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INTERSECTIONAL PROGRAMMING

ver recent decades, student affairs
O professionals (SAPs) have become in-

creasingly engaged in campus prac-
tices related to students’ racial, ethnic, gen-
der, and/or class identities. In addition,
research on students’ intersectional iden-
tities (i.e., research that focuses on multi-
ply-connected, sociohistorical, and relation-
al identities) has produced insight into how
students incorporate their multiple identities
in specific campus contexts (Abes & Jones,
2004; Abes, Jones, & McEwan, 2007; Hur-
tado, Alvarado, & Guillermo-Wann, 2015;
Jones, 2009). Yet, many educators, in gen-
eral, still struggle to connect these import-
ant insights to inclusive student success
efforts on their campuses. Student suc-
cess and retention are deeply influenced by
the degree to which students experience
a sense of integration and engagement on
campus and in the classroom, which is ex-
perienced through a lens of student identi-
ty (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004;
Karp, Hughes, & O’Gara, 2011; Kuh, 2009;
Tierney, 1999). Although the foundational
literature on student success highlights this
critical point, much of this literature focuses
on students’ racial, ethnic, gender, or class
identities framed in discrete, rather than in-
tersectional ways.

This article examines student affairs
professionals’ reported knowledge of, values
for, and practices related to their students’
discrete and intersectional identities. The
following questions guided the research: 1)
What are student affairs professionals’ per-
spectives regarding the connection between
students’ intersectional identities and their
success on campus? 2) How do student af-
fairs professionals engage students’ individ-
ual and intersectional identities in practice?

The framework for this article is built on
the premise that there is value in consid-
ering intersectional identities in educational
practice and policy, since individual axes of
oppression (e.g., race, ethnicity, class, reli-
gion, gender, sexual orientation, nationality,
citizenship) do not act independently of one
another (Grant & Zwier, 2011). Grant and
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Zwier (2011) framed their discussion of in-
tersectional identity—not as a binary or op-
positional issue of support (i.e., Do students
of color or LGBTQ students need our sup-
port?), but as a cooperative and inclusive
conversation that recognizes the intersec-
tional experiences of students in their per-
sonal and educational lives. For example,
it has been well-documented that LGBTQ
people of color are more likely to experi-
ence hate-driven bias, violence, or harass-
ment, often feel less integrated on campus
(Holley et al., 2008; Patton & Simmons,
2008; Rankin, Weber, Blumenfeld, & Fraz-
er, 2010), and feel the need to emphasize
a single part of their identity to connect on
campus (Patton & Simmons, 2008; Poynter
& Washington, 2005). Therefore, intersec-
tional student identity is a valuable lens to
view college student engagement.

Literature

Support for this study comes from the
literature on multiple dimensions of identi-
ty and intersectionality within the context
of higher education. Individual dimensions
of identity have been studied for some time
and there is a plethora of research about
identity theories based on race, gender, and
sexual orientation. Recent work has devel-
oped the theoretical foundations for study-
ing multiple dimensions of identity and the
resulting educational practices (Abes &
Jones, 2004; Abes, Jones, & McEwen, 2007,
Jones, 2009). Current work on intersection-
ality takes the idea of multiple dimensions
and deepens it to look at each identity as
not separate and ahistorical, but as multi-
ple, connected, and existing through con-
textual power relations that result in fused
identities for individuals and groups. Final-
ly, the literature on sense-making provides
practitioners the opportunity to think about
incorporating new knowledge within change
processes in higher education.

Multiple Dimensions of Identity and the
Shift toward Intersectionality
The tendency of some educators to sep-
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arate students’ various identities in their
campus practice aligns with an established
U.S. belief system that keeps identities dis-
crete and static (Andersen & Collins, 1992;
Butler, 1990). Even in the realm of social
justice, activists have historically mobilized
singular, fixed identities, with the interests
of privileged groups at the center of the ac-
tivist efforts (e.g., the civil rights, women’s
liberation, and gay liberation movements of
the 1960s and 1970s). From the mid-1970s
through the 1990s and early 2000s, how-
ever, women of color feminists (Anzaldua,
1987; Combahee River Collective, 1997;
Lorde, 1982; Moraga & Anzaldua, 1981)
and identity theorists (Andersen & Collins,
1992; Bettie, 2003; Butler, 1990; Gordon
& Newfield, 1997) challenged this static no-
tion of identity. As a result, many activists
and identity theorists began pulling away
from the tendency to fixate on single iden-
tities, instead describing identity formation
as historically-based and multiply-inhabited
(Bettie, 2003; Butler, 1990; Hall, 1996; Omi
& Winant, 1994). Further, theorists empha-
sized identity as relational—that is, individ-
uals and groups formed identities in relation
to one another and within larger, structural
constraints, rather than in a vacuum (An-
dersen & Collins, 1992).

Intersectionality, as a theoretical con-
cept, developed through women of color
feminisms in the 1990s. Theorists described
individual and group identities as not only
multidimensional (e.g., racial, ethnic, gen-
der, sexual, class, religious, and national
identities intersect in different and complex
ways), but also fluid, and somewhat agen-
tial—albeit within an existing power struc-
ture (Andersen & Collins, 2004; Crenshaw,
1991). Additionally, theorists underscored
intragroup difference (Crenshaw, 1993) and
challenging the politics of monoraciality—
where racial identity is described as static
and monolithic (Root, 1996). Recent inter-
sectional work “possesses the potential to
augment, and, in some cases, deepen the
analytical strength of social identity models
and their related frameworks” (Olive, 2015,
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p. 277), and improve pedagogy and prac-
tice.

In higher education, the Model of Mul-
tiple Dimensions Identity (MMDI) (Abes &
Jones, 2004; Abes, Jones, & McEwen, 2007;
Jones & McEwen, 2000), which was devel-
oped over time, resulted in a visual mod-
el to understand the salience of multiple,
socially-constructed identities. The original
model (Jones & McEwen, 2000) set person-
al attributes at the core of the model, sur-
rounded by individual identities. Each of the
identities became salient for an individual
based on their contexts (i.e., family back-
ground, sociocultural condition, or career
and life decisions). The addition of a "mean-
ing-making filter” (Abes, Jones, & McEwen,
2007) to the MMDI described individuals fil-
tering contextual situations before enacting
identity salience. The MMDI is a complex,
yet clear model to understand identity sa-
lience, but also can be used as a tool to help
students make meaning of their contexts
before enacting their identities.

Sense-Making and Change in Higher
Education

The notion of sense-making (Eckel &
Kezar, 2003) can serve as a starting point
for higher education change efforts that are
seeking to integrate intersectional concepts
into practices of teaching and learning. Deep
changes in higher education—change that
transforms the assumptions and behaviors
that pervade the culture and traditional
approaches—require faculty, staff, and ad-
ministrators to undergo an intensive mean-
ing construction process and rethink exist-
ing understandings (Eckel & Kezar, 2003).
Sense-making in higher education begins
with cultivating interest and commitment
to change among potential adopters (e.g.,
SAPs) rooted in their closely held values and
goals (e.g., the desire to create a welcom-
ing and rigorous academic environment for
student success) (Gannaway, Berry, Hinton,
& Moore, 2013). As such, SAPs need to un-
derstand and connect with potential chang-
es in a way that is meaningful to them as
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a first step to making a change in practice
(Kezar, 2013).

There is a large body of literature ad-
dressing the central role of sense-making as
a critical mechanism in processes of edu-
cational change. Change requires actors to
make meaning of their environments and of
student needs, and to make decisions either
tacitly or mindfully about their responses to
existing and new factors at play (Spillane,
Reiser, & Reimer, 2002; Weick, Sutcliffe, &
Obstfeld, 2005). Ideas about what institu-
tions should or should not do for students in
order to achieve educational goals, or ideas
about the appropriate role of the college will
guide how SAPs interact with students and
design programming. The taken-for-grant-
edness of these ideas about what is or is not
important to student success, and the depth
of these ideas, is what gives them power in
the subtle way they guide practice (Hand,
Penuel, & Gutiérrez, 2013).

Adopting new practices to serve stu-
dents intentionally in relation to their inter-
sectional identities will hinge in part on how
the leaders and educators that form the col-
lege environments make sense of the role of
student identity and how could affect their
day-to-day work (Bensimon, Rueda, Dowd,
& Harris III, 2007; Lane, 2012). Distribut-
ed and social cognition rely on interaction
and webs of professional affiliations to ac-
cess meaning about an initiative and what it
demands of the implementer (Spillane, Rei-
ser, and Gomez, 2006, p. 61). While lead-
ers and reformers might design ideas for
practice that address intersectional identity,
the practice itself will be determined across
practitioners’ interactions and cognitive
sense-making processes (Spillane, 2012).

A practitioner’s failure to respond to
new ideas or new initiatives is not simply
an issue of inability or unwillingness, but
also a problem of cognition and how the
implementer comes to understand the in-
tent of the change through interactions with
the initiative’s artifacts, messages, context,
and the implementer’s own prior knowledge
(Spillane, 2000). This model challenges a
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traditional idea of stimulus and response,
which may account for notions of local re-
sistance or perhaps lack of resources or ca-
pacity to comply, but not for varied levels or
opportunities for productive sense-making
and cognition that precede successful im-
plementation (Spillane et al., 2006). In this
way, we can think of meaningful implemen-
tation of change as a combination of skill,
will, and deep understanding (Malen, 2006).
Moreover, interpretations in the field will of-
ten follow specific patterns related to prior
knowledge and underlying understandings
of educational practice. As a result, there
is a tendency for implementers to draw on
the aspects of new frames or new ideas that
align with what they already know and be-
lieve, and ignore the more subtle or unfa-
miliar aspects. The result is a surface-lev-
el or incremental change where profound
change was intended, an outcome that re-
flects flaws in cognition rather than outright
resistance (Spillane, 2000; Spillane et al.,
2006).

Methods

A mixed method study is appropriate for
an exploratory or under-researched topic,
such as implementing programs to address
students’ intersectional identities, to get
both a broad perspective (quantitative) and
more specific detail (qualitative) to explain
the broad perspective (Creswell & Plano
Clark, 2011). For this study, we developed
a survey that asked multiple choice ques-
tions and also asked open-ended questions
for participants to expand on the topic, in
order to understand their perspectives and
their practices—and answer our research
questions. Creswell and Plano Clark (2011)
call this method an embedded design as the
qualitative and quantitative aspects of the
study are embedded in the same instrument
(concurrent), but may tend toward one
methodology. In this study, the quantitative
questions are the “supplemental strand...to
enhance the overall design” (p. 72) to give
context for the qualitative questions and ul-
timately the analysis, which is primarily from
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a qualitative perspective. The nature of the
survey method helped to get a broad range
of responses, while also delving into specif-
ic experience. We asked respondents their
perceived value of identity work (measured
by multiple choice responses) and how they
incorporated identity issues into program-
ming (through open-ended responses).
Asking for specific examples of practice was
a way to give meaning to the quantitative
data. In addition, it seemed particularly rel-
evant for a study looking at multiple iden-
tities to use a methodology that was based
on multiple voices and modalities (Creswell
& Plano Clark, 2011).

Instrument and Participants

The survey instrument for this study
was designed for both faculty and student
affairs professionals (only the SAP respons-
es will be presented in this article) based on
the literature of multiple identities and in-
tersectionality, and revised several times by
pre-testing the questions with content ex-
perts and peer reviewers to improve content
(covers the topic) and face (appears to ask
the right questions) validity (Babbie, 1990;
Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 2009; Mar-
shall & Rossman, 2011) of both the multiple
choice and open-ended questions. Triangu-
lation of the data, as the qualitative form
of reliability and validity (Creswell, 2007),
is established through these two forms of
data and is outlined in the data analysis.
The Qualtrics survey (online survey tool)
included questions about campus type and
position type, but focused on how student
affairs professionals structured their cours-
es and programs, the methods they used,
the perceived importance of addressing
student identity on their campus, and the
perceived relevance of student identities on
student academic engagement.

The larger study identified potential par-
ticipants from the membership database of
a national higher education association, se-
lecting only faculty and student affairs pro-
fessionals. While the invitation email netted
a large number of faculty respondents, this
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article focuses on student affairs profes-
sionals (SAPs). Therefore, we collaborated
with two student affairs organizations that
sent the exploratory survey on our behalf to
entry and mid-level professionals, resulting
in the total combined response of 207 SAP
participants.

Participants were given choices about
how to identify their institutional type and
could mark more than one answer. Table
1 shows the identified institutional types.
There is a representation from Four-year,
Master’s, and Doctorate institutions, as well
as public and private institutions. There was
limited representation by specialty-serving
institutions.

Table 1

Institutional Type (more than one category could
be selected)

Institutional Type # %
Four-Year Institution 89 77%
Master’s-Granting Institution 44 38%
Doctorate-Granting Institution 52 45%
Private Institution 27 24%
Private, Religiously-Affiliated 16 14%
Institution

Public College or University 72 62%
Hispanic Serving Institution 7 6%
Historically Black College or Uni- 0 0%
versity

Military Institution 0 0%
Tribal College 1 1%
Women’s College 2 2%
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Participants were asked to identify their
primary functional area as student affairs
professionals (SAPs). Participants identified
with a wide variety of student affairs offices/
professional roles (See Table 2).

Table 2

Responsibilities on Campus (more than one category
could be selected)

Functional Area #
Academic Advising 23
Academic Success Skills/Tutoring 25
Admissions Recruitment 12
Alumni and Advancement/Development 6
Career Services 22
Counseling, Health, and Wellness 33
Disability Support Services 13
Enrollment/Financial Aid 7
Higher Education Opportunity Programs 13
Institutional Assessment and Research 16
International Student/Study Abroad 5
Multicultural, Diversity, and Equity 41
Orientation and First-Year Experience 35
Other Campus Life 37
Residence Life 27
Spirituality, Faith-based Services 6
Sports and Recreation 9
Student Activities and Leadership 45
Veteran’s Affairs 10
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Data Analysis

The quantitative portion of the survey
(i.e., multiple choice questions) provided
demographic data about the participants
and their institutions, while also collecting
perceptions about the relevance of student
identity to student experience. These data
are presented in their descriptive forms as
tables. Due to the nature of the qualitative
focus of this exploratory study, we were in-
terested in how student identity was incor-
porated into programming to begin under-
standing practitioner perceptions of single/
intersectional identity salience in relation to
students’ academic engagement. The mul-
tiple-choice questions, based on the litera-
ture, gave an overview of how student iden-
tity was incorporated into actual practice.
The open-ended questions then provided
for participant-specific practices beyond the
multiple-choice options and provided the
triangulation of two data forms needed for
the qualitative-focus of the study The qual-
itative data associated with each question
were analyzed separately and open-cod-
ed (Saldana, 2009) to understand how
the participants made meaning of the top-
ic and their practice. The individual codes
were then grouped in categories as themes
of practices (Saldafia, 2009). Each of the
multiple choice questions are presented in
descriptive tables and then the associated
resulting themes of practices.

Researchers

The three researchers on this team re-
flect varied experience and expertise. One
is a former faculty member in the sociology
of gender and sexuality who currently works
in faculty development. One is a former stu-
dent affairs professional, later a researcher
and change leader in a statewide commu-
nity college student success improvement
initiative, and a current PhD student. The
third is a faculty member and researcher in
the field of higher education. All three have
written on diversity topics for both academ-
ic and practitioner journals. All have a com-
mitment to influencing practice at the uni-
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versity/college level to improve the student
experience. Our biases are evident in our
values about this topic; however, care was
given to limit bias through reviews by col-
leagues and experts of both the survey de-
sign and the study conclusions to improve
both the validity of the survey and the trust-
worthiness of the data and results.

Limitations

The survey administration did not use
a sampling method to identify participants.
We cast a broad net (through three national
associations) in order to move our explor-
atory study forward. Therefore, the results
are not generalizable, but may be transfer-
able when thinking broadly about the re-
sults (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). While
participants self-selected to complete the
survey and all may not have taken the time
to fully answer the open-ended questions,
the depth of responses provided substantial
data for an exploratory study with a quali-
tative focus.
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Results

The research questions that the data
answer are: 1) What are student affairs
professionals’ perspectives regarding the
connection between students’ intersectional
identities and their success? 2) How do stu-
dent affairs professionals engage students’
individual and intersectional identities in
practice? The data to answer the questions
were organized around the two major sec-
tions of the survey, Individual Identities and
Intersectional Identities, with both quanti-
tative and qualitative results presented in
each section.

Single Identities

While the literature on identity devel-
opment is extensive and connections have
been made to student outcomes (Aceve-
do-Polakovich, Quirk, Cousineau, Saxena, &
Gerhart, 2014; Reid, 2013; Torres, Jones, &
Renn, 2009), we wanted to understand our
participants’ perceptions on how student
identity affects the quality of student life on
campus (sense of belonging and academic
engagement). This then set the stage for

Table 3
Facets of Identity Affect the Quality of Students’ Sense of Belonging

Very Much

or Quite a
Identity Bit Some Very Little
Race and/or Ethnicity 88.4% 9.2% 2.4%
Sexuality (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Queer, or Questioning) 79.2% 17.6% 3.2%
Class/Socioeconomic status 77.3% 18.8% 3.9%
Gender (Man, Woman, Genderqueer, Transgender) 71.6% 24.0% 4.3%
Apparently Abled/Differently Abled 63.5% 30.7% 5.8%
International/Global 66.7% 27.5% 5.8%
Religion/Spirituality 54.4% 37.4% 8.2%
Veteran or Active Military Status 50.6% 32.15 17.4%
Undocumented Status 45.9% 22.6% 31.5%
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asking how they actually incorporated stu-
dent identity into programming.

Table 3 presents participants’ percep-
tions of the extent to which single identities
affect students’ sense of belonging on their
campuses. The SAPs’ responses are report-
ed as a percentage of the total response to
the question. The highest-ranking respons-
es (Very Much, Quite a Bit, Some) by SAPs
are at the top of the table and the lowest at
the bottom. (see Table 3 on facing page)

Race and/or Ethnicity as a student iden-
tity is listed by 88.4% of the SAPs as influ-
encing students’ sense of belonging (Very
much or quite a bit), followed closely by
Sexuality (79.2%), Class/Socioeconomic
status (77.3%), and Gender (71.6%). In the
open-ended responses, participants iden-
tified specific contexts that influenced stu-
dents’ sense of belonging in relation to their
social identities. Respondents reported the
surrounding local community as important,
especially when it did not reflect the student
population. The type of college, current cul-
ture of the college, and the reputation for
serving specific types of students also was
reported as important. These contexts could
be either positive or negative influences (or
both) for students depending on their social
identity. In a contextually positive example,
a respondent cited campus reputation: “Our
campus has a good reputation amongst stu-
dents and by awards of being Veteran and
Disability friendly and great services so there
is a positive impact of students’ sense of be-
longing.” Another respondent cited campus
context as positive and negative: “We are
a religiously-affiliated PWI with a number
of legacy students. It can be very difficult
for students who don’t fit into that “box” to
find their sense of belonging initially.” An-
other respondent was particularly insightful
about how far higher education institutions
still need to go in providing supportive en-
vironments:

On the surface, our campus is very “di-
verse”: just 20% of our student population
identifies as White/Caucasian; 11% of our
students are Veterans; our average age is
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27; and 68% of our students are the first
in their family to attend college. Students
do feel a sense of belonging because they
see “people like them” succeeding here.
And, we still struggle to support and engage
the rich layers of diversity that exist on our
campus.

Sense of belonging is both a complex
issue for our students, but also is a goal for
our campus communities.

Table 4 (shown on the next page) pres-
ents participants’ perceptions of the extent
to which single student identities affect stu-
dent academic engagement on their cam-
puses. The SAPs’ responses are reported as
a percentage of the total response to each
of the student identities. The highest-ranked
student identities (combining Very Much,
Quite a Bit, Some) by SAPs are at the top of
the table and the lowest at the bottom.

In response to this question, 90.1% of
SAPs reported Race and/or Ethnicity as in-
fluencing academic engagement (Very much
or quite a bit) followed by Class/Socioeco-
nomic status (79.3%), while only 41.5 %
perceived that students’ Religion/Spirituality
influenced academic engagement. This find-
ing is in line with foundational literature that
colleges prioritized students’ racial, ethnic,
and class identities in relation to student
success. However, a majority (over 80%)
of the respondents acknowledged that all of
the listed student identities impacted stu-
dents’ academic experience to at least some
degree.

Qualitative comments acknowledged
differences in student voice and agency.
SAPs reported hearing from students about
their negative experiences in the classroom.
For example, one participant reported that
“students are [still] being asked to serve
as a spokesperson in their class.” Specific
issues such as “no ability to list preferred
name within our system” and difficulty en-
gaging undocumented students were also
listed by SAPs. One participant summarized
a frustration felt by SAPs: “I have noticed
when a student does NOT feel supported
in their classroom by faculty or outside the
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Table 4

Facets of Identity Affect the Quality of Students’ Academic Engagement

Very Much

or Quite a
Identity Bit Some Very Little
Race and/or Ethnicity 90.1% 7.7% 1.7%
Class/Socioeconomic Status 79.3% 19.0% 1.7%
Gender (Man, Woman, Genderqueer, Transgender) 69.7% 28.0% 3.4%
International/Global 71.0% 24.8% 4.2%
Apparently Abled/Differently Abled 75.2% 17.0% 7.7%
Sexuality (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Queer, or Questioning) 62.9% 31.0% 6.0%
Veteran or Active Military Status 53.9% 34.2% 12.0%
Undocumented Status 52.6% 28.0% 19.3%
Religion/Spirituality 41.5% 39.0% 19.5%
Table 5
Structure Programming to Address Student Identities

Very Often
Identity or Often Some Very Little
Race and/or Ethnicity 70.3% 21.2% 8.5%
Gender (Man, Woman, Genderqueer, Transgender) 55.1% 24.6% 20.3%
Sexuality (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Queer, or Questioning) 53.4% 26.3% 20.3%
Class/Socioeconomic Status 47.9% 31.6% 20.5%
International/Global 41.5% 36.4% 22.0%
Apparently Abled/Differently Abled 33.1% 34.8% 32.2%
Religion/Spirituality 30.4% 29.6% 40.0%
Veteran or Active Military Status 19.0% 31.0% 50.0%
Undocumented Status 17.8% 22.2% 59.0%
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classroom by staff their engagement with
the campus dramatically shifts.”

Finally, the responses to this question
addressed the issues of financial/personal
costs, particularly relevant to lower SES stu-
dents and families. Students might not have
been able to afford textbooks, had time to
join clubs, or had jobs that took precedence
over classes or internships. The high cost
of education especially affects low income
students, but has an impact on all students.

The data show that SAPs see the effects
of student identity on the ability of students
to engage throughout campus life, and the
institution’s ability to support their needs
once admitted. The individual comments
generally reflected an understanding of the
student issues, for example, “"Any student
coming from a marginalized social location
is going to experience an impact on over-
all engagement with campus if that campus
is not intentional about making space for
voices often unheard in the academic and
broader social discourse.”

Table 5 reports the percentage of par-
ticipants who reported that they structure
their programming to issues relevant to sin-
gle student identities. The highest-ranking
responses (Very Often, Often, Some) are at
the top of the table and the lowest at the
bottom.

Similar to those identities perceived to
influence student engagement, survey re-
spondents reported Race/and or Ethnicity as
the identities most often addressed in their
programming followed by Gender and Sex-
uality. Identities least likely to be addressed
were and Veteran or Active Military Status
and Undocumented Status.

Table 6 reports the kind of out-of-class
practices or programming activities SAPs
reported using to engage students in identi-
ty issues. These activities, which we provid-
ed as options for participants, are reported
as numbers (respondents could mark more
than one response). The student identi-
ty is listed in alphabetic order and the ac-
tivities are listed from most cited to least
cited (overall). For example, the activities
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most reported to engage Apparently Abled/
Differently Abled identities were Organized
Student Group Events (35) and Speaker/
Lecture Series (34) and least reported were
Internships (6). An open-ended question
gave respondents an opportunity to report
other activities.

SAPs most often reported organized
Student Group Events, Speaker Series, and
Town Hall-type events in their program-
ming efforts that focus on student identi-
ties. Many of the specific examples given
by SAPs in their comments focused on col-
laboration between student affairs depart-
ments and academic departments across
the university, for example: “A prime part of
my work is to stimulate cross-campus pro-
gramming on all these issues while support-
ing student groups exploring their identities
and cultural backgrounds.” In addition, par-
ticipants gave examples of smaller, more
individual approaches such as informal dis-
cussions with students, staff reflection ex-
ercises, and conference presentations. SAPs
also acknowledged the importance of inten-
tion and planning at the institutional level to
create healthy environments, for example:
“Residential learning communities are one
of the few cross-divisional efforts to blend
academics and co-curricular program, in re-
gard to race or gender,” showing a viable lo-
cation on campus for incorporating the work
of intersectional identities.

Intersectional Identities

The second part of the survey moved
the participants from identifying practic-
es around single identities to intersectional
identities. While single identities are now a
part of the student development literature
and there are best practices that help guide
SAPs, there are fewer best practices on how
to apply research and knowledge about in-
tersectional identities.

Participants were first asked about fa-
miliarity with the concept, and 87.9% re-
ported being very familiar or familiar with
the concepts of “intersectional identity” (a
theoretical phrase, describing identity as
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Apparently Abled/Differently Abled 34 35 19 23 23 16 6 6
Class/Socioeconomic status 34 36 30 35 23 22 12 11
Gender (Man, Woman, Genderqueer, 67 61 44 26 39 27 25 15
Transgender)
International/Global 53 39 25 27 28 20 21 15
Race and/or Ethnicity 79 67 62 37 45 40 10 17
Religion/Spirituality 46 39 32 30 18 12 11 7
Sexuality (Lesbl_an,_ Gay, Bisexual, 20 64 41 30 42 26 11 13
Queer, or Questioning)
Undocumented Status 30 29 21 16 9 9 9 10
Veteran or Active Military Status 45 30 16 25 6 16 13 11

multiply-connected, sociohistorical, and re-
lational) or “intersecting identities” (a com-
plementary phrase, describing identities as
interrelated). When asked about how im-
portant it is for the college or university to
emphasize intersectional student identities
in spaces of learning, 88.7% of SAPs report-
ed very important (58.9%) or important
(29.8%) and only 1% reported not import-
ant. Participants were then asked to report
the extent to which they intentionally struc-
tured their programming to connect with
students’ intersectional identities: 78.2%
reported incorporating intersectionality.
Respondents also identified intersec-
tional identities that were commonly ad-
dressed in their practice. Many gave pair-
ings that might be expected, such as race

and gender or race and class. In addition,
some participants reported identities that
were relevant to their specific work. For ex-
ample, “I work a lot with Title IX. Gender
and sexual orientation have influences on
one another. When I present on gender is-
sues, I intentionally address the intersec-
tion of gender and sexual orientation.” Quite
a few respondents reported four or more
identities that are regularly a part of their
programming, while others said they took
an individualized approach in their one-on-
one discussions with students.

Many of the specific practices in ad-
dressing intersectional identities were simi-
lar in nature to the single identity responses.
Mentoring programs, student organizations,
performing and visual arts, lunch & learns,
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and community awareness programs were
examples of specific programming. In addi-
tion, SAPs provided examples of cross-de-
partmental collaborations and many cited
resource centers in close proximity to one
another as a way to encourage cross-group
programming, as well as joint sponsorship of
events. Others wrote about individual inter-
actions with students or groups of students
as key locations for intersectional identity
work. One participant mentioned, in partic-
ular, a new student success program:

We try to create heterogeneous envi-
ronments based on student interest and
affinity rather than identity and then use
the affinity to help individuals explore their
identity within that affinity. We will roll out
a program in the fall that will use that mod-
el along with peer mentoring in a year-long
affinity cohort in the hopes that we increase
social integration and degree commitment.
Wish us luck!

In summary, SAPs report a strong under-
standing the concepts of individual student
identity and students’ intersectional identi-
ties. They were also able to offer examples
of incorporating identity into their campus
practice, either through programming or in-
dividual interactions with students. Overall,
a large majority (88.7%) of SAP participants
viewed institutional support of students’ in-
tersectional identities as critical to student
engagement and learning.

Discussion and Implications

Many SAPs in our study have a strong
commitment to issues of equity and diver-
sity in their practice, as evidenced by their
perceptions of student identity in connec-
tion to academic engagement, their support
for institutional investment in intersectional
practices, and their incorporation of student
identity into their work. The answer to the
research question about SAP perception is
marked by varying degrees of the perceived
salience of particular dimensions of student
identity. Certain dimensions of identity (e.g.,
race, ethnicity, or class) were prioritized by
SAPs or seen as more salient than others
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(e.g., gender, sexuality, veteran or immigra-
tion status, religion) to students’ academic
engagement. The prioritization is reflected
in reported practices and open-ended ques-
tions that focused on issues of race, income,
and general language about “underserved”
students.

This emphasis among respondents is
not surprising in the context of practice and
sense-making. For many years now, the
scholarship of teaching and learning and as-
sociated professional development program-
ming have provided opportunities for SAPs
to grapple with the impact of race and class
on student outcomes, and to think about
how these dimensions of identity should be
reflected in practice and pedagogy. This is
not the case with all dimensions of identi-
ty covered in the survey instrument, nor is
it true of the concept of intersectional stu-
dent identity. Campus-wide student success
practices often reflect this, as well. For ex-
ample, although some institutions are figur-
ing out ways to track LGBTQ student success
(via retention, persistence, and graduation
rates), campuses typically disaggregate stu-
dent success by “traditionally underserved
groups,” such as race/ethnicity and socio-
economic status (Hart Research Associates,
2015) and don’t often present these data
intersectionally. Moreover, the degrees of
salience given to different aspects of identi-
ty may or may not correspond with how stu-
dents would report their own experience or
prioritize dimensions of their own intersec-
tional identities. Understanding how to align
educators’ perceptions and practice with the
authentic needs of students, particularly as
issues of sexuality and gender take a more
central place in social justice conversations,
is an important next step in student success
research.

The high level of support from partici-
pants for institutional commitment to serv-
ing students relative to their intersection-
al identities and a high level of perceived
salience of some of these individual dimen-
sions of identity to practice are both indica-
tors of interest and a foundation for building
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a commitment to intersectional practice. The
support and perception of salience reflects
their own values, which provides a prom-
ising foundation for potential sense-making
or capacity building efforts. While this is a
strong place to start, and reflects the current
environment in research and professional
development, an intersectional framework
for understanding experiences of oppres-
sion and privilege demands an expansion of
capacity for intersectional practice. There-
fore it requires SAPs in the sense-making
process to question their prior knowledge
and fully understand and commit to the in-
tention of the change toward what Grant
and Zwier (2011) discuss as “intersection-
ally-aware pedagogies” (p. 183) and curric-
ula that are culturally competent, attentive
to diverse histories, and “personally mean-
ingful” (p. 185) to students. Finally it asks
of them the skill, the will (Malen, 2006), and
the deep understanding (Spillane, 2006)
about students, identities, and institutional
contexts to make changes to their program-
ming agendas and methods.

The results of this exploratory study
frame some important challenges to be ad-
dressed in terms of building SAP capacity
for intentional, intersectional work in the
university. The survey responses suggest
that SAPs have made sense of the need to
address some dimensions of identity and to
a lesser extent, have found ways to inte-
grate this need into the work they do with
students.

In short, in light of the relative lack of
clear sense-making opportunities related
to intersectionality and research to support
sense-making on the topic of intersection-
ality in higher education, these results offer
a baseline for future efforts—particularly for
cross-campus collaboration, reported as a
priority by SAP participants in our survey.
Professional development opportunities for
SAPs at the institutional level may be in
conjunction with faculty, in order to build
collaborations (participants noted key activ-
ities that required collaboration). Skill build-
ing through resources, webinars, and con-

College Student Affairs Journal  Vol. 36, No. 2, 2018

ference sessions would be valuable at the
regional and national association levels and
add to the individual commitment already
evident in the profession.

As significant achievement gaps for stu-
dents of color and low-income students con-
tinue to persist and even widen in higher ed-
ucation (Cox, 2016), the role of these facets
of identity must not be downplayed in any
campus context. More than just achieve-
ment, students in minoritized groups are
having inequitable experiences and are
disproportionately likely to rate their cam-
pus climate as unwelcoming (Garvey et al.,
2015; Rankin et al., 2010). As our partici-
pants noted, these students have additional
dimensions to their identities, which must
be taken into consideration, and they expe-
rience both oppressions and privilege at the
nexus of these identities.

From the perspective of many SAPs,
these conversations about intersectionality
are still in the early stages and increasing
conversations on intersectionality is only a
first step toward change in practice. Given
what is known about sense-making in high-
er education, future research in the area
of student intersectionality should focus on
leverage points for building from existing ca-
pacities and values among SAPs, and iden-
tifying real models for change. Moreover,
the apparent concentration of awareness,
knowledge, and perceived salience among
SAPs provides a possible nexus for future
action and capacity building in campus com-
munities. As researchers, it is also import-
ant to consider how we use future research
to build and express a cogent rationale for
developing intersectional practice in and be-
yond the classroom.
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