LEDA’s Cohort I.  

Of the 46 students in the Control Group, 93 percent are currently in college; 26 percent are enrolled in selective colleges (the top 145 colleges as defined by Kahlenberg, 2004) 2 percent are enrolled in Ivy League Schools; 7 percent are not in school.  Of this 7 percent, one individual is preparing to join the army.  (See Table I)

Of the fifty LEDA Scholars, 96 percent are in college; 95 percent are in the top 145 selective colleges, and 41 percent are in Ivy League Institutions (Harvard, Princeton, Yale, U Penn, Columbia, Dartmouth, and Cornell). (See Table II)
IX. Possible Conclusions

Although more investigation is needed, it would seem that a theoretical framework, such as that proposed by Bourdieu, which stresses the importance of social capital on the post-secondary decision making for underrepresented students in regard to higher education, is likely to be a beneficial one for analysis.  Because LEDA intervenes late in a student’s trajectory of academic development, the organization cannot claim to make a marked impact on the academic profile of LEDA Scholars.  But LEDA does make a marked difference in providing information about the process of applying to colleges and how to market oneself for successful admissions.  LEDA is a door to opportunity, a portal to information that will allow a student to access a multiplicity of tools and contacts that provide insight and expertise to accessing the system. One possible explanation for what LEDA is doing is providing social capital.  This capital greatly improved LEDA Scholars chances of enrolling in a selective college as compared to their competing peers.

There is 26 percent of the Control Group currently enrolled in selective colleges and 95 percent of the LEDA Scholars currently enrolled in selective schools.   My preliminary findings suggest that exposure to high volumes of social capital for LEDA students provide opportunities for admission to select colleges. 
What this means concretely is best illustrated by the LEDA Scholars themselves.  As one wrote, “I am a Mexican-American orphan; I never thought I’d even see New York City.  LEDA allowed me to spend two months with students just like me from all over the country and to attend classes on the campus of Columbia University!”  This student is referring to his LEDA summer experience.  At the time he wrote this, he did not know he would later become a Coke Cola Scholar, A Daughters of the American Revolution Scholar, and a Mercedes Benz Scholarship recipient; or that he would be accepted at Cornell, Yale, Harvard, and Duke. (http://www.ledascholars.org)  
X. Summary
Against a context of affirmative action, LEDA might argue that the post-secondary decisions of underrepresented students are limited due to their lack of cultural and social capital. Or, under-represented students do not sufficiently possess the requisite culturally derived knowledge or have access to the informal or social networks that may serve as conduits for college opportunities.  My research suggests this phenomenon with its preliminary focus on the “LEDA Effect”.  Clearly, much more research should be conducted to explore this issue and others.  Intensive, longitudinal studies will greatly benefit the analysis as the LEDA Program grows and impacts increasingly more students.
It is assumed that if LEDA Scholars are able to graduate from the highly select schools in which they are enrolled they will have even greater access to social and culture capital.  Harnessing this capital, it is further assumed they will participate in and contribute to and diversify the leadership pool of the United States. 
This is a conceptual paper in preparation for a master’s independent project.  There are many assumptions made.  It should be understood that I have not completed my search for a legitimate Control Group of 50 individuals, or my quantitative research.  Certainly more investigation is needed.
 References

Bergmann, Barbara R. (1996).  In Defense of affirmative action. New York: Basic 
Books: New York.

Bowen, William.  (2006). Extending opportunity: What is to be done? In 

McPherson, Michael and Morton Owen Schapiro (Eds.), College access: 

Opportunity or privilege? New York: College Board Books.
Bowen, William G. and Derek Bok.  (1998).  The Shape of the river: Long-term 

consequences of considering race in college and university admissions. Princeton University Press.

Bourdieu, Pierre.  (1977). Reproduction in education, society and culture.



New York:  Sage Publications.
The College Board.  (2005).  Education pays.  Washington, D.C.  The College 

Board.


Day, Jennifer C. and Eric C. Newburger. (2002). The Big payoff: Educational 

Attainment and synthetic estimates of work-life earnings.  Washington, 

D.C.: U.S. Census Bureau.
Terry Eastland. (1996).  Ending affirmative action: The case for colorblind 

justice. New York: Basic Books.
Farron, Steve. (2005). The Affirmative action hoax: Diversity, the importance of 
character and other lies.  Santa Ana, California: Seven Locks Press.

Kahlenberg, Richard. (2004). America’s untapped resource: Low-income 
Students in higher education.  New York:  The Century Foundation Press.

McDonough, P.M. (1997). Choosing colleges: How social class and schools 

structure opportunity.  Albany: State University of New York Press.

McDonough, P.J., Antonio, A.L. (1996).  Ethnic and racial differences
in selectivity of college choice.  Paper presented at the annual meeting of 

the American Educational research Association, New York.


McPherson, Michael and Morton Owen Schapiro. (2006). Introduction in 

M. McPherson and M.O. Schapiro (Eds.), College Access:  Opportunity or Privilege?  New York:  College Board Publications.

Merrow, John.  (2007). Dream catchers. (April 22, 2007) New York Times, C1.

 
Selmi, Michael. (1999).  Book review: The facts of affirmative action.  Charlotte:

 Virginia Law Review (pp. 697-714)

Spellings Commission.  (2006).  A Test of leadership: Charting the future of U.S.



higher education.  Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education.


Stanton-Salazar, R.D. (1997).  A social capital framework for understanding the 

socialization of racial minority children and and youth.  Harvard 

Educational Review, 67, 1-39.


Stanton-Salazar, R.D. (2001).  Manufacturing hope and despair.  The school and 

kin support networks of U.S. Mexican youth.  New York:  Teachers 

College Press.

