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This interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) inquiry examined critical racialized incidents
students of Color experienced in the graduate classroom at a predominantly White academic institution.
Five African American, 4 Latinx, 4 Asian American, and 1 Biracial student participated in the study. Nine
participants identified as women, and 5 as men. A total of 20 critical racialized incidents were reported
and 6 dominant themes identified: (a) intersectionality and manifestation of power differentials; (b)
personal devaluation, invalidation and/or shaming; (c) projection of racial stereotypes onto students of
Color; (d) uncontested racist comments; (e) differences in communication styles and preferences; and (f)
institutional devaluing of racial diversity. In contrast to previous research (Boysen, 2012; Sue, Lin,
Torino, Capodilupo, & Rivera, 2009), an unexpected finding was that instructors, not students, were the
most frequent perpetrators of racism in the classroom. Types of racism and magnitude of incidents were
also considered. Implications for social justice education were discussed, with specific recommendations
for instructors and academic institutions identified.

Public Significance Statement
Understanding how the common occurrence of racism affects students of Color in higher education
classrooms is critical to creating learning environments that support and honor all students, allowing
effective learning to occur. Implications and recommendations discussed should help educators and
academic institutions support more inclusive learning environments.
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The long history of empirical research on the experience of
students of Color in higher education (Harper & Hurtado, 2007;
Hubain, Allen, Harris, & Linder, 2016; Maton et al., 2011) has
focused on predominantly White institutions (PWIs), which have
been described as hostile and toxic environments that are demean-
ing and alienating to students of Color, at best compromising their
ability to learn and at worst, resulting in drop-out (Boysen, 2012;

Hubain et al., 2016; Lee, 2018). Themes from these studies include
negative perceptions of academic merit, cultural isolation, token-
ism, inaccurate cultural portrayals, and stereotyped projections
(Gardner & Holley, 2011; Gildersleeve, Croom, & Vasquez, 2011;
Maton et al., 2011). In a study of campus racial climate, Harper
and Hurtado (2007) synthesized 15 years of multi-institutional
research on racial realities in college settings. Their analysis sug-

HARRIET CURTIS-BOLES, PhD, received her doctoral degree in clinical
psychology from the University of California, Berkeley. She is a full
professor at the California School of Professional Psychology of Alliant
International University where she teaches diversity, dissertation de-
velopment and clinical skills courses. Her research and professional
interests include multicultural and social justice education, women of
Color’s personal and professional development and complex trauma in
ethnic minority youth and families.

ANA GUISELA CHUPINA, PhD, received her doctorate in educational
psychology from Iowa State University. She is an independent educa-
tion researcher. Formerly, as associate professor she taught cross-
cultural studies, qualitative inquiry, and action research. Her profes-
sional and research interests include immigrant women, inclusive
learning climates, and culturally responsive teaching.

YUKI OKUBO, PhD, received her doctorate in counseling psychology
from Columbia University. She is an assistant professor in the Depart-
ment of Psychology at Salisbury University, where she teaches under-
graduate courses in clinical and counseling psychology and diversity
issues in psychology. Her research focus is on racism and coping,
ranging from examining how people of Color cope with racism, how to
initiate and engage in meaningful and productive race dialogues, how
immigrants and refugees adjust to host cultures, and how to foster
positive learning environments for students of Color and international
students.

CORRESPONDENCE CONCERNING THIS ARTICLE should be addressed to
Harriet Curtis-Boles, California School of Professional Psychology, Alliant
International University, 1 Beach Street, San Francisco, CA 94133. E-mail:
hcurtis-boles@alliant.edu

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

Training and Education in Professional Psychology
© 2020 American Psychological Association 2020, Vol. 14, No. 2, 100–108
ISSN: 1931-3918 http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/tep0000293

100

mailto:hcurtis-boles@alliant.edu
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/tep0000293


gested that racial inequities in PWIs were deep and pervasive,
penetrating interpersonal interactions through racist remarks and
stereotyping, perpetuating a culture of racial segregation, reinforc-
ing feelings of isolation through lack of culturally inclusive spaces,
and espousing institutional values concerning diversity that were
not manifest in actual practices or policies. Racial tensions and
inequities identified as common in the campus culture of PWIs are
also reflected in the classroom. Studies that have addressed stu-
dents of Color’s classroom experiences have reported little to no
cultural representation in the curriculum (Hubain et al., 2016;
Maton et al., 2011), misinformation and insensitivity to the cul-
tures of racially diverse students, and lack of depth or avoidance of
dialogues about race and racism (Boysen, 2012; Linder, Harris,
Allen, & Hubain, 2015).

In recent years, social justice has emerged as a platform to
redress social injustices inherent in educational practices and pol-
icies and to promote the creation of inclusive learning environ-
ments (Hytten & Bettez, 2011). Social justice education calls for
representational diversity in faculty and student body, curricular
diversity through inclusion of culturally relevant content, engaging
in explicit discussions of power, critical examination of privilege
and oppression, application of professional skills to social change
and activism, and institutional policies that support equality in
access to resources and opportunities (Adams, Bell, & Griffin,
2007; Bettez, 2008). Though it is now common for institutions of
higher education to claim social justice as a value and guiding
principle in their educational philosophy and practices, it is appar-
ent through the continued operation of racism and other forms of
oppression in academic settings that these principles are hard to
actualize. Unfortunately, educators are often ill prepared to opera-
tionalize a social justice orientation into their teaching, resulting in
classroom dynamics that perpetuate injustices that institutional and
academic goals strive to eradicate.

As educators, our personal social justice goals include attract-
ing, retaining, and matriculating historically marginalized groups
in higher education, and working to dissect and disrupt the dy-
namics of power, privilege and oppression at our institutions. The
latter is accomplished through our teaching, coaching of faculty
colleagues in culturally responsive education, student advocacy,
and research. Based upon our professional and personal experience
in PWIs, both as students and educators, we entered into this
research study assuming race would be a critical component of
graduate students of Color’s experiences. We wanted to determine
the specifics of these experiences, across racial groups, and to give
voice to students’ personal and collective narratives.

Given our focus on students of Color’s racialized experiences,
we are employing critical race theory (CRT) as the lens for our
examination. Drawing upon the work of Delgado and Stefancic
(2012), several components of CRT are highlighted in our work.
The first is that racism is a virulent and everyday reality in U.S.
society, reflected in individual relationships as well as cultural and
institutional practices. Racism is also socially constructed and
designed to benefit the interests of White Americans. The social
construction of race and racism is supported by dominant narra-
tives that represent the history, values and rules that govern our
society, and lock Whites and people of Color in a racial hierarchy
of dominance and subordination. CRT also asserts that people of
Color, as targets and victims of racism, bear the authoritative voice
on racial oppression in the United States. A final element of CRT

that is relevant to this study is the importance of considering
intersectionality. An individual cannot be defined by a single
social identity, but multiple identities such as race, gender, class,
national origin, and sexual orientation that configure one’s self-
definition. The intersections of these identities within the historical
context of power dynamics and multiple axes of oppression, shape
experience.

Racial Bias in the Classroom

Recent research on racial bias in the classroom has fallen under
the rapidly growing investigations of racial microaggressions in
populations of Color. Sue (2010) defines racial microaggressions
as daily slights and indignities experienced by racial minority
individuals. In examining the experiences of African American,
Asian American, and Latinx students in the classroom, Sue, Lin,
Torino, Capodilupo, and Rivera (2009) identified ascription of
intelligence, alien in own land, pathologizing values/communica-
tions, denial of racial reality, and assumption of criminality as
common racial microaggressions. These microaggressions mani-
fest differently for specific population groups. For example, for
African Americans and Latinx students, ascription of intelligence
reflected beliefs of intellectual inferiority, while for Asian Amer-
icans this microaggression mirrored the model minority myth,
stereotyping Asian Americans as smart and hardworking due to
their racial membership.

Boysen (2012) described the classroom as the most common
place for students to experience racial prejudice. In a study by
Hubain et al. (2016) students of Color reported tokenism, isolation,
invalidation, and expectations to be the “native informant” as
experiences of microaggressions in their graduate classrooms.
Typically the only, or one of a few students of Color in their
classes, they experienced a jarring contradiction wherein their
contributions were minimized or dismissed when discussing gen-
eral course content, but when issues of race emerged they became
the experts. Linder et al. (2015) reported similar findings, but in
addition, placed the failure of faculty to discuss race and racism or
to address racially hostile situations in the classroom in the cate-
gory of microaggressions. Consistent with Thomas and Plaut
(2008), Linder et al. (2015) identified these failures as examples of
resistance to diversity, which can take the form of “silence related
to issues of equity and minimization of experiences of people who
are outside the norm of an organization” (p. 180). In these in-
stances, students of Color often feel pressured to carry the diversity
banner and correct misperceptions and misinformation about their
cultural group.

Faculty’s management of racial content in the classroom, often
referred to as “difficult dialogues,” has been a topic of interest in
itself. Even experienced educators struggled with facilitating pro-
ductive dialogues on race with many acknowledging fear of losing
control, appearing incompetent, or seen as biased by others
(Pasque, Chesler, Charbeneau, & Carlson, 2013; Sue, Torino,
Capodilupo, Rivera, & Lin, 2009). Strategies faculty identified for
handling racial conflict in the classroom often involved avoidance,
either through ignoring the conflict, shutting it down through
distraction or diversion, or minimization. In only a minority of the
cases did faculty identify processing the conflict and facilitating
discussion as a commonly used strategy.
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Racial microaggressions, though often assumed to be “trivial in
nature” (Sue, Lin et al., 2009, p. 183), are reported to have
significant consequences for the target to include emotional dis-
tress, lowered self-esteem, and physical health problems (Clark,
Anderson, Clark, & Williams, 1999; Wong-Padoongpatt, Zane,
Okazaki, & Saw, 2017). These microaggressions have also been
shown to impact student outcomes through reduced work produc-
tivity or withdrawal of engagement (Hubain et al., 2016). Though
racial microaggressions can be perpetrated by individuals from any
racial group, research has suggested that due to the racial hierarchy
in the United States, microaggressions perpetuated by White
Americans against people of Color result in higher levels of stress
(Wong-Padoongpatt et al., 2017).

Intersectionality in the Graduate Classroom

Though an important component of CRT, intersectionality has
its roots in early Black feminism. In a legal critique of Black
women’s experience in the criminal justice system, Kimberlç
Crenshaw (1989) coined the term intersectionality to articulate the
ways that the traditional use of dominant conceptions of race and
gender in antidiscrimination law misrepresents and minimizes the
experiences of Black women, “a multiple disadvantaged class” (p.
145). Contemporary developments in intersectionality studies have
seen the concept expanded to include identities such as sexual
orientation, nationality, ethnicity, age, and ability/disability status
as similar categories of analysis (Collins, 2015). Though race and
ethnicity are the primary social identifiers of interest in this study,
students of Color often hold multiple marginalized social posi-
tions. These social positions intersect creating unique individual
experiences that are nevertheless intricately tied to group mem-
bership and the structures of social stratification, power, and
privilege in our society.

Intersectionality can operate on multiple levels in the graduate
school classroom. On the one hand, the dynamics of dominance
and subordination are inherent in the traditional roles of instruc-
tor and student. The role of instructor positions them to be the
expert and holder of knowledge and to yield evaluative power over
students. On the other hand, students are expected to be deposito-
ries of knowledge and not to challenge or disrupt the status quo.
This means that instructors “teach” while students “listen and
learn,” and the norm is that the instructor’s authority and knowl-
edge are not challenged. For a student to do so is to threaten the
power of the instructor and risk a negative evaluation. As hooks
(1994) noted, professors often use their power to control and
indoctrinate rather than to enlighten and liberate. They prioritize
what they consider relevant “knowledge” in the content they
choose, often without inviting an opportunity for critical analysis
of this content or facilitating divergent perspectives. Furthermore,
often what is taught as normative in traditional education, privilege
dominant values and worldview, minimizing or dismissing non-
dominant voices and counterstories (Adams et al., 2007). In addi-
tion to the power inherent in the instructor role, these individuals
often hold other privileged positions to include race, gender, and
age. Taken together, the power afforded to the instructor through
their privileged statuses can result in modeling democratic or
autocratic practices, empowering or silencing students, shaping the
student’s experience for the good or the bad. The student-to-
student experience must also be considered in this scenario. Stu-

dents of Color hold marginalized social positions in relation to
their White peers. hooks (1994) asserted that White students’
positions of privilege make them feel entitled to “voice,” that what
they have to say is important and valued. She stated conversely,
students of Color often feel that professors have little interest in
hearing their voices and, in attempting to contribute in the class-
room, it is easy to feel shut down or closed out. In addition to race,
students of Color may hold other marginalized social positions to
include gender, social class and college generational status. In the
context of the sociocultural structure of the United States, for
example, a Latinx woman who is a first-generation college student
would hold less social and cultural capital to support her successful
negotiation of higher education than her White, middle-class,
woman peer. This student may also have to struggle with inter-
nalized fears of inadequacy resulting from years of negative pro-
jections of being less than or not up to par with her White
counterparts. Finally, applying an intersectional lens to higher
education must include consideration to context, and in this in-
stance, specifically the cultural environment of PWIs. These insti-
tutions reflect a history of “race, gender, and class exclusion”
(Sulé, 2011, p. 170) and mirror societal structures of White su-
premacy and structural inequality (Adams et al., 2007; Hytten &
Bettez, 2011; Patton, Shahjahan, & Osei-Kofi, 2010). Considering
the graduate school classroom from an intersectionality perspec-
tive highlights the challenges to social justice in higher education.
Instructors must be both socially conscious and intentional to
create learning environments that support equal education and
opportunity for all, skills that are typically not included in our
education and training.

The current study examines critical racialized incidents students
of Color experienced in the graduate classroom at a PWI. The
research questions addressed were: (a) What classroom experi-
ences were significant in their learning as students of Color? and
(b) What was the impact of those experiences on these students?

Method

We selected interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA)
methodology, due to its emphasis on exploring thoroughly the
personal lived experience of participants (Smith, Flowers, & Lar-
kin, 2009) and its double hermeneutic, whereby researchers make
sense of how participants are making sense of their experiences.
Informed by social constructionism and CRT, we approached the
inquiry knowing that the participants’ and our meaning-making
processes would be influenced by our respective social group
memberships and social interactions within specific contexts; thus,
we assumed our findings would be coconstructed, value-laden, and
context-specific. The data to be reported in this article is part of a
larger study that examined students of Color and international
graduate students’ learning histories using individual interviews,
critical incidents, learning styles as assessed by the Kolb Learning
Style Inventory, ethnic identity, and self-construal.

Participants

Participants were 14 graduate students of Color who were
attending a private PWI, on the West Coast of the United States,
pursuing doctoral degrees in psychology at the time of data col-
lection. Five of these students identified as African American, four
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as Latinx, four as Asian American and one as Biracial, African
American/Latinx. Nine participants identified as women and five
as men. The ages of participants ranged from 24–53, with an
average age of 31 and median age of 28. Participants were in
doctoral programs of clinical psychology (n � 11) and organiza-
tional psychology (n � 3).

Researchers

The researchers for this study are three women faculty of Color,
educated in different disciplines (i.e., clinical psychology, educa-
tion, and counseling psychology, respectively, in order of author-
ship). The diversity of our research team with one member being
a U.S.-born African American woman, one an immigrant woman
from Guatemala who resided in the United States for 27 years, and
the third an immigrant woman from Japan who first came to the
United States at the age of 14, enriched the cultural lens through
which the study was conceptualized and conducted. Our position-
ality as women of Color who were once students and are now
educators in PWIs both inspired and informed this work. Our
educational histories and professional experiences of marginaliza-
tion, isolation, and invisibility resonate with the struggles we
observe and attempt to ameliorate in the students of Color that we
teach and mentor. As educators we have each had students of
Color come to us with personal stories of racism at the hands of
peers and instructors. In entering the study, we were aware of and
concerned about these individual experiences and felt not enough
attention was given to their amelioration at an individual and
institutional level. Were these isolated experiences or shared more
broadly by students of Color at our institution? We felt it was
important to give voice to student narratives related to race as a
starting point for potential social justice action. We framed our
question about critical incidents in the classroom to elicit both
positive and negative reflections, to allow the students to share
what was important to their learning experience as people of Color.

Measure

Participants engaged in a 90-min semistructured individual in-
terview that inquired about critical incidents in the classroom
during the pursuit of their current degree. A critical incident was
defined (see Robson & Kitchen, 2007) as a classroom experience
that was significant in their learning as a student of Color, meeting
the specific criteria of (a) having elicited a strong cognitive,
affective, and/or behavioral response; and (b) having had a lasting
impact on them. Participants were informed the incident could be
positive or negative, were asked to describe the incident in detail
and queried about their thoughts and feelings about the incident, its
immediate and long-term impact, and in retrospect if there were
things they wished they or others had done differently in response
to the incident.

Procedure

Participants were recruited via campus e-mail and posting of
study flyers on campus bulletin boards. Since the research team
consisted of faculty members at the same institution, participants
were interviewed by a member of the research team that had no
affiliation to their individual programs or had no current or antic-

ipated formal academic or evaluative relationship with the partic-
ipant to avoid potential conflict of interest or dual relationships.
Within the larger study, the critical incident interview was the
second interview held with each participant, days after eliciting the
student’s learning history. All interviews took place in a quiet
private room and were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim in
preparation for data analysis.

Data Analysis

The three authors adapted the steps of IPA (see Smith et al.,
2009) to a seven-step team approach that entailed: (a) Independent
reading and rereading of a subset of four interview transcripts to
understand each participant’s lived experience and point of view;
(b) Independent exploratory coding of the same four transcripts
(i.e., noting the participant’s thoughts, feelings, and actions in
response to each critical incident, as well as the researcher’s
preliminary interpretations of the incident and what it meant to the
participant); (c) Collaborative development of a coding template,
which was repeatedly revised by consensus and reapplied inde-
pendently to subsets of transcripts until all transcripts were con-
sistently coded. When coding discrepancies occurred, we clarified
meaning by jointly reviewing the excerpt in the context of both the
critical incident interview and the participant’s learning history;
(d) Collaborative clustering of codes and naming of single-case
themes. At this point, the incidence of race-related negative critical
incidents was evident; therefore, these were additionally coded to
identify type of racism and magnitude of the incident; (e) Collab-
orative identification of dominant themes across cases, and written
description of these themes by the first author; (f) Independent
review of dominant theme endorsement by all researchers; and (g)
Narrative description of six dominant themes by the first author.

To ensure trustworthiness of findings, we paid special attention
to credibility by employing: analyst triangulation, source triangu-
lation (i.e., couching the critical incidents in each of the participant
learning histories), and reflexivity. From inception to completion
of the study, we engaged in numerous dialogues with each other
where we asked questions to ensure that we drew from our respec-
tive disciplines, we shared our own perspectives, and reflected
where we felt our various identities and preexisting thoughts were
at play in specific interpretations.

Results

A total of 34 incidents were reported by participants, 13 positive
and 21 negative, with only one non-race-related negative incident.
Of the 20 racialized negative incidents, nine were reported by
African American students, six by Asian American students, four
by Latinx students, and one by a biracial African American and
Latinx student. This article addresses the racialized negative inci-
dents to identify and understand racial aggressions that interrupt
and interfere with the learning experiences of students of Color.
Findings are shared in two ways: (a) Dominant themes, and (b)
Type of racism and magnitude of incidents.

Dominant Themes

Six dominant themes are presented, from most to least endorsed:
(a) issues of intersectionality and manifestation of power differ-
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entials; (b) personal devaluation, invalidation, and/or shaming; (c)
projection of racial stereotypes onto students of Color; (d) uncon-
tested racist comments; (e) differences in communication styles
and preferences; and (f) institutional devaluing of racial diversity.
As shown in Table 1, all incidents reported by participants, except
1, reflected two or more of the six dominant themes. The first
theme, issues of intersectionality and manifestation of power dif-
ferentials, seems to underpin the other five themes, as it illumi-
nates how status differentials contribute to sustaining racist behav-
iors in the graduate classroom. The other themes portray varied
ways in which these students of Color experienced racism in the
learning environment.

Theme 1: Issues of intersectionality and manifestation of
power differentials. This theme was coded specific to the social
identities of the “target” and “perpetrator” of the racial aggressions
reported in the critical incidents. All 20 incidents reported by
participants reflected this theme. Three specific status differentials
were represented in the vignettes: (a) the roles of student versus
professor; (b) their racial group membership as a minority versus
a member of the White dominant group; and (c) gender as woman
or man. In 12 out of 20 of the critical incidents, the perpetrator held
two or more dominant social positions. Specifically, in eight of the
incidents the dominant positions of race and role (White instructor)
characterized the perpetrator, in three incidents race and gender
(White man) characterized the perpetrator, and in five race, role,
and gender (White man instructor) characterized the perpetrator. In
the remaining eight incidents, the perpetrator was characterized by
one dominant social position (i.e., race, 3; role, 4; gender, 1). It is
important to note that in 60% of the incidents, the instructor was
reported to have made a direct racial assault on the student. These
incidents do not account for others reporting instructors being
complicit in a racial aggression perpetrated by a student by virtue
of their lack of awareness, acknowledgment, or intervention in the
classroom. Reflective of this theme, an African American man

stated, “I had an instructor (White woman) who would pick on me
in the classroom, she would tell me my writing wasn’t academic.
Then one day she literally told me to leave the program. I didn’t
feel I could directly challenge her, so I spoke to a couple of other
professors and they were shocked and supported me. I was pissed
but still felt I needed her approval . . . It was in response to this
person who was White and an authority judging me.”

Theme 2: Personal devaluation, invalidation, and/or
shaming. Common to this theme were experiences of cultural
ethnocentrism, directed at the student, reflecting dominant cultural
values and worldview leaving the participant feeling invisible,
unheard, “othered,” and unappreciated. This included a lack of
understanding of culturally normative behaviors and assumptions
of deficits due to cultural characteristics. Eleven incidents reflected
this theme. In seven of the 11 incidents the perpetrator was an
instructor. A biracial African American/Latinx man stated, “In a
diversity class we were discussing family dynamics and the dis-
ciplining of children. When the discussion came to physical dis-
cipline, it was pathologized. I stated not all physical discipline is
abuse and shared I had been spanked as a child on occasion. There
was sort of a gasp; everyone was shocked. I felt there was a
dominant culture presence in the room and I was on the outside of
that.” Two participants reported feeling publicly shamed because
the instructor dismissed or “shut down” their comments or com-
mented on their cultural difference in class. A Latinx woman
participant stated, “The professor (White woman) had favorites.
When I tried to contribute to class discussion, she shut down my
comments. I didn’t feel she wanted me to speak up. I felt degraded
and ashamed.”

Theme 3: Projection of racial stereotypes onto students of
Color. This theme reflects statements made that resulted in stu-
dents experiencing being personally identified with a racial ste-
reotype. Eight incidents reflected this theme, all of which were
perpetrated by instructors. The theme includes students’ percep-

Table 1
Results Summary

Type of racism
Critical
incident

Participant-
Incident #

Target race/ethnicity,
gender

Perpetrator role,
race/ethnicity, gender

Magnitude
of emotional

response
Themes
endorsed

Individual racism 10 1 P01–1 Asian American woman White woman instructor Moderate 1, 2, 3, 4
2 P01–2 Asian American woman Instructor Moderate 1, 3, 5
3 P02–1 African American woman White man instructor Moderate 1, 3
4 P03–1 African American man White man instructor Moderate 1, 3
5 P03–2 African American man Instructor and student Moderate 1, 3
6 P04–1 Asian American man Instructor Moderate 1, 3
7 P05–1 African American man White woman instructor Intense 1, 2, 3, 4
8 P06–1 Latinx woman White man instructor Intense 1, 2, 5
9 P07–1 Latinx woman White-identified Latinx woman instructor Intense 1, 2, 5

10 P08–1 Asian American woman White woman instructor Intense 1, 3, 5
Institutional racism 3 11 P09–1 Latinx woman Predominantly White Institution (PWI) Mild 1, 2, 6

12 P10–1 African American woman White man instructor Mild 1, 2, 5, 6
13 P03–3 African American man White women staff (2) Mild 1, 2, 6

Cultural racism 7 14 P11–1 African American woman White man student Intense 1, 4
15 P11–2 African American woman White woman student Moderate 1, 4
16 P10–2 African American woman White man instructor Moderate 1, 2, 4
17 P12–1 Biracial African American

and Latinx man
White woman student Moderate 1, 2, 4

18 P13–1 Asian American woman Man student Moderate 1, 2
19 P14–1 Latinx man White man student Intense 1, 2, 4
20 P08–2 Asian American woman White men students (3) Mild 1
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tions that these instructors related to them almost exclusively
through a racial lens (“It doesn’t matter what I do, some people are
only going to see color”), assuming that they were not up to par
academically or that they could speak for all people in their racial
group. As an example of the latter an Asian American man
commented, “I have had professors ask me what I thought in the
scope of Asian issues and I feel I have to speak for the entire Asian
Pacific Islander culture. I am expected to be an expert when I’m
just a student.”

Theme 4: Uncontested racist comments. This code was ap-
plied when participants reported racist comments made by either
peers or faculty, in the classroom, that were unnoticed and/or
unacknowledged. These statements fell into three categories: (a)
negative cultural stereotypes; (b) cultural misinformation; and (c)
denial of racial influence. The first two categories refer to mis-
conceptions about a racial or cultural group. The third category
was coded when a lack of cultural consideration in viewing and
understanding individuals’ experiences was reflected in the inci-
dent. As a result of these statements going unchecked by the
instructor, there was concern that they stood as “fact” or were
perceived by others as accurate. These comments were immedi-
ately apparent to the participant, experienced as offensive, and
typically resulted in feelings of shock (“how could no one have
noticed that?”), alienation, and disempowerment. Seven incidents
reflected this category with four comments made by peers and
three by instructors. As an example, a Latinx man student reported
that, in a course on diversity, a White man peer stated he had
learned from experience that Latinos were “lazy and unmotivated”
without comment from anyone in the class. The participant felt so
sad and irritated he could not challenge the comment until much
later, but he noted it was the instructor’s responsibility that the
curriculum addresses the sociocultural factors affecting Latinx
success. In another incident an African American man stated a
White woman instructor emphasized “volunteering and nonprof-
its” were the best fit for African American professionals including
the participant, without discussion or challenge. Her uncontested
comments were offensive and experienced as degrading.

Theme 5: Differences in communication styles and
preferences. This Theme was coded when the critical incident
reflected issues of language ability, as well as cultural differences
in norms related to communication in a learning environment.
Examples of the former were students who felt self-conscious and
were viewed negatively by peers and instructors because they
lacked the “academic language” characteristic of their peers, spoke
with an accent or were quiet. The latter was reflected in partici-
pants’ inclination to “listen” rather than speak, which they felt was
culturally normative and showed deference and respect for the
authority of the instructor. Five incidents reflected this theme. As
an example, one Asian American woman expressed her frustration
at the differential assumptions professors make when Asian Amer-
ican students are quiet in class. She said, “I guess it’s a cultural
thing, a lot of the quiet ones are minorities and the more verbal
ones, Caucasian. But when I don’t speak in class it is seen as lack
of engagement and participation. This is not the case for the White
students when they are quiet.”

Theme 6: Institutional devaluing of racial diversity. This
theme was coded when participants reported concerns related to
diversity representation in faculty and student body and a Euro-
centric curriculum. Three incidents reflected this theme. For ex-

ample, a Latinx woman participant disappointedly stated, “My
educational experience here has been dominated by White profes-
sors and students. In my program there are only one or two people
of Color in classes, and topics important to me are often not
reflected in the course content.”

There were no specific gender or racial group variations in the
themes presented by participants.

Type of Racism and Magnitude of Incidents

Type of racism was coded using Ridley’s (2005) definitions of
individual, cultural, and institutional racism. Ridley defined indi-
vidual racism as differential treatment or behavior based upon race
that has harmful consequences for the target of such treatment.
These consequences can include emotional or psychological harm
like lowered self-esteem, anxiety, and helplessness or limiting
opportunities or access to resources. Cultural racism is defined as
the unrealistic elevation of cultural products and achievements of
one’s own racial group while actively ignoring or denigrating
those of other groups. Institutional racism as defined by Ridley, is
differential treatment or behavior based upon race by organizations
or institutions that result in systematic and repeated disadvantage
or victimization of the target(s) of such treatment and includes
institutional policies, practices and procedures. Ten of the critical
incidents reported were coded as individual racism, seven as
cultural racism and three as institutional racism.

Magnitude of incidents were categorized into three types: in-
tense, moderate, and mild. Six incidents were coded as intense, 10
as moderate and four as mild. Intense incidents were experienced
by participants as a direct attack on their personal integrity, often
resulting in feelings of self-doubt, inadequacy, or diminished self-
esteem. Moderate incidents were experienced as indirect and were
interpreted as a personal fault of the perpetrator (i.e., prejudice,
cultural insensitivity, ignorance). Though participants reported
feeling angry or upset about these incidents their sense of compe-
tence and agency seemed to remain intact. Some degree of disen-
gagement in the classroom was reported in response to both
intense and moderate incidents reflected in statements like, “I
didn’t want to have anything more to do with that class,” “for the
rest of the semester I felt uncomfortable and shut down,” and “I
decided to keep things to myself, to speak out less.” Mild incidents
were reactions to institutional policies and practices that had either
no direct consequences for the target, or were related to an ally
experience. In these incidents, participants typically reported dis-
appointment or frustration at the institution. Forty percent of
incidents coded as individual racism were intense in magnitude,
and 60%, moderate in magnitude. Approximately 33% of incidents
coded as cultural racism were intense in magnitude and 66%,
moderate. With regard to the former, though the specific com-
ments made by the perpetrators related to a negative cultural
stereotype, they were also internalized by the participant as a
personal affront. Responding to one such incident an African
American woman stated, “I felt like that’s what people thought of
me. I felt people were agreeing with him that I was less than.” All
incidents of institutional racism were coded as mild in magnitude.

Discussion

Consistent with previous research and CRT principles, findings
in this study demonstrated that racism is a common and persistent
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experience for students of Color in the graduate classroom. Expe-
riences of students of Color reflected the racial hierarchy of U.S.
society with reports of socially constructed stereotypes to include
assumptions of academic inferiority, labeling as experts on race
and their cultural group and the experience of racial essentialism,
or being related to through a racial lens to the exclusion of other
defining characteristics. Themes from the present study are similar
to several commonly identified racial microaggressions in the
literature, including ascription of intelligence, second-class citi-
zenship, pathologizing values/communications, alien in own land,
and denial of racial reality (Gildersleeve et al., 2011; Sue, Lin et
al., 2009). It might be assumed that because of the self-reference
inherent in individual racism, these incidents would be experi-
enced as having the greatest impact on the student, but this was not
always the case. Incidents that were identified as intense were
those in which the student tended to internalize the cause of the
incident (e.g., “I began to wonder if I was smart enough for the
program,” “I found myself doubting my abilities”) or when public
shaming was involved. For example, the impact of an instructor’s
assumption that English was an Asian American student’s second
language was heightened by this being addressed publicly in class.

Though implied in its focus on marginalized populations, inter-
sectionality has rarely been considered directly in research on
racial microaggressions (see Nadal et al., 2015). Articles on diffi-
cult dialogues in the classroom speak to the power, authority, and
responsibility of instructors to manage and facilitate these discus-
sions, but do not analyze the dynamics in the classroom from an
intersectional lens (Pasque et al., 2013; Sue, Lin et al., 2009). In
this study, intersectionality and its relationship to power differen-
tials was a theme reflected in every critical incident shared by
participants. This drew our attention to multiple cultural identities
and interlocking privilege and oppression based upon one’s mem-
bership in dominant and subordinate social groups. It also allowed
us to consider how status differences and the power inherent in
social positioning influence interactional dynamics.

In most research on racial microaggressions in the classroom,
the focus has been on White students as perpetrators (Boysen,
2012: Sue, Lin et al., 2009). Our study demonstrated that instruc-
tors were identified as the perpetrator of racial aggressions in 60%
of the reported incidents, shifting what has previously been a focus
on classroom management and facilitation to what the instructor
brings into the classroom in terms of personal cultural history,
biases, stereotypes, and cultural misinformation. In 35% of the
incidents, instructors were complicit in the racial aggression
through their silence or lack of intervention. Research has shown
that faculty avoidance of racial tensions in the classroom is a
common response (Pasque et al., 2013; Sue, Torino et al., 2009)
with Linder et al. (2015) labeling faculty’s failure to address
racism in the classroom as “resistance to diversity” and a micro-
aggression. It is unclear whether instructors’ lack of response in
this study reflected limited cultural knowledge, agreement with the
racial aggression, whether it was stereotyping or misrepresentation
of a cultural group, or a desire to avoid an uncomfortable conver-
sation. What is more important is what is communicated in this
silence. For the students of Color in this study, the silence of the
instructor legitimized racist statements by their peers and perpet-
uated a misinformed and distorted view of their culture. For many,
the incidents resulted in withdrawal and disengagement in the
classroom affecting their learning experience. While for others,

self-doubt and feelings of inadequacy were the consequences.
Though no instructors of Color were responsible for direct racial
aggressions, several were complicit in their lack of response to
incidents that were perpetrated by students. This means that faculty
of Color also bear the responsibility to critically examine their
cultural knowledge base, biases, and potential internalized oppres-
sion to create classrooms that feel safe and welcoming for all
students. Gender of target did not appear to influence the number
of critical incidents reported or their intensity, suggesting women
and men of Color are equally susceptible and vulnerable to racial
aggressions in the classroom.

Limitations

In this study, a purposive convenience sample of 14 students of
Color volunteered to share their experiences with us, three women
researchers of Color who were also faculty members at the re-
search site. While we are confident that our ethical managing of
researcher insider status enhanced participant rapport, trust, and
openness, researcher insider status may have also prevented stu-
dents of Color with divergent experiences from participating in the
study. In addition, the research findings concerning students of
Color in one PWI on the West Coast may not represent variations
in regional experiences and are not inclusive of Native Americans
because of lack of representation at the institution. Finally, this
study focused on racialized experiences of students of Color in
graduate education. It did not examine other marginalized identi-
ties that may impact these students’ experiences including social
class, sexual orientation or ability status, Neither did it query
unexplored areas or biases students of Color may hold and enact in
understanding and interacting with other cultural minority groups.
These are rich areas for exploration in future research.

Implications and Recommendations

This study provided insight into racial aggressions that hindered
the learning of graduate students of Color and uncovered the role
of intersectionality and its relationship to power differentials in the
graduate classroom. A key finding was that instructors were cen-
tral to racial aggression incidents as either perpetrators or silent
agents. This finding has important implications for instructors
committed to preparing professionals who can act as social change
agents, as they must continually consider how to best integrate and
model social justice practices into their teaching. Though this
study focused on racism and classroom dynamics, institutional
initiatives that support diversity must also be considered in pro-
moting the learning and success of all students. The recommen-
dations that follow identify instructor and institutional activities in
line with social justice education.

1. Build an inclusive learning environment that seeks to
disrupt the dynamics of racial oppression, privilege and power.
This begins with personal preparation and careful course design.
Personal preparation should include a cultural self-assessment with
a critical examination of individual biases and knowledge gaps as
well as staying abreast of cultural developments in your particular
areas of expertise. Select course content, readings, and activities
that reflect the history and lived experiences of culturally diverse
groups. Include teaching strategies and assessment modes that
attend to diverse learning and communication preferences. For
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example, pair-share and small group activities encourage students
to interact with each other, consider different perspectives, provide
genuine contributions, and feel actively engaged in the classroom.
Activities like after-class journaling provide students prone to
reflection with an alternative to demonstrate understanding.

Affirm diverse student voices by openly acknowledging and
valuing classroom contributions of students of Color. This can be
accomplished with gestures as simple as making eye contact or a
head nod to providing positive feedback and following up on
student comments. Students of Color are made to feel invisible and
invalidated when their comments are overlooked, dismissed or
minimized while the voices of White students are reinforced.
Equally important is to manifest your commitment to inclusion and
equity in the syllabus by including a diversity statement that
addresses engaged participation, honoring diverse perspectives,
and the instructor’s responsibility to support students in respect-
fully expressing and evaluating their own ideas.

2. Model leadership and responsibility for discussing race
and racism in the classroom. Instructors must be engaged and
purposeful in setting the frame for open and honest dialogues
about race. Research has shown that when instructors approach
these difficult discussions with openness and authenticity, students
feel safer in acknowledging areas of ignorance and naiveté, ex-
ploring personal biases and allowing genuine emotions to emerge
(Linder et al., 2015; Sue, Torino et al., 2009). Instructors must be
willing to take the risk of being vulnerable through sharing per-
sonal stories and acknowledging challenges and fears, which might
include their own missteps in addressing racism in their personal
and professional lives.

Instructors must also remain vigilant to the occurrence of verbal
aggressions related to multiple marginalized identities. To do so
requires stepping out of your personal space to be aware of others’
experiences. While you might not be able to pinpoint the specific
aggression, monitoring emotional reactions in the classroom can
be helpful. You must be prepared to respond and make clear that
derogatory comments about any group are not acceptable. For
example, you could model inquiring into the beliefs underlying the
statement, bring forth statistics and scholarship to reveal miscon-
ceptions, or incorporate a follow-up activity to develop social
justice learning.

3. Engage in ongoing collegial collaboration and student
advocacy. A commitment to social justice education goes be-
yond individual classroom responsibilities to include activities that
encourage and support institutional accountability. Collaborating
with colleagues to support the development of their knowledge and
skills in implementing social justice principles in their teaching
and student interactions contributes to a campus climate that is
inclusive and respectful of all students. Collaborative activities can
include problem solving with colleagues around responding to
actual classroom incidents and participating in peer teaching ob-
servations to implement social justice education practices. Facili-
tating faculty discussions of their own processes and experiences
of culture, race, oppression, and privilege expands their experien-
tial knowledge base as well as tools for engaging in difficult
dialogues. At one of our institutions, faculty diversity discussions
are incorporated into monthly program meetings. This has allowed
faculty to explore their personal cultural identities, and how these
affect their professional lives and interpersonal interactions in
order to engage in difficult discussions about their own experi-

ences of oppression and privilege. Faculty have commented on the
multiple ways this has impacted their teaching of diversity content
including increased awareness of and empathy for the challenges
students often experience when discussing race and racism.

Advocating for students of Color includes educating colleagues
and administrators of the institution about their unique and varied
needs for succeeding in higher education. This is particularly
important since, in addition to negotiating their academic obliga-
tions, students of Color also often have to manage the emotional
strain of racism in the classroom and institutional climate. Insti-
tutions must make a firm commitment to provide individually
tailored assistance, support, and resources (Patton et al., 2010),
which could include tutoring and faculty-sponsored affinity groups
for socialization, guidance, and mentoring. As noted by Lee
(2018), faculty participation in creating and sustaining counter-
spaces, or settings where students of Color can engage in culturally
affirming experiences, are vital to their survival at PWIs.

4. Institutional initiatives. While many academic institutions
pay particular attention to recruitment of faculty of Color, more
effort is needed in retaining and promoting such faculty members.
More specifically, ensuring that their presence, teaching, research,
expertise, mentoring, and services are acknowledged, appreciated,
and valued are imperative aspects of retaining quality faculty of
Color. Validating and supporting their lived experience in aca-
demia and providing resources, such as professional development
opportunities, available funding for research projects, and institu-
tional initiatives of creating a campus climate that value their
narratives and contributions, help faculty of Color to forecast their
professional future at a particular academic institution. Faculty of
Color’s presence and retention in the institution reduces students
of Color’s experience of isolation and provides important model-
ing and mentoring opportunities to support student success. A
university’s culture is also strongly influenced by leaders in the
institution, the administrators who make decisions about the pri-
orities and directions of the university and how resources should
be allocated. It is also important that these people be educated
about the racial realities of students of Color and sensitized to both
the opportunities and constraints their decisions place on students
of Color.
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