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The Supreme Court’s Decision in Fisher v. University of 
Texas at Austin About the Use of Race in Admissions will 

be Particularly Important for Women of Color 
October 2012

EMPLOYMENT

 	

On October 10, 2012, the Supreme Court will hear 
arguments in Fisher v. University of Texas at Austini  to 
decide whether UT Austin may consider race as a factor 
in admissions in addition to their race-neutral Top Ten 
Percent Plan (under which the top ten percent of 	
graduates of each Texas high school are guaranteed	
admission).  Abigail Fisher, a white Texas resident, 
brought the case claiming that she suffered 	
discrimination when she was denied admission to 
UT Austin’s undergraduate program because of the 	
University’s use of race as one factor in its admissions 
process.

Persistent racial and gender stereotypes affect societal 
and individual perceptions of women’s capabilities and 
lead to women of color being clustered in certain fields 
of study and largely absent from others.  As a result, 
many degree programs lack diversity and deprive all 
students of the benefits of learning with and from a 
broad array of people.  UT-Austin should have the 
freedom to consider race as a factor among all others 
in order to provide the benefits of diversity to all of its 
students.  

Diversity at a state university benefits all 	
students and helps produce civic, 		
government and business leaders who are 
skilled at working for and with all members 
of the public.

•	� Research shows that a diverse educational 		
environment helps students learn to understand 	
values that they share with individuals from 		
different backgrounds, and to learn that there is no 

single viewpoint associated with any particular group.ii

•	� State universities serve a unique role in preparing the 
future leaders of their states. This is particularly true 
for students of color, who historically have lacked the 
benefits of heredity, familial connections and other 
traditional avenues to leadership positions.   

�- �More than two-thirds of the state senators in the 
Texas Legislature attended a Texas state university.iii  

- �Eight of the nine Texas state senators who are 
black or Hispanic obtained their undergraduate or 
graduate degrees from public institutions in Texas; 
seven attended schools in the University of Texas 	
system.iv  

- �Five of Texas’s seven black and Hispanic federal 	
legislators attended the University of Texas at 
Austin.v 

Racial and gender stereotypes negatively 	
affect women, particularly women of color.

•	� Studies show that while women are perceived 		
favorably on college campuses, these favorable 	
attitudes often are based not on individual 		
abilities but on assumptions about women’s nurturing 
and communal qualities, which continue to support 
notions that women are suited only for “domestic 
role[s]” and low-status, low-paying female-dominated 
jobs.”vi  

•	� Women are still perceived as inferior to men in terms 
of leadership qualities, particularly those regarded 
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as necessary for managing subordinates, such as 	
assertiveness, competitiveness, independence, and 
courageousness. Women thus continue to be viewed 
as less fit for paid employment and for management 
and high-status positions in particular.vii  

•	� This stereotyping not only informs the perceptions of 
others, but also affects women’s own actions. Those 
who have been treated as inferior often internalize 
the beliefs and may limit their own ability to succeed, 
even in the absence of external constraints.viii   

•	� Implicit and often unconscious bias particularly 	
disadvantages women of color.  

- �Studies show that individuals who intend to be 	
evenhanded and believe that they are unbiased 	
nonetheless often unconsciously assign unfavorable 
traits to members of these groups and find 		
superficially neutral reasons to treat them as 		
objectively less qualified than their competitors.ix 

• �A recent Yale study provides powerful evidence 
of pervasive bias against female students 		
pursuing careers in science.  The study shows 
that science professors across the country 
regard female students as less competent than 
male students with identical skills and 	
experience, and that they are more likely to 
mentor male students and give them higher 
salaries.x 

- �Stereotypes about the “reproductive and domestic” 
roles of Latinas, for example, continue to include 	
pervasive beliefs “that they are inferior to men.”xi  

The persistent effects of stereotyping 		
result in women of color being clustered 
in 	“traditional” fields and a lack of actual 	
diversity in students’ academic experiences.

•	� Women make up more than half of all students 	
earning bachelor’s degrees but are disproportionately 
concentrated in fields corresponding to gender roles 
once formally assigned to them.xii  

- �Women receive 77% of the bachelor’s degrees in 
psychology, 79.5% in education, 82% in public 	
administration and social services fields, and 85% in 
health professions and related programs. 

�- �Women receive only 18.2% of the bachelor’s de-
grees in engineering, 18.1% in computer science, 
and 10.1% in other engineering-related fields.xiii  

•	� The effect is more pronounced for women of color, in 
part because they make up such a small proportion of 

college students overall.  

- �Black women earned only 6.5% of bachelor’s 
degrees in 2010, Hispanic women only 5.1%, and 
Asian/Pacific Islander women only 3.8%.

- �Black women accounted for just 3.7% of computer-
science majors and 0.1% of engineering majors.  
Hispanic women were only 1.3% of the computer-
science majors and 1.4% of the engineering majors.  
And Asian/Pacific Islander 	women were only 1.8% 
of the computer-science majors and 2.8% of the 
engineering majors.xiv 

•	� Therefore, even though there might be statistical 
diversity on a campus when considering the student 
body as a whole, the real, day-to-day experience for 
many students can be a largely homogeneous one. 

�- �In a field such as engineering or computer science 
that has traditionally been made up of white men, 
a student may receive few, if any, of the educational 
benefits of diversity. And the university’s goal to 
afford those benefits to all students may go 	
unrealized.

•	� Homogeneity in undergraduate fields leads to 	
homogeneity in graduate/professional programs, thus 
denying to students the benefits of a diverse group 
of colleagues at the point when that educational 	
environment might do the most to prepare them for 
their careers.xv 

- �For example, engineering and computer science 
courses and majors are overwhelmingly populated 
by white men, and the pools of qualified candidates 
for graduate degrees in those fields are similarly 
narrow.

•	� In 2010, black women earned just 3% of the 
master’s degrees in computer science; Hispanic 
women, 0.8%. And each group received only 
0.9% of the master’s degrees in engineering.xvi  

•	� In 2010, just 55 black women and 70 Hispanic 
women earned doctoral degrees in 		
engineering, and 17 black women and 8 
Hispanic women earned doctoral degrees in 
computer science, nationwide.xvii 

- �The story in professional schools is similar.  

•	� Black women received only 4.6% of the medical 
degrees; Hispanic women, 2.5%.  

•	� Black women received 4.4% of the law degrees; 
Hispanic women, 3.6%. 
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•	� Black women receive 3.2% of the dentistry 
degrees; Hispanic women 3.1%.xviii  

The clustering of women of color in 		
particular fields affects workforce 		
composition.

•	� Men still make up a majority of doctors, architects, 
engineers, and politicians—professions that were 
long formally closed to women of color. Women of 
color remain concentrated for the most part in 		
lower-status occupations and sectors of the economy. 

�- �Less than 5.3% of the physicians and surgeons in 
this country are black women; less than 6.6% are 
Hispanic women. 

- �Among lawyers, less than 5.3% are black women; 
less than 3.2% are Hispanic women. 

- �Among architects, less than 1.6% are black women 

and less than 3.2% are Hispanic women.xix  

- �Over half of all black women in the workforce fall 
into one of three fields: health services, such as 
nursing or home care; education; and wholesale and 
retail trade.

xx  

•	� While the nation’s businesses and the government 
have long sought to hire individuals with experience 
in dealing with individuals of diverse backgrounds, as 
well as to increase the diversity of their own 		
workforces, their recruitment of workers and 		
managers is limited by the continuing homogeneity 
of the majors and degree programs from which they 
recruit.xxi  

•	� As for leadership positions in business and industry, 
black and Hispanic women each hold only 1.9% of 
the director positions on the boards of Fortune 500 
companies.xxii  Black women hold less than 2.7% of the 
chief-executive positions; Hispanic women less than 
4.1%.xxiii  

Unless a university is able to take steps to counteract these continuing effects of 
stereotypes, it will be unable to provide the diversity in fact that is necessary to 

fulfilling the university’s educational mission.
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