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ADVANCE PRAISE


“The Stories They Hear is a testament to the awe-inspiring experiences of Dr. Bill Keyes. His words caused me to reflect on my summers as a scholar with the Institute for Responsible Citizenship—working long hours as an intern during the day, completing rigorous coursework in the evening, and being exposed to thought leaders in the public and private sectors of our nation. Those were some of the most consequential moments of my life, and many of my successes are due to the influence and mentorship of Dr. Keyes. This book shares insight into the journey of a man who has shaped the lives of our country’s best and brightest and who continues to leave an indelible mark on our society.”

—LAWRENCE B. BROWN ’11, MD, MPH, Institute for Responsible Citizenship alumnus, General Surgical Resident at the Johns Hopkins Hospital, PhD Candidate, the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine

“The Stories They Hear, by Dr. William Keyes, offers a glimpse into the special sauce required in propagating unapologetic excellence in Black boys and men. Throughout American society, we can see the impact of low expectations placed on Black boys. They are behind in nearly every statistical category in K-12, college, and professional and graduate school education. As expected, this impacts their employment opportunities, their ability to build whole families, and ultimately their quality of life. This book provides a blueprint for a better tomorrow. A tomorrow where Institute scholars are not outliers, but the norm. A tomorrow where every Black boy in America expects greatness from himself and is supported by a nation, and national institutions, that expect the same.”

—CALVIN D. HADLEY ’07, PhD, Institute for Responsible Citizenship alumnus, Assistant Provost at Howard University

“I can’t help but be tremendously thankful to Dr. Keyes for all of the wonderful lessons I’ve learned from him. These lessons have been especially important to me as I have started to build my career on the bench, and they will be important to me for the rest of my life. I am happy to have The Stories They Hear so I can read those lessons over and over again, and I am very happy to know that other people, especially young Black men, will be able to read this book and learn some of the lessons that Dr. Keyes imparted to me.”

—HASA KINGO ’06, JD, Institute for Responsible Citizenship alumnus, Acting Justice of the New York State Supreme Court

“When I first met Dr. Keyes at Hampton University over two decades ago, he shared a bold vision for making service a core value in transforming our nation and the world. Today, hundreds of alumni, countless achievements, and measurable impact stand as a testament to the power of that vision. Two things remain constant: the timeless and consequential influence of Dr. Keyes’s leadership and the central role of meaningful conversations that connect every class of the Institute for Responsible Citizenship. Insightful, entertaining, and thought-provoking, this book of stories draws from a wealth of unique experiences that have inspired and profoundly shaped lives, including my own. This book celebrates his enduring impact and the remarkable journey he continues to lead.”

—ELIJAH HEYWARD III ’04, PhD, Institute for Responsible Citizenship alumnus, Founder of Youth Scholar Academy at the Institute for Responsible Citizenship, Former Chief Operating Officer of the International African American Museum

“Bill Keyes is a master storyteller who has spent a lifetime honing his gift for language into the inspiring stories collected here. Through the Institute for Responsible Citizenship, Dr. Keyes has created an unparalleled mentorship program for young Black men, and in this book, he shares many of the rich stories, anecdotes, and life experiences that have helped to guide these dynamic young scholar-leaders along their respective career, family, and faith journeys. This book should be required reading for all those who love young Black men and are committed to their success, and yet its profound wisdom is universal as well. These stories will make you think and question, laugh and cry, and above all, they will inspire you to discover your unique calling and purpose so that you, too, can lead, serve, and be an agent of positive social change.”

—JARVIS C. MCINNIS ’09, PhD, Institute for Responsible Citizenship alumnus, Assistant Professor of English at Duke University

“This book will teach everyone else an important lesson Dr. Keyes taught me and my Institute brothers: to never settle for mediocrity. I will never forget Dr. Keyes’s many lessons on understanding the importance of Black men achieving at the highest level and staying prepared for potential opportunities. He was stern on how we conducted ourselves in public and in private. He introduced us to other highly successful Black men who didn’t make excuses about achievement. He inspired me and others to understand that nothing could stop us from being great but ourselves. Without Dr. Keyes’s push for me to reach high, I would not be a member of Philadelphia City Council today. For this, I’m forever grateful.”

—ANTHONY PHILLIPS ’09, MAR, Institute for Responsible Citizenship alumnus, Member of the Philadelphia City Council
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For Lola, the love of my life, who has heard all of these stories too many times.

For Lola Elizabeth and William V, who have inspired more stories than I can write.

For my grandsons, Hendrix, Lenox, and William VI, who will hear many stories from me and create great stories of their own.

And for more than 300 amazing young men who have blessed me with their presence around the dinner table for more than two decades.
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1 God Blessed You with Something Special


God has blessed you with something special.

I repeat, God has blessed you with something special.

And for some of you, that special thing might be unique. You might be the only person on earth who has it, or you might be the only one who has it in the quantity or context you do.

I have no idea what that special thing might be, and I would not be surprised if you don’t have any idea what it is either, but I want to encourage you to work hard to identify it, develop it, and maximize its impact for the reasons that I believe God blessed you with it—to bring glory to Him and to bring blessing to the lives of His people.

I italicized the words above because they are a verbatim statement that I have made many, many times. Most often, I have made this statement to talented young African American men participating in the Institute for Responsible Citizenship. In fact, these are the first words I say to them at orientation and the words with which I open graduation at the end of their second summer with me. They hear these words at the beginning, at the end, and several times in between. I created the Institute with the goal of preparing extraordinary young men to do extraordinary things. And I wanted to inspire them to do these extraordinary things for reasons that are bigger than themselves.

By any measure, the Institute has been successful at achieving its mission. Institute alumni include Rhodes Scholars, Fulbright Scholars, Truman Scholars, a Udall Scholar, a Luard Scholar, a Watson Fellow, and the recipients of numerous other prestigious academic awards.

They have been inducted into Phi Beta Kappa and Golden Key. Some of them have been elected student body president and others have established organizations that provide critical services to their fellow students and residents of the neighboring communities. Institute scholars have graduated with the highest honors in a wide range of fields from a wide variety of colleges and universities across the United States. And they are well rounded. One was a national champion in track and field and a 10-time All-American—who knew that was even possible?—while maintaining a stellar academic record. One was a national debate champion. Two were classically trained in their musical specialties—piano and voice—and earned top grades as well. Many alumni have attended leading graduate and professional programs, earning PhDs, MDs, JDs, MAs, MBAs, MPAs, and MFAs.

One was elected to the local school board while he was in law school and went on to be elected the youngest school board president in the country. Another is now a member of the school board in Baltimore. One is on the City Council in Philadelphia and another Institute alumnus is a judge in New York City. These are but a few examples of notable achievements, but all of our alumni are outstanding young men who are making significant contributions. And they are motivated to do so, as I said a moment ago, for reasons that are bigger than themselves. They are defying stereotypes about African American men and exceeding the low expectations that even some well-meaning people have of them. I could not be more proud of them.

Not surprisingly, I am often asked by parents, teachers, and corporate leaders why these young men have been so successful. Before answering, I ask them to tell me their assumptions. One of the most common is that we simply select talented young men who are likely to achieve a lot. We are cherry-picking, they say. Well, our selection process is indeed rigorous. Our biggest applicant pool was 640 young men vying for only 12 spaces. Mathematically speaking, getting into the Institute was much more difficult than getting into Princeton, Harvard, Michigan, North Carolina, or any of the other highly selective colleges and universities in the country. In fact, because applicants are older and have more experience, they are required to provide more information in their Institute applications than they provided for college admission. Selecting the right 12 young men each year is my most important job. Selection is critically important and partly answers the question about our success, but it is not the answer.

Inquirers also ask us about our internship placement, assuming the internships set our scholars apart from their peers. It is no secret that internships are a critical part of the Institute experience. The scholars have worked in a wide range of organizations, depending on their personal interests. The internships have included pediatric cardiology research at the National Institutes of Health and observing procedures in the orthopedic surgery unit at Howard University Hospital. They have interned at the White House and on Capitol Hill, in law firms and accounting firms, in major corporations and small nonprofits. They have taught adult Bible study at churches and summer enrichment programs at elementary schools. At those internships, they have been exposed to the work they are preparing for and built support systems in their fields of interest. Internships are extremely important to our scholars’ development, but they are not the reason Institute alumni rise faster and higher than most of their peers.

People also guess the academic component is a differentiating factor. Since the very beginning, we have taught our scholars economic and constitutional principles, arguing that they cannot lead effectively without knowing how our country works and understanding the rules of the game. In recent years, we have added ethics. When we opened our first session in 2003, I told the scholars of our inaugural class that they would have as professors two amazing men. Bill Allen was a professor of Political Science at Michigan State University and dean of the department’s honors program, James Madison College. He was very demanding and had extremely high expectations that the scholars would wrestle with the U.S. Constitution, The Federalist Papers, and other texts in ways they had never done before. I told the scholars that Professor Allen was one of the three most brilliant people I had ever known.

Their other professor, Tom Rustici, was the best lecturer I had ever heard. I had seen him lecture many times at Georgetown University for the Fund for American Studies program I directed before I started the Institute. I promised them Professor Rustici had the ability to bring economic principles to life and that if they simply listened to his lectures, they would walk away from the Institute with a clear sense of how the world works. At the end of every summer, the scholars told me they agreed with what I had promised about their two professors. They also told me they were surprised how demanding the two professors were.

Rigor is important if we want to prepare the best and brightest young men to perform at the highest levels. This is why I describe the rigor of the classes when I am writing recommendation letters to such highly ranked graduate and professional schools as Harvard Law School, Yale Divinity School, or the Howard University College of Medicine. I tell them, respectfully, that the student who has done well in our classes will do well in theirs, and our alumni live up to that promise year after year. Our academic program is indeed rigorous, but it is not the singular reason for the extraordinary success our scholars and alumni have achieved.

Many people think they have found the secret to our success when they learn about our major focus on personal and professional development. They are correct in assuming that these sessions are important. In fact, I tell the scholars that the way they carry themselves may end up being a bigger determinant of their success than their grade point averages. I quote my friend Alston Gardner, who has on occasion asked the scholars how good one needs to be for most jobs. After they struggle to come up with a good answer, he tells them, “Good enough.” I also ask scholars this question: If I have determined that anyone with a GPA of 3.5 or higher is smart enough for a job I want to fill in my organization, and I interview three young men who have GPAs of 3.5, 3.75, and 4.0, respectively, which of these three applicants will I hire? I always enjoy watching the scholars come up with answers and present their rationale. “The 4.0,” one will say, “because he’s the smartest.” Then, “the 3.5, because he’s probably more well rounded.” After they answer, I remind them that my GPA requirement was 3.5 or better, which all of the applicants had, so that is no longer a distinction that matters. Now I am solving for another factor: “Which one do I like?” I explain to the guys that “the one I like” is shorthand for a number of other things such as whether the applicant is respectful, thoughtful, empathetic, well spoken, or has a sense of humor. This is why the focus on professional development is so important. Being likable often enables young men to transcend others’ conscious or unconscious biases against them, moving them from the “them” category to the “us” category. Being likable is very important to one’s success. Having said that, likability is not the sole answer to why Institute alumni achieve so much.

What about the meetings with prominent leaders from the public and private sectors? It cannot help but make a difference to sit with Congressman John Lewis for hours and hear about his life, his participation in the Civil Rights Movement, and his extraordinary life of service. During the 19 years he hosted our scholars, we knew he was the only surviving speaker from the 1963 March on Washington. He engaged our scholars every summer from the Institute’s first until the summer before he died. The first time we visited with him in his personal office on Capitol Hill, he engaged the scholars for more than four hours. General Colin Powell also engaged the scholars each summer. He sat erect for hours, as one would expect of a man of his stature, asking the scholars tough questions and answering all of theirs. He talked about everything with them—from being a Jamaican kid who was a mediocre student in New York to being a lucky kid who learned about opportunities in the Army. He talked about working hard and rising up the ranks to become a general, National Security Advisor, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and ultimately Secretary of State. Sadly, we have lost Congressman Lewis and General Powell, neither of whom can ever be replaced, but I am thankful other highly accomplished African American men are filling the gaps.

I am grateful to Congressman James E. Clyburn, Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin III, and General Charles Q. Brown, Jr., Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, for the time they devote to inspiring our scholars to principled leadership and service. Financial powerhouses George Loening of Select Equity Group, Ravenel Curry of Eagle Capital Management, Mike Hankin of Brown Advisory, and John Rogers of Ariel Investments are also extremely influential. Beyond the luminaries, some of the most inspiring individuals our scholars meet are Institute alumni, who are succeeding in a variety of fields. All of these sessions are enlightening and impactful, but they are not the difference maker.

A very selective admissions process, high-level internships, rigorous academics, professional development workshops, and meetings with influential people are all important components of our comprehensive program, but none of them alone explains why our alumni and scholars achieve so much. After respectfully observing the difference in our alumni’s achievements compared to those of many other organizations—or even the most prestigious colleges and universities—I am comfortable with this simple explanation: Institute scholars and alumni achieve great success because we expect them to.

Several years ago, I was honored to receive the Mac A. Stewart Distinguished Award for Service from the Todd Anthony Bell National Resource Center on the African American Male at Ohio State University. I was exceedingly grateful that the center’s outstanding executive director, Dr. James L. Moore III, selected me for this prestigious recognition. And I was especially honored to be receiving an award named for a talented African American man whose achievements as an educator, including as Associate Provost at Ohio State, were quite remarkable. The ceremony at which I received the award was emceed by the Buckeyes’ football coach, Jim Tressel, and the keynote speaker was one of their greatest athletes, Clark Kellogg, a leading college basketball analyst at CBS Sports. The event coincided with Dr. Stewart’s retirement party, a wonderful affair that took place at the university’s faculty club after the awards ceremony. For more than an hour, Dr. Stewart was approached by colleagues, friends, and family members.

When the crowd thinned out a bit, I found an opening to talk with him uninterrupted. “So what was the key to your success? Why do such a high percentage of your black male students graduate?” His simple response: “They graduate because we expect them to.” I laughed out loud. Since he was surprised at my reaction, I told him, “I was expecting some kind of highfalutin, theoretical explanation, and you said exactly what I always tell people, that our scholars do well because we expect them to.” That exchange was both confirming and liberating for me. Our common answer provides an explanation for my scholars’ success and the success of many others besides. After all is said and done, our scholars do well because we expect them to.

I am not saying that untalented, undisciplined young men are earning PhDs and becoming Rhodes Scholars simply because I expect them to. I’m comparing young men who are similar in talent and opportunity to their peers but are outperforming them. As I said a moment ago, many other organizations provide some or all of the components of our program but do not see our results. And every college or university provides the type of educational programming that Ohio State does, but without the results, So what’s different? Expectations.

For many of our scholars, our high expectations intensify the expectations that have been imposed upon them by parents, teachers, pastors, mentors, or others in their lives. For others, these high expectations are placed on them for the first time. Too many young black men are victims of what President George W. Bush famously referred to as “the soft bigotry of low expectations.” In either case, high expectations are the critical ingredient that explains why the Institute’s profile is unmatched, why the overwhelming majority of colleges and universities, even after being in business for hundreds of years and serving more than a million students, cannot rival the number of Rhodes Scholars that our little Institute has produced in two decades. Expectations.

It makes sense that we receive calls from people who want to know our “secret.” This book will answer that question. I am writing it for those who want to inspire and prepare young African American men—or anyone else, frankly—to set high goals, work hard to achieve them, and live lives of significance.

One of the ways I set high expectations for our scholars is through the stories I tell them. In most cases, this storytelling takes place at the dinner table, where we gather two or three nights each week of our eight-week summer session. I also interject my stories during the so-called teachable moments that occur while we are engaged in other activities. There are so many opportunities for storytelling and, as our scholars quickly learn, I have many stories to tell. This book is a collection of some of my stories. The stories present lessons I have learned the easy way and lessons I have learned the hard way. Some of them are real and some are made up. The good news is that I always tell the scholars the difference. I will indicate the difference to you as well. I hope you enjoy them. More importantly, I hope you are able to use them with the young people with whom you interact. Or, if you are a young person who found this book yourself or received it as a gift, read the stories as if I wrote them just for you.

Recently, a guest preacher delivered a sermon at my church. He wasn’t just any guest preacher, but the head of the PhD program in which my pastor, the Rev. Dr. Howard-John Wesley, was enrolled. Given that Pastor Wesley is the most gifted preacher I have ever heard, amazing our congregation at Alfred Street Baptist Church with brilliant sermons every Sunday for more than 10 years, I thought I was in store for a sermon that I would never forget. I quickly became disappointed. I thought the preacher failed to develop a coherent message. He was rambling. My disappointment turned to restlessness. I probably snuck a few peeks at my watch. The more restless I became, the longer the sermon seemed to go on. I was squirming in sheer anguish. Finally, the preacher wrapped up his sermon with the Call to Discipleship, and an amazing thing happened. Fifty people walked down the aisles of the sanctuary to dedicate their lives to Christ or join our community of faith. Fifty! I was not the only person in that sanctuary who was amazed by what they were witnessing. We had never seen anything like it. This was not a T.D. Jakes revival or Billy Graham crusade. It was a regular Sunday morning at Alfred Street, or so we thought. The preacher had said many things that touched many people.

As my wife and I drove home, I teared up. I was convicted for having been so negative about the sermon. But I was actually crying because the Lord had used that experience to teach me a very important lesson—that my job is simply to speak; it is His job to bring the increase. So, I had a slight feeling of conviction, but mostly one of confirmation. It was a feeling of liberation. I have earned a PhD in Communication, with a particular focus on rhetorical criticism, so I know the elements of a good speech. I have felt guilty on so many occasions in which I rambled, moving from one point to another, with a story to support each and every point. I have felt guilty about how long I’ve kept my Institute scholars in their seats, typically wearing suits and ties after a long day at their internships. But the Lord used that experience at church to teach me that my long-winded sessions with the scholars were the opportunities He gave me to say things that would touch the hearts and minds of the scholars at the table. Yes, I could have crafted succinct statements and delivered them efficiently, and those statements might have been a blessing to a few of them, but I believe the Lord was teaching me that He had something else in mind. He wanted me to reach all of the young men in my care. And to touch them in different ways. I believe this is more than conjecture.

In many cases, what I tell our scholars is the opposite of what young African American men often hear. While they are often led to believe they are lucky when a professor or employer settles for less than their best, I tell them they should be insulted by anyone’s low expectations of them. While they often set career goals based on the money and prestige certain jobs bring, I challenge them to identify the special gifts with which God has blessed them, work hard to develop those gifts, use them to glorify God and bless other people, and trust God that their own needs will be provided for. I tell the best and brightest that “best” comes before “brightest” because everyone associated with the Institute cares more about their character than what’s on their transcripts. And so on. I have these conversations with them because these conversations must be had.

The rhetorical critic in me understands that the mark of a good speech is its effects. I learn of the effects of my conversations with Institute scholars when they tell me, sometimes years after they have graduated from the Institute, “Dr. Keyes, I will never forget the time you said …” and they tell me how my statements influenced important decisions and impacted their lives in other ways. So, no longer will I be upset with myself for taking a long time with the guys. I will be thankful for the times we share around the table and for the words the Lord inspires me to speak. As far as this book is concerned, I will endeavor to say enough that everyone who reads it will find something of value. I cannot possibly know what every reader needs to hear, but God does.

Everybody can’t participate in the Institute for Responsible Citizenship and attend our dinners, but this book can enable everyone to benefit from the stories our scholars hear.

Welcome to the table.






2 God Has Blessed You with Something Special—Find It


I talk a lot about how God has blessed each of you with something special. I’ve even gone so far as to say that God may have blessed you with something that is uniquely special. I have said “thing” because I don’t know whether it is a talent or a personality trait. Maybe it is the ability to solve complex mathematical problems. Maybe you are an extremely creative artist or musician. Maybe you think critically, speak persuasively, and frequently find others seeking your guidance. Maybe you have tremendous empathy and the patience to listen. Maybe you are fearless. I have no idea what your special thing is, and I would be surprised if very many of you 19- and 20-year-olds know either. But I encourage you to search for it. And remember, God has blessed you with it for a purpose bigger than you.

Where do you begin to identify the special thing God has blessed you with? I think you start with prayer and quiet reflection. What do you love? What do you hate? What excites you? What bores you to tears? Be honest with yourself in answering these questions. What are the real answers, not the answers you think you should give? After you have clear answers, make sure your career goals line up with the answers.

I am often struck by the disconnect between what some young men tell me they want to do and what they appear to be most passionate about. During more than a few interviews, applicants have told me that they planned to apply to law school, even telling me which law school they wanted to attend. On one of the occasions, an applicant mentioned a community service project that involved tutoring children at a middle school near his university campus. He said the special experience the Institute offered was the only reason he would not stay on campus for the summer and continue that work. He told me wonderful stories about the kids. He said they inspired him. He spoke at a faster pace and in more explicit terms about his experience working with kids than he had spoken about law school. “So why law school?” I asked. After a long “hmmm,” he gave me a very unpersuasive answer. “Well, it’s what I’ve always wanted to do.”

“But why?” I asked again. This time, the silence was longer and the response even less persuasive, so I said to the applicant: “I’m not trying to be a jerk. It just seems to me that when you talk about going to law school, you’re very monotone, but when you talk about working with children, I hear passion in your voice. Why wouldn’t you want to have a career in the field that brings you the greatest joy?” Sadly, it became very clear that he had never thought about his career aspirations in terms of what excited him or what he might be especially good at.

God gives us the emotion of fear to help us know people, places, and things we should be concerned about. Our responses to fear are typically fight or flight, and the decisions we make in those circumstances might literally make the difference between life and death. I think this notion about fear is commonly accepted, but it doesn’t occur to most of us that our positive emotions have meaning as well. They do. So, let’s take an honest inventory of our emotions—positive, negative, or none at all—to determine if our career goals line up with what God has equipped us for.

It would help us to find out the opinions of those who know us well, those who have our best interests at heart. I’m not saying we should ask them what careers we should pursue, but find out what qualities they see in us. If your parents and friends have always marveled at your kindness and patience with your younger siblings and other children, and they hear you speaking passionately about your work with kids, why aren’t you thinking of becoming a teacher? Or if you are wonderful with children and also passionate about the Bible, why not prepare to become a youth pastor? Or what if you love kids and are gifted in the sciences, becoming a pediatrician might be a great option. In any of these cases—teacher, youth pastor, pediatrician—the opportunity exists for you to use your gifts to glorify God and to serve God’s people in a way that would bring you great joy.

I strongly encourage you to be honest with yourself and demand that others be honest with you. Don’t allow anyone to be disappointed with you because you’d rather teach children than practice law. The world has enough uninspired lawyers, but not enough passionate teachers. Your goal in selecting a career should not be to give your parents bragging rights. It should be to find the platform from which you can fulfill God’s purpose in your life.

I pick on law school because so many bright young people who don’t really know what to do use law school as their default response when asked about their postgraduate plans. Some people are supposed to be lawyers. Just make sure you’re one of them before you invest a lot of time and money in pursuit of that goal. Some people struggle through three years of law school, incur thousands of dollars of debt, and work for several years at jobs they hate to earn the money to pay back student loans before starting the life they really wanted. Others make these sacrifices to have long, fulfilling careers in law. It is important to know which one of these people you are, and if you’re not the latter, don’t start down that path. If you are supposed to be a lawyer, the time and money will not be a burden. If law school is really right for you, I can’t wait to submit a great recommendation letter for you and three years later congratulate you at your graduation. To date, Institute alumni have studied law at Harvard, Yale, Stanford, Columbia, Chicago, New York University, Pennsylvania, UC Berkeley, Michigan, Duke, Georgetown, UCLA, George Washington, William & Mary, Indiana, Nevada, Ohio State, Maryland, New York Law School, and North Carolina Central.

A final hint about finding the direction you should take is simply to recognize what you are good at. If you are premed but have mediocre grades in your science classes and straight A’s in everything else, there’s a mismatch between your abilities and career goals. And if that’s the case, it is probably also true that there is a mismatch between your enjoyment and career goals. If you are a premed student and have only average science grades, you are probably working as hard as you can but coming up short, which is not fun. Or if you are not working as hard as you need to work to make A’s, your heart isn’t really in it. Either way, your grades may be an important indicator. I’m sure your family and friends will be just as proud when you become a diplomat who keeps his country out of war, for example, as they would have been if you had become a doctor. I cannot possibly know what is best for you, so after all is said and done, my hope is that you will accept the notion that God has blessed you with something special for a reason that is bigger than yourself and pursue it as vigorously as you can. Your success in that pursuit puts you on the path toward a successful and fulfilling life.






3 Low Expectations Sabotage Success


I want to share three telling observations. One involves the way the higher education establishment views graduation rates. Another is the way some scholarship providers set performance standards. And yet another is about the criteria some universities set for rewards.

Several years ago, I had an experience at a barbecue attended by several people who were involved in higher education. As I feasted on my favorite foods, I listened to two men talk about admissions rates at the university from which one of the men graduated and the other had once worked. The alumnus was complaining that his alma mater had admitted an embarrassingly low number of African American men the previous year. The other man joined the complaint, saying the university at which he currently worked was also admitting African American men in numbers lower than desirable.

Both men attributed the problem to a lack of will on the part of the institution. On the one hand, they bemoaned a general attitude of racial indifference. On the other, they commiserated with admissions officers who were being stingy with acceptance letters to African American students because they feared negative consequences from those who were attacking affirmative action as unconstitutional. (This was before the U.S. Supreme Court’s 2023 ruling in Students for Fair Admissions v. University of North Carolina that UNC’s admissions policies violated the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment of the Constitution.1) Regardless of the reasons for the low admissions rates, they viewed the lack of
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