
  

 

 

WKKF LEGACY ESSAY: RACIAL EQUITY 
 

In 2007, its board of directors committed the Kellogg Foundation to being “an effective 

anti-racist organization that promotes racial equity.” 

The board’s decision marked an evolutionary step for an organization created with an 

explicitly multi-cultural bias, directly reflecting the sentiments of its founder and 

chairman, Will Keith Kellogg. Mr. Kellogg was the son of abolitionists who often 

sheltered slaves fleeing to Canada, and an observant member of the Seventh Day 

Adventist Church, whose co-founder—Ellen G. White—explicitly eschewed racism in any 

form. The articles of association for his foundation unambiguously described its purpose 

as, “…promotion of the health, education and welfare…principally of children and 

youth…without regard to sex, race, creed or nationality….” 

In its earliest efforts – and particularly those in Latin America, beginning in 1941 – the 

foundation acted in accord with the ethnic and racial “blindness” suggested by its 

purpose statement. But it wasn’t until the mid-1960s that its grant-making began to 

suggest an active racial equity intent. 

In 1965 – operating on the explicit belief that equal opportunity begins with education – 

the foundation provided funding to expand library facilities at 33 historically black 

colleges and universities. The support was intended both to strengthen the institutions, 

and to make them more attractive to white as well as African American students. 

In 1968, the foundation launched its Historically Black Colleges and Universities 

initiative, which sought to strengthen or develop programs that would lead to expanded 



 

                                    

   

job opportunities for the graduates of historically black public colleges and universities 

in the U.S. An initial grant provided the seed money for creation of the Office of 

Advancement of Public Negro Colleges. That grant was followed by a series of grants to 

29 institutions, totaling nearly $17 million. In the decades following its launch, the 

initiative funded projects ranging from Xavier University’s Center for the Advancement 

of Teaching to the W.K. Kellogg Center of Excellence for the Internationalization of Clark 

Atlanta University. 

In addition, throughout the 1970s, ‘80s and ‘90s, the foundation implemented a wide 

range of programs that brought an explicitly diverse emphasis to its strategic efforts. 

Many of these, beyond the Historically Black Colleges and Universities initiative, focused 

on education, often professional education, and often in health or management-related 

fields.  For example, a 1970 grant to the Association of University Programs in Public 

Health was designed to attract an increased number of non-white candidates to health 

administration.  And a 1977 grant to Harvard University sought to develop learning 

experiences for public health, medical and dental students in predominately African 

American and Hispanic community health agencies.  

Others programs were aimed at building community and civic engagement in diverse 

communities.  For example, a series of grants to United Way agencies in the late 1980s 

was designed to develop increased non-white leadership in voluntary organizations.  

And a grant to St. Edwards University sought to encourage volunteerism and mentoring 

among college students from migrant families. 



 

                                    

   

The foundation’s increasing emphasis on racial equity is also clear in its support of 

culturally relevant educational efforts. For example, the Native American Higher 

Education Initiative (NAHEI), which was launched in 1994, was designed to help Native 

American people – including Alaskan and Hawaiian natives – overcome what had been 

the nation’s lowest levels of educational attainment. To do so, the foundation 

supported the creation of new higher education models. Rather than “equivalent” or 

“color-blind” results, these sought to combine academic rigor and leadership 

development with culturally appropriate programs endorsed, if not operated, by tribal 

people themselves. The initiative’s efforts included expanded degree programs at tribal 

colleges, partnerships between tribal colleges and “mainstream” universities, expanded 

community-based economic efforts and distance learning.  

Even before “Racial Equity” became a distinct program category in 2009, the foundation 

began leveraging experience gained and lessons learned from the efforts of the 1960s 

through the ‘90s. 

For example, ENLACE (ENgaging LAtino Communities for Education) was a six year, $28 

million effort launched in 1997, aimed at strengthening the educational pipeline and 

increasing opportunities for Latinos to enter and complete college. (“Enlace” is from the 

Spanish word “enlazar,” meaning to connect elements in a way such that the whole is 

stronger than the individual parts.) The initiative sought to weave a path to success for 

Latino students by creating and leveraging 13 higher education/community partnerships 

in Latino population centers around the country. 

In addition to formal education, the foundation has also focused on community and 



 

                                    

   

parental involvement and on early education in its efforts to advance racial equity. 

For example, Supporting Partnerships to Assure Ready Kids (SPARK) provides 

comprehensive services with a focus on children of color. Launched in 2003, the 

initiative leverages partnerships of communities, state agencies, schools and parents to 

provide comprehensive support to children, and to deliver the high-quality, early 

learning experiences which form the foundation for later success in school. 

Similarly, the foundation has also long supported San Antonio-based AVANCE, an 

organization committed to supporting and educating primarily Hispanic families and 

parents in low-income, high-risk communities. 

The foundation’s most recent racial equity effort is also its most comprehensive: the 

sweeping, $75 million, five-year “America Healing” initiative, launched in 2010 to 

complement its education; food, health and well-being; and family economic security 

programming. 

As the Kellogg Foundation Vice President of Program Strategy, Dr. Gail Christopher, 

pointed out, in a society in which children of color are disproportionately represented 

among the most vulnerable, identifying and removing racial barriers to equal 

opportunity “requires that, collectively, we heal the nation’s legacy of racism.” 

With 119 grantees representing 29 states and the District of Columbia and all racial and 

ethnic population groups, “America Healing” is a community-based effort to bridge 

racial gaps, and to lay the groundwork for a racially equitable society in which structural 



 

                                    

   

and institutional racism cease to be barriers to success to any child. 

In its scope, its intent, and its recognition of its social and historical context, the 

initiative is the embodiment of the conviction to which Dr. Emory Morris, then-

president and chairman (and former general director), referred when he wrote of the 

foundation in 1955, “Our activities are sound only if they are directed toward the basic 

and pressing problems of the people. Our stewardship is wise only if we remain alert to 

changes in the needs and problems of society and have the flexibility to change with the 

changing times.” 


