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“ENHANCING AND MAINTAINING HBCUs’ ENROLLMENT IN AN ERA OF 
GREATER COMPETITION FOR STUDENTS”  

 
1:45 PM – 3:15 PM 

 
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) were established to provide black 
students, who were discriminated against at “mainstream” institutions, access to higher 
education. HBCUs’ mission and function have always been greater than predominately white 
institutions.  In addition to providing quality education, HBCUs work to create social mobility, 
industrial diversity, and economic development in minority communities.  These institutions 
serve as economic engines within the state and nation.   
 
With the enactment of civil rights laws and changing attitudes, black students have access to 
higher education anywhere, thus increasing competition especially for the more qualified 
black applicants and diverting them away from HBCUs. More recently, HBCUs are 
experiencing additional competition from the emergence of institutions such as online 
universities, for profit colleges, code academies and boot camps where students can gain 
skills and certifications in specific areas in a short period of time.  Such options are 
increasingly becoming more popular with some students compared to attending a four-year 
program at traditional universities and colleges. Shifting demographics is affecting higher 
education as the number of high school graduates decline – leaving smaller colleges and 
universities vulnerable to financial impact resulting from lower enrollment. 
 
According to HBCU Digest, several historically black colleges and universities are reporting 
record increases in student enrollment after years of declines. Nationally, historically black 
colleges and universities enrolled more than 298,000 students at the start of the 2017-18 
academic year, marking the first enrollment increase for the sector since 2011. In North 
Carolina, freshmen enrollment is up nearly 50 percent at Shaw University. In 2017, North 
Carolina A&T State University and Elizabeth City State University had an increase in 
enrollment of 20 percent. It is speculated that lower out-of-state tuition fees, improvements in 
outreach, and increased racial tensions on predominately white college campuses over the 
past few years may account for this uptick in enrollment at HBCUs. 
 
While some HBCUs are the beneficiaries of increased enrollment, HBCUs as a group are 
also experiencing enrollments that have fallen substantially.  Endowments are low at most of 
these schools; therefore, they have little cushion, making them more dependent upon federal 
and/or state support to keep these institutions viable.  In addition, lower enrollments make 
HBCUs more vulnerable to policy makers who are searching for cost-saving measures and 
for ways to cut out publicly subsidizing education.  



 
 
 
 
 
WHAT CAN HBCUs DO TO INCREASE ENROLLMENT?  This briefing will seek to answer 
this question by addressing several topics for increasing enrollment at HBCUs, including 
affordability, reduced tuition, academic offerings, efficient programming/targeted focus on 
each campus, the critical partnership between community colleges and HBCUs, and the long-
term economic impact of graduates from HBCUs. Recruitment, transition of students from 
community college (and/or high school) to HBCUs, retention, persistence and completion will 
also be addressed. 
 
Sources: 

Stepping Away from the Brink by Dr. Edward Summers 
Lower Enrollment Hits Higher Ed Hard, HBCUs Among the Hardest by Maria Amante  
HBCU Digest 
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“PUBLIC POLICY LANDSCAPE:  IMPACT ON HBCUs”  
 

 3:30 PM – 5:00 PM 
 

Desegregation, affirmative action and other legislative and programmatic initiatives created 
opportunities for African Americans to gain increased access to Predominately White 
Institutions (PWIs). PWIs began aggressively recruiting black applicants, siphoning some of 
the brightest black students and professors away from traditionally black colleges.  Thus, 
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) experienced a decline in enrollment.  
Will there be a corresponding reversal of fortunes for HBCUs if race-based admission policies 
are banned? 
 
There have been numerous challenges to affirmative action policies in public higher 
education.  The most substantive case occurred with the University of California Regents v. 
Bakke in 1978.  The U.S. Supreme Court ruled and first established legal limits for such 
policies and prohibiting quotas. In its ruling, the Court noted that setting a racial quota 
violates the Equal Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment. The Court also ruled that race 
could be one of many factors used by admissions in the effort to desegregate colleges; 
therefore, schools started adopting race-neutral policies.  
 
Nationally, ongoing challenges to affirmation action in college admissions raises the question, 
“Would the demise of such policies help or harm HBCUs?”  Lawsuits filed in 2014 against 
Harvard University and the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill argued that affirmative 
action policies should be banned at colleges across the nation.  That filing was expected to 
be the first in a series of legal challenges against colleges in an effort to ban race-conscious 
admission policies outright. 
 
Attempts to dismantle affirmative action in higher education may threaten access to higher 
education for minorities. However, more black students may, once again, rely on HBCUs to 
access higher education. As such, HBCUs could see an increase in enrollment and should 
advocate for equitable funding and resources to upgrade infrastructure to better serve the 
possible influx of more students.  
 
The Civil Rights Act of 1964 made it illegal to discriminate against students and college 
applicants on the basis of race or gender. Many schools adopted policies to help ensure 
greater diversity by giving special consideration to women and racial minorities.  Title VI of 
the Act curtailed spending federal funds in segregated schools and colleges. 



In North Carolina, HBCU supporters continue to press for equitable funding and adequate 
culturally diverse representation on the North Carolina Board of Governors. HBCU land-grant 
institutions such as North Carolina A&T State University generally do not receive the funds 
required to match the institutions’ federal grants. Upon achieving research institutional status, 
HBCUs often do not receive the usual (or traditional) increase in base funding as received by 
PWIs within the same university system. Of the 28 current voting members of the UNC Board 
of Governors, only two are graduates of an HBCU. On July 1, 2019, the UNC Board will have 
24 voting members, one of which will have the personal experience of attending an HBCU, 
further limiting such knowledge and experiences from the Board’s deliberations.   
 
Over the years, HBCUs have been able to survive, and in many instances thrive, in spite of 
countless challenges. Participants in this briefing will explore whether the demise of 
affirmation action policies in college admission would help or harm HBCUs. An update will be 
presented on some of the more recent public policy measures that could further challenge the 
survival of the state’s HBCUs.  

 
SOURCES: 
“The Perceived Elimination of Affirmative Action and the Strengthening of Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities” by Robert Palmer in Journal of Black Studies, Vol. 40, No.4, 
March 2010, Pp. 762-776.  
 
 “Affirmative Action Hurts Historically Black Colleges and Universities,” by Sean Turner -- 01 
Aug 2003. 
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