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Starting Assumptions

• This presentation describes current definitions, reporting 
conventions, and practices used in higher education to 
collect, store, and report race/ethnicity information.

• I am not advocating or defending every practice, definition, 
or process described here. My goal is transparency -
improved access to and understanding of  these data.

• I know there’s a lot I don’t know, and I’m looking forward 
to your feedback and questions. I’m grateful for the chance 
to learn and grow.



Key Points to Cover

• Data collection and classification methods over the last 
20+ years

• Current practices
– Definitions
– Frequently asked questions
– Limitations of  / concerns about definitions and collection

• Transparency and privacy considerations



Data Collection Changes

• In 1997, the federal Office of  Management & Budget 
(OMB) announced a new standard for collecting and 
reporting race and ethnicity data

• It was based on several rounds of  comments and 
feedback, summarized in the Federal Register notice: 
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-1997-10-
30/pdf/97-28653.pdf



Time Out – who says OMB decides this?

• Federal government
– Financial aid
– Research funding
– Civil rights monitoring

BUT this is the last step in the standard-setting, after:



Setting (New) Standards

• Local discussions bubble into regional, then national 
conversations, often in discipline-specific organizations

• Many new standards are formed and start to compete
• Eventually one or two settle into a “national norm” status
• This ultimately forces the federal government to start 

discussions about setting or changing the standard
• After discussing it for several years, a new standard is 

proposed to the OMB, and they act
• This is a big change, so it can’t practically take effect 

immediately – there is a multiple-year phase-in period 



Speed of Change in Large Bureaucracies

• New format announced in 1997, but higher education 
institutions not required to use new format until Fall 
2010.

Outdated 
SchemaEvolving 

Understanding



Other Standards Being Debated Right Now

• Gender
• First Generation
• Veterans



Race/Ethnicity Wording Prior to 1997 Change

Choose the one option that best describes you:
1) Non-Resident Alien
2) Race and Ethnicity unknown
3) Black, non-Hispanic
4) American Indian/Alaskan Native
5) Asian/Pacific Islander
6) Hispanic
7) White, non-Hispanic



Why Change?

• Doesn’t distinguish between race and ethnicity, e.g. 
Hispanic / Latino

• Requires a person to choose a single “predominant” 
racial identity

• Groups Asian and Pacific Islander together



New Questions

1. Are you Hispanic or Latino?
– Yes
– No

2. Select one or more of  the following races:
– American Indian or Alaska Native
– Asian
– Black or African American
– Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
– White



Fixed It?

• Hispanic/Latino is the only ethnicity option
– How is ethnicity defined? Who participates in setting the 

definition? Should there be other options?
• White still includes people from Middle East and North 

Africa
– If  we differentiate Asian from Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific 

Islander why not do the same within White?
• What about other kinds of  identities, such as Muslim –

more than religion but not a race: where does it fit?



Fixed It?

• The two-question approach allows people to more fully 
self-identify
BUT

• The way these newly comprehensive data are stored 
and reported makes marginalized groups even less 
visible than before



Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System

• Commonly referred to as IPEDS

• Helpful resource for how data are reported now:
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/report-your-data/race-ethnicity-
definitions

and links to comment on emerging standards:
https://edsurveys.rti.org/IPEDS_TRP/Default.aspx

(Summary of  most recent discussion on Gender is here: 
https://edsurveys.rti.org/IPEDS_TRP_DOCS/prod/documents/TRP51_Summary.pdf)



Still awake after plowing through that?



IPEDS Decision Tree

1. Are you Hispanic or Latino? You can answer the second
question, but you’re reported as

2. Select one or more of  the following races:
– American Indian or Alaska Native
– Asian
– Black or African American
– Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
– White
Picked more than one?
Didn’t pick anything?
Non-Resident Alien? Answers don’t matter.

Hispanic/Latino

Two or More Races

Not Reported

International

American Indian/AN
Asian
Black/African American
Native Hawaiian/OPI

White







The Majority Minority

• The “Two or More Races” group is now the second 
largest minority category at OU, surpassed only by 
Hispanic.

• 8.6% of  our students are in the “Two or More Races” 
IPEDS category, a 368% increase since 2010.

• What impact did that have on our other IPEDS 
minority categories?
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Comparisons and Benchmarking

• The most comprehensive, accessible source of  higher education 
data is the federal IPEDS system, which requires data be 
reported using the “Two or More Races” category.

• Most higher education institutions provide only IPEDS category 
data in their external reporting.
– If  institutions want to report multi-choice race/ethnicity detail 

responsibly, it requires long notes and/or complicated tables.
– If  institutions want to keep it short and simple, they run the risk of  being 

accused of  being misleading or duplicitous.



More Data Questions to Consider

• Should we address the lack of  consistent data collection about 
Native American students’ tribal affiliation(s)?
– current system forces a single choice per person
– up until a few years ago this information was only stored centrally if  a 

student provided proof  for financial aid reasons

• OU is allowed to collect more detailed information so long as we 
can map to federal categories; if  we decide to do that, who sets 
the choices and definitions?
– Adding race/ethnicity groups like Middle Eastern or Muslim to the main 

question? Collecting more granular data on existing groups (e.g., asking 
Asian students if  they have roots in historically under-represented areas 

such as Vietnam, Cambodia)?



Privacy Considerations
• Everyone has their own threshold for sharing personal 

information.
• These data must be volunteered; they should never be assumed 

or inferred.
• If  we respect personal privacy, we will not collect data on 100% 

of  a population.
• We need to know our data and speak about it accordingly.
• We must be excellent data stewards.



Balancing Act
• This is an institution dedicated to research, so we know the value 

of  data to inform efforts to improve our community. We know 
that knowledge is powerful.
TRANSPARENCY: Showing and sharing allows us to see where we 
are compared to where we want to be.

• History shows us data can be used to systematically isolate and 
marginalize groups of  people. We know that data access comes 
with the responsibility to gather, store, and use it wisely.
PRIVACY: Remembering that someone’s personal data belongs to 
them, not us, encourages us to be careful stewards of  critically 
important information.



Thanks for your kind attention!

• Comments?
• Questions?

Susannah Livingood
www.ou.edu/irr

slivingood@ou.edu
@ou_irr


