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Tracking the Health of the
Humanities at HBCUSs

s part of the preparatory work for a survey
‘ N of humanities departments in the Unit-
ed States, Humanities Indicators staft ex-
amined trends in humanities degree completion
at Historically Black Colleges and Universities

(HBCUs).! Among the findings are two particularly
significant developments:

1. While bachelor’s degree completions in the hu-
manities continued to fall nationally, the decline
was more gradual and appears to have largely
plateaued at HBCUs (discounting a slight drop in
2022 that was also seen in several nonhuman-
ities fields).

2. In the past, HBCUs awarded a relatively small
share of their degrees in the humanities; as of
2022, though, HBCUs and all other institutions
had converged in the share of bachelor’s degrees
awarded in the field.

Since the 19th century, HBCUs have played a vital role
in opening pathways to higher education that would
otherwise have been closed to Black students and
have served as vital cultural centers and resources
for their communities. However, these institutions
have traditionally awarded most of their degrees in
vocational subjects, with only a comparatively small
share of their degrees going to the humanities.?

In 2022, HBCUs awarded 2,907 bachelor’s degrees
in the humanities (see figure 1). This was down 15%
from the recent high of 3,434 degrees awarded in
2014. The total number of bachelor’s degrees award-
ed by HBCUs also declined from 2014 to 2022, but
by a comparatively modest 2.5%.

Much of the decline in humanities bachelor’s com-
pletions at HBCUs occurred from 2014 to 2018,
with completions then plateauing at around 3,000
through 2022. Prior to 2014, both HBCUs and
non-HBCU institutions experienced a substantial
increase in humanities degree completions: up 44%
from 1997 at HBCUs and up 35% at other institu-
tions. The post-2014 decline at HBCUs was substan-
tial, but at other institutions it was all the more so,
with completions dropping by more than a fifth.

“ In the past, HBCUs awarded a
relatively small share of their degrees
in the humanities; as of 2022, though,
HBCUs and all other institutions had
converged in the share of bachelor’s

degrees awarded in the field.

Among the 88 HBCUs awarding humanities bach-
elor’s degrees, 36 awarded more degrees in 2022
than they did in 1997—in many cases, substantial-
ly more. North Carolina A&T State University had
the largest increase, with the number of degrees
rising from 85 in 1997 to 333 in 2022 (account-
ing for more than 11% of the humanities bache-
lor’s degrees awarded by HBCUs that year). Most of
the humanities degrees the school awarded were
classified as “liberal studies” (with concentrations
in African American studies, cultural studies, or
prelaw). In an email to Indicators staff, Jeffrey
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Figure 1: Bachelor's Degrees Awarded by HBCUs,
by Field, 1997 to 2022

9,000

8,000

7,000

6,000

5,000

4,000

3,000

2,000

1,000

0

1997

2002 2007 2012

Dwayne Mack, chair of the program, reported that
“Much of the interest we see in Liberal Studies is
attributed to the online degree option we offer for
our program.” He added, “Having some influence
on constructing [their] concentration is very at-
tractive to students, especially non-traditional
students.” The latter may also be true on some oth-
er campuses, like Delaware State and Texas South-
ern, which saw substantial growth in the number
of humanities bachelor’s degree completions after
introducing similar interdisciplinary liberal stud-
ies/general humanities degrees, even though the
programs are not online.

As these findings suggest, the number of bachelor’s
degrees awarded in the category of liberal studies/
general humanities more than tripled from 1997
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to 2022, rising from 347 to 1,136 (see figure 2).
The category grew dramatically from 14.6% of all
humanities degrees granted by these institutions
in 1997 to 39.1% of the degrees awarded in 2022,
surpassing all other subjects. In comparison, at
other colleges and universities, this subject area ac-
counted for 21.0% of humanities degrees—essen-
tially unchanged from 1997. The number of com-
munication degrees also increased substantially at
HBCUs, from 454 in 1997 to 947 in 2022. In the
latter year, they accounted for the second-largest
share of humanities bachelor’s degrees awarded by
HBCUs (32.6%). This substantial growth was sim-
ilar to the trend at other colleges and universities,
where communication is the most popular type of
humanities degree (albeit with only a 26.8% share
of completions).
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Figure 2: Humanities Bachelor's Degrees Awarded by HBCUs,

by Discipline, 1997 to 2022
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Conversely, HBCUs have seen a significant decline
in the number of degrees completed in most of the
other humanities disciplines. Bachelor’s degrees in
English language and literature had a particularly
sharp decline, falling from 985 degrees in 1997 to
412 in 2022. (Their share of all humanities bache-
lor’s degrees granted by HBCUs shrank from 41.3%
to 14.2% over the same period.) Degrees in lan-
guages and literatures other than English fell by
more than half (from 75 to 20 degrees). The num-
ber of history and philosophy degrees also fell sub-
stantially (from 440 to 234 for history and from 43
to 26 for philosophy).

HBCUs stand out from other colleges and univer-
sities for the relatively large number of vocational
degrees they award (primarily in social work and
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criminal justice). The number of degrees awarded
in that category increased 39% from 1997 to 2022.
Degree completions in health and medical scienc-
es also increased substantially, rising 42% over the
same period. But other vocationally oriented pro-
grams saw declines. Bachelor’s degrees awarded in
education declined 36% from 1997 to 2022, while
business and management degree completions
dropped 10%. All other fields awarded more bach-
elor’s degrees in 2022 than they did in 1997, with
the largest percentage increase occurring in the fine
and performing arts (up 69.6%). For most fields,
however, the more recent trend was downward,
with only engineering and the natural sciences ex-
periencing growth in degree completions over the
past decade (rising by 54% and 18%, respectively,
from 2012 to 2022).
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Figure 3: Humanities Degrees as a Share of All Bachelor's Degrees

Awarded, by Institution Type, 1997 to 2022
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The effect of these trends is apparent when one
looks at the field’s “market share” at HBCUs rel-
ative to other colleges and universities (see fig-
ure 3). The shares of bachelor’s degrees being
awarded in the humanities has converged at both
types of institutions. In 1997, the humanities ac-
counted for just 8.1% of the bachelor’s degrees
awarded at HBCUs but then increased to 10.6%
of the degrees conferred in 2010. In comparison,
at all other colleges and universities in 1997, the
humanities accounted for 14.3% of the bache-
lor’s degrees awarded, with that share growing
to 14.9% in 2005. But while the share of human-
ities bachelor’s degrees awarded at non-HBCUs
shrank by more than a third after the mid-2000s,
the decline that began at HBCUs five years later
was more gradual. As a result, the two trends
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converged in 2022, with the humanities account-
ing for 8.8% of the bachelor’s degrees awarded at
both types of institutions.

HBCUs have played a vital role in helping to diver-
sify the mix of students earning humanities de-
grees. In 2022, HBCUs accounted for 13.5% of the
humanities degrees awarded to students identify-
ing as Black or African American and 3.8% of the
humanities degrees awarded to students from all
historically minoritized racial and ethnic groups.®
However, both shares have decreased since 1997,
when 17.3% of the humanities bachelor’s degrees
earned by Black/African American students and
6.8% of the degrees awarded to historically minori-
tized students were at HBCUs.
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Figure 4: Share of Humanities Bachelor's Degrees Awarded to
Historically Minoritized Students, by Institution Type, 1997 to 2022
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This decline is due primarily to recent growth in ~ completers at HBCUs included 153 students from
the share of humanities degrees awarded to tradi- those populations, up from fewer than 50 prior to
tionally minoritized students at non-HBCU institu- 2009 and accounting for 5% of the students receiv-
tions (see figure 4). From 1997 to 2022, the share =~ ing humanities bachelor’s degrees at HBCUs.
of bachelor’s degrees awarded by HBCUs that went
to such students increased slightly, from 87% to
89%. In comparison, the share of humanities de- Trends in Graduate Degrees
grees awarded to historically minoritized students
at non-HBCU institutions grew modestly from 1997 The small number of HBCUs awarding graduate
to 2009 (increasing from 17% to 21%), but then in- degrees results in “spiky” data, which makes it
creased more rapidly over the next 12 years (to 36% difficult to discern trends in degree completions
of all humanities degrees conferred). at this level (see figure 5). Nevertheless, the data
reveal a modest increase in both master’s and doc-
While most of the students receiving humanities toral degrees at HBCUs from the turn of the cen-
degrees at HBCUs are Black/African American, a tury into the 2010s. From a low of 111 master’s
growing number are members of other minoritized ~ degrees in the humanities in 2000, the number
racial or ethnic groups. In 2022, humanities degree spiked to a high of 180 in 2012. Completions then
Tracking the Health of the Humanities at HBCUs | RESEARCH BRIEF
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Figure 5: Humanities Graduate Degrees Awarded by HBCUs, 1997 to 2022
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fell to 120 degrees in 2016, followed by a partial
recovery that brought the number up to 140 in
2022. Similarly, at the doctoral level, the num-
ber rose from a low of 11 humanities doctorates
awarded in 2001 to a high of 43 in 2015, before
a sharp decline after 2020 dropped PhDs awards
to just 21 degrees. At both levels, the number of
degree completions in 2022 was roughly the same
as in 1997, but down substantially from the recent
peak (a 22% decline in master’s degrees and a 51%
decline in doctorates).

The humanities also accounted for a much small-
er share of the graduate degrees being awarded at
HBCUs (0.5% of all master’s and professional de-
grees awarded in 2022 and 0.6% of the doctoral
degrees). Looking back to 1997 (the earliest data
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point available), the shares of humanities degrees
awarded in 2022 by HBCUs were slightly above the
historical average for doctoral degrees and close to
the average for master’s and professional degrees.

The number of HBCUs awarding graduate degrees
has varied from year to year throughout the 25
years for which data are available. From 1997 to
2022, the number HBCUs awarding master’s and
professional degrees in the humanities ranged from
a low of 12 to a high of 19 (with 15 awarding such
degrees in 2022). Only four HBCUs awarded doc-
toral degrees in the humanities during this time pe-
riod (Clark Atlanta University, Howard University,
Morgan State University, and Virginia University
of Lynchburg), and the bulk of these degrees (60%)
were awarded by Howard University.
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Endnotes

1. For more on the Humanities Departmental Survey, visit
https://www.amacad.org/humanities-indicators/humanities
-higher-education-surveys. Findings from the most recent
round of the survey will be available in April 2025.

2. For more on the history of HBCUs, see Roger L. Geiger,
The History of Higher Education: Learning and Culture from
the Founding to World War II (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 2015), 467-78; and Jelani Favors, Shelter in a
Time of Storm: How Black Colleges Fostered Generations of
Leadership and Activism (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2019).

3. The Humanities Indicators uses the phrase “historically
minoritized students” for students who are citizens or per-
manent residents and self-identify as American Indian or
Alaska Native (non-Hispanic); Asian (non-Hispanic); Black
or African American (non-Hispanic); Hispanic or Latino;
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander (non-Hispanic);
and two or more races (non-Hispanic).
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The Humanities Indicators is a nationally recognized source
of nonpartisan information on the state of the humanities,
providing researchers and policy-makers with better tools to
answer basic questions about areas of concern in the field.
Founded in 1780, the American Academy is both an honor-
ary society that recognizes and celebrates the excellence of
its members and an independent research center convening
leaders from across disciplines, professions, and perspectives
to address significant national and global challenges.

The Academy gratefully acknowledges the financial support
of the Mellon Foundation for the work of the Humanities
Indicators. Any views expressed in this report are not neces-
sarily those of the Foundation or the Officers and Members
of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.

Please direct inquiries to:

Robert B. Townsend

Director, Humanities, Arts and Culture Programs
Email: rtownsend@amacad.org
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