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WASHINGTON — The 
Trump administration 
is rescinding Obama-era 
guidance that encour-
aged schools to take a stu-
dent’s race into account 
in order to promote di-
versity in admissions, a 
U.S. official said Tuesday.

The shift would give 
schools and universi-
ties the federal govern-
ment’s blessing to take a 
race-neutral approach to 
students they consider 
for admission.

The action comes amid 
a high-profile court fight 
over admission at Har-
vard University as well 
as Supreme Court turn-
over expected to produce 
a more critical eye to-
ward schools’ affirmative 
action policies.

The high court’s most 
recent significant ruling 
on the subject bolstered 
colleges’ use of race 
among many factors in 
the college admission 
process. But the opinion’s 
author, Anthony Kenne-
dy, announced his retire-
ment last week, giving 
President Donald Trump 
a chance to replace him 
with a justice who will be 
more reliably skeptical 
of admissions programs 
that take race and ethnic-
ity into account.

A formal announce-
ment was expected later 
Tuesday from the Justice 

and Education depart-
ments, according to the 
official, who spoke on 
condition of anonymity 
because the official was 
not authorized to discuss 
the new guidance ahead 
of its release.

The new policy would 
depart from the stance 
taken by the Obama ad-
ministration, which in 
a 2011 policy document 
said schools have a “com-
pelling interest” in en-
suring a diverse student 
body. The guidance said 
that while race should 
not be the primary factor 
in an admission decision, 
schools could lawfully 
consider it in the interest 
of achieving diversity.

“Institutions are not 
required to implement 
race-neutral approach-
es if, in their judgment, 

the approaches would be 
unworkable,” the guid-
ance said. “In some cases, 
race-neutral approach-
es will be unworkable 
because they will be in-
effective to achieve the 
diversity the institution 
seeks.”

The administration 
issued a similar guid-
ance document in 2016 
aimed at giving schools 
a framework for “consid-
ering race to further the 
compelling interests in 
achieving diversity and 
avoiding racial isolation.” 
That document said ele-
mentary and secondary 
schools, in the interest of 
diversity, could consider 
race and socio-econom-
ic status in decisions on 
school zoning and loca-
tion, grade realignment 
and enrollment.

The Obama approach 
replaced Bush-era poli-
cy from a decade earlier 
that discouraged affirma-
tive action programs and 
instead encouraged the 
use of race-neutral alter-
natives, like percentage 
plans and economic di-
versity programs.

The Trump administra-
tion’s move appears in 
line with Bush adminis-
tration policy. Such guid-
ance does not have the 
force of law, but schools 
could use it to help de-
fend themselves against 
lawsuits over their ad-
mission policies.

The Justice Department 

in the Trump administra-
tion had already signaled 
its concern about the use 
of race in admissions 
decisions. The depart-
ment this year sided with 
Asian-American plain-
tiffs suing Harvard Uni-
versity who argue that 
the school unlawfully 
limits how many of Asian 
students are admitted.

Students for Fair Ad-
missions, the group su-
ing Harvard, is led by Ed 
Blum, a legal strategist 
who also helped white 
student Abigail Fisher 
sue the University of Tex-
as for alleged discrimina-
tion in a case that went to 
the Supreme Court.

Blum said Tuesday that 
the organization “wel-
comes any governmental 
actions that will elimi-
nate racial classifications 
and preferences in col-
lege admissions.” Har-
vard, meanwhile, said it 
would continue consid-
ering race as an admis-
sions factor to bring to-
gether a “diverse campus 
community where stu-
dents from all walks of 
life have the opportunity 
to learn with and from 
each other.”

Civil liberties groups 
immediately decried 
the move, saying it went 
against decades of court 
rulings that permit col-
leges and universities to 
take race into account.
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Shift gives schools federal blessing to take ‘race-blind’ approach to admission

Trump to Revoke Obama Policy Using Race 
in School Admissions

The 
Obama 
approach 
replaced 
Bush-era 
policy 
from a de-
cade earli-
er that dis-
couraged 
affirma-
tive action 
programs

“


