Purpose

In coordination with the Council for Christian Colleges & Universities’ priority on intercultural competencies, this research compares what the CCCU schools in the United States are doing to recruit students of color to the perception non-white students have of Christian higher education. Knowledge of the recruitment tools compared to the resulting perception will be beneficial to how Christian colleges reach out to the targeted populations. 

Method

Youth group pastors at six major African-American churches in Seattle were contacted for requests to interview 8-12 of their high school students on their college search process. Only four of the churches responded and a total of 40 students were interviewed, with the average grade represented being 10th. The average youth group size was 92, with the smallest being 25 and the largest being 200. I interviewed the focus groups of high school students in order to understand the perceptions these high school students have of Christian higher education and to learn more about where they are attending college and what they are looking for in higher education. 

I also had the chance to interview three of the four pastors. Set questions were asked to each group, and the answers were compiled both qualitatively and quantitatively. The format was conversational in nature.

Summary of Key Findings

· Results are location-specific, but lessons can be learned for all CCCU schools.

· African-American students are focused on HBCUs because of desire to connect with other African-Americans and because of very intentional recruitment by HBCUs.

· Students have very little, if any, familiarity with Christian colleges.

· Key to reaching potential Christian African-American youth is to develop relationships with their pastors.

Results/Analysis

The percentage of African-Americans in Seattle is very low. They only represent 8.3% of the Seattle population. The total representation of non-whites in the Seattle area is 32% in contrast to 48% in Denver, 51% in Boston and 70% in Los Angeles. The largest non-white group is the Asian-American community, representing 13.5%. Recognizing this low percentage of African-Americans is helpful to understanding some of the answers to the survey questions. I posit that the answers would differ greatly according to various regions of the country, but I would encourage other CCCU institutions to attempt similary surveys in their regions. 

Approximately 82% of the youth at these churches attend college. The most important factor in their decision to attend a college was the location and for all four groups the concensus was that they desired to go out of state. The second factor was a school’s academic standing, followed by financial cost and then the availability of a major.

Students and pastors were asked to cite the names of colleges that their peers/college students from church attend. The schools most frequently cited were Spelman College, Howard University, University of North Carolina, University of Washington, Florida A& M, Grambling University, University of Arkansas at Pine Bluff, Washington State University, Xavier University of Louisiana, and Clark Atlanta University. 

Others that were mentioned were Columbia University, Duke University, Georgetown University, Hampton College, Harvard University, Huston Tillotson, Johnson C. Smith, Morehouse College, Morris Brown College, New York University, Oklahoma University, Southern University and A& AM, Stanford University, Texas Southern University, Tuskagee College, Santa Clara University, UCLA, University of South Carolina, Yale University. 

Out of the 29 schools listed, 15 are historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs). Out of the top ten schools cited, 70% are HBCUs. For these Seattle students, the reason why the HBCUs are top on their list is related to the low percentage of African-Americans in the Seattle area. As one pastor said, "They desire to know their roots; to not feel alone." There is also a strong push from the parents for their children to attend HBCUs. Historically, a black student’s best chance to have success and to be in a network of other successful black individuals has been to attend an HBCU. Yet, I did hear an apprehension that HBCUs may be departing from their roots and there was concern over the moral laxity at the HBCUs. 

The HBCUs are very strategic in their recruiting strategies. The best strategy, and the one most cited, seems to be the Historically Black College and University Tour. Students travel around the country, visiting several different colleges for two weeks. The churches encourage this attendance and many provide the necessary funding for their youth to participate. One pastor was called three times a year by the HBCU College Tour director to make sure his students participate. The HBCU College Fair is also very popular.

In this list of 29 schools, not one of them is a CCCU school. When asked if they recognized the names of 10-15 Christian Colleges, with five being in the Pacific Northwest, the top five responses were very minimal. 

Seattle Pacific University 70% recognized the name
Northwest College 30% 

Wheaton College 20%

Whitworth College 15%

Taylor University 10%

The students interviewed defined Christian colleges as being like Bible colleges and legalistic. In their perception, half of one’s classes are academic, the other half are Bible-related and one has to attend church. Most of the students come from Christian high schools. The majority opinion was that it would be a white-experience and they have spent most of their high school life in a white environment.

For those who actually knew others who had attended a Christian college, they said that those students liked the overall purpose of their college, but that it was too white. Most had never heard of Christian colleges and said they weren’t on their radar, except when a choir came to perform at their school or students visited. However, they were definitely interested in hearing more about how faith is integrated into what is taught and several of them asked for information to find out more about Christian colleges. They did not recall ever receiving information in the mail on the Christian colleges I listed. 

The Web seems to be the best way to communicate with these kids and they appreciated learning about www.ChristianCollegeSearch.com <http://www.ChristianCollegeSearch.com. When asked how their church could relate more to Christian colleges, the overwhelming response from pastors and youth was to have the colleges reach out to them. As several of the students remarked, "How can we know about the Christian colleges if we aren’t told about them?" One pastor remarked that, "It doesn’t seem that the college recruiters think to recruit students from the all-black churches."

Conclusion

These comments from both a student and a pastor are significant because the church is still the focal point for many in the African-American community. While within this faith community, there is a very strong emphasis on education, with a high percentage of high school students attending college, there is unfortunately a greater percentage of African-Americans and Latinos across the nation who do not graduate high school. Most college recruitment strategies are earmarked towards freshman or sophomore year, but a recommendation would be for Christian colleges to invest earlier in their involvement with African-American church communities, so as to help eliminate the education gap. 

African-American students from the Pacific Northwest are attending colleges that have a strong academic reputation, while also helping them connect with their own culture. The perception of Christian colleges is that they are similar to Bible colleges. Better efforts must be made to publicize the academic quality of CCCU institutions, as well as to explain the integration of faith and learning. Christian colleges and African-American churches share something that no other university can offer - a commitment to the importance of faith and education. Relationships with these churches need to be a priority.

Practical Suggestions (in order of priority/effectiveness?)

  Presidents take the time to meet with local pastors of non-white churches. Two-thirds of CCCU campuses say this is a priority, but only 20% say that they actually have relationships. 

  Admissions offices invest in mailings targeting the students in these churches.

  Students and professors volunteer at inner-city churches in tutoring, SAT prep course teaching.

  Make invitations to regional Christian college fairs available to youth pastors for promotion.

  Request performances for campus’ best music programs to perform at non-white churches. 

  Mail ChristianCollegeSearch.com brochures to African-American churches around the country. 
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