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In Split Decision, Court Backs Affinnative Action 
Justices Limit How Much a Factor Race Can Play in Admissions 

By Charles lane 
Washington Post taff Writer 
Monda , June 23, 2003; 5:25 PM 

The Supreme Court issued a qualified 
but resounding endorsement of 
affirmative action in higher education 
today, in a pair of historic decisions that, 
taken together, ratified diversity as a 
rationale for race-conscious admissions 
and laid out constitutionally acceptable 
means for achieving it. 

A slender five-justice majority upheld 
the University of Michigan law school's 
approach to enrolling a "critical mass" of 
African Americans, Latinos and ative 
Americans, under which the school 
considers each applicant student 
individually and sets no explicit quota. 
At the same time, a six-justice majority 
rejected, as too mechanistic, Michigan's 
undergraduate affirmative action 
program, under which members of these 
"underrepresented" groups get an 
automatic 20-point bonus on the 150-
point scale used to rank applicants. 

The net effect of the two rulings wa to 
permit selective public and private 
universities to continue using race as a 
"plus-factor" in evaluating potential 
students, provided that they take 
sufficient care to evaluate individually 
each applicant's ability to contribute to a 
diverse student body. Five justices also 
endorsed the view that diversity-based 
affirmative action should not be a 
permanent feature of American life, 
urging universities to start preparing for 
the day, 25 years hence, when it will no 
longer be necessary. 
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