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My mother is white, and my father is black.  The idea of being 
mixed never crossed my mind when I was growing up.  I was 
Sharon.  My brother was Ray.  And our parents made us do 
chores, just like everyone else.  Plus, my parents were raising 
my teenage aunt and uncle who are Puerto Rican and Black, so 
no one looked the same in family pictures.   I spent my early 
days just assuming everyone’s family was as eclectic as mine. 
 I had no idea how unique we were, so any racial tensions and 
taboos I encountered went right over my head.  These racial en-
counters only arose when I was with my mom:

I remember being called a “lovely colored girl” by an old woman 
in the bread aisle at Shop Rite. The tension was palpable be-
tween all the adults, but when you are six aren’t all adults 
tense?

I recall getting multiple comments about being adopted, and 
those comments always came from individuals who looked at 
my mother as if she was a saint for taking on the parenting of a 
minority.  My mother would always respond that I was her bio-
logical daughter, to which people would respond, “…what a 
beautiful…uh…complexion she has.”

Another time, while shoe shopping, I asked someone if they 
had seen my mom and they brought me to a Latina woman. 

And I cannot even remember how many times sales associates 
spoke to me in Spanish and would look at me in disgust when I 
could not respond.

All these times, I just assumed people were confused.  I mean, 
they were calling me lovely and saying my complexion was 
beautiful, whatever that was supposed to mean.  I knew these 
encounters made the adults uneasy, but they never fazed me, 
because I knew my mom was my mom.  She was the woman 
that forced me to eat salad and clean my room, but at the end 
of the day she was a cool lady.

My ignorant bliss about being different changed when I was 
twelve.  My dad had the amazing opportunity to go to London 
for three months for an international professional development 
program.  While my dad was gone my mom was a single par-
ent, and everything that could possibly go wrong did.  Our car 
broke down, I ended up with fifteen stitches, and work was just 
overwhelming since my parents worked together and my mom 
had lots of extra stuff to do.  On a particularly stressful day my 
mom had no desire to cook, so we went to Applebee’s for din-
ner.

While enjoying our spinach and artichoke appetizer and my 
brother and I recounting our days at school, my mother looked 
at us for a long moment, and said, “What is it like to be bira-
cial?”  My brother and I looked at each other.  We both replied, 
“I dunno…?”  This was the first moment I realized that my par-
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ents had no clue what it was like to be like my brother and me. 
 It was the first moment I realized that we were different than 
them. 

After a few more moments of awkward silence my mom asked, 
“Did we do a disservice to you?”

Huh???  My twelve-year-old mind could not understand this 
question.  How could being Sharon be a disservice?  As my 
brain was trying to figure out this question our meals came, and 
my chicken tenders instantly distracted me.

Fast-forward two years.  Our Applebee’s conversation had been 
forgotten.  I was a cool high school kid now, so popularity, 
locker combinations, and friends were all I thought about.  I was 
in a diverse school, and race was still not an issue I noticed. 
 Until one day before band when I was setting up my music. 

A clarinet player came over to the trumpet section and said, 
“Sharon! Know what I’m going to call you?  Graham Cracker! 
Because you act like a cracker…but you’re brown! Isn’t that hi-
larious?”  I had no response.  This was the first time that I had 
ever been offended by something someone had said about the 
color of my skin.  It was the first time I did not think someone 
was just confused about my identity.  This was the moment that 
our Applebee’s conversation rushed back to my memory.  Is 
this what my mom meant? 

After that day, I became so much more aware of my race, and 
what that meant for my place in society.

We moved a year later and as a junior I started at a brand new 
school where everyone was blonde and blue-eyed.  I stuck out. 
 Hard.  For most people, high school is a time where you strug-
gle to find your social identity, but I was struggling to find my so-
cial AND racial identities.  I had no clue what or who I was sup-
posed to be.  I would ask myself, “Am I supposed to be black? 
 Isn’t that what I look more like?  But what about my mom’s side 
of the family?  Am I allowed to choose one over the other? 
 Should I?  Well…every form I fill out is making me pick, so I 
guess that means I have to?  And why do people keep calling 
me an Oreo? What does that even mean?” I was clueless.

My last two years of high school were just one long identity cri-
sis.   I decided to go away to college, because clearly some 
time away from everyone I knew in New York and New Jersey 
would help me figure out who I was.  So I packed my bags and 
headed to…Ohio.  I knew almost no one in Ohio.  I had the op-
portunity to take my two-year identity crisis and put it behind me 
without the history of being a graham cracker or Oreo or what-
ever snack food was my descriptor that day.  I was able to be 
Sharon. 

As I began to develop my multiracial identity in college the Ap-
plebee’s conversation often ran through my mind.  What is it 
like to be biracial?  Did we do you a disservice?
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I still did not have an answer to either of my mom’s questions, 
but I was determined to figure it out.  I wanted to finally answer 
the questions that flung me out of my blissful state of inno-
cence, but more importantly I wanted to figure out what being 
multiracial was, and reassure my mother and myself that it was 
not a disservice.

In my first semester of college I was put into a learning commu-
nity for minority students.  I was told that it was a diverse group 
that would help me adjust to being a college student.  What it 
turned out to be was me, sitting in a room, where I was the only 
person that was not “Black”, and taking remedial classes in Eng-
lish and Microsoft Office.  I graduated from high school with hon-
ors.  I knew staying in this program was not going to help me an-
swer my mom’s questions. 

So after weeks of dealing with administrators that did not want 
to lose me because I “helped the overall GPA of the program”, I 
got out.  I suddenly had access to the entire course catalog at a 
large state school.  This was an opportunity to engage and 
learn from a huge variety of professors, students, and staff; I 
dove in.  I absorbed everything I could, every encounter.  I went 
to visit friends’ homes in areas of Ohio where I was the only per-
son of color for miles.  I explored Cleveland, Columbus, and Ak-
ron.  I explored historically Black and historically White sorori-
ties, and even joined one.  I took every advantage I could to un-
derstand what it meant to be black and white, in hopes that I 

could figure out what it meant to be mixed.  It was still not clear, 
but I was no longer in crisis.

After college I worked for two years and then decided that a 
Master’s in Higher Education Administration was the path for 
me.  The semester I took my student development theory 
course I was reviewing the syllabus and saw that everyone 
would have to present on a theory at some point in the semes-
ter.  As I was perusing the list I saw “Renn’s Ecological Theory 
of Mixed-Race Identity Development.”  Hold the phone! There 
was a development theory about me?  I knew there were theo-
ries about women, non-traditional students, and larger racial 
groups, but there was a theory about me?  Day one of that 
class I signed up to present on Renn’s theory. 

My presentation day was not until the end of the semester, and 
so I spent months digging into this theory.  I was only supposed 
to present on the theory and its’ implications on higher educa-
tion, but my research went deeper.  I discovered that it was com-
pletely normal for me to be fine with being Black, White, Mixed, 
or whatever.  I learned that I could have pride in being mixed 
race, and above all, I learned that I was not the only one that 
had this struggle (Renn, 2000).  A sense of reassurance and 
completion filled me with every article I read. 

My journey to develop my multicultural identity started when I 
was 12 because two questions were asked, “What is it like to 
be biracial?” and “Did we do you a disservice?”  Sixteen years 
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later, I can finally answer these questions that my mom has 
probably forgotten she even asked. 

So mom, being biracial is great! It gives me such a unique per-
spective.  I live a life where I can see things from the White, 
Black, and Mixed perspectives.  Because of the way you raised 
me, I celebrate people’s differences and get to know them as a 
person without judgment.  Sure, there are times that it’s hard, 
especially when I know that White privilege is a part of my heri-
tage, but something I will never benefit from.  But knowing I 
have a family that loves and supports me gets me through 
those struggles.  And please know, being mixed is not, and will 
never be a disservice.  You and dad have given me more than 
your heritage; you have both raised me to be independent, hard-
working, inquisitive, and passionate.  You two have let me fig-
ure out who I am.  You have been my biggest cheerleaders, 
shoulders to cry on, and are never afraid to call me out when I 
am not doing my best.  How can being a mixture of you two 
ever be a disservice to anyone? 

Reference
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2
Feeling Enough: A 
Journey to Becoming 
Myself

Nicole Caridad Ralston



My mixed experience can be summarized in a few words: striv-
ing to feel enough.  It's a constant journey for me, and I have 
made major strides.  My mom is a Cuban refugee who came to 
Southern California in the late 1960s and my dad is White (Irish 
and German descent) from Philadelphia who mostly grew up in 
Southern California.  My name is Nicole Caridad Ralston.  My 
middle name, Caridad, comes from the popular Cuban saint; 
Caridad del Cobre, and is translated in English to “charity”.  My 
mom also shares this middle name, and it's a name that I carry 
with great pride.  I will admit that there was a time when the 
name made me anxious and uncomfortable, especially when 
teachers and classmates couldn’t pronounce it, and I was con-
fused why the name seemed so different to them.  I remember 
learning to spell my name in class and the White teacher ex-
claimed that I had such a unique name and asked me to pro-
nounce it for the class.  These feelings continued when we 
moved from our predominantly Latino Neighborhood in Home-
stead, Florida to the predominantly White neighborhood in 
Chesapeake, Virginia, and I had different words for things than 
the other kids.  I spoke English perfectly well, but I also spoke 
some Spanish, and I would interchange words regularly (I still 
catch myself doing this, but at this point in my life I just let it hap-
pen, as it's a part of me, and I’ve decided to be wholeheartedly 
myself, all of the time).   

I identify as mixed, Latina and White.  I grew up in a low-middle 
class socioeconomic status family, and we moved around a lot. 

 I have lived in Los Angeles, Miami, Chesapeake, and Naples, 
Florida.   I am a higher education professional who works in 
community service programs.  I live in the South, more particu-
larly in New Orleans, Louisiana.  I am married to a white man 
from an upper-middle class upbringing, which leads to fascinat-
ing stories of our different family and youth experiences.  I am 
white-passing, I have a younger sister with tan, olive skin, my 
mom has brown skin and my dad is white.  I remember my sis-
ter wanting lighter skin like me at a young age, one of my first, 
painful, racial memories as a child because I did not know how 
to help her.  I was 6 and this is when I first realized that some-
how “white” was better.  

Although I am white passing, and acknowledge my white privi-
lege, I rarely feel like I appear “white” due to the constant 
guesses to my ethnicity and racial make-up.  I think not feeling 
enough began early in my childhood when questions like, 
“What are you” were thrown at me, and I didn’t understand how 
to respond.  I clearly looked different to people, but I knew my 
face, I knew who I am, and so I couldn’t process what exactly 
they were asking.  I remember telling my mom once that I al-
ways received these questions and she said, “That question is 
rude, you are a person, what else do they want to know?!” The 
question “What are you?” felt and continues to feel like a violent 
affront on my being.  The responses to when I do share my 
identity can also be hurtful and reaffirm this feeling of “not 
enough”.  When Latinos and White people alike state, “But you 
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don’t look Latina… or ask… Wait, so, do you speak Spanish? 
 I’m left again feeling like I have to first, challenge them on their 
narrow notion of what a Latina looks like, does, speaks, etc, 
and second, I am left feeling like I’m explaining how I fit in.  If 
they must know why I don’t know as much Spanish as they 
think I should, I could explain that because my mom faced so 
much discrimination and trauma entering English-only American 
schools in the 1960s, that she was worried about teaching her 
children the Spanish language.  But, by that time I’ve assessed 
that these folks may not be the people I want to share my story. 
  I suppose the “what are you?” question is better than people 
guessing my identity and then half-way through a conversation 
they tell me that I look like a Middle Eastern snake charmer and 
ask that if I can sing the “snake charmer song” (yes, this has ac-
tually happened at a recent party- and yes, it's an extremely rac-
ist comment), but the question still makes me feel uneasy, un-
whole, and not enough.  

The feeling of not “being enough” continued when I entered first 
grade.  We had just moved from Miami, FL to Chesapeake, VA, 
and before the move we were living with my abuelo, tios, and 
tias.  As i mentioned earlier, I quickly learned that the words I 
used for certain things, and the lunches that I brought to school 
were not “normal”.  I remember feeling immense shame at 
lunch time, especially.  My food looked and smelled different, 
and everyone noticed.  I remember demanding a simple peanut 
butter and jelly sandwich or a Lunchable so that I could blend in 

(which now makes me sad to think about that at that young I 
was learning how to adapt to Whiteness to feel more safe and 
accepted).  These feelings of inadequacy and not having what 
others had, were compounded by the fact that we grew up as 
one of the “free and reduced lunch plan” kids.  Again, at this 
point in my life I am incredibly grateful to be blessed to know 
the food, language, and customs of two cultures, but as a child I 
often felt inadequate.  

Family, at various times, have played a positive and challenging 
role in my development as a multiracial woman.  On the white 
side of the family, family members would constantly tell my sis-
ter and I that my Dad always dated “hispanics” so it was no sur-
prise that he married one, or would attribute our large eyes to 
the “Cuban” side of the family, or would assume we knew every-
thing about “hispanics” and Latin America.  Comments about 
our “strange” food were also common.  The Cuban and Latino 
side of my family is very diverse.  We are made up of darker 
skinned indigenous Cubans, and Spanish and French colonial 
Cubans.  The darker skinned side of the family favored my sis-
ter who had tan skin, and would make it known that she was 
more like them.  This never felt good.  Likewise, the Spanish 
side of the family claimed me, exclaiming that I looked more like 
their mimas, tias, abuelitas.  This also, never felt great.  All of 
these experiences perpetuated some feelings of not fitting in, of 
being an “other” even in my own family.  My sister and I recently 
processed these memories over Christmas, remembering times 
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when sides of the family wanted to “claim” us, and how awk-
ward it was as children.  I want to note that my immediate fam-
ily (my mom, father, and sister) always made me feel enough, 
and in our household we never battled over who looked more 
like which side of the family.  My mom and dad made us feel 
whole, “normal” and celebrated the diverse array of experi-
ences that we got to experience as children of two different cul-
tures.  My sister and I reveled in hearing stories about our par-
ents’ different childhood experiences, and looking back I am so 
blessed to grow up in a multiracial home and wouldn’t have it 
any other way!  

Amongst my mixed and bi-racial friends this feeling of “not 
enough” is common.  I don’t think I actually had a word for the 
feeling until I began processing with more multiracial friends 
and colleagues, but the feeling was always present.  The Social 
Justice Training Institute, which I attended this summer, was 
one of the spaces in which I processed this feeling with multira-
cial colleagues.  It’s this insipid feeling that you’re about to be 
“found out” or caught for not fitting into where you’ve been as-
sumed to fit.  Or it's the dread that you are at some point going 
to have to answer the “what are you?” question, and the on-
slaught of questions about your upbringing and culture will start 
to rush.  There’s also a feeling of trying to fit so badly, trying to 
prove you are Latina or Cuban “enough” while also not ignoring 
your whiteness and white privilege in spaces.  It’s also trying to 
dodge the pain that comes when white friends and family say 

racist things (when they seemingly, for a moment forget that 
you are not fully white, and are then shocked by your anger). 
 It’s trying to reconcile that you are also not fully a person of 
color, and therefore cannot speak for the entire myriad of experi-
ences that people of color hold, even when others want you to 
because you are a more “palatable” person of color to them. 
 It’s realizing and accepting that I will never fully fit  into your ex-
pectations of a White person, and I will never fully fit into your 
expectations of a Latina.  I am both-and, and for the longest 
time that never felt enough, but I’m on the path to feel and be 
enough. 

" This path to feeling enough consists of trying to be me at 
all times.  In my attempt to be me, I allow space for others to be 
themselves, too.  In my work with college students I see daily 
the pain of young adults trying to be themselves, but not know-
ing how to begin.  I think this is a powerful space to hold: being 
yourself.  It can be difficult and uncomfortable to allow yourself 
to just be, and to be vulnerable, and to accept that not everyone 
will like you and that is totally OK.  I have come to realize that 
being mixed is a huge blessing and yes, maybe even a privi-
lege!  It has given me the opportunity to be raised in a multicul-
tural family, understand racial privilege, other cultures, and 
other language at a young age.  I think that my multiracial iden-
tity is a major factor in my ability to relate to others and have 
empathy.  
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Being enough means being open about my mixed identity, giv-
ing voice to my experiences (especially when I feel silenced), 
while also openly acknowledging that I cannot speak for all 
mixed people, I cannot speak for all people of color, and I can-
not speak for all white people.  I work in being an accomplice in 
the fight towards equity, and this especially makes me feel 
whole.  I revel in my time with other multiracial people and I am 
blessed to have a close circle which includes multiracial friends 
and colleagues.  Ultimately, feeling enough means being ok 
with knowing that I am not for everyone, and knowing that those 
who welcome me as “enough” will always be for me.
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3
Working to Express 
Not Impress 

Gus



Sometimes I wish answering the question “Who are you?” could 
be as simple as saying “I am me.” But then other times, I don’t. 
Everyone has their own story and struggles, if the person trusts 
both of these things, they can successfully answer the ques-
tions, “Who are you and how do you define yourself?” Time af-
ter time, people look at me and see a white male, dirty brown 
hair, hazel eyes. What comes to mind? Affluent? A heterosexual 
male who does not understand the privilege that he walks 
around with? I have heard all of this, and spoiler alert—the 
stereotyping prevails. I am not just a white male though I “look” 
it, I am not heterosexual though I “look” it, and to others I am 
privileged because I “look” it, not because I have worked hard 
for it. Spoiler alert number two, I have worked for it, and people 
need not to judge someone for who they are by the color of 
their skin.

I am a Filipino American who was born and raised in Southern 
California and lived there for twenty-two years of my life, I be-
lieve it bro! I have fought with the race I identify with up until re-
cent years in college, ito ako believe? I look at my skin color 
and examine my experiences and see a disconnect, yo dawg I 
believe it. I am white but come from a continuous working mid-
dle class household, I believe it and am thankful for everything 
my parents have contributed and have done for me. I am a 
second-generation college student but feel like a first, I believe 
it and have surpassed this barrier. I am a gay male who has re-
cently come out to family and friends in the summer of 2015, 

yasss I believe it girl. I did not wake up one morning and decide 
to become this person; it took time, reflection and understand-
ing. It took convincing myself that I did not have to worry if oth-
ers did not like the person I am, because I like myself. (Talk 
more about how I came to define myself more here)

At a young age, I was surrounded by a dysfunctional family. A 
step sister that was a rebel who ditched school, turned her back 
on family, and disrespected my parents. A brother who did not 
graduate high school and stayed in school until he was 
awarded his high school GED. One other brother who gradu-
ated by the skin of a hair and was too, a rebel like my step sis-
ter. Then there was me-- the son that did well in school be-
cause I studied for numerous amounts of hours. The son that 
was not book smart but street smart, but motivated himself to 
keep his nose in his books to be the best he could. The son that 
was an all star swimming athlete. The son that could feel jeal-
ousy from my other siblings, but in turn did not feel their jeal-
ousy was his fault because of how hard he pushed himself. 
This son is me. In the Filipino culture, mothers enjoy competing 
with other parents’ opinions of their child being better than the 
other’s. I greatly disliked this, but my mom still did it. Anytime I 
would not perform better than I had previously, my mother and 
father would make that known, and I would feel horrible about 
myself. From swimming to choosing a social science major in 
college, I did so much to try and make them proud, yet, I still felt 
disappointed. Until things started to click and make more 

12



sense. I did not have to make my parents happy, I did not have 
to care about what my siblings thought of me. If I was happy 
and I expressed myself rather than wasting time trying to im-
press others I knew that I was living life the way I was sup-
posed to. My family saw me as an obedient son, one who lis-
tened to his parents and therefore, they all accepted me be-
cause I did what was right. However, nowadays, if someone 
were to ask my family and friends what defines me? They 
couldn’t give you the simple answer they would have years ago, 
because I went against their norm and demonstrated who I was 
and what I was passionate about. I didn’t become a doctor like 
my parents wanted me to, I didn’t stay close to home like they 
wanted me to, I adventured off on my own to gain independ-
ence and self-knowledge I needed to be the person I wanted to 
be. Here is how it all started. 

It took me 23 years to feel like I was living life right. Twelve of 
those years were stuck on watching Blues Clues, Franklin the 
Turtle and playing with toys. Six years were stuck trying to re-
main competitive to get into a good college. Four were stuck try-
ing to perform as best as I could to get a job with this super ex-
pensive piece of paper we refer to as a degree. Finally, we are 
at the time where I get to focus on me as a person, not me as a 
citizen trying to live by the status quo. For the past two and a 
half years, I have learned how to define who I am through all of 
my educational and non educational experiences. 

I was hiding behind an individual that wanted to pride himself 
on everything that he was and everything he learned in identify-
ing through interactions with other people. Just after undergrad 
did I choose to remain in the field of higher education, I knew it 
was the right field because of the opportunities that were pre-
senting themselves and the things that I was learning. I have 
had the opportunity to work at a Hispanic Serving Institution, a 
Historically Black College and University, a primarily Mormon 
institution, and a Predominantly White Institution. Off the bat, I 
identify as more of a minority than I do a white individual be-
cause of my experiences and because of the cultures I feel I 
connect to more so than others. It didn’t take the past three 
years to realize who I wanted to be, I knew that already. What I 
was afraid of was that I was not strong enough, at least until 
August of 2014. On a summer night in August of 2014 while 
working in residence life at a Historically Black College and Uni-
versity in North Carolina, I was walking in the halls back to my 
apartment. I was thinking about how lucky I was to have had 
the opportunity to work at a HBCU as a white male who identi-
fied and appreciated the African American Culture. When all of 
a sudden, my life was in jeopardy, literally. There were two 
males pointing a gun towards me saying this was “a stick up”. 
Thinking it was just going to be a robbery, I listened to the de-
mands in efforts to liberate myself from the situation. This did 
not work, at this point, I knew they were in it for more than the 
materialistic viewpoint. They were in it for built up hatred, anger, 
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and because of the privilege I had just because of my skin color 
that they and their ancestors have had to bleed for, cry for, and 
continue to work hard for. So they kidnapped me, I know, a 24 
year-old getting kidnapped, weird. 

I remember being chased by a police car, the individuals getting 
away from the cop car, the pain and fear of having a gun 
pushed against my back, and the music that was playing- it was 
on a CD and was playing my favorite song. They drove around 
for a while and let me out at a random dark place off of a free-
way. I was scared, I had nothing. I had my confidence, hope, 
and empathy. I ran out of the car, it was my car and they took it, 
and tried to run somewhere to try and process everything that 
happened. I couldn’t, it was too soon. I had to get back on the 
freeway and walk to my exit, I was a California boy who was in 
North Carolina. Lost. Very lost. It took me a couple of weeks to 
get over not being afraid of people, but more importantly to actu-
ally realize that I can’t keep living in fear. In fear of who I am, in 
fear of what others can do to me. I have been hurt many times, 
emotionally, but that is MY struggle. That is who I am. I trust this 
struggle. These interactions with people who hurt me, people 
who are like me, people who disagree with me, they push me. 
They push me to not be afraid to show who I am and to show 
what my authentic purpose is. So no, I am not a affluent, white, 
heterosexual male. I am a passionate, constantly hard working, 
biracial, gay male who trusts his struggle and identity develop-
ment enough to share his story with others. 
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4
Troubling the Half

CeCe Ridder
Portland State University
Assistant Vice President for 
Student Access and Success



" I didn’t really understand my multiracial identity until much 
later in life. In fact, it wasn’t until 2005 when I attended the So-
cial Justice Training Institute and we had a multiracial caucus 
that I was even given the opportunity to identify as Black and 
Irish. For the first few moments of the gathering of that small 
group, we just looked at each other in bewilderment. You mean 
- I can just say that I am multiracial? It was revolutionary. Since 
that time, I identify with the word “multiracial”. I find that it really 
throws people off as well. Meaning, when I get asked the ques-
tion (which I do all of the time), “what are you?”, I always say 
“multiracial” first. It usually follows with another question about 
what my racial background is, but I feel strongly that the word 
multiracial can be an identity on it’s own. And frankly, I don’t 
share that I am Black and Irish unless I feel like it. People really 
have a desire to know though, don’t they?

" Understanding my identity took a lot of therapy and reflec-
tion, my family was indeed a large part of that journey. My par-
ents adopted me and took me to their home in Nebraska, where 
I grew up in a predominately white community, thinking that I 
was white too. That was, until a kid in elementary school called 
me “chocolate nose” and called me the n word. Then I figured 
out that perhaps my afro and brown skin actually did make me 
different.

My mom tells a story of having me in a stroller in a small Ne-
braska town in the 1970’s. The community was quite fascinated 

that a white couple adopted a black child, and proceeded to say 
so as they went on a walk downtown. People were also fasci-
nated with my dad, who is a six foot eight white man. He and I 
would road trip since he drove a semi. In those days, I could 
ride along in the cab. The guys at the job sites were always in-
terested in me and my dad. Stopping to go to the bathroom was 
an adventure. But my parents took everything in stride, they are 
supportive people. But I would also say that they didn’t really ad-
dress the issue of me being a person of color in a white commu-
nity, at least not directly. It was more when something hap-
pened. I didn’t have an arsenal of tools to analyze myself ahead 
of time or to know really who I was and what I thought about my 
identity.

" It wasn’t until after that SJTI experience that I even 
wrapped my head around who I was. In high school, I knew that 
I was a person of color, but my friends never acknowledged it. 
But now I wonder, was it really not an issue? Surely they recog-
nized that I was different. Surely their families talked about it at 
SOME point, right? Was it because I was passing and non 
threatening or not thought of as black? In a sea of white kids, 
people had to know. 

In college, early 90’s, I had joined the multicultural club (my first 
diversity experience) and started to read about black culture. 
But, I didn’t really see myself as fitting into that culture; I was a 
voyeur. I couldn’t talk to my parents about it, they just didn’t 
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really get it. I think if I had been dating more men of color, it 
might have been a different story. My sister is also multiracial, 
and she always dated black men, she brought that conversation 
to our family. For me, I had been dating a white guy since high 
school, and ended up marrying him. That conversation wasn’t 
for me. But today, we recognize and embrace the fact that we 
are an interracial couple. That comes with its own set of chal-
lenges and is a story for another day. I will say, people are fasci-
nated with my family. When my parents are in town, people love 
to stare at us when we go to dinner. Maybe that is the height of 
my dad, maybe that is my fantastic afro, maybe it’s because my 
husband and kids are really attractive, who knows. 

In graduate school, during the late 90’s, at which time I was 
studying College Student Personnel, I advised lots of commit-
tees on the Union Programming Board. One of those commit-
tees was the Multicultural Committee. The students that I ad-
vised, and the events that we produced, taught me so much 
about identity. During that time I had my first braids, had friends 
of all backgrounds, and began to dive more into my identity. It is 
so true that we need to surround ourselves with diversity, to 
truly understand diversity. 

After graduate school, I got my first job in Texas at a university, 
it was 1996. I was advising student committees on the program-
ming board and experiencing southern culture for the first time. 
I remember people spoke Spanish to me all the time, and I 

wasn’t able to communicate back. The students of color that I 
advised taught me so much about their backgrounds, about 
class, about being first generation (of which I am as well, but I 
didn’t really “get that” when I was in college). During that time, I 
began to explore my own identity as a woman of color, and I re-
alized that I needed to know more about who I was and my ra-
cial background, so I began to explore my adoptee identity as 
well.

" I was born in Iowa to an Irish woman with five children 
who was going through a divorce. Apparently, she met my birth 
father in a bar and I was the product. She decided to put me up 
for adoption through a private attorney. Oddly enough, none of 
her five children knew that I was even growing inside a five foot 
nine little lady (which I find extremely odd). The youngest child 
at that time would have been eleven. I did end up connecting 
with my birth mother in 2002. She didn’t want to have much to 
do with me, but she did share with me the story above; and her 
speculation on my birth father’s racial identity. Since then, I 
have taken one of those ancestry swab tests, but I have to say I 
didn’t learn a whole lot from it to verify anything. At this mo-
ment, I am waiting for the latest and greatest DNA test to come 
in the mail; I am going to keep trying. They have a testimonial 
about an adoptee and her nephew being matched through their 
DNA, so why not?

17



" I had twins in 2001, and that was the moment when I 
really began to build my racial identity as a multiracial person, 
an adoptee, my female identity as a mother and a social justice 
identity as well. These identities have also impacted me as a 
multiracial person. I realized that I needed to tell my kids their 
backgrounds, and it has been very important to me that they 
have the language to navigate the world as mixed folks. They 
knew as soon as they could comprehend, that Papa and I had 
different racial identities. When people asked them “what are 
you?” they get to answer however they want. If they feel a little 
snarky about it depending on who is asking and why they are 
asking, they don’t have to answer. I want them to feel empow-
ered. I want them to know that they can change and evolve if 
they want. 

" After the 2005 SJTI experience, I am a different person. I 
am more vocal about who I am, and more empowered than 
ever. My husband experienced SJTI as well, but as a supporter 
from home. When I came back that first night, I know he 
thought that I had been through something truly impactful, but 
scary, and revolutionary. I wanted him to read all about white 
privilege, which he did. He didn’t understand it at first, but he 
gets it now. 

" Today, I lead a diversity office. I learn new things about 
race, class, gender, and many other aspects of identity every 
day. I feel very well versed on social justice issues and I am a 

staunch advocate for the multiracial community. I am co-chair of 
the NASPA Multiracial Knowledge Community. I lead a diversity 
advisory board for the mayor in my town. My husband and I talk 
about race all the time, like all the time. He sees things in his 
job at an architecture firm and identifies microaggressions 
every day. I have researched multiracial college students and 
read as much as I can about our community. I also coach, men-
tor and talk about being multiracial. Without a supportive family, 
I could not do the things that I do and have the stamina to do 
them. Even though I have racial battle fatigue quite often, I 
have the support at home that I need. And, you know what, I 
have created that. 

18



5
Coming Out as a 
Korean American 

Laura Klunder, MSW
University of Wisconsin-
Madison
Social Justice Education 
Specialist



“As long as adoptees return to Korea, live here, and make 
ourselves known among Koreans, there will be a need for 
our solidarity.” ~Kim Stoker, What does it mean to ASK? 
(2014).

I remember hearing Kim Stoker, Representative for Adoptee 
Solidarity Korea, give voice to her experiences of living in her 
country of origin as an overseas adopted Korean on my first re-
turn visit to my motherland (Higgins & Stoker, 2010). I was 
stunned to learn that in a parallel universe, while I studied bell 
hooks and Freire in the classroom at the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison, my people had come together in Seoul to 
establish the first intercountry adult adoptee organization in the 
world to politicize in the country of origin from which its mem-
bers were adopted away (Na, 2014). In the New York Times 
Magazine cover story, “Why a Generation of Adoptees is Return-
ing to South Korea (January 2015),” Maggie Jones, white adop-
tive parent, recounts the formation of ASK, and goes on to re-
port on the hundreds of adult Korean adoptees who have come 
out to themselves as adopted Koreans and remigrated to their 
country of origin to live and find connection with one another, 
not only their birth families (Jones, 2014). The 994 comments 
responding to the adult adoptees who came out in the NYT 
story revealed the unsavory vitriol that internationally and trans-
racially adopted people experience as honorary white infants 
and children, who grow up to be targets of racism when they 
come out in solidarity with communities of color.

UNPACKING KOREAN AMERICAN ADOPTEE IDENTITY

“This crucial stage in the adoptee journey is one marked by dis-
identification in which they recognize that they fit neither the 
dominant monoracial constructions of America as white nor eth-
nocentric constructions of koreanness, whether among South 
Koreans or korean Americans. In this context, meeting other 
adoptees who are “just like me” has been articulated by many 
adoptees as life transforming.” (Kim, 2010)

“They called me a student of color at the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison. Once again, I was assigned a new identity 
without giving my consent, ” I recall thinking in my early days of 
undergraduate, resenting the new label that differentiated me 
from my white best friends (Klunder, 2014a). Over the years to 
follow, beginning with a book club that read Paula S. Rothen-
berg’s “White Privilege: Essential Readings on the Other Side 
of Racism” (2004), I expanded my friendships and communities 
to include students of color. Together with peers of color, we 
shared our stories of isolation and alienation, and I began to ar-
ticulate myself as a student of color first, and an Asian Ameri-
can who was adopted by a white family second. I joined the Mul-
ticultural Student Coalition (MCSC) and served as a diversity 
peer educator, where I learned how to resist racism by telling 
my story in terms of privilege and oppression. I enrolled in Stu-
dent SEED, a social justice seminar that introduced me to 
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Bobbi Harro’s Cycle of Socialization (1982), where I further un-
covered the layers of collusion that I had engaged in order to 
survive. I confronted my model minority training to dissociate 
and say, “I don’t see color”, that had inhibited me from finding 
support as a racialized being within my school, church, and 
adoptive family who tried their best to celebrate my diversity, 
but struggled to empower themselves to examine their white 
privilege. I was learning to come out, not only to access intima-
cies on a personal level, but to act in solidarity with global com-
munities organizing for social justice. 

COMING OUT TO EFFECT CHANGE

“Moreover, the politically sensitive issues of race and ethnicity 
are still often ignored when discussing international and Korean 
adoption and international and Korean adoptees in order to 
avoid being caught up in the same kind of heated and unpleas-
ant debate on transracial adoption that has since the 1970s 
been ravaging in North America, Australia, and Britain, where 
the domestic adoption of children from indigenous and minority 
groups to white families has been highly contested and charged 
and sometimes branded as ethnocide or cultural genocide.” (Hu-
binette, 2006)

“How do you define family?” On January, 22, 2014, KoRoot--an 
overseas adopted Korean guest house and NGO in Seoul--
invited adult adoptees, single parent and poor families fighting 
for family preservation, and families of origin who surrendered 

their children to overseas adoption in 60 years following the Ko-
rean war ceasefire, to “come out” with their counter stories to 
the dominant narrative of adoption (KoRoot, 2014). Together 
with Korean adoptees, KoRoot, an allied organization, co-
created a powerful interruption to adopterism and 
adopteephobia--new terminology which reframes adoption as a 
social justice issue, articulating intimate and structural power dy-
namics that deny adoptees and families of origin the right to de-
fine themselves outside of adopterist representations of the 
adoption experience (Klunder, 2014c), and aligns the active and 
passive exclusion of adoptees from policies, practices, and cul-
tural productions that shape adoptee experiences with patterns 
of domination (Klunder, 2014a). I facilitated this organized inter-
ruption to global systems of economic and gender violence as 1 
in 200,000 Korean-born infants and children who were adopted 
overseas from South Korea since 1954, characterized by 
agents of power as a humanitarian effort. Through remigration 
to South Korea--returning to live in my country of origin, not 
only visiting--I learned firsthand about the access barriers that 
target single parent, poor, rural, and migrant families, and fami-
lies with disabilities, that coerced vulnerable families into relin-
quishing their children overseas into predominantly white, 
wealthy, married, heterosexual, and able families with access to 
housing, healthcare, education, and employment. When I re-
flect upon my journey into raising this community question, I lo-
cate my first steps as an undergraduate student leader at the 
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University of Wisconsin-Madison, invited by my peers and aca-
demic staff of color to re-position my intimate experiences with 
violence within the structural power dynamics of racism, gender-
ism, and classism.
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6
Discussing My Identity at 
Dinner/Hablo Mi Identidad 
a la Cena

Sylvester Gaskin
Towson University



For most of my life, I’ve existed in two completely different 
worlds. First, my mother’s family lives in Iowa and originally 
came to the United States from Sweden and Ireland. My fa-
ther’s family lives in Florida and originated from Africa and the 
Dominican Republic. Love and serving in the Air Force brought 
them together. When my parents got married, these two worlds 
wanted nothing to do with each other. There was animosity be-
tween the two families; it was seen as unnatural and almost dis-
graceful for a Black man and a White woman to be in love. How-
ever, the way they got to understand how each other lived was 
during dinner. My mother experienced putting sugar on her spa-
ghetti and learned how to make grits the proper way (i.e. the 
way my granddaddy wanted it). My father experienced Swedish 
Steak and Kringla during his first holiday in Iowa. When I was 
born, I had to experience both of these cultures. As the first 
grandchild for both families, it was important to both sides of the 
family that I learn these cultural norms and appreciate where 
they came from. 

Growing up in these two cultures was interesting to say the 
least. Each summer, I would visit both my families in Iowa and 
Florida and learn more about my identity during meal times. My 
grandmother in Iowa would make my favorite Swedish steak for 
dinner and we would talk about how my family emigrated 
through Ellis Island and made their way to the Midwest. I 
learned about my grandfather’s childhood in Southern Iowa and 
how his father broke out of a convalescent house to see my 

grandmother and grandfather get married. My uncles told sto-
ries about their times camping and canoeing while in the Boy 
Scouts and their hopes to get better jobs than the ones they 
had. But through this, I learned about the experience my White 
family had in the United States. Through hard work and perse-
verance, they were able to thrive. They worked on farms and in 
factories, were involved in the church and tithed their 10%, and 
saved enough money to open their own grocery store. The 
story was different when I was in Florida. My granny would 
make yellow corn grits, scrambled eggs, and hardwood bacon 
for breakfast, and my granddaddy would make conch peas with 
smoked neck bones for dinner. Their stories were about family 
strife and struggle; either one of my aunts would be sick, or my 
uncle would be in trouble with the law. There was always some 
kind of drama that our family was undergoing. However, that 
family’s story was full of strength and determination. Despite 
the Korean War, Jim Crow laws, and run-ins with crooked cops, 
my father’s family still managed to send my aunt to Bethune-
Cookman, my father enlisted in the Air Force, and my grand-
daddy was able to become a shop manager for an auto com-
pany. It was a uniquely Black experience that I was immersed 
in, and I got a lot of that immersion during dinner. 

It was important that I hear the family stories during these meal 
times, as it was the only way I could directly hear about where I 
came from and learn how my unique identity was shaped by 
these two cultures. My dinners at home were a unique blend of 
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these two cultures; baked chicken and beef wellington for Christ-
mas, smothered pork chops for birthdays. What added complex-
ity to this identity development was my marriage into a Mexican 
family almost 8 years ago. It was interesting to meet my in-laws 
and to engage in their customs and add another layer to my 
identity. What made the situation more interesting was a lan-
guage barrier; my in-laws spoke very little English, and I spoke 
very little Spanish. In addition, my in-laws had very little experi-
ence with someone who was multiracial. It made for interesting 
conversation with some family members who found it odd that 
someone could be both Black and White. When they asked if I 
was “really Black”, I had to explain how my parents met and, 
yes, people of different races and backgrounds can get to-
gether and have kids. There were some awkward moments at 
first; when I first met my in-laws, they bought me fried chicken 
for dinner thinking it was normal for Black men to eat at a party. 
Another time, I wore a shirt with a picture of Richard Pryor on it, 
and they asked if it was my father on the shirt and if I wore it in 
memoriam. Each time, I was able to sit down at a dinner table 
and explain to them that my t-shirt had a famous comedian on it 
(and my father was very much alive), and while KFC was a nice 
gesture it wasn’t a common meal in my family. 

What helped smooth things over and help build a strong rela-
tionship with my in-laws was holding discussions over dinner 

about cultures, customs, and experiences that brought my part-
ner and I together. I was able to share my family history over 
servings of mole y ceviche, how my parents met in technical 
training in Mississippi, how many times the Air Force moved my 
family across the country, and how they came to settle in Balti-
more. I learned how my partner’s family moved from Mexico to 
Los Angeles and listened to all the wild stories about living in Mi-
choacan over steamed shrimp covered in Old Bay. What was 
most interesting and where the strongest connections came 
come was over food. There was many conversations about the 
kinds of food eaten at holidays, over special occasions, and 
what special ingredients were used. After a short while, my part-
ner’s tia took me around the kitchen and we compared spices 
both our families used. Cooking and eating were important 
ways I was able to learn about my partner’s culture and how I 
was welcomed as a member of her family. 

It may seem cliché that food was a common bond between the 
cultures I have to navigate, but for me it was the important way 
I learned about these heritages and family customs. I’ve asked 
friends and colleagues who share a multiracial identity about 
food being a theme in their identity development, and I’ve heard 
stories on how they blend their cultures’ unique cuisines to 
make events quite special. My partner commented that it has 
become a unique theme during New Year’s Day in her family 
where her tia prepares posole verde and I make black eyed 
peas, candied yams and collard greens for everyone to share. It 
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has added a new dimension to my multiraciality and understand-
ing how I navigate the world being in a multiracial marriage. 
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7
The Family You 
Choose

Jade Hoyer



" I recently attended a lecture at the University of Tennes-
see, Knoxville. The presenter began his talk with an image of 
his family, showing himself as a chubby-cheeked child with his 
siblings and parents.  As the images progressed, he showed a 
more recent picture of himself with his wife and child. “There’s 
the family you have, and then there’s the family you choose,” 
he said.

        "The family you choose. The phrase struck me.

        "I grew up in West Michigan’s Filipino-American commu-
nity. I don’t remember how each of our families got to know one 
another, but my dad jokes that my mom has an uncanny knack 
for meeting other Filipinos. In this community, large gatherings 
were commonplace. My mom referred to these events as hav-
ing “the families” over, and I called every adult in this group 
“Auntie” and “Uncle.” We would celebrate birthdays and holi-
days together, eating rice, pork, fish, and panzit from Styrofoam 
plates. The first time I visited the Philippines, I understood loca-
tions based on the FilAm community in West Michigan. Tita 
Grace was from the Visayas; Tita Yin was from Mindanao; Un-
cle Jorge was from Tarluc; Ate Sherry grew up in Batangas.

        "One family, and especially one individual became particu-
larly important to me. I was eight years old when my family 
moved into the home where I would grow up. My mother real-
ized in short order that the family across the street was Filipino. 

Within a week, she had set up a play date for me with the kids 
across the street.

        "“You’re going to your new friend’s house,” my mom an-
nounced one day as I came home from school. I hadn’t even 
hung my jacket and backpack up on the hooks by the backdoor.

        "I protested mightily. Making friends was not my childhood 
forte. All of my early school pictures depict a little girl with a fur-
rowed brow. I’m sure I was debating what I thought about the 
photographer, who I never found trustworthy.

        "The house across the street looked a lot like my parent’s 
suburban home. My auntie Mervy, the kind woman who opened 
the front door, had eyes like my mother’s. Her daughter, Ce-
leste, the little girl who bounded down the stairs to greet us, 
looked like me. She was about my age and height, and had 
thick dark hair like my own. Like me, she wore a plaid jumper, 
evidence of her attending one of the local Catholic grade 
schools.

        "We didn’t like each other immediately. Our friendship 
might have been a contingent one, the kind halfheartedly fos-
tered by two girls thrust together while their mothers drank cof-
fee. And in fact, on my terms, it probably would have been. In 
almost all ways beyond our shared Filipina heritage, Celeste 
was not like me at all. While I avoided swimming, Celeste 
jumped off the high-dive at the pool. I was afraid of both dogs 
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and strangers, and she ran up to people in the neighborhood 
and asked to pet their dogs. Most of all, while I was a guarded 
child, Celeste was open. She wanted to be friends, and made 
every effort to make that happen. She made me a book com-
memorating our friendship within a few months of knowing one 
another. “Chapter One,” she wrote, “When Jade was sick and 
threw milk up her nose….”

 

        "Despite my initial efforts to the contrary, the Celeste and I 
became and then stayed close. Celeste’s family moved across 
town, but Celeste remained one of my closest friends through 
high school and college. She will always be the little girl who 
taught me to be brave. In high school, Celeste convinced me to 
try out for musicals when fear of auditioning was enough to de-
ter me. After I graduated college, I worked for six years in 
higher education in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Celeste, mean-
while, held jobs in Ann Arbor, Michigan; Austin, Texas; Chicago, 
Illinois. The first terrifying time I travelled to the Philippines for a 
month without my parents, I thought of Celeste who had de-
cided independently to pursue a multiyear graduate program in 
Manila.

        "All of us have families we are born with and the families 
that we choose. I haven’t lived in Michigan for over a decade 
now, and the house where Celeste’s family lived has changed 
owners a number of times. My parents still call it the Aquino’s 

place. When my parents hosted Thanksgiving dinner this year, 
the people seated at the table weren’t blood relatives, but were 
family all the same. We have families we choose. Or in some 
lucky cases, those family members choose us. 
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A Taiwanese-
Colombian Story: 

Charlene Martinez
Oregon State University
Associate Director of Integrated 
Learning for Social Change, Diversity, 
& Cultural Engagement
Affiliated with the School of Language, 
Culture, and Society



This weekend my heart felt complete.  I felt happy to be in space 
where without talking, I knew folks “get me.”  A place where being 
enough of one race or ethnicity was not in question.  When I get to-
gether with other mixed race folks, I often feel this sense of relief that 
I do not feel elsewhere.  This is one of the feelings I experienced at 
the inaugural Multiracial Aikido retreat for Oregon State University 
students in Corvallis, Oregon.  In that space we shared stories about 
our families, explored the histories of our identities, watched videos 
about the system of racial inequity, burned papers with racial epithets 
to cleanse, learned skills to respond to microaggressions, and replen-
ished with laughter, food, and art making.

It was a rare moment to cleanse, heal, and forgive myself for internal-
izing stereotypes, dominant culture, and misconceptions.  In my four-
teen years in student affairs, it was the first time I engaged in a day-
long experience for students to immerse themselves in a space which 
centered the conversation on navigating multiracial experiences in this 
society from awareness to self-care.  I realized at the retreat that I had 
come full circle.  It was eighteen years earlier (exactly half the time I 
have been alive) when I first heard the term “multiracial.”  It was the 
moment of my “awakening” to racial and gender disparities, and I 
owe this moment to starting me down this path as a multicultural af-
fairs educator.  

The past three years having lived and worked at a predominantly 
white institution, in a predominantly white town and state, has made 
the work of racial awareness and justice more imperative than ever in 
my life.  Witnessing the students at the retreat grapple with their identi-
ties and learn from multiracial practitioners brought me back to my 
undergraduate years at UC Santa Barbara.   Many students felt a sense 
of belonging and clarity about themselves, just like I did back then. 
 Others left inspired and eager to learn more.  The retreat served as a 

reminder of the purpose of my life: to help others find their way with 
love, and hold the vision for dominant cultural paradigms to trans-
form.  It gave me a moment to pause.  

The weekend left me thinking about what my daughters will experi-
ence as multiracial people in their lifetime.  It left me hoping that they 
will understand where they come from and come to love themselves 
fully.  It pains me to think that they will have to find their way just 
like I did.  I write this piece to reflect and remember where I come 
from.  So that my daughters will have insight about their mother as a 
person committed to changing culture for the better.  I write to also 
help others understand one multiracial practitioner's life-long process 
and journey to feeling and being, enough.  The series of vignettes and 
stories you will read throughout this piece are intended to show my 
process of constantly revisiting the feeling of being enough.

Where I Am From

In this context, time, and environment, I identify as a multiracial, 
Asian-Latina American, cisgender woman of color.  I am fully mixed. 
 Not part.  Not half.  My mother immigrated from Taiwan in her twen-
ties and my father from Colombia when he was a teenager.  They met 
and married in New York City.  Starting at the age of four years old I 
was raised in southeast San Diego, California, yet I have remained 
connected to my extended family in New York City.

Both of my parents learned English as their second language, but it be-
came the primary language in our household.  When they began to 
teach us their native tongues, I resisted learning them.  It was too late. 
 Racism had already won the first battle.  By ten years old, I longed to 
be what I saw as beautiful.  I was embarrassed at having dark skin, big 
lips, hips, and often wrote in my journal about the boys who I liked 
and that didn’t like me.  They liked light skinned girls, the blonde 
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haired, blue-eyed ones.  At a young age I learned that being lighter 
was better.  It was reinforced by my mother, who wanted me to stay 
out of the sun.  

I grew up knowing my heritage was uncommon, and later in my teen-
age years came to feel proud that my family ate patacones and frijoles 
negros with egg rolls and fried rice for Thanksgiving dinner.  During 
my adolescence, I fully embraced those who found me “exotic.”  I 
loved being called Jasmine or Pocahontas, the Disney characters, be-
cause I finally felt accepted, desired, and beautiful.

In addition to these memories, I also remember having a bounce to my 
walk and I wore a big smile everywhere.  Maybe I was just a happy 
kid.  But I know now there were many layers wrapped up in those 
smiles.  The truth is that the smiles masked internalized racism, shame 
for my family that we weren’t like “other” more affluent families, and 
keeping up the pretense that I had it all together.  I later in graduate 
school realized I used smiles as my survival gear; I just wanted to be 
liked.  I felt compelled to be perfect.  Got good grades, did obligatory 
family business labor, and acted like a primary caregiver for my sib-
lings at a young age.  I believe seeking external approval stemmed 
from not necessarily fitting in any one group.  As an adolescent, I be-
gan to make friends with all sorts, from gang members to athletes and 
the wealthy.  And this became a trend in my life.

My earliest friend groups from preschool through junior high and high 
school were racially and ethnically diverse.  My neighborhood in 
southeast San Diego was the home to Southeast Asian and African 
refugees, veterans, and working class multiethnic families.  Growing 
up in this environment normalized having friendships with diverse 
peoples who came from various socioeconomic backgrounds.  San Di-
ego High School was predominantly Latino and was also LGBTQ 

friendly.  This early exposure to “multiculturalism” helped to frame 
my appreciation for diverse spaces and people.

Shifting Paradigms

I am deeply grateful for my Taiwanese mother for making sure above 
all else, I got the best education she could find with the resources we 
had.  This required that I claim that I was “Latino” to be bussed into a 
predominantly white neighborhood for my ninth grade year; and 
“white” to be eligible to attend the International Baccalaureate pro-
gram at San Diego High.  At Lewis Junior High nestled in Allied Gar-
dens in San Diego, I learned that the haves in this society gain access 
to “good neighborhoods,” had nicer homes, and everyone could afford 
to play a sport or three, of some sort.  

Me:  I love my new Junior High School.  It’s in a nice, safe neigh-
borhood.  There is no crime here.  I bet there aren’t drugs here too.

Friend: That’s not true.  My sister says there is drugs and crime 
there too.  And just because they have more money doesn’t make 
them better.   

I remember this being a pivotal moment where my worldview was 
challenged.  I felt ashamed for not seeing the obvious, and it helped 
me to become more conscious about race and class, even at an early 
age.  After this conversation, I remember thinking differently about 
who had access to what, and why.  

I gravitated to my creative writing and Latin American fiction litera-
ture classes in high school.  The teacher strikes, inclusive environment 
for LGBT youth, predominantly Latino demographic, and leadership 
opportunities I engaged with were the staging grounds for my identity 
as a social change, multiracial activist to emerge.  Becoming aware 
about the differences of culture and people were so incredibly healthy 
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for me.  It reminded me of the times I would go to New York City to 
visit family.  My Colombian aunts and uncles had many progressive 
friends from their college years who were open minded and I loved 
talking to them. During the summer there would often be a cultural 
street fair of some sort and they would take me along.  I will never for-
get the times I danced in the hot city streets with hundreds of other 
folks.  I realized that all I needed was a picnic blanket, some of my 
relative’s friends, and some good live Cuban, Dominican, or Puerto 
Rican music to make me feel alive.  It was in those moments I felt 
happy, liked, and understood.  I felt enough.

The New York City trips became my emotional outlet from family dy-
namics at home.  I loved everything about these summer experiences. 
 I loved the stinky subway stations, people singing and dancing on the 
streets, and adored the hustle and bustle of everyone moving around 
with somewhere to be.  With my aunts, uncles, and cousins on both 
sides of the family, I gained exposure to the food, language, and 
norms of my respectives cultures.  This was a defining moment in my 
young life.  I felt alive learning to salsa dance with my Colombian 
aunts and uncles.  I adored meals with my Taiwanese cousins who 
shared with me every kind of asian cuisine, including Taiwanese xiao 
che (little dishes).  

Depending on the context, I have been mistaken for Indian, Mexican, 
Filipino, Native American, Middle Eastern, and Black.  During these 
trips to New York City were the times when I felt most and least con-
nected to my respective cultures.  There were moments here and there 
when I didn’t quite feel Taiwanese or Colombian enough.  My grand-
parents and some Colombian relatives would ask why I didn’t under-
stand Spanish fluently.  I would feel inadequate for not understanding 
the language and not having a good reason to tell them why I didn’t 
know the language.  Similarly, there were many awkward meal mo-

ments when my Taiwanese cousins would tease me for my dark skin, 
lips, and curves.  I would also feel inadequate for not knowing Manda-
rin Chinese or Taiwanese.  Being with family but not understanding 
the language made me feel like an outsider.  There were many times 
when I was called “my father’s daughter.”  I was being asked to 
authenticate my ethnic identities, and I couldn’t.  And even though I 
would feel hurt by some of these comments, I still cherished being 
with them because they are my family.  

Don’t get me wrong, there is a lot of love for myself and my siblings. 
 And I came to realize that some of the ways they would express their 
love would come in the worst forms.  

Recently, I reunited with a Colombian second cousin and great uncle 
while traveling to Miami for a conference.  In the car ride to lunch, af-
ter updating them about family happenings and sharing with him a lit-
tle bit about my identity, my cousin asked a question, laughing when 
he said it.  “Why don’t you just choose one side already?!”  I don’t 
think I had heard that question in years.  

What outweighed these negative memories were the countless posi-
tive ones.  Many family members did their best to understand, asked 
respectful questions, and actively listened to my experience.  This 
saved me.  I was able to hold near and dear two very different ways of 
interacting with my family.  One that would enjoy being with family, 
eating the food, and hanging out - fully knowing that they would 
never accept me as both Taiwanese and Colombian.  And then the 
other way of being, with family members who wanted to know more 
about my experience, and validated by listening, and accepting me. 

Being multiethnic allows me to see things that others cannot.  Because 
my family didn’t “traditionally” go together, I am able to make con-
nections between ideas that do not traditionally go together.  I was al-
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ways in between.  I find delight in tearing down artificial boundaries, 
breaking the rules, and building rapport with all kinds of people.  It’s 
almost like a superpower. 

Where I was Born

If I just studied about my cultures, would that be enough?  Would I be 
enough?  Since I felt some sense of belonging and proximity to my Co-
lombian and Latino cultures, I used my undergraduate years at UC 
Santa Barbara to explore my Taiwanese and Asian American heritage. 
 The first quarter of my first year I cried nearly every day.  I went to 
Latino and Asian student organizations and I felt I wasn’t quite 
enough to partake in their activities.  I didn’t speak Spanish, didn’t 
look Taiwanese.  This left me wanting to leave the university.  

Political Science class.  It’s affirmative action debate day.  I argue for 
affirmative action.

White student:  You did great in the debate today.  Are you involved 
on campus?

Me:  No, I hate it here.  I want to leave.

White student:  Have you been to the Multicultural Center?  

Me:  No.

We walk to the Multicultural Center.  He introduces me to all of the 
staff and we hang out in the lounge.  I feel at peace.  I am home.

I owe it to my mentors for paving the way.  I feel so lucky to have 
stumbled upon faculty like Paul Spickard, Kip Fulbeck, Diane Fujino, 
and Reginald Daniels in Asian American Studies and Sociology at UC 
Santa Barbara.  Their courses were the gateway to my feeling a sense 
of belonging in the Asian American community because they wrote 

about, were about, and held space for multiracial communities and in-
tersectional and interdisciplinary studies.  Their classrooms became 
the laboratory for me to be birthed in my awareness of myself as a 
mixed individual in a racially political world.  As I learned about histo-
ries of inclusion and exclusion of Asian-Americans and other racial 
groups in the United States, I began to understand more about the sys-
tem of racial inequity.  

This helped me reconcile many of the negative feelings I had for some 
family members who I felt didn’t accept me for being either Taiwan-
ese or Colombian.  Enough was enough. These experiences became 
helpful to understand how there was a larger force at play that was 
helping to feed and code their reactions to me.  This awareness al-
lowed me to begin to love my family in a different way, as I gained an 
understanding for the larger systemic forces at play.

Similarly, mentors in student affairs listened deeply.  Some wrote 
about love around the world, others taught us how to program like an 
expert, and some had a mean salsa dance too.  My upbringing and 
ways of being in the world became further developed and self-
actualized in my undergraduate experience.  These mentors and fac-
ulty pointed the way to campus opportunities that cemented my love 
for multiracial spaces.  The first was this group called Variations, a 
multiethnic organization which started as “Variasians.”  During our 
weekly meetings we would watch interracial couple movies, host 
guest speakers, and just got together to talk about our experiences.  It 
was the first place where I didn’t need to explain away my identity or 
justify my experience.  I could just be.  The other group which facili-
tated my passion for activism and student leadership was an associ-
ated students commission - the Student Commission on Racial Equal-
ity (SCORE).  This group enabled me to fully express all of who I 
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was, and I took full advantage of every experiential learning opportu-
nity.  

What these resources, spaces, connections, teachers, and mentors of-
fered to me was an opportunity to get and stay curious.  They offered 
opportunities for me to trust myself, my voice, my experience, and 
emerge as an activist.  Some of these folks encouraged art, like in my 
Asian American Studies Visual Arts Workshop course with Kip Ful-
beck, or when our SCORE group made a pop-up “Facing Race” tun-
nel right in the middle of a major walkway igniting art to communi-
cate messages about the ills of our society.  And these folks believed 
that I had something valuable to contribute to the world.  This is why I 
believe wholeheartedly in making sure that all students have the oppor-
tunity to explore their identities and try on new leadership opportuni-
ties.  It is why I know that the curricular and co-curricular need to go 
hand in hand.  Without mentors on “both sides of the house,” helping 
me to make meaning of myself and society, and try on leadership op-
portunities, I don’t know who or where I’d be today. 

But some of the moments of exploration were harder than others. 
 When I reflect back to my abroad experience in Taiwan, I can’t help 
be feel mixed emotions.  I returned to the United States with an epiph-
any that not only was I multiracial Asian Latina, but also incredibly 
American.  While overseas, I immersed myself with the Taiwanese cul-
ture and loved learning more about my cultural background and fam-
ily history.  

Taiwan journal entry 1: Tai Zhong. Where my family lives is a 
very busy town.  Mostly dirty, smoggy and hot, the streets are 
filled with motor scooters, cars, and taxis.  I really enjoy being 
here.  Just to be around my eldest auntie means more to me than 
anything here.  She is older, overweight, and is the sweetest 
woman ever.  She loves to talk about my mother and tell me how 

beautiful my mother once was, and how she is so happy to have 
me near.  She believes that I eat like a bird, but I swear eating is 
such a recreation out here, and people love to eat, eat, eat.

There were many highs and lows of the trip.  The tough moments 
made me want to run home immediately.  Like the time I went to a lin-
gerie store to buy a bra and the sales clerk looked at me with disdain. 
 She mumbled in Mandarin Chinese that I was fat and there was noth-
ing that fit me there.  This was a moment when I felt absolutely not 
enough.  And that I had enough, I wanted to leave.

Taiwan journal entry 2: As I sit on this airplane flashes of zhen zhu 
nai cha, chou dou fu, chow mei fen, run through my head.  Pearl 
ice drink, stinky tofu, fried noodles.  I can’t seem to think straight 
or process my experiences in Taiwan.  A second later I realize I am 
crying and the tears start to flow.  I am home.

The way I perceive myself

Having the multiracial identity marker helps me cognitively and emo-
tionally reconcile the way I feel about my mixed identities.  I identify 
with this label, even while, I always follow it up to clarify that I am 
Asian-Latina.  I do this because while the multiracial indicator helps 
me to understand how I perceive myself and gives me a place to feel 
whole.  I understand that we are conditioned by a system that is much 
larger than individual perceptions.  

I am a deeply emotional being and I have come to both be proud and 
be bothered by this.  It may seem like I have this multiracial identity 
thing figured out.  Truth is, I don’t.  I am perfectly imperfect.  I am a 
work in progress and continue to learn to love all of who I am.  When 
I was in graduate school, under the tutelage of faculty, I learned that 
“trusting the process” is an essential component for healing and per-
sonal transformation.  This phrase and way of being has stuck with me 
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for over a decade.  I realize now that I have adopted it as a core value 
for leading and doing the self-reflection needed to learn and grow. 
 And it has also encouraged me, been a source of faith, particularly 
when I am feeling like I want to call it quits, to lean in, allow myself 
to feel all of the emotions, and know that a better version of myself is 
on the horizon.

In graduate school we spent a considerable amount of time in group 
and individual therapy processing our wounds to become more respon-
sible and reflexive counselors.  While my undergraduate experience at 
UC Santa Barbara prepared me for coming into awareness about multi-
racial identity, graduate school in the Community-Based Block Pro-
gram at San Diego State began the process for a deeper level of heal-
ing and acceptance of the inadequacies I felt as either being Asian or 
Latina enough at different points in my life.  The grad program envi-
ronment offered a space to reflect back to me how I “show up” in real 
time.  It was an emotional and mental marathon.  I gained a deeper 
level of empathy for my family, for myself, and for how we are are all 
socialized in this perfectly imperfect world.  

Opposing Truths

“Why don’t you just choose one side already?!”  Back to the car ride 
conversation with second cousin.  I was caught off guard and left 
speechless.  I told him how I am both Asian and Latina and I am not 
more one than the other.  And though my one of my current profes-
sional roles entails educating others about the importance of racial 
identity development on a daily basis, those moments are always chal-
lenging.

It was a moment of holding two truths: I was thrilled to reconnect, and 
also hold space for not being seen for who I am.  We ended our time 
together with good conversation over a delicious Peruvian meal be-

fore they took me to the airport.  I left Miami full of food and love, 
and laughed at the paradox of the moment.  When I was younger I 
imagine I would have left bitter or upset, perhaps unable to respond. 
 This is not to suggest that I don’t have these feelings now.  However, 
I understand better that our society has a difficult time talking about 
race, that we are often stuck in binaries and generally have a lot of un-
learning to do.  And this is a historic dilemma that is reinforced by eve-
rything around us.  Our families, the media, education, and history. 
 Because I understand how pervasive racism is, I now have far more 
grace and forgive far easier now than I did in my adolescence and 
early twenties.  

I owe this awareness to educators in my life who have helped me bet-
ter understand myself and exposed me to the world of multiracial stud-
ies.  This also informs my current work in supporting others in their 
journey with love and transformation at the core.

I have also learned over the years that sometimes less is more.  Taking 
from Maria P. Root’s Bill of Rights for Multiracial folks, I now have 
the confidence to know that I really don’t have to explain my exis-
tence.  I have the right to just be.  In the words of my mixed sister-
friend, Becky Martinez, “I am Enough.”  
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Kobayashi Maru is a Starfleet test first featured in Star Trek II: 
The Wrath of Khan. The test puts a crew in a simulation where 
a civilian ship needs rescuing from the Klingon Neutral Zone. 
The crew has two choices: to attempt to save the civilian ship, 
guaranteeing their own destruction or to stand down and watch 
the Klingons destroy the civilian ship. The point of the Kobay-
ashi Maru test is not for the crew to find some magical solution 
to fight and overcome the Klingons to save the civilian ship. The 
point is to see how the crew, particularly the captain, acts in a 
no-win scenario.

Much like Morton’s Fork and the phrase “between a rock and a 
hard place,” I find myself between the Model Minority Myth and 
Whiteness. I am half White with muddled heritage and half Japa-
nese. I have been told I am English, Irish, Jewish, German, 
Czech, and Slovakian - all of which I have no concrete knowl-
edge about how accurate those statements are. After years of 
contending with my racial and ethnic identities, I can say with 
confidence I identify as Asian Pacific Islander (API) Multiracial.

I will be quite up front here: School was easy for me. Concepts 
and theories were easy to pick up and I found myself getting by 
with little studying. While my computer science curriculum was 
a bit more challenging, I found myself excelling without exerting 
my full effort. I am not sharing this to gain accolades. I am not 
sharing this to boast. I am sharing this because I am a picture 
of the model minority myth. I was successful in my academic 

pursuits and those around corroborated my successes with the 
myth they have been hearing all their lives: Asians are smart. 
Asians are good at math. Asians do not try hard in school. 
Asians ruin the curve. Asians make it almost impossible for 
[White] Americans to succeed. When I look back it seems al-
most funny remembering some of the comments made to me. 
“You are SO lucky to be Asian because you don’t have to study 
for the tests.” I remember at first being confused at their correla-
tion. Most of my closest friends growing up were Asian and a 
couple of them really struggled with the education system. I 
knew this generalization was not true but my teachers and 
peers could not believe an Asian student could struggle in their 
classroom. After the “lucky” comments came ones of jealousy. 
“I wish I was Asian so I didn’t have to study as much.” Then, fi-
nally, came comments of hate. “I hate that you got an A on that 
test. You probably didn’t even study.” Whether these comments 
started as sarcasm or a joke, they quickly devolved into actual 
hate. Hate based around my race – an identity I did not choose, 
forever linked with a mind and memory with which I was gifted.

I never fully realized the impact of the model minority myth until 
later in life. I saw the effects of the myth on me personally but I 
did not see the greater systemic impact. First, the myth dis-
misses the experiences and voices of many Asian people in the 
United States by silencing the stories of struggle and oppres-
sion. Second, the myth causes a separation between communi-
ties of color. Throughout my childhood, I was taught con-
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sciously and unconsciously to strive for Whiteness and to do 
so, I would have to push other communities of color away. This 
causes a divide with me pushing communities of color away 
and those communities not seeing me as a person of color. 
Third and finally, the myth further oppresses other communities 
of color by spreading the rhetoric... “If they can be successful, 
why can’t you?” While all are harmful, I think the last two effects 
are not always thought about and discussed. Here I was, right 
in the middle of the model minority myth, a part of the group 
who creates and perpetuates the myth and a part of the myth 
itself.

But where am I to go? Sometimes it was and is easier for me to 
uphold White supremacy. That is hard for me to say and I am 
not proud of my actions and inactions. In a country where peo-
ple of color are oppressed, I did not get dealt a terrible hand. 
The model minority myth, although an oppressive cultural sys-
tem, has allowed me to progress in my education and career 
more so than many other marginalized groups. I recognize this 
and I recognize some days I feel stagnant, like I am upholding 
the status quo of Whiteness. And I know I am. I know I benefit 
from some systems of privilege and when I do not take action, I 
am submitting to White supremacy.

Am I half-privileged? I asked myself this question after a conver-
sation I had with a student about the spectrum of oppression. 
My students were discussing how a certain identity could be 

considered more oppressed than other identities. While I cau-
tion my students and colleagues about playing the game of 
“who is oppressed more” I understand the different spaces I am 
able to navigate through because of my identity. I am not White 
passing, I definitely look Asian. But there are other instances 
where I see the privilege shine through. One example is how I 
got my first job. In high school, I was not sure what I wanted to 
study in college. Computer science and engineering came to 
my mind because I knew I was talented at solving logical prob-
lems. My father, who is White, worked at Stanford Labs and 
had many connections. He was able to create a summer intern-
ship positions where I was able to learn more about computer 
programming in a real world scenario. This opportunity put me 
ahead of many of my peers in the computer science program at 
my college and ultimately, I was able to easily get a job after 
graduation. The job was well paying, allowing me to start a sav-
ings to achieve financial security. In reflection, I always come to 
the conclusion: if I did not hold White as a part of my multiracial 
identity, there is a potential I would not have had the connec-
tions needed in order to end up where I am now.

Maybe my racial identity is like the Kobayashi Maru test – a no 
win scenario. How do I actively fight White supremacy and the 
model minority myth at the same time? Who will accept me into 
their affinity groups, since I am not Asian enough or White 
enough? How do I celebrate my identity as a multiracial person 
when parts of my identity are rooted in privilege? What I have 
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come to learn in my identity is that the issues of privilege, op-
pression, and different identities are all connected. I am a part 
of three communities: the White community, the API community, 
and the multiracial community. I have membership in all three in 
some aspects and lose membership in others. Because of my 
unique experience, I can start to work in the difficult areas. I can 
use my memberships to bring people together and create com-
mon understandings. I can challenge the privilege I hold and 
use it in my social justice work. This sounds like an idealist talk-
ing and I want you to know, this space for me is not easy to be 
in. My journey continues with my complex fluid racial and ethnic 
identities. One thought keeps me going in this work: Our libera-
tion is tied to one another. Until we start challenging and unrav-
eling the model minority myth, we cannot fully liberate other 
communities of color and we cannot have racial and ethnic eq-
uity in our country. And for that, I will continue to take the Kobay-
ashi Maru test and make progress towards a solution.
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I am an other, an "oreo," a "zebra," a product of an interracial 
marriage. My story takes place in a humble and loving house-
hold in San Antonio, Texas. My mother, a White, farmer’s daugh-
ter, from small town Midwest who a random adventure and a 
teaching job brought her to this place. My dad a Black man 
from the urban areas of Dallas, Texas whose military career 
had taken him all over the world and ended him in San Antonio. 
August of 1986 landed this simple couple with a beautiful baby 
girl, the only the child the two of them would ever share. I like to 
think it is because they got it right the first time, but it could be 
that I was just too much to handle. Full of sass and and smiles I 
was never taught that I would be anything less than exactly 
what I wanted to be. 

We never really talked about race much in our household, but 
the fact that we were a little different was never lost on me. For 
a brief time I thought I was adopted, because my parents did 
not look like me; the truth was I was perfect blend of my dad’s 
dark skin, flat feet and wide nose, and my mom’s white skin, 
short legs, and perfect smile. I presented as a light brown pack-
age of joy with loads of curly jet black hair.  I attended a pre-
dominantly White elementary school in a school district 45 min-
utes from my house where my mom worked as a high school 
English teacher. I think the first thing I remember being chal-
lenged with was my hair. I hated my big hair, that was very diffi-
cult to control, didn't look like everyone else's, and I was always 
self conscious of that. The next challenge I remember were the 

questions and general looks of confusion when my mom didn’t 
look how people expected her to look. At school events or when 
my mom would drop me off in the mornings I would deal with 
withering stares, and questions like where is your mom, she 
was literally standing right next to me, or your mom is White?!? 
By middle school I had gotten so used to these questions that I 
learned to make a joke about it. Actually, humor plays an impor-
tant role in how I handle most things in my life. 

I remember my biggest complex would come  when filling out 
school forms and the question of race would come up. I would 
raise my hand and ask the teacher with true confusion, be-
cause I didn't know what to mark. Students in the class would 
laugh, the teacher would look at me kind of confused, and usu-
ally I was just told to mark "other." And that was alway my racial 
identity, "other." In high school I began getting the advice to fill 
in "Black" because it would help more with college applications, 
but for the most part, I always considered myself an "other." I 
think that is why my race was never really remarkable to me, it 
was a nonspecific, underrepresented identity. I remember trying 
to make sense of it one day in discussion with my dad in ex-
plaining that I finally understood that because My mom was 
White and my Dad was Black; I was Brown. My dad looked at 
me and said “no, it is like the Michael Jackson song, you are ei-
ther Black or White”. I really don’t think my dad had any idea 
that that conversation would stick with me, but I do think he was 
just saying exactly what I was always being told by society. 
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There was no social construct that allowed me to live in both 
identities in the ways that I believed they existed. I later went on 
to exclaim to my Dad, “you know,  I believe biracial people are 
going to rule the world one day.” That, he was much more sup-
portive of. Everytime we see a biracial person succeed from 
Miss America to our very own President, we would remind each 
other of that statement. 

I come from a very small family, and while I didn’t grow up close 
to extended family it was incredibly important to my parents that 
I had the opportunity to know both sides. We would spend 
Thanksgiving in Dallas, Texas with my dad’s side of the family. 
My direct relationships to that family included my Dad’s one sis-
ter, and my grandma, but in that family we are all family, and re-
lationship was determined more by age then bloodline. If you 
were close in age, they were your cousins, a little older, aunt 
and uncle, and the oldest group great aunts and uncles. Each 
year we would enter a house full noise, love and food. I never 
felt out of place in this family. I was immediately accepted, and 
race never seemed to be a problem. I felt loved everywhere I 
turned. I was overwhelmed and impressed by the stubborn-
ness, work ethic, and strength that you saw in each of the char-
acters in this family, particularly the women. There were stories 
of seedy pasts and bad decisions made by many that were usu-
ally shared in hushed conversations and away from the judg-
ment of others, but there was never a lack of love or support. I 
truly believe this is where I learned to love all people through 

their flaws, through their choices, and through their identities. 
None of it ever mattered for this family. All that mattered was 
family, and if you couldn’t depend on your family, who could you 
depend on? The matriarch of this family is my Great Aunt, my 
grandma’s sister and best friend. I have learned so much of my 
identity from observing her. She approaches everything with 
grace, humility, and strength. She respects a socially con-
structed world that tells her that she may be less than due to 
race or gender, but she doesn’t let that define her. She loves un-
conditionally, and perseveres through all. 

I spent the summers with my mom’s family in small town Iowa. I 
would go stay with my grandparents, and most summers my 
two cousins would also come up from Arizona. Because I went 
every summer I also started to form a good group of friends that 
I would hang out with throughout the break.  Again, race was 
never really discussed here, but these summers were when I 
first became most aware of my race. The town that they lived in 
was all White, so I stood out like a sore thumb. It always 
seemed to bother me more than it did the friends that I made 
and to my family. Unfortunately, a summer at my grandparent’s 
in Iowa was where I would first experience blatant oppression 
due to race. I was at the community pool with some friends, a 
normal pastime in this small town, I notice my friends kind of 
whispering and talking about something that they didn’t want 
me to know. I swam over to them, and after much convincing 
they finally shared that a male classmate of theirs had made 
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the statement “who invited that nigger to the pool.” My friends 
were outraged, and something told me I should be too, because 
I had never had an experience like this, but I looked at my 
friend and said, who cares? He’s stupid, but it is not bothering 
me any, so let's just keep playing. I have no idea what it was 
that taught me to respond in that way, but that became my ap-
proach to a lot of ignorance that would thrown at me. I never re-
spond in anger, mostly patience and understanding. However, 
this memory stuck with me, and always made me a little less 
comfortable in this small town. I don’t think I went to the pool 
much after that, and I would be nervous every time I met a new 
friend or their family. I remember a couple of summers I volun-
teered at Vacation Bible School and helped with the kids, this 
always made me incredibly nervous, because I knew the kids 
didn’t care that I looked different, but their parents might. But 
genuinely, this was another place that I was incredibly loved, de-
spite that I looked different.

I tell the stories of the time I spent with both sides of my family 
because I think they truly define how I see my racial identity. 
While my race was not always an issue, I could never fully take 
on the privileges of my White identity while presenting as a non-
White race. It did not matter what my mom or family looked like, 
or how many people accepted me, I was never going to feel 
completely a part of that group. Those things never crossed my 

mind when with my dad’s family, but I felt like I didn’t fit in for 
other reasons, that I can’t give words too, and thus I continued 
to live in a world of other. I couldn’t identify in a monoracial way, 
because I was so much more than just my skin color. I also 
couldn't deny all of the unconditional love, learning, and pas-
sion that came equally from both sides of my family. I truly am a 
perfect mix of two distinctly different worlds. 

College was the next big piece in my racial development. I at-
tended a Hispanic Serving Institution with 8,000 undergraduate 
students on the gulf coast of Texas. There were certainly not a 
lot of people that looked like me. Most of the Black people on 
campus were athletes, and there were limited resources offered 
for exploring racial identity. However, I would also say this is the 
time that I most embraced my biracial identity. I was required to 
pick a topic for my first year learning community that I would re-
search throughout the semester, and I chose interracial relation-
ships and biracial identity. This was the first time I was exposed 
to just how much of an issue society had with my parent’s rela-
tionship and their resulting child. I was shocked to find laws and 
limitations that mirrored what I knew to be the challenges that 
same-sex couple were going through in present day. I learned 
more about my family history through personal interviews, and 
also began to find more and more social icons that actually 
shared a similar story to me. This was the first time I stopped 
feeling like an other. I finally felt like my racial identity was impor-
tant just highly under-recognized. 
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When I left undergrad, I purposefully chose a graduate institu-
tion that was able to offer more visual diversity for me as a 
woman of color. Through grad school, I think I became most 
aware of the intersectionality of my identities. I confidently be-
gan to identify as a woman of color. The two pieces that I felt 
were the most dominate parts of my identity. I found it easiest to 
relate to the students of color in my classes, and Black racial 
identity theories. I truly think this was because the students of 
color in my classes were the more boisterous identities. They 
also quickly accepted me as one of them, never questioning my 
background or identity. We soon had jokes and comments and 
shared stories of similar upbringings and family cultures. This is 
not to to say that others in my cohort were less accepting, peo-
ple of color just seemed to have more of a story to tell. I even 
chose to do my internship at a local Historically Black College 
and University (HBCU), which solidified my identification as a 
woman of color in some ways, but also was just a reminder that 
I would never fully fit in with Black as a monoracial identity. 

As racial tensions continue to grow in modern day America, and 
the media begins to highlight more and more of these issues 
everyday, I have found myself re-exploring my racial identity. 
My natural inclination is to side with people of color, recognizing 
that when it comes to movements like #BlackLivesMatter, and 
police brutality the color of my mother’s skin, or my biracial up-
bringing do not protect me from racial stereotypes. Therefore I 
am most inclined to still side with my colleagues, students, and 

fellow humans of color. However, I am becoming much more 
aware of the need for representation of a non-monoracial iden-
tity. The first time I saw the cheerios commercial on television 
with an interracial couple and a biracial child, I cried. It had 
never occurred to me how rare it was to see my family repre-
sented in modern day media. Recently I was in the market for 
some children’s books for an old professor who is having a bira-
cial baby. I was inclined to see if I could find any books with a 
biracial main character. I found very few, but they do exist. 
Reading through the books, again, I had tears in my eyes. Rep-
resentation matters, and this means representation of more 
than just the monoracial identities. I deserve to be more than an 
“other.” I deserve to exist. I have a story beyond just the color of 
my skin, and while I cannot be protected from racial stereo-
types, I deserve the opportunity to define race, and my identity 
how I choose. I am no longer an other. I am a woman of color, a 
product on an interracial relationship, a biracial woman. Nobody 
else gets to define my race, I define it. 
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“I Have The Right...To have loyalties and identification with 
more than one group of people.”

-Dr. Maria P.P Root, Bill of Rights to People of Mixed Heritage

I am a part of a transracial family: raised by a Irish Catholic 
mother and Russian Jewish father, and am an older sister to 
their biological daughter. I am adopted from Honduras. I cannot 
remember the first time I truly knew I was gay or adopted, but I 
do remember the first time I was made to feel different. I was 
about 6 or 7 years old. We entered a New York dinner on a 
weekend morning. This meant that I was going to get waffles. I 
was excited as the waitress approached us. She stopped, 
stared at me, then back at my parents and said, “Well, you 
must resemble your father!” I looked at him and his curly dark 
brown hair, thought about my own straight, thick black hair, 
made an awkward smile and then said, “No, I’m adopted.” The 
waitress turned red and quickly asked us to place our order. 
The truth clearly upset her and was as bitter as the orange juice 
I would later sip on. 

Once I turned 13 years old, I admitted to myself I was gay. I 
knew I was different from other girls and that I often had more 
emotion with my friends who were girls. They were pseudo rela-
tionships, and typical baby lesbian behavior. I was mad at my-
self and didn’t understand how I was adopted and Latina in a 

town that was 90% white, and now gay. I was already navigat-
ing how to be brown in a white world. I felt like I was being pun-
ished and would have these nightmares where I would envision 
coming out to my parents: 

Me: Mom and Dad...I don’t know how to say this...but I am gay. 

 [cue telenovela dramatic music]

Dad: [Inspects birth certificate and adoption papers] No, Julia 
we actually did not sign up for this.

As I look back, it wasn’t hard knowing I was a lesbian--I could 
handle that truth. It was this feeling of knowing that If I was truly 
was gay, I would not only have challenges with my own family, 
but most likely potential issues with a biological family. For a 
long time, I dreamed of finding my biological mom and siblings, 
but just the thought of coming out to them was too much to 
even consider. This feeling of being unsure would increase as I 
would travel to Honduras. 

I traveled to Honduras in 2009 and in 2013. Both times I was 
able to explore the entire country. I walked down the stairs from 
the plane and the humidity slapped me in the face. I walked in 
Tegucigalpa, where I was born, and everyone was my height of 
around 5 feet. We all had that Honduran hair, brown complex-
ion and big brown eyes. Whether I was in the Mayan temples of 
Copan or the Jungles of La Ceiba, green lush mountains fol-
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lowed me wherever I went. It was beautiful, it was amazing, and 
it was home. For the first time I was in a country where I looked 
like other people. It was at this time, that I knew the truth of me, 
I am Latina, and I am enough. I could claim my race proudly 
and no one would ever be able to take that away from me as 
they had tried before. 

Now that I was home, my curiosity grew. I found a  phone book 
for the country and looked up my biological mother’s name. I re-
member my heart pounding. No luck. Over the years I have 
even looked up her name and used technology like Facebook 
to see if family members are out there. Some days I wish I 
hadn’t looked. The weirdest moment was when I saw a girl 
younger than me, who looked just like me and even had the 
same name, but she said she did not know my family. I always 
wonder if she told me the truth. 

A few months after I left Honduras, its government would experi-
ence a major upheaval. The president would be overthrown and 
grassroot campaigns, including LGBT groups, would finally fight 
to be seen and heard. Walter Tróchez, a prominent LGBT rights 
advocate, was shot and assassinated  in Tegucigalpa on De-
cember 13, 2009. Erick Martínez, a journalist and LGBTQ activ-
ist, would be strangled to death in 2012 after leaving a gay bar 
in the Honduran capital. With two major activist assassinated, 
many wondered what their fate would be if they decided to be 

be out/speak up. Over 200 LGBT people of Honduras have 
been killed since 2003. There are no laws that protect them. 

A professor at the university I work at saw me, smiled, and 
called out, “Catracha!” This is another way of saying Honduran. 
We bonded immediately as we talked about Honduras, and 
when he found out I was a LGBTQ liaison for the university his 
face grew somber and he said in the most sincere way while 
holding my hand, “It is so dangerous for you at home, I hope 
you always take good care.” That moment still makes me tear 
up. 

Sometimes I have a hint of survivor’s guilt. Being adopted from 
Honduras by my particular parents means I can be out and 
safe. I often wonder what life would have been like had I grown 
up in Honduras. Adoptees may not admit it, but we do wonder 
what an alternate life could have been like. For me, I know be-
ing a lesbian who flirts with gender queerness would not have 
been possible or could have risked my personal safety. Here in 
the States, part of my work is being a LGBTQ liaison. As a 
friend once told me, I am a professional gay! How would that 
work out in Honduras? I think often about the activists and peo-
ple who rather tell the truth of being gay than being safe.  I 
know since I found out how dangerous Honduras is for LGBT 
folks I have not visited and barely look for my family there.

Here’s the truth. Being adopted means that sometimes we have 
an inner conflict on the definition of family. We are proud and 
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feel a deep loyalty to the family who has adopted us, yet won-
der how we are supposed to search for this biological family 
that is blood related with an unknown emotional tie. Now adding 
on the political and social elements of being lesbian, it feels like 
a lot of pressure. I do not have to decide right now how I want 
to be connected to Honduras or my biological family. I have my 
entire life to decide that. I am allowed to feel connected or not. I 
am allowed to search for family or not. Most of all, my loyalty 
will always be to the truth and for now my truth is I am scared, 
but I will find a way to overcome this.  It will take time for me to 
rediscover a country I love in this new lens of being lesbian and 
Catracha in a time when it is not safe. 

My story is not just mine. I know so many LGBTQIA+ folks of 
color who know their home countries are not safe for them to 
visit. They have to travel and ‘act straight’ or say their partners 
are best friends. Being gay can get you killed in many places 
including the United States. So, let’s think of our LGBTQIA+ fa-
milia out there and think how we can support them from afar. 
Think about where your money is going when you travel and 
who it supports. Stay up to date with politics, support local 
LGBTQIA+ grassroot campaigns and look to see if you can 
vote. I have dual citizenship and can vote in Honduras. These 
small steps make an impact and being aware of my country's 
struggles and triumphs is another way for me to connect. 

49



12
Mixed Messages: My 
Journey Toward Self-
Identification

Benjamin 
Jose Beltran
University of 
Maryland, 
College Park



“Mrs. Beltran, is Ben adopted?”

One of my kindergarten classmates raised his hand and asked my 
mother this question while she was visiting our classroom one day. 
Quiet giggles bubbled up all around me.  His question confused me. 
As I grew older and reflected back on this moment, I realized that it 
was not so much a question as it was an assertion- the message be-
ing that children and parents are supposed to look alike. The im-
plied exception would be adopted children and their parents, but I 
was not adopted and I knew that. So how come I didn’t look like my 
mom- a white woman of mostly Irish ancestry? I would go on to en-
counter similar experiences. I had many other classmates through-
out my life who bluntly observed that I looked nothing like my 
mother or expressed their confusion when they saw her. But often 
times the messages were much more subtle- the way a reception-
ist’s eyes at the dentist office would dart back and forth with confu-
sion from my mother’s face to mine, or the quick glances from other 
shoppers when I accompanied my mother to the grocery store. It 
was things like this that my mother probably never noticed, but that I 
will never forget.

I don’t recall anyone ever questioning my relation to my father when 
they saw us together, even though his brown skin did not match my 
lighter skin. I assume that people perceived us both as “non-white” 
even though we looked different, and maybe that is why people 
were less perplexed by the sight of us together. My father was the 
only Filipino person I knew for the first half of my life, aside from his 
two siblings and his parents (my aunt, uncle, and grandparents). I 
remember explaining to classmates, from kindergarten through high 
school, where the Philippines was. One of my friends insisted that 
Filipinos were not Asian because the Philippines were islands and 

not connected to continental Asia (but somehow Japanese people 
were unquestionably Asian, despite meeting the same criteria). 
Some people said my dad looked Puerto Rican, others referred to 
him as Chinese. They had a difficult time conceptualizing Filipino 
identity, and an even more difficult time conceptualizing “half-
Filipino” identity.

At school, no one ever referred to me as “mixed” or “multiracial.” My 
racial identity was incredibly fluid, often to my detriment. For exam-
ple, when I received good grades, my peers would begrudgingly call 
me an “Asian nerd.” When issues of socioeconomic status came up, 
my friends would sneer that I knew nothing of inner-city living or 
hardships of any kind because I was a “white boy.” But the black-
white paradigm that is prevalent throughout much of Michigan 
pushed me to choose a side- there was very little room in the mid-
dle. I gravitated toward my black peers, a community I found to be 
fairly accepting. I remember at times they referred to me as “light-
skinned” and even affectionately as an “n-word” (a word I’ve never 
used, and I was very uncomfortable being called that). But I was 
clearly not black, and so my place within this community was tenta-
tive, sometimes questioned, and ultimately awkward for me as a 
teenager trying to figure out who I was.

*                     
Many men of color experience a sort of transformation during their 
adolescence, from an innocent and “race-less” child to a more 
threatening black or brown adult. This transformation occurs in the 
perceptions of others, but can be internalized. A part of my identity 
was cemented during high school, when the hoodies and baseball 
caps I wore began to make people uneasy. Teachers treated me dif-
ferently. Employees would follow me around in stores. I remember 
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vividly one time when this happened while I was shopping with my 
dad. After we had left the store he said, “Well, you know why they 
did that to you, right?” I hesitated, and he said, “Because you’re… a 
teenager.” The way he said it was bursting with nuance, and I knew 
what he was really saying even if he could not actually say it- I was 
a young man of color. I don’t know if I was ever really white a single 
day of my life up until that point, but I certainly was never white after 
that.

My identity as a person of color was further solidified when I at-
tended college. At this point, my appearance, my name, and my up-
bringing in a community that was predominantly people of color 
were enough to assure people that I was not white. But being a “per-
son of color” and being “non-white” were both very vague and very 
vast. Before long, I began to learn more about what it meant for me 
to be a biracial Filipino. I met more Filipino Americans in college 
than I had ever encountered before in my life. They referred to me 
as a “halfie,” a term I had never heard before. I was also introduced 
to the term “hapa.” Many Filipina women expressed to me that they 
were attracted to “halfies” or “hapas.” I found this strange. I had 
never been fetishized in this way before. But then I reflected back 
on all of the times that older Filipinos had looked at me with wonder, 
proclaiming that I was so guapo. At some point during my time as 
an undergraduate student, I remember going home to Michigan and 
visiting my dad’s side of the family. One of my older Filipino rela-
tives was introducing me and my cousins to her friends. All of my 
cousins are multiracial (white/Filipino) as well. When introducing us, 
she proclaimed, “They are improving the race!” I don’t believe that 
she was joking, but even if she was, the message was just as clear. 
Having white ancestry within the Filipino community has afforded 

me strange benefits- benefits that I certainly never asked for and 
that reveal to me a deeply internalized racism within many Filipinos.

*              
The question “what are you?” is one I have received in various 
forms throughout my entire life. In college, the question was often 
worded more politely (such as, “what is your ethnic/racial back-
ground?”). However, I found that I was asked this question more fre-
quently throughout college, and was asked to give very specific an-
swers. If I said “I am half-Filipino” the common follow-up question 
was “what’s the other half?” And sometimes when I responded to 
this question with “white,” people wanted me to be even more spe-
cific. When I was growing up, all “white” was essentially the same. I 
had never known that people found so much importance in proclaim-
ing that they were “Irish” or “German,” especially when their family 
had come over to the United States over a hundred years ago. 
Even more amusing for me was when people would try to guess the 
other half. Typically, people would assume that the other half was 
something Latino. I understood this guess from people outside of 
the Filipino community, who may not know what Filipinos look like or 
be aware that many Filipinos have Spanish surnames like “Beltran.” 
However, even some Filipinos guessed that I had some Latino an-
cestry, which signaled to me that maybe I did not look like other 
white/Filipino multiracial folks.
When guessing my racial/ethnic background, people typically think 
that I am 100% Latino. One of my earliest memories of this is from 
high school, when one of my classmates did not believe I was Fili-
pino, instead arguing, “you are luh-teen!” (pronouncing it like “La-
tino” but without the “o”). More educated guesses people have 
come up with throughout my life have been Mexican and Puerto Ri-
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can. I remember walking into a store in downtown Chicago and be-
ing greeted by one of the employees. She spoke to me completely 
in Spanish, and I politely nodded and tried to respond in English. 
Similar things have happened to me at barbershops and restaurants 
numerous times.

I have no issue with being perceived as Latino. In fact, most days I 
sort of wish that I was Latino. It’s not just because I love the various 
Latino cultures; the real reason is that it would make my life so 
much easier if I actually was what people thought I was. One of the 
biggest burdens I have as a multiracial person is the need to explain 
my racial/ethnic identity during everyday social interactions. My high 
school Spanish classes only provide me with a limited ability to un-
derstand and speak Spanish. If a blonde-haired, blue-eyed white 
person walked into a Salvadoran restaurant and attempted to speak 
a few sentences of Spanish with messy grammar and a thick Ameri-
can accent, the workers in the restaurant might appreciate the effort 
made or at least be able to attribute their language struggles to their 
whiteness. If I walk into that same restaurant and do the same, I am 
stared at with confusion; much more is expected from me because 
of how I look. I have heard the phrase “qué lástima”- which I do 
know the meaning of- muttered by many Spanish-speaking people 
when they realize that I cannot speak the language. It is unfair for 
any young Latinos living in the United States to be chastised if they 
cannot speak Spanish; I grapple with this undeserved shame even 
as someone who is not actually Latino.

I struggle with the feeling that my appearance and my name lie to 
people- that they mislead them and ultimately disappoint them. As 
an undergraduate student I was a member of a senior honor soci-
ety. At one of our events, the family of a student who had just been 

inducted into the organization approached me. They spoke to me 
mostly in Spanish, and I quickly discovered why they had specifi-
cally sought me out. When I responded to them as best I could in 
English, I felt like I had let them down. They were probably happy to 
see someone like their son in the organization, only to be confused 
and disappointed by the reality of who I really am. I fear that I will 
have similar experiences with many other Latino students and their 
families as I embark on my career in student affairs. I want to learn 
Spanish so that I can better assist these students and families, but it 
feels like that would only add to the deception. Although some stu-
dents may be able to find comfort in seeing me and realizing that I 
am a man of color, I am afraid that so many will want to look to me 
as a fellow Latino. I can do my best to serve these students, but it 
will always be as an outsider.

*                         
Given all of the messages I have received from society and the peo-
ple I’ve encountered throughout my lifetime, my journey toward self-
identification has been a difficult one. When asked if I am white, my 
answer is “no.” This has been difficult to explain to my mother, who 
has a noble desire for me to embrace my white ancestry and my 
Irish/Scottish roots. But whiteness is like an exclusive club at which 
the bouncer will always card me, and from which I have been turned 
away so many times throughout my life. At the same time, Filipino 
identity is a club at which I am carded but then eagerly welcomed 
into. Yet this club plays music I have never heard before, does not 
serve my favorite drinks, and everyone here seems to know one an-
other except me. So when asked if I’m Filipino, the answer is a ten-
tative “yes, but…” I have a lolo and lola, and I enjoyed pancit and 
lumpia at their house many times as a child. But it wasn’t until I met 
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Filipino Americans in college that I came to realize I was not one of 
them; similar in some ways, perhaps, but an eternal visitor in their 
community.

I’m still deciding on the best way to self-identify racially. It’s a balanc-
ing act, really- of figuring out how to identify myself in a way that 
feels honest and true to who I am, yet is also practical and “enough” 
for the people I encounter on a daily basis. Within higher education 
especially, I tend to simply identify as a man of color. This feels like 
an accurate reflection of my experiences and who I am, and it is 
very rarely questioned by others. But if I had lighter hair and skin, or 
if my last name was my mother’s maiden name- Herrington- rather 
than Beltran, maybe people would raise an eyebrow if I called my-
self a man of color. Being “mixed” or “multiracial” feels like the most 
appropriate way for me to identify myself. Both terms suggest that I 
am more than just one thing; they point toward the fluidity and het-
erogeneity that define me. But unfortunately, these terms are misin-
terpreted as invitations for others to ask follow-up questions seeking 
specificity. I get questions like, “Oh, mixed with what?” This casts a 
spotlight on me, my family, my life, and my ancestors in a way that 
feels invasive, particularly if the question is coming from someone I 
do not know well. Being a mixed race man means I have to explain 
myself to others, which requires me to make sense of who I am for 
myself. It’s an on-going, lifelong process of self-exploration and self-
definition. But my commitment to this process will hopefully help me 
to aid students as they navigate their multiple, complex, and inter-
secting identities within the context of higher education.

54



13
My \ˈsərch\ for 
Meaning

Sarah Gallenberg 
Maloney
Boston College
Program 
Coordinator/
Counselor



After sharing 'My Story' with classmates and colleagues in one 
of my M.A. classes, I decided to disclose my story with more 
people.  Parts are still difficult for me, so please read with an 
open heart and mind.  I do not wish to harm my family or 
friends, but tell my experience as openly and honestly as possi-
ble.  This is the unabridged, raw and deeply emotional version.

 As a little girl, my parents often told me this story in regards to 
my adoption.  (While on my three month leave/suffering from a 
fit of homesickness, my dad wrote out the story and emailed it 
to me.  I'm keeping his version for authenticity purposes.)

 The Story of Sarah

Once upon a time, in a land far, far away, there was a little girl. 
And she was a pretty girl, with big, bright eyes, chubby cheeks 
and a smile...well, it was just about the best smile ever. And her 
name was Lee Hee Joo, which meant "shining jewel" and she 
was, about the best ever. But, Lee Hee Joo's mommy didn't 
have enough money to buy food and clothes for her, so talked 
to some people who found a family for her. She got on an air-
plane, flew for what seemed like forever, and ended up in a 
place called Minnesota. (and then it used to end, "and she lived 
happily ever after. The new version continues...) 

As a five month old, I "hopped" (more accurate "was carried 
onto") a plane and sailed over the Atlantic, sent to America with 
dreams of a new life full of endless opportunities...  Or at least 

that's the American Dream version.  I grew up in a White, 
upper-middle class, town (Rochester, MN) and sent to good pri-
vate, Catholic schools.  Although no one treated me differently, 
I knew that the composition of our family differed from others. 
 At the time, I never comprehended the magnitude and helpful-
ness of having these support systems in my life.  My best friend 
and I used to pretend we were twin sisters when we walked 
around in public.  I had a great childhood, filled with days play-
ing street hockey in the cul du sac and biking around our devel-
opment.  Family and friends recognized the importance of teach-
ing us about our Korean heritage; they read us stories about Ko-
rea and adoption, learned how to cook Korean food, allowing us 
a space to be proud of our Korean heritage.  We celebrated my 
"airplane day" each year (some call it arrival day, others gotcha 
day), which I found a helpful practice.  (I know not everyone 
finds relief in this holiday.  Some see it as another marker of the 
relinquishing, like birthdays or Mother’s day.)  For me, birthdays 
were the hardest day of the year, but my airplane day was one 
day we could celebrate our family, grateful to have one another, 
regardless of the circumstances.  I spent summers at Korean 
culture camps, and when the camps in northern Minnesota be-
came popular enough to fill, forcing us to sign up for wait lists, 
my parents compiled resources in my hometown and started a 
Korean Culture Camp in Rochester, allowing hundreds of Ko-
rean adoptees the possibility of discovering more about what it 
means to be adopted. This was my family; I went to these 
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camps surrounded by other Koreans/ adoptees for a week, just 
playing and learning about the culture abroad with which I had 
absolutely little in common, other than my physical traits.  I 
found sanctuary there.

 Still, I continued to make myself fit into White society without 
really knowing it.

I suffered through the family tree projects, documenting my 
adoptive parent (AP) family heritage.  Of course,  I thought 
about my biological family during these projects.  However, I re-
spected my extended adoptive family, and I believed they de-
served the preservation and study that came.  I gave presenta-
tions about Korea, while making jokes about "Asians" with my 
friends; after all, I wasn't/aren't "really Asian."  My Korean heri-
tage could be explored for a week in the summer and in the 
safety of our home; the other 50+ weeks of the year, I worked 
hard to cover up my Asian features with make-up and wore 
name brand clothes. I used to thank God that I had the creases 
in my eye lids aka double eyelids... 

Then, the summer after I finished the 7th grade, I received the 
chance of a lifetime; my family went on a three week vacation 
to South Korea. I remember being in the airport, with several 
other families and their adoptees not fully able to grasp the sig-
nificance of this journey to our birth country. Looking back on 
the trip, I have select memories: waking up on the airplane at 6 
a.m. smelling the weird plane food, visiting what seemed like 

hundreds of boring museums and temples, shopping (Korea 
has amazing shopping), and eating strange foods.  However, 
the greatest feeling of pride came from being surrounded by mil-
lions of people who I actually resembled.  I looked around won-
dering if the passing women were my birth mother or if I had 
brothers and sisters in uniform at the area high schools.  While 
on vacation, I saw the adoption agency I went through, met my 
foster mother and learned about my mannerisms as a bad, and 
we played with orphans waiting to be adopted. They allowed 
me to look at my adoption file, filled with pictures and my birth 
mothers fingerprints.  While we were there, I knew that I was 
not ready to meet my birth family. At that point, my concerns fo-
cused on getting ready for high school and that transitional proc-
ess. However, we decided that it was best to keep the search 
open, going behind my back with the agency to do work to find 
her.

About two months after we got back from Korea, my parents set 
me down and told me that they found my birth mother. They 
gave me a few pictures of her and her new family. We kept the 
process moving forward; I decided that since she knew I had 
found her, I should probably work on meeting her. Unfortu-
nately, I discovered my birth mother did not reciprocate the feel-
ings. As of today, I am still unsure about her life status (i.e. if 
she married to my birth father, if she married at all, if her hus-
band knows about me, etc.) and experiencing this rejection, 
again, opened new wounds. I resented my birth mother and my 
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adoptive parents for a long time.  I felt more alone than I had be-
fore I started searching; I wanted to be the one making the deci-
sions.

 By the time high school rolled around, I dismissed most, if not 
all, of my Korean heritage.  I took down the pictures, dolls, fans, 
and hid my Hanboks in the back of my closet.  Once a year, I 
assisted with the cultural fair that took place at our school and 
represented Korea.  (It was the one time a year where being dif-
ferent was "cool.")  My mom and I stayed up late and cooked 
food for students to sampled and printed photos and the Ko-
rean alphabet to put on display.

 During my time in high school, I started looking for love and 
positive affirmations in all the wrong places. Reflecting back on 
those years, I realize that my identity crisis turned me into a 
very attention-seeking person.  I wanted people to notice me, 
which ended in me searching in for something in other people. I 
made many bad decisions; I stopped going to my extracurricu-
lar activities, skipped classes, drove recklessly, and did all sorts 
of other things. One thing led to another, and I ended up becom-
ing pregnant my junior year of high school. I felt incredibly 
lonely and isolated, and I spent the majority of the summer be-
fore senior year in my basement. I stopped talking to my 
friends, dancing (which I had been doing since I was three), 
used my boyfriend of the time as a crutch, and sunk into depres-
sion.

 My parents placed me in therapy and slowly, I put my life back 
in order.  With my counselor, I decided to make an adoption 
plan for my baby. I don't know if I really understood everything 
that was happening, but I think deep down I knew I was still a 
kid myself.  Somehow through the adoption plan process, I 
learned to grow in my own adoption story, recognizing the com-
plexity of adoption. An adoption plan was the hardest, most life-
changing, painful, confusing and sad process, but it also came 
with hope and love. Through my own pregnancy, I began to re-
late to my birth mother. I felt less angry and more a part of her 
than I had ever before.  We shared a new common ground 
other than our physical features.  I still did not know her circum-
stances, but I knew the emotions surrounding the relinquishing 
of a child. Somehow, I survived high school a stronger, better-
developed person.

 In graduate school, my adoption story evolved into a struggled 
with my understanding my racial identity. I spent a lot of those 
years very angry. I battled with what it means to be Korean-
American and a woman of color and how to deal with microag-
gressions in my life. I began exploring social justice education 
and uncovering identity based injustices and inequities, culmi-
nating with my thesis researching experiences of other adop-
tees in higher education.
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Fast forward to today... I have found a partner who is a true part-
ner in the meaning of the word, and we were married in a beau-
tiful ceremony on a college campus where we both met working 
as SA professionals. He is a part of my birth daughter, Chloe's 
life, and he knows the pain and struggles that bubble up for me. 
There were still moments where I would be thinking about my 
birth family far away and wishing they were involved in my life 
as I started this new chapter. As I get close to celebrating my 
30th birthday, I still struggle with the "who am I" questions on a 
daily basis.  As a child, the two most important questions I 
asked and still hear in the back of my mind, "Why me?" and 
"Who do you look like?"  I don't think I'll ever lose this until if/
when I reunite with my family. I don't know my medical history 
and cannot tell a doctor if a history of heart disease exists, 
which is unfortunate for my birth daughter as well. For Christ-
mas, I gave my brother and I DNA kits through 23andMe. I dis-
covered that there is a chance I have a great-grandparent who 
is Japanese and a great-great grandparent who is Chinese. I 
hope to explore the histories of both these countries and cul-
tures and their relationship with Korea in the future. I also re-
ceived some information about my genetics and who gave me 
certain traits. Although it's not a complete picture, it has contrib-
uted to my healing. My partner and I discuss visiting Korea to 
continue my search and discuss what family means to us now 
and in the future. In my professional role, I spend a lot of time 

reflecting on my racial identity development and helping stu-
dents have language to dialogue with one another.

The dictionary defines the word \ˈsərch\ as a transitive verb 
meaning “to look or inquire carefully 2: to make painstaking in-
vestigation or examination.” That is precisely what I am doing, 
and sometimes it is painstaking. My own struggles lie with my 
Korean-American identity as it exists within the parameters of 
the United States, but also how it exists within the parameters 
of my family and my work. I am a middle-woman, not fully Ko-
rean and not White-American, yet raised by White parents in a 
predominantly White community and work at a PWI. My search 
and my journey is ever evolving, but filled with hope, love and 
promise of tomorrow.
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When you look at the immigration history of Italians to America 
it’s not particularly pretty, but growing up in 1990’s Catholic 
school I learned about my people through the Italian Renais-
sance. At home, Nonno would share stories about how he 
forged his mother’s signature in order to get on the boat to 
America, and spent a majority of his youth selling statues on 
the street. I was exposed to two completely different versions of 
what it meant to be Italian, and I never took the time to really 
think about that. I learned about being Cuban in the context of 
Castro terrorizing an island at school, but at home, being Cu-
ban meant spending weekends at Abuela’s house learning how 
to perfectly balance rum and Coke to meet Tio’s standards. 
Both parts of my childhood involved humbly loving America and 
the opportunities this country brought my ancestors, but neither 
aspect of my youth taught me to understand how my family’s 
story looked through the lens of race or privilege. I loved my 
childhood and I loved each side of my family, but I was always 
curious to understand how my family’s identity personified race 
in America . I think it’s important for me to write my story be-
cause I’ve noticed that the Cubans and Italians I’ve met through-
out the years are very uncomfortable talking about race with 
me. 

My understanding of race throughout my childhood was in the 
context of noticing what I wasn’t. I wasn’t Irish and I wasn’t 
Greek (thanks Nonno). I definitely wasn’t Puerto Rican or Mexi-
can (Abuela made sure we were well aware of that). I didn’t 

have beautiful blonde hair and I didn’t spend my summers go-
ing away to camp. I didn’t celebrate St. Patrick’s Day like my 
friends and my 5th grade teacher never called me “Biddy” like 
she called them.  I never fit in, so I understood my ethnicity 
from a deficit perspective. But I didn’t really realize that I looked 
at myself as less than until I found a mentor in undergrad who 
helped me understand that my ethnicity and consequently my 
race, was currency. You see, in my family, we never talked 
about race, but we constantly lived our culture. 

I’ve noticed that people with my ethnic background don’t spend 
a lot of time talking about race because the rest of the world 
tends to look at us as white. Heck- even people with my shade 
of skin consider themselves white. Being “white” was always a 
factor. My brother Dan and I would come home from family va-
cations in south Florida looking like black bears while Mama 
and my other brother Mike resembled the color of honey bears. 
How could people belonging to the same family have such dif-
ferent melanin? During the summer I would go to the public 
pool with my friends and watch in disgust as they slathered 
themselves in SPF 50. I just didn’t get it- why did I get brown in 
shades that they didn’t? Why did they rub chalky lotion on their 
bodies to keep themselves from turning my color? And how 
come I wasn’t sent to the pool with that stuff? Mama was al-
ways very protective but on pool days she just packed me up 
with a towel and told me to behave myself. SPF smelled terri-
ble. My friends even had special shampoo that kept their hair 
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from turning green from the chlorine. Meanwhile it took my dad 
an entire bottle of No More Tangles to get through the challenge 
of taming my curls. We lost a few good picks during my child-
hood. Babbo would grab onto a chunk of my hair at the scalp 
and rake the pick through my curls like he was stabbing a piece 
of meat. I always tried not to cry because even in my young age 
I could tell that the experience was as painful for Babbo as it 
was for me. 

My skin color(s) and hair texture were things that I was always 
aware of, but I never thought about where they came from. 
When I started thinking critically about my race in college I 
would ask Mama over and over again what race she was- hop-
ing she would say brown so I could run forward and embrace 
my newly discovered Latinidad with her approval. But instead 
Mama would say white and remind me that our ancestors came 
from Spain and therefore we were not Latino, but Hispanic. I so 
desperately wanted to understand who I was so I could be 
proud of myself, but every time I tried connecting what I was 
learning in school to conversations I was having at home, I felt 
like I took two steps back. There was a good two years where I 
tried to convince Mama that she was brown, but my efforts 
were worthless. Mama was very comfortable with her whiteness 
and didn’t understand why I was wasting my time trying to con-
vince her that we were otherwise. It honestly deterred me from 
socializing with white people for a while. I threw words at her 
like internalized oppression and racism and she wanted nothing 

to do with it. My rebellious daughter instincts would kick in and 
make me reject everything she was saying. Don’t you see how 
the world treats you like a brown person?! I would claim in exas-
peration while she looked at me matter of factly. In those argu-
ments I could see her distaste at my choice of college becom-
ing even stronger for creating the progressive person I was be-
coming.  I became comfortable identifying myself as brown and 
immersed myself in the tiny microcosm of the social justice com-
munity at the University of Wisconsin-Madison because it was 
the only place I could talk about this stuff. It was hard to go 
home because my dad was a constant reminder of my white-
ness, subtly reminding me that I had another part of my identity 
that I was conveniently ignoring. I loved them and missed them 
so much, but I had a really hard time feeling connected to them 
during that time in my life.

I feel the need to let you know that my parents are really, really 
great parents. I mean, they’re awesome. I owe everything in life 
that has made me successful to them and I don’t thank them 
half as much as I should for helping me become the person I 
am today. Even when I denied them my affection in college 
while I was discovering race and privilege they never gave up 
on me. They listened to me drop fancy terminology while I 
helped Babbo roast the chestnuts for our Thanksgiving stuffing, 
and separated yolks while Mama melted the sugar to make a 
flan for Christmas. Writing my story has made me really self-
conscious, because I don’t want readers walking away with the 
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thought that my parents had a negative impact on my under-
standing of race growing up. They just told me what they knew 
and stayed true to how they understood their own stories. I 
know that in my growing pains I hurt my parents because I con-
strued their truths as inadequate. I made their stories less than 
the realities I was discovering in my own journey to understand 
my race, because I couldn’t stop thinking about my race from a 
deficit perspective. It was always about what they weren’t under-
standing for me. Maybe if I had focused on what they were un-
derstanding, I would be writing a different story. I’m tremen-
dously proud of my parents and the way they raised us to value 
our cultural identities. I’m still in the process of meshing my life 
experiences and professional development and I often wonder 
if this is a concept that other folks struggle with. Our field is so 
laden with buzzwords that help justify the reason to engage 
with mixed race concepts that we seem to forget the tremen-
dously emotional side of examining race. Maybe it’s because 
our field is still learning how to think about mixed race so we 
are desperate to label it in a way that helps us understand it. 

Today I identify as a halfie. Half-white, half-brown; Hispanic to 
be exact. I’ve noticed that for us mixed people it can be impor-
tant to honor what shade of brown we are and also how brown 
we are. The one-drop rule is still for real. I love being a halfie 
and default to explaining my ethnicity when people ask about 
my background. I’ve noticed that I never say “I’m half-white, 
half-brown.” I always say that I’m Hispanic and Italian. I’m yel-

lowish in the winter and I’m brown in the summer. I get away 
with a lot. And on top of that, I’m one of the whitest shades of 
brown people out there. So even in the Brown world I’m still 
walking around with a lot of privilege in the brown tendencies 
that I do have. This became super evident when I moved to Mi-
ami from Chicago. 

Up north I wasn’t looked at like I was Hispanic to begin with. 
You know that whole never-being-x-enough concept that we al-
ways talk about in mixed race studies? That’s for real. In Miami 
I quickly learned that light-skinned Cubans like to think we run 
the town,and there’s a lot of us, so being a white Cuban is a 
pretty good deal. People are proud to be Cuban here and they 
seem to try really hard to not be construed as the other coun-
tries in Miami that represent m

 their immigration story with pride. We are a really, really, 
strange people. We spell our names with the letter Y, put Vick’s 
vapo-rub on everything and use the term “tiki tiki” to describe 
the music of Miami’s youth. We try so hard to fit into a world 
that looks at us in curiosity, while we actively deny cultures who 
understand our story.

 It seems like the older Cuban generation in Miami seems to 
have a very difficult time exploring America’s indoctrination of 
whiteness into our history. They just embrace it as a sign that 
their family’s decision to move to the United States was the 
right one. But there are times that I just feel so...white. And I 
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think it has a lot to do with the fact that I was raised in the 
upper-middle class of Chicago. I was raised to go to college 
and instilled with an appreciation of traveling. A lot of the 
women who attend the university I work at are very concerned 
with spending their college days searching for a husband and 
toning their figure. I know that those qualities aren’t a Cuban 
thing, per se. But I see those tendencies in so many of the Cu-
ban women I advise, and sometimes it keeps me from seeing 
commonalities in other aspects of our Cuban identity. 

I learned how to be mixed from examining stereotypes. Grow-
ing up I was really concerned about fitting in with each side of 
my family so I always paid close attention to Abuela’s habits in 
the kitchen and Tanna’s fierce loyalty to her family. It was pretty 
awesome growing up Italian in Chicago because my family was 
seen as pretty tough. I grew up in the same neighborhood 
Babbo grew up in, so our family’s name carried weight. Mix gen-
erations of Lucchesi’s with four ginormous uncles, an Italian 
bread company, and a city full of delicious Italian eateries, and 
you’ve got my Italian family. One might say I really hit the jack-
pot when I was born. My family came from the most privileged 
part of Italy, Tuscany. From Nonno’s perspective this obviously 
meant we were the best kind of Italian, and should not be com-
pared to our southern-Italian counterparts who lived all over our 
neighborhood. For as long as I can remember Babbo had a 
mustache like Mike Ditka and taught me everything I needed to 
know about Italian cold-cuts. I learned how to be Roman-

Catholic through this side of my family and along with that inher-
ited a healthy dose of Catholic guilt. I spent my childhood and 
consequently my adult life trying to make my parents proud. Dis-
appointing them will always be one of my greatest fears in life.  

If these experiences are the same ones that my white friends 
had growing up, I never noticed. My house had a lot more gold 
accenting than my friends’ houses did and they didn’t grow up 
reading books about Strega Nonna. I spent my summers play-
ing soccer and watching Nonno tend to his rose garden. Some-
times I get confused about what it means for me to be white be-
cause the white friends I had growing up were so drastically dif-
ferent from myself. When I went to Madison I learned about 
white Midwestern people and my mind was blown. 

My peers drank Pabst because it was cool and listened to Styx 
and Yellowcard. They looooooved football to the point where 
the university added a fifth quarter to continue celebrating even 
after the game was over. And what was this nonsense about 
drinking beer out of a boot? My friends’ parents had hobbies 
that didn’t include cleaning or doing housework. I’ll never forget 
the time my college boyfriend told me his mom had turned his 
bedroom at home into a sewing room. I silently looked at him in 
disbelief- I could see that his feelings were hurt, but he wasn’t 
surprised. Mama wouldn’t dare touch my room because the 
goal was to get me to come home as much as possible. How 
could it be possible that his mother would engage in something 
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that would make it inconvenient for him to come home? White 
people dude. I just didn’t get it. Other than the color of my fa-
ther’s skin, I just didn’t understand what made me white. I think 
a lot of my white tendencies aren’t necessarily grounded in how 
my family lives their life, but what the world expects of me as a 
white person. 

Abuela used to trek me around to various grocery stores when I 
was little. She turned into a powerhouse of a shopper at the His-
panic grocery stores because she knew her way around an avo-
cado and different types of Fabuloso. She would have full-
blown conversations with the ladies at the check-out counters 
about the weather and what she was about to cook while I obe-
diently stood in silence and collected the bags. But at the Jewel 
she would look at each item in the store like it was a foreign ob-
ject. The labels were different and the platanos just weren’t ripe 
enough. At the check-out I would become instinctively protec-
tive. Even though it was obvious that Abuela was the paying 
customer, the clerks would only speak to me while Abuela 
would stand as close to me as possible, waiting for me to tell 
her the total cost in Spanish so she could fumble in her coin 
purse for the correct change. She would hand the change to me 
to give to the cashier and wait silently for the receipt to print. I 
would always stand a little straighter and be very clear in my 
pronunciation of “thank you,” and “have a good evening.” 

My instincts would kick in when we got to the store and I be-
came a more assertive version of myself. I knew that in those 
moments my role was to serve as a liaison between one culture 
and the other, and that my proper English and confidence 
around the shelves of Hershey’s candy and American gossip 
mags would make Abuela feel more comfortable in going to the 
local Jewel to purchase a can of condensed milk or some garlic 
instead of driving twenty minutes away to go to the Hispanic 
store. 

At multiple points in my life I have felt guilty about my mixed-
race privilege. My ability to cascade from one culture to the next 
is an American right that I never had to fight for. In a country 
where single-race women in the media are criticized for appro-
priating cultures with hairstyles, clothing, attitudes and fake tan-
ners, I can get away with that stuff because people are allowed 
to assume that I am favoring one side of myself over the other. 
It’s acceptable for me to act white or to act brown. I am con-
stantly questioned in spaces dominated by race, but I am rarely 
excluded. I’ve learned how to play this game by using my hair, 
the way I talk and dress, and topics I bring up in casual conver-
sations to my advantage. I’ve learned how to fit in, but the real 
privilege is that I’m usually given an opportunity to fit in in the 
first-place. 

Lots of people know how to play the game and fit into a stan-
dard of appropriation, but they have to get inside the circle first. 
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I know that the racial privilege I have comes with a tremendous 
responsibility, and sometimes I find myself getting so caught up 
in finally being accepted as a Hispanic for example, that I forget 
I have work to do in challenging the ways in which my Cuban 
peers understand their racial identity. I’m in the very special po-
sition of having the street cred needed get the ball rolling, but I 
still need to prove myself. This work requires me to really know 
my people and how I understand my racial identity. That’s why 
I’m constantly studying people. It’s made me an introvert as I’ve 
gotten older. When I forget that i’m white because I’m being 
brown in the space that i’m in, I embarrass myself. I say igno-
rant things or reveal my lack of knowledge about an artist or 
phrase that I should already know as a Cuban person. I seem 
to have subconsciously developed a habit of being quiet in the 
hopes that people don’t know to what degree I’m not x, y, or z. 
In white spaces I have a tendency to fall back on my education. 
I use my multiple degrees to guide my conversations with peo-
ple- it’s possible that this is the case because I tend to only inter-
act with white people in academic settings. Most of my friends 
and the family I am close to embrace some level of ethnic pride 
and are quick to be proud of their background. I can count the 
number of friends I have who can’t identify their genealogy and 
refer to themselves as mutts on one hand.

 I find myself getting frustrated with white people a lot faster 
than I get frustrated with Hispanic white people when I talk 
about race. I honestly think I used to be better at those conver-

sations when I worked at Madison because I had embraced my 
Midwestern whiteness and the people doing justice work 
needed me to use my whiteness to get through to students and 
staff. I had better control over my attitude. In Miami it seems to 
be more socially acceptable to live my life with passion so I've 
allowed my sabor to run wild and free. I scare people a little bit 
when I go home now because my personality has become a lot 
stronger. The point is that people with light-skinned privilege 
like me need to identify spaces where we can have the highest 
impact and do the hard work on ourselves and with each other. 
It’s cliche, I know. But it’s true and it’s so important. 

I need to keep challenging people with my ethnic background to 
think critically about race because sometimes we are really far 
behind. I keep searching for Cuban and Italian faces in the 
Black Lives Matter Movement. My people have spent so long 
trying to justify their successful presence in the United States 
that we seem to be eager to disaffiliate ourselves with groups of 
people who are fighting for the same rights we fought for gen-
erations ago and are still fighting for today. Anti-racism work is a 
little easier with college students because in general they like to 
belong to movements- it’s flashy and cool. The older genera-
tions that I talk to about racism are eager to blame marginalized 
groups for their own problems. It’s difficult for them to think of a 
system that is set up to make a group of people unsuccessful 
because their ancestors were able to come out on top. I’m still 
learning how to have those conversations, but i’m getting better 
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every day. And it helps to have people in my life who are willing 
to take the time to have these conversations with me. 

My biggest weakness in my journey for racial justice is still with 
my family. I love them so much and it’s so hard to have conver-
sations with them that open the door for disagreements be-
cause I still battle my desire to abide by everything they say. I 
just want to make them proud and I don’t want to disappoint 
their expectations of me. Family is the center of my parent’s life 
so the thought of me engaging in work or a relationship they 
don’t approve of scares me into sleepless nights. But I know I’m 
doing good work and at the end of the day my family will at 
least try to understand the decisions I’ve made. After all, my par-
ents just want me to be healthy and happy. And I’m happiest 
and healthiest when I’m having conversations about this stuff 
because that means i’m becoming a better person and develop-
ing a stronger understanding of myself. I’m developing more 
confidence in myself as a halfie every day. I just need to keep 
identifying how I can maximize my privilege to keep doing the 
good work.
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I am a transracial adoptee. I was born in Pusan, Korea and 
shipped over to Detroit Metro Airport when I was seven months 
old. I say shipped over as it was described to me that in that 
time, babies being adopted were flown over on planes like 
cargo. There were no or few caretakers to accompany the ba-
bies on the trip.  I was supposed to arrive at 5 months old, but 
was kept in Korea longer because I had anemia as a baby and 
arrived in Michigan a little malnourished.  The little I know about 
my time in Korea is that my birth parents were teenagers – 
mother was 17 and father was 19. Additionally, the first months 
of my life were spent in an orphanage.   I was given a Korean 
name at birth as well.

 As a transracial adoptee, the way in which I see myself has 
been quite fluid throughout my life.  As I go day to day in my 
life, I try to not focus on how I identify myself and what identities 
I may fall into as this is something I have found to be quite chal-
lenging. At different phases and levels of heightened emotion, I 
have overall discovered that I do not like being categorized. I 
hate being placed into “boxes” that I did not choose for myself. 
The choice I make for myself is not to ascribe to the labels that 
society assigns to me, as much as possible.  When forced to in-
troduce myself with descriptors, I describe myself as a young 
professional from Michigan that grew up on a farm and moved 
around to look for new experiences. Being from the Great 
Lakes state is one of the most salient aspects of my identity. 
However, society would first identify me as some type of Asian 

male with glasses that probably fits into numerous Asian stereo-
types. As such, I often choose not to describe or define myself 
rather than share any information. It is easier to not say any-
thing at all.

 Growing up in a small town that was predominantly white, it 
has become normal for me to be one of the “only ones” present, 
if not the only one, that is specifically Asian or non-white. Prior 
to college, I was often the only one or one of two that was a per-
son of color present.  Also prior to college, I did not recognize 
any sort of impact this may have had on me.

 Like most, I do not have huge impactful memories from elemen-
tary school that have shaped who I am as an adult. I do remem-
ber getting the standard questions Asian children often get such 
as why is your face so flat or why are your eyes so squinty.  It 
was when I was switched to the private school of my home 
church that really impacted my schooling years. There are not 
many experiences I would ever describe as truly disliking or 
even hating; however,  attending the private school from 3rd-8th 
grade would be such an experience for me. One of the most 
prominent experiences I can remember vividly was during a 
gym class while playing a simple game of kickball. The competi-
tive nature of the activity had been amplified for the young mid-
dle schoolers by the attitude of our gym teacher. I had gotten 
one of my 6th grade classmates out by catching the ball, which 
was a rarity.  Because of the competitive atmosphere, the stu-
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dent that I had gotten out responded by saying “Go back to 
where you came from! You don’t belong here.” Not to make ex-
cuses for him, but I do believe that the other student had no 
idea the impact of what he was saying – regardless of where he 
had learned to say those words. The fact that there was no reac-
tion and no response from the gym teacher was the first time 
that I remember feeling kind of alone and unwelcome. Such an 
aggressive comment from a child with no response from a 
teacher/administrator who was supposed to protect and guide 
students would have an effect on anyone. That was an experi-
ence that has stuck with me and while my understanding of the 
experience has changed over the years, it still impacts me to-
day.

In high school, my racial identity was not something that was on 
the forefront of my mind at all. My closest friends in high school 
never made race an issue or even brought it up in discussion. 
The fact that I was obviously the only Asian in our class did not 
seem to be a big deal.  In my class of 119, there were only 
three of us who could be easily identified as people of color and 
even one could pass for white if she had chosen to do so.  Only 
a few times in high school do I recall having my race brought 
up. On numerous occasions, there was simple high school bully-
ing from high school students that consisted of making “Asian 
eyes” at me. On another occasion, in my junior English class, 
my teacher had been discussing one of the books we had been 
reading. In trying to make a point to the class from the book, 

she commented how the entire class was white. When one of 
my close friends pointed out that I was indeed in the room, the 
teacher’s recovery from her comment was ungraceful in her say-
ing, “I don’t see you as Asian.”  The class laughed at her com-
ment and the conversation continued.  Regardless of the com-
ment, the teacher was one of my favorite teachers in high 
school and because of where I was with my identity develop-
ment at that age, I did not know how to act or how to feel about 
the statement. I was just left confused and so I moved on and 
didn’t think about it too much.

When looking at colleges to attend, I remember being invited to 
a campus visit/event for one of my top choices. While I was ex-
cited to be there, through the daylong event I remember feeling 
that something was a little “off.”  I remember thinking that it was 
odd that there were no white people present. Not until I took a 
look at the giveaways from the event did I realize that it was a 
“Minority Day” for accepted students.  At the time, I only thought 
it was a little odd and did not necessarily understand why this 
type of event might be important for college students.

As a whole, I had only applied to four colleges in Michigan and 
had been accepted to all. The final decision came down to what 
type of financial assistance I could obtain from each. For one 
college in particular, I had actually received a full ride scholar-
ship. However, I chose to turn it down as it was specifically 
called a “minority scholarship.” The thing I remember feeling at 
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the time was that I did not want to be given something specifi-
cally for the identity of being a minority – I do not think I fully un-
derstood what tthat meant at the time.

The college I chose to attend happened to be in what is consid-
ered to be the bible belt of Michigan and is actually located right 
near an area that has a Guinness World Record for the largest 
number of churches on one street per capita. The population 
and setting was not too different from what I had experienced 
prior to college. Upon starting, I immediately looked for organi-
zations in which to get involved. The organizations I joined were 
predominantly white, even though I did not realize it at the time. 
 Most of the friendships I developed in my years in college were 
with white individuals – this is what seemed normal to me.

When I was in my second year of college, I looked for additional 
scholarship opportunities as financial aid often diminishes for 
many students after the first year.  After researching online for 
different options, I visited the Multicultural Office on campus to 
inquire about opportunities.  This was not a multicultural office 
as we might think of today that oversees multicultural organiza-
tions and programs.  This specific office was connected more to 
enrollment services and admissions. Upon asking about scholar-
ship opportunities, I was told quite plainly that because I had 
not utilized the office as a first year student that the office had 
nothing for me. I proceeded to ask additional questions about 
how to get more involved, however the response did not 

change. It was this singular experience that started to develop 
solid negative feelings toward what it meant to identify with one 
specific minority group. The experience had me believing that 
because I had not initially chosen to identify myself as a minor-
ity, that I was not part of a multicultural community or a minority 
community. It created an adverse feeling toward identifying my-
self as a minority that lasted through the rest of my undergradu-
ate career. One of the continuous awkward experiences was 
that the organization (Residence Housing Association) with 
which I was highly involved held an open office right next to the 
campus Asian council office space.  This was made awkward 
because whenever I would be working in the RHA office, I 
would often get looks and questions from those in the Asian 
area alluding to why I was not a part of their organizations.  

As aforementioned, I had grown accustomed to being the only 
Asian or only person of color in the groups for which I was a 
member. One experience that I find funny is when I attended a 
National Association of College & Unversity Residence Halls 
(NACURH) conference at UC-Berkeley. As some may or may 
not know, there is a higher population of Asians on the eastern 
coast, but UC-Berkeley also has a high population of Asian stu-
dents.  Being immersed in an environment where there were 
lots of Asians was immediately uncomfortable.  Being one of 
many was not a feeling I was familiar with at all. It left me pon-
dering if I should feel more at ease in an environment where I 
am the only one or one of many. 
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In my junior year, I became an RA. My undergraduate institution 
also had Multicultural Assistants (MAs) that were supposed to 
help expose residents to and educate on topics of diversity and 
social justice. I remember going through the diversity trainings 
and feeling that the trainings were very “over the top” and ag-
gressive as they focused on the student staff members feeling 
bad about themselves. Other participants may have had differ-
ent perspectives on how the specific diversity training was im-
plemented, but this was solely my observation. I also remember 
that the MAs were given special treatment and more promi-
nence than the standard RAs by the Assistant Director that su-
pervised the specialized position.  This prominence unfortu-
nately created animosity between the standard RAs and the 
MAs and overall added to the impression diversity had on the 
staff members.  As I was part of the majority of standard RAs, I 
remember feeling that animosity. However, I remember also be-
ing asked by other staff and residents as well why I was not the 
MA or assuming that I was the MA simply because I was a ra-
cial minority.  This further solidified my feelings of being ad-
verse to anything that was associated with being a minority.

My motivations for deciding that I wanted to pursue a career in 
student affairs stemmed from my experiences of identity devel-
opment related to my race. In going through the placement ex-
change for graduate assistantships, I had an interesting experi-
ence with an employer. You always hear about the warnings of 
interactions in elevators, however, my experience was slightly 

different. After a long day of interviews, an employer struck up a 
conversation with me in the elevator as to what I thought was 
just casual, polite small talk. The next morning I had received 
an invitation to interview with the school of the employer that 
had spoken to me in the elevator. Yes, I should have been 
pleased and flattered that the person had wanted to learn more 
about me, but what threw me for a loop was the title of the posi-
tion I was invited to interview for – Graduate Assistant for Asian 
Student Support. The fact that I had not received an invitation 
to interview until after the employee had seen me in person led 
me to fear that the invitation was only given after the person 
had seen me in person and knew that I was Asian. This is some-
thing that would not be known simply by looking at my name or 
my resume. As I tried to process through the situation, I even 
asked a friend who worked at the institution if he had passed 
my name on or recommended me for the position just to make 
sure the intent was positive. Unfortunately, it came down to the 
employer offering the interview simply because he found out 
that I was Asian. This experience impacted my job search expe-
rience and impacted how I viewed the overall process of finding 
a place to work.

There was a large number of international students especially 
from East Asian countries where I held my graduate assistant-
ship. For the smaller rural atmosphere, this often created chal-
lenges for domestic populations because of language barriers. 
 I was often assumed to be an international student before oth-
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ers had an actual conversation with me. For instance, I recall 
walking through a mall during grad school and visually seeing a 
retailer make eye contact with me and proceed to walk away 
from me. I then observed that the retailer walked up to a white 
customer and struck up a conversation and offered immediate 
assistance. It was not until I went to the counter to pay and 
showed that I indeed spoke English did the retailer show signs 
of relief and openly conversed with me. One of my favorite 
classes in grad school was the class about student develop-
ment theories. As one of the professor took us through the nu-
merous identity development theories, I remember becoming 
confused and somewhat frustrated as I kept waiting for us to 
get to the theories that would describe my own experience, but 
this never happened. There were even few theories on the iden-
tity development of multiracial/ethnic individuals. It was at this 
point that I remember feeling more empowered and energized 
to see why this was.   I became more keenly aware of interac-
tions and reactions surrounding how people perceived my race 
and ethnicity. 

In my current position, we have interviewed a few people of 
color each year for positions. I remember one specific candi-
date that happened to be Asian as well. I remember feeling wor-
ried if the individual was to get hired – not because I would not 
be the only one anymore, but because I was worried about peo-
ple confusing the two of us.  I had seen Black staff members in 
our department frequently get called the same name as is often 

unfortunately typical.  In my mind, I felt that I had worked too 
hard to differentiate my work from my peers that I was afraid of 
losing my credibility because others would confuse the two of 
us. Even in the division of student affairs where I work, I have 
more often than not been the only Asian male. In the few short 
years where there happened to be another Asian male in the di-
vision, fellow student affairs staff would often call us by the 
wrong name.  There have been times when the atmosphere 
has been so intense as a result of inappropriate actions or com-
ments, that I would sometimes wake up each morning thinking 
to myself, “What sort of offensive comment would be made to 
me today.”

One of the most impactful experiences I have had in recent 
years was having the opportunity to attend the Social Justice 
Training Institute. This experience was truly validating and em-
powering for me as it helped me learn more about myself and 
make sense of my experiences. Even though I happened to be 
the only one present that was a transracial adoptee, there were 
still other experiences with which I could relate especially those 
of multiracial individuals. While these experiences are still differ-
ent, the similarities were helpful in understanding and learning 
how others have made sense of where they belong and how 
they fit into the world at large.

My family has very Midwestern small town roots in Michigan, 
Missouri, and Wisconsin along with strong German influences. 
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The area I grew up in ties me somewhat to two hometowns, 
both of which are small. The main town has an approximate 
population of 20,000 and the next door town where my elemen-
tary and high school are located has a population of almost 
5,000. It is primarily a farming community.  The high points of 
the area are that Lay-Z-Boy furniture was founded there and we 
are also the home of Miss America 1988.  I grew up on a farm, 
but my parents were not farmers as we rented out our farmland 
to a neighbor farmer. My father was an automotive engineer 
and my mother was a teacher and school librarian.  Aside from 
my parents, I have one older sister that is two years older. She 
also happens to be adopted, but we are not biological siblings.

Growing up, we were always around extended family as my 
grandfather had 11 brothers and sisters and several of them 
lived within a 5 mile radius of our farmhouse – it was like having 
numerous sets of grandparents.  As a result, my immediate and 
extended family were very important to me growing up and 
played a big impact in my view of family as a whole.  My identity 
of being adopted was not something that was ever an issue or 
a topic of conversation, at least for which I was present. I was 
simply a member of the family and treated no differently than 
any other member of the family.

I was also raised in a strongly Lutheran family of the Missouri 
synod. Those that grew up in that specific synod will under-
stand how the strict values and traditions of that specific type of 

Lutheran varies from other synods in same religion.  I attended 
the private school of my home church where it was taught that if 
you were anything other than Missouri Synod Lutheran that you 
were going to hell. This is something that had a big impact on 
the choices I made growing up and contributed to a slight sense 
of elitism with my identity.  What I didn’t quite conceptualize any 
sort of elitism or privilege ends or is limited by my racial and eth-
nic identities.  This religious background has greatly shaped my 
values regardless of if I still hold the same beliefs that I was 
taught as a child.

Growing up, my parents did not make strong effort to immerse 
me in any sort of Korean culture. To be quite clear, this is not 
something I feel I missed out on and not something that I hold 
any anger toward my parents for how they raised me and my 
sister. I believe they raised us no different than if we had been 
their biological children because to them, we were no different. 
 I remember when I was really young my parents took my sister 
and I to a gathering with other Korean adoptees that had 
worked with the same social worker for the adoption process. 
While I do not remember much about the experience, I remem-
ber that it felt odd being there and that it was not where we be-
longed.   I have never asked my parents why, but we as a fam-
ily never attended another event such as that.

I would not say that I lead a sheltered life. However, I would say 
that because of the environment in which I was raised, I was 
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not exposed to the different types of racism or even racist acts 
that occur until college and graduate school. I would also state 
that my parents being from small towns and being white had 
not been exposed to much of that either. For instance, it was 
not until I got to graduate school that I was told that referring to 
Asians as Orientals was derogatory. To me, it had been an en-
dearing term as my mother had called me her little oriental 
while I was growing up. To me, the word was associated with 
love.  My mother was mildly heartbroken when I shared with her 
that it was considered an offensive, even though I had said it 
was not offensive to me.

One of the most interesting aspects of my growing immediate 
family was when my sister began dating (and eventually marry-
ing) a man that happened to be Haitian.  It did not bother me 
that he was Haitian in the least as my main concern was if he 
would be accepted by the family as a whole and if they would 
make inappropriate and offensive comments about his race. 
Thankfully, the biggest issue was not his race and was more so 
the fact that he was catholic. As I now have a nephew of mixed 
race, I often worry about how he will be viewed, how people will 
categorize him, and how that will impact his view of himself.

Having multiple identities with which I feel I can associate has 
made it confusing at times as well as frustrating. As a result of 
the confusion that comes with trying to make sense of multiple 
identities, I live my life focusing on just being me. I do not want 

to be associated with just one identity. There was a period of 
time where I would wake up worrying what type of offensive ac-
tions or statements I would encounter that day.  Even though I 
do not avoid conflict, having to live life with that type of worry is 
not healthy.   I often feel trapped when I have to pick an identity. 
Society will forever, at least during my lifetime, put me into 
boxes and categorize me taking away any opportunity for me to 
choose my own identity.  So, I often opt to not choose any spe-
cific identity.

Going through different phases of identity development, I feel I 
am at a place right now where I try to not ascribe to a certain 
identity and just focus on being an individual. I do not go day to 
day with any specific identity attached to my being. For in-
stance, I do not wake up every morning with being Asian as the 
first thing on my mind. The most salient identity I feel I carry is 
being “Asian.” However, being Asian doesn’t even truly have a 
definition for me. It is more of what I may feel at a specific mo-
ment. From several different identity activities I have partici-
pated in over the years, the question is often asked “with which 
identity are you most proud?” I can never answer this question 
as I do not feel that I am necessarily proud of any specific iden-
tity and that I necessarily need to be proud of any of them. I 
have grown content with just being an individual person with ex-
periences that are my own. 
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We always hear especially around recruitment time that it is im-
portant for our students to physically see professionals or lead-
ers that look like themselves while in college. This was never 
an ideal that I bought into, even though I understood what it 
meant.  I had not had this experience as a student, it was not 
something I bought into because I had found my own way 
through struggles and challenges. Working in housing and resi-
dence life, we see ourselves as a homebase and focal point of 
the college experience. in recent years, I have observed more 
of my students of color seeking out people that look like them in 
other offices. We take for granted that there are some intrinsic 
needs that we cannot fulfill simply because of the way we look. 
On the other side, even though some of my students may look 
like me, it will be impossible for me to ever truly understand 
their experience or they mine.

One of the things I have found most interesting about being a 
transracial adoptee is being able to see different aspects of privi-
lege that having a white name gives.  Having a name that can 
be viewed as “white” and especially a German last name, oth-
ers can mistake me for being white or at least definitely not 
Asian. This has played out in several ways over the years. 
When applying for jobs and by just submitting resumes and 
cover letters, my race is not evident in the information that is 
provided.  On several occasions when I show up in person for 
the interview after making it past a paper screening or phone 
interview, I have received both surprised looks as well as com-

ments such as “oh, I wasn’t expecting that.” This experience 
forces me to then disclose more of my personal background 
than should be required or expected.  In other situations, I have 
had several instances where people will ask me for my name 
and respond in the same fashion with surprised looks and/or 
comments such as “Oh, I wasn’t expecting that” because they 
expected an “Asian name.” The latter example is not an exam-
ple of privilege. However, the first example shows how an oppor-
tunity may have been given because of my “white” name. 
 Some might consider that I might be reading into these situa-
tions, however when I see other individuals with more ethnic 
names being passed over because of their assumed experi-
ences based on race/ethnicity, it is difficult not to make addi-
tional assumptions.

 

As a professional, I am always worried that others, especially 
white people, will assume I receive jobs or opportunities be-
cause of race or ethnicity and the need to fill quotas.  This has 
directly impacted how I operate in my working life by motivating 
me to work harder in order to prove my worth as an employee. I 
do not want to be someone that just falls into a category or ful-
fills a quota. This is also a negative impact in that it can create 
a lot more constant pressure and stress in feeling that I always 
need to be working harder than everyone else.  As such, my 
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work identity is skewed by my perceptions of how others view 
my identity.

I recognize that my own experiences may not be as extreme or 
harmful as what others may have experienced. However, for 
any of these kind of experiences, they can leave one damaged. 
For myself, I always focus on learning from each experience, 
especially the negative ones. I do for myself what others cannot 
and I provide my own self-motivation. Living in a world where 
you can feel that there is no place you truly belong, you have 
the make the choice to live for yourself and not let anything hold 
you back. Despite all of these experiences, I am ok.
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Throughout my academic career, I have noticed that multiracial/
multiethnic people are often left out of the conversations about 
race, or utilized as proof that society is moving away from ra-
cism. The multiracial and multiethnic identity is a complex expe-
rience that monoracial individuals cannot fully understand. Multi-
racial and multiethnic students are often overlooked when insti-
tutions are providing resources to minority student populations. 
Since the multiracial and multiethnic identity is a relatively new 
and rapidly growing student population, student leaders, faculty, 
administrators, counselors, and student affairs professionals 
need to learn how to navigate everyday interactions with multira-
cial and multiethnic students and provide effective on-campus 
resources. This has sparked my interest in helping bi/multi/
transracial and multiethnic students find community during their 
time in college. 

Figuring out my racial identity was always a difficult experience, 
and it was not until college when I started thinking about what it 
means to be a bi/multiracial person in our world today. I dis-
tinctly remember the day I discovered who my big sister in my 
sorority would be, and it was one the happiest moments I had in 
college. Not only did we have so much in common, but she is 
also biracial (part Chinese and Swedish). At the time, we had 
one other multiracial sister,  and to this day I am so happy that 
we met through our sorority. As someone who struggled with be-

ing multiracial, it was comforting to be able to talk to someone 
who shared similar experiences. 

Since I was a child, I always felt pressured to identify as one 
race or the other in order to fit in.  My father’s Welsh  mother 
would constantly call me Michelle because it was a “normal” 
name. As a six year old, I became extremely upset and told her 
that was not my name. Certain family members on my mother’s 
Pakistani side would judge me because I grew up in America, 
and did not speak Urdu or practiced every aspect of Islam. My 
friends would ask me if I was adopted because my father is 
white and my mother is brown, and sometimes they could not 
believe that I was their child. It got to the point where I became 
very upset because I felt no one believed that they were my par-
ents.  I have also experienced racism against my multiracial 
identity by being called a mutt and mongrol. There is still a prob-
lem with monoracial people accepting bi/multiracial identities. 
Many parents still do not approve of marrying outside of one’s 
race in order for their grandchildren to stay “pure.” I feel that our 
society does not realize that this is racism towards bi/multiracial 
people.

This was just the beginning of my journey of accepting my multi-
racial identity. I definitely went through phases of rejecting one 
or both identities in order to feel accepted, and it was particu-
larly noticeable when I made friendships. Throughout my life, I 
have always had an extremely diverse group of friends. I recog-
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nize that I am privileged for being able to live in diverse neigh-
borhoods almost all of my life. I was born in Queens, New York 
and moved to the East Bay Area in California when I was six 
years old.  When I was in elementary and middle school, I went 
through a phase of being immersed in my Pakistani culture and 
had a longing for other South Asian or Middle Eastern friends. 
At this time I also strongly identified as Muslim because I grew 
up with Islamic values. However, this was a very difficult time 
for me because I never felt accepted by classmates in these 
groups. I felt extremely uncomfortable in predominantly White 
social groups because I grew up with conservative Pakistani val-
ues that often conflicted. Even though I grew up watching Bolly-
wood films and eating Pakistani food, I was most out of place 
within the South Asian social group because I was still consid-
ered to be the “white girl.” I also never fully fit in with Middle 
Eastern and Asian groups, as our cultures were similar but very 
different. In high school, I managed to find a unique group of 
friends from different backgrounds, and I had never felt so com-
fortable until then. For the first time, I did not feel out of place. 
Some of the friends I met freshman year are still dear friends of 
mine ten years later. 

My parents were always supportive of me having a very diverse 
friend group, but I was often asked why I did not have more 
White or Pakistani/Indian friends. To this day, I still struggle to 
feel comfortable within these two identity groups. After years of 
rejection from both sides of my identity, I still feel that I may 

never be fully accepted. Even until now, people that I have met 
assume that I am White until I disclose that I am not. Now I 
strongly embrace my multiracial identity, and continue to be vo-
cal about who I am.
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Who am I?  This perplexed me over the years until I was a 
young adult as I searched for a place to belong, beyond the 
comfort of my family and immediate peer group.  Fifteen years 
ago, I would have answered this question with an emphatic re-
sponse of: “I am Black woman.” My response to this question 
now is: “I am a biracial woman, who identifies with the Black 
community.” It was not until my second year of my master’s pro-
gram that I felt comfortable and confident in informing individu-
als of my racially mixed heritage.  Let me start by telling you 
where my story begins.

As I reflect over my journey as a racially mixed person, I think 
about the feelings of isolation and not fitting in.  I was born to a 
White woman, and a Black man; however, when I was thirteen 
months old, I was adopted into a Black family.  I remember my 
mother telling me at a young age that she did not carry me un-
der her heart, but I was always in her heart.  Perceptions of 
adoptive families vary for many individuals.  While I felt comfort-
able at home, society made me feel that adoption was socially 
unacceptable, and adoptees are not wanted by their parents 
and should feel ashamed of who they are.  Even with my light 
complexion and not looking like my adoptive mother, I never 
viewed myself as an adoptee.  All I saw was my family, my 
Black family; therefore growing up, I identified as Black.  

From an early age, I knew I was adopted and what that meant. 
 I knew my birth mother was White and my birth father was 

Black, and I knew I had siblings from both sides; however, I 
grew up as an only child with my mother and maternal grandpar-
ents.  While I knew the origins of my birth, I never talked about 
being adopted to other family members or peers because it 
seemed taboo to talk about.  When I went to school, I was con-
stantly questioned about who my “real” mother was because I 
did not look like any of my family members.  I would ignore the 
questions or dismiss people’s perceptions about where they 
thought I came from, because I would hear my mother’s voice 
saying, “I love you and God brought you to me, and that is all 
that matters.”  My mother was and still is my cheerleader, my 
confidante and best friend. 

I can attest that familial and cultural influences shaped my iden-
tity into being a Black person growing up.  What is interesting 
about my adoptive family is that my maternal grandmother’s 
lineage is one that includes racially mixed people as well. 
 Some of my relatives have a lighter complexion than I do, 
which made interacting with them easier. This was not the case 
on my adoptive maternal grandfather’s side of the family where 
many individuals had a darker complexion and made it readily 
known that I was different from them by discussing my light 
skin, touching my hair or calling me names.  I grew up in a pre-
dominantly Black community, attended a predominantly Black 
church and associated with people who identified as Black. 
 These factors influenced my way of thinking, how I spoke and 
how I interacted with others.  Though, I checked the box on all 
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my forms as Black, identifying as Black was not easy as a 
young child.  Individuals in the Black community that I grew up 
in did not see me as Black, but as White.   My skin complexion 
was light, my nose was slender and I had long dark brown hair; 
however, I identified as Black.  My mother was a child of the 
60’s who surrounded me by Black culture, gave me books to 
read about Black history and took me museums that educated 
me about being Black in America.  In my eyes, I was Black and 
I immersed myself into the Black culture.

In elementary school, my peers would often ask, “What are 
you?” or “Where did you come from because you do not look 
Black.”  I would get annoyed at the constant questions and the 
pulling of my hair because people wanted to feel its texture.   I 
often would ask my mother why people felt the need to call me 
names or pull my hair just because I did not look like them. 
 Throughout middle school and high school, the questions con-
tinued, and I began to feel like I truly did not belong anywhere 
except home.  Home was safe.  Home was a support system. 
 Home was kind.  Home was love; however, I felt isolated when 
I left home. 

Throughout college, I still identified as Black and naturally gravi-
tated to what was familiar to me; the Black culture; however, I 
still felt this internal struggle of wanting to know more about my 
White racial heritage.  It was not until after college and during 
the first year of my graduate program that I began to research 

and understand more about biracial identity.  As I learned more 
about individuals from racially mixed backgrounds, I began to 
see similarities in my life of those I researched.  

Over time, how I identified shifted.  I began to check Black and 
White as my racial background.  My appreciation for my racially 
mixed identity matured during graduate school as I shared my 
story with my peers and opened up more to my mother about 
my thoughts.  Two of my friends became my sounding board as 
I processed how I felt as I learned more about who I was.  One 
friend, who identified as a White, Jewish woman confided about 
her struggles with finding herself.  She and I would meet on 
Tuesday’s to watch our favorite shows and talk about our feel-
ings of isolation and how that impacted who we were and how 
we interacted with others.  She was the first person outside of 
my family that I told about my adoption.  What a sense of free-
dom of not having to hide behind one racial identity and sharing 
my story.  As I shared my experiences more, and learned more 
about my parents, I felt more at peace at being biracial.

I continued my exploration into my doctoral studies and focused 
my dissertation work on understanding women who shared simi-
lar experiences of navigating multiple identities, feeling the pres-
sure to choose one based on cultural experiences and dealing 
with the impact of colorism on their identity.  Through my reflec-
tion of my personal experiences and research, I have come to 
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embrace my biracial identity.  Though I still connect more with 
the Black culture, I identify as biracial.  

As I have interacted with various people throughout my life, I 
have been perceived as something else and not neatly fitting 
into any racial category.  It has been frustrating at times filling 
out forms that force to you choose a box, or sit in the classroom 
of all White individuals and people look at you to get your opin-
ion, because they see you as Black only while at the same time 
attending cultural events focused on Black heritage, yet feeling 
like you do not quite belong at times.    

My gender identity as a woman has impacted my experience as 
a racially mixed person the most.  I have a light skin complex-
ion, and for years identified as Black.  Identifying as a Black 
woman presented challenges, as my physical appearance 
could be deemed racially ambiguous to some, Latina to others 
and White to the rest.  While my skin complexion is light, I can-
not pass as White.  I have felt the impact of colorism and micro-
aggressions, especially growing up in a predominately Black 
community, because I did not share the physical characteristics 
of what society deems as Black.  Throughout my life, I have 
been accused of thinking I was prettier than women with a 
darker skin complexion, having “good hair,” and not having to 
work as hard to achieve my academic and career goals, be-
cause I am a light-skinned woman.  If one only knew the strug-
gles of combing through long hair, having to work hard if not 

harder at achieving my goals because I was told by some teach-
ers I was not as good enough as my White counterparts or be-
ing a young girl and having to look in the mirror and wish my 
skin complexion was darker because I was tired of the name 
calling by others.  With the support of my family, close friends 
and colleagues, I have become more confident in who I am as 
a biracial woman.  My identity as a student affairs professional 
has further strengthened my awareness as a racially mixed 
woman.  I have the opportunity to share my story with other 
young women who have expressed their internal struggles of 
being racially mixed.  Often, the women I have held discussions 
with have expressed similar experiences that I dealt with grow-
ing up and in my early adulthood.  Talking about my journey not 
only allows me to continue strengthening my understanding and 
pride about being biracial, but it has helped other racially mixed 
individuals to step out, share their story, educate others and de-
mystify the stereotypes of biracial people. 

So who am I?  I am biracial woman, who identifies with the 
Black community.  I am a biracial woman who understands my 
place in society and not defined by a box or what other individu-
als perceive me to be.  I am a daughter, a friend and a col-
league to people of varying racial and social identities.  I am a 
student affairs professional on a journey to continue educating 
society on racially mixed individuals, and so my story continues.
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