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Agenda

•Research Articles about IPEDS race 
reporting categories

• Race Unknown (Educational Researcher)

• Two or More Races (Journal of Higher 
Education & Race, Ethnicity and 
Education)
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OMB (Directive 15) Collection and Reporting 
Guidelines

Part A: Are you Hispanic / Latino? (Choose only one) 
� No, not Hispanic / Latino 
� Yes, Hispanic / Latino 

Part B: What is your race? (Choose one or more) 
� American Indian or Alaska Native 
� Asian 
� Black or African American 
� Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 
� White 
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Kelly Rosinger & Qiong Zhu
Penn State University
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Is “Race Unknown” error?

i.e is it evenly/randomly distributed across 
institutional type?

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS)

28-year panel of 4,401 institutions 
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What drives Race Unknown?
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Organizational factors Student factors



Organizational side factors

• For-profit and non-competitive higher education
• 140 institutions reported 100% of students as race unknown
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Organizational side factors

• For-profit and non-competitive higher education
• 140 institutions reported 100% of students as race unknown
• May lack resources for data collection and reporting
• May have strategic/political reason for obscuring enrollment by race

• Changes over time in how race is collected
• 2010 “two or more races” introduced

• Never more than 2-3% so does not account for the highest levels of race unknown
• Wording of the item changed over time

• Common App
• 2008 “If you wish to be identified with an ethnic group, please check all that apply”
• 2010 “Please indicate how you identify yourself. (Select one or more)”
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Student side factors

• Selective higher education (and T14 law schools)
• High stakes admissions process
• Reluctance may be related to the perception that some groups are favored

• No peer-reviewed studies, journalistic and non-peer reviewed sources

16



Recommendations

For researchers:
• Yes. Keep Race Unknown in your studies, it is not 

random error. 
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Recommendations

For researchers:
• Yes. Keep Race Unknown in your studies, it is not 

random error. 
• No. Do not treat it as an analytical racial group 
• Think about this group as some combination of 

self-interested individuals and organizations 
reacting to incentives

• Acknowledge “race unknown” in your work: 
Inequalities in higher education may be way worse 
than our data show us
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Recommendations

For practitioners:
• Collect data in less high stakes moments (selective)
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Recommendations

For practitioners:
• Collect data in less high stakes moments (selective)
• Examine incentives
• 140 universities over the period reported 100% 

race unknown
• Consider federal mandate on the collection of 

race/ethnicity in higher education
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Pause for questions…
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IPEDS reporting Category: 
“Two or More” Races
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Ashley Patterson & Leandra Cate
Penn State University



OMB (Directive 15) Collection and Reporting 
Guidelines

Part A: Are you Hispanic / Latino? (Choose only one) 
� No, not Hispanic / Latino 
� Yes, Hispanic / Latino 

Part B: What is your race? (Choose one or more) 
� American Indian or Alaska Native 
� Asian 
� Black or African American 
� Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 
� White 

• Reported to federal government as 8 categories:
• 5 race categories above, Hispanic/Latino of  any race, Two or more races, 

Race Unknown 



• Currently 7% of 
the US 
population

• 20% by 2050

• Politically 
mobilized in the 
1990s

Background



CENTER FOR THE STUDY OF HIGHER EDUCATION

How do universities make meaning of the  IPEDS 
reporting category for “two or more races”?
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Research Design
IPEDS: Carnegie Classifications: 

Research Highest, Higher, moderate 
377 institutions
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Research Design
IPEDS: Carnegie Classifications: 

Research Highest, Higher, moderate 
377 institutions

• “[Name of  university] race admissions statistics”
• Inclusion of  sites 0-3 clicks in

• Institutional Research websites had some of  the most interesting 
patterns



Themes, coding and re-coding
• Start with the standard 8 categories from OMB  and wrote out 

narrative descriptions about how the representation differed.

•We analyzed these descriptions until broad themes emerged

• Created codes from the themes

• And re-coded iteratively
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118%



Reclassified (covert)



Reclassified (covert)

100%



Findings

• No consensus around how to report/present ”two or more races”
• Race is socially constructed and fluid
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Takeaways across the two papers…

40

All social data, but race 
data in particular, is 
socially constructed

It reflects ongoing 
processes between 

individuals, 
organizations and 

contexts
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All social data, but race 
data in particular, is 
socially constructed

Race data reflects 
ongoing processes 

between individuals, 
organizations and 

contexts



Thank you!

karly@psu.edu

@karlysarita

The Pennsylvania State University
400 Rackley Building
University Park, PA 16802-3201
Phone: (814) 865-6346
Fax: (814) 865-3638



BONUS MATERIAL…

IF YOU WANT A DEEPER EXPLANATION OF HOW RACE IS SOCIALLY 
CONSTRUCTED AND FLUID…
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Race is… 

Socially constructed: 
• Race in the Americas dates back to The Barbados Slave 

Code of 1661 
• “Negro” and “Masters/Christians”
• In early 1700s, “white” entered law to restrict voting 

• Because it is socially constructed, categories shift based 
on:
• Era (what work do these categories need to do?)
• Geography
• Setting
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Race is… 

Fluid
• No one ”true” race

• Racialization 
• experiences with schools and criminal 

justice system (Penner and Saperstein)

• Dominican American immigrant
• “Indio” à Latino à Black

• Mixed race kids à single race adults 
(Pew, 2015)



Final thoughts…

”Race, as a category is meaningful 
because it shapes how people are 
treated and the opportunities to 
which they have access, rather than 
a characteristic that individuals carry 
with them into educational 
contexts.” 
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John B. Diamond, 2018

Chapter 14.  Race and White 
Supremacy in the Sociology of 
Education: Shifting the 
Intellectual Gaze


