
1 This chapter reviews paradigms in which student development
theory is situated, encouraging the use of critical
and poststructural paradigms.
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“If we have been gagged and disempowered by theories, we can also be loos-
ened and empowered by theories.”

(Anzaldúa, 1990, p. xviii)

Chicana, lesbian, feminist scholar Gloria Anzaldúa’s quotation, although
not about student development theories, describes the reality of these theo-
ries and their necessary evolution. Specifically, the student affairs profession
must evolve such that critical and poststructural perspectives, which cri-
tique and deconstruct systems of oppression, take hold in student develop-
ment literature. Doing so is important because developmental theories that
shape the foundation of the profession have sometimes “gagged and disem-
powered” marginalized students whose lives, experiences, and voices are
often not represented. What is frequently called foundational student de-
velopment literature is typically grounded in experiences of fairly homoge-
neous samples of privileged college students (for example, Baxter Magolda,
2001; Chickering & Reisser, 1993).

Theories directed to the development of nondominant populations,
such as those focused on minoritized racial and sexual identity, are typi-
cally grounded in psychological perspectives and, therefore, foreground stu-
dents’ individual experiences rather than the systems of oppression, such as
racism and heterosexism, that shape their experiences (for example, Cass,
1979; Cross, 1995). In contrast, applying critical and poststructural theories
enables foregrounding of the systems of oppression that shape student de-
velopment. Critical and poststructural theories deconstruct, critique, and
put at the forefront systems of inequality. Hence, this approach to theory
avoids problematizing the student’s development and focuses on how the
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10 CRITICAL PERSPECTIVES ON STUDENT DEVELOPMENT THEORY

environment plays a role in how students develop. Critical and poststruc-
tural theories not only expose the ways in which some student development
theories silence underrepresented students but also create possibilities for
new ways to conceptualize student development theory that “loosen and
empower” these same students. Also, these theories have the potential to ex-
pose more discretely the historical context that contributes to the distorted
views of power that shape the identity of those from privileged groups.

Tenets of critical and poststructural theories can feel daunting when
first exposed to them and this can remain even after being previously
exposed to them. The purpose of this chapter, therefore, is to provide an
accessible overview of critical and poststructural theories. I first describe
concepts that underlie systems of oppression and then describe the nature of
paradigms that ground student development theory in relation to these sys-
tems, emphasizing critical and poststructural paradigms. This chapter pro-
vides context for the remaining chapters in this monograph, which describe
and apply critical and poststructural paradigms to student development.

Concepts Underlying Systems of Oppression

Because critical and poststructural paradigms critique systems of oppres-
sion, it is important to understand the nature of systems of oppression.
Tatum (2003) described oppression as a “system involving cultural mes-
sages and institutional policies and practices as well as the beliefs and ac-
tions of individuals” (p. 7, emphasis in the original). Frye (2007) provided
a metaphor of a birdcage to describe oppression as a system rather than in-
dividual instances of prejudice or discrimination. She explained that when
we look at only one birdcage wire, it appears the bird could readily escape
the cage. But if we look at the entire cage, it is apparent that the bird is
confined by a system of wires, “a network of forces and barriers which are
systematically related and which conspire to the immobilization, reduction,
and molding of [marginalized people]” (Frye, 2007, p. 45). The “wires”
that comprise oppression are forms of power, including discriminatory
institutional policies and practices, cultural and social practices that privi-
lege some identities while rendering others invisible, and individual acts of
prejudice and discrimination (Dill & Zambrana, 2009).

Examples of systems of oppression include racism, classism, hetero-
sexism, ableism, genderism, sexism, and religious oppression. Each of these
systems, which interact with one another, represents a form of power that
privileges those with dominant identities and oppresses the subordinate
(Dill & Zambrana, 2009; Johnson, 2006). To illustrate, ableism is a sys-
tem that maintains the dominance of people who do not have disabil-
ities (Johnson, 2006). Examples of ableism that college students might
encounter include physically inaccessible residence halls and classrooms;
inadequate academic accommodations for students with physical, psycho-
logical, and learning disabilities; and perceptions of pity from faculty, staff
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and peers. Some of these forms of power are microaggressions, which Sue
and colleagues (2007) described as “brief and commonplace daily verbal,
behavioral, or environmental indignities, whether intentional or uninten-
tional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and
insults toward people of color” (p. 273). Microaggressions are not limited to
race; they extend to other marginalized identities as constant reminders of
oppression.

Those who benefit from systems of oppression are privileged. Privi-
leges are systemic advantages based on identity (Tatum, 2003). McIntosh
(2010) distinguished between two types of privileges: unearned advantages
and conferred dominance. Unearned advantages reflect norms that all peo-
ple should experience, such as feeling safe from violence on campus and
not having classes scheduled on significant religious holidays. Conferred
dominance reflects privileges that result from one group having power or
being perceived to have power over another group. For instance, White staff
members often have conferred dominance when making hiring decisions
because their perspectives are valued for perpetuating the organization’s
culture. I now discuss systems of oppression as they relate to paradigms
that ground student development.

Theoretical Paradigms for Student Development Theory

In order to understand the meaning of critical and poststructural perspec-
tives and how they can be applied to address systems of oppression in stu-
dent development theory, it is necessary to understand that all student de-
velopment theories are rooted in paradigms. A paradigm, often referred to
as a worldview, is a “set of interconnected or related assumptions or beliefs”
that guides thinking and behavior (Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2014, p. 3).
The nature of a theory, and how a theory is applied in practice, depends
on the paradigm in which it is situated. In a canonical text on the nature of
knowledge, Kuhn (1962) explained that new paradigms emerge as the limi-
tations of existing ones become apparent. The introduction of new paradig-
matic approaches to student development theory reflects the limitations of
the dominant theories that describe college students. I next describe four
paradigms: positivist, constructivist, critical, and poststructural.

Positivism. Positivism is grounded in the assumption that one real-
ity exists and that knowledge is objectively knowable, measurable, and pre-
dictable (Lincoln & Guba, 2000). Positivism does not account for different
interpretations based on individuals’ identities and the contexts, including
systems of oppression, in which they are situated.

Constructivism. Much contemporary research in student affairs is
grounded in constructivism. Constructivism is the belief that multiple reali-
ties exist and that knowledge is coconstructed between individuals (Lincoln
& Guba, 2000). Constructivism allows for the examination of how con-
text shapes student development. Therefore, it allows for the examination
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of how systems of oppression shape development. Constructivism, how-
ever, focuses on individuals’ experiences within that system rather than a
critique of the system. For example, Torres and Hernández (2007) used
a constructivist paradigm to study Latino/a students’ development toward
self-authorship. The results of their study highlight the role of racism in
Latino/a students’ development. However, Torres and Hernández accept
racism as a reality rather than critiquing it, referring to the recognition of
racism as an “additional developmental task” (p. 561). Focusing on the
students’ development situates the problem with the students whose de-
velopment is portrayed as deficient compared to those who meet norma-
tive standards, rather than problematizing racism and the developmental
norms racism shapes. In contrast to this deficiency perspective, critical and
poststructural paradigms critique systems of oppression, opening up new
possibilities to conceptualize development.

Critical Theory. The underlying assumption of critical perspectives
is that power and systems of oppression shape reality. Critical theory calls
for a “radical restructuring [of] society toward the ends of reclaiming
historic cultural legacies, social justice, the redistribution of power and
the achievement of truly democratic societies” (Lincoln & Denzin, 2000,
p. 1056). Developed in the 1930s by sociologists at the University of Frank-
furt in Germany, critical theory maintains that society marginalizes people
based on power differences inherent to social identities. The purpose of
critical theory is to emancipate people from their oppression and work to-
ward social transformation (Tierney & Rhoads, 1993). Examples of critical
theories include feminist theory, Black feminist theory, critical race theory
(CRT), indigenous theories, critical trans∗ politics, and intersectionality.

Two critical theories applied in some depth in this monograph are CRT
and intersectionality. First, CRT makes visible how racism shapes reality
and seeks to transform this racist reality by centering the narratives of peo-
ple of color (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Legal scholars, including Derrick
Bell, developed CRT to address racism in the legal system. CRT is often ap-
plied to the experiences of African Americans, with related critical theories
such as LatCrit, TribCrit, and AsianCrit applied to other oppressed races
(Delgado & Stafancic). Related, Critical Whiteness Studies (Frankenberg,
1993) problematizes power associated with Whiteness.

The second critical theory considered in this monograph is intersec-
tionality. Coined as a term by legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991) to
describe the experiences of women of color, intersectionality grew out of the
feminist scholarship of women of color, notably Patricia Hill Collins (2000,
2009). Intersectionality’s critical focus is directed to the inseparable sys-
tems of oppression that shape lived experiences (Dill & Zambrana, 2009).
These systems complicate identity by highlighting how a person’s multiple
identities, including those associated with privilege and oppression, interact
with each other (Dill & Zambrana, 2009). From an intersectional perspec-
tive, a college student’s race and sexuality, for example, mutually define one
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another as a result of the intersection of racism and heterosexism. The lived
experiences of a queer-identified person, for instance, is different depend-
ing on whether that person identifies as queer and Asian American or queer
and White American.

Poststructuralism. A poststructural paradigm is grounded in the as-
sumptions that systems of oppression shape reality, the ways in which these
systems shape reality need to be deconstructed, and reality is always chang-
ing and defies categorization (Lather, 2007). Unlike critical theorists who
have an agenda for change, poststructuralists deconstruct “normality” with-
out assuming one way in which society should be structured (Jones & Abes,
2011).

As explained by Jones, Abes, and Kasch (2013), central to the works of
poststructural theorists, such as Foucault (1978) and Derrida (1967/1978),
are the beliefs:

that knowledge and truth are social constructions that reflect the prevailing
interests of those who hold the most social power; that knowledge and truth
are neither objective nor universal; and that all knowledge and truth reflect
the specific cultural and historical contexts in which they were developed.
(p. 194)

Specifically, as explained in more detail in Chapter 5 in this mono-
graph, poststructuralism emphasizes how social institutions, such as gov-
ernment, religious organizations, and educational institutions, use forms of
representation such as language and symbols to maintain power. Together,
these forms of representation are known as discourse (Seidman, 2008). The
available discourse, which is steeped in power, determines the possibilities
for how identity is constructed and recognized by others. A poststructural
analysis deconstructs these discourses to create new possibilities for iden-
tity constructions that are not shackled by power.

Queer theory is one example of a poststructural theory that has occa-
sionally been applied to student development. Queer theory brings post-
structural concerns to sexuality and gender studies, challenging stable
identity constructions steeped in gender and heteronormativity (Sullivan,
2003). Heteronormativity is the unexamined assumption that heterosexu-
ality defines normal and creates a binary of two possible identities: hetero-
sexual and homosexual (Sullivan, 2003). One of the ways that queer theory
challenges the dominant discourse is through its critique of identity cate-
gories that limit possibilities for sexual and gender identities. The critique
of categorized, stable identities comes from the queer notion of performa-
tivity. Performativity describes how individuals create genders and sexual
identities through everyday behaviors (Butler, 1990). Identity does not cre-
ate behaviors, but instead socialization and behaviors create identity. By us-
ing performativity to critique heteronormative identity categories, a queer
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theoretical perspective challenges the dominant discourse that shapes stu-
dent development, opting instead for more fluid conceptualizations.

Conclusion

For the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house. (Lorde, 1984,
p. 112)

Black, lesbian, feminist scholar Audre Lorde critiqued White feminist
thought that excluded perspectives of people of color, explaining that the
language and experiences of White woman were inadequate to change the
conditions for woman of color. Similarly, student development theories
grounded in positivist and constructivist paradigms—the master’s tools—
are inadequate for empowering marginalized students because systems of
oppression continue to define their experiences. Critical and poststructural
perspectives are necessary to dismantle dominant ways of understanding
student development theory and build new understandings. When applied
to student development theory, these perspectives critique and deconstruct
the ways in which systems of oppression shape the nature and process of
development, situating the problem to be fixed within these systems rather
than the student.

Brief in its description of complex theories, this chapter is intended
to provide an overview of critical and poststructural theory to serve as an
introduction to the remaining chapters in this monograph. In the chapters
that follow, critical and poststructural perspectives are applied in two ways:
(1) to critique existing student development theories, illuminating how
they marginalize oppressed students; and (2) to create new possibilities for
student development theories that are more just and equitable. The second
task provides the next challenge for student development theorists and the
one where there is much work to do. Theorists are not fully embracing the
possibilities of critical and poststructural scholarship to reenvision student
development theory, often centering the dominant while critiquing it. De-
veloping new theories goes beyond critiquing the “master’s tools” (positivist
and constructivist theory). The “house” must be rebuilt in such a way that
we deconstruct the experiences of dominant-identified students and criti-
cally engage the stories of students with oppressed identities so that they
are truly “empowered and loosened.”
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