
Increasing Critical Consciousness:
Masculinity, Power, and Higher Education

Item Type text; Electronic Dissertation

Authors Valencia, Bryant Gregory

Citation Valencia, Bryant Gregory. (2022). Increasing Critical
Consciousness: Masculinity, Power, and Higher Education
(Doctoral dissertation, University of Arizona, Tucson, USA).

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction, presentation (such as public
display or performance) of protected items is prohibited except
with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 21:10:22

Item License http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/666421

http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10150/666421


 

INCREASING CRITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS:  

MASCULINITY, POWER, AND HIGHER EDUCATION 

by 

Bryant G. Valencia 

________________________________ 

Copyright © Bryant G. Valencia 2022 

 

 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the  

DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATIONAL POLICY STUDIES AND PRACTICE 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements  

For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

 

2022 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 
 

 

 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

GRADUATE COLLEGE 

 

As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation 

prepared by: Bryant G. Valencia 

titled: Increasing Critical Consciousness: Masculinity, Power, and Higher Education 

 

 

and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the Degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy. 

 

  

  

Demetriou 

  

  

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate’s submission 

of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College. 
 

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and recommend 

that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 

  

 

Dissertation Committee Chair 

 

https://na1.documents.adobe.com/verifier?tx=CBJCHBCAABAAo-cYq8ezMj4mnFB4f8dHlzGAGhi9Wfx3
https://na1.documents.adobe.com/verifier?tx=CBJCHBCAABAAo-cYq8ezMj4mnFB4f8dHlzGAGhi9Wfx3
https://na1.documents.adobe.com/verifier?tx=CBJCHBCAABAAo-cYq8ezMj4mnFB4f8dHlzGAGhi9Wfx3


 

 

3 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to thank my family, wife, daughter, and friends for having my back throughout my 

educational journey. Thank you for pushing me and believing in me. Also, to all of the academic 

scholars and administrators who spent countless hours to support me in this process. Thank you 

all for all of your time, energy, sacrifices, and love.  And, most importantly, to the students who 

shared their voices and experiences for this work to be a reality.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

4 

LAND ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

We respectfully acknowledge the University of Arizona is on the land and territories of 

Indigenous peoples. Today, Arizona is home to 22 federally recognized tribes, with Tucson 

being home to the O’odham and the Yaqui. Committed to diversity and inclusion, the University 

strives to build sustainable relationships with sovereign Native Nations and Indigenous 

communities through education offerings, partnerships, and community service. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

5 

DEDICATION 

I would like to dedicate this dissertation to my Daughter, My Wife, and my Family and all the 

people from my communities who have supported me. To all the countless students who are 

trying to achieve what seems impossible in higher education. To all those students trying to be 

the first in their family to earn a college degree. For those who dream of better for their family, 

their future, and beyond!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



INCREASING CRITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS 

 

6 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

I. Abstract …………………………………………………………………………….. 9 

II. Introduction………………………………………………………………………... 10 

III. Literature Review…………………………………………………………………. 11 

a. Boys and Men of Color (BMOC)……………………………………….…….. 11 

b. Masculinities and Boys and Men of Color.…………………………………... 16 

c. Critical Pedagogy in Education……..………………………..………………. 19 

IV. Conceptual Framework…………………………………………….……………... 23 

a. Critical Pedagogical Methods………………………………………………… 23 

b. Hegemonic Masculinity, Patriarchy, and Privilege….…………..………….. 25 

c. Intersectionality……………………………………………………………….. 27 

d. Critical Hope…………………………………………………………………... 29 

e. Masculinity, Power, and Education Course ….……………………………... 32  

f. Statement of Process……………………………………………………………35 

V. Methods…………………………………………….………………………………. 37 

a. Process…………………………….……………………………………………..39 

b. Coding Process………………………………………………………………… 42 

c. Data Analysis……………..……………………………………………………. 44 

d. Positionality…………………...………….……………………………………. 45 

e. Limitations and Validity……………………………………………………… 48 

f. Site and Participants……………………………………………………………51 

VI. Findings……………………………………….……………………………………. 54  

a. Importance of Physical, Intellectual, and Emotional Space………………... 54 



INCREASING CRITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS 

 

7 

b. What Curriculum Matters? Representing and Humanizing Masculinity.... 59 

c. Putting Curriculum into Action: Challenging Systems and Expectations… 62 

VII. Discussion………...………………………………………………………….…….. 70 

a. Contributions to Critical Pedagogies……………………………………....… 72 

b. Critical Hope Contributions…………………………………………...……..  80 

c. Boys and Men of Color (BMOC)……………………………..…………….….83 

d. Critical Consciousness Scale and Lens Development…………….…………..87 

VIII. Implications for Future Research and Practice…………………………………. 93 

a. Future Research………………………………………………………………...93 

b. Future Practice…..……………………………………………………………...95 

IX. Conclusion……………….………………………………………………………….98 

X. Appendix………...…………………………………………………………………102 

a. Appendix A: Syllabus…………………………………………………..……. 102 

b. Appendix B: In Lak’ ech …………………………………………….……….102  

c. Appendix C: Assignment 1……….…………………………………..……… 103 

d. Appendix D: Student Communications……………………………………...104 

e. Appendix E: Spoken Word Poems…………………………….…………..…105 

f. Appendix F: Interview Protocol ………………...………...…………………113 

g. Appendix G: Teacher Course Evaluations…………………………………..118 

XI. References……..………………………………………………………….………..127 

 

 

 



INCREASING CRITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS 

 

8 

FIGURES AND TABLES 

I. Figure 1: Critical Lens in Education………………………………………………34 

II. Table 1. All Data…………………………..………………………………………..38 

III. Table 2: Participants Demographics..……………………………………………..53 

IV. Figure 2: Updated Critical Lens in Education……………………………...…….88 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



INCREASING CRITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS 

 

9 

I. Abstract 

Research that examines the educational experiences of boys and men of color (BMOC) 

has often illustrated many challenges encountered throughout their pathways. Common areas of 

concern in higher education research are BMOC educational and career trajectories. An area that 

has been identified as a cause for concern are the gendered environments and socialization of 

masculinity that young men navigate. Further, these areas of research seldom examine practical 

methods that address gender socialization or hegemonic masculinity as a cause for concern 

within educational spaces.  This study examined a course and instructor who attempted to 

employ critical hope and critical consciousness by using content focusing on the experiences of 

BMOC as a lens for undergraduate students to view the prevalence and potentially harmful 

impact of hegemonic masculinity.  Preliminary findings demonstrate that 20 marginalized 

students (7 female-identified and 13 male-identified) cultivated critical consciousness as a result 

of their engagement in the course space, curriculum, and assignments. 

 

 

 

 

Keywords: Critical consciousness, Critical Pedagogy, Masculinity, Critical Hope 
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II. Introduction 

Increasing Critical Consciousness: Masculinity, Power, and Higher Education 

By exploring research that examines the educational pathways of boys and men of color 

(BMOC) and uncovering more challenges than solutions, throughout my graduate school years, I 

was motivated to examine more practical solutions. As a first-generation doctoral candidate and 

man of color, I’ve often questioned why we study inequities in higher education, but rarely 

examine interventions for the issues we uncover.  As a future professor, I feel compelled to pair 

my research with praxis by implementing the reflection and action necessary for change (Freire, 

2000). This paper reports the findings of the processes and learning that occurred in an 

undergraduate (18-22 year old’s) college class entitled Masculinity, Power, and Education. The 

class attempts to employ critical hope and critical pedagogies by using content focusing on the 

experiences of BMOC as a lens for students to view the prevalence and potentially harmful 

impact of hegemonic masculinity more generally (Duncan-Andrade, 2009; Freire, 2000; Connell 

& Messerschmidt, 2005). Because of the aberrant nature of the course, personal reflection, 

relatable literature, and an instructor who employs critical hope methods, the opportunity to build 

critical consciousness is presented to students.  

Questions considered for this study are: 

1. What aspects of a university course are most effective in fostering opportunities for 

college students to engage in critical consciousness development? What does critical 

consciousness transformation look like for these students?   

2. How might the challenges of BMOC be addressed by calling attention to the broader 

problem of hegemonic masculinity?  

Little research has examined implementable practices that address many of the 

educational challenges faced by marginalized communities of color within higher education 
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learning environments. Most social science research seeks to illustrate and describe the 

environments students navigate, adding thoughtful implications for practice that often go 

untested. The goal of this research is to examine the aspects of a learning space in higher 

education centered around the educational experiences of young men of color and describe the 

importance of this work’s impact on the future of learnings spaces and student engagement in 

higher education.  

III. Literature Review 

Boys and Men of Color (BMOC) 

Many scholars have examined why BMOC are missing, vanishing, or in crisis on their 

pathways to and through higher education (Harper & Harris, 2010; Laker & Davis, 2011; Saenz 

& Ponjuan, 2009; Williams, 2014). Some research has illustrated their increased attendance in 

higher education, starting at community colleges (Deil-Amen, 2015). Other literature argues that 

even before BMOC attend higher education, they, mostly Black and Latino boys, are often 

targeted and criminalized in schools, which contributes to many obstacles to educational success 

(Ferguson, 2001; Rios, 2009). Moreover, the attention paid to the experiences of BMOC in 

education has focused on the racial disparities they face, but often overlooks gender identity as a 

contributing force to many obstacles they encounter (Cabrera, Karaman, Ballysingh, Oregon, 

Gonell, Lopez, & Deil-Amen, 2021).  

For instance, many scholars have asked critical questions that examine why boys and 

men of color experience different pathways in education compared to their female-identified 

peers of color. Educational organizations like the College Board have reported on the 

“Educational Experience of Young Men of Color” by partnering with various institutions and 

experts in the field, and they find that young men of color tend to be “overrepresented in special 
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education, more likely to be in the streets, in prisons and die at a younger age” than to enroll in 

higher education (The College Board, 2012, p. 1). Additionally, The National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES) reports that Black and Latino men tend to trail their white peers in 

college enrollments. Though enrollments have increased for Black and Latino males from 2003 

to 2013, Black and Latino males still trail their Black and Latino female-identified peers about 

10% for college enrollments (Musu-Gillette, Robinson, McFarland, KewalRamani, Zhang, & 

Wilkinson-Flicker, 2016). Moreover, Deil-Amen (2015) argues that about half of all Black males 

(43%) and Latino males start their post-secondary educational journey at a community college, 

where they may experience less success or transfer to a 4-year college. Additionally, these men 

are less likely to finish their college degree and take more time to degree completion compared 

to their peers (Musu-Gillette et al., 2016). Research has shown that at every point in the 

educational pipeline, BMOC underachieve more than any other group. Though this documenting 

of these patterns, trajectories, and experiences is a common trend in the literature on BMOC, 

very few prior studies have actually examined practical ways of addressing these challenges. 

Ginwright (2016) has recently presented work with black men regarding “critical hope healing” 

circles focused on interrogation of the multiple social challenges they have faced. For instance, 

in his book, Ginwright (2016) works with a group of incarcerated youth to examine their own 

experiences and pain in order to change their path or trajectory in life.  

However, as the challenges for BMOC have gained more attention, in 2014 the Obama 

administration implemented the “My Brother’s Keeper” initiative to address the concerns for the 

pathways of BMOC. The initiative has provided funding to programs that work with men of 

color to encourage positive future outcomes. Though this initiative claims to be addressing this 

problem by funding programs that work with young men, there are still concerns for how this 
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program engages larger systemic problems. For example, Crenshaw (2014) argued in a New 

York Times article on My Brother’s Keeper, that it is not a problem of MOC not being able to 

achieve success, but the larger conditions in which marginalized communities must live – which 

is why the initiative only addresses part of a larger problem. Other scholars like Anzaldúa (1987) 

and hooks (2004) have called attention to the larger challenges faced by BMOC in U.S.; which 

include a conversation about larger systems of power, oppression, and histories associated with 

their experiences. Larger ideological systems like hegemonic masculinity are how men are 

socialized into certain identity frameworks that encourage dominance, competition, suppression 

of emotions, and dehumanization of themselves and their peers (Anzaldúa, 1987; Chu, 2014; 

Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; hooks, 2004; Kimmel, 2008). Chu (2014) argues that this 

behavior is learned from a very young age, and that boys experience an environment in education 

that encourages dominance, rejection of the feminine, and bullying that tell them how to perform 

their gender in society. Moreover, other scholars have examined this phenomenon and add to the 

idea that boys learn how to perform their gender from the social environments they navigate 

from a young age, which includes school (Chu, 2014; Kimmel, 2010). 

This dominant system has been shown to have effects on males in higher education by 

how BMOC respond when they experience educational challenges and ultimately how they think 

about education (Cabrera, Rashwan-Soto, & Valencia 2016; Bukowski & Hatch, 2016; 

Ferguson, 2001). For instance, Anzaldúa (1987) argues that Latino men must live up to the 

European colonizer’s idea of masculinity, and due to historical trauma associated with 

colonization, these men are unable to fully achieve the same privileges as white men.  Racial and 

socioeconomic marginalization may cause them to be hyper masculine and ultimately cause 

harm to themselves, men, and women in their lives. Additionally, Morgensen (2015) confirms 
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this by historically analyzing the trauma associated with colonization and assimilation of 

Indigenous men into white normative male roles. Before colonization, Indigenous men and 

women had roles within their communities that were non-specific to gender. In some Indigenous 

cultures, they were matriarchal, and women made decisions for the best interest of their 

communities. The idea that men are “in-charge” in all situations and should make all decisions 

was a product of European colonization (Morgensen, 2015; Slater & Yarbrough, 2012). 

Moreover, it is important to note that the idea of gender and gender roles has evolved throughout 

history to what we see today, and ultimately continues to change. However, for the purposes of 

this study, and the course, the theoretical tenets of hegemonic masculinity will be used to 

understand men and their behaviors. These tenets describe men as in-charge and dominant over 

other genders, especially the feminine. It embodies all that give men privilege, decision making, 

dominance physically and financially, and to enact this in all situations (Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005).  

The effects of this historical trauma are manifested today in many ways, which has 

relevance and implications for BMOC’s pathways into and through education; education requires 

men to be vulnerable and incomplete, which can create a challenge for them (Hurtado & Sinha, 

2016). Other scholars like Ferguson (2001) have reported an incompatibility with BMOC and 

education. Moreover, Ferguson (2001) argues that schools are involved in the process of policing 

young black men through disciplinary practices and how easily a “good boy” can be labeled a 

“troublemaker,” in one instance. McLeod (2008) confirmed Ferguson’s (2001) findings by 

illustrating how black men from lower social classes who had high educational aspirations are 

vulnerable to larger systems of marginalization of class in their future pathways.  
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This incompatibility of BMOC and education has been evidenced all throughout the 

educational pipeline.  For instance, Willis (2000) found that working class boys did not feel like 

school was a place for them, especially because there were other options and gender expectations 

made it easy to leave education and enter the workforce; education was essentially a hoop they 

were coerced into fulfilling. Echoing these findings, McLeod (2008) discussed further how 

unemployed men from lower class backgrounds are susceptible to asserting dominance through 

masculinity or “public displays of violence” which may intensify violence against peers and 

“working-class women” and have negative effects on their futures (McLeod, 2008, p. 185). It is 

vital to recognize the multiple forms of marginalization experienced by working class and 

BMOC in these studies.  

Other literature in school and counseling studies have documented this incompatibility 

using intersectionality as lenses. For instance, some studies have examined school mattering for 

BMOC, in particular black men. They found that often black men’s self-identified level of 

mattering is low, unless they were playing sports – their level of mattering improved (Carey, 

Polanco, & Blackman, 2022). Moreover, Carey et. al. (2022) also found that contributing factors 

to students feeling a low level of mattering was microaggressions, discriminatory speech from 

teachers, and interracial tensions (p. 163).  It is important to note that recent literature has further 

identified incompatibilities related to the ideas about black boys’ bodies and how they are 

dehumanized and seen as unable to obey, not able to be good, and those who deserve to be 

kicked out of school (Warren, Andrews, & Flennaugh, 2022).  Lastly, Haight and Kayama 

(2016) have documented an intersectional approach to discipline and school incompatibility with 

BMOC and found that disability can be a factor that can further increase suspension of a black 

males. Although the literature looks stark on how it has treated BMOC throughout history, it has 
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some positive outlooks on how some are responding to the realities that exist for BMOC. For 

instance, Chan, Ngadjui, Jackson, and Steen (2021) examined an intersectional lens for how 

school counselors can respond to the needs of BMOC and shortcomings the school has in 

supporting BMOC.  

Masculinities and Boys and Men of Color 

By taking an intersectional lens to the work, the paradox of privilege becomes apparent, 

because on the one hand BMOC receive a number of privileges based on their gender, but on the 

other hand, they are marginalized via their racial identity 1(Cabrera, Rashwan-Soto, & Valencia, 

2016; McLeod, 2008). Moreover, white men are also susceptible to hegemonic norms of 

masculinity, and scholars like Kimmel (2010) argue that men are “misframed” based on how 

society idealizes and socializes what it means to be a man. Applying this broader lens to the 

challenges BMOC face implicates not the men themselves, but rather, the larger system that 

socializes them into pathways other than higher education. This means the focus of educational 

researchers should perhaps be less on how men are marginalized or oppressed, and more on how 

they are experiencing and recreating a system that presents challenges for boys who become 

men.  

Some valuable literature exists from feminist perspectives on hegemonic masculinity and 

critical thought (Anzaldua, 1987; hooks, 2004; Hurtado & Sinha, 2016), but there is a lack of 

literature among educational researchers on how it can be disrupted, particularly in educational 

settings (Bukowski & Hatch, 2016; Cabrera, Rashwan-Soto, & Valencia, 2016; Saenz & 

Bukowski, 2014). Therefore, this study will also investigate implementable practices intended to 

 
1 Racial identity are defined here as the socially constructed groups defined by cultural practices, language, 

traditions, and often times refered to as people of color, who do not usually have access to material advantages of 

whiteness  (DiAngelo, 2016, p.101). 
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address the larger systemic challenges related to hegemonic masculinity with college students. 

Moreover, the study will explore how a college course intervention can be effective in disrupting 

systems like hegemonic masculinity with college students from various identity backgrounds. 

Since hegemony is experienced by all in a social system (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005), it is 

imperative to include participants from various identity backgrounds. 

Though documenting patterns and trajectories among BMOC is a common trend in prior 

literature, few studies have examined practical ways to address structures that generate the 

environments these BMOC must navigate (Cabrera, Karaman, Ballysingh, Oregon, Gonell, 

Lopez, & Deil-Amen, 2021). However, Cabrera et. al. (2021) has reported on the state of BMOC 

in higher education research, and they note that most studies focused more on race as an 

empirical lens, but less on gender as a more critical lens in their work. Thus, it is imperative that 

studies involving BMOC in the field of higher education take a more critical lens to examine 

gender. For instance, Anzaldúa (1987) and hooks (2004), women of color who have a critical 

view of gender, call attention to the larger challenges BMOC have faced in the U.S., including 

systems of power, oppression, and histories associated with their experiences. Ginwright (2016) 

has added to this conversation, illustrating the experiences of BMOC who have faced challenges 

related to poverty, education, and incarceration. However, a point of contention is the privilege 

men of color maintain outside of the oppression they may experience (Hurtado & Sinha, 2016; 

Cabrera, Rashwan-Soto, & Valencia, 2016). An example of a powerful systemic force is 

hegemonic masculinity, which socializes men into certain identity frameworks that encourage 

dominance, competition, suppression of emotions, and dehumanization of themselves and their 

peers (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). 
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Gender expectations, maintained through systems of patriarchy and manifested through 

hegemonic masculinity, create dominant ways to “be a man” in society (Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005; hooks, 2004). These expectations create a “box” of behaviors where men 

feel the need to fit a mold that often reproduces itself through societal influences (Kimmel, 

2008). hooks (2004) describes masculinity as a system where men objectify themselves, other 

men, and women through dominance, violence, and womanizing that contribute to inequities in 

society. And, when society upholds dominant paradigms of gender related to these forms of 

masculinity, this is described as patriarchy (hooks, 2004; Lacey-Bordeaux, 2018). Likewise, as it 

relates to the experiences of BMOC, Miville (2013) states,  

…in many if not most societies, men typically hold a dominant power position relative to 

women, regarding their social status and what are considered to be their presumably 

superior native abilities and traits. This remains true for many communities of color, both 

in the United States and around the world. (p. 11) 

 

This helps illustrate some of the research that exists as it relates to men of color and expectations 

to fit in with a singular definition of masculinity and manhood.  

Moreover, in recent times, the conversations regarding “toxic masculinity” have emerged 

due to movements like #MeToo which have brought awareness to male behavior and toxic 

masculinity. Companies like Gillette have created thought-provoking commercials that challenge 

this notion of toxic masculinity, challenging what it means to be a man. Furthermore, the 

American Psychological Association developed a guide for therapists to address male 

socialization and behaviors as contributing factor to their mental health and well-being.  The 

guide was created out of a need to address negative male behavior. It calls therapist to consider 

gender socialization and negative forms of masculinity when working with young men to 

improve their mental health.  
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However, there are examples that demonstrate real conversations that men can have 

regarding their socialization to hegemonic masculinity. For instance, in a recent documentary 

entitled “The Feminist on Cellblock Y,” men who have been incarcerated explore and examine 

their own decisions and beliefs associated with gender that contributed to their choices that 

ultimately lead to their incarceration (Lacey-Bordeaux, 2018). The ideas of objectification of the 

female and male bodies emerge in this film and demonstrate that men have generated space and 

conversations to challenge belief systems they maintain. In the film, Rich, one of the organizers 

of the space says, “Men who are not incarcerated are also living in a prison…” (Lacey-Bordeaux, 

2018), calling attention to the social structures men are expected to fit and maintain can be like 

living in a socially created prison where they are unable to live free from scrutiny and constant 

corrections. Conversations have emerged that examine this phenomenon within educational 

environments, where authors have argued for a need to examine and challenge dominant notions 

of hegemonic masculinity (Cabrera, Rashwan-Soto, & Valencia, 2016).  

Critical Pedagogy in Education 

Historically, and still currently, the education system is often modeled on the idea of 

student as empty containers to be filled with information, wherein the teacher is often the 

“expert.” This can generate an environment where power dynamics between students and 

teachers are unequal (Freire, 2000). The “Banking Model” of education is a concept Freire 

(2000) theorized on how the educational system treats students as “containers” to be filled with 

the knowledge from the teacher. He (2000) explained that teachers make deposits of information 

into the brains of students where it can be stored and memorized. This is problematic, because it 

limits the scope of teaching and learning for students and creates a system where student learning 

is based on what they receive from their teacher.  Additionally, this educational environment 
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often expects each student to fit a perfect mold that encourages success that derives from societal 

norms of meritocracy and competition. 

Also, some conversations on how teachers should engage students have emerged over the 

years. For example, Delpit (2006) posits that when working with other people’s children, 

educators need to be aware of their own biases and beliefs in order to make the classroom a safe 

and cohesive space for learning. This notion has been supported by the likes of hooks (2010; 

1994) and many other scholars who have undertaken the challenges of teaching and learning in 

the classroom.  

It is important to note that the purpose of education has seen various models for success, 

but for students of color and those in the margins of society, it has traditionally been a place that 

encourages assimilation into White imperialist norms and ideas (Paris & Alim, 2017). 

Traditional education has been called “subtractive” in that in some spaces, it has literally 

encouraged Latina/o/x students to forget aspects of their culture, language, and heritage 

(Valenzuela, 1999). This disconnection has existed in education in the U.S. since its inception 

(Paris & Alim, 2017). 

As BMOC navigate educational institutions, they encounter teachers’, administrators’, 

and parents’ upheld ideas of gender which often contradicts the vulnerability and incompleteness 

necessary for young men to succeed in educational environments. Yet, this gendered experience 

can be described as the system socializing young men into privilege, competition, and 

domination. Further, keeping in mind BMOC negative and racialized experiences within 

educational spaces combined with gendered expectations creates a contradiction that young men 

of color face in educational institutions (Cabrera, Rashwan-Soto, & Valencia, 2016; Chu, 2014; 

Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Kimmel, 2008; Bukowski & Hatch, 2016; Ferguson, 2001). 
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For instance, Cabrera, Rashwan-Soto, and Valencia (2016) describe this as a privilege paradox 

where men of color have inherent privilege through their socialized male identity and 

simultaneously experience hostile and racist environments due to their racial identity. Indeed, all 

of this type of research reinforces a deficit narrative about BMOC, however the current study 

seeks to focus on progress in disrupting these patterns and norms. This is necessary given the 

often negative lens around BMOC achievement in education.  

Freire (2000) and hooks (1994) envisioned learning spaces as places to challenge norms 

and ideas that generate inequities in society. They propose that these spaces should also foster an 

environment where consciousness, praxis, and liberation take place. Moreover, these spaces can 

potentially support the development of critical consciousness as a tool to examine social and 

historical realities of marginalized communities, like BMOC. In these spaces, educators can 

build critical consciousness by encouraging critical reflection and work towards praxis, by 

utilizing experiences and knowledge to challenge systems that often generate marginalization for 

particular communities (hooks, 1994). 

Duncan-Andrade (2009) and Ginwright (2016) encourage educators to consider critical 

hope in their work - to embody vulnerability, love, and validation in educational spaces. Critical 

hope can be described as the opportunity for educators to engage in three forms of hope that 

encourage the development of consciousness of students to understand and challenge material 

environments they may face (Ginwright, 2016, p. 4). Ginwright (2016) points to Duncan-

Andrade’s work by describing three forms of hope educators can employ,  

Material Hope – Quality teaching that connects to the harsh reality of community 

conditions [students face] with [envisioning] new possibilities. Socratic Hope – Requires 

educators and students to painfully examine their own lives and actions to discover new 
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ways of living. Audacious hope – Healing from oppression in order to transform it. (pp. 

4-5)  

This form of teaching often counters the traditional model present in public k-12 schools and has 

been implemented to challenge dominant paradigms that exist within education. Unfortunately, 

this type of teaching and learning is rarely present in higher education environments, and 

professors are often not encouraged or rewarded for applying transformative pedagogies that 

encourage development of critical consciousness that can ultimately challenge hegemonic 

masculinity through dialogue, reflection, and action.  

 However, there are some researchers who have started to challenge the traditional college 

classroom in higher education through inclusive pedagogies. Tuitt, Haynes, and Stewart (2016) 

encourage educators to examine their critical inclusive pedagogies that center race and equity in 

higher education learning environments. For instance, in her chapter, Stewart (2016) argues, “I 

believe that the individual lecturer (e.g., faculty member, instructor, or professor) must craft 

[their] teaching philosophy with the espoused beliefs of developing critical consciousness, and 

then make it visible and transparent to students.” She defines critical consciousness referencing 

Freire as the ability to understand systems of oppression and take action to change them.  

It is personal praxis that matters in this way of teaching (hooks, 1994; Freire, 2000).  

Moreover, the book by Tuitt et al. (2016) is an example of how educators in higher education are 

challenging learning environments being mindful of hooks (1994) and Freire’s (2000) vision of a 

critical and inclusive learning environment. Tuitt, Haynes, and Stewart (2016) have provided a 

vital resource for post-secondary educators to challenge the learning environments they engage, 

though, a gap that remains are aspects of a college course, like assignments, literature, class 



INCREASING CRITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS 

 

23 

activities, conversations, etc., that may encourage critical conscious development and challenge 

systems like hegemonic masculinity.   

The following section will outline concepts from the course to provide an understanding 

of how college students enrolled in the course engage this topic. As I describe and define vital 

aspects of my conceptual framework, I will also discuss how the Spring 2018, 300 level course 

engaged about 25 students in critical discussions regarding the following concepts.  

IV. Conceptual Framework 

 The concepts this study implemented originate from various levels of education, 

sociology, and ethnic studies. In order to understand the transformation experienced in the 

course, the study utilized the following concepts.  Each concept was utilized as a “layer” in the 

process of developing what I call a focused Critical Lens in Education (Please see Figure 1 

below for the first iteration of the lens). This proposed model will be a critical contribution to 

literature that discusses this topic. Lastly, data will assist in illustrating how each of the 

following concepts are integral to the generation of a focused Critical Lens in Education.  

Critical Pedagogical Methods 

 Critical pedagogy is a method of teaching utilized by educators that exists mostly in K-12 

education to challenge dominant power structures that perpetuate the cycles of oppression and 

inequity that exist in society (Fischman & McLaren, 2005). According to Fischman and 

McLaren (2005) “…it advances an agenda for educational transformation by encouraging 

educators to understand the sociopolitical contexts of educative acts and the importance of 

radically democratizing both educational sites and larger social formations.” (p.425). This type 

of pedagogy focuses on a social justice framework in teaching and learning environments for 

students and provides a space for students to challenge dominant oppressive systems through 
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praxis – or using theory and research to make changes in an environment (Cammarota & 

Romero, 2006; Duncan-Andrade, 2009; Duncan-Andrade and Morrell, 2008). This work has also 

been described by Paris and Alim (2017) as culturally sustaining pedagogies (CSP):  

CSP seeks to perpetuate and foster— to sustain— linguistic, literate, and cultural 

pluralism as part of schooling for positive social transformation. CSP positions dynamic 

cultural dexterity as a necessary good and sees the outcome of learning as additive rather 

than subtractive, as remaining whole rather than framed as broken, as critically enriching 

strengths rather than replacing deficits. (p. 1) 

This idea supports the will to move beyond rigid forms of education that leaves out the 

experiences and knowledge of students of color who participate in the education process. 

Moreover, CSP has been used as lens to view education as a place that builds up students from 

historically marginalized communities. Critical pedagogy and methods like CSP have seldom 

been implemented in higher education, thus this study will address a gap in the literature by 

focusing on the implementation of critical pedagogical practices within a college class in a four-

year university.  

This lens is vital, because it mixes students lived realities in relation to power structures 

that exist. For instance, in preliminary data, participant-created “spoken word poems” were 

analyzed for student experiences in relation to hegemonic masculinity. This form of critical 

pedagogy (Endsley, 2016; Fiore, 2013) allows students to explore their experiences in relation to 

power structures. Students were able to discuss their personal relationship to the power structure, 

their experiences with oppression, and how they seek to challenge it. More importantly, it gives 

voice to what students may be thinking and experiencing (Lorde, 1984). According to Lorde 

(1984), “Poetry is not a Luxury… [and] is the way we help give name to the nameless so it can 
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be thought. The farthest external horizons of our hopes and fears are cobbled by our poems, 

carved from the rock experiences of our daily lives.” (p. 37) Poetry provides a safe space for 

students to dissect and discuss lived realities of marginalization and oppression and involves 

them in the political process of voice and art – not often utilized in college classrooms (Endsley, 

2017). When opportunities like these exist for students, they have the ability to increase their 

critical consciousness towards certain power structures and inequities that exist in the society in 

which they are a part of. What’s more, they may even develop the will to change, and the energy 

to change it.  

Hegemonic Masculinity, Patriarchy, and Privilege 

The conversation around men in the larger context often focuses attention on 

heteronormative white men. According to Kimmel (2015), as women’s lives changed throughout 

history with the rise of feminist efforts, the all-male world in which men and growing boys were 

accustomed to, changed. However, the expectations around masculinity have yet to change, 

which creates some challenges in our society involving men and boys. Men seek approval from 

other men to verify their masculinity as a coming to age ritual. These rituals begin from a very 

young age (Chu, 2014) and can only be verified by other “men” who have achieved that ideal 

male identity - strong, sturdy, emotionless, womanizers. Additionally, these constructs are 

constantly “policed,” and continually reproduced (Kimmel, 2008). Kimmel (2008) describes how 

college men conform to a culture of entitlement and behaviors that constantly recreate their 

dominance over others, mostly women (Kimmel, 2008). Kimmel (2010) also argues that as a 

society we still do not know how discuss masculinity, which often times misframe men and the 

societal issues regarding those who are male identified.  
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According to hooks (2004), the U.S. is largely a white, patriarchal, heteronormative 

environment which benefits white straight men and continues to perpetuate male privilege in 

society. She contends that men have a fear of changing and that patriarchy keeps men from 

“knowing themselves, from being in touch with their feelings, from loving (p. xvii).” Also, 

Anzaldúa (1987) contends,  

His “machismo” [Latino men] is an adaptation to oppression and poverty and low self-

esteem. It is the result of hierarchical male dominance. The Anglo, feeling inadequate and 

inferior and powerless, displaces or transfers these feelings to the Chicano by shaming 

him (p. 83).  

Other scholars argue that BMOC experiences with masculinity is damaged, different, and able to 

go outside of the hegemonic norm (Abalos, 2002; Mirandé, 1997). 

This system of patriarchy is manifested through multiple methods exercised through 

gender performativity, described as a set of expectations that one may not be able to challenge 

openly through everyday performance (Butler, 1993; Taylor, 2009). This type of performativity 

expectation is often ruled by hegemonic masculinity, which is the overarching system of norms 

and values which are dominated by society (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). This system, 

which is largely perpetuated and verified by media images, music, parents, role models, and 

education systems pressures men to perform their gender in specific ways. Connell and 

Messerschmidt (2005) explain how hegemonic masculinity, being the dominant normative form, 

is enacted and practiced, allowing men’s power over women and other men in the larger system 

of patriarchy that exist. Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) state, “It embodied the currently most 

honored way of being a man, it required all other men to position themselves in relation to it, and 

it ideologically legitimated the global subordination of women to men. (p. 832).” The various 
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attributes of what it means to be man or masculine that are considered normative are: being a 

provider, a bigger muscular person, always strong, dominant, aggressive, sexually aggressive, 

non-emotional, in-charge, homophobic, short hair, etc. (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; hooks, 

2004; Kimmel, 2008). Though some of these normative expectations are often associated with 

being a “good man” they often go unchallenged in most conversations. This literature largely 

discusses men as if they only experience masculine identities and seldom interrogates the 

experiences of men of color at the intersectional experiences of their identities (Cabrera, 

Rashwan-Soto, Valencia, 2016; Saenz &Bukowski, 2011).  

In connection with the previous section, students in the class are encouraged to use this 

lens as a way of viewing the idea of male privilege that dominates society. Students are also 

asked to reflect on how these ideas or concepts have impacted their lives in some way. Students 

connect to the literature and concepts by making clear connections to the real world. This is 

achieved by utilizing elements of critical pedagogy in the classroom. Lastly, students are also 

trained to understand that in addition to hegemonic masculinity, there are other forms of 

oppression and power that may intersect with those experiences.  

Intersectionality  

To examine the relationship of race, gender, and other identities, it is vital to utilize an 

intersectional lens for investigating the impact of challenging oppression in a college classroom. 

Intersectionality takes us from viewing humans as solely racial or gendered beings to the ability 

to view the experiences of people at the intersections of their identities (Cabrera, Rashwan-Soto, 

& Valencia, 2016; Collins & Bilge, 2016; Crenshaw, 1991; Hurtado & Sinha, 2016; Williams, 

2014). According to Collins and Bilge (2016), intersectionality can be used as an analytical tool 

to examine multiple forms of power and oppression to understand how they operate - for 
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instance hegemonic power structures like masculinity and experiences with race, sexual 

orientation, income, ability, etc. They further explains that the organization of power can be 

broken down into four tenets: a) the interpersonal domain of power, or a person’s life and how it 

compares to others; b) the disciplinary domain of power, or those that encounter various forms of 

treatment based on the rules that govern them or others; c) the cultural domain of power, or 

social inequities and fair play that are explained by ideas that matter; and d) the structural 

domain of power, or how intersecting power relations shape the institutionalization and 

organization of a structure (Collins & Bilge, 2016, pp. 7-12).  

In a recent study, Hurtado and Sinha (2016) used intersectionality as a framework and 

found that Latino men in college who identify as feminist have largely distanced themselves 

from dominant definitions of masculinity, instead they situate themselves centrally within their 

marginalized identities; these men were also more likely to be allies to their female peers. Most 

men in her study did not identify with hegemonic masculinity, which further suggests that 

deconstructing hegemonic masculinity may assist men of color’s critical consciousness 

development, and potentially other students, as they navigate higher education. The development 

of a “critical lens” like a pair of eyeglasses will hopefully encourage students to understand the 

complex systems of oppression to encourage personal accountability, moving towards 

community accountability (i.e., collaborative project with youth addressing oppression). In this 

case, intersectionality is one layer to understanding gender identity socialization, and how 

hegemonic masculinity is manifested in various instances at the intersection of identity. For 

instance, as students are able to reflect on the course topics and their own experiences at the 

intersections, they can move from theory to action - which are important aspects of critical 

pedagogy - and challenging dominant power structures like hegemonic masculinity/ patriarchy. 
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Additionally, as students begin to challenge system of patriarchy and oppression, they would 

essentially be working towards personal and community critical hope healing (Ginwright, 2016). 

For instance, in previously examined “spoken word poems” participants discussed their 

experiences at the intersections of their identities, i.e., being Latino and gay, and how they 

negatively experienced masculinity from that perspective.  

Critical Hope 

 According to Duncan-Andrade (2009) it is essential that educators develop and 

implement elements of critical hope in educational spaces to challenge dominant, or hegemonic 

structures, that continue to marginalize communities. Duncan-Andrade (2009) states that critical 

hope has three main components, Material hope, Socratic hope, and Audacious hope. When 

educators employ Material hope, they are connecting to what is relevant for student and utilizing 

their position to incorporate a rigorous pedagogy that is geared towards social justice (Duncan-

Andrade, 2009, p.6). This means that the instructor is intentionally building opportunities for 

students to engage in topics that are relevant to their lives and the communities they come from. 

For instance, students may look into climate justice in their communities, or who has access to 

transportation, or inequities within k-12 pathways.  In Socratic hope, educators and students 

painfully examine their lives and actions with an unjust society and share the pain in order to 

imagine a path to transform it (Duncan-Andrade, 2009, p. 7). In this tenet of critical hope, 

students and the instructor must look at how they might be personally connected to the issues or 

challenges they have chosen to examine. This connects students and the instructor to the realities 

in which some live, building empathy in order to seek ways they can change or work towards 

changing the problem they have identified.  Audacious hope requires that educators must treat 

students’ pain as their own in solidarity and channel that pain in order to transform it (Duncan-
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Andrade, 2009, p. 9). Moreover, this last tenet goes beyond discussing the problem and moves 

towards action. Students and instructor work together to channel their pain in order to transform 

their communities. This framework allows students to understand that their role is to examine 

what is relevant for them through the critical pedagogical methods they engage in with their 

instructor. While they engage in this personal reflection, they are utilizing rigorous curriculum 

and pedagogy tied to social justice in education. Students then examine this pain with other 

students and a college professor in order to change it. For instance, in preliminary data students 

challenged hegemonic masculinity by identifying with their marginalized identities, which was a 

similar finding to Hurtado and Shinha (2016). Some males discussed how their success in 

education was a direct challenge to hegemonic masculinity and that they would continue to 

challenge the toxic masculinity they faced.  

 Participant-generated documents were used as preliminary data to examine how males 

discussed masculinity in space where they engaged in spoken word poetry. In their poems, 

students reflected on their pain of experiencing a negative and hostile gender climate. Some 

students discussed how they will and are currently challenging hegemonic norms of masculinity. 

Critical hope is a vital piece to the layer of the lens, because it continuously encourages 

reflection and transformation along the spectrum of power and marginalization. Ginwright 

(2016) studied this phenomenon with African American men who had been involved with the 

justice system. He found that by simply generating a space for these men to channel and discuss 

their pain with each other, a culture of healing and support began to form. Some of the men 

continued this work and got involved with programs that supported others who were in their 

situations. The tenets of critical hope were essential to the outcomes generated by this space 

(Ginwright, 2016).  
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 Lastly, it takes people within the margins and who experience oppression to make lasting 

and impactful changes (Freire, 2000). This change doesn’t always have to come from the top 

down, but can happen from the bottom up (Kezar, 2012). The idea of critical consciousness has 

been defined as a person’s awareness and actions towards power structures that exist in a system 

in which they live (Freire, 2000; El-Amin, Seider, Graves, Tamerat, Clark, Soutter, Johannsen, & 

Malhotra, 2017). Critical consciousness was theorized by Freire (2000) who said that there are 

three levels to developing critical consciousness. For instance, 1. Those affected by unequal 

structures in society gain knowledge of those structures existence, and how those structures exist 

to maintain inequality, 2. They realize they have power and agency to do something about those 

systems or structures, and 3. They undertake action to change or alter those systems that exist 

(Freire, 2000; El-Amin, Seider, Graves, Tamerat, Clark, Soutter, Johannsen, & Malhotra, 2017). 

Many authors have applied this framework and thinking in many areas of education – though this 

literature mostly exists within the confines of K-12 education (Ginwright, 2016; Duncan-

Andrade & Morrell, 2008). The idea is that when you provide opportunities for students to 

engage in learning that reflects and values their communities, culture, and language you are 

creating spaces that are safe and against the norms of white, imperialist, rigid meritocratic 

education (Paris & Alim, 2017). In addition, providing a space where students can be 

incomplete, make mistakes, and their experiences are valued can have a positive impact on 

student’s education that promotes deep an engaged learning (hooks, 2010; hooks, 1994). Lastly, 

by critiquing systems that exist and engaging in activities to change the system, students can 

increase their opportunities to build critical consciousness (Cammarota & Romero, 2011).  
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Masculinity, Power, and Education Course 

 The 300-level course is space that focuses on the educational experiences of those who 

are masculine identified, and how their intersectional experiences shape their educational and 

social success. The literature in the course largely centers hegemonic masculinity, 

intersectionality, and critical hope as frameworks for how to approach conversations on power, 

privilege, and oppression as it relates to educational attainment.  

Higher education frameworks often center recommendations for access, retention and 

engagement of boys and men of color (BMOC), but they seldom explore implementable 

practices that may start to address some of these expectations under masculinity norms they face, 

taking into account their marginalized identities (Cabrera, Rashwan-Soto, &Valencia, 2016; 

Harper & Harris, 2010; Saenz & Ponjuan, 2009; Williams, 2014). A gap that remains are 

concrete methods that encourage critical dialogue with BMOC and their peers, to address 

socialization of males and how that intersects with marginalized identities like race. 

Additionally, the gap between P-12 and higher education, especially for a community in Arizona, 

can often be viewed as exclusive and limited for most marginalized groups.  

In college courses, there is a limited knowledge of the use of elements of critical 

pedagogy in practice. Critical pedagogy, which center larger systems of power and privilege, are 

not often utilized in higher education; but will provide a framework for how to implement this 

work with college students (Cammarota & Romero, 2011). The class uses critical pedagogy to 

assist students understanding of where they are positioned in terms of power and privilege by 

reflecting on their experiences. Most researchers engage in this process by generating youth 

participatory action research projects (YPAR) that center social justice issues in the local 

community. This process has been used to facilitate the growth and development of critical 
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consciousness, or the understanding of how power structures in society shape the experiences 

that marginalized communities often face (James et al., 2008; Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 

2008). For instance, by centering power and oppression as a framework for understanding 

structures like masculinity, racism, etc., and root causes of issues, students may understand how 

they play a role in recreating and/or altering them. When this work has included youth, increased 

levels of critical consciousness and civic engagement have resulted (Cammarota & Romero, 

2009).  

 The course implements assignments geared towards connecting personal experiences to 

academic literature. Also, a semester-long collaborative youth project connects theory to practice 

for students. Each student is required to work with a group of youth to reflect, research, and 

address a community or school challenges related to male and female socialization. Additionally, 

each student engages in an introduction to spoken word, its history, and basic methods of 

engaging in this form of artistic expression. During this time in class students read an article by 

Duncan-Andrade (2009) that discusses the tenets of critical hope which focus on educator and 

student engagement in social justice for change. Students connect to how spoken word can be a 

method that assists in the process of developing critical hope healing. They are introduced to 

different examples of spoken word by artists on the web. Students learn that this form of writing 

is non-traditional and can channel any emotions or experiences they have had in relation to 

masculinity as a power structure.  In class, students were given a prompt that started with, “Dear 

Masculinity…”, and were instructed to simply have a conversation with the gender, as if 

masculinity were a person they could talk to.  

 Students also develop counterstories that describe their lived experiences with power 

structures outlined in the course. Counterstories are valid lived realities of people of color that 
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Figure 1. Development of Critical Lens in Education 

 

often go untold and unrecognized in the larger dominant society, or master narrative. Solórzano 

and Yosso (2002) suggest,  

We define the counter-story as a method of telling the stories of those people whose 

experiences are not often told (i.e., those on the margins of society). The counter-story is 

also a tool for exposing, analyzing, and challenging the majoritarian stories of racial 

privilege. Counter-stories can shatter complacency, challenge the dominant discourse on 

race, and further the struggle for racial reform. (p. 32) 

In this course students utilize the tenets of this method to tell their story as it relates to 

hegemonic masculinity and other course topics; students engage in this process once in the 
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beginning of the course and once at the end to gauge their own positionality after they learn the 

language to describe certain power structures and oppression they encounter.  

 Additionally, students are required to use articles they have read by translating topics 

discussed in class to everyday interactions. Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) ecological model describes 

how humans develop as a result of different systems of influence in their lives. These various 

spheres are based on personal, social, community, and societal experiences. Students in this 

course examine how they encounter these messages, but also, how they in turn reproduce gender 

by way of their photo/video journal assignment.  Students utilized a popular social media app on 

their phone called Snapchat, which most students admit to using, to complete their entry for each 

photo journal. Students examine how they play a role in the generation of hegemonic structures, 

like masculinity, in their social media and in their everyday lives.  

 Also, students write a final paper discussing the impact of various components of the 

course on their educational and career pathways. They are instructed to describe concrete ways 

they will implement this experience in their lives.  Lastly, students collaborate on a project with 

youth at local middle and high schools that center gender issues in their community. The goal of 

their collaborative meetings is to develop an action workshop that will address gender concerns 

in their community. Youth and college students facilitate this workshop at a statewide 

symposium where other youth, undergraduates, faculty, staff, and community members are 

present. 

Statement of Process 

 Figure 1. above illustrates a hypothesis of the mechanism and process taking place with 

students in class. It can also add to the literature on implementable practices in higher education 

by providing a framework that might ultimately inform how educators and/or practitioners can 
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engage in theory and practice for social awareness and change.  The current study examines the 

use of elements of critical pedagogy in a college classroom meant to interrogate power 

(hegemonic masculinity) and oppression (intersectionality). This examination can provide a 

deeper understanding of how hegemonic masculinity is deeply embedded in society and how it 

operates at the intersections of privilege and oppression. What’s more, this may improve our 

understanding of how critical feminist thought about masculinity, and use of intersectionality, 

can interrogate the privilege/oppression paradox that BMOC experience (Cabrera, Rashwan-

Soto, & Valencia, 2016), informing how we engage in discussions of privilege and 

marginalization. Also, the findings may have implications for how critical hope is conceptualized 

more broadly, because the applied framework allows for an examination of privilege and 

marginalization with both privileged and marginalized communities in the same space. 

In order to understand the processes that are taking place in the classroom space (Figure 1. 

above) the following paragraphs and research questions help guide the data that will be collected.  

As students engage with a critical pedagogical space within higher education, the community 

(middle or high school), and personal space, they will participate in the development of a critical 

lens in education. In this space they will reflect on hegemonic masculinity and intersectionality 

as lenses to view power and privilege. The intent of this opportunity is for them to engage in 

critical discussions with peers and reflection assignments that explain their navigation of these 

power structures, while at the same time examining their own privilege and marginalization. 

Again, questions that are considered for this study are as follows, 

1. What aspects of a university course are most effective in fostering opportunities for 

college students to engage in critical consciousness development? What does critical 

consciousness transformation look like for these students?   
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2. How might the challenges of BMOC be addressed by calling attention to the broader 

problem of hegemonic masculinity?  

Overall, each piece of this conceptual framework will be viewed as a “layer” that will 

contribute to the development of a more focused critical lens in education. This was measured by 

the collection of assignments and participant observations, through their involvement in the 

course. Student interviews were examined after their involvement in the course.  

V. Methods 

           This case study employs a qualitative approach examining the experiences of 13 male 

and 7 female identified students from various marginalized identity backgrounds enrolled in a 

college course during the spring semester of 2018. I was on the far participant end of the 

participant-observer continuum (Glesne, 2016). In that role, I took field notes whenever possible 

during class and memoed extensively after class and at any point when students emailed, texted, 

or called me to share their experiences. These experiences were relevant to how the class was 

having an impact on their thinking and approach to their life experiences and relationships 

(Appendix D). The students’ first day of class peer interviews (Appendix C) helped serve as a 

baseline of what knowledge they were coming into the class with. Other assignments like 

photo/video journals and spoken word poem, notes, and my memos were analyzed as data using 

a range of “first cycle” coding approaches, including in vivo, values, process, and dramaturgical 

coding. All of this was followed up by followed by “second cycle” pattern coding once 

interviews were obtained (Saldaña, 2016). Interviews served as a way to clarify what I observed 

in the various pieces of data mentioned above.  

         These analyses first generated dozens of lower-level concepts, including vulnerability, 

use of space, representation, love, relationships, questioning prior beliefs, comfort and 
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discomfort, family/friends, rethinking identity, and privilege. After saturation was reached, I 

developed three core categories (Corbin & Strauss, 2015): Importance of Physical, Intellectual, 

and Emotional Space; What Curriculum Matters? Representation and Humanizing Masculinity; 

and Putting the Curriculum into Action: Challenging dominant systems and expectations. These 

core categories were then consolidated into the three themes (Saldaña, 2016) noted in the next 

section. To enhance validity, findings were cross-checked with memos to ensure bias was not 

unduly impacting the interpretation of findings. Respondent validation, or member checks 

(Maxwell, 2013, p. 126-127) were conducted through follow-up interviews after student 

participation in the course to review interpretations of the data to ensure meanings were 

accurately represented. The table below includes all the data that were used in this case study.  

Table 1. All Data 

Data  Quantities 

Observations (communications, in/out of class 

interactions, and memos) 

24 notes  

Interviews (clarifications and member checks) 20 transcribed audio recordings 

Spoken Word Poems 18 written documents 

Our Stories (baseline) 20 audio recordings 

Photo Journal 1st Entry  17 written, photo/video 

Photo Journal 2nd Entry  20 written, photo/video 

Photo Journal 3rd Entry  13 written, photo/video 
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Process 

 Seidman (2006) recommends interviewing as an ideal qualitative method when engaging 

in a phenomenological approach, because “Telling stories is essentially a meaning-making 

process. When people tell stories, they select details of their experience from their stream of 

consciousness.” (p. 7) The consciousness that emerges from interviewing a person provides a 

researcher entry into complex social and educational issues (Seidman, 2006, p.7). Interviews 

provided a complex, yet detailed, description of student’s prospective transformation in the 

course (Seidman, 2006). Interviews allowed the researcher to triangulate data with participant 

observations and participant generated documents, creating a rich source of data that illustrated 

the process of developing layers to the larger themes generated. For instance, in preliminary 

analysis of pilot data, or participant generated “spoken word poems,” participants examined 

personal relations to power structures, examples of gender policing, and how they engage in 

challenging dominant form of masculinity. Data was analyzed using an initial coding process, 

constant comparisons, and data theming which provided a helpful process to examine complex 

participant generated documents like “spoken word poems.” Common themes generated from 

these pieces of data were “negative experiences with masculinity,” “resistance to masculinity’s 

core values,” “vulnerability,” “personal experiences,” and “reimagining masculinity.” 

Observations or interactions with students in class were examined alongside spoken word poems 

and photo journals illustrating common themes that were impacting student thinking and self-

examination of “personal life and curriculum,” “experiences with masculinity,” and “resistance 

to dominant expectations.”  

 It is important to note that participant generated documents and assignments were not 

coded extensively, rather they were used to understand how students were reflecting and thinking 
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about course topics. As themes emerged from observing student generated work, these themes 

(“personal life and curriculum,” “experiences with masculinity,” and “resistance to dominant 

expectations”) were then examined alongside observations like communications with students, 

in/out of class interactions, and memos to obtain a sense of what was emerging from all the data 

(Sandelowski, 1995). This helped to generate a semi-structured interview protocol (Appendix F) 

with probe questions to follow-up and gather more information on student experiences after the 

course. After students completed the course, I set up interviews to gather more data to better 

understand their experiences and clarify what I was observing.  

 In addition to the aforementioned methods, interviews employed a truncated version of 

Seidman’s (2006) three series interview process. Seidman (2006) recommends a three-series 

interview process in qualitative research. For instance:  

“The first interview establishes the context of the participants’ experience. The second 

allows participants to reconstruct the details of their experience within the context in 

which it occurs. And the third encourages the participants to reflect on the meaning their 

experience holds for them.” (Seidman, 2006, p. 17).  

The three-interview process is robust and can gather rich data, however, this study looks to 

employ the tenets of the three-step interview process from observations, assignments, and semi-

structured interviews. Observations gathered helped to establish the context of the participants 

experiences, which can be obtained in the first interview. Also, the assignments gave a detailed 

look into student experiences within the context of when they were experiencing in the course; 

which helped cover data that can be gathered from the second interview. Participant generated 

documents and observations collected throughout the semester at the same time illustrated the 

aspects of the course that impact students thinking and meaning making. All the data gathered 
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while students were enrolled in the course helped serve as the first two interviews that Seidman 

(2006) recommends obtaining for gathering rich qualitative data.   

 Interviews are a natural progression of previously collected data that examined the 

experiences undergraduate students had in this course. For example, preliminary findings of 

spoken word poems demonstrated student’s understanding of how masculinity as a power 

structure is generated and perpetuated by larger systems like patriarchy. Other students discussed 

how policing of their gender has negatively affected their life experiences and attribute this to 

expectations of masculinity and not having the full ability to express themselves. Students began 

to understand how they are challenging normative conceptions of masculinity in their lived 

realities, exhibiting this throughout the course. In addition to the spoken word poems photo 

journals provided a vital importance to student’s navigation, consumption, and production of 

gender norms in their everyday lives. It is important to note that consumption of gender was 

students’ self-evaluation of what they see, what they “like” (on social media), pages they follow, 

etc. related to gender ideas.  Production was what students might be posting or sharing on social 

media, or through messages, that promote an idea of gender identity.  These entries show how 

students took course content and conversations to a level where they are examining their own 

behaviors. However, interviews provided a larger rationale to illustrate the process and how 

students developed a critical lens (Maxwell, 2016). It is important to mention that the coding 

process that took place for participant generated documents (spoken word poems, photo journals, 

our stories) and observations was brief, and helped generate some lower-level codes. These 

lower-level codes helped to develop themes which then helped build the semi-structured 

interview protocol (Appendix F) used after participants moved on from the course. The 
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interviews helped clarify what was observed during the course and held the most weight when 

coming up with themes for the findings.  This will be further discussed in the limitations section.   

Coding Process 

 In complex pieces of data like interviews and participant generated documents, Saldaña 

(2016) recommends using an open coding, or “initial coding” strategy as a first pass through the 

data. I used NVIVO qualitative software to assist with the first pass at coding and added memos 

to interview transcripts. Since interviews can be loaded with many meaning making by 

participants, the initial coding and memo process were ideal for me to organize data. The initial 

coding process described by Saldaña (2016) provides freedom in examining the data and 

flexibility in which direction to proceed. Moreover, by utilizing initial coding the researcher 

must observe various “processes” taking place, which can illustrate participant’s actions that 

have a cause, consequences, and temporality (Saldaña, 2016, p. 118). Noticing these processes in 

initial coding can assist in deciding the direction of the second cycle coding procedure (Saldaña, 

2016).  

Some of what I was observing in the first pass at coding were broad categories that 

related to what students were experiencing in the course. For instance, “actions,” “future,” 

“lens,” “safety,” “skills gained,” “classroom topics” were initial codes that helped me build an 

understanding of what students were talking about. An example of a quote that was coded in the 

first pass at coding under “actions” was when David said, “I’ve got to watch what I say before I 

say it. I know it sounds like a pretty basic thing to do, but it’s like, I don’t know how to take it 

in.” David was talking about how everyone comes from a different place, so he must watch what 

he says, where before he did not pay close attention to how his words negatively impacted other 
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people.  There were many examples like this where students explained how things might have 

changed and what new actions they take as a result of that change. 

 In my second pass at coding, I used the initial codes and grouped them into 

subcategories. These subcategories were compared against other pieces of data to show student 

processes as they describe their lived experiences; this also demonstrated interrelations with 

other potential themes. Saldaña (2016) recommends organizing the data into themes that 

adequately describe participants experiences. These themes are important for organizing and 

summarizing data by incorporating participant generated examples to help the reader understand 

the phenomenon taking place. For instance, when observing and interviewing, this process was 

helpful for understanding the phenomenon taking place in student’s lived experiences of the 

course, and about their encounters with masculinity and other topics in the course. Initially 

reading and rereading participant interviews, memoing, and grouping content was a helpful 

process to make sense of the complicated aspects of student experiences. This coding process 

was rigorous and complex, which helped me understand how students were describing and 

analyzing their own experiences.  

 Within the second pass at coding the categories became a bit more focused on what initial 

codes were illustrating. For example, lower-level codes like “future,” “actions,” and “lens” 

helped develop second level codes like “personal life connections” and “critical consciousness.” 

An example of “personal life connections” (Which also included “actions” and “lens” codes) was 

Cassandra who talked about having conversations with female peers about negative forms of 

masculinity. She said “I feel, actually, in like conversations, more so with my female peers, I’ve 

noticed more frequently I have these conversations with them” referencing talking to female 

friends about how some of their male friends might make them feel uncomfortable – and 
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utilizing course content she was learning to do so. This process described above led to data 

saturation, and a larger theme that I was observing, which was “Putting the Curriculum into 

Action: Challenging dominant systems and expectations.” This helps clarify the process of 

coding that took place in this study and gives some insight into how this process occurred in this 

study.  

Data Analysis 

  After theming the data, I employed a method derived from grounded theory where I 

utilized constant comparisons of data against other pieces of data. According to Corbin and 

Strauss (2015), “Making constant comparisons refers to the act of taking one piece of datum and 

examining it against another piece of datum both within and between documents in order to 

determine if the two data are conceptually the same or different” (pp. 93-94). Therefore, utilizing 

constant comparison helped develop tangible themes to understand how students were making 

meaning of their experiences in the classroom. I then utilized memos and interrelated codes in 

NVIVO to generate larger themes that may explain certain phenomenon that occurred across 

interviews and participant generated documents. I looked at data to see how students process 

information, how they are impacted by it, tools they may have generated, and their overall 

thinking about their own ability to impact social change. Further, there was more weight placed 

on participant interviews, because it was an opportunity for students to not only clarify what I 

was observing, but they could add more content to what I was observing.  

By interviewing students about their experiences in the course focusing on their personal 

connections and youth collaborative project, I was able to ascertain how the components of the 

course affected their engagement with gender concepts like masculinity. For instance, in a 

preliminary analysis of spoken word poems from the previous semester’s course, BMOC 
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exhibited three interrelated themes: Power Structures -linked to the dominant forms of 

hegemonic masculinity (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005), Policing Gender – student encounters 

with others who may have “corrected” their gender expression, and Challenging Masculinity – 

ways in which students went beyond the definition of hegemonic masculinity, or simply resisted 

that specific type of performance. Though this was one example, and one form of data from a 

previous semester’s course, the inclusion of other forms of data like interviews, and observations 

have helped with data triangulation in the current study. Furthermore, by examining student’s 

baselines of knowledge they had coming into the course, participant generated documents, and 

observations, I was better able to determine the main themes that capture the findings of this 

study. For instance, most students did have a basic understanding of gender, identity, power, and 

privilege when they entered the course. There were only a couple cases where students knew 

more about the topics we were going to examine or did not have much background in some of 

those concepts. Moreover, as I reached saturation, main themes that capture what aspects of the 

course impacted students thinking were, the Importance of Physical, Intellectual, and Emotional 

Space; What Curriculum Matters? Representation and Humanizing Masculinity; and Putting the 

Curriculum into Action: Challenging dominant systems and expectations. Also, this has some 

implications for how the boys and men of color in the study experienced masculinity.  

Positionality 

The issue of researcher bias is present, because I have a personal and invested interest in 

the topic being studied, meaning, the research involves to some degree my own experiences.  

This creates a challenge with bias and my positionality, because I identify as a Latino male 

researching college experiences of males and masculinity. The research being conducted has the 

goal of positively impacting college students, namely BMOC. Therefore, I view this work 
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through the lens and experiences as a Latino male, educator, and professional, with goals of 

improving student experiences on the pathway to and through higher education. There may be 

areas where my positionality is a strength, that assisted in participant’s comfort with me in 

interviews. It may also be a strength by how I dissect and analyze data, by being able to elaborate 

and articulate BMOC experiences in the findings. Contrary to this, it may also create a situation 

that can lead to blind spots in the research, because it may create a situation where I will be more 

willing to observe positive outcomes, and overlook negative ones (Maxwell, 2016). However, 

my involvement in the community work and goal of social change can be an asset to analyzing 

and contributing to the field academically.  

It is important to mention that my goal with this research was to find ways to positively 

impact educational pathways for students from marginalized backgrounds more generally. 

Further, because this work was focused on the pathways of boys and men of color (BMOC), my 

hope was to share the realities that young men of color in our communities in Tucson face. I 

wanted to unveil the truth, that BMOC do not have many positive educational outcomes. I 

wanted to take this problem, unveil it, and discuss possible solutions with the students in the 

class. With that as my goal, I wanted to see how I can encourage students to build a sense of 

empathy and motivation to help change the negative educational outcomes that most young men 

in our (marginalized) communities experience.    

 Also, as I engaged in community work and college outreach, many middle and high 

school educational partners that I spoke with saw the problems facing young men without having 

to read what was in the literature. They knew that young men in their schools needed support. 

So, the creation of spaces of safety, love, and care were a place where middle/high school young 

men, college students, and myself could come together and talk about the problems we all see 
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facing our futures. We could talk about it freely, understand why it is important, and research 

ways to change it. Much of my motivation to teach the class and engage the youth was to 

positively impact future pathways for men of color in the communities in Tucson. When I shared 

this with the students in the class, I believe they saw this as a significant opportunity to impact 

real change in the community.  

 As a man of color, I know now that the challenges of education and masculinity 

negatively impacted mine, my peers, my cousins, and other’s futures, so it was imperative that I 

give back to the community since I was in a position to do so. This work that I was engaging in 

was also a response to communities calls to engage young men in conversations about their 

future pathways, both in Tucson Unified School District and Sunnyside School districts, where 

many educators, principals, and even a superintendent saw the value of engaging young men in 

these conversations about future pathways and masculinity. Paris and Alim (2017) mention that 

the goals of creating change need to be rooted in the goals of the community.  I know this work 

was rooted in the goals of the community, because the community made time and space for 

college students and young men to get together to talk about challenges they faced in their future 

pathways. The goal of this work was to create awareness and teach others how to change 

problems that exist in their communities.   

 As I engaged in this work, I feel like I changed as a researcher and teacher. I was 

fortunate to be in a place where I was able to share my experiences with students and have them 

share their experiences with me. I learned a lot about the power of vulnerability and the 

importance of it for teaching hard concepts. I also learned how to be a good listener and use what 

I was hearing to help steer the conversations through the academic concepts we were unpacking. 

I understood that true humanity and love is synonymous with developing empathy for others who 
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are different than you. I learned how to be a supportive instructor and create a space where 

students can feel safe and like they all belong. I learned that the students could share in this work 

and care about the future of their communities. This experience helped me see the importance of 

education and the many possibilities we have as educators to impact students who entrust their 

futures with us.  

Limitations and Validity 

Maxwell (2016) mentions the importance of being aware of potential validity threats, and 

to consider multiple measures for limiting validity threats. Moreover, Maxwell (2016) discusses 

how our presence as researchers in a situation we are studying can affect participants. As a 

researcher who has an invested interest in impacting the community concerning gender, readers 

must be aware of my biases. Additionally, as a researcher, I must also be aware of my biases in 

reading participant generated work, understanding interviews, or analyzing student experiences. 

However, my investment in the impact of this gender work overall can also serve as an asset to 

this research, since the academic contribution from the first-hand experiences of the participants 

is a key goal to this research.  

It is important to note that most of what I found was positive cases that supported the idea 

that the course was having a positive impact on students’ development of critical consciousness. 

In that regard I may have missed more negative or deviant cases that emerged. Examining 

negative or deviant cases in qualitative research,  

…requires the researcher to seek out, examine and account for all data which might  

otherwise be deemed to challenge their conclusions and in so doing reduce the risk that 

an investigator merely sets aside such findings to strengthen their argument (Coleman, 

2021, p. 2042).  
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The few deviant cases observed may have also impacted the scope of how much students 

increased their level of critical consciousness. For instance, Gil, one of the students said that he 

knew about a lot of this work and the terms from his older sister before entering the course, 

therefore his critical consciousness growth was small. Moreover, another student, Damian, also 

said he felt like the course did not really change his thinking or change his behaviors, but he did 

mention that he appreciated the space and his peers. Also, some students did not like the number 

of articles that were in the course or that they had to maintain an annotated bibliography as a part 

of their course involvement. Also, I wish I could have had more data and observations on the 

outreach component of the course, however this was not always a positive point of reflection, 

because some of the students had some logistical issues with some of the schools they traveled to 

during the course of the semester. This was a missed opportunity that will hopefully improve in 

the future.  

Obviously, my role as instructor and researcher introduced issues of validity, particularly 

with regard to my initial assumptions and biases as well as concerns regarding reactivity 

(Maxwell, 2013). My prior assumptions regarding student’s understanding of course content, 

how they were experiencing it, was up to my interpretation until I was able to follow-up through 

interviews after their involvement in the course. Student honesty varied between students in-

class, so follow-up interviews clarified much of what I was observing in class and in participant 

generated documents. Also, I attempted to minimize reactivity by creating a particular climate in 

class and having student peers initially interview (Appendix C: Our Story 1) each other about 

concepts and experiences with what we were about to learn before we started to unpack course 

terms and concepts. This assignment served as a baseline for understanding what knowledge 

students entered the course with. I did this among other things like being upfront with my goals 
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to have a larger impact on the issues we were planning to dissect and uncover. This transparency 

was important to ensure they knew their honesty would not impact the grades they received.  

Additionally, another limitation to this study is that participant generated documents were 

not rigorously coded for saturation, and therefore, there may have been a missed opportunity to 

illustrate various levels of critical consciousness development that may have occurred. This is 

something that future studies can examine and add to the present analysis. However, by 

triangulating data, utilizing interviews, participant generated documents, and observations, I was 

better able to gather rich data that will thoroughly answer my research questions (Maxwell, 

2016). This will also demonstrate to readers the transparency of the research process taken to 

illustrate the phenomenon in this study. Also, anonymous institutional generated teacher course 

evaluations (Appendix G) have been reviewed and included in the appendix for transparency of 

student experiences. The hope is that this may help illustrate student self-reported experiences in 

the course that align with the observations and findings generated in the study. Many of the 

students mentioned in their interviews that I had a positive impact on their thinking and their 

experiences, which may be supported by the course evaluations included in Appendix G. It was 

difficult to ascertain how much of the impact that was observed was due to the curriculum or the 

instructor. Future studies should investigate this phenomenon and gather more information from 

the participants on what might be the most significant for them.  

Lastly, it is important to note that not all findings supported positive and significant 

changes to critical consciousness for all students involved in the course. In the case of Damian, 

he mentioned, 

Well, I honestly don't feel too much has changed for me. And I wouldn't attribute that to 

the course, more so myself before the class just because I had a very ... what we were 

speaking about in class. Like the Man Box, things of that sort and whatnot. These are 
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concepts that I was familiar with, and prior to taking the course I was already comfortable 

with expressing my emotions and whatnot.  

 

Indeed, some of the students in the course felt like they already had the ability to be vulnerable 

and share experiences, but this may have helped those students who were least likely to share or 

be vulnerable. Another student who mentioned that he may not have undergone much change to 

his thinking was echoed by a couple other students, like Gil, who felt like he came into the 

course with a lot of knowledge from his older sister who taught him about many of these 

concepts. However, these students still mentioned aspects of the course they appreciated, like the 

discussions and how they felt like we had a community in the class. Though not every student 

increased their critical consciousness significantly, they felt like they gained something for 

themselves personally. 

Site and Participants 

In college courses, elements of critical pedagogy are not often utilized, resulting in 

limited knowledge of how to implement this work with college students (Tuitt, Haynes, & 

Stewart, 2016). The conceptual framework used in the course is key for understanding how each 

concept was implemented and used to provide the opportunity for critical consciousness 

development. The course used critical pedagogy to assist students’ understanding of where they 

are positioned in terms of power, privilege, and systems of oppression by having to reflect on 

their experiences. By examining root causes of societal challenges (toxic masculinity, 

homophobia, racism, etc.), students might understand their role in reproducing or altering 

existing dynamics (Cammarota & Romero, 2006). The course literature centers yet challenges 

hegemonic masculinity, utilizing intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) as a framework for 

recognizing power, privilege, and oppression as it relates to educational pursuits of BMOC.  
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         The course provided assignments connecting personal experiences to academic literature 

(Appendix A) which has been determined through critical hope methods to engage students in 

deep conversations about the harsh realities that exist in society (Duncan-Andrade, 2009; 

Ginwright, 2016). On the first day, students learned that the space is guided by “In Lak’ Ech,” a 

Mayan inspired poem that illustrates that “I am you, you are me (Appendix B).”  These words 

bring up ideas like harm, love, and respect, which encourages students to engage in patience, 

reflection, and examination of self as we dissect challenging topics.  Students were also 

introduced to spoken word, which is a form of hip hop pedagogy that is often used as a tool to 

examine systems like masculinity. They also learned about its history, and basic methods of 

engaging in this form of artistic resistance (Endsley, 2017). Students connected to spoken word 

as a method that assisted in the process of critical reflection. At the end of the semester, they 

develop counterstories (valid lived realities of people of color that often go unrecognized in 

larger dominant society) to describe their lived experiences with power structures outlined in the 

course (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). 

         Students examined how they encounter messages, but also, how they in turn reproduced 

gender by way of their Snapchat photo/video journal assignment. Students are asked to use what 

they are learning about masculinity as a lens to examine their consumption, production, and 

alteration of masculinity in their personal lives. Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) ecological model 

describes human development as a result of different spheres of influence in their lives. These 

various spheres are based on personal, social, community, and societal experiences.  Students 

recorded and examined how they personally played a role in the generation of hegemonic 

structures, like masculinity. 
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Table 2. Participant Self-Identified Demographics 

Students  Race and 

Ethnicity  

Gender In-state (from 

AZ) 

Area of study 

Alejandra Latina Female Yes  NA 

Anita Latina Female Yes  Mechanical 

Engineering  

Bakari  Black Male No Literacy, Learning, 

and Leadership 

Ben  Asian Male Yes  Literacy, Learning, 

and Leadership 

Beto Latino Male Yes  Care, Health, and 

Society 

Cassandra  White  Female Yes  NA 

Damian Kurdish 

American 

Male Yes Psychology 

David  Black, Hispanic Male  No General studies – 

Economics 

Business  

Eric  American Indian/ 

Latino 

Male  Yes NA 

Gloria Latina  Female Yes Public Health 

Gil  Middle Eastern/ 

American 

Male No NA 

Jaron Muslim/ 

American 

Male No NA 

Jared White Male No Literacy, Learning, 

and Leadership 

Jennifer White  Female Yes NA 

Jose Latino Male Yes Public Health 

Julio Mexican 

American  

Male  Yes History and Latin 

American Studies 

Kelly Columbian/ 

Black/ Biracial 

Female No Communication and 

Sociology 

Kevin Columbian/Black  Male  No Undecided – 

Business  

Savannah  Native American Female Yes Communications 

Shawn  Latino/ White Male Yes NA 
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 Lastly, a core piece of the course required students to collaborate on projects with youth 

at local middle/high schools that center education and gender issues in their community. Students 

engaged in elements of Youth Participatory Action Research, where they examined obstacles and 

challenges, they face in their community due to systemic inequities they may face (James, 

Milenkiewicz, & Bucknam, 2008). The goal of the undergraduate and youth collaborative 

meetings was to develop an action workshop/presentation to facilitate at a statewide symposium 

where youth, undergraduates, faculty, staff, and community are present. All these aspects of the 

course had a purpose and are linked back to the conceptual framework that formed them.  

 Students were recruited by word of mouth, flyers, emails, and social media. The class 

attracted students from various identity backgrounds and majors which can be found in Table 2. 

Because much of the literature has not come to a consensus on the age range of the term Boys 

and Men of Color (BMOC) it is important to define the age range for the purposes of this study.  

Therefore, for this study, I define boys and men of color (BMOC) to be school aged, preschool 

through college (P-20). Many of the men of color who participated in this study were within the 

ages of 18-24.  

VI. Findings 

Importance of Physical, Intellectual, and Emotional Space 

         By applying elements of critical pedagogy in the classroom space, students were taken 

out of the traditional classroom norms that replicate the “banking model” of education, where 

they are not recognized as holders of knowledge and contributors to the learning process (Freire, 

2000). A major finding from my observations in class was students’ comments on the physical 

space saying things like, “I’ve never been in a class where we sit in a circle all the time.” 

Moreover, students linked the class space to words like comfortable, care, vulnerable, and 
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family. Students saw many aspects of the space as a place where they, and their peers, could 

share their own experiences as it related to the topic. They viewed the circle as a tool to facilitate 

intimate conversations. For instance, Bakari a Black male, said,  

Just the whole setup, us sitting in a group. The circle was definitely great because a lot of 

times you walk into a classroom, you got your table over there, you got your posse you 

go sit over there. In that class it was like, we all gonna sit in a group, we all looking at 

each other, making eye contact, we all communicating with each other. That right there 

was really good for our students, for the fact that people was being more open because 

I’m not in a class with strangers. This is not strangers, its people I see every day, that I 

interact with every time I come in. 

 

In this space students described the circle seating as a space where they felt comfortable 

and included. The creation of a space where students can get to know each other and be open 

with each other as Bakari describes it, was often outside the norm of college classes that students 

were accustomed to.  Most, if not all, students that I interviewed said they appreciated the circle 

and the set-up of the classroom. Students often commented on this class being one of the few 

courses in their whole educational experiences where they sat in a circle free from any type of 

barriers, like tables or desks. Moreover, the physical structure of the course encouraged each 

student to see each other and be present each and every day in class. The circle encouraged all 

students to be active participants in the learning process and ultimately connect with one another 

in a meaningful way. However, not every student initially jumped on board with some of the 

differences they experienced in this course compared with other courses they have taken in 

college.   

         Furthermore, not all students felt comfortable with the course structure and content 

initially, especially as emotion and love were mentioned in the beginning of the course by 

reciting “In Lak ’ech” (Appendix B) in the space. For example, Julio, a Latino male, briefly 

stated in a final course reflection,  
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In the beginning of the course, I wasn’t sure about all of the feelings stuff, in my 

experience [male identified] this wasn’t something I usually talked about, but I gave it a 

chance, because I was interested the material… I am glad I did, because it pushed me to 

look at how I am as a male. 

 

His initial reaction to the course was resistant and uncomfortable, but he states that he gave it a 

chance because of his deeper interest in learning the material. Indeed, it seemed that the material 

mattered a bit more to those who chose to take and ultimately stay in the course. As I followed 

up with him in an interview later, I reminded him of his reflection and asked if he could give a 

bit more details about it. He explained, 

So yeah, if I’m focusing on my initial reaction, yeah that was exactly true…I was like…, 

“What is going on?” I’m like, “I don’t want to sit here and talk about problems and 

feelings and feel sappy for an…hour and 15 minutes.” And yeah, I did think for a second, 

I was like, “okay maybe this is not the right class.” But then obviously, the discussions 

were structured in a way that it was the right balance of emotion and, yeah people might 

break down [cry], and could break down, but there was always a reason we were doing 

the reading, and that message always circulated. You [instructor] always went full circle 

on what was the point of the reading. And eventually, I saw that it was not going to be 

just feelings, not just people crying and breaking down and whatnot, and that I was going 

to be learning if I did the articles, and more importantly if I came to the discussions and I 

contributed and I would also hear sides. Female perspectives for example, or perspectives 

from a different race, African American or whatever. Even Middle Eastern. Right? So it 

felt like, “Okay it’s not just going to be about feelings and emotions. I’m actually 

learning something. I’m going to stick through this. 

 

Julio’s comment about the space demonstrated a sort of hesitation towards the emotional aspects 

of the course, but he and other students gravitated towards the material and the conversations we 

had where we came full circle on the reason for some activities. Other students echoed Julio’s 

message about the space including emotions, but that it is also an environment where learning 

can take place while being open and be vulnerable about topics. It is important to mention that 

the majority of students who were uncomfortable with the emotional aspects of the course 

identified as male. This is a major finding, because the fear of vulnerability on a college campus 

has mostly focused on BMOC recreating hegemonic and toxic forms of masculinity (Meville, 
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2013; Struve, Harris, & Palmer, 2011). The males that did break down in class, or did share 

vulnerabilities, mentioned feeling safe and supported by their peers. Many of the students 

mentioned different activities and readings that were a part of the course as important to their 

experiences of connection and safety in the course. It is also important to mention that not all 

male identified students in the course opened up and were vulnerable in the class, but 

nevertheless they did not contribute to making the class an unsafe environment for students to 

engage in learning or sharing. 

 Though, levels of vulnerability and openness contributed to many students learning 

about experiences with masculinity and intersecting identities. Many students commented on the 

space being open to their own identities and helping them develop empathy for other identities 

that are not like their own. As Kevin a Black and Latino male put it,  

Yeah, it’s made me more open to it, [masculinity]. It made me more open to it because 

definitely I didn’t agree on multiple things about It [masculinity]. But now that I’ve been 

in this class, I haven’t been so hard on being so judgemental about different lenses that I 

don’t agree on and certain things that I don’t agree on. I’ve also just been more open to 

being able to relate to them. Not on all ... just certain things. Pretty much be able to 

understand where they’re coming from without being so judgy and cutting them off and 

just acting like they don’t exist, because that’s how people are.  

 

Unpacking Kevin’s experience, it seems like he at least moved to a place of understanding and 

openness, as he explains. This idea that other perspectives can be heard, and not ignored was at 

the minimum of student experiences in the class, meaning, at the very least students left the class 

being open and willing to hear other student perspectives. This notion is what hooks (2004) urges 

of men, to have the will to change by understanding other perspectives and possibly altering 

thinking and behavior. This added to the notion that the class generated an environment for 

students to build empathy and understanding for other’s experiences. Indeed, the openness from 

students in relationship to the course content added to the ways students engaged the topics as a 
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whole. This opened up the space to examine and often challenge dominant power structures 

related to masculinity through students’ ability to share experiences and emotions. In essence, 

this space challenged masculine norms present in traditional educational spaces.  However, 

Kevin’s experience was more at the “mild” end of the spectrum in terms of increasing critical 

consciousness, though as I continue through the findings, there are many more examples where 

students demonstrate differing levels of critical consciousness development.  

For example, in his final presentation, Jaron, a Muslim identified male said, “I was like 

‘what did Kelly get me into?’ Especially when B was like ‘I love you’ in the beginning. I thought 

that was weird, but B actually cares about us. He is a genuine dude.” It is worth mentioning, that 

Jaron was probably one of the students who did not talk or “jump in” as much as others. He often 

carried this stoic energy, and sometimes it was hard to tell if he was getting anything out of the 

course. When I was able to sit down with Jaron and follow-up on his comment, he explained,  

And like in the beginning… B [Instructor] was telling everybody, even told me that like, 

I didn’t even know B like really close and he was just like, “Hey I love you.” And I was 

just like, “Ah I don’t even know you like that!” And…that was in front of the whole class 

and everyone’s just like, “Yo, like what’s going on?” And then um, uh, everyone just 

realizes and sees how supportive B is. So like you just carry that energy on to others, in 

the classroom as well. 

 

It is important to note, that as an instructor, starting the course with En Lak‘ech, we had a 

conversation about the word love, and examined why we may not encounter that word in an 

educational setting like ours. So, as the instructor, I went up to Jaron and said, “What if I told 

you I loved you?” His response initially demonstrated discomfort, but as we can see he saw the 

importance of caring and love in the space at the end. Indeed, the chance for students to use or 

encounter the word “love” in a college class was often observed as something that didn’t happen 

in other classes. This inclusion of love in the course helped to build and support the importance 

of an emotional space.  Moreover, this finding illustrates the role of the instructor in generating a 
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space that values all student’s experiences, because the caring involved in how students feel 

about their place in class is what made a student like Jaron return and engage in the class. Most 

students related to this experience and some students brought it up later in one-on-one 

interviews. The idea being that student’s vulnerability stems from that of the instructor. 

Moreover, in recent literature on novice YPAR research, the idea of adult or instructor 

vulnerability is key to opening up a space for youth and students to connect and be vulnerable 

(Pech, Valencia, & Romero, 2020). It is important to mention that this example also 

demonstrated the critical hope necessary to transform educational spaces (Duncan-Andrade, 

2009, Ginwright, 2016). These findings help explain the physical, emotional, and intellectual 

dynamics that took place in this space as students learned about masculinity and intersectionality. 

By sharing their own experiences, they, and the instructor, shaped the space to be comfortable 

and caring. This set the tone for how students treated each other, and engaged in conversations 

about topics that they didn’t always feel comfortable with.   

What Curriculum Matters? Representation and Humanizing Masculinity 

         The class literature resonated with students because it included topics relevant to 

experiences of underrepresented groups and presented masculinity in a more humanizing way. 

This ethnically/racially diverse class felt represented in the class readings. For instance, Savanah, 

a Navajo student came up to me after class one day and said, “I really liked the articles this week 

[indigenous men and masculinity topic] ... I actually read through the articles, because they were 

relevant to me, I recognized the authors names from my home…It made me want to read the 

whole thing!” This finding speaks to how the material, in this case the Navajo authors, mattered 

to a student and represented her community. This was a major finding, because some students 

could see themselves and their stories in some the articles and empirical data that was shared. 
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However, it is important to note that not all students felt like their culture or background was 

represented in class. For example, in one deviant case observed Damian said, “Where was the 

representation of men from middle eastern backgrounds?” in his final presentation. I understood 

his concern and admitted I needed to be more aware of this in the future. This reflection on 

Damian’s comment brought to the forefront the importance of the material and how sometimes it 

may be worth having a conversation with students before the class starts about who is 

represented in the course syllabus, and who might be missing. Indeed, there were instances 

where the class may have felt like or replicated a traditional college classroom.  

Regarding humanizing masculinity in the literature, the readings from bell hooks offered 

a good example of how the literature would resonate with students. Students often stated things 

like, “The bell hooks article on love really resonated with me, I shared it with my [family, 

friends, boyfriends].” One assignment students were tasked with, was how they might be using 

what they are learning in class to change or impact the community around them. One student 

Cassandra shared an assignment with me that she completed for another class. She took quotes 

from the hooks (2004) article and quotes from her spoken word shown in class, to create a 

magazine to bring awareness to masculinity and challenges of BMOC (Appendix D). Moreover, 

to further demonstrate, Jose asked if he could talk to me after class he said, “That article really 

hit close to home and helped me see why men are not able to love, it helped me see why my dad 

and brother are that way.”  He continued by telling me that the article helped him, and he felt like 

he needed to point that out to me. Of course, when I got a chance to sit down with him and ask 

him more about this, I reminded him of our conversation and asked if he might be able to 

elaborate more on what he meant. He said the following in my interview with him,  

We were reading, it was around that time, and I had a couple situations where I was 

giving people advice. I was breaking it down [bell hooks, Wanted: Men Who Love]. It 
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was so cool, so cool. I was breaking down that article, and I was trying to put it into 

context. And I would have [girl] friends that had boy issues, and I was like, “You know 

what? He’s also from the Hispanic culture most likely, you know. He didn’t get taught 

how to love.” … and I was literally pulling quotes and pulling things out of that, and I 

was like, “Wow, like this is ...” And they’re like, “Wow, you could be like my personal 

therapist.” I was like, “Hold up there. You know, we’ll get there. Let me just help you 

out.” So there’s instances like that. There was just breaking it down with my brothers, 

with my dad even, even with my ex. It sucks because this is me coming out to you right 

now, and me questioning is it worth it [masculinity]. So I found myself doing that a lot. 

I’m learning how to navigate my own feelings, how to express myself. Is it worth it? Are 

you gonna tear it down after this? Are you gonna give any fucks about it after it? 

[referencing other people he was sharing with].  

 

It is important to note that when given the opportunity to engage in literature that examines the 

capacity for men who are more loving, Jose completely immersed himself into the article and not 

only learned a new concept, but took it and applied it to his own life. Moreover, towards the end 

of his comment, he restates the fear of being vulnerable and talking about love with those closest 

to him. Indeed, the relevance of literature added to students understanding of themselves and 

being willing and able to share with friends outside of the class space. Further, as has been 

demonstrated throughout the findings, the importance of curriculum and humanizing identities 

shed light on how students could engage the course literature and use it in other areas. Jose’s 

reflection pointed to the constant need to be aware of his own relationship with masculinity, how 

he grew up with it, and how it might be impacting those around him. However, the need to share 

with others was a common thread throughout the class, it was like they discovered something 

new and had to share it right away. I asked some students if they shared content from other 

classes with family and friends, and they mostly disagreed, so this became a major finding.  

 Also, some students discussed how certain assignments that were a part of the curriculum 

helped them understand their role in masculinity. For instance, Gloria mentioned how the photo 

journal assignment helped her see her role in reproducing toxic gender roles. She says 

referencing what she learned about masculinity when doing the photo journals,  
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So, I guess it shows that even if I'm a female I still have the masculine attributes too, 

myself, and things I say are still offensive and go against all this toxic stuff that we say, 

and how it still plays a role in the cycle. 

 

She, among other students, mentioned how some of the assignments helped them reflect on their 

own contribution to masculinity and its reproduction. Students mentioned how they wrestle with 

this process, but understand how to address when they make a “mistake.” For instance, Gloria 

followed up her comment about her role in toxic aspects of masculinity by understanding that it 

is ok to make mistakes in the learning process. As I probed about the change she mentioned 

earlier, she followed up with,  

Yeah. Well, for the most part. There's still times where it slips. You know like being 

human ... everything's going to happen. But for the most part I try not to like assume stuff 

like that, and I try to watch what I say-  

 

It is important to note that many students echoed what Gloria mentioned about what she learned 

about masculinity, and her role. Students in this study found that the curriculum helped them see 

other people’s humanity through the curriculum. The humanization that existed in the course was 

significant for most students who talked about how they think about what they say before 

judging or speaking out loud. Indeed, it was apparent that the curriculum and literature played a 

major role in how students were able understand masculinity, and their role in its existence.  

Putting the Curriculum into Action: Challenging Dominant Systems and Expectations 

         By enacting classroom learning through spoken word, photo journals, and by sharing 

with others in their life outside the classroom space, students were able to fully internalize the 

content. For instance, some students shared their spoken word assignments in class, presenting 

their real, raw, and emotional experiences with masculinity. Beto, a male identified Latinx 

student, was on the fence about sharing his poem. When he finally did after further 

encouragement, he broke into tears as he spoke about masculinity, his brother, and his father. He 
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exhibited high levels of emotion, mostly sadness and anger as he worked through his poem. He 

had his head down, cried, and even punched down on the seat as he went through his poem. As 

he finished, he put his head down and continued to sob. As I went over to sit near him, most of 

the class followed suit and gave him a hugs and support and thanked him for being vulnerable in 

the space. This was a major event that showed that not all young men are unable to show 

emotion in class. Later, when I asked Beto about this experience in an interview he explained 

that he was going through a lot with his grandma being in the hospital and being stretched very 

thin with school and other responsibilities. As we chatted, it felt like he may have been avoiding 

the initial question of why he actually shared his poem, so I probed a bit further,  

Bryant: What made it so you could share it in class, though? 

Beto:  What made it? 

Bryant: Yeah, what was it that- 

Beto: You being there. If you weren’t there, I wouldn’t have shared it, to be 

completely honest. 

Bryant: Really? 

Beto:  Yeah. 

Bryant: Okay, so it was basically because I was there, and I was asking you to-  

Beto:  Yeah, yeah, because I trusted you. That’s why I did it. 

Bryant: Okay, but despite everybody else being in the room? You knew I had you? 

Beto: Yeah, yeah, so that’s why I was like ... The thing about me is I don’t care 

what anybody thinks about me. 

Bryant: Right. 

Beto: I’ve known you for a long time, and I trust you, so it was like, “All right, 

if B thinks I can do it, then I’ll try it out,” even though I had all this stuff 

on my shoulders. 
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         It seemed like in order for Beto to share his poem he needed to have trust in the class, and 

that main trust was his relationship with the instructor. As I probed a bit more and asked what 

happened after, I focused on how he felt and what kind of support he had. He explained that he 

felt “crappy” and he continued by explaining how a peer, another male, came to support him and 

shared words of affirmation about his identity as a man. Although, he mentioned the power and 

pressures that come from masculinity saying, 

Like I said, I don’t like being vulnerable, so sometimes I don’t really think about it a lot. 

When people bring it up [sharing the poem in class], I’m like, oh yeah, huh, I did 

that…Sometimes, I feel like they bring it up, and it’s like they’re making fun of me, in a 

sense. That’s sometimes how I take it. I mean, I know they’re probably not doing it like 

that, but for me it’s just like ... It all goes back to when I was younger, I cried, and I got 

made fun of, or I got hit, or stuff like that. 

 

Beto’s courage to share his poem had an interesting impact on his peers, as many students 

referenced that one act as one of the reasons the class as a whole was vulnerable. The expression 

of emotions was a common occurrence, despite running counter to traditional expectations about 

masculinity – being vulnerable with their “feels,” fears, and health struggles- notably male 

identified students in the space. Perhaps having a male identified instructor who had also been 

vulnerable through the class opened the space for Beto to share, and that was enough for him to 

be vulnerable in the sincerest way. Again, when Beto shared his poem, it became an experience 

that most students mentioned in their interviews as an example of how students were able to be 

vulnerable. However, the idea of a male and masculine identified student breaking down in class 

and crying runs counter to gender expectations. This event was one demonstration of how 

students put the curriculum into action. Moreover, when talking with Beto about his experience, 

it seems like he was wrestling with the idea of courage through vulnerability by saying, “I feel 

like they’re making fun of me” demonstrating a level of fear and insecurity about that experience 

in class. It also seemed like he returned to the guard of masculinity when he said, “The thing 
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about me is, I don’t really care what people think about me.” Which was one way he rationalized 

being vulnerable in class.  

Some students were encouraged to reflect upon their roles in the reproduction of gender 

norms through the photo journal assignments. Various students mentioned similar thoughts to 

Alejandra, who said, “It wasn’t until I had to actually sit down and think about these things that I 

realized how much I participate in negative forms of masculinity.” These assignments and 

actions gave students the opportunity to reflect on their own consumption and production of 

gender roles. Most students labeled these assignments as a vital indicator on how they “bought” 

into the ideas and recreations of gender norms in their everyday lives. This reflection gave 

students the opportunity to view the potentially harmful impacts of gender norms on their lives 

and those around them.  

         Many students discussed having conversations with family, friends, and peers about class 

materials. For instance, Gloria shared, “I think my dad is finally coming around after 

continuously sharing what I am learning with him.” Other students agreed it was not easy sharing 

these topics with friends and family, but did mention the class activities, literature, and videos as 

resources that helped. In a follow up with Gloria, a Latina student, she explained how she is 

speaking out more about masculinity after taking the class,  

That’s one thing…. Now that I’ve been speaking out more about it [toxic masculinity], 

my dad understands different things. But before when I would tell him stuff, he would get 

offended and stuff, but not anymore. I’d just ... [when I started]. I would just tell my mom 

stuff like what she would do, but then I switched it to telling my dad and my brothers and 

my tios and everybody else. All the males in my life. 

 

Moreover, some students felt more confident to address masculinity in their personal and family 

relationships, which illustrated the level of action students were able to take as a result of what 

they learned. Indeed, having the language to describe what is happening in a situation, and 
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understanding how to address it gave students the opportunity to do just that.  It is worth 

mentioning that students talked about differing levels of understanding and knowledge regarding 

power and privilege. This phenomenon seemed to impact their level of engagement with the 

material, and their ability to address “toxic masculinity” they encountered in their lives.  

Various students noted their overall experiences, but one Latinx student, Shawn, 

illustrated his own process in reference to his own male, upper income, and white (passing) 

privilege, “Before this class, I was an asshole…” I asked what he meant by this, and he discussed 

how the class showed him a different way he was benefiting from privilege he often disregarded. 

He continued, “…I might have thrown things to the side. I don’t do that as much. I have to sit 

and listen before I can even put a judgment on something.” Demonstrating his change towards 

empathy and critical awareness. Moreover, students often challenged themselves and others as 

they learned about the role masculinity plays in their lives and those around them.  

Though, two stories shared in the data illustrate the phenomenon of challenging dominant 

norms and expectations to the most extreme end of the critical conscious spectrum. First was 

with Ben, an Asian male, who was robbed at gunpoint during the semester. He sent me a text 

right after it happened, and we talked right away. I asked him if he was ok, and if he needed 

some support. He explained that he was scared and just needed to talk. When we talked, he 

explained that he didn’t want to call the police, or press charges, on the kid who robbed him and 

that he wanted to think through some of the emotional aspects he was dealing with. When I met 

with him in person, I encouraged him to share with his partner, and to seek therapy, all of which 

he agreed to. When I interviewed him, I asked if he would be willing to explain to me what 

happened, and why he decided not to press charges on the kid who robbed him. He said,  

Oh yeah, it was complicated. It was clear that he was just a high school kid or something, 

probably younger than that. I just feel bad. I was not mad at him of what he did. I just feel 
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bad for him ‘cause what happened to him and what he’s doing right now, it’s gonna 

affect his life in a negative way. I feel like after taking this class, I learned a lot about 

understanding other people’s perspective and look at things. Also, I understand the 

struggle a little bit better now. So, I kind of see that he is that product of pretty much a 

system that how he’s brought up and everything. 

 

In this example Ben illustrates how the course curriculum and understanding of systems can 

impact decisions like pressing charges on a kid who threatened his life. He engaged in a deep 

level of empathy for the high school aged kid who robbed him, and he found ways to work 

through the emotions he was feeling in the moment by seeking therapy and sharing his emotions 

with his partner. This example also demonstrates male identified students’ willingness to 

challenge norms around masculinity. Later in the semester, he shared this story in class, and he 

mentioned feeling supported and validated for what he had experienced in that semester of 

college. Further, Ben’s story also demonstrates how increasing critical consciousness of students 

can show up in these instances where something as extreme as getting robbed at gunpoint, in the 

moment, someone can recognize what they are learning and move toward action by not 

contributing to the problem of policing men of color. It can give students a perspective to pause 

and think about a decision before they make it. It also shows that what students learn in an 

environment like the class they were in, they have the ability to apply the knowledge if they 

chose.  

 Although students can move to action when they have an experience from their external 

environment that urged them to apply their lenses, or knowledge, another story illustrates the 

move to action that demonstrates a more personal, and internal, need to move to action. As I 

made observations and took note of my conversations with students, I did not have any 

observations or conversations with the following student about her experience of moving 
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towards action. The second story was shared by a Latina student, Anita, who discussed some 

personal experiences with me in our interview,  

A: At the time I was going through the course I was going through a tough time myself, 

with like my sexual orientation and how I identify and stuff like that. And I honestly, 

like, nobody knew about it besides my closest friends um and like I went through, I even 

went through heartbreak which is, irrelevant kind of, but I realized, I don’t have to be 

hiding anymore, I can be myself because I need to be happy I was always the person that 

my parents wanted me to be, and like I put their happiness before mine and um it came to 

the point where I just couldn’t anymore so I even talked to my mom about it and I told 

her like I’m attracted to both males and females and it was something very difficult for 

me to do.  

B: Yeah, I could imagine that. 

A: Like it was, like I don’t even know, it just happened because I couldn’t take it 

anymore, so I told her and what surprised me was like besides everything shes not shes 

not, like she doesn’t accept it like she’s not agreeing with it, but she supports me because 

I am her daughter and she loves me and she told me like whatever you want to, if 

whatever makes you happy then [so] be it, even if I’m not 100% supporting of it because 

of our Christian background  

B: Right. 

A: But yeah, that happened, and I would definitely say that this class triggered that, 

because of all the talks we had about gender identity about loving yourself accepting 

yourself and like, make, like, we talked about so many things that its ok to be, that that’s 

what helped me. 

As she discussed this story with me, I had to try my best not to insert biases or emotions, but I 

was shocked and surprised that she credited the class experience for helping her move toward the 

actions of being herself and accepting who she is despite her background. As a Latino male from 

a Christian background, I can understand and empathize with her experience, because there can 

be a lot of shame and guilt around not fitting the perfect mold that is expected of you. It is worth 

noting that in some Hispanic or Latinx households, gender expectations and homophobia can 

sometimes exist for many. In this experience, Anita mentions her racial and ethnic identity as 

well as her spiritual identity as reasons that held her back from coming out to her parents. As she 
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shared, and she credited the course for giving her some sense of realization that she needed to 

share, I probed a bit more to see what aspects aside from the conversations about gender identity 

and the encouragement to love and be yourself. I said,  

B: But, you know, in this case, you know in thinking about your story and how maybe 

aspects of the course you know helped you process that, were there like readings, or were 

there like videos, was there maybe conversations we were having in class, was there 

something about maybe materialistically as part of the course like structure, or was it 

kind of like in general?   

A: I would say it was, well it was in general, but it was mostly like conversations we 

were having in class where it was just like it was such a safe place and we were, and 

everyone was accepting of everyone, regardless of anything. So, I really appreciated that. 

That gave me like, that made me feel like warm, you know, I don’t know how to explain 

it, but that that helped me out and as well as a few readings um I don’t remember the 

names exactly.  

Indeed, the safety she felt in class was a contributing factor to her ability to feel accepted and 

how she processed her own feelings around her own identity. The ability to have a space that is 

safe and encourages learning, not just about academic concepts, but one that can encourage 

reflection on self. The idea of critical consciousness and action at the personal level was 

illustrated in this story and more generally as students shared how various aspects of the course 

impacted their lives in different ways.  

As I probed a bit further, Anita talked more about how the class environment and some of 

the readings helped her in this process. One in particular was Anzaldua’s (1987) view of 

masculinity and gender identity as it relates to the Latinx community. In this article, Anzaldua 

(1987) critiques the Latinx community and how sometimes it can make some of its own 

members feel like they do not belong. She also examines colonization and how this has had 

historical and multigenerational impacts some of our Indigenous and more marginalized 

communities today.  Moreover, Gloria Anzaldua identified herself as a queer Latina, who loved 
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and supported her community, but at the same time critiqued her community for not accepting 

her identity due to embedded and oppressive ideals that existed within. Anita mentioned how 

that article opened her eyes to some critique of her own community saying,  

A: there were some of the readings where like it talked about like Mexican culture and 

just like fitting in with different cultures and I feel like Mexican culture is really strict on 

sexual orientation   

B: ok, yeah. 

A: Like you, male has to be with a female and like you know, so, when I read that I like I 

decided you know like yeah, it’s my culture, but like it’s time for me to like mix both 

cultures, Mexican and American culture and like make it my own.  

   Though her story can fit with multiple findings, ultimately, she was crediting the course for her 

ability and decision to challenge expectations of her identity and own cultural practices. Indeed, 

Anzaldua (1987) mentioned her experience being one where she could see how her own 

community could be oppressive by carrying ideals of the majority. In the class, we wrestled with 

that concept as we navigated terms like intersectionality and identity. Anita’s story was a major 

example, but many students took these steps in different ways, talking to loved ones, friends, and 

significant others about identity, culture, etc. Moreover, it was apparent that the move towards 

action for students varied from self to their families, significant others, and friends. Anita’s story 

illustrated multiple aspects of the course discussed in the findings, but more importantly, her 

experiences help explain the formation of a lens, which may be unique to a person individually. 

The lens students formed in general in this class helped them see various things that they may 

not have been able to see before. 

VII. Discussion 

  This study extends research on the use of critical pedagogies in higher education and 

research on boys and men of color in higher education, and it demonstrates new possibilities for 
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critical consciousness development. By participating in the course, students showed various 

ways that the course was changing their thinking. First, the importance of the physical, 

intellectual, and emotional space were all meaningful aspects of the course that helped students 

connect to the course readings, discussions, and activities. Second, the curriculum mattered 

because it connected with students personally and culturally. Lastly, many of the students put the 

course curriculum into action, whether in their personal lives, or with their friends or family.  

The study demonstrates the importance and use of critical pedagogy in educational 

settings more generally, but more importantly on a college campus. It is important to note that 

there are not many single case studies that examine various aspects of a college course. This is a 

unique case study, because it considers the findings from spoken word poems, syllabus, student 

observations, student communications, and follow-up interviews. Further, a major extension of 

the work on critical pedagogies, or the way an instructor chose to teach their course, is that there 

are many important aspects that can impact student learning and engagement in course topics. A 

significance of the college setting is that students chose to enroll in the course and use their 

tuition for it, meaning, the course was not a part of any requirements for graduation. This is 

noteworthy, because it showed that students were interested in the course topics, and there was a 

participatory aspect to the student’s participation. Another important aspect to consider is that 

there was no major incentive or training for the instructor to use critical pedagogies in this 

course. 

The findings offer various ways to positively impact how students view identities and 

structures of inequality they, and others, navigate more personally. The findings support the idea 

that students developed lenses that impact the way they viewed, navigated, and interacted with 

their environments outside of the course. In fact, the study gives some direction on how to 
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explore difficult topics like hegemonic masculinity, intersectionality, and inequality in 

educational settings. More specifically, it suggests how to have conversations about masculinity 

with boys and men of color (BMOC) and how this work may impact their thinking about 

masculinity. This study gives a practical and empirical application to the use of critical 

pedagogies, and more importantly, critical hope as an instructor. The idea of collective 

vulnerability is explored as a theoretical concept that adds more to our understanding of the use 

of critical pedagogy and critical hope. Finally, a consideration of a qualitative scale to measure 

critical consciousness is considered.  

Contributions to Critical Pedagogies 

 This research extends previous research that examines theoretical accounts and uses of 

critical pedagogy. The study findings demonstrate the use of critical pedagogies and critical hope 

in higher education, and how they can support students’ connection to the physical, intellectual, 

and emotional space in the classroom. Critical pedagogy is a method of teaching that is used by 

educators to challenge dominant power structures that perpetuate the cycles of oppression and 

inequity that exist in society (Fischman & McLaren, 2005). It is a method of teaching, using 

activities, and engaging with students that values student voice and experiences as central to the 

learning environment. According to Duncan-Andrade and Morrell (2008) “A goal of critical 

pedagogy is to help students have more power after the pedagogical encounter than they did 

before (p. 102).” When applied to an educational environment, critical pedagogies seek to unveil 

power structures that oppress marginalized communities and help students learn how to address 

or dismantle these structures (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; hooks, 1994).    

A motivation for this study was to explore the use of critical pedagogies in higher 

education, because much of the application of critical pedagogies exists in the K-12 educational 
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arena (Duncan-Andrade & Morrel, 2008; Ginwright, 2016; Cammarota & Romero, 2006). There 

are few examples of how critical pedagogies have been applied in higher education, providing 

little insight on what critical pedagogies look like when used in higher education (Tuitt, Haynes, 

& Stewart, 2016). Tuitt (2003) and Tuitt et al. (2016) imagined what implementation of critical 

pedagogies might look like in higher education by arguing for more a. faculty-student 

interaction, b. sharing power, c. dialogical professor-student interaction, d. activation of student 

voice, e. utilization of personal narratives, which provides some foundational ground for aspects 

of a college course that utilize critical pedagogies and seek to increase critical consciousness. 

Higher education is a unique setting to apply critical pedagogies, because students are required to 

pay for their education and are usually working towards a degree that will hopefully improve 

their employment opportunities in the future. It is important to note that there is no training on 

implementing critical pedagogies in higher education. In fact, there is little to no training given 

to instructors on how to teach a course. In most cases, it is up to the instructor to build their 

course, curriculum, assignments, activities, discussions, lecture, etc. Also, the use of critical 

pedagogies in higher education is seldom rewarded, encouraged, or incentivized. Therefore, the 

traditional classroom where the teacher is the expert, and the students know nothing, is still the 

current model.  

Physical layout – The Circle 

The findings from this study suggest some important extensions to the use and 

applications of critical pedagogies. Previous studies on critical pedagogies in k-12 and higher 

education often overlook the physical layout of the classroom. They mention equal power and 

equal voice, but often do not give examples of what this might look like (Tuitt, Haynes, & 
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Stewart, 2016; Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008, hook 1994).  For instance, hooks (1994) 

states, 

Yet the classroom should be a space where we’re all in power in different ways. That 

means we professors should be empowered by our interactions with students. In my 

books I try to show how much my work is influenced by what students say in the 

classroom, what they do, what they express to me. Along with them I grow intellectually, 

developing sharper understandings of how and what to do in my participatory role with 

students. (p. 152) 

 

She briefly mentions the use of sitting in a circle but does not elaborate on how the physical 

seating may further encourage equal power and voice.  

For instance, In the findings, students often mentioned the physical space, sitting in a 

circle without desks, and how that made it more personal and easier to discuss the topics and 

articles for each day. The physical space and the safety created through En Lak ‘ech (Appendix 

B) was a significant finding that encourages college instructors and facilitators to think about 

how they physically structure a learning space, how the conversations are structured, who’s 

voice is heard, and how things are discussed and addressed.  

The research area where physical space is most noted is restorative circles literature, 

which discusses their impact on discipline or conflict resolution in schools. Historically, circles 

were developed as tool for conflict resolution between Indigenous communities and their 

members (Coates, Umbreit & Vos, 2003). However, the significance of the circle layout in the 

classroom, and its use to implement critical pedagogies, gives a concrete example that was 

important for students who participated in the course. Further, the circle was not used for conflict 

resolution, but rather to explore difficult topics, encourage equality of voice, and have difficult 

conversations together – which is an important aspect for implementing critical pedagogy 

(Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008).  
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The importance of the circles was mentioned by many students as one of the most 

significant aspects of the course that impacted their experience. An example of this was Bakari 

who mentioned the circle as one of the most impactful aspects of the course where it helped 

students be more open. The dedication to a physical space and intentionality to disrupt the norm 

of an educational setting became a meaningful finding that helps us understand the importance of 

the physical layout of a classroom for building community. More specifically, the circle 

encourages equality of voice and power for everyone, including the instructor, which is a key 

urge of critical pedagogies (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008). It also encourages everyone to 

be active participants in the group. The findings also support the importance of the physical 

space to help us imagine a safe environment in order to navigate and negotiate difficult 

conversations. The importance of a safe space to have difficult conversations is a key aspect of 

utilizing critical pedagogies (Tuitt, Haynes, & Stewart, 2016).  For example,  

We assure our students that our classrooms are safe spaces and courageous spaces. In 

order to facilitate a readiness to engage in difficult conversations, it is necessary to 

structure the course in a way that simultaneously fosters community and risk-taking. 

(Tuitt, Haynes, & Stewart, 2016, p.116) 

 

To encourage safety in the classroom, risk-taking and community are important aspects that need 

to be included in the formation of a classroom space.  

Personal Critical Consciousness 

The circle encouraged openness in the space, which then encouraged an emotional aspect 

of the course which is not often present in a traditional classroom. In previous research on the 

use of critical pedagogies, there is a lot of focus on student activism and political involvement as 

an indicator of critical consciousness development.  For instance, Diemer et al. (2017) suggest,  

The second component of CC [Critical Consciousness] has been conceptualized as 

critical action, which entails participating in individual and/or collective action to 
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produce sociopolitical change. In sum, CC is characterized as “reflection and action upon 

the world in order to transform it” (Freire, 1993, p. 51). (p. 462) 

 

This is important; however, the current study extends our understanding of how increasing 

critical consciousness has deep implications for students more personally. There is a lack of 

literature that examines more personal impacts of implementing critical pedagogies. In this 

study, there are many examples of how the physical, intellectual, and emotional aspects of the 

classroom space impacted students more personally. For instance, Jose having conversations 

with me about how the bell hooks literature was impacting him in his personal life. He 

mentioned how that literature was helping him have conversations with his dad, brothers, and 

friends– therefore impacting power structures of masculinity with himself and those close to him. 

Moreover, this also illustrated the importance of the curriculum and how it impacted students, 

because he was using the literature entitled “Wanted: Men Who Love” by bell hooks from the 

course to guide his conversations with the men in his life.  

Also, there may be a relationship to how students’ critical consciousness can impact 

multiple aspects of student’s lives. As Bronfenbrenner (1986) helped us conceptualize multiple 

spheres of influence in a person’s life, he theorized a microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and 

macrosystem all influencing a person’s life. The microsystem is more personal to a human being, 

and the mesosystem is like an inner circle of people who are closest to them like family, friends, 

etc. The exosystem is a person’s outer community, an the macrosystem is larger society 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1986).  Past research has examined how those with increased critical 

consciousness impact the larger macrosystem level, but the study findings presented here seem to 

have implications for how student’s change their microsystem and mesosystem, which has 

seldom existed in research on critical pedagogy and critical consciousness.  

The Emotional and Vulnerable 
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The emotional aspect of the course, which supported the safety of participants to be 

vulnerable and open with their experiences, was vital to discussing difficult topics like 

masculinity and its impact on students. Prior literature on critical pedagogies and critical hope 

mentions the importance of instructor and student relationship for deep analysis of difficult 

topics (hooks, 1994; Ginwright, 2016; Williams, 2016). Williams (2016) examined radical truth 

telling and how important this is for implementing critical pedagogies in a college setting. This 

pedagogy is important for bringing emotions of anger, frustration, and happiness into the 

classroom, and this encourages deep analysis of topics (Williams, 2016). Ginwright (2016) 

accounts a time where he became vulnerable with youth in his organization about how his busy 

schedule and responsibilities were becoming overwhelming. He reported how his students could 

relate to his experiences and see him as a real person who doesn’t always have it together. This 

was important, because it opened the door for students to relate to his vulnerability and open up 

about things they had going on (Ginwright, 2016).  In the current study, vulnerability from the 

instructor was modeled to open up the space and dialogue, confirming Ginwright in K-12 (2016) 

and Williams (2016) findings about honesty and vulnerability in educational settings is 

meaningful for encouraging further vulnerability in the space. It is almost as if vulnerability 

begets more vulnerability.  

This mirrors similar literature on the use of critical pedagogies and critical hope in 

learning spaces. Critical hope, like critical pedagogies, encourages an instructor to critically 

analyze experiences of marginalized youth, examine that pain together, and imagine ways to 

transform it (Ginwright, 2016; Duncan-Andrade, 2009). Students in the current study mentioned 

how I, the instructor, was also vulnerable and also contributed to the safety in the course. This 

mirrors what Ginwright (2016) and Williams (2016) found about the importance of honesty and 
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vulnerability in an educational space. But how might this extend our understanding of honesty 

and vulnerability in educational spaces?  

In this study, students mentioned the physical space, the curriculum (articles and 

assignments), and emotions shared in the class contributed to their ability to be vulnerable 

through their class participation. For instance, some students summoned the courage to share 

spoken word poems they created about their difficulties with masculinity. Other students did not 

share their poems by reading them aloud in class, but they provided a vulnerable account of their 

experiences with masculinity by writing those poems and sharing them with me as the instructor 

(Appendix E). Throughout the course it seemed like there was a collective vulnerability, 

occurring which looked like one student’s vulnerability would encourage deeper vulnerability 

from others. It was almost like one student’s vulnerability encouraged another student’s deeper 

vulnerability.  This is an interesting finding, because it encourages the importance of 

vulnerability of instructors and students in a college setting. Brown’s (2012) work examines the 

power of vulnerability, and how it can have an impact on relationships and communication with 

others. However, her work is not focused on college instruction, rather vulnerability more 

generally. Brantmeier & McKenna (2020) have more recently examined the use of vulnerability 

in education and urge the importance of it for realizing Freire (2000) and hooks’ (1994) work as 

education being a space of freedom.  They (2020) posit “…core components of a PoV [pedagogy 

of vulnerability] include mutual self-disclosure, not knowing, and co-learning in the knowledge 

co-creation process” (Brantmeier & McKenna, 2020, p. 3). Studying vulnerability was not a 

main intention of this work, but became an important aspect of how students built critical 

consciousness. The research on pedagogy of vulnerability is still developing within education, 

however, the findings detailed in this dissertation may provide more information on how 
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“collective vulnerability” in a classroom space can address difficult topics. For instance, an 

instructor who shares their experiences related to the topics, literature that connects to students 

lives, the physical space, and assignments that encourage self-reflection were all ways that 

collective vulnerability around power and privilege were manifested. This encourages student’s 

vulnerability which encourages the next student’s vulnerability and so on.  

The findings presented in this study add to the literature that a pedagogy of vulnerability 

is important to engage students in deep conversation about difficult topics. Layering my findings 

on top of Brantmeier and McKenna’s (2020) concept of a pedagogy of vulnerability, adds detail 

regarding how such an approach can be implemented. Brantmeier and McKenna (2020) and 

Brown (2012) have rigorously extended the conversation on the importance of vulnerability for 

change, however, there is yet again a lack of empirical findings of how this work may look in 

practice with difficult topics like hegemonic masculinity and work with BMOC. This can be 

further explored as pedagogy of vulnerability is still a relatively newer concept in academia 

(Brantmeier & McKenna, 2020). Vulnerability can be used to further explore and understand 

how this operates in educational spaces that seek to challenge dominant systemic structures like 

patriarchy and masculinity. It is central to note that in the course it was like vulnerability was 

rewarded, which counters what is required under masculinity ideals.  Students who challenged 

hegemonic masculinity by being vulnerable in the space also shared the course conversations and 

content with others in their lives. This was significant, because most students mentioned that at 

some level, they shared what they were learning in class with friends and family — possibly 

extending that vulnerability outside the walls of the course. One example of this is when Anita 

“came out” to her parents and credited the course for helping her with that process. More 

research about exactly what students shared will be vital to understand exactly what pieces of the 
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course were most impactful. In summary, the physical layout of the classroom, the curriculum, 

and the emotionally vulnerable aspects generated in the course have important implications for 

extending our knowledge of critical pedagogies in educational spaces.   

Critical Hope Contributions 

  Paulo Freire (2000) and bell hooks (1994) imagined educational spaces to be a place 

where students could be themselves and grow organically making mistakes in a safe environment 

of imperfection. Duncan-Andrade (2009) takes this a bit further by pushing k-12 educators to 

utilize critical hope instead of what he has defined as false hope – leaving students wondering 

how to fix the problems and systems they have uncovered in educational spaces. This research 

adds to their literature, giving first-hand accounts of student experiences from a one-semester 

college course. This work shows that college students can be incomplete, meaning they can make 

mistakes while making their own interpretations of articles and apply ideas to their own lives. 

This research may push educators in higher education to rethink the goals of education and other 

factors for how students receive a grade for their learning. For instance, students are not graded 

in many courses for how they implement what they learn in their personal lives. As the 

participant and observer in this study, I was able to implement tenets of critical hope in this class. 

By remembering that the quality of the teaching needed to connect to the harsh realities of 

students of color within the course, I was able to make connections with students relating to my 

experiences. And, by all of us examining the pain of these harsh realities together, we were able 

to think about news ways of living. We all began trying to heal from the pain or discomfort of 

our experiences with masculinity in order to transform it (Ginwright, 2016, p. 4-5).  This 

provided many opportunities to engage in real dialogue with students about their experiences and 

position of power and privilege. By doing this work myself, which many scholars have urged 
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instructors to do (hooks, 2004; Freire, 2000; Tuitt, Haynes, & Stewart, 2016), I was able to relate 

and share my own experiences with students of how I wrestled with hegemonic masculinity in 

my own life. By employing critical hope, I was able to venture into new waters and examine how 

critical hope could be used in a college course. It was evident that this mattered, because students 

often mentioned my role in the class and how this made it possible for them to open up and give 

more of their emotions and time for the benefit of the work we were engaging in. 

It is possible that this work also extends the research on critical hope into the college 

classroom environments, because it shows that students in college, not just k-12, can also 

develop critical hope and healing through their involvement in the course. An example of this 

was how Anita felt like her own community had beliefs that perpetuated a type of thinking that 

condemned her for identifying as bisexual. She credited the class space as a place that 

encouraged her coming out to her parents. Also, Gloria addressing toxic masculinity with her dad 

and her tios. Or, how Jose explained how he was having conversations with his brothers and dad 

about masculinity and love. Ginwright (2016) explains how communities and youth he worked 

with healed and grew from experiences examining the harsh realities of their communities. This 

study found that students grew from examining harsh realities of their communities, and more 

specifically, their personal lives. Moreover, it is important to note that this happened in a higher 

education course, which has different implications than k-12. For instance, students have a 

choice to enroll, or not enroll in this college course, therefore there is a participatory aspect to 

student’s involvement in the class.   

Also, this also extends the work done in K-12 on critical hope, and I would argue that an 

overarching tenet of critical hope must be a strong commitment or devotion to improving 

outcomes which can be described as the use of love in education. It starts with a decision and 
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commitment from an instructor to improve their instruction, their course, their space, themselves, 

and thinking about how students will experience that course or space in order to implement 

something like critical hope. This is a laborious process and requires much commitment on that 

of the instructor or professor. Ultimately, the choice is the educators to make, and I would argue 

takes a level of love to implement. Moreover, being honest, being vulnerable, and sharing 

experiences can require a level of emotional labor to implement, and not often required of an 

instructor or professor.  

The idea of the class being a space where love existed is also supported by the findings. 

For instance, the use of the word “love” in the class. Some students mentioned love in their 

interviews and how the space was loving. One example, where Jaron reacted to the idea of love 

negatively at the beginning of the course, but then he circled back at the end of the course and 

felt like his classmates did encounter love in the class. As I, the instructor, worked to implement 

critical hope in the college classroom with students, the study confirmed prior findings on the use 

of critical hope. Some students were able to critically reflect on themselves and their experiences 

with me, and how they related to marginalization and privilege (Duncan-Andrade, 2009). Two 

examples of this were Ben’s story of how he reacted when he was robbed at gunpoint, and how 

he called me to discuss how he was feeling and how the class concepts were influencing his 

thinking about what he should do next. The ability for students to realize their marginalization 

and the marginalization of others influenced their decisions; this was apparent in many instances 

in the course. The use of critical hope as a practice both in the classroom and in the outreach 

project seemed to have an impact on student’s experiences and critical consciousness 

development; this is further discussed in a later section.  
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Boys and Men of Color (BMOC) 

The findings suggest that aspects of an educational space can be a place for BMOC to 

examine and dissect male expectations in a meaningful way. One of the intentions of this study 

was to examine how the challenges of BMOC might be addressed by calling attention to the 

broader problem of hegemonic masculinity.  As was stated earlier, research on BMOC has not 

examined this phenomenon – Cabrera et al. (2022; 2016) urges researchers to examine this. 

Research in this area lacks any practical applications or implementations for how to engage 

BMOC in conversations about masculinity that may impact how BMOC view it, and themselves, 

or what impact that may have on them. In this study, there were many examples of how young 

men responded to conversations and assignments that challenged them to reflect on how they 

participate and perpetuate masculinity. The findings demonstrate that BMOC understood how 

masculinity might be negatively impacting them.  

Examples of how BMOC examined masculinity were found in spoken word poems 

created by students. These poems provided an opportunity for BMOC in the course to be safe 

and vulnerable about their experiences or thoughts about masculinity (Appendix E). It also 

encouraged them to illustrate their thoughts about masculinity. Most spoken word poems talked 

about masculinity’s negative impact on their lives.  Also, activities and conversations in class 

gave BMOC the opportunity to reflect on their own experiences with marginalization and 

privilege. Examining masculinity through spoken word poems has not been done before, which 

extends our knowledge on the use of spoken word, or poetry, as a tool for naming feelings and 

experiences of one’s life (Lorde, 1984). Another example was photo journals where young men 

could look at their consumption, production, and how they were changing their ideas as it related 

to masculinity – based on Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) socioecological model of development which 
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suggests the spheres of social influence in a human’s developing life. The idea of consumption 

was applied to what students were looking at, “liking,” and following on social media that might 

contain ideas on what it means to be a man as it relates to hegemonic masculinity. They 

submitted screen shots of any social media or encounters with this in their lives. For the 

production aspect, students submitted photos, videos, and screenshots about how they might be 

participating or perpetuating negative forms of masculinity.  This is the first time this has been 

documented in research, and the findings suggest that most BMOC in this study reflected on how 

masculinity had more negative impacts in their lives.  

It is important to note that Cabrera, Rashwan-Soto, & Valencia (2016) found that men are 

unable to be vulnerable in higher educational spaces due to hegemonic masculinity, and that this 

system is contradictory to what is required of them to be successful in education. Though some 

of the findings were consistent with what Cabrera et al. (2016) found, most of the BMOC in this 

study were able to be vulnerable and discuss their feelings regarding masculinity. For example, 

in Kevin’s spoken word poem (Appendix E) he asks masculinity (if masculinity was a person) if 

he would be judged for crying or having emotions. Kevin was mostly vulnerable in his 

assignments, but seldom participated or was vulnerable in class discussions. So, this was an 

example of how some of the findings mirrored what Cabrera et al. (2016) found. However, this 

study extends prior findings, because there are examples of how young men credited the space 

and instructor for their ability to be vulnerable in this space, which in turn gave them the ability 

to examine masculinity in a meaningful way.  An example of a male student countering 

expectations of masculinity is Beto sharing his spoken word poem. When he shared, he got 

frustrated and began to cry, but was then comforted by his peers. It is important to note that one 

of the reasons he was able to do this was how he felt like his instructor had support for him, 
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therefore he shared his poem in class even though it was not an easy experience.  This also 

speaks to how important this pedagogy is when working with young men to build a safe space 

that can foster risk taking experiences like Beto’s. This relationship building took time and 

energy working within the undergraduate community, hosting to events, networking, etc. Though 

this relationship building may be laborious, it is important that it is centered in these pedagogies, 

because it helped promote these instances where young men could be vulnerable.  

BMOC in the course were not always willing to be vulnerable and sometimes struggled 

with certain aspects of the course. For instance, when Julio almost left the class in the beginning, 

because he did not want to “sit and feel sappy…” and talk about feelings every day, he mentions 

as a male that is something he was not used to. Also, Beto says specifically, “I don’t really like 

being vulnerable.” After he finishes discussing how he broke down in class while he shared his 

spoken word poem.  Or, when Jaron reacted with “Ah, I don’t even know you like that” when the 

instructor said, “what if I said, I loved you?” Some of the male identified students did not always 

connect with the emotional aspects of the course or the pieces of the course that expected them to 

be vulnerable. This mirrors what Cabrera, Rashwan-Soto, and Valencia (2016) urge for 

practitioners working with BMOC, but the findings extend what exists, because it shows that 

these students can overcome and accept these aspects of the course as long as they are able to 

navigate at their own pace, build relationships, and the space is safe. Furthermore, the space, 

peers, curriculum, articles, instructor, and assignments, extend prior findings, because they all 

provided opportunities for all students to engage in critical reflection and a collective process of 

vulnerability – countering what masculinity requires of those who subscribe to and uphold its 

meaning; which is to avoid emotional vulnerability, particularly in public or academic spaces 

(Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005).  
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This study extends the research on the impact of engaging students in conversations 

about masculinities more broadly. Cabrera et al. (2021) found that in terms of research and work 

related to men of color, there is a lack of attention to gender, specifically masculinities (p. 28).  

This study presents findings that demonstrate how a university course can put masculinities 

theories into action not just for men of color, but also for their peers who do not identify as men 

– because masculinities and gender identities were examined by all participants. Also, their 

position in terms of privilege or marginalization was also examined and discussed in the class, 

and the ability to reflect in a safe environment in the classroom allowed students to examine their 

own identities and their position to it. For instance, Gloria talking to her dad and tios about 

masculinity and how it can sometimes be toxic. The classroom space was a place where students 

could examine their positionality in terms of hegemonic masculinity, but how they grappled with 

this in other settings wasn’t always apparent. However, there were multiple examples of students 

putting the curriculum into action, for example, when Ben asked me if he could share his story of 

being robbed at gunpoint to his classmates, and after, feeling like he had some level of support 

from his classmates. It was apparent that a level of vulnerability was necessary for young men, 

and women, to go against the pressures of hegemonic masculinity, and this was a process that 

evolved over time. This is a significant finding, because it extends the literature by providing 

examples of how to use critical pedagogies and critical hope as tools to have hard conversations 

that can possibly aid in humanizing student experiences and expectations with masculinity – 

countering the expectations of those who subscribe and abide by masculinity and its definitions. 

Most students shared how they were struggling with masculinity’s impact on their lives and 

discussed ways they could change it. This is also similar to Hurtado and Sinha’s (2016) work 

that described how Latino males became feminists because they found solidarity with Latina 



INCREASING CRITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS 

 

87 

women through their shared racial marginalization. Cabrera et al. (2016) and Cabrera et al. 

(2021) have continued to urge research to examine the practical aspects as well as the theoretical 

aspects of masculinity and its impact on BMOC, and this study gives some important ground to 

push that discussion further.  

Critical Consciousness Scale and Lens Development 

One of the main contributions of my findings is that they provide materials necessary for 

the development of what I am conceptualizing as a qualitative “critical consciousness” scale.   

Research by Diemer, Rapa, Park, and Perry (2017) have focused on a critical consciousness scale 

more quantitatively. Diemer et al. (2017) have advanced the ideas that critical consciousness can 

be measured by examining student’s critical reflection and critical action through a questionnaire 

using Likert scale questions. Critical reflection is broken up into two subcategories: perceived 

social inequality and egalitarianism. For perceived inequality, it is students understanding of 

racial, gender, and socio-economic challenges that exist in education and economic 

opportunities. One statement they have in their questionnaire for this category is, “Certain racial 

or ethnic groups have fewer chances to get a good high school education” (p.474). For critical 

reflection: egalitarianism the focus is on how students think about various groups of people and 

equality. A statement in their questionnaire related to critical reflection egalitarianism is, “We 

would have fewer problems if we treated people more equally” (p. 475) Lastly, critical action: 

sociopolitical participation looks at student’s action for change. A statement in their 

questionnaire says, “Joined in a protest march, political demonstration, or political meeting.” (p. 

474).  Though this is important for informing the current study, my focus was on examining 

qualitative aspects of a college course that have an impact on the development of critical 

consciousness. Tuitt (2003) imagined what this might look like almost 20 years ago by 
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examining 5 aspects of a college learning space and its impact on critical consciousness: a. 

faculty-student interaction, b. sharing power, c. dialogical professor-student interaction, d. 

activation of student voice, and the e. utilization of personal narratives. Based on my findings, I 

recognize the importance of Tuitt (2003) as a foundational beginning for examining critical 

consciousness in higher education, but I argue for a more complex view of critical pedagogies in 

order to specifically examine critical consciousness development. It may be important to 

examine where students started in their belief systems, experiences, then what might have 

changed or altered at the end of a course (even a series of workshop experiences) to understand 

impact and mechanisms that help build critical consciousness. I believe this could further what 

Tuitt (2003) and Tuitt et al. (2016) have initiated for studying critical pedagogies in higher 

education.  
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As I coded during analysis, I developed themes around students’ knowledge of social 

justice issues in their community, personal reflection of self (privilege and marginalization 

experiences), how they contribute to and/or challenges marginalization of others, their 

acknowledgement, their process, their personal actions (verbal and behavioral). If a researcher 

wanted to, these would have to be measured as a pre and post or retrospective questionnaire to 

get an idea of where students are at in their process of developing critical consciousness before 

and after an experience. Drawing from the range of prior literature on the topics, I synthesized 

the concepts to think through how this developmental process for students was enacted in the 

class I taught and studied. As a result, I have come up with seven steps for measuring student 

critical consciousness development: 1. Instructor’s knowledge, level of engagement and 

commitment to topics (Duncan-Andrade, 2009), 2. Student’s knowledge of inequities that impact 

communities (self/others) (Freire, 2000), 3. Academic language and concepts, (Duncan-Andrade 

& Morrell, 2008) 4. Ability to reflect on position to inequalities, level of vulnerability (Brown, 

2012), 5. Will change/grow (hooks, 2004), 6. knowledge of how to create change (Freire, 2000), 

7. putting new knowledge into action (for self and others) (Freire, 2000). These can be a start for 

how to develop a qualitative scale that can measure critical consciousness development. This is 

explored and explained further below.  

Figure 2 is a visual representation of what I am attempting to describe.  In number 1. 

Instructor critical pedagogy/ critical hope, there must be a course space and structure to begin to 

offer an opportunity for increasing student’s level of critical consciousness. According to my 

findings, the instructor and the space had to be a safe place to discuss and dissect a difficult topic 

like masculinity and its potentially harmful impacts on our lives. This reflects what Duncan-

Andrade and Morrell (2008), Tuitt, Haynes, and Stewart (2016), and hooks (1994) urge - to have 
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a space and instructor that critically analyzes difficult topics that impact marginalized groups. 

For instance, in the present study it was important and vital that the instructor was vulnerable, 

connected to what was relevant for students, and addressed the power dynamics that exist in the 

classroom.   

For number 2, there needs to be some type of opportunity to for students to share what 

they already know and understand about the topic/concepts they will engage in. In the current 

study, the course assignments were structured in a way that was able to gather that information 

from students. There must be a baseline to understand what knowledge students had as they 

entered the course. In this study, “our story” assignment helped provide a baseline for what 

knowledge students had in this study. I found that most students had some knowledge of the 

topics we were covering.  Further, it is important for students to be able to be themselves and use 

their understanding of the world to make sense of what we are unpacking in the class (hooks, 

1994). By establishing a space where students and instructor can be honest about their feelings, 

emotions, and experiences, their prior knowledge and experiences will be valued (Williams, 

2016).  This would provide an indicator for how far students moved on the critical consciousness 

scale after an experience.  

For number 3. students will engage in course/workshop discussions, assignments, and 

literature with academic concepts. Learning the language to describe how systems of power and 

oppression function is key when implementing critical pedagogy (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 

2008). In the course, masculinity and intersectionality were key concepts for understanding how 

multiple identities intersect and impacted the students and those around them. The findings 

illustrate how the curriculum played a key role in being able to name and describe how 

masculinity was impacting themselves and those around them.  
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Number 4. Personal reflection and vulnerability are where students start to navigate their 

prior feelings and thoughts about the world. For instance, students like Jose spent a lot of time 

reflecting on how masculinity and love were impacting him and the males in his life. By being 

vulnerable together and with others in class, students and instructor were able to process how 

masculinity was impacting themselves and others. Brown (2012) urges the importance of 

vulnerability in order to have deep and difficult conversations. As students reflected on the 

world, they became more aware of how masculinity was impacting themselves and those around 

them.  This is what Freire (2000) termed as Conscientization, where students start becoming 

aware of systems that exist in the world through reflection. Conscientization can be seen in the 

findings, but the difficulty this presents is a navigation and negotiation process, because students 

will be navigating what to do about these new issues or challenges, they may uncover, and 

negotiating replacing old thoughts for new ones. 

In number 5. The will to change, continues the process of navigation and negotiation 

where students start to make decisions internally and externally on how the information, they are 

learning is impacting them and others around them. During this phase, students must have the 

will to change by altering their thinking and behaviors. hooks (2004) says this is an important 

aspect to altering ones thinking and actions about difficult topics that impact themselves and 

others around them. In this process there is a negotiation occurs of what new knowledge to retain 

or maintain, and what old thoughts can get left behind – the will and the courage to change 

(hooks, 2004). This is where students build more empathy with themselves and each other. This 

happens as a byproduct of vulnerability and examining hard conversations in the space (Brown, 

2012; Duncan-Andrade, 2009; Ginwright, 2016). We can use the above to measure number 5. 

“The will to change” (hooks, 2004). hooks (2004) describes the need for someone to have “the 
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will to change” in order to address social issues that one is either a part of or impacted by. This 

“will to change” is one of the most important indicators of how the work is impacting the 

students.  

Lastly, as the course or learning experience comes to an end, it is important to have 

students reflect on their 6. New knowledge of how to create change. However, most important is 

the use of 7. That new knowledge by way of action to create change. This is supported by the 

three levels of developing critical consciousness (Freire, 2000; El-Amin, Seider, Graves, 

Tamerat, Clark, Soutter, Johannsen, & Malhotra, 2017) 1. Those affected by unequal structures 

in society gaining knowledge of those structures existence, and how those structures exist to 

maintain inequality, 2. Realizing they have power and agency to do something about those 

systems or structures, and 3. undertaking action to change or alter those systems that exist 

(Freire, 2000; El-Amin et al., 2017). How this study extends prior conceptualization about 

critical consciousness development, is the personal impact that number 6 and 7 had on students 

in this study. The major difference between 6 and 7 is the action piece. It is important to note that 

having knowledge doesn’t always mean it is translated into action. Some students were able to 

demonstrate knowledge on assignments or in discussion, but how they used it in their lives was 

where the action was more important.  One example is students who reflected on how 

masculinity was having a negative impact in their lives in assignments. Some of these students 

simply talked about how they knew that the negative impacts of masculinity were apparent in 

their lives, but did not discuss any actions they took.  However, this was taken further when 

some of the students addressed masculinity with family and friends.  

In this study, there were varying levels of change, from high to low. For instance, 

someone like Kevin talking about how he is not so “judgy” anymore only changing his ideas of 



INCREASING CRITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS 

 

93 

others and self to be more accepting was a lower level of change if using this scale to measure 

critical consciousness development. A higher level of critical consciousness development was 

Anita coming out to her parents about her identity and Ben choosing to not press charges on a 

young man who robbed him at gunpoint, because he did not want to contribute to the policing 

and imprisonment of boys and men of color. Indeed, these tenets could be a start to understand 

and observe the change or growth in critical consciousness that can take place as students engage 

in a course or experience like the one presented in this study.  

VIII. Implications for Future Research and Practice 

 Most of the conversation around working with students of color in the P-20 pipeline has 

focused efforts on how to engage them in work that assists in the college-going process. This is 

essentially a “Band-Aid” approach to the issue in that it only addresses the superficial problems. 

The larger systems that impact marginalized students can be changed if students are given the 

opportunity to examine how those systems impact themselves and others. This study presents 

findings that support giving undergraduate students the opportunity to critically examine 

structures in place that work against them, their peers, and how that may impact their future. This 

work outlines multiple details to create realistic and lucrative strategies for engaging 

undergraduates in difficult conversations. However, future research and practice can help address 

the challenges of BMOC face when pursuing a higher education.  

Future Research 

This study provides some ground for future research to be conducted on how to 

implement and effect change for BMOC on a college campus.  Because literature on BMOC 

reports low enrollments, and limited success, there have been studies that advocate for 

addressing some of the challenges that BMOC experience on their pathway to and through 
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higher education (Saenz & Ponjuan, 2009; Williams, 2014).  Masculinity has been identified as a 

possible concern for BMOC and can continue to be studied as a way to alter their trajectory into 

and through higher education (Cabrera et. al., 2021; Cabrera, Rashwan-Soto, & Valencia, 2016). 

 There are still a few matters that can be examined for future research. For instance, it 

would be important to examine how, if at all, engaging students in critical consciousness 

development impacts their success in college. This could be a major finding, because it may have 

some level of implication with student’s satisfaction in college and students possibly finding 

their passion in college. This could also have some implications on college student retention and 

engagement. For instance, I had two male students in previous years courses tell me that the 

reason they decided to become teachers was their involvement in the course and working with 

youth. More specifically, because the research on BMOC in college seems stark when it comes 

to success and retention, it may be important to see how a course like this has any implications 

for BMOC success or retention. I would argue that it does, just based on what I have seen here 

with some of the BMOC involved in this study, but more research needs to be conducted to 

illustrate and confirm how. Additionally, the goals of this study were to positively impact future 

pathways for boys and men of color, but an important question to consider is, do the goals of this 

study reflect the goals of the community (Paris & Alim, 2017)?  

 Also, a major component of the course was the outreach project, where students went out 

to local schools to mentor and work with young men. Students in this study did not discuss much 

of their experience going out to the schools or how that impacted them personally.  It would be 

important to probe more in this area and see to what extent the outreach project has impacted 

their thinking about some of the topics covered in the course. Also, the outreach project may 
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benefit from some adjustments, and giving the students in class time for planning and working 

with the youth at their respective schools.  

 Further, I would like to take a deeper look at some of the participant generated 

documents, like the photo journal assignments, spoken word poems, and our story 1 and 2 to 

gain a deeper sense of just how curriculum that is rooted in critical pedagogies can impact 

critical consciousness development. Moreover, it would be important to see how using art and 

media contribute to student learning overall. Lastly, this would help with one of the questions 

that I am still left with, was the changes students experienced due more to the curriculum or the 

instructor? Or, is it both?   

 Since students dissected masculinity and challenged a lot of its negative or toxic traits, 

does this have an effect on success in school? This may be something to consider for future 

research. Also, I would like to examine how the mix gender space has an impact on how students 

build empathy with other student’s and their stories. I also wondered if having feminine 

identified students in the class had an impact on how men might have viewed masculinity and 

how they contributed to its existence. The quote from Julio where he says he would hear female 

perspectives, might be something to follow up on. Lastly, I would have liked to examine more of 

my role as an instructor and how that played a part in students critical consciousness 

development. Maybe, I could have a co-researcher to help with this piece in order to help with 

validity.  

Future Practice 

To encourage more opportunities like this at the college level, it would be important to 

examine the extent to which colleges and universities incentivizes high impact practices like this 

course, and whether instructors or professors are awarded for their use of critical pedagogies. It 
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would be helpful to see a future study that looks at how many academic courses across one 

college, or multiple college and universities, utilize critical pedagogies. This would help with an 

understanding of just how common or rare an academic experience like the one in this study is 

across colleges and universities.  

 It is important to note that implementing a course like the one in this study requires 

much time and effort in developing relationships with students, examining critical pedagogies, 

and developing assignments. These are some areas that the institution doesn’t prioritize or 

incentivize. There was much “unpaid labor” given to this program, and it was supported by 

various professors and administrators. It took a community effort to keep the program going for 

years, and once a higher-level administrator took notice, then it became something worthy of 

sustained funding. This is something that Tuitt, Haynes, and Stewart (2016) discuss as challenges 

to this work.  Unfortunately, higher education can be a place where the implementation of this 

work is not as valued, or may not be incentivized, as a part of a professor or administrators job 

duties. Further, practical applications of how to make higher education more human centered and 

to have a focus on social justice in the academic side are somewhat lacking in importance. 

Therefore, this study can help advocate for policy that incentivizes these practices that professors 

and instructors implement in their courses. This could be part of the tenure process, or there 

could be pay bonuses for those who implement various high impact teaching practices.   

Researchers in academia have a hard time making their work more practical, because the 

academy makes it difficult to do so, or does not incentivize it. There may be certain requirements 

and rules in place that make it hard to implement non-traditional teaching methods like critical 

pedagogy in a college course. There is not much time or reward to test various theories for their 

effectiveness and impact with college students. When there is not much incentive for professors 
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to attain tenure and recognition for this type of work, it is no wonder why implementation 

alongside research is tough. It would be vital for colleges and universities to examine teaching 

practices more closely and reward professors for engaging students in courses like this. 

Professors or instructors can submit their syllabus and there could be a questionnaire or survey 

that collects data to verify the professor or instructors’ impact on students. This type of policy 

might encourage professors to spend a little more time on their teaching pedagogy and help 

balance the heavy load of research expectations.   

More research can be conducted to examine the possibility of student-led aspects of a 

college course and how that may impact student development of critical consciousness. When 

students are given the opportunity to learn about a topic and possibly teach it to their peers, that 

might improve their engagement and learning about those topics as well. This could be a next 

step to this study, to add other components that may encourage student agency and the ability to 

have some level of control in a college course to encourage student’s deeper engagement. Also, 

students being able to share their own experiences and teach the topic however they would like 

may help build their agency and encourage engagement with the course topics. It could also exist 

as a possible teaching assistant (TA) opportunity, where students who have taken the course can 

come back in future semesters and offer support to the students who are new to the course. This 

may also encourage more of the phenomenon of collective vulnerability that existed in this 

study, because their peers would be guiding them through the development of critical 

consciousness that they experienced. However, more research would need to be conducted to see 

how a TA or multiple TA’s might impact or change the experience of the new students in the 

course. More research needs to be conducted in this area to understand to what extent student-led 

aspects of a course promote critical consciousness development.  
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IX. Conclusion 

This study began from a call to research boys and young men of color’s (BMOC) access 

and success in higher education. The call was to encourage change around how to positively 

impact BMOC access to higher education, and how to impact their success in higher education. 

However, the study evolved into an examination of how marginalized students examine power 

and privilege (masculinity and intersectionality) in a college course setting – paying special 

attention to the experiences of BMOC in higher education.  

In the introduction of this study, the problem of access and success for BMOC in 

education was explored. A major connection made to understanding this challenge is that an 

incompatibility with the education system exists for BMOC, where they are seen as a problem. 

Then, the problem of masculinities and their impact on BMOC is discussed, giving some insight 

into one area of concern for BMOC as they navigate higher education.  The paradox of privilege 

of race and gender for BMOC (Cabrera et al., 2016) helped to develop the course and its 

components, which is why critical pedagogies, critical hope, and intersectionality were used as 

ways to engage students in difficult conversations about power and privilege.  Then research 

questions were developed as these concepts helped lead the study to examine the course and the 

experiences of BMOC:  

1. What aspects of a university course are most effective in fostering opportunities for 

college students to engage in critical consciousness development? What does critical 

consciousness transformation look like for these students?   

2. How might the challenges of BMOC be addressed by calling attention to the broader 

problem of hegemonic masculinity?  
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It was found that the importance of physical, intellectual, and emotional space were important 

aspects of the college course that aided in critical consciousness development. This was seen by 

how students put the curriculum into action in their personal lives. Also, it was important to see 

how BMOC challenged traditional masculinity roles, but more important how the class as a 

collective challenged hegemonic masculinity.  

The findings suggest that a one-semester college course can uniquely shape student 

experiences; giving them the opportunity to examine real world problems and structures that 

impact their lives. Additionally, the course encouraged students to see how masculinity impacts 

their own lives and those around them moving them towards change. More specifically, the 

findings provided some important insight into what it takes to have conversations with BMOC 

about masculinity. Their experiences with masculinity were seen as mostly negative and tough to 

navigate. Moreover, this study found that the course specifically, the structure, literature, and 

assignments encouraged reflection and action that transformed students’ understandings of 

gender, masculinity, and relationships of power - demonstrating a heightened level of critical 

consciousness. Moreover, this finding has implications for how we might study gender more 

broadly, and how we might engage in conversations about gender and its impact on college 

students. Overall, this study challenges traditional notions of the college classroom and college 

instructor role, because it supports the use of critical pedagogies and critical hope in a college 

classroom.  

  The study found that physical, intellectual, and emotional space was meaningful for 

student experiences, contributing to their learning about power structures like masculinity. This 

gave some important insights into what aspects of a college course could help build critical 

consciousness. The findings also presented how students humanized masculinity through how 
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students were vulnerable and honest about their experiences. Most important was how students 

put the course curriculum into action and challenged dominant expectations. Students discussed 

how the class helped them make important decisions about their personal and family lives.   

These findings supported contributions to critical pedagogies by expanding our knowledge of 

how the physical layout supports honesty and vulnerability in a college class. The findings also 

increase our knowledge of critical consciousness, and how it can be more of a personal 

experience or change – it doesn’t always have to be political or external.  Also, the importance of 

vulnerability in a college classroom further extends our knowledge of how to apply critical 

pedagogies in higher education, because it can be a collective experience encouraging deeper 

reflection. Moreover, the findings also extend research on BMOC and how to engage them in 

conversations about masculinity and how it may be negatively impacting their lives – which adds 

to our understandings of masculinities and its intersection with race. Lastly, the creation of a 

critical consciousness scale was explored and found that there can be 7  fluid steps for increasing 

student’s critical consciousness in educational spaces.  

 I believe this work is unique compared to what has come before it. It pushes boundaries 

and pushes researchers to take more of an involved participant observer role to possibly make 

changes to their own classrooms. Again, the work presented here is not incentivized, because 

there is no reward or notice for the unpaid labor that went into it. But, it clearly has a tremendous 

impact on student’s experiences and personal lives. Isn’t that the point of true education if it 

connects with students personally and ultimately develops empathy within students to love and 

care for others? Isn’t that an important goal or aspect of education? We as academics, aspiring 

academics, and professionals spend so much time making decisions that will satisfy our 

institutions and build our careers, but we do not realize how much change we can make by 



INCREASING CRITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS 

 

101 

sharing collectively in the struggle that our students are going through. Afterall, without students, 

professors and instructors would not have jobs. This study can help us imagine college 

instruction as a place for intergenerational mentoring, because it gives the next generation 

something to work on as they grow and develop as future professionals and future members of 

our larger society. 
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Appendix C: Assignment 1
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Appendix D:  Student Communications 
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Appendix E: Spoken Word Poems 

 

Anita 

Masculinity Violence 

What has been on my mind lately is the terrifying Parkland school shooting 

Who the fuck thinks they have the right to take someone’s life 

The life of innocent people 

What happened to the safe place that school is supposed to be 

I fear that it may be my last day every morning when I leave for school 

How do you conitinue your life with such traumatizing event 

Im hurting on the inside 

I just want to cry 

I don’t know what to do 

Everytime I think about the school shooting I cry 

I can’t imagine what the victims are going through 

I put myself in their shoes 

I think about what I would do if I were in that situation 
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If that were to happen at the middle school or high school at work at 

If that were to happen at one of the schools my siblings go to  

I wouldn’t forgive myself if something happened to them, to any of them 

These people I have been working with for the past months 

I’ve learned to love and care for 

I would give my life for any of them 

But that scares me  

It scares me that I have to think about giving my life up because the inmature, 

immaculate president we have won’t do his job  

Testosterone sitting in the white house 

The job that a woman would do 10 times better 

The job that a man who doesn’t dehumanize people by calling them alliens could do 

so much better 

Money and masculinity 

The worst combination this nation has seen 

When will the masculine government take action 

When will they understand that the accesibilty to guns is ridiculous 

When will they realize the one thing that all of these school shootings have in 

common 

Toxic masculinity 

The masculinity that makes these shooters feel powerful 

As I am sitting here thinking about what to write I hear gunshots right outside of 

my window 

I panic and fear the life of another person has been taken 

VIOLENCE IS NOT THE ANSWER 

“Men” feel empowered by what they have in between their legs 

They feel empowered to use that as a weapon 

To use anything they have as a weapon 

They feel they have the right to take lives whenever they want because that only 

makes them more of badass, more of a dude 

They feel they can fuck a girl without consent to become the king of the jungle 

My life is worth so much more than a bullet 

So much more than the so called men who believe their balls are worth more than 

my life 

Than my dignity 

Than my values 

Than my body 

How much longer until they realize they are harming others and themselves 
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This whole idea of hegemonic masculinity 

Im so tired of all of this 

I feel I am not doing enough 

This shit is not my fault by here I am trying to figure out how I can help 

I don’t hate men 

I hate their crooked masculinity building 
 

 

Kelly 

Dear Masculinity… 

Why do you treat me so bad? 

So inferior to you and the people who uphold you,  

As I am not only a Woman, But a Black and Colombian Woman 

Who only sees the short side of the stick.  

No matter what I’m facing or who I’m facing Male, White, Light,  

I am the lesser of it all.  

Unlucky of my gender and of the color of my skin, that’s how you make me  

Feel, like I’ll never be good enough, like I’ll never be real. 

Dear Masculinity, why do you treat me so bad? 

Like I am not human, like there isn’t more to me, like I am  

Suppose to bow down to every man who comes across my feet.  

You taste so bitter sweet as if strength comes with you, 

But really it contains you, holds you hostage in a box. 

Where no one can really see you, hear you,  

Scream if you want, but you won’t dare to leave. 

 You’re a manly man, uphold your ground.  

Don’t you dare shed a tear, or frown, don’t show emotion, 

Conceal, don’t feel, let it go.  

Dear Masculinity, you will be the cause of your own demise. 

Trying to hide behind what you think is strength, what some 

Consider to be privilege, because of what is between your legs 

Instead of what is in your heart. 

It, your emotions, will eat you alive. 

One encounter after another, don’t you dare try to love, 

Try to feel, try to be something you’re not, 

You’re a rock! You’re solid, don’t move. 

You’ll sink straight down to the bottom, 

Carrying all your blues. 

Dear Masculinity, no longer will I fear you, 

You are weak, unkind and you will feel. 

Feel all the emotions bundled up inside,  

Bursting like a firework in the sky. 

Dear Masculinity, I cannot wait 

Until your demise.  
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Kevin 

 

Spoken Word 

Dear Masculinity, dear masculinity what happen to me? So many problems in this world for a 

kid like me. I’m Black and Spanish and I’m one of three. My parents split up way before I 

became a teen. Seeing all the fussing and fighting, man I thought it all was just a dream. 

Realizing this was really just LIFE as you can see. I’m really trying to find that motivation to 

help me succeed and be the man that my momma wanted me to be. Keeping all my emotions 

bottled in is how I’m supposed to be? God forbid I cry or when I first meet you I’m a little shy, 

for some reason our society has to judge everybody, and masculinity is a thing and we can’t do 

these things or people won’t really respect us as men right? Why, why is that the way things are, 

everybody’s different but to show our true emotion and to really let the world know how I feel is 

a crime? How can people judge if they don’t know my story, they don’t know what I’ve been 

through? So, if I don’t drink liquor that makes me not manly too?  Or Go to the gym 7 days a 

week and walk into the house after smelling like a musty onion mean im not manly too? Im done 

with trying to worry about what everybody else thinks about me and just worry about how I 

think about myself. Because at the end of the day you only got yourself so world you can take 

your little card for characteristics about being a man and go show it to somebody else who gives 

a fuck about that dumb shit. Been through two emergency surgeries, a perforated ulcer, ruptured 

appendix, parents been split up, seen family die, seen cousins get strung out on drugs, the list 

goes on but ya still going to judge if ya see me cry right? 

 

Cassandra 

 

Masculinity tastes like… 

 

Masculinity is… 
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Masculinity it’s… 

Masculinity… tastes like blood, like blood in your mouth. 

Tastes like blood in your mouth because you know it 

That coppery, salty taste… 

You know it because it shouldn’t be there, in your mouth. 

Tastes like that time, at the dining room table where you said; “I don’t care what you think.” 

And instantly waited for that swift palm to the face. 

Tastes like blood in your mouth. 

Tastes like the time your brother said, with tears in his eyes, “I don’t want to do this anymore.” 

And was thrown against the wall. 

Tastes like blood in your mouth. 

Over time you get used to it, that salty, coppery taste, and you cant taste it anymore. 

I couldn’t taste it anymore, I couldn’t taste anything anymore. 

I didn’t bring friends over, fearing that their palette would be tainted by that same taste. That 

inescapable taste. 

No one seemed to notice.  

They only asked questions when all I ate for lunch was an apple or a handful of candy, but never 

interested enough to find out it was to cover up that stupid coppery, salty taste.  

Then, that taste I knew so well. That taste I got used to and believed was the only taste I would 

ever taste… it was gone. Well, not gone. It was sweeter, masculinity had a sweeter taste. 

But you had to bring it back, that salty, coppery taste, that one time, at that one party… where 

you said, “I can’t wait to see what happens when your friend leaves.” 

I can’t escape this taste of blood in my mouth. 

I hope one day that taste is replaced by the taste of strawberry lemonade, or cotton candy at a 

baseball game, or even just those mints you get for free at the end of meal at a restaurant. 

I hope one day I don’t recognize that coppery, salty taste of blood in my mouth. The day I get to 

spit it out and never taste it again.  

 

 

Jaron 

 

Poem 

 

 
Being a Man? 

 
Is being a Man powerful? 

Is being a Man strong? 
Is being a Man violent? 

Is being a Man protective? 
Can a Man also be gentle and loving? 

 
These are questions I ask myself and I am sure others ask themselves as well 

Everyday we think  
Everyday we are presented with these situations and thoughts 
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The expectation for men has been set. Society set rules and we follow. We must meet these 

requirements or we are not adequate. We are taught to be protective of what is ours. We 
must defend our property and our loved ones. If we are not at the top then another man will 

be able to take what is ours.  
 

We think a man must have achievements. 
We think he must have money. 

We think he must provide. 
We think he must get a lot of girls.  

We think he must be nice but also have a little jerk in him 
We think he must show little to no emotions 

We think he must be mean. 
We think he must be alone.  

 
 

Being a man is many different things  
He doesn't get drunk and come home to the kids. 

He is his own person. 
He makes his decisions with guidance and the help of others. 

He isn’t afraid of help.  
He isn’t afraid of emotions. 

He isn’t afraid of loving relationships 
He doesn’t burn down friendships and relationships 

He doesn't seek approval from everyone. 
 

He isn’t perfect. 
Yet his far from perfect. 

But he recognizes it. 
He seizes everyday 

He seizes every opportunity 
He gives 100% effort into everything he does.  

He makes the world a better place.  
He gives back to the community. 

He gives back to the people who made him. 
He gives a positive influence on others. 

He surrounds himself with positivity. 
He makes those around him better. 

He is giving. 
He isn’t selfish. 

He sees the bad in the world 
He knows the negatives 

but 
He tries to better himself.  

That is what it means to be a man.  
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Beto 

 

Dear Masculinity,  

Why did you do this to us? 

You turn my father into macho masculine man, when deep down inside he had one of the biggest 

hearts 

Because of how you made him, the only times I ever felt his love was when he had a few drinks 

in his system,  

Why did you have to do that to him, because now me and my little brother have had to suffer in 

the same path 

We were forced from a young age to learn how to be a man?  

But we were never told is that we would have to lose who we were as a person to become a man 

We could no longer cry, longer play we the girls and the list goes on and on 

To make thing worse we are not the only ones, who felt this pain 

Other boys all ages were taught the same thing 

We had to be the toughest, the meanest, the strongest, the baddest, the list goes on and on 

But to make matter worse I had friends who didn’t even had a father figure, and they still were 

taught the same things.  

At this point I don’t believe that it is just a masculinity problem, it’s a society problem that we 

have all fallen victim to and force feed young boys into thinking that it is how its supposed to be 

Instead of trying to help these young boys and make them human again, we turn them into 

violent animals 

The saddest part is  

 when boys are vulnerable, they fight as hard as they can not to show emotions because they 

have been conditioned to fight these emotions and never show them to anyone because if you do 

then you are seen as less of a man. 

 this ends up hurting them emotional and become scarred for life.  

Fuck you masculinity.   

 

Julio 

 

L, M and H. 
I got the L word on the tip of my tongue.  

I don’t want to say it I don’t want to plunge. 

But at the same time I just want lunge. 

Love 

But if I do, then I’m not tough  

Even though she makes me feel safe when times are rough. 

No way man just compress it  

You can’t let the ladies see you stressing.  

Love 

 

Act a certain way then you aren’t a man  

Who came up with these social laws that rule the land? 

I want to be able to care, I want to lend a hand. 

Bring my people up when they’re feeling sad. 
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Masculinity  

Most of us need it, but we’ll disagree  

Cause if we conform then we lose pedigree  

We feed off of the energy  

Other people point out as our enemies  

Same ones I listened to they befriended me.  

Masculinity  

Walk into a room man look around  

Make observation of how to get out  

 

 

Because when the lights go on there’s no telling what going to go down.  

Masculinity  

I feel like I have a target on my back.  

These guys thinking about the props they would get if they attack. 

And succeed, in my defeat and make me bleed. 

But I know that’s not what I need  

Masculinity  

 

Stay in your lane, stay out of trouble  

Don’t let these temptations break your respect bubble. 

You don’t need to fight because you got a little stubble. 

Wrong decisions will put you 6 feet in the rubble.  

Hope 

Outside forces I should be able to control  

I wish outside forces would console.  

Has me missing something, has me feeling dull. 

Use that as motivation store the power of a bull.  

Hope 

It’s not over yet don’t get complacent  

Same environment around me, I still haven’t made it. 

If we change our attitude we can have stronger fortitude.  

Only then will our experience change 

Feeling all types of emotion on a different range. 

Just want to love, have hope and be a man. 

Love, Masculinity and Hope  
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Appendix F: Interview Protocol 

 

Semi- Structured Interview Protocol: Gender, Power and Education 

Prior to beginning the focus, participants will be offered refreshment, and consent forms will be 

verified.  If consent has not been obtained, participants will have the opportunity to go through 

the consent process prior to beginning the focus group. If they choose not to participate, they 

will be allowed to leave. 

 

Intro: Thank you for agreeing to participate in this focus group/ interview.  My name is 

____________, and I am doctoral/undergraduate/graduate student in Educational Policy Studies 

and Practice at the University of Arizona.  As part of my studies, I am planning a small research 

project about your classroom experiences with (HED 331) Masculinity Power and Education. 

This research is about, trying to see how I can best deliver this course, and improve teaching 

practices and learning in college. I really want to look at the pimpact of the course. You need to 

tell me what you think. It is ok to tell me negative things. This will help improve how this work 

is conducted in the future. I wont be personally offended by it. If you do not understand a 

question or the way I asked it, please let me know so I can clarify. 

 

 

If focus group: The purpose of the focus group is to hear your experiences (and have a 

discussion with each other). In order to do that, I would suggest some norms ground rules for our 

time together. Since we are sharing our experiences, it’s also important to try to be respectful to 

each other, both in terms of listening to others while they are talking, and also being thoughtful 

about what we say. Also, after we are finished, please do not share what others in the group said 

during this focus group so everyone can feel comfortable being completely honest and feel 

assured that what they say will be kept confidential. Do you have any questions or suggestions 

regarding guidelines? 

 

If it’s ok, I will turn on the sound recorder now. 

 

I. Intro/Warm-up Questions:  

a. How would you compare your thinking now about identity (open to personal or 

general), after taking the class? Compare your thinking now after taking the class, 

so you can talk about growing up, or anything relevant to before you took the 

class. 

b. Did anything shift during high school,  or right before you entered this class? 

c. what about the gender piece was relevant yo your experiences?  

 
d. *Privilege? 
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(If they go personal go into the general, if the go general, ask about personal) 

II. Course/Program involvement 

a. I see that you were involved in _________ course/program, take me through your 

process. Why did you join the course/program?  

b. What were your experiences throughout the course/program?  

c. Do you feel your thinking has changed after involvement in the course? 

i. Probe: In what ways? Were there specific aspects or moments that you can 

recall?  

d. If you are able, rank the top three aspects of the course that had the biggest impact 

on your thinking. 1 being the most important. (**Then do the opposite for least 

impactful**)  

e. Pretend I know nothing about your involvement in this course, help me 

understand why you ranked (insert context) as your number one, number two, etc.  

i. Probe: Can you provide an example?  

f. Regarding consumption/production processes, what did you think about your 

participation in gender consumption 

g. production? 

i. Probe: explain how you might see your role in challenging  what you just 

mentioned. 

h. Based on how you examined gender production/ consumption, have you noticed 

any changes regarding how you consume gender? How about how you might 

engage in the reproduction of gender? 

i. Probe: Have you ever found yourself talking to someone about course 

content, or conversations you had in class? How about thinking to 
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yourself, or talking to yourself when you see something that is related to 

(previous example of gender consumption or production)? What comes to 

mind?  

i. Now, help me understand how collaborating with youth played a role in 

learning/thinking about the course topics? Explain. 

j. How did course content play a role in your work with your peers and youth? Did 

implementing the theory (literature or articles) help with learning concepts?  

III. Tools or skills  

a. Are there any tools or practices that you have gained as a result of being involved 

in the course/program?  

i. Think back to assignments, discussions, findings from collaborative youth 

projects, etc. – describe now how you might respond differently to things.  

ii. Think about your action and reaction to certain events or circumstances, 

have any practices we engaged in class helped you navigate these 

instances?  

b.  How do you see yourself using what you learned in the course in your future 

(career, family, social life/media, relationships, etc.)? 

IV.  General Questions: Critical Consciousness and Critical Hope  

a. Critical consciousness is defined by being able to identify the intricacies of  

systems that exist in society that can sometimes marginalize certain groups. Do 

you feel that you have increased your critical consciousness? If so, how?   

b. Are there ways in which you have altered thinking or behavior as a result of this 

new level of consciousness?  
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i. What are some examples? 

c. We talked about these lenses, do you think these lenses have helped you? If so 

how. Tell me a story. Do you think your lens about society or gender has 

changed?  

i. Is it more critical?  

d. Are there examples that you have observe concerning privilege and 

marginalization in society, that weren’t always there? 

i. Do you feel you have the understanding or know-how to challenge these 

instances? 

e. Regarding hope, do you feel your knowledge and experiences contribute to 

positively impacting the communities around you? Explain.  

i. Was the space a place that worked to connect to what was relevant to your 

experinces? What ways? Resources?  

ii. Did we examine pain together, including me, to envision new ways of 

living? How? Examples? 

iii. Do you feel we examined that pain in order to envision or work to 

transform it collectively? How?  

iv. Do you feel like we talked about love in class? Did the class feel like a 

loving place?  

f. How has exposure to the course content changed you? 

i.  How do you think it impacts your current actions/decisions? 

ii.  How will it affect your future decisions? 
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g. Over the course of the interview, I may have glossed over something regarding 

your experience in the course, is there anything I may have missed that you would 

like to share? Especially something that might have not been positive.  

Thank you for your time, I will now turn off the recording device.  
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Appendix G: Teacher Course Evaluations 
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