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Intersectionality

Unit

Influence of Culture

Intersectionality is a theory showing how social and cultural identities, such as race, class, physical ability, age,
and gender intertwine. (Knudsen, 2007)

Introduction
We often think of our social identity (our race, class, gender, etc.) as one dimensional. Intersectionality
recognizes the multiple identities that each of us possesses and how our identities overlap and intersect
depending on the social situation. With its roots in ethnic studies, women’s studies, and African American
studies, the term intersectionality is credited to legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw in her seminal article, “Mapping
the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against Women of Color” (1991). Intersectionality
originally acknowledged the intersections of individuals’ experiences with inequality based on their race, gender,
class, and sexual orientation, but today intersectionality can also reach to many other identities, such as
spirituality and physical ability. The goal of the study of intersectionality is to provide a model for understanding
the complexity of dimensions that make up who we are perceived to be in our culture. Intersectionality is an
emerging area of education research and helps educators understand the multidimensional ways in which
students experience life, see themselves, and are treated by others.

Illustrations and Examples
Example 1:
Johnson et al. (2010) examined the experiences from elementary/middle school through graduate school of
three women of color who completed advanced degrees in science-based professions. Using intersectionality,
the researchers found that the women faced more challenges in their pathway to a STEM career than other
students because they had to balance competing identities: scientist, woman, and minority. They felt they had to
compromise components of their identity in order to adopt a science identity, and actively discredit unwanted
ascriptions to their identities.
Example 2:
Thomas and Stevenson (2009) investigated how intersectionality illuminated the challenges confronting African
American boys in inner-city schools. Their findings highlighted the impact of racial socialization, cultural identity
formation, internalized messages from parents, anger expression, and teachers’ negative perceptions and
expectations. This study demonstrated that boys and girls experience differential treatment in classrooms, which
is further complicated by race and class. This study also highlights the importance of attending to the emotional
coping strategies, socialization processes, and behaviors that result from intersections of identities.
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Successful Research-based Strategies
•
•
•
•

Become aware of the many identities we have that intersect to
make us who we are.
Be careful of “helpful” classifications that may inadvertently alienate
students. For example, “all girls like to shop” or “all boys like sports.”
Teach individuals to affirm all aspects of their individual, which may
be an intersection of many elements.
Teach critical thinking about the way in which the media narrowly
portray STEM and CTE programs and careers by selecting actors
with or without specific characteristics.

NAPE is an alliance of federal
and state agencies, local school
districts, colleges, universities,
businesses, and corporate
foundations working to ensure
that every student can realize his
or her potential in high-wage,
high-skill, high-demand careers.
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