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Abstract 
 

This thesis examines how pedagogues experience normative ideologies in their 

college classrooms and strategies for managing the expression of those ideologies. A long 

tradition of critical theories suggests that normative ideologies have harmful material 

consequences for particular social and cultural groups. This premise has guided the 

development of critical pedagogies that challenge those ideologies, and in so doing 

prompts educators to rethink the ways they approach classrooms. In Communication 

Studies, this work has been extended to understand the ways some of those ideologies are 

communicated and the ways educators, in turn, can use communication as modes of  

resistance. This thesis takes a broad approach to questioning expressions of normativity 

and strategies of resistance for educators. 

Twenty in-depth interviews were conducted with instructors at colleges in the 

West Texas region. Two emergent typologies are outlined. Normative ideologies are 

expressed discursively, attitudinally, bodily and paralinguistically. Instructors mediate 

those expressions via discursive, content, organizational and performative strategies. 

Expressions of normativity are situated within the context of features that participants 

characterized as unique qualities of West Texas. Strategies are presented alongside 

participants’ acknowledgements of the limits critical pedagogues face working toward 

their goals. 



                                                      

1 

Chapter I 

Introduction 

 “Last weekend was totally gay.” The words hit me in the gut, moving me out of 

my immediate surroundings to a perplexed state of shock. No one had prepared me for 

this moment. Perhaps no one could have. But the hypothetical possibility of such an 

utterance in a classroom, where in my view regulating communication was a 

responsibility bestowed upon me, had not so much as casually meandered through my 

mind. 

 Kayla, an actual student in my discussion section of Public Speaking, was not 

saying that her weekend passed with jubilance, as the word connotes in the Flintstones 

theme song I heard so often in my youth. She was saying that her weekend was a drag, 

boring, unpleasant, bad. The way I myself often uttered the word in middle school, before 

I ever befriended a gay person (i.e. describing a person who is romantically attracted to 

people who share her or his self-identified biological sex). 

 The comment, “last weekend was totally gay,” was not offered up as a part of 

class discussion. It was uttered in the midst of multiple conversations, casual exchanges 

between students as they waited for class to begin. I heard it, though, and if I heard it, 

then others who were not a part of that conversation must have heard it as well – others 

with identities as diverse as they number. This happened before I ever read Yep (2003), 

but I was well aware of the “violence of heteronormativity.” As the presumed authority 

figure in that space, if an utterance is left uninterrogated I have “de facto” sanctioned it. 

And, that is precisely what I did in my naivety, left the utterance hanging to wound all 

who are sensitive to its sting. 
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 Kayla’s overt reframing of an identity marker to include more than its inherent 

meaning (i.e. “gay” is more than sexuality, it is also undesirability) does not often find its 

way into the formal setting of a college classroom. But when it does, it need be examined 

because it likely comes from a place of ignorance rather than malice. Moreover, failing to 

examine it, as an instructor, amounts to complicity. 

 Words are necessarily associated with representative ideas. Communication 

would be impossible if it were not so. Problems arise though when representations of 

words that signify identities entail more than what is inherent to that identity.  

Unfortunately, we often make assumptions that normalize identity markers to include 

more than they actually denote, a reality that hearkens Barthes (1957/1972). The 

normative ideologies that guide these attitudes have material consequences in the lives of 

those whose identities they ascribe. They emerge in discourse, sometimes overtly as in 

Kayla’s utterance, sometimes more subtly, and to varying degrees of affect. 

 After I sanctioned the utterance, “last weekend was totally gay,” I resolved never 

to fail students in such manner again. Freire (2006) and hooks (1994) write about 

education as the practice of freedom, and that is what I aspire to bring to my classrooms.  

Normativity runs counter to liberation, so it is incumbent upon me to challenge it. Yet, 

my resolution became complicated as I began to ponder the variety of normative 

ideologies embedded in statements I have heard in classes. It is no simple task to take 

every moment a student expresses a dominant ideology and turn it into a teaching 

moment. Take another example. 

 Early one semester, a student in my Business & Professional Communication 

course, Michael, unwittingly introduced a situation that from my perspective was steeped 
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in tension. The course fulfills the university’s speech requirement, so students have to 

speak in front of the class at least three times during the semester. In an introductory 

speech activity, Michael was explaining how Jesus had influenced his life, and for one of 

his points he referred to a Christian rapper of whom none of the rest of the class appeared 

to have heard. In his reference, he performed a short impression of the rapper that was 

highly stereotypical. Hands twisted into apparently mock gang symbols, Michael 

assumed a voice that communicated unintelligence. He projected an aloof attitude about 

the performance, as though it was funny to portray this person as a fool. I cannot say for 

sure that this rapper is Black, but before his speech began Michael looked around the 

room, finally asking the only Black student in the class, Jatavin, “Can I borrow your 

hat?” Perhaps it had something to do with the curvature of the brim of his baseball cap, I 

will never know. But, my gut told me otherwise. Others seated closer had baseball caps. 

Michael is White and has a distinct West Texas accent. During his speech, Michael 

donned Jatavin’s baseball cap, slanted about forty-five degrees to the side, only for the 

roughly 10 seconds that he did his impression. The scene reminds me of Warren’s (2003) 

accounts of Whiteness performed in educational contexts, and the discomfort Michael 

might undergo reading hooks’ (1997) piece about Whiteness in the Black imagination. 

During that time, Michael’s performance expressed an attitude that seemed more 

like commentary on Black people than any particular individual. There was something in 

the way he introduced the identity he performed. The impression was gratuitous and 

contributed nothing to the speech overall. It left me uncomfortable. Gauging the class’ 

reaction was not easy, but it seemed as though other students were similarly 

uncomfortable. During the first speeches for grades, Michael made a similar impression 
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of LeBron James, a Black NBA player, only without the hat. In this case the speech is on 

video, and Michael clearly makes gestures that LeBron James never made. The gestures 

are grounded in a racist stereotype. 

 There was a lot going on when these ethically questionable representations took 

place. Whenever the class is giving speeches time is always a concern, so stopping to talk 

about problematic performances may compromise another student’s opportunity to speak. 

Even more troubling is that explaining the problem with Michael’s impressions is not 

easy given time to plan, let alone impromptu. And finally, characterizing what Michael 

did as racist or even as potentially problematic is likely to embarrass him in front of the 

class. It may offend him as well, pitting him against me for the remainder of the semester 

and ultimately teaching him nothing. These are the thoughts that I come back to as I 

reflect on the situation.  

In these instances, I expressed my discomfort nonverbally so other students who 

felt likewise could identify it. I will never know how many of them saw my puzzled 

facial expressions, or my closed gestures in those moments. Otherwise, I just carried on. I 

would like to have had the boldness and skills to talk about why it is not appropriate to 

impersonate another person in a manner that relates an aspect of their cultural identity to 

a particular set of behaviors. Intervening in those cases is not easy though, and I was not 

ready to take on the task. 

 A similar occurrence took place in the same class weeks later. The class was 

giving persuasive speeches now and a different student, Tyler, asserted for his thesis that 

men are better than women. He was not following the instructions of the assignment 

(students were directed to advocate a course of action), but that was beside the point.  
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Given the disparities that exist based on biological sex and gender in organizations 

(Wood, 2011), there is no room for misogyny in a setting where young adults are 

purportedly learning to present themselves professionally in civil society. In my initial 

shock, I wondered whether or not I should stop him right there at the start and tell him he 

would have to prepare a new speech. The reaction from the rest of the class was such that 

it might have been an appropriate response. It began as a visceral one. Some students 

were looking back at me. Some were interrupting Tyler to ask if he was serious. 

Although some were laughing, many looked outraged. Tyler nodded, affirming his 

seriousness, and carried on. The class calmed down some and despite Tyler’s affirmation, 

he was grinning like he knew he was wrong. I began to wonder where he was going with 

it, thinking perhaps his intent was satirical. But it was not, he confirmed when I inquired 

after all was said and done. The argument was very poorly made (not as though a 

reasonable one could be made), but some effect was accomplished. The speech left me 

stunned, unable to truly digest what had happened for hours after.   

 As I regained some clarity in the hours after class, I decided I had to address this 

situation. It dawned on me that Tyler’s speech was hate speech. It literally fit the 

definition. At least one student agreed I found when I next opened my e-mail. One of the 

female students in the class had written me to express her feelings. Among other things, 

she wrote, “I have never felt so degraded in my entire life. I felt as if he was 

dehumanizing me.” Those words fell heavily on my conscience. As though to make light 

of her objection, she also apologized for troubling me. When I replied, I assured her that 

she had no need to apologize and that I would address the situation next time class met. 

So when we met again two days later, I took twenty minutes at the end of class to explain 
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how I felt about Tyler’s speech. Unfortunately, Tyler was absent on this occasion, but I 

wanted the others to hear my reaction, and I wanted to better gauge theirs. So after 

speaking for a minute or two, I asked the class to write down their own reactions, with as 

much detail as they wished to share. Did they think I should have stopped the speech? 

Was the speech appropriate for a college class? Was it offensive at all? The written 

responses, though not as surprising as Tyler’s speech, were a little unsettling on the 

whole. A few thought it was funny. Many students, male and female, replied that it would 

have been okay if Tyler had also pointed out how women are better than men in some 

ways. This disappointed me since I made it a point, each time that we came to portions of 

the text that characterized different communication behaviors as masculine or feminine, 

to problematize that framework. I explained that although research may identify different 

tendencies, those differences only exist because boys and girls are socialized in particular 

ways and framing behaviors according to biological sex only serves to re-entrench those 

patriarchal norms. Evidently, I am not reaching my students in many cases. 

 The examples of Michael and Tyler are not isolated ones.  There are subtle 

expressions of ignorance and bigotry in my classes every semester.  Based on discussions 

with colleagues, they are likely a feature of almost every classroom.  Situations like that 

are what inspired this thesis project. 

 Although scenes like the above may play out around the United States, the 

situation for educators in West Texas is particularly challenging. In West Texas, the 

dated notion of political correctness, which Simpson (2008) and others have criticized for 

discouraging candor in conversations about diversity, is often considered unacceptably 

progressive. Previous research has documented conservative attitudes and resistance to 
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progressive thought in the region (Gardner, 2010; Heuman & Joffrion, 2008; Heuman & 

Mitchell, 2012; Joffrion, 2006; Layne, 2012). As a Graduate Teaching Assistant it always 

felt awkward to talk about why we should avoid gendered language, or to explain that it 

is not okay to flippantly remark that something they find disagreeable is “gay” or 

“retarded.”  Though I have occasionally been met with understanding and appreciation, 

more often I have encountered puzzled looks or hostility, accompanied by belligerent 

refusal to consider my perspective. This is likely due in part to my limited experience 

teaching and a discomfort with confrontation (which perhaps I unfairly presume), but 

those conversations never felt so tense when they happened where I earned my 

Bachelor’s degree. 

 Researchers have been interested in resolving the questions that surround teaching 

about critical theories, power, and privilege since the 1990’s. However, most of their 

research has been conducted in classes that cover those topics as a matter of curriculum 

(Cooks, 2003; Endres & Gould, 2009; Johnson, Rich & Cargile, 2008; Nakayama & 

Krizek, 1995; Warren & Hytten, 2004).  While those situations are of interest to me, I 

more broadly investigate what teachers can do to interrupt the display of privilege in their 

classes, whether or not that is a distinct goal of the course.   

 The ability to problematize displays of this nature is important.  In general, 

teachers play a vital role in the maintenance of civil society.  It is our responsibility to 

train young people to engage civically and treat one another with respect and 

understanding, in addition to delivering any particular curriculum.  As such, we have a 

responsibility to teach students about power and privilege, for the sake of society and 

social justice. 



                                                Texas Tech University, Stephen Lee Mitchell, August 2012 
 

 8    

 Through a series of in-depth interviews with critically-minded college instructors 

in West Texas, I provide insights into what critical pedagogues do to intervene at the 

teachable moments when privilege is enacted.  This speaks to the overarching questions 

of my research: What normative ideologies have critical pedagogues in West Texas 

encountered? And, how do critical pedagogues engage normative ideologies in 

classrooms?  These insights may provide information for new teachers to know what 

they can expect as well as how to respond.  With said information, new teachers may not 

be as reluctant as I have been to speak up when students make offensive remarks.   

 In the next chapter, I review a range of literature introducing an array of critical 

theories that inform readers of my philosophical perspective.  The various theories I 

outline represent the normative ideologies I seek to challenge through my research.  As 

well, I outline the history of critical pedagogy, a philosophy of education which embraces 

critical theories and explores the best ways to implement their intentions in educational 

practice.  Finally, I address a body of research which has explored students’ reactions to 

learning about critical theories, and their enactments of privilege in classrooms. 

 The third chapter provides a detailed account of the methods employed in my 

research.  I describe the theoretical framework from which I approached the research. 

Then, I explain how I conducted interviews and how I documented and analyzed them.  

 The last two chapters comprise my analysis of the interviews and their 

implications. In the fourth chapter, I outline two emergent typologies. First, I describe 

how normative ideologies are expressed discursively, attitudinally, bodily and 

paralinguistically. Second, I outline strategies that instructors employ to resist those 

expressions: discursive, content, organizational and performative.  In the fifth chapter, I 
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suggest conclusions about what can be taken from this research and how it should 

continue. 
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Chapter II 

Literature Review 

 Critical scholars assert that we, as educators, have a duty to interrupt or 

interrogate normative discourses in our classes (Cho, 2010; Martin & Davis, 2001; 

Mayes, 2010). This chapter reviews literature pertaining to the critical theories informing 

critical pedagogy.  Specifically, I focus on the identity markers examined and 

destabilized by critical theories and explain why educating people about the privilege and 

oppression accompanying them is important.  Then, I introduce the concepts of critical 

pedagogy as a conduit for realizing many of the ends critical theories identify.  Finally, I 

review the research that Communication scholars have endeavored in recent years to 

understand how students respond to the presentation of critical theories, and how 

instructors are presenting those ideas. 

Theory 

 Critical pedagogy, although nominally a development of the last half of the 

twentieth century, is a multi-faceted philosophy, elements of which can be traced back to 

the nineteenth century.  It has been characterized variously as a leftist political project, a 

form of activism, and a democratic necessity (Cho, 2010; hooks, 1994).  It does not fit 

neatly into any one box, but to grasp its fundamental components critical pedagogy can 

be understood as a philosophy that embraces two things: critical theories, and what Paulo 

Freire (1970) and bell hooks (1994) call education as the practice of freedom.  The 

former represents many of its goals, the latter its medium.  In brief, critical pedagogues 

emphasize the value of knowledge through experience, the importance of critical 

thinking, power-sharing through cooperative development of course policies and 
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assignments, constant self-reflexivity and the potential of classrooms as sites for social 

change (Cho, 2010; Fassett & Warren, 2007; Heuman & Mitchell, 2012; Webber, 2006).  

Pedagogues have referred to critical pedagogy in a number of ways: critical feminist 

pedagogy, critical queer pedagogy, and critical communication pedagogy to name a few.  

Noting that there are differences between these traditions, they are unified in their 

emphasis of the above qualities.  I embrace all of these pedagogies but before examining 

them more closely, I tease out the strands of critical theories giving rise to critical 

pedagogy. 

Geneses and Trajectories of Critical Theories. Critical theories, in the sense 

that they are criticizing injustices that proliferate societies, can be identified throughout 

history.  Critical theories gained relevance in contemporary U.S. American society 

around the time the nation-state was first a feature on the European continent.  One 

reading of Foucault’s work (1977; 1980) suggests that this period represents a shift in the 

way power functioned.  During feudal times, the power of the throne was exercised 

openly, for public consumption, in the form of imprisonment and brutal executions.  As 

nation-states replaced kings under the guise of democracy, power began to regulate 

individuals in more subtle ways.  It was no longer located centrally, and it was no longer 

exercised overtly.  As such, injustice was no longer cause for collective organization and 

rebellion.  After all, if there were truly injustice, it could be eradicated by the will of the 

people through democratic processes.  So went the dominant narrative.  Critical theories 

then became necessary to illuminate the ways power functioned to privilege and oppress. 

 The many critical theories that have emerged since that time each challenge some 

particular norm that permeates society, norms that make it easy for one group of people 
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to live and force everyone else to adapt to that group’s behavior and expectations.  People 

who do not visibly exhibit the trait of the dominant group are likewise stereotyped and 

chastised for failing to meet the dominant standard.  Although stereotyping is a natural 

human tendency, failure to constantly critique our stereotypes creates systems of social 

injustice that manifest in these normative ideologies, as I will explain after describing 

various critical theories that are relevant to this project. 

 In the beginning: No war but the class war.  Although other strands of critical 

sensitivities co-existed, many scholars point to Marx in reference to early critical theory.  

From the perspective of our contemporary Western society, industrialization is the point 

at which critical theories became particularly salient.  Industrialization gradually replaced 

artisans with factories, establishing an era of wage slavery that functionally fuels our 

modern global economy (Kramer, 1994; Marx & Engels, 1948).  Marxists and various 

anarchist scholars, all of whom were working to extend the rights of the working class, 

criticized the ways that capitalism and industrialization were leading the lives of the 

common person (Goldman, 1931).  In this tradition, the first of a number of identity 

markers that form the basis for privilege and oppression is named: class.  From the 

theorists to the activists and practitioners of the times, example after example was 

identified to demonstrate the ways that wealth privileges few at the expense of many.  

Poor working conditions were only part of the measures exacted upon the working class 

to keep their collective spirit from leading them to upheaval.  In instances of resistance, 

striking workers were typically ignored and lambasted, at times even killed. 

 Contemporarily, scholars interested in the class dynamics of our hyper-capitalist 

society have much to critique.  Evidence of the persistent need to raise awareness and 
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change the ways our society thinks about economic wealth is ubiquitous.  The recent 

surge of protests around the United States following the Occupy Wall Street movement 

have brought significant attention to the fact that more than 40% of the country’s wealth 

is held by one percent of the population (Stiglitz, 2011).  This, however, has so far failed 

to change the narrative of meritocracy and the ways poverty is perceived in the United 

States. 

 Marxism, or class consciousness in general, was not the only island of rationality 

in a vast sea of dominator culture.  Since the beginnings of the United States of America, 

there were movements of concerned citizens who fought against racism and slavery, 

sexism and women’s disenfranchisement, colonialism and genocide.  Marxism is a 

remarkable example of a time that a group of people spoke a truth to power that was not 

self-evident.  Other movements for social justice were able to point to concrete instances 

of baseless exploitation in due time.  In terms of economic means, however, the myth of 

meritocracy gave the privileged wealthy an explanation that purported to justify their 

exorbitant greed.  It was not until later into the twentieth century that theory caught up 

with practice on other axes of social justice. 

 Feminism.  Early in the history of the United States, small groups of men and 

women began to challenge patriarchal norms, most notably the disenfranchisement of 

women.  Decades of struggle eventually culminated in the passage of the Nineteenth 

Amendment to the U.S. Constitution in 1920, guaranteeing women’s suffrage (Flexner & 

Fitzpatrick, 1959).  However, this was by no means the culmination of feminist 

movement.  Struggles for equality persisted, leading to feminisms being named in the 

middle of the twentieth century – the so-called Second Wave of feminism (Wood, 2011).  
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At this time, feminist theory began to develop in a plurality of directions, a fact which is 

representative of the movement today.  In spite of feminism’s iconographic influence in 

U.S. American culture, struggles continue for equal pay, reproductive rights, and fair and 

realistic portrayals in media (i.e. women in media often conform to an image that serves 

to disempower or objectify women).   

 The range of feminist perspectives is vast, but common among them is the 

recognition that patriarchy has dominated social order for centuries, and the conviction 

that opportunity should not be denied, and assumptions should not be made on the basis 

of biological sex or gender.  Under the umbrella of Feminist Theory, a number of critical 

theories have emerged.  Standpoint Theory (Harding, 1994) and Muted Group Theory 

(Kramarae, 1981) are examples. 

 Whiteness Theory.  In the 1980s and 1990’s, scholars became increasingly 

interested in the privilege white skin entails, the invisible yet powerful mindset of 

Whiteness as a lens through which to view our social worlds, and also the discursive 

ideologies embedded in Whiteness which gives rise to its hegemonic power (Morrison, 

1992; Frankenberg, 1997; hooks, 1992; McIntosh, 1988; Nakayama & Krizek, 1995; 

Nakayama & Martin, 1999).  Such analyses led to the development of Whiteness Studies 

(Wander, et. al., 1999).  Heuman and Langford (2010) describe Whiteness as “a social 

construction that often goes unmarked, unnoticed, and unnamed within the culture of the 

United States” (p.121).  And because of its pervasiveness in relation to globalization, it 

often manifests invisibly and pervasively “across the globe” (Heuman, Langford, & 

Gonzalez, under review, p. 8).  The implications of this social construction were well-

outlined by McIntosh (1988) in her thought-piece relating white privilege to male 
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privilege.  She exhaustively listed mundane things she can take for granted as a white 

person that others cannot claim.  For example: “I can, if I wish, arrange to be in the 

company of people of my race most of the time,” “I can be sure that my children will be 

given curricular materials that testify to the existence of their race,” and “I am never 

asked to speak for all the people of my racial group” (pp. 3-4).   

 Queer Theory.  The struggles for Queer rights have long existed, and in many 

respects they have operated independent of one another.  Movements and organizations 

have developed to fight for the rights of gay men, lesbians, transsexual and transgendered 

individuals uniquely.  In the 1990s, scholars began working to synthesize these 

movements through Queer Theory, which investigates the ways society constructs the 

identities of any non-hetero sexual identity (Hall, 2003).  Among other things, Queer 

Theory emphasizes that heterosexuals are privileged in U.S. American society (and 

around the world), and that biological sex and sexual identity are not static or binary, as 

they are commonly conceived (Butler, 1990; Sedgwick, 1990; Yep, 2003). 

 Like Whiteness Theory, Queer Theory should be broadly conceived.  In his 

introduction to Queer Theory, Hall (2003) wrote that “systems of identification always 

convey social values as they chart people.  While objectivity is often claimed ... the 

impulse is invariably to distinguish the proper from the improper, to assign values to 

identities and activities” (p. 13).  Queer Theory seeks to challenge any normalization, the 

creation of any arbitrarily binary classification. 

 Post-colonial Theory.  The history of colonizing expeditions by European 

empires, and later the United States, in the Americas, Africa, the Middle East, South and 

East Asia and elsewhere, is well-documented, as are the attitudes the colonizers held 
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toward the indigenous peoples they colonized, and the pursuant inhuman violence and 

oppression (Khapoya, 1998).  Though many colonial enterprises have since reversed their 

course in a process known as decolonization, the colonial legacy is left behind in the now 

“liberated” nations (Said, 1985; Spivak, 1988, 1999).  Whether or not these newly 

founded nations, often created in the thrust of revolt against colonial oppressors, can ever 

truly liberate themselves from the violent history of colonialism is one of the primary 

concerns of Post-Colonial Theory. 

 Decolonization, for Post-Colonial Theorists, does not stop at the removal of the 

physical presence of the colonizers.  Colonialism’s lingering effects can include: war-torn 

infrastructures as a result of the liberation efforts of those colonized; inflated expectations 

of resources based on the overconsumption of the colonizers; exacerbated ethnic conflicts 

because of the arbitrary borders colonizers established which often remain; and a greater 

propensity to be influenced by globalization, and shift closer to Western norms and 

modes of living (Fanon, 1963; Guha & Spivak, 1988).  More widespread 

acknowledgement of these consequences among the colonized nations and throughout the 

Western world must be achieved, as a first step in the direction of parity in resource 

distribution and consumption and political and economic sovereignty for all nations. 

 Co-cultural Theory.  In an effort to synthesize previous approaches to 

communication between cultural groups and introduce a fresh perspective to the field, 

Co-cultural Theory was developed (Orbe, 1998).  Co-cultural Theory is more applied 

than those previously discussed.  An applied critical theory, it can help us to understand 

the ways systems of privilege manifest, their concrete ramifications.  The term co-culture 

was coined to avoid the rhetorical marginalization that prior references to co-cultures 
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engaged (e.g. subculture, minority, etc.), and could be applied to any of the cultures that 

critical theories defend.  The theory is unique, because rather than focusing on the ways 

co-cultures communicate within themselves, it interrogates the ways members of co-

cultures negotiate their identities in dominant contexts. 

 Co-cultural Theory speaks more specifically to critical pedagogues than the other 

theories I have outlined, because it sheds light on the variety of ways that members of co-

cultures might behave when normative discourses arise in classrooms.  Co-cultural 

Theory might therefore serve as a lens for understanding the dynamics of classrooms 

with minimal diversity in the student population, as is frequently the case in West Texas.  

It is important to acknowledge that what co-cultural group members may tolerate in many 

instances is not necessarily something with which they are comfortable, in order to 

understand the vital role instructors serve in a classroom to intervene when normative 

ideologies emerge. Covarrubias (2008) described this scenario precisely, writing about an 

American Indian student who faced a belittling remark about a speech she gave 

defending the rights of American Indians in her home state. Given the context of the 

dominant culture, the professor failed to address the remark. Co-cultural Theory 

describes a variety of ways the student may have addressed it, and in this instance the 

student remained silent. An instructor informed by Co-cultural Theory might have 

recognized that and chosen to interrogate the remark her or himself. 

The Impact of Normativity. From a social constructionist perspective, the 

problems critical theories are critiquing are largely (re)enforced rhetorically (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1967; Fassett & Warren, 2007).  The ways that we talk about the world 
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constitute the ways we understand the world.  It is highly important, therefore, to monitor 

the ways we talk about the world around us. 

The notion that reality is constituted through discourse is often taken for granted 

by critical scholars, but many have not considered the possibility.  Thus problematizing 

normative ideologies rocks the epistemological foundations of many U.S. Americans. 

They reject the reasoning outright.   

Discussion of critical theories then can become difficult.  When people encounter 

critical theories that suggest that they are privileged, they are likely to become defensive 

and refer to some other way in which they are oppressed (e.g., “I may be White, but I am 

lower-class, so I do not stand to gain”) (Cooks, 2003; Johnson, et al., 2008; Warren, 

2003).  What those people fail to realize is that simply by living in the United States, we 

are all privileged.  The history of international trade and resource extraction has situated 

the United States to consume a greater portion of the world’s resources than our 

population warrants.  The infrastructure that affords us easy access to clean drinking 

water did not all come from within our borders. 

Normative ideologies emerge through discourse in a variety of ways.  Take the 

example of Kayla’s utterance for instance, “last weekend was totally gay.”  Rhetorically 

equating all things negative with being “gay” normalizes a concept of gay identity as bad.  

Critiques of the utterance however are often met with an insistence that “that’s not what I 

meant.”  The revelation of hetero privilege can make hetero people uncomfortable, 

unwilling to listen to the reasoning of the critique. 

The myth of meritocracy, or the notion that every person is capable of accruing 

extravagant wealth if he or she works hard enough, is another example of normative 
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ideologies.  It contributes to a presumption that people with limited economic means, or 

those that are unemployed, are “lazy.”  Statements that reflect this attitude normalize a 

concept of impoverished people that does not lend itself to sympathy.  Ehrenreich (2007) 

called this trend, grounded in the tradition of positive psychology, “victim-blaming at its 

worst” (p. 11).  Yet the myth of meritocracy figures so prominently in U.S. American 

culture that many are unwilling to listen to empirical evidence to the contrary, and refuse 

to acknowledge that human history has any bearing on the trajectory of human 

civilizations. 

Examples of normative ideologies are ubiquitous.  We find normative 

constructions of national and ethnic identities in rhetoric surrounding immigration (e.g. 

“anchor babies,” as if every undocumented person who has a child in the U.S. is a pariah 

trying to take advantage of the system, or simply labeling a person “illegal”).  Normative 

constructions of racial identities emerge in racial slurs and under the guise of humor in 

racist “jokes.”  Normative constructions of gender identities have been promoted by 

science for so long that they serve as the premise for much of our mainstream 

entertainment and media (e.g. “men are from Mars, women are from Venus”).  For every 

identity marker, normative ideologies can serve to ascribe traits not inherent to that 

identity. All of those ideologies should therefore be interrogated. 

Although many dismiss the importance of monitoring the ways we talk about 

things, the social constructivist perspective would suggest that linguistic choices 

ultimately define our frame of reference.  This means that as long as we endorse 

normative ideologies, there will be impediments placed on the self-actualization of those 

who exhibit the given identity marker.  One could argue that propagating normative 
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ideologies undermines the sole purpose of being human.  From some existentialist 

perspectives, there is nothing more to a human life than that life itself, and the trait that 

makes human life significant is our unique ability to define ourselves.  The meaning of 

life rests, for each person, in the character she or he creates.  By defining others through 

normative ideologies, we therefore deny them their human agency, taking away their 

reason to live. 

Real implications then can be found, for instance, in the ways we develop public 

policy to provide (or not provide) a social safety net in the United States.  If people 

continuously talk as though those living in poverty can overcome their circumstances 

through hard work in every instance, then public policy will continue to develop with a 

tendency to dismiss those people’s basic needs.  That creates a system where it is harder 

yet for people living in poverty to overcome their circumstances.  Another example is the 

public discourse about undocumented residents of the United States.  Referring to them 

as “illegal immigrants” lends to policy-making that devalues their lives by creating 

dangerous border-crossing situations and, ironically, dividing families in the name of 

family values.  It also ignores the history of the Southwest United States, and the fact that 

the United States illegally colonized huge swaths of territory which belonged to Mexico 

(Anzaldua, 1988).  Likewise, we find real implications in the higher rates of suicide 

among queer youth versus the rest of the population – one and a half to three times more 

likely to report suicidal ideation, and one and a half to seven times more likely to attempt 

suicide (Suicide Prevention Resource Center, 2008).  Constantly hearing that one’s 

identity is bad because people refer to unpleasant things and events as “gay” is likely to 

produce such a result. 
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Satisfying the discursive demands of every critical theory can be taxing. It 

requires inquisitiveness and willingness to adapt to changing circumstances.  Critical 

pedagogy is a philosophy of education that embraces the task genuinely and with 

enthusiasm. 

Emergence of Critical Pedagogy. The Western world placed little to no value on 

foreign cultures to the extent that as little as a century ago, some scholars attempted to 

establish racial hierarchies to assert Western superiority (and justify colonial exploits). 

Unfortunately, that attitude still lingers today in many ways, a fact which speaks to the 

need for Whiteness Theory, Post-colonial Theory and other critical theories.  The popular 

narrative in the Western world only began to change after World War II.  Many former 

colonies of Western powers began to assert their independence.  For the first time, the 

armed forces of the United States were integrated.  As Whiteness came to replace various 

European ethnic identities in the United States, White people had to face the atrocities 

that other White people could commit on the continent.  The convergence of these 

circumstances led to a slow process whereby some Westerners began to value the 

epistemologies of the cultures they had colonized.  As scholars and activists in the United 

States began to see the value in foreign cultures, a space was created where critical 

pedagogy could be embraced. 

 Nominally, critical pedagogy’s origin is attributed to the publication of Pedagogy 

of the Oppressed by Paolo Freire in 1968.  At the time Pedagogy of the Oppressed was 

published, Freire was writing in terms not specifically targeted at our contemporary, 

Western educational system.  He gained recognition for his success in adult literacy 

education because his methods were groundbreaking.  Rather than using a traditional 
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approach and focusing on teaching a stock of words assumed to be universally valuable, 

Freire started by dialoguing with the people he was educating to find the vocabulary that 

was most meaningful in their everyday existence.  The method seems so obviously 

superior as to be self-evidently preferred.  It is still not embraced by educational policy in 

the United States though, where universal standards are legislatively applied across the 

country.   

 In this context, Freire wrote theoretically on the process of education and the way 

it is popularly envisaged.  Rejecting the philosophical foundation of the traditional 

classroom model, which he called banking education, Freire (2006) posited that 

education ought to be dialogic.  Education does not occur where teachers are treating 

students like empty receptacles to be filled with a preordained set of knowledge that they 

might regurgitate in the future upon request.  Instead, education is a process whereby 

humans are taught to discern their own truth.  With a view toward reality as socially 

constructed, critical pedagogy assumes the subjectivity of truth.  Freire wrote, “Education 

as the practice of freedom – as opposed to education as the practice of domination – 

denies that [hu]man[kind] is abstract, isolated, independent and unattached to the world; 

it also denies that the world exists as a reality apart from people” (2006, p. 41).  By 

rejecting banking education, students learn to see through dominant narratives by the 

development of their own critical thinking.  Freire gave several names to the alternative 

approach to education, including libertarian education, problem-posing education, and 

education as the practice of freedom. 

 More than twenty years later, bell hooks took Freire’s concept of education as the 

practice of freedom and expanded on what that might look like in a contemporary college 
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classroom.  Treating students as unique individuals, nurturing their intellectual growth 

and making the classroom a participatory space are among the characteristics of a critical 

pedagogue.  hooks (1994) contributed to a range of pedagogies that have been developed 

(e.g. feminist pedagogy, queer pedagogy) which rightly fall under the purview of critical 

pedagogy by articulating an “engaged pedagogy” (p.15).  She emphasized the importance 

of teachers’ continual pursuit of self-actualization and intellectual development in order 

for learning to take place. 

Praxis 

 For centuries, scholars have postulated that education should transpire in one way 

or another, or that it has some inherent nature. Critical pedagogy represents an important 

shift in that tradition. Critical pedagogy scholarship still rests largely in the realm of 

theory, though. Communication scholars have taken this theory and investigated its 

practice. 

In Critical Communication Pedagogy, Deanna Fassett and John T. Warren (2007) 

present a framework for a critical pedagogy that welcomes applied research, or 

interrogates praxis. They explain that their research does not fit neatly into the traditions 

of Communication Education or Instructional Communication. Likewise, they do not fit 

well in a department of Education. They point to critical pedagogy scholarship, noting 

that one thing it lacks is a focus on the ways that normative ideologies are communicated 

in classrooms (and any site where education takes place). On account of this, they outline 

Critical Communication Pedagogy.  

They described the role of the critical communication pedagogue as one which is 

constantly reflexive about the position from which she or he engages the classroom, and 
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aware of the different positions from which students approach a given subject, providing 

examples from their experience to support.  Speaking theoretically about their goal, they 

wrote:  

Critical communication pedagogy is about engaging the classroom as a site of social 
influence, as a space where people shape each other for better and for worse; it is 
about respecting teachers and students and the possible actions they can take, 
however small, to effect material change to the people and world around them. (2007, 
p. 8). 
 

According to this interpretation, it is inherent to any educator’s job to instigate 

investigations of power relations and intervene when normative ideologies are expressed 

in their classrooms. 

 Communication scholars have conducted research examining the reactions of 

students to learning critical theories, particularly in classes with curricula devoted to 

them.  Little research has questioned how instructors can productively respond to 

normative ideologies when they emerge organically in classrooms, though.  What 

research has been done suggests that the task of critical pedagogues is not easy, and 

educators who attempt to enact critical pedagogy are likely to be met with frustration and 

malcontent.   

Students’ reception of critical theories. Methods for measuring and evaluating 

the effectiveness of critical pedagogy are debatable.  The best way to reach a given 

student is hard to assess, and the task of reaching a group of students, who come from 

varying backgrounds and perspectives, is even more so.  Fassett and Warren (2007) 

recounted an instance when a student responded negatively to their use of a derogatory 

word.  The student’s response was steeped in emotion, which caused an almost 

belligerent refusal to listen to the instructor’s response.  The tension created, coupled 
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with general lack of interest or understanding amongst the other students restricted the 

interaction to the offended student and the instructor.  In this case, the convergence of 

circumstances, along with the frustration of the instructor, failed to produce an 

exploration of the meaning behind the linguistic choice made in the article.  The 

interaction was counterproductive.  This story demonstrates well that even the most well-

meaning instructors and students can fail to create meaningful educational spaces. 

Compounding this problem is the fact that to truly explain critical theories and 

problematize normative ideologies would require a certain depth of discussion that is 

often precluded given time constraints and the need to cover course curricula.  For 

example, Martin and Davis (2001) point out that one of the problems with White 

privilege is a general failure to acknowledge the way race and ethnicity have historically 

been constructed, and reconstructed, in order to maintain the privilege that exists.  

Making those connections clear over the course of a semester is not easy, let alone 

explaining them in response to a remark made one day in a class.  Consequently, it should 

be the goal of critical pedagogues to discover concise ways to effectively respond to 

normative ideologies without digressing to an entirely non-topical discussion.  

 Dodging accusations of demagoguery is another challenge that critical 

pedagogues face.  Fassett and Warren (2007) repeatedly emphasized the importance of 

intervening to interrupt normative ideologies without starting by explaining why the 

student who uttered it is wrong.  Accepting the validity of every person’s perspective 

according to her or his lived experience is often difficult, particularly for educators, who 

are accustomed to imparting their knowledge on students without any pretense that the 

student may know the subject differently and with equal validity.  However, it is 
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imperative that critical communication educators acknowledge the perspective of each 

individual in order to confront normative ideologies and be received with any semblance 

of acceptance. 

Possible methods for challenging normative ideologies. Many tools and 

strategies have been posited for both teaching critical theories that attempt to dismantle 

oppressive power relations and responding to expressions of normative ideologies in the 

classroom (Endres & Gould, 2008; Harris, Groscurth & Trego, 2007; Heuman, 2012; 

Heuman & Giraldo, 2007; Heuman et al., 2008; Johnson et al., 2008; Kirk, 2008; Layne, 

2012; Martin & Davis, 2001; Meyer, 2008; Miller & Fellow, 2007; Simmons, 2004; 

Warren, 2003; Warren & Heuman, 2007; Warren & Hytten, 2004) . Critical pedagogues 

ought to take it upon themselves to explore all of the tools that have been developed to 

find which ones work best for them. Doing so may aid them in developing their own 

strategies for dealing with normative ideologies as well.   

 As a starting point, Warren and Hytten (2004) propose a paradigmatic approach to 

teaching Whiteness that can be adopted by critical pedagogues and expanded to apply to 

all forms of normativity. They outline certain performative stances people may assume 

when discussing Whiteness, and suggest that educators and students should assume a 

“more ethical and socially progressive” (p. 322) stance, which they call the “critical 

democrat.”  This stance lies between the extremes on two axes.  The critical democrat 

recognizes her or his role in perpetuating oppressive power structures without becoming 

self-obsessed; he or she must be interested in actively investigating power without failing 

to listen to others’ perspectives and being open to advancing her or his own 

understanding.  Warren and Hytten wrote: 
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[Critical democrats] may perform and communicate this liminal stance in relation to 

the parallel competing tensions of action/ reflection, speaking out/ listening, and guilt/ 

agency.  Working through these three tensions allows individuals to balance their ego 

investment and their engagement with the literature by calling on them/ us to enact 

democracy in ways that promote hope (2004, p.331). 

For educators, assuming this stance is imperative to create the space for students to 

process the knowledge of oppressive power structures without fostering hostility or 

negative emotion. The typology they present can inform critical pedagogical practices. 

More specific strategies have been outlined as well. 

 Martin and Davis (2001) noted that couching Whiteness in its historical 

foundations is a good way to introduce the subject and maintain students’ interest.  

Johnson et al. (2008) echo this recommendation, noting that there are undeniable 

relationships between the times of slavery, segregation and today that affect economic 

and social justice.  Similar histories can demonstrate the social construction of the binary 

conception of sexuality so that it might be questioned (Edwards, 2006; Heuman, 2012).  

This may not be possible outside of courses where the curriculum would normally enter 

into those topics.  However, there is something to be taken from this advice.  Well-

researched yet brief surveys of the history of power relations could be developed as 

responses to normative discourse when the need arises in the classroom. 

Cooks (2003) suggested that in the context of an interracial communication 

classroom, instructors ought to ask their students to focus on the presence and absence of 

race.  They ought to point out that race tends to be described only in the instance of non-

White individuals.  As it is commonly the case with most marginalized groups that 
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whatever trait does not fit the normalized value system is isolated as a descriptor, this 

strategy may be powerful as way to express the role of power in human relations. 

Warren (2003) lent credence to the power of performance in his ethnography of 

four semesters of a class called “Performing Cultures.”  Over the course of his research, 

he developed different approaches to teaching about Whiteness, including one where 

students were asked to work in groups to compile lists of issues that troubled students 

about the class.  A master list was made and categories were developed.  The student 

groups were then asked to perform each category of troubles they had with the course in 

groups.  This creative approach to teaching about power and privilege proved thought-

provoking in his class in a way that truly engrained the message in the students. 

Collecting written responses from students before and after covering material that 

challenges oppressive power structures, and then reading the responses anonymously to 

the class, is another way to let the information sink in (Fassett & Warren, 2007; Johnson 

et al., 2008; Layne, 2012).  When students are exposed to their peers’ reactions to critical 

theories, they are more likely to understand the nuances of the problem. There is also a 

tendency for students to put more stock in their peers’ attitudes and beliefs. 

Finally, Endres and Gould (2009) explored the potential for service learning to 

dismantle normative ideologies.  Though they found problems with their use of service 

learning, or the incorporation of community service projects in courses, it is nonetheless 

true that this approach can provide students with a unique opportunity to understand the 

problem with normative ideologies.  Additionally, they noted that educators are 

embedded in a system that perpetuates Whiteness.  Their analysis is equally applicable to 
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any oppressive discourse.  As such, educators should always be aware of opportunities to 

confront normative ideologies, and seize those opportunities. 

In the West Texas region, specifically, scholars have found that students are 

reluctant to accept ideas that challenge normative ideologies. Research emerging from the 

region indicates that normative ideologies are particularly salient (Gardner, 2010; 

Heuman & Joffrion, 2008; Joffrion, 2006). Additionally, it suggests that in classrooms, 

systems of patriarchy and heteronormativity have been discursively propagated (Heuman, 

2012; Heuman & Mitchell, 2012; Layne, 2012). Heuman and Mitchell (2012), for 

example, have found students have numerous misperceptions of feminism entering an 

upper level Gender Communication course. And, Layne (2012) and Heuman (2012) have 

found that students either utter pejoratives or report others’ use of pejoratives in their 

everyday interactions. However, when spaces are opened up and students are formally 

educated to understand the ideologies that they participate and believe in, Heuman and 

Mitchell (2012) found that students are more accepting of a complex discussion about a 

range of possible belief systems. 

 Given the insights and conclusions prior research provides, more attention should 

be devoted to dealing with normative ideologies in classrooms.  It is clear that a problem 

persists.  Therefore, it is prudent to focus on the normative discourses that emerge in 

classrooms and what strategies educators are using to address them.  With that in mind, 

the next chapter describes the methods for my research which intends to start in that 

direction. 
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Chapter III 

Methodology 

 I embrace an ontologic and epistemic stance of inquiry, a way of being and 

knowing, grounded in the notion that we come to be and understand our social worlds via 

an examination of lived experience. According to Orbe, “hermeneutic phenomenology … 

is the study of the lifeworld (lebenswelt), the world as we immediately experience it 

prereflectively rather than as we conceptualize or theorize about it” (1998, p. 35). It is 

this experience that I am interested in understanding within this thesis. In the spirit of 

phenomenological inquiry, I conducted interviews detailing the lived experiences of 

critical pedagogues in West Texas (Deetz, 1973; Lanigan, 1994; Orbe, 1998, 1996, 

1994). Informed by my review of critical theory, critical pedagogy, and critical 

communication pedagogy, I carefully analyzed twenty interviews from critically aligned 

pedagogues to gain insights into the normative ideologies they encounter within 

educational spaces as well as the pedagogical strategies that they employ to mediate such 

normativity in their learning communities. In this chapter, I explicate the theoretical 

framework that guides my inquiry, the processes of participant selection, interviewing 

methods, and analysis.  

Theoretical Framework 

Philosophically, I take from phenomenology the premise that truth is grounded in 

human experience. Rather than following the tradition of Western, Cartesian philosophy, 

phenomenologists reject the mind-body dualism, which undermines any epistemology 

that takes an objective, external reality as its starting point (Dreyfus & Hall, 1992; 

Heidegger, 1962; Husserl, 1931). Instead, phenomenologists posit an experiential 
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ontology. The phenomenological move represents an important shift in the history of 

philosophy, because it asserts that knowing exists first and foremost in conscious 

experience. This premise of being and knowing, specifically that the foundations of 

knowledge cannot exist absent an individual knower, guided my research process. 

Phenomenological grounding is appropriate, because my interest in the experience 

of critical pedagogues encountering normative ideologies emerged from my own lived 

experience as a developing critical pedagogue, described in part throughout Chapter 1. 

Phenomenological inquiry is interested in understanding human lifeworlds (Orbe, 1998). 

As a researcher, I have to acknowledge that I am always already given some disposition 

toward the experiences I am investigating (Dreyfus & Hall, 1992). In other words, I bring 

my own lifeworld with me to the research. As such, and in keeping with rigorous 

phenomenological inquiry, I have “bracketed” my own biases (Husserl, 1931; Orbe, 

1998) as a means of self-reflexively better understanding myself and the unfolding 

phenomenon within this research. Therefore, I analyzed interviews without assuming any 

aspects of the experiences of participants.  

Phenomenology is also a sound framework for this project because understanding 

critical pedagogues’ experiences with normative ideologies would be confounded by a 

scientific, post-positivist approach. Inherent to the notion that we ought to challenge 

normativity is an acknowledgement of the subjectivity of experience. I seek to understand 

and describe the lifeworlds of participants, as they relate them rather than as I would 

expect to encounter them given my own experience. Phenomenology serves, therefore, as 

an epistemology for me. A number of communication scholars have embraced this 

ontologic and epistemic stance and articulated its implications for communication inquiry 
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and research methods (e.g. Deetz, 1973; Lanigan, 1994; Orbe, 1998, 1996, 1994). One of 

the most well-known utilizations of a phenomenological research stance in 

Communication Studies is Orbe’s (1998) explication of Co-Cultural Theory. Orbe 

specifically sought to understand the lived experiences of co-cultural group members as 

they navigate mainstream, dominant cultural structures. He articulated a typology of 

communication strategies that co-cultural group members reported utilizing to navigate 

dominant cultural structures. Orbe’s research resonates with the aims of this thesis 

research. 

I utilize Orbe’s (1998) explication of phenomenological inquiry—a three-step 

phenomenological framework for research, including phenomenological description, 

reduction and interpretation—within my theoretical framework, interviewing methods, 

and interview analysis.  To understand the experience of instructors seeking to interrogate 

normativity in their classes, I conducted a series of in-depth interviews with instructors 

teaching at colleges in West Texas. The dialogic process of interviewing allowed 

participants to articulate and clarify their lived experiences, a phenomenological 

description. Then, through a process of phenomenological reduction (Orbe, 1998, 1994), 

I carefully analyzed the interviews to generate lists of essential themes. Finally, my 

phenomenological interpretation consisted of comparisons between themes to understand 

how they are related. In this regard, phenomenology provides both a philosophical and 

methodological mode of inquiry. The following sections detail my methods of inquiry. 

In-Depth Interviews 

 Twenty interviews were conducted face-to-face and via skype and telephone. 

When participants agreed to be interviewed, they were asked to document their informed 
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consent to participate (see Appendix A). Interviews lasted an average of one hour each 

were audio recorded on a digital recording device. Face-to-face interviews were 

conducted in the offices of participants, or in offices at their disposal. These spaces 

provided a comfortable setting to discuss experiences that often included sensitive 

information. Nineteen hours and 53 minutes of audio recordings were collected in sum. 

Interviews were transcribed verbatim, producing 283 single-spaced pages of transcripts. 

 In some respects, the research followed an emergent design. For instance, for the 

first four interviews, I collected demographic information sheets from participants via 

email. The information included race, gender, age, years of experience teaching in 

general in West Texas. It also requested a written teaching philosophy. I stopped using 

the demographic information sheets because relevant information came up in the 

interviews, and some participants seemed annoyed at the additional demand for their 

time. The language I used in interviews also changed over the course of the research. For 

instance, in the first six interviews I asked participants to tell me about a time they were 

“offended” by something a student said. Instead, I began to ask them about a time they 

were “challenged” by something a student said after a participant suggested that she does 

not take offense, but sees these instances as challenges. 

 The interviews took the form of what Lindlof and Taylor described as a 

respondent interview, by using open-ended, mostly non-directive questions to elicit 

narrative responses from participants (2002). I followed a moderately-structured 

interview guide (see Appendix B) that allowed flexibility to make adjustments during the 

interview and probe for additional information when necessary. The purpose of the 

interview guide was to elicit rich, descriptive data relating to the ways participants 
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engage normative ideologies and their expression in classrooms. This includes any 

communication grounded in a normative assumption about a given social or cultural 

identity. Specifically, interviews sought to reveal the ways normativity is expressed, 

instructors’ opinions about those expressions, their method of response if any, and their 

perceptions of the effect of their method. Upon completion of each interview, recordings 

were stored and transcripts coded with the participant’s pseudonym to protect their 

identity (see Appendix C for participant information). 

Participant Parameters 

 Participants included instructors and professors teaching at six colleges and 

universities in the West Texas region. The institutions from which I recruited are all 

soundly located in a geographic definition of West Texas, however interviews suggested 

that “West Texas” is better understood as a cultural location within the geographic 

region. This region was expected to provide particularly salient data on normative 

discourses and intervention strategies. West Texas has been documented as one of the 

most politically conservative regions in the United States (“Study Ranks Cities,” 2005) 

and Texas, on the whole, is considered to be one of the more conservative states in the 

union (Welch, 2010). Specifically, Texas has no EEO provision for sexual orientation, 

has been challenged on attitudes toward same sex partnership (Lawrence v. Texas), is 

home to a number of race-based hate crimes, and employs an abstinence only sex 

education curriculum. Each points to underlying attitudes about gender, sexuality, race, 

and ethnicity within this state. Student populations at the institutions from which 

participants were selected are predominately native to Texas. In 2010, all had first-year 

classes at least 91% of which came from within the state, and some up to 98% (“Where 
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Class From,” 2011). Moreover, a number of researchers have recounted narratives in 

which participants discuss being constrained by normative ideologies at work within 

West Texas (Gardner, 2010; Heuman & Joffrion, 2008; Joffrion, 2006) as well as a 

tendency for students to uphold Whiteness, patriarchy, ableism, heteronormativity, and 

various normative ideologies in West Texas classrooms (Heuman & Mitchell, 2012; 

Layne, 2012) .  

 In addition to teaching in West Texas, participants aligned themselves with a 

critical pedagogy. They teach in disciplines that lend themselves to discussions of critical 

theories (Communication Studies, Sociology, Mass Communication, History, Women’s 

Studies, English, Art and Education). Participants were selected by personal reference 

and examination of courses taught and research activity. 

Sampling Method 

 Purposeful, network sampling was utilized to recruit participants for the study. 

Lindlof and Taylor (2002) described purposeful sampling as methodologically sound, 

because the products of such research are unique to a place and time, and not meant to be 

generalized to any larger population. There may be transferability in the results, but I 

make no truth claims that extend beyond the realities of the participants. Purposeful, 

network sampling consisted of conversations with my adviser about the pedagogical 

commitments of instructors and professors in the larger community. This, in addition to a 

review of online biographies (including courses taught and research interests), provided a 

solid foundation of participants. The success of this sampling method is indicative of an 

“esprit de corps” among critical pedagogues across disciplines, which was affirmed by 

the interviews. 
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Participants recruited by these methods were then asked to assist a process of 

snowball sampling by providing leads for additional participants who meet the necessary 

criteria (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). These methods together provided sufficient participants 

to reach saturation. Saturation was accomplished when interviews continually affirmed 

themes that had previously emerged, and no new themes were evident (Lindlof & Taylor, 

2002).   

Analysis of Capta 

 My analysis employed a process of phenomenological reduction (Orbe, 1994; 

1998). Through this lens, and following Orbe’s lead (1998), I refer to capta rather than 

data.  “Capta refers to what is taken from experience and allows people to assign 

meaning to themselves. Data, on the other hand, refers to what is given and the collection 

process involves gathering information from participants by which interviewers find 

meaning via a preset agenda” (Orbe, 1998, p. 38). Lanigan (1994) explained that in a 

phenomenological paradigm, the order of experience is opposite that of analysis. In other 

words, an experiencer (a participant) experiences an experience (normativity in a 

classroom). That experience is called capta, because the order of analysis is opposite. 

That experience is experienced by the experiencer (i.e. researcher). This is different from 

a positivist paradigm, wherein the order of experience is the same as the order of 

analysis, leaving no theoretical space to account for human subjectivity while analyzing 

data. Although I approached interviews with the goal of understanding a particular genre 

of phenomena, I invited participants to explore those phenomena without imposing any 

anticipated outcomes. 
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 After gathering descriptions of lived experiences through the in-depth interviews, 

I began the phenomenological reduction. Transcribing interviews verbatim afforded me 

the opportunity to become intimately familiar with the capta. After a preliminary peer 

debriefing (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002), which involved reviewing two of the transcripts 

with colleagues and my adviser, I then closely read fifteen of the transcripts, taking notes 

in margins and indicating portions that might have represented underlying themes. Orbe 

(1998) describes this process as “imaginative free variation,” on which he wrote, “This 

method consists of reflecting on the aspects of the [participants’] lived experiences that 

are conscious, affective, and cognitive and systematically imagining each aspect present 

of absent within the lived experience” (p. 43). After reading four transcripts in this 

manner, I began to compile lists of potentially relevant themes at the same time. The 

reduction initially produced 8 overarching categories and 132 potential subcategories.  

 I then began the phenomenological interpretation, which went through three 

phases before the outcome presented in my analysis. Orbe (1998) wrote, “This step … 

attempts to discover the interrelatedness among the themes that link the phenomenon 

under investigation with consciousness … The goal of a phenomenological interpretation 

is to find the meanings that were not immediately apparent in the earlier steps” (p. 45). 

Through comparison and further peer debriefing with colleagues and my adviser, I was 

able to combine and collapse categories, resulting in four overarching categories with 14 

subcategories.  

Closely reading the remaining five transcripts with those categories in mind 

confirmed data saturation, as they read with a taken-for-grantedness that Lindlof and 

Taylor (2002) suggest is an indication of saturation. In other words, I read the transcripts 
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and nothing was a surprise, no new categories emerged. I then developed a codebook in 

MS Word indicating a separate highlighted color for each overarching category and a 

separate text color for each subcategory. I read each of the transcripts once more 

digitally, applying the coding scheme as I read. Throughout the transcription, close 

reading and coding, I became highly familiar with the capta. 

To verify that the themes I identified in the capta accurately reflect the 

experiences of participants, I also conducted a member check (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). 

For the member check, I prepared a four-page summary of the themes I outline in my 

analysis. I sent the document to all of the participants via email, asking them to examine 

it and contact me to provide feedback. Ten participants replied via email and affirmed the 

appropriateness of my analysis, and one participant called and affirmed it via telephone. 

The member check served as confirmation, adding to the trustworthiness of my research. 

Responses included such statements as, “Your attachment seems to capture the essence of 

our conversation,” “You cover the important aspects of what we do,” and “Very 

interesting data ... I guess it's kind of what I expected.” Although follow-up interviews 

might have provided more thorough feedback, this additional layer of capta informs my 

analysis and confirms the value of the phenomenological reduction and interpretation.  

In the next chapter, I present the results of my analysis. I begin with a sketch of 

the participants interviewed and the way their experience in West Texas situates them to 

speak on the topic of critical pedagogy. Then, I present an emerging typology comprising 

four ways that normative ideologies are expressed in classrooms: discursively, 

attitudinally, bodily and paralinguistically. I also present a second typology comprising 

four types of strategies instructors employ to resist those ideologies: discursive, content, 
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organizational and performative. I close with a discussion of some hedges that emerged 

to remind that we do not live in an idyllic world. 
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Chapter IV 

Analysis 

Anybody who’s serious about what they do in the academy is progressive in some sense. 

They’re trying to make things better. They’re trying to move beyond the status quo … As 

a profession, we’re inherently geared toward the improvement of humanity’s lot. – Ted 

 

 Ted was the fourth person I interviewed, so this was early in my research. When I 

asked Ted if he had anything he would like to add, he offered some remarks about critical 

pedagogy. He said, “I don’t really see the academy out there in the lead [on issues like 

sexuality] as much as they could be.” This prompted me to ask one last question: “How 

do you envision the role of the professoriate, or the academy, in society?” In the midst of 

his response came the quotation that begins this chapter. 

 I had to ask the follow-up. Not long prior to that interview, my own pedagogical 

views had come under fire in a public forum. It was asserted that teaching about 

feminism was a type of propagandizing. I knew the claim was wrong, but aware of the 

power that rests with authority figures in education I struggled with the claim for some 

time. Eventually, I concluded the same thing that I initially said in response: there is no 

avoiding our positionalities. Teaching is inherently a political act. Far from 

propagandizing, teaching about feminism is both appropriate for a Gender 

Communication course, and an attempt to open students’ minds suitable for any college 

classroom. That some students may ultimately disagree with the ends of feminist 

movements does not mean teaching about them is propagandizing. I could teach about 

McCarthyism without asking the government to come arrest all of the communists in the 

room. Ted’s statement affirmed my sense of self in the academy. And the goal that he 

stated, “the improvement of humanity’s lot,” was implicit in the responses of each of the 
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participants I interviewed, affirming my sense of community in the academy. Clearly, 

critical pedagogues are “serious about what they do in the academy,” and sharing 

marginalized perspectives as they do is at the core of education as the practice of freedom 

(Freire, 1968/2006; hooks, 1994). 

 To explicate how critical pedagogues are striving toward that goal in West Texas, 

I first present common features of the participants in this research and their perspectives 

on the region. Second, I outline an emerging typology of the ways that normative 

ideologies are expressed in classrooms. Third, I outline a second typology of strategies 

instructors are using to resist normative ideologies. And finally, I discuss the limits that 

participants identified as hindering their ability to resist normative ideologies. This 

chapter explicates how critical pedagogues in West Texas make sense of their 

experiences of encountering and mediating normativity in the college classroom (See 

Figure 1). In keeping with the phenomenological tradition, I draw extensively from the 

words of participants to give voice to their experiences. 

Critical Pedagogues in West Texas 

 The participants in this research, by agreeing to participate, indicated that they 

align themselves with a critical pedagogy. Evidence of their pedagogical values and 

commitments emerged in the interviews, in addition to features of the West Texas region 

that uniquely impact the execution of those pedagogies. In this section, I outline those 

values and the challenges posed in West Texas. 

Critical Pedagogy. The critical pedagogues I interviewed described a variety of 

pedagogical values and motivations for teaching. Five features stood out. First, 

participants value the relationships they build with students. Second, they aspire to 
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Figure 1: Critical pedagogues use four strategies to mediate normative ideologies 

 

develop an ethical consciousness in their students. Third, they are cautious to monitor 

power dynamics in as ethical a fashion as possible. Fourth, they strive to make the 

classroom a safe space. And fifth, they are careful not to project an adversarial or elitist 

attitude. As these features of their pedagogies would suggest, participants expressed a 

strong commitment to teaching. 

 Building relationships with students and being party to their intellectual 

development are primary motivators for the participants in my research, which resonates 

with the philosophy of education hooks (2003) outlined. Ted said that even in a semester 

when he had more than 300 students, “the challenge that I really set for myself here is to 

really try to connect with as many of those students as possible, on some level.” Making 

connections and building relationships were frequently characterized as central to the 
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process of education. Participants also had interesting ways to describe the contributions 

they make to students’ intellectual development. According to Sally: 

It’s really neat to take someone who’s already pretty well-educated, but not in 
anything they really want to use, and to get them from being a smart and educated 
person to a person who has the kind of knowledge and skills they actually want to 
have. It’s really cool to be part of that process. 
 

This feature of critical pedagogues is important. Envisioning education as a growing 

process is indicative of a rejection of the banking model of education (Freire, 1968/2006).  

 Some participants carried this reasoning further, describing students’ development 

of a critical consciousness as a motivator to continue teaching. Ryan said, “I think it 

really is about helping, or guiding students into … developing some sort of ethical 

consciousness of the other.” Ama echoed this sentiment: 

My philosophy is that, it’s not that important to make them memorize facts, but that 
teaching for me is a matter of getting people to learn how to think, and learn how to 
process information so that they can be good citizens, you know, better human 
beings, navigate the world in a better way. 
 

Her reference to helping students become “good citizens” also hearkens critical pedagogy 

literature. It speaks to the importance of education to democracy, or education as the 

practice of freedom (Freire, 1968/2006; hooks, 1994). 

 Participants were aware of the power dynamic that is inherent in a classroom 

environment given their position in charge of a course. Some spoke to broader power 

dynamics at work as well. As Kirk (2008) explained, “Attention to the classroom must 

also invite attention to the cultural composition of the space itself—the bundle of 

identities and experiences present in each class” (p. 7). Margaret’s remarks echo this 

reminder. She said: 
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We have an ethical responsibility in that classroom, and teachers have a great sense of 
power because the classroom is a very imbalanced place.  The instructor has more 
power than the students.  And so, how are we going to deal with that imbalance of 
power?  How are we going to occupy that space in as ethical a fashion as possible? 
And it’s not just the instructor–student relationship, but all of the other imbalances 
that may be interwoven into that space, so that there are questions of race, and of 
gender, and sexuality and colonial relationships that are all interwoven into the 
different identities that are at play in that classroom … And so the instructor needs to 
be aware of all of those identity issues at play in the classroom, and do the best that 
he or she can [to] negotiate those gracefully, I think. And it’s not something that 
anybody can do perfectly. 
 

Given these various dimensions of identity that generate power-laden relationships in 

classrooms, instructors must be constantly aware of the language being used and the 

ideologies that are present. 

Almost every participant talked about maintaining a safe space or atmosphere in 

the classroom. One way that participants set that tone was by inviting students to express 

their attitudes and beliefs, no matter how they feel about a given topic. As Parker stated:  

I’ll actually encourage students to tell me, ‘what is the stereotype? … Go ahead and 
say it, just say it right out loud. No one’s going to yell at you, no one’s going to judge 
you.’ So, my sense is that, if students feel like they can say that kind of stuff, then 
they’ll feel safe enough to have it challenged as well. 
 

Strategies such as this set a tone of detached objectivity that can encourage students to 

speak freely. Within that climate, instructors can establish their presence in a variety of 

ways. Some speak freely about their own perspectives, others play devil’s advocate with 

any perspective proffered, and others yet strive to remain neutral. Pearl described a 

dispute between students about whether a woman’s attire might justify sexual assault. 

“So now I’m really being Switzerland,” she said, “so I’m really trying to be a referee … I 

wanted it to come out, because I knew that it was probably in some other people in the 

room’s, that they were probably feeling the same way.” By letting students speak from 
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normative ideologies, and inviting it, students can pause to think about the ideology from 

outside of its lens, at least for a moment. 

Instructors also can take care not to project an adversarial or elitist air. When I 

asked about advice for instructors who wish to resist normative ideologies, Ted said: 

It’s really hard to engage … it without coming across as the typical, out-of-touch, 
know-it-all academic … The key is to show them that you are not in an offensive 
attack mode, or in a defensive, unreflexive crouch, but to show them that … they’re 
not in that moment personally responsible for all the evils that surround that kind of 
language use. 
 

Others did not express as much concern over the difficulty of communicating critical 

scholarship without being dismissed as an ideologue. For instance, Joy said: 

My philosophy … is if I didn’t adopt an elitist or condescending attitude, like ‘You 
guys just don’t get it,’ that I could basically kind of offer up anything under the sun, 
but then just say, ‘It’s up to you all to interpret what you do with it.’ 
 

It may depend on the particular instructor whether or not the risk of misperception is a 

significant challenge. Regardless of relative ease, participants suggested that it is 

important to be “on the students’ side,” as Mark put it. 

All of these features – building relationships, teaching ethical consciousness, 

sensitivity to power dynamics, maintaining a safe space and avoiding adversarial or elitist 

attitudes – are elements of a critical pedagogy. They can be useful wherever a person is 

teaching. There are also forces at work that generate a particular climate in West Texas. 

West Texas regional norms. On teaching in West Texas, participants had a 

variety of things to say as well. For the most part, they were reluctant to make 

generalizing statements, which resonates with a critical view towards the world. 

However, participants did report five unique things. First, Christianity was a salient 

feature of their experience in West Texas, more so than elsewhere. Second, many 
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reported that students expected special exemptions because of their faith. Third, they 

spoke to the invisibility of Whiteness in the region. Fourth, it was suggested that 

geographic isolation might contribute to the culture. And finally, they suggested that 

engaging students in dialogue is particularly challenging. 

There was a general resistance to homogenizing West Texas. Putting it one way, 

Joy said, “You can get the most imaginative and creative thinkers anyplace, but 

especially, easily West Texas.” She continued, “You can’t really come from Kansas, or 

Missouri, and totally mock West Texas, right?” Likewise, Ama said, “The truth is, we’re 

not as different from the rest of the country as we think. I mean, we’re clearly different 

from California maybe, but people that teach in Kansas and Nebraska and Louisiana and 

places like that, we’re not that different.” Ryan answered slightly differently, saying 

“students who kind of police non-normative behaviors, and attempt to sustain normativity 

in the classroom, exist everywhere.” Participants did however indicate that there were 

some features of the region that seemed unique compared to their experiences elsewhere. 

I should note that participants reported exceptions at schools with more diverse student 

populations. Much of what is “unique” about West Texas appears to be emerging from 

majority-White communities. 

Christian faith was the most salient feature of West Texas to most participants. 

Lucille said, “The connections that our students have with religion are very important to 

them.” Many described it as a normative framework with which students would approach 

others. I asked Joy if there was anything that confirmed the West Texas stereotype in her 

experience, and she said, “Overt assumptions of Christianity are probably what 

reinforced it.” Speaking to one of the more basic ways that instructors might encounter 
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that Christianity, Ryan said, “I think that students are much more likely to complain 

about content, or to say that their specific values were offended, or that what a teacher is 

doing is unethical because it doesn’t match their particular belief or religious belief 

system.” Ryan also indicated that another faculty member in his department serves as an 

advocate for those students, and undermines his own pedagogical practices. Likewise, 

Pearl said, “For instance, if we were in the group setting, responding to a reading, let’s 

say the one that was about two mommies, or two daddies, immediately, the student would 

say, ‘Well this is against my religion.’” Complaints are just one of the ways students 

express Christianity as a normative framework. 

Some participants reported that students felt entitled to be exempted from certain 

content or assignments because of their faith. Kirk (2008) pointed to similar attitudes 

emerging from conservative student populations in other parts of the nation, specifically 

in reference to queer issues. However, the preponderance of Christianity and 

conservatism is far greater in West Texas according to participants’ accounts. They also 

described resistance from students on a broader range of issues. Joleen said, “I had a 

student email me and say, ‘I won’t be going to class that day that the Planned Parenthood 

speaker is coming in, because it’s against my religious views.’” She told the student that 

would be okay, but others have taken different approaches. Ted was teaching a textbook 

chapter that juxtaposes images of women in advertisements with European oil paintings 

of nude women. He said: 

I had a student who emailed me the week that that reading was due.  He told me that 
it was against his religion to look at images like that, because he was married, and 
that he didn’t plan on reading the chapter, and that he didn’t feel that he should be 
quizzed or examined on the chapter, based on that. 
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This was the only incident of the sort he had encountered when I interviewed him, but 

Ted went on to say: 

I do think that maybe he felt more empowered in this environment to write that initial 
email than he might have in another environment that you might consider more, or I 
guess less religious, or less overtly friendly to religious activity. 
 

I, too, have seen students object to assignments on grounds of religious objection. 

Assisting an Intercultural Communication course that my adviser taught, students were 

asked to imagine they were gay or lesbian and write a coming out letter to their parents. 

The assignment did not necessitate approval of homosexuality. It simply required 

students to imagine what it would be like to be in that place. Nevertheless, one student 

requested a different assignment because she believed homosexuality is a sin. This sense 

of entitlement results from a more general presumption of Christianity. 

Margaret couched the normative presumption of Christianity in a broader 

phenomenon in West Texas. Although many say folks in West Texas are friendly she 

questioned that belief, saying that people may limit their friendliness to others like them. 

She went on to say: 

One of the things that was striking to me when we moved here was ... that it often just 
didn’t occur to people that you might be different. It doesn’t occur to them that you 
might not be that religion, whatever the dominant religion is, that you might not be 
that political party, or you might not be that sexuality. Unless it’s something visibly 
marked on your body, it doesn’t occur to them. They just assume it, that you are the 
same as everyone else that’s in that dominant group. And I think, when I’ve lived in 
other places that are much more diverse, people don’t make that assumption. 
 

Ryan made a similar statement. I asked him about the types of normative ideologies that 

emerge in his classes, and he said: 

It appears in someone using us and them kind of logic, or in a public space, nobody 
ever saying ‘us,’ but just saying ‘they,’ of course never recognizing that that ‘they’ 
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might be people in that space, but somehow kind of assuming that everyone has the 
same subjectivities as them in that particular space. 
 

Assuming a homogenous community, particularly in regards to religion, was something 

participants reported frequently. Some also posited reasons for that normative ideology. 

 Kurt suggested that our physical location in West Texas might contribute to these 

assumptions. When I asked him if he incorporates conversations about diversity and 

difference in courses that don’t feature that content, he said: 

I think it’s our obligation … I think we especially have to here. I think our students 
need it more, and not because they’re less intelligent or less, loveable for lack of a 
better word, but just because geographically, we’re isolated. Politically, we’re 
isolated. Even though we have diversity of religion and race, we are still isolated. 
And college is the first time our students are able to have a dialogue about these 
issues freely without a parent, or a pastor, or peers they grew up with dictating what 
their perspective is. 
 

Others made similar remarks, referring to the abundance of small towns in the region. 

Two participants used the same analogy. Molly said, “My students have been put in 

boxes all their lives.” Tina’s remark connects that analogy to the communities from 

which students come: 

I don’t think that these kids have been given the opportunity to think outside of the 
box very much. They’ve grown up in these small communities, and everybody’s kind 
of been thinking along the same ways, and they’re not exposed to as many areas of 
diversity. You know, for some of these people they’ve never even met anybody of 
another race. And in this day and age that’s hard to fathom, but that certainly occurs. 
 

So the geography of the region and the way populations are spread across it might 

contribute to the ethos of West Texas. Religion and the presumption of homogeneity 

were not the only differences participants described, though. 
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 Participants often called their students “polite” or “respectful,” but there might be 

an underside to that politeness and respect. It poses a challenge for instructors seeking to 

stimulate discussion about diversity and difference. Ted described it thusly: 

Wrapped within that outward appearance of respect and all that, I think, is a more 
difficult nut to crack. Because that outward respect and … those communication 
strategies are probably, most the time are authentic or are well-meant … but they also 
provide a certain amount of shielding and deflection for the students.  Because you’re 
seen as sort of on a different level within the social hierarchy or whatever, that kind 
of language and so on allows them to sort of pay lip service to you as an educator, 
you as a scholar, without sort of engaging you, or the ideas … I don’t really know yet 
what the net effect of that relationship is. 
 

Others described the students similarly. Carrie said, “I think students here because they’re 

more polite are more willing to just sit back and like, ‘Okay, like maybe I disagree with 

you, but [I’ll] listen. I just take in what you say.’” The difficulty some instructors face 

trying to facilitate conversations likely has much to do with the topics they are 

discussing. The Office of Institutional Diversity at Texas Tech calls diversity a “difficult 

dialogue.” However, that difficulty may be compounded in West Texas. 

 On the whole, participants were reluctant to exacerbate stereotypes about the 

West Texas region. Those who have taught elsewhere did note differences in their 

experiences, though. Those differences were largely in terms of the role Christianity 

plays in students’ attitudes and expectations. A few participants also made it a point to 

note that the politeness that is often ascribed to West Texans is in many ways contrived 

and homogenous. In this context, participants described the variety of ways that 

normative ideologies have emerged in their classes.  
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Expressions of Normativity 

 Reflecting Covarrubias’ (2008) accounts of racist ideologies causing students to 

feel “alienated,” “entrapped” and “dehumanized,” (p. 239), Margaret communicated the 

impact normative ideologies can have in classrooms. “Ideology can be a brutal, material 

practice, and it’s a brutal material practice that gets played out on people’s bodies,” she 

said. These are issues not to be taken lightly. Identifying the ways that normative 

ideologies emerge in classrooms is a crucial first step toward challenging them. 

Participants described expressions of normativity at work in four ways: discursive, 

attitudinal, bodily and paralinguistic (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Expressions of normative ideologies 

Expression of Normativity Examples 

Discursive Words, Phrases, Utterances… 
Attitudinal Color Blind Rhetoric, Myth of Meritocracy, Heteronormativity… 

Bodily Physical Gestures, Reactions, Absence… 
Paralinguistic Laughter, Not What’s Said but How It’s Said… 

 
 I present here an emerging typology that encapsulates the variety of ways 

normative ideologies may be present in classrooms. I argue following Johnson et al. 

(2008) that the typology presented here is a valuable pedagogical tool. They analyzed 

students’ writing assignments from Intercultural Communication courses and developed a 

typology of methods of resistance to Whiteness scholarship. Of their own work, Johnson 

et al. (2008) wrote: 

Typologies like the one provided here are themselves pedagogical. They teach us 
about how racism works and they allow educators to have an informed sense of the 
kinds of discourse that occurs in classrooms where race is advertently or inadvertently 
addressed. Secondly, when we can better predict how students will react during 
classroom conversations about race, we not only prepare ourselves for the inevitable, 
we can also potentially intervene in racist discourse (p. 115). 
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Johnson et al. (2008) point to two other typologies of Whiteness in critical 

communication pedagogy scholarship: Warren’s (2003) staged performances of 

Whiteness and Warren and Hytten’s (2004) faces of Whiteness. Cooks (2003) also 

presented a sort of typology of students’ positions in relation to Whiteness, and Warren 

and Heuman (2007) presented a typology of parodies of Whiteness in staged 

performances and in everyday interactions. Critical pedagogues often focus on the ways 

social and cultural identities intersect to situate individuals in their unique positions. An 

analysis of the ways various normative ideologies may emerge, as opposed to examining 

specific normative ideologies, is therefore an important contribution to the literature. 

Discursive Expressions. Participants described a range of offensive words and 

phrases that had been uttered in their classrooms. These include sexist, racist, classist, 

and heteronormative utterances. In some cases students were unaware that the language 

they used was offensive, which points to the invisibility of the systems of privilege and 

oppression that language undergirds.  

 The majority of this type of rhetoric functions as a type of coded commentary 

about biological sex and gender. For instance, Cathy described students using gendered 

language and rejecting her critique of it, which has been reported in previous research 

(Heuman & Mitchell, 2012). Stephanie mentioned references to a group of men and 

women as “you guys.” She also said she critiques insults like “douchebag” and “mother 

fucker,” and demeaning references to women like “bitches.” Ted had a student refer to 

women as “chicks” in one of his classes, and Fred had a student in his department who 

“would call every female in the class honey, baby or sweetie.” In the spring of 2008, Kurt 

was teaching about speech writing for politicians. He asked how students would capture 
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the voices of the presidential candidates, “and there were several students who 

immediately jumped on that question and, you know ‘Hillary Clinton’s a bitch, and so 

that’d be an easy voice to capture, you’d just use ball busting language.’” Cathy, Molly 

and Carrie all reported being called Miss rather than Doctor by students. 

 Participants also relayed stories about race and class-based rhetoric that was 

problematic. One of the White students in an extra-curricular group Ryan advises called 

another White student who was running late to their meeting. When the phone was 

answered, the student who was calling said “What’s up negro?” The same term came up 

when Joy referred to students talking about dated quotations without putting antiquated 

racial epithets in quotation marks. Margaret had a student visiting during office hours 

who called something “white” as a means of speaking positively about it. Fred recalled a 

student who continually used the term “Pollack,” not realizing it is derogatory, and 

finally Joy remembered a student using the phrase “Jewed down.” In terms of economic 

class, Molly and Mark described students who were engaged in service learning and 

referred to a school or a neighborhood as “ghetto,” or juxtaposed it with a “nice” part of 

town. And Joy voiced concern about students talking about the “lower” class. 

 There are a variety of ways, therefore, that normative ideologies are expressed 

discursively. In each case, whether students were aware that their rhetoric was offensive 

or not, failure to address the utterance sends a message that it is an acceptable way to 

speak. Instructors may not encounter such discourse on a regular basis, but interviews 

revealed that normative ideologies emerge more frequently in students’ attitudes. I 

continue by analyzing those attitudinal expressions. 
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Attitudinal Expressions. At the crux of many normative ideologies is a 

resistance to thinking about difference, and uneasiness when the topic of privilege is 

introduced. Students often feel “threatened” or “dissed,” to quote Pearl and Molly, by 

critical scholarship that implicates them in systems of privilege and oppression. “I’m 

teaching a classroom of 17 predominately White, female students who are very 

privileged, and they don’t know it, or they don’t understand why I’m even using that 

term. They think of it as a negative thing,” Pearl stated. The resistance against 

acknowledging various forms of social privilege serves to reinforce, even amplify the 

ideologies that generate that privilege. As students are discomforted by the thought of 

their privilege they search for justifications and reasons why it is not the case. This leads 

them to fall into traps like the myth of meritocracy or color blind thinking, as others have 

documented (Cooks, 2003; Foster, 2009; Warren & Heuman, 2007; Johnson et al., 2008; 

Simpson, 2008; Warren & Hytten, 2004). 

 The pervasiveness of Whiteness became evident in the interviews. I asked Kurt to 

generate an example of misunderstandings he had encountered as a result of de facto 

racial segregation that he described. He said: 

I remember, the year that Halle Berry won the Oscar. It was the first African 
American to win best actress. So, I wanted to talk about that the next class period, and 
there was, from a portion of the class, disdain for our country making a big deal of it, 
and me making a big deal of it. And, why I wouldn’t want to acknowledge that she 
was half White. In their minds, like, ‘so she’s not truly Black, so it’s not really that 
big a deal,’ wanting to minimize the race element of the story. 
 

When I followed up, asking if color blind rhetoric was a typical means for racist dialogue 

to emerge in his classes, he replied: 

Yes. Just total lack of understanding of White privilege ... I find in West Texas, even 
still today when I teach, that you have to start at the very beginning, explaining how 
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racism exists in the community, why it’s important to understand and acknowledge it, 
and what our responsibility is to it. A lot of my students don’t want to acknowledge 
that this even exists, and get angry that I want them to consider it. 
 

Others recounted similar scenarios, for instance Carrie’s student who was “wondering 

aloud if we need identity categories anyway,” or Joleen’s student complaining about a 

peer’s shirt which read “Proud to be Mexican” because he could not wear a shirt that said 

“Proud to be White.” This idea that we should act as though race does not matter can 

emerge in many ways. 

 Perhaps the most overtly offensive attitude was expressed during a conversation 

about forced sterilization in Ruth’s class, when “someone was saying, it’s like Black 

women. Black women have a lot of kids, they don’t care, they’re all on welfare, and 

really White women don’t do that.” This attitude takes a stereotype that ostracizes Black 

women based on, among other things, the myth of meritocracy. Others talked about that 

attitude as well. For instance, Molly recalled a presentation during which students said, 

“Oh, well basically everybody’s equal and we need to treat them as such.”  Parker said, 

“We don’t have classlessness in reality, and most of them know that. They just don’t 

know that they know that.” It stands to reason that some students might hold such views 

about upward mobility given the conservative political discourses in our country about 

tax policy and protecting the one percent. But those attitudes can remain even after 

evidence to the contrary is presented. Expressing frustration, Molly queried, “Why is it 

all of the sudden when you are using numbers to describe things that aren’t equitable or 

aren’t the way they should be, why is that liberal?” Calling information “liberal” allowed 

students to be dismissive of it, in her experience. 
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Sexist attitudes were also reported by some participants. Much like the descriptors 

students ascribed to Hillary Clinton in a previous example, Ruth described a group of 

students’ attitudes about women in politics. “I can think of last semester, discussing 

women as presidential candidates … and literally half the room believed …women were 

incapable of being president, because they’re emotionally unstable, what if they got 

pregnant … and those kind of factors,” she said. A female student in one of the courses I 

assisted expressed the same attitude. 

 Heteronormativity is particularly salient according to participants. In some cases 

it was coming from a minority of students in a classroom. Ryan said: 

I see lots of confessions about the inability to maintain the dominant structure, in say 
something like a gender class, in a paper. So, a student will say something like, ‘What 
if I do believe that homosexuality is wrong? I feel like all the students are going to 
attack me if I share my personal belief.’ Um, ‘Sometimes I feel like I can’t express 
myself,’ you know, insert, ‘Sometimes I feel like I can’t express my dominant 
ideology,’ here. 
 

More frequently participants framed heteronormativity as a dominant ideology in their 

classes, though. Two participants described the behavior of hetero males when the topic 

of gay identities arises. “Some of the homophobia that comes up, just in simple 

discussion, I think sometimes comes from students throwing out, maybe a personal 

stereotype or bias, to make sure that within their social group, that it’s designated, I’m not 

gay,” Ruth said. While a video was playing, Pearl identified “a few posturing moments 

between young men, when there’s something about, something being gay … It’s that 

understood moment between young men. ‘If I’m laughing at this, this means I’m not gay. 

I’m going to nudge you so you can confirm it.’”  These affirmations of heterosexuality 

undermine queer spaces by advancing the notion that it is bad to be gay. 
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 Nine participants described students raising religious objections to homosexuality, 

or bringing up religion when the topic of gay and lesbian individuals was mentioned. Joy 

said, “I’ll have students say, ‘Well of course I support gay marriage, but if you haven’t 

embraced Jesus, well you’re going to hell.’” That is a relatively benign example of what 

was typically described as very otherizing language. On the topic of same-sex marriage, 

participants described students who “opposed” it, saying “well this is against my 

religion.” Students called homosexuality “wrong” and “completely opposed to their own 

point of view.” They resisted service learning projects with organizations that served the 

gay community, and they frequently made reference to the Bible to assert that 

homosexuality is “an abomination.” I have encountered this kind of resistance while 

assisting a Gender Communication course. A take-home exam asked a question about the 

importance of studying patriarchy and heteronormativity in a Gender Communication 

course. Instead of making reference to course readings, one student’s response began by 

asserting that he cannot answer the question, because it was against his religion. In spite 

of the fact that the question was not framed to imply agreement, he filled the subsequent 

pages with Bible passages to support his claim that a traditional nuclear family is the only 

Godly way to live. 

Other examples of heteronormativity in classrooms could be characterized as 

more violent (Yep, 2003). For instance, Tina described students making normative 

assumptions about lesbian identities. She said, “I had two graduate students … who 

started talking about somebody they knew who was lesbian, who claimed she was 

Christian, and they said she can’t be Christian and be lesbian, she can’t.” Since a person’s 
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faith is often central to their self-concept, statements such as these students’ can be very 

damaging. 

Erasure of gay identities was another discourse two participants reported. Sally, 

an avowed lesbian, described one of these cases: 

I remember my students … they said they didn’t know any gay people. We were 
having some sort of discussion and they said, ‘Well, this is all fine and good, but it’s 
highly theoretical, because we don’t even know a single gay person’ … Those are the 
things that, I think people don’t see them as anti-gay or homophobic. But simply 
saying you don’t know a single, statistically that is impossible. Right, I mean, gay 
people have been documented to live in 97% of US counties, and what that means is 
that three percent just aren’t collecting good data, right? Everybody knows a gay 
person. And so, kind of that erasure or silencing is one of the more, not overtly 
homophobic, but one of the more damaging things that I’ve ever encountered is just 
saying … ‘No gay people are here.’ 
 

Parker reported a similar scenario, “I had a student say, ‘Well there really are no gay 

people in ranching communities.’” It is likely a less powerful iteration of 

heteronormativity than an entire class’ agreement, but even one student’s erasure of gay 

identities in a given space warrants attention.  

Another issue that likely does not come up as often, but which is increasingly on 

the radar is trans folks. Carrie described the problems she faced starting a conversation 

about trans identities: 

When I was trying to have a serious conversation about constructions of gender and 
trans bodies, that is when the students got the most anecdotal, instead of wanting to 
think critically about terms ... This one student, who was going on and on about how 
he had recently been at a gas station, and there was a drag queen there who was 
looking him up and down, making him feel uncomfortable, and that is why he is 
uncomfortable with any sort of gender deviant body, because ‘they’ always want to 
check him out … The students then just wanted to give other anecdotes, like this 
other time, I was here, and this happened to me, and this drag queen was also looking 
at me. 
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That participant went on the explain that trans issues were more difficult to discuss than 

gay and lesbian issues. Stephanie affirmed that claim:  

I’ve been kind of surprised at how tolerant and open the students have been in 
discussing those issues. On the other hand, they will also ask questions, not so much 
about, say being gay or being lesbian, but say more about transgenderism … They’re 
kind of used to being around gay men and lesbians, but then you get to transgender 
identity, and maybe they’re not quite ready for that. 
 

Other participants indicated that it is getting easier to talk about sexuality in classes. Ted 

said it is “a much more salient point” for students than race or gender. In spite of this, the 

above examples illustrate the deep roots of heteronormativity in mainstream society. 

 Normative ideologies expressed in students’ attitudes can be found routinely. I 

sometimes catch myself operating from within a normative framework through attitudes I 

express. As with discursive expressions, attitudinal expressions must be addressed to 

resist their influence. Normative ideologies might also emerge through students’ bodily 

expressions. 

Bodily Expressions. Much can be communicated without saying a word. 

Participants provided examples of students expressing normative ideologies in this 

fashion, bodily. Normative ideologies were expressed bodily through physical gestures, 

bodily reactions to counter-normative expressions and by students’ physical presence or 

absence. 

 The most explicit bodily expression of normativity consists of performative 

gestures that play on stereotypes. I recall an instance when a student in the Intercultural 

Communication course I assisted made a limp-wristed motion to signify gay men.  Fred 

described a similar scenario, “One student did mimic a stereotypically gay behavior, you 

know, like the whole talking with a lisp and raising his arms and stuff. And then, the class 
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chuckled and I stopped and I said, why’s that funny?” The vocal element in this example 

is not a bodily expression, but the gestures are. Michael’s performance that I described in 

the introduction chapter is another example of a bodily expression of normativity. 

 In addition to gestures, normative ideologies can emerge in students’ bodily 

reactions. For instance, Sally told me about coming out to her classes. She said, “You see 

the bodily reactions, especially of kids who were maybe raised in a certain faith tradition, 

and taught that homosexuality was wrong. No kid has ever said, I think that’s wrong, but 

some have shifted backwards in their seats.” Joy noted something similar. She was 

deconstructing masculinity by pointing toward masculine men who visited male 

prostitutes in the past because women were viewed as “delicate.” In this context, when 

she said that “a real man is going to have sex with another man … somebody let out a 

sigh.” These bodily reactions, as well as performative gestures, are indicative of 

normative ideologies at work, just as certain discourses are. 

 Sally described another way that normative ideologies can be expressed bodily. 

She took her students to a conference presentation on their campus, not knowing that the 

presentation would be in Spanish. When it began, one of the students got up and left. This 

could have been perceived as rude, but more importantly it suggests a refusal to attempt 

communication across cultural differences. According to Sally, who said she speaks 

Spanish “semi-fluently,” “The speaker was really good, had a PowerPoint presentation 

and articulated their points.” In light of this, even without any knowledge of Spanish, 

audience members could minimally take notes and translate them later. In a similar case, 

Lucille told me about students who left an event on her campus because they did not want 

to watch performances “about being gay.” And sometimes the fact of being absent 
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expresses a normative ideology, as in the case when Joleen’s student refused to attend the 

guest lecture from a Planned Parenthood representative. 

 Fewer examples of bodily expressions of normativity came out of this research 

than the other types of expressions. This may be due, in part, to the fact that I was not 

asking participants for specific examples. Still, they constitute a unique category of 

expressions of normativity. Along with body language at times, and at times on their 

own, normative ideologies might emerge through paralanguage. 

Paralinguistic Expressions. When I asked for examples of normative discourses 

in her classes, Lucille said, “It’s not so much terms they use, but the paralanguage that 

goes with it … It’s the way it’s delivered.” No others used the same language, but many 

accounts expressed its essence. Participants described students’ statements that were not 

were not on face expressing normative ideologies. It was the ways participants described 

these statements being made that connoted normativity. They also described 

paralinguistic expressions of normativity in laughter. 

Paralanguage can be a very powerful influence in classrooms. This includes the 

ways instructors talk about topics, which is itself informed by students’ paralanguage. As 

Ted noted:  

Most of the time, there’s not like an individual involved or any kind of incident that 
actually happens.  It’s the feeling in the room when a topic is introduced. Or the way 
people laugh at a joke, without necessarily taking note of the fact that they’re 
laughing at that joke. So, a lot of it is more intangible. 
 

Without saying so as explicitly, many participants alluded to a presence of normative 

ideologies just in the feeling they picked up in a scene, and laughter was one of the 

referents to which they pointed. 
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 Several participants referred to laughter as a frequent medium for the expression 

of normative ideologies. Sally mentioned students joking about a Rwandan proverb that 

reads “a woman doesn’t know she’s a woman until she’s been hit,” or about women’s 

sexual desires in general, for instance in the common quip “that’s what she said.” 

Reductive attitudes toward gendered violence and women’s sexuality are evidenced in 

these jokes and subsequent laughter at what are not laughing matters. 

 In my experience, laughter was a conduit for normative expressions in the same 

Intercultural course. When the class watched Mun Wah Lee’s documentary Color of 

Fear, there were key moments when the students’ laughter was a function of normative 

ideologies. At the time the film was made, recording technology and fashion trends were 

far flung from what they are today. The former fact places those students who are 

antagonistic and hesitate to acknowledge racism in a mind frame that dismisses the 

racism the film exhibits as a thing of the past. So in this context, students laugh at the 

clothing of the men in the focus group featured in the film. In another moment, one of the 

men takes another’s hand to provide support during an intensely emotional exchange. 

Students laugh at this, associating it with a signification of homosexuality and further 

permitting them to discount the men’s claims. That laughter is otherizing the men in the 

film and reinforcing previously held stereotypes. It opens a space that puts normative 

ideologies at the center and marginalizes  

 In many cases, normative ideologies emerged in paralanguage when students 

challenged course content. Molly explained that the content she teaches, “in some ways, 

it questions the status quo so much that, I will frustrate them.” I asked if students had 

ever challenged the content, and she replied, “Oh sure. And students do it informally 
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routinely. Like, ‘Why do we have to do diversity?’ and ‘Why is everything about 

Hispanics?’”  Mark related a similar experience. Describing his conversations with future 

educators about the importance of understanding positionality, he said, “I … ask 

questions like, when did you first find out you were straight? What I like best about my 

gender. What I like best about being White, Black, Brown, whatever. They’re just like, 

‘Why are we talking about this?’” Likewise, Sally described a student in her rhetoric class 

who left midterm feedback saying, “I don’t understand why we’re studying Blacks in this 

course. This course is about rhetoric. Why do we keep studying Blacks? What do they 

have to do with rhetoric?” While it is possible to construe such questions about course 

content as genuine, it is clear from their tone that they are more commentary than 

questions. That commentary is grounded in the assumption that we should not think 

outside of the norm. 

 In two other cases, participants described the same type of situation located 

outside of the classroom. Fred said, “I’ve seen on pickaprof.com and similar websites, 

where, ‘If you take him, you will always hear Chicano studies, no matter what class I 

took with him.’” He continued to explain why he routinely incorporates Chicano studies 

in his courses, implying that the reviews he encountered were not positive. Likewise, 

paralanguage indicated a normative ideology at the event where Lucille saw students 

leaving. She was directing overflow traffic into a viewing room after the auditorium was 

filled. One of the first performances was related to homosexuality, and “two students who 

had come into the overflow seating came out into the hallway and they said, ‘Well, are all 

the things going to be about being gay?’ And I said ‘Well no, this was just one 



                                                Texas Tech University, Stephen Lee Mitchell, August 2012 
 

 64    

performance.’ But they got up and left.” Before their departure, their question had already 

suggested the normative ideology from which they were thinking. 

 The interviews offered a clear picture of the variety of ways normativity emerges 

in college classrooms. Being aware of those expressions of normativity is useful, but 

instructors who align themselves with a critical pedagogy are interested in undoing the 

normative ideologies that give rise to those expressions. With that in mind, I continue by 

looking at the ways participants described that undoing. 

Strategies for Resisting Normative Ideologies 

What originally led me to this research were the discursive strategies that 

instructors can employ when a salient expression of normative ideology takes place. One 

thing that several participants were sure to make clear is that they feel obliged to resist 

the more violent, overt expressions of normative ideologies. According to Margaret: 

When something does come up we have to say something, because if we let it go 
we’re saying it’s okay.  And if we let something go, that’s hurting someone in the 
classroom, whether it’s us or it’s someone else … We’re sending a message to that 
person: ‘It’s okay for you to be hurt.’ And that’s not okay. 
 

I felt similarly compelled to do something in these cases, and that was what I wanted to 

learn more about. I learned, however, that there is much more critical pedagogues can do 

to resist normative ideologies. Participants described a range of strategies for resisting 

normativity that address it in moments when it is highly pronounced, like the times to 

which Margaret refers, as well as in the everyday proceedings of a course. Specifically, 

interviews revealed four types of strategy: discursive, content, organizational, and 

performative (see Table 2). 
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Table 2: Strategies for Resisting Normative Ideologies 

Strategy Examples 

Discursive Countering, Questioning, Humor, Reframing, Inviting Class to Discuss… 
Content Service Learning, Critical Readings and Films, Activities, Examples… 
Organizational Disclaimers, Ease into More Difficult Subjects, Sit in a  Circle… 
Performative Reflexivity, Modeling Good Behavior, Self-disclosure, Ambiguous Identity… 
 

Discursive Strategies. Often times, normativity needs to be addressed, and there 

is a range of ways that can be accomplished. Participants described a variety of 

approaches, and they can best be understood by the ends they are serving. Responses may 

serve to directly counter the ideology, provoke thought, or ease tension. 

 Countering responses. Countering responses were the least frequently reported 

by participants, but they are nevertheless an important strategy to keep at hand. A 

countering response essentially tells the student s/he is wrong. Usually they were 

reserved for the most egregiously offensive rhetoric. For instance, when Ryan’s student 

greeted his friend on the phone by calling him “negro,” his response, which began 

interrogatively, eventually included a request to simply not use that language. He said: 

I just said, ‘Why? Why are you doing that?’ … And this is a group I have a close 
relationship with. So, it suddenly turned into this thing where it was immediately an 
issue of, ‘Well, where I grew up I was actually the minority, in Dallas, and it doesn’t 
mean anything,’ and all of the other kind of essentialist comments that appear in 
Whiteness studies or whatever. And there was a moment where I was like, ‘Can you 
not do that? Can you not do that in this particular space? I’m really asking you not to 
do that.’ 
 

Implicit in Ryan’s reaction is the message that the language his student used was not 

appropriate, and an instruction to discontinue using it. 

 Likewise, as she talked about her student who failed to recognize the difference 

between taking pride in nationality and taking pride in racial identity, Joleen said: 

I said, ‘Well first of all, what is White? Let’s back it up. You can say proud to be 
Irish, you can say proud to be Russian, you can be proud to be wherever you’re 
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from.’ So I think that that sort of illuminated the fact that there is no sort of, a White 
country where a White person comes from. So, I kind of had to reframe that and say 
wait a minute, she’s embracing her culture. You can do the same. 
 

Again, the student is being confronted here. There was a simple way to redirect his 

thinking, which was grounded in Whiteness, to realize its error. 

 Sometimes countering responses were used in less egregious cases. When Molly’s 

student was speaking from the ideology of meritocracy, she said “Well, everybody’s not 

exactly equal, and maybe we don’t need to treat everybody the same. Maybe we need to 

figure out how they want to be treated.” The attitude her student expressed in this case is 

more often found in mainstream rhetoric. Likewise, my adviser countered the student’s 

assertion in her Gender Communication course who claimed that writing about patriarchy 

and heteronormativity was impossible within the frame of his religious beliefs. She wrote 

a lengthy response on his test, suggesting that the values of his faith may have more 

common connections to standing up for equality than he might think, and she went over 

her response with the student during an office meeting. 

 Instructors may also demonstrate the flaws in normative ideologies by asking for 

feedback from the class about their experiences. When she was telling me about her 

student who asserted that there are no gay men in ranching communities, Parker said: 

My typical response when students say something like that is to ask other people in 
the class, ‘All of you who grew up in small towns, any of you know anyone who was 
gay when you were growing up, and that they just kept it quiet?’ And inevitably a 
half a dozen students will raise their hand.  
 

This strategy, welcoming the student’s peers to discount the normative claim that is being 

made, was something to which several participants referred. 



                                                Texas Tech University, Stephen Lee Mitchell, August 2012 
 

 67    

 Sometimes, students voluntarily stepped up to object to normative claims. This 

was the case in Carrie’s class when a student was questioning the utility of talking about 

identity categories. Carrie described how the scenario played out: 

I was about to jump in and be like, ‘Let’s examine why you haven’t examined those 
categories before.’  But one of the other students stepped up, and she’s a Mexican 
American woman, and essentially made that same point, and she’s like, ‘It’s a 
privilege to not have to examine your identity categories, whenever you are in 
public.’ And so as she was talking, I was like, ‘Good. Good, good, good I’m glad that 
this is happening.’ 
 

Several participants indicated that when students take it upon themselves to challenge 

expressions of normativity, it can be more effective than when it comes from the 

professor. In fact, to carry on with Ryan’s story, that is precisely what happened next. He 

explained: 

[The student who called his friend “negro”] was like, ‘I didn’t realize I offended 
anybody. Did I offend anybody? Did I offend anybody?’ And then, in that moment, 
the only African American student says, ‘Look, you offended me. And here’s the 
issue: I don’t have to tell you every time you offend me. I don’t have to tell you what 
you can and can’t say. But you just need to basically recognize who the people are 
around you before you speak.’ 
 

So students can be very helpful in countering expressions of normativity, in particular in 

the above examples where the students were themselves members of a co-cultural group 

marginalized by the ideologies from which those discourses emerged. Students might 

equally contribute to other discursive strategies. 

 Thought-provoking responses. In most cases, rather than telling students why 

they object to language, participants tried to help students arrive at that understanding on 

their own, or in some cases students themselves generated thought-provoking responses 

to normative ideologies. For instance, Ted described one of his courses when they were 

discussing representations of gender in media. The conversation was about “a 
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provocative statement in the [John] Berger chapter. He makes the claim that men act and 

women appear.” Some of the women were dismissive, saying “‘I do more than just 

obsess about the way I look. I have a will,’ and everything you might expect them to 

say.” At this point, Ted explained: 

Somebody in the back raised her hand and said, ‘I don’t know. I was just at my 
niece’s birthday party’ or something, she’d turned 4, ‘and, everybody there was 
complimenting her on how beautiful she looks, and it just occurs to me that if she was 
a boy, everyone would be complimenting her on all the things that she was doing, like 
running or jumping or you know, those sorts of things. So, I guess that means that we 
do sort of value men for their actions and women based on their appearance.’ And so 
I was like, ‘Alright!’ 
 

Moments like these can be very meaningful. Reflecting on it, Ted said, “That was a great 

moment teaching, because it just, just popped up like a flower out of the garden out 

there.” In addition to enlightening statements, instructors might simply question students’ 

normative expressions. 

 In one example, Mark described a case where he interrogated a normative 

expression, filling in answers to his own questions as he explained: 

It’s funny, we were having a discussion in one of my classes … and someone said, 
‘Well my school is in a nice neighborhood,’ and … I thought, ‘I thought I taught you 
better.’ And … it’s like, ‘What?’ So when people are using these normative words 
like, ‘Oh that’s a nice part of town,’ well then what’s a bad part of town? Where the 
workers are? Where the poor people are? ‘Well that’s not safe.’ It’s like, ‘Well then 
you better go tell them it’s not safe, because they’re living there!’ 
 

An exchange such as this communicates to students the importance of using precise 

language and implications language can have. Mark made this point a few times during 

our interview. In another example, he said: 

Just having White skin, no matter if you are Paulo Freire and you had White skin in 
those LA riots, and you were in the wrong place, it wouldn’t matter who you were, 
because sometimes things happen. And they’re like, ‘Well that’s bad, people are bad,’ 
and it’s like, ‘Let’s start using more complicated language and adjectives.’ 
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By pointing to the imprecision of students’ language, instructors can force students to 

consider what they are saying, and perhaps the ideologies from which it emerges. 

 So interrogating expressions of normativity is a strategy instructors are using 

frequently. Lucille articulated the power of questioning well. She said: 

I talk about the fact that there are no right or wrong answers, but we have to justify 
what we believe. And in that justification, we have to call upon something other than 
just myth, or personal opinion. And so, in justifying their answers … they have to 
critically reason why they feel that way about something. And once they have to 
support their opinion, it causes them to examine where they stand, their own 
standpoint. 
 

Lucille went on to explain that often they will not change their point of view on a given 

issue, but that there’s something to be said for thinking through perspectives.  

Questioning can also lead to the type of student interaction that many participants 

found highly effective. According to Kurt, when a student expresses normativity: 

I would just always start asking ‘Why? Give me examples of why you feel that way.’ 
And really, instead of me being the one that would challenge the student’s belief 
system, I would always facilitate a conversation between students, where they were 
really talking directly to each other. And that peer to peer communication was really 
much more effective, in my perspective … than if I would’ve stood up and said, 
‘That’s misogynistic, that’s discriminatory to say that language in my classroom.’ 
 

Provoking thought in these ways helps students work against normative ideologies, but 

often this type of thought is difficult. The warnings of Johnson, et al. (2008) about 

racism’s emergence in intercultural communication courses can be extended to include 

other normative ideologies that serve to privilege certain groups and marginalize others.  

 Given the difficulty students and instructors face in discussions about normative 

ideologies, participants described a third discursive strategy. They relayed concern about 
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tensions that emerge. Tension-relieving responses defuse negative reactions to counter-

normative pedagogies. 

 Tension-relieving responses. There is often a concern that students will leave a 

class on a given day, or at the end of a semester, with an overall negative impression. 

Participants eschewed this outcome through the execution of their pedagogies often 

times, but in some cases something must be said to ease nerves. In those cases, 

participants used tension-relieving responses to expressions of normativity. Specifically, 

participants used humor and reframed students’ comments in order to relieve tension. 

 Humor is a tension-relieving response that can be useful when an antagonistic 

student who is unlikely to be reached is making offensive remarks. According to Cicelia, 

“Humor usually kind of dispels, you know when people are feeling a little, I don’t know, 

a little turned off by what somebody else might be saying.” In one of Stephanie’s classes, 

a student was expressing patriarchal attitudes about women’s roles being limited to child-

rearing and domesticity. I asked how Stephanie addressed it, and she said:  

I don’t quite remember, but probably something like, ‘Well I don’t enjoy cooking, 
and I don’t have any kids, so why would I stay at home? And here I am the professor, 
teaching this class, and I kind of enjoy this career, so why would I stay at home?’ 
kind of joking about it to alleviate the tension a little bit. 
 

Here, joking serves the dual purpose of pointing out the absurdity of the normative 

ideology from which the student’s remarks emerged and letting the rest of the class know 

that such rhetoric is inappropriate. 

 Instructors may also reframe students’ remarks to relieve the tension they might 

create. Again Cicelia explained, “If someone is saying something that’s not really, 
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appropriate, maybe, I might kind of turn that into something that could be appropriate.” 

Ted expanded on this recommendation: 

The key is to show them that you are not in an offensive attack mode, or in a 
defensive, unreflexive crouch … but to truly let them know that they’re not bad 
people for … using a discursive bit of language, or for framing things in a certain 
way. They’re not in that moment personally responsible for all the evils that surround 
that kind of language use. 
 

That is no simple task. In fact, Ted later said: 

When we talk about Whiteness for example, how do you talk about that, about white 
privilege and so on, without the majority of the students reacting in a sort of 
emotional way?  How do you negotiate that?  I think it’s by separating language from 
the user of the language, and understanding that language operates upon us as much 
as we operate upon in, if not more. 
 

So when students take a defensive stance during discussions of normative ideologies, it 

can create a tense situation. That tension can be relieved by emphasizing the systemic 

nature of the ideology being critiqued and thereby highlighting that the onus does not lie 

solely with any one individual. Only if that tension is relieved will the situation develop 

into a teaching moment. 

Critical pedagogues can also strategize significantly during course preparation. A 

course can be designed to develop an environment conducive to counter-normative ideas 

and conversations. Part of that effort goes into the content instructors choose to include in 

their courses. 

Content Strategies. One nuance that interested me early in my research is the 

difference between courses that include critical scholarship as a matter of curriculum and 

those that do not. As one participant stated, “My case always seems to be different I 

think, because I have that multicultural class.” This was my suspicion, having myself felt 

burdened by the sterility of topics like Public Speaking and Business & Professional 
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Communication. Kirk (2008) similarly reported himself feeling constrained by “the 

limited nature of the basic course—in my situation, the speech communication basic 

course” (p. 15). 

Interestingly, many participants defied my suspicion. By their interpretation, Kirk 

(2008) misses the point, in two ways. First of all, he could have brought critical content 

to the speech communication basic course. When I asked if she teaches courses that do 

not cover diversity, Molly replied, “I do, but I always tend to come to it. Can’t help it, I 

don’t know why.” Secondly, instructors can make a classroom critical by their mere 

presence. Ryan made a strong case for bringing critical content into less critical courses 

while also speaking to resisting diversity being inherent to an instructor’s presence. He 

said, “Every single class I teach is critical … It really does come out of experience, and 

how I think. And I think students can best learn from what I actually know, what I’m 

actually good at.” So critical pedagogues are infusing critical content, no matter what 

course they are teaching. Participants described a number of ways they do so, including 

through service learning components, critical readings and films, activities, and the 

examples they bring to class. 

Service learning can be a highly effective means for challenging normative 

ideologies. Three participants described service learning projects with underserved 

populations that had a strong impact on students’ learning. Molly stated, “I’m finding that 

by having them do service learning that they’re living critical theory, rather than I’m 

telling them.” Kurt described a service learning project working with African American, 

Asian American and Latina/o youth populations. He said:  
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One of the conversations that we initially had after their first meeting was really about 
language, and [students] didn’t know what to call them. Are they Hispanic 
Americans, are they Mexican Americans, or I mean, some good questions. But it 
really facilitated a conversation about language. 
 

Service learning holds great potential for students to gain better understanding of 

disparate social and economic conditions. This potential must be taken carefully though. 

As Endres and Gould (2009) pointed out, in their experience service learning ultimately 

reified White privilege. Mark, talking about training future teachers, made remarks which 

although not explicitly, may have hinted at this reality. “Our students came back and said, 

‘We have students who have parents in prison.’” That students were focused on that one 

aspect of their experience could suggest a White savior mentality. So, one must weigh the 

potential risks and rewards. Mark said of students who speak from normative ideologies, 

“You’re saying that not from a position of ignorance, but from a position of your lived 

experiences up until that point.” This is an important point. That some have identified a 

perpetuation of Whiteness in service learning courses does not mean the strategy should 

be dismissed wholesale. As Simpson (2008) noted, “‘radical encounters with otherness’ 

… hold greater transformative potential than those that focus primarily or exclusively on 

‘finding common ground’” (p. 140). 

 Aside from service learning, participants emphasized that they strive to 

incorporate content that will engage the students and make it meaningful to them. As 

Ama said, “The more we engage students, the more excited they get.  And I think the 

more concrete that we can make the connections between what we’re talking about in the 

curriculum and students’ lives, the more excited they become about learning.” So in 
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addition to major components of courses, individual content selections can meaningfully 

challenge normative ideologies. 

 Pearl, describing the difficulty she faced getting students to discuss controversial 

topics, said, “When I hit that Dream Worlds video, that’s immediately when someone 

said, ‘I have an opinion, and I am going to state it.’” The visual element documentaries 

offer brings concepts to life in a way that uniquely engages students. Documentaries are 

also helpful because they can present compelling narratives in a brief timeframe. When 

Lucille shows Paul Saltzman’s Prom Night in Mississippi, it really connects with 

students. She said: 

Every student in my class had a connection with prom, with senior prom. It’s a rite of 
passage in the United States. And, because that was the context in which the story 
was told, each one of them can identify with the students, whether those students are 
Black or White. And, their ending opinions after that assignment had to do with 
seeing racism as, in a different light. 
 

Participants referred to several other films and documentaries that have successfully 

launched conversations that critique normative ideologies. 

 References to current events and pop culture can also help students relate to 

content. Fred said that he brings examples to class from popular news sources like the 

New York Times, as well as infotainment like The Daily Show with Jon Stewart. He also 

posts links on Blackboard. Ruth started a private group on facebook for her class, noting 

that as opposed to outlets provided by the school, it is “not quite the same environment.” 

In that way, students too can post links to course-related content that intersects with their 

own interests. 
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 Engaging students with course content can be more traditional as well. Readings 

that challenge students can facilitate growth in ways more accommodating approaches 

cannot. On incorporating primary sources and critical theory, Ted said: 

I see it as an opportunity to just give them a little taste of it, and probably half of them 
will read it with some seriousness, and then when they come to class and realize that 
they actually did sort of get it, then maybe that makes it a little less scary for them 
next time … So I kind of, I want to bring students up rather than teach down to them. 
So I just assume that given the opportunity to read the material and some opportunity 
to digest it and talk about it, they can. 
 

The idea of bringing students up rather than teaching down is one that other participants 

echoed. For instance, Stephanie said:  

I think one of the problems with the contemporary college classroom is that classes 
can be too easy, that they are just exercises in rote memorization, or trying to get a 
skill that’s useful, but, doesn’t really force them to think in new, different ways. 
 

Content that necessitates critical thinking, dense readings in some cases, is therefore 

another structural strategy critical pedagogues are using. 

 More specifically, readings and lectures that present histories of marginalized 

cultures can be a powerful learning tool. In order to have productive conversations about 

normative ideologies, awareness of the ways they are historically situated is essential. 

Martin and Davis (2001) outline the history from which Whiteness studies emerges as a 

reason for incorporating Whiteness studies in Intercultural Communication courses. 

Simpson (2008) described the importance of historically situating conversations about 

race, rather than treating the topic acontextually. Much of the literature on normative 

ideologies does just that (Bell, 2004; Wander, Martin & Nakayama, 1998). Naturally, the 

historians I interviewed reported situating ideologies like Whiteness and 

heteronormativity historically. Other participants who work in Art, Communication, 
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Education, Literature and Women’s Studies also identified teaching histories as a method 

for resisting normative ideologies. 

 Finally, participants described a variety of activities they use to engage students 

with content and get them thinking critically and speaking freely. Some used writing 

exercises, for instance asking students to write about their prejudices or stereotypes. Kurt 

does something similar when he teaches Muted Group Theory. He said, “I divide them 

into boys and girls and they have to write down every word that our society uses to talk 

about the opposite gender, and their sexuality and their body parts.” Fred cited group 

work as an effective technique for facilitating discussions.  

 Participants selected content with intention that extended beyond a course’s 

standard curriculum, or else they taught courses for which the curriculum inherently 

challenged normative ideologies. Interviews indicated that incorporating such content is 

an effective means for resisting normativity. Instructors can also organize their courses in 

such a manner as to more effectively challenge normativity. 

Organizational Strategies. Participants described a number of organizational 

strategies for resisting normative ideologies. This includes the organization of content as 

well as the organization of the classroom space itself. Specifically, participants used 

disclaimers to indicate early on and throughout their courses that they would be 

discussing controversial topics, they arranged the presentation of content with 

intentionality, and they set up the classroom space to invite conversation. 

 Many participants said that they begin the semester with disclaimers as a way to 

avoid the tension that often accompanies interrogations of normative ideologies. “Day 

one, I have a little speech I give … So they know right off the bat that this is the kind of 
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class it’s going to be,” Parker said. Others said they offer disclaimers at the beginning of 

courses and again when particularly sensitive topics are approaching. Ruth said: 

I try to repeat it during the semester, it says it in my syllabus, we talk about it, and I 
say that … we are going to have controversial subjects that come up, but they’re 
human subjects, and they’re relevant to all of us, living in this society. 
 

As an organizational strategy, disclaimers can be a particularly effective way to create a 

space where students feel comfortable talking about normative ideologies. Ted said:  

I think if you can start a semester with some of that prepping, and sort of create a safe 
space, let them know that part of what we’re talking about here is language, so we’re 
going to look at how we use language in this class. Then that kind of puts it on the 
table, as an object of analysis, so that when it comes up and you say, ‘Ah, see what 
you did there,’ they’re prepped for that. It’s not just seen as, oh well you’re attacking 
me because I’m a republican and you’re not, or you’re attacking me because I’m in a 
frat or whatever, whatever reason they come up with in that moment for why you’re 
attacking them. 
 

Disclaimers then are a productive way to defuse conflict that emerges from conversations 

about normative ideologies before it begins. 

 Margaret suggested arranging course content in such manner as to ease the class 

into more commonly controversial topics, affording students an opportunity to become 

comfortable with one another before discussing more difficult issues. She said: 

When I teach feminist thought and theory, we’re dealing with a lot of materials … 
that are challenging for the students … I structure the syllabus in a certain order, 
because by the end of the semester, they’re much more comfortable with each other, 
and they’re much more comfortable with me. 
 

Others alluded to similar reasoning. For instance, when I asked about the resistance she 

faces to teaching about queer issues, Ruth replied, “I guess I’m trying to be more subtle, 

in some ways, to integrate some of this discussion before the actual discussion occurs.” 

She also talked about a “syllabus flow” in her class, referring to the order in which 
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content is presented. So easing students into content may be a way to facilitate a counter-

normative classroom. 

 Some participants also organize the classroom space in particular ways to make 

possible conversations about normative ideologies. Margaret said, “I structure the class, 

we’re sitting in a circle.” Joleen followed the same logic. “If I sit at the chairs, in the 

middle of the room with the students, then the classroom comes alive,” she said.  Of 

course, not every class is small enough for such intimate seating. Even so, other strategies 

are available. For instance, Lucille said: 

Another thing that some faculty members have done is that they regularly change the 
places where students sit. We’re very territorial creatures, and usually the seat that 
you take the very first day of class is the one you return to. And so there are a variety 
of ways that students don’t realize that you are manipulating their participation. 
Because you’re using that particular example to show nonverbal communication and 
the fact that we’re territorial, but what you also are doing is changing the way the 
classroom participation is going to work, because people that were in the front now 
may be in the back, they may be on the side. 
 

So organizing the classroom space in meaningful ways can also be a strategy for resisting 

normativity. It can invite conversation in a way that allows students to put their beliefs on 

the table and undermines an adversarial climate. 

 Instructors can organize their courses in specific ways to facilitate resistance to 

normative ideologies. They can do more to that end simply by presenting themselves in 

specific way. These performative strategies are at the center of a critical pedagogy. 

Performative Strategies. By behaving in ways particular to individuals who 

view the world through a critical lens, instructors can challenge normative ideologies. 

Specifically, participants described attitudes and actions that indicate reflexivity. They 

gave examples of self-disclosures that help students understand what it is like to view the 
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world through a critical lens. They strived to set an example for students through their 

own behavior in general. And in some cases, they maintained an ambiguous identity to 

challenge normativity. 

Reflexivity is a crucial component of the critical pedagogue’s performance. Many 

participants demonstrated reflexivity in interviews by acknowledging that their 

positionality impacts the ways students perceive them. For instance, after my interview 

with Joy she asked me to turn the recorder on again to add that acknowledgment. She 

said:  

I realize that when I’m teaching … I come off as, sort of overtly heteronormative. 
You know, I’ll make references to my kids, or I’ll mock my husband, or things like 
that … [And] it’s easy in a huge classroom for me to give a very powerful lecture on, 
radical Black militant thought and talk about these issues, because they probably see 
me as somehow objective … Whereas … I do find myself, unconsciously or not, 
more willing to take on a history of masculinity than look at, like, a history of 
feminism, because I think I can more powerfully get at the same issues without them 
seemingly thinking, ‘Well she’s a woman, I bet that question on gender is going to be 
on the exam.’ 
 

Whether or not it is best to overtly perform a given identity is debatable. Cooks (2003), 

discussing what she calls a pedagogy of positionality, addresses this by pointing to an 

argument from Butler “for assuming agency through performing within social categories: 

to point to their limits and to uncover their boundaries” (p. 256). Making it clear that she 

is heterosexual yet behaving in ways not stereotypically associated with hetero women 

may be a way for Joy to resist normativity. In addition to finding evidence of reflexivity 

in interviews, participants described certain behaviors in classes that indicated they are 

behaving in ways for their students to observe and model. 

 Strategically self-disclosing one’s own limitations is one of the behaviors 

instructors can employ to demonstrate to students what it means to see the world through 



                                                Texas Tech University, Stephen Lee Mitchell, August 2012 
 

 80    

a critical lens, and to show them that they can do it, too. Fred shared a very powerful 

example: 

One story that depending on the class I will tell, it’s a very painful story for me, is … 
I was driving on a big street in Denver, and I decided there was just too much traffic, 
so without even thinking about it, I just turned onto a smaller street.  And as soon as I 
turned … I was stuck in traffic, in a school zone, in front of a predominantly Black 
high school. And I remember I saw three tall, athletic looking men come out, in 
jackets with different universities on them, and I remember I just instinctively locked 
the door on the car.  And so, I use stories like that. I say look, I’m not proud of that, 
but that taught me, you know what, you constantly have to battle racism. 
 

Walking through a reflexive thought process in that way can be a highly effective way to 

open a class to dialogue and make an important point about living a critical life. 

 Participants also described modeling behavior in ways that are not inherently 

reflexive, but do show a critical scholar’s mind at work. For instance, when Sally took 

her class to the conference presentation in Spanish, many of her students were visibly 

annoyed. She said of the situation: 

My number one teaching strategy, especially in situations like that, or in the kind of 
tough conversations that you’re studying, is to model good behavior. So what I did 
was take copious notes. I do speak Spanish. Not fluently, I would say semi-fluently. 
But the speaker was really good, had a PowerPoint presentation and articulated their 
points … And I would kind of look around, and I was just modeling, like ‘You should 
be taking notes, you should be nodding your head, you should not be sleeping.’ And I 
kind of do the same thing in these tough conversations that you’re talking about.  
 

Embodying open-mindedness and intellectual curiosity, as well as a basic level of 

respect, in this case sets a standard for students, even if not explicitly.  

 Another way to perform the critical scholar is to intentionally maintain an 

ambiguous identity along some cultural dimension. Kirk (2008) makes a case for 

concealing any indicator of sexual identity in classes, and I have witnessed students 
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puzzle over my adviser’s own ambiguous performance of sexual identity. Though 

impossible for many, Molly maintains an ambiguous ethnic identity. She said: 

I think I confuse my students, if you want to put it that way, about who I am, because 
I don’t necessarily look like a blonde, blue-eyed, West Texan, Germanic type. I’m not 
Hispanic, because I’m Italian, but I look like I might be Hispanic. I am a Texan, and I 
can talk like a Texan. So, I think sometimes my students don’t quite know how to put 
me in a box, and I kind of like to keep it that way. You know, I like to keep messing 
them up, so they can’t, they can’t stereotype me too much. 
 

Consciously maintaining ambiguity in this way serves to demonstrate the instability 

inherent to classifications based on race or ethnicity or sexuality. 

 In addition to providing a foundation for a typology of expressions of normativity, 

participants described a range of strategies for resisting normative ideologies, in general 

and when they emerge concretely. An emerging typology of strategies is therefore found 

here, too. Instructors can take several actions to performatively resist normative 

ideologies, in addition to the discursive, content and organizational strategies they might 

employ. Nevertheless, there are limits to any instructor’s effectiveness challenging 

normativity. 

Recognizing Limits as Critical Pedagogues 

Many participants were sure to acknowledge that our aspirations are at times 

quixotic. Once a person learns something, it is hard to imagine what it is like not to know 

it. This is “the curse of knowledge,” as one of the professors I have assisted calls it. The 

curse of knowledge is one of a few things critical pedagogues can be advised to keep in 

mind. As Molly said: 

I think that we’re naïve sometimes about what we think we can accomplish in 
teaching criticalness and critical theory in a semester, or before people will have a 
real opportunity to live in the world when their parents aren’t supporting them, and all 
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kinds of things that whenever you’re all the sudden out there on your own and more 
independent, that people are going to learn, or else they’re going to fail. 
 

There are inherent limitations to our ability to reach students, as well as our capacity to 

assess the outcomes of our efforts. Participants widely acknowledged these limitations.  

One such limitation is the fact that expressions of normative ideologies are 

ubiquitous to the extent that taking time to question each of them is impractical. When I 

asked Molly what advice she had for novice instructors who sought to dismantle 

normative ideologies, she said: 

Know yourself.  Know your students.  Know your community.  Know how far you 
can go.  And pick your battles.  I think I, as a young teacher, wanted to change the 
world very quickly and I realized it doesn’t change that quickly.  Sometimes we can 
win a lot more advocates and followers with honey rather than with … vinegar or 
something.  Yeah, I think that it’s really easy to be off-putting when we’re critical, I 
think, so I think that we have to struggle, and I had to struggle and pull way back. 
 

The reference to “picking your battles” came up in several interviews. When challenging 

an ideology that a person has been working with for their lifetime up to that point, it 

might be wise to keep social judgment theory in mind. Kurt got at that very point in his 

response to the same question: 

Our job is to help them understand [a broader perspective], and start a journey with 
them that might end with changing behavior, perspective, ideology. But a lot of times 
I see junior faculty jump to the ideology, and forget why do students have it, where it 
came from, the cultural influences, and the deep connections and relationships with 
communities that shaped them. So when you’re challenging it, you’re challenging 
more than just an idea, you’re challenging the very world that these students grew up 
in, and value. So, you have to start from a much further place than just, challenging 
the ideology. You’ve got to lead students to that, not start there. 
 

This is important advice, particularly in a region as embedded in tradition as West Texas. 

 Participants also made the point that we can never know what goes on in a 

student’s mind. We can explain the problem with certain language, for instance, and our 
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students might stop using that language in class while continuing to use it outside. 

Margaret said:  

I think students are more casual with their language outside of class often than they 
are in class … because class is still a more formal situation.  They’re going to be 
using more language out in the halls and outside of academia entirely that I’m not 
even hearing. 
 

So the classroom setting might inherently discourage discursive expressions of 

normativity. Additionally, Molly said, “I think my students try to be pretty careful around 

me.” Our very personalities and performances might put students in a space where they 

are less likely to use language that they ordinarily would. 

When I consider the discursive expressions of normativity described previously, 

there is a part of me that wonders how students could be unaware of the offensiveness of 

some of those terms. I am reminded, then, that no scholar however committed to a critical 

pedagogy, can escape her or his positionality. For instance, Ted described the occasion 

when one of his students referred to women as “chicks” during a discussion about gender 

stereotypes in the media: 

One of the students made, an otherwise insightful and supportive point, that wasn’t 
meant to … defend patriarchy or anything like that.  It was a very sympathetic 
comment, but he framed it in the language of, ‘Well I think it’s true that when chicks 
do this,’ right, and so, there was a two-second window there where I could’ve said 
something, and, the window passed, and it was because I was focused on some other 
dimension of what he said.  And in retrospect, as I was sitting there packing up my 
stuff, it plugged me. I was, too slow on the uptake to address that language, which of 
course is right there at the root of the problem. 
 

Referring back to this event and comparing it to the use of phrases like “that’s gay” and 

“that’s retarded” later in the interview, he said, “chicks is one thing, it’s not great, but it’s 

not something that’s patently offensive.” The interview being exemplary, I reviewed it 

with a group of peers as I began my initial coding. When two of the women present 
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referred to Ted’s male bias creeping into the interview, I failed to recognize what was the 

problem. Only when they pointed to the specific language did I realize that referring to 

women as “chicks,” to many women, is patently offensive. Ted even acknowledged that 

point shortly after he described the event:  

The thing about normative discourse … is that it’s every bit as much a part of the 
language of the oppressed as it is the language of the oppressor, so probably 90% of 
the women in the room would’ve not really paid any attention to it. But I feel like I 
really let down the 10% of the room that did notice it. 
 

So, one must admit the impossibility of shedding biases altogether. Every instructor will 

come to the classroom with a different set of ideas about what uses of language need be 

questioned. It may be more important to instill the idea that reflexivity and conscious 

word choice are important. 

 Finally, there was a widespread recognition that even if engaging every 

expression of normativity was a good idea, it would be impossible to accomplish. We are 

limited by our positionalities as well as the fact of being human. Referring to the subtlety 

of many expressions of normativity, Pearl said: 

I can pick up on, ‘That’s so gay’ … But it’s when those, kind of unspoken moments, 
when it’s like, ‘Oh my gosh, what happened? Did I say something? Did they say 
something?’ And I think that that’s been my experience, is I’ve had the more obvious 
moments, and I’ve had the less obvious moments of those experiences. 
 

In addition to the fact that in certain cases one must devote attention to a statement to 

understand if it is problematic, we also have physical limitations. Ama said:  

The biggest problem sometimes is in big classes. I don’t know they’re doing it, but 
the other students around them hear them. And so, it bothers me that I can’t, don’t 
always know that that kind of stuff’s going on, and wish I knew some way to have a 
better handle on that. 
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There were also scenarios when participants might have heard a problematic statement, 

but were not sure if they heard correctly. In those cases too, an opportunity may have 

been missed. 

 In light of the limitations critical pedagogues face, it is useful to approach the 

goals of dismantling normative ideologies with humility. When I asked if there was a 

time he wished he handled an expression of normativity differently, Ted said: 

A lot of this is really important in the moment, or the day or two after the class ends, 
and then it just gets subsumed by something else. So I really work hard to not get 
personally bogged down by stuff like that, because I accepted my own imperfection a 
long time ago. So I try not to dwell on [it].   
 

His reference to becoming “bogged down” provides a useful metaphor for critical 

pedagogues. The type of engaged pedagogy it requires can be heavy, burdensome. By 

reflexively “accepting our imperfection,” and looking to the future, we can find 

inspiration to carry on. As Ted said: 

I guess that’s my primary, my humble, primary goal with all of this stuff, is to have 
people think a little bit more, a little deeper about some of these things, and maybe 
that’ll make a difference for them down the road … They’ll be a little bit more 
responsible, a little bit more ethical, a little bit more mindful. 
 

Noting that education is a process, and the results may not be evident until long after 

students graduate, critical pedagogues can keep hope. 

 From these interviews, we have gained insights about the experiences of critical 

pedagogues in West Texas. Participants’ pedagogical values and practices largely reflect 

the literature on critical pedagogy, however they brings these values and practices to 

classrooms facing a unique set of challenges. West Texas is steeped in Christian faith to 

an extent that homogeneity is presumed absent visual signs of difference, and students 

sometimes resist thinking about subjects that they perceive to be in discord with their 
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religious beliefs. Students also tend to exhibit deference to authority that makes it 

difficult to engage their attitudes when normative ideologies are coming under question. 

 Two emerging typologies resulted from the analysis. Interviews revealed four 

ways that normative ideologies are expressed in classrooms: discursively, attitudinally, 

bodily and paralinguistically. Likewise, they pointed to four genres of strategy for 

resisting normativity: discursive, content, organizational and performative strategies. 

Acknowledging that it would be impossible to perfectly challenge normativity in every 

instance, these typologies provide a solid foundation for further developing strategies to 

disrupt normative ideologies. Additionally, they may help prepare critical pedagogues to 

better engage normativity in the future. In the next chapter, I suggest implications of this 

research and directions for future research. Then, I propose some calls to action. 
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Chapter V 

 

Implications 

 

When we educate a student, we are not just educating that student. We are engaging their 

families, the very culture in which they grew up. – Kurt 
 
 At the end of my interview with Kurt, he told me he would be meeting with a 

student’s parents about 30 minutes later. The parents were concerned because Kurt was 

taking a group of students to a Muslim cultural center. “I have today a meeting with 

parents that don’t want their daughter to go into that center because they believe in their 

heart of hearts that it is a Muslim training center,” he said. It was in this context that Kurt 

made the statement that begins this chapter, which reminds us of the importance of what 

teachers do in the world and, therefore, the importance of each decision we make in our 

classrooms. 

 Even though professors do not usually meet with the parents of college students, 

students take what they learn home, and it can subtly permeate their families, their 

communities, and I would add their campuses. Simpson (2008) found that in spite of 

diversity initiatives, the climate at the University of Colorado at Boulder was relatively 

unwelcoming for racial minorities. This was at a university with a reputation for 

embracing progressive ideals. Urban and Orbe (2007) described challenges international 

students face in the dominant culture of the United States. Covarrubias (2008) found that 

American Indian students face unchallenged discriminatory remarks in their university 

experiences. It is no far leap to assert that many campus communities might be 

unwelcoming to all of the groups marginalized by normative ideologies. The greater 

social and cultural impacts teachers can make individually through the pedagogies they 
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enact can serve to inspire commitment to critical pedagogies and resisting normative 

ideologies in their classrooms. 

 This research contributes to instructors’ ability to meaningfully enact critical 

pedagogies by establishing emerging typologies of the ways that normativity is expressed 

in classrooms and the strategies instructors employ to resist it. Additionally, it uncovers 

directions for future research to more thoroughly understand the phenomena under 

investigation. Finally, this research serves as a call to action for educators to do more to 

dismantle the normative ideologies that emerge in their classes. 

Lessons from this Research 

 The reader can take away five predominant lessons from this research. By 

building on critical communication pedagogy, this thesis offers typologies of the ways 

normative ideologies are expressed, and strategies instructors can employ to resist them. 

Second, there are specific ideas for resistance listed throughout the analysis that 

instructors can take up. Third, we learn about how West Texas makes the region a unique 

place with unique challenges to resisting normativity. And finally, interviews revealed 

that enacting critical pedagogy is an intense commitment. 

 This thesis adds another layer to critical communication pedagogy research. 

Previous research has focused on specific normative ideologies and the ways students 

enact them (Cooks, 2003; Foster, 2009; Heuman, 2012; Johnson et al., 2008; Kirk, 2008; 

Martin & Davis, 2001; Meyer, 2005; Simpson, 2008; Warren, 2003; Warren & Heuman, 

2007; Warren & Hytten, 2004). In other words, researchers have identified problems and 

proffered some strategies for resisting normative ideologies. For instance, Martin and 

Davis (2001) recommended incorporating histories into intercultural curricula, a content 
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strategy. Meyer (2005) described coming out to her students after they voiced inaccurate 

opinions about bisexuality, and Kirk (2008) explained why he conceals his sexual 

identity, discursive and performative strategies. But researchers have not systematically 

developed a catalogue of strategies for resisting normative ideologies. Interviewing 

professors about their experiences with normativity in classrooms provided insight into 

the ways a whole range of normative ideologies are expressed, rather than myopically 

focusing on one dimension of cultural identity. It also revealed more about what can be 

done to teach against those ideologies. 

 Referring back to Johnson et al. (2008), typologies can inform pedagogy. The 

typologies emerging from this research are, therefore, inherently valuable. Identifying the 

ways in which normativity is expressed, instructors can enter classrooms better prepared 

to address it. Characterizing the variety of strategies for challenging normative ideologies 

provides a simple mechanism for instructors to consider the range of ways that they 

might respond. Many of the strategies for resistance can be implemented before a class 

begins through content selection and organizational choices (Heuman, 2012; Heuman & 

Giraldo, 2007; Heuman et al., 2008; Johnson et al., 2008; Martin & Davis, 2001; Warren 

& Hytten, 2004). Discursive and performative strategies can be practiced over time, as 

Kirk (2008) and Layne (2012) discussed. Covarrubias’ (2008) account of failures to enact 

a discursive strategy in the face of discursive and attitudinal expressions of normative 

ideologies points to the importance of doing so. 

 Throughout the interviews, participants described different approaches to 

mediating normativity in classrooms. By describing participants’ different approaches, 

this research also represents a catalogue of sorts, providing a variety of ideas for 
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educators to take up. An idea like Margaret’s to ask a class to “take five minutes and 

occupy [a] belief.  What would it mean if you occupied that belief?  What would the 

world look like if you occupied that belief, and how would it be different?” can be 

implemented by other instructors. Likewise, Fred’s advice:  

I’ll have them write questions or comments, like [an] instant reflection piece, and 
when they turn them in I’ll read them right then and there. And then before I answer, 
I’ll have them discuss it, and then I’ll answer. And usually, things like that work 
pretty well. 
 

Additionally, films to which participants pointed, like Dream Worlds and Prom Night in 

Mississippi. So, there is a meta level of utility to this research as well as utility in ideas 

that instructors can take to their classes. 

 We also learn more about the unique ways that normative ideologies are manifest 

in West Texas. Christianity is a predominant framework for people in the region. 

Knowing this, instructors (who may be unaware if they are new to the region) can prepare 

presentations accordingly, aware of those sensibilities. They can also anticipate possible 

claims for exemption from assignments. Understanding this, as well as the salience of 

Whiteness, informs content and organizational strategies for resisting normative 

ideologies.  

 In spite of the fact that interviews were limited to the West Texas region, I 

anticipate that there is some transferability in the results. Morse (2002) characterized 

transferability as one component of trustworthiness. The audit trail I have kept, as well as 

the peer debriefings (which took place with other critical pedagogues teaching in West 

Texas) that took place throughout the research process, provide a foundation for 

confidence in the results. Since normative ideologies are not limited to West Texas, the 
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ways they are expressed and the ways critical pedagogues resist them could be taken 

outside of the region.  

 Finally, we learn that enacting critical pedagogies is a struggle. It is time 

consuming and requires intense thought at times. It may be wise to heed Ted’s advice 

“not to get bogged down.” hooks (1994) alluded to the same idea. She said, “In my 

professorial role I had to surrender my need for immediate affirmation of successful 

teaching (even though some reward is immediate) and accept that students may not 

appreciate the value of a certain standpoint or process straightaway” (p.42). Soon after 

this passage, hooks calls upon one of the foundational tenets of critical pedagogy, saying: 

I saw for the first time that there can be, and usually is, some degree of pain involved 
in giving up old ways of thinking and knowing and learning new approaches. I 
respect that pain. And I include recognition of it now when I teach, that is to say, I 
teach about shifting paradigms and talk about the discomfort it can cause. White 
students learning to think more critically about questions of race and racism may go 
home for the holidays and suddenly see their parents in a different light. They may 
recognize nonprogressive thinking, racism, and so on, and it may hurt them that new 
ways of knowing may create estrangement where there was none. (p.43) 
 

hooks reminds us here not only that students may have never considered that their 

expressions of normativity might be problematic, but also that students are often 

considering more than just the argument an instructor presents about why patriarchy is 

something to be resisted, for instance. With these insights in mind, I move on to make 

recommendations for future research. 

Future Directions 

 In addition to providing insights that educators can utilize immediately, this 

research suggests many directions for further study. Having identified the ways 

normative ideologies are expressed and various strategies for challenging them, future 
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research should investigate relationships between those expressions and the strategies 

instructors find effective for challenging them. Additionally, future research should 

consider what techniques might be specific to a discipline while continuing to forge 

alliances across disciplines. 

Connecting Expressions to Strategies. Future research should seek to tease out 

details about the ways normativity is expressed and the strategies instructors may employ 

to challenge those expressions. In so doing, inquiry should address the relationships 

between specific expressions of normativity and the strategies instructors use to address 

them. Having named four ways that normativity is expressed, interviews can more 

specifically focus on each of those expressions while looking for other forms. By 

describing the typology, participants’ recollection can be better directed toward instances 

when normativity was expressed. 

 Additionally, future research can apply the typology of strategies to make 

connections between the ways normativity is expressed and what instructors can do to 

challenge it. Some such comparisons can be made from this research. For instance, 

performative strategies such as avoiding elitist or adversarial tones could serve to limit 

bodily expressions of normative attitudes. It is not hard to imagine a scene where 

students’ disdain for critical subject matter becomes clear through their body language. 

Performative strategies might change the expression to an attitudinal one, at which point 

the normative ideology can at least be addressed. 

 Further analysis of discursive strategies could help to understand what situations 

call for them. Participants voiced concern about singling out a student after s/he expresses 
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some normative ideology, but they recognized that in some instances it might be 

necessary. Additional research can help illuminate where to draw that line.  

Investigating Disciplinary Boundaries. There are reasons to focus research 

solely on Communication scholars and likewise to continue an interdisciplinary 

approach. On the one hand, Communication classrooms can pose unique challenges for 

instructors, and Communication as a discipline invites analysis of the ways normativity is 

communicated. On the other hand, students are not isolated to particular departments. 

The challenges we face should be taken on collectively, and some participants pointed to 

an awareness of the community of critical pedagogues on their campuses.  

 Depending on one’s disciplinary approach, s/he may face unique sets of 

challenges and require unique strategies for resisting normativity. For instance, Pearl 

described a conversation with a student at the end of a Women’s Studies course. “He 

said, ‘I thought it was going to be a male-bashing session, and it wasn’t.’” Students might 

enter certain courses, like Women’s Studies, expecting to encounter counter-normative 

dialogues. Conversely, I would point to Sally’s student who complained about studying 

Black people in a rhetoric class. In some courses, students might expect not to study 

difference. Additionally, the challenge of dealing with normative ideologies when they 

emerge in a graded presentation is different than in everyday classroom conversation. 

 In spite of Kirk’s (2008) claim to be limited by a basic speech course, 

communication courses might also be a uniquely rich site for resisting normative 

ideologies. More focused research in that direction could generate great insight. As Ted 

explained, “Part of what we’re talking about here is language, so we’re going to look at 

how we use language in this class.” Communication is at the core of expressing any 
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ideology. This focus is precisely what Fassett and Warren (2007) argue is missing in 

previous scholarship on critical pedagogy. That fact would suggest that we ought to 

research within the discipline, but at the same time that we ought to share with other 

disciplines. 

 There is some indication that critical pedagogues are sharing between disciplines. 

Several participants suggested that in spite of the facile tendency to become isolated in 

one’s own department and discipline, critical pedagogues are networking across 

disciplines. According to Ted: 

You sort of feel a kind of Esprit de Corps with a few select others on campus … We 
spend a lot of time seeing each other at events, talking to each other, and every once 
in a while, we see a new face … And there’s a lot of effort on the part of that 
subculture to effect change at the university level. 
 

Margaret affirmed this sense. She said, “I think that there’s a group of people at the 

university who are engaged with these issues. We tend to know each other, and work 

together toward certain things.” By forging alliances with committed scholars from a 

range of disciplines, we can further make campus communities spaces where normative 

ideologies are challenged rather than taken for granted. 

 It may also be worth forging those alliances for our own sanity. Some participants 

indicated that they are content, untroubled by the persistence of normativity in their 

classes and campus communities. Others are sometimes discouraged when they face 

resistance from colleagues, such as I described was my experience at the beginning of the 

analysis chapter. I asked Ryan if he has faced hostility for teaching about diversity, and 

he said: 

Yeah. But it hasn’t been as apparent. Or maybe I’ve become uninterested in where 
that goes with specific colleagues … There’s a specific person that is kind of the 
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point religious person in the department … She always says that it’s important for the 
students to maintain their belief systems, in relationship to religion, that the idea of 
diversity isn’t necessarily important, and that they should really drop our classes and 
they shouldn’t participate. So yeah, I think that there’s always that sense of kind of 
undermining someone else’s pedagogical practices, in relationship to diversity. 
 

In this case, Ryan did not seem too phased by the resistance he has faced. Molly, on the 

other hand, said that she finds relief knowing that other critical pedagogues are working 

on her campus. She said: 

Every now and then I feel like the university’s just going to hell in a hand basket, and 
I get with my colleagues from across campus and I realize that there are plenty of us 
who are very dedicated to just not falling into the traps of stupidity, and trifling 
politics, and just ridiculous, outright blatant lies about what is going on in the world, 
and who’s doing what to whom.  And that’s refreshing. 
 

As critical pedagogues, we spend significant time thinking about injustices in the world. 

It is a privilege to work in a career that affords us time to think about those things, but it 

can nevertheless be maddening. Knowing that others share our struggle can be 

encouraging. 

Calls to Action 

 In light of this research, educators are called upon to actively pursue the ends of 

critical pedagogy. Educators have a moral obligation to challenge normative ideologies in 

their most severe manifestations. Furthermore, critical pedagogy should be integrated 

with teacher education. And finally, we should see to it that conversations continue about 

how we can best resist normative ideologies. 

 Several participants described a moral obligation to resist normative ideologies 

and actively interrogate their expression in classrooms. Referring back to Margaret’s 

statement, “When something does come up, we have to say something.” Ryan echoed this 

sentiment: 
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You have to say something. Because ultimately, not addressing those particular issues 
in my opinion is granting that particular behavior, saying it’s okay, and it’s okay with 
you. And know that the effects of that particular behavior might not play out on your 
body in particular, they will play out on other people’s bodies at other times, and so, 
not only … should you address that, it is only ethical to address particular behaviors 
like that, because of the potential consequences. 
 

I would reiterate that negotiating these situations ethically is no easy task. This is all the 

more reason to continue researching strategies for resisting normative ideologies. 

 In addition to committing to interrogate normative ideologies, critical pedagogy 

literature can be incorporated into basic pedagogy courses. Ama, who has been teaching 

for 25 years, said:  

One thing I do see that’s changed over time is professors are getting a lot more 
training in teaching and pedagogy, whereas in my day … you got your PhD, you must 
know how to teach it. You know the subject and you were thrown in the classroom. 
 

As long as training in pedagogy is part of graduate programs, some readings in critical 

pedagogy would give a broader swath of educators some background in education as the 

practice of freedom (Freire, 1968/2006; hooks, 1994). Seven participants pointed to bell 

hooks as an influence on their professional development. My sampling was purposeful 

(Lindlof & Taylor, 2004), but that is a remarkable portion. Scholars like hooks and Paulo 

Freire are the same authors that motivated my interest in critical pedagogy. They can 

have a powerful impact on the pedagogies of those who read them. Teaching to 

Transgress (hooks, 1994) is a relatively easy and enjoyable read, and it speaks to the 

values critical pedagogues hold. Even in more traditional pedagogy courses, it would not 

be asking much of graduate students to have them read one book. 

 Finally, conversations about how we can resist normative ideologies and manage 

their emergence in classrooms effectively should be a greater priority. The majority of us 
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in academe work for tax-payer supported public institutions. Those institutions were 

founded for the purpose of education. When we gather at conferences to talk about our 

research, discussions of teaching should not be relegated to paper presentations for the 

Communication Education or Instructional Communication subdivision. Teaching is at 

least as much a part of the professoriate’s job as research, and we cannot develop better 

teaching methods absent conversation. Likewise, in our campus communities 

interdisciplinary conversations about resisting normative ideologies should be embraced.  

Conclusion 

 I came to this research following some troubling events that transpired in the 

classes I was teaching. Studying critical theories and witnessing the ways damaging 

ideologies manifest in my classrooms, I wanted to learn more about how I could share the 

things I was learning when I encountered evidence of unknowing students. The 

foundations of critical pedagogy and the work of critical communication pedagogy 

researchers gave me a starting point. 

 In the interviews I conducted, I was impressed by the variety of perspectives 

among critical pedagogues in West Texas. I was also pleased to find commonalities I 

could point toward as hallmarks of a critical pedagogy. Participants’ insights contributed 

to the development of a typology of the ways normative ideologies are expressed in 

classrooms, and another typology of the strategies instructors use to resist those 

ideologies. These typologies inform critical pedagogues’ course preparation and 

pedagogical practices, and they provide a framework for identifying normativity as it is 

expressed and responding to it. 
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One must remember that critical pedagogy is not simple to enact. But it must be 

done to work for a more thinking, socially just society. This research can be carried on to 

explore what might be unique about disciplines, as well as whether expressions vary in 

different regions. We can also move forward by simply starting more conversations. The 

need beckons. 
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Appendix A 

Informed Consent 

This Master’s thesis research examines the discourses that appear in college classrooms in West 
Texas as perceived by instructors, as well as instructors’ management of discourses that make 
normative claims about a given cultural group based on some identity marker (e.g. race/ethnicity, 
socio-economic status, sex/gender, sexuality, ability, nationality, etc.).  It is anticipated that 
insights gleaned will contribute to a developing body of knowledge exploring enactments of 
critical pedagogy in the classroom.  The research is being conducted by Stephen L. Mitchell 
under the supervision of Dr. Amy N. Heuman. You may reach Dr. Amy Heuman, principal 
investigator at (806) 742-3912 or via email at a.heuman@ttu.edu.  Mr. Mitchell, co-investigator, 
can be reached at (785) 817-3892 or via email at stephen.mitchell@ttu.edu.  
 
Once this consent form is completed you will be asked to participate in an interview conducted by 
the co-investigator, Stephen Mitchell.  The interview will be digitally recorded and is expected to 
last approximately 60 to 90 minutes.  All audiotapes, transcripts, and contact information from 
this study will be kept in a locked file cabinet in the office of Amy N. Heuman at Texas Tech 
University, and only she and Stephen Mitchell will have access to this information.  There are 
two exceptions to the promise of confidentiality.  If information is revealed concerning suicide, 
homicide, or child abuse/neglect, it is required by law that this be reported to the proper 
authorities.  In addition, should any information contained in this study be the subject of a court 
order or lawful subpoena, Texas Tech University might not be able to avoid compliance with the 
order or subpoena.  
 
Participation in this study is strictly voluntary.  You may refuse to participate or discontinue your 
participation at anytime without penalty or consequence of any sort.  We anticipate no 
foreseeable risks or discomfort resulting from participation in this study.  However, should you 
become uncomfortable at any time, you may discontinue participation.  Dr. Amy Heuman 
(Principle Investigator) or Stephen Mitchell (Co-Principle Investigator) will answer any questions 
you have about the study.  There are no tangible benefits for participation in this study.  The 
benefits will come from sharing your experiences and contributing to a body of research that is 
relevant to your experience.  For questions about your rights as subject or injuries caused by this 
research, contact the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of 
Human Subjects, Office of Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409.  
Or you can call (806) 742-3884.  This consent form is not valid after May 1, 2012.  
 
“I __________________________, have read and understand the foregoing description of this 
study.  I have asked for and received satisfactory explanation of any language that I did not fully 
understand.  I agree to participate in this study, and I understand that I may withdraw my consent 
at any time.  I also acknowledge that I have been given a copy of this consent form for my 
keeping.  Finally, I understand that my participation in this study is strictly voluntary and may be 
discontinued at any time without penalty.  
 
For questions about your rights as a subject or about injuries caused by this research, contact the 
Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, Office 
of Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409 or call (806) 742-3884. 
 
Please Check: _____I give consent to be audio-tape Date:_______________ 
Printed Name:____________________    Signature:_________________________ 

mailto:a.heuman@ttu.edu
mailto:stephen.mitchell@ttu.edu
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Appendix B 

 

Interview Guide 

 
 Thanks for meeting with me today!  The purpose of this interview is to gain the 
perspective of a critical pedagogue’s management of normative ideologies in the 
classroom.  Your participation will contribute greatly to my thesis research.  The 
interview will last approximately 60 to 90 minutes.  I will ask a series of questions about 
your background teaching in West Texas, the occurrence of normative discourse in your 
classes, and how you have engaged or managed it.  My hope is that your insights, 
together with those of other critical pedagogues, will generate tools for instructors and 
professors concerned with the power of discourse to shape our social worlds, so that they 
might be better equipped to positively engage normative discourses in their classes.  If at 
any time during the interview you want to stop me for clarification, please feel free to do 
so.    
 
1) Let’s start by creating a pseudonym to be used in the research report.  What 
pseudonym would you like to use? 
 
2) Think back to your first experiences teaching.   
a) What made you decide to make a career of it? 
b) What do you like best about being a professor? 
 
3) What is your teaching philosophy?   
 
4) How do you describe the scope of your role as an instructor? 
a) What larger ethical obligations do you ascribe to as an instructor? 
 
5) Tell me about your history as a teacher. 
a) How long have you been teaching?   
b) For how long in West Texas? 
 
6) Tell me about your experiences elsewhere. 
a) How do they compare to your experiences teaching in West Texas? 
b) How do you describe your experience teaching in West Texas to others?  (Is there a set 
script or story you tell?) 
 
7) Tell me about a time when you were challenged by something a student said. 
a) Why did it challenge you?   
b) How did you respond? 
c) How satisfied were you with your response? 
d) And, with the outcome? 
 
8) What other moments of normative ideologies have emerged within your classroom? 
a) Describe your management strategy. 
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b) How satisfied were you with the outcome? 
c) What, if anything, would you have done differently? 
 
9) Suppose you’re teaching one day, and during a class discussion, a student makes an 
overtly homophobic remark.   
a) What would you do?   
b) What if it were a racist remark?  
c) What if it were a sexist remark? 
 
10) Do the courses you teach cover any critical theories that problematize normative 
identity constructions?   
a) If so, what critical theories or readings? 
b) If not, how do you think the inclusion of this scholarship might influence your 
classrooms? 
c) How well do you think students (would) appreciate learning about those theories? 
 
11) How supportive is your department of critical pedagogy?   
a) What support do they provide? 
b) What opportunities for growth and collaboration exist within the culture? 
c) How would you describe the level of support university-wide? 
 
12) It seems natural for teachers to evaluate their own performance constantly.  In your 
experience encountering normative ideologies in your classes, how do you evaluate your 
engagement of those ideologies?  What could you do differently? 
 
13) If you had to pick, what would be your proudest moment as a teacher?   
 
14) What suggestions do you have for instructors and professors seeking to engage or 
intervene when normative discourse emerges in the classroom setting? 
 
15) What scholars and readings have been most influential to you as you have become a 
critical pedagogue? 
 
16) Is there anything that I have not asked about critical pedagogy, normative discourse, 
or your own teaching experiences that you would like to incorporate into this interview? 
 
 Thanks you for all of these insights.  I appreciate your candor, and volunteering 
your time for my research project.  From here, I will be transcribing the interview.  I may 
contact you for clarifications during this process.  Also, feel free to contact me with 
follow-up insights should you think of something that would add to this interview.  I will 
check back with you for a member check of the interview transcript and initial coding of 
themes once I have these completed.  Again, thanks very much! 
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Appendix C  

 

Participant Information 

 

 I have withheld the specific departments for which participants work to protect 
their identities. Some participants work for multiple departments, and some departments 
do work that could fall under both Social Science and Humanist scholarship, which 
accounts for the inclusion of both for some participants. 
 Participants in the Humanities do work in Art, Communication Studies, English, 
Foreign Languages & Literatures, History, and Women’s Studies. Participants in the 
Social Sciences do work in Education, Sociology, and Communication Studies. 
 

 Years Teaching in 
Higher Ed 

Years Teaching in West 
Texas 

Discipline 

Ama 25 22 Social Science/ 
Humanities 

Carrie 7 1 Humanities 
Cathy 18 10 Humanities 
Cicelia 15 2 Humanities 
Fred 14 11 Social Science/ 

Humanities 
Joleen 3 3 Humanities 
Joy 18 14 Humanities 
Kurt 21 16 Social Science/ 

Humanities 
Lucille 39 30 Social Science/ 

Humanities 
Margaret 27 16 Humanities 
Mark 24 17 Social Science 
Molly 30 8 Social Science 
Parker 19 7 Humanities 
Pearl 13 13 Humanities 
Ruth 7 7 Humanities 
Ryan 10 4 Social Science/ 

Humanities 
Sally 15 3 Social Science/ 

Humanities 
Stephanie 11 8 Social Science/ 

Humanities 
Ted 10 4 Social Science/ 

Humanities 
Tina 14 8 Social Science/ 

Humanities 




