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The under-representation of African-American[1] faculty in public higher education is one of the 

most important ethical dilemmas facing colleges and universities today. Black faculty facilitate the 

academic preparation and success of all students, but particularly African American students. Research 

illustrates that there is a lack of representation of African American faculty in institutions of higher 

education (Anderson, Astin, Bell, Cole, Etzioni, Gellhorn, Griffiths, Hacker, Hesburgh, Massey, and 

Wilson, 1993; Gregory, 1998; Tillman, 2001). Black faculty represented merely five percent of the 

professoriate in 2003 (NCES, 2006a).  However, when viewed in light of the percentage of African 

American students, a disparity is seen in that African American students accounted for 12.5% of the 

enrollment of colleges and universities in 2004 (NCES, 2006b). Additionally, while African Americans 

faculty represent nearly the same numbers as they did more than two decades ago (Trower and Chait, 

2002), the total percentage of the Black population in the United States has increased from 11.7% in 1980 

to 12.3% in 2000 (Hobbs and Stoops, 2002).   

Umbach (2006) found that African-American faculty are more likely than White faculty to 

interact with all students, utilize engaging and collaborative teaching strategies, highlight higher order 

cognitive experiences, and take on diversity related activities. He notes that these factors are critical for 

preparing students to work and live in a diverse society. African American faculty also spend more time 

reflecting on ways to improve their teaching strategies and spend more time advising students than their 

White counterparts (Johnson, Kuykendall and Laird, 2005).  

The presence of African American faculty on college campuses is important to the academic 

success of African American students (Allen and Haniff, 1991; Roach, 1999; Stith and Russell, 1994). 

This success can be attributed to enhanced mentoring relationships (Lee, 1999; Malone and Malone, 

2001) which are seen as more "student-centered" than non same-race mentoring (Guiffrida, 2005), and an 

advanced African American cultural knowledge/experience of issues confronting African American 

students (Cornelius, Moore and Gray, 1997). In an educational era in which graduation rates for African 

American students remains low, ethical issues of equity in relationship to proportional 

representation[2] must be considered. For instance, in 2001 the California State University system-wide 

four-year graduation rate for African American entering as first-time freshmen was 5.6 %. In fact, 

between 1999 and 2005, an average of 28.4 % of African American first-time freshman were not retained 

after one year in the system (CSRDE, 2005). Bearing this in mind, this paper argues for the proportional 

representation of African American faculty in the academy and by rank based upon the ethical concepts of 

equity and fairness, and advocates for ethical-decision making from public leaders (legislators and 

administrators) in order to achieve this goal.  

First and foremost, it is important to recognize that academic departments have substantial 

autonomy in hiring the faculty that they desire; however, public leaders can also influence the direction of 

the hiring processes. Often, academic departments and public leaders shy away from using this role to 

increase faculty diversity due to issues regarding the legality of affirmative action as promoting 

preferential treatment based upon race and ethnicity. The affirmative action debate remains an area of 

intense focus in higher education, especially in light of: (a) recent Supreme Court rulings in the State of 
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Michigan (see the Gratz v. Bollinger (2003) and Grutter v. Bollinger (2003) which simultaneously struck 

down student admissions policies at the University of Michigan which provided minority applicants with 

additional points and affirmed the need for affirmative actions policies, (b) the passage of the Michigan 

Civil Rights Initiative of 2006, which prevented preferential treatment of minority groups in public 

institutions; and (c) new efforts to bring Civil Rights Initiatives to Arizona, Colorado, Missouri, Nebraska 

and Oklahoma by 2008 (Antonio and Mu¿iz, 2007; Gratz v. Bollinger, 2003; Grutter v. Bollinger, 2003; 

Ryman and Benson, 2007). However, the Grutter decision should be seen as a positive step towards 

faculty inclusion in that it recognizes the clear societal interest and benefit in diversity, allows for 

the legal incorporation for diversity into educational institutions, and maintains the Supreme Courts 

deference to educational decisions to educators within context (Sánchez, 2007). Thus, steps toward 

faculty diversity can be taken within the law which will increase the quality of the current professoriate 

providing that: a) faculty diversity is broadly defined; b) faculty are considered based upon person merit; 

c) non-racially based method of diversification are considered; and d) programs and policies for faculty 

diversification recognize the Supreme Courts desire to see their elimination within the next 25 years 

(Springer and Westerhaus, 2006).    

Often, the method of increasing African American faculty representation has been relegated to 

placing affirmative action representatives on hiring committees and diversifying the hiring committee. 

While these actions are essential to increasing representation, these single-focused linear measures are not 

sufficient alone in addressing the socially imbedded and complex power of institutional racism and 

institutional culture. A multi-faceted approach to the increased hiring of African American faculty must 

include public leaders who can greatly impact the hiring and promotion process by: 1) fostering and 

cultivating an institutional culture which values and affirms faculty diversification 2) enacting policies 

which reduce discrimination and other obstacles in the academy; and 3) through policy, influence and 

initiatives that set African American faculty diversity targets with achievable timelines as well as funding 

allocations/ incentives for reaching those targets. 

Public leaders must recognize the important benefits of African American faculty. African American 

faculty can facilitate the increased academic success of all students, specifically African American 

students. By increasing the academic gains of students, there is a strong likelihood the more students will 

graduate. A substantial benefit of improved graduation rates will be the increased financial prosperity for 

the state and national economies through: 1) the reduction in public monies dedicated to social service 

programs; 2) an increase in taxes on a federal, state and local level; 3) an increase in spending capability; 

and 4) a decrease in inter-ethnic economic disparity (Vernez and Mizell, 2001). 

Beyond viewing proportional representation from the lens of policy which can serve as a barrier 

for greater representation, it is morally imperative that institutions make efforts to increase the diversity of 

faculty which reflects the diversity of students. African American faculty exhibit a passion for African 

American student success that exceeds traditional expectations of teacher support of students (Corbin, 

1998). As a result, research indicates that there is a positive relationship between faculty diversity and 

increased graduation rates for student of color (Opp, 2002). Thus, the lack of black faculty in the academy 

should be seen as an ethical dilemma, especially in consideration of the barriers to equitable academic, 

personal, and social success of students that are made more evident without the presence of these faculty. 

An ethical and moral directive which understands and addresses the ramifications of faculty 

underrepresentation on an individual and societal level should be promoted in a manner which desires to 

make society more just for all (Brewer, Selden and Facer, 2000; Jones, 2001). 

Proportional representation can be achieved through the promotion of ethical decision-making 

that focuses upon advocacy and social justice for, "fairness, equity, and support for individual rights 

through ... affirmative action" (Goss, 1996, p. 581). These principles must to be utilized by public leaders 

in order to ensure that equality of representation of various groups (race/ethnicity, class, gender etc.) is 

present in all public institutions by replicating the demographic makeup of a representative body with that 

of the constituency that it serves (Riccucci and Saidel, 1997; Rai and Critzer, 2000). In this case, the 

promotion of policies and regulations that embrace faculty diversity in higher education as an ethical, 

economic and academic imperative will aid public institutions in diversifying the professoriate.  As 



such, an examination of the ethical decision making concepts of `fairness' and `equity' as raised by Goss 

(1996) is needed in order to promote parity in representation of African American faculty.      

The erroneous reasoning rendered at many colleges and universities to justify the numerical 

under-representation of African American professoriate in faculty positions is often based upon the 

pipeline argument. The pipeline argument purports that there is not enough qualified African American 

doctorates to fill the faculty ranks (JBHE, 2001).  However, the "pipeline" argument does not take into 

account that the current faculty ranks are not reflective of the number of qualified African American 

degree holders (Trower & Chait, 2002). Or, that these individuals are receiving doctoral degrees in record 

numbers (Cross, 1998).   

The pipeline argument is merely one of many arguments used to justify Black faculty 

underrepresentation. Turner (2002) discusses the need to address myths and stereotypes that persist 

regarding the hiring of faculty of color including the following statements: "our institution cannot 

compete for doctorates of color because everyone wants them"; "we cannot match the high salaries 

offered to faculty of color"; "there are no qualified candidates of color for our open faculty positions"; 

"faculty of color would not want to come to our campus"; "faculty of color will leave for more money and 

prestige"; "recruiting [of] color takes away opportunities for White faculty" (p. 16). During the 

researcher's time and experience in academia other false arguments have been perpetuated (including the 

majority of the following from a current university president); "we hired one faculty of color, it didn't 

work out"; "faculty of color don't want to be here" and "we advertised the position and no faculty of color 

applied".  

These aforementioned myths also have pervasive and polarized counterparts including: "in hiring, 

only diversity counts" and "White faculty members are losing job opportunities to members of minority 

groups". However, these myths are dispelled with findings which illustrate that minority faculty hires 

usually replace previous faculty of color rather than increasing faculty diversity (Smith and Moreno, 2006, 

p. B22).  Additionally, research illustrates that institutional bias hampers the success of the hiring 

process.  The demographic makeup of search committees, the position descriptions, and the advertisement 

of positions can all play a role in eliminating the potential recruitment of faculty of color (Turner, 

2002).  Furthermore, Moody (2004) notes that majority search committees require higher expectations for 

faculty of color then for White faculty. She notes that "their fear [White faculty] leads them to 

compulsively double-check the minority's credentials and even to read, word by word, his/her peer-

reviewed articles to determine their soundness- a precaution never felt necessary for majority candidates" 

(p. 37). Clearly, all myths regarding the hiring of faculty of color must be eradicated and replaced with 

research and facts that either prove or disprove their worth.      

Even more alarming than the lack of African American faculty in the academy is the deficient 

numbers of these individuals who are tenure or tenure track (Leap, 1995). Promotion and tenure is an 

issue of fairness in the academy with regard to the practices and policies of this process. There are 

unwritten rules and practices regarding the tenure process that are designed to uphold the hegemonic 

power structure in the academy which is controlled by the dominant Eurocentric professoriate (Fenelon, 

2003; Stanley, 2006). Marbley (2007) in a description of her experience in the tenure process, discusses 

how great peer reviews were overrode by her department tenure and promotion committee. With regard to 

fairness in the tenure process, she concludes by noting that future progress is contingent upon White and 

male faculty.  

 Promotion concerns are a major stress factor for African American faculty who are often 

marginalized in institutions of higher education (Thompson and Dey, 1998). According to Allen, Epps, 

Guillory, Suh, and Bonous-Hammarth (2000) African American faculty do not benefit from the 

educational promotion system due to the fact that they inherently benefit Caucasian faculty. Furthermore 

Allen et al.(2000) states: 

  

As a rule, African American faculty members are less often tenured, earn less, work at 

less prestigious institutions, have lower academic rank, and have less academic stature 

compared to their White peers (p.125). 



  

            Racial Discrimination is still an issue that plagues institutions in the United States (Haugabrook, 

1998; McElroy, 1998). Baez (1998) found that African Americans felt `victimized' throughout the 

promotion and tenure process as a result of their racial identity. He noted that Black faculty members 

(regardless of faculty rank) experienced both individual and institutional racism which was the lens in 

which their academic experience (including tenure processes) was viewed. 

            Turner (2002) notes that faculty of color: have more stringent performance expectations than 

White faculty; are held to a hiring standard with regard to their academic credentials; are viewed as 

tokens; "lack support or validation" for their research; and are "expected to handle minority affairs" (p. 

24). Cornelius et. al. (1997) notes that the absence of tenure attainment for African Americans comes as a 

result of socialization and support issues that impact the successfulness of tenure applications. Further 

Cornelius et. al explains that African Americans are not part of the campus "informal network system" 

and therefore do not have access to information regarding the political nature of tenure appointment 

(p.150).   Consideration these issues, the minute faculty of color that exist in full professorships and with 

tenure (in the uneven playing field) can be more clearly understood. 

This paper has argued for proportional representation of African American faculty in the academy 

through the ethical concepts of equity and fairness. Reasoning provided for this increase has included: a) 

economic benefits of an educated populous; b) the ability of student to participate in a pluralistic society; 

and c) the educational benefits for all students, especially African American students. Additionally, two 

primary points regarding these concepts were advanced: 1) equity for academic success of students and 2) 

fairness for the tenure and promotion of faculty of color. Overall, higher education is in an era "where a 

highly diverse faculty... is essential for maintaining institutional integrity with legislators, parents, 

employers, and most importantly students" (Jackson and Terrell, 2003, p. 21).  Public leaders must 

respond to the call to advance policies that will increase the proportional representation of African 

American faculty. 

It is the belief of the researcher that many public leaders will not respond to the call for increase 

representation of African American faculty, especially for reasoning based primarily upon a philosophical 

pursuit of equity and fairness. The socially engrained direct and indirect racism that permeates American 

society will undoubtedly hinder such action until the true economic ramifications of the current faculty 

homogeneity are realized and actualized. The public leaders who do respond to this call will most likely 

be limited to those who are themselves African American or persons of color. It is the hope of the 

researcher that the dominant White public leadership will have the foresight to promote the proportional 

representation of African American faculty prior to that time.  

Due to retirement projections which show that more than one third of the current national 

professoriate will retire between 1991 and 2010, some researchers have advanced the argument that the 

timing for faculty diversification efforts is favorable (Nevarez and Borunda, 2004). Policymakers can and 

should play an integral role in ensuring that this process takes places. As a result, it is imperative that 

current policymakers have the foresight to understand the depth of this issue. Diversifying the 

professoriate means going beyond rhetoric and taking action. There are four key things that policy makers 

can do to in this regard, they can: 1) require institutions of higher education to infuse diversity-related 

objectives in their strategic plans in order to place morally motivated objectives of faculty representation 

at the forefront of all planning processes; 2) support policies that address ethical issues regarding the 

equitable treatment of all institutional faculty, students, administrators and affiliates in a non- racist and 

discriminatory fashion. Much of the progress intended to increase faculty diversity is impeded by direct 

and indirect forms of racism which permeate the culture of many institutions of higher education; 3) set 

diversity goals that contain timeframes to meet ethical and equitable bench markers. Policymakers can 

publicly demand that these institutions make goals to increase racial diversity. They can also require 

public universities to advertise recruitment in certain publications to alert people of color to open 

positions; and 4) use their fiscal influence to ensure that ethical diversity targets are reinforced with 

funding restrictions and incentives in order to achieve desired goals. 
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[1] The terms "African-American" and "Black" are used interchangeably to refer to the descendants of African slaves in 

the United States. 

[2] Proportional Representation is a relative numerical or percentage comparison between the racial/ethnic background of 

students, administrators, teachers and other school personnel nationwide. 
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