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Introduction

IMMEDIATELY FOLLOWING THE 2008 presidential election, many
people perceived the victory by President Barack Obama to be a sym-

bol of the ways in which the United States had transcended its long-lasting
racial challenges and arrived in a post-racial era (Burnham, 2009). However, a
plethora of evidence underscores the reality that race, the socially constructed
phenomenon utilized to categorize people who share similar physical traits,
is still a significant factor shaping the experiences of people within U.S. soci-
ety. For example, since President Obama’s victory in 2008, U.S. society has
witnessed many high-profile racially motivated incidents and racially charged
debates. During this time frame, the racial incidents that have received na-
tional media attention include, but are not limited to, the following:

∙ In 2009, a Black Harvard professor named Henry Louis Gates Jr. was in-
terrogated for breaking into his own home in Cambridge, Massachusetts,
and arrested, sparking national debates about racial profiling (Thompson,
2010).

∙ In 2010, the Governor of Arizona banned ethnic studies in Tucson
schools under accusations that the Tucson Chicano Studies Program was
anti-American, catalyzing national outrage and protest within Arizona’s
Mexican American community (Carcamo, 2013). The battle over this de-
cision to ban ethnic studies is still being fought in the U.S. court system.

∙ In a 2012 racially motivated hate crime, a White gunman walked into
a Sikh temple in Oak Creek, Wisconsin, and opened fire, murdering six
members of the Sikh community (Romell, 2012).
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∙ In 2014, a large number of alleged racial profiling and police brutality cases
were recorded and distributed online, leading to rising racial tensions across
the nation (Barrett, Vilensky, & Jackson, 2014; Davey & Bossman, 2014).
These incidents led to protesters filling the streets to express their discontent
with police abuse of power and widespread national media attention on
racism in law enforcement and judicial systems.

∙ In 2014, national media outlets reported a rise in Ku Klux Klan recruitment
efforts around the nation (Sgueglia, Marcellino, & Sanchez, 2014).

These are just a few of the many noteworthy racially charged occurrences
in U.S. society that have permeated national media over the past few years.

Given that higher education is a microcosm of society, it is not surprising
that racially charged events and resulting racial tensions continue to emerge
on college campuses around the nation as well. In some cases, students of
color and their allies have organized to speak out against these racial incidents
at their institutions. Recent examples of incidents that spark racial tension on
campuses include, but are not limited to, the following:

∙ In 2011, a University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) student named
Alexandra Wallace posted a racially charged rant on YouTube, in which she
mocked Asians and Asian Americans using “ching chong, ling long, ting tong”
sounds and disparaged these students for talking on their phones in the li-
brary and having their parents visit campus. The video prompted a backlash
from the Asian American community nationally and at UCLA, eventually
leading to Wallace leaving the university (Gordon & Rojas, 2011).

∙ In 2014, the University of Illinois, Urbana–Champaign (UIUC) hired
Dr. Steven Salaita for a faculty position in its American Indian studies
program. However, after Salaita posted tweets sharing his views about
the conflict between Israel and Palestine that some found offensive, the
UIUC Chancellor retracted Salaita’s job offer just before he was sup-
posed to assume the position (Hiltzik, 2014). Scholars around the coun-
try and both faculty and students across the UIUC campus subsequently
spoke out against the decision, resulting in multiple national associations
boycotting the campus, the UIUC faculty issuing a vote of no confidence
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in their Chancellor, and a barrage of student protests against the adminis-
tration’s actions on that campus.

∙ In 2014, Northwestern University released a report indicating that one of
its founders, John Evans, might be partially responsible for the notorious
massacre of an innocent community of Native Americans at Sand Creek
in Colorado (Northwestern University, 2014). Evans also helped found the
University of Denver, where part of the campus community has organized
to pressure the institution to acknowledge and address the racial history
surrounding their founder.

∙ Over the past few years, several institutions, such as the University of
California, San Diego, and Santa Clara University, have witnessed their
students hosting race-themed parties in which students dress up as people
of color using face paint and racist costumes (Museus & Truong, 2013).

These examples are just a handful of the many high-profile incidents that
have sparked racial tensions in higher education over the past few years, and
they signify the reality that college campuses continue to grapple with issues
of race in the present day.

The ways in which race permeates higher education discourse are not
limited to incidents that spark racial tension on college campuses. National
conversations about the ways that race permeates higher education policy and
practice also abound. At the policy level, in 2013, the legality of affirma-
tive action at the University of Texas was first challenged before the Supreme
Court in Fisher v. University of Texas at Austin, reinvigorating national debates
about the utilization of race-conscious admissions policies in higher education
(Resmovits, 2014). In addition, an increasing number of states are adopting
outcomes-based and performance funding policies that have been criticized
for disadvantaging colleges and universities with high concentrations of peo-
ple of color, leading to increased conversations about the role of such policies
in systemically limiting opportunities for already disadvantaged racial com-
munities and perpetuating racial inequities throughout the system (National
Center for Higher Education Management Systems, 2013). Moreover, the
plight and fight of young men of color has been given increased national
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FIGURE 1
Percent of United States Population Living in Poverty by Race
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Source: Data are from the U.S. Census 2013 American Community Survey (ACS) Public Use
Microdata System (PUMS).
Note: The sample was limited to those 25 years of age and older, and appropriate sample weights
were applied.

attention by the federal government, regional policy arenas, and national me-
dia outlets (College Board, 2014).

A plethora of empirical evidence also indicates that racial inequalities con-
tinue to permeate society (Bonilla-Silva, 2003). For example, evidence indi-
cates that people of color are more likely to be born into poverty than their
majority counterparts. Indeed, in 2013, approximately 11% of Whites lived
at or below the poverty line, while that same figure was 18% for Pacific Is-
landers, 21% for Hispanics, 22% for Blacks, and 25% for Native Americans
(Figure 1). While Asian American communities exhibited poverty rates below
11%, which is a rate lower than all other racial groups, there are drastic dis-
parities in poverty within the Asian American population. In fact, some Asian
American ethnic groups exhibit poverty rates well below Whites and others
witnessing far higher rates of poverty than the White majority (Figure 2).

These racial disparities in poverty have also been linked to racial dispari-
ties in health, with communities of color experiencing more frequent health
problems than their majority counterparts (Centers for Disease Control and
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FIGURE 2
Percent of Asian Americans Living in Poverty by Ethnicity
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Note: The sample was limited to those 25 years of age and older, and appropriate sample weights
were applied. To demonstrate disparities, five ethnic groups exhibiting the highest and five ethnic
groups exhibiting the lowest poverty levels were included.

Prevention, 2011). Indeed, communities of color experiencing high poverty
rates have also been more likely to witness increased health problems and un-
able to access adequate health care. Moreover, this combination of increased
susceptibility to health problems and lack of access to quality health care has
been associated with higher mortality rates among people of color across the
nation (Satcher et al., 2005). While President Obama’s universal health care
plan is now in effect, the extent of the impact that this plan will have on health
disparities among various racial and ethnic groups remains to be seen. It can
also be hypothesized that increased susceptibility to health problems and in-
adequate health care among people of color hinder their capacity to meet basic
needs required to focus on academics. Moreover, decreases in the number of
students of color applying to and enrolling in medical schools in states with
affirmative action bans and the reality that White physicians are less likely to
serve historically marginalized populations than their peer physicians of color
raise concerns that extant health disparities could be exacerbated (Bowen &
Bok, 1998; Garces & Mikey-Pabello, 2015).
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FIGURE 3
Educational Attainment Levels by Race
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Note: The sample was limited to those 25 years of age and older, and appropriate sample weights
were applied.

Within education, racial and ethnic disparities are omnipresent, with peo-
ple of color being underrepresented among those who attain credentials at ev-
ery level of education. Indeed, national data from the Department of Educa-
tion indicate that race is a divisive factor throughout K–12 education. Indeed,
students of color are concentrated in underresourced schools, are more likely
to be suspended, have less access to high-quality rigorous curriculum, and
are taught by lower-paid teachers with lower qualifications (Rich, 2014). Not
surprisingly, these inequities channel students of color on a pathway of de-
creased educational opportunity. Recent data show that approximately 13.5%
of Whites have earned less than a high school diploma or equivalent, 16% of
Black, 14.5% of Pacific Islander, 21% of Native American, and 38% of His-
panic populations (Figure 3). At the same time, approximately 29% of Whites
hold a bachelor’s degree or higher, while far fewer of their Black (20%), Pacific
Islander (14%), Native American (13%), and Hispanic (13%) counterparts
have earned a baccalaureate degree.

While aggregate statistics suggest that Asian Americans exhibit greater
levels of achievement than other racial groups, these figures mask substantial
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FIGURE 4
Asian American Educational Attainment Levels by Ethnicity
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Microdata System (PUMS).
Note: The sample was limited to those 25 years of age and older, and appropriate sample weights
were applied. To demonstrate disparities, five ethnic groups exhibiting the highest and five ethnic
groups exhibiting the lowest attainment levels were included.

disparities within this racial category. For instance, while over 95% of some
Asian American ethnic groups have attained a high school diploma or equiv-
alent, the percentage of Bhutanese (71%), Burmese (53%), Tibetan (36%),
Cambodian (35.5%), and Laotian (29%) Americans who have been unable to
attain this level of education is twice the rate of the White majority (13.5%)
(Figure 4). Similarly, although some Asian American ethnic subpopulations
attained bachelor’s degrees or higher at over twice the rate of Whites (29%),
other groups (e.g., Bhutanese, Laotian, Cambodian, Tibetan, and Burmese
Americans) have earned baccalaureate degrees at rates far lower than the
majority.

It is important to acknowledge that these racial and ethnic disparities
are a national problem, and addressing them is a national imperative. Indeed,
higher education policy researchers have noted that, if these disparities are not
addressed, they could have devastating economic and social consequences for
U.S. society (Carey, 2004, 2005).
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FIGURE 5
Annual Income Levels by Race
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Given the continuing significance of race and racial disparities in postsec-
ondary education, it is essential that higher education scholars, policymak-
ers, and practitioners better understand the ways in which racism operates
in policy-making processes and throughout the walls of the nation’s postsec-
ondary institutions. Such knowledge is necessary for higher education policy
makers and institutional leaders to understand how they can address race-
related problems on college campuses. Thus, this volume is aimed at provid-
ing a much-needed synthesis of theory, research, and evidence that illuminates
the ways that racism shapes higher education systems and the experiences of
people who navigate and function within them.

Not surprisingly, the aforementioned racial disparities in education are as-
sociated with occupational and income disparities in the workforce. In 2013,
the mean annual income for Whites was $30,788, which was significantly
higher than the mean yearly income for their Pacific Islander ($22,950), Black
($22,524), Latina and Latino ($21,656), and Native American ($18,596)
counterparts (Figure 5). Although the median income among Asian Amer-
icans was the highest in the aggregate ($40,024), these statistics can be
misleading. First, Asian Americans tend to be concentrated in the most
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FIGURE 6
Annual Asian American Income Levels by Ethnicity
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priate sample weights were applied. To demonstrate disparities, five ethnic groups exhibiting the
highest and five ethnic groups exhibiting the lowest income levels were included.

expensive geographic regions, meaning that they have a higher average cost of
living than the national population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). Given that
they are concentrated in regions where dollars have lower buying power, even
if Asian Americans exhibited higher incomes on average in the aggregate, they
do not necessarily translate into higher quality of life. In addition, when these
data are disaggregated by ethnicity, several ethnic groups exhibit relatively low
annual income levels. For example, the Asian American ethnic groups that re-
ported the lowest average annual incomes in 2013 were Bhutanese ($16,453),
Bengali ($19,383), Burmese ($20,659), Hmong ($20,887), and Cambodian
($22,442)—all of which were noticeably lower than their majority counter-
parts ($30,788) (Figure 6).

Unemployment statistics also illuminate significant racial disparities. In
the third quarter of 2014, 6.4% of Whites were unemployed, which is a rate
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lower than their Black (11.7%) and Hispanic or Latino (7.3%) counterparts
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2014). Again, Asian Americans (4.5%) ex-
hibited unemployment rates lower than other racial groups, but such aggre-
gated statistics mask significant disparities among ethnic groups within the
Asian American racial category (Museus, 2013a, 2013b). And, when those
data are disaggregated, they show that some Asian American ethnic subgroups
have unemployment rates that are higher than their majority counterparts and
the overall national average.

The disparities discussed above have generated an increased sense of ur-
gency among policy makers (Carey, 2004, 2005). This increased urgency is
partially due to the reality that people of color who face systemic inequalities
represent a growing share of the U.S. population. In fact, people of color are
projected to comprise over 57% of the U.S. population by the year 2060 (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2012). Scholars have noted that it is likely that the aforemen-
tioned systemic racial inequities, coupled with these demographic shifts, will
lead to severe economic and social challenges for larger society (Carey, 2004).
While we agree that preventing the potential devastating ramifications of per-
sisting inequalities is important, we also underscore that the importance of
eradicating racial inequalities in higher education is often couched within this
neoliberal framework to signify a sense of urgency, and we emphasize that
addressing these inequalities is also a moral imperative. Indeed, the current
monograph is based on the assumption that, regardless of the economic im-
plications for larger society, eradicating racial inequities, combating systemic
racism, and supporting communities of color that suffer from systemic op-
pression are an urgent matter in and of itself. In the following section, we
discuss the importance of racism in understanding and addressing the afore-
mentioned inequalities.

Racism and Racial Equity as a Framework for
Understanding Race in Higher Education
Despite the significance of race, racism remains undertheorized in the field
of education (Dixson & Rousseau, 2005; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995).

10



Specifically, there is a shortage of theories in the field of education in gen-
eral, and higher education in particular, that sufficiently account for the role
of racism in the experiences of people of color within the education system.

Prior to the 20th century, higher education research focused almost ex-
clusively on understanding how best to serve an all-White clientele (Cohen,
1998; Karabel, 2005; Thelin, 2004). This focus mirrored the provincial view
of the time, which was that institutions of higher education were designed to
groom and prepare White “gentlemen” for entry into and leadership in civic
and professional life (Brubacher & Rudy, 1997). Despite the racialized roots
of higher education, it can be argued that most of the dominant theories (e.g.,
Astin, 1993; Tinto, 1987) that have been adopted and utilized by researchers
and practitioners to study and understand the experiences of people in college
settings have been deracialized and acultural (Museus, 2014).

Over the past half-century, researchers have made significant advances
in understanding how racism shapes postsecondary institutions and expe-
riences. First, higher education scholars have adopted and constructed use-
ful conceptual frameworks that are designed to help understand and combat
racial oppression (second chapter, “Racial Frameworks in Higher Education”).
Second, many researchers have examined how racism shapes policies and the
experiences of faculty and students in postsecondary education (fourth chap-
ter, “Systemic Racism in Higher Education”). Higher education scholars have
also stimulated discourse about how colleges and universities might begin to
eradicate systemic racial inequities (fifth chapter, “Advancing Scholarship and
Advocacy to Achieve Equity in Higher Education”). These bodies of scholar-
ship are discussed in greater detail in the following chapters.

Nonetheless, despite the advances that have been made in understand-
ing how racism shapes higher education, racial advocacy and the study of
race in postsecondary education sometimes do not adequately account for
the role of racism in causing and perpetuating racial problems (Brown, 1990;
Harper, 2012). Indeed, even when postsecondary policy makers and educa-
tors seek to explicitly address issues associated with race, White racial frames
work to diminish the significance of racism in their understanding and meth-
ods of solving racial problems. For example, Iverson (2007) analyzed 21 di-
versity action plans at 20 U.S. land-grant universities and uncovered how,
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despite good intentions, a historical legacy of racism and White supremacy
undermined prodiversity policies and practices in postsecondary institutions.
She found that, even when universities strove to promote diversity, many
of them failed to recognize how their own institutional language worked to
further reinscribe minoritized communities as “outsiders” to postsecondary
education.

Race scholars have also exposed how higher education researchers fail to
give sufficient attention to the role of racism in causing racial problems in
higher education (Harper, 2012; Stanley, 2007). For example, one system-
atic analysis of 255 articles across seven peer-reviewed journals in higher ed-
ucation revealed that researchers who study people of color in postsecondary
institutions retreat to majoritarian norms that ignore or dismiss racism as an
explanation for the racial problems faced by historically marginalized commu-
nities (Harper, 2012). It is also important to note that the reluctance to name
racism as a causal factor in racial disparities is likely not due to individually
internalized White racial frames alone. Rather, researchers have argued that
larger peer-review systems are permeated with dominant White racial frames
and narratives as well (Stanley, 2007), making it more difficult for scholars
to explicitly center the concept of racism, which is often considered taboo or
outside the domain of valid knowledge. These realities underscore the critical
role of professional editors and reviewers, who serve as gatekeepers of knowl-
edge within the scholarly arena, in limiting or enabling researchers to utilize
and center such critical race perspectives.

To address these challenges, the current volume offers a more coherent
and comprehensive view of racial problems in higher education. In this open-
ing chapter, we provided evidence regarding the continuing significance of
race by demonstrating the persistence of systemic racial disparities through-
out society and within higher education. As we illustrate, most significant so-
cial indicators suggest that resources, opportunities, and outcomes vary across
racial lines.

Second, in the remainder of this volume we foreground the concept of
racism as a conceptual lens that can be used to understand the aforementioned
racial disparities. For the purposes of this volume, we define racism as a com-
plex social system that functions to allow a dominant racial group to maintain
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power and privilege over minoritized racial populations, their conditions and
experiences, and their access to opportunities and resources (Harrell, 2000).
Under this definition, racism operates at a systemic level to privilege the racial
majority’s perspectives in the formation and interpretation of policy, the evo-
lution of organizations and their environments, the construction of spaces on
college campuses, the development and implementation of (co-)curricula, the
delivery of information and support, and the internalized beliefs and perspec-
tives of individuals throughout the system. We highlight how systemic racism
contributes to racial inequalities by perpetuating a racially inequitable system
of higher education.

Finally, we highlight how research on racial equity can help inform efforts
to combat racism and cultivate more equitable postsecondary systems. For the
purposes of this volume, racial equity does not simply refer to equal repre-
sentation of different racial groups among those entering or graduating from
higher education. We espouse a systemic definition of racial equity as racially
equitable systems in which racially diverse perspectives are equally embedded
in power structures, policy-making processes, and the cultural fabric of orga-
nizations (e.g., mission statements, strategic plans, curricula, etc.) at federal,
state, organizational, divisional, departmental, and programmatic levels. We
believe that an awareness of the nature of racism must be coupled with an
understanding of how to advance racial equity to address higher education’s
most pressing racial problems. In sum, the current monograph aims to syn-
thesize scholarship on racial inequalities, racism, and racial equity to paint a
more coherent and complex picture of the racial state of contemporary higher
education than what currently exists.

Purpose of the Monograph
Using the concept of racism as an underlying conceptual lens, we aim to ac-
complish three objectives. First, we seek to provide a comprehensive synthe-
sis of literature on the ways in which racism shapes experiences of people in
higher education. Due to the fact that a plethora of literature that is relevant to
this topic has been conducted outside education, an exhaustive review of rel-
evant theory and research is implausible. Therefore, we hope that the current
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synthesis and analysis of research primarily serves as a catalyst for ongoing
discussions about how systemic racism shapes institutions of higher educa-
tion and experiences within them, as well as how racial advocacy efforts can
be (re)defined and (re)constructed to combat systemic racial oppression.

Second, through the current volume, we seek to take stock of the schol-
arship that has been generated on racism in higher education, so that we can
identify critical gaps and areas that need to be addressed within this body of
knowledge. Indeed, although a substantial amount of literature has been pro-
duced on the role of race in higher education over the past few decades, much
remains to be learned about how these phenomena shape postsecondary in-
stitutions and experiences. An assessment of what has been accomplished and
what goals need to be achieved in the coming years is useful in informing fu-
ture efforts to generate knowledge that can help combat racial oppression in
higher education and society.

Third, we provide a call to action for racial justice advocates and leaders in
higher education. Based on our analysis and synthesis of literature, we provide
recommendations regarding how higher education researchers, policy makers,
and practitioners can go about addressing systemic racial inequities that per-
meate higher education. Our aim is to stimulate critical thinking about the
racial justice advocacy that is currently taking place, and encourage advocates
to rethink efforts to combat racism in postsecondary education.

Outline of Monograph
To accomplish the aforementioned goals, we present four additional chap-
ters. In the second chapter, “Racial Frameworks in Higher Education,” we
discuss racial frameworks that have been applied to understand racism and
racial equity in postsecondary systems. In the third chapter, “Historical and
Contemporary Racial Contexts,” we provide an overview of critical historical
and current racial contexts within which higher education exists. This chap-
ter highlights the deeply embedded nature of racism throughout U.S. society.
The fourth chapter, “Systemic Racism in Higher Education,” examines the
ways in which racism shapes the postsecondary education system and expe-
riences within it. Specifically, we provide an overview of how racism shapes
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higher education policies, the experiences of college faculty, and the lives of
students in college. In our concluding chapter, “Advancing Scholarship and
Advocacy to Achieve Equity in Higher Education,” we utilize the informa-
tion in previous chapters to construct and offer a set of recommendations for
higher education policy and practice that are aimed at advancing systemic
transformation toward racial justice.
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Racial Frameworks
in Higher Education

SEVERAL RACIALLY CONSCIOUS FRAMEWORKS have been de-
veloped and applied to understand the ways in which racism shapes the

experiences of people of color in higher education (e.g., Dowd & Bensimon,
2015; Brayboy, 2005; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-
Pederson, & Allen, 1998, 1999; McCoy & Rodricks, 2015; Museus, 2014;
Smith, 2011, 2015; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001). These frameworks have been
applied to provide tools that can be used to illuminate the ways in which
higher education systems can function to oppress people of color and un-
derstand how college educators and activists can more effectively approach
diversity initiatives.

In this chapter, we review racially conscious theories that have been de-
veloped and applied in the study of postsecondary education. Specifically, we
examine some of the most commonly used race-conscious theories in higher
education discourse, including critical race theories and frameworks that high-
light how racism shapes institutional environments and individual experiences
within them. Throughout the discussion, we also aim to highlight some crit-
ical strengths and limitations of existing race-conscious theories.

Foundations of Racial Theory in Higher Education
As with all conversations about racism, history and context are important.
In the context of the current discussion, it is important to historicize and
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contextualize the application of racial theory in order to fully understand
its evolution and impact. Although the development and application of for-
mal racial theory to the study of higher education is a relatively recent phe-
nomenon, racial theory itself has a long, though complicated and often over-
looked lineage.

In the early 1900s, W. E. B. Du Bois pioneered the study of racism in
education (Winant, 2011). Indeed, Du Bois was among the first to apply
a scientific method to the study of racism and education, including higher
education. In his 1926 essay, Negroes in College, Du Bois wrote about the ex-
periences of African American students in pursuit of higher education. He
spoke bluntly about the challenges of African American students attending
both predominantly “colored” and predominantly White institutions, noting
that, “the attitude of the Northern institution toward the Negro student is
one which varies from tolerance to active hostility” (Du Bois, 1926, p. 240).
Du Bois (1935) also lamented the absence of truly equitable educational op-
portunities for African American students. He explained the following:

[t]here are many public school systems in the North where Negroes
are admitted and tolerated, but they are not educated; they are
crucified. There are certain Northern universities where Negro stu-
dents, no matter what their ability, desert [sic], or accomplishment,
cannot get fair recognition, either in the classroom or on the cam-
pus, in dining halls and student activities, or in common courtesy.
(p. 424)

Thus, Du Bois’s work began to shed light on the role of racism in higher
education in the early 20th century. In many ways, Du Bois provided a critical
intellectual foundation for the contemporary study of racial theory and racism
in higher education today.

Critical Race Theory
Since the late 1990s, critical race theory (CRT) has been an increasingly used
framework in the study of racism in higher education. CRT has provided a
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revolutionary perspective for scholars dedicated to the pursuit of social justice
within and outside of the law (Crenshaw, 2011; Tate, 1997). Borne out of the
work of progressive legal scholars of color who concluded that legal scholar-
ship did not give sufficient attention to the role of racism in shaping the legal
system (Bell 1989, 1992, 2004, 2005a, 2005b; Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, &
Thomas, 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Lawrence 1995), CRT acknowl-
edged in unequivocal terms that racism remains a central and indelible part
of daily life for people of color living under a White supremacist regime. Mat-
suda, Lawrence, Delgado, and Crenshaw (1993) outlined six basic tenets to
CRT that can be used to understand and deconstruct the roles of racism in
legal policy and practice:

1. Racism is normal: Racism is an endemic and normalized part of American
life rather than aberrant.

2. Challenge to dominant ideology: CRT challenges dominant claims of race-
neutrality, objectivity, color blindness, and meritocracy, instead arguing
that such ideologies are shaped and maintained by a White supremacist
majoritarian structure.

3. Sociohistorical context: CRT challenges ahistoricism and insists on contex-
tual and historical analyses.

4. Experiential knowledge: CRT also recognizes that people of color are cre-
ators of knowledge, including the use of their voices, narratives, stories,
and chronicles.

5. Interdisciplinarity: CRT is interdisciplinary.
6. A commitment to social justice: CRT works toward the elimination of all

forms of oppression as part of a broader project that strives toward social
justice and toward ending all forms of oppression.

In 1998, Solórzano constructed a set of tenets that he argued are themes
of CRT methodology in the field of education, and provide a framework more
tailored to research and discourse in postsecondary education settings. These
tenets are slightly different from those outlined above, and they include the
following:
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1. The intercentricity of race and racism, which suggests that race and racism
are a central factor in the experiences of people of color, but they intersect
with other forms of subordination, such as gender and class (Crenshaw,
1989, 1993; Russell, 1992).

2. Challenge to the dominant ideology, which refers to reality that CRT chal-
lenges dominant beliefs or meritocracy, color blindness, race neutrality,
and equal opportunity (Calmore, 1992; Crenshaw et al., 1995).

3. Interdisciplinary perspective, which suggests that CRT in education employs
transdisciplinary knowledge from history, ethnic studies, women’s studies,
sociology, law, and other fields to better understand racism, sexism, and
classism in education. It is important to underscore that CRT challenges
ahistoricism and analyzes racism in both historical and contemporary con-
texts (Delgado, 1984, 1992; Garcia, 1995; Harris, 1993).

4. Commitment to social justice, which includes the commitment to the strug-
gle for the elimination of racism and other forms of oppression (Matsuda,
1996).

5. Centrality of experiential knowledge, which is the notion that the experien-
tial knowledge of people of color provides legitimate and valuable tools
for analyzing racial oppression and subordination (Bell, 1987; Delgado,
1989).

Although CRT has its detractors (Darder & Torres, 2004), it has man-
aged to stake a strong foothold in legal scholarship and beyond. In educa-
tion, Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) and Solórzano (1997, 1998) intro-
duced CRT to the fields of K–12 and higher education, respectively. And
within the span of two decades, the use of CRT in the study of education has
significantly and steadily increased (Dixson & Rousseau, 2005; Ledesma &
Calderon, 2015; McCoy & Rodricks, 2015; Parker & Lynn, 2002). Indeed,
both K–12 and postsecondary education scholars increasingly utilize CRT as
a theoretical and methodological tool to analyze the complex dimensions of
race and education.

It is important to note that CRT literature has, more often than not, been
characterized by a Black-White binary (Chang, 1993; Gee, 1999; Wu, 1995).
This Black-White paradigm denotes racial discourse that revolves around the
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experiences and material conditions of Blacks and Whites, while ignoring
other racial groups (Espinoza & Harris, 1997; Gee, 1999). Although there
is much about race and racism that can be learned from Black and White ex-
periences, the Black-White paradigm also renders much invisible (Espinoza &
Harris, 1997). For example, scholars have argued that immigration and lan-
guage issues, which are central to studying the experiences of Asian Americans
or Latinas and Latinos, are given insufficiently attention within the Black-
White paradigm (Chang, 1993). Similarly, the Black-White paradigm does
not center colonization, imperialism, and indigeneity in discussions of race,
and these are critical concepts in the experiences of Alaska Natives, Native
Americans, Native Hawaiians, and other Pacific Islanders. In addition, the
Black-White binary does not adequately emphasize the value of analyzing re-
lations between various groups of color (Johnson, 1997). Consequently, new
emerging branches of CRT have been developed to move beyond the origi-
nal Black-White binary to enhance the complexity of race discourse. These
new critical race perspectives are not meant to supplant or contradict CRT
(Yosso, 2005). Instead, these frameworks aim to produce richer and more fo-
cused analyses of racism in the experiences of various minoritized peoples and
communities.

LatCrit: Latina and Latino Critical Race Theory
Latina and Latino Critical Theory (LatCrit) is considered a close cousin to and
is based on the antisubordination foundations of CRT (Villalpando, 2003;
Yosso, 2005). LatCrit emerged in the 1990s, and is focused on excavating the
voices and addressing the concerns of Latinas and Latinos in racial discourse.

LatCrit scholars underscore issues that they argue are often ignored by
CRT scholars, such as issues of language, immigration, ethnicity, culture,
identity, and nation (Espinoza & Harris, 1997). In contrast, LatCrit as-
serts that race, sex, class, culture, language, accent, phenotype, and immi-
grant status shape their experiences of Latina and Latino communities (Yosso,
2005; Yosso, Parker, Solórzano, & Lynn, 2004). For example, LatCrit schol-
ars insist, “questions of language, culture and nation are inextricably inter-
twined with questions of race” (Espinoza & Harris, 1997, p. 499). As such,
researchers depend on LatCrit to investigate how such unique indicators
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shape and influence educational opportunities for Latina and Latino students
(Huber, 2009; Huber & Malagon, 2006; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001;
Solórzano & Yosso, 2001; Villalpando, 2004).

TribalCrit: Tribal Critical Race Theory
Tribal Critical Theory (TribalCrit) emerged in the field of education and as
a result of the need for a critical framework that better acknowledged and
centered Native American histories and realities (Brayboy, 2005). TribalCrit
is founded on CRT and rooted in the diverse and nuanced epistemologies and
ontologies that exist within Indigenous communities.

Unlike LatCrit scholars, who have primarily applied CRT to center is-
sues most relevant to this population in the study of Latina and Latino ex-
periences with racism, TribalCrit scholars have developed and applied a dis-
tinct framework tailored to Indigenous populations. Brayboy developed a
TribalCrit framework that includes nine distinct features:

1. Colonization is endemic to society.
2. U.S. policies toward Indigenous populations are founded on imperialism,

White supremacy, and a desire for material gain.
3. Indigenous communities occupy a liminal space, both politically and

racially.
4. Indigenous populations seek tribal sovereignty, tribal autonomy, self-

determination, and self-identification.
5. Culture, knowledge, and power assume new meanings when viewed from

an Indigenous perspective.
6. Government and education policies are aimed at advancing the problem-

atic goal of assimilation of Indigenous communities.
7. Tribal philosophies, beliefs, customs, traditions, and visions are essential

to understanding the lived realities of Indigenous peoples.
8. Stories comprise theory and are legitimate sources of data.
9. Theory and practice are interconnected, and scholars must work toward

social change.

Thus, TribalCrit honors Indigenous ways of knowing, acknowledges the
role of colonization and imperialism in shaping the experience of Indigenous
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peoples, and emphasizes exposing systems that oppress indigenous peoples
and improve these communities (Brayboy, 2005). Scholars have begun to
apply a TribalCrit lens to critically examine how colleges and universities
embrace celebrations of superficial forms of multiculturalism but reinforce
systems of racial oppression that harm Indigenous populations (Castagno &
Lee 2007; Covarrubias & Windchief, 2009; Wright & Balutski, 2013). For
example, they argue that postsecondary institutions’ use of Native American
mascots do nothing to “honor” Native Americans and instead represents an
exercise in White supremacy.

AsianCrit: Asian Critical Race Theory
Asian Critical Race Theory (AsianCrit) acknowledges that Asians and Asian
Americans experience unique forms of racism in U.S. society (Buenavista,
Jayakumar, & Misa-Escalante, 2009; Chang, 1993; Liu, 2009; Museus,
2013b; Museus & Iftikar, 2014). AsianCrit research focuses on dismantling
stereotypes of Asians and Asian Americans, illuminates how historic and con-
temporary forms of racism shape their experiences, and gives voice to their
unique experiences. And, scholars have used CRT to analyze the experiences
of Asians and Asian Americans in higher education specifically (Buenavista
& Chen, 2013; Buenavista et al., 2009; Museus, 2013b; Museus & Saelua,
2014; Teranishi, Behringer, Grey, and Parker, 2009). Much of this research
aims to debunk the model minority myth, or the stereotype that all Asians
and Asian Americans achieve universal and unparalleled academic success,
by illuminating the ways in which racism creates challenges for this popula-
tion and excavating their authentic voices in the context of higher education
systems.

Based on the notion that a framework more tailored to Asian Ameri-
cans might help advance AsianCrit scholarship and building on the work
of previous CRT and Asian American Studies scholars (e.g., Buenavista &
Chen, 2013; Buenavista et al., 2009; Chan, 1991; Chon, 1995; Crenshaw,
1993; Espiritu, 2008; Matsuda, 1996; Museus & Kiang, 2009; Saito, 1997;
Sue, Bucceri, Lin, Nadal, & Torino, 2007; Takaki, 1989; Umemoto, 1989;
Yu, 2006), Museus and Iftikar (2014) outlined seven tenets of an AsianCrit
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framework. Similar to the TribalCrit framework, the AsianCrit tenets provide
a more nuanced lens that scholars can use to analyze the impact of racism and
other forms of oppression on Asian and Asian American experiences:

1. Asianization suggests that AsianCrit, like original CRT frameworks, is
based on the notion that nativistic racism is a pervasive aspect of Western
society, but also assumes that society racializes Asian Americans in distinct
ways that treat them as a monolithic group of overachieving model mi-
norities, perpetual foreigners, and threatening yellow perils, emasculated
men, and sexually exoticized and objectified women.

2. Transnational contexts underscores the value of historical and contemporary
national contexts, but also centers the notion that international histories,
events, processes, migrations, and the like have a profound impact on the
experiences of Asian Americans.

3. (Re)Constructive history is based on the reality that Asian Americans are
largely invisible and voiceless in American history and underscores the
importance of constructing a collective Asian American historical narra-
tive that includes the voices and contributions of Asian American U.S.
society.

4. Strategic (anti)essentialism emphasizes that dominant oppressive economic,
political, and social forces shape the ways in which Asian Americans are
racialized in society, but also acknowledges that Asian Americans also can
and do engage in political alliances and actions that shape these processes.

5. Intersectionality is similar to the intersectionality tenet of CRT and based
on the reality that racism and other forms of oppression (e.g., imperial-
ism, sexism, genderism, heterosexism, ableism, etc.) mutually shape Asian
American realities.

6. Story, theory, and praxis combines tenets of CRT and TribalCrit to under-
score the notion that Asian American stories, theory, and practice are all
inextricably intertwined elements in the analysis of Asian American expe-
riences and advocacy for Asian American communities.

7. Commitment to social justice underscores the notion that AsianCrit is ded-
icated to advocating for the end of all forms of oppression.
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Thus, AsianCrit perspectives emphasize elements of a critical framework
that are not typically the focus of CRT scholarship and discourse, but are es-
sential in understanding the experiences of Asians and Asian Americans. These
include the unique ways in which Asians and Asian Americans are racialized
in U.S. society, the role of international contexts, and the importance of con-
structing a historical narrative that includes Asian American voices. AsianCrit
perspectives underscore the value and interconnectedness of theory and prac-
tice, similar to TribalCrit, but also underscore their relationships to Asian and
Asian American stories.

KānakaCrit: Native Hawaiian Critical Theory
Native Hawaiians occupy a unique place in racial discourse. Although Na-
tive Hawaiians are often lumped into the same category as Asian Americans
or other Pacific Islanders, they have a history that is very different than their
Asian American counterparts. As discussed above, the colonization of Hawaii
plays a critical role in shaping the current conditions of the Native Hawai-
ian community and their identities and experiences. As such, TribalCrit has
been used as a tool to analyze the experiences of Native Hawaiians (Wright &
Balutski, 2013).

Although TribalCrit has been used to analyze the experiences of Na-
tive Hawaiians, it could be argued that this perspective does not holistically
capture the realities of Native Hawaiians (Reyes, 2014). Therefore, build-
ing on the work of previous CRT, higher education, and indigenous scholars
(Brayboy, 2005; Dudley, 1990; Ho‘omanawanui, 2004; Kame‘eleihiwa, 1992;
Ladson-Billings, 2009; Meyer, 2008; Museus & Iftikar, 2014; Solórzano
& Yosso, 2009), Reyes (2014) has constructed a KānakaCrit framework
that is based on Hawaiian epistemologies and centers issues of colonialism,
sovereignty, liminality, social justice, and survivance (i.e., Native survival and
resistance) in that perspective (Vizenor, 2008; Vizenor & Lee, 1999). This
KānakaCrit framework includes the following five tenets:

1. Occupation and colonialism are endemic to society.
2. ‘Ōiwi (i.e., Native Hawaiian) identities are multiple, intersecting, and

liminal.
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3. Social justice is inherently tied to Native Hawaiian ea (i.e., sovereignty, life,
and breath) and the lāhui (i.e., nation or people).

4. KanakaCrit works toward social justice and restoring pono (i.e., balance
and harmony).

5. As Native Hawaiians learn to tell their mo‘olelo (i.e., histories or stories),
they contribute to their survivance (i.e., native survival and resistance).

Reyes (2014) notes that she purposefully does not italicize Hawaiian
words embedded in the tenets as a form of resistance to the assumption that
Hawaiian language is linguistically foreign. The KanakaCrit framework is an-
other example of the ways in which scholars have adapted CRT perspectives
to better fit their communities and to better illuminate the experiences of
often-invisible populations in higher education discourse.

Utility and Limitations of Critical Race Theory
Scholarship in Higher Education
CRT perspectives have been utilized in higher education research and dis-
course for multiple purposes. First, CRT scholarship in postsecondary educa-
tion has functioned to illuminate the voices of people of color within academia
(e.g., Bonner et al., 2014; Espino, Muñoz, & Kiyama, 2010; Solórzano, 1998;
Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000). In this way, CRT scholars have challenged
notions of U.S. society being in a color-blind era and institutions of higher
education being free of significant racial problems.

Second, CRT scholarship in higher education underscores the reality that
historical and social contexts influence postsecondary systems and experiences
within them. Indeed, the very land on which many of the nation’s colleges
and universities stand often reflects a bloody history of racial domination and
conquest, and scholars have documented how slave labor and the disposses-
sion of Native Americans were crucial factors in building some of the nation’s
most elite private colleges (Wilder, 2013). Others have illuminated the na-
ture of racialized space on college campuses that privilege the White major-
ity and marginalize people of color (Brown-Nagin, Guinier, & Torres, 2015;

Racism and Racial Equity in Higher Education 25



Muñoz, 2009). Researchers have also noted that White people founded many
of the nation’s postsecondary institutions to serve White students (Brown-
Nagin et al., 2015). Today, the remnants of this racist past have very real
effects on current college students. For example, some campuses in the South
house a landscape that includes statues and buildings in honor of Confederate
Civil War heroes and espoused segregationists, which are symbols that con-
tinue to send signals to minoritized students that their racial subjugation is a
celebrated element of these institutions’ historical past.

Third, higher education scholars have employed CRT to deconstruct
dominant discourse in postsecondary education (McCoy & Rodricks, 2015).
For example, CRT has been used to combat prevailing deficit-oriented
frameworks of historically minoritized students of color. Dominant deficit
paradigms perpetuate perceptions of people of color as inherently inferior in
status, intelligence, and standing to Whites by focusing on failure as a result
of the dispositions of students of color while ignoring how systemic factors
shape their educational opportunities and outcomes (Valencia, 1997). These
dominant deficit frames also privilege White values and norms in education
discourse, and can therefore influence policy and program development, in-
terpretation, and implementation in ways that disadvantage people of color
(Brown, 1990; Tate, 1997). Therefore, CRT scholars have challenged these
dominant narratives by reframing conversations about educational opportu-
nity and outcomes in less deficit-oriented ways (e.g., Yosso, 2005).

Similarly, through critical race analyses, higher education researchers
have problematized such concepts of meritocracy and color blindness (Carter
Andrews & Tuitt, 2013). The concepts of meritocracy and color blindness
are ubiquitous in postsecondary research and discourse. Critical race scholars
have uncovered how critics of race-conscious educational policy often cham-
pion meritocracy and color blindness to defend dominant views and values
that function to subordinate people of color. CRT excavates the racism that is
inherent in such linchpins of dominant ideologies and democratic discourse
by unmasking how they, either consciously or unconsciously, camouflage or
uphold White power and privilege (Iverson, 2007).

Fourth, a small and growing body of scholarship utilizes CRT as a lens to
illuminate the ways in which higher education policy can reinforce systems of
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racial oppression. Specifically, scholars have used CRT to explain that educa-
tion policy that is viewed as a rational process targeted at positive change often
restructures and reinforces racial inequity (Gillborn, 2005; Iverson, 2007),
how racial hierarchies manifest in admissions processes to perpetuate racial
inequity (Yosso, Parker, Solórzano, & Lynn, 2004), how racism permeates
faculty promotion and retention processes (Delgado Bernal & Villalpando,
2002; Patton, 2004; Patton & Catching, 2009; Stanley, 2006), and how dom-
inant narratives permeate organizational culture to disadvantage minoritized
populations (Museus, Ravello, & Vega, 2012). In sum, scholars have begun
to utilize CRT to illuminate how higher education policies can mask and sus-
tain racism within the academy, but this body of research is only just emerging
within the field.

Finally, researchers have used CRT to expose how racism permeates the
lived experience of people of color in higher education and to give voice to
the experiences of those historically silenced and marginalized. Scholars have
applied CRT to study the experiences of people of color within hostile cam-
pus racial climates, as well as the academic and psychological effects that result
from such environments (e.g., Gildersleeve, Croom, & Vasquez, 2011; Gusa,
2010; Harper, 2009; Jayakumar, Howard, Allen, & Han, 2009; Museus, Rav-
ello, et al., 2012; Smith, Allen, & Danley, 2007; Solórzano, 1998; Solórzano
et al., 2000; Truong & Museus, 2012; Villalpando, 2003). As such, CRT
has enabled postsecondary scholars in higher education to name racism as a
systemic reality that shapes the experiences of people of color within postsec-
ondary institutions (Ledesma & Solórzano, 2013).

Like all theoretical frameworks, CRT also has limitations and has been
employed, in limited ways, to the study of higher education thus far. First, it
is important to acknowledge that CRT is not a panacea for analyzing, under-
standing, and eradicating racial problems. While CRT has substantial utility
to shed light on the ways in which racism shapes higher education and expe-
riences within it, it can be argued that CRT tenets are less effective at provid-
ing higher education policy makers and college educators with race-conscious
explanations of what ideal postsecondary institutional environments should
look like or how postsecondary educators can navigate the process of
advocating for racial justice by transforming higher education institutions.
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For example, CRT frameworks do not provide a race-conscious framework for
understanding how to maximize student success among diverse populations
or how to navigate the racial politics of an institution in equity efforts. Race-
conscious frameworks that explain such educational processes are also crucial
in efforts to not only concretizing an understanding of how racism works, but
also utilizing that knowledge to (re)think, (re)analyze, and (re)define common
educational processes.

Second, as mentioned, original CRT frameworks and their tenets do not
always adequately capture the conditions and realities of populations that are
marginalized within racial discourse. While branches of CRT have been de-
veloped to highlight these situations and experiences (e.g., Brayboy, 2005;
Museus & Iftikar, 2014; Reyes, 2014), these descendant CRT perspectives
have only been minimally utilized in the study of higher education. This real-
ity could be due to many reasons, including the fact that they are relatively new
and there are comparatively few scholars studying the populations to which
they apply in the field of postsecondary education. Thus, it could be argued
that the extent to which CRT illuminates the voices and knowledge of some
populations of color (e.g., non-Native Hawaiian Pacific Islanders, multira-
cial populations, etc.) remains drastically limited within this discourse. There-
fore, the increased application of CRT perspectives to study these groups is
warranted.

Third, research that applies CRT to study important topics in higher ed-
ucation, such as college leadership or the economics of higher education, is
difficult to find. Moreover, while researchers have utilized CRT to illuminate
the voices of people of color in substantial ways (McCoy & Rodricks, 2015),
new critiques of the ways in which complex systemic racism shapes seemingly
objective educational policies, programs, and practices are less prevalent. CRT
perspectives, for example, have much potential analytical power in the anal-
ysis of performance funding mechanisms, financial aid policies, institutional
strategic plans, institutional cultures, promotion and tenure systems, institu-
tional stratification and the disproportionate influx of resources to the most
selective institutions, to name a few (Museus, Ravello, et al., 2012). Thus,
more analyses that apply CRT to deconstruct such complex policies and prac-
tices are needed.
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Racially Conscious Institutional Frameworks
It is important to acknowledge that CRT perspectives are not the only con-
ceptual frameworks that have been offered to analyze, better understand, and
address racism and racial equity within the postsecondary education system.
Higher education researchers have developed models that offer an understand-
ing of campus environments, illuminate the complex and multifaceted nature
of institutional efforts to move toward racial equity, outline what is needed to
construct equitable institutions, and delineate processes for achieving racial
equity. It could be argued that the racially conscious institutional frameworks
that we discuss herein focus less on explicitly naming, exposing, challenging,
and critiquing systems of racial oppression than CRT. Nevertheless, we believe
that these frameworks respond to institutional racism in important ways. The
frameworks are founded on assumptions that racism permeates institutions of
higher education and leads to environments that disadvantage marginalized
populations. These racially conscious institutional models attempt not only
to shed additional light on how racism permeates and manifests in various as-
pects of postsecondary campuses, but also to offer perspectives that can guide
collective action to combat systemic racism and racial inequity. Therefore,
they are essential to developing a holistic understanding of racism in higher
education and how to address it.

In this section, we review some of these racially conscious frameworks.
While a comprehensive review of racially conscious models that are utilized
in higher education research and discourse is beyond the scope of this volume,
we provide an overview of four frameworks that, together, we believe offer a
relatively comprehensive overview of current discourse on systemic racism and
racial equity within institutions of higher education.

The Campus Climate for Diversity Framework
A substantial and growing body of scholarship analyzes the ways in which
campus racial climates shape the experiences of students of color in postsec-
ondary education (Hurtado et al., 1998, 1999; Museus, Nichols, & Lambert,
2008). This body of literature illuminates how students of color report more
negative experiences within the campus climate and how hostile climates can
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lead to more negative outcomes (e.g., sense of belonging or persistence and
degree completion) (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Locks, Hurtado, Bowman,
& Oseguera, 2008; Museus et al., 2008). Higher education researchers have
also shed light on how college students of color experience hostility in the
campus racial climate, which is a body of literature that we review more thor-
oughly in the fourth chapter, “Systemic Racism in Higher Education.”

The campus racial climate can be defined in a variety of ways (Bauer,
1998; Hurtado et al., 1999; Solórzano et al., 2000). Hurtado et al. (1999)
defined the campus racial climate as a part of the institutional environment
that encompasses campus community members’ attitudes, perceptions, be-
haviors, and expectations with regard to issues of race, ethnicity, and diversity.
Hurtado et al. (1998, 1999) have offered arguably the most highly visible,
comprehensive, and widely used campus racial climate framework that de-
scribes campus racial climate as a multidimensional construct. The climate
framework takes into account the ways in which forces that are external to the
institution, such as governmental policy and sociohistorical context, influence
institutions’ racial climate. Higher education researchers, however, have given
most of their attention to the factors that exist within and are under the con-
trol of U.S. colleges and universities (Hurtado, Alvarez, Guillermo-Wann, &
Cuellar, 2012). These factors include the compositional or structural diver-
sity of college campuses, psychological dimension of the climate, behavioral
dimension of the climate, and history and legacy of inclusion or exclusion
of various racial groups at postsecondary institutions (Hurtado et al., 1998,
1999).

The campus racial climate for diversity framework underscores the com-
plexity of the concept of institutional racial climate, while also constituting
a model that outlines specific factors that influence the climate and can be
the focus of diversity efforts. For example, the model suggests that postsec-
ondary campuses can address their institutions’ legacy of excluding marginal-
ized populations, increasing structural diversity (i.e., admitting more diverse
populations), cultivating more positive interracial interactions among college
students, and enhancing students’ perceptions of the campus racial climate in
order to more effectively improve their campus racial climates for diversity.
The climate framework also highlights the reality that structural diversity is
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only one of several factors influencing the climate of postsecondary campuses,
but that institutional policies or practices and their behavioral and psycholog-
ical effects are critical factors shaping the campus racial climate as well. This is
an important point because scholars have argued that many college campuses
focus on admitting more students of color, but fail to address the systemic
racism that permeates their campuses (Chang, Chang, & Ledesma, 2005).
The campus racial climate for diversity model highlights the reality that insti-
tutions must consider other factors that influence the climate if they seek to
improve this aspect of their institutional environments.

One important limitation of the campus racial climate framework is that
it does not delineate what an optimally inclusive, diverse, or equitable insti-
tution looks like. Therefore, higher education researchers, policy makers, and
practitioners who engage the campus climate framework still might not have a
clear vision for what they must do in order to make those institutions racially
inclusive. The CECE Model, to which we now turn, is aimed at helping fill
this gap.

The Culturally Engaging Campus Environments (CECE) Model
Although the terms campus climate and campus culture are sometimes used
interchangeably, these two concepts are distinct (Bauer, 1998). Some authors
have asserted that campus climate has to do with current perceptions, beliefs,
and perspectives that exist within college campus environments, while the
concept of campus culture refers to the deeply embedded cultural values, be-
liefs, attitudes, perspectives, and assumptions that permeate and shape be-
havior at postsecondary institutions. It has been argued that climate is more
malleable, while culture is embedded within the institutional fabric of postsec-
ondary campuses (Bauer, 1998). Thus, some scholars have argued that efforts
to pursue long-term transformation of institutions to be more equitable must
engage the concept of culture to be effective (Museus, Ravello, et al., 2012).

A substantial body of higher education literature illuminates the intersec-
tion between race and culture in shaping the experiences of students of color
(Gonzalez, 2003; Kuh & Love, 2000; Museus, 2007, 2008, 2011; Museus
& Harris, 2010; Museus & Quaye, 2009; Tierney, 1992, 1999). Indeed,
White-dominant perspectives have informed the establishment and evolution
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of postsecondary campus cultures, and these cultures privilege the values, atti-
tudes, assumptions, perspectives, and norms of the White dominant majority,
while subordinating the cultural characteristics of minoritized communities
(Museus, Ravello, et al., 2012). In doing so, these predominantly White in-
stitutional cultures often function as a pervasive mechanism of systemic racial
oppression. As a result, people of color encounter unique and salient chal-
lenges as they transition and adjust to the cultures of their campuses that
increase the likelihood that they will be unable to persist through the higher
education system (Museus & Quaye, 2009).

The Culturally Engaging Campus Environments (CECE) Model of col-
lege success is based on the notion that institutions can construct campus
cultures that meaningfully reflect and respond to the diverse backgrounds
of their students in order to create the conditions for diverse student bod-
ies to thrive (Museus, 2014, 2015). The model is designed to encourage
postsecondary institutions to engage the cultural communities, backgrounds,
and identities of diverse populations in the cultivation and enhancement of
their curricula, programs, and practices. The CECE Model posits that ex-
ternal factors and precollege inputs influence students’ college experiences.
The focal point of the model, however, delineates the nine elements of cam-
pus environments that contribute to greater sense of belonging, higher levels
of self-efficacy and motivation, greater satisfaction with the college experi-
ence, academic performance and learning, and persistence and completion.
These nine elements of optimal campus environments are not mutually exclu-
sive, but several of them can be integrated into specific spaces, curricula, pro-
grams, and or practices on college campuses. These nine elements include the
following:

Cultural Relevance. Five indicators focus on the ways that campus
learning environments are relevant to the cultural backgrounds, communi-
ties, and identities of diverse college students:

1. Cultural familiarity: The extent to which undergraduates have opportu-
nities to connect with faculty, staff, and peers who share and understand
their cultural backgrounds and experiences.
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2. Culturally relevant knowledge: The degree to which students have opportu-
nities to learn about their own cultural communities via culturally relevant
curricular and cocurricular activities.

3. Cultural community service: Opportunities for students to give back to and
positively transform their home communities (e.g., via problem-based re-
search or service-learning).

4. Meaningful cross-cultural engagement: Programs and practices that facilitate
educationally meaningful cross-cultural interactions that focus on solving
real social and political problems.

5. Culturally validating environments: Campus cultures that validate the cul-
tural backgrounds, knowledge, and identities of diverse students.

Cultural Responsiveness. The remaining four indicators focus on the
ways in which campus learning and support systems engage and respond to
the cultural norms and needs of diverse students:

1. Collectivist cultural orientations: Campus cultures that emphasize a collec-
tivist, rather than individualistic, cultural orientation that is characterized
by teamwork and pursuit of mutual success.

2. Humanized educational environments: Availability of opportunities to de-
velop meaningful relationships with faculty and staff who care about and
are committed to those students’ success.

3. Proactive philosophies: Proactive philosophies that lead faculty, administra-
tors, and staff to proactively bring important information, opportunities,
and support services to students, rather than waiting for students to seek
them out or hunt them down.

4. Holistic support: Students’ access to at least one faculty or staff member that
they are confident will provide the information they need, offer the help
they seek, or connect them with the information or support they require
regardless of the issue they face.

Like the other frameworks discussed above, the CECE Model makes im-
portant contributions to research and discourse around racism, how it man-
ifests on college campuses, and how postsecondary institutions should strive
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to become more racially inclusive. Specifically, by outlining the types of envi-
ronments that allow racially diverse populations to thrive, the CECE frame-
work outlines a common evidence-based vision for institutions that seek to
construct racially inclusive environments. The model is based on the assump-
tion that racially inclusive environments are necessary to transform the cul-
tures and structures of postsecondary institutions so that they reflect their
diverse student bodies and allow racially diverse students to thrive.

Scholars have not yet generated a substantial body of literature to help
understand how the framework applies to various institutional and individual
processes, and such scholarship is needed. In addition, an important limita-
tion of the CECE Model is that it does not provide insight into the different
aspects of an institution that must be engaged or the process that campuses
must learn to navigate in the pursuit of constructing culturally engaging cam-
pus environments. Several scholars have helped fill this gap in existing dis-
course around racism and racial equity in postsecondary education by offering
useful frameworks for understanding institutions and change (e.g., Dowd &
Bensimon, 2015; Kezar, 2012; Smith, 2011, 2015). We highlight two of these
frameworks: the Institutional Diversity Framework and the Equity Scorecard.

The Institutional Diversity Framework
Smith (2011, 2015) has offered an institutional diversity framework that
outlines aspects of the academic enterprise that need to be considered and
engaged in holistic efforts to diversify college campuses. Her framework un-
derscores the significance of global and local contexts within which postsec-
ondary institutions exist. The framework for diversity also delineates five el-
ements of college campuses that are critical to understanding diversity work
in higher education. These five dimensions include the following:

1. Mission: The framework underscores the importance of aligning diversity
with a mission of the institution.

2. Institutional viability and vitality: This dimension of the framework focuses
on institutions’ capacity and structures to promote diversity.

3. Education and scholarship: This dimension has to do with the extent to
which diversity is integrated into the academic and educational domain of
the institution.
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4. Climate and intergroup relations: Aligned with the campus climate frame-
work discussed above, this dimension focuses on the institutional climate
and the extent to which campus community members interact with diverse
groups.

5. Access and success: This dimension has to do with efforts to ensure oppor-
tunities for access and success to diverse populations.

One of the main contributions in the institutional diversity framework is
that it outlines elements of the institution that need to be engaged if leaders
seek to embed racial diversity, inclusion, and equity throughout their respec-
tive campuses. The framework underscores the reality that the campus climate
is just one of several elements of broader institutional diversity.

Unfortunately, however, few higher education scholars have applied this
framework to study organizational processes around institutional diversifi-
cation. Again, such research might be useful in expanding our knowledge of
how institutions can more holistically transform to be more racially equitable.
One limitation of the institutional diversity framework is that it does not uti-
lize existing literature to define what optimally inclusive environments should
look like. However, it could be used in conjunction with the CECE Model
to examine the extent to which college campuses have embedded indicators
of culturally engaging environments throughout various aspects of their orga-
nizations. Another limitation of the institutional diversity framework is that
it does not outline the elements of the process of pursuing an agenda that is
aimed at achieving greater racial equity.

The Equity Scorecard
The Equity Scorecard is an action-research process framework that is designed
to aid postsecondary institutions in understanding how to achieve more eq-
uitable outcomes (Bensimon & Malcolm, 2012; Dowd & Bensimon, 2015;
Harris & Bensimon, 2007). Similar to other frameworks discussed herein, the
Equity Scorecard aims to shed light on elements of postsecondary institutions
that are often assumed to be objective but (dis)advantage certain racial groups.
Similar to the CECE Model and the Institutional Diversity Framework,
the Equity Scorecard emerged from the recognition of the importance of
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transcending a critical analysis of racism in higher education to better under-
stand how to take action to achieve greater racial equity. However, the Equity
Scorecard adds to previously discussed frameworks by outlining specific pro-
cesses that can be engaged to achieve that effort. The process consists of the
following components:

∙ Data tools that help institutions organize numerical data to understand key
student outcomes (e.g., retention and degree completion) so that they are
equipped to monitor progress toward racial equity.

∙ An inquiry process that guides institutions to transcend understanding in-
equities in student outcomes to constructing practices through which they
can address those outcomes at their respective campuses.

∙ A process of problem solving that encourages team members to collabora-
tively develop an understanding of what contributes to inequities on their
campuses.

∙ A theory of change that suggests that campuses must understand the ways in
which their programs and practices are failing minoritized students.

∙ A bottom-up approach to academic leadership that emphasizes the power that
faculty and staff, who are on the ground working with students, have to
make change.

∙ A focus on developing a culture of equity-mindedness that promotes an
awareness of racial inequities that permeate society and educational insti-
tutions, as well as the need to address them.

Unlike the models discussed above, the Equity Scorecard explicitly fo-
cuses on the process of practitioner inquiry as the catalyst for change. In doing
so, it acknowledges the complexity of organizational dynamics and transfor-
mation in racial equity agendas at postsecondary institutions. One limitation
of the Equity Scorecard is that it arguably does not sufficiently and explicitly
engage the decades of existing research and knowledge regarding the types of
institutions that maximize racial equity and thriving among minoritized pop-
ulations. Similarly, it does not explicitly outline the elements of higher edu-
cation institutions that must be included in efforts to achieve greater racial
equity.
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Conclusion
In sum, several racially conscious frameworks have been applied to the study
of postsecondary systems and experiences within them. They constitute con-
ceptual lenses to understand how racism operates within systems of higher
education and how higher education scholars, policy makers, and practition-
ers can address this systemic problem. The ways in which racism operates the
foci of the next two chapters of the current volume to which we now turn.

Racism and Racial Equity in Higher Education 37



Historical and Contemporary
Racial Contexts

IN THIS CHAPTER, we discuss critical historical and contemporary racial
context. First, we review key historical trends and events that provide im-

portant context for understanding how racism shapes the experiences of peo-
ple in U.S. society. In doing so, we provide an overview of key racial processes
that aid in understanding how racism has operated and evolved within U.S.
social systems. Then, we discuss how racism operates in society in the present
day, focusing on contemporary forms of racism and color-blind ideologies
that permeate the United States.

Historical Foundations of Racism in Society
Racism is often discussed in ahistorical ways. Failing to acknowledge the his-
torical roots and evolution of racism in society contributes to misunderstand-
ings and false notions that racial progress has been steady and deliberate.
Racism permeates U.S. history, and this historical context is critical to un-
derstanding how racism operates in the present day (Feagin, 2006; Lowen,
1996; Zinn, 2005). Therefore, in this section, we discuss some of the criti-
cal historical context that contributes to the nature of contemporary racism
in higher education. It is important to note that a thorough analysis of the
racial history of the United States is beyond the scope of this volume. There-
fore, we do not claim that this discussion is comprehensive. Nor do we claim
that this historical overview illuminates the historical context of the United
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States with sufficient depth and complexity. Rather, we choose to provide a
brief summary of some key historical trends and events that are critical to
understanding racism in higher education today.

In the scholarly arena, it is now fairly widely accepted that race is not a bi-
ological phenomenon, but is instead a social construct (Gould, 1996; Haney
López, 1996; Omi & Winant, 2015). To comprehend how race is socially
constructed, it is useful to understand the concepts of racial formation and
racialization. The term racial formation signifies the process by which eco-
nomic, political, and social forces shape racial categories, the meanings that get
attached to those categories, and their importance (Omi & Winant, 1994).
The concept of racial formation also suggests that, because race and racial
categories are not natural but are socially constructed phenomena, these cate-
gories and their corresponding meanings vary across space and time. And, as
we illuminate in this section, processes of racial formation have manifested in
the evolution of race and racism since European settlers made contact with
the United States.

Within racial systems, subordinated racial groups are racialized. The term
racialization refers to the process of constructing racial categories, attaching
these racial labels to previously unclassified groups or social practices, and at-
taching race-based meanings to these categories and their corresponding pop-
ulations (Omi & Winant, 1994). Differential racialization denotes the reality
that different groups are racialized in unique ways. These concepts are use-
ful in helping us understand how race and racism have operated throughout
history and, as we discuss herein, racism has led to different minoritized pop-
ulations being racialized in distinct ways that subordinate them and preserve
power and privilege for the dominant majority.

It is important to understand the origins of race and racism in West-
ern society. Hundreds of years ago, race and racism emerged as a significant
element of the social order when European explorers made contact with non-
European communities (Omi & Winant, 1994). These explorers found peo-
ple around the globe with physical characteristics and cultures that deviated
from their own, and they constructed a race-based worldview to help them
make sense of these differences. In the process, these explorers racially catego-
rized foreign populations as different and inferior to their own communities.
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Europeans utilized this racialization of populations as inferior beings to jus-
tify their racial oppression of various communities of color around the world
(Omi & Winant, 1994). Indeed, the conclusion that groups of people around
the globe were inferior to those from the Western world provided a race-based
justification of denying those communities equal rights, coercing them into
certain forms of labor, subjecting them to slavery, and even exterminating
them and their cultures.

Not long after Christopher Columbus and other European settlers first
entered the United States in the late 1400s, tensions emerged. European
colonists began stripping Native Americans of their lands (Lomawaima &
McCarty, 2006; Prucha, 1995; Tinker, 1993). The acquisition of land from
Native communities led to conflict, which ultimately resulted in the massacre
and mass genocide of Native populations across the United States, as well as
efforts to eradicate their culture and utilize education to force them to assim-
ilate into European American society.

In the early 1600s, the first Black slaves were captured and brought from
Africa to the United States (Feagin, 2006). Prior to the mid-1800s, many
Black people in the United States were considered the property of White slave
owners and had few rights. And, while some might consider slavery far re-
moved from the present day, the history of slavery is critical to understanding
the current conditions of many Black communities in the United States. It is
important to note that the Black slaves were brought to the United States as
free labor to fuel the economic interests of White colonists (Feagin, 2006).

Although some people from Asia began to immigrate into the United
States in the 1700s, they began entering the nation in large numbers in the
mid-1800s (Chan, 1991; Takaki, 1989; Zia, 2001). Because of a shortage of
Black slaves, many Chinese were brought to the continental United States to
fill the void. In addition, some Chinese prospected for gold but were forced to
pay an ethnic “tax” on Chinese miners. If the Chinese protested the tax, they
were beaten or murdered. Other Chinese immigrants worked on the transcon-
tinental railroads and were forced to labor under life-threatening conditions
that led to them dying by dynamite explosion in larger numbers. In addition,
the Chinese railroad workers were often viewed as more efficient than White
workers, and were therefore brought to the United States in large numbers to
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complete the railroads. As a result, a backlash by White workers ensued, re-
sulting in the lynching and mass murder of many Chinese immigrants. Asians
who immigrated to Hawaii as contract-laborers were also subject to inhu-
mane conditions on plantations, which some argued were equivalent to the
conditions in which many Black slaves lived on the continental United States
(Takaki, 1989).

The ways in which racism shapes Mexican American experiences also
have important historical roots (Acuña, 2014; Feagin & Cobas, 2014;
Valencia, 2008). In the mid-1800s, manifest destiny, disputes over territory
in the Southwest, the U.S. annexation of Texas, and the resulting Mexican-
American War fueled anti-Mexican sentiment in the states (Brack, 1970). In
addition, just as the lynching of Chinese immigrants is often overlooked in
American history, the lynching of Mexican and Mexican Americans is rarely
discussed in history books (Delgado, 2009). This exclusion of Chinese and
Mexican Americans from U.S. history could partially be due to the fact that,
at the time, victims of lynching incidents were racially classified as Black or
White, and Chinese and Mexican victims were recorded as White. Never-
theless, some scholars have estimated that approximately 600 Mexicans and
Mexican Americans were lynched between 1848 and 1928 alone (Carrigan &
Web, 2003; Delgado, 2009). And, from the Great Depression of the 1930s
to today, Mexican American communities have been targeted in immigrant
raids and deported to Mexico in large numbers (Hoffman, 1974).

The end of the Civil War in 1865 brought new hope and the promise of
freedom and opportunity for Blacks and other people of color in the United
States. However, after the mid-19th century, racism proved to be resistant
to change by assuming a different face and form. Although it was no longer
legal for White people to own Black slaves and other people of color, overt
systemic and individual racism evolved and persisted throughout society in
new ways (Feagin, 2006). For example, White backlash occurred after the
Civil War during reconstruction (Wood, 1968), and included the emergence
of the influential White supremacist organization called the Ku Klux Klan.
People of color were still treated as inferior, forced to use different facilities
than their White counterparts, and were denied access to social institutions,
including K–12 schools and institutions of higher education (Feagin, 2006).
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In addition, xenophobia led to policies that prevented Asian immigrants from
entering the United States, such as the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and
Gentleman’s Agreement Act of 1907 with Japan (Chan, 1991; Takaki, 1989;
Tamura, 2001a, 2001b; Museus, 2013b).

Westerners made contact with Hawaii in the late 1700s, and intro-
duced diseases that killed the vast majority of the Native Hawaiian popu-
lation (Kame‘eleihiwa, 1992). On the Hawaiian Islands in 1893, a group of
American businessmen decided to illegally overthrow the Hawaiian monar-
chy (Trask, 2000). As the sugar industry in Hawaii became increasingly lu-
crative, American businessmen seized increased control of affairs in Hawaii
and, with backing of American troops, staged a coup. As a result, Hawaiian
Queen Lili‘uokalani relinquished her throne, under protest, to avoid blood-
shed. And, since her overthrow, education has been utilized as a tool in the
colonization of the Hawaiian islands and marginalization of Hawaiian culture
with Westernized education systems.

In the late 1700s, under the notion of expansionism, Western explorers
also spread their influence into other parts of the Pacific Ocean (Blaut, 1993).
Motivated by scientific and economic interests, voyagers made contact with
regions of the Pacific and exposed them to the rest of the globe. Over time,
Western interests in the Pacific shifted to be economic and military in nature
(Robie, 1990). As a result, the United States and other Western nations col-
onized islands of the Pacific for economic and military purposes, and U.S.
colonization and militarization of the Pacific have had permanent effects on
the Pacific Islands and its peoples. The United States used the Pacific Islands
as locations to house military bases and as a space to test military weapons
(e.g., torpedoes, bombs, nuclear arms, etc.). For example, between 1946 and
1958, the United States tested a total of 66 atomic and hydrogen bombs in the
Marshall Islands, leaving many islands uninhabitable because of high levels of
radiation and long-lasting health problems among Pacific Islander communi-
ties due to exposure from such radiation. Consequently, the federal govern-
ment has opened its doors to some victims of this U.S. military activity, and
many Pacific Islanders have migrated to the United States to access cancer
and other medical treatments. These are just some of the ways in which the
racial subjugation and exploitation of communities in the Pacific Islands have
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shaped the lives of Pacific Islanders in the United States and their trajectories
to and through its education system.

Racial victories of the Civil Rights Movement in the mid-20th century
catalyzed another shift in the way racism operated in the United States. The
Civil Rights Movement and key events that occurred as part of that effort
rendered explicit racism less socially acceptable. For example, the Supreme
Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education (1954) declared that “sep-
arate” could no longer be considered “equal” and eventually put an end to
formal de jure segregation in the United States (Bell, 1980). In addition, the
Civil Rights Act of 1964 outlawed discrimination on the basis of race and
sex in hiring, promoting, and firing practices. After these landmark decisions
began to inch toward providing people of color with equal protection of the
law, racism again adapted to operate effectively despite these advances. Specif-
ically, because the majority could no longer legally discriminate against people
of color on the basis of race, more covert forms of racism emerged. For ex-
ample, scholars have documented the ways in which the passage of the Civil
Rights Act was followed by a backlash, including the persecution of Black rad-
ical intellectuals and housing discrimination that channeled people of color
into segregated communities, thereby maintaining the de facto racial segrega-
tion of communities and K–12 schools, as well as solidifying inequities within
the education system (Delgado Bernal, 2002; Selmi, 1997).

This analysis generates at least three critical themes that permeate the
history of racism in the United States and provides important context for the
current volume. First, the racial history of the nation is one of both progress
and regress. As progressive advocates have advanced racial equity agendas in
the United States, those accomplishments have been met with and followed
by racial backlash and an evolution of racism that allowed it to function effec-
tively under new legal and social conditions. Second, these events demonstrate
that the history of various communities of color in the United States, while
sharing common experiences of racial oppression and economic exploita-
tion, is unique. Indeed, the process of differential racialization has led to dis-
tinct histories, conditions, and experiences across groups of color (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2001). Finally, these historical events demonstrate that racism and
economic exploitation are inextricably intertwined, as they reveal how the
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racial domination and subordination of communities of color have always
been pursued in the economic interest of the majority. Central to this volume
is the reality that racism, education, and economic exploitation are all ar-
guably interconnected. As postsecondary education has become increasingly
essential to succeeding economically, the aforementioned de facto racial seg-
regation has functioned to ensure that people of color are disproportionately
channeled into trajectories that result in less educational, and consequently
economic, opportunities and prosperity. In recent years, there has been in-
creased attention given to new forms of racism that emerged after the Civil
Rights era and the color-blind ideologies that mask them. In the next sec-
tion, we discuss these two phenomena, which largely characterize the racial
challenges of U.S. society in the 21st century.

From Old to New Forms of Racism in Society
Over the past half-century, racism and the way it operates have evolved. Since
the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s, there has been a growing perception
that racism is no longer a problem in the United States (Bonilla-Silva, 2003).
For example, members of the White majority across the United States fre-
quently point to isolated racial victories, such as the aforementioned election
of a Black President, as compelling evidence that racism no longer exists or at
least is not a major factor in determining access to opportunity (Bonilla-Silva,
2003). Unfortunately, however, these claims of a post-racial society ignore
the reality that our nation has evolved from a history of racial oppression and
that the weight of evidence suggests that systemic racism still permeates social
institutions and daily life.

New forms of racial oppression that emerged in the latter half of the 20th
century are much more difficult to detect than past forms of racism (Bonilla-
Silva, 2003; Sue, 2003). Today, the law prohibits racial discrimination and
racially motivated hate crimes against people of color. People of color are no
longer forced to utilize different and subpar resources compared to their White
counterparts, and now legally have access to the same facilities and educational
institutions as the majority. Nevertheless, racism continues to plague the na-
tion (Sue, 2003).
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Whereas “old fashioned” racism manifested in overt expressions of White
racial superiority, racism has evolved into more ambiguous, subtle, and sub-
conscious manifestations (Dovidio, Gaertner, Kawakami, & Hodson, 2002;
Sue, 2003). Researchers have argued that this new racism is more likely to be
evident in the thinking and behaviors of well-intentioned Whites who hold
beliefs and engage in behaviors that seem benign on the surface but are never-
theless detrimental to people of color (Banaji, 2001; DeVos & Banaji, 2005).
Thus, it has been said that these new forms of racism are invisible (Tinsley-
Jones, 2003), or operate in a now you see it, now you don’t fashion (Bonilla-
Silva, 2003). To label this new racism, researchers have coined terms such
as “subtle racism,” “symbolic racism,” and “aversive racism” to describe how
new forms of racism manifest in covert or subtle ways in an era where ex-
plicit racism is increasingly socially unacceptable (Sears, 1988; Sue, Bucceri,
et al., 2007). Similarly, scholars have begun to utilize the concept of “racial
microaggressions” to refer to manifestations of this new racism. Racial mi-
croaggressions have been defined as, “brief and commonplace daily verbal, be-
havioral, or environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional,
that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults to-
ward people of color” (Sue, Capodilupo, et al., 2007, p. 271). For example,
a common racial microaggression targeted toward Black people is behavior
that sends them a message that they do not belong (e.g., store clerks who are
reluctant to interact with Black persons) (Sue, Capodilupo, & Holder, 2008),
while a common microaggression aimed at Asian Americans is the denial of
their racial realities (e.g., “Asians are the new Whites”) leading to the mis-
conception that they do not face race-related challenges (Sue, Bucceri, et al.,
2007, p. 76).

To understand how these new forms of racism operate, it is important to
consider the emergence of dominant color-blind ideologies, which can mask
the salience of racism in society. Today, relatively few people would admit that
they are racist (Bonilla-Silva, 2003). And, color-blind racism refers to the reality
that most Whites in the United States claim to be color-blind, aspire to live in
a society where people are not judged by the color of their skin, and claim that
racism does not influence them or their views of other people. Many argue
that any racism that needs to be eradicated has already been eliminated and,
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when we focus on racism, we pay too much attention to a problem that no
longer exists. A majority of White people also believe that people of color are
responsible for whatever race-related problems linger in the United States and,
when racism and its effects are invoked in daily conversation, people often
blame persons of color for having a self-defeating mentality and “playing the
race card.” The sentiment is that, if Black and Brown people would just stop
feeling sorry for themselves and work harder, then the nation’s race-related
problems would disappear.

Although older forms of racism were based on the belief that people of
color were biologically or genetically inferior, new forms of racism highlight
cultural deficiencies among communities of color as a primary factor leading
to racial inequalities in society (Bonilla-Silva, 2003). For example, widely read
authors have made the claim that the struggles of Black people are not a func-
tion of systemic racism, but are instead a consequence of cultural inadequacies
within the Black community (Brooks, 2015). This cultural deficit–based per-
spective places primary burden of responsibility for persisting racial inequal-
ities on the shoulders of people of color while downplaying systemic racism
in society. And, these deficit perspectives permeate contemporary color-blind
perspectives held toward communities of color in the United States.

Indeed, critics of race-consciousness have chosen to champion color-
blindness. Haney López (2014) observes that the prevailing etiquette around
race is color-blindness. He explains,

[Color-blindness] has a strong moral appeal, for it laudably envi-
sions an ideal world in which race is no longer relevant to how we
perceive and treat each other. It also has an intuitive practical ap-
peal: to get beyond race, color blindness urges, the best strategy is to
immediately stop recognizing and talking about race. (pp. 77–78)

Omi and Winant (2015) echo this concern, positing that color blind-
ness has come to represent a new kind of racial hegemony. The emergence
of color blindness as a new form of racial domination constitutes an urgent
need for discourse that deconstructs the notion of race neutrality, (re)centers
the permanence of racism in social institutions, and unpacks how racism

46



continues to shape and frame higher educational opportunities for people
of color.

In Racism Without Racists, Bonilla-Silva (2003) outlines the four dom-
inant frames that contribute to and characterize color-blind perspectives in
the United States in the present day. These frames of color blindness delin-
eated by Bonilla-Silva (2003) depict the ways in which people make sense
of the role of race in American society, causes of racial inequalities, and the
experiences of people of color. The first frame, abstract liberalism, is the utiliza-
tion of ideas associated with political liberalism (e.g., equal opportunity) and
economic liberalism (e.g., freedom of choice and individualism) in abstract
ways to explain racial phenomena. Second, naturalization refers to the ways
in which Whites explain away racial realities as natural occurrences. Third,
cultural racism refers to the idea that racial phenomena are a result of cultural
differences, such as “Black people do not care about education,” to explain
inequalities in society. And, finally, minimization of racism suggests that while
racial discrimination may continue to exist, it does not persist in ways that are
significant enough to affect the life chances and outcomes of different racial
groups. Bonilla-Silva argues that people use these color-blind frames to ab-
solve themselves from any responsibility for racial inequalities. And, several
critical race theorists have also underscored this phenomenon in their work
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Matsuda et al.,
1993). These color-blind frames are essential to developing an understanding
of the ways in which color blindness shapes people’s understanding of racism
today, manifests in everyday behavior and language, diminishes the signifi-
cance of racism in contemporary society, and is used to discount notions of
persisting racial oppression.

It is also important to recognize that other dominant systemic forces are
inextricably intertwined with racism and how it operates. One of these ma-
jor social forces is neoliberalism, a trend that increasingly influences the lives
of people throughout society and emphasizes support for greater economic
liberalization, free trade and market deregulation, decreased public spending,
and increased privatization (Giroux, 2010; Kellner, 2000). Scholars have writ-
ten that this neoliberalization of society has generated a climate in which in-
dividual freedom and the exchange of capital take precedence over all other
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domains of American life, such as social justice, long-standing social contracts,
the education and preparation of socially conscious and responsible citizens,
and the building and maintenance of democratic communities. Thus, ne-
oliberal ideologies intersect with racism, and promote and perpetuate ways of
thinking that highlight individual responsibility in creating racial and other
social conditions, while reinforcing color-blind ideologies and downplaying
the role of racism in bringing about such conditions.

Conclusion
Understanding the historical and contemporary nature of racism is critical for
higher education scholars, policy makers, and practitioners to comprehend
the complexity of the ways in which racism permeates postsecondary insti-
tutions, as well as how they might engage in efforts to address them. These
racial realities underscore the deep roots and persistent nature of racism in
the fabric of the United States and therefore in its higher education system.
If racism is so deeply ingrained throughout society and social institutions,
policies and practices that work to address symptoms of racism in higher edu-
cation without challenging the institutional systems that facilitate such racism
are superficial at best. More profound change requires challenging dominant
core values, beliefs, assumptions, policies, and practices that perpetuate and
propagate White supremacist and color-blind ideologies.
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Systemic Racism in
Higher Education

IN THIS CHAPTER, we discuss the ways in which systemic racism shapes
higher education systems and experiences within them. Specifically, we dis-

cuss how racism has influenced the development and execution of some of the
most influential policies in higher education history. Then, we analyze high-
profile contemporary policy issues in higher education from a race-conscious
lens. In doing so, we highlight how racism and color-blind ideologies are shap-
ing current policy discourse in postsecondary education. Next, we examine
how racism shapes the experiences of faculty within institutions of higher ed-
ucation. Finally, we provide an overview of research on how racism shapes the
lives of students of color in college.

Manifestations of Racism in
Higher Education History
As mentioned in the Introduction, higher education was originally designed
to serve the White majority, and prepare White men for leadership roles in
society (Karabel, 2005; Thelin, 2011). Since this genesis, racism has man-
ifested in higher education policy at federal, state, and institutional levels.
For example, the establishment of Historically Black Colleges and Universi-
ties (HBCUs) and Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs) during the 19th
century exemplifies how racism has informed seemingly objective and pro-
gressive higher education policy. These Minority Serving Institutions (MSIs)
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have served large numbers of college students of color, and it could easily be
assumed that their establishment was benign or altruistic. However, scholars
have argued that the establishment of these campuses reflects Whites’ histor-
ical unwillingness to accommodate students of color within their own higher
education systems, but readiness to help establish separate institutions for stu-
dents of color that maintained a racially segregated postsecondary education
system. Indeed, intentions of the founders of MSIs were sometimes charac-
terized by racism (Gasman, 2008).

In this section, we offer examples of how racism provides important con-
text for understanding higher education policy and responses to it in history.
Specifically, we present an overview of what are arguably three of the most
racially progressive policies of 20th-century higher education: (1) the Morrill
Land Grant Acts, (2) the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act or the G.I. Bill, and
(3) affirmative action. These examples demonstrate how even the most well-
intentioned policies that have been aimed at ensuring access to opportunity
for all people can function to reinforce racial inequities, prompt society to
reconfigure systems to ensure that such policies do not help achieve equity, or
face constant challenges from the dominant majority.

The Morrill Land Grant Acts of 1862 and 1890 allocated federal land and
funding for states to establish and for the expansion of preexisting and new
public colleges and universities (Thelin, 2011). The 1862 Morrill Act pro-
vided federal funding for the establishment of land grant colleges in each state.
Several states, however, had segregated systems and excluded students from
their land grant colleges. Thus, Congress passed the second Morrill Act of
1890, which provided funding for these states to establish separate land grant
colleges for Black students. Through this mass expansion, the Morrill Land
Grant Acts helped make higher education more accessible to students of color
who were previously denied access to learning opportunities at the nation’s
predominantly White colleges and universities. However, while the Morrill
Acts widened the gates of opportunity for historically disenfranchised com-
munities, the policy also helped sustain and promote racial inequality (Harper,
Patton, & Wooden, 2009). For example, the 1890 Act’s establishment of
Black state-supported institutions facilitated the segregation of Black and
White public postsecondary campuses and promoted a curricular emphasis
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on mechanics, agriculture, and industrial fields among Blacks. And, it has
been argued that this model legalized the inequitable segregation of public
colleges and universities and promoted the notion that Black students were in-
ferior to Whites and deserved a distinct and lower-quality education (Harper
et al., 2009). It is important to note that, in the absence of a critical and histor-
ical contextual analysis, these realities are minimized or completely dismissed.

The G.I. Bill provides another example of how higher education policy
that expands opportunity for all students on the surface can prompt responses
that reinscribe racial oppression and inequities. Indeed, the G.I. Bill has long
been touted as one of the principal democratizing policies of the past century
(Brubacher & Rudy, 1997). The G.I. Bill did prove to be monumental in
expanding higher education through booming enrollments that sparked mas-
sive construction of laboratories, buildings, and dormitories (Thelin, 2011).
At the same time, however, analyzing the bill from a racially conscious lens
suggests that it further reified racism and racial inequities throughout higher
education (Katznelson, 2005). While the G.I. Bill was intended to grant edu-
cational benefits to all eligible returning World War II servicemen, it proved
to be less than equitable in practice. Whereas White veterans were much more
likely to cash in their full benefits, veterans of color were often denied access
to their subsidies. Even when veterans of color were successful in accessing
their G.I. Bill benefits, they were frequently tracked into vocational programs
and less-selective colleges and universities (Katznelson, 2005; Thelin, 2011).
Therefore these minoritized veterans’ lack of access to quality institutions un-
dermined the positive aims of the bill (Katznelson, 2005). And, the promises
of the G.I. Bill were largely illusory and intangible for a disproportionate num-
ber of veterans of color.

Among the most controversial policies in the quest for racial equity in
higher education has been the use of race in admissions decisions. Affirma-
tive action was introduced during the latter half of the 20th century. Origi-
nating with President John F. Kennedy’s Executive Order 10925, affirmative
action sought to facilitate an end to racial discrimination in federal contract-
ing (Skrentny, 1996). While President Kennedy’s original order was largely
intended to address the business sector, the application of affirmative ac-
tion in higher education was ushered in under President Lyndon Johnson’s
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administration. Within the realm of higher education, affirmative action was
aimed at facilitating racial integration within the nation’s most selective pub-
lic and private colleges and universities. Several Supreme Court cases, which
we discuss in the following sections, have affirmed postsecondary institutions’
right to the limited use of race in admissions processes. Race-conscious prac-
tices enable these campuses to admit larger numbers of historically underrep-
resented students into their institutions by using more than test scores, which
evidence indicates are racially biased and disadvantage these populations in
admissions processes (Jencks & Phillips, 2011).

In sum, racism has played a prominent role in higher education history.
And, these historical realities provide an important background for our dis-
cussion of contemporary manifestations of racism in postsecondary education
systems, to which we now turn.

Racism in Higher Education Policy
Although the ways in which racism affects contemporary higher education
policy are subtler than in the past, postsecondary education policy continues
to be intimately shaped by it. For example, it has been argued that the ra-
tionales that typically drive policy making are designed by the elite to shape
higher education policy in ways that benefit the elite (St. John, Daun-Barnett,
& Moronski-Chapman, 2013). Given that the “elite” class in the United
States is disproportionately composed of members of the White majority, it
could be argued that the power elite’s policy rationales can and do function
to preserve power, status, and opportunity for the disproportionately White
elite while limiting access to these privileges among historically marginalized
and minoritized populations.

In this section, we explore some of the ways in which racism might man-
ifest in higher education policy. Specifically, we discuss some of the ways
in which racism might shape policy decisions and processes in the areas of
standardized testing, affirmative action, higher education finance, and other
emerging policy issues. In doing so, we demonstrate how critical analysis of
each of these policy issues can begin to illuminate how racism in higher ed-
ucation policy making continues to limit educational access and opportunity
for students from minoritized populations.
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Racism and Standardized Testing
Long before students enter higher education, racism begins to shape their ed-
ucational trajectories. For example, racism influences precollege educational
trajectories and college opportunities through channeling minoritized stu-
dents into underresourced schools, tracking students of color into remedial
and vocational pathways, providing these students with limited access to
college preparatory honors and advanced placement coursework, and deny-
ing these students access to quality college counseling and advising services
(Oakes, 2005; Oakes, Rogers, Lipton, & Morrell, 2002; Solórzano & Ornelas,
2002, 2004). And, the imposition of inequitable admissions requirements,
such as standardized test scores, exacerbates these already existing inequities.

It is important to note that standardized aptitude tests have roots in the
eugenics movement (Bond, 1924; Gould, 1996; Karabel, 2005). Eugenics was
founded on the belief that it is possible to distinguish between superior and
inferior races, and the notion that historically oppressed racial groups are in-
herently less intelligent than their majoritarian White counterparts. Eugenics
also served as a foundational pillar for the production of intelligence tests,
which were utilized to sort racial groups, rank their intelligence, and exclude
people of color from full participation in society and education.

Indeed, intelligence tests have long been used to justify the perpetuation
of racism (Gould, 1996; Karabel, 2005). For example, before the Civil War,
slave owners used these tests to rationalize their inhumane treatment of people
of color as the appropriate way to deal with populations that they considered
intellectually inferior. Likewise, early army intelligence tests were utilized to
classify “Negroes, Mexicans, and Indians” as drawn from “inferior homes” and
exhibiting “racial dullness” (Bond, 1924, p. 594). Similarly, the institution-
alization of standardized tests within the education system, such as the SAT,
was originally meant to distinguish the aristocracy from the working class
(Karabel, 2005; Lemann, 2000). Thus, standardized aptitude tests were his-
torically designed and utilized as a tool of exclusion.

Standardized tests fuel misconceptions that exam scores offer an objective
measure of academic ability and that education is a meritocratic system. Un-
fortunately, studies have exposed how test scores are not necessarily objective
measures of intelligence (Au, 2009). Atkinson and Geiser (2009) explain how
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family income and parents’ educational background are largely responsible
for the apparent power of standardized tests in predicting students’ first-year
success in college. In other words, standardized test scores primarily serve as
a proxy for socioeconomic status, and aptitude tests function as a mechanism
to promote the institutions’ selection and admission of applicants from more
affluent backgrounds and with college-educated parents.

In addition, the concept of stereotype threat calls into the question the
predictive validity of standardized tests (Steele & Aronson, 1995). Stereotype
threat refers to the ways in which racial stereotypes can pose an environmental
threat that has harmful effects on test performance. Specifically, scholars have
demonstrated that where racial stereotypes that depict students of color as in-
tellectually inferior exist in the environment, they can create anxiety and result
in lower performance among students of color who belong to the commu-
nities targeted by those stereotypes (Steele, 1999; Steele & Aronson, 1995).
Therefore, a legacy of White supremacy and racism can have a significant
negative impact on the standardized test performance of students of color,
resulting in fewer educational opportunities.

In sum, standardized tests perpetuate false notions of meritocracy and
mask existing systemic inequities in educational opportunity. They are mainly
a proxy for socioeconomic status, rather than a unique measure of academic
ability. And, coupled with stereotypes that some students of color cannot per-
form as well as their peers on these exams, standardized tests can function
to further disadvantage minoritized populations in the admissions process.
While a growing number of institutions are choosing to opt out of requiring
standardized test scores from prospective applicants (Bidwell, 2015), the ma-
jority of colleges and universities still do require such scores for admission and
consider them in admissions decisions.

Racism and Affirmative Action Debates
In 1978, in Regents of the University of California v. Bakke, the Supreme Court
ruled that race-conscious admissions policies were constitutional. In the ma-
jority opinion resulting from Bakke, the Court concluded that diversity was
a compelling state interest. The opinion noted that race-conscious admis-
sions were necessary to enable institutions of higher education to construct
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environments characterized by diverse student bodies, which contribute to
conditions that reduce students’ prejudice and facilitate their learning through
the exposure to different viewpoints. Since the Bakke ruling, many propo-
nents of affirmative action have primarily relied on the diversity rationale to
defend race-conscious policies because of their utility in producing racially
diverse student bodies so that students have opportunities to interact across
difference.

Since the Bakke (1978) decision, the issue of affirmative action in uni-
versity admissions has been heard before the Supreme Court in three more
cases. In the University of Michigan’s 2003 affirmative action cases, Gratz
v. Bollinger (2003) and Grutter v. Bollinger (2003), the Court struck down
Michigan’s race-conscious undergraduate admissions plan in Gratz while up-
holding the legality of the Law School’s race-conscious admissions practices
in Grutter. Ten years later, in Fisher v. University of Texas at Austin (2013), the
Court once again ruled in favor of the university’s limited use of race in univer-
sity admissions practices. In these decisions, the Court reinforced the legality
of race-conscious admissions, but asserted that there must be a compelling
interest and race-conscious policies must be narrowly tailored to achieve that
interest. In addition, central to the Supreme Court’s decisions in Grutter and
Fisher were arguments emphasizing the importance of a “critical mass” for
underrepresented students. The critical mass rationale is based on evidence
suggesting that students are more likely to succeed when they are surrounded
by a critical mass (i.e., significant numbers) of peers who share their back-
grounds (Museus, Jayakumar, & Robinson, 2012). The argument suggests
that, in the absence of a critical mass, minoritized students are more likely to
experience racial isolation and tokenism, causing them to be at greater risk of
stopping or dropping out. On the other hand, if students of color are able to
foster connections with substantial numbers of institutional agents who share
their backgrounds, they are more likely to succeed (Museus, 2014). Critics of
affirmative action object to the critical mass argument by framing it as nothing
more than a veiled smokescreen for illegal quotas.

It is important to note that the diversity rationale sometimes deempha-
sizes the reality that affirmative action is aimed at combatting continuing sys-
temic racism (Jayakumar & Adamian, 2015). In the short term, legal strategy
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to focus on the diversity rationale and deemphasize antiracism as the primary
defense for affirmative action has allowed race-conscious policies to survive
legal scrutiny. However, in the long run, the absence of systemic racism from
affirmative action discourse might make race-conscious policies more suscep-
tible to critique. For instance, in the absence of a focus on reaffirming the role
of affirmative action in combatting systemic racism, critics of race-conscious
admissions policies have engaged ideological narratives that promote color
blindness and post-racialism to dismiss the role of racism in shaping college
opportunity and contend that policies like affirmative action are no longer
necessary. These critics have also been able to argue that affirmative action
perpetrates and perpetuates reverse racism because it disadvantages Whites
who, they inaccurately suggest, are on a level playing field with people of
color. And, opponents of affirmative action have underscored the “mismatch”
hypothesis, or the view that supposed beneficiaries of race-conscious policies
are actually ill served because they are often admitted to postsecondary insti-
tutions for which they are academically unprepared (Sander & Taylor, 2012;
Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 1997). Of course, the evidence of persisting sys-
temic racism reveals flaws in these arguments, as it (a) debunks myths that
racism no longer shapes individual life chances and (b) exposes the mismatch
argument as fundamentally racist because it suggests that students of color are
academically ill equipped to succeed in the nation’s most competitive postsec-
ondary institutions.

Although the diversity rationale has been the primary defense for race-
conscious policies over the past 30 years, one underlying purpose of affirma-
tive action has always been to combat systemic racism. Indeed, when Presi-
dent John F. Kennedy issued Executive Order 10925 in 1961, it included a
provision that government contractors should take affirmative action to min-
imize the likelihood that employees face discrimination based on race, creed,
color, or national origin. Therefore, at its origins, affirmative action was a
mechanism to minimize the effects of racism and other forms of social op-
pression affecting marginalized populations. And, members of the Supreme
Court have recently reasserted that race continues to matter in determin-
ing people’s life chances (Schuette v. Coalition to Defend affirmative action,
2014).
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Opponents of race-conscious policies are unrelenting in their efforts to
overturn the legality of affirmative action in higher education and beyond.
With the Supreme Court’s recent decision to rehear Fisher v. University of
Texas at Austin, they will have another opportunity to do so. The evidence
that racism still plays a prominent role in shaping the experiences and out-
comes of people in society, coupled with the emergent understanding that
critical mass on college campuses might be necessary to provide vital support
to minoritized students who still have to navigate racist educational systems,
might offer a more holistic understanding of the necessity of affirmative action
policies and more comprehensive defensible argument for the continuation of
race-conscious admissions practices in postsecondary education.

Racism and Higher Education Finance
Many challenges to college affordability persist. As we discuss in this section,
state divestment from higher education, rising college costs, an increased re-
liance on loans, and for-profit colleges and predatory practices all create addi-
tional barriers to college affordability for low-income students. And, although
not all students of color come from financially disadvantaged backgrounds,
they are more likely to originate from economically underresourced commu-
nities (see the first chapter, “Introduction”). Thus, it could be hypothesized
that the aforementioned processes that limit the affordability of postsecondary
education work to disproportionately limit the capacity of students of color
to pay for a college education.

While there was once a general consensus that government had a role to
play in promoting social and economic progress, conservative politicians have
recast social programs as too costly to justify taxpayer support over the past
half-century (St. John et al., 2013). In part as a result in this recasting, over the
past 25 years, state support for higher education has waned (Oliff, Palacios,
Johnson, & Leachman, 2013; The Pew Charitable Trusts, 2015). The state
divestment from financing postsecondary education has also arguably been
precipitated by a shift in the perceived primary purpose of postsecondary ed-
ucation from a facilitator of a democratic society to a mechanism of social
mobility, and shift in the view from higher education serving as a public good
to a private good (Labaree, 1997).
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At the same time that state governments have divested from the fund-
ing of higher education institutions, average college tuition prices have con-
tinued to rise, placing an increased burden of financing higher education
on students and their families (College Board, 2014). Moreover, over the
past few decades, the composition of financial aid packages for college stu-
dents has shifted from an emphasis on need-based grants to an increasing
reliance on merit-based aid and loans. It has been argued that this shift
has had a disproportionately negative impact on already disadvantaged stu-
dents in higher education (e.g., low-income students and students of color)
(Long & Riley, 2007). One reason that the increased reliance on loans in
the composition of financial aid packages might disproportionately negatively
affect the trajectories of low-income students and students of color is that
they are more loan-averse than their White and more affluent peers, mak-
ing it less likely for them to take advantage of the benefits of heavily loan-
dependent financial aid packages. Thus, the rise in tuition coupled with an
increased reliance on loans in the composition of financial aid packages and
high levels of debt aversion among college students of color can serve to limit
their access to higher education opportunities (Heller, 2006). This is just
one example of how recent trends in higher education finance have systemi-
cally served to limit opportunities among low-income students and students
of color.

Although there have been some efforts to relieve the financial burden of
paying for college among students, close examination of these efforts reveals
how they have limited impact on low-income students and students of color.
For example, some elite institutions have adopted no-loan programs to ensure
that low-income students can afford the education they provide. These no-
loan programs have proven to have a positive effect on enrolling and retaining
low-income students (Hillman, 2013). However, elite institutions are much
more likely to be able to sponsor no-loan programs, and these institutions
enroll only a small portion of students in higher education. As such, large
numbers of low-income students continue to rely heavily on federal financial
aid to pay for college.

Another example of efforts to relieve low-income families of the finan-
cial burden of paying for college has been moderate increases in federal Pell
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Grants. While Pell Grants have proven to be especially effective in helping
low-income students subsidize their education, state governments have re-
sponded to moderate increases in these awards by decreasing their own finan-
cial support of higher education, thereby forcing state institutions to increase
tuition and fees and “nullifying” federal efforts to increase aid and lower costs
for financially needy students (Bok, 2013, p. 101). Thus, even as a college ed-
ucation becomes more and more indispensible, the affordability of quality ed-
ucational opportunities continues to be inequitable, especially for low-income
students and students of color.

Racism and Emerging Policy Issues
Racism can also be used to engage in the critical analysis of two emerging
policy issues: performance funding and for-profit higher education. Indeed,
one of the most pressing issues throughout U.S. higher education is the ur-
gency of improving college persistence and graduation rates (Jones, 2014). As
a result, many states are adopting performance funding models, in which insti-
tutional performance is evaluated using metrics that typically revolve around
retention and graduation rates. In fact, over half of the states have adopted or
are in the process of adopting performance-based systems (Friedel, Thornton,
D’Amico, & Kantsinas, 2013).

While some performance funding models have equity measures, these
policies have been critiqued for many reasons (Jones, 2014). First, critics have
noted that performance funding systems are problematic because they focus
too narrowly on graduation rates, which are only one of many measures of
student success. Second, it has been noted that institutions can circumvent
the goals of performance funding policies by simply becoming more selec-
tive. Finally, while research has yet to be conducted to see how performance-
based systems affect (in)equity in higher education, performance funding sys-
tems might use comparison systems that are unfair for campuses that serve
large numbers of underserved student populations, thereby potentially exac-
erbating systemic racial and socioeconomic inequities. In response, some have
advocated for policy makers to reconsider the utility of common outcome
metrics and intentionally using performance funding to intentionally address
racial and ethnic inequities (Jones, 2014).
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For-profit institutions of higher education are also receiving increased at-
tention in postsecondary education policy arenas. The for-profit sector con-
sists of institutions that generate financial profits by providing students with
knowledge and skills that fill market demands and college degrees and cer-
tificates (Deming, Claudia, & Katz, 2012; Dill, 2005; Hentschke, Lechuga,
& Tierney, 2010). On one hand, advocates of for-profit institutions argue
that these organizations play a critical role in providing historically under-
served students with access to postsecondary opportunities, suggesting that
for-profit colleges might be one mechanism to advance racial equity in higher
education (Harding, 2010). On the other hand, critics of the for-profit sector
have critiqued these institutions for using unethical and aggressive market-
ing tactics, causing students to assume larger debt levels than their nonprofit
counterparts, and providing a low-quality education and fewer returns for the
students whom they serve (Iloh & Toldson, 2013; Institute for Higher Educa-
tion Policy, 2002; Lee, 2012). If disproportionately large numbers of college
students of color are enrolling in for-profit colleges and leaving higher educa-
tion with greater debt and fewer tangible skills, it could be hypothesized that
these institutions might be exacerbating already-existing racial inequities in
college opportunity.

In sum, it can be argued that racism continues to shape higher education
policy in the 21st century. In the following sections, we delineate the ways
in which racism shapes individual faculty and student experiences in higher
education. It is important to note that people of color can experience each
form of racism outlined herein directly or vicariously (Truong, Museus, &
McGuire, 2015).

Racism in the Experiences of
Higher Education Faculty
Despite the espoused value of diversity in higher education, faculty of color
continue to be significantly underrepresented on college campuses. For ex-
ample, in 2011, only 19% of all full-time faculty members across the nation
were Asian American, Black, Latina or Latino, or Pacific Islander (National
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Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2013). While small gains in the
representation of persons of color among college faculty have been made in re-
cent years, these gains have primarily been due to increases of persons of color
in nontenured instructor ranks (Poloma, 2014; Snyder & Dillow, 2012).

Indeed, it is important to note that the share of faculty who are of color
decreases as professorial rank increases. While faculty of color represented just
over 25% of assistant professors in 2011, only approximately 21% of associate
professors and 16% of full professors were people of color (NCES, 2013).
While some might argue that this is a phenomenon unique to predominantly
White four-year institutions, there is evidence that community colleges also
struggle with maintaining a diverse faculty (Levin, Walker, Jackson-Boothby,
& Haberler, 2013).

In this section, we discuss some of the ways in which racism might con-
tribute to the underrepresentation of people of color at the professoriate.
Specifically, we outline six themes that emerge from the literature on the
racialized experiences of faculty of color: (1) racism in the academic pipeline,
(2) racial resistance to faculty authority and expertise, (3) racial hostility in
the classroom, (4) racial scrutiny of faculty research agendas, (5) racial taxa-
tion from excess faculty service, and (6) racial marginalization and isolation
among faculty of color.

Racism in the Academic Pipeline
While many colleges and universities espouse a commitment to diversity,
one test of whether that value is enacted at an institution is to examine
their efforts at the recruitment, hiring, career development, promotion, and
success of professors of color (Jackson & O’Callaghan, 2009). The chronic
underrepresentation of people of color in academic positions suggests few in-
stitutions have passed this test.

Indeed, evidence points to the reality that institutions often do not
make concerted efforts at recruiting, hiring, and retaining faculty of color
(Carmen, 1999; Turner, 2003; Turner, Garcia, Nora, & Rendon, 1996).
Moreover, it has been noted that faculty recruitment and hiring processes are
permeated with racial myths about the lack of qualified applicants. Institu-
tions often relinquish responsibility for their lack of diversity in candidate
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pools and new hires by claiming an insufficient supply of qualified candidates
of color or low demand for academic jobs among candidates of color. Data and
evidence, however, do not support such claims. While many graduate students
of color depart the pipeline to academic careers at some stage in their trajec-
tory (Turner, Myers, & Creswell, 1999), research suggests that many PhDs of
color constitute an untapped resource. On the demand side, dominant nar-
ratives suggest that PhDs of color will be unlikely to pursue academic careers
given that the accompanying salaries are incomparable to corporate earnings
and the private sector may be more welcoming of diversity (Tierney & Sallee,
2008; Trower & Chait, 2002; Turner et al., 1999).

Both the supply and demand explanations of higher education institu-
tions’ inability to recruit and hire persons of color suggest that the lack of
diversity among the professoriate and administration is the fault of people of
color for weeding themselves out of contention for careers in academia. Such
self-deterministic narratives blame the victim while insufficiently acknowl-
edging the responsibility and culpability of institutions of higher education
in perpetuating the persisting racial inequities in the academic pipeline.

It should also be noted that, once faculty of color land positions in the
professoriate, there is some evidence that they may encounter a glass ceiling.
Researchers, for example, have noted that White assistant professors are sig-
nificantly more likely to be promoted to associate or full professor than their
Asian American, Black, and Latina or Latino peers (Palepu et al., 1995). There
is also some existing evidence that, when controlling for a range of variables
such as other demographics and research productivity level, faculty of color
are still less likely to attain tenured positions in the academy (Yan & Museus,
2013). Moreover, when controlling for a variety of variables, including faculty
demographics and productivity level, faculty of color earn lower salaries than
their White counterparts (Lee, 2002).

Racial Resistance to Authority and Expertise
Research suggests that faculty of color report facing covert and overt racial dis-
crimination in the classroom. Challenges to the authority of faculty of color
may begin on the first day of class with students questioning their expertise
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or refusing to call them by their titles (e.g., Professor, Dr., etc.) while si-
multaneously using these titles to address their White colleagues (Chesler
& Young, 2007; Patton & Catching, 2009; Stanley, 2006; Tuitt, Hanna,
Martinez, Salazar, & Griffin, 2009). Faculty of color sometimes contend that
race plays a role in the ways in which students address them because they are
not afforded the same levels of respect as their White colleagues. The follow-
ing composite story illustrates the experiences of faculty of color:

I have come to understand that I do not have the privilege of walk-
ing into a classroom and having students assume that I am a ca-
pable and credible teacher. Nor do I have the privilege of walking
into a classroom and having people assume that I have earned my
position through hard work and determination. I have to be delib-
erate in the subject matter that I teach so that others do not see me
as an exception to their assumptions about who is qualified, about
who has a right to be here. (Tuitt et al., p. 69)

Many faculty of color in higher education also express having to work to avoid
fitting into stereotypes and doing whatever they can to not be perceived as the
“Affirmative Action hire” (Griffin, Ward, & Phillips, 2014; Trower, 2003).

When issues of racism emerged in a course, faculty of color often report
that their students question their academic integrity and make assumptions
that they are biased (Perry, Moore, Edwards, Acosta, & Frey, 2009; Stanley,
2006). Unsurprisingly, then, challenges to the authority of faculty of color
are particularly evident when faculty of color teach courses that address racial
issues. In these courses, students can resist learning from faculty of color by
attempting to discredit them or by pushing back on their inclusion of diversity
in the course curriculum (Perry et al., 2009; Stanley, 2006). There is some in-
dication that this resistance could be more likely among predominantly White
students who have little prior contact with people of color, particularly per-
sons of color with authority (Perry et al., 2009; Stanley, 2006). In these situ-
ations, faculty of color can be forced to respond by asserting their authority
by setting firm ground rules for the classroom, being keenly aware of their
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attire on teaching days, identifying resources outside of the classroom to bol-
ster their credibility, and discussing their credentials for teaching the course
subject matter (Chesler & Young, 2007; Perry et al., 2009).

Racial Hostility in the Classroom
While challenging the authority of faculty of color often takes the form of
subtle resistance to curricula and pedagogy, some faculty of color experienced
more direct and overt forms of discrimination in the classroom that manifest
in blatant disrespect, disruption, hostile language, and the like. Indeed, there is
some evidence that faculty of color are more likely than their White colleagues
to experience disrespect from students in the classroom (Alberts, Hazen, &
Theobald, 2010). For example, in a qualitative examination of student in-
teractions with African American faculty, Neville and Parker (2014) observed
White college students arriving to class late without apology, texting, and talk-
ing in class, arguing with professors, rolling their eyes, and mouthing profan-
ities toward faculty of color. Moreover, it is important to note that White
students may become particularly disruptive when they feel the instructor or
curriculum challenges their personal beliefs (Collier & Powell, 1990; Jackson
& Crawley, 2003; Neville & Parker, 2014).

The aforementioned racial dynamics can have real implications for the
careers of faculty of color as these behaviors may further manifest in nega-
tive teaching evaluations. Existing studies show that many faculty of color
are more likely than their White counterparts to receive negative evaluations
(Hamermesh & Parker 2005; Vargas 2002). Moreover, faculty of color who
bring more diversity into their teaching seem to be most vulnerable to more
negative teaching evaluations (Vargas, 2002). One African American faculty
member in Perry et al.’s (2009) investigation, for example, was so concerned
about receiving low student evaluations that she decided to stop teaching
diversity-related courses. In addition to formal written course evaluations, stu-
dents sometimes express concerns about the teaching methods and academic
integrity of faculty of color to senior faculty and administrators. Coupled with
low teaching evaluations, such critiques may negatively impact people’s per-
ceptions of faculty of color and their chances of tenure and promotion.
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It is important to note that women of color are subject to hostility in
the classroom that stems from both racism and sexism (Alberts et al., 2010;
Pittman, 2010). As a result, women faculty of color can feel threatened and
intimidated by White male students in particular. In one study, for example,
Women faculty of color specifically reported that White male students often
challenged their scholarly expertise and authority to evaluate them, which led
to these students challenging their grades (Pittman, 2010). In that inquiry,
students, who were often White males, used threatening tones with women
faculty of color, threw papers at them, and in one case a student threatened to
“squash” African Americans in efforts to intimidate women faculty of color
by espousing White superiority over them.

Racial Scrutiny of Research Agendas
It has been noted that the legitimacy of faculty of color research agendas is
also scrutinized if they include a focus on diversity. Because many mainstream
journals are less amenable to scholarship on race-related research, faculty of
color may choose to find a more welcoming environment to publish in less
mainstream academic journals. Indeed, it has been argued that faculty of color
are at the forefront of new and progressive journals, including developing new
journals, that provide important publication outlets for scholarly agendas that
differ from the mainstream (Turner, 2003). In many cases, however, pub-
lishing in these journals, while fitting for their scholarly interests, is likely to
benefit them less than publishing in mainstream journals in the tenure and
promotion process.

Because of the reality that upper ranks of the professoriate are fairly
racially homogenous, faculty of color are often evaluated by predominantly
White senior faculty personnel committees. When these committees review
scholarship in “nonmainstream” journals as part of tenure and promotion
portfolios, it may be undervalued, considered too biased to constitute real
scholarship, and denigrated as nontraditional or inferior research (Delgado
Bernal, 2002; Stanley, 2006; Turner et al., 1999). When personnel review
committees maintain a Eurocentric epistemology in the evaluation of fac-
ulty of color scholarship, it can create “an apartheid of knowledge” that
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subordinates the knowledge of faculty of color to mainstream ways of know-
ing (Delgado Bernal & Villalpando, 2002, p. 175).

Racial Taxation From Excess Service
Faculty of color are often engaged in service commitments that involve men-
toring students and junior faculty of color, as well as serving on diversity
committees at the institutional, regional, or national levels, and serving their
local communities in their educational efforts (Stanley, 2006). While research
and teaching may be considered by many to be the most important parts of
the three pillars of the professoriate at most institutions of higher education,
service has important implications for faculty success. While too much ser-
vice may negatively impact research productivity, service contributions may
be one of few things that provide faculty of color with inspiration and passion,
as they desire to serve the communities from which they come or of which
they are a part (Turner, Gonzalez, & Wood, 2008).

Unfortunately, though, many faculty of color experience periods of cul-
tural taxation, or what we call racial taxation herein, where they might be
consistently bombarded with requests to serve the institution through partic-
ipation on committees, organization of events, and so on (Padilla, 1994). At
the same time, such service is rarely recognized or rewarded by senior faculty
or administration during personnel reviews, especially if commitments are re-
lated to racial/ethnic diversity. Many faculty of color are therefore caught in a
Catch-22 situation, in which they recognize a substantial need for service at
their institutions and within their communities, yet this activity results in less
time to do research that is more highly valued in promotion and tenure pro-
cesses (Stanley, 2006; Turner, 2002; Turner et al., 1999). Therefore, existing
evidence suggests that faculty of color are forced to balance the pressures to
do disproportionately larger amounts of service than their White counterparts
with maintaining a robust research agenda to attain promotion and tenure in
the academy (Turner, 2002).

Racial Marginalization and Isolation
Faculty of color often experience feelings of marginalization and isolation on
campus (Aguirre & Martinez, 1993; Benjamin, 1997; Hune & Chan, 1997;
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Padilla & Chavez Chavez, 1995; Smith, 2004). This reality is partly due to
the fact that many campuses still employ relatively few faculty of color. Being
one of few people of color on a college campus or within an academic de-
partment leaves faculty of color vulnerable to racism within their institutions
(Garrison-Wade, Diggs, Estrada, & Galindo, 2012). And, racialized structures
and practices can, in turn, reinforce “a cycle of exclusion” for many faculty of
color (Delgado Bernal & Villalpando, 2002, p. 247).

The Role of Racism in the Experiences
of College Students
Minoritized students in college are significantly less likely than White peers to
be satisfied with their respective college environments and the overall college
experience (Kuh, 2005). In this section, we provide an overview of the ways in
which racism shapes the experiences of college students of color. Specifically,
we delineate seven themes from the literature regarding how racism shapes
the experiences of minoritized college students: (1) racial hostility, (2) racial
prejudice and stereotypes, (3) racial invisibility and silencing, (4) racial balka-
nization or segregation, (5) cultural conflict and dissonance, (6) contradictory
cultural pressures, and (7) cultural marginalization and isolation.

Racial Hostility
Evidence suggests that college students of color encounter explicit and implicit
forms of racial discrimination. Regarding overt forms of discrimination, this
evidence indicates that students of color often encounter racial harassment in
college (Ancis, Sedlacek, & Mohr, 2000; Cress & Ikeda, 2003; Feagin, Vera, &
Imani, 1996; Hurtado, 1992; Kim, Chang, & Park, 2009; Kotori & Malaney,
2003; Museus & Park, 2015; Museus & Truong, 2013; Smith et al., 2007).
The literature illuminates a wide range of ways in which this hostility mani-
fests, including in racial profiling from police, racial slurs, and racial bullying.
Sometimes, this harassment can turn violent and lead to racially motivated
hate crimes, such as murder (Museus, 2013a). Moreover, it is important to
note that, compared to White students, students of color are more likely to
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experience racial harassment from both faculty and peers on their college cam-
puses (Ancis et al., 2000; Kim et al., 2009; Kotori & Malaney, 2003).

Racial Prejudice and Stereotypes
The literature illuminates many examples of the ways in which students of
color experience prejudicial treatment and stereotyping in college (Ancis et al.,
2000; Cabrera, 2014; Feagin et al., 1996; Fries-Britt & Turner, 2001; Museus,
2008; Museus & Park, 2015; Museus & Truong, 2013; Smedley, Myers, &
Harrell, 1993; Suzuki, 1977, 2002). Academically, Asian American students
are often overgeneralized as a model minority that achieves universal and un-
paralleled academic and occupational success (Suzuki, 1977, 2002). While
this model minority myth is benign on the surface, scholars have noted how
closer examination of this stereotype reveals many negative consequences for
Asian American students (Cheryan & Bodenhausen, 2000; Museus 2013b;
Museus & Park, 2015; Suzuki, 2002). For example, it masks the challenges
and inequities that exist within that community, places expectations on Asian
Americans not to use support services, leads to excessive pressure to achieve
perfection among these students, and is used as a tool to argue that racial
discrimination is something that can be overcome by hard work and is not
deterministic. Asian American men are socially stereotyped as asexual, infe-
rior, submissive, and awkward, while Asian American women are racialized as
exotic and sexually submissive—both of which can have significant harmful
and sometimes violent racial, social, and psychological consequences (Museus
& Truong, 2013b).

Academically, Black and Latina or Latino students often encounter racial
stereotypes that they are unprepared or academically inferior, do not deserve to
be in college, and only were admitted to college because of affirmative action
(Fries-Britt & Turner, 2001; Lewis, Chesler, & Forman, 2000; Museus, 2008;
Steele, 1999). Southeast Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders, who tend to
come from some of the most underresourced communities and have rela-
tively low educational attainment rates, also face these stereotypes (Museus,
2013b; Ngo & Lee, 2007). Black, Latina or Latino, Native American, South-
east Asian American, and Pacific Islander men can be socially stereotyped
as deviant, dropouts, gang members, and dangerous (Feagin et al., 1996).
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These racialized stereotypes can also be harmful, and have been one of the
reasons cited for the increasingly common media stories of excessive police
violence toward Black men across the United States (Correll, Park, Judd, &
Wittenbrink, 2007).

Racial Invisibility and Silencing
Evidence also indicates that students of color often find themselves in-
visible in various spaces on college campuses (Buenavista & Chen, 2013;
Buenavista et al., 2009; Feagin et al., 1996; Gonzalez, 2003; Museus & Park,
2015). Given many postsecondary institutions’ historical legacy of racism,
it might not be surprising that college students of color sometimes report
finding themselves invisible in physical structures (e.g., artwork, buildings,
etc.) on campus (Brown-Nagin et al., 2015; Gonzalez, 2003). In addition,
students of color often find voices from their communities silenced in main-
stream curricula and pedagogy (Museus & Park, 2015). Such invisibility and
silencing can be pervasive and lead to feelings of racial exclusion, isolation,
and marginalization throughout the college experience.

Racial Balkanization or Segregation
There is some indication that college students of color report substantial racial
segregation on their campuses (Antonio, 2004; Duster, 1991; Museus & Park,
2015). Indeed, college students of color appear to be very aware that racial
segregation is prevalent at their institutions (Antonio, 2004). And, while such
segregation can lead to claims that students of color are unwilling to interact
outside of their own communities, there is some evidence that students of
color gravitate toward peers of similar racial backgrounds in order to find a
safe space within larger and less welcoming campus environments (Museus,
2013; Museus & Park, 2015).

It is also important to note that, while students of color do observe racially
segregated environments on their college campuses, many White and minori-
tized students also experience valuable interactions across race that lead to a
plethora of positive outcomes (Antonio, 2001; Antonio et al., 2004; Chang,
Astin, & Kim, 2004; Chang, Denson, Saenz, & Misa, 2006; Denson, 2009;
Denson & Chang, 2009; Jayakumar, 2008; Pike & Kuh, 2006). Therefore,
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it is important for higher education leaders not to overestimate the level of
segregation that occurs on college campuses, because evidence suggests that
balkanization prohibits fruitful interracial interactions and positive educa-
tional outcomes.

Cultural Dissonance
College students of color also discuss experiencing cultural dissonance as they
adjust to and navigate postsecondary institutions. The term cultural dissonance
refers to the tensions students of color experience as a result of the incon-
gruence between their cultural backgrounds or meaning-making systems and
the new cultures that they encounter in their college environment (Museus,
2008). Therefore, many students of color who attend postsecondary institu-
tions with cultures that reflect the cultural values, beliefs, and perspectives of
the White majority—which includes most colleges and universities through-
out the nation—are likely to confront cultures that are substantially different
from the cultures of their home communities and experience significant levels
of cultural dissonance in college. Moreover, the levels of cultural dissonance
that students experience within their respective college environments are pos-
itively associated with cultural stress and likelihood of disengaging from the
dominant cultures of their campuses (Museus, 2008; Museus & Park, 2015;
Museus & Quaye, 2009).

Contradictory Cultural Pressures
Racialized campus cultures can lead to contradictory pressures for students
of color in higher education. Specifically, minoritized college students have
reported experiencing significant pressures to assimilate into the cultures of
their campuses on one hand (Duster, 1991; Lewis et al., 2000; Museus &
Park, 2015), while experiencing pressure to conform to stereotypes of their
racial groups that otherize them as distinctly different from the White ma-
jority on their campuses. In addition, these conflicting pressures can cause
students of color to experience internal conflicts regarding whether and how
they can and should conform to or resist the dominant cultures of their re-
spective postsecondary institutions.
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Cultural Marginalization and Isolation
Minoritized college students also report experiencing cultural isolation within
their respective college cultures (Lewis et al., 2000; Museus & Park, 2015;
Turner, 1994). This marginalization and isolation in multiple ways on col-
lege campuses. For example, students of color express discontent with the
reality that they are structurally marginalized within their campus environ-
ments (e.g., the isolation of diversity activity to a single cultural center). In
addition, within the larger campus environment, minoritized college students
sometimes report feeling like they are the only one on their campuses and
in their classrooms. Similarly, minoritized college students sometimes report
feeling isolated within mainstream campus subcultures, such as campus-wide
student leadership councils or Greek life (Park, 2008).

Conclusion
The scholarship reviewed in this chapter illuminates many of the ways that
racism manifests in both higher education policy and the daily experiences of
faculty and students of color. Knowledge of these experiences is critical in de-
veloping an understanding of the ways in which racism operates within higher
education. However, we believe it is important that advocates of racial equity
do not become overly focused on these daily experiences but also maintain a
focus on the systemic ways in which racism operates and must be addressed.
In the following chapter, we argue that racial justice advocates in higher edu-
cation should focus on systemic forms of racial oppression in racial discourse
and their efforts to advance toward racial equity.
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Advancing Scholarship and
Advocacy to Achieve Equity in
Higher Education

IN THE FIRST CHAPTER, “Introduction,” we discuss important de-
mographic realities within U.S. society and highlight persistent racial in-

equalities throughout the nation. In doing so, we underscore the urgency of
understanding and addressing systemic racism throughout our system of
higher education. In the second chapter, “Racial Frameworks in Higher Ed-
ucation,” we provide an overview of a handful of race-conscious frameworks
that can be used to understand racial problems in higher education today
and begin to address them meaningfully. We believe that this chapter high-
lights the reality that, although much work in this area remains to be done,
higher education has made significant progress with regard to generating use-
ful tools that can be engaged to spark major transformation toward greater
racial equity in higher education. In the third chapter, “Historical and Con-
temporary Racial Contexts,” we provide an overview of the historical roots of
racism and U.S. society. We also examine how racism has historically shaped
events and policies that have been critical to the development of the higher
education system in the United States. Through this discussion, we under-
score the embedded and pervasive nature of racism throughout society and
social institutions. Such understandings are necessary for higher education
professionals to grasp the gravity of existing racial problems and prepare to
address them. In the fourth chapter, “Systemic Racism in Higher Education,”
we provide an overview of how racism shapes higher education policy and
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the experiences of individuals within institutions of higher education. In this
concluding chapter, we utilize the frameworks and research from these prior
chapters to construct a set of recommendations for higher education policy
and practice aimed at advancing racial equity.

The persisting racial disparities in higher education outcomes are indica-
tors that higher education has failed to successfully and sufficiently adapt to
student populations that are increasingly racially diverse. In fact, many insti-
tutions have been so slow to adapt to these demographic shifts that we fear
that higher education, as a system, might be unable or unwilling to effectively
respond to the diversity of its student bodies and make the changes necessary
to achieve more racially equitable outcomes. Nevertheless, we assert that it
is time to rethink higher education’s approach to addressing racial inequities
and adopt a more holistic and aggressive strategy to advance equity agendas.

Before moving forward with our discussion of what a more holistic and
aggressive approach might look like, a few caveats are in order. First, we realize
that readers who reject the racial realities shaping our postsecondary education
system or devalue efforts to achieve racial equity might find our suggestions
problematic. However, we hope that the discussion in the previous chapters
offers a convincing case for why such efforts are critical. At the same time,
we acknowledge that the points made herein could be perceived as naively
idealistic, or even unrealistic, by those who already appreciate the cause of
racial equity. We do not contest the notion that our recommendations are
idealistic. Nevertheless, we believe that, if we are serious about moving toward
greater equity, we must be idealistic and we must be visionary.

Second, we urge caution on the part of racial justice advocates, and call
on them to consider the potential unintended consequences of equity work.
Over the past few decades, diversity and multiculturalism have been widely
espoused by institutions of higher education. Although this development
could be viewed as progress among those advocating for racial equity, diver-
sity and multiculturalism have often been adopted in ways that are superficial
and do not focus attention and energy on solving real systemic social prob-
lems. As such, they can create an illusion that institutions have transcended
racial problems and douse any further interest in advancing racial equity even
though racism still permeates their policies, curricula, and spaces. In addition,
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anecdotal evidence suggests that institutions that have adopted campus-wide
diversity requirements have simultaneously heard challenges to the need for
ethnic studies programs or other programs and services targeted at supporting
marginalized populations. These are also examples of how efforts to achieve
greater racial equity can cause the system to adapt in ways that hinder those
efforts from having transformative impact. Thus, it is imperative that efforts
to advance racial equity are informed by the progress already made by minor-
ity serving institutions, ethnic studies programs and departments, targeted
support programs and services, and ethnic student organizations. Indeed, ef-
forts to achieve greater racial equity should not replace these hotbeds of equity
work, but rather must learn from them and leverage them to facilitate broader
institutional transformation.

Third, we assert that it is important to acknowledge the value of un-
derstanding how racism works and how to advance racial equity work. It is
common for people to express frustrations with the postsecondary education
system or argue that it needs to be changed. However, such frustrations and
assertions can fall short of offering new radical and well-developed strategies
regarding how higher education systems might be transformed to achieve
racial equity. The current volume and discussion are based on the assump-
tion that any broad systemic transformation requires a thoughtful systemic
approach. Of course, we acknowledge the reality that there are many cultural
and structural challenges to radically and systemically transforming institu-
tions of higher education and advancing racial equity.

Finally, we believe that many higher education scholars, policy makers,
and educators throughout the nation are engaging in important and valu-
able equity work, but these efforts are often confined to silos. In response, we
urge postsecondary organizations and educators to enhance their collective
impact by constructing a common vision for equity work and collaborating
to mobilize and achieve that vision. For example, we wonder what changes
could be realized if scholars, policy makers, and practitioners work together
to refocus performance funding and accountability discourses, institutional
mission statements and strategic plans, and campus programs and practices
on cultivating the types of culturally engaging campus environments that al-
low diverse populations to thrive and in ways that are aligned with the college
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completion agenda and other larger policy narratives. We do not suggest that
such actions are a panacea for higher education’s racial problems. However,
collectively organizing and mobilizing around such common foci could lead
to greater collective impact and a more racially equitable systems.

Advancing Racial Equity in
Higher Education Scholarship
As we discuss throughout this volume, the higher education community has
generated substantial insights into the ways in which racism shapes higher
education systems and experiences within them, but we believe that existing
gaps in knowledge still exist and hinder the ability of policymakers and practi-
tioners to advance racial equity goals. For example, higher education scholars
have produced noteworthy literature on the problematic nature of campus
climates and the challenges that emerge from hostile environments encoun-
tered by students of color (see Harper & Hurtado, 2007). Yet, with few ex-
ceptions, higher education researchers have failed to develop comprehensive
understandings of the types of environments that must be cultivated to ensure
that racially diverse populations can thrive in college (Museus, 2014). Sim-
ilarly, few scholars have helped shed significant light on how postsecondary
institutions can be transformed or are being changed to achieve greater racial
equity (e.g., Dowd & Bensimon, 2015; Kezar, 2012). Thus, examining the
field of higher education from a systems perspective, we believe that the higher
education scholarly community still has much to learn about racism and pro-
cesses to move toward racial equity. As a result, many advocates of racial equity
on college and university campuses are ill-equipped with tools and evidence
to help them navigate institutional environments with a focus on cultivating
optimal institutions for racial equity.

Given the realities above, we believe there is an urgent need to fill the
gaps and begin to generate more holistic understandings of both racism and
how to inform efforts to achieve racial equity. Moreover, we believe that, in
order for the field to generate such comprehensive understandings, it not only
needs researchers that study racial problems and issues in higher education
broadly, but it also needs more scholars who are racial experts within diverse
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sectors of the field (e.g., organizational systems, curricular and pedagogical
contexts, student affairs units, institutional change processes, etc.). Relatedly,
in the coming years, we believe that it is critical that higher education scholars
pursue the following areas of inquiry:

∙ Document the ways in which seemingly objective federal and state poli-
cies (e.g., performance funding systems) perpetuate or reinforce systems of
racial inequity.

∙ Understand and cultivate discourse about how to make public policy pro-
cesses more racially conscious.

∙ Document the relationship between culturally engaging campus environ-
ments and student outcomes.

∙ Advance knowledge about institutional resistance to cultivating optimally
inclusive campus environments in which increasingly diverse student pop-
ulations can thrive. Specifically, document the types of barriers will they
encounter throughout the process, and ways in which such challenges can
be addressed.

∙ Increase discourse on how scholars, policymakers, and practitioners can re-
frame critical discourses (e.g., the college completion agenda and higher
education quality) to make them more racially conscious.

∙ Advance knowledge regarding how campus structures be reorganized in
cost-effective ways to provide minoritized populations with the types of
culturally engaging campus supports that they need during college.

∙ Better document what the process of cultural transformation to achieve
more culturally engaging campus environments looks like.

∙ Examine how institutions can support faculty and staff in developing their
racial consciousness and cultivating more racially inclusive environments.

∙ Document the challenges that faculty encounter as they attempt to trans-
form their curricula and pedagogy to be more racially inclusive. Better un-
derstand how faculty can overcome these barriers.

∙ Illuminate the most effective ways that college campuses can use data to
facilitate institutional transformation toward racial equity.

∙ Analyze the process of bridging gaps between research and policy or research
and practice to advance an equity agenda.
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In sum, we are advocating higher education scholars to generate greater in-
sights on how racism can be addressed within various aspects of higher edu-
cation systems. Such knowledge can help generate tools to equip higher ed-
ucation policymakers and practitioners who hope to advance more racially
equitable policy and practice.

Advancing Racial Equity in
Higher Education Policy
Federal and state governments must play an active role in constructing more
equitable higher education systems and eliminating systemic racial and ethnic
inequities as well. As we discuss in the second chapter, “Racial Frameworks
in Higher Education,” history demonstrates that seemingly objective policies
can reinforce systems of racial oppression. Thus, in order for higher educa-
tion policy makers to help improve the system and move toward greater racial
equity, they must understand the need for racially conscious policy and inten-
tionally incorporate equity into their policy-making processes.

Performance funding constitutes a case in which higher education policy
makers can rethink policy in more racially conscious ways that can help ad-
vance their current agendas while simultaneously advocating for racial equity.
Specifically, policy makers must recognize that color-blind discourses around
college completion and performance funding are problematic. And, they can
reframe these discourses to acknowledge that colleges and universities must
fundamentally transform to maximize positive outcomes among their increas-
ingly diverse student populations. One way advocates can achieve such re-
framing is by making efforts to ensure that conversations around performance
funding systems are not only based on measures of traditional outputs (e.g.,
persistence and degree completion rates), but also emphasize metrics to un-
derstand whether institutions are cultivating optimal environments that al-
low students from all racial backgrounds can thrive (Museus, 2014, 2015).
Indeed, just as institutions have utilized indicators of student engagement in
accrediting processes (McCormick & Kinzie, 2014), states could encourage
campuses to utilize indicators of culturally engaging campus environments in
their accountability systems (Museus, 2014, 2015).
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If the federal government is serious about making opportunity accessible
to all students, it must also make higher education institutions more account-
able for facilitating more equitable outcomes. Indeed, all campuses that pur-
port to serve a racially and ethnically “diverse” student population must be
held accountable for achieving racial equity in college persistence and degree
completion rates, learning outcomes, and subsequent employment opportu-
nities. This accountability, however, must be accompanied by resources to
help institutions rethink the way that they do business to make their systems
more culturally inclusive and ensure that students from racially diverse back-
grounds can thrive in college.

MSIs offer one example of how a lack of accountability for racial equity
can be problematic. Many historically predominantly White institutions have
witnessed the percentage of their student bodies reach the federally designated
threshold for MSI designations, and have been granted that status. For exam-
ple, institutions with enrollment that reaches 25% Latina and Latino students
qualify for designation as a Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI). Institutions
with enrollment of 10% Asian American and Pacific Islander students qual-
ify for designation as Asian American Native American and Pacific Islander
Serving Institutions (AANAPISI). Once an institution meets the MSI status
threshold, it is eligible for federal grants to support the implementation of
programs to better support students (U.S. Department of Education). How-
ever, the federal government requires institutions to prove their effectiveness
by reporting improvements in overall success rates, rather than improvement
in success rates among the population of color that led to the designation (e.g.,
Latina and Latino students at Hispanic Serving Institutions). Thus, while
many MSIs are utilizing these funds to serve their underserved populations
of color, it is important for the federal government to verify that allocated
funds used to enhance general programming on campus also improve the ex-
perience and outcomes of students of color. Otherwise, the lack of a federal
mandate for these programs to demonstrate some benefit to college students
of color sends messages to colleges and universities that these students are
not a priority and their institutions are not accountable for maximizing their
success.
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With regard to higher education finance policy, both federal and state
governments must address the issue of affordability within higher education
if we are to move toward greater racial equity. States must do their part by
increasing, rather than reducing, funding for higher education. Indeed, de-
creases in state support may lead to increases in tuition, further limiting op-
portunities for students of color. However, if college students of color are more
averse to taking out loans, the federal government must also invest in students
by shifting the emphasis back to grants, rather than loans, in the composi-
tion of financial aid packages. Although such recommendations might sound
naively optimistic given recent shifts toward the privatization of higher edu-
cation, we are hopeful that public policy makers can once again embrace their
commitment to education as a public good.

Advancing Racial Equity on College Campuses
Of course, colleges and universities must engage in intentional long-term ef-
forts to achieve racial equity if they are authentically committed to such out-
comes. The past two decades of research in higher education offers a plethora
of articles that provide recommendations regarding how to implement specific
programs and practices to cultivate more inclusive environments to support
underserved students and achieve greater racial equity within institutions of
higher education. We do not rehash these recommendations, and refer our
readers to these prior works for specific actions that can be taken at the insti-
tutional, programmatic, and individual levels (e.g., Dowd & Bensimon, 2015;
Jayakumar & Museus, 2012; Kezar, 2012; Smith, 2011, 2015). Instead, and
in keeping with the systemic focus of the current volume, we offer a broader
framework that can help institutions consider how to pursue more systemic
efforts to transform the cultures and structures of their campuses and create
more equitable postsecondary institutions.

We believe that the preceding discussion, the aforementioned models
in particular, provides important elements of a comprehensive approach to
pursuing institutional transformation and equity. Building upon and incor-
porating the work of Delgado and Stefancic (2001), Dowd and Bensimon
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FIGURE 7
An Institutional Framework for Racial Justice Advocacy
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(2015), Museus (2014, 2015), and Smith (2011, 2015), we posit that
21st century racial justice advocacy in higher education necessitates delib-
erate integration of processes that engage all critical aspects of educational
organizations. Thus, we offer an institutional framework for racial justice
advocacy that was constructed using the aforementioned theories and research
(Figure 7). The framework in Figure 7 includes four main components that
complement one another and, together, offer a more holistic perspective re-
garding how campuses can begin to pursue broad and deep systemic transfor-
mation in higher education.

1. Develop and expand awareness of systemic racism: Campuses must cultivate
awareness that racism is endemic to higher education, continues to shape
the cultures of postsecondary institutions, and may negatively impact

80



student, faculty, and staff experiences and outcomes (Delgado & Stenfacic,
2001; Museus, Ravello, et al., 2012). This awareness must go beyond giv-
ing adequate attention to overt acts of racism to thoroughly interrogating
embedded institutional policies and practices that consciously or inadver-
tently perpetuate inequities through scholarship, curricula, policies, sup-
port structures, and other parts of the campus. For example, we believe
that all campus units at every institution should be encouraged to exam-
ine their own assumptions about racism, scrutinize existing policies and
practices from a racially conscious lens, and consider ways in which their
own policies and practices might implicitly reproduce racial inequities. In-
stitutions should be provided support to carry out these investigations, and
should be held accountable for making effective changes.

2. Cultivate cultures of inquiry to achieve equity: Postsecondary institutions
should prioritize the cultivation of a culture of inquiry and problem solv-
ing to achieve racial equity (Witham & Bensimon, 2012). Again, the goal
to achieve equity includes, but should not be limited to, producing racially
equitable student outcomes (e.g., learning outcomes, satisfaction levels,
persistence, and degree completion). Racial equity goals should also in-
clude aims to transform the cultures and structures of postsecondary in-
stitutions to be more racially equitable. These efforts require college and
university campuses to make substantial commitments to setting institu-
tional transformation goals, engaging in research and assessment to mea-
sure progress toward these goals, and adopting a culture of institutional
improvement and equity.

3. Focus on a vision to foster culturally engaging campus environments: Insti-
tutions of higher education should consider the importance of construct-
ing a common vision to cultivate more culturally engaging campus envi-
ronments. Such a vision would focus on maximizing the extent to which
students have access to environments characterized by cultural familiar-
ity, culturally relevant knowledge, cultural community service, cultural
validation, meaningful cross-cultural engagement, collectivism, human-
ized educational environments, holistic support, and proactive philoso-
phies (Museus, 2014, 2015). Espousing and enacting such a vision require
institutions to grapple with difficult questions about how they can diversify
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their faculty and staff, restructure student support services, redesign curric-
ula and pedagogy, strengthen their relationships with diverse communities,
and engage in other activities that can help transform their academic and
social spaces so that they are characterized by inclusive excellence.

4. Engage the five dimensions of institutional diversity: Finally, institutions
should ensure that the goal of achieving equity and focus on culturally en-
gaging campus environments is embedded within all critical aspects of the
institution (Smith, 2011, 2015). Put another way, mission statements—
as well as vision statements and strategic plans—across campuses should
reflect the goal of equity and focus on culturally engaging campus envi-
ronments and institutions’ capacity and structures to promote more cul-
turally relevant and responsive systems. Scholarship and pedagogy should
reflect such culturally engaging characteristics, campus climates should be
characterized by diverse groups co-constructing more culturally engaging
campus environments, and institutions should aim to ensure access and
success to students from diverse backgrounds via the cultivation of such
culturally engaging environments.

Each of the four elements of this framework is critical, but not sufficient,
to advance racial justice in postsecondary institutions. We present them here,
together, as a more holistic lens that can be used to guide institutional trans-
formation efforts to achieve greater equity.

Conclusion
Today, racism is nationally visible. The increasing presence of televised and
digitally disseminated incidents depicting racial hostility toward people of
color, such as those discussed at the beginning of this monograph, serves as an
all too regular backdrop to everyday conversations. At both local and national
levels, political and community leaders are wrestling with questions regarding
how to make sense of racial inequality in the 21st century. While there are no
easy answers to such questions, if higher education is going to truly live up
to its idealistic role of promoting social progress and mobility for all students
regardless of their racial backgrounds, we believe that we must abandon some
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of the assumptions that drive higher education policy and practice. Federal
and state policy makers can no longer advocate for higher persistence and
graduation rates without pushing higher education institutions to fundamen-
tally transform to reflect the historically marginalized and growing popula-
tions of color entering their campuses. At the same time, postsecondary in-
stitutions can no longer superficially commit to vague concepts of diversity,
multiculturalism, or equality in mission statements and recruiting materials
while failing to do the difficult work of pursuing systemic transformation to
create more inclusive environments so that racially diverse populations can
thrive. If we are to make significant advances toward racial equity in the 21st
century, we must account for the systemic nature of the race problem in higher
education, and develop more systemic solutions to it.
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Glossary: Key Terms and
Definitions Related to Racism
and Racial Equity

Aversive racism is the phenomenon of Whites endorsing egalitarian values and
regard themselves as nonprejudiced, but discriminating against populations of
color in subtle ways that are rationalized (Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986; Sears,
1988).

Colorblind racism: See aversive racism.
Cultural racism results from enthnocentrism and power, and describes

how members of society favor the cultural values, beliefs, and norms of the
dominant racial group over minority populations. Through this process, mi-
nority groups are racialized as inferior, which contributes to the oppression of
these populations (Jones, 1997).

Individual racism is the “beliefs, attitudes, and actions of individuals that
support or perpetuate racism” (Wijeyesinghe, Griffin, & Love, 1997, p. 89).

Institutional racism is the “patterns, procedures, practices, and policies that
operate within social institutions so as to consistently penalize, disadvantage,
and exploit individuals who are members of racial minority groups” (Better,
2007, p. 11).

Minoritized is a term that we utilize to refer to people of color. It is based
on the assumption that people of color are not inherently racial minorities but
that racism operates to force minority status upon them within U.S. society.
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Oppression is a system of domination and exploitation of subordinated
groups, whereby groups in positions of power and privilege engage in the un-
just treatment of subordinated groups and deny the latter access to resources
(Gil, 1998).

Racial equity, broadly defined, refers to racially equitable systems in which
racially diverse perspectives are equally embedded in power structures, policy-
making processes, and the cultural fabric of institutions.

Racial formation is the process by which economic, political, and social
forces shape racial categories, the meanings that are associated with those cat-
egories, and their value (Omi & Winant, 1994).

Racialization is the process of constructing racial categories, applying
these racial labels to previously unclassified groups or practices, and attaching
racial meanings to these categories and groups or practices with which they
are associated (Omi & Winant, 1994).

Racism is a system of dominance, power, and privilege that is rooted in the
historical oppression of subordinated groups that the dominant group views
as inferior, deviant, or undesirable. The dominant group creates or maintains
structures and ideology that preserve their power and privilege while exclud-
ing subjugated groups from power, status, and access to resources (Harrell,
2000).

Secondhand racism is the process by which people of color observe other
minoritized persons experiences of racism, and realize that they are also vul-
nerable to the influence of racism and experience negative ramifications of
these observations and conclusions. People of color can either directly and
visually observe racism or more indirectly learn about racist incidents via sto-
ries from family, friends, community, strangers, or the media (Truong et al.,
2015).

Symbolic racism: See aversive racism.
Systemic racism is racism that permeates society and all major social insti-

tutions. It functions as a system of social oppression that is deeply embedded
and is intensely contested (Feagin, 2006).

Vicarious racism: See secondhand racism.
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White supremacy refers to a political, economic, and cultural system
through which Whites overwhelmingly control power and resources, con-
scious and unconscious ideas of White superiority and entitlement are
widespread, and White dominance and the subordination of people of color
are reinforced daily across a wide range of institutions and social settings
(Ansley, 1988).
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