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Abstract
Focus on multiracially-identified college students has continued to gain momentum in
contemporary educational research, along with public and academic awareness of this burgeoning
population—which has given needed voice to the unique and nuanced experiences and needs central to
multiracial students’ lives. However, most recent scholarship has begun to more critically examine higher
education institutions’ continued exclusion of multiracial students in various areas of policy and
practice—much of which includes (but is not necessarily limited to) examination of student affairs
organizations designed to support college students who hold minoritized racial/ethnic identities.
Centering interviews with multiracial graduate and undergraduate students at Eastern University,
Central Coast University, and Southwestern University and drawing from two critical multiracial
frameworks (in particular, MultiCrit and the Contextualizing Multiraciality in Campus Climate Model
(CMCC)), this study sought to not only examine and highlight multiracial exclusion in student affairs
education, but also extend beyond that to include facets of higher education not widely encompassed in
extant scholarship: curriculum and mentorship. Additional and equally important aims of this study
included a comparative investigation of institutional policies and practices which contribute to the erasure
of multiracial student identity (across the three different institutions), as well as exploration of emergent
similarities in peer interactions and identity processes shared across multiracial college students’
experiences.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Problem Statement
Over the past 30 years, scholarship centering multiracial people, or people who hold two or more
racial heritages (Harris, 2016), has been engaged by multiple disciplines, approached using both
qualitative and quantitative methodologies, as well as broadened its scope to include the higher education
context and critical lenses and methodologies (Renn, 2004; Yoo et. al., 2016; Harris, 2016). However,
much of the work continues to primarily investigate multiracial college students’ personal identity
development, and interpersonal experiences in relation to racially-oriented student services for students of
color (ROSSs), which are typically organized according to a monoracial paradigm of race (e.g., Black,
Latinx, Asian, etc.) (Harris, 2016; Literte, 2010). There exists a paucity in research addressing multiracial
college students’ experiences in college classrooms, particularly in terms of their perceptions of racial
inclusivity of course curriculum and instructor/mentor interactions and the support for racial identity
exploration, development, and affirmation these facets of higher education do or do not provide.
Additionally, more recent research has begun to utilize critical race theory (CRT) and other critical
lenses to gain further understandings of the racialized experiences of multiracial college students, as well
as challenge systems of oppression embedded within higher education institutions (Harris, 2016, 2017a,
2019; Johnston-Guerrero, Tran, & Combs, 2020). Though studies of multiracial college students
employing critical frameworks are still in an emergent phase in multiraciality studies, they are
nevertheless crucial and necessary to extend discourse and action toward the ultimate goal of
transforming institutional policy and practice in higher education to better attend to multiracial college
student identities and needs.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to attend to the perceived disparities in research described above
via a qualitative case study approach centering the voices of multiracial college students currently
navigating higher education spaces, combined with analyses of institutional policy artifacts (as made
available through institutional websites). More specifically, to gain a more comprehensive view of the
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differing degrees of multiracial exclusion occurring at higher education institutions, 13 students from
three different universities were interviewed in addition to implementation of a comparative analysis of
institutional website data concerning racial/ethnic student data reporting policies and practice. These
particular themes of investigation are further evidenced in the following research questions:

RQ1a: To what extent does institutional data reveal multiracial exclusion in higher education?
RQ1b: To what extent do multiracial college students’ experiences reveal multiracial exclusion in higher
education, particularly in curriculum, mentorship, and cocurricular spaces?
RQ2: In what ways do multiracial college students respond to multiracial exclusion at their respective
institutions?
RQ3: What commonalities across multiracial student experiences, interactions, and beliefs about their
identity emerge from their narratives?
In order to better understand the approaches taken to answer these research questions, it is first
necessary to outline some key terms, frameworks, and rationales that were central to the their
development.
Key Terms
The term ‘multiracial’ is defined in this study as, “…anyone who claims heritage and
membership in two or more (mono)racial groups and/or identifies with Multiracial identity terms such as
the broader biracial, multiethnic, and mixed or more specific terms such as Blasian and Mexipino”
(Johnston-Guerrero & Wyijeyesinghe, 2021, pp. 10-11). This definition differs from earlier
conceptualizations of multiraciality as referencing only racial heritages (Root, 1996). However, more
recent research suggests that the expansion to include other identity experiences and terminology (such as
‘mixed,’ or ‘multiethnic’) more accurately describes multiracial individuals’ experiences and identities
when compared with the original definition. A major aim in the present study was to maintain total
inclusivity of the vast possibilities of variation amongst the nuanced ways that multiracial students selfdescribed—an aim that is best supported by Johnston-Guerrero & Wyijeyesinghe’s (2021) definition of
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multiraciality. Thus, the terms ‘multiracial,’ ‘mixed,’ ‘biracial,’ and ‘biethnic,’ are used interchangeably
throughout this study.
In contrast to multiraciality, monoracial is defined as “…referencing, pertaining to, or ascribing to
only one group racialized as a (mono)racial group in the United States (e.g., Asian American,
Black/African, Latinx, Native American, white)” (Guillermo-Wann & Johnston-Guerrero, 2021, pp. 145146). Based on this definition, all students/people who identify as members of a single racial (or
racialized) identity—versus multiple—can be understood as monoracial. This definition undergirded all
references to monoracial communities throughout the present study.
Also, throughout the present study, the racial identity category ‘white’ and related term of
‘whiteness’ are not capitalized, (unless at the start of a sentence, or capitalized by a quoted scholar), while
references to other monoracial BIPOC communities were capitalized. This was an intentional decision
which reflects principles demonstrated by other critical scholars—who use this method as a way of
decentering whiteness, while simultaneously placing emphasis on Communities of Color who have been
traditionally marginalized (Pérez-Huber, 2010; Harris, 2016; Mohajeri & Lou, 2021).
Conceptual Frameworks
The two conceptual frameworks central to this study were J. Harris’ (2016) Critical Multiracial
Theory in Education, and Guillermo-Wann & Johnston-Guerrero’s (2021) Contextualizing Multiraciality
in Campus Climate. Each of these frameworks demonstrate improved iterations of existing CRT and
campus/racial climate models through the unique and necessary inclusion of multiracial identities and
realities within them. Though each of these frameworks will be discussed in-depth in the next chapter, a
brief summary of each of them is given here.
MultiCrit, like its predecessor CRT, provides a lens from which to identify, understand, and critique
oppressive structures, which erase and exclude multiracial college students, within institutions in
general—but particularly within higher education institutions. Some alterations to this framework (from
the original tenets of CRT) were made to include experiences common to multiracial college students,
like experiencing micro-racialization in response to their mixed identities, as well as the ways to
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challenge monoracial paradigms of race (Harris, 2016). While this framework provides a powerful means
with which to describe (and disrupt) the dominant and differentially privileging discourses of higher
education, its broad and sweeping tenets do not clearly direct researchers seeking to identify particular
areas in higher education to focus upon.
The CMCC model, however, narrows the scope such that educational researchers have a clearer
“starting point” not only for the feasibility of their research, but also to more attainably identify and locate
opportunities for higher education transformation. The CMCC also attends to some of the same
occurrences in multiracial lives as MultiCrit (such as interest convergence), but also includes additional
identity processes that have surfaced as commonalities across multiracial students’ lived experiences (i.e.,
microaggressions, differences in background/appearance, etc.). As a necessary caveat to these, however,
the CMCC openly welcomes the possibility that multiracial identities can be differentially privileged by
society due to historically racist ideologies. Finally, an overarching component of the framework includes
the notion that ecological forces within and outside of higher education affect student outcomes (such as
racism in societal and community contexts, as well as more college-specific dimensions liked curriculum,
relevant policies, etc.).
Critical frameworks such as MultiCrit and the CMCC are crucial for conducting multiracial studies
for multiple reasons. First, in the absence of a critique of racist societal structures which maintain white
supremacy, multiracial identities can be (and have been) characterized as living proof that American
society has transcended its horrifically violent and racist past to become a post-racial society (JohnstonGuerrero & Chaudhari, 2016; Nishime, 2017; Nyong’o, 2014). Interracial marriages, proponents of this
lie argue, are further proof of upward progress in racial relations which have led to more and more mixedrace children until—poof—no more racism. To avoid providing impetus for arguments such as these, it is
of the utmost importance to approach multiracial studies in higher education questioning the forces (such
as racism) that inequitably shape their experiences versus simply seeking to describe what they look like.
Another reason that it is important to utilize critical frameworks in studies of multiraciality is to avoid
reifying and/or reinscribing the same racial formations that many critical race scholars have spent their
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careers combatting, such as the notion that race is biologically determined. While a continuing tradition in
multiraciality research is to describe experiences where multiracial people identify physical
characteristics as influential to their identity experiences, it is often because these characteristics are
central to the assumptions that others make about their racial group membership (Johnston & Nadal,
2010). Still, it is not adequate to simply describe these experiences without also clarifying the
subscription to racist/ableist/sexist ideologies (and more) which undergird those beliefs. It is essential for
any discussion of race, including multiraciality to clarify that race is ultimately a social construction, not
some ‘natural’ or ‘biological’ category, but also that it is indeed real and has very real consequences for
those who are classified within those constructions (Omi & Winant, 2015, p.110).
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
Multiraciality studies have burgeoned over the past 50 years and continue to gain momentum in
increasingly diverse arenas of discourse within and outside of the realms of racial/ethnic identity theory.
Some of these include (but are not limited to) civil rights, public policy, marketing, social work, and
education (Campbell & Herman, 2010; Mawhinney & Petchauer, 2013; Harrison, Thomas, & Cross,
2017; Hernandez, 2018). In higher education, scholarship surrounding multiracially-identified students,
has identified the paucity of resources specifically designed to support multiracial college students (i.e.,
within student affairs/services), as well as the limited overall inclusion of multiraciality as a legitimate
identity, exemplified in practices such as inequitable representation in student data (Ford, Patterson, &
Johnston-Guerrero, 2019). To understand the historic and contextual elements that have contributed and
shaped the current state of multiracial college students in higher education, this literature review explores
a number of key findings, terms, and historical events which illuminate how multiraciality has been
defined, discussed, and problematized in the United States throughout the past decades.
Defining Race & Multi/racial Identity: Biracial, Mixed, and More
In order to center multiracial identity, it is necessary to formulate an understanding of what ‘race’
even means, and theories regarding how racial identities have come to be. Legendary scholars of race
Omi & Winant (2015) theorize racial formation as a means for understanding how race is constructed and
acted upon—specifically “the sociohistorical process by which racial identities are created, lived out,
transformed, and destroyed” (p. 109). They argue that race is a social construct, and that its meaning
shifts and changes in accordance with differing social and historical contexts and is enduringly and
fallaciously believed to be biologically determined. Building upon these assertions, racial identity for
multiracial peoples can likewise be described as a “fluid social construct that extends across the life
span…[and] stresses the impact of historical events on the development of identity, whether the processes
are observed during an individual’s life span, over the life span of family members, within a group and/or
community,” (Hall, 2001, pp. 121-122) suggesting that racial identity is shaped by individuals’
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experiences and interactions within and beyond the varying communities they navigate—including racial
groups.
Higher education multiraciality scholars Johnston-Guerrero & Wyijeyesinghe (2021) define
multiracial people as “…anyone who claims heritage and membership in two or more (mono)racial
groups and/or identifies with Multiracial identity terms such as the broader biracial, multiethnic, and
mixed or more specific terms such as Blasian and Mexipino” (pp. 10-11). Furthermore, seminal
multiraciality scholar Root (1996) contended that the term ‘multiracial’ was inclusive of all individuals
across the vast possibilities of ‘racial mixes,’ and noted that multiracial should be considered the most
inclusive term in general for the multiracial community (p.xi). While ‘multiracial’ has arguably achieved
interdisciplinary acceptance as an inclusive, umbrella-like scholarly term, the work of Johnston-Guerrero
& Wyijeyesinghe (2021) and investigations of multiraciality across disciplines suggest that numerous
other labels are utilized by multiracial individuals in everyday discourse—at times apart from or in
combination with ‘multiracial’ (Renn, 2004). These varied self-descriptive labels reflect equally complex
cultural, historical, political, and personal meaning engaged by multiracial peoples regarding their own
racial/ethnic heritages (Johnston-Guerrero & Chaudhari, 2016). To provide a more detailed overview of
terminology often used as alternatives or in addition to multiracial and thus provide necessary context to
the present study, the following definitions are presented along with accompanying discussion as outlaid
by extant multiraciality literature:

mixed1: Used to signify multiple racial group membership similarly to the term multiracial (i.e.,
mixed-race), but it can also be used alone to be inclusive of additional identity components beyond
racial communities, such as transnational/migrant identities and ethnic group membership (i.e.,
Latinx/Chicanx/Hispanic) (Stephan, 1992).

1

Although this term tends to be used often, and in varying social contexts, Omi & Winant (2015) contend that the
term ‘mixed’ reifies the notion that racial categories are ‘clear, discernable, and discrete’ by suggesting that these
categories can somehow merge to create a ‘hybrid’ or ‘mongrel’ identity (p. 109)
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biracial: Broadly defined, this label is used to describe those who hold and/or claim membership in
two racial groups (Brunsma, 2006). However, existing studies of biraciality have often opted to center
biracial individuals whose ancestry includes white racial group membership (i.e., Black/white;
Asian/white, Latinx/white etc.), suggesting that the term biracial may be more readily understood, at
least in studies of multiraciality, as referring to those who solely hold white & nonwhite racial
identities versus people whose heritages include two nonwhite racial identities (Brunsma, Delgado, &
Rockquemore, 2013; Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2002, 2009; Townsend, Fryberg, Wilkins, Markus,
& Zaraté, 2012).

multiethnic: Ethnicity is often operationalized to indicate a country of origin (i.e., Cambodian,
Filipino, Mexican, Puerto Rican, Jamaican, etc.) (Johnston-Guerrero & Pizzolato, 2016), thus,
multiethnic individuals can be understood as those who hold and/or claim membership in two or more
ethnicities and often express their ethnic identity using nationalities. Across multiraciality studies,
particular ethnicities (i.e., Hispanic or Latinx) have been included (Renn, 2004; Jackson, 2009;
Kellog & Lidell, 2012; Johnston-Guerrero, Tran, & Combs, 2020)—a decision which will be
discussed later in this review.

Additional ‘mixed’ labels:
hapa: A term derived from Native Hawaiian language, which literally translates to ‘part’ or ‘half,’ but
originally had no necessary connection to race/ethnicity (Bernstein & De La Cruz, 2008). However,
following the onset of European colonization, hapa began to be combined with the term haole (which
translates to foreigner) to (often pejoratively) describe mixed-race identities with white heritage
(Edles, 2004). The meaning of hapa shifted once more to reflect descendants of Japanese immigrants
who came to the Hawaiian Islands to work as agricultural laborers and is now used to describe any
peoples whose ancestry includes Asian and Pacific American heritages (Rohrer, 2010).
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Blasian, Mexipino, Blaxican: Portmanteau-type labels used to specify one’s racial/ethnic identity
more descriptively, and typically utilized by biracial individuals to express the two racial groups they
belong to (Romo, 2011; Guevarra, 2012) but have also included more than two groups—such as Tiger
Woods’ claim that he is ‘Cablinasian’- or holding a combination of Caucasian, Black, Indian, and
Asian heritages (Nishime, 2012; Deeb & Love, 2018).

A word about inclusion of ethnicities in the present study
As mentioned, identity terms which reflect nationality and ethnic communities that reside within
them such as Filipino, Jamaican, or Mexican (in addition to more widely accepted cultural/ethnic group
terms such as Latinx or Hispanic) have been historically treated as categorically separate from race across
disciplines (Harrison, 1995). However, much of the seminal work surrounding multiracial identity has
been inclusive of mixed identities which also encompass ethnic group membership (Renn, 2004; Jackson,
2009; Kellog & Lidell, 2012; Johnston-Guerrero, Tran, & Combs, 2020)—an approach that the present
study honored. This decision to include is not one that is simply determined by researchers’ desire to
simplify or conflate race and ethnicity but rather to consider the ways in which ethnicities have been
racialized over time.
Grounded in their theory of racial formation, Omi & Winant (2015) define racialization as “the
extension of racial meaning to a previously racially unclassified relationship, social practice, or group” (p.
111). Expanding upon that foundation, racialization can also be understood as “a racial logic that
delineates group boundaries” (Gonzalez-Sobrino & Goss, 2019, pp. 506-507), as well as “the process by
which racial categories, and their corresponding racist ideas, become applied to particular bodies” (Foste,
2021, p. 173).
For example, identity labels such as Latina/o or Latinx, are used to refer monolithically to myriad
cultural groups and nationalities but are also used for self-identification by members of those
communities. While widely understood as an ethnicity, the racialized experiences of Latinx people (e.g.,
differential discrimination based upon perceptions of ‘non-whiteness,’ skin color, language use, and
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nationality) clearly demonstrate that this identity label has implications for the ways in which Latinx
communities are perceived and responded to—through the same racialization processes that articulate and
rearticulate what it means to be a member of racial categories (i.e., Black, Asian, American Indian/Alaska
Native, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and white) (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014; Torres, 2016). Despite
the historical dissension surrounding the separation of race and ethnicity as distinct constructs, multiracial
scholars have found considerable evidence for common racialized experiences across races/ethnicities of
people of mixed heritages, suggesting that inclusion of ethnicities extends discussions of mixed/race
realities in important and necessary ways (Romo, 2011; Gamst et. al., 2018; Ford, Patterson, & JohnstonGuerrero, 2019). Furthermore, other researchers have argued that studies of multiraciality must also
account for the interplay of race, ethnicity, and culture—and that these three forces are necessarily
connected and aren’t made more meaningful by attempting to disentangle them (Cross & Cross, 2008).
Historical Context of Multiraciality in the United States: Loving and beyond
As previously demonstrated, understanding the ways in which multiracial people self-identify
requires understanding of the societal, political, and personal historical contexts which undergird their
identity. Similarly, to arrive at an understanding of multiracial people living in the United States at
present day (in particular, multiracial college students), we must look to major historical and social events
that have affected multiracial communities over time. But where to begin? Interdisciplinary scholars of
multiracial identity commonly cite two key events in American history as important sources of
momentum for the current state of knowledge surrounding multiraciality: The 2000 U.S. census form
amendment, and the legal precedent set by Loving v. Virginia (1967) (Shih & Sanchez, 2009; GuillermoWann & Johnston, 2012; Museus et. al., 2016; Patterson, 2017).
Loving v. Virginia (1967) signified the beginning of legal protection for interracial marriages and
the abolishment of anti-miscegenation (or interracial ‘breeding’) laws—laws that previously forced
mixed-race families to hide and/or subjected them to imprisonment and other punishments (Bell, 2008).
In the thirty years following the Loving court decision, interracial marriages in the United States grew by
800% (Lee, 2015, p.397), demonstrating that the decision central to Loving v. Virginia (1967) had
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effectively provided a legally sanctioned pathway from which future generations of multiracial people
could emerge. However, despite this formalized measure of legal protection specific to interracial
marriage, it had limited effects on societal acceptance of multiracial identity in general and in terms of
protection of multiracially-identified peoples’ rights outside of the context of marriage (Bell, 2008;
Hernandez, 2018)—each of these representing limitations that would go unaddressed at the federal level
into the 21st century.
In the year 2000, the U.S. Census Bureau amended census forms to allow respondents to select
more than one racial category when asked to self-identify racial group membership. This addition brought
a new level of representation to multiracially-identified communities and individuals and echoed the
public’s continued urging for a multiracially-inclusive format (Omi & Winant, 2015, p. 124). Since the
amendment, the Census has documented the presence of over 11 million multiracial people living in the
United States (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d), with estimates of community growth approaching 40 million
over the next two decades (Parker et. al., 2015). Considering the impact of these two events, both Loving
v. Virginia (1967) and the 2000 Census amendment clearly augmented the space, recognition, and
potential for future generations of multiracial peoples in the United States, however, these two events
alone do not encompass the breadth of the U.S.’s historical shaping of multiraciality and, in fact, only
scratch the surface of other events that should be considered major contributions as well—many of which
more plainly reveal the violent and imperialistic history of the United States.
In addition to the examples given above, the events in the United States’ sociopolitical history by
which multiracial peoples in America have emerged include (but are not limited to2) chattel slavery,
imperialistic seizure of tribal lands and displacement of indigenous peoples, annexation of lands
traditionally occupied by other countries (i.e., Mexico) and island nations such as Hawai’i, the

2

Other contexts that have been explored in the literature surrounding multiraciality include transnational contexts,
transracial adoptees, and refugees (Hoffman & Vallejo Peña, 2013; Oboler, 1996; Portes & Rumbaut, 2006; Salvo
Crane, 2013). Though these are beyond the scope of the current discussion, they are nevertheless of equal
importance to understanding the lived experiences of multiracial individuals whose identities intersect with these
contexts.
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Philippines, Guam, and Puerto Rico (Kim et. al., 2008; Vargas-Ramos, 2014), and xenophobic detention
of people perceived as threats to national security during times of war and unrest in foreign policy, such
as the mass incarceration of Japanese-descended people (along with other East and Southeast Asian
people indiscriminately swept into internment camps) during WWII—each of these forcing (or
perpetuating existing) industry and migration patterns, and each forging pathways from which multiracial
people could emerge (Nakashima, 1992).
Though each of these contexts may not be as readily recognized in multiracial scholarship as
Loving or the 2000 Census, they are extremely important to consider in terms of understanding the origins
of multiraciality and the implications they may have had and continue to have for the experiences and
identities of multiracially-identified people in the present-day.
Multiracial Identity Development Frameworks: A Primer
In the years prior to the inclusion of multiracial identity options on the 2000 Census (which, as
mentioned, bolstered the general public’s knowledge and discussion of multiraciality), identity
researchers had already begun to empirically and theoretically grapple with multiraciality, and in
particular, with creating models of multiracial identity development. Though there are a great many
frameworks that address multiracial identities at present, the work of Cross (1971), Poston (1990), and
Root (1990, 1996) are discussed and critiqued below to provide a general sense of the growth of
multiracial scholarship toward situation in the higher education context.
Nigrescence Theory (Cross, 1971)
Theorization of multi/racial identity (and specifically identity development) were first explored
and posited in the psychological sciences, with particular emphasis in counseling and human
development. One of the earliest models that laid foundational groundwork for understanding racial
identity development processes was created by Black psychologist William Cross, Jr., who formulated
Nigrescence Theory to better represent the racial identity development of Black Americans across their
life span (Cross, 1971). Based upon his observations of the formation of the Black Panthers and Black
Power Movement of the 1960s and 70s, as well as the work of W. E. B. DuBois, Cross’ model was
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comprised of a series of stages (pre-encounter, encounter, immersion/emersion, internalization) through
which individuals cultivated their racial identities and formulated their investment in social justice—
naming first encounters with anti-Black racism as a major and inevitable catalyst for Black Americans’
racial identity development.
Prior to Cross’ work, racialized context had been neglected in other ‘classical’ identity
development theories, such as Erikson’s Stages of Psychosocial Development (Erikson, 1950, as cited in
Mooney, 2000). Additionally, Cross’ model noted the influence of individuals’ attitudes toward their own
racial identity and differing decisions made as they confronted different experiences, encounters, and
ways of resolving the conflict that could result from those—an important acknowledgement of individual
agency. However, akin to Erikson’s Stages of Psychosocial Development, the extent of decisions that
individuals could make seemed to be limited to two outcomes. Also, Nigrescence Theory deftly
accounted for societal processes and influences (particularly anti-Black racism perpetrated by whites) but
did not explicitly discuss the role of more proximal social influences on developmental outcomes (i.e.,
family, peer groups, etc.).
Biracial Identity Development Model (Poston, 1990)
Following Cross’ Nigrescence Theory, more nuanced theoretical modeling was needed to
explicitly account for the racialized realities of people who did not monoracially identify. Heeding this
call, counseling psychologist WC Poston posited his biracial identity development model (1990), which
emulated Cross’ stage-based framework, but explicitly centered Black/white biracial individuals with the
aim of creating more inclusive counseling practices. Poston’s model highlighted that biracial individuals
were often made to choose either a “multicultural existence,” where both of their parents’ racial heritages
were emphasized (p. 153), or to choose only one parent’s racial heritage as the most dominant in their
own identity. Poston acknowledged that choosing one’s racial identity was not an easy decision, and often
gave rise to feelings of guilt and confusion. Parental guidance and community support, he argued, were
extremely important for adolescents at this stage. Lastly, Poston proposed that at the final stage of
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development, biracial individuals could experience “wholeness,” and develop a “secure, integrated
identity” (p. 154).
Though empirical support for these experiences would come later in the evolution of multiracial
studies, Poston’s contributions identified key facets of biracial/multiracial peoples’ experiences that
continue to be echoed throughout current iterations of multiraciality studies. One of these facets was the
inclusion of both proximal and distal social processes and how those can influence one’s racial identity
development, which is empirically supported by the work of David Rockquemore and Kerry Ann
Brunsma (Brunsma & Rockquemore, 2001; Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2002; Brunsma, Delgado &
Rockquemore, 2013—to be discussed further below). A phenomenon that Poston discussed was the
common pressure that biracial people perceived from others to “choose” between their racial heritages—
either identify as Black or identify as white—but not both. This notion of identity “choice” proposed by
Poston was carried on to future iterations of multiracial identity development (Renn, 2000, 2004).
Though Poston’s model made a significant departure from Cross’ monoracially-oriented
framework toward capturing biracial experiences, it was nevertheless heavily informed by Cross’
Nigrescence Theory and thus similar critiques of these two models could be made. First, stage-based
models were considered too linear to account for identity formation, with the fixed “hierarchy of stages”
central to the models unable to capture the reflexivity and fluidity of identity truly experienced and
embodied by multiracial individuals (Kellog & Lidell, 2012; Hall, 2001). Additionally, both Cross and
Poston’s frameworks were among the first to account for the racialized realities of Black Americans and
Black/white biracial individuals, but in doing so, were inherently limited in their ability to explain
multiracial experiences in which individuals claim membership in more than two racial groups and/or in
racial groups outside of the Black/white binary.
Biracial/Multiracial Identity Development (Root, 1990, 1996)
Addressing the limitations present in previous frameworks, Root (1990) proposed an identity
development model that theorized a circular, spiral-like pattern of movement through one’s life span. The
‘spiral’ or circular formation was meant to depict the multiracial individual’s reflexive, simultaneous
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negotiation of internal conflict, or “tension between racial components of oneself” (p. 198) and external
conflict, or racialized encounters while navigating societal systems—all informing one’s understanding of
their racial identity. Lastly, Root contended that multiracial individuals do not have a single “final
[identity] resolution” (Kellogg & Liddell, 2012)—but rather four possible “general resolutions of…
identity” (Root, 1990, p. 198). Root’s identity outcomes included the following:


acceptance of the identity society assigns (p. 199): a multiracial individual may resolve to
adopt the racial identity that they are ‘assigned’ by society, typically a monoracial
identity, based upon pressure from others regarding their racial group membership. Root
describes this outcome as dependent upon the social climate in which the multiracial
individual is a part of—depending on how strictly racial group membership is policed
and upheld within an individual’s environment, identifying monoracially may be a safer
or more readily accepted identity resolution.



identification with a single racial group: a multiracial individual’s personal choice to
monoracially identify despite holding multiple heritages. This resolution seems similar to
the first one described but differs in terms of the conditions in which the individual
decides their identity. In this resolution, Root argues that oppressive circumstances (e.g.,
rejection from monoracial peers, racial boundary policing) are not the greatest influence
on the individual’s development of their identity resolution. Instead, resolving to identify
with a single racial group is a matter of ‘personal choice’—though still subject to the
possibility that others will not accept that resolution.



identification with both/all racial groups: refers to the potential for a bi/multiracial
person to identify with both/all of their racial heritages simultaneously. Root argues that
this resolution may reflect the relative safety in which an individual who claims multiple
racial heritages lives—most likely an environment where there are numerous others who
also identify as “mixed” or as belonging to more than one racial group.
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identification as a new racial group: entails the multiracial individual choosing to
emphasize their mixed-heritage background as a distinctive, whole identity rather than a
series of parts.

Given the above descriptions, Root’s work added valuable nuance to understanding the lived
experiences of bi/multiracial individuals, particularly in terms of how they make sense of their own
identities and the specific effects societal pressures to monoracially identify could have upon selfidentifications. However, despite the thoughtfulness of the framework, empirical evidence was not wholly
presented to support her assumptions. Thus, the next generation of multiracial research sought to address
this issue, as well as more fully unpack the attitudes, influences, and other components of the societal and
personal landscapes multiracial peoples navigate more comprehensively.
Socially Embedded Identities ( Rockquemore & Brunsma , 2002)
Cross, Poston, and Root’s contributions to multiracial/biracial research demonstrated growing
thoughtfulness about the complex ways in which individuals navigated, thought about, and experienced
their (multiple) racial heritages—and that a key influence for multiracial/biracial identity development
were social interactions (particularly, in/validation of multiracial identity) amongst the self and others.
However, a major limitation of these theories was that they lacked empirical support.
Addressing this issue and placing more emphasis on the influence of social processes on identity
formation, Rockquemore & Brunsma (2002) proposed the notion of ‘socially embedded identities,’ which
mirrored previous scholars’ assertions that (racial) identity can be defined as “an interactionally validated
self-understanding” (p. 336). Additionally, Rockquemore and Brunsma (2002) surveyed 177 biracial
college students in an attempt to measure identity formation influences such as: 1) the racial composition
of one’s closest social networks (i.e., school, closest friends in school, neighborhood during childhood,
college, church workplace), 2) personal discrimination or hostility experienced from either whites or
Blacks, 3) perceived “closeness” to either Black or white communities, 4) self-reported
physical/phenotypic appearance (i.e., skin color measured on continuum), and lastly, 4) self-reports of
others’ typical perceptions of one’s appearance (e.g., ‘My physical features are ambiguous,’ ‘people
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assume I am Black mixed with something else,’ etc.). The association between each of these variables
were explored among four identity outcomes: singular (exclusively Black or exclusively white), border3
(some blending of the two, either validated by others or not), protean (sometimes Black, sometimes
white, depending on context), and transcendent (choosing neither racial identity). This work importantly
(but also controversially4) bridged the gap between anecdotal and theoretical accounts of the multiracial
landscape in ways that had not yet been explored.
Overall, Rockquemore and Brunsma’s findings provided some empirical support for the idea that
larger societal contexts, such as racial composition of the myriad spaces biracial people navigate,
represent a critical (and complex) influence for the ways in which biracial peoples understand their own
identity, as well as the ways that they enact that identity throughout their lives. However, the selfdescribed phenotypic appearance of individuals was not demonstrated in their study as a major
association for a particular identity outcome or set of experiences. Rockequemore and Brunsma note that
one of their most important findings was that of border identities—which provides a more nuanced way
of describing how biracial identity can shift and change across contexts, as well as how that may relate to
larger racial groups of reference that the biracial person has/is currently navigating and the level of
acceptance (or not) for biracially-identified people. Furthermore, this work introduced perceived
appearances into the discussion of biraciality as a reflection of the enduring discourse that one’s race
could be determined by biological traits such as skin color (Omi & Winant, 2015). Additionally,
Rockquemore and Brunsma’s work exhibited one of the first quantitative approaches to multiracial
studies. However, despite their innovative additions to multiracial studies, Rockquemore and Brunsma’s
work exhibited some of the same limitations that were present in earlier multiraciality scholarship, such as
limiting their scope to Black/white biracial individuals.

3

Inspired by Gloria Anzaldua’s Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987).
By including measures of phenotypic appearance in their study (i.e., skin color), these scholars ran the risk of
reifying the notion of race as biologically determined.

4
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Situating Multiracial Identity in Higher Education: From Individual to Ecological
Ecology of Multiracial Identity on Campus (Renn , 2004)
Though Rockquemore & Brunsma (2002) included a study sample comprised of college students,
they did not include the higher education context as a variable (or set of variables) of explicit focus. Thus,
in order to account for the dynamic processes and interactions that occur in higher education spaces, Renn
(2000, 2004) proposed an ecology model to explore mixed-race identifying college students. Borrowing
from Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT model (1977), Renn (2004) conducted ethnographic research to develop an
ecological model for understanding multiracial college student identity. In particular, Renn noted the
PPCT model’s suitability for understanding the multiracial student’s experiences due to its identification
of macro, meso, and microsystems as major influences for multiracial college students’ development.
Akin to the racial reference groups highlighted in Rockquemore and Brunsma’s study (2002), Renn’s
model referenced peer networks (“microsystems”) (e.g., student clubs, classes, roommates, friendship
groups, etc.), arguing that these networks within networks (i.e., meso, exo, and macrosystems) provided
powerful influence on multiracial student identity development. Renn’s model also investigated the
influence of policy and practice within higher education institutions (exosystems), such as the
(mis)treatment of multiracial student demographic data collection which, Renn found, often did not
statistically portray multiracial students accurately in institutional data reports (which is an ongoing issue
at present). Even more distal to these influences, Renn included broad societal and historical contexts as a
macrosystem of influence, such as cultural expectations.
Discussing experiences with 56 multiracial undergraduate students at six different higher
education institutions, Renn found that many of the students described engaging ‘situational identities,’ or
racial identities that morphed and changed depending on the context in which they found themselves.
Additionally, students emphasized the importance of creating and/or finding spaces that were affirming to
their identity, as well as the major impact that interactions with peers (both affirming and otherwise) had
on their identity formation and enactment. Capturing the influence of the larger college culture, Renn
found that students who held situational identities were also more likely to report that identity-based
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groups organized according to monoracial identities (or ROSSs) were areas where the authenticity and/or
legitimacy of their racial identity or group membership were often policed by monoracial peers (p. 80), a
finding that would be echoed in later generations of multiracial scholarship in the higher education
context (to be discussed at length below).
A major contribution of Renn’s investigation is that it specifically situates multiraciality in the
context of higher education in ways that were not made explicit in previous scholarship, however, it also
introduced other major concepts and nuance to the field of multiracial studies by 1) utilizing an
ethnographic approach/collecting multiple, varied types of data, 2) recognizing the differences and
similarities across students’ racial heritages (e.g., having two parents of color versus one white parent), 3)
recruiting one of the largest study samples demonstrated by qualitative multiraciality researchers (n=56),
and 4) by comparing different institution types—something that had not been readily explored in previous
multiracial studies (although each of the institutions could be described as Predominantly White
Institutions (PWIs)).
Multiraciality in Higher Education in 2021: Mono/Racism, Monoracial Normativity, and Other
Issues
At the time of its publication, Renn’s work represented the most comprehensive description of the
college landscape for multiracial students. However, it only briefly touched upon issues of racism in
college spaces, policy, and practice that affected multiracial students, and appeared hesitant to name those
issues outright. Following Renn (2004), multiraciality studies and discourse describing the particular
racisms that multiracial people/college students encounter have grown substantially—moving from
simply describing phenomena to naming and critically confronting these issues.
Defining Monoracism
Johnston and Nadal (2010) define monoracism as “a social system of psychological inequality
where individuals who do not fit monoracial categories may be oppressed on systemic and interpersonal
levels because of underlying assumptions and beliefs in singular, discrete racial categories” (p. 125).
Harris describes the multi-directional nature of monoracism, that it can be “horizontally perpetuated by
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communities of color, vertically perpetuated by white communities, and…internalized and maintained by
multiracial individuals” (J. Harris, 2016, p. 806), often by “requir[ing] certain arbitrary characteristics,
such as cultural knowledge or blood quantum, to participate and belong within the community” (J. Harris,
2017, p. 433). Though monoracism can be enacted horizontally amongst communities of color, it is
important to remember that white ideals, norms, and dominance, including the monoracial categories
constructed and enforced in order to maintain that power structure, are central to monoracism. GuillermoWann and Johnston (2012) remind us that “racism positions all groups in relation to whiteness” (p.21),
and that, monoracism is a single component of a framework of multiple racisms that ultimately functions
to uphold white supremacy (J. Harris, Johnston-Guerrero, & Pereya, 2021).
…but wait, how can People/Communities of Color be racist?: Power Dynamics & Multiracial Racisms
From a Foucauldian perspective, power relations pervade all societal structures—personal,
economic, and political as well as among and between individuals, groups, and institutions (Ball, 2013,
pp.29-30). The argument that People of Color can perpetrate monoracism is controversial, due to its
violation of the belief that racism can only ever be perpetrated by whites (who are empowered to do so
through the larger systems of White supremacy) and only targeting nonwhite individuals and
communities (Guillermo-Wann & Johnston, 2012). Thus, this discussion requires careful unpacking of
the nuances of the power dynamics at the heart of mono/racism to illuminate those central to multiracial
identity and experiences.
First, the overall power dynamic of white oppression of People of Color (including multiracial
people) in the United States represents a “vertical racism,” (Wijeyesinghe et al., 1997) or top-down
exertion of dominance in a society whose original and enduring structure is built upon maintaining the
supremacy of the white racial group, and which henceforth has conferred immense public and private
privileges to those considered white (C. Harris, 1993). Thus, “vertical monoracism” describes the ways in
which whites oppress multiracial peoples (J. Harris, Johnston-Guerrero, & Pereyra, 2021, p. 64), which is
embedded within the more ‘traditional’ form of racism first described (Guillermo-Wann & Johnston,
2012). At the higher education institutional level, monoracism is central to the privileging or normalizing
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of monoracial identities over multiracial identities and is exemplified in college policy and practice in
multiple ways, and the ways that institutional leaders continue to maintain the structures which privilege
monoracial, and particularly, white identities (J. Harris, Johnston-Guerrero, & Pereyra, 2021).
Additionally, as described by J. Harris (2016), horizontal monoracism can also be perpetrated
within and across communities of color toward multiracial individuals—which functions to uphold and
privilege monoracial paradigms of race rooted in white supremacy (J. Harris, Johnston-Guerrero, &
Pereyra, 2021). This racism is also predicated on the occurrence of horizontal racism—where People of
Color, through belief, actions, and other methods of enforcement, uphold “the dominant (white) system of
racial discrimination and oppression” (Wijeyesinghe et al., 1997, p. 98). A particularly salient example of
both horizontal mono/racisms manifesting in social interactions is demonstrated in Romo (2011)
regarding anti-Black racism perpetrated towards Afro-Latinx/Blaxican multiracial people. Though
members of two communities of color, Romo’s research revealed the participant’s multi-faceted
experiences with racist encounters with whites, as well as anti-Black racism from nonwhite community
members, and lastly, experiencing the “othering” effect of having mixed heritages. These experiences
were also echoed in research conducted by Haywood (2017), where Afro-Latinx college students faced
social exclusion, identity questioning, and intra-family colorism.
Finally, it is important to note the distinct possibility for multiracial individuals to internalize the
monoracisms described above (J. Harris, 2016)—often manifesting as multiracial people subscribing to
dominant monoracial paradigms of race (which uphold white supremacy), and not only ‘policing’ their
own identities (i.e., judging themselves as not being ‘enough’ of a particular race to identify with the
community), but also potentially policing other multiracial peoples’ mixed identities (i.e., ‘you’re just
Black/white,’ ‘they’re just saying they’re mixed to be trendy’) (J. Harris, Johnston-Guerrero, & Pereyra,
2021). Identifying the potential for multiracial individuals to internalize monoracism importantly provides
at least a partial answer for why multiraciality isn’t more widely accepted in society and further
legitimized in policy and practice, including higher education—it isn’t just a matter of monoracial
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communities (including communities of color) marginalizing multiracially-identified people, but may also
be a matter of multiracial people acting upon/enforcing monoracisms amongst one another.
Further complicating these racisms, however, are the experiences of multiracial people and
college students whose backgrounds include white heritage. Whiteness is difficult to define, however, it
can be basically understood as a “normative structure in society that marginalizes People of Color and
privileges White people…(wherein) [w]hite people receive material benefits for this normative Whiteness
and People of Color lose” (Cabrera, Franklin, & Watson, 2016, p. 18). Bonilla-Silva (2004) argued that
some racial groups, such as East Asian-descended peoples, and “most multiracials,” have been
historically positioned closer to whiteness (even given “honorary white” status) and have thus been
afforded an amount of social and other material privilege that many other racial groups have not (p. 933).
While much of the critical research centering multiracial identities challenges this sweeping assertion, it
also purposefully de-centers whiteness—with good reason, but also perhaps to the detriment of extending
comprehensive understanding of the vast differences in the multiracial experience. However, drawing
from research surrounding ‘racial passing’ multiracial people who hold white heritage AND whose
appearance approximates ‘white European’ characteristics may “pass” as white and be afforded
significantly more privilege across multiple spaces and communities than other multiracially-identified
people (Khanna & Johnson, 2010).
Additionally, Cabrera, Franklin, & Watson (2016) point out that whiteness is privileged via social
mechanisms like colorism and colorblindness. Colorism enforces racial inequity and is informed by racist,
colonialist, and anti-Black ideologies (Hunter, 2016, Reece, 2016, 2019). Colorism “…elevates and
values White and Anglo aesthetics so that positive traits are associated with Whiteness and negative traits
are associated with Blackness or Indigeneity” (Hunter, 2016, p. 56). In the educational sphere, Hunter
(2016) further argued that particular traits influenced by colorism included perceptions of competence,
intellect, kindness, and integrity.
Colorblindness can be understood as an ideology about diversity that claims that differences
(including racial differences) should be ignored---and that the lack of attention paid to differences, like
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racial group membership, will “cure” racism (Osei-Kofi, 2012; Yogeeswaran et al., 2018). In the higher
education context, colorblindness abounds and informs both policy and practice—and can surface in
white students feeling more ‘welcome’ on campuses than Students of Color due to white normativity in
institutional advertising, graduation ceremonies, etc. (Kezar, 2012; Osei-Kofi, Torres, & Lui, 2013;
Elsheikh, Kuan, & Woods, 2020). For multiracial students, campus climates which exclude mixed
identities via monoracial normativity (including white monoracial normativity), and lack of sensitive
racial dialogue can result in students ‘giving up’ on their academic pursuits and/or disengaging from
academia in other ways (Museus, Yee, & Lambe, 2011). Each of these concepts has complicated bearings
on multiracial college students’ experiences, especially the ways in which multiracial students can be
afforded differing levels of privilege according to the in/visibility of their varied, multiple heritages.
With a firmer understanding of the multiple racisms and power dynamics that are at play in the
lives of multiracial peoples, we now return to particular policies, practices, and experiences in higher
education that provide examples of exclusion of multiracial college students.
Checking Boxes: Multiracial Data Collection & Representation in Higher Education
Institutional data collection and reporting practices represent an example of enduring monoracism
in colleges and universities, especially when considering the ways in which they have historically and
continue to actively erase multiracial identity. Though this facet of higher education seems a somewhat
distal issue, it has major implications for the possibilities of services, support, and recognition afforded to
multiracial college students.
Since the instatement (and amendment) of the Higher Education Act of 1965, the U.S.
Department of Education has required colleges and universities that offer federal financial aid to report
student demographics in addition to “enrollments, program completions, graduation rates, faculty and
staff, finances, institutional prices, and student financial aid awards” via the Integrated Postsecondary
Education Data System (IPEDS). The methods used to report IPEDS data traditionally utilized
monoracial categorization and logically served as a template for all official institutional forms for internal
reporting (i.e., entrance applications, etc.) (Umbricht, Fernandez, & Ortagus, 2017; Ford, Patterson, &
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Johnston-Guerrero, 2019). In a very similar fashion as Census forms prior to 2000, there were simply no
options given for multiracial people to indicate all of their respective racial backgrounds, let alone
indicate a single, integrated multiracial identity. This omission not only erased multiracial college
students from official institutional reports, but also eliminated any possible justification for widespread
provision of services, programming, or other supports for this identity on the part of colleges and
universities. According to Ozaki & Johnston (2008) and Hurtado et. al. (2012), a major component for
institutional leadership to create and sustain services designed to support multiracial college students is to
reach a ‘critical mass’ of students who both identify as multiracial and are interested in student services.
But how can critical mass (or any amount) be established if there are no official data to indicate that there
are multiracial students on campus at all?
In 2007, the Department of Education began to require higher education institutions to collect
data for students who identified with two or more racial groups and allowed a new “two or more”
category for IPEDS reports (Renn, 2009; DaCosta, 2020). At surface-level, this appeared to be an
important step toward achieving adequate representation and inclusion of multiracial students—especially
given the repeated finding that multiracial students experienced distress when confronted with
institutional forms and surveys that only allow them to indicate a single racial identity (Townsend,
Markus, Bergseiker, 2009; Kellog & Liddell, 2012; Johnston, Ozaki, Pizzolato, & Chaudhari, 2014).
However, in the past decade, inclusion of multiracial identity in institutional data has not resulted in
significant increases in institutional support specifically for multiracial students (Guillaume & Christman,
2020). In fact, Ford, Patterson, & Johnston-Guerrero (2019) found that higher education practices of
demographic reporting on institutional websites are often misleading—committing erasure through
selective reassignment of multiracial student data to monoracial categorizations and other manipulations
of multiracial student data.
These findings clearly demonstrate the embedded nature of monoracial paradigms of race and
mono/racism within the institution. That the institutional-support needs of multiracial students have not
been closely considered, prioritized, or improved upon in the last 15+ years is not a surprising outcome,
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especially when considering the enduringly inequitable data collection practices that have been identified
and remain largely unchanged on the part of colleges and universities.
Student Affairs Organizations
Among the different types of institutional programming and services offered to students of color,
racially/ethnically-focused student affairs organizations have been frequently identified as important areas
of inclusion/exclusion of multiracial college students (Renn, 2004; Wong & Buckner, 2008; Literte, 2010;
King, 2011; Museus, Lambe Sariñana, & Kawamata Ryan, 2015; Harris, 2018; Johnston-Guerrero, Tran,
& Combs, 2020), and also represent areas where monoracism is perpetuated in a number of ways.
Racially/ethnically-oriented student affairs organizations began to grow on college campuses
following the Black Civil Rights Movement in order to create safe, affirming, and supportive spaces for
marginalized students within predominantly white institutions (Ozaki & Johnston, 2008). In the present
day, these organizations are often sponsored by their respective institutions and are typically organized
according to monoracial/monoethnic categorization (i.e., Black, AAPI, Native American,
Latinx/Hispanic, etc.). Student participation in these organizations can be a relief from the de-humanizing
effects of academia, and sources of empowerment and cultural connection (Ariza et. al., 2019). For
multiracial students, the very use of monoracial categorization has been found to be an area of hesitance
or an outright barrier to engaging these student spaces (Renn, 2004; Literte, 2010). Additionally, some
multiracial students either anticipate hostility from peers because of their multiracial identity or have
already experienced questioning or rejection by monoracial peers due to their mixed identity and/or
related components—such as their ‘racially ambiguous’ appearance (Kellog & Lidell, 2012).
Racial/ethnic student affairs spaces are advertised as ‘oases’ for marginalized students as they navigate
racially hostile, predominantly white campuses, but research suggests that for multiracial college students
they can function as quite the opposite (King, 2011). In fact, in addition to the scarcity of student affairs
organizations specifically geared toward supporting multiracial students, it seems that other recommended
methods of inclusion—such as creating more multiracially-inclusive space within monoracially-oriented
organizations—may not be regularly implemented (Wong & Buckner, 2008).
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These examples represent the ways in which monoracism permeates the higher education
structure of racial/ethnic student affairs organizations as well as how monoracism may inform the
individual interactions multiracial students have with monoracial peers. However, another means of
understanding the individual interactions that affect multiracial college students is demonstrated in the
work surrounding multiracial microaggressions.
Multiracial Microaggressions
In general, racial microaggressions are defined as “brief and commonplace daily verbal,
behavioral, or environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile,
derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults to the target person or group” (Sue et al., 2007, p. 273).
With respect to multiracial identity, multiracial microaggressions are those which target a multiracial
person based upon others’ perceptions and attitudes toward their mixed racial identities (Johnston &
Nadal, 2010; Nadal et al., 2013; Harris, 2017). Though the intentionality of perpetrators of
microaggressions is not always clear and can occur in numerous everyday contexts (even amongst
members of the same family) (Nadal et al., 2013; Tharps, 2016), they often communicate “hostile,
derogatory, or negative messages” to multiracially-identified people (Johnston & Nadal, 2010, p. 132). To
shed light on the complexity of the varied contexts and content of multiracial microaggressions, Johnston
and Nadal (2010) formulated a taxonomy of common multiracial microaggressions as evidenced by
empirical and nonfiction literary findings centering the experiences of multiracial individuals:
1. Exclusion or isolation: microaggressions that occur when a multiracial or multiethnic person is
made to feel excluded or isolated based on their mixed race.
2. Exoticization and objectification: microaggressions that occur when a multiracial or
multiethnic person is made to feel dehumanized or treated like an object.
3. Assumption of monoracial or mistaken identity: microaggressions that occur when a multiracial
or multiethnic person is assumed or mistaken to be monoracial or a different racial group.
4. Denial of multiracial reality: microaggressions that occur when a multiracial or multiethnic
person’s experiences are invalidated by monoracial people.
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5. Pathologizing of identity and experiences: microaggressions that occur when a multiracial or
multiethnic person’s identity or experiences are viewed as psychologically abnormal [emphasis
added] (Johnston & Nadal, 2010 as cited by Nadal et al., 2013, pp. 191-192).
Furthermore, the work of Nadal, Wong, Griffin, et al. (2011) demonstrated emergence of an additional
type of multiracial microaggression—termed “microaggressions based on stereotypes [which describe]
the types of microaggressions that both monoracial people of color and multiracial people experience
based on people’s prejudices and biases toward specific racial groups” (Nadal at al., 2013, p.192). This
additional type not only includes the known possibility that others target multiracial people based upon
their multiraciality, but also that multiracial people may be targeted based upon stereotypes of any one of
their monoracial identities as well—especially if their phenotypic appearance is stereotypically associated
with a particular monoracial community of color.
Research centering the experiences of multiracial college students corroborate the typology of
multiracial microaggressions first proposed on Johnston & Nadal’s typology (2010), with some of the
most oft-noted being exoticization (via the question, “What are you?”), denial of multiracial reality, and
exclusion/isolation on two levels: systemically, the institution did not acknowledge or prioritize
multiracial identity, and individually, monoracial peers (both white and nonwhite) refused to
acknowledge and/or questioned the authenticity of multiracially-identified students (Museus, Yee, &
Lambe, 2011; Tran, et al., 2016; Johnston-Guerrero, Tran, & Combs, 2020). Additionally, centering
higher education faculty and staff voices, Harris (2018, 2019a) also found evidence of similar multiracial
microaggressions occurring amongst colleagues and within professional organizations meant to support
faculty/staff of color—further demonstrating the systemic nature of monoracism in colleges and
universities in the United States.
Key Conceptual Frameworks
MultiCrit
Critical race theory (CRT), in its original conceptualization, was developed by legal scholars (i.e.,
Derrick Bell, Richard Delgado, and others) to critique racialized inequities in social and legal structures
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by centering narrative accounts and testimonies of People of Color (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).
Recognizing the importance of CRT as a tool for understanding and transforming oppressive structures,
more scholars devoted to social justice and interrogation of inequity have adapted CRT in order to further
investigate the educational context (e.g., Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995), as well as to include the
experiences of marginalized groups such as Latinx,/Chicanx, Asian or indigenous peoples (e.g., Brayboy,
2005; Museus & Iftikar, 2013; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001; Salis Reyes, 2017). Each of these
contextualized expansions of Critical Race Theory arose from the critique that the initial principles of the
theory, as they stood, needed to extend to understand, honor, or promote social justice in ways that were
most applicable to the unique histories and struggles of those outside of CRT’s original orientation within
the black/white binary, and in contexts apart from the judicial system (Castagno, 2005).
Regarding the omission of multiracial people, especially those navigating higher education spaces,
Harris (2016) recognized the need for further contextualization of critical race theory and laid the
groundwork in response to this need with her proposal of critical multiracial theory in education
(MultiCrit). Harris (2016) introduced MultiCrit: a version of CRT that highlights multiracial college
students which amends the original CRT tenets to reflect experiences with monoracism, colorism, and
multiracial microaggressions that multiracial students had reported in extant research.
The tenets central to MultiCrit include:
1. Challenging ahistoricism or acknowledging the historical events that have transpired with regard
to multiracial identity in the United States (e.g., addition of the ‘check all that apply’ option on
the 2000 U.S. Census) to fully understand the experiences of multiracial peoples.
2. Naming and critiquing interest convergence, which allows for exposure of the ways in which
multiracial college students are “positioned as objects to market diversity,” or only acknowledged
when it benefits the institution they attend.
3. Centering experiential knowledge or focusing on the lived experiences of multiracial students—a
group that often gets left out of broader conversations about race and racism.
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4. Challenging dominant ideology, which occurs when multiracial students’ voices are brought to
the fore—voices which have a major destabilizing effect on and force questioning of narratives
that support colorblindness, meritocracy, and other claims that seek to uphold the status quo.
5. Viewing racism as endemic to society, which additionally includes multiracial student/peoples’
experiences with monoracism and/or colorism.
6. Challenging a monoracial paradigm of race or foregrounding multiracial students’ experiences to
defy structural determinism, or “one dominant structure (e.g., existing monoracial categories) or
mode of thought determines social outcomes and behaviors,” especially with regard to the
Black/white racial binary. Continued promotion and subscription to these binary and neat, fixed
racial categorizations inherently deny multiracial realities.
7. Recognizing differential micro-racialization, which accounts for multiracial students’ experiences
of being racialized differently on a daily basis to serve the needs of the white institution.
8. Acknowledging the role of intersections of multiple racial identities to enable exploration beyond
the intersections of multiracial students’ racial heritage (p. 800).
Akin to existing iterations of CRT, MultiCrit assumes that racism is endemic to all of American
society, including colleges and universities—such that multiracial students’ encounters with racist
individuals, policies, and practices are not considered a matter of if they will occur, but when, how, and
perpetuated by whom. MultiCrit incorporates the concepts discussed earlier in this review, such as
colorism and colorblindness, as well as creates opportunities to identify and challenge institutional
mono/racism in higher education through the centering of multiracial students’ voices. However, to better
understand MultiCrit’s utility as an analytic tool, further discussion of intersectionality, which is central
to MultiCrit’s tenets, is needed.
Intersectionality
Intersectionality was introduced in the legal field by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989, 1991) as a means
of highlighting social inequities and injustice that differentially affected Black women—whose
simultaneously racialized and gendered experiences were not often centered in the context of legal rights
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and systemic oppression. Over time, this concept was further developed by critical scholars, and can be
understood as “an innovative and emerging field of study that provides a critical analytic lens to
interrogate racial, ethnic, class, ability, age, sexuality and gender disparities and to contest existing ways
of looking at these structures of inequality” (Thornton Dill & Zambrana, 2009, p. 1). Regarding
MultiCrit, Harris (2016) argues that understanding the intersectional identities of multiracial students
must also include accounting for the intersection of the various racial heritages that make up their racial
identity, rather than continuing to view race as a singular social identity. In her studies following
MultiCrit, Harris centered multiracial women in college in several studies (2017a; 2017b; 2019) and
found that multiracial women felt excluded on their college campuses not just because of their multiracial
identity, but also because they did not receive as much acceptance in spaces dedicated to (white) women
(i.e., sororities, particular college courses). Additionally, King (2011) found that queer multiracial women
desired to be a part of student organizations that were affirming to their intersecting identities, but that
these spaces were not readily available. In fact, students contended that most spaces were only affirming
to one facet of their identities but not others, and left them unwelcome to be their ‘whole’ selves in any of
the spaces they engaged with. Taken together, these findings illuminate the importance with which future
multiracial research must consider students’ intersectional identities and how each of these are
differentially privileged and oppressed within higher education systems.
On its own, MultiCrit provides an excellent analytical lens to utilize in considering the lived
experiences of multiracial college students and to identify, name, and discuss the various systems of
oppression foisted upon multiracial students/students of color. However, there exist many dimensions of
higher education as a system where analyses could be conducted—labs, student organizations, sororities,
classrooms, curricula, pedagogy, etc.—where does one start? One guiding assumption that MultiCrit
provides is that evidence for monoracist systems at play will surface in analyses of any of these facets but
does not give further guidance for researchers in terms of formulating a more systematic way of
conducting analyses while working toward actionable transformations in higher education. Thus,
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MultiCrit is combined with Guillermo-Wann & Johnston-Guerrero’s CMCC model (2021) to guide the
present study.
Contextualizing Multiraciality in Campus Climate (CMCC) Model
Beginning in 2012, and re-formulated in 2021, Guillermo-Wann and Johnston-Guerrero
recognized the need for a comprehensive, practical tool to guide researchers and practitioners seeking to
attend to issues of equity for multiracial student navigating college campuses, and responded to this need
by creating the Contextualizing Multiraciality in Campus Climate model (CMCC) (2021).
Acknowledging the reality that “colleges and universities do not exist in a vacuum” (p. 143), and that
campuses and multiracial students are parts of shifting, multifaceted, and interconnected systems, the
CMCC model utilizes concepts from Renn’s ecological framework (2004) which necessarily conjoin
distal societal processes (i.e., cultural beliefs) with proximal identity development processes (i.e., fluidity
of peer culture/group boundaries and racial categorization). An important adaptation that the CMCC
model makes is defining the major undergirding distal processes as the following (presented in order of
most distal to least): 1) racial formation and racism, 2) local community and family contexts, and 3)
campus climate dimensions (i.e., compositional, psychological, behavioral, historical, organizational).
Though each of these represent significant and more critically-oriented shifts away from Renn
(2004), a major component of the CMCC model draws from extant campus racial/climate literature.
Models of campus/racial climate offer a means of understanding and assessing a campus’ overall racial
landscape (including but not limited to the types of institutional supports and representation afforded to
minoritized college students) as well as identifying areas in need of transformation (i.e., organizational
dimensions, student affairs, curriculum & pedagogy, racial diversity, etc.) (Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso,
2000; Hurtado et. al., 2012). Campus/racial climate scholars argue that diversification and transformation
of higher education spaces to fully integrate traditionally marginalized students of color (and further
intersectional identities such as LGBTQ+) have a major effect on student outcomes (i.e., academic
performance, sense of belongingness, satisfaction) (Rankin & Reason, 2008; Hurtado et al., 2012).

Critiquing Multiracially-Exclusive Policy & Practice in Higher Education

42

Given that a central aim of the present study was to both center the experiences of multiracial
college students and identify types of institutional supports that need to be improved upon to be explicitly
inclusive of multiracially-identified students, the proximal developmental processes presented by
Guillermo-Wann & Johnston-Guerrero (2021) were emphasized and utilized as a ‘road map’ to guide
investigation of multiracial students’ experiences in higher education. Much of the research centering
minoritized/marginalized students in colleges and universities argue that, in general, the higher education
landscape must be transformed—but the CMCC model provides a more attainable scope for researchers
in terms of investigating the ways in which multiracially-identified students navigate higher education, as
well as which of the many facets of campus climate to attend to in order to assess the need for change in
those areas.
Based upon the CMCC model5, the proximal developmental processes are featured inside of the
inner-most ‘ring’ of the model and are argued to represent 1) areas in the campus climate where
multiracial inclusion can be created by educators and students, 2) areas where the racial climate in the
spaces/processes are particularly impactful for multiracial student outcomes, 3) proximal spaces and
processes that are undergirded by racial formation and racism. Organized as a ‘pie’ in the center of the
model, the spaces/processes are presented as follows:

Monoracism – as discussed earlier, this process describes the racism that targets multiracial
people specifically, and can be perpetrated vertically or horizontally, and depends upon power
dynamics that can at times privilege monoracial, nonwhite identities such that monoraciallyidentified people can engage in monoracism.

Background & Appearance – As cited in Rockquemore & Brunsma (2002), physical appearance
appears to be a major determinant in multiracial peoples’ lives—especially in terms of what

5

Unfortunately, appropriate permissions could not be obtained for use or reproduction of a visual of the CMCC
model.
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groups, communities, spaces, or levels of social privilege they can access. Because physical
characteristics can vary widely across multiracial individuals, and also differentially privilege
individuals, this process was included in order to better capture that nuance. Additionally,
multiracial individuals’ cultural knowledge and differing racial ancestry (or background) work in
conjunction with physical appearance in order to shape multiracial students’ experiences in the
college landscape.

Racial Categorization – can be understood as an interaction between compositional diversity and
the psychological/behavioral dimensions, including identity salience and the relative hegemony
of monoracial constructions of race. In particular, depending on the level of acceptance for
multiracial identities on a campus, college students may shift their identities in response to their
perceptions of a wholly monoracial orientation of the campus (akin to Renn’s (2004) findings of
situational identities).

Multiracial Microaggressions – as discussed earlier, multiracial microaggressions are
undergirded by monoracism and specifically target multiracial people. Johnston & Nadal (2010)
& Nadal, Wong, & Griffin et al., (2011) found evidence for differing types of multiracial
microaggressions but did not include any discussion of multiracial students who could ‘pass’ into
white spaces. Thus, the CMCC includes the possibility for multiracial students to gain white
privilege based upon their ancestry/appearance but identify that as a multiracial microaggression
given that these individuals are still being mischaracterized/miscategorized as monoracial, not
multiracial, people—even if privilege is bestowed upon them in any way.

Fluidity of Peer Culture & Group Boundaries – this process is determined by the ‘peer supported
ability’ for multiracial students to participate and move between “various social identity groups
on campus” (Guillermo-Wann & Johnston-Guerrero, 2021, p. 150), and is also influenced by
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attitudes and perceptions peers hold toward multiraciality (i.e.., whether peers question legitimacy
of multiracial identity, exclude from monoracial spaces (or not)). Additionally, the compositional
climate plays a role here in terms of whether or not multiracial students are ever represented in
the many facets of higher education (e.g., curricula, advertising, programming, etc.)

Interest Convergence – also discussed in MultiCrit, this concept originates from previous
iterations of CRT (Bell, 1980; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001) and describes the reality that, given
the existing system of racism where whites are privileged and non-whites are oppressed, there is
little incentive for white Americans to completely dismantle structures that maintain this
dynamic. However, there are situations that appear to uplift the interests of minoritized groups,
but are in truth still serving the interests of the dominant (white) group. Guillermo-Wann and
Johnston-Guerrero (2021) give the example of inclusion of multiracial identity options on
institutional forms—though it may appear that the needs of multiracially-identified students are
being attended to in this regard, these identities are often monoracially recategorized in ways that
privilege monoracial identities and benefit the institution.

Equity in Student Outcomes –this process is treated as the ‘anchor’ of the entire model, given the
circular relationship between racial formation, racism, and student outcomes, it is important for
institutions to attend to the racial identity development and racial consciousness as “manifested
by multiracial students” (p.151). The identity development and knowledge that a multiracial
college student cultivates in higher education can and will ultimately inform racial formation
processes in society more broadly. One way of pursuing equity in practice is by creating alliances
across multiracial and monoracially-identifying groups “in the broader pursuit of diversity,
equity, and inclusion” (p.151). These types of alliances can inform monoracially-identified peers
of multiracial realities as well as debunk narratives that support monoracist ideologies (i.e., that
multiracial people represent threats to the unity of monoracial student coalitions/organizations).
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Summary of Literature Review
Despite steady growth in legal, social, cultural, and scholarly dialogue surrounding multiracial
identity and communities in the United States, American higher education institutions appear to continue
avoiding recognition of multiracial college students as a significant presence on campuses. This absence
of recognition seems most evident in the lack of support for multiracially-identified students in policy and
practice—particularly in terms of forging spaces where this identity is explicitly centered and honored.
Multiracial identity development and enactment, like other types of identities, is complex and greatly
influenced by both individual interactions and exploration and broader societal ideologies—often marked
with exclusion, rejection, questioning, and wrong assumptions. Multiracial college student identity
development does not just occur outside of the walls of higher education, but actively within them—and
to improve the college campus to be more inclusive of multiracial students necessitates an understanding
of what their identity development entails. Furthermore, understandings of mono/racism and multiracial
microaggressions as they are experienced by multiracial people must be integrated into any frameworks
guiding transformation of higher education to include multiraciality—so as to meaningfully challenge the
dynamics of power and privilege that pervade the multiracial experience. In combination, the iteration of
CRT revised to include multiracial realities, or MultiCrit (Harris, 2016), and the Contextualizing
Multiraciality in Campus Climate model (Guillermo-Wann & Johnston-Guerrero, 2021) are particularly
useful to guide research (as well as the present study) to not only critically examine the experiences of
multiracial college students as they navigate higher education, but also to work toward actionable change
in higher education policy and practice.
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CHAPTER III: METHODS
Introduction
The following chapter will introduce and discuss the approaches and methodology the guided the
present study. To begin a review of the research questions is presented.
Research Questions
RQ1a: To what extent does institutional data reveal multiracial exclusion in higher education?
RQ1b: To what extent do multiracial college students’ experiences reveal multiracial exclusion in higher
education, particularly in curriculum, mentorship, and cocurricular spaces?
RQ2:

In what ways do multiracial college students respond to multiracial exclusion at their respective
institutions?

RQ3:

What commonalities across multiracial student experiences, interactions, and beliefs about their
identity emerge from their narratives?

Research Design
A review of multiracial studies, especially those conducted at higher education institutions, reveal
a strong tendency toward qualitative research methods (Harris, 2016, 2017, 2019a, 2019b; Literte, 2010;
Johnston-Guerrero et. al., 2020; Renn, 2000, 2004). Qualitative methods hold the potential to yield more
detailed, nuanced accounts of the lived experiences that multiracial students share—especially regarding
the complex nature of identity development and enactment, as well as social interactions with others.
Though quantitative instrumentation has been developed to tap into these same types of experiences
(Townsend, Markus, & Bergseiker, 2009; Salahuddin & O’Brien, 2011), this approach risks missing
“rich, thick description,” (Guba & Lincoln, 1985) and over-simplifying the experiences of an identity
whose authenticity and legitimacy is already constantly questioned. Thus, the present study utilized a
multisite, qualitative case study approach. Qualitative case study design is appropriate for in-depth
examinations of contemporary phenomena within a bounded system (or case) (Creswell, 2013; Merriam
& Tisdell, 2016) and especially phenomena that are closely and necessarily intertwined with a particular
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context (Yin, 2014 as cited by Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Furthermore, Bhattacharya (2017) argues that
case study approaches can be especially useful for informing policy—including educational policy.
One of the most important aspects of a case study is clearly defining the ‘case,’ through
theoretical and empirical guidance (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), as well as discerning whether the defined
case will span a single site or multiple sites. The present study defined the case as multiracial college
students, and situated the case within three different universities.
Population & Sample
Recruitment & Sampling Procedures
Given that this research sought to center the experiences of multiracial college students, the
present study utilized purposive, multi-tiered sampling techniques (Merriam, 2016) to specifically recruit
participants who a) identified as multiracial, b) considered their multiracial identity important/salient to
them6, c) were currently enrolled in a college or university, and d) were at least 18 years of age. Given the
propensity with which multiracial students can face negative interactions with peers and may or may not
feel comfortable or safe sharing their multiracial identity and/or experiences, this study sought to be
inclusive of as many multiracial students as was feasible for the study timeline—even if the students
differed in terms of their academic class standing, age, etc.
A recruitment flyer with a summary of the study, planned interview topics, and a hyperlink to an
electronic eligibility survey (see Appendix B) was shared via Southwest University’s cultural/student
affairs email listservs (i.e., racially-oriented student affairs organizations, gender-based student affairs
organizations, and graduate student government), social media (i.e., Facebook, Instagram), and
institutional newsletters. Additionally, I shared the flyer from my own social media accounts on Facebook
and Instagram, as well as shared the flyer via two multiracially-centered Facebook groups.
After interested participants clicked the hyperlink on the flyer, they were led to a REDCap
recruitment e-survey which asked for the information described above, in addition to the personal

6

Racial identity salience is a necessary component of identity development and is defined as “the frequency with
which individuals think about their [racial] group membership” (Hurtado, Ruiz, & Guillermo-Wann, p. 128).
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pronouns each participant used (See Appendix B). An individual’s pronouns are an important component
of their identity and are extremely necessary to not only affirm that identity, but also to avoid potential
instances of misgendering—which can both affect rapport and also inflict emotional and psychological
harm to the person being misgendered (Ansara & Hegerty, 2014). After prospective participants
completed the recruitment survey, I verified that participants affirmatively responded to the eligibility
survey items regarding multiracial identity (as well as fit the age and enrollment status criteria).
Following verification, I contacted them via email to schedule a date and time for a one-on-one interview.
Both multiracial undergraduate and graduate students were considered eligible to participate.
Some interested respondents were excluded from the study sample based upon their survey
responses. For example, given that the survey was shared on social media, some respondents were not
college students, did not identify as multiracial, and were not 18+ years old. Also, due to an error in
verification, one participant was included in the study who did not describe their multiracial identity as
important/salient to her—however, she nevertheless provided important perspectives and context to this
study given that she did hold a ‘mixed’ identity (in particular, a racialized ethnicity), and was enrolled at
an institution outside of Southwest University.
Participants & Site Contexts
The study sample was comprised of 13 multiracial college students, with ages ranging from 18
years old to 51 years old. Amongst this sample, participants described using a wide variety of identity
terms and labels to refer to their racial/ethnic identity in addition to their use of the ‘umbrella’ term
multiracial to self-identify (see Appendix A, Table 1.1). 6 participants were graduate students, and 7 were
undergraduates. 11 students (4 graduates, 7 undergraduates) were enrolled at Southwestern University, 1
graduate student was enrolled at Eastern University, and 1 graduate student was enrolled at Central Coast
University. The student at Eastern University, Alisa7, identified as multiracial, but went on to describe her
Chicana heritage as more consistent with a “monoracial” identity. However, her narrative was still

7

A pseudonym.
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included given that she was able to provide insight as a Woman of Color and share her experiences
navigating a predominantly white institution. Additionally, though the initial plan for the present study
was to center Southwestern University students only, making the recruitment available via social media
resulted in gaining participants from additional institutions.
Southwestern University is described as a 4-year, public, land-grant research university (NCES,
n.d). Founded in 1885, this university received designation as a Hispanic Serving Institution in 2018—
suggesting that student enrollment at Southwestern University was at the time of the study, and continues
to be, made up of at least 25% of students who self-identified as Hispanic/Latino. Despite this, however,
the campus reported student enrollment in Fall 2020 at over 60% white (Southwestern University, n.d.),
suggesting that the campus can be considered a predominantly white institution (PWI) alongside its HSI
designation. In addition to these identities, other monoracial, minoritized racial/ethnic identities include
Asian students (9.9%), Black/African American students (6.1%), and Indigenous/Native American
students (3.3%) (Southwestern University, n.d.). The main campus features robust student affairs
programs, including racially-oriented student services organizations dedicated to African American,
AAPI, Latinx, and Indigenous college students, in addition to dedicated programs for other identities
often marginalized in higher education such as LGBTQ+ students and women.
Eastern University, established in 1892, is described as a 4-year, private, not-for-profit research
university. Student enrollment figures for Fall 2020 indicated that the largest student racial group on
campus was comprised of ‘Caucasian’ students (41%), followed by Asian-American students (21%),
African American students (9%), Hispanic/Latino (7%), and Native American (1%). A brief glance at the
student services reveals student affairs organizations dedicated to LGBTQ+-identified students, Muslim
students, Jewish students, and women. Racially-oriented student services include a center for Black
Culture, as well as a multicultural affairs center with sub-organizations dedicated to AAPI, Latinx, and
Indigenous students. The center also features a student group dedicated to discussing intersectional
identities (Eastern University, n.d.).
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Central Coast University, established in 1901, is a 4-year public polytechnic university located in
Southern California. Student enrollment records for Fall 2020 displaying the racial makeup of the student
body as ~54% white, ~18% Hispanic/Latino, ~13% Asian American, 0.77% African American, and
0.12% Native American. Akin to the other two institutions included in this study, Central Coast
University features several cultural centers geared toward supporting students who hold minoritized
racial/ethnic identities—including the Black Academic Excellence Center, Dream Center (support for
undocumented students), Native American & Indigenous Cultural Center, and a Multicultural Center
(Central Coast University, n.d.).
Research Ethics & Human Subjects Protection
Prior to engaging recruitment and data collection, and in accordance with institutional research ethics
and standards, the present study was reviewed and approved by the University of Arizona’s Institutional
Review Board. As another necessary component for conducting ethical research, the PI also maintained
current training and documentation for the Human Subjects Protection Program (HSPP) as required by
the University of Arizona to conduct research and interact with participants with the utmost safety and
respect. Additionally, all participants were asked to review and sign an e-Consent form (see Appendix C)
including more details about the study expectations (i.e., length of interviews, legal information, and
emergency contact information) before participating in the research study.
Some students who initially expressed interest in participating did not continue on to complete the eConsent form and ultimately did not participate at all. While there could be many reasons for this, it could
also be argued that the e-Consent clearly demonstrated the expected timelines, conversation topics,
potential risks, and compensation information to those prospective participants and they simply were not
interested after learning more about these aspects of the study.
Security measures were engaged to ensure that participants’ identities were kept confidential before,
during, and after data collection, and all references made to them within analysis and this report utilized
pseudonyms. All data were and continue to be kept on secure, encrypted and/or password protected
devices.
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Data Collection Procedures
Interviews
Following submission of their e-Consent form, participants were able to securely schedule a
date/time for their interviews using the Calendly scheduling app and were sent a document outlining
emergency procedures for if/when internet connection became unstable during their interview. For the
interview portion of data collection, semistructured, one-on-one interviews were conducted to provide
some direction of the conversation while also holding space for participants to share and discuss their
experiences and beliefs regarding their identities as multiracial college students in whatever capacity they
felt comfortable doing so (a method also described by Bhattacharya (2017) as ‘formal semistructured
interviews’). Originally, interviews were to take place in-person, but in observance of health guidelines
due to the COVID-19 pandemic, interview procedures were shifted to distanced methods (i.e., Zoom). 12
interviews took place via Zoom, and one over telephone (due to internet stability issues).
At the start of the Zoom meetings, and prior to beginning interviews, the PI formally introduced
herself as well as re-briefed participants on the purpose of the interview, planned topics, and their right to
skip any interview questions and/or discontinue the interview at any time (as previously outlined in their
eConsent form). Once understanding of these was established, the PI secured the Zoom rooms by
‘locking’ the room. Additionally, participants were given the opportunity to ask questions or voice
concerns before being recorded and engaging the interview questions, and participants were notified of
their capability to request a copy of their interview transcription after completion of the interview. Lastly,
the PI periodically “checked in” with participants during interviews to ensure that participants felt
comfortable continuing (especially when interviews were approaching the 60-minute mark). Interviews
ranged from 45 to 90 minutes. All Zoom interviews were recorded, but only the audio portion was
utilized for transcription and analysis. Interviews were transcribed using a denaturalized, near-verbatim
transcription method (as an alternative to the naturalized verbatim transcription method), which omits
utterances such as ‘um,’ or ‘uh,’ in order to focus on the main ideas expressed by participants (Oliver,
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Serovich, & Mason, 2005). To compensate participants for sharing their time, each participant was given
a 20.00 Visa e-gift card upon completion of the interview.
Interview Instrumentation (Appendix D)
Construction of the semi-structured interview items was guided by the conceptual frameworks
introduced earlier, the Contextualizing Multiraciality in Campus Climate (CMCC) model and critical
multiracial theory in education (MultiCrit). Interview instrumentation included items dedicated to
exploration of participants’ multiracial identity development processes outside of the context of higher
education, and also included additional items exploring identity, interactions, and experiences within
particular facets of higher education including but not limited to racially-oriented student services.
Given the overwhelming focus on racially-oriented student services demonstrated in extant research
centering multiracial college students, the PI sought to discuss additional organizational dimensions with
multiracial college students (see Appendix D for all interview items). This decision was grounded by the
CMCC model’s third ‘ring,’ which includes the organizational dimension of campus climate, and in
particular, the extent to which multiracially-inclusive curricula exists at an institution. Also inspired by
the CMCC’s third ring, interview questions were also crafted to broach the topic of mentorship
relationships—a context-specific adaptation of the psychological/behavioral dimension.
In terms of the interview items exploring identity development, construction was guided by the lifespan theoretical underpinnings of historic multiracial identity development models—more specifically
Renn (2004), whose development work is foundational for the CMCC and for MultiCrit.
Lastly, MultiCrit was utilized to guide construction of items focused on exploring participants’
experiences of racism and discrimination.
Prior to submitting the final set of interview items for IRB approval, all interview questions were
vetted by two of the PI’s doctoral student colleagues (who do not identify as multiracial but do hold
racialized ethnic identities as Latina/Chicana women of color and are also education majors) for ease of
understanding, clarity, and as a means for controlling for researcher bias. Also, for further vetting of
interview items, the PI conducted a mock interview with her cousin—who is a recent college graduate
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(computer sciences) and identifies as a multiracial woman of color, whose perspective was considered a
relevant and close representation of those that could be shared by prospective multiracial student
participants.
Institutional Data (e-Fact Books & Policy Web Pages)
To gauge levels of multiracial exclusion at each of the participants’ respective institutions,
racial/ethnic composition data were reviewed on institutional websites, with particular emphasis placed
upon institutional fact books (see Appendix E). Fact books were chosen as the primary data source for
multiple reasons. First, drawing from the work of Osei-Kofi, Torres, and Lui (2013) institutional fact
books represent a simplified version of college viewbooks—marketing tools that communicate carefully
curated institutional information about campuses to attract prospective students. Importantly, these
viewbooks can also “convey strong messages concerning racial identity” (p. 386) by emphasizing (or deemphasizing) particular racial groups in viewbook images and/or within statistical representations of
racial groups in viewbook fact sheets. Secondly, only one institution’s website made policies regarding
internal reporting methods of student racial/ethnic data accessible to the public (Southwestern
University), while the remaining two institutions did not (or at least heavily obscured its presence).
Lastly, fact books are representative of compositional diversity (defined as the literal facts and figures
representative of a campus’ demographic makeup)—an important component of the CMCC framework
central to the present study (Guillermo-Wann & Johnston-Guerrero, 2021). Fact books were located by
visiting each institution’s website and conducting searches on “About” sections— the official university
webpages that were dedicated to publishing viewbooks and other institutional information for prospective
students. Emphasis was placed on the Fall 2020 fact books given that Eastern University did not make
fact books from past academic years available (whereas Southwestern and Central Coast did).
Institutional websites were also generally assessed for inclusion, and in particular, how inclusion of
multiracial data was outlined in available documentation of policies pertaining to the gathering and use of
student racial/ethnic data (or not). The analysis of website data for multiracial exclusion draws from the
work of Ford, Patterson, & Johnston-Guerrero (2019), where they scanned institutional websites for
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official forms, graphical displays, and other artifacts related to student race/ethnicity data which explicitly
or implicitly erased or obscured the presence of multiracial students. For the present study, institutional
websites were vigorously searched for policy information in two ways: First, using applicable search
terms (race/ethnicity policy, IPEDS+policy, etc.) on the website’s available general search engines and
second, searching institutional webpages dedicated to the university’s “Research & Analytics”
departments, which are generally responsible for making multiple dimensions of student data available for
access.
Data Analysis
Interviews
Analysis of interview transcriptions was conducted using MAXQDA software, which allows for
accessible and dynamic visual organization for beginner to advanced-level analysis of qualitative data.
Though interview themes and items were pre-determined, the PI made efforts to allow conversations with
participants to flow in and out of topics in whatever order felt most logical and natural during the
interview. Thus, it was necessary during the first round of analysis of interview transcripts to
simultaneously conduct structural coding and initial coding methods. Structural coding allows researchers
to analyze segments of data which directly relate to the overarching research questions related to the
interview item (Saldaña, 2016, p.99)—for example, identifying experiences within the higher education
areas of particular focus such as mentions of curricula/course work, mentorship, and student services.
Initial coding methods can be understood as a “starting point” for qualitative researchers to begin
grouping data into smaller, discrete categories as directed by the theoretical and empirical foundations of
the research (Saldaña, 2016). Following the first round of coding, initial/structural codes were re-visited
for a second round of coding—this time, to establish themes and/or categories that emerged from the first
coding round. In particular, the PI utilized pattern coding as a means of creating larger and more refined
clusters of information depicting the commonalities in experiences across participants’ accounts of their
identity and navigation of higher education.
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Fact Books & Institutional Websites – Comparative Analysis
As previously mentioned, institutional fact books for the Fall 2020 semester were gathered via
Southwestern University, Central Coast University, and Eastern University websites. Analyses of each
fact book and institutional website were guided by Critical Discourse Studies, an approach that is
particularly useful for examining the ways in which “significant social and cultural practices and power
relations are imbedded in and articulated through visual and textual discourse” (Osei-Kofi, Torres, & Lui,
2013), as well as the implicit messages that are communicated through the absence of the representation
of multiraciality within institutional artifacts. In particular, representation of multiracial identities in
enrollment figures on fact books, and public availability of policy documents or related information
describing the methods with which racial/ethnic data were reported for the varying purposes of the
institutions (i.e., internal reporting, IPEDS reporting, and others) were closely considered—as was the
absence of such information. Guided by widely accepted definitions of multiraciality, either inclusion of
an integrated ‘multiracial’ identity category or inclusion of a ‘two or more races’ identity category were
both considered examples of ‘presence’ of multiracial identities in the fact books and policy information.
Data Validation & Reliability
Triangulation
In order to increase the validity of the research central to the present study, data triangulation was
employed (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Data triangulation refers to the “collection of data from different
types of people, including individuals, groups, families, and communities, to gain multiple perspectives
and validation of data” (Carter et. al., 2014, p. 545). In the present study, multiple data sources included
participant interviews and institutional fact books and websites from multiple higher education
institutions. However, an additional dimension of triangulation utilized in this study was engaged through
inclusion of varying college student roles and perspectives—including graduate and undergraduate
college students, new and returning college students (i.e., ranging from freshman to graduate level), a vast
range of ages (i.e., 18-50 years old), and finally, multiracial students of extremely varied racial/ethnic
backgrounds.
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Reflexivity & Researcher Positionality
Creswell (2013) argues that a researcher’s ‘cultural, social, gender, class, and personal politics’
(p. 215) inherently impact the interpretations that they will make in their work, and thus, it is critical to
engage reflexivity—or closely consider one’s position within or outside of the communities we choose to
center in research inquiry, as well as remain aware of and take into account the influences (both
intentional and unintentional) that we introduce into the study, and the ways in which we as the researcher
are also affected by the research process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Thus, I will share a positionality
statement to clarify my stances as a researcher and community member, and the ways in which I have
thought about these throughout my engagement of the present study.
Positionality Statement
As the primary researcher of this study, it is important to acknowledge my position in a few ways. First, I
identify as a multiracial woman of color and a first-generation college/graduate student—each of which
have influenced my interest in multiracial studies in the higher education context, and also can be
considered qualifications for my position as an ‘insider’ within the community of multiracial college
students. In addition to identifying as multiracial, my background includes Mexican-American, Filipino,
Native Hawaiian, Ojibwe (indigenous), and white heritages. Akin to many of the findings centering
multiracial experiences, I was often positioned as the “other” in relation to the majority racial
communities during my upbringing. I was raised in Yuma—a very small, agricultural town in the
Southwestern corner of Arizona—situated very close to the northern borders of Sonora and Baja
California, Mexico. Culturally and racially/ethnically, Yuma represents a ‘minority majority’ city, where
the visibility of Mexican culture and brown folks surpasses any other group. I spent much of my
childhood surrounded by Spanish language television, advertisements, and signs, Mexican folk tales,
foods, and traditions, and most importantly, friends—presences that shaped my identity profoundly. I felt
connected to my Mexican-American heritage, and yet, I also grew to realize that although I felt
connected, that there would arise questions from others regarding whether I had enough qualifications to
be connected (or not). A glaring source of “not enough-ness” was exemplified in my lack of fluency in

Critiquing Multiracially-Exclusive Policy & Practice in Higher Education

57

speaking Spanish. Another was that, despite being brown-skinned, I was not the “same brown” as other
Mexican descended folks around me and lead to being asked, “what are you?” and hearing others refer to
me using words/names like ‘chinita,’ (roughly, ‘little Chinese girl’—referring to the shape of my eyes)
and ‘chata’ (roughly, ‘flat nose’). 8 To add to my confusion, within my extended Yuma family, there
appeared to be a sense of connectedness to Mexican culture and heritage, but also an overwhelming
commitment to “Americanness,” and “blending in,”—or in other words, assimilating to the dominant
(white) culture—with the occasional expression of annoyance with white people—all difficult for me to
reconcile as a youth.
It was a source of comfort, but also more confusion leaving Yuma for Garden Grove, CA---for
family get-togethers on my father’s side. There, Tagalog/Hawaiian pidgin was spoken, we ate Polynesianstyle foods, and spoke openly and candidly about our experiences navigating life as mixed-race people
(often discussing how we reacted to the repeated and invasive question, “what are you?”). I also learned
what it meant to distrust white people, and that I was not considered white, but I was also not Black—
something I learned when my cousins who hold Black heritage were referred to as ‘pōpolo9.’ In the short
times spent in Garden Grove, I was exposed to the vast racial and ethnic diversity present in that area--the same of which could not be found in Yuma. I encountered many people of multiple heritages in
addition to my own family—and found that being ‘mixed’ in this location was hardly the event it felt to
be where I was from. These experiences also greatly shaped my understanding of who I was, who I was
not, how that could play out in the world around me, and how, even just a livable car ride away, people
embodied, acted upon, and thought about their (multi)racial identities differently than what I saw in my
everyday experiences.

8

Although these names are often understood as types of nicknames and/or terms of endearment, they are still labels
of biological attributes that denote a level of otherness.
9
Pōpolo is a Hawaiian word used to refer to Black or darker-skinned people. The nature of this term is debated, with
some arguing that the word is pejorative and reflects colonial, anti-Black ideology. Some, however, argue that the
term predates colonization and references the rich, sacred blackness (ocean depths) that life as we know it emerged
from (The Pōpolo Project, 2020). In my family’s usage, this debate seemed alive and well. They at times used this
term in an othering way, but also during discussions about how they would fiercely protect and love those they were
referring to with it.
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When I got accepted to college, I was excited at the thought of finding more people “like me,” but
quickly found myself lost in the large, predominantly white student body at the University of Arizona. I
was still occasionally confronted with questions of “what are you?” 10 and still experienced being
assigned different racial categories based on others’ assumptions of my racial identity11 as well. I became
much more familiar with the ways in which whiteness was upheld as the norm and afforded many more
privileges than any other identity within the university—though it would take some years to discover the
language and critical thinking skills needed to name this, as well as come around to the notion that it
could and must be challenged. I was also surprised to find how few multiracial people I encountered—
there was no mention of us in any of my courses or in any of the student programs I had heard of, either.
How could that be possible on a campus of nearly 50,000 students? Was I really the only one?
This particular issue, and the experiences I had as a multiracial woman of color within and
beyond college greatly inspired my current inquiry, and I feel that the experiences and knowledge I have
gained throughout my navigation of higher education undoubtedly impacted how I interacted with and
conducted research surrounding multiracially-identified college students. I feel my position as an ‘insider’
allowed for deeper understanding and capturing of nuance than if I did not also have personal experience
in these areas. Although some of the “wisdom” present in research is to lean away from participants’
experiences, and to control for personal bias, I willingly take the position of qualitative researcher
described by Denzin (2017), as “historically and locally situated within the very processes being studied”
(p. 12).
Potential Limitations
There were some limitations that surfaced in the design and execution of the present study. First,
due to time constraints, participant conversations consisted of a single interview. A series of interviews

10

One of the most memorable instances of this was being approached by a group of undergraduate students I had
been teaching all year on the last day of class. They said, “We’ve been wondering all year about this Angela…what
are you?”
11
I was aggressively pursued while walking to class on the UA Mall as a potential rush candidate by members of
Alpha Phi Gamma, an Asian American sorority.
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may have been more appropriate in order to foster better rapport and establish a (virtual) space for sharing
experiences that felt more safe and more familiar. Second, regarding the comparative analysis portion of
the study, policy information regarding internal reporting of race/ethnicity varied available to the public at
the sites outside of Southwestern University were limited—therefore, fact books/viewbooks were used as
an additional representation of institutional race/ethnicity reporting practices. Though each of these
provides a window into the types of data collection and reporting practices that institutions engage in,
there were no policy documents or information featuring an explicit breakdown of what those policy and
practices were at Eastern University and Central Coast University—thus limiting the consistency of data
sources with which to conduct comparisons.
Additionally, although this study explores the concept of intersectionality, it did not specifically
center identities beyond racial identities (i.e., class, ability, gender identity, sexual orientation, etc.).
Though Harris (2016) argues that critical multiracial studies should focus on both the intersections of
identities ‘traditionally’ referred to in the work of Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991) (such as race, class, ability,
gender, etc.) and the various intersections specific to multiracial students’ multiple racial/ethnic heritages,
the main focus of the present study was placed upon the latter. Lastly, the relatively small size of the
study sample could be argued to be a limitation due to its limited representation of the breadth and depth
of identities, majors, and experiences that are present on college campuses. Though generalizability of
findings is not always the principle aim in qualitative studies (Hays & McKibben, 2021), it should be
noted that a larger study sample may strengthen overall conclusions regarding campus climate or other
campus-wide contextual issues.

Critiquing Multiracially-Exclusive Policy & Practice in Higher Education

60

CHAPTER IV: RESULTS
Introduction
Analyses of the data sources central to this research yielded a wealth of results touching upon
multiple areas of higher education, as well as exploring commonalities that emerged in students’ accounts
which are presented below. In this section, research questions are re-visited, followed by exploration of
emerging themes. As is common for presenting research results, the data are presented with limited
interpretation—which will be attended to more extensively in Chapter V.

Research Question 1a: To what extent does institutional data reveal multiracial exclusion in higher
education?
Comparative Analysis of Fact Books & Website Data
Institutional fact books from the three universities were similar in terms of the ways that they
visually represented data—multiple colorful graphs and charts depicted enrollment figures of
undergraduate and graduate students, as well as percentages of degrees awarded, retention rates, and other
data related to the ‘marketable’ aspects of the institution. Institutional websites also organized information
in similar fashions, with data/fact books located in similar departments (i.e., Research & Analytics).
However, availability of specific policy information pertaining to gathering and utilizing student
racial/ethnic student data exhibited marked differences.
Eastern University
Eastern University’s fact book included a real-life photo of a school building in addition to
multiple infographic-type visuals demonstrating enrollment figures and related data. Concerning
racial/ethnic data, Eastern University’s enrollment figures of full-time students in Fall 2020 included a
category termed “two or more races”—which represents official acknowledgement of multiracial students
in institutional data, even if the recorded enrollment figure was a mere 6%.

Critiquing Multiracially-Exclusive Policy & Practice in Higher Education

61

Regarding the availability of racial/ethnic reporting policies, no official documentation or breakdowns for internal reporting methods available to the public12 could be found on the website, even on the
Office of the Provost, Finance, and Administration’s Institutional Research departmental webpage (which
just repeated the same statistics as were reported on the Eastern fact book). However, Common Data Set
13

reporting methods and figures could be found, which included a ‘two or more races” category in the

student racial/ethnic data section.
Central Coast University
Central Coast’s fact book displayed interesting visual infographic representations of students
(such as tiny human-shaped figures), but no photographs or images depicting students or faculty in reallife. Central Coast’s Fall 2020 enrollment figures included an integrated “multiracial” student category
(7.73%)—which, like Eastern University, represented a measure of inclusion of multiracially-identified
students at the institution.
After conducting the website search for racial/ethnic student data reporting practices, no
documents or information available to the public could be found wither in the general website or the
Office of Institutional Research.
Southwestern University
Southwestern University’s fact book displayed graphical representations of student and
institutional data, with no real-life photographs of students or faculty. However, the fact book figures only
included monoracial categories to display racial/ethnic student data (i.e., American Indian/Alaska Native,
Asian, Black or African American, Hispanic/Latinx, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and white). There
were no categories termed ‘two or more races’ or ‘multiracial.’ However, some explanation for this was
provided in the description accompanying the graph stating, “Students are counted in every race/ethnicity

12

There were some pages on the website that required either a student or faculty username and password—therefore
restricting public access.
13
“The Common Data Set is a set of clear, standard data items and definitions updated annually after fall census. It
is a national collaborative effort among higher education data providers and publishers” (Common Data Set, n.d.).
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group in which they have self-identified; therefore, the race/ethnicity percentages may exceed 100%”
(Southwestern University, n.d.).
This method of data tabulation was further discussed by the race/ethnicity policy information
yielded via the University Analytics & Institutional Research department webpage search. According to
the webpage information, three levels of racial/ethnic data reporting were engaged. First, the IPEDS data
reporting was conducted according to the current standards—where students who “reported multiple
race/ethnicity values, not including Hispanic/Latinx will be counted in the ‘Two or more’ grouping.”
Secondly, the reporting policy of IPEDS Legacy data, or IPEDS racial/ethnic data that were
collected pre-2010, was outlined. The guidelines of this policy state that students’ self-reports of their
racial/ethnic identities would be categorized according to the following rank-ordering of races and
ethnicities:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

American Indian or Alaska Native
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
Hispanic or Latinx
Black or African American
Asian
White
Not reported (Unknown/Other)
International

While students were allowed to input any number of races and ethnicities as they felt appropriately
represented them on institutional forms, their data were then re-categorized into whichever single
racial/ethnic category amongst their identities that held the highest rank order in the list above, with no
rationale given for rank-ordering the racial/ethnic groups. Thirdly, Southwest University’s internal
reporting policy of racial/ethnic data (referred to as ‘Inclusive Race and Ethnicity’) also used data recategorization methods. Students could indicate more than one race and/or ethnicity on institutional
forms, however, these data then underwent re-categorization into each monoracial category that they
chose, explaining how race/ethnicity percentages could exceed 100% on overall enrollment figures. There
was no further discussion about the inclusion of a category representative of multiraciality (or indicative
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of a student holding ‘two or more’ of the prescribed racial/ethnic categories) in the internal data reporting
policy information.

Research Question 1b: To what extent do multiracial college students’ experiences reveal multiracial
exclusion in higher education, particularly in curriculum, mentorship, and cocurricular spaces?
Theme I: Curricula/Course Work
Across all 13 participants and the three institutions sampled, 2 participants (Jonathan, 30, Central
Coast University and Michelle, 27, Southwestern University) had experience engaging courses (or rather,
course components) that explicitly discussed multiraciality or mixed identities in an affirming way (or any
way) as exemplified in the following responses:

Jonathan: “…in my grad program, like the multi-cultural counseling, there were specific readings
on multi-racial identity, which was exciting.”

Michelle: “During my undergrad I took an Asian American literature class. And that was a really
fun class…I guess I felt more represented than usual, for sure…we did have one unit of reading
which was called The Hapa Project…That was the only class I took that was about race and it
did include the mixed-race stuff, which was nice.”

Both Jonathan and Michelle’s graduate and undergraduate courses included readings specific to
exploring mixed identities, but as a single unit within a broader set of required readings in the course—
suggesting that mixed identities were included, but in a more peripheral sense. Both Jonathan and
Michelle described this inclusion as affirming to their identity as multiracial students. Regarding the
availability of the multiracially-inclusive courses, Jonathan described the coursework as required in his
program of study at Central Coast University, whereas Michelle engaged their course as a part of their
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undergraduate, general education elective studies (which was not directly to related to their current
graduate program, planetary sciences).
Michael (27, Southwestern University) described feeling affirmed when he was able to take an
African American literature course through his home department, which was limited in availability due to
the department only being few Black faculty. Though he spoke more generally of inclusion of course
material that pertained to his identity (rather than what was specifically included in the courses he had
taken—including the African American lit course), Michael described the affirmation he felt in response
to a thoughtful, inclusive syllabus:

“It was really meaningful to me, the last year to take an African American literature course
because that’s not always on offer through the English department which only has one or two
Black faculty members, including the teacher of that class…Yeah, I have often found that … even
just having a Black or biracial writer on the syllabus makes a big difference in terms of…how the
course feels to me. In terms of who’s voices are being allowed to resonate in the classroom.”

Other participants expressed that their courses varied in the ways that the topics of (mono)racial
communities and/or (mono)racial identity were centered (or ignored) in the requisite or elective courses
they took for their respective programs. Especially amongst students who were in STEM-related
programs, there appeared to be no memorable discussions of race/racial identity (let alone multiraciality)
at all in their coursework, as exemplified by Amber’s (27, Southwestern University, geosciences)
recollection of her courses:
“I don’t think that [race] has ever come up. I know that they’re trying to make more effort for the
intro level courses to talk a little bit more about…colonial roots of geology and to be more up
front about that and recognize it. But those are undergrad classes. At least at the graduate level
there hasn’t really been any of that.”
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Students in the health sciences noted more discussions of racial groups (particularly, Black and
Latinx communities), but described these as using deficit-based discourse. Also, students in these fields
did not feel that these communities or identities were discussed in affirming ways.
Alisa (27, Eastern University, evolutionary anthropology, multiracial Chicana) described the dual
experience of her Chicana/Mexican heritage being represented in her health sciences coursework at
Eastern, but in a negative way:
“…when I started learning about health disparities, that’s when I saw myself being represented
more. And it was in a negative way. It was in a way that – same as Black people. ‘They’re more
likely to have diabetes. They’re more likely to die at this age.’ You know, or have cancer, all these
things…And it wasn’t like ‘oh look at this prominent scientist who did this or that, you know.
There just wasn’t that representation.”

Brooke (20, Southwestern, pre-public health, multiracial Black/white) shared similar experiences
in her pre-public health coursework, where racial communities were often framed in deficit terms,
especially surrounding health disparities. Furthermore, another one of her courses discussed Black and
white (mono)racial community history and relations in the U.S., which also happen to align with her
racial heritages (Black/white)—but no space was created for discussion of biracial or multiracial
identities:

“The first [course] was Race Ethnicity and the American Dream, and it was pretty much focusing
on the divide between African-Americans and White people in the country. That was the main
focus so, biracial people can’t really fit into either of those categories fully. Or multiracial people
or anything. It’s still interesting to learn about. It’s still important to learn about, but there
wasn’t really that aspect there…And then the Health Disparities – that class…they talk about
Black people are two times more likely to ‘this’ than White people, than Hispanic people.
Multiracial people don’t really have a percentage.”
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Theme II: Mentorship
Across each of the participants, most students were able to share examples of positive mentorship
experiences and/or ongoing relationships with mentors (with very few negative experiences mentioned).
Whether or not mentors identified as multiracial and/or held a similar racial/ethnic background to the
students varied. Some mentors did not identify as multiracial themselves but had other similar
experiences from which to provide insight and guidance. For example, one of Brooke’s mentors in public
health was a parent of multiracial children and could relate to Brooke’s experiences from that perspective.
Other mentors did not have similar racial backgrounds as their mentees (as in the experiences of Carmen,
Jacinta, Andrea, Veronica, Alisa, and Michelle) but were nevertheless considered allies and were
extremely supportive of their mentees’ success in college in multiple ways (i.e., sharing scholarship
information, course advising, etc.) Other times, participants shared similar racial backgrounds with their
mentors, as exemplified by the examples below.
Michael, who identifies as mixed with Black and white heritages, expressed receiving support
and identity affirmation from faculty in his program, but noted a particularly supportive mentorship
connection with one of the few Black faculty members in his academic department. This professor did not
identify as multiracial/biracial, but he greatly supported Michael throughout the course and in particular,
helped Michael think through and address instances amongst peers in the classroom where he was the
target of multiracial microaggressions (discussed further along in this chapter).

“I’d say the faculty in my program have been very supportive of my academic work and my
subject matter. Also supportive of the way I identify and working through those questions in my
academic work. [Forging a relationship with the professor of African American Literature]…
was a nice connection for me to be able to make because…In my specific program there are no
Black faculty members. So, it was nice to be able to make that connection within the English
department if not within the Creative Writing program.”
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Felicia also expressed a mentorship relationship that she had forged at the university through the
Women in STEM undergraduate mentorship program at Southwestern University. She described that this
relationship supported her career aspirations and college trajectory through higher education. She also
mentioned that her mentor was multiracial, which Felicia felt was worth mentioning:

“I’m in the Women in STEM mentorship program. I think that’s really cool because my mentor is
a senior and she is basically doing the same thing I want to do, so it’s really interesting to talk to
her and get her advice on what classes and stuff I’m going to take later…She said that she is part
Chinese…”

Tara (who identifies as Filipino-American) also described an important and affirming mentorship
relationship with a professor of Asian Pacific American (APA) Studies (a minor program which Tara
assisted in creating). Tara described this relationship to be affirming toward multiple facets of her
identity—as both an AAPI multiracial person and woman-identified professional in her academic field.

“…[a] professor that I’ve connected with is actually the professor [who] is teaching one of the
foundational classes for [the APA Studies minor] …I think that in a way it is affirming as a
multiracial person and also as a woman in my field. Just having that support from someone who
is very experienced or distinguished is really affirming to me. Because I know that it can be
difficult to find representation in this field…so I appreciate that.”

Though she had just recently struck up a relationship with this person, Hazel briefly described her
excitement at finding a potential mentor in a faculty member who also held a mixed identity:

“There is an audiology professor who also identifies as bi-racial and she’s super awesome. So, I
actually just connected with her last week, and I was like, ‘this is so cool.’”
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Theme III: Co-curricular/Student Affairs
As has been repeatedly demonstrated throughout multiraciality studies in higher education,
student affairs/co-curricular spaces can be sites that are especially fraught with tension for multiracial
students—particularly spaces that are oriented around monoracial identities. The experiences of
multiracial students who participated in the present study described instances of this same tension.
Veronica described her reasons for avoiding Latinx-centered spaces because of her white heritage,
despite also feeling very connected to and proud of her Mexican heritage:

“I haven’t really actively sought [racially-oriented student affairs spaces] out because… I don’t
know, I guess I feel like they’re not really made for me. I sort of convinced myself that I’m not really
needed in those spaces, in a way. Because I’m half White… it feels like I’m not validating…their
experiences [as People of Color].”

Brooke spoke about her experiences with the African-American Student Association. While she did
not perceive anything negative about the space that drove her away per se, she did not feel comfortable
enough to continue engaging with it:

“I started freshman year to get involved with the African-American Student Association. I felt very
out of place there, so I didn’t really go back a lot. Not that it was like…animosity or anything, I just
didn’t really feel comfortable.”

Andrea had knowledge of and experience participating in the AAPI-centered student affairs space on
her campus but felt that there needed to be more emphasis placed upon the differing ethnicities that are
encompassed by the AAPI community label (in particular, Chinese, which would be in more alignment
with her heritages). She also described her experiences with programming as not very affirming to her
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personal and racial identities and experiences. Additionally, she shared how she didn’t feel as though she
was in a position to create a new, more inclusive space due to not being of ‘full’ Chinese ancestry:

“I haven’t really felt like there was a good [multiracial] Chinese group, since there isn’t. The only
one [is made up of people who] I think are from China or certain areas, so they only speak Chinese
to each other. Which I personally don’t. Or at really a bad level, but it’s like not speaking [fluent]
Chinese…Yeah, I was just like ‘I’m not really that or I’m not Filipino, so it would be like [a] ‘words
of the week,’ [activity], and then it would be like ‘oh… this is how its pronounced in my head. And
they’d say it, and [my pronunciation was] not it.’ So, it felt a little weird. But I don’t feel like it’s…my
place as someone who is not full [Chinese] or speak[s] Chinese to create [a group].

Hazel and Jonathan both worked as graduate assistants at their institutions in addition to navigating
their graduate studies. Each of them also expressed hesitation before engaging with (mono)raciallyoriented organizations and/or spaces because of their mixed identities, despite holding their dual-sided
roles as graduate students and employees of their respective universities.

Hazel: “[Regarding participating/being employed as a graduate assistant in AAPI student
services spaces] …I still feel kind of odd sometimes. Like, maybe people think, ‘oh, what’s she
doing there?’ And this is in my head, you know…no one has specifically told me that kind of
thing. But, I honestly did have reservations when applying [for the GA position], you know.
Because I realized, you know, my [multiracial] identify and stuff.”

Jonathan: “I’ve been a staff member who questioned whether a mono-racially framed space is
for me. Will I belong there?...It took me a year of being an employee before joining the [APIDA
Faculty/Staff Association] because I was still kind of like, ‘I don’t know. I don’t know if I’m
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allowed.’ And I was, they were super welcoming. But it’s like that hesitation is there. And if it’s
there for me as a staff member and as a grad student, I’m sure it’s there for undergrad students.”

Additional students also expressed hesitation to engage in racially-oriented student organizations
because of their mixed heritages (Michelle, Jacinta). Michelle felt that the AAPI student affairs group
could be a fun place to explore her Japanese heritage, but that she was “too white” to participate in the
space without feeling like she was taking up undue space (similar to Veronica’s perspective). Amber
noted that she was not even certain that there was an AAPI student organization dedicated specifically to
Japanese/Japanese-American students. Jacinta knew of the Latinx student cultural center on campus, and
had participated in their programming occasionally, but felt tired of being asked where she was really
from, and then having to explain that she was Latina and Peruvian—oftentimes peers were not sure where
Peru was even located. Furthermore, some graduate student participants expressed the belief that student
affairs organizations were geared more toward supporting undergraduate students, and that that hindered
them from participating.
Theme IV: Forms
In addition to the pre-determined themes of curriculum, mentorship, and co-curricular spaces,
another theme of exclusion emerged regarding students’ experiences with institutional forms. Multiple
students identified institutional forms as triggers for feelings of confusion, frustration, and stress—
especially in situations where they did not feel they could not adequately represent themselves on forms
attempting to capture racial group membership.
Hazel shared about her frustration with multiracially-exclusive forms and noted that some
iterations of forms (such as e-forms) would disallow multiracial identity, exemplified in situations where
a respondent was barred from advancing further on a form if the racial category was not filled out
according to its prescribed method (such as only being able to select a single racial group versus
multiple).
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“…CDC or filling out forms, like what ethnicity are you and what race are you? And then it’s like
‘choose one’ and I’m like, I don’t know. And I think sometimes things don’t even let you move
forward if you don’t fill out a [single racial category]. But sometimes they don’t represent you or
represent probably other people correctly so it’s just a frustrating thing to go through.”

Veronica shared similar feelings of confusion and frustration regarding forms with inadequate
racial/ethnic representation options, which also activated her repeated feelings of being in-between the
racial/ethnic communities that made up her heritage (white/Mexican):

“…the first thing that comes to mind [about race] is this stupid form…I mean like, for me, most
of the time it does have a Hispanic question. And I’m like, sometimes I can let it slide if it’s just
White with no specifications. Because I can be like, okay, well Mexicans technically fall under
White base category, so I’ll just choose that and leave it at that. But when I see the
White/Caucasian, I’m like should I write in the ‘Other’ box? Should I check the ‘Other’ box and
write in Mexican? It’s like, sure I’m Caucasian but I’m also Mexican. Do I just choose the White
option? I don’t know why. This question is not supposed to be very stressful but sometimes it is
kind of stressful.”

Andrea shared her dismay at having to choose and/or prioritize one racial category on a form over
another, and that there seemed to be an implicit notion that she was divided in some way—instead of
whole.
“Even when the race questions are like, ‘Oh, what race are you?’ White, Asian, African
American, Hispanic/Latino… I don’t want to pick one box over the other and I don’t feel like I am
one box or the other.”
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Research Question 2: In what ways do multiracial college students respond to multiracial exclusion at
their respective institutions?
“Pushing back: Forging multiracially inclusive space”
In spite of sharing ways in which they felt excluded on college campuses, students also shared
how they created multiracially-inclusive spaces for themselves. One theme that emerged involved
students formally organizing to create academic and co-curricular programming that centered multiracial
identities and could also be offered to fellow students.
As demonstrated by Tara’s experiences, and as a response to filling gaps in available academic
programs for mixed Asian identities, she described actively working as a member of a committee to
create the first-ever Asian Pacific American studies minor at the Southwestern University. She expressed
that organizing for this major change alongside faculty and staff was essential to the endeavor’s success
(“I think, in general, students don’t feel empowered to be able to make change… So, it is important to
really work with staff and faculty and organize and just start talking about things. Because then it can
snowball.”). This minor, she described, created space for discussion and recognition of multiraciality
given its focus on the vast AAPI communities and histories in the United States, as well as a place for
those interested in exploring their own intersecting identities to connect through this program.
Jonathan was also instrumental in creating new multiracially-centered programming at Central
Coast University and described his experience taking the lead coordinating position of a first-ever
multiracial academic panel made available to students at his institution. In contrast to Tara, Jonathan
single-handedly managed all of the logistical planning and execution related to organizing the panel (“I
said, I’m right here. Give me a date and I’ll do everything else. They were super supportive in just giving
this thing. Here’s a date, let us know what you need. And I just took that and ran with it.”). He was also
responsible for identifying and reaching out to potential panel members—all multiracial faculty and
higher educational professionals, which was uniquely challenging (“…it was a weird process of looking
for people… it felt kind of weird to be like ‘Hey, [I] heard you’re mixed’…”). He also described that the
panel effectively created affirming space to bring multiracial students, faculty, and staff together both
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during the event, and afterwards. Since the panel, Jonathan expressed that multiracial students and faculty
have continued to reach out to him to guide future gatherings and programs centering multiracial identity
at Central Coast and other institutions across the state.
Some students described other ways of forging space for their multiracial identities where there
originally was none. Michael chose to center his mixed identity in many of his creative writing projects.
Although his courses did not explicitly center biraciality in the assigned materials, Michael described
often bringing that subject matter into the course in that way (“I was always turning in new pieces…to my
writing classes, and they are almost always about race and biracialism. So, in that sense everyone in my
classes knew where I was coming from…”). Similarly, Jonathan described conducting research and giving
class presentations on multiracial identity and issues in the courses for his academic program, as well as
being “loud” about his multiraciality and bringing it into all of the academic and professional spaces he
was a part of—at times to stave off microaggressive behaviors in response to his mixed identity (“…I’m
so loud about it. I think I maybe don’t even give people the opportunity to question [my multiracial
identity] because I wear it on my sleeve”). Other students (Alisa, Hazel, Jacinta, and Andrea) described
working to ‘wear’ their multiracial identities unapologetically—despite all of their experiences interacting
with spaces and people that were less than supportive of multiraciality.

Research Question 3: What commonalities across multiracial student experiences, interactions, and
beliefs about their identity emerge from their narratives?
“Multiracial Microaggressions”
Though the existence of common social interactions across the gamut of multiracial identities and
their respective heritages may seem counterintuitive at a glance, extant multiraciality literature identifies
microaggressions as a common set of interactions that are often experienced and reported by multiracial
people—despite their identities being comprised of myriad different racial/ethnic heritages. Multiracial
college students in the present study reported various instances of multiracial microaggressions both
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within and outside of the college context, though they often did not refer to these experiences by that
name.
Amber described her classroom experiences with peers who constantly assumed her to be
monoracially identified (she holds Japanese and white heritages and identifies as AsianAmerican/multiracial), as well as tokenized her as the spokesperson who had to provide insight about all
of the multitude of cultures, languages, and ethnicities associated with the ‘Asian’ identity label.

“And if I was, and I almost always was, but if I was the only Asian kid [in the class] then anytime
any topic remotely related to Asian culture or language came up it would always be directed
towards me. ‘What do you think?’ Or like ‘How do you do this?’ Or ‘Is this true?’ It was always
like I had to be the spokesperson.

Brooke, an active member of a panhellenic sorority, described an interaction with a sorority sister
as she browsed prospective sororities during rush week. She felt that the sister’s comment was in response
to her being a Person of Color, and undergirded by the assumption that People of Color in Greek Life
organizations were only useful for attending to DEI-related facets of the organization.

“When I join an organization, I like to fully commit myself to it. I was talking to [a sorority
sister] …if I end up in this Chapter, I want to run for a position, I want to be involved. And she
said: ‘Oh, you’d be a great diversity, equity, and inclusion officer.’ I was like, okay. I wanted to
be head of Date Dashes or Philanthropy… that’s not the only position people of color in Greek
Life can hold.”

Andrea also described the assumptions from others that she regularly dealt with—particularly
those regarding her appearance and how people monoracially categorized her based on it. She also
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expressed that, because of her upbringing in Hawaii, that others automatically categorized her as Native
Hawaiian—a racial identity she doesn’t claim because it is not a part of her ancestry.

“But I don’t really ever identify as Hawaiian, since I don’t think of myself as blood Hawaiian, but
its perceived as ‘oh, I’m Hawaiian just because I’m from Hawaii.’ And then usually I would get,
White people would think I’m Asian, and then Asian people would think I’m White. I would think
that most people would see me as Asian. But then a lot of Asian people don’t see me as Asian.”

Felicia described interactions with others who invalidated her identity due to her appearance not
approximating stereotypical ‘Hispanic’ attributes, but also because she did not speak Spanish fluently.
Though it was her first year at Southwestern University, she felt that these interactions would continue—
especially if she visited spaces dedicated to Latinx students.

“People are like ‘oh, you’re Hispanic?’ Yeah, my last name is [name withheld] …can’t you tell?
It was weird. It’s kind of weird and it’s kind of like I feel bad that I don’t know how to speak
Spanish. Because they all made fun of me… I’m thinking now, if I go to the [Latinx student]
Center, I feel like maybe I might get some looks being so White looking.”

As mentioned previously, Michael discussed an experience in his African American Literature
course where he was excluded and othered by peers in response to his biracial identity. Though he was
able to seek guidance and support from the professor of the course, his experiences nevertheless provide a
‘classic’ example of multiracial microaggressive behaviors, and how while potentially subtle in the
moment, microaggressions can have lasting effects.

“[In my African American Literature course] there were six students. The other five students were
all African or African American and like, had darker skin…And then there was me, coming from
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a slightly different place, but also wanting to be in that space… But I think that that space was
kind of hard to navigate because I wasn’t sure how I was being perceived by my classmates. I
even ended up going to office hours to talk to my professor, and I say, I’m biracial and I don’t
know quite how to participate in this class. I think I’m being seen as a white student and then my
commentary gets read in a certain way, maybe… I don’t know if that qualifies as racism, either.
But definitely the feeling of exclusion.”
“Grappling with whiteness”
Another theme that emerged from interviews pertained to students who held white ancestry, and
the ways that they grappled with and thought about what that heritage meant to them, and in particular,
how whiteness/white privilege played a role in the ways that they could access spaces or interact with
others.
Amber identified the malleability of her appearance and how she could manipulate it to appear
more or less white, and that she realized that she could do this through conversations with a friend. She
also realized that she engaged this as a tactic for avoiding being a target for racial slurs or other forms of
discrimination she had experienced as an Asian-American person. It also appeared that being able to do
this caused her distress—knowing that her whiteness provided her with an ‘advantage’ that others did not
necessarily have.

“I think because I’m biracial and because I can look white – this is going to sound weird. But I
know how to make myself look more white or more Japanese. Does that make sense? So, whether
it’s clothing or it’s make-up or it’s my hair style. Specifically, my hair style, because that’s the
easiest thing to change if I need to. But I know how to change it so that people see me a certain
way. And so, I think it’s kind of been ingrained in me that I try to make myself look more white so
I receive less attention and less slurs or discrimination or what not. Which is kind of sad, right”.
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Tara also described wrestling with what her white ancestry meant for her, especially with regard
to the ways she felt it privileged her above others in AAPI-centered student spaces. She described the
complexity of simultaneously checking herself in terms of reserving space for other marginalized
identities, but also continuing to explore where her place as a Filipino-American person was within that
dynamic.

“I’m also learning that there’s times where I also need to de-center myself as a part-white person
and really listen to the folks within the community and be mindful of issues, like colorism or
Western ideals and where I fit there too. Because I think I need to recognize my own privileges
when I identify as a Filipino-American. And knowing when to step back or knowing when to
highlight certain issues is really important for me.”

Brooke described feeling called to engage in activism and social justice demonstrations that took
place in response to the murder of George Floyd in May 2020, but also that she was met with resistance to
her participation. This exclusion, she felt, was based upon others’ perceptions that she was not Black
‘enough’ to consider herself a member of the Black communities at protest, or that she was ‘too white’ to
feel deeply affected by the egregious injustice that the historic and ongoing murders of Black folks in the
United States represented.

“And even with the protests and riots that happened this summer with George Floyd, it was like, I
want to stand with the Black community, even though I’m not 100% Black. But a lot of people in
my life didn’t see me as Black. It’s just like ‘Oh, its Brooke, she’s mixed. She’s whitewashed.
She’s not affected by this.”

Recalling her navigation of predominantly white spaces, especially in her educational
experiences, Veronica described utilizing others’ assumptions that she was only white (in ignorance of
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her white/Mexican heritages) to ‘infiltrate’ and then introduce more inclusive and critical discussions
(especially regarding her personal knowledge and life experiences concerning immigration and U.S.Mexico border relations) amongst white peers in her classes. Veronica recognized her often unquestioned
acceptance in white spaces as a privilege that others may not have, but also delighted in having the ability
to broach topics that may not have surfaced if she was not in that space.

“I think I am in the place of privilege that like, I find myself in spaces that are mostly like White
dominated, but I still have experiences that I can tell, and introduce these ideas to these spaces…
I’ve been in places where, because I’ve had the education that I’ve had, and the topic of
immigration comes up. And the majority of the people there aren’t…they’re mostly White people
or they don’t really know anything about it. And I just feel kind of privileged in a way that I can
sort of infiltrate these spaces and bring my situation and like ‘oh, you want to talk about
immigration, you want to talk about the border, I have stories for you – I have a whole collection
here. Which one do you want to talk about?’”

Other Findings
Thoughts on Creating Multiracial Student Spaces
When asked about their level of interest in participating in a student organization and/or
programming specifically dedicated to multiracially-identified college students (particularly at Southwest
University, where it does not already exist), participants’ responses varied. Both graduate and
undergraduate students expressed enthusiasm in response to the idea of having a space where they could
connect with other multiracial people, but some were unsure of the feasibility of multiracial student
group—given that so much variability in identities could be encompassed by the term ‘multiracial’—how
could creating an affinity space be possible?
For those interested in participating in a space, ideas of what to do in the space also varied.
Students cited time constraints and limited availability for activities outside of their studies, so expressed
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interest in creating spaces that centered multiracial identity in conjunction with programs and fields (i.e.,
STEM, Creative Writing, etc.), as well as other academic programming such as book talks. However,
other students also expressed interest in opportunities to connect with other multiracial students that were
focused solely on sharing social space and getting to know one another (i.e., game nights, discussion
groups, etc.).
Differences in prioritizing race and space
Two multiracial participants were clearly hesitant throughout the interview process to discuss the
topic of race and its potential role in their lives and navigation of higher education. In terms of gathering
information from their experiences that demonstrated institutional exclusion or inclusion of multiracial
realities, they expressed skepticism toward the suggestion that their institution was not already doing all it
could to support students. One student described the notion of creating supports for multiracial students
like herself as “selfish,” and cited that she volunteered with communities that were much more needy—
such as with the homeless. Similarly, the second student felt as though other types of students needed
more support and should take precedence over multiracial students—such as those struggling with
sobriety and other personal matters.
Summary of Findings
Overall, participants shared experiences which provided important and informative perspectives
regarding their navigation of higher education as multiracial students, as well as the ways that they
experienced differential levels of exclusion of their mixed identities. Additionally, analyses of
institutional data provided more context to the ways in which institutional environments included, or
ignored, multiracial college students. Though there were some findings that reflected expected
phenomena, others revealed important nuances as well as provided grounds for formulation of
recommendations for changes in institutional policy and practice—each of which will be discussed more
fully in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS & FUTURE DIRECTIONS
Introduction
Analysis of interviews and institutional website data yielded a wealth of thought-provoking
results, with many of these findings echoing the assertions of extant studies of multiracial college students
and higher education spaces. In this chapter, discussions and interpretations of the results in chapter 4 are
included at length and are followed by recommendations for policy and practice transformation across
various roles and facets of the higher education landscape. Lastly, directions for future research are
discussed.
Monoracism & interest convergence in institutional data collection and reporting
Comparative analysis of institutional websites and fact book data provided a brief but important
glimpse into how higher education institutions differed in terms of the literal representation (or erasure) of
multiracial student groups present in their respective student bodies, as well as how these differences
demonstrated interest convergence and/or institutional monoracism.
Across the three institution’s fact books, Southwestern University appeared to be the only
institution that had no formal acknowledgement of multiracially-identified students, evidenced by the
absence of a dedicated demographic category for them amongst monoracial representations of
racial/ethnic student data. In addition to this problematic erasure of multiracial students, an even more
troubling finding pertained to Southwestern University’s current and misleading internal racial/ethnic data
reporting policies (or their “Inclusive Race/Ethnicity” policy). Though students were allowed to select
more than a single race/ethnicity category to identify themselves on institutional forms, those data then
underwent reassignment to monoracial categories of race/ethnicity. Ironically, Southwestern University’s
“Inclusive” race/ethnicity policy actually demonstrates exclusive practices undergirded by monoracism in
multiple ways.
First, the monoracial-only representation of race/ethnicity on Southwestern University’s fact book
symbolizes the institution’s entrenchment in a monoracial paradigm of race—which inherently excludes
multiracial identities and realities. Subscription to a monoracial paradigm of race is central to maintaining
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a power structure which not only marginalizes People of Color and privileges whites, but also further
marginalizes multiracial people (Harris, 2016; Guillermo-Wann & Johnston-Guerrero, 2021).
Second, Southwestern University’s method of racial/ethnic data recategorization reflects interest
convergence—which, according to MultiCrit, argues that multiracial students are only acknowledged (or
remain invisible) if/when (and how) it benefits the white institution (Harris, 2016). Recategorizing
multiracial students into monoracial categories (and in such a way that percentages can exceed 100%)
overrepresents the presence of traditionally marginalized racial identities on campus, as well as explicitly
(and dishonestly) depicts a more diverse campus racial climate than what exists in reality—all of which
can be used as ‘marketing tools’ for prospective students and faculty. As is a central purpose of utilizing
CRT/Multicrit, these analyses provide clear evidence for the ways in which institutions of higher
education, such as Southwestern University, manipulate the very statistical makeup of the student body in
order to maintain white supremacy.
Though, Eastern and Central Coast Universities appeared to make some effort toward public
acknowledgement of the presence of self-identified multiracial students via their campus fact books.
Though official policies could not be located, fact book inclusion is presumably related to institutional
data collection that allows student to indicate either that they are multiracial (at Central Coast), or that
they are members of two or more racial/ethnic communities (at Eastern)—with no clear indication that
those data were somehow disaggregated or recategorized to include those identities and/or erase others.
However, the scarcity of available policy documents or information concerning racial/ethnic data
reporting only allowed for speculation in this regard.
Given the relationship between racial/ethnic student data, institutional funding, and resources
made available for marginalized students, as well as the enduring (mono)racist structuring of colleges and
universities (Ford, Patterson, Johnston-Guerrero, 2019; Johnston-Guerrero, Tran, & Combs, 2020), even
inclusion of multiracial identities in institutional data should not be accepted at face value. As mentioned,
Harris’ (2016) MultiCrit (and original CRT) tenet of interest convergence suggests that inclusion may
also be a means for fulfilling the needs of the institution—not necessarily the needs of multiracial college
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students. Therefore, researchers, students, policymakers, and others concerned with inclusivity—
especially inclusivity of multiracial students—should remain critical even as institutions begin to take
measures to include rather than exclude. We must continue to ask, “what’s in it for them?” as well as
investigating how policies and practice not only exclude multiracial students, but also how they actively
maintain white supremacy.
Related to student needs and data collection, multiracial students in the present study identified
institutional forms as a significant source of emotional distress and confusion in their college experiences
(and life in general). This finding echoes a hallmark presence throughout decades of multiraciality
research—where forms that do not provide adequate terminology and/or ‘options’ for multiracial people
to indicate their mixed identities are viewed as a physical representation of the ever-present social
pressures to monoracially identify, and thus often trigger emotional and psychological reactions that
approximate identity crises (Nervaez & Kivlighan, 2021).
Recommendations for Institutional Policymakers
Though two of the institutions in the study sample suggested some progress on a broader scale toward
inclusion of multiracial students in the higher education landscape, the blatant erasure demonstrated by
Southwestern University suggests the presence of other colleges and universities like it that have not yet
made any significant moves toward multiracial inclusion (beyond placating students on racial/ethnic data
collection forms). As is demonstrated in this study, an important first step that higher education
policymakers can engage is to commit to utilizing methods of internal data collection and interpretation
that are, obviously, inclusive of multiracial students. This can be represented in the inclusion of an
integrated ‘multiracial’ category to choose on institutional data forms, or another category such as ‘two or
more races,’ etc. Additionally, for transparency, forms should include a summary of how these data will
be reported and/or used. If there are any transformations or recategorizations conducted after students
submit racial/ethnic data on their form, that information should be made available on the form itself.
Overall, I argue that there should not be any recategorizations—but realistically this will continue to
occur. In this situation, the least institutions can do is be transparent about their methods within the
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form—not at a separate website (such as was the case with Southwestern University’s policy). This way,
students are not only informed of data policies, but are also able to object to these policies if they wish.
By including mixed identity ‘options,’ multiracial students are given more opportunities to identify
how they would like to identify---rather than how they are forced to. However, students should still not be
required to choose or be recategorized into those categories, even if their background could be considered
multiracial. As mentioned, poorly designed institutional forms negatively affect multiracial people and
students emotionally and psychologically—effects that should be closely considered by institutional
policymakers and data assessors when creating student data measurement tools.
Furthermore, institutional data analysts, researchers, and policymakers (especially those who engage
the same student data policies and practices as Southwestern University) should recognize that using
selective recategorization and publishing of racial/ethnic data (such as the methods utilized at
Southwestern University) can be extremely misleading, and according to critical multiracial studies, not
only undergirded by monoracism, but also serving to perpetuate white supremacy. Though Southwestern
University’s ‘Inclusive’ reporting policy wasn’t as egregiously dishonest as the IPEDS Legacy data
reporting method, it nevertheless featured flagrant inaccuracies between student self-reports and
institutional representations due to the required recategorization process.
Multiracial (and BIPOC) voices are missing from college curricula
Students’ varying experiences with coursework centering multiraciality highlight the differential
levels at which institutions and academic programs prioritize multiracial identity in curriculum. Save for
Michelle and Jonathan, all other students expressed that multiracial identity and/or issues were notably
absent from their coursework. Not only does this represent another level of multiracial erasure in the
higher education landscape, but it also represents a missed opportunity for thinking about and challenging
dominant discourses surrounding race and racism (see MultiCrit, tenet 4). While some college educators
are already doing this important work by providing space to engage critical frameworks (i.e., Critical
Race Theory) and/or bringing decolonial methodologies and marginalized voices to the fore (as in many
ethnic studies programs), these important learning opportunities would only be extended through addition
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of multiracial identity and issues. Some critics of multiraciality have argued that centering multiracial
identities reifies biological notions of race as well as obscures the decades of work dedicated to uplifting
and liberating the voices of oppressed Black, Indigenous, and other People of Color—who do not
experience the same ‘permeability’ of racial boundaries and have not been bestowed with the levels of
privilege some multiracial people have (Sexton, 2008; Omi & Winant, 2015). When looking at the
foundational, but uncritical works of Renn (2004), Root (1996) and others, the cogency of these
arguments is clear—simply ‘describing’ the multiracial experience along with its simultaneous
possibilities of wielding privilege and power over others in addition to holding ‘the most oppressed’
identity amongst racial identities points fingers at communities of color without examining the role of
white supremacy. However, using more recent, critical scholarship (like the frameworks which undergird
this study) discussing multiracial identities can provide a powerful conduit for critically examining
historical, cultural, and social structures that exist currently and have existed over time to maintain white
supremacy—a necessary addition to the courses already doing this work. Furthermore, in courses which
already center discourse on race/racism (and in all courses that do not but should), it is crucial to revisit
theories of racial formation, as well as how racism presents in the 21st century—particularly how it affects
multiracial people—and how it can differ across ‘traditional’ racisms and monoracism.
Also, the positive affirmation that students expressed when they were able to take a course that
centered multiracial identities was of note—and provides a reminder that multiracial students’ identity
development (and associated social and emotional outcomes) can be greatly supported through
exploration in affirming coursework that can shape classroom interactions with peers (Renn, 2020). In
addition to the benefits for students, courses centering multiraciality offer opportunities for monoraciallyidentified students to explore not only multiracial identity experiences, but also their own. However,
although the unique experiences described by Jonathan and Michelle provide a positive glance at what
multiracially-inclusive coursework could look like, it was disappointing (albeit unsurprising) to find that
they were the only two students who had gotten that opportunity in their studies.
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Another unsurprising (but nonetheless troubling) finding from students’ recollections of coursework
was that the topic of race, in general, was omitted from graduate STEM programs of study altogether.
Many STEM fields (and academic fields in general) are and have historically been widely dominated by
white males (Ong, Smith, & Ko, 2017), and measures to ‘diversify’ these fields often actually translate to
adopting ‘race neutral’ or ‘colorblind’ approaches to teaching and hiring practices—which, rather than
combatting the favoring of whiteness, actually exacerbates the issue as well as continues to maintain
white dominance (Morfin et. al., 2006; Cabrera, Franklin, & Watson, 2016; Moore et. al., 2018). Many
multiracial student participants were not hesitant to mention that their fields were made up of mostly
white males and were also not surprised at the ‘race neutrality’ of their courses.
A glimmer of hope, however, was evidenced in Amber’s narrative as she described her department
taking steps toward discussing and unpacking the colonial histories central to field of geosciences (even
though that content was made available for undergraduates and not her). Most if not all STEM fields
could include courses within the battery of graduate or undergraduate studies that include discussion of
the historical, cultural, and political roots of the field---and the ways in which race and racism has been
embedded within each of those.
Similarly, public health courses which do discuss race/ethnicity but draw from deficit discourses as
explanations for health disparities in Communities of Color (as mentioned by student participants) could
also benefit from courses which draw from critical analysis/frameworks to assess differential power and
privilege and unpack how these affect resources such as healthcare access and housing availability for
BIPOC communities. In fact, these topics should be automatically included at the same frequency with
which BIPOC disease and mortality rates are discussed.
Also, though one of the main purposes of this study was to investigate multiracial exclusion in
particular, it also illuminated instances of exclusion of racial/ethnic identities and experiences in general.
This further elucidates the ongoing problem of academic exclusion of minoritized racial/ethnic
voices—including but not limited to entire academic fields in multiple ways (i.e., hiring, curricula,
practice, policy). It also suggests that increased centering of racial/ethnic identities (including multiracial
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identities) in affirming ways could positively alter the entire college experience, in general, for students
who hold monoracial identities that are traditionally marginalized, and in particular, for multiracial
students as well.
Recommendations for Department Heads, Academic Program Directors and Course Instructors
Though it necessitates a considerable shift in traditional philosophies and practices in STEM and
public health (away from colorblindness/race neutrality), academic program directors must attend to and
integrate curricula that facilitate students’ exploration of aspects of the field (i.e., cultural, political,
historical) in addition to technical, requisite courses14. Inclusion of these additional aspects will
undoubtedly create more opportunities for students to explore the roles of race/ethnicity and racism, as
well as explore the representation of various identities (including their own) within their fields. These
elements of inclusion (and the mutually beneficial learning opportunities for multiracial and other
students made available by them) represent major tenets of culturally responsive/relevant pedagogy
(Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 2014), which places emphasis on educational
approaches that are “socially, emotionally, and politically comprehensive,” as well as “emancipatory and
liberating from oppressive educational practices and ideologies” (Gay, 2010 as cited by Aronson &
Laughter, 2016).
Creating space for learning in these areas will in turn create potential for more coursework
centering minoritized multi/racial identities, as well as inspire entire generations of clinicians,
practitioners, researchers, and educators to approach their professions with elevated levels of social and
cultural competence—which has been an oft-cited and unfulfilled need in a variety of fields outside of
higher/education (including but not limited to fields of medicine—such as gynecology (Block, 2019).
With support from program directors, and as a consideration for their own course planning
instructors should also commit to shifting the courses they design and deliver toward more culturally

14

General education courses can offer exploration of the topic areas described here but are often elective and/or
have limited enrollment space—and students could miss or opt out of important opportunities to learn about that
subject matter.
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responsive and relevant approaches—especially given their close, day-to-day interactions with students.
Engaging these approaches requires being inclusive of the experiences and perspectives of traditionally
marginalized students, but also being acutely aware of and adapting to the ever-changing nature of
students’ identity and society. Elevating inclusivity of multiracial realities into coursework demonstrates a
level of cultural responsiveness that is needed but nearly unseen in current higher education courses (as is
evidenced among the experiences of multiracial students in this study), even amongst courses that
deliberately center race/racism in their content. Furthermore, to assist in cultivating the expertise
necessary to sensitively lead learning opportunities to surrounding multi/racial/ethnic identities and
issues, instructors and academic programs must be willing to engage regular and relevant trainings and
other professional development to remain in touch with how to best support students with marginalized
identities, including multiracial students. This is especially crucial for instructors in fields that still
consider themselves ‘race neutral.’ Furthermore, given the repeated finding that college faculty positions
are overwhelmingly held by those who identify as white and affluent (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017),
instructors whose backgrounds have not vested them with adequate sensitivity or knowledge regarding
supporting Communities of Color must also seek to develop these skills. Lastly, the labor central to these
important shifts must not be placed solely on the shoulders of Faculty of Color—a particularly destructive
practice that research has shown to occur in academic departments (Harris, 2019a). Instead, white faculty,
instructors, and department heads must also consider themselves as capable of and crucial for supporting
transformation in their departments—as well as willing to pull the professional, logistical, and political
weight required to make those transformations.
In terms of designing courses which center multiraciality, the voices of multiracial students in this
study identified myriad possible classroom discussion topics—some of which they had already personally
explored and had a firm grasp on, and others that could benefit from further exploration in a safe and
supportive educational space. Some of the areas of discussion that students brought up were current
social/political events (such as the murder of George Floyd and commentary on police brutality), colorism
(especially regarding the societal privileging of white-appearance), multiracial microaggressions, and
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finally, the histories and evolution of cultural groups and identities (which could include discussions of
white supremacy, colonialism, oppression, and erasure)---each of which they interpreted and experienced
through their respective lenses of multiraciality. Clearly, courses which center multiracial identity and
experiences have great potential to inspire transformative educational experiences for multiracial students,
monoracial students of color, and white students alike. Furthermore, when considering the tenets of
MultiCrit (Harris, 2016), this type of coursework also has the potential to de-stabilize the dominant
discourses surrounding race and racism which serve to uphold white supremacy.
Supportive Mentors are Crucial for Success– Even if they aren’t exactly the same as us
Recent research suggests that differences in mentors’ racial/ethnic backgrounds and those of their
mentees can have deleterious effects on how they can (or cannot) successfully support academic
journeys—particularly between Students of Color and white faculty mentors (McCoy, Winkle-Wagner, &
Luedke, 2015). Given this finding, and the limited number of faculty of color versus white faculty in
higher education overall, it was important to explore multiracial students’ experiences with mentorship
opportunities and relationships. Overall, students were able to identify at least one supportive mentor and
appeared to greatly benefit in personal and professional ways from mentorship opportunities and
relationships—which included career and course advising, emotional support, identity affirmation,
information about funding opportunities and scholarships, and recommendations for extracurricular
activities (for students who were new to their institution’s city). These benefits did not seem to diminish if
the student and mentor did not share a racial/ethnic background but did seem to be increased if and when
the racial/ethnic background of the students and mentors were similar. While these patterns could be
deemed examples of the privileges bestowed upon multiracial students (especially those who considered
themselves ‘white passing’), students were (presumably in the absence of the mentor self-identifying)
hesitant to make assumptions about their mentors’ backgrounds—which would represent the same types
of painful (and microaggressive) assumptions others made about their own racial/ethnic backgrounds.
Another interesting finding was the varied ways in which multiracial students found and forged
relationships with their mentors. Some students participated in programs such as Women in STEM which
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‘matched’ them with senior undergraduate peer mentors with similar career and research interests—
representing a formal (and convenient) method of establishing mentorship. However, more students
described needing to locate and approach mentors on their own—usually faculty who taught the courses
in their program, and/or who were central to their admission to academic programs (mostly for graduate
students). Of note were Brooke and Hazel’s location of multiracially-competent15 mentors in their
respective programs. Each of these students described the establishing process of these relationships to be
somewhat happenstance—and that each of these were predicated on the faculty member being open about
their multiracial identity and/or competence.
Recommendations for institutional hiring & mentorship practices
A major source of reproduction of white dominance in education is inequitable hiring practices within
academic departments and institutions. Despite many institutions and academic departments touting
commitment to diversity (Brayboy, 2003), in practice, research suggests that Faculty of Color (and by
extension, multiracial faculty) not only represent a minority presence in the broader racial scheme of
faculty members in the academy (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017) but are also expected to engage a
disproportionate amount of service (i.e., committee work, student advising, etc.) in addition to their
teaching and research loads (Wood, Hilton, & Nevarez, 2015). This affects Faculty of Color’s ability to
obtain tenure, as well as leads to other negative outcomes, such as burnout (Harris, 2019). With regard to
supporting multiracial students—the less diverse faculty there are, the less likely it will be for students
from diverse backgrounds (such as multiracial students) to establish, locate, and in turn benefit from
mentorship relationships with said faculty.
Thus, academic departments can and should engage shifts in hiring practices to make greater efforts
to hire faculty who are racially/ethnically diverse, as well as commit to creating supports for those faculty
once they are hired. Additionally, academic departments should remain mindful of and reactive to the
potential for unequal service work to befall Faculty of Color. Furthermore, academic departments should

15

Recall that Brooke’s mentor identified as a mother to multiracial children, while Hazel’s mentor identified as
biracial herself. Both of these perspectives, I argue, are potential sources of multiracial competence.
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work to uphold a professional climate wherein Faculty of Color/Multiracial faculty are comfortable
openly expressing their identity (as described by some students’ mentors), as this could be a way that
students who hold marginalized identities feel comfortable connecting with them.
Also, the findings in the present study suggest that academic mentors shoulder many other types of
work beyond the expected career/coursework guidance—such as providing emotional support,
extracurricular advising, resource sharing, and more. Many of these duties can and should be shared by
other institutional departments (such as student affairs organizations, mental/health resources)—which
could be one small way to mitigate the likelihood of disproportionate service and/or burnout for Faculty
of Color. Thus, institutions, program chairs/directors, student services directors, and senior faculty should
ensure that newer faculty and mentors (especially those not yet familiar with all of the supports and
services available on campus) are informed about these so as to refer students to them if/when needed.
Implicit multiracial exclusion in student affairs
Regarding student affairs, multiracial students in the study expressed hesitance at participating in
monoracially-oriented student spaces for fear of “not being enough” of the monoracial/ethnic identity to
be allowed in the space (Jonathan, Veronica, Andrea) or being negatively called out for their mixed
identities by peers (Hazel). However, none of the students recalled actual encounters with peers that
realized those concerns, especially given that some of the students described avoiding the student spaces
altogether. Furthermore, two students (Hazel and Jonathan), despite their initial reservations, did engage
racially-oriented spaces and found they were made to feel welcome—not rejected. So, this begs the
question—why would multiracial students be so avoidant of spaces that may actually welcome them? One
answer to this question could pertain to an implicit message being communicated to multiracial students
by monoracially-oriented student spaces: ‘You don’t neatly fit into this group’s racial category, so you
don’t belong.’
While there may be individual reasons at play for multiracial students’ avoidance of raciallyoriented student spaces (i.e., levels of introversion, busy academic schedules, etc.) those could still be
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added to by the lack of explicit communication of student affairs organizations centering racial/ethnic
identities, such that multiracial students feel limited from participating in them.
Brooke’s experience was unique in that she actually did engage in the African American Student
Affairs organization but eventually stopped participating. Though she didn’t recall any instances of
microaggressions or other interpersonal issues, she did not feel comfortable in the organization. Again,
this lack of comfort could have a number of explanations, but given the importance Brooke placed upon
her identity as a mixed-race person in other facets of her navigation of college, her experience could be
another example of how multiracial students perceive implicit messages of exclusion coming from
racially-oriented student organizations.
Recommendations for shaping student affairs policy & practice
Ideally, the best mode of inclusion in the student affairs facet of academia would be to forge a new
space and/or organization designed to specifically support multiracial college students on campus—where
students could meet like-others, attend programs designed to center multiracial identities, and belong to a
dedicated and sensitive community. However, reviews of multiraciality scholarship suggest that
multiracial college student organizations have not yet become an institutional norm across the United
States (Renn, 2021)—owed not just to perpetuation of monoracial/racist frameworks, but also to the
fiscal, organizational, and logistical challenges that could plague the process of creating a new space (and
make easy excuses for institutions to avoid making meaningful change). Those realities shouldn’t dash all
hopes of these spaces coming to fruition in the future, but for the present, it becomes necessary to turn
toward the measures of multiracial inclusivity that can be engaged by existing student spaces (which, as
students in this study expressed, may be more feasible and preferable to creation of whole new multiracial
student organizations).
Racially-oriented student affairs professionals often bring a wealth of knowledge, experience, and
professional skills to spaces that are designed to support college students whose identities have not been
traditionally represented in the academy, as well as present intersectional complexity that is not always
attended to in affirming ways in other academic spaces (Patton, 2010; Ozaki & Renn, 2014). However, it
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is also important for student affairs organizations and the professionals who lead them to continue to
adapt their skill sets and perspectives to encompass even more complex identities, especially for
multiracial college students.
Research in social work has suggested that multiracial competence training is necessary first, to raise
awareness of the complexities of multiracial identities, and second, to avoid engaging with multiracial
adults in ways that do not communicate multiracial microaggressions and/or further exacerbate feelings of
inadequacy of heritage, otherness, and additional negative responses that are commonly triggered in
disaffirming spaces and interactions (Jackson & Samuels, 2011; Kawaii-Bogue, Franovic, & Jolivette,
2018). Akin to instructors/faculty, student affairs leaders can hone the necessary training through
professional development opportunities that focus on cultivating multiracial competence as described
above. Furthermore, this training may also heighten student affairs directors’ acuity with which they are
able to spot, understand, and thoughtfully respond to instances of multiracial microaggressions or other
exclusionary behaviors occurring among students participating in the organization.
If it is the intent for existing (mono)racially-oriented student affairs groups to include students who
identify as both multiracial and members of that community, then it is important to attend to the
possibility that they are implicitly communicating multiracial exclusion. This issue can be mitigated in a
few ways. First, existing racially-oriented student affair spaces can specifically include multiracial
students in their welcome statements, mission statements, and/or general descriptions—which are
typically shared on their websites, social media pages, and on official university advertisements. Given
the finding that implicit messages are particularly powerful for multiracial students in this study, it may
not be enough for student affairs statements to welcome “everybody,” because this could still be read as
“everybody who identifies as ‘full’ [insert race/ethnicity here].” Second, given that student services often
offer a variety of academic and social programming, multiracial inclusivity could also be communicated
by offering programming that centers mixed identities academically (i.e., speakers, panel presentations,
book talks), as well as socially (e.g., hosting discussion groups, affinity groups, movie nights, game
nights, etc.).
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About the role of students in forging multiracial spaces
Though this study (and extant research) found that microaggressions and other negative
experiences pervade the multiracial student experience, it is also important not to fall into the historical
pathologizing of multiracial people—for example, assuming that multiracial college students have no
community, no friends, and are very confused about who they are (Johnston & Nadal, 2010). The
multiracial students centered in this research expressed vibrant, robust, and active academic and social
lives—and each demonstrated initiative and resilience in spite of navigating higher education landscapes
that differentially honored or ignored their multiracial identities. Nearly all participants described finding
supportive spaces and people somewhere in college—amongst peers, mentors, churches, sports teams,
and more. These experiences represent another important finding in this study: multiracial students have
and exercise important agency in forging supportive space when they need and want it—however, the
scale of these spaces varied from smaller, individual social systems to extensively larger.
In Tara and Jonathan’s experiences, each described a larger-scale forging of formal space (i.e.,
the minor studies program and multiracial speaker panel). Each of these endeavors took considerable
amounts of commitment of what (few) resources they had as students, as well as massive organizational
output on their part (especially for Jonathan, who organized nearly every aspect of the panel himself).
Again, these amazing accomplishments should be lauded for the important work and contributions to the
multiracial student community that they are and should also be recognized as inspirational examples for
others seeking to engage and organize more formally around multiracial issues. However, there are a
great many other considerations that should be taken into account for future organizing on the part of
multiracial students, by multiracial students—as well as the institutions that can and should be supporting
them throughout that process.
The fact that multiracial students show resilience and adaptability in response to the lack of
support and blatantly mono/racist climate of higher education should not be misinterpreted as an
opportunity for institutions and all its constituents to shirk responsibility for identifying, adapting, and
responding to the needs of multiracial students. Students should not be expected to continually bear the
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most weight of institutional transformation toward multiracial inclusivity—there must be equal and
equitable provisions for support in this area on the part of the institution and institutional roles who hold
much more power and access to resources than students (i.e., faculty, staff, donors, committees, offices,
departments, donors, etc.). Furthermore, though their true commitment to diversifying higher education is
questionable, institutions who publicly declare that they are diverse, equitable, and inclusive need to take
not only an active interest in learning about and responding to multiracial students’ needs, but also be
ready and willing to leverage the power and resources that they hold to forge space and garner support for
these students. This also includes welcoming students of all roles to the decision-making table, not just
students who hold dual employee/student roles (such as Jonathan and Hazel in this study). Multiracial
students’ voices are crucial to identify areas in need of change, as well as organize concretely around
those issues, but the work that is necessary to put the wheels of that change in motion cannot and should
not rest solely in their laps—not just for reasons of equity, but also because they are ultimately aiming to
graduate and move on from the institution. Thus, it is up to those engaging more permanent roles in higher
education to maintain the momentum towards multiracial inclusion.
Moving multiracial microaggressions and identity dimensions into educational discourse &
research
Research describing racial microaggressions dates back to the late 1970s (Pierce et. al., 1978 as
cited by Sue, 2010) but is more widely associated with the extensive work of Derald Wing Sue, beginning
with Sue et. al. (2007). Decades later, racial microaggressions have been discussed in popular news
articles, TED talks, on social media, and in academic seminars, and are a regular presence in modern day
diversity and inclusion trainings (Williams et. al., 2020). However, multiracial microaggressions
represent a relatively new dimension of this research which has not yet made its way to the general
public. At present, a sizeable body of multiraciality research has found that experiences with
microaggressions are so common amongst multiracial peoples’ experiences that they are considered
‘hallmarks’ (Johnston & Nadal, 2010; Guillermo-Wann & Johnston-Guerrero, 2012; Nadal et. al., 2013;
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Museus, Lambe Sarinaña, & Kawamata Ryan, 2015; Harris, 2017; Kawaii-Bogue, Franovic, & Jolivette,
2018; Guillermo-Wann & Johnston-Guerrero, 2021).
The present study also found evidence for multiracial microaggressions which included being
automatically assumed to hold a monoracial identity, having intellectual/professional capabilities
questioned, being ridiculed by peers due to lack of ‘authentic’ racial/ethnic characteristics, and finally,
being outright rejected by monoracial peers. Interestingly, none of the participants who shared these
experiences knew that they could be described as types of microaggressions, but were very familiar with
how painful, bewildering, and rage-inducing they could be—as microaggressions of all types often are
(Sue et. al., 2007; Johnston & Nadal, 2010).
One way of combatting multiracial microaggressions is to continue disseminating research
findings to the public via the channels used before: news, social media, and talks/trainings, but with the
additional dimension of multiraciality. As was discussed earlier in terms of academic coursework,
discussing multiracial identities (even in the context of microaggressions) in a safe and supportive
learning space (within or outside of academia) could be a powerful and identity-affirming learning
opportunity for both multiracial people and others. Informing the public in as many ways as possible
about what multiracial microaggressions are and how to avoid perpetrating them is essential to altering
the propensity with which they are experienced by multiracial people. Furthermore, reminding learners
that microaggressions (including multiracial ones) are undergirded by subscription to systemic racist
ideologies, as well as a method of maintaining white supremacy, could be a particularly powerful learning
moment.
Another way of combatting the effects of multiracial microaggressions could take the form of
guided healing/processing discussions, either held in spaces dedicated to mixed student identities on
campus or in formal classroom spaces. As outlined by Mohajeri & Lou (2021), students can discuss
multiracial microaggression experiences and practice formulating “clapbacks” or retorts that they would
have liked to say to the perpetrator in the moment but weren’t able to (p. 195). This activity not only helps
students to re-process moments where they felt powerless or ashamed because of their multiracial
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identity, but also provides an opportunity to unpack the oppressive ideologies at the heart of the hurtful
comments which could then inspire more transformation toward anti-racist critiques of academic spaces,
everyday spaces, and any other that is founded upon monoracist paradigms of race. This example only
represents one concrete learning activity facilitating learning about and growing from multiracial
microaggressions but suggests that creatively addressing some of these painful “hallmarks” with
multiracial students is a necessary component of their total inclusion in higher education and could be a
powerful conduit for individual ideological transformation, which could “snowball” (as Amber termed it)
into larger, institutional transformation.
Lastly, also argued by Guillermo-Wann & Johnston-Guerrero (2021), research and education
surrounding multiraciality must expand to include discussion surrounding the differences in experiences
that multiracial individuals may have according to the vast racial/ethnic makeup their identities can have.
In the present study, one theme in experience that pertained to a particular set of heritages was among
students whose heritage included white and nonwhite heritage. Though it may seem counterintuitive to
center whiteness in any way—especially in research and praxis that centers the voices of those
traditionally marginalized to challenge and dismantle hegemonic whiteness and white supremacy—
ignoring it also risks missing crucial opportunities to extend critical discussions and learning that
accompany the centering of marginalized racial/ethnic identities. First, the nuances in experiences that
multiracial students with white heritage in this study faced, like appearing “too white,” “more white,” or
“whitewashed” and the differences these created in access to particular spaces, resources, or social
movements could be critically explored, particularly in terms of discussing the racist structuring of
society wherein white-identified (or appearing) individuals are afforded more power and privilege (as in
the work of Cheryl Harris (1993). As described amongst multiracial students in this study, grappling with
and understanding whiteness as a differential privileging force in their own lives, in society in general,
and in the lives of fellow Students of Color were exceedingly complex processes that they engaged
alone—perhaps due to the absence of spaces perceived safe enough to explore the dualities that they
regularly dealt with as simultaneous insiders and outsiders of both the white community and
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Communities of Color. Related to exploring the role of white identity, Guillermo-Wann & JohnstonGuerrero (2021) argue that it is necessary to account for the ‘multiplicity’ of racial/ethnic identities of
multiracial individuals, which inherently includes white racial heritage. As has been demonstrated across
the history of multiracial studies, the most transformative are those studies which attend to multiracial
experiences utilizing critical frameworks and seeking to disrupt dominant discourses, practices, and
ideologies which marginalize multiraciality, or risk further entrenchment—and exploring the experience
of students who hold white heritage should not represent an exception to that.
Discussion of other findings
As mentioned in the results, students were not altogether sure that multiracial student spaces
could be a reality, and furthermore, one that they would feel comfortable going to—citing that multiracial
students were much too different from one another to be able to share a space where everyone felt
affirmed. This observation is extremely valuable to note for those seeking to transform higher education
institutions to be much more multiracially-inclusive.
Though extant research has demonstrated the presence of more than a handful of common
experiences that are shared across the wide array of multiracial identities—suggesting important potential
for unification across students’ varied backgrounds—other researchers have questioned the feasibility and
usefulness of this type of space (Osei-Kofi, 2012). Despite some students’ hesitation at the idea of
creating a new, dedicated multiracial space at Southwestern University, others appeared enthusiastic to
participate, or at least curious enough to visit a space if it did exist. Perhaps these differences are
important for determining Hurtado et. al. (2012) and Ozaki & Johnson’s (2008) notion of ‘critical mass’
of multiracial students—it is not just determined by statistical data, but by the presence of students who
both hold multiracial identities and would like to participate in a dedicated multiracial student space.
Also, related to the recommendations for shaping student spaces described earlier, it may be necessary to
gauge interest in multiracial space by first conducting programming in existing racially/ethnicallyoriented spaces. And lastly, those seeking to create more inclusive spaces for multiracial students on
campus should note the growing existence of multiracial student and professional organizations—both at
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particular higher education institutions (one such existing at University of California, Los Angeles) and
nationwide (such as the Critical Mixed Race Studies Association)—and continue working toward
multiracial inclusion even if they receive resistance from within their monoracial community.
Although this research assumed that each participant’s racial identity would be an important
component shaping many (if not all) of the facets of their lives, that assumption was not supported among
all of the conversations with participants. In fact, some participants sounded and looked uncomfortable at
the repeated mention of race and were quick to avoid or deflect responses that engaged the questions
directly—particularly in ways that were either critical of their college/university or ways that asked them
to discuss the racial background of others.
Though these findings appear contradictory to so many extant research findings where multiracial
people navigate all spaces and situations in their lives through the lens of multiraciality, it is important for
researchers concerned with exploring multiracial identities to account for the distinct possibility of
encountering multiracial people who live completely opposite of that (or somewhere in between those two
extremes). While individuals’ multiracial identities may be important to them, the identities of others may
not be. Again, though multiracial experiences are often characterized by the tensions between their selfidentification and others’ assumptions, that may not surface in all people/students’ experiences
necessarily. Another distinct possibility that could have hampered more in-depth discussions with
participants was that they felt more guarded interacting with a stranger during interviews in general.
Views on one’s own racial/ethnic identities may be guarded as private, or thought of as inappropriate
topics for conversation—especially across generations differing in age (this was particularly evident in
the conversation with Carmen (51)).
Lastly, as is respectful of individuals’ intersectional identities, multiracial researchers should also
take particular care in the assumptions they make regarding how multiracial individuals differentially
attend to their (and others’) many identity components, and the social and emotional needs that they may
have. For example, Andrea felt attending to her multiracial identity was “selfish,” and felt more inclined
to spend her time supporting, not herself, but others who were less economically advantaged as her.
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Supporting others’ needs does not necessarily preclude an individual from engaging supports for
themselves—and many student services organizations have demonstrated that these can be done
simultaneously in programs they offer. However, again, multiracial individuals should be approached in
research (and subsequent areas of influence like teaching and student services) as precisely that—
individuals.
Summary & Recommendations for Future Research
In sum, this study of multiracial students provided an opportunity to center their oft-invisiblized
voices and experiences surrounding their navigation and representation in higher education as well as an
investigation of the policies and practices that affect them (especially those that contribute to their
erasure). This study is unique in that similar opportunities to connect and converse about multiracial
identities had not, to the best of the PI and most participants’ knowledge, been previously made widely
available to them (particularly to students from Southwestern University). This alone suggests that more
research allowing space for multiracial students to share their perspectives in addition to perceptions of
needed transformations in higher education institutions is crucial and must continue to be conducted.
Aside from this general argument, several findings and recommendations central to the present
study closely reflected those of extant multiraciality literature, however a few unique areas emerged and
from them, further opportunities for future research directions.
First, more in-depth research is needed surrounding student (and employee) racial/ethnic data
reporting policies and procedures. As was suggested by the current study, institutions not only differ in
the ways that they publicize student data, but also in the ways that they make policy documents available
to the public. Though it is possible that these documents were available, but were missed given the
(perhaps overly) simple search methods utilized in this study, the lack of transparency and availability
could also indicate an institution’s desire to avoid scrutiny on what could be deceptive data analysis
practices. Given the effects on funding, enrollment, and other financial facets of higher education that
student racial/ethnic data can have, it may not be surprising to find that many institutions manipulate data
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to augment their financial benefits in some way—including but not limited to manipulations that
completely erase multiracially-identified students.
Second, the monolithic treatment of multiracially-identified people has been an area of contention
in multiracial studies—with particular problematization of its own unintentional erasure of the vast
differences of individual backgrounds across multiracial people. This study sought to attend to the
possibility of differences emerging across participants as well as the ways that they identified in addition
to the multiracial identity label. As mentioned, participants with white heritage demonstrated unique
experiences not referenced by others. This finding is an important nuance to contribute to multiracial
scholarship which often implicitly assumes that all multiracial people can be considered and/or consider
themselves People of Color (this study is also guilty of that assumption in some ways). However,
multiracial identities that do not include white heritage can add even greater nuance to what is known
about the multiracial experience—and would be necessary voices to add to the challenging and
dismantling of monoracist structures and ideologies in higher education institutions.
Third, given the vast landscape of college and universities across the United States, it would be
prudent to conduct more comprehensive studies with a multitude of institutions concerning multiracial
inclusion (in coursework, in student spaces, etc.). To date, multiracial studies have either focused on a
single institution, or a small handful of institutions (Renn (2004) featured students at six different
institutions and remains one of the most comprehensive multiraciality studies in higher education),
leaving the representation of the true ‘state’ of multiracial inclusion unknown. Though some work is
being done in this area currently (for example, Jonathan mentioned that he was recently contacted by
students attempting to create a directory/network of multiracial student service organizations), it remains
relatively untapped in the broader scheme of multiracial studies.
Lastly, an interesting finding of this study was that many multiracial students openly avoided
racially-oriented student services because they felt that they were not “enough” of a community member
to participate—even in the absence of negative interactions with peers transpiring. More in-depth
understanding of these issues is necessary, especially in terms of how multiracial students may be
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internalizing monoracist narratives which may then influence how they see themselves fitting into
monoracially-organized spaces. Additionally, another interesting direction for future research could be to
investigate instances where multiracial students participated in spaces and services in spite of these
negative thoughts, how they were able to navigate that uncertainty, and how they may have responded to
any push-back they may have received from monoracial peers.
Overall, multiraciality studies have come a long way over the past few decades but there is still so
much that can and should be done with regard to carving out inclusive and equitable space for multiracial
college students. This study represents another small step toward achieving those goals, but the evolving
conversations and work surrounding multiracial identities in higher education need to continue to be
extended to create a more responsive, suitable, and supportive environment for multiracial college
students.
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APPENDIX A – PARTICIPANTS
Participants (organized by order of interview)

Student Status

Racial/Ethnic
Identity 16

Other
important
identity
components17

Major18

Institution of
Enrollment

She/her/hers/ella

Graduate

Chicana, Mexican

Migrant student

Evolutionary
Anthropology

Eastern University

She/her

Graduate

Mexican,
FilipinoAmerican, Latinx

Primarily raised
by mother

Speech, Language
& Hearing
Sciences

Southwestern University

International
travel,
multicultural
upbringing in
Bay Area

Microbiology,
Public Health

Southwestern University

Immigrated from
Peru to U.S. as a
teenager

Applied
Biosciences

Southwestern University

Name
(pseudonym)

Age

Pronouns

Alisa

27

Hazel

26

Carmen

51

She/her/hers

Undergraduate,
senior

Latina,
Indigenous
(Pueblo), Irish
and Greek
ancestry

Jacinta

22

She/her/hers

Graduate

Peruvian Native,
Latina/Hispanic

16

Refers to identity terms/labels that participants used to describe their racial/ethnic identities in addition to identifying as multiracial (which was indicated by
their responses on the initial recruitment survey).
17
Refers to major influences expressed by participants on development of their racial/ethnic identity.
18
Participants described their majors during interviews.
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Participants cont’d
Name
(pseudonym)

Jonathan

Age

30

Pronouns

Status

Self-described
Identity Terms

Other important
identity components

Major

Institution of
Enrollment

Family located in
Hawaii, was regularly
exposed to
multiraciality in that
context

Student Academic
Services;
Multicultural
Counseling

Central Coast
University

He/him

Graduate

Asian, ChineseFilipino

FilipinoAmerican, white
and Filipino

Former AAPI student
board member

Electrical &
Computer
Engineering,
Mathematics

Southwestern
University

Tara

22

She/her/hers

Undergraduate,
senior

Brooke

20

She/her

Undergraduate,
sophomore

Biracial, Black,
white, mixed

From a military
background, Catholic

Business
Administration,
Pre-Public Health

Southwestern
University

18

She/her/hers

Undergraduate,
freshman

Biethnic,
Mexican,
Norwegian

Transnational travel
during childhood
(Mexico/US)

Neuroscience &
Cognitive
Science, Studio
Art

Southwestern
University

Michelle

27

She/her/hers,
they/them/theirs

Graduate

Norwegian,
German,
Japanese

Non-binary, Japanese
cultural
artifacts/practices
present in childhood

Astrobiology,
Planetary
Sciences

Southwestern
University

Amber

27

She/her

Graduate

Asian-American,
Half Japanese

Speaks fluent Japanese,
Transnational
upbringing (Japan/US)

Geosciences

Southwestern
University

Veronica
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Participants cont’d
Name
(pseudonym)

Andrea

Felicia

Michael

Age

20

19

27

Pronouns

Status

Self-described
Identity Terms

Important identity
components/influences

Major

Institution of
Enrollment

She/her/hers

Undergraduate,
sophomore

Asian, White,
Chinese,
Swedish

Raised in Hawaii,
Parents immigrated
from Singapore &
Sweden

Neuroscience &
Cognitive Science

Southwestern
University

Undergraduate,
sophomore

Multiethnic,
Hispanic, White,
Puerto Rican,
mixed

Experiences in
transitioning between
predominantly white to
predominantly Hispanic
schools

Business
Administration,
Game Design &
Development,
Pre-Computer
Science, Studio
Art

Southwestern
University

Graduate

Mixed, biracial,
Black, white,
light-skinned

Creatively
explores/explored
biracial identity through
writing

Creative Writing

Southwestern
University

She/her

He/him/his
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APPENDIX B, continued
Participant Eligibility Survey
Thank you for your interest in this study! The purpose of this research is to create deeper understanding
and awareness of the lived experiences of multiracial/multiethnic college students in order to inform
future educational policy and practice. Planned topics to be explored with participants during interviews
include:
 Development & navigation of racial/ethnic identity
 College experiences
 Experiences with racism, discrimination
The questions included in this survey will help to determine your eligibility for participation in the
research study. Once eligibility is determined, you will receive a follow up email from the principal
investigator--Angela Labistre Champion--with information and instructions regarding the appropriate
next steps.
**Please note that if you are contacted to participate in this study, any personally identifying information
(i.e., your name and email address) will not be attached to your interview responses to ensure
confidentiality. Furthermore, other responses to this survey will not be used to identify you or your
interview responses.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Name
Email
What are your pronouns?
I identify as multiracial (Y/N).
My multiracial/multiethnic identity is very important and/or very salient to me. (yes/no/not sure)
Are you currently enrolled in a college/university in the United States? (Y/N)
What is your age?
Which of the following best describes your college involvement? Freshman, Sophomore, Junior,
Senior, Graduate Student, Professional Student/Post Doc, Faculty, Staff.
9. What concerns do you have about participating in this research (if any)?
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APPENDIX C – INFORMED PARTICIPANT eCONSENT

University of Arizona
Consent to Participate in Research
Study Title: An Exploration of Multiracial Student Identity and Higher Education:
Building Blocks for Multiracial Inclusive Policy & Practice
Principal Investigator: Angela M. Labistre Champion
You are being asked to participate in a research study. Your participation in this research
study is voluntary and you do not have to participate. This document contains important
information about this study and what to expect if you decide to participate. Please consider the
information carefully. Feel free to ask questions before making your decision whether or not to
participate.
The purpose of this research study is to explore how multiracial college students make sense of
their racial/ethnic identities and the role that that identity may play throughout their navigation of
the higher education environment. Additionally, this study seeks to identify areas of the higher
education experience in which multiracial college students could be better supported by
educational policy and practice. To inform your decision to participate in this study (or not),
please consider the following:








The anticipated timeline of this study is 6 months to one year. Within that timeline, your
participation will include 1-2 virtual interviews.
There are no expected risks to you as a result of participating in this study.
You will not benefit directly from participating in this study, but you will be contributing
to a growing field of studies that center the experiences of multiracial people.
Study participation will take approximately 60 to 120 minutes, depending on the time
needed by participants to verbally iterate their experiences and responses to interview
questions.
As compensation for participation in this study, participants will receive a 20.00 Visa eGift Card which will be emailed upon completion of participation.
Your personal information will be kept confidential during and after your participation in
this study. Interviews will be conducted via a password-secured Zoom room where audio
and video will be recorded. Recorded interviews will be transcribed. In the event that
internet connection becomes unstable, is dropped, and/or the Zoom room is no longer
accessible, interviews may continue via phone in a secure, locked room. Recordings from
these phone conversations will be recorded and transcribed.
Audio/video recordings, transcriptions, and any accompanying field notes will be kept on
a password-protected external hard drive. This drive will be stored in a secured, locked
location with only key access. Throughout the research process, a pseudonym will be
used to protect your identity. Please note that I may quote your responses for analyses,
and that that quote will be credited to your pseudonym.
o Because of the nature of the data, it may be possible to deduce your identity;
however, there will be no attempt to do so and your data will be reported in a way
that will not identify you.
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o Information that you share in this study may be used for future research or shared
with another researcher for future studies without additional consent. However, all
confidentiality measures described above will be kept in place.
As mentioned, the information that you provide in this study will be handled confidentially.
However, there may be circumstances where this information must be released or shared as
required by law. The University of Arizona Institutional Review Board may review the research
records for monitoring purposes.
For questions, concerns, or complaints about the study you may contact Angela M. Labistre
Champion by phone: (520) 485-9802 or by email: labistre@email.arizona.edu.
For questions about your rights as a participant in this study or to discuss other study-related
concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research team, you may contact the
Human Subjects Protection Program Director at 520-626-8630 or online at
http://rgw.arizona.edu/compliance/human-subjects-protection-program.

Signing the consent form
I have read (or someone has read to me) this form, and I am aware that I am being asked to
participate in a research study. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them
answered to my satisfaction. I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.
I am not giving up any legal rights by signing this form. I will be given a copy of this form.
Printed name of subject

Signature of subject

Date
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APPENDIX D – INTERVIEW INSTRUMENTATION
Interview Questions
1. In terms of your racial and/or ethnic identity, how do you describe yourself to others?
How do you feel this description shifts or changes across different social contexts (i.e., work,
school, with family), if at all?
Which of these descriptions do you feel most authentically represents you? Why?
2. In what way(s) do you feel this description has changed throughout the course of your life—
starting from childhood to now (if at all)?
What factors have contributed to or influenced how you self-identify, and/or the changes that you
feel have happened over time (i.e., appearance, heritages, cultural or spiritual beliefs)?
3. How often do you think about your identity, and to what extent does your multiracial identity
matter to you?
4. Since you have come to the College/University, has the way you self-identify changed at all? In
what ways?
5. What institution-sponsored spaces/groups do you participate in where you feel seen and
understood as a multiracial person? What student-led groups?
Do you feel that you have found many peers who share your racial/ethnic identity?
Have people ever made assumptions about your racial/ethnic identity? How have these
interactions looked?
6. In what ways have you connected with faculty or staff at the University?
Do you feel you have found faculty or staff who share your racial/ethnic background?
What do your interactions look like with faculty/staff you have connected with?
How have these relationships helped you throughout your navigation of the university?
Were any of these relationships specifically affirming to your identity as a multiracial person?
7. Thinking about the coursework you’ve engaged in college thus far, to what extent did you feel
your identity is/was represented?
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How did that matter to you, if at all?
8. Have you ever seen or experienced racism or discrimination at your college/ university?
If so, what do you remember happening?
How were you impacted?
How did you respond?
Were there any repercussions for the person/people who perpetrated the discrimination?
9. In general, how has the university been a supportive community for you?
10. How has your college or university been a supportive community for you as a multiracial person?
11. In what ways do you feel your college/university can improve to be more supportive for you as a
multiracial student?
For other multiracial students?
12. To what extent do you feel empowered by your college/university to create or start up a
supportive community for multiracial students?
If there are existing supports for multiracial students, ask …empowered by your
college/universities to shape or influence change in communities geared toward supporting
multiracial students?
13. Is there anything else that you’d like to talk about or add?
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APPENDIX E – EXAMPLES OF INSTITUTIONAL FACT BOOK RACIAL/ETHNIC
INFORMATION

Central Coast University Fact Book
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