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Thank you . . . it is truly an honor to join you this morning as we celebrate the life, legacy, and vision of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.  

I speak to you today in two capacities.  Primarily, I am here as an educator and university system chancellor who has a professional interest in fostering the ideals of diversity and inclusion that Dr. King so powerfully and eloquently advocated.  In my “official” capacity, I know first-hand both how difficult AND how important it is that we embrace these values across the educational spectrum.  I will talk more about why I hold this belief and how we can best act to achieve our elusive diversity goals in a few moments.

But in addition to my role as an educator and administrator, I speak today as a person who admires—reveres really—this great American we honor today.  Dr. King met hatred with dignity, battled violence with peace, and overcame bigotry with compassion.  Throughout his life-long struggles, he never lost his fundamental belief in the potential for greatness that exists within our nation and in all of its people.

In a few days, as his holiday draws near, I am certain that each of us will hear or see segments from Dr. King’s “I Have A Dream Speech”, one of the most moving, eloquent, and compelling pieces of oratory in history.  At the same time, we must not allow the primacy of this one speech to over shadow the totality of his message.  

Yes…part of Dr. King’s legacy was an inspiring vision of America.  But, there was also a realism and practicality to his life-long mission.

Yes . . . Dr. King had a dream, but he was not a dreamer.  To illustrate this point, one need look no further than his book Where Do We Go From Here.  In it, Dr. King wrote: "A society that has done something special against the Negro for hundreds of years must now do something special for him, to equip him to compete on a just and equal basis."  

Yes . . . I hope and pray that someday America will become the land Dr. King envisioned.  

And, yes . . . we have made some progress toward that ideal.  But let’s not deceive ourselves; we are not yet even close to being an inclusive, “color blind” society, no matter what our progress to date may be.

One need look no further than a recent survey done by the McCormack Graduate School of your sister institution, the University of Massachusetts, Boston.  Among other findings, the survey reports that 52% of Asians, 56% of whites, 67% of Latinos, and 75% of African-Americans describe race relations today as “fair” or “poor.”  And, almost 50% of Latinos and African-Americans said that they had experienced discrimination during the past 12 months.  

I believe Dr. King would be surprised and chagrined to know that, in so many ways, we have made precious little progress in overcoming the racial prejudice and bigotry that divides us as a nation and that he fought so valiantly to eradicate.  Dr. Collins, the University of Massachusetts at Boston’s Chancellor, noted when the McCormack School’s report was released that, “Boston’s economic future is going to depend on our ability to attract and sustain a racially and ethnically diverse population in order to spur innovation and growth in our increasingly competitive world.”  In Dr. Collins’ quote, we could replace Boston by any other community or any business or enterprise in America.  This should give us a sense of the enormous challenge we still face 40 years after Martin Luther King’s death.

If there is a ray of hope in our rather pathetic progress toward a more just and inclusive society, it is the slowly dawning recognition in our nation that our economic future depends on the development of a highly educated society.  

This brings me to my personal and professional sense of the importance of inclusion and diversity in higher education, and my alarm about how well—or should I say how poorly—higher education is responding to the diversity and inclusion challenges facing our nation.  I offer my comments from the perspective of a person who has spent nearly three decades in higher education administration and who is deeply troubled by what I sense to be stasis—one might even say complacency—within higher education on the issue of diversity.  

When I think back to the 70’s and 80’s and even into the 90’s, I recall a time when there was real passion and energy surrounding the struggle for diversity on our college campuses.  I’m convinced this recollection is more than just the effects of nostalgia.  True, our numbers look marginally better today than they did back then, but that has more to do with changing national demographics than the success of higher education’s efforts to produce greater inclusion. 

What’s missing today—in my view—is the broad-based, intense commitment for diversity that we had several decades ago.  Back then, there was no question that higher education was at the cutting edge on diversity issues.  We were the entity in society that was “pushing the envelop.”  Not so today.  Others have past us by.  Remember, when the Michigan case went before the Supreme Court a few years ago, major corporations and high-ranking military officials were among the strongest supporters of Michigan’s commitment to diversity.   They understand the changing demographics that are reshaping America and are acting accordingly.

We in higher education should be embarrassed that other sectors of our society are doing better—much better—with issues of diversity than we are. I found it especially distressing to see the way higher education “caved in” during the period leading up to the Michigan decision.  Campuses across the country voluntarily dismantled diversity programs for fear of law suits, not because they actually had law suits.  

Why do I find this so distressing? Why do I see diversity – and support for Affirmative Action in particular – such a crucial matter for higher education? For me, there are three primary reasons.  

My first reason is very personal and one that many will find anachronistic.  It’s the moral imperative for diversity and the need for Affirmative Action as an important tool to achieve this imperative.  It is rooted in that compelling quote of Dr King’s that I cited a moment ago, "A society that has done something special against the Negro for hundreds of years must now do something special for him, to equip him to compete on a just and equal basis."  And, in this thought, we must today include Latinos, other minority groups and women as well.  

In today’s world, higher education has become the gateway, the portal that one must pass through if she or he is to have a chance at a high paying job and a high quality of life.  If we are to sustain one of our nation’s founding principles as a “land of opportunity,” our ethos as an upwardly mobile society, then our universities must be populated by people at all levels that look like the rest of our nation.

We need to remember that supporting inclusion through Affirmative Action was not always a divisive issue in our nation.  Affirmative Action began over 30 years ago, under a Republican president and enjoyed bipartisan support.  

The very roots of Affirmative Action lie in the basic values of justice and equality that are the underpinnings of our society.

Those who oppose the use of Affirmative Action in higher education today advocate “color-blind policies and practices.”  But, these advocates conveniently ignore the reality of life in America today.  Yes, we would all like to live in an America where race, ethnicity and gender really do not matter in the opportunities available to people in our society.  The sad truth is, however, that they still do matter and in ways that are disproportionately harmful to minorities and women.  

While the moral imperative for diversity in higher education is reason enough for me to passionately advocate for affirmative action, another valid reason  is “compelling national interest” or, as I prefer to call it, “enlightened self interest.”  

Under either name, the rationale goes something like this.  Our nation is becoming more racially and ethnically diverse at an impressive rate.  By the middle of this century, we’ll have no majority racial or ethnic group.  This will be true of the college-aged population at an even earlier date. Our economic self interest—survival if you will—requires us to embrace policies and practices that will reach and educate a larger number of minority students.  If we fail to do so, there will simply not be enough college educated, technologically skilled, culturally adaptable people to support our knowledge-based, global economy.   As we move toward becoming a nation of minorities within a few decades, it is indeed difficult to imagine a more compelling national interest than to insure that our nation’s colleges and universities reflect the diversity of our nation. 

I’ll share with you some specific numbers to drive home the magnitude of the diversity challenge we face in higher education and as a nation. 

The Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies released a study this past fall examining Black Male Students at Public Flagship Universities.  While representing about 8% of the relevant population cohort, black men represented less than 3% of undergraduate enrollments across the 50 flagship universities, with thirty of the universities enrolling fewer than 500 black male undergraduates in 2004.    As the report summarizes, “higher education is a public good that benefits far too few black men in America."  I can add that higher education benefits too few Latinos and some other minority groups as well.

Now, I am proud to note that in this study the University of Maryland ranked first, both in terms of total black male enrolment (1300) and percentage (5.2%).  In addition, our graduation rate was more than 10 percentage points above the national average.  But the fact is, Maryland—along with the rest of the nation—still has significant work to do.

If anything, the situation at the graduate and professional level is even more dire.  In 2003, African-Americans accounted for about 2% of the PhDs in the Physical Sciences, in the Biological Sciences, in the Computer and Information Sciences, and in Engineering.  Three years ago, a total of 19 African-Americans got a PhD in my field of Mathematics in the entire country!  And, only 10 got a PhD in Computer and Information Sciences.  The numbers for Latinos are similar. 

Think about the implications of these numbers.  Let’s take Computer and Information Sciences. Keep in mind that there are about 100 universities in the U.S. that offer a PhD degree in this field.  As I noted, collectively they produced 10 PhDs in 2003 and a like number each year going back over the previous decade.  This means that, on average, each of these universities is granting a Computer Science PhD degree to an African American – or Latino -- once every ten years.  This also means that if you visited these departments, most would not have an African American faculty or Latino member in Computer and Information Sciences, or in the PhD pipeline.  And the situation is roughly the same in the other science and technology fields.

“Enlightened self-interest” is why so many from the military and from the world’s largest corporations—including General Motors, Microsoft, Bank One and Pfizer—supported the University of Michigan’s admission policies and wrote amicus briefs for the case.  These corporations noted that "the future of American business, and, in some measure, the American economy depends upon the ability of universities to select student bodies that are racially and ethnically diverse.”  

Finally, there is a third reason why I think it is so essential to aggressively support diversity initiatives on our college campuses.  It arose during the Michigan case and, in my view, has not received enough attention to date.  It is the educational imperative for providing a diverse campus environment.  Research developed at the University of Michigan for its case demonstrated convincingly that a diverse campus environment enriches the learning experience for all students—majority and minority.  

As data in the research suggested, this is so because a diverse learning environment allows for a variety of perspectives, which in turn enables students from different cultures and backgrounds to share experiences, challenge ideas, learn from one another, and gain insights in ways that could not happen if they remained within a more restricted cultural orbit.  If the quality of learning on our campuses improves because of diversity, how can we in higher education not pursue diversity with the same passion we do other initiatives that advance the quality, status and impact of our institutions?  Given what we now know about the positive effect of diversity on the learning environment, aren’t we failing to meet our professional responsibilities if we do not aggressively pursue a diversity agenda?  To this, I would only add the thought that higher education represents perhaps our nation’s best hope for developing future generations of citizens that value tolerance, support inclusion, and practice mutual respect.    

As we all know, the landscape for diversity and inclusion has become exceedingly challenging.  Last November, the voters of Michigan passed the egregiously mis-named “Michigan Civil Rights Initiative”, a statewide ban on all state agencies, including public colleges, from operating programs that grant preferences based on race, color, ethnicity, national origin, or gender.  Its impact on Michigan's public colleges has the potential to go beyond admissions, affecting recruitment, outreach, scholarship programs, and student-support services.  Even now, the University of Michigan has been forced to delay admission decisions for next fall as it attempts to figure out how to proceed now that a federal appeals court has rejected an attempt to delay the implementation of the new rules.  It is important to note, however, that along with religious, minority-advocacy, and higher-education groups, business leaders were among the most active opponents of this harmful Michigan ballot initiative.

It is cruelly ironic that, in the very state that produced a reprieve from the assault on Affirmative Action with the victory in the Gratz v. Bollinger case and, with it,  the reaffirmation of the Baake decision, a state ballot initiative strips Michigan universities from using Affirmative Action.  The Michigan experience tells me that we in higher education need to be much more creative in our efforts to develop more diverse campuses.  These ballot initiatives are a huge threat and very difficult to defeat.

So where do we in higher education go from here? Given all these developments, I submit that we need to look beyond the issue of what we are—and are not—allowed to do on our campuses.  We must, of course, defend the use of Affirmative Action with all of our energy and resources but we must also ask how we can make progress towards a society in which Affirmative Action is not the only avenue open to enable us to enjoy the value and benefits of diversity.

This will require a renewed burst of energy and commitment to diversity at our colleges and universities, a return to the passion for diversity that we enjoyed in the 70s and 80s.  

Such an effort must begin with presidential leadership . . . leadership that permeates the entire campus community so that diversity goals are shared by all and progress toward them becomes a measure of the university’s excellence.

Now, presidential leadership in my view is often overrated.  Presidents tend to get credit for things they didn’t really influence and blamed for things they can’t really control.  But when it comes to change, and most especially change regarding issues of diversity, presidential leadership and commitment are crucial.

An excellent example of success with diversity, borne from a strong presidential and institutional commitment, is the Meyerhoff Scholarship Program at the University of Maryland, Baltimore County.  It is perhaps the nation’s premiere initiative to increase the number of African-American students in science, math and engineering.

The program was created by UMBC’s dynamic and talented president, Freeman Hrabowski.  He launched the program 16 years ago with 6 students.  Today it admits over 60 students each year.

Initially, the program was restricted to African-Americans but, when this was disallowed by the courts, the university didn’t abandon the program, it simply added a condition that admissions is dependent on a demonstrated personal commitment to addressing  issues of urban education.  The students admitted are still predominantly African-American and other under-represented minorities.

The results of this program are stunning: The graduation rate is an incredible 95% . . . within the program.  Over 500 Meyerhoff Scholars have graduated from this program since its inception.  75% have continued into PhD or MD/ PhD programs.  They have gone on to UCLA, Stanford, Berkley, MIT, etc.  Many are doing post-doctoral work at institutions like Johns Hopkins and Harvard.

The Meyerhoff Program draws 80% of its students from within Maryland.  Imagine if just one university in each state was willing to implement a similar program.  Think of the impact this would have on the number of African-American and other under-represented faculty in the sciences and engineering.

What are the elements of this program’s success? There are several, starting with Freeman Hrabowski himself.  He is the program’s strongest supporter, top recruiter, and most vocal “cheerleader.”  

But, the success of the program also stems from the engagement of the entire campus.  Faculty and staff from across the campus feel they have a stake and a part to play in the success of the program and its students.   

From the day they are first recruited, Meyerhoff Scholars are instilled with the attitude that success is an expectation . . . not an aspiration.  The campus has come to see the Meyerhoff Program, and the national attention it receives from it, as a “badge of honor” and one of the areas of excellence and national distinction that it points to with pride.

 I will close with a second example of the difference a pervasive, campus wide commitment to diversity can make.

At the University of Maryland, College Park, we had a scholarship program – the Benjamin Banneker Scholarship – for many years that was a crucial component of a very successful effort to increase the participation rates of African-American students.  In the mid-1990s, the program was ruled unconstitutional by the U.S. 4th Circuit Court of Appeals, which said we would have to abandon the program unless we could demonstrate the “continuing effects of past discrimination.” Now that is a difficult thing for any university to attempt to do, but attempt we did.  We actually tried to demonstrate that we were not yet the kind of university we aspired to be as related to the racial make-up, climate, and inclusiveness of our community.  But, the 4th Circuit Court again denied our appeal stating that we might not be what we aspire to be, but our record with diversity was better than most of our peers and we had to abandon the program.  We tried to appeal the case to the Supreme Court, but our petition was denied.  

When the University failed in its attempt to get the Supreme Court to hear our appeal, we feared a significant drop in our African-American student population, especially given the public case we had chosen to make in order to point out our existing shortcoming in the diversity and racial climate of our campus.  Amazingly, quite the opposite occurred.  The strength of our effort, the public acknowledgement that we still had a way to go to achieve our diversity goals, and--most especially--a formal vote of the Campus Senate and the Student Government Association to support the university’s efforts, were very public demonstrations of the depth of the institution wide commitment to diversity. As a result, and to our great surprise and gratification, our African-American student population actually increased that year.

Moreover, the university quickly merged the Banneker Scholarship program with other merit-based financial aid programs and employed a Baake-like principle in awarding scholarships.  The result was that the number of African-Americans given these scholarships has held more or less constant and minority enrollment has continued to grow at the  institution. To this day, the University of Maryland ranks at or near the top nationally in producing African-American graduates from majority institutions.

I am pleased to say that a strong commitment to the diversity of our institutions is reflected across all University System of Maryland institutions.  Our institutions all rank very high—at least in relation to peers—in granting degrees (baccalaureate degrees, master's degrees, doctorates and 1st professional degrees) to African Americans and other under-represented minorities.  In fact, according to Black Issues in Higher Education (now known as Diverse), in terms of all levels of degrees awarded to African-Americans in all programs, the USM holds more than 30 top-25 ranking, with more than a dozen top-10 rankings.  BUT . . . while we do well relative to other schools, in an absolute sense we have a long, long way to go.  That is one of the reasons why we have hired a new senior level Associate Vice Chancellor to develop and monitor diversity initiatives across the University System.  

I stress, however, that if these issues are seen as only residing within the purview of a diversity officer or office, then we will never succeed.  Commitment to inclusion and opportunity must reside at every level and in every department.  It must become part and parcel of how business is done; it must become seen as a strategic priority within the entire organization; and it must be a component of how we measure our excellence.

Such a “universal” commitment brings to my mind words from a sermon Dr. King delivered at Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta just two months before his was assassinated in Memphis.  The sermon, entitled “The Drum Major Instinct” described how the desire for success—even dominance—can distort a person’s life.   At the end of the sermon—literally anticipating the near future—Dr. King spoke of how he wished to be remembered after death.  He wanted to be remembered not for his awards or the Nobel Peace Prize, but rather for what he tried to do for others.  He said, “If you want to say that I was a drum major, say that I was a drum major for justice. Say that I was a drum major for peace. Say that I was a drum major for righteousness.”

These are the words of Dr. King that resonate the most with me—perhaps even more so than “I Have A Dream”.  This is because they represent such a strong call to personal involvement and action . . . a call to step forward with pride and conviction to do the right thing . . . a call to align oneself with the forces of righteousness and to work—actively—for their triumph.  

By making a commitment to diversity and inclusion within our colleges and universities, each of us—in our own way—can personally and professional honor the legacy of Dr. King.  I can think of nothing more deserving of our time and energy and nothing more urgently important for the future well being of our nation.

Thank you for the honor of participating in today’s Martin Luther King celebration.

