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CHAPTER FIVE 

NEEDED:  A NEW DEFINITION OF “MERIT”? 
 

[W]e had hoped that if we lived and were 
good, God would permit us to be pirates. 

Life on the Mississippi (page 64) 

Alas, we became college professors.  Does 
that mean we were bad? 

  Anonymous retired professors 

Apart from arguing the benefits of “diversity,” a portion of 
Bowen’s and Bok’s effort in THE SHAPE OF THE RIVER seems 
devoted to convincing the reader that a college applicant’s race is 
relevant in determining who “merits” admission.  They suggest this is 
so with this puzzling comment (about which I will have more to say 
in Chapter Eight): 

 
[T]aking account of race helps institutions 
. . . identify[] individuals of high potential, 
. . .1  

Again, we begin with a common definition: 
 

merit (mer’ it) n. 1. Value, excellence, or 
superior quality.  2. An aspect of a 
person’s character or behavior deserving 
approval or disapproval: to each according 
to his merits.2 

The authors correctly assert early in their book that the 
meaning of “merit” can take on very different connotations depending 
on the context and the speaker.3  Judging those who are best able to 
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throw or catch a football, or to play a cello, or to solve a calculus 
problem invoke dramatically different criteria.  Recognizing this, and 
the difficulties presented by the concept of “merit” in the context of 
college admissions, Bowen and Bok reach two important conclusions.  
The first, implicit throughout their work, is this: 

 
[Merit] is still an important and potentially 
valuable concept because it reminds us that 
we certainly do not want institutions to 
admit candidates who lack merit, however 
the term is defined.”4 

The second is that: 
 

[T]he meaning of “merit” in the admis-
sions process must be articulated more 
clearly, . . .5 

Unfortunately, a more clear articulation of “merit” never 
appears in their book.  We know, however, from an independent 
review of the admissions policies of the schools which were part of 
their database,6 as well as from the authors themselves, that “merit” is 
routinely determined by a broad range of factors. 

 
[G]rades and [standardized] test scores are 
undoubtedly of critical importance.  They. 
. . provide the most useful measures 
available to predict which students will 
achieve the highest academic record if 
admitted. . . 

*     * * 

[Yet] admissions officers in virtually all 
selective colleges and professional schools 
look well beyond grades and test scores.  
Almost invariably, such institutions ask for 
personal statements, letters of recom-
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mendation from teachers or other close 
acquaintances, evidence of successful 
participation in extracurricular activities 
[including athletics, music, and the arts], 
employment histories, and other experi-
ences that can shed light on the 
accomplishments and potential of the 
applicant.7 

 Thus, while test scores and high school records are important 
and, depending upon the school, may be the two most heavily 
weighted factors, they rarely if ever are dispositive, particularly at the 
schools the authors studied and others like them.8 

In fact, several colleges which fit comfortably within the 
most selective category contained within the authors’ database, 
schools which Bowen and Bok would categorize as “SEL-1,”9 no 
longer require applicants to submit standardized test scores as part of 
the admissions process.  Bates College is one example.  Yet this 
development goes unmentioned in their book.10 

Major flagship universities such as the University of Texas 
and, more recently, the Universities of Massachusetts and Florida 
have adopted the same policy for a portion of their applicants.  The 
University of California also is considering such an approach.11 

 
A COMMITMENT TO INDIVIDUAL MERIT 

 
Perhaps no institution in recent years, and certainly none 

since the Supreme Court’s decision in Grutter, has appeared more 
principled than Texas A&M University when it comes to expressing a 
meaningful commitment to evaluate each applicant based on his or 
her individual merit while at the same time firmly eschewing race as a 
criterion.  Coming on the heels of Grutter, A&M’s position was 
expressed in a December 3, 2003 statement by its then-President,  
Robert Gates.  At a time, post-Grutter, when many schools were 
suggesting their intention to continue or return to the use of race as a 
factor in admissions,12 Dr.  Gates took a markedly different stand.  
While conceding that A&M, like many flagship universities, needed 
to do a better job in “attracting and enrolling minorities,” A&M’s 
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president stated that “students at Texas A&M should be admitted as 
individuals, on personal merit—and on no other basis.”13  Texas 
A&M’s commitment under President Gates is founded on a promise 
to be completely open to all students irrespective of race, supported 
by a significant commitment of tangible assets to expand its outreach 
to, and opportunities for, students from communities which 
historically have found it difficult to compete for a spot at A&M: 

 
Texas A&M will make new and significant 
efforts to encourage minority students to 
apply for admission to the University.  We 
want them to know of our interest in 
having them consider Texas A&M as the 
place to continue their education.  For 
those minority students we admit, we will 
undertake new and significant efforts to 
encourage them to actually enroll, to 
become a part of the Aggie family, and 
eventually to wear the Aggie ring.  
However, apart from quantitative admis-
sions decisions (e.g., the top 10% law), the 
decision on whether to admit a student will 
be made on an individual basis, taking into 
account personal achievement, merit and 
leadership potential.  Every student who is 
at Texas A&M must know, now and in the 
future, that he or she and all students here 
have been admitted on personal merit.14 

It was a decision which received strong reactions from many, 
but perhaps none more heartening than this one from A&M’s 
president of the African American Student Coalition: 

 
Diversity is about more than color.  It’s 
about more than race. . .  Overall, we just 
want the best and brightest individuals 
here.15 
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Dr. Gates backed up this commitment to admit students on 
individual merit with a controversial, but courageous, recommenda-
tion a few weeks later to eliminate “legacy” status as a plus factor in 
A&M’s admissions.16  Dr. Gates acknowledged the important 
contribution made by students whose family members had also 
attended the university, the same contribution which Bowen and Bok 
cite as the reason they continue to support legacy admissions.17  
However, to underline the importance Dr. Gates was placing on 
individual merit, he stated that “prior affiliation with Texas A&M 
should not be a criterion [in admissions].” 

It truly will be an historic day in American higher education 
when the leaders at all of our nation’s flagship institutions make the 
same commitments, morally and financially, made by Dr. Gates and 
Texas A&M.  The evidence strongly suggests it is working.18 

 
TRADITIONAL MEASURES OF “MERIT”:  

QUESTIONS SURROUNDING STANDARDIZED TESTS 
 

One of the most controversial measures of merit in the race-
conscious admissions debate is the widespread reliance on 
standardized testing.  Yet, for all of the criticisms leveled against 
these tests, including allegations that they are biased against minority 
students, which the authors flatly reject,19 Bowen and Bok remain 
strongly committed to their use.20  They pretend not to like them, but 
their pretending is unpersuasive.  As they do throughout their 
analysis, the average combined SAT score is the sole criterion upon 
which Bowen and Bok measure the relative “elite” status of each of 
the C&B schools. 

More interesting is the authors’ suggestion that the retention 
of standardized test scores, even under a race-neutral system, may not 
significantly impact black enrollment at selective schools.  For 
example, they write: 

 
By simulating the effects of a race-neutral 
policy, . . . we can separate black matric-
ulants into two groups—those who would 
have been retained under a race-neutral 
system and those who would have been 
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rejected.  When we compare the SAT 
scores of these two groups, we obtain a 
surprising result: there is very little 
difference.21 

Their analysis, on the surface, appears to be at odds with the 
large and demonstrable test score gaps which persist between black 
and other students.  By the same token, their “surprising result,” 
which really should surprise no one, demonstrates that much more 
than tests scores go into the decision as to which applicants are 
offered admission. 

Nowhere do Bowen and Bok seriously suggest moving away 
from the traditional factors (academic achievement in high school 
and/or undergraduate school, standardized test scores, and 
involvement in extracurricular activities) which continue to be the 
factors most heavily considered by admissions committees at most 
selective schools.  Educational institutions are, of course, free to 
decide what their respective admissions criteria should be.  However, 
once these criteria are selected, they should be applied equally to each 
applicant without regard to race.22 

The authors’ unwillingness to offer a redefinition of “merit,” 
assuming one is even required, or to engage in a meaningful 
discussion of the consequences (and potential for success) of using 
various race-neutral alternatives23 to achieve racial diversity on elite 
campuses, is among the most disappointing of their numerous failures 
in THE SHAPE OF THE RIVER. 

Perhaps their failure is simply due to a silent but deeply 
shared conviction that no different definition of “merit” is required 
beyond the measures each utilized and relied upon while leading two 
of the most prominent universities in the world. 

One thing is certain: So long as schools are permitted to use 
racial preferences as an explicit part of the admissions process, no 
serious effort to analyze and, perhaps, to redefine “merit” will ever be 
required. 
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