
PRESIDENTIAL SESSIONS                      

Preserving Rights of Entry:  Future of Programs, Policies, and Practices for 

Facilitating College Access in a Looming Post Affirmative Environment 

Thursday, 12:45-2:00PM, Condesa 4 

Chairs:  

Estela Mara Bensimon, University of Southern California 

Alicia C. Dowd, University of Southern California 

Gregory M. Anderson, University of Denver 

                                                                                                                                                                             

To address racial inequities in education, postsecondary institutions have implemented affirmative action 

(the consideration of race as a plus factor in admissions to institutions that select among their                  

applicants).  In its 2012 term, less than a decade since the 2003 Grutter v. Bollinger decision upheld the 

constitutionality of affirmative action, the U.S. Supreme Court is reconsidering affirmative action in review 

of a case from the Fifth Circuit, Fisher v. University of Texas, Austin.  The Court’s decision in Fisher will have 

broad implications for  educators who seek to address racial and ethnic inequities in education with     

policies that explicitly consider race.  Although the implications of Fisher are likely to be heavily access-

based (i.e., getting into college), it is possible that effects will be more broad-ranging, touching on         

students’ experiences on campus and outcomes (their learning and degree completion). 

                                                                                                                                                                           

The papers in this session all reflect the assumption that whereas affirmative action facilitates underrepre-

sented students’ access to the nation’s most selective public universities, access – defined as college       

admission -- is not sufficient.  It is important that higher education also enact strategies for producing     

substantive and equitable experiences and outcomes for racial groups who, due to colleges’ historical 

exclusionary practices, bear the inheritances of historically accumulated disadvantage.   This symposium 

draws on empirical study to consider the strategies available to colleges and universities choosing to     

position themselves as agents of racial/ethnic equity in the U.S., and facilitating both students’ formal    

entry to college (via admission) and their positioning to learn and develop while on campus – that is, in      

environments that actively promote their growth. Acknowledging the importance of affirmative action,      

symposium participants challenge colleges and universities to develop strategies to pursue equity, wheth-

er with or without supportive action from the Court.  The papers contribute to the theme of ―freedom to 

learn‖ by exploring how colleges and universities can create or change extant policies and practices so 

as to create  equitable conditions for postsecondary participation.  

 

The Need to Consider Race: The Evidence for Affirmative Action in the Legal Context 

Liliana M. Garces, George Washington University 

To inform the legal determination in the Fisher case, social scientists will be submitting a friend-of-the-court 

brief in support of the University’s affirmative action policy.  In this paper, Liliana Garces will draw on the 

brief, which she is co-authoring, to provide the most extensive and up-to-date body of knowledge about 

the means necessary to maintain a racially and ethnically diverse student body.  Based on the scholarly 

data, the social scientists will argue (as the lower court found) that the University of Texas at Austin has a 

compelling interest to promote a racially and ethnically diverse student body through means that explicit-

ly consider race and ethnicity as one of a number of factors in admissions.   In this paper, Liliana Garces 

will situate the evidence and arguments that will be advanced in the brief within the broader context of 

legal developments that have shaped (or constrained) educators’ efforts to address racial inequities in 

education. She will discuss what the case means for the future of affirmative action policies. Attending to 

the standards of constitutional review established by the Equal Protection Clause, the author will highlight 

how legal developments have shaped higher education policies and practices, and are likely to do so in 

the future.  

 



The SAT and College Prep Are Not “Race-Neutral:” A Road Map for Equitable Admission Policies 

Karen Miksch, University of Minnesota 

When the plaintiff filed her case against the University of Texas, at Austin (Fisher v. University of Texas at     

Austin, 2012), she did not challenge the use of so called ―academic‖ factors in the schools’ admission       

policies. Rather, the plaintiff focused on the use of race as a plus factor in the admission process and 

claimed that it was unconstitutional race discrimination. However, test scores, quality of high school, and 

rigor of high school curriculum favor students in the highest socioeconomic statuses and disproportionately 

disadvantage lower income African American, Immigrants, Latina/o, and Native American applicants. It is 

these inequities that colleges and universities should attempt to remedy in the admission process. Yet, in the 

Court’s affirmative action case law, there is little mention regarding the unequal nature of secondary 

schools in the U.S., nor of the racial barriers built into many college and university admissions systems.  

In this paper, Karen Miksch will use empirical data and legal analysis to challenge the purported neutrality 

of academic ―merit‖ factors. Her analysis will focus on states that have banned the use of affirmative      

action in higher education admissions (Arizona, California, Florida, Michigan, Texas and Washington.) Public 

colleges and universities in these states rely on standardized test scores as well as college preparatory 

courses as   admission criteria. In Texas, for example, almost every higher education institution considers AP 

as part of the admission process and also provides free college credit if a student receives a passing grade 

on an AP examination. Although rigorous coursework is viewed as a ―race neutral‖ criterion, there is         

inequitable access to college preparatory classes in Texas along racial lines. As universities revamp          

admission procedures to comply with the upcoming Fisher v. University of Texas at Austin case, it is            

imperative that policy makers understand how standardized tests and an emphasis on AP and other       

college preparatory courses disparately discriminates against low-income students and students of color. 

There are other, more equitable ways for colleges and universities to assess a student’s academic potential, 

and these will be   explored in the paper.  

Taking Affirmative Actions: How Underrepresented Students Manage Stereotypes and Policy-Related 
Threats to their Identities 

Ebony McGee, Peabody College of Vanderbilt University 

The phenomena of stereotype threat has been well-documented as a social-psychological mechanism 

that can suppress the academic performance and persistence of students who have been historically     

underrepresented on university campuses, especially in the highly racialized and gendered academic 

fields of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. Moreover, because these are highly          

racialized and gendered contexts, they are particularly salient in relation to recent anti-affirmative initia-

tives. While stereotype threat and anti-affirmative action policy efforts, in tandem, portend further            

underrepresentation among African American, Latino, Native American, and poor students, recent re-

search (McGee, 2009; McGee & Martin, 2011) shows that students can invoke their own affirmative         

actions—through a process characterized as stereotype management—to negotiate social-psychological 

and policy-related threats to their identities.  

In this paper, Ebony McGee discusses the concept of stereotype management and concludes that         

stereotype threat need not be deterministic.  Her empirical work demonstrates the value of stereotype   

management as an identity-affirming and developed competency. She draws from two qualitative studies 

conducted over seven years including over eighty high-achieving undergraduate and graduate students 

of African American, Latino, and Asian heritage. She discusses a range of strategies characterizing stereo-

type management and how students utilized various forms of individual agency to reduce the impact of          

demeaning stereotypes. Recognizing that students should not have to bear the burden of battling            

racialized  stereotypes, her work also identifies what universities, disciplinary departments, and                    

individual faculty members can do to recognize and reduce the intensity of effects that racial and gender                

stereotyping can have on students’ classroom and other campus experiences. 

Discussant - Estela Mara Bensimon, University of Southern California 

Estela Bensimon will moderate discussion among audience members and symposium presenters to            

integrate the themes of the three papers. She will highlight the limitations of access to education as a solo 

strategy for ensuring all students’ ―freedom to learn,‖ and will ask audience members to speak to how they 

can draw on the work of the presenters to go beyond affirmative action to advance equity in                  

postsecondary education.  



Lawyers, Guns and Money: Higher Education in the Headlines 

Thursday, 2:15-3:30PM, Condesa 4 

Chair and Moderator:  

Aaron Pallas, Teachers College, Columbia University 

 

It's said that any publicity is good publicity.  But higher education has taken its lumps in the media over the 

past few years, with a number of high-profile incidents casting U.S. institutions of higher education in a neg-

ative light.  This session invites leading scholars to comment on some of the most lurid recent stories   involv-

ing higher education, recasting them as case studies that can inform a broader understanding of contem-

porary trends in the academy.  Robert Birnbaum will discuss the implications of laws permitting    individuals 

to carry concealed firearms on campus.  Brian Pusser will examine the firing and reinstatement of Teresa 

Sullivan, President of the University of Virginia, by the University's Board of Visitors and the implications of the 

case for prevailing models and theories of governance.  William G. Tierney will consider the Penn State 

child sex abuse scandal from the standpoint of organizational culture and governance at Pennsylvania 

State University and elsewhere.  Sara Goldrick-Rab will examine what is known, and still remains to be un-

derstood, about college affordability and student debt on U.S. campuses.  The session's title, "Lawyers, Guns 

and Money," captures many of the themes in these presentations. 

 

Ready, Fire, Aim: The College Campus Gunfight 

Robert Birnbaum, University of Maryland 

College campuses in at least six states now allow the carrying of concealed weapons either on college 

grounds, in college buildings, or in parking areas.  In addition, 23 state legislatures in 2011 considered bills to 

permit the carrying of concealed weapons at their public institutions.  The lawful presence of guns on   

campus is a recent phenomenon, but decisions by the U.S. Supreme Court, state legislatures, and            

institutional trustees suggest that almost all states may soon have to decide whether concealed firearms 

will be permitted on public colleges and universities.  This presentation will review concealed carry trends 

affecting higher education, analyze the arguments for either banning or permitting concealed weapons, 

and present new data about gun ownership and violent campus crime, including rape and murder.  

 

Mr. Jefferson, Meet Mr. Friedman: Governance, Markets and the University as a Public Sphere  

Brian Pusser, University of Virginia 

The dismissal and subsequent reinstatement of University of Virginia President Teresa A. Sullivan in the     

summer of 2012 offer important insights into contemporary postsecondary governance, emerging norms of 

power and legitimacy, and the role of the university as a public sphere in shaping the future of higher     

education. The events at the University of Virginia suggest that shifts in the broader political economy of 

higher education - new forms of finance, market models of resource allocation, the evolving relationship 

between the state and postsecondary institutions, and increasing prestige competition - are shifting the 

balance of public and private goods generated in research universities. Taken together, these shifts also 

present exceptional challenges to institutional leadership and governance. At the same time, the diversity 

of competing interests, the use of the university as a site for mobilization and debate, and the critique of 

the governance process that shaped this contest, offer support for the conceptualization of the university 

as an essential public sphere.  Through applying critical state theory to the analysis of this contest, the     

author finds considerable potential for building new and more inclusive social, political and economic   

coalitions in support of effective governance in public higher education.  



Anatomy of a Failure:  Shared Governance and the Role of the Faculty 

William G. Tierney, University of Southern California 

What more can be learned about the events that occurred at Penn State University?  Arguably the most 

talked about controversy in higher education during 2011 was the child abuse scandal at one of the 

country’s most well-respected land grant universities.  The scandal involved the football team’s defensive 

coordinator, Jerry Sandusky.  Ultimately the events led to his conviction, the firing of the University         

President and the head football coach, the iconic Joe Paterno, and sanctions and lawsuits against the 

university which have yet to be resolved.  What has not been very much discussed is the role shared     

governance played in this matter and what sorts of steps could have been taken that might have        

prevented, or at least alerted, the campus community to the dangers that existed.  After providing a 

thumbnail sketch of the events that led up to the controversy the presentation will focus on the            

academic’s responsibilities within a campus community.  The role of the faculty will receive particular           

attention. 

 

Occupy Colleges:  What the Student Debt and Pell Grant Crises Mean for the Affordability Agenda 

Sara Goldrick-Rab, University of Wisconsin-Madison 

For many decades, America has promoted affordability in higher education through the provision of    

financial aid.  Today, there is uproar over both the amount of student debt and the costs of the federal 

Pell Grant program.  This has led many to push for a fundamental "rethinking" of what we mean by        

affordability and how it is achieved. This presentation reviews the rhetoric of contemporary objections to 

financial aid programs, analyzes the arguments for reform, and draws on new empirical evidence to    

suggest where aid programs might be strengthened to better achieve affordability. 



Organizational Learning in Higher Education Contexts 

Thursday 3:45-5:00PM, Condesa 4 

Chair:  

Michael Bastedo, University of Michigan 

Discussant:  

Adrianna Kezar, University of Southern California 

This session is designed to explore ―freedom to learn‖ at the organizational level, by looking at the learning 

that occurs among administrators that leads to more effective management, student learning, and social 

justice in higher education.  We hope that this session will expose the audience to new frameworks for    

organizational research in higher education across diverse topical areas and generate discussion about 

how best to support organizational learning among administrators to meet complex goals. 

 

Tools for Remediating Racialized Practices in Higher Education  

Alicia C. Dowd, University of Southern California 

Estela Mara Bensimon, University of Southern California 

Although the ―race question‖ is being actively debated—and too often expressed in ugly rhetoric and acts 

of prejudice—there is little capacity at colleges and universities for exploring how institutionalized racism 

and racial prejudices are enacted on campus.  Even when presented with evidence about racial           

inequities in student outcomes or gaps in student success, institutional actors working in them may not be 

equipped with the language necessary to address race as a factor in student success. Our paper will     

address the following questions: How can colleges build both the language to talk about race and the 

ability to inquire systematically into causes of inequity and potential solutions?  How can institutions create 

environments that allow higher education professionals to learn new ways of speaking about race, new 

ways of framing student inequities, new ways of investigating the potential causes and solutions of           

inequities, and new ways of taking responsibility for moving along the path to equity?   We will address the-

se questions by reporting the results of a study that involved teams of faculty members in community      

colleges and four-year comprehensive colleges in structured inquiry activities guided by protocols           

designed to interrogate practices from a critical race standpoint. 

 

Organizing for Learning: The Design of Learning Contexts 

Patricia M. King, University of Michigan 

It is no great revelation to observe that how educators structure learning environments matters to student 

learning.  Indeed, John Dewey (1944) observed almost 70 years ago that: ―We never educate directly, but 

indirectly by means of the environment. Whether we permit chance environments to do the work, or 

whether we design environments for the purpose makes a great difference.‖ Unfortunately, leaving the 

structure of learning contexts to chance has been a common practice.  There are many factors affecting 

this, such as prioritizing competing values (e.g., creative serendipity and freedom to explore) over            

requirements seen as overly prescriptive, faculty calls for autonomy in determining course or programmatic 

content (not coincidentally to match their expertise), and individualizing student learning.  (And yes, simple 

neglect or lack of will may also be at play here).  However, research on organizational factors affecting 

student learning and success has led to the identification of several organizational strategies that have 

been proven effective in promoting learning: supporting student engagement, using ―good practices,‖ 

including high-impact practices, enacting developmental practices, and shifting campus cultures in ways 

that are aligned with institutional mission and desired learning outcomes.  In this presentation, I will first     

introduce these strategies as tools administrators have used to more effectively organize student learning 

at the institutional level. I will then point out broader organizational principles to illustrate relationships 

among them, including how these organizational strategies themselves can be organized. 



Cognitive Repairs in the Admissions Office 

Michael Bastedo, University of Michigan 

It is well known from the work of Daniel Kahneman, Amos Tversky, Richard Thaler, and many other         

psychologists and behavioral economists that there are a wide array of heuristics and biases that shape 

our thinking in daily life.  This is equally true of decisions made by administrators in organizational contexts.  

One of the most prominent of these is confirmation bias, or the predisposition of individuals to seek out   

information or cues that support previously held beliefs.  This form of bias is very well documented, but the 

question remains: how do organizations adopt practices – cognitive repairs -- that ameliorate these      

biases, and how well are those cognitive repairs diffused among organizational participants?  This       

presentation will present the results of a study of organizational decision making in the undergraduate   

admissions office of a major public research university.  The data is drawn from over 20 hours of              

application training, reading over 400 files as an external reader, and nearly 60 interviews of external 

readers and office staff.  The results show that a) confirmation bias is a pervasive problem among file 

readers; b) that office leaders develop explicit cognitive repairs to manage this bias; c) that there is both 

conscious and subconscious resistance to adopting these repairs among both lower-level office staff and 

external readers. I will then discuss the broader implications for developing cognitive repair practices in 

higher education organizations. 

 

Discussant: Adrianna Kezar (University of Southern California) will draw themes across the papers and    

facilitate discussion among the audience about how ―freedom to learn‖ applies in organizational and     

administrative contexts and across multiple areas of the university. 

 

 

ASHE Task Force on Drafting of a Policy for Position-Taking on Public     

Issues Concerning Higher Education 

Friday 3:00 PM - 4:15 PM, Gracia 5 

Facilitated by Ann Austin, Michigan State University 

 

For more information on the ASHE Task Force, please see the Fall 2012 

ASHE Newsletter (Forthcoming at: http://www.ashe.ws/?page=172).  



Advancing Faculty Agency: The Role of Individuals,  

Organizational Environments, and Fields  

Friday 1:30-2:45PM, Condesa 4 

Chair: 

KerryAnn O’Meara, University of Maryland  

Moderator:  

Ann Austin, Michigan State University 

 

American college and university faculty members face many challenges in the 21st century university, 

among them tightened financial resources, heightened accountability coupled with declining academic 

freedom, threats to intellectual freedom – the freedom to question and learn – and diminishing public faith 

in the faculty’s ability to contribute to students’ learning and the social good.  But today’s faculty members 

do, paradoxically, have enviable access to multiple opportunities to grow and develop in their careers.  

Despite the cutbacks, questions, and threats – our faculty work in resource-rich environments: students to 

work with, programs of ideas to work on, virtual access to repositories of knowledge throughout the world.  

The very big question they face may then be how to access those resources, and make time to work with 

them in ways that maintain the faculty’s integrity, intellectual spirit, independence, autonomy, and         

freedom to create, think, and learn as scholars and teachers.  Building on theoretical and empirical studies 

drawn from the social sciences (including sociology, psychology, human development/life span,             

organizational behavior, and cultural standpoint perspectives), higher education researchers who study 

the academic profession have begun to consider the role of agency in faculty professional lives. 

By agency we refer to means whereby a professor, instructor, or other academic member takes ―strategic 

and intentional views or actions toward goals that matter for him/her” (O’Meara, Campbell & Terosky, 

2011). Agency is exercised toward specific ends and in particular social contexts such as to advance in 

one’s career, provide leadership in shared governance or balance work and life demands. We 

acknowledge that such actions, aimed at professors’ realization of goals that matter to them, are often 

pursued in the context of collective work and goals of their colleagues, their students, their organizations, 

their disciplines, the larger society and times in which they live.  We worry that while much emphasis has 

been given to the latter, not enough has gone to the former as a necessary propellant for the latter.   

In this presidential session, scholars who study the role of agency in faculty professional lives, and the role of 

individual and organizational interactions with it, come together to connect their studies and inform the 

field. At a time when what it means to be a faculty member is changing, as are organizations, fields, and 

society at large, we consider how individuals are clearing paths to achieve goals. Of particular interest are 

the ways individuals and their organizations create spaces for the exercise of agency, the actual goals 

they pursue as agents, expressions of agency, and associated outcomes. Each of the paper sessions will 

focus on how agency is expressed and operates in different content areas. 

 

Disrupting dominant conceptions of legitimacy in academia: Studies of agency in striving universities. 

Leslie D. Gonzales, Clemson University 

Professor Gonzales will draw from her work on faculty who take agency by disrupting, in a number of ways, 

the research-centric norms of academia. Anchoring the work in theories of personal biography, practice 

and power relations, Gonzales will consider how faculty situated in two ―striving‖ (O’Meara, 2007) but     

distinct university settings, one a Hispanic Serving Institution and the other, a Predominantly White Land 

Grant Institution, took agency in their careers as they worked to reconcile personal biography,                 

organizational structures and wider institutional norms to create the space to enact the professorship in  

different ways, but always so as to disrupt dominant conceptions of legitimacy  in academia.  



 

Tenure versus Fatherhood: Navigating Competing Expectations 

Margaret Sallee, University at Buffalo 

Professor Sallee will focus on the societal structures and gender norms that, despite a gradual shift in                  

expectations, continue to place men as breadwinners and women as caretakers. She considers the        

experiences of 22 male assistant professors with children and discusses how the faculty career and gender 

norms simultaneously enable and constrain their ability to exercise agency in the balance of home and 

work lives. 

 

A Career with a View: Agentic Perspectives of Women Faculty 

KerryAnn O’Meara, University of Maryland 

Professor O’Meara will consider how faculty in one research university enact agency via perspectives that       

facilitate career advancement. While there is a tendency to frame agency in relation to specific actions 

taken to advance goals (such as asking for resources or prioritizing some tasks over others), recent research 

suggests the role of agentic perspectives is as important as agentic behavior, and in fact can exert       

powerful influences on agentic behavior. For example, agentic perspective is enacted when faculty 

choose to frame their opportunity structure as unencumbered by experienced discrimination or decide not 

to let advice from senior colleagues dominate their work choices. This paper considers the nature of       

perspective as meaning-making, reflexive deliberation, and inner conversation.  In this view agency is inner 

work as much as it is active, external, and observable.  This research reveals perspectives enacted to     

support professors own career advancement efforts and considers implications for faculty professional 

growth and organizational change.  

 

Faculty Organizing for Change 

Gary Rhoades, University of Arizona 

Professor Rhoades will focus on faculty organizing for change.  He will consider how faculty agency plays 

out in collective efforts and through various mechanisms (e.g., unions, academic senates, state and       

national grass roots coalitions) to reshape American higher education.  In addition, his analytical focus will 

be on the ways whereby academics direct their agency toward serving as guardians of the public interest, 

invoking and acting on the professional responsibilities of faculty. Several cases will be addressed             

surrounding different patterns of collective action and various substantive policy issues. 

 

This panel will be facilitated by: 

 

Ann Austin (Michigan State University), who has studied faculty growth and careers and the organizational 

and contextual factors affecting academic work. She is currently leading a multi-year, multi-institutional  

NSF-sponsored study of organizational change strategies that create environments that support the               

recruitment, retention, and success of women in the STEM fields. Additionally, she is Co-P.I. of the Center for 

the Integration of Research, Teaching, and Learning (CIRTL), an NSF-sponsored multi-institutional national    

center focused on preparing doctoral students to create careers involving excellent teaching as well as 

strong research. Her long involvement in projects pertaining to the factors that impact academic work and 

careers will inform the questions and comments integrated into her facilitation of this session.   
 
 



The Role of State Policy in Ensuring Opportunity to Learn 

Friday 4:30-5:45PM, Condesa 4 

Chairs:  

Laura Perna, University of Pennsylvania  

Michael McLendon, Vanderbilt University 

Discussant:  

Michael Kirst, Stanford University  

In order to have the ―freedom to learn,‖ students must also have the ―opportunity to learn.‖  State         

governments play a critical role in ensuring that all students, regardless of race/ethnicity, family income, or 

other demographic characteristics, have the opportunity to learn. Low rates of college participation and 

completion overall, and even lower rates for individuals from low-income families and racial/ethnic minority 

groups, suggest that many state governments can and should be doing more to ensure that all state      

residents have the opportunity to learn. Improving college participation and completion will not only      

improve equity across groups, but also result in countless other benefits to individuals and society. 

 

In an effort to advance scholarship in this area, this session considers several dimensions of the role of state 

public policy in ensuring opportunity to learn.  

 

Improving Academic Readiness  

Laura Perna, University of Pennsylvania 

To have the freedom to learn, students must possess the academic skills and preparation required to enroll 

and succeed in college. High rates of remediation suggest that, more than 20 years after the first formal   

―P-20 council‖ was established, many states are still experiencing challenges in aligning high school and 

college curricular standards and assessments.  This paper examines the forces that have promoted and 

limited state efforts to improve high school students’ academic readiness for college.    

 

Promoting College Affordability  

Jennifer Delaney, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 

Freedom to learn requires not only an academic foundation sufficient to enable a student to succeed at 

the postsecondary level, but also a fiscal and a financial climate that makes one’s college going            

affordable.  Yet, in recent years, state funding for higher education per student has declined dramatically.  

This paper considers trends involving two crucial elements of the college-affordability equation: the         

allocation of state resources (e.g., appropriations, student aid)  in support of educational opportunity at 

the higher and postsecondary levels and tuition and fee levels at campuses.  Additionally, the paper ex-

amines the mechanisms that states have used to encourage greater college affordability (e.g., efforts to 

formally link appropriations, tuition, and aid; state incentives for institutions to control tuition increases; and, 

other forms of subsidies both for institutions and individuals), and weighs research evidence on the effects 

of the different postsecondary financing strategies and approaches the states have taken.  

 



Designing Access and Completion Policies for the Diversity of States  

William Zumeta, University of Washington  

States are the key players in higher education policy in the U.S. federal system. In this paper we propose an 

approach to thinking about state higher education policy design given the great diversity in structures,   

resources, policy cultures, and priority challenges across the 50 U.S. states in the context of the current    

national imperative to increase college completion (especially among population groups not heretofore 

well represented). After briefly laying out the remarkable diversity across the states and the range of policy 

tools available to them, we develop a typology of states organized by major policy challenges (i.e., high 

projected population growth, low participation rates, highly inequitable participation rates across groups, 

low graduation rates, and various subcategories of these) arrayed against key structural and contextual 

characteristics (geography, resources, size of private and 2-year sectors, governance forms) that make 

some types of policy approaches more applicable in some contexts than others. We illustrate the       

framework by analyzing how several states have responded to the challenge posed by the juxtaposition of 

the college completion imperative and the current fiscal crisis. 

 

Remedying Gaps Across Student Populations: A Review of the Hispanic Majority  

Stella Flores, Vanderbilt University  

In addition to the issues outlined above, states must also pay close attention to the shifting demographic 

landscape. Many states have been experiencing, and will continue to experience, important changes in 

the demographic characteristics of their populations, including the rapid growth in the Hispanic              

population.  Census figures from 2010 indicate that Hispanics will comprise the majority of the student    

population growth in colleges and universities yet their enrollment rates as a proportion of the eligible     

student population continue to remain lower than other groups as do figures related to their college    

completion. These deficits in college going and in college completion are well documented, but to what 

extent have state efforts in improving educational outcomes for Hispanic populations, where such efforts 

indeed have occurred, succeeded?  This paper explores the role of state policy in closing gaps across   

ethnic/racial groups, and of the forces that promote and militate against improvements in college success 

among Hispanic students, in particular. Policies reviewed include early childhood programming, high 

school exit exam policies, to efforts at postsecondary institutions that may or may not facilitate completion. 

Particular state contexts in which Hispanic students are the expected majority as well as the new emerging 

minority are examined. 

 

System Facilitators and Impediments to Policy Reform  

Michael McLendon, Vanderbilt University 

While many states have a ―master plan‖ and other formalized statements and agreements espousing their 

formal commitment to the goals of broad student participation and success in higher education, in     

practice these rhetorical commitments inevitably are subject to mediating, indeed confounding,            

conditions and influences that arise within the larger policy systems of the states.  Research has begun to 

accumulate around the effects of these kinds of factors – ones structural, organizational, and political, in 

nature – on college student outcomes in the states.  The final paper of the session will examine recent and 

emerging scholarship on the effects of the structural and institutional conditions of states on both the      

formation and successful implementation of policies designed to promote college going and completion.  

  

 

 



Race, Affirmative Action and the Courts:  

Bridging the Legal Community and Social Scientists 

Saturday 11:15AM-12:30PM, Condesa 4 

Chair:  

Karen Miksch, University of Minnesota 

Moderator:  

Neal H. Hutchens, University of Kentucky 

The U.S. Supreme Court announced in February 2012 that it would take up a lawsuit challenging             

race-conscious admissions at the University of Texas at Austin. The case, Fisher v. University of Texas at     

Austin, sets the stage for reconsideration of affirmative-action policies that the Court ruled constitutional in 

2003 in the Michigan affirmative action cases (Grutter v. Bollinger; Gratz v. Bollinger). In addition, a number 

of states have laws banning affirmative action and these initiatives have been challenged in the courts.                

Increasingly, social scientists are being called on to provide evidence on the efficacy of race-conscious 

and so-called race neutral policies in college admissions. Yet, the types of questions the courts want       

answered are not always known in the research community, nor is there often much time to conduct a 

study that will inform the legal process. This symposium is designed to bridge the gap between the legal 

community and social scientists. 

Quite literally, the courts are determining who has the freedom to learn. The purpose of this symposium is to 

present the legal discourse revolving around social science issues that courts pose or will likely pose when 

responding to affirmative action cases.  Our goal is to assist social scientists in understanding the legal     

issues, knowing how to have a conversation with a lawyer to pose questions, and processing the              

information in order to construct a useful research question. Ultimately, our goal is to ―open-up‖ the legal 

process so that higher education scholarship can inform this critical debate of who has the freedom to 

learn. 

 

To meet these goals, the symposium will be framed around several overarching questions: 

•    What is the current legal landscape surrounding affirmative action in the U.S? 

 
•    How has the Court used research in the past to inform its decisions around affirmative 

      action in higher education? 

 
•    How do we construct research questions that can help the courts address their  

      understanding of affirmative action? 

 
•    How can social scientists collaborate with lawyers on their campus to inform the  

      debate?  
 

The questions are designed to help us explore the complex set of legal and educational policy                

circumstances established by the courts as they continue to simultaneously frame, narrow, and confound 

our understanding of race-conscious affirmative action in higher education admissions specifically and   

issues of equity in education broadly. 

 

 

 



 

Neal Hutchens (Moderator), University of Kentucky  

Professor Hutchens will begin the symposium with a brief discussion of the current legal environment      

surrounding race-conscious affirmative action in higher education. Hutchens will serve as the moderator 

of the session and ensure that participants and panelists have adequate time to interact. 

 

Angelo Ancheta, Santa Clara University School of Law 

 

Professor Ancheta’s presentation will first address the role of social science research in constitutional      

litigation, and will then focus on the research evidence presented in the Court’s most recent affirmative 

action and desegregation cases. He will highlight some of the major findings contained in the              

friend-of-the-court briefs (both supporting and opposing the University) in the Fisher case, will discuss some 

of the gaps in research, and will analyze some of the likely outcomes in the case. 

 

Jeffrey Sun, University of North Dakota 

 

Professor Sun will present the counter-arguments for affirmative action and the case points that argue in 

support of Abigail Fisher.  This portion of the presentation will outline several of the legal arguments in lay 

terms and demonstrate the corresponding social science research as evidence of legal constructs       

presented and analyzed.  Professor Sun will examine the strengths and weaknesses of these studies and 

posit several possible outcomes of how the Court might translate and use these studies to bolster or  

weaken Fisher’s arguments.  At the end, he will raise several questions that represent gaps in the research 

literature and suggest ways that social scientists may speak to lawyers about these questions. 

 

Liliana M. Garces, George Washington University  

 

Professor Garces will outline new legal questions that have emerged in challenges to state laws that ban 

affirmative action practices and identify areas of social science research that may help provide answers 

to these questions and potentially inform the outcome of these cases.  Professor Garces will focus on one 

recent case, Coalition to Defend Affirmative Action v. Cantrell (2011), which involves different legal     

questions than the ones in Fisher and other affirmative action cases. She will outline the questions and   

areas of social science research that may help inform the Court’s determination in Cantrell. 

 

Karen Miksch (Chair), University of Minnesota  

 

Professor Miksch has been conducting a qualitative case study on the role of university lawyers. Thus far 

she has found that attorneys play multiple roles on their campus. Understanding the multiple roles that   

university counsel can play—preventive lawyer, educator, litigator, and collaborative administrator—

provides researchers and administrators ideas of how to work with university counsel to ensure that        

decisions regarding affirmative action are based on sound empirical evidence. Concrete suggestions will 

be provided to participants on how to collaborate with university attorneys. 

 

 



The Next Generation of Research on Learning in Higher Education 

Saturday, 1:30-2:45PM, Condesa 4 

Chair and Moderator:   

Lisa R. Lattuca, University of Michigan 

Two major discussions of student outcomes in higher education captured the attention of higher             

education scholars and practitioners in 2011-2012.  The first, at least chronologically, was the publication of 

the book Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on College Campuses, by Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa 

and the avalanche of media coverage that ensued as educators and observers of higher education    

bemoaned the low levels of critical thinking and the miserly gains in that ability that college students 

achieved by the end of their second year in college.  The media quickly conflated critical thinking gains 

with ―learning‖ and there was surprisingly little attention to this implied definition or how the education 

community might conceive and study the many kinds of learning that happen in colleges and universities.   

A second publication, in the form of a special issue of The Review of Higher Education, sparked a       

sometimes heated discussion about the use of students’ self-reports of their activities and their learning.  

The predominant focus of these discussions was the validity of self-reported data.  Much less discussion  

attended to the frequent use of proxies for student learning (e.g., engagement) in higher education      

research.    

Together, these high-profile studies engendered lively and extended conversations among higher                    

education researchers nationwide and captured the attention of many outside the higher education     

research community.  Despite the attention to methods and findings, however, the conversation rarely  

offered creative and concrete strategies for stronger research designs and procedures that could address 

the limitations identified.  Given the conversation begun last year, what might the next generation of   

studies on student learning look like? What are we learning and where should we go?  

 

Contribution to Conference Theme:  In this session, four scholars who study learning – in a variety of settings 

and using a variety of theoretical and methodological approaches – will share what they are learning 

through their own work and the implications of that learning for research on student learning in classrooms, 

programs, and institutions.  The session responds to the conference theme by addressing one of its core 

questions: What exactly does it mean to learn? It asks this question of researchers whose work not only 

shapes our understandings of learning but of the conditions that support learning in colleges and             

universities. The panelists will discuss, from the perspective of their own research, the conceptual and/or 

methodological knots they are trying to unravel.  The goal of the session is to raise critical questions about 

the study of learning in postsecondary education and to engage the audience in thinking with thoughtful 

and reflective scholars about the next generation of research. In essence to ask, Might we free ourselves 

from limiting views of learning and research on learning?    

 

The intersection of assessment, accountability, and research on student learning 

Charles Blaich, Wabash College  

The Wabash National Study is a longitudinal, multi institution study of the practices and conditions that   

promote student learning in higher education. This action research project is designed not only to produce 

original scholarship but to support the efforts of participating institutions to use evidence to promote       

student learning. In this presentation, I will describe some of the tensions that arise in designing and         

implementing a study that is supposed to serve both researchers and students at participating institutions.   

I will review some lessons learned from the Wabash Study and suggest shifts in how we design and conduct 

research so that it is more likely to directly benefit students at colleges and universities.  

 

 



 

Minding the Gaps in Postsecondary Classrooms 

Rebecca Cox, Seton Hall University  

 

The focus of much of my classroom-level research has been on the gap (and mismatches) between what 

professors expect of students and how students actually perform.  To me, a critical aspect of understanding 

teaching and learning as it plays out inside classrooms is that it necessitates (a) conducting multiple        

observations (b) understanding the instructor’s perspective, and (c) understanding students’                    

perspectives.  From a curricular (or disciplinary) standpoint, this approach affords a sophisticated             

understanding of the enacted curriculum (and hidden curriculum), cf. the intended curriculum.  A primary 

conceptual ―knot‖ that I grapple with revolves around the complexities of defining/describing student 

learning and of linking particular pedagogical approaches to students’ learning outcomes. 

 

Studying Instructional Interactions in Community Colleges: Lessons from Mathematics Classrooms 

Vilma Mesa, University of Michigan 

 

Using the context of community college mathematics teaching, I will share how the definition of instruction 

we use, that is, instruction as the interaction between students, teacher, and content within particular    

environments and evolving over time (Cohen, Ball & Raudenbush, 2003) has made evident, on the one 

hand, how the enactment of teaching cannot be disconnected from the content at stake, and on the 

other, how complex it is to describe student learning when this learning is not being made visible during the 

interaction. 

 

Studying Student Learning in Context(s) 

Robert Reason, Iowa State University 

 

In this session I will explore the tensions created by studying student learning using large, quantitative data 

sets.  A number of methodological assumptions accompany quantitative research, and these create      

tension between deductive reasoning and holistic understandings of how students learn. I will focus       

specific attention on the role of students’ contexts/environments on their learning experiences, how     

quantitative researchers treat these environments, and consider alternative conceptions that might help us 

better operationalize, measure, and account for the influence of students’ environments on their learning.  

 

 


