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FACTORS INYLUENCING THE DECISION OF MINORITY STUDENTS
TO ATTEND GRADUATE SCHOOLS OF SOCIAL WORK

Jeaanine Henry Sanchez, M.S.W.
Charles H. Mindel, Ph.D.
Dennis Saleebey, D.S.W.

ABSTRACT

This study of 255 minority students enrolled in Craduate Schools
of Social Work examined factors which influenced them to decide to
attend these schools. The most frequently mentioned reasons were the
curriculum and location of the school followed by prestige, financial
incentives, emphasis on minority concerns and influence of significant
cthers, Those schools which attracted greater numbers of minorities
tended to attract them on the basis of curriculum, emphasis on wminority
concerns and not requiring entrance examinations. TFormal recruitment
activities were not seen ag particularly effective.

Introduction

Since the late 1960's, higher education in general and social work
education in particular have made public commitments to, and direct
efforts toward increasing the enrollments of, minority students.
Unfortunately, the volume of the rhetcriec and the surfeit of public
declarations have exceaded the actual impact of policies and perfor-
mance. For example, it was only last year that the number of Black
students attending universities and colleges (undergraduate and beyond)
was proportlonate to their percentage in the population at large (ratio
1:1.03) (Gordom, 1976, U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1977b). Looking at
graduate educatiom, the gituation is also distressing: 13.2% of all
whites 14 to 34 have completed five or more vears of college; for Black
citizens, the percentage is 5.7 (U.S. Bureau of Census, 1977). The
situation is even worse for Mexican Americans and Native Americaus.
Indeed, recent data suggests that the Black enrollment as a percentage
of White enrollment in colleges and unjiversities is beginning a slow
decline (Gordon, 1976; U.S. Census Bureau, 1977b).
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Social work education is no different than higher education in
this regard. Its accomplishments thus far have been an embarrassment
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both in social work aad, perhaps, in higher education in general
(Ripple, 1975).

ve, them, scems clear: some advances have been made, in
ion could not worsen and, in part, heczuse cf
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3 gt the importance of the minority exparience o
concernyg, there is & long wavy to go in accurately and
genuinely reprosenting minority concerns, perspectives, and rezsl s
in social work educaztiaon. And whatever advances are made will depend
significantiy oa successes in recruiting micority students and £

2revious Research

asearch efforts to understand the parzmeters of minority recruit-
ing =fforts a=d to evalvate their success have no great numbers but are
suggestive Iin implications.
Kleinbaum and Kleinbaum (1976) discovered in a2 sample comprisinag
sbout cna-haif (a = 222) of the minority population of the University
North Carolina, Chapel Hill inm 1972, that 21% choss the school tor

Samt A

its zcsdemic reputation, 72% because it provided good financial

resoutrces, aad 62% hecause of the arglng or advice of a friend, rela-

tive, or t2acher. Unlike the White students sampled, few minoritiss

chose the school for social reasons (53u of the majority students did)

and few chose the scnool because it was integratad or beczusae the Zgown
or lati

has a reputation for progressive race relationships (at the time of
the study, Chap&l Bill was one of the few relatively intagrated towm

A specizgl recruicment program at Smith Coliege Scheool of Soecizl
Work begun in 1969, involved the active seeking out of juniors &t
Southern Biack coilezges, providing them with 2 summer of soci
and remedial education, and career planuing, and then,

nior vear in a te Smith or helping them app
schools of ﬂabe1 Wells suggested that i
ance to their recruiting efforts was due to doubt about s
of Smith's intentions and fears about the rigorous standards of gradu-—
ata schools. The summer spent et Smith assuzged these doubts. I
summary, the program at Smith was as sucessful as it was because of
the extremely energetic recruicing effort (very much zkin ta tfhe

recruiting that goes on within colleglate athletic programs) (Wells,
1973
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Gullerud-(1%77) ic of the opinion that many programe fail in
recruitment because most programs are perceived {correctly, he
believes) to be assimilative. 4As such they tend to define ethnic
group wembership as ipso facto ovidence of educational disadvantage and
tend only to prepare students (minority and non-minority) to assume
roles in majority communities. Few programs are ethnic-directed,
designed specifically to prepare students for helping roles within
minority communities, and few have realistic and encouraging percep-
+ions and assumptions about minority applicants and students. "There
should be a match between ethnic aspirvations, program orientation, and
employment possibilities.” (Gullerud, 1977). Llacking this kind of
matcn, minorities may find the program winimally attractive and, if
they attend, find themselves assuming marginal status.

y bde

Hernandez, et al., (1973), contend that any recruitment program
for minorities in graduate education faces an uphill battle in that
“years of uncertainty, ascribed inferiority, postpomed or residual
gratification are puzzling when someone has already experienced the
same process in other ways and is seeking a coherent pattern of adulct
life.”" This may help to explain the rising attractiveness tc minori-
ties of increasingly open trades and crafts: the financial rewards are
more immediate, career development surer, and status auxiety consider-
ably less than in academia.

Desicn and Method

The usual zpproach {and there has not been much research in the
area) to finding some relationship between school policy and structure
and minority enrollment is to correlate various structural and
process variebles with the measures of the extent of minority enxroll-
ment. For example, Mollenhauer (1976) selected a series of 48 predic-
tor variables {predictive of variatioms in numbers of minorities
enrolled at various schools of social work). These variables included:
elements of the minority recruitment program; aspects of curriculum and
the administrative structure of the school; demographic aspects of the
school and its environment; admissions criteria. The results were
perplexing, to say the least, The only variable which adequately
predicted differences in minority student population size was whether
the recruitment program involved persomal contact on the part of scheol
personnel (faculty or student). To the extent that it did, higher
minority enrollwments were found.

Another research strategy, and one employed herein, is to ask the
minorities who have enrolled why they selected their school and not



other schools to which they applied. The few studies that we were

able to find provide some clues. John Convers (1%68) found that

Blacks C1Oqe to pursuc graduate education (in any fiald) at & parc
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suggest in theilr review of sowe of the data, that potential graduate
students who are Black need to be assured that the school has made
every effort to eliminate discriminatory practices and that each Black
applicant is aware that these practices do not exisc. TF

~he game is
true, thay contend, in che rnc:¢;t1ed_ ¢ Zlack

In this study it was decided that opiniomns sampla
of minority social work students be examinad to Teasons

these students used in selecting the school of bOC¢al kork they attend.
Questionnaires were sent to the admissions officer of every accredited
school ¢f social work in the United States. The admissions officers
ware requested to circulate them to all minority sLudch- S, first and

secand year; Iulit and part~time. The questican : mailed
cut in ¥arch 1977,

The measuring instrumenc was a 68 item questionnaire divided into
the following parts: background information, admission procedures,
information about the recruitment experience of the students, attitu-
dinal information, work and educational projections and plans, assess—
ment of the echoo"s comparative handling of mincrity concerns—

curricuelum, faculty hiring, stc.——znd 3 susmation of _1c factors that
infivencsd the decision of the studeat to atraead that school., The
iascTument has both ciosed andé cpern—endad e lowing students to

rate cthe factors important to theilr enrolimen:t anc to assess their

school's performance in certain pertinent areas.

In November 1976 there were approximately 3,000 fulltime and
part—tlﬁe minority students in schools of social work in the continen-

ates (e?"1LGlﬂ° ooth Howard znd Atlanta Universities).
tudents 15.8% ©of the totel number of gradu-
roilsd socizl work {Shwvne and Whitcomp,
this pool rity students, 235 gquestiounaires were

returned, approximately 9% of the total population of minority
students. We can safely generalize heyond the respondents because

probability sampling procedures were not utilized and the low rate
of returm.
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Table 1

Most Frequently Mentioned Attractions to Selected Schools
of Social Work by Level of Minority Enrellment

Level of Minority Enrollment

Low Moderate High Total#
Attractions to (0-12%) (13-27%) (28-51%)
Programs N % N % N % N 4
Prestige of School
ia Program (15} 11.0 (21) 15.2 (16} 1i.7 (52) 12.7
Location and/or
Proximity of School
to Residence (&7) 34.86 (£2) 30.4 (35) 25.5 (124) 30.2
Curriculum (39) 28.7 (39) 28.3 (48) 35.0 (126) 30.7
Financial
Tncentives (19) 14.0 (15)y 10.9 (12) 8.8 {46) 11.2
Influence of Signi-~
ficant Others (12) 8.8 (8) 5.8 (9) 6.8 (29) 7.1
Emphasis on
Minorities (4) 2.9 {13) 9.4 (17) 12.4 (34) 8.3

Total (136) 100.0 (138) 100.0 (137) 100.0 (411) 100.0

*Total N is greater than the number of respondeats due to multiple
responses to this question.

7.1%Z noted the importance of z significant other in this process and
again, more students from LP schools than students from either MP or

HP schools. Finally, and interestingly enough, considerably more stu-~
dents in HP schools recounted the school's emphasis on minority

concerns as an important reascn for selecting the school., By way of
interpretation, we might suggest that students from HP schools are
somewhat more likely to choose a school For reasons related to perceived
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recruitment informaticon as important. Informal networks, it appears,
are overwhelmingly move infiuential than official formal networks.

Student Percepticns of Schocl on Pertinent Minority Issues. It
has been assumed that minority students are concerned about winority
issues and perspectives and that their attraction to a school may be
dictated by their judgments, however premature or ill-formed, about
where a schocl stands on certain of these issues with respect to
other schools. We asked students te give us a comparative rating of
their schools on several issues pertirent to minorities. Did they

=4

think their schocl was better than most, about the same as most, oY
worse than most with regard to these issues?

When asked to r&te how their schools compared to others in percen-
tage of minority students enrolled, about 30% of the respondents
assess their schools as about the same as other schools, 25% as better
than most, and 45% as worse than most. The perceptions of the stu-
dents seem reasonably accurate here as the differences between the
assessments of students in LP, MP, and KP schools relate to actual
percentages of minorities enrolled. 41.3% of the students in HP
schools rate their schocl as petter than most schools in the percentage
of minority students gnrclled. This compares with 11.6% and 22.6% of
the students' ratings in LP and MP resvectively. On the other nand, 39%
of students in LP scheols, and 30% of students in MP schools rate
their schools as worse than most in this regard. Only 26% of the stu-—
dents in HP schools make such an assessment,

Similarly, students in LP and MP schools are significantly wore
likely tu rate their schools' image in the community as worse than most
conipared with students in HP schools. Also, the students in HP schools
mere frequently see their schools as having a positive image in the
minority community.

Considering their perceptions of numbers of winority faculty,
students from HP schools seem more disposed to judge the percentage of
minority faculty at their school as better tham most but, a greater
percentage alse judged their schools as being very poor in this vegard.
This may only mean, of course, that some HP schools have a relatively
high percentage of minority faculty and some do not. Or, it may
suggest that students in HP schools, because of their anumbers may be
more critical and have higher standards for performance at the school,
and recognize that while their school may be doing relatively well, few
schools do well enough.
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Table 3
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Mincrity Student's Perceptions of Their Particular School of Social Werd

Level of Minority Enrollment
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: = S T QG LA T, S
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Worse than mos: 53.0 3C.2 2£.3 .0001
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Better tham most 13.9 20.8 33.4
About the same 35.9 £1.5 3¢.7
Worse than mest L7.2 37.3 5.2 LG3
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Better than most
About the same
Worse than most
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A similar effect is observed when the students are asked to assess
grae of minority faculty perticipation in decision-making.

uts from HP schools perceive their schools as better than most

re frequeatly than students from MP and LP schocls (they account for
% of such assessmentg) but they also zre the most likely to assess
1eir school comparatively as pcor in this regazd.
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Stucents from HP schools were also the most likely to assess their
chools as comparatively free of racism and to assume that their scheol
fhas a higher commitment to wminority recruitment than students at
chools with lower levels if mirority emrollment.

Discussion and Conclusions

In this study of 255 minority students in graduate schools of
sacial work several points emerge as significant. The currizulum of
the school and the location of the school were the most frequently
mentioned attractions, followed by prestige, fivnancial incentives,
emprhasis on minority concerns and influence of significant others. It
was found that the more successful schools of social work (in terms of
attracting minorities) were more apt to attract minority studerts on

he basis of their curriculum and their emphasis on minority concerns
than the less attractive schools. The extent to which students are
part of the recruitment process appears te be an important icem as the
more successful schools of social work (in terms of attracting minori-
ties) were more likely to involve their students in recruiting than
the less successful schools, and also to engage in recruitmsnt publi-
city (posters, TV, radio, etc.)., Beczuse contacts with officiczl
recruiters were so slight the effectiveness of recruiters is uncertzin.

Word of mouth, i.e., informetion communication networks tended to
be more important in student decisions to attend a school than official
recruitment, i.c., the formal communication network., It was determinad
that schools with high percentzges of mincrities tended not to have
entrance examinations whercas schools with low percentages of minori-
ties tended to have them. 1t cam be concluded that entrance examina-
tions serve as repellants to potentisl minority applicants. The
perception of the individual student's sclected school as to its
attractiveness teo minorities tends to be consistent with actual selec-
tion practices. That is, those schools wihicl appcared to provide the
most attractive atmesphere {or minorities tended to be the most
successiul in attracting minovity students into their progran.
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It seems, then, that minoxity students were attracted to schools
for primarily academic wreascus: a curtriculum relevant to their career
interests and the curriculum response to particular minority concerns
and issues. They do not go to schools primarily for money or for
social reasomns.

Formal recruiting programs may .be scumewhat wasteful in that infor-
mal contacts by current students seem singularly important to appli-
cants. Perhaps the word of a student is regarded as more trustworthy.
it may be, too, that the potentiasl student may perceive this word as
an accurate sign of the emotiomnal and social support available at the
school.

Minority students tend to perceive tuneir schools accurately im
terms of their accomplishments in areaes of minority concern. If that
is the case, then we might expect that the informal network relays this
information to the prospective students, and is another elsment in the
attraction process-

Finally, and very impoxrtant, there is a clear relationship between
the use of entrance examinatiouns as an admissions requirement and the
percentage of minority students enrolled. While the debate about
these examinations rages on, minorilty students appear to avoild schools
which require them as one of the rites of passage.
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