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Leading the WayIn Education, Equality
By  DanielM.  Stuhlsatz

and  Paul  Puryear

Introduction
Providing universal access to a quality education
has long been considered a key feature of our dem
ocratic way of life. In the opening decades of our
nation's history, Thomas Jefferson articulated the
view that meaningful  participation in government
required that citizens be formally educated to the
task.  He  also  offered  Virginia  the  possibility  of
becoming a leader in providing such an education
for  the country.  Jefferson made two attempts in
the  Virginia  legislature  to  institute,  at  public
expense, an education for all Virginians, both male
and female, of all races.1

Jefferson's plans did not bear fruit. In fact, the
Virginia  legislature  waited  until  the  beginning  of
the 20th century to start the process of instituting
universal access to a quality education. Since that
time  an  increasing  percentage  of  the
Commonwealth's children have been incorporated
into  the  state's  public  school  system with  each
passing decade. As we begin a new century and
millennium,  almost  all  of  the  state's  children
receive an elementary education, most receive a
secondary education, and almost half experience
some college training (see Table 1 on next page).

At this moment in our history, we should step
back and take a careful look at the legacy of edu
cational progress in the 20th century, in the inter
est of charting a course for the 21st century. To
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what extent have we actually achieved universal
access to quality education in Virginia? What les
sons can the past century teach us about complet
ing  and/or  maintaining  this  project  in  the  next
century?

In our 2002 monograph,  "Marking the Past,
Envisioning  the  Future:  Race  and  Education  in
Virginia,"  we  provided  preliminary  answers  to
these  questions.2  We  did  this  by  dividing
Virginians into 10-year cohorts of children of age
to graduate from high school and then examining
the educational achievement of each successive
10-year "generation" over the course of the 20th
century.

That monograph was based on decennial cen
sus data through 1990. This meant that we were
able to describe graduation cohorts through 1983.
Data from the 2000 decennial census permits us
update this analysis through 1993, and so provide
a more complete picture of the century. This is the
primary  goal  of  this  Newsletter.  In  addition,  we
also introduce data for the United States in order
to  compare  Virginia's  experience  to  that  of  the
nation as a whole.

The Data
Our  monograph looks at  the educational  attain
ment of 10-year cohorts of persons of age to grad
uate  from  high  school  throughout  the  century.
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Table  1:  Percent  of  (high  school  graduation  age)  cohorts  graduating  from  high  school,
attending  college,  and  completing  college:  20th  century,  Virginia,  by  race

Percent
High School Grads

Percent
w/College Experience

Percent
w/ College Degrees

Cohorts:
(  )-1913
1914-1923
1924-1933
1934-1943
1944-1953
1954-1963
1964-1973
1974-1983
1984-1993

White

23.20
28.71
39.02
51.94
59.08
75.75
82.95
90.90
92.30

NW-
Black

6.97
7.74

11.15
18.02
27.38
51.08
69.65
87.50
87.10

B/W  White

.3004

.2696

.2858
.3469
.4634
.6743
.8397
.9630
.9440

12.77
16.34
19.81
22.31
27.48
40.72
58.35
63.20
66.50

These cohorts are derived from census age cate
gories.  For  instance,  persons who were 25-34
years old in April  of 1960 would have been "of
age"—18 years old—to graduate with the high
school  classes  between  1944  and  1953.  Of
course, many of the children in our analysis did
not  actually  attend high school,  and some did
not have any formal schooling. However, all  of
them were children of their historical times and
came  of  age  under  a  particular  educational
regime, and so are members of an educational
cohort.  For  a  complete  listing  of  the  cohorts
derived from census age categories, see the Table
of Historical Cohorts3 on page 6.

Our  data  come from a  variety  of  Census
sources.  The  monograph  data  for  Virginia  for
cohorts  through  1963  come  from  published
Census  reports  for  the  1960,  1970  and  1980
decennial censuses. Data for the 1964-73 cohort
come from Public-Use Microdata (pums) sam
ples for the 1990 decennial census. Finally, the
data  for  1974-'83  and  1984-'93  cohorts  come
from  Integrated  Public  Use  Microdata  Series
(ipums)4 extracts from the 2000 decennial cen
sus. All of the data for the United States come
from ipums extracts from the 1940, 1960, 1970,
1980, 1990 and 2000 decennial censuses. For
a  complete  listing  of  the  specific  source  used
for  each  cohort,  see  the  Table  of  Data
Sources for both Virginia and the United States.
For full  citations, see the "References" section
below.

We focused on three levels of educational
achievement: high school graduation, some col
lege  experience,  achievement  of  a  bachelor's
degree or higher. These three levels of education
are the most significant for the past century. In
the first two-thirds of the century, a high school
graduation  became  an  increasingly  necessary

NW-
Black

4.11
4.70
5.55
6.38
9.75

21.41
39.75
50.10
51.80

B/W

.3218

.2876

.2802

.2860

.3548
.5258
.6812
.7930
.7790

White

4.53
6.65
9.74

11.23
16.03
24.70
31.17
34.20
36.90

NW-
Black

1.87
2.59
3.16
3.27
4.65
9.05

13.49
17.30
17.20

B/W

.4128

.3895
.3244
.2912
.2901
.3664
.4328
.5060
.4660

credential  for  economic  success.  Generations
since the 1960s have found that success is ever
more linked to a college education. These three
levels are our measure of the quality of the edu
cation. In this sense, "quality" means an educa
tion sufficient to enhance economic success and
to  promote  effective  participation  in  civic  life
and the political system.

We  divide  Virginians  into  two  "racial"
groups:  black  and  white.5  This  distinction  is
fundamental  for  historical  analysis  of  relative
access to Virginia's educational system. As such,
this racial comparison is an effective measure of
"universality":  the  extent  to  which  all  of
Virginia's  children  have  had  the  opportunity  to
receive a quality education.

High School  and College Education
in the 20th Century
Table 1 gives the percent of each 10-year cohort
of whites and blacks of age to graduate from high
school who attained a high school degree, some
college  experience  and  an  advanced  college
degree.  The  trends  in  this  table  tell  a  familiar
story  of  remarkable  progress  for  both  races.
There is an increase every decade of the century
in all three measures of educational attainment.
There is every indication that this increase con
tinues despite the fact that students in the '90s
exhibit  percentages  similar  to  those  of  their
predecessors in the late 70s and early '80s. This
most recent cohort was only between 25 and 34
years of age in April 2000, and their educational
record is still being written; their percentages will
certainly increase a bit over the next decade.

For each of the three educational levels and
for  each  cohort  we  also  compute  the  ratio  of
black-to-white  attainment  percentages.  We call
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this our "parity ratio" because it directly and sim
ply measures equality of access in each decade.
The ratios for high school graduation and col
lege  experience  were  stable  before  the
Depression, then increased steadily into the '80s.
The ratio for attainment of college degrees was
an exception to the rule of consistent progress in
this  table.  The  century's  opening  ratio  of  .41
declined  steadily,  bottoming  out  in  the
Depression and War years at .29; blacks gradu
ated at  less than one-third the rate of  whites.
After this, parity of college graduation rates rose
to almost one-half  (.5) by the 1990's. All  three
ratios indicate that since the 1980s parity may
well have leveled off, and these ratios are unlikely
to increase as the latest cohort matures. Unlike
attainment percentages for each cohort, there are
no obvious reasons to believe that parity ratios
will change with aging. There should be little dif
ference between whites and blacks of the 1984-
1993 graduating class (25-34 years old in April
2000)  in  the  rate  at  which  they  will  complete
their educations as they mature into midlife.

There  is  another  important,  less  obvious,
trend in the table.  For whites,  attainment rose
steadily  throughout  the  century.  However,  for
blacks,  attainment  changed  little  until  the
middle  of  the  Depression.  This  was  the  time
when blacks achieved the political and organiza
tional strength to begin to legally challenge the
equity  of  the  educational  system.  Significant
increases in parity of high school graduation and
college attendance finally  occurred in the '60s
and  70s,  during  the  Civil  Rights  Movement.
Since the '80s, parity ratios have changed little.

These trends are corroborated by data from
the  country  as  a  whole.  Table  2  gives  the
percentages  and  parity  ratios  for  the  United

States  for  all  three  measures  of  educational
attainment for the 20th century. Once again we
see steady increase for whites while significant
progress  for  blacks  came  primarily  during  the
years  between  the  late  '50s  and  early  70s.
Despite the gains of  the Civil  Rights years,  all
white percentages are higher than those for black
for the entire century. The most recent black-to-
white parity  ratio  for  high school  graduation is
over  .9  and  that  for  college  attendance
approaches .8. Racial parity for the receipt of a
bachelor's or graduate degree stagnated at 1/3
until  World  War  II  after  which it  rose to  about
half in the '90s. The similarity in historical trends
between  Virginia  and  the  nation  support  the
validity  of  the  state  data,  confirming  especially
that Virginia's figures are not the result of his
toric changes in the migration rates.

In sum, the signal educational achievement
of the 20th century seems to have been the pro
vision of universal access to a high school degree.
Every cohort also saw an increase in their ability
to  enjoy  some  college  education,  with  this
opportunity extended to blacks today at about 80
percent the rate for whites. Finally, college com
pletion rates  rose for  the nation until  the 70s,
after  which  they  have  leveled  off;  in  Virginia,
they continue to rise. Parity ratios, however, are
the  same  for  both  state  and  nation,  with  the
black high school  class  of  1984-93 graduating
from college at about half the rate for whites.

To put these developments in perspective:
blacks were able to achieve parity with whites for
high school graduation at a time when a college
degree was becoming the credential necessary for
economic success. And as college degrees have
become  ever  more  significant  for  the  political
participation and economic welfare of American

Table  2:  Percent  of  (high  school  gradual ion  age)  cohorts  graduating from  h qh  school.
attending  college,  and  completing  college:  20th century,  United  States,  by  race

Percent Percent Percent
High  School  Grads w/College  Exper ience w/  College  Deq 'ees

Cohorts:
White

NW-
Black B/W White

NW-
Black B/W White

NW-
Black B/W

1894-  1903 17.50 4.70 0.269 7.70 2.30 0.299 3.70 1.20 0.3241904 -  1913 20.80 6.20 0.298 9.30 3.10 0.333 4.30 1.40 0.3261914 -  1923 28.30 9.60 0.339 13.80 4.20 0.304 5.90 1.80 0.3051924 -  1933 40.30 14.50 0.360 17.00 6.00 0.353 7.80 2.80 0.3591934  -  1943 54.60 24.20 0.443 19.60 8.20 0.418 9.30 3.60 0.3871944  -  1953 64.40 38.20 0.593 25.40 12.40 0.488 13.70 5.80 0.4231954  -  1963 78.50 61.50 0.783 37.70 24.40 0.647 20.40 9.60 0.4711964 -  1973 87.20 75.30 0.864 59.00 45.20 0.766 28.10 15.10 0.5371974 -  1983 88.70 79.70 0.899 59.70 48.10 0.806 28.30 15.40 0.5441984 -  1993 87.80 80.80 0.920 62.10 48.40 0.779 30.50 15.10 0.495

The sit
achievement:
universal access
to a high school

ree
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In college,
the limits of

universal access
are obvious

citizens,  racial  parity  in  the  receipt  of  college
degrees has increased little beyond one-half It is
at the level of a college education that we can
best see the limits of 20th century progress in
providing universal access to a quality education
and  the  challenge  confronting  us  for  the  new
century.

To  what  extent  are  racial  parity  ratios  for
college attainment likely to become more equi
table in  the coming century,  given our  current
educational  system?  After  all,  education  is  a
cumulative process, and it may simply be that the
innovations of the civil rights years will eventu
ally be reflected in ever-increasing racial equality
of  college  achievement.  Will  parity  of  college
attendance and graduation stagnate or decline,
as our data suggests, or will  it  improve in the
coming decades? We can gain some insight into
the  answer  to  this  question  by  restricting  our
analysis to those students who were actually able
to go to college, and who were thereby eligible to
graduate. At what rate did both white and black
high school graduates actually attend college?
And how many of these college students actually
graduated?

The first question is addressed for Virginia
in Table 3. Here we no longer see the steady

Table  3:  Percent  of  high  school  graduates
with  some  college  experience:  20th  century
cohorts,  Virginia,  by  race.

NW-
Cohorts: White Black B/W
( ) -1913 55.04 58.97 1.071
1914-  1923 56.91 60.72 1.066
1924 - 1933 50.79 50.00 0.984
1934-  1943 42.95 34.79 0.810
1944-  1953 46.52 35.62 0.766
1954 - 1963 53.76 41.90 0.779
1964- 1973 70.73 56.98 0.806
1974- 1983 69.53 57.26 0.823
1984-  1993 72.05 59.47 0.835

increases characteristic of Tables 1 and 2. Rates
of college attendance drop for both races during
the Depression and World War II years; this is
certainly  no  surprise.  After  the  War  and  the
boom of the '50s, college attendance for white
high school graduates rises steadily,  while the
rate  for  blacks  climbs  much  more  slowly  and
seems to stall as we approach the '90s.

What do these trends mean for parity? Up
until  the Depression, black high school gradu
ates were either more or as likely than whites to
go on to  college;  since the Depression,  black
graduates have been about 80 percent as likely to
attend college. The parity trend was remarkable
for its stability before the Depression and even

more so for its stability after. These general pat
terns also characterized the country as a whole,
with only minor differences (see Table 4). Black

Table  4:  Percent  of  high  school  graduates
with  some  college  experience:  20th  century
cohorts,  United  States,  by  race.

NW-
C o h o r t s :  W h i t e  B l a c k  B / W
1 8 9 4 - 1 9 0 3  4 4 . 0 0  4 8 . 9 4  1 . 11 2
1 9 0 4 - 1 9 1 3  4 4 . 7 1  5 0 . 0 0  1 . 11 8
1 9 1 4 - 1 9 2 3  4 8 . 8 0  4 3 . 8 0  0 . 8 9 8
1 9 2 4 - 1 9 3 3  4 2 . 1 8  4 1 . 3 8  0 . 9 8 1
1 9 3 4 - 1 9 4 3  3 5 . 9 0  3 3 . 8 8  0 . 9 4 4
1 9 4 4 - 1 9 5 3  3 9 . 4 4  3 2 . 4 6  0 . 8 2 3
1 9 5 4 - 1 9 6 3  4 8 . 0 3  3 9 . 6 7  0 . 8 2 6
1 9 6 4 - 1 9 7 3  6 7 . 6 6  6 0 . 0 3  0 . 8 8 7
1 9 7 4 - 1 9 8 3  6 7 . 3 1  6 0 . 3 5  0 . 8 9 7
1 9 8 4 - 1 9 9 3  7 0 . 7 3  5 9 . 9 0  0 . 8 4 7

high school graduates across the nation attended
college at rates higher than or similar to whites
all the way through the Second World War years,
after which we see the steady black to white par
ity ratio of around .8 characteristic of Virginia.

The irony for both Virginia and the U.S. is
that black high school graduates were more likely
than whites to attend college when the educa
tional  system afforded them the least  opportu
nity.  With  the  rise  of  effective  black  political
organization and activism, and the legal success
of the '50s and '60s, black graduates became less
likely to attend college. The network of  histori
cally  black  colleges was strong throughout  the
20th Century, and before mid-century these pro
vided for those few blacks given the chance to
graduate  from  high  school.  Black  graduates
responded to this opportunity at  a greater rate
than their  white  counterparts.  However,  as the
percentage of black high school graduates began
to increase significantly in the '50s, the rate at
which  they  considered  college  a  viable  option
diminished relative to whites.

This irony is even more apparent when we
look at parity of graduation rates of college stu
dents  (see  Table  5).  In  Virginia,  black  college
students  until  after  World  War  II  were  signifi
cantly more likely to graduate from college than
whites.  This changed dramatically  between the
War and the early '60s, dropping to .695. Since
then, parity of college graduation rates have con
tinued  to  decline,  though  more  gradually.
College students nationally have exhibited much
the same historic trend (see Table 6).

Our data suggest that these two trends—the
stagnant parity ratios for the college attendance
of high school graduates and the decline in par
ity of college graduation rates—are probably still



Weldon Cooper Center Jor Public Service • October 2004

Table  5:  Percent  of  college  students
receiving a Bachelor's  degree  or ligher:20th  century  cohorts, Virginia,  by race.

NW-
Cohorts: White Black B/W
()-1913 35.47 45.50 1.2831914- 1923 40.70 55.10 1.3541924 - 1933 49.17 56.94 1.1581934- 1943 50.34 51.26 1.018
1944- 1953 58.34 47.69 0.817
1954- 1963 60.66 42.27 0.697
1964- 1973 53.45 33.93 0.635
1974- 1983 54.11 34.53 0.638
1984- 1993 55.49 33.20 0.598

with us. To posit differently would require iden
tifying ways in which our educational system has
changed  to  better  enable  and  motivate  black
students to attend college and then to receive
four  year  degrees.  These two historical  trends
mark  most  clearly  the  limits  of  20th  century
progress in providing universal access to quality
education. As such, they also represent perhaps
our  most  immediate  and  greatest  educational
challenge.

Table  6:  Percent  of  college  students
receiving  a  Bachelor's  degree  or  higher:
20th  century  cohorts,  United  States,  by  race.

NW-
Black
52.17
45.16
42.90
46.67
43.90
46.77
39.34
33.41
32.02
31.20

B/W
1.086
0.977
1.002
1.017
0.925
0.867
0.727
0.701
0.675
0.635

C o h o r t s :  W h i t e
1894-1903  48.05
1904-1913  46.24
1914-1923  42.80
1924-1933  45.88
1934-1943  47.45
1944-1953  53.94
1954-1963  54.11
1964-1973  47.63
1974-1983  47.40
1984-1993  49.11

Conclusion
At  the  founding  of  the  Republic,  Virginia  had
the opportunity to be a leader among the states in
the provision of a universally accessible quality
education. We have that opportunity again today.
The benefits now are even greater than they were
in  Jefferson's  time.  In  our  competitive  global
economy,  the  Commonwealth  will  thrive  only  if
it can provide an advanced education to as much
of its citizenry as possible. In a world in which
the United States is  a preeminent  military and
political  power,  the  nation  cannot  afford  any
thing  less  than a  very  well-informed and edu
cated citizenry;  Virginia  could  and should  lead
the way in  providing  this.  Finally,  in  a  country
and  state  with  one  of  the  highest  homicide

rates  in  the  industrialized  world  and  a  prison
incarceration rate that is one of the highest for
any nation of the world, we cannot afford to fail
to enable and motivate all of our children to excel
in their education.

We  believe  that  leadership  in  maximizing
access to quality education is possible if Virginia
were to focus its creativity and resources toward
making  it  happen.  With  the  commitment  of
every sector of the state, Virginia could demon
strate to the nation how to achieve parity of col
lege graduation rates at a very high level. A first
step in achieving this leadership, once the com
mitment  has  been  made,  is  to  do  the  careful
research  needed  to  explain  the  disturbing
declines in racial parity of college attainment in
the latter half of the 20th century. Such informa
tion should be invaluable for charting a success
ful program to turn these rates around.

Our  analysis  of  20th  century  educational
trends indicates two more features of a leader
ship program. The first  is that change in racial
parity, and perhaps any other form of enduring
disparity, requires fundamental transformation of
the educational system, understood broadly as all
aspects  of  our  civil  and political  life  that  affect
educational outcomes. There was no significant
change in racial parity in the 20th century until
the legal and social transformations precipitated
by  Brown  vs.  Board  of  Education.  This  would
suggest  that  further,  significant,  change  would
require a similar degree of transformation. There
are many efforts at reform being suggested and
implemented  today.  Perhaps  one  or  more  of
these would provide the "fundamental  transfor
mation" needed to achieve significant progress
on racial parity rates. What is required to assess
these many proposals is an effective way of meas
uring their success and thereby estimating their
potential  for  fundamental  transformation.

Such measurement tools are the second ele
ment suggested by our analysis. The quality of an
educational program should be measured by its
capacity to enable students to succeed in their
educational careers to the fullest extent possible.
In our time, this means motivating high school
graduates to attend college and enabling them to
thrive and graduate. All other measures of qual
ity—standardized  tests,  graduation  rates,
enhanced  and  diverse  curricula,  grades,  low
dropout  rates,  etc.—are  tools  for  estimating  a
program's capacity to enable students to accom
plish a successful college career. This is because,
in  our  time,  advanced  education  provides  the
necessary training (as well as the credentials) for
economic success and effectiveness in civil life.

'We cannot
afford to fail'
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Footnotes
iThomas  Jefferson's  1779  bill  (and  amendments)
called for the state to provide three years of education
to all  persons residing in  Virginia:  men and women,
free and slave, all racial and ethnic groups. Those who
excelled were to be given the chance for higher educa
tion. It was not the case, however, that Jefferson envi
sioned this education as capable of surmounting the
racial  prejudice and discrimination of  American soci
ety at the time. In Jefferson's plan, slave children would
be freed upon completion of their education but then
would be exported outside the United States to found
their  own free colonies.  One can only  speculate  the
extent  to  which  this  policy  may  have  reflected
Jefferson's own prejudice being considered necessary
given the intolerance of his white countrymen.
2Note: this publication is available online at: www.vir-
ginia.edu/coopercenter.  Paper  copies  can  also  be
ordered from the author.
3The original monograph contains an appendix with a
careful  analysis of  the extent to which the extensive
migration  of  blacks  from  Virginia  to  northern  cities
may  have  invalidated  the  percentages  for  African-
Americans. We conclude there that there is little pos
sibility of such a bias. The U.S. data in this Newsletter
offer  further  support  for  the  view  that  migration  to
and from the state had little effect on the attainment
percentages.
4ipums (Integrated Public Use Microdata Series) is a
project  located  at  the  University  of  Minnesota  dedi
cated  to  making  U.S.  Decennial  Census  Public  Use
Microdata consistent over the decades and usable for
the  general  researching  public.  The project  receives
federal funding.
5We refer to these two groups as a "racial" distinction
because that is how the question was asked and under
stood by the U.S. Census in the 20th century. Who is
"black" and who is "white" was determined by the cen
sus enumerator employee in the first half of the cen
tury and was self-identified by the census taker after
this.  Every  decennial  census through 1990,  persons
could  be  either  "black"  or  "white",  but  not  both.
Beginning  with  the  2000  decennial  census,  persons
were able to choose any combination of racial identity
they  wished.  For  the  2000  Census,  we  restrict  the
analysis to those who chose either "black" or "white"
only.  We believe  that  this  does  not  compromise  the
integrity  of  our  data  since  a  very  low percentage  of
those choosing either race did so in combination with
the other.
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