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EDITORIAL

Systemic equity in education

o0 often in higher education, the legacy of laws,
policies, and practices that have systematically
denied educational opportunities to Blacks is ig-
nored, thereby perpetuating racial inequities. In
the United States, higher education is a key route
to career success and upward socioeconomic
mobility. Unfortunately, this path is increasingly
becoming most accessible to privileged communities.
As the new president of Olin College of Engineering in
Massachusetts, and as a woman of color, I am in a posi-
tion to help unburden higher education from systemic
racism and promote positive change that extends be-
yvond academic boundaries.

My parents instilled in me the importance of educa-
tion for personal and familial uplifting as well as a means
of helping other Black Americans to
achieve success. They reminded me
that all people are created equal and
have inalienable rights—a right to edu-
cation among them. At a young age, [
realized why they tried to enforce this
notion. I vividly recall that as a third
grader in 1963, I had to walk past
a newly built all-white school to be
picked up and bused to a dilapidated
all-Black school in another part of
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“It’s time
to abandon the

myth that
students and
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to obtain advanced degrees. Until Brown, most college-
educated Blacks graduated from HBECUs.

I eventually became the first Black student to get a
doctorate in chemical engineering from Rice Univer-
sity; the fifth woman in the nation to obtain that de-
gree; and the first Black woman in the country to hold
a tenure-track position in chemical engineering. But it
is discouraging that the challenges that existed along
my journey remain challenges faced today by Black stu-
dents interested in pursuing careers in science, technol-
ogy, engineering, and mathematics. There is still a lack
of diversity among faculty and students in engineering
schools. This environment has negative consequences
and feeds a vicious cycle. The dearth of Black faculty role
models and mentors contributes to the underrepresenta-
tion of Black students. Structural and
social barriers such as hostile climates,
bias, and tokenism make it difficult
to achieve a sense of belonging and
limit career choices and opportunities
for Black students and faculty, further
perpetuating the persistent underrep-
resentation. Today, 3.9% of students in
the United States who graduate with
a bachelor’s degree in engineering are
Black. And only 4.1% of students who
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