


Queer People of Color in 
Higher Education

A Volume in  
Contemporary Perspectives on LGBTQ Advocacy in Societies 

Series Editors

Joshua Moon Johnson 
University of Wisconsin-Madison

Lemuel W. Watson 
University of South Carolina



Contemporary Perspectives on  
LGBTQ Advocacy in Societies 

Joshua Moon Johnson and Lemuel Watson, Series Editors

Queer People of Color in Higher Education (2017)
edited by Joshua Moon Johnson and Gabriel Javier

It Takes Team Effort:  
Men and Women Working Together to Enhance Children’s Lives (2014)

edited by Lemuel W. Watson

Authentic Leadership:  
An Engaged Discussion of LGBTQ Work as Culturally Relevant (2013)

edited by Lemuel W. Watson and Joshua Moon Johnson



Queer People of Color in 
Higher Education

edited by

Joshua Moon Johnson 
American University of Malta

and

Gabriel Javier 
Multicultural Student Center

-

INFORMATION AGE PUBLISHING, INC.
Charlotte, NC • www.infoagepub.com



Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

CIP record for this book is available from the Library of Congress  
http://www.loc.gov

ISBNs:	 978-1-68123-881-4 (Paperback) 

	 978-1-68123-882-1 (Hardcover) 

	 978-1-68123-883-8 (ebook) 

Copyright © 2017 Information Age Publishing Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a 
retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechani-
cal, photocopying, microfilming, recording or otherwise, without written permis-
sion from the publisher.

Printed in the United States of America



DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the fierce activists, leaders, and scholars who sacrificed 
to make a book like this possible. 

I dedicate this book to my loving parents who made me proud to be unique, 
critical, and authentic. My motivation and inspiration in my recent adult life has 

come from my supportive partner, love, and husband, Aaron Faucher. 
~Joshua Moon Johnson

Dedicated to my family: my parents Roberto and Carolina, my brother, Rob, and 
Sarah, Brennan, and Lilly.  Thank you for keeping me rooted.

~Gabe Javier





	 vii  

CONTENTS

Preface........................................................................................................ ix

1.	 An Introduction and Overview to QPOC in Higher Education
Joshua Moon Johnson and Gabriel Javier............................................... 1 

2.	 Intersectionality in Practice: Moving a Social Justice 
Paradigm to Action in Higher Education 
Christian D. Chan, Adrienne N. Erby, and David J. Ford...................... 9

3.	 Collectively Feeling: Honoring the Emotional Experiences of 
Queer and Transgender Student of Color Activists 
Paulina Abustan.................................................................................31

4.	 Queer Faculty and Staff of Color: Experiences  
and Expectations  
Danielle Aguilar and Joshua Moon Johnson......................................... 57

5.	 Belonging to More Than One Identity: The Quest to 
Integrate and Merge Latinx and LGBTQIA Identities 
Brittany J. Derieg, Mario A. Rodriguez, Jr., and  
Emily Prieto-Tseregounis..................................................................... 73

6.	 (Re)framing Faith: Understanding and Supporting Queer 
Students of Color and Faith in Their Search for Meaning 
Chris Woods....................................................................................... 87



viii    CONTENTS

7.	 International LGBTQ Students Across Borders and  
Within the University 
Hoa N. Nguyen, Ashish Agrawal, and Erika L. Grafsky..................... 109

8.	 “Fun and Carefree Like My Polka Dot Bowtie”: 
Disidentifications of Trans*masculine Students of Color
T. J. Jourian..................................................................................... 123

9.	 Confronting Hate: Addressing Crimes and Incidents 
Targeting QPOC Communities
Ashley L. Smith and Joshua Moon Johnson.........................................145

10.	 Finding and Making Space: What QPOC Students Face in 
Rural Places
Vivie Nguyen....................................................................................163

11.	 Meeting at the Intersections: Using Queer Race Pedagogy to 
Advance Queer Men of Color in Higher Education 
Jonathan P. Higgins..........................................................................179

12.	 Experiences of Queer Student Leaders of Color: Expanding 
Leadership Paradigms in Higher Education 
Annemarie Vaccaro and Ryan A. Miller..............................................195

About the Authors................................................................................... 211



Queer People of Color in Higher Education, pp. ix–x
Copyright © 2017 by Information Age Publishing
All rights of reproduction in any form reserved.	 ix

PREFACE

This book emerged out of a desire to have more information, knowledge, 
and resources to best serve the students on our campus. Both Gabe and 
I (Joshua) have served as directors of LGBT centers and at multicultural 
centers at large, public, and often well-resourced institutions, yet we were 
always left having to figure out how to best serve those students with lives 
intersecting and trying to navigate how to live in communities that fully 
accepted their racial, sexual, and gender identities. We both live at this 
intersection as queer men of color, and we have existed on college cam-
puses for much of our lives. Our colleagues and even friend circles rely on 
us to educate and speak for those not present, those excluded, and those 
oppressed in a society that does not value them. Out of this professional 
experience and out of our lived experiences, this book emerged. 

Over the decades, our universities began to recognize that not all 
students were white, so they offered a few services and built a center or 
building. A few decades later, they realized that not everyone was hetero-
sexual, so they added a few others services and a building (or a closet). A 
decade or so later, some are now realizing that everyone is not cisgender 
or gender-conforming, but little has yet to be done about this fact still. As 
our institutional structures created “special services,” they were created in 
simplistic ways, but our students are not created in simplistic ways. In my 
work in LGBT and multicultural student affairs, I have always struggled to 
be inclusive of other marginalized groups; it is not what our stakeholders 
want, our missions want, or what our assessment or data can handle or care 
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about. As far as we have come, we continue to exclude, and this book aims 
to draw attention to one population that continues to be pushed aside: the 
queer people of color (QPOC) in higher education. 

As we solicited contributors to this book, we were blown away by the bril-
liance, passion, and insight that came forth. Many of the authors are QPOC 
and have lived this experience as undergraduate students, student leaders, 
student activists, graduate students, staff members, and faculty members. 
The research and direction provided in this book are like no others that I 
have found in the literature. As I began my career as a social justice educa-
tor in higher education, I wish I had had this book as a guide to better serve 
students as well as an affirmation of my experience and struggles trying to 
exist and lead as a queer person of color. 

The structures that make life difficult for queer students of color do not 
disappear once they graduate; our staff members have to survive in the 
same racist, homophobic, and transphobic worlds our students do while 
trying to be a mentor, counselor, and guide to wounded students. The 
experience of trying to heal the wounded when you too are wounded leads 
to retention, recruitment, burnout, and mental health crises. The authors 
of this book speak to the experiences beyond just students, and all recall 
their own personal experiences. Moreover, one chapter focuses entirely 
on faculty and staff who are QPOC. I have been in far too many meetings 
where we try to figure out how to get or keep faculty and staff of color, and 
yet we never look at the bigger picture—the climate, systems, and culture 
that make this task impossible. If those QPOC faculty and staff are not 
leaving to go to a campus they hope is better, then they are often too worn 
down to function. 

This book comes from a place of pain: the pain of seeing students giving 
up on college, being disowned by their families, experiencing hate crimes 
because of their identity, or being institutionalized because their mental 
health was taking a beating. This book also comes from a place of hope: 
hope that we can do better; that we can adjust our services; that we can 
recognize the complexity of racism, sexism, homophobia, and transpho-
bia; and that we can listen, comfort, and support those in our lives and on 
our campuses who need us to drastically shift how we serve students. As 
you read each chapter, we hope you ponder the impact it has on you as a 
person, your role in your career, and your ability to effect change on your 
campus. We are honored you have cared enough to read this far, and we are 
encouraged that this book has come to life and made it to press. Be patient 
with yourself, with each other, and find hope. 
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CHAPTER 1

AN INTRODUCTION AND 
OVERVIEW TO QPOC IN 

HIGHER EDUCATION
Joshua Moon Johnson and Gabriel Javier

College campuses are enriched, enlivened, and strengthened by the cel-
ebration of diversity on campus. Diversity, in its widest and most general 
sense, continues to be a key element of the educational experience in higher 
education. The conversation about the changing complex nature of diver-
sity, however, remains nascent on many campuses (Smith, 2015). As such, 
most educators on college campuses are concerned with aspects of diver-
sity, but many do not actually have an understanding of the complexity of 
marginalized populations’ identity (Ahmed, 2012). Institutions of higher 
education segment into functional areas, such as academic affairs, research, 
student affairs, and external relations; these institutions also attempt to 
segment students’ lives into convenient boxes that are addressed without 
relation to each other. The challenges that campuses face are not new, nor 
are they close to being fully addressed all institutions of higher education 
face obstacles attempting to create inclusive environments where all people 
can feel valued, feel safe, and succeed inside and outside of the classroom. 
Across these functional areas, there should be a commitment to serving stu-
dents at the intersection of their multiple and complex identities. Campus 
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academic advisors, housing staff members, health center staff members, 
and even financial aid staff members must all foster a sense of students’ 
concerns related to their social identities to capture the full context of 
their lives and, therefore, college experience. As we examined research, 
institutional services, and community resources, it became obvious that 
gaps exist related to serving students of color who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, and queer (LGBTQ)—from here on, “queer” will be used to 
represent the LGBTQ population. Although campuses have made strides 
toward providing services for students of color or have created spaces for 
queer students, little to no effort has been made to best serve students at 
the intersection of these identities. 

CAMPUS CHALLENGES AND QUEER STUDENTS OF COLOR 

Queer students of color (QSOC) face numerous challenges on college 
campuses, yet little is known about their experiences (Russell, 2012). An 
expansive literature exists (Edgert, 1994; Palmer & Wood, 2011; Watson et 
al., 2002) about racism on college campuses and the challenges institutions 
have with retention and graduation rates of most students of color. Simi-
larly, in the last decade, reports have discussed the challenges that queer 
students face on campus. Rankin, Weber, Blumenfeld, and Frazer (2010) 
conducted a national campus climate study, which showed that queer stu-
dents were less likely to be satisfied with their experiences on campus, and 
more than one third of them strongly considered leaving their institution 
because of the hostile environments. Significantly, Rankin et al. (2010) 
found that the campus climate was improving for White-American gay and 
lesbian students but not for QSOC. Although this national climate study 
did include race as a factor, the quantitative study did not have a primary 
focus on the lived experiences of QSOC. 

QSOC face potential victimization based on their racial/ethnic iden-
tity as well as their sexual orientation, gender identity, and/or gender 
expression. In many cases, the dual intersecting oppressions of race and 
queerness compound in dangerous and harmful ways (Balsam, Molina, 
Beadnell, Simoni, & Walters, 2011). Campus diversity centers focused on 
identity typically create a space for students of color. Some campuses have 
multicultural centers that allow or encourage students to self-segregate. 
Although this meets the needs of students for whom identity develop-
ment tasks focus on a single identity, students exploring their multiple, 
intersecting identities may feel forced to choose one identity over another. 
LGBT campus centers are often critiqued for being White-centric, and 
multicultural centers are often critiqued for being heteronormative and 
cisnormative. 
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Negative experiences in the classroom compound the marginalization 
that QSOC face outside of the classroom. At predominantly white institu-
tions (PWI) in particular, the burden of representation as a visible racial/
ethnic minority and a potentially invisible queer minority may lead to 
negative impacts on educational outcomes (Narui, 2011). Some campuses 
have formed queer people of color (QPOC) student organizations and 
host regular conferences and events for QPOC students; however, most 
PWIs ignore QPOC students (Poynter & Washington, 2005). Institutions 
are able to classify themselves as PWI because of the availability of demo-
graphic information related to race/ethnicity. No standardized, parallel 
measure exists to measure the presence of LGBTQ+ identified students. 
The assumption is that most institutions are predominantly heterosexual 
and cisgender; students not in those populations are ignored or expected 
to only congregate in the small space designated as “LGBTQ friendly.” 

Campus climate data that specifically speak to the experiences of LGBTQ 
people of color is sparse (Rankin et al., 2010). Much of what we do know 
about violence and risk for harm toward LGBTQ people of color comes 
from outside of higher education. Research examining hate crimes shows 
that people of color and LGBTQ+ populations remain highly targeted 
and victimized. According to the National Coalition of Anti-Violence Pro-
grams (2013), LGBTQ people of color are still disproportionately affected 
by homicides toward LGBTQ people; 73% of all anti-LGBTQ homicide 
victims were people of color. Additionally, transgender people of color 
were 2.59 times more likely to experience police violence compared with 
White cisgender survivors and victims, and LGBTQ people of color were 
1.82 times more likely to experience physical violence than White LGBTQ 
people (National Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs, 2013). 

Explicit acts of hate, bias, and violence are complemented by the array 
and amount of microagressions and microinvalidations that QPOC students 
face (Sue, 2010). Over time, these incidents send the message that racial, 
gender, and sexual minorities are less valued and invisible. For example, 
microinvalidations occur when transgender and multiracial identities are 
omitted from campus forms and data collection. Microaggressions toward 
marginalized populations have a direct impact on the mental health of 
their targets (Nadal, 2013). 

OVERVIEW 

This book seeks to: (a) contextualize the challenges that LGBTQ+ students 
of color face within diversity work in higher education institutions; (b) 
provide insight and reflection of the specific identity development patterns 
and needs of specific LGBTQ+ communities of color; (c) illuminate and 
describe the needs of LGBTQ+ people of color with regards to campus 
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support systems, religious institutions, and mental health; (d) interrogate 
and explore intersectionality as a framework and provide emerging 
practices to move intersectionality from theory to practice; (e) discuss 
specific challenges of queer communities across the spectrum of gender 
identity and gender expressions; and (f) provide a list of foundational and 
emerging resources that speak to the needs of LGBTQ+ people of color 
on college campuses. 

Although this book focuses on the intersections of race, sexual, and 
gender identities, we do recognize that many other identities will also 
take a role in shaping students’ experiences. This book is a starting point 
to engage in conversations about the complexity of identities and is not 
a complete volume of all that can be discussed. We encourage people to 
take this work and push it further and examine the many experiences of 
students on college campuses. 

In addition to the major challenges mentioned about hate crimes and 
campus climate, this book will discuss many other issues affecting QPOC 
in higher education. Parts of the book will discuss the complexity of iden-
tity development of QSOC. One chapter will focus on the spiritual lives of 
QSOC; race and religion are closely tied for many cultures, and LGBTQ 
communities have historically faced conflict (Moon Johnson, 2012). The 
relationship that QSOC have with local churches and campus student min-
istries can leave students feeling isolated as they attempt to potentially 
resolve, synthesize, or harmonize their religious, racial, and sexual identi-
ties (Moon Johnson, 2012). There is still a lack of discussion around other 
types of spirituality and how those fit within the lives of LGBTQ students. 

Much of the discussion around QPOC is broad and generalizes all racial 
groups as if it is one unified community with the same challenges. Com-
munities of color are diverse, and although they may all face racism, racism 
manifests itself in a variety of ways. For example, the impact of compound-
ing racism and heterosexism on a queer-identified, cisgender Black man 
are distinctly different from those on a queer-identified, cisgender South 
Asian man, even if a triggering racist event is shared. These differences 
may be an effect of American anti-Blackness, the model minority myth, or 
other aspects of their lived experiences. It is crucial that we make space 
to create individual discussions by having chapters dedicated to Black 
queer students and Latinx queer students. We also aimed to have research 
focusing on Asian American queer students, South Asian queer students, 
multiracial queer students, and Native American queer students. However, 
there is still a drastic lack of research looking into the experiences of spe-
cific populations within QSOC communities. With the increasing number 
of international students on U.S. campuses, we will discuss the challenges 
that international LGBTQ-identified students face on U.S. campuses. 
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The conversations around LGBTQ people are often actually conversa-
tions about gay and lesbian people. We will intentionally create a discussion 
of how gender identity and expression intersects with race. Many campuses 
have gained a basic understanding of the needs of gay and lesbian com-
munities, but the majority are drastically lacking in meeting the basic needs 
of transgender, genderqueer, and nonbinary people (Marine & Nicolazzo, 
2014). 

Other sections of this book will focus on the administrative roles of 
institutions of higher education and the challenges campuses face as they 
aim to serve the complex identities of students. The term “intersectionality” 
has been used often since Kimberle Williams Crenshaw coined the term 
in 1991, but little is actually known about how intersectionality moves 
from theory to practice on campus. A chapter discussing the philosophies, 
complications, and best practices on the concept of intersectionality is 
included. Following an in-depth discussion on intersectionality, the 
conversation will continue on to the role of student activism in the lives 
of QSOC. Campus changes often take place due to activists forming 
communities of color and/or LGBTQ+ communities; however, little is 
known about the impact it has on those students on the front lines who 
are sacrificing their time, emotions, and brilliance to make campuses more 
accepting, safe, and inclusive. 

One of the major roles of identity-based student affairs educators (such 
as those in multicultural or LGBT centers) is to serve as mentors to students 
who are coming from historically disenfranchised backgrounds. These 
offices typically have as few as one or two staff members, so students must 
look to the larger campus community for mentorship. When QSOC look 
for mentors on campus, they are often left with limited options due to 
the lack of presence and visibility of QPOC faculty and staff members. To 
better understand the role that QPOC faculty and staff members play as 
mentors on campus, one must also consider the climate QPOC faculty and 
staff members experience on campuses around the country. A chapter will 
be dedicated to understanding the recruitment and retention issues cam-
puses face as they consider racial, sexual, and gender identities of faculty 
and staff members.

The mental health needs of students around the United States should be 
a primary focus for any campus. However, marginalized members of com-
munities are often at much higher risk for mental health issues and are less 
likely to receive the support they need (Chow, Jaffee, & Snowden, 2003). 
LGBTQ youth are at disproportionately higher risk of substance abuse 
(Marshal et al., 2008) and suicidal ideations (Bagley & Tremblay, 2000). A 
significant portion of this section will be dedicated to discussing the mental 
health services focused on QSOC. As each chapter concludes, a compre-
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hensive list of resources and actions will be shared to ensure that campuses 
can easily access national resources committed to advocating QPOC. 

WHO SHOULD BE READING THIS? 

Every campus has QSOC, whether they are visible, organized, or actively 
seeking services. Many staff members working in LGBTQ centers are 
White and should continue to examine whether their spaces are safe and 
welcoming for students of color. Often White-American student affairs 
educators want to be antiracist; however, just “wanting” to combat racism is 
not enough. Intense learning, unlearning, and actions must be made and 
continue to be made to develop a welcoming environment. Multicultural, 
intercultural, diversity, and retention centers cannot focus only on the 
racial identity of students; students are navigating the complexity of many 
identities. How to confront transphobia and homophobia should be con-
versations had in centers focused on culture and identity. There is diversity 
within LGBTQ identity, and there is diversity within communities of color, 
so there is learning to be done even by those who identity as QPOC. The 
ideas QPOC have about each other cause strife within a deeply marginal-
ized community, and the internalized oppression that many QPOC face 
needs ongoing attention and healing. 

The conversations around identity and student development often 
happen in student affairs spaces; however, students face numerous 
microaggressions in the classroom, leaving them feeling excluded, misun-
derstood, and angry. Educators in the classroom should understand that 
it is no longer acceptable to isolate and oppress students. It is the job of 
all campus community members to continue to learn about marginalized 
populations; it is the responsibility of all campus members to shape the 
environments that we inhabit. This book is limited because it only focused 
on race, gender, and sexuality; however, it is a collection of works that will 
start a conversation and challenge people to expand their ideas of identity. 
Identity is complicated, and challenging racism, sexism, homophobia, 
transphobia, and any other form of oppression is an overwhelming task. 
This task, necessarily, does not fit into a single strategic area. However, it is 
a task worth prioritizing and making small strides toward making campuses 
safer places to live, learn, belong, and thrive.
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