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ABSTRACT

The topic of predicting black student success in
higher education is discussed. The Cultural Study Center (CSC) at the
University of Maryland has begun a three phase research program aimed
at answering the broad research question "Is there anything that
could be called a unique black experience or experiences which could
be measured and translated into practical terms?" The CsC is .
interdisciplinary and interracial. Phase one of the research examined
the utility of currently used predictors and criteria; phase two
involved examining currently available variables for use as potential
predictors; and phase three will be taking what is learned from the
first two phases and working with a variety of blacks on and off
campus to develop predictors and criteria that reflect their
experiences. Studies were conducted in the first phases with the
following results: (1) Multiple R's in the .60's (using freshman
grades as a criterion) are possible for blacks and whites using SAT,
high school grades and high school rank, although optimal weights
vary by race and sex; (2) Attrition and second year grades may be
more relevant criteria for blacks; and (3) Several empirically
develored predictors have been identified which bear careful scrutiny
and should be restudied and tried out in some form in phase three.
(Author/Ls)
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ISSUES IN PREDICTING BLACK STUDENT SUCCESS IN HIGHER EDUCATION*

The topic of predicting black student success in higher education has
received a great deal of attention in the last several years. I would like to
summarize where I feel the area is at the moment and point to some unresolved

issues which might give some direction for the future.

'Stan1ey (1971) in summarizing the work on predicting the success of
"disadvantaged" students, has concluded that admission to selective co]]eges‘
and universities should be based substantially on test scores and high school
grades, irrespective of whether the applicant is from a minority racial, ethnic
or socioeconomic group. Stanley feels pessimistié about the posgibi1ity of
remediation for disadvantaged students and states (1971, p.642) "an admissions
officer ignores test scores at histinstitution's peril." While there have
9been an increasing number of\studies showing that the same predictors work
about as well for blacks or whites (e.g., Thomas and Stanley, 1969; Pfeifer and
Sedlacek, 1971), there also exist studies with contrary or unexplained findfngs
(e.g:, Clark and Plotkin, 1964; Green and Farquhar, 1965; Cleary, 1968; Pfeifer
and Sedlacek, 1970, 1971, 1973).

There are many potential reasons why there seems to the writer to be at
least a reasonable doubt that commonly employed predictors (e.g., tests and high
school grades) can be universally applied to all racial groups. First, there
never has been an adequate study of the issue. If we look closely at the
literature we see that nearly every study done has repeated the same basic
methodology; sample a group of intact blacks at one or more institutions,

correlate their college grades with SAT or ACT scores and high school grades

* Paper presented at National Council on Measurement in Education Convention,
Chicago, April 4, 1972. , 1
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and reach a conclusion. There are many pfob]ems with such a procedure, some of
which are obvious and some perhaps less obvious. Many of the problems center on
restriction of range and related measurement phenomena. . For instance, the types

of blacks attracted to higher education in general or to a specific school tend

to be relatively homogeneous and are not very representative of the blacks with

the potential to do college work (Pfeifer and Séd]acek, 1970). Several researchers
have repofted that blacks entering different types of institutions tend to have
sma]i within <chool variabi]ify and Targe between school variability (Hartnett,
1969; Borgen, 1970). A second“énd related problem is that typically freshman
grades are used as a criterion and therefore only the blacks who stayed in

school for a full year are examined, causing further restriction of range. But
many of you are probably saying "true but don't the same problems apply to whites?"
The question is a good one and the best answer I have is that there is evidence

to suggest that the whole sociocultural process involved in a black attending

. college is different from that of a white. For instance, a prospective black

student often has no people in his past or present environment who are closely
or at all associated with higher education. He must decide (or be surprised)
about whether to attend a.primari1y white institution and face racism and pre-
judice or go to a primarily black school which may not prepare him for living in
the larger society. A black will often require a longer period to adjust to
higher education. As Brooks (1972) pointed out, the achievement of better pre-

diction of black sophomore performance compared to freshman performance is 1ike1y

" related to this adjustment process.' These are just a few conclusions based on

research which point to some uniqueness of black experience in higher education.
Thus the way black subjects (Ss) are lost from the potential prediction elipse
and the effects on validity coefficients could well be different from the

variables that operate to eliminate white Ss from samples studied. Pfeifer and
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Sedlacek (1970) have made a case suggesting that the elimination of blacks fron%
potential research samples tends to retain those for whom traditional predictors’

are related to performance and exclude those who show a discrepancy.

Another point worth noting is that in any dynamic system, that is one
changing or evolving such as higher education for blacks, it is particularly
important ‘that we predéct for ;ke future, not for the past. There is evidence
from the studies cited above as well as others (Sedlacek, Brooks and Mindus, 1972)
that says if the society is to get serious about providing higher education for
more blacks it must tap great resources of black citizenry heretofore untouched.
The last few years have seen us reach the black elite or possibly the blacks who
had most adapted to the larger white society for entry into our colleges and
universities. But there are 1ikely many blacks beyond that group who need and

indeed deserve higher education but their culture, background and lifestyles are

different than what we typically measure with our predictors and criteria. We

therefore must be very sure these variables have been adequately explored before
we give up on the research area. But let us take some new directions. Let us
not simply repeat our favorite study over and over again, reaching the same
conclusion. It will likely take some of the most creative research ever done by.
social scientists to come up with designs which get at these new and different
variables. One should also keep in mind that training in research and measure-
ment methods at most institutions does not provide enough content or cultural
background to conduct such research. _Héving a person highly knowledgeable of
the kinds of variables you might be dealing with is impgrative in designing and
conducting research on prediction of black student succéss. This person will
typically be black and from a simi]ér cultural background to the group studied.
Having such a person do the research or collaborate with others is no guarantee ’

but it appears to be a prerequisite to good research. I obviously do not belong
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to such a cultural group and have tried to limit my remarks and interpretations

to those developed with others in such a position.

The Cp]tufa] Study Center at the University of Maryland has begun a
three phase research program aimed at answering the broad research question "Is
there anything that could be called a unique black experience or experiences
which could be measured and translated into practica] terms?" The Cultural Study
Center is interdiscipliinary ana'interracia1. The program was begun because of
the feeling that it was inappropriate to conduct one shot studies and that only
a sustained and systematic effort would have a reasonable chance of success.’
The first phase of the research was to examine the utility of currently used
predictors anq 6riter1a. The second phase involves examining currently available
variables for use as potential predictors and the third phase will be taking what
is learned from the first two phases and working with a variety of blacks on and
of f campus to develop predictors and criteria that reflect their experiences.
-Obviously the third phase is the most difficult and the "put up or shut up"
phase; Studies have been conducted in the first phases at Mary]and with the
following results:

(1) Multiple R's in the .60's (using freshman grades as a criterion)
are possible for blacks and whites using SAT, high school grades and high school’
rank, although optimal weights vary.by race and sex (e.g., high school grades do
not predict well for black males) (Pfeifer and Sedlacek 1970, 1971).

(2) Attrition and second year grades may be more relevant criteria fof
blacks (DiCesare, Sedlacek and Brooks, 1972; Brooks, 1972).

(3) Several empirically developed predictors have been identified which
bear careful scrutiny and should be restudigd and tried'out in some form 1p

phase 111 (DiCesare, Sedlacek and Brooks, 1972; Pfeifer and Sedlacek, 1973).
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These variables come from a variety of locally developed and commercial
measures such as the California Psychological Inventory and Vocational Preference
Inventory. The variables apparently measure such concepts as being independent,

self assuréd, realistic and able to handle difficult adjustments. The term

"Social Maturity" is currently being used to describe these variables. The

University of Maryland, College Park, will admit 104 students for Fall 1972
using these predictors and also data will be gathered from students admitted on

regular bases. Several additional studies are underway in the first two phases.

There are a number of other issues in predicting black student success that
were not discussed here, but are also important. fhese include the ethics of
examining racjaT subgroups and developing separate predictors and the appropriate-
ness of any paper and pencil measure in assessing the ability of black students.
The writer feels that much research needs to be done before we can‘say‘we have

the answers and have given it a reasonable try. If we examine Type I and Type II

-~errors in regard to this whole area of research, we find the following: The

Type i error (saying racial differences in prediction exist when in fact none do)
is the probability that researchers are wasting their time or developing inappro- .
priate measures that will hurt higher education and society. The Type II error
(saying there are no racial differences in prediction when they in fact exist)

is the probability that we systemat%ca]]y deny opportunities to one group (blacks)
in the society. I feel the Type II error is much worse and has much broader
implications for the society than the Type I error. I feel that enough evidence
for a reasonable doubt exists regarding the null hypothesis of no racial
differences to compel further and indeed better research on predictors of success

for black students in higher education.
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