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A Primer on Asian Americans and Asian American Studies for Public Administration 

Abstract 

 This article serves as an introduction for public administration and public institutions 

about Asian Americans. The experiences of Asian Americans and the field of Asian American 

Studies can inform a more nuanced understanding of how racial categories are constructed and 

community-led efforts that lead to institutional change. Asian Americans offer important insights 

for public administration, including how to contend with intra- and intergroup differences, how 

racialization upholds white supremacy, and how to document community-based histories of 

activism and engagement with public institutions. We end with recommendations to rethink 

diversity and racial climate in the field. Through a more in-depth understanding of racial 

categories, public institutions can improve resource distribution and decision-making.  
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Introduction 

As the United States becomes increasingly diverse, public administration (PA) must 

increase institutional capacity to serve diverse populations. While there are PA studies on 

diversity and social equity, the field has undertheorized race. For example, Sabharwal et al. 

(2018) found that most PA literature on diversity began in the 1990s; only 22% of these studies 

empirically examined issues of diversity beyond mere description. Guy (2010) noted how PA 

journals have increasingly published on gender and diversity overall, but lag on race/ethnicity. 

Additionally, though white racial identities are the most represented in PA, they are the least 

studied (Heckler, 2017).  

This scarcity of attention on race has consequences, in which PA includes discourse 

about inclusion, but excludes in practice (Guy, 2010, p. 175). By avoiding direct references to 

race, PA and public institutions perpetuate racial disparities and strengthens white supremacy1 

(Gooden, 2014; Heckler, 2017). For example, Foldy and Buckley (2014) found that employees in 

social work organizations that avoid discussions on race impose more microaggressions on 

colleagues than their counterparts in race-conscious organizations.  

White supremacy is a system of institutions, laws, policies, and practices that upholds 

benefits that whites receive while oppressing other racialized groups (Heckler, 2017). For 

example, Heckler (2017) uses the G. I. Bill of Rights and Fair Housing Act rules in 2008 to 

identify gaps between desired equity in “color-blind” policies and resulting racial disparities. As 

whites obtain benefits in society, white supremacy is embedded into public institutions because 

these institutions reflect racialized systems that benefit whites (Macalpine & Marsh, 2005). 

White supremacy in turn spreads to the wider society through these public institutions.  

 
1 We do not capitalize white to align with Crenshaw (1991) because whites do not constitute a cultural group. 
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Asian and Asian American scholars have shaped PA with research on diversity and 

public management (Sabharwal, 2014), public service motivation (Pandey et al., 2008), and 

nonprofits (Guo & Acar, 2005; Guo & Saxton, 2014). Others have published studies on gender 

(Bae et al., 2017; DeHart-Davis et al., 2006; Sabharwal, 2013) and PA in Asian countries 

(Cheung, 2013; Ko, 2013; Quah, 1999; Song, 2018; Zouridis & Thaens, 2003). Yet, increasing 

the representation of Asian and Asian American scholars must be in tandem with research that 

centers Asian American experiences.  

Research on Asian Americans in the United States exists predominantly outside of major 

PA journals, despite their long history in the country that includes subjugation to exclusionary 

policies and creating sociopolitical change. In a search of five PA journal digital databases in 

March 2022, 5 articles in Public Administration Review focused on Asian Americans as the 

primary group of analysis or theoretical discussion while Public Integrity, Journal of Public 

Administration Research and Theory, and The American Review of Public Administration had 1 

article each; Public Administration Quarterly had 0 articles (Appendix 1). The journals included 

articles that mention Asian Americans in one paragraph or less and/or only include them as a 

control variable.  

This contribution serves as an introduction to Asian American experiences and Asian 

American Studies, which offer insights for PA. First, they instruct about how to work with intra- 

and intergroup differences because Asian Americans encompass more than 40 ethnic groups who 

arrive from or have origins in East Asia, Southeast Asian, or South Asia. These communities 

have varying geopolitical contexts, immigration or citizenship statuses, and socioeconomic 

backgrounds. Second, PA is limited in its understanding of the origin and evolution of socially 

constructed racial categories (Gooden & Portillo, 2011). An improved understanding is 
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foundational to then inform how public institutions distribute resources, make decisions, and 

develop policies to address racial disparities (Alexander & Stivers, 2010; Heckler, 2017; House-

Niamke & Eckerd, 2020). Using Asian Americans as an example, we demonstrate how Asian 

Americans have been racialized to uphold white supremacy through “yellow peril,” “the model 

minority myth,” and the “perpetual foreigner.” Third, PA can learn how to document activism 

that leads to social equity in the country (Gooden & Portillo, 2011) by drawing from more than 

50 years of Asian American Studies and Ethnic Studies, which are fields of study that document 

communities’ history of advocating for social equity and inclusive policies.   

We end with recommendations for PA around numeric representation, legacies of 

exclusion, and racial climate (Hurtado et al., 1999). With a deeper understanding of racial 

categories such as Asian Americans, PA can better inform diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) 

frameworks that shape higher education and public institutions.   

Literature on Race and Asian Americans in Public Administration Scholarship 

PA has emerging scholarship on race/ethnicity and impacts of institutional racism, but 

lacks nuance in understanding race/ethnicity (Alexander & Stivers, 2010; House-Niamke & 

Eckerd, 2020; Witt, 2011) with little to no focus on Asian Americans (Broadnax et al., 2018). 

Heckler (2017) details how public institutions avoid explicit discussions of race, which maintains 

white supremacy and racism. Systematic reviews of PA and political science journals identified 

articles that mention race, but with a narrow focus on affirmative action hiring (Alexander, 1997; 

Sabharwal et al., 2018; Witt, 2011).  

PA has incorporated Critical Race Theory (CRT), a legal framework that asserts that 

legal, political, and economic systems are fundamentally racist, as race is institutionalized 

through laws and policies (Crenshaw, 1996; Delgado & Stefancic, 1993, 2017; Riccucci, 2021). 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10999922.2022.2089475
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Riccucci (2021) argues that CRT can help PA identify structural racism in public institutions in 

part because it explicitly seeks to address racial inequities. CRT is a burgeoning area in PA to 

understand policy impacts on inequities, and overt exclusion in policies, particularly in the 

educational system (Gillborn, 2005; Orelus, 2020). While a key theory, it is beyond the scope of 

our argument here because CRT focuses on how racism is institutionalized with less emphasis on 

decision-making around resource distribution.   

The dearth of literature centering Asian Americans is noteworthy because of their growth 

in population and in the electorate (Kambhampaty, 2020), employment in the public sector, and 

exclusion in the political process (Kuo et al., 2017). Asian Americans are the fastest growing 

racial group--between 2000 and 2019, the number of Asian Americans increased by 81%, and 

are projected to comprise more than 35 million by 2060 (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021a). In 2019, non-

whites and Asians comprised about 41% and 7% of the federal workforce, respectively (U.S. 

Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 2021). Yet, Asian Americans have historically 

low political participation in part because they used to reside in noncompetitive jurisdictions; 

however, Asian Americans’ voting surged in 2020, and they comprised decisive votes in swing 

states (Dugyala & Jin, 2021). Moreover, Asian Americans experience voter suppression (Hajnal 

et al., 2017; Wong & Fink, 2012/2013); barriers with voting by mail (Kambhampaty, 2020); 

disparate enforcement of Section 203 of the Voting Rights Act and language inaccessibility 

(Wong & Fink, 2012/2013); and discrimination at polls (Yee, 2020).  

By understanding diverse constituents such as Asian Americans, public institutions can 

become responsive to constituents’ needs. The following describes social equity as a key 

component in PA, using representative bureaucracy to illustrate how social equity contributes to 

understanding race/ethnicity and Asian Americans. Then, we summarize how Asian Americans 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10999922.2022.2089475
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and Asian American Studies inform the field. We end with recommendations for PA to 

strengthen DEI frameworks. 

Social Equity in Public Administration 

PA scholars have called for social equity to be a core value that informs the management 

and distribution of public services since the 1968 Minnowbrook Conference (Blessett et al., 

2019; Gooden & Portillo, 2011; Guy & McCandless, 2012). Frederickson (1990, 2015) was one 

of the first to refer to social equity as a key pillar of PA, and believed it is critical given that 

policies benefit privileged groups rather than the citizenry overall. As Gooden (2014) further 

argued, public institutions should be motivated to address social and racial equity given their 

drive to provide quality services and fair practices.  

Social equity frameworks investigate the ongoing impacts of race and racism in public 

institutions (Stivers, 2007) because racial categories continue to matter—they inform social 

practices, institutions, and communities (Omi & Winant, 2014). Social equity scholars have 

examined lasting racial disparities in the management and distribution of services, in policy 

formation and outcomes, and in representation of and ethics of public employees (Guy & 

McCandless, 2012). Furthermore, social equity frameworks have found disenfranchisement, such 

as with Black and Latinx disparities during COVID-19 (Medina & Azevedo, 2021; Wright & 

Merritt, 2020). Others have examined inequitable outcomes such as harmful environmental 

impacts on Indigenous and other racial groups (Liang, 2017; Liang et al., 2020; Zimmerman, 

1993). Related studies further highlight differential quality of services, such as disparate 

academic advancement and teacher perceptions of student capabilities (Grissom et al., 2015).       

Representative Bureaucracy 
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One strategy to address social equity is through representative bureaucracy, which asserts 

that groups have a right to participate in their public institutions and that increased representation 

can lead to more legitimacy, trust, accountability, and/or improved policy outcomes for diverse 

populations (Ding et al., 2021; Riccucci & Van Ryzin, 2017). Representative bureaucracy 

literature seeks to understand the circumstances in which representation matters in public 

agencies because bureaucrats have authority to form and implement policy. Bureaucrats who 

reflect the demographics of the served population may better align with the public interests 

across levels of government (Selden, 1997). In a meta-analysis of representative bureaucracy 

studies, Ding et al. (2021) found that organizations that reflect their community’s demographics 

have improved performance and productivity.  

This representation can be passive--in which the demographics of public sector 

employees match the population--or active--to which bureaucrats use their identity to advocate 

for, produce policies for, and/or use discretion to benefit groups with shared identities (Mosher, 

1968; Selden, 1997). Passive representation not only benefits racial/ethnic groups by employing 

them (Riccucci & Van Ryzin, 2017), but can also lead to improved internal organizational 

practices (Choi & Rainey, 2010) and active representation (Lim, 2006; Meier & Nicholson-

Crotty, 2006; Wilkins & Keiser, 2006). Passive representation becomes symbolic when it 

improves the public’s perception of the institutions’ legitimacy (Headley et al., 2021). 

Simultaneously, Headley et al. (2021) argue that passive or symbolic representation is 

particularly insufficient in policy areas with past injustices. 

Increased non-white racial representation is associated with benefits for these populations 

in education and law enforcement (Bishu & Kennedy, 2020). For example, Black and Latinx 

teachers who share an identity with students contribute to improved student outcomes (Meier, 
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1993; Meier & Stewart, 1992; Morton, 2015), including lower rates of disciplinary measures 

(Meier & Stewart, 1992). (See Grissom et al.’s  [2015] summary of representative bureaucracy 

and educational outcomes). Literature on policing found that a higher proportion of ethnic 

minorities was significantly associated with a decrease in racial profiling (Hong, 2017), and 

Blacks are more likely to perceive police actions as legitimate in cases where police departments 

employ more Blacks (Theobald & Haider-Markel, 2009).  

However, representative bureaucracy literature lacks substantive scholarship on Asian 

Americans. Selden (1997) was one of the first to test passive representative bureaucracy across 

all major racial groups, including Asian Americans; this study on Farmers Home Administration 

loans found that districts with more Asian American employees awarded a larger percentage of 

resources to Asian Americans, a finding which applied to other racial groups in the study. Kim 

(1993) examined integration of Asian American and other groups in the federal government and 

found that Asian Americans were represented overall in these jobs but were also 

underrepresented in senior executive service positions (see also Kim [2004] and Riccucci & 

Saidel [1997]). Kim and Lewis (2018) further described the model minority myth and how it 

conceals the diversity and discrimination that Asian Americans experience. Yet, more studies are 

required to understand the generalizability of representative bureaucracy to Asian Americans.  

As Asian Americans remain understudied in the field, they have become hypervisible 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. The Trump Administration used “Chinese Virus” and “Kung 

Fu Flu” as media outlets covered violent assaults against Asian Americans that resulted after the 

first identified COVID-19 case in January 2020. Between March 2020 and July 2021, more than 

9,000 reports of anti-Asian incidents were collected, and 32% of incidents occurred on public 

streets and 30% in businesses (Yellow Horse et al., 2021). Asian Americans continue to 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10999922.2022.2089475
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experience public safety and civil rights violations while public institutions issue little response. 

While they require public institutional support, Asian Americans and their experiences also can 

help inform the field on how to work with diverse groups, how racial categories are constructed 

and uphold white supremacy, and how to understand community-led institutional change.  

What Public Administration Can Learn from Asian Americans 

1. Origins of racial categories and working with diverse groups  

PA can improve how to work with diverse groups by first acknowledging that racial 

categories are not monolithic and can lump distinct ethnic groups.2 Panethnic and racial 

categories are a function of external and internal forces that reinforce group boundaries and 

power, but are also frequently challenged or altered (Espiritu, 1992; Okamoto, 2014). 

Accordingly, “Asian American” is a racial category that is political, asserting a community-

defined identity and building solidarity among Asian ethnic groups with a shared history of 

oppression (Espiritu, 1992). Emma Gee and Yuji Ichioka coined the non-hyphenated term 

“Asian American” in the late 1960s to counter “yellow” and “Oriental,” which exoticized and 

marginalized Asian Americans (Okamoto, 2014). Given that the category, “Asian American,” is 

derived from community-based activism, this term is meant to be inclusive and encompasses 

those who are native-born and are immigrants.  

Simultaneously, public agencies designated racial groups as an administrative category to 

distribute funding (Espiritu, 1992). As Okamoto (2014) describes, Blacks, Latinx, and Asians do 

not arrive in the United States as formed racial groups—rather, “state policies and political 

institutions provided new incentives and motivations for each group” (p. 10). Consequently, 

Asian American ethnic groups began working together to apply for public funds and to increase 

 
2 We use Espiritu’s (1992) definition of ethnicity, which refers to shared national origin, language, or cultural 
identity. See also Omi and Winant (2014) for how ethnicity differs from race. 
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their numbers who were being counted in the American political structure (Espiritu, 1992). In 

other words, because public agencies treat Asian Americans as a homogenous category, pan-

Asian American-serving organizations formed as a “tactical reaction to American political 

policies and rules of access” (Espiritu, 1992, p. 83). Though formed through activism, “Asian 

American” is a category that has accordingly been used to ascertain needs and develop policies.  

While “Asian American” represents solidarity, it also includes significant diversity. More 

than 23 million people identified as Asian Americans in 2019, and the Census collects data for 

19 Asian groups: Bangladeshi, Bhutanese, Burmese, Cambodian, Pilipino, Hmong, Indian, 

Indonesian, Japanese, Korean, Laotian, Malaysian, Nepalese, Okinawan, Pakistani, Sri Lankan, 

Taiwanese, Thai, and Vietnamese. These categories are not comprehensive nor do not reflect 

complex migration histories that shape the diaspora and differences by generation or immigrant 

status. For example, some Chinese immigrants arrived as refugees from Vietnam, Cambodia, and 

other countries. More than half (57%) of Asians is foreign-born, and about 14% are estimated to 

be undocumented in 2017 (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021b). Asian Americans include tribes and 

Indigenous groups within Asian countries such as Cham, Karen, Masyarakat Adat, and other 

groups (Cham, 2012; Errico, 2017; Gilhooly & Lee, 2016).  

Geopolitical events and policies have shaped Asian American socioeconomic diversity, 

who comprise the lowest and highest socioeconomic strata. We provide a summary below to 

illustrate this point (see Lee (2015) for more Asian American history). From the 1800s, they 

were legally excluded from immigrating, becoming citizens, or owning property (Lee, 2015). 

The first federal laws to exclude based on race and gender targeted Chinese Immigrants, or the 

1875 Page Act and 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act. These laws were blueprints for restrictive 

quotas on other Asian countries, such as the 1921 Immigration Act and 1924 National Origins 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10999922.2022.2089475
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Act. Early Pilipinos were not subject to these restrictive immigration laws because the 

Philippines was a U.S. colony from 1989 to 1946, but still faced discrimination and anti-

miscegenation laws. 

The 1965 Immigration and Naturalization Act ended national quotas and prioritized 

family reunification, which increased Asian immigrants. The Immigration Act of 1990 further 

encouraged employers to hire high-skilled workers from Asia, the majority of whom arrive from 

India and China (Ruiz, 2017). In conjunction, U.S. militarism impacted Koreans arriving as 

military brides after the Korean War and refugees from Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, 

Myanmar, and other Southeast Asian countries after the Vietnam War (Lee, 2015).  

There is immense socioeconomic diversity within this racial category, and aggregated 

statistics obscure significant disparities. More than half of Asian Americans overall had at least a 

bachelor’s degree in 2019; however, only 18% of Laotian Americans had at least a bachelor’s 

degree (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021b). The median annual income for Asian Americans was $85,000. 

Yet, income inequality is rising the fastest among Asian Americans, with their median household 

income ranging between $44,000 and $119,000, depending on the ethnic group (Budiman & 

Ruiz, 2021b). Asian Americans overall are less likely to live in poverty (10%); however, one in 

four Mongolian Americans are living in poverty.  

Consequently, public institutions cannot solely rely on racial categories to understand 

group needs because these categories lead to homogenization and misrepresentation. The 

proliferation of Asian American-serving nonprofits illustrate this point. While pan-Asian 

American nonprofits advocate for Asian Americans for political purposes, ethnic-specific 

nonprofits remain separate and focus on culturally- and linguistically-relevant services. Though 

Latinx outnumber Asian Americans, there are proportionally more Asian American nonprofits 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10999922.2022.2089475
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than Latinx nonprofits in part because Latinx predominantly speak Spanish or Portuguese while 

Asian Americans have a greater diversity of languages (Hung, 2007). Public administrators 

should use racial categories as an initial step to identify common experiences as well as the 

distinctions that define ethnic groups’ needs within this category.   

2. Origins of racial categories that uphold white supremacy 

The way that Asian Americans are racially defined has changed throughout time; yet, 

each iteration upholds white supremacy and systemic racism. Meanings connected to racial 

categories—or racialization—impacts public resource allocation along a hierarchy, with whites 

at the top (Omi & Winant, 2014). Race and racialization remain important concepts for PA 

because the meanings and assumptions ascribed to these racial categories affect how resources 

are distributed and impact group outcomes. Omi and Winant (2014) further argue these 

categories are shaped by socio-historical forces as groups simultaneously reproduce, redefine, or 

resist their racialization (see also Bonilla-Silva, 2017; Feagin, 2013).  

Racializations maintain white supremacy unless they actively challenge the latter. Asian 

American racializations provide illustrative examples. In the late 19th century, workers were 

recruited from China, Japan, Korea, the Philippines, and India for farming, mining, and building 

railroads (Chan, 1989; Cheng & Bonacich, 1984; Lee, 2009). These laborers were instrumental 

to U.S. infrastructure; yet, they were racialized as the “yellow peril,” which signified Asians as 

an economic, political, and public health threat to Western civilization and positioned whites as 

superior to Asians (Kawai, 2005; see Mudambi (2019) for how the “yellow peril” extends to 

South Asians).  

Asian Americans are also racialized as a “model minority,” which posits that they are 

successful, assimilated, educated, and apolitical (Wu, 2013). The model minority myth is 
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damaging for several reasons. First, it hides Asian Americans’ socioeconomic diversity. 

Accordingly, Asian Americans have demanded data disaggregation to capture their needs more 

accurately (Poon et al., 2017). Second, it reinforces negative stereotypes about Black, Latinx, 

and Indigenous groups and blames them for racial disparities. Accordingly, Asian Americans are 

positioned as a racial wedge against other communities of color rather than recognizing 

continued systemic racism (Bonilla-Silva, 2017; Kim, 1999; Omi & Winant, 2014). For example, 

the model minority myth to attack the Civil Rights Movement and contemporary affirmative 

action debates (Espiritu, 1992; Poon et al., 2016).  

The yellow peril and model minority myth maintain Asian Americans as the “perpetual 

foreigner,” who are viewed as unassimilable, outsiders, and culturally inferior to whites—

regardless of nativity status. The “perpetual foreigner” has been used to justify domestic and 

foreign policies and surveillance during World War II, the Cold War, and ongoing 

neocolonialism (Kim, 1999; Maira & Shihade, 2006).  

Asian American racializations of “yellow peril” and “perpetual foreigner” reemerged 

during the COVID-19 pandemic with inaccurate concerns that Chinatowns and Chinese 

immigrants were the epicenter of disease (Craddock, 1995; Shah, 2001). Some perpetrators 

attacked Asians who was presumed to eat exotic animal meats, while Asian businesses were 

vandalized (Anti-Defamation League [ADL], 2020; Yellow Horse et al., 2021). Asian American 

racialization presumes them to be a monolithic group and has led to threats affecting other ethnic 

groups. Of reported incidents, 44% of victims were Chinese, 17% Korean, 9% Pilipino or 

Japanese, 8% Vietnamese, and 6% Taiwanese (Yellow Horse et al., 2021). Furthermore, these 

hate crimes connect to those committed against Sikhs, Arabs, Muslims, and other South Asians, 

which spiked after 9/11 and continue due to Islamophobia (Considine, 2017; Kaur, 2020). These 
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racializations of Asian Americans underscore that Asian American belonging is precarious. To 

combat these impacts of systemic racism, PA can amplify Asian American-led activism that 

impacts institutional change.  

3. Documenting community-led activism and contributions  

PA benefits from more research and understanding of social change (Gooden & Portillo, 

2011). Asian American Studies is a field of study that emerged with other Ethnic Studies 

Departments: Asian American Studies, Black/African American Studies, Chicana/o/x/Latinx 

Studies, and Indigenous/Native/American Indian Studies. Asian American Studies documents, 

recovers, and analyzes the history and lived experiences of Asian Americans. It was founded 

with the philosophy of “serve the people” where education addresses community needs and 

promotes self-determination (Ishizuka, 2016; Maeda, 2012; Umemoto, 1989). The field emerged 

from activism in the late 1960s and early 1970s around issues of racism, imperialism, and U.S. 

militarism that contributed to the political instability in Asia (Fujino, 2008; Maeda, 2012; 

Umemoto, 1989). Ethnic Studies programs subsequently hired faculty from these communities, 

who have been foundational to higher education institutional changes.3  

Asian American Studies centers community-based knowledge and curricula that 

challenges Eurocentric learning. First, Asian American Studies provides evidence of their 

activism for policy and institutional change. Early Asian immigrants were key in labor strikes 

that have led to employment policy changes, including the 1867 Chinese American railroad 

strike and 1903 Japanese American plantation strike in Hawai‘i (Lee, 2015). Pilipino activists 

Larry Itliong and Philip Vera Cruz worked alongside Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta for 

 
3 Asian American Studies diverges from Area Studies (e.g., South Asian Studies, Southeast Asian Studies, Japanese 
Studies, that are linked to colonialism and national security (Ahluwalia, 2007). Asian American Studies also 
recognizes the diversity in the field and the need to elevate subgroup experiences in this monolithic category, such 
as Pilipino, South Asian, and Southeast Asian Americans (Nadal, 2018-2019). 
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farmworkers’ rights (Scharlin & Villanueva, 1992). Asian Americans challenged exclusionary 

laws through courts, including United States v. Wong Kim Ark in 1898 (to solidify birthright 

citizenship) and Korematsu v. United States in 1944 (to challenge Japanese American 

incarceration during World War II) (Lee, 2015).  

Second, Asian American Studies documents Asian Americans organizing against 

exclusionary institutions and racist policies. Examples include fighting against failures in the 

criminal justice system with Chol Soo Lee (Furutani, 2013) or Vincent Chin (Kurashige, 2002; 

Ngai, 2002), addressing racial profiling and hate crimes (Kurien, 2003), combating employment 

discrimination (Robinson, 2016) or advocating for environmental justice (Leong et al., 2007; 

Lichtveld & Dao, 2012; Tai, 1999). Third, Asian American students established nonprofits 

(Louie & Omatsu, 2001) that provide social services and advocate for residents (Hung, 2007; 

Lee et al., 2017; Li, 2011; Liu et al., 2008). Studies have further examined Asian American 

nonprofit leadership and financial and administrative burdens (Chin, 2018; Lee, 2020). These 

examples illustrate how communities of color push for inclusive policies. By incorporating Asian 

American Studies and Ethnic Studies, PA can elevate movements that contribute to dismantling 

systemic racism and exclusive policies.  

Recommendations 

         We offer recommendations for the Network of Schools of Public Policy, Affairs, and 

Administration (NASPAA) programs on how to address DEI and climate issues using Hurtado et 

al.’s (1999) aspects of climate: numeric representation, the historical legacy of inclusion or 

exclusion, behavioral dimensions, and psychological climate. We include short- and long-term 

recommendations to support faculty of color and to advance DEI in the field (Table 1).  

Table 1. Recommendations to improve racial climate and DEI issues in PA 
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ASPECT OF RACIAL 
CLIMATE 

SHORT-TERM LONG-TERM 

Numeric Representation ● Improve data collection with 
detailed racial/ethnic group 
information 

● Hire above proportional 
representation  

Legacies of Exclusion ● Implement anti-racist pedagogies 
by drawing on Ethnic Studies and 
Gender/Queer Studies 

● Continue to create special issues, 
panels, and other forums that center 
non-white groups 

● Build dual degree programs, cross-
list courses with Ethnic Studies and 
Gender/Queer Studies programs 

● Hire faculty with expertise in 
community-based pedagogy 

 

1.           Rethinking representation 

 Academic departments typically focus on numbers that meet proportional representation 

as benchmarks of measuring diversity (Hurtado et al., 1999). For instance, programs seek to 

match their student population with the region’s population composition. Currently, white 

students and faculty remain overrepresented in PA programs. In a study of 30 U.S. NASPAA 

programs, Ledezma (2019) found that white students comprised more than a third of students. A 

fifth of students were non-resident, 12% Latinx, 16% Black, and 16% Asian. Faculty remained 

predominantly white men and were slower to diversify--72% of faculty were white, 9% Black, 

8% Asian, 5% Latinx, and 64% were men (Ledezma, 2019). A short-term recommendation to 

understand numeric representation would be to collect detailed racial/ethnic group data. For 

example, “Asian” aggregates significant diversity while “non-resident” does not include 

racial/ethnic group data.  

 However, meeting proportional benchmarks is insufficient to address white supremacy in 

the long-term without systemic changes in policy. The educational pipeline “leaks” in which 

underrepresented students and females decrease in progressive levels of education and 

employment as the proportion of white men increases (Bishu, 2022; see also Thomson Jr. et al. 

[2021] for disparities in income and promotion among scientists). PA should strive for an 
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overrepresentation of non-white groups beyond proportional quotas. Given that higher education 

is a policy arena with racial injustices, passive representation alone is not enough to overcome 

legacies of exclusion (Headley et al., 2021; Hurtado et al., 1999).  

2.           Address legacies of exclusion 

A. In the short-term, PA should draw from Ethnic Studies to create inclusive curricula that 

focuses on communities of color and anti-racist pedagogies (Bonnett, 2000).  

B. Create more special issues, panels, and forums that focus on Asian Americans and U.S. 

communities of color to move Ethnic Studies towards the center of PA.  

C. In the long-term, NASPAA programs should build joint degree programs and/or cross-list 

courses with Ethnic Studies and Gender/Queer Studies, which focus on social justice-

based pedagogy. In a review of NASPAA MPA programs in the U.S., only 4 were 

identified with joint degrees with Ethnic Studies or Gender Studies as of December 

20214: 

● Arizona State University: American Indian Studies  
● University of Connecticut: Latino and Latin American Studies  
● Indiana University, Bloomington: African American and African Diaspora 

Studies 
● University of Texas at Austin: Women’s and Gender Studies 

 
D. Programs should hire diverse faculty beyond representational benchmarks with expertise 

in community-based curriculum. This sensitivity is necessary given pitfalls of community 

engagement that can reproduce exclusionary processes (Boxelaar et al., 2006) and 

because fewer than half of faculty at 144 surveyed NASPAA schools incorporate service-

learning (Neely et al., 2018). Community-engaged learning must include reciprocal 

 
4 A few MPA programs had joint degrees with East Asian Studies or Latin American Studies, which are not 
included because they are Areas Studies and not Ethnic Studies.  
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partnerships with stakeholders and neighborhoods of color (Brudney & Russell, 2016).  

 

These recommendations will push PA to be more proactive in addressing its own legacies of 

systemic racism and begin steps towards long-term institutional changes. Changes in PA higher 

education will subsequently improve how public institutions make decisions and distribute 

resources for diversifying populations.   
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Appendix 1. Substantive Articles in Leading PA Journals on Asian Americans 

 

Note: Compiled by authors through a search of journal databases in Spring 2022. The list does not include papers 
from the Public Integrity special issue on Asian Americans. Substantive = including Asian Americans as a primary 
group of analysis or theoretical discussion. Excluded articles include those that mentioned Asian Americans in one 
paragraph or less and/or merely used them as a control variable. 
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