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FOREWORD
Moving the Course of History

Mitchell J. Chang

Nearly 15 years have passed since Frank Wu’s groundbreaking book Yellow 
(2002) charged that Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders have historically 
been largely absent in major civil rights deliberations such as those involv-
ing the application of affirmative action in college and university admis-
sions. According to Wu, excluding AAPI from consideration of such de-
liberations and “relegating us to the role of bystanders suggest(s) that we 
are neither American nor minorities” (pp. 139–140), putting AAPIs at risk 
of being “inserted cynically” into civil rights debates (p. 140). Even worse, 
by not staking out a clear position in those debates, we increase our risk of 
becoming victimized by racial hysteria incited by those who fear that our 
academic overachievement—and Asia’s ascendency as a region of global 
power—are undermining normative patterns, values, and practices.

Since Yellow was published, many organizations have stepped up more 
publicly to engage in civil rights issues affecting education on behalf of 
AAPIs. As Wesley Yang’s (2011) provocative New York Times Magazine article 
urged, “. . . we will need more people with the same kind of defiance, willing 
to push themselves into the spotlight and to make some noise . . . ” (p. 11). 
Given this call, this volume is thus timely and will do more than help make 
some noise—it can guide this kind of sociopolitical defiance by providing an 
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intellectual platform to push Asian Pacific Americans’ concerns into the 
spotlight.

The chapters in this volume illuminate the experiences of those who 
are often ignored or overlooked in our nation’s educational settings, even 
when a critical mass of AAPIs exists in those settings. Through different 
empirical approaches of collecting and analyzing data, we come to under-
stand and appreciate better those experiences and issues. Together, the 
chapters uncover historical, sociological, economic, cultural, and political 
patterns that shape the circumstances for those populations. Applying a 
wide range of theoretical frameworks, including Bourdieu’s social capital, 
critical race theory, and TibalCrit, the authors help us interpret those pat-
terns and anticipate their trajectory and future impact. By offering this new 
knowledge, the chapters provide a very different view of AAPI landscapes, 
ones that challenge dominant narratives about academic achievement and 
institutional overrepresentation. More importantly, these chapters show 
that the multiple interests and issues documented are complex and di-
verse, yet should not prevent us from taking action through key insights for 
intervention.

Turning recommendations into political action is where those organiza-
tions that have embraced Wu’s clarion call for a core place for AAPIs can 
move this scholarship forward. However, some race-based organizations 
that seek to adjust imbalances of power actually pursue their agenda strictly 
as political projects rather than intellectual ones. In the long run, those that 
fail to engage with the growing empirical knowledge base extended by this 
volume actually undermine their own organizational mission.

For example, I have been receiving e-mails from an organization called 
80-20 after I enthusiastically subscribed as soon as they began a mailing 
list. The 80-20 website (http://www.80-20initiative.net/about/mission.asp) 
states that this “Political Action Committee” has the central interest of de-
veloping a “SWING bloc” vote in favor of political candidates “who better 
represent the interests of all Asian Pacific Americans.” In the past two years, 
they have sent numerous e-mails to encourage subscribers to take action 
against race-conscious admissions. The 80-20 organization views such prac-
tices as discriminatory and a violation of the civil rights of AAPI applicants. 
Ultimately, I found their position on this issue to be poorly informed and 
misguided.

I have conducted numerous studies to inform the legal deliberations of 
those admissions practices, including one (Chang, Witt, Jones, & Hakuta, 
2003) cited by former U.S. Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Conner 
in the Court’s majority opinion upholding the University of Michigan Law 
School’s affirmative action admission policy. I have also written extensively 
about the potential stakes associated with those policies for Asian Ameri-
cans (e.g., Chang, 2011, 2015). Accordingly, I find internal conflict in 
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80-20’s civil rights advocacy, which potentially undermines the interests of 
significant proportions of the AAPI population. Indeed, to address the ves-
tiges of racism, the chapters in this book compel us to foster greater and 
more varied race consciousness—not less—as a matter of political action 
and policy intervention.

My point here is not to scrutinize any one group’s agenda but to encour-
age race-based organizations to pursue their agendas as both a political 
and intellectual project. Ideally, political action emerges from a thought-
ful analysis of deeper patterns informed by scholarly research, which then 
shape the problems and issues that require intervention. Those examina-
tions that empirically test such theoretically informed assumptions increase 
the chances that the immediate ground-level problems and issues will be 
addressed at their root causes rather than just on the surface. Race-based 
organizations guided by political interests alone offer neither a cohesive 
nor comprehensive agenda for dismantling the root causes of inequality 
and injustice for AAPIs. Focusing only on political interests may even unin-
tentionally undermine that core mission.

Occasionally, we need to step back from the political fray and more se-
riously examine the deeply rooted patterns that shape the conditions of 
the most vulnerable AAPI populations. Certainly, a serious intellectual ex-
amination should not simply be a thought experiment, but instead lead 
to meaningful and sustained actions. The excellent collection of chapters 
in this volume reinforces the value of carefully conducted scholarship in 
crafting sensible interventions and helps us move forward. How we move 
forward, however, still requires more serious attention.

In practice, the pursuit of justice for AAPIs as both an intellectual and 
political project seems to be a delicate balancing act for race-based organi-
zations. They constantly have to reconcile those two sides as forces pressur-
ing one side may impinge on commitments to the other side. For example, 
take this balancing act concerning an organization’s life source, its finan-
cial health. Needless to say, well-funded race-based organizations will have 
greater capacity, especially when it comes to influencing decision makers 
at the highest level. In order to have this kind of impact, a high priority 
for those organizations is to increase the size of their wallet. Subsequently, 
an organization’s political action agenda must appeal to those who can po-
tentially contribute to its financial health. This very practical yet important 
issue of organizational survival may come at the expense of the intellectual 
side, as some pressing issues raised through scholarship may lack broader 
funding traction.

Likewise, consider the delicate balance needed to account for the partic-
ular as much as the general when addressing the diverse needs of AAPIs. On 
the intellectual side, the recommendations made throughout this volume 
call for targeting particular ethnic groups, often with even sharper focus on 
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those who reside in specific geographic regions or institutions. Yet, those 
organizations that tend to have the most capacity and influence also tend 
to work on a more general level with an eye toward the collective interests 
of Asian Pacific Americans. As such, the more narrowly targeted priorities 
examined by this intellectual project might not be a high priority for our 
political counterparts.

Perhaps I have overemphasized here the importance of funding and ma-
jor organizational support in moving forward academic scholarship, and 
maybe this scale and scope of action are actually overrated. During Fall 
2015, college and university campuses across the nation showed us that 
grassroots student activism conducted at the local level—even with few re-
sources—can draw meaningful national attention. It remains to be seen, 
however, if those efforts can be sustained over time in ways that reach more 
deeply into institutions and more widely across the nation. In any case, we 
will need to figure out how to apply the important knowledge documented 
in this volume toward making lasting and meaningful difference for the 
most overlooked Asian Pacific American populations. While this volume 
provides us with a deeper understanding of the patterns that make political 
action necessary in the first place, its long term value will rest not only on 
whether it contributes to the knowledge base but whether it helps to move 
the course of history for Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders.
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INTRODUCTION

TAKING STOCK OF RESEARCH 
ON ASIAN AMERICANS  

AND PACIFIC ISLANDERS
The Model Minority Myth, Other Racial 

Realities, and Future Directions  
for Research to Advance Racial Equity

Samuel D. Museus

Over the last two decades, scholarship on Asian Americans and Pacific Is-
landers in higher education has come a long way. Before 2000, there were 
a handful of articles and book chapters examining specific issues faced by 
these communities (e.g., Nakanishi, 1995; Osajima, 1995). By and large, 
however, a body of literature on this population had not developed. Since 
that time, a small but rapidly growing number of books on Asian Americans 
and Pacific Islanders in higher education have emerged (e.g., Ching & Ag-
bayani, 2012; McEwen, Kodama, Alvarez, Lee, & Liang, 2002; Museus, 2009, 
2013b; Museus, Maramba, & Teranishi, 2013; Teranishi, 2010). In addition, 
several authored and edited volumes more broadly framed around issues of 
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race and culture, diversity and equity, and student success in higher educa-
tion have included works on Asian American and Pacific Islander groups 
(e.g., Mitchell, 2014; Museus & Jayakumar, 2012; Museus, Ledesma, & Park-
er, 2015; Sasso & DeVitis, 2015). Journal articles on this population contin-
ue to multiply, shedding light on both Asian American and Pacific Islander 
communities more broadly and ethnic subgroups within these communi-
ties more specifically (e.g., Chhuon & Hudley, 2008; Lee, 2006; Maramba, 
2008; Museus, 2008a, 2008b, 2009, 2011, 2013c; Museus & Maramba, 2011; 
Museus & Park, 2015; Museus & Truong, 2013; Museus & Vue, 2013; Park, 
2008, 2012; Teranishi & Nguyen, 2012). Larger racial theory and discourse 
have begun to include the voices and interests of Asian Americans and Pa-
cific Islanders (e.g., McCoy & Rodricks, 2015; Museus & Jayakumar, 2012; 
Museus, et al., 2015). And, the voices of these communities have informed 
theoretical frameworks focused on larger issues of inclusion and equity in 
postsecondary education systems (e.g., Museus, 2014).

In this introduction, I discuss existing literature on Asian Americans and 
Pacific Islanders. In doing so, I highlight some of the ways in which the ra-
cial context within which Asian American and Pacific Islander scholars live 
and work has shaped our realities as researchers and our scholarship. Then, 
I utilize this reflection to suggest some ideas regarding what could be fruit-
ful pathways to simultaneously enhancing scholarship on this population 
and advancing a larger racial equity agenda in higher education. In doing 
so, I highlight how the contributions within the current book can constitute 
one piece of a larger and more holistic understanding of Asian American 
realities in postsecondary education and one element of our efforts to ad-
vance the aforementioned larger racial equity agenda.

RACE AND SCHOLARSHIP ON ASIAN AMERICANS  
AND PACIFIC ISLANDERS

Much of the literature on Asian Americans in education has been a re-
sponse to dominant hegemonic racial narratives that frame this population 
as relative model minorities. Although generalizations of Asian Americans 
as superior minorities arguably predate the mid-1900s, the model minority 
stereotype that all Asian Americans achieve universal and unparalleled aca-
demic and occupational success rose to prominence in the 1960s (Suzuki, 
1977). In fact, the rise of the model minority myth as a dominant narrative 
can be traced back to the 1965 Watts riots. In 1965, when racial tensions 
between police and the Black community were high, California highway pa-
trolmen pulled over a Black man in Watts, California due to a suspicion that 
he was driving while intoxicated. Black bystanders perceived the incident 
as yet another case of police violence being committed toward the Black 



 Introduction  xv

community, and tensions erupted into a five-day riot that resulted in over 
30 deaths and $40 million dollars in property damage. Shortly after these 
riots, then secretary of labor Moynihan (1965) released a report on the 
state of race relations in the nation. This report recognized the continuing 
influence of racism on the Black community, but it also contrasted Black 
female-headed households and Black male unemployment with what were 
characterized as the strong family ties and productive cultures of Asian 
American communities. As a result, the vast majority of U.S. society inter-
preted the report as suggesting that racial inequalities were largely a result 
of what society perceived as the dysfunction of Black families in the United 
States (Fultz & Brown, 2008).

In many ways, the public response to the Moynihan Report crystalized 
the model minority myth in the public eye and psyche, as it positioned 
Asian Americans as better than Blacks but not quite as good as Whites in 
national discourse (Kim, 1999; Wu, 1995). In doing so, the report solidified 
this honorary White status for Asian Americans and the role of the myth 
in discounting progressive arguments that racism was a major cause of ra-
cial inequalities and significant social problem that must be rectified. As a 
result, the myth bolstered White supremacy, reinforced notions of meri-
tocracy and deficit perceptions of Black communities, and blamed Black 
people for existing racial challenges. Not surprisingly, scholars have noted 
that the utilization of the model minority myth to reinforce racism toward 
other groups of color can also function to pit Asian Americans against these 
other communities (Matsuda, 1996; Yu, 2006).

As the model minority myth has evolved over the years, it has been de-
ployed to reinforce systems of racial oppression in multiple ways. In ad-
dition to turning Asian Americans into a tool to discount systemic racism 
that shapes experiences across racially minoritized populations, the stereo-
type has masked the vast diversity and inequalities that exist within Asian 
American communities (e.g., Chew, 1994; Lee, 2006 ; Museus & Kiang, 
2009; Ngo, 2006). As a result of the assumption that Asian Americans do 
not face racial challenges, they are often overlooked in race discourse and 
their needs are all too often ignored (Museus & Chang, 2009; Museus & 
Kiang, 2009). Due to these factors, the model minority myth, it could be 
argued, has been a powerful and pervasive racial force shaping both Asian 
American experiences within education, as well as their responses to this 
dominant hegemonic racial narrative.

While few would argue that the model minority myth has had a pro-
found influence on Asian American experiences since the 1960s, the de-
gree to which this stereotype is relevant to Pacific Islanders is debatable. 
It could be argued that Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders have little 
in common. Certainly, Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders have distinct 
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histories, cultures, and realities, and we discuss some of these differences in 
greater detail in Chapter 1.

Nevertheless, the U.S. Census Bureau lumped these two groups into the 
same racial category until the late 1990s. In doing so, the Census Bureau 
relied on aggregate statistics that showed relatively high rates of education-
al and occupational success among Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders, 
thereby reinforcing misconceptions that these groups are a singular popu-
lation of model minorities. It was not until 1997 that the U.S. government’s 
Office of Management and Budget acknowledged the distinct realities of 
these two groups, officially split this category into two separate races, and 
underscored the importance of disaggregating data from these two com-
munities. The 2000 U.S. Census reflected these changes and recognized 
Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders as two different racial groups for the 
first time.

Yet, federal agencies continue to lump these two groups together in cer-
tain contexts. For example, some data collected by governmental agencies, 
such as the NCES enrollment trends over time and projections mentioned 
above, lump Asian American and Pacific Islanders into the same category 
and cannot be fully disaggregated. In addition, the qualifying criteria to be-
come an Asian American Native American and Pacific Islander Serving In-
stitutions (AANAPISI), the most recently created federally recognized cate-
gory of minority-serving institutions, are partly based on the representation 
of both Asian American and Pacific Islander students among the under-
graduate student body within an institution. These examples demonstrate 
the ways in which dominant forces continue to reinforce the problematic 
notion that Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders are one overachieving 
racial group.

A substantial body of literature has emerged deconstructing model mi-
nority misperceptions by demonstrating the diversity and complexity that 
characterize Asian American and Pacific Islander communities. Higher 
education researchers, for example, have disaggregated national data to 
highlight inequalities and demonstrate differential experiences within and 
across Asian American and Pacific Islander communities (e.g., Ching & 
Agbayani, 2012; Museus, 2013a, 2013b). Scholars have also excavated the 
voices of Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders to offer critical narratives 
that challenge the dominant model minority discourse (e.g., Buenavista & 
Chen, 2013; Kiang, 2002, 2009; Museus & Park, 2015; Vue, 2013). And, 
these researchers have begun to amass a body of literature that human-
izes Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders by revealing their real struggles, 
sources of strength, and overall lived realities. Such humanization has also 
functioned to challenge the problematic racial fallacy that they overcome 
racial barriers and succeed, in ways that other communities of color do not, 
simply because of their perseverance and hard work.
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Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders are racialized in ways that deviate 
from the model minority myth as well. For example, the perpetual foreigner 
and yellow peril stereotypes characterize Asian Americans as inassimilable 
outsiders in their own country and frame them as a threat to Western ways 
of life (Espiritu, 2008; Kim, 1999; Lowe, 1996). Researchers have posited 
that these vestiges of nativistic racism and xenophobia of foreigners lead 
to racist discourse about Asians invading and taking over Western universi-
ties (Museus, 2013b). And, they have also linked such racist perceptions 
to efforts to exclude Asian Americans from selective universities. However, 
research that examines the ways in which this trope shapes contemporary 
experiences in higher education is more difficult to find.

Systemic racial oppression also intersects with sexism, classism, and other 
systems of oppression to racialize subgroups of Asian Americans and Pacific 
Islanders in distinct ways. In local contexts, for example, many Southeast 
Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders from under-resourced communities 
are racialized as deviant or inferior minorities who are disproportionately 
dropouts, welfare sponges, and gang members (Lee, 1994; Museus & Ifti-
kar, 2013; Ngo & Lee, 2007). Scholars have also underscored the ways in 
which sexualized racial stereotypes shape the realities of Asian Americans 
and Pacific Islanders. They have demonstrated how the sexualized racializa-
tion of Asian American women shapes the ways that they experience sexual 
harassment and assault in higher education (Cho, 2003; Museus & Saelua, 
2014; Museus & Truong, 2013). They have shed light on how the racial 
emasculation of Asian American men can influence their experiences and 
behavior in college by creating systemic pressures to overcompensate and 
prove their masculinity through harmful behavior such as peer-on-peer vio-
lence (Tran & Chang, 2013). Again, however, research that sheds light on 
the ways in which these sexualized racial stereotypes shape the experiences 
of Asian American and Pacific Islanders is sparse.

It is important to note that the racial stereotypes discussed above are 
not simply an object of inquiry for Asian American and Pacific Islander 
scholars in education. These stereotypes—especially the model minority 
myth—also shape the ways in which Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders 
engage in research. As Peter Kiang and I wrote several years ago, focusing 
on the model minority myth “is not a profound or passionate interest for 
either of us, but it represents an unavoidable contextual constraint that 
continually frustrates our own research pursuits” (Museus & Kiang, 2009, 
p. 11). And, over the years, I have spoken with many Asian American and 
Pacific Islanders scholars who share this sentiment. Unfortunately, many 
academic journal reviewers, policymakers, college and university leaders, 
and the general public often continue to view these communities through 
a model minority lens. As a result, these contextual realities have necessitat-
ed scholarly research that debunks the myth and combats model minority 
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overgeneralizations by cultivating a more complex and authentic narrative 
of these populations. Therefore, while it is important that Asian American 
and Pacific Islander scholars go beyond deconstructing the myth, complet-
ing ignoring the sterotype could lead to problematically disregarding one 
of the most powerful racial realities shaping the experiences of these com-
munities today.

EMERGING DIRECTIONS IN SCHOLARSHIP ON ASIAN 
AMERICANS AND PACIFIC ISLANDERS

Over the last two decades, we have done more than deconstruct simplistic 
majoritarian racial narratives.1 First, we have begun to develop a more ho-
listic picture of the realities of these communities within higher education. 
We have outlined a wide array of systemic challenges faced by Asian Ameri-
cans and Pacific Islanders in postsecondary education, including glass ceil-
ings, invisibility, sexual objectification, masculinities, and racial tension and 
hostility (Buenavista & Chen, 2013; Chou & Feagin, 2008; Museus, 2013b; 
Museus & Park, 2015; Museus & Truong, 2013). We have employed anti-
deficit lenses to excavate the ways in which Asian American and Pacific 
Islander cultures, communities, and families provide sources of strength 
and facilitate their persistence through college (Chhuon & Hudley, 2008; 
Kiang, 2002, 2009; Museus, 2008b, 2013c; Museus, Lam, Huang, Kem, & 
Tan, 2012; Museus & Maramba, 2011; Vue, 2013). Many of us have also 
underscored the ways in which culturally relevant and responsive campus 
environments can help Asian American and Pacific Islander students thrive 
in college (Kiang, 2002, 2009; Museus, Shiroma, & Dizon, 2016).

Second, we have begun highlighting the realities of populations that are 
often marginalized within these communities in higher education, such as 
transracial Asian American adoptees, undocumented Asian Americans and 
Pacific Islanders, South Asian Americans, Southeast Asian Americans, and 
Pacific Islanders (Buenavista & Chen, 2013; Chhuon & Hudley, 2008; Hoff-
man & Peña, 2013; Kiang, 2002, 2009; Museus, 2013c; Museus, Maramba, 
Palmer, Reyes, & Bresonis, 2013; Museus et al., 2016; Takeuchi et al., 2008). 
And, several authors of the current volume build on this earlier work by 
centering the voices of populations that are often overlooked in discourse 
on Asian American and Pacific Islander communities. As noted in Chap-
ter 1, however, there is a need for more scholarship on the experiences of 
these and several other subgroups within this larger population.

Third, we have generated new theoretical frameworks that help explain 
Asian American and Pacific Islander experiences from a more critical lens 
and advance larger conversations about racism and racial equity in post-
secondary education. For example, we generated the first explicit Asian 
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critical theory (AsianCrit) framework to delineate a set of critical race te-
nets that provide a conceptual lens for understanding and analyzing the 
ways in which racism and other systems of oppression mutually shape the 
experiences of Asian Americans in the United States (Museus & Iftikar, 
2014). Similarly, the first Kanaka critical theory (KanakaCrit) framework 
has outlined a set of propositions that centers Hawai‘ian knowledge in the 
examination and understanding of Native Hawai‘ian realities (Reyes, 2014). 
The emergence of these perspectives is a significant development, but such 
frameworks must be utilized and analyzed for them to help advance larger 
conversations about racism, colonization, oppression, and equity.

Finally, we have engaged the voices of Asian Americans and Pacific Is-
landers, as well as other groups of color, to create new frameworks aimed 
at advancing larger conversations about racial equity (e.g., Museus, 2014). 
And, some of our colleagues have utilized the voices of Asian Americans 
and Pacific Islanders to inform programming designed to facilitate success 
among all underserved students in STEM fields (e.g., Fullilove & Treisman, 
1992). Despite these advances, however, the voices of Asian Americans and 
Pacific Islanders remain relatively marginalized in discourse about racial 
diversity, inclusion, and equity in postsecondary education.

MOVING FORWARD: FUTURE DIRECTIONS  
FOR SCHOLARSHIP ON ASIAN AMERICAN AND PACIFIC 

ISLANDERS IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Although completely letting go of the model minority myth might be prob-
lematic, the shifting landscape of the field could suggest that “calling for 
disaggregated data and debunking the model minority myth may no lon-
ger need to be the primary points of our publications” (Chang & Kiang, 
2009, x). To be clear, this is not to suggest that research on the model mi-
nority myth should be devalued or discontinued, or that scholars should 
cease clarifying the problematic nature of the myth to contextualize their 
research. On the contrary, given that the myth is alive and well in education 
arenas across the nation (Museus & Kiang, 2009), many would argue that it 
is important to continue disaggregating data and conducting research that 
challenges this dominant hegemonic narrative. At the same time, Asian 
Americans and Pacific Islander scholarship “must transcend such analyses 
to develop diverse lines of inquiry and significant bodies of research that 
illuminate the realities of [their] experiences” (Chapter 1, p. 3).

Chapter 1 provides an overview of the critical contexts (i.e., environ-
ments) and subpopulations that should be explored through future em-
pirical research on Asian American and Pacific Islander populations. Chap-
ter 1 also delineates the elements of a research agenda that would help 
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forge a stronger nexus between scholarly research and the arenas of policy 
and practice to ensure that our scholarship has an impact. But, what might 
be some of the most important aims of future research on these popula-
tions? In the remainder of this section, I highlight three key objectives that 
might inform future scholarship on Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders. 
This is not intended to be an exhaustive or definitive list of research priori-
ties, and it could certainly be argued that these efforts are already under 
way. Nevertheless, this section is aimed at stimulating dialogue about how 
we might continue to conduct research that is most effective at moving the 
needle of racial justice forward in postsecondary education.

Unpack the Role of Context

Early waves of Asian American immigrants migrated to the United States 
to seek a better life (Takaki, 1989). In contrast, more recent Southeast Asian 
American refugee communities largely migrated to the United States as a re-
sult of American imperialism in Asia and war. These Southeast Asian Ameri-
can refugee populations experienced traumatic experiences (e.g., separa-
tion from family, political persecution, rape, murder, genocide) that heavily 
influence the experiences of their communities today (Boehnlein & Kinzie, 
1997). Pacific Islander communities have historically also been heavily in-
fluenced by U.S. imperialism and militarization of the Pacific (Halualani, 
2002; Kanahele, 2005). And, a unique history of colonization shapes the 
experience of indigenous Native Hawai‘ian communities in profound ways 
(Wright & Balutski, 2013). Yet, research and discourse on the ways in which 
these historical contexts shape the experiences of Asian Americans and Pa-
cific Islanders within higher education specifically is sparse. Shedding light 
on this context is critical to advancing knowledge that improves the well-
being of Asian Americans and Pacific Islander populations.

Center Voices at the Margins

Those of us who have studied Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders in 
higher education have worked to center the voices of these communities in 
research and discourse for some time. However, some might argue that we 
have privileged certain Asian American and Pacific Islanders voices in these 
efforts, while marginalizing others. For example, some might argue that 
the voices of East Asian American populations (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, 
and Korean Americans) have historically been privileged within the dis-
course on Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders. While other populations 
(e.g., Southeast Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders) are often engaged 
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to reinforce the notion that these communities face challenges and war-
rant attention in higher education, they are not often centered in research 
efforts themselves. We need more scholarship that examines the popula-
tions that have been silenced within the discourse on Asian Americans and 
Pacific Islanders. Centering such voices, through expanding knowledge of 
the diverse experiences and perspectives in these communities, also chal-
lenges the aforementioned problematic hegemonic racial discourses. As 
mentioned, Chapter 1 provides a more detailed overview of these critical 
populations, and the remaining chapters of this book represent one effort 
to center often marginalized voices within higher education research and 
discourse.

Conduct More Systemic Analyses

Moving forward, one way that we might advance knowledge on Asian 
Americans and Pacific Islanders in higher education is through the analysis 
of systemic realities shaping their experiences within postsecondary educa-
tion. Although we have cultivated some understanding of the ways in which 
systemic factors influence the experiences of Asian Americans and Pacific 
Islanders (Museus, 2013b; Wright & Balutski, 2013), much remains to be 
learned about these systemic contexts. For example, many articles have dis-
cussed the salience of the model minority myth and argued that it leads 
to the dismissal of Asian American needs (e.g., Museus & Kiang, 2009; Su-
zuki, 2002), but empirical analyses of the ways in which the myth shapes 
administrator perceptions and decisions, such as whether to invest in Asian 
American studies programs or making efforts to hire more Asian American 
faculty and staff, are difficult to find. This is just one example of gaps in our 
knowledge about how systemic realities shape Asian American and Pacific 
Islander realities in higher education.

Engage Larger Equity Conversations

Finally, it would behoove us to consider the ways in which work on our 
communities can inform larger conversations about diversity, inclusion, and 
equity. Oftentimes, our work becomes an isolated project—one in which we 
utilize work on our own communities to contextualize our research, gen-
erate findings that illuminate the realities of our communities, and make 
recommendations that are specific to our population. While this work is 
certainly valuable in and of itself, we also need to consider viewing our 
destinies as interconnected with those of other racial communities. The 
emergence of the model minority myth, discussed in the beginning of this 
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chapter, offers one example of how the fortunes of different racial groups 
are inherently, systemically, and inextricably intertwined. It behooves us to 
acknowledge and sometimes center that interconnectedness in our work, 
so that we can shed light on how the knowledge of Black, Latino, Native 
American, and multiracial communities might inform our understandings 
of our own conditions, as well as how we can inform a global agenda to 
advance racial justice.

THE CURRENT VOLUME

The chapters in the current volume advance each of the three goals out-
lined in the previous section. They center voices that are often at the mar-
gins within the Asian American and Pacific Islander community in higher 
education, offer critical analyses of systemic racial contexts and their im-
pact on these populations, and discuss the realities of Asian Americans in 
relation to other racial groups. Chapter 1 is the updated version of an anal-
ysis of literature that was conducted by Samuel D. Museus, Anthony Lising 
Antonio, and Peter Nien-chu Kiang (江念祖) in 2012 and helped frame the 
inaugural summit of the Asian American and Pacific Islander Research Co-
alition (ARC). The review identifies the major themes and gaps in existing 
research on Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders in the field of education, 
and provides context for the remainder of the volume.

Chapters 2–4 focus on racism, racial politics, and racial consciousness 
among Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders. In Chapter 2, Sumun Penda-
kur and Vijay Pendakur discuss the ways in which Asian American students 
negotiate racial and ethnic identities, and call for policies that actively en-
gage Asian American students in co-curricular programs that focus on the 
politics of race and racial justice. In Chapter 3, Christin DePouw examines 
how institutionalized racism shapes the experiences of Hmong students 
and the ways in which Hmong Studies can provide the space for these stu-
dents to develop a race consciousness and the tools to advocate for racial 
justice on their campuses. In Chapter 4, Angela Kong analyzes the experi-
ences of Asian American and Pacific Islander students on a predominantly 
White campus that experienced racial tension in the climate and in the 
context of the protests that emerged in response to that unrest.

The next six chapters focus on efforts to advance race-conscious policy 
and practice geared toward serving Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders. 
In Chapter 5, Tracy Lachica Buenavista examines trends in policy related 
to undocumented students and calls for policy that educators and scholars 
use research to argue and advocate for social and economic sustainability 
for undocumented students and their communities. In Chapter 6, Natasha 
Saelua, Erin Kahunawaika’ala Wright, Keali’i Troy Kukahiko, Meg Malpaya 
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Thornton, and Iosefa Aina discuss the influence of institutionalized coun-
ter spaces, such as cultural centers transformed with art and images of Pa-
cific Islander scholars, on student success. Chapter 7 discusses the ways in 
which Jeffrey Tangonan Acido, Jennifer Farrales Custodio, and Gordon Lee 
use social biography to transform higher education curricula. In Chapter 8, 
William Collins, Anna Chiang, Joshua Fisher, and Marie P. Ting discuss in-
stitutionalized efforts to provide programs that inform Hmong students of 
the college application process and financial aid options, and promote their 
self-efficacy, resilience, development of talents, and academic achievement. 
Chapter 9 revolves around Mary Ann Takemoto, Simon Kim, Karen Nakai, 
and Karen Quintilliani’s experiences advancing a campus-wide initiative to 
increase access and success among Cambodian American college students. 
In Chapter 10, Niki Libarios discusses the underrepresentation of Filipinos 
at the state of Hawai‘i’s flagship four-year university and their overrepresenta-
tion in Hawai‘i’s community colleges. He recommends resources, support 
programs, and development of policy to enable Filipino American students 
to enroll directly from high school to four-year universities and increase the 
transfer of students from community colleges to four-year campuses.

The following three chapters focus on centering and highlighting the 
voices of marginalized populations within the Asian American and Pacific 
Islander community. In Chapter 10, Leilani Kupo discusses the complexi-
ties surrounding questions about the right to claim an identity, which are 
complicated by government, community, or societal influences. In Chap-
ter 11, Phitsamay Sychitkokhong Uy shares her own narrative and the sto-
ries of Southeast Asian American students, and recommends policies to 
provide culturally relevant training for faculty and staff so that they are 
more equipped to meet their unique needs. And, in Chapter 12, Loan Dao 
and Linda Tran examine the voices of Vietnamese American women in 
college.

Finally, in the conclusion of this volume, Doris Ching and Amy Agbayani 
compare the challenges that Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders faced 
decades ago in higher education with those that they encounter today. 
They end this volume with a call to action and recommendations to ad-
vance higher education research, policy, and practice geared toward better 
serving Asian American and Pacific Islander communities.

NOTES

 1. In the remaining sections of this introduction, I use “we” to refer collectively 
to scholars who have been advancing knowledge about Asian Americans and 
Pacific Islanders in higher education over the last two decades.
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